


Time for a Change: PART TWO
The only place to start this, my first editorial for  
INDEPENDENT DEALER, is by thanking Simon for all 
his hard work over the years building the publication to 
its current place in the market.

Over the last decade ID has played a vital role,  
providing a voice for the independent dealer channel at 
a time when its core readership has faced challenges on 
a number of fronts: from the specter of big box consol-
idation through to the continuing threat of Amazon’s 
powerful presence in the online marketplace.

In providing that voice, Simon has helped unite the  
industry to withstand the former and, within the pages 
of this month’s issue, he is part of the effort to see off 
the latter’s potential dominance of federal government 
purchasing. (See Paul Miller’s words on page 28.)

Although it is now my picture that adorns the top of this 
column (those of a nervous disposition might want to 
look away now), Simon isn’t going anywhere for a while, 
as he has agreed to stay on to guide me on the market 
and help me get to know those that make it what it is.

For my part I am very much looking forward to the  
journey ahead. I assure you there are no plans to  
radically overhaul ID’s approach or merge with any other 
publication. I and the rest of the team (see page 16) aim 
to keep you informed of the issues facing the indepen-
dent dealer channel and the latest ideas about how best 
to deal with them.

Simon told me in one of our early conversations that 
what makes this job so rewarding is that the vast 
majority of our readers are willing to share their own 
expertise and experience because they realize that 
what benefits the channel as a whole benefits them as  
individuals. 

With that in mind I hope you will keep on sharing your 
news, views and, of course, your Secrets of Success 
with us, so we can all gain a better understanding of 
our industry. Meanwhile, if you have any suggestions 
on story ideas or hot topics, please let me know. You 
can reach me on (703) 531-8507 or by email at rowan@
idealercentral.com.

Fifty Years and Growing for  
Pittsburgh’s Bullldog Office Products

Congratulations are in order for the team at Bulldog Office Products in 
Pittsburgh, which this year celebrates its 50th anniversary.

The company was founded in 1968 by Frank N. Fera as Western 
Pennsylvania Business Forms. Not too many years later he added office 
products to the mix. In 1979 the company was rebranded as Bulldog Office  
Products and rapidly expanded its offering with the addition of office furni-
ture and promotional products. 

“For the first 20 years our emphasis was really on customer service,” said 
Frank L. Fera, director of sales and son of the founder. Bulldog initially gained 
traction as a certified Women Owned Business Enterprise, but it wasn’t long 
before the company outgrew its “small business” designation. 

Today Bulldog has built a solid regional business selling business  
supplies. “We find that regional companies like to do business with us. We 
are a part of their communities and we work alongside them to support the 
local economy,” said Frank. More recently the dealership has added jani-
torial supplies and breakroom accessories, including Keurig brewers, to its 
product offering.

FEBRUARY 2018 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 2

continued on page 4 >>

Winner’s
Circle

Rowan McIntyre
rowan@idealercentral.com

editorial

mailto:rowan@idealercentral.com


Cart IQ™ targeted email users have redeemed OVER 60% of 
abandoned carts into sales dollars!

You can turn your abandoned carts into sales by sending your 
customers the right message at the right time.

Are you ready to redeem those abandoned carts? 
Contact our experts today! 
800.959.3367 or info@ecisolutions.com 
Please reference this flyer when you contact us.

www.ecisolutions.com info@ecisolutions.com866.374.3221

©2017 ECi Software Solutions, Inc. All rights reserved. ECi and the ECi Red Box logo are trademarks or registered trademarks of ECi Software Solutions, Inc.  

*37 Cart Abandonment Rate Statistics, Baymard Institute, January 9, 2017, https://baymard.com/lists/cart-abandonment-rate

MONEY IS HIDING  
ON YOUR WEBSITE
1 out of 4 shoppers have  
abandoned carts*. 
You can easily win them back!

Cart IQ
TM

Cart IQ is a service from ECi that provides fully customizable content.  
You can improve your marketing efforts without lifting a finger.

Cart IQ
TM

mailto:info@ecisolutions.com
http://www.ecisolutions.com
https://baymard.com/lists/cart-abandonment-rate
mailto:info@ecisolutions.com
http://www2.ecisolutions.com/cartIQ


Along the way, Bulldog has established a robust online presence. 
“Fourth-quarter online sales last year accounted for more than 
89% of total sales that had potential of being ordered online,” 
explained Mark Fera, controller. 

For larger customers, Bulldog’s online solution becomes the foun-
dation of their office supply cost containment programs. For other 
customers, Bulldog appeals to their desire for sweet treats. 

“We converted our program of offering a box of cookies with any 
order over a certain limit to offering a box of cookies with any 
online order over a certain limit,” said Mark. Online only coupons 
are also a regular offering. 

Like many dealerships, Bulldog is family owned. “My dad’s goal 
was to make sure we were educated so we would have a choice 
and do what we needed to do,” said Frank. Yet, one by one the 
children came into the business. At the moment there are nine 
family owners—first and second generation.

Celebratory plans include a 50th Anniversary dinner for family and 
employees as well as a customer appreciation consumer trade 
show that will be held in October and is expected to draw total 
attendance of close to 400. 

Most customers and industry participants know the founder, Frank 
N., who at 85 is still active in the business. “My dad likes to keep 
his hand in making sure our customers are happy,” said Marisa 
Stevenson, Frank’s daughter and the dealership’s general counsel 
and corporate secretary. He has been known to actually take out 
a truck and conduct deliveries. “He is not a sit behind your desk 
kind of guy,” she added.

Ohio Dealer Ritter’s Office Outfitters Named 
Local Chamber’s Small Business of the Year 
There are few pleasures as great as being recognized for service 
by your local community. That sums up the excitement felt by 
Ritter’s Office Outfitters, Mansfield, Ohio, when it was recognized 
as 2017 Small Business of the Year in the 15 Employees and Up 
category by the local chamber of commerce. 

“The chamber does this every year, and there is an extensive 
application process,” said Pam Brooks, business development 
manager. The chamber reviews a number of factors including 
growth and stability, employee practices, community involvement 
and customer service.

“They also look at what they call ‘entrepreneurship’,” said Pam. 
That category covers what the company has done to sustain itself 
and remain competitive. “We talked about how this industry has 
changed and what we have done with technology and the internet 
to change along with it and keep ourselves sustainable,” she said. 

Ritters team members had plenty of reasons to smile as they celebrated their “Small 

Business of the Year” award from their local chamber.

As a finalist, a video was produced about the company by a 
local production company. It wasn’t until the awards luncheon at 
the Mansfield Holiday Inn that Ritter’s learned it was the winner. 
Following the award luncheon in early December, that video was 
posted on Ritter’s Facebook page. 

South Dakota Dealer Joel Vockrodt Joins 
Community Foundation Board

Joel Vockrodt, president of Office 
Peeps, Watertown, South Dakota, has 
been appointed to the board of the  
Watertown Area Community Foundation, 
a local non profit that invests in the future 
of Watertown by supporting community 
priorities, partnering with local organiza-
tions and making strategic investments 
in the community.

“The Foundation has blazed a trail 
since its beginning as the first commu-

nity foundation in South Dakota,” said Joel. “This organization is 
making an enormous impact in our community by getting worthy 
endeavors off the ground and leading our community in big and 
subtle ways.”

Vockrodt, who is also current chairman of the board of the  
Independent Stationers dealer group, will serve on the Foundation 
board for five years. 
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GOS president Charles Scales (left) and his son Andrew, a sales specialist with GOS, 

receive the local United Way’s Chairman’s Award for their dealership. 

South Carolina Dealer GOS Honored by 
United Way 
It’s not just ownership at independents that support the local 
community; often it’s the full cadre of employees—from the presi-
dent down to warehouse workers—who are out there doing good 
things for worthy causes. 

Case in point: GOS in Greer, South Carolina, whose support for the 
local United Way resulted in the dealership receiving the Greenville 
County 2017 Chairman’s Award from the non-profit. 

“Our big fundraiser is for United Way,” said Charles Scales, GOS 
president. Employees can have contributions for United Way  
taken from their payroll and many employees are willing to do so. 

The award was given out at a recognition luncheon last month that 
Charles attended with his son Andrew, a sales specialist at GOS. 

Last year GOS contributed close to $15,000 to United Way and 
over the past decade has contributed more than $100,000. The 
Chairman’s Award recognized that level of support. 

(800) 636.0778 | WWW.PHOENIXSAFEUSA.COM
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Be the hero your customers need, and reap the 
profits you want. Phoenix takes care of your 
customers and your bottom line by offering 
competitive prices to increase your margins without 
compromising the features your customers need 
most. They get peace of mind. You get greater 
returns. Talk about a perfect combination.

SAVE YOUR BOTTOM LINE.
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Minnesota Dealer Innovative Office 
Solutions Acquires Brown & Saenger 
Burnsville, Minnesota-based Innovative Office Solutions has 
acquired Brown & Saenger, Sioux Falls, South Dakota, marking 
Innovative’s first geographical expansion beyond the borders 
of Minnesota. The combined company will operate under the  
Innovative Office Solutions brand, employ almost 300 people and 
have 12 locations throughout Minnesota and the Dakotas. 

This move comes on the heels of Innovative being awarded 
state office supply contracts for both North and South Dakota. 
The dealership said it signals a continued commitment to growth 
and establishes a presence to provide more localized support to  
customers in South Dakota and North Dakota. 

“The state contracts were a big move to establish Innovative 
Office Solutions and the acquisition gives us a footprint to start 
having local employee deliveries instead of contracting with third 
parties,” said Jason Player, chief marketing officer for Innovative. 

“Our intent is to service the state contracts better and use the new 
locations, and talented employees of Brown & Saenger to grow 
the business,” said Jason. 

The move also adds some new capabilities to Innovative,  
especially in the promotional products category where Brown & 
Saenger offers screen printing and embroidery. In terms of sales 
volume, the acquisition promises to increase Innovative’s total 
sales by close to 25%. 

“This acquisition will combine two of the strongest independent 
dealers in the Upper Midwest and will enable us to provide even 
more services and solutions to our customers and new opportuni-
ties for our employees and supplier partners,” said Jennifer Smith, 
Innovative CEO and founder. 

Brown & Saenger president Lyle Dabbert will continue as presi-
dent of the newly expanded region. 

Virginia Dealer The Supply Room Acquires 
Local Jan/San Distributor
Ashland, Virginia-based The Supply Room Companies last 
month completed its acquisition of Lawrence Environmental 
Group, a 75-year-old supplier of cleaning and maintenance  
solutions based in Richmond, Virginia.

The deal adds an additional location to The Supply Room  
organization, which already has operations in Ashland, Bridgewater, 
Charlottesville, Lynchburg, Richmond, Roanoke, Sterling and 

Virginia Beach, Virginia, as well as Charlotte, North Carolina and 
Elkridge, Maryland.

“They (Lawrence) are going to operate as a division of our  
company,” said Yancey Jones Jr., The Supply Room’s chief  
operating officer. “They are going to continue as Lawrence  
Environmental for the foreseeable future.”

The deal adds to The Supply Room’s services in the cleaning and 
janitorial space. “While that has been a category we have gone 
into, this really increases our presence in that space and adds 
their expertise in this field to be able to provide that to all of our 
customers going forward,” said Yancey.

Nebraska Dealer Eakes Acquires Latsch’s
Eakes Office Solutions, Grand Island, Nebraska, has acquired 
Latsch’s of Lincoln, Nebraska. Latch’s has been locally owned 
and operated since 1916 and serves the office products needs of 
businesses in Lincoln and surrounding areas. 

“We are thankful to everyone that helped us grow over the years. 
We are excited to join Eakes Office Solutions, and to be able to 
expand our products and services to all of our loyal customers,” 
said John Costin, Latsch’s vice president. John will join Eakes 
Office Solutions of Lincoln as sales manager for office products.

Latsch’s president Mike Decker will assist with the integration of 
the two companies, and once completed he looks forward to a 
well-deserved retirement from the industry.

