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WINNERS’Circle
Independents Win Big in North Carolina, As Big Boxes
Are Shut Out of State Office Supplies Contract
The good guys were popping champagne in North Carolina last month, following the news
that four independents were awarded state government contracts for office supplies worth
about $14 million annually.
“These awards represent a huge victory for independent dealers,” commented NOPA president Chris Bates. “They have won a dual battle against monopolistic sole-source contracting
in their state and also defeated all of the national big box office product companies that
competed against them for the contract.”
The winning dealers were Forms and Supply of Charlotte, MyOfficeProducts of Charlotte,
Carolina Imaging of Greensboro and Piedmont Office Suppliers of Greensboro. They and
several other independents in the state worked together for more than three years to level
the playing field for small business so that this breakthrough in recapturing state business
could be achieved.
“This is a great day for independents,” said Mark Leazer, director of sales technology of Forms
and Supply, one of the winning dealers. “It has taken a lot of effort by several determined
and principled North Carolina dealers, but the abuses and inherent shortcomings associated
with sole-source contracting using large national companies are finally being recognized.”

Perry Office Plus, Texas Dealer, Hosts Office Makeover Contest for a Good Cause
When it comes to supporting deserving causes in the community, independents are in a
class of their own. Case in point: Perry Office Plus in Temple, Texas, where furniture manager,
Lea Shawstad, and director of sales and marketing Bonnie Hunt, recently put together an
innovative way to provide much-needed support to a local non-profit and garner plenty of
positive PR in the process.
The Perry Office Plus team organized a special Charity Office Makeover contest that awarded
a worthy non-profit up to $25,000 worth of HON office furniture, design and installation services.
The team also leveraged support from their manufacturer partners to provide products for
an additional $1,000 prize package for both the winner and one runner-up. HP provided multifunction printers, ACCO Brands offered numerous Quartet, Swingline and Wilson Jones
products, Smead supplied filing and organization products, Zebra Pen gave various writing
instruments and S.P. Richards came through with a generous assortment of supplies and
accessories.
More than 40 nominations rolled in and the Perry team narrowed them down to a list of seven
deserving finalists, put their names up on the web for customers and prospects to vote and
sat back to await the response.
An amazing 10,000 votes later—and yes, the contest was set up so you could only vote
once—CareNet Pregnancy Center, a pro-life pregnancy counseling and medical services organization in Waco, Texas, was declared the winner. The runner-up was the Waco Humane
Society.
“We were overwhelmed with the level of interest the contest generated—votes came from
as far away as Japan, Sweden and Qatar,” president Harry Macey reports. “Community support is an important part of who we are at Perry Office Plus, and Lea and Bonnie came up
with a very innovative way to extend that mission and create a lot of fun for everybody at
the same time.”

Office Advantage, San Diego Dealer, Takes Customer Service
to New Level with Toner Exchange Program
Steve Jewett is a man on a mission. As co-owner of Office Advantage in San Diego, the
U.S. Navy has been a key customer since he and business partner Rod Manson started their
dealership four years ago.
Office Advantages sells a ton of office products to the Navy. But Steve also sees his role as
being more than that. “The Navy, like most branches of the government, has its own way of
continued on page 4
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Some Big Wins
for the Good
Guys!
As the new year gets underway, there’s still no
shortage of near doomsday forecasts for the
overall economy. But for the independent
dealer community, not all the news is bleak by
any means.
As we report elsewhere in this issue, dealers
in California, Texas and North Carolina found
plenty to celebrate last month.
In California, key procurement officials have a
much better understanding of the benefits of
buying from locally owned and operated independents, as well as an appreciation of the
problems inherent in a sole source approach,
thanks to the efforts of a determined group of
California dealers.
In Texas, an equally determined group of independents won another round in their battle to
secure a level playing field when the Lone Star
State cancelled its current RFP because of
lack of participation and announced plans to
issue a new one.
And in North Carolina, four independents beat
out fierce big box competition to win state
government contracts valued at about $14
million annually.
While each story is different, they all share
some common themes and lessons for the
rest of us.
First lesson: NOPA has become a darned
good advocate for the dealer. The association
provided technical support and guidance that
made a big difference in each case.
Second lesson: Persistence and teamwork
pay off. It took the dealers in North Carolina
more than three years to recapture state business from the big boxes. They did it because
they refused to give up and they worked together. Additional kudos are due to the dealer
groups and wholesalers who supported them
and to Rick Marlette and GOPD, whose analysis of existing state contract pricing and practices yielded compelling arguments for a
change.
We’re looking forward to the opportunity to report similar good news stories in the coming
year, as dealers elsewhere follow the model laid
down in California, Texas and North Carolina.
We all know we’re in for some tough times
ahead. But as we’ve seen in the past month,
opportunities are still out there. Go get ‘em!
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ARTLITE
USES
ECi
Excerpts from a letter to ECi written
by Martha Thompson of United,
nominating Artlite Office Supply
for DDMS Dealer of the Year:
“A long-time DDMS user (since 1989),
Artlite was the first dealer I know to
use e-commerce, trying the very first
system offered, even before the internet came along.
For years, DDMS used them as a Beta
site for new products, and they have
always embraced new technology.
They are a traditional dealer that has
over 60% of their office supply business coming in online, and they have
a reputation for perfection.”
ECi congratulates Artlite on being
named DDMS Dealer of the Year.