“We have a strategic plan to grow in the Eastern part of 
the state,” said Mark Miller, Eakes president. Eakes has an  
established presence in central and west Nebraska but didn’t 
expand east until early in this century. “Acquiring a business the 
size of Latsch’s is right in line with the growth we wanted on the 
eastern side of the state,” said Mark. 

“The people at Latsch’s who are joining us at Eakes have a 
wealth of knowledge and experience in the office products  
industry. Working together, we believe we can provide an even 
higher level of service to our customers in Lincoln and surrounding 
areas,” said Mark.

Charlotte-Based FSIOffice Acquires 
MyFain.com of Winston Salem 
FSIOffice, Charlotte, North Carolina, has acquired the business 
of MyFain.com based in Winston Salem. “We feel the syner-
gies of both companies, their core values and focus will provide 

Winner’s Circle continued from page 6
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MyFain.com customers the opportunity for expanded service, 
product offering and technical support,” said Kim Leazer, vice 
president/sales for FSIOffice. 

Negotiations for the purchase began last spring and the acquisi-
tion should provide FSI with a more focused emphasis on sales in 
the area. “We were already in the market and the acquisition just 
expands our customer base,” said Kim. Most employees will be 
retained. 

For the time being, MyFain.com’s Winston Salem location will be 
kept open but plans are to move to a smaller sales office. “We 
have a Greensboro sales and distribution facility which is about 
30 miles away and deliveries for the area will come out of that 
location,” said Kim. 

MyFain.com owner David Fain will stay on as a senior business 
development manager until he retires. 

St. Louis Dealer Supply Concepts  
Acquires J&E Office City 
Supply Concepts, Inc., Fenton, Missouri, has acquired J&E  
Office City of Maplewood, Missouri. J&E, which has been owned 
by Jerry Gibbs for more than 40 years, joins a group of office supply 
companies owned by Marty Miller and Ken Lenz that includes 
Supply Concepts, Pedro’s Planet and Watson’s Office City. 

The acquisition has been in the works for more than a year and 
with the closing on January 1 it increases the volume of Supply 
Concepts by more than 20%. “We are now the second largest 
independent dealer in the St. Louis market,” said Marty, president 
and co-owner.

The J&E operation will now offer the recycling program that is 
available through Pedro’s Planet. “We adapted their recycling 
program when we acquired them two years ago and adapted all 
of their infrastructure,” said Marty. “That was part of the reason 
that J&E came to us.” 

Paper, toner cartridges and aluminum cans are picked up from 
customers when their office supplies are delivered. Pedro’s Planet 
has made a conscious decision to give back; the money that is 
earned from the recyclables is donated to the community. 

Alabama Dealer Strickland Companies 
Brings Christmas to Hospitalized Children  
To supply some extra cheer for hospitalized children during the 
holiday season, employees at Strickland Companies, Birmingham, 
Alabama, held their fourth annual Strickland Toy Drive. The effort 

stocked the Children’s of Alabama Sugar Plum Shop with 178 
Christmas gifts for boys and girls. 

The Sugar Plum Shop is the hospital’s program for patients and 
their families who must spend the holidays at the hospital. This 
in-hospital toy store is operated by hospital staff, corporate  
partners and community volunteers who invite parents of  
currently hospitalized patients to “shop”—free of charge.

Strickland’s Christmas elves get ready to provide some holiday cheer to hospitalized 

children. General manager Kim Vogel is second from the left.

The toy drive started in November and ran until mid-December. 

“We reached out to all of our employees and asked them to  
donate a toy and then we matched each toy that was given,” said 
Kim Vogel, general manager. Donated toys were dropped off at 
Children’s of Alabama, where parents who had no time to shop for 
toys for their children could pick them out. 

“This is one of the most rewarding activities that we do as a  
company,” said Kim.

Minnesota Dealer 1Source Co-sponsors 
Sustainability Event 
1Source Office and Facility Supply, St. Paul, Minnesota, co-spon-
sored the first-of-its-kind Zero-Waste/Sustainability event on 
January 17 at CHS Field in St. Paul. 

1Source, along with Eco-Products, the Minnesota Composting 
Council and the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce, hosted the 
event to bring together stakeholders to share best practices and 
experiences relative to their zero-waste, sustainability, recycling 
and composting efforts.

Winner’s Circle continued from page 8
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“Our goal with this event was to bring together government and 
commercial organizations to collaborate and leverage the exper-
tise of all participants to further our shared goal of diverting more 
waste to recycling and composting channels,” said Greg McLeod, 
managing partner of 1Source.

Eco-Products sustainability maven David Fridland was among the speakers at a 

special Zero-Waste/Sustainability event co-sponsored by the Twin Cities’ 1Source 

Office and Facility Supply recently.

The economic and environmental benefits to organizations of all 
sizes are significant if the process is properly managed, added 
Greg. “There are many resources available to help organizations 
start or enhance their composting efforts. The financial incen-
tives, including tax benefits and up-front cash to start or expand 
composting efforts, are available to qualified organizations.”  

The event featured key subject matter experts from the Minnesota 
Pollution Control Agency, the U.S. Composting Council,  
Hennepin County and the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce 
Waste Wise Foundation.  

Sonia James, EH&S manager for Boston Scientific, shared 
detailed information regarding its specific efforts and commit-
ment to sustainability and composting at its Minnesota facilities. 
Todd Nickleski, environmental engineer for Andersen Corp., led 
key discussions regarding expanding sustainability efforts at the 
company. 
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Montana Dealer 360 Office Solutions 
Collects Winter Wear for Those in Need 
360 Office Solutions, Billings, Montana, ended last year with 
a coat drive to collect winter clothing. The drive was under the  
auspices of Dress for Success, a not-for-profit organization 
that empowers women to achieve economic independence by  
providing a network of support, professional attire and the devel-
opment tools to help women thrive in work and in life.

“Kathy Cross, the wife of one of the owners of 360, sits on the 
board for Dress for Success and asked if we would be willing to 
support this effort,” said Cathy Pierce, marketing director. The 
drive was for winter clothing—coats, hats, gloves, boots and any 
winter wear for both men and women.

Cathy sent out emails to both employees and customers asking if 
they would contribute any lightly used winter wear. The drive lasted 
from the beginning of November through the end of year. “We had 
boxes full of coats and some contributed other clothing that we 
passed on to Dress for Success,” she said. In total between 75 
and 100 coats were collected.

“For our first time, it was successful and we will continue to do it,” 
said Cathy. “Whatever you can do to empower people trying to get 
back into the workforce is worthwhile,” she added.

California Dealer Blaisdell’s Supports 
Local Children’s Hospital with a Big Check 
With a record year under its belt, Blaisdell’s Business Products, 
Oakland, California, thought it would be appropriate to give back 
to the community. The dealership has always given back, but 
never really talked about it before, according to COO Mike Witt.

“The last couple of years we decided to step up our game and 
donate a little more each year,” said Mike. In 2017 Blaisdell’s 
donated a little more than $47,000 to 21 different charities, and 
children’s hospital in Oakland received the largest amount.

Blaisdell’s Mike and Margee Witt get ready to present a check to their local childrens’ 

hospital.

“We donated $15,000 to UCSF Benioff Children’s Hospital in 
Oakland,” said Mike. That was a little more than the donation in 
2016 because Blaisdell’s had its best year ever. “We had a goal of 
$17 million in sales and we met it.” 

California Dealer Office Solutions Supports 
College Scholarships for Latinos 
Employees of Office Solutions, Yorba Linda, California, recently 
participated in a 10K trail run to benefit the META Foundation. 
The foundation provides college scholarships and other support 
to help increase opportunities for Latinos to become successful 
business and community leaders.

META was founded in 2000 to help increase the number of  
Latinos in Southern California attending and graduating from 
four-year colleges and universities. Bob Mairena, CEO of Office 
Solutions, provided the impetus for the organization’s founding.

Winner’s Circle continued from page 11
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Office Solutions employees making the 10K run were joined by 
students from UCLA, USC, Harvard, Dartmouth and dozens of 
other schools who received META Foundation scholarships and 
are now thriving in school.

This was the first year that this 10K run was held and it was a huge 
success, raising more than $55,000. Not surprisingly, plans are 
already underway for more of the same next year.  

“We appreciate your sponsorships, your registrations, your  
personal donations and your peer-to-peer fundraising efforts,” 
said Laura Lull, executive director of the META Foundation. “Our 
students are grateful for your support and recognize that it takes a 
lot of caring people to raise money for their scholarships.”

Michigan Dealer Kerr Albert Celebrates the 
Spirit of Christmas 
There’s more than one way to celebrate the holidays and give back 
to the community. At Kerr Albert Office Supplies & Equipment, 
Port Huron, Michigan, employees participated in a combination 
decorate for the holidays and collect non-perishable food for the 
needy. 

The Stone Soup Food Bank in Port Huron combined a food 
collection challenge with businesses decorating for the holidays. 
“My employees in the retail store put together a Christmas display 
with a tree, a small artificial fireplace and some presents to make 
it look like a home scene,” reports president Ernie Albert. “There 
was also an area for people to drop off food items.”

The food drive started right after Thanksgiving and ran through 
Christmas. “They did a fantastic job, and people noticed,” Ernie 
added.

They certainly did. The leaders of the Stone Soup Food Bank 
visited all of the displays and rated them on appearance, and the 
most important measurement was how much food was collected. 
At the end of the event Kerr Albert was selected as the “Shining 
Star” based on the food collected. 

Winner’s Circle continued from page 12
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FORMER SKAGS OFFICE PRODUCTS PRESIDENT 

Tim McDermott
Tim McDermott, formerly president of Skags Office Products in Miami, died January 
18. He was 62.

A native of Pittsburgh, Tim was a long-time resident of southern Florida. He served as 
president and chairman of the board of the AOPD national accounts dealer network 
from 2007-2010.

AOPD executive director Mark Leazer commented, “Tim will always be known for his 
enthusiasm and spirit. He was much too young to leave us and he will be missed.”

Tim is survived by his longtime love, Kitty McGowan; his three children (Kyle, Kelly 
and Matt); granddaughter Katlynn; twin brother Dennis; brother’s Mike and Tom and 
sister Susanne; ex-wife Lynn as well as many nieces and nephews.

In lieu of flowers, the family asks that memorial donations in his name be made to the 
Facing Addiction organization. [DONATE]

in memoriam: 

https://www.facingaddiction.org/donate


While a goodly portion of the office supplies business has moved 
online, customers of Best Office Solutions, Waynesboro, Georgia, still 
tend to be more old school and look to a salesperson’s visit or a phone 
call to fill their needs. “We cover so many rural markets we still have a 
lot of traditional customers that want face-to-face interactions,” says 
Sandi Shields, co-owner of Best. 

Handling orders online cuts out a lot of the time and dedication 
that dealers devote to individual accounts but at Best Office that 
commitment is in the DNA of the owners, Shields and her business 
partner Robin Baxley, 

No matter where it comes from the staff at Best Office treats every 
order with the same care and attention. “We want customers to know 
that we appreciate them and our team members go out of their way 
to make sure that every customer need is met,” says Shields.

That old-school approach to handling customers, however, does 
not mean the dealership is not receptive to change. Recent market 
shifts have led Best Office Solutions to look at other categories and 
services to find new opportunities for growth, such as janitorial and 
breakroom products. 

The category has achieved significant growth in that time. There have 
been no easy conversions, suggests Shields, but the sales approach 
has been to offer janitorial and breakroom products consistently with 
an emphasis on the service and support that are the hallmarks of Best 
Office. “If they are not getting impeccable service from their current 
supplier they know that Best Office can do that,” says Shields.  

Furniture is truly the growth driver at Best Office, she reports, with the 
category now accounting for more than 50% of sales and growing. 

Projects represent a large portion of that business and offer additional 
opportunities to grow through items such as recycling systems and 
artwork. Artwork has been included on furniture projects off and 
on for the past few years but last year, it became very much of a 
standard offering. 

With a couple of different sources, including Great American Art, 
offerings include framed wall art as well as the ability to offer custom 
artwork for larger projects. 

The Best Office Solutions team goes out of its way to meet every 
customer need. “I know it is cliché, but we really care about our 
customers and they know it,” says Shields. Success also involves 
caring about the community. Best serves businesses in 25 counties 
and endeavors to be active in all those communities with its time, 
talent and treasure.

Baxley has just been installed for her second term as president of 
the Burke County Chamber of Commerce and Shields serves on 
the board of the chamber of commerce in an adjacent community. 
“We are active in all the communities we serve and we serve a lot of 
communities,” says Shields. 
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n  Management Team: Robin 
Baxley, (l) and Sandi Shields (r) 
co-owners, and Maianna Bailey, 
office manager.

n  Products and Services: office 
products, office furniture, 
janitorial/sanitation supplies, 
break room, artwork, design 
services. 

n  Founded: 2000

n  Employees: 10 

n  Sales: $3 Million

n  Key Business Partners: 
Essendant, TriMega

n  www.bestofficesolutions.com

SECRETS of success Best Office Solutions – 
Waynesboro, Georgia



The team at OPI is honored and excited to take over the helm at INDEPENDENT 

DEALER and we look forward to continuing, and building on, the great work done by 

Simon De Groot over the last decade. While the look and feel of the magazine won’t 

change in the short term and all the regular contributors will remain in place, there will 

be some new (and possibly familiar) faces joining the ID line-up.

Leading the way is OPI’s CEO and founder Steve Hilleard, who has piloted the 

company for much of its 26-year history, establishing it as one of the business products 

industry’s most trusted media players. As a former independent dealer himself, Steve 

has a fundamental understanding of the issues faced by you and your business and 

an instinct for providing the information that will help you succeed. He is also very 

involved with a number of industry charities, including co-chairing the personal giving 

campaign on behalf of the National Business Products Council for City of Hope.

Running the magazine on a day-to-day basis will be new publisher and editor 

Rowan McIntyre. Rowan has worked in business publishing for the best part of 20 

years, covering topics ranging from amusement machines to legal education. He 

has contributed to OPI since 2008 and since 2014 has been responsible for editing 

and publishing the official show guide for EPIC on behalf of Independent Stationers 

and TriMega. He has a passion for skiing in the winter and cricket in the summer, 

and looks forward to trying to explain the latter to anyone interested at forthcoming 

industry events across the U.S.

Helping out with editorial matters will be Andy Braithwaite, who has written about the 

office products industry for over 15 years and has been involved at OPI since 2008. 

In that time he has acted as news editor, editor and editor-at-large, building up an 

extensive knowledge of the industry and, in particular, legislative issues facing the 

U.S. market. He will be a huge asset to the publication going forward. 

Heading up the sales team is Chris Turness. Chris joined OPI 11 years ago and is 

currently VP responsible for the management and development of customer accounts 

in North America, making him well acquainted with the U.S. business products 

industry and a regular attendee at the major trade events. He has more than 20 years’ 

experience in sales with 15 of those being in media. He is a fitness fanatic and has a 

collection of sneakers to rival Kanye.

Keeping the back office ticking over will be Eda Sismanoglu, who’ll take care 

of operation and production issues. A native Australian, from the coastal city of 

Wollongong, she’ll help make sure things continue to run smoothly behind the scenes. 

For editorial enquiries please contact Rowan at rowan@idealercentral.com, while for 

sales matters its Chris at chris@idealercentral.com. However, please feel free to reach 

out to any member of the team through the information on the contacts page on our 

website, if you have any questions about the transition, or visit the new FAQ section 

on the site for further information. 

Meet the Team
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STEVE Hilleard, OPI CEO & Founder

ROWAN McIntyre, Editor & Publisher
ANDY Braithwaite, Contributor

CHRIS Turness, VP North Am
erican Sales 

https://www.idealercentral.com/FAQ


FOCAL™ COLLISION TABLE
• THE ONE COLLISION YOU SHOUDLN'T AVOID •
The Focal™ Col l is ion Table is  the perfect solut ion for any group who loves 

on-the-fly meetings,  col laboration or versati le touchdown spaces.  With 

discreet hooks for Focal™ Mogo Seats,  this table is  great for standing, 

perching and every movement in between. . .  making it  easy for comfort 

and col laboration to col l ide. 

http://www.safcoproducts.com/
https://www.mayline.com/


The General Services Administration’s 
“GSA Advantage!” online sales platform is 
a cheaper and speedier option for smaller 
federal agency purchases than Amazon’s 
comparable portal, according to a recently 
released report.

Findings from the report were first posted 
on the Bureau of National Affairs website.

The report, compiled by the Naval 
Postgraduate School, compared GSA 
Advantage with Amazon Business, looking 
at prices of the 60 commercially available 
items most frequently purchased by the Air 
Force in fiscal 2015.

The Air Force is considering entering into a 
pilot program with Amazon as a vehicle to 
make online “micropurchases,” according 
to the 121-page report. 

Officials with the Air Force Installation 
Contracting Agency, eager to do a “proper 
spend analysis” of micropurchases at the 

agency—defined as purchases of goods 
or services under $5,000—reached out 
to the naval school to conduct the study, 
Bloomberg’s Sam Skolnik reported on the 
BNA.com website.

Of 300 vendors that offered the 60 items, 
the report found that GSA Advantage 
offered the lowest price 241 out 300 times, 
or 80%. 

Some of the price discrepancies were 
dramatic. For example, a six-pack of 
Skilcraft brand Gregg-ruled steno books 
cost $22.14 on Amazon Business versus 
just $8.29 on GSA Advantage, according 
to the report.

GSA Advantage also beat Amazon 
Business when it came to shipping, 
according to the report. 

On Amazon Business, average shipping 
time came to 9.25 days, and the average 
cost was $2.33. On GSA Advantage, the 

average shipping time was almost four full 
days faster at 5.45 days—and it was free.

“Amazon has absorbed billions in losses 
for years to create the perception that they 
have the lowest prices, however, in the B2G 
world this is not reality,” commented NOPA 
president and CEO Mike Tucker. “Federal 
government customers have needs and 
requirements that Amazon is not currently 
addressing, such as delivery to secure 
locations, compliance with the Trade 
Agreements Act (TAA) and socioeconomic 
requirements for small/disadvantaged 
business and the AbilityOne program.”

Added Tucker, “GSA has done a good 
job over the years of vetting qualified 
suppliers and getting competitive prices 
for federal buyers.  The Amazon model 
as it currently exists may offer the 
government convenience but it will come 
with higher prices and other significant 
consequences.”

New Report Shows GSA Advantage Cheaper 
and Faster Than Comparable Amazon Site
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If you have news to share - email it to  
news@IDealerCentral.com

NOPA Reacts Positively to GSA E-Commerce Meeting
In January, the General Services 
Administration (GSA) held a public town hall 
meeting in Washington, DC, as part of its 
information-gathering efforts related to the 
creation of an online marketplace solution 
for commercial off-the-shelf products.

The town hall was divided into three  
panel sessions, with the panelists 
comprising industry stakeholders from  
organizations such as Amazon Business, 
Staples, Overstock.com, Dell and Ariba. 
GSA itself did not answer questions 

about the e-commerce initiative, using the 
expertise and insights of the panelists as a 
learning exercise.

NOPA’s director of legislative affairs Paul 
Miller told ID that is was probably “one of the 
best industry days” he has attended over 
the past 17 years, citing how the day was 
structured and how the GSA is seemingly 
not going in with any preconceived notions 
of how the e-commerce program is going 
to work. 

He qualified his comments by adding that 

NOPA still has major concerns about the 
program, but that he does see “tremendous 
opportunity” for the independent dealer 
channel.

NOPA president and CEO Mike Tucker 
agreed that the town hall was “a good 
first step” and called the first panel, which 
included Rob Bohn from Amazon Business, 
“very enlightening”.

“To me, it was obvious that Amazon doesn’t 

https://www.idealercentral.com/ckfindercontent/files/Archives/AmazonvsGSAAdvantagereport.pdf
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understand and isn’t interested in the challenges of compliance 
and logistics in the federal space,” contended Tucker. “They 
would like the government to adopt their e-commerce portal with 
no accountability on their part. They [Amazon] feel that GSA and 
the vendor community should be responsible for AbilityOne, trade 
agreements compliance and other issues that federal government 
vendors currently must manage.”

Tucker was more positive about a presentation from e-commerce 
platform SAP/Ariba. 

“[They] seemed to offer a competition-neutral possibility that could 
host multiple industry solutions and manage federal compliance 
concerns,” he stated, adding: “NOPA is working on a number of 
solutions we think can could work for GSA and the independent 
dealer community and will be meeting with GSA in the near future 
to present these ideas.”

Public comments regarding the e-commerce program were 
accepted by the GSA until January 16, and the agency now has 
until mid-March to lay out a framework for going forward. However, 
given the many issues that still need to be considered and the 
aggressive timeframe put on the GSA, it may be necessary for 
them to ask for an extension, ID understands.

GSA Reopens Schedule 75 
It took a while but the General Services Administration (GSA) has 
finally reopened its Multiple Award Schedule 75 for the sale of 
office supplies to the federal government.

GSA closed Schedule 75 to new applicants in 2010 in connection 
with its strategic sourcing initiative, a decision that drew sharp crit-
icism from small business groups, including NOPA, that charged 
it placed independent dealers at a significant disadvantage in the 
federal market.

GSA said back in 2016 that it planned to reopen the schedule 
and last month that actually happened, with the announcement 
by GSA of a hybrid model that incorporates aspects of the orig-
inal Schedule 75 and OS4, the agency’s latest strategic sourcing 
effort.

The new schedule includes three legacy Special Items Numbers 
(SINs) for office products, restroom products and office services, 
as well as two new SINs for OS4 covering office products and 
services both in the US and overseas. 

“Increased competition and transparency will help customers and 
GSA’s industry partners by improving task order-level competi-
tion for the federal acquisition community and removing barriers 
to entry to industry. Ultimately, this means better value and more 
favorable terms and conditions for customers and more opportu-
nities for small businesses in the government marketplace.”

NOPA director of advocacy and regulatory affairs Paul Miller 
said the association applauded GSA administrator Emily Murphy 
and her team on the decision to reopen Schedule 75 and looked 
forward to seeing the effort grow.

“For the past eight years, NOPA has been working with GSA on 
a solution that reopens Schedule 75 and we will continue to work 
with administrator Murphy to ensure independent dealers have 
every opportunity to do business with the federal government,” 
Miller added.

For more information about the reopening of MAS 75 and the new 
enhanced SIN, visit www.gsa.gov/schedule75.

Strong Turnout for PSA City of Hope Tour

More than 60 industry executives from Southern California and 
beyond gathered at City of Hope’s main campus in Duarte, 
California for the annual Local Industry Tour recently. The tour was 
hosted by long-time City of Hope supporter Bob Enk, president of 
the Professional Sales Associates rep organization and National 
Business Product Council member. 

“The Business Products Industry has been a part of City of Hope’s 
fabric for more than 35 years now,” said Enk. “Our annual tour, 
now in its 10th year, helps industry members reconnect with the 
City of Hope’s mission to find cures for cancer, diabetes and other 
life-threatening illnesses that affect so many we know and love,” 
he added.

The tour, which helped kick-off this year’s fundraising campaign 
honoring S.P. Richards president and CEO Rick Toppin, was high-
lighted by presentations from prominent City of Hope physicians 
and researchers and special patient speaker, Nicole Shulz. To 
support this year’s campaign, visit their fundaising page.
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S.P. Richards Announces 
Branch Consolidation
Wholesaler S.P. Richards announced 
last month it is consolidating its current 
Richmond, Virginia distribution center into 
the company’s Baltimore operation.

SPR said the move will drive down the 
total cost of operation in the Mid-Atlantic 
market and enable it to service customers 
as efficiently and cost-effectively as  
possible. 

SPR said Baltimore has considerable 
excess capacity and currently handles 
more than double the sales volume of  
Richmond. 