Bert Light, Co-Owner,
Artlite Office Supply

INDUSTRY-SPECIFIC BUSINESS SOFTWARE
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866.374.3221

Winner’s Circle: continued from page 2
buying things and sometimes, they can use
a little help,” he says.
Case in point: the aircraft carrier USS Nimitz
(CVN-68) and its toner purchasing. “When
the Nimitz goes out on a mission, it needs to
take along a 6-9 month supply of toner,”
Steve reports. “Then a machine breaks
down, they get a different model and all of a
sudden, they’re literally stuck with a boatload of product that they can’t use.”
That’s where Steve and his mission come in.
After discovering a stockpile of unneeded
toner products on the Nimitz—a remarkable
$65,000 worth—Steve arranged for it all to
be returned to the manufacturer, in this case
Xerox, in exchange for toner that will work
with the carrier’s machines.
Steve performed a similar service at one of
the Navy’s largest maintenance and repair
facilities, this time swapping out some
$44,000 worth of obsolete or unneeded Lexmark toner in exchange for a mix of printers
and toner from the manufacturer.
Based on these two instances, Steve is convinced there’s a lot more unneeded toner out
there and that’s where his mission comes in.
His goal for the next twelve months: to find
at least $1 million in toner not currently being
used and exchange it all for usable products.
It’s the kind of customer service that would
never even occur to anyone from the big box
world and it’s generating a huge amount of
goodwill in Navy circles for Office Advantage
and providing a compelling argument for
sending more business their way in the future. Think you could maybe do the same for
some of your customers?

We get letters …
Your December article, “Selling to the
Health Care Market” is very good, but you
left out a huge segment for sales opportunities, the Long Term Care (LTC) market.
This market is comprised of about 45,000
LTC facilities nationwide and is serviced by
23,000 companies. Specifically this market
is comprised of skilled nursing facilities,
assisted living facilities, rehabilitation therapy centers, and hospice businesses.
These facilities require business furnishings from furniture to operating supplies.
The good thing is that over 40% of Americans are geriatric and that number is growing. That means this market and the need
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Idaho Dealer, Porters Office Products,
Featured in ‘Buy Local’ TV News Report

What a great attitude and hats off to Mark
and his team for helping to foster it!

Congratulations to Mark Porter and his team
at Porters Office Products in Rexburg, Idaho,
for some very positive local PR last month, in
the form of a TV news report on the dealership’s role at the Idaho National Laboratory.
INL is one of the country’s top energy research facilities and, we’re delighted to report, its managers have a fierce commitment
to supporting locally owned and operated
businesses like Porters.
According to a broadcast by KPVI-TV news
reporter Suzanne Hobbs, the lab spent
some $122 million with Idaho-based businesses in 2008 and they’re aiming for a similar figure this year.
According to Hobbs’s report, Porters has a
10-year contract with the INL to supply them
with office products from paper to ink cartridges.
Porters’ Boyd Cook told Hobbs and her
viewers, “It's great to have a small company
working with a large national known organization like INL and all the companies, the
sub contractors out there. They're making
sure that we're getting a fair deal as well as
we're doing our best to take care of them
the best we can.”
Dana Storms, INL’s small business program
manager, told Hobbs the lab is committed
to supporting Idaho companies large and
small. “The benefit of it all is that we're stabilizing our economy. We're contributing to
growth and that's what we need right now,”
Storms said.

Texas Dealer Hester’s Hosts Green Office
Products Show
In Lubbock, Texas, Hester’s Office Supply
took their green message to the market recently, when they hosted a Green Office
Products Show for customers and prospects.
The event drew close to 150 attendees and
featured an expo showcasing a broad cross
section of vendors and their green products,
reports Hester’s Bob Anders.
Hester’s positioned the show very much as
an educational opportunity. “It was ‘Show
and Tell’ rather than ‘Show and Sell,’” says
Anders. “Many of our customers were pleasantly surprised to see how many of the products they were already buying on a regular
basis had recycled content or a similar green
dimension.”
The show also helped on the business front.
“We were certainly able to spark more interest in green products among our key customers and saw increased sales in the days
after the show that directly related to some
of the items on display,” he added.
Response to the show was so positive that
plans are already in the works for a similar event
next year at the dealership’s Amarillo location.
“Based on what we’ve seen, you really can’t
consider the Green Office movement as a
fad anymore,” Anders contends. “Sustainability has become an issue for virtually all
the buyers we work with and interest continues to grow.”

for our products and services will grow.
The gamut is run here; anyone over the age
of 18 can be taken care of in an assisted
living facility. A lot of them are used as transitional when recovering from major surgery or an accident. So it’s not even a
geriatric issue, it’s as they describe in the
title, long term care.

"households." Residents have far more
choices about when they awake, when they
eat and what they want to do during the
day. They also have access to more companionship such as pets. Many of the facilities utilizing these models refer to such
changes as the "Culture Shift" or "Culture
Change" occurring in the LTC industry.

There are some interesting trends that also
need to be noted: Nursing homes are beginning to change the way they are managed and organized to create a more
resident-centered environment, so they are
more "home-like" and less "hospital-like."

The facilities in this market don’t have to
pay to belong to a “buying group.” These
are accessible companies. You just have to
see the opportunity for your products and
services and go out there and get that market share.

In these homes, nursing home units are replaced with a small set of rooms surrounding a common kitchen and living room. The
staff giving care is assigned to one of these

Jeanne Roth, Marketing & Graphic Design
AmpliVox Sound Systems
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Sources: Wikipedia, American Geriatrics Society
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100% Quality Guaranteed
Nukote printing supplies are manufactured to meet the imaging needs of a changing
world. Backed by our 100% quality guarantee, our Earth-friendly products provide
reliable performance and signiﬁcant cost savings over the OEM.
For more information about Nukote, please call Customer Service at 800.448.1422
or visit www.nukote.com.

Help us preserve our planet’s natural resources.

Recycle your ink jet and laser toner cartridges.

©2008 Nukote International, Inc.

Ables-Land, Inc.
Tyler, Texas
n Gary Ables
Vice President of
Operations
n Furniture, Supplies,
Printing
n In business since 1963
n Employees: 32
n Partners: TriMega, S.P.
Richards, Herman Miller,
Kimball, Paoli
n Online Sales: 25%
n Web: www.ablesland.com

by Jim Rapp

Left to right: Cody, Gary and Chris Ables

Everything’s Coming up Roses in Tyler, Texas
Tyler, Texas, is called the “Rose Capital of America” because of its major role in the rose growing
industry, and everything’s coming up roses for one
of Tyler’s leading independents, Ables-Land, Inc.
That’s because the third generation of the Ables
family recently joined the business—twins Chris
and Cody Ables—and no one could be happier
than their father, Gary.
“Our sons grew up in the business,” states the
proud father, “but you never know if they’ll want
to stay.”

they want from us and we try our best to provide
it, customer by customer.”
The result—Ables-Land has shown double digit
growth for the last several years.

Started with Typesetting
Arnold Ables worked for a printing company but
wanted his own business. So in 1963, Arnold and
his wife Agnes sold their house to raise money
to go into business for themselves, and the Tyler
Typesetting Company was born.

mission to the United States,” Gary mentions.
“It’s the perfect town for a business like ours,
because it’s an industrial and business center,
producing oil and natural gas. It’s the home of
Trane, the Crown petroleum refinery, a major
food distribution center and a major medical
center for communities throughout East Texas.”
The Ables family and their people are very involved in community and church organizations
in Tyler, a city of 100,000.
Gary Ables is a big supporter of the independent
dealer and has been active in the industry for a
number of years, with NOPA, S. P. Richards’ ABC
program and TriMega.