With an additional 200,000 square feet of 
space and nearly four times the inventory 
on hand, Baltimore can easily manage the 
extra volume from Richmond, with room to 
grow, SPR said.

Supplies Network Adds 
Primera to its Product 
Portfolio
Imaging supplies and equipment distrib-
utor Supplies Network last month announ- 
ced the addition of specialty digital printer 
manufacturer Primera Technology to its 
product mix. 

Applications covered by the Primera 
product offering include professional- 
quality labels, high-quality graphics, 
photos and bar code labels. 

“The specialized applications in color inkjet 
label printing and disc duplication are a 
marketplace differentiator for Primera and 
make them a good fit for our business,” 
said Monte White, Supplies Network’s 
vice president of product marketing. “This 
new partnership is another great example 
of our commitment to maintaining our 
leading position in the market as the single 
source for all things printing and imaging,” 
he added.

New Board Members at 
Pinnacle
The Pinnacle Affiliates large dealer group 
last month announced its new board of 
managers and officers. Elected to a three-
year term were:

•  Bruce Eaton, Eaton Office, Buffalo 
New York

•  John Leighton, Office Basics, 
Philadelphia

Jim Porter, Office Essentials, St. Louis, 
was appointed to a two-year term by the 
membership and David Sass, Source 
Office & Technology, Golden, Colorado, 
was appointed to a three-year term.

They join the following Pinnacle members 
who currently serve on the group’s board:

•  Justin Hummel, Hummel’s Office 
Plus, Syracuse, New York

•  Craig Bartholomew, 360 Office 
Solutions, Billings, Montana

•  Kevin Johnson, Warehouse Direct, 
Chicago

•  Ken Schroeder, Friends Office, 
Findley, Ohio

•  Rob Mallin, Village Office Supply, 
Somerset, New Jersey

•  David Guernsey, Guernsey Office 
Products, Dulles, Virginia

The Officers of Pinnacle Affiliates are:

•  Chairman: Bruce Eaton

•  Vice Chairman: John Leighton

•  Secretary: Craig Bartholomew

•  Treasurer: Ken Schroeder

Chairman Bruce Eaton commented 
“Pinnacle Affiliates has strong members 
with talented executives who wish to 
serve the organization with their insightful 
vision of a rapidly changing office products 
industry. In addition, the board has elected 
a well-respected group of officers whom 
I am honored to lead as their chairman.  

Leveraging our collective strengths in the 
market, as the Pinnacle Affiliates model 
represents, will point us in new directions 
as we look for growth in 2018.”

TriMega Announces New 
Technology Position 

Kelly Schoen

The TriMega dealer buying group last 
month announced it has created a new 
position, “Technical Support Specialist” 
within the organization to assist indepen-
dent dealer members with “first in search” 
prioritization. The new position will also 
serve to assist both members and key 
suppliers in adding unique e-content. 

“Our dealers’ websites are the face of their 
organization, used by their entire customer 
base. By helping them manage search 
and content, we assist them in maximizing 
their gross profit opportunity by high-
lighting our supplier partners with the best 
programs,” Tom Hoffmann, vice president 
of purchasing for TriMega, pointed out. 

“By adding unique content from those 
suppliers, our dealers are able to illustrate 
the vast amount of products they can 
supply while providing them an opportu-
nity to sell similar, but more readily avail-
able items,” continued Hoffmann. Barry 
Lane, vice president of sales for Avery 
commented, “This speaks loudly to 
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HOPE
For more than three decades, City of Hope’s 
National Business Products Industry has helped 
raise more than $175 million toward lifesaving 
cancer and diabetes research and treatment at 
City of Hope.  

In addition to our industry and business focus, the 
2018 “Generations for Hope” campaign honoring 
Rick Toppin of S.P. Richards Co. focuses on family 
and encourages how anyone of any age can get 
involved in helping find the cures to diseases that 
impact so many we know and love.  

FUNd-raising is easy! Get started by participating in the “Families for Hope”  
program, an easy-to-use vehicle to help raise critical funds and save lives.  
For more information, visit CityofHope.org/families-for-hope.

A circuit of can’t-miss events covers the National 
Business Products Industry’s calendar for 2018.  
Beginning in May with the annual Bob Parker 
Memorial Golf Classic, commemorating one of 
the industry’s legendary icons, this year’s event 
takes you to Sea Island, Georgia, where you’ll 
stay at the award-winning  
5-star resort and play 

on the famed Seaside Course ranked among the top 
100 courses in the country. For more information, 
visit CityofHope.org/nbpi.

Rick Toppin
2018 Spirit of Life® Honoree,
President & CEO,
S.P. Richards Co.

For more information, visit CityofHope.org/nbpi. 

U P C O M I N G  E V E N T S

MAY 14 TO 15
Bob Parker Memorial Golf Outing 

Sea Island, GA 

JULY 12 TO 15
3M Wonewok Escape  

Park Rapids, MN

JULY 30 TO 31
Honoree Golf Outing  

Lake Oconee, GA 

https://www.cityofhope.org/giving/corporate-and-foundation-giving/volunteer-fundraising-groups/national-business-products-industry
https://www.cityofhope.org/families-for-hope
https://www.cityofhope.org/giving/corporate-and-foundation-giving/volunteer-fundraising-groups/national-business-products-industry


manufacturers such as Avery Corporation 
of the commitment of TriMega to their 
primary supplier partners. We applaud 
this initiative and look forward to working 
with TriMega to improve the efficiency 
and effectiveness of independent dealer 
websites.” 

Tom Hoffmann has promoted Kelly Schoen 
to this new position. “Kelly has been a 
valued associate for a number of years 
working with both suppliers and members 
on item file and pricing. I know she will 
do an outstanding job for our dealers and 
supplier partners as she assumes these 
new duties,” he said.

New VP of Member Relations 
at Workplace Furnishings

Ellen Buckman

Ellen Buckman has joined the Workplace 
Furnishings dealer group (WPF) as its new 
VP of Member Relations.

A native of New Orleans, Buckman brings 
to the organization more than 15 years of 
multi-disciplinary experience including 
design, strategic marketing, project 
management, client services and sales. 

Most recently, she spent several years at 
Interior Investments, a Herman Miller dealer 
based in Chicago, where she worked with 
corporate and educational clients as an 
account manager before launching the 
dealership’s in-house Workplace Strategy 
division. 

Promotional Products 
Distributor AIA Acquires 
OfficeZilla
Promotional products distributor AIA 
Corporation last month announced its 
acquisition of the OfficeZilla business 
products franchise organization.

Officezilla currently has 30 active franchi-
sees and generated $6.1 million in sales in 
2017, AIA said.

“The office supply and promotional product 
markets served by AIA and OfficeZilla are 
adjacent, serving like-minded customers in 
similar ways,” said AIA CEO Matt Gresge. 
“Because of the synergistic nature of 
both companies, this acquisition creates 
tremendous opportunity to grow the 
businesses of entrepreneurs at AIA and 
OfficeZilla by expanding their portfolios of 
competitively priced products.”

AIA said it has more than 300 indepen-
dent distributors nationwide, over 3,000 
suppliers and nearly 100 team members. 
In 2017, AIA grew its sales by nearly 2.5%, 
it said.

AIA added that OfficeZilla will remain in 
its Kennesaw, Georgia headquarters and 
operate as a business unit of AIA.

W.B. Mason Acquires 
Gator Office Products in 
Jacksonville
Mega dealer W.B. Mason has acquired 
Jacksonville, Florida-based dealer Gator 
Office Products. The deal comes after the 
company acquired central Florida dealer 
Patterson’s Office Supply last June.

In addition, Mason has begun a job recruit-
ment push in Florida, advertising sales 
positions in several Florida locations, 
including Jacksonville, Miami, Orlando, 
Tampa and Daytona Beach.

ECi Acquires PrintFleet
Dealer technology provider ECi Software 
Solutions last month announced it has 
acquired PrintFleet, makers of a range of 
remote imaging device monitoring, mainte-
nance and management solutions.

Chris McFarlane, current PrintFleet presi-
dent, will maintain that role for the company 
within ECi’s Field Service Division, ECI said.

“Joining the ECi family of companies 
aligns with PrintFleet’s strategic initia-
tives, one of which is to achieve greater 
scale, affording us still more opportunities 
for growth,” said McFarlane. “As a recog-
nized leader within the data collection 
and data utilization space, PrintFleet, with 
ECi’s support, now has greater capacity 
to assist our clients in bringing innovative 
solutions to the print industry.”

“ECi is committed to continuing to invest 
in the field service industry,” said Ron 
Books, CEO of ECi. “It is a quickly evolving 
industry and our goal is to provide the best 
technology available to help our customers 
stay competitive and profitable… This 
acquisition gives us an expanded global 
footprint in print and service management.”

With the addition of PrintFleet, ECi said it 
now serves more than 2,200 customers 
in field service and manages almost 10 
million devices worldwide. [LEARN MORE]

Fortune Web Marketing’s 
Jennifer Schulman 
Recognized as One of Top 
Fifty NJ Businesswomen
Fortune Web Marketing president 
Jennifer Schulman has been recognized 
by the NJBIZ business publication as 
one of the “Best Fifty Women in Business 
in New Jersey.
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Jennifer Schulman

Schulman founded Fortune Web Marketing 
in 2007 as an online marketing agency 
serving independent office products dealers 
among others. The company’s areas of 
expertise include search engine optimiza-
tion (SEO), paid search strategies (PPC), 
e-mail campaign management, social 
media marketing, interactive media/digital 
advertising, website design and more.

SSI Adds Internet Purchasing 
with Educators Resource 
Dealer technology provider Systems 
Solutions Limited (SSI) has added Internet-
based purchasing with Educators Resource 
to its SSIop management software. 

Dealers using the software can send 
orders and receive acknowledgements 
and purchase orders from the Semmes, 
Alabama-based wholesaler of preK-8 
learning materials and educational toys. 

The new Educators Resource purchasing 
feature is fully integrated with SSIop’s 
Auto-QuickBuy module, which can auto-
matically build, transmit and receive 
purchase orders based on preset criteria. 

SSI said it is providing the Educators 
Resource purchasing enhancement to all 
current SSIop customers without any addi-
tional cost.

In addition to Educators Resource, the SSI 

software supports automated electronic 
purchasing with a variety of wholesalers, 
distributors and buying groups, including 
S.P. Richards, Essendant, Chestwood-
Mezey Distribution, Supplies Network, 
SYNNEX, Basics Office Products, 
Independent Stationers and TriMega 
Purchasing Association. 

To learn more, contact SSI at 905-939-
1080 or sales@ssiop.com.

Avery and SiteHawk Partner 
for Automated GHS Labels
Avery Products last month announced it 
has partnered with the SiteHawk chemical 
data management and compliance solu-
tions provider to develop software inte-
gration that makes GHS label creation a 
simple and automated process. 

NOW AVAILABLE AT
BARNESANDNOBLE.COM 
& OTHER BOOKSELLERS

A book about
building great sales 

relationships & 
growing new 

business quickly...
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The Globally Harmonized System (GHS) is used as a standard for 
hazard classification criteria and chemical hazard communication 
elements worldwide.

The new partnership enables SiteHawk users to automatically 
transmit GHS information from SiteHawk Communicator to the 
free Avery Design & Print GHS Wizard online software for easy 
label printing. 

It enables quick and easy generation of GHS-compliant labels 
in multiple label layouts that users can either print themselves 
on Avery’s UltraDuty GHS Chemical Labels using their desktop 
printers or have Avery WePrint professionally print and ship the 
labels to them.

Users simply select a standard Avery GHS label template from 
within the SiteHawk application and GHS-compliant data is then 
imported from SiteHawk to the Avery Design & Print GHS Wizard 
software.

Users can then customize label content, adding logos, barcodes, 
variable data and other important information. 

To learn more, visit www.avery.com/ghs and www.sitehawk.com.

AIS Hires Nick Haritos as  
EVP of Sales and Distribution

Furniture manufacturer AIS last 
month announced Nick Haritos 
has joined the company as 
executive vice president of 
sales and distribution.

Haritos brings some 30 years’ 
experience in management 
and business development to 
the company, including more 
than 25 years in contract furni-
ture. He previously spent 16 
years with Haworth, most 

recently as vice president of sales and distribution covering a 
five-region territory stretching from New England to the Caribbean. 

Before Haworth, Haritos served as senior vice president of sales 
for Office Environments of New England.

“Nick’s extensive experience in sales and distribution builds 
on AIS’s strong industry presence,” commented AIS president 
and CEO Bruce Platzman. “He is a relationship-driven leader 
whose experience as a dealer and manufacturer will help us on 
multiple levels.”

Depot International Launches New Website

Laser printer parts manufacturer Depot International last month 
announced the launch of a new website with a range of new 
features that include:

•  Access to over 14,000 products

•  Full shopping cart functionality 

•  Intelligent search functionality with comprehensive product 
information, printer and product compatibility, images, 
MSDS sheets, and installation and troubleshooting videos

•  Account management including order history and tracking, 
price change notifications, downloadable price lists and 
web content files and user management tools

•  Ability to manage favorite products and compare products

•  Ability to create and track RMAs from your personalized 
dashboard

•  Live chat

•  Weekly blogs, news and video resources

To learn more, visit www.Depotintl.com.



New Paper Folder from Martin Yale

Print finishing, office and mailroom equipment manufacturer 
Martin Yale last month introduced its latest paper folder, the 1811. 

Designed to require no pre-fanning of paper, the 1811 aims to 
provide mailrooms and offices in schools, churches, businesses 
and associations a convenient way to automatically fold a stack of 
up to 300 sheets of paper.

The 1811 performs seven types of folds, operating at a speed of 
up to 12,000 sheets per hour. The fold range is adjustable on both 
the first and second folds. The 1811 also folds stapled sets of 
papers up to five sheets through its manual bypass.

[MORE INFORMATION]

Victor Introduces the DCX760 Standing Desk 
Converter
Victor Technology has launched a new height-adjustable standing 
desk, the DCX760, which it says is designed to serve as a direct 
substitute for the Varidesk Pro Plus 36, which is not available to 
dealers. 

With worksurface dimensions of 36” by 23” and a 35” by 14” 
keyboard tray, the DCX760 offers the largest surface area of any 
of the Victor standing desks, the company said, allowing for the 
placement of multiple monitors while still having plenty of space 
for items like notebooks and calculators. 

The keyboard tray features two slots that can be used for placing 
mobile devices upright or holding writing utensils. A dual gas 
spring system enables smooth and stable height adjustments up 
to 21” above the desk with a light squeeze of two levers. 

Victor said it will drop ship any quantity of the DCX760 to any 
address in the contiguous 48 states at no extra charge. 

Highlands Names Gordon Christiansen 
COO, Promotes Mark Naughton to Strategic 
Account Manager, Appointed to Represent 
ShurTech and Clarke Equipment in OP 
Channel
The Highlands independent rep organization last month announced 
the appointment of Gordon Christiansen, previously senior VP of 
marketing, to COO. Christiansen is moving from his home in the 
U.K. to Highlands’ corporate headquarters in Atlanta in connec-
tion with the appointment.

Highlands CEO Bob O’Gara commented, “Gordon’s move to 
Atlanta and assumption of the COO role will allow him to become 
even more intimate with the entire business. Since joining our 
European operation three years ago, Gordon has made a positive 
impact on the business providing leadership and operational rigor. 
I look forward to working with Gordon and all of our associates as 
Highlands continues to grow through the addition of new services, 
geographies and market segments.”

Separately, Highlands also announced last month the promotion 
of Mark Naughton to strategic account manager. In his new posi-
tion, Naughton will be responsible for Essendant, Quill and dealer 
groups, TriMega and Pinnacle.

Also last month, Highlands announced it has been appointed by 
ShurTech Brands as its exclusive representative in the U.S. and 
Canadian office products channels and by cleaning equipment 
manufacturer Clarke Equipment as its exclusive national represen-
tative for the office products and hospitality channels. 
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The federal government is creating a new online marketplace that will operate similarly to 
the Amazon marketplace platform we have in the private sector. If you haven’t been paying 
close attention to this issue, you need to start. 

This new online marketplace platform will have immediate impacts on our industry and 
your business. The question is, will it be positive or negative?

Back in the late 90s to early 2000s, independent dealers found themselves up against a 
similar giant in the form of the so-called power channel and numerous pundits forecast at 
the time that the power channel would put independent dealers out of business. 

Some twenty years later, however, it’s the independent dealer community that is still 
thriving, while we have seen the consolidation and decline of the power channel. 

This is a testament to the leaders, business models and competitive spirit of the inde-
pendent dealer. It’s worth remembering all this today, because we have heard over the 
past several months the same type of rhetoric applied to Amazon and the new online 
marketplace. 

Instead of the power channel, it will now be Amazon and the government’s online market-
place idea that will force independents out of business. Fortunately, this is another myth 
and here’s why:

This new online marketplace presents our industry with a competitive opportunity that we 
need to take hold of. NOPA has made this issue priority number one and over the past 
year, we have invested in that effort. 

NOPA has set-up a task force that is focusing on working with dealers on how to compete 
locally against Amazon. 

NOPA is also working with federal agencies on an innovative new approach that will both 
help the government achieve its goals but also present tremendous opportunities for  
independent dealers. 

Over the past year, NOPA has been educating its members and Congress about the 
impacts the original Thornberry legislation would have on both the industry and the 
government. 
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NOPA has also been working internally on an action plan that will 
help its dealers compete locally and federally against the likes of 
Amazon or any new online marketplace.

As you may be aware, the Thornberry legislation was signed 
into law by President Trump in December as part a much larger 
FY’18 Department of Defense Reauthorization bill. When the 
Thornberry legislation was first proposed, it was evident that it 
was written for Amazon. 

Since that time, NOPA and others spent countless hours 
educating Congress on the impacts this one-company approach 
would have on the government and any business looking to sell 
to the federal government. 

Thanks to the hard work of NOPA’s leadership and our incredible 
grassroots army of dealers, we took this bill from being bad for our 
industry to something that now potentially offers us real competi-
tive opportunities. 

This legislation is still not perfect and that’s why NOPA continues 
to pour resources into making it better. One of the pros—and 
cons—of this revised legislation is that it leaves a lot to be deter-
mined at a later date. 

The real pro for us is that it gives NOPA a real opportunity to be a 
strong voice at the table presenting competitive solutions, which 
we’ve done before with great success. 

NOPA has been working with the General Services Administration 
(GSA) over the years on changes to Federal Strategic Sourcing. 

That process and those negotiations were not always easy, nor 
were they always successful, but we did get major changes in the 
form of the consortia models we had been seeking. 

This major change allowed hundreds more of our independent 
dealers to continue to do business with the federal government. 

Today, NOPA is also working with GSA on ensuring that quality 
controls are in place, so that when a government buyer purchases 
an item, they get that exact item and not a substitution. 

We are striving to make the buying experience more transparent, 
so that we rid the Schedules of gray market items. 

It took us ten years, but NOPA has worked with GSA to finally 
reopen Schedule 75, which happened last month. 

I share these stories with you, because NOPA sees an opportunity 
to work with GSA, other agencies and Congress on creating a real 
online marketplace platform that is an effective buying platform for 
the government and a marketplace that has a truly level playing 
field for all those looking to do business with the government. This 
is essential if this effort is going to be a success for the govern-
ment and industry.

Over the next few weeks and months, NOPA will be offering GSA, 
Congress and the industry a model it can and should consider 
for any online marketplace platform. This innovative new solution 
will focus on all the issues GSA and industry participants agreed 
are important.

Our approach aims for a truly level playing field, which is going to 
be critical if this marketplace is going to succeed. 

This new marketplace has to offer the same opportunities to 
businesses of all sizes. NOPA’s approach does this, plus it 
provides a truly transparent marketplace and brings a proven 
solution to the table so that the the government doesn’t have to 
reinvent the wheel. 

NOPA is creating a vehicle that allows the industry to play a real 
role in the creation and maintenance of any new online market-
place platform. This idea is critical to this effort succeeding over 
the long run. 

Though our collaborative experiences with GSA, we know this 
approach works. We also know how critical it has been for making 
FSSI and other buying platforms more effective. 

Any new online marketplace is going to need industry experts to 
help it run smoothly and build on it as new ideas, approaches and 
technology continue to develop and as businesses change how 
they do business.  

Our industry is at the forefront of change and innovation and we 
are positioned well to work with GSA on a solution that meets their 
needs and the intent of Congress.

So as you read more about the new government online market-
place, be cautious, but also be optimistic that it will offer our 
industry real opportunities. 

If you’re not already involved in NOPA’s efforts, I would urge you 
to get involved. There is no bigger issue facing us than the rapid 
moves Amazon has made in our communities and within the 
federal government. With NOPA’s leadership already moving the 
needle in a positive direction, I am confident the association has 
the new innovative blueprint to succeed but we need your support 
and involvement.

For more information, contact NOPA by phone, (410) 931-8100 or 
email, info@iopfda.org.

Paul Miller is director of advocacy and regulatory affairs for NOPA.
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When it comes to success for independent 
dealers there is, perhaps, no more important 
element than training. “Training is at the top of 
the list,” says Alex Meloche, director of inside 
sales and customer service at Monarch Basics 
in Windsor, Ontario. “Training and onboarding 
are part of giving people a solid foundation on 
which to start their career.” 

“Training is the cornerstone of setting up a 
sales rep for success,” says Shawn Menke, 

director of sales at Office Essentials, St. 
Louis. He contends that if you don’t provide 
both new hires and existing reps with a strong 
foundation and follow it up with continuing 
education, failure is a near certainty. 

The pace of change in the industry in recent 
years has made training even more important. 
“If we don’t adapt and do things differently on 
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inside sales and the customer service side, 
then it is going to be much more difficult 
for us,” says Pam Brooks, business 
development manager at Ritter’s Office 
Outfitters, Mansfield, Ohio.

Brooks says that inside sales at Ritter’s 
now focuses largely on new business 
prospecting. She says that Ritter’s has 
experienced steady growth, but the 
reality of today’s market makes adding 
new customers more important than ever. 
“Customers can move a single purchase 
based on what they see on the internet so 
quickly that we have to change and look 
for new ways to grow business proac-
tively,” says Brooks.

Training Impacts 
Performance
Mike Evert, president, Perimeter Office 
Products, Lawrenceville, Georgia, says that 
training is critical, especially with the reality 
of today’s sales candidates who rarely get 
hired with industry knowledge. In addition 
to industry and product knowledge, sales-
people need “training in time management, 
how to be effective, how to be organized 
and how to retain accounts,” he says. 

A commitment to training is not just about 
improving sales skills and growing sales. 
It can also impact performance in addi-
tional ways. 

“It improves morale with all employees,” 
says Greg Ballard, owner and president 
at Choice Office Products, Saginaw, 
Michigan. “When people feel they are 
involved with the company and they are 
growing and learning, it contributes to 
increased confidence and the need for less 
supervision. The more trained an employee 
is, the fewer chances there are of commit-
ting errors on the job and the more profi-
cient the employee becomes.”

Training is especially important for 
the performance of customer service 
personnel suggests Sheila Avenson, office 
supply sales manager at The Office Shop, 
Inc., Brainerd, Minnesota. 

“Every phone call is different and a training 
opportunity,” she contends. “Asking 
the right questions is how we help our 
customers and overcome objections,” 
she says. 

The Office Shop is an Advantage Dealer 
with S. P. Richards and draws heavily 
on that program for its training mate-
rials. “The Business Tool Kit has letters 
and scripts you can use as a guide, for 
instance, if you need to send out a letter 
to a new customer,” says Avenson. The 
dealership also uses training modules from 
INDEPENDENT DEALER contributor Krista 
Moore through S.P. 