“They did stay and now, after graduating from
the Abilene Christian University, they are energizing the business with new ideas and enthusiasm. “Chris works on the supply side and Cody
is involved in the furniture operation, but we’re
all involved with customers,” says father Gary,
“and that’s the reason for any success that
we’ve had.”

The Ables are now retired, but they can look back
on a career that saw the company expand into
office supplies and office furniture, but still maintain a modern job shop for the printing needs of
Tyler and environs.
Son Gary Ables now runs the company, with
sales pretty evenly divided between supplies and
furniture.

“We’ve got to do everything we can to support
independents and family businesses, helping one
another in our battle with the big boxes and especially now during this economic crisis,” he
concludes.

“That’s really what we’re all about and it’s more
than providing a high level of service. We know
our customers personally and we know what

“The city is named for our tenth president John
Tyler in recognition of his support for Texas’s ad-

It surely looks as though Ables-Land is doing its
part.
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Our new website features have everyone talking. With a variety of
people needing everything from product images and information
to order placement, we want to ensure they have it when and
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brochures to green product information and online tracking.
Safco’s new website covers it all!

safcoproducts.com

Big Box Meltdown Continues, as Office
Depot Readies Store Closings and
OfficeMax Suspends Dividend
Business may not quite be bad enough
just yet to send the office products big box
operators off to Washington in search of a
bailout, but for both Office Depot and OfficeMax last year ended on a distinctly
sour note.
In the wake of slumping sales, Office
Depot announced it plans to cut 2,200
jobs and close 112 retail stores in North
America over the next three months, with
14 more due to shutter permanently this
year as their leases expire.

In addition, Office Depot said it will close
six of its 33 distribution centers in North
America this year.
Meanwhile, OfficeMax which announced
in November that it was cutting 245 corporate staff and field management positions in North America, last month said it
has suspended its quarterly cash dividends due to the weakening economy.
OfficeMax said its same-store sales fell
11.1% in the third quarter, which ended in
September and warned of “significant”

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

sales declines in the fourth quarter.
Investor response to the news at both
companies was unenthusiastic, to say the
least. Credit-ratings agency Standard &
Poor's downgraded its ratings for Office
Depot to three notches below investment
grade status and its analyst warned the
cost control initiatives would not be
enough to offset weaker sales. S&P’s rating on OfficeMax debt was already at that
level, even before the latest news.

State of Texas Cancels Office Supplies RFP

California Dealers Take Their Case to State Buyers

Citing lack of participation from all sizes of business, the state of
Texas last month announced it is canceling its most recent Request for Proposals for office supplies and said it plans to issue
a new RFP in the near future.

Key procurement officials for the state of California have a much
better idea now of the unique value and service available to them
from independent dealers after meeting last month with some 40
California independents and representatives from both national
wholesalers.

The cancelation decision is the latest step in a process that began
last spring, when state procurement officials sought to replace
the current system, which was based on use of multiple suppliers,
with single-source contracts both for office supplies and office
furniture.
That initiative drew fierce opposition from the state’s independent
dealers and resulted in purchasing officials revising their office
supplies RFP in an effort, they said, “to ensure that small and
large businesses are provided opportunities.” Under the revised
RFP, officials divided the state into 25 districts, with a contract
award due to be made for each district.
Now, that RFP has been cancelled with no awards being made,
and a third RFP is currently in the works.
“NOPA is pleased that the Texas Comptroller for Public Accounts
is willing to consult further with independent dealers regarding
the requirements of a new office supplies RFP,” said Chris Bates,
president of the National Office Products Alliance.
“With further changes in its term-contract RFP and retention of
the Texas Multiple Award Schedule (TxMAS) program as a viable
alternative purchasing vehicle, we are hopeful that Texas dealers
will be able to recapture state business.”

The meeting was organized by NOPA member Jerry Bircher of
Express Office Products in Rancho Cordova and NOPA president
Chris Bates.
At the meeting, Diane Griffin, president of Hercules, Californiabased Radston’s Office Plus and a NOPA director, presented the
independent dealer’s value proposition to a key state procurement official and discussed the benefits of working with independents for the state.
Griffin reported on the formation of the California Office Supplies
Alliance, a consortium of some 40 California dealers that would
provide a viable alternative to a single-source approach to contracting.
Independent dealers, Griffin argued, represent “Best Value” for
the state. They are price-competitive, offer outstanding service,
expertise and access to top management and are supported by
a network of wholesalers, dealer groups and technology companies that give them pricing and distribution capabilities that are
just as good, if not better, than their larger competition.
In addition, Griffin pointed out, buying from locally-owned and
operated independent dealers enables the state to support local
continued on page 9
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Industry News: continued from page 8
small businesses, keep far more money
circulating within the local community,
generate more local jobs and avoid any issues with spurious “front” organizations
maintained by the big box operators.

positively to Griffin’s presentation and
work is continuing on development of an
approach to purchasing that delivers best
value to the state while supporting locally
owned and operated businesses.

California procurement officials responded

For a copy of Griffin’s presentation, visit

the NOPA web site at www.nopanet.org or
contact
Chris
Bates
at
NOPA
(cbates@nopanet.org; Tel: 703/549-9040,
x 100) if you have questions or are a California dealer interested in participating in
the Alliance.

In Profile: AOPD
Combining National Coverage with
Local Service and Support
more than 21 years on the manufacturing
side with 3M and nine years as a dealer—
first with what was then Miller Business
Systems in Arlington, Texas, and then with
BT Office Products after BT acquired
Millers.
His experience both as manufacturer and
dealer gives him a unique perspective on
AOPD and the role it plays for its dealer
members and supplier business partners.
AOPD Executive Director Bud Mundt, an industry
veteran who this year celebrates his 40th year in the
industry.

It’s an all too common scenario for many
independents. A long-time customer
who’s more than happy with the prices
and services he’s been getting calls to say
corporate headquarters has sent down a
directive that from now on, all office supplies must be purchased from one of the
big box players through a new national account program they’ve just signed.
That decision was made hundreds or even
thousands of miles away and while the
buyer with the bad news is no happier
about it than the dealer, his hands are tied.
But does it always have to be this way?
For over 30 years now, American Office
Products Distributors (AOPD) has brought
to the market an independent dealer approach to servicing national accounts and,
says executive director M. C. “Bud”
Mundt, the organization today is stronger
than it’s ever been and the opportunities it
faces—even in today’s uncertain economy—are some of the best it’s seen in a
long time.
A veteran who this year celebrates his 40th
anniversary in the industry, Mundt became
AOPD’s chief staff officer in 2005, after
JANUARY 2009

“AOPD is unique in that we’re the only
sales and marketing organization in the industry,” he contends. “We’re not a buying
group and we do not negotiate prices with
our manufacturers. Our primary relationship with the manufacturers has to do with
putting their branded product on our national contracts and supporting those
brands through our catalog, our promotions and our fliers.”
At a time when all of the big box players
are seeking to grow their own private label
programs, the AOPD approach would
seem to be running counter to prevailing
industry practices. But if the group’s recent performance offers any indication,
bucking the private label trend has been
the smart thing to do.
“Prior to last year, we experienced a fiveyear run of double-digit growth every year,
and even with the downturn, we are confident that 2008 will close up around 5%,”
Mundt reports proudly.
Membership in AOPD has been on a similar upward curve. Dealer membership
stood at 54 when Mundt joined the group;
today, it stands at 63.
“Our goal has been to develop a strong
national footprint with medium and largesize dealers,” he explains. “Our coverage
INDEPENDENT DEALER