New salespeople hired at Office Essentials 
start off with a robust onboarding program 
that covers topics such as company 
history, branding, competition, vertical 
markets, product categories and selling 
skills. “The whole process runs about 
three months,” says Menke.”New sales 
hires spend one-and-a-half months in our 
customer service department and then 
spend time with each of the category 
managers. The final step is to ride along-
side with a tenured sales rep,” he adds. “It 
is a huge investment, but we are looking 
for long-term employees.”

The first and third Thursday of every 
month Office Essentials holds a training 
session referred to as “Deep Dives.” “It 
is an in-depth training session typically 
involving a specific category or a strategic 
selling opportunity,” explains Menke. To 
add interest, there might be an incentive 
associated with the product opportunity or 
an immediate selling exercise to be applied 
on the street. 

Office Essentials has four category 
managers—furniture, facility/breakroom, 
technology and office products—and 
they each take turns providing “Deep 
Dives” throughout the year. They discuss 
the latest trends and then strategize with 
the sales staff on who is the target audi-
ence and how to pursue sales of that 
particular category.

The Best Start
Up-front training is a prerequisite for 
inside sales representatives, says Brooks. 
“Telephone prospecting is a process and 
if you get yourself set up the right way at 
the beginning, it makes the acquisition of 
new customers and new business a lot 
easier,” she says. 

When a new inside salesperson starts at 
Ritter’s, they are in training for one to two 
weeks before they ever make a phone call. 
They learn a new process of reaching out 
and engaging prospects before they do 
any actual prospecting. 

After the first two weeks there is extensive 
follow-up. For the first 90 days calls are 
reviewed daily and alternative approaches 
are discussed. After the introductory period 
interactions advance. “It becomes a review 
of customers they brought on board, pros-
pects they have reached and what worked 
and what didn’t over time,” says Brooks. 

When a candidate is hired for a sales posi-
tion at Monarch Basics they are given 
three standardized binders to study. One 
binder covers product knowledge, one is a 
guide to the CRM software that is used at 
the dealership and the third binder covers 
sales training. 

Studying the contents of those binders 
occupies the first month of the new 
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representative’s time. “Our guys spend 
close to a month on product knowledge 
so we never have to visit it again, and they 
feel confident getting on the phone and 
selling,” says Meloche.

Following that one-month introduction 
the new salesperson becomes part of the 
inside sales team, participates in team 
huddles and day-to-day coaching for 
the next 60 days. “Once they hit 90 days 
they start to apply the sales process,” 
says Meloche. They get a swag bag with 
branded Monarch Basics clothing, product 
samples and a certificate congratulating 
them and welcoming them to the company. 

“The first two years of their employ-
ment are outlined, and as specific mile-
stones are reached they get checked off,” 
continues Meloche. The milestones are set 
to provide small career-focused victories 
as the salesperson grows in the position. 
The light at the end of the tunnel comes 
when their base salary is dropped, they go 
on straight commission and their earning 
potential increases. The entire training 
process for inside sales was standardized 
almost two years ago with assistance from  
INDEPENDENT DEALER contributors 
from the Methods in Motion sales training 
organization.

Home-Grown 
Training 
Jim Grabbe, sales manager at Office 
Products, Inc., Russell, Kansas, has been 
in the industry for more than 40 years 
and has taken his accumulated knowl-
edge, combined it with readily available 
industry materials and developed his 
own training program. “The program 
uses the SPR University program from 
S. P. Richards and its connection to 
K.Coaching,” says Grabbe. He uses 
Krista Moore’s online training modules 
and the SPR Fuel Program to develop 
product training as well as training for 
both old and new salespeople.

These programs take various forms but 
frequently there is a test at the end of the 
lesson that gives an indication of how well 
the employee is doing. “We hold monthly 
sales meetings, and if I want to focus on 
something I will assign a particular training 
class,” says Grabbe. At the meeting the 
lesson is discussed, and he is able to 
determine what the salespeople have 
picked up and what they should be able to 
apply in the field. 

Sales meetings at Perimeter typically 
contain a training element. “Usually, we 
have a manufacturer’s representative for 
part of the meeting and then we focus on 
recognition for accomplishments and sales 
landmark achievements,” says Evert. A 
training session that involves role playing 
is almost always included. 

Role playing could cover almost any 
interaction a salesperson is likely to 
encounter—from a new prospect presen-
tation to a business review or needs anal-
ysis, to a category development call for 
breakroom or janitorial. “We try to make 
these role playing scenarios as realistic as 
possible,” says Evert. 

All sales staff at Monarch Basics attend a 
monthly meeting where wins and losses 
are discussed. Monarch Basics records 
all outgoing calls made by the inside sales 
team and they provide valuable fodder 
for the dealership’s training efforts. “We 

do a weekly call review session where we 
randomly pick three or four calls and play 
and critique them,” says Meloche. 

These sessions can be extremely informa-
tive. “You will have new people who have 
just completed training where the lessons 
are fresh, and they have a recorded 
sales call that is near perfect,” he says. 
That might be followed by a senior sales 
person with good numbers but who stum-
bles on a call because he was unpre-
pared. “At that point it is no one’s opinion, 
you are listening to the actual phone call. 
Everyone hears the same conversation, 
as it happens, so it is a fool-proof way to 
provide feedback, he says. 

“That approach creates a good coaching 
environment where everyone understands 
the value of ongoing training,” Meloche 
adds. It provides a review of the basics and 
keeps the foundation strong. “Doing this 
as frequently as weekly gives us an edge.” 

Where to Find 
Outside Help
Independent dealers use a variety of 
outside resources to augment their training 
efforts. Industry manufacturers and rep 
firms are called upon frequently to help with 
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training needs. “We host training sessions 
with manufacturer’s reps covering product 
attributes and selling skills related to those 
products,” explains Menke. He points to 
facility supplies and can liners where sales 
knowledge might not be the strongest. 
“It may not be the buyer we traditionally 
call on so the manufacturer’s rep not only 
educates the staff on product attributes 
but also identifies the targeted audience 
and how to sell to them,” he adds. 

If the training is performed by a representa-
tive from a multi-line sales group generally 
the training covers product attributes but 
offers little on selling skills. A dedicated rep 
is typically more knowledgeable on selling 
opportunities related to their products. “If it 
is a dedicated manufacturer’s rep providing 
the training, they are usually very involved 
in customer facing sales activities and staff 
training exercises,” says Menke. 

Brooks at Ritter’s agrees that product detail 
training generally is readily available. “Now 
that we have learned about the product we 
don’t get enough training on how to recog-
nize the best customer to use that product 
or which market is the best to reach out 
and try to sell it to,” she says. 

“Most of the time the manufacturer’s 
training focuses on the product but not on 

how to sell the product,” says Evert. Those 
reps tend to be great at product specifica-
tions and what the product does but they’re 
not nearly as strong on what it takes to sell 
the product or the category, he maintains. 
“If reps could sharpen up on the actual 
selling skills instead of just giving us product 
knowledge, I would think they would sell 
more of their product,” says Evert. 

“As the industry evolves and we begin to 
sell more breakroom and janitorial, training 
has evolved on how to penetrate those 
categories,” says Evert. Perimeter relies 
on manufacturer’s reps and its wholesaler 
for that training. “Last year the janito-
rial business development manager from 
Essendant came and did training on how 
to sell janitorial effectively and how to place 
towel and tissue dispensers,” he says. 

Similarly, the breakroom business develop-
ment manager from Essendant has visited 
Perimeter on several occasions to train on 
selling coffee. Keurig/Green Mountain also 
has provided training. “Many of my reps 
have become very good at selling break-
room and coffee,” he adds.

When it comes to training opportunities, 
wholesalers are cited as one of the most 
important resources. “We recently kicked 
off a new vertical market program where 
we leaned on the wholesaler for catalog 
support and category expertise,” says 
Menke. “We also participate in CORE 
events provided by Essendant. These 
events have been a great training resource 
for independent dealers and provide 
key information on areas such as dealer 
marketing, category supply programs, 
management training and a variety of other 
tools,” he adds.

Industry meetings are additional resources 
with educational offerings, and Ballard 
takes advantage of such settings to further 
the educations of his sales team. “When 
we go to the ABC Conference there are 
always some good speakers, and it is 
somewhat of a reward for the sales staff,” 
he says. In the past he has both brought 
in speakers to his dealership that he saw 
at a conference and also used materials 

that he has collected. He adds, “When you 
train your staff the biggest result is they feel 
more part of the team.

“Training may also build the employ-
ee’s confidence because it gives them a 
stronger understanding of the industry and 
the responsibilities of their job,” Ballard 
continues. “Continuous training keeps 
employees on the cutting edge of industry 
developments,” he adds. “Employees who 
are competent and on top of changing 
industry standards help your company 
hold a position as a leader and strong 
competitor within the industry.”

The alert manager is always on the lookout 
for training opportunities to make sure all 
employees are aware of the expectations 
and procedures within the company. 

Ballard works with a local prospecting 
company to develop leads for Choice 
Office Products. As he learned about their 
operations he recognized they had a solid 
approach for initial prospecting so he 
asked if they could come in and talk to his 
customer service department. “There were 
similarities in what they do with our needs 
and the presentation worked well,” he says. 
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Help for Smaller 
Dealers
As a smaller dealer Grabbe finds it difficult 
to afford outside speakers or consultants. 
Still he says there are ample opportunities 
to find free materials. One source he uses 
is YouTube. “I will look at different videos 
covering what I want to learn and then use 
them to develop topics to talk about to our 
people,” he says. He takes bits and pieces 
of what he sees along with materials that 
he reads to develop training materials. 

In the past, smaller dealerships weren’t 
able to offer much training to new hires, 
says Grabbe. The usual approach was 
to throw new salespeople to the sharks 
and have them sink or swim. He says that 
approach has been in force for decades. “I 
have tried to take it a bit further,” he says. 
He gives his salespeople information to 
help them get closer to customers or to 
make better presentations. “That way you 
are not just selling products but you are 
selling information,” he points out.

The internet has changed the sales process 
dramatically and salespeople need to 
be more aware, says Brooks. “Getting 
customers to visit your website has 
become a lot more important,” she says. 

“But when they order online they bypass 
customer service and the sales rep so they 
don’t have the personal involvement that 
they used to.” More touches are required 
by the salesperson and they need to learn 
to become more proactive to bring more 
personal involvement back to the process. 

“Technology allows us to access training 
that previously was unavailable,” says 
Ballard. More webinars are offered so the 
sales force no longer has to assemble as a 
group for every training session. “There are 
a lot of materials out there and everybody 
can view them on their laptop on the road 
or at home,” he says. 

“The investment in training that a company 
makes shows employees they are valued,” 
adds Ballard. Training creates a supportive 
workplace and employees who feel appre-
ciated and challenged through training 
opportunities may find more job satisfac-
tion. “The goal is to improve employee 
performance, and consistent training allows 
you to strengthen those skills that each 
employee needs to improve,” he says. 

Is Your Training 
Effective?
No matter what the training source, dealer 
management always requires some way to 
evaluate what is offered and how effective 
it might have been in terms of changing 
habits and approaches that salespeople 
take. “The effectiveness is really evaluated 
by the sales dollar increase or lack thereof,” 
says Grabbe. It tends to be measurable by 
whether or not sales are increasing. “Are 
we gaining new customers, and are we 
raising our profit dollars?” 

So much of any evaluation comes down 
to whether or not the dealership is 
growing, suggests Brooks. “For inside 
sales I track how many new customers 
are brought on, the volume of new sales, 
what percentage the territory is growing 
and the type of product categories they 
are selling,” she explains.

The whole reason you bring on a new 

inside salesperson is the expectation that 
you want more customers and more busi-
ness. “If there is no ongoing accountability, 
ongoing measurement or tracking of how 
well a person is doing, then the training is 
kind of irrelevant,” she adds.