today is the best in the industry and I’d be
happy to put it up against any of the national players.”
But coverage on the ground without the
systems and the service to back it all up
doesn’t mean a whole lot. During its 31
years, AOPD has evolved an operating
system and technology infrastructure for
servicing national accounts that, Mundt
says, is second to none.
And he makes a compelling argument for
that claim as he lists the strengths AOPD
brings to the table: “We can service a national contract through a local dealer with
next day delivery to any location nationwide and on every contract we utilize a
single computer system, a common catalog, the ability to provide instant usage reports and more.”
“We’ve never lost a contract because of
poor service,” Mundt says. “The strength
of AOPD is that nobody can out-service us
or give local support on the level we can.
We put a lot of emphasis on the fact that
when you buy from an AOPD dealer, the
money stays in the community and we’re
finding more and more of our national account customers and prospects responding to that message.”
One key reason why AOPD has been able
to develop such a strong niche in the market is the role played by its dealer and
manufacturer officers, Mundt explains.
A seven-person dealer board, currently
headed by president Tim McDermott of
Miami-based Skags Office Products, sets
the overall direction and policies for the
group, while its business partner advisory
board, known affectionately as “The Four
continued on page 11
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Industry News: continued from page 9
Amigos,” gives the manufacturer side of
the organization a voice at the AOPD table
and also serves as a valuable communications resource with other manufacturers.
It’s an approach that has not only worked
well for the commercial market but also,
Mundt reports, proved equally effective in
recent years among government buyers.
“We’re very happy with our government
initiatives and that business represents
one of the fastest growing parts of AOPD,”
he reports.
The group has had a GSA contract for several years, as well as being one of just 16
small business organizations awarded a
Blanket Purchasing Agreement for office
supplies by the Army. And just recently, it
was awarded a similar BPA for office supplies by the Air Force.
“I can’t say enough about the work Sharon
Stepien, our manager of national operations and GSA program general manager,
has done in the government arena in addition to her key role for our commercial
business,” Mundt.
“Forty-eight of our 63 dealer members are
currently in our GSA program and that
level of support speaks volumes about her
contribution to our overall effort.”
Mundt is equally generous in his praise for
AOPD national marketing manager Angela
Sumner. “The AOPD web site, which Angela
manages, represents one of the key resources for our dealers. It’s a password-protected area that contains templates for
writing contracts, training programs, how-to’s
on answering RFPs, details on high growth
vertical markets and more and she does an
outstanding job of keeping it current.”

AOPD at a Glance

Rounding out the AOPD staff is financial
DEALER MEMBERS:

n 63

SUPPLIER BUSINESS PARTNERS:

n 20 manufacturers
2 national wholesalers

BOARD OF DIRECTORS:

n Mark Leazer, Chairman of the Board
Forms & Supply, Inc., Charlotte, NC
n Tim McDermott, President
Skags Office Products, Miami, FL
n Bill Jones, Vice President and
incoming President for 2009
The Office City, Redwood City, CA
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administrator Shelley Tousignant, a veteran accounting professional who makes
sure the organization’s own reporting systems are functioning smoothly and accurately.
“We’re not a large organization by any
means,” says Mundt, “but we work as a team
and that always makes a big difference.”
All the current turmoil within the big box
ranks has Mundt particularly excited about
prospects for the coming year, no matter
how troubled the economy in general may
become.
“I see a huge opportunity for national and
regional accounts as a result of the Corporate Express merger with Staples,” he
says. “At AOPD, we’re going after it as fast
as we can because we know that eventually Staples will work through the consolidation and become a real threat. Right
now, though, Corporate Express is in the
process of turning over a lot of contracts
to Staples and we’re already getting
phone calls from potential new accounts
who aren’t happy about the change.”
That’s good news for AOPD and its members, but Mundt is not just sitting back and
waiting for the phone to ring.
To help its members make the most of
emerging new opportunities, AOPD is
launching an ambitious new training program this year on winning regional and national accounts.
The program was developed as a collaborative effort between AOPD dealer members Bill Jones of The Office City and
Melinda Schuur of AAA Business Supplies
and INDEPENDENT DEALER columnist
Tom Buxton of InterBizGroup. AOPD plans
to present it to all of dealer members at a

series of regional meetings this year.
Also on the agenda for 2009 are efforts to
expand the network’s footprint still further.
The group recently started discussions
with Peter Basci, chairman of the European Office Supplies Alliance (EOSA),
about a proposed alliance. The EOSA
dealer network spans 17 different countries and, says Mundt, the partnership will
add an exciting new dimension to AOPD’s
value proposition.
After 40 years in the office products industry, Mundt has probably seen it all and
then some. But his excitement and enthusiasm about AOPD’s future comes through
loud and clear as he talks of the future.
“Even with all the uncertainty, there’s never
been a better time to be an independent
and there’s never been a better time for
AOPD and its members,” Mundt contends. “We added 38 new contracts in
2008 and based on current activity, we’ll
probably do even better this year,” he predicts.
“At the same time,” he warns, “this is an
industry that will never allow you to rest on
your laurels and no matter who you are,
you have to constantly be willing