“If we notice a slump in performance we 
put the onus on us first and make sure 
to have a discussion with that person,” 
says Meloche. If the poor performance 
continues, a performance plan is devel-
oped where the salesperson is followed 
regularly and numbers are reviewed to 
make sure that person is set up to win. “We 
also look back at the training to see if any 
steps were missed,” he adds.

Any dealer looking to build a training 
program can start by learning what is avail-
able through industry resources but they 
also need to have a commitment to the 
process. “Training is as much a sales job 
as selling itself,” says Meloche. Whoever 
is in charge of training has to be convinced 
that the process works and, perhaps, have 
done it themselves. “They need to under-
stand what they are training their people to 
do which can be difficult if they have not 
done it themselves.” 

Michael Chazin is a freelance writer specializing in 
business topics, who has written about the office 
supply business for more than 15 years. He can be 
reached at mchazin503@comcast.net.
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I knew something was wrong when I received a personal bill from 
Amazon in December for over $100. I never bought anything that 
expensive from them but after a little research, I discovered the 
reason: My fee for being an “Amazon Prime” member went from 
$60 the year before to over $100! 

I don’t remember receiving any kind of warning or reminder, though 
maybe I did. In any case, I decided that “Prime” wasn’t worth that 
much to me, so I declined the charge.

Fast forward to last month, when Amazon sent me and all of their 
other “Amazon Business” members a form letter stating that as of 
January 23, we would be charged a fee to receive “Prime” service 
for the remainder of 2018. And these fees are serious: $499 a year 
for up to 10 users; $1,299 for up to 100 users and $10,099 for over 
$100 users! (see below)

Are You Kidding Me??? 
To find this information, a member would need to click on the 
correct hyperlink, so many of your customers might not have seen 
it. 

I also doubt that Amazon will attempt to automatically charge a 
company credit card like they did for my personal “Prime” account, 
but who knows? Maybe, in certain circumstances, they would. 

In any case, can you believe the opportunity all this creates for us? 

It is like receiving a Christmas present way after the fact. As an 
“Amazon Business” member who chooses not to pay these fees, 
Amazon tells me I can expect my orders to arrive in five to eight 
days.

Five to eight days? Really??? This is basically taking Amazon’s 
concept of building distribution centers in many cities and turning 
it on its head. 

We live in an era of instant gratification and I cannot believe our 
customers, especially Millennials, will like this change. Moreover, 
approving the payment of this type of fee up front may be above 
most employees’ paygrade. Do you see our opportunity?

Yes, Amazon still has many products that are priced lower than 
we can sell them, but generally we are in a “nickel and dime” busi-
ness, which they just discovered. They are obviously losing money 
on their current delivery model and that makes our next-day-free-
delivery model substantially more important to the types of busi-
nesses we want to serve.

Last month, I also spoke with the head of purchasing for a city 
on the East Coast who told me how much he disliked Amazon’s 
pushy attempts to get his business. 

When he asked about their delivery fees they said that “they were 
pretty sure” they could not charge his employees for the first year. 
After that, they couldn’t commit to exactly how much it would cost. 

We now have more information than Amazon’s representatives 
wanted to share about that coming expense.

Putting it simply, this is the best opportunity we have ever had to 
show the value of independent product distribution and I hope you 
will jump on it right away. If you’re an independent dealer, you can 
offer a far better option than Amazon Prime. You know it; I know it, 
and you need to make sure your customers and prospects know 
it too.

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

Amazon Discovers That Delivery Costs Money!
By Tom Buxton
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Kate (let’s call her Kate) knew that her website wasn’t pulling 
its weight. Online sales at her industry-leading dealership were 
lagging far behind expectations. 

She was doing everything right—focusing on rich and rele-
vant product content, optimizing her site for search, integrating 
consumer content with ratings and reviews—yet she was strug-
gling to get traction.

Through Google Analytics she could see she had decent traffic, 
but her insights stopped there. Out of ideas, Kate hired a digital 
marketing intern who leveraged Essendant’s analytics program to 
drive more sophisticated insights.

One of the first areas of opportunity was in abandoned carts. 
Shoppers were filling their cart with product, but then never 
completing their purchases. 

In her struggle to understand why, Kate assigned several of her 
account representatives to make outbound calls to these accounts 
who had abandoned their shopping carts. 

The reasons varied but the result of reaching out was astounding. 
Kate was able to drive $300,000 in monthly abandoned carts 
down to $300, resulting in $299,700 in incremental sales.

Maximizing the return on investment from your digital platform 
requires a dedicated professional. That’s because understanding 
where acquisition, retention and growth opportunities lie requires 
passionately exploring the consumer behavior data behind your 
web analytics, crafting hypotheses and plans to act on them.

Maximizing return on digital also means understanding how digital 
complements your existing business model. 

For many dealers, this means integration of digital tools with the 
existing ways in which they service their customer. It means putting 
digital tools in the hands of the sales representative, customer 
service agent or delivery driver, to not only supply product infor-
mation, but also provide real-time insights into what customers 
are thinking and how they are reacting.

Consider Dealer B. We’ll call him Frank. Nearly a third of Frank’s 
sales were coming from custom items. In these cases, an end-con-
sumer requested a specific product; however, it wasn’t necessarily 

a product that Frank stocked. This often resulted in a lost sale or 
in a special order.

Frank’s digital marketing manager worked directly with his whole-
saler to categorize these custom items and to cross-reference the 
items against items that Frank already had in stock. 

They weren’t necessarily exact matches at an identical unit of 
measure but they were close enough to drive special orders down 
to almost zero. 

This effort improved fill rates in the eyes of Frank’s customers, 
in many cases decreased cost for the consumer and decreased 
delivery times.

Both of these efforts could be attributed to leveraging digital for 
account-based marketing. There are a range of tools and plat-
forms on the market to help dealers embrace this concept but the 
basic idea is simple:

1)  Treat each customer and their behavior as unique and 
personalize your communication online and offline.

2)  Leverage digital for signals as to each customer’s reac-
tion or behavior. Email campaigns can be a great signal 
to gauge an individual customer’s interest in a category or 
promotion.

3)  Integrate traditional and online channels. Lleverage your 
delivery and sales networks to improve the customer 
experience with the data your online channels collect. At 
its most basic, this means ensuring that your sales team is 
aware of digital campaigns in flight. More advanced dealers 
can feed analytics—Did she click on the email? How long 
was he looking at Keurig brewers?—to the sales team to 
help drive a more meaningful conversation.

4)  Know the role of digital in your organization. While it’s 
tempting to say the website is responsible for everything, 
it’s more valuable to identify its core competency—such 
as order placement and streamlining customer service 
requests—and to build on that.

Michael Hauck is VP of marketing and digital at Essendant.

How Office Dealers Can Leverage Digital to 
Supercharge their Value Proposition
By Michael Hauck
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It’s extremely difficult to keep up with the 
latest technological innovations. In fact, 
it’s almost impossible. Things change 
so quickly and our jobs are already chal-
lenging enough without constantly having 
to learn how to use the latest and greatest 
new gadget. 

How about if we take a break from this 
fast-moving high tech world for a moment? 
How about if we try doing things “old 
school” for a change?  

In doing so, we run the risk of being ridi-
culed. We could hear, “That’s so old 
school. Get with the program. This is the 
21st century!” 

But can’t the old school and the new 
school work together? Sure, they can. 
There is a reason older selling tactics stick 
around year after year or even decade after 
decade. 

Some of the tactics are just about common 
courtesy, while others are ways to keep 
you accountable (ugh…not that!) or give 
you a competitive edge.

Here are five “old school” tactics that serve 
as a great complement for the fast-paced 
technological world we live in today.

1.
Pick up the phone. Our lives are full of 
distractions. Lots of those distractions 
come from being constantly connected 
to our cell phones and computers—
emails, texts, LinkedIn, Facebook, 
Twitter, Snapchat, news feeds…the list 
goes on and on. 

If you want to stand out from Staples 
and definitely stand out from Amazon, 
pick up the phone and make a live 
connection.  

If you ask business people if their phone 
rings as much today as it used to, most 
will say it doesn’t. Ask them how many 
emails they get each day and their eyes 
will roll back as they respond, “Way too 
many!”

Instead of emailing a prospect, 
customer or even someone within your 
company, try picking up the phone. 
Hearing someone’s voice can be 
refreshing. 

Even if you end up leaving a prospect 
a few voicemail messages that do not 
get returned, you have still put yourself 
in a position for an email to be positively 
received because of the effort you 
made trying to reach them by phone. 
Have your team members try it, too. 

2.
Take notes on a piece of paper. You 
may argue with this directive because 
you can type faster than you can write.  
But does the information you type stick 
with you? (And can you ever really 
argue against using more of the paper 
and pens your company sells?) 

Studies have shown that taking a pen to 
paper helps you retain the information 
better than typing it.

So next time you have a meeting, 
whether by phone or in person, set your 
laptop aside. Pull out a pad of paper and 
take real notes. You can always transfer 
the information to your database after 
the conversation. 

See if you pay better attention and do 
your job a little more effectively. An 
additional benefit to trying this is the 
person you’re talking with won’t hear 

or see you typing and think you are not 
giving them your full attention. They 
know all about distractions, too. 

3.
Use tick sheets to track prospecting 
activity. As someone who has been in 
the sales training business (and done 
my own prospecting) for 18 years, this 
technique still works for me. Talk about 
accountability! 

The very next time you sit down to make 
prospecting calls, keep track of your 
activity by making simple tick marks 
on paper. Have your list ready. Go. One 
tick mark for every dial you make. One 
tick mark for every voicemail you leave, 
etc. 

Having a visual of the work you are 
actually doing is a good reality check. 

Instead of stopping after each call 
to log in the information into your 
computer, use that piece of paper 
to write your notes and keep the 
momentum going. You start to  
develop a rhythm if you don’t stop in 
between calls. 

After you have gone through your 
list, then put the information in your 
database all at once. 

This experiment does not need to go 
on forever. Commit to tracking your 
activity like this for three weeks. Then 
stop using the tick sheet for a week and 
see if you notice any difference in your 
productivity. 

Old School Tactics in a Technological World
By Marisa Pensa
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Old school tactics continued from page 38

4.
Handwrite a thank you note. This is a 
lost art in today’s technological world. 
A handwritten note is something people 
enjoy getting. This small effort can give 
your dealership a competitive edge. 

When I mention this idea I hear, “Well, 
I email them a thank you.” That is 
not nearly as personal as writing a 
handwritten note. 

Remember, an email can be quickly 
deleted and forgotten. A good 
old-fashioned handwritten note will be 
remembered. 

I write a handwritten note to everyone 
I talk to for the very first time. It is a 
small gesture of appreciation for the 
time they spent with me, whether  
I am looking for a business opportunity 
or not. 

Take the time to write that note. You 
could be pleasantly surprised by the 
reaction you get! 

5.
Build strong business relationships. 
We live in an information age and that 
information is coming at us faster and 
louder all the time. 

In the midst of all that noise, we must 
remember, the key to our success 
in business is still building solid 
relationships with people. 

When it comes to personal relationships, 
the stronger the relationship, the better 
chance it has of lasting. It takes time 
and effort. 

The same holds true with a business 
relationship. The stronger your 
relationships, the more likely people 
will stick with you and not go to your 
competitors. 

People buy from people they know, 
like and trust. This kind of relationship 
cannot be built by electronic 
communication alone. 

This can be a challenge, particularly in the 
office product business, but just being 
aware of the need to connect with pros-
pects or customers in a way that sets you 
apart from other companies is a good start. 

Hearing your voice, seeing your face, 
reading a note you took the time to write 
and drop in the mail…that personal touch 
could go a long way.

These tactics may be old school but they 
still work. Take a breather. Look away from 
your screen. Do something different and 
see how these old school ways can boost 
your sales. Let us know how you do. And 
good selling to you!  

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

Sales Training Excellence

Contact us at 678-574-6072

/methodsnmotion /Marisa Pensawww.methodsnmotion.com

When it comes to sales training, there are lots of options out there.  The Methods in Motion
distinction is the way we truly roll up our sleeves to help Dealers get results.  

Your partner
in increasing 

accountability 
and results!

G R E A T  S E L L I N G  I S  A  P R O C E S S  A R T F U L LY  D O N E
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How many of your salespeople would you 
describe as “engaged?”

Before you answer that, let me define 
“engaged” for you. The “engaged” sales-
person is one who sells (for you) because 
of a passion and love for the job, for your 
company and for the activities in sales. 
“Engaged” salespeople do what’s right 
because it’s right. They may have to be 
managed—most salespeople do to one 
extent or another—but they seldom have 
to be motivated. Oh, and they’re also not 
out looking for another job.

Now answer the question: How many 
would you describe as “engaged?” If you 
said “All of them,” please contact me. I 
have some great oceanfront property in 
Kansas City and I’ll make you a great deal. 
Here’s reality, based on national surveys:

•  30% of salespeople are truly 
“engaged” at their jobs.

•  50% are “disengaged”. This means 
that they’re going through the 
motions, doing enough to keep their 
jobs, but not giving it their all in any 
way, shape or form.

•  20% are “actively disengaged”. This 
means that they’re mad and they’re 
trying to hurt you.

Think about your sales team and ask your-
self where everyone fits. I’d caution you to 
not use performance as a yardstick. 

I’ve seen some very talented salespeople 
who could perform very well without being 
truly engaged. I’ve also seen some of the 
most engaged salespeople in the world 
struggle to make quota every month. Not 
all salespeople have the same abilities.

First of all, if you have an “actively disen-
gaged” salesperson, get rid of them. NOW. 
There’s no way you can recover from that. 
It is possible to re-engage a “disengaged” 
salesperson, but not when they have 
become “actively disengaged”.  Once they 
decide they want to damage your busi-
ness, you have to cut that cord.

We can work with “disengagement”. The 
first question is, how do “disengaged” 
salespeople get that way? Well, the overall 
statement is that the job or the company 
or the manager isn’t meeting their needs.  

The next statement is that, most of the 
time, management doesn’t know what the 
needs of the salesperson might be or how 
those needs could be met or unmet. Hint: 
it’s about more than just money.

We’ll talk in a moment about how to 
re-engage a disengaged salesperson but 
first, let’s talk about how to engage them 
from the start so that they never become 
disengaged. 

Here’s some more reality: While we spend 
the first 90 days of a salesperson’s tenure 
deciding whether they are for us, they are 
spending their first 30 days deciding if we 
are for them. For that reason, it’s essential 
that we begin engaging our salespeople 
from the very first day of employment.

How do you begin the onboarding period 
for new salespeople? If your company is 
like most, it works like this: You start with 
HR paperwork. Then, you give a quick tour 
of the facility, with quick introductions to 
other managers and department heads. 
These introductions are quick because 
the other managers make it clear that they 
have other, better, things to do than meet a 
new salesperson.

Then, they meet the rest of the sales staff, 
who eye them suspiciously. With some 
luck, they are taken out to lunch by the 
sales manager and then it’s into training. 
All of which leaves the new salesperson 
feeling…meh.

Are Your Salespeople Engaged?
By Troy Harrison
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Are your salespeople engaged? continued from page 40

Now think about how you entertain a great 
customer or potential customer when 
they come to visit. The colored lights and 
the brass bands are turned on, there’s 
a welcome sign in the lobby, a tour and 
those managers who were too busy to 
spend much time with the new salesperson 
suddenly have all the time in the world to 
entertain and show off for the customer.  

There’s either a very nice lunch in a restau-
rant or a catered lunch in-house. The 
customer leaves feeling that this company 
is by far the best vendor they’ve ever seen.

These two experiences shouldn’t be 
different—especially when you consider 
that your new salesperson will be respon-
sible for bringing in those new customers. 

When you bring in a new salesperson for 
their first day, it should also be colored 
lights and brass band time. 

Roll out the welcome wagon just as you 
would for a new customer. Assign a 

“buddy” within the sales department to 
mentor them and bring them into the fold. 
Begin creating the internal networks they 
need. And when the day is over, have them 
going home thinking that they just made 
the best decision of their lives.

Beyond the first day, your sales skills are 
essential to engaging (or re-engaging) a 
salesperson. When we sell, we discover 
needs and present solutions. We should 
do this with salespeople as well.

Starting close to the first day of employ-
ment and periodically thereafter, we should 
be doing a quality discovery with them. Ask 
them what their needs are, what they want 
to get out of the job, out of their careers, 
out of their lives. Helpful hint: It’s not just 
about money.

Once we know those things, we can 
work toward solving those needs as we 
would for a customer. For instance, if 
your salesperson wants to progress into 

management, what can you do, on a peri-
odic basis, to groom and prepare him/her 
for the next step? Little efforts like this can 
make all the difference between “disen-
gagement” and “engagement”.

We spend a lot of time worrying about 
whether the salesperson is meeting our 
needs. If you really want to succeed, 
however, put yourself under the micro-
scope and ask if the job is meeting the 
salesperson’s needs.  The answer might 
surprise you—and help you re-engage your 
salesperson. An engaged salesperson is a 
performing salesperson.

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

 

 

 

 

 

Now Accepting 2018 Scholarship Applications! Employees and immediate family members of all National Office Products 
Alliance (NOPA) member companies are eligible to apply for our annual scholarship. This is open to high school seniors, college 
students, and graduate students. Click here to apply today! 
 

Created more than 50 years ago, the NOPA Scholarship Fund started with a $5,000 donation and has now awarded more than $2.5 
million in scholarships to deserving families of office products and office furniture dealers. Supported entirely through individual and 
member contributions, the fund recognized more than 30 college students receiving one-year scholarships for the 2017-2018 
academic year. 
 

 

 

 

It’s That Time of the Year to Submit a 
2018 Scholarship Application! 

2017 NOPA Scholarship Winner - Testimonial 
Robyn Schoen 
Spalding University 
Sponsoring Company: Office Environment Company 
I am writing today to thank you for giving me the chance to further my education by awarding me with 
one of the IOPFDA scholarships. I am very grateful, knowing that I have a little extra help financially 
for next school year. Because of your generosity, I will not have to attempt to work during my level 2 
fieldwork placements, which I thank you for so much! It’s a great feeling knowing that I do not have to 
stress about having enough money to pay for my last year as a graduate student.  

 

 
National Office Products Alliance (NOPA) | 3601 East Joppa Road, Baltimore, MD 21234 | (410) 931-8100 | NOPAnet.org 
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The New Year is always a busy time for us as a digital marketing 
agency. We wanted to share some of the research we found 
on digital marketing trends that are going to make an impact 
in 2018 and highlight which ones you should utilize in your 
marketing strategies.  

eCommerce – A Shift Towards Mobile Commerce

While mobile friendliness has been an important search metric for a 
couple of years now, mobile has mostly been used for researching 
and browsing sites, with a conversion happening on desktop. 
Since 2014, mobile eCommerce (also known as mCommerce) has 
grown 8%, according to Invesp. 

In 2018, we’re going to see further growth, perhaps even the early 
signs of a shift, to mCommerce. 

Grab a notebook and your smartphone. Try to place an order as a 
customer through your mobile device. Write down what works well 
and what can be improved from the user’s standpoint. 

What Metrics Should You Look At?

After you’ve gone through the site in the eyes of a customer, it’s 
time to dig deeper into your data and view a few key metrics. 
Here’s what you should be looking out for:

•  Page Load Time on Mobile. Bounce rates increase nearly 
100% after a mobile page loads for five seconds or more, 
according to Google.  

•  Conversion Rate. Conversions on mobile tend to be 
one-third of desktop, according to Smart Insights. 

•  Cart Abandonment Rate. Cart Abandonment is currently 
around 70%, according to the Baymard Institute. 

•  Exit Rate. This metric shows the percentage of users ending 
their time on your site on a particular page. You can look at 
this on a page-by-page basis in Google Analytics to deter-
mine where people are leaving your site. 

Should you find that these numbers don’t match up with your own 
data, here are a few actions you can take to get closer to them: 

1) Ensure your pages meet Google’s Mobile-Friendliness 
Standards. Google has its own mobile-friendly test that examines 
page usability, page load time, text size, and other issues your site 
may have. 

Once you run this test, you’ll be able to get an understanding of 
what can be fixed to make your site more mobile-friendly. 

2) Look at Page Elements. Saving images as JPEGs rather 
than PNGs can cut file sizes by nearly half, which can lessen the 
amount of time it takes to load a page. 

If you have specific pages that are taking a long time to load, 
compare the size of each page and the bounce rate. This may 
allow you to find out what’s taking so long. 

3) See How Many Steps it Takes to Check Out. Many B2C sites 
are focusing on one or two-click checkout solutions that make it 
easier for customers to make purchases. 

Check with your eCommerce partner to see what third-party 
payment options are available to help make the checkout process 
less of a hassle. This can help reduce cart abandonment and 
increase your conversion rate.

Search – Voice Search and Contextual Keywords

As the above information indicates, people are relying on mobile 
devices for search more than ever before. Searching also now 
includes AI assistants like Siri on iOS devices, Amazon Echo and 
Google Home. 

According to Search Engine Land, mobile search now makes up 
roughly 58% of overall U.S. search query volume. Globally, this 
number now hovers around 50%, a new first. 

What Can You Do to Better Show Up in Mobile 
Searches?

You’ll want to optimize your site for contextual keywords. 
Contextual keywords are long-tail phrases that people will enter 
into a search engine. 

Questions like “What should I look for in an ergonomic office 
space?” or “How can I reduce my office’s printing costs?” are two 
great examples of contextual keywords. These are playing more 
important roles as more and more people take advantage of voice 
search on mobile phones. 

Social: An Expansion of Live Streaming

Are you familiar with Facebook Live? If not, 2018 might be the time 
to start thinking about the different ways you go live. 

In a study done by Livestream, 80% of consumers would rather 
watch live video from a brand than read from a blog. All you’ll need 
is a smartphone or a tablet with the Facebook app installed; it’s 
that easy! 

Online Marketing Trends for 2018
By Pat Layton
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Online marketing trends continued from page 42

So How Can I Get Started?

Think about an event you might hold each year, like a customer 
appreciation event or a charity fundraiser your business partici-
pates in. You can give those who could not make it a great glimpse 
of what your event looks like. 

Even if you don’t have large events throughout the year, you can 
live stream other opportunities like the birthday of the president of 
your company or similar celebrations.

Consumers love to get an inside look and get to know their 
business partners more. As a locally owned and operated inde-
pendent dealer, you have a great opportunity to showcase all 
of the things that make where you live special. Use Facebook 
Live to showcase it! 

Content: Greater Emphasis on More Visual Content

As a content creator myself, I know only too well how tough it can 
be sometimes to create content with a unique angle and focus. 

Your customers are looking for your content to be easy to under-
stand and provide answers to the issues they are facing. Although 
infographics tend to be the first type of visual content you might 
think of, there are other formats you can incorporate into your 
content strategy. 

In 2018, there’s a chance that animated videos will take off within 
B2B content marketing. Animated videos can vary—from presen-
tations that explain how your business can solve a particular 
customer problem to how-to guides explaining how someone 
can benefit from a service you offer or what steps to take before 
purchasing a product. 

While you might be thinking you need a video editor or a whole 
suite of tools to make animated videos, there are plenty of sites 
that allow you to “drag and drop” in graphics, text and audio.

Don’t be afraid to explore all your options. They key point is that 
digital marketing as a customer communications platform is 
changing and changing rapidly and you need to make sure your 
dealership is keeping up with those changes at the same pace as 
your customers—if not faster!

Pat Layton is a content marketing manager for Fortune Web Marketing and works 
with independent dealers on creating blog posts, email blasts and more. Have 
questions? Contact him at pat@fortunewebmarketing.com. 

Office Products Women in Leadership (OPWIL)  
is a professional organization connecting women in  
leadership roles within the Office Products industry.  
Together we can learn, develop and grow while forming  
professional connections and developing lasting friendships. 

Join our conversation on Facebook and LinkedIn for more information.
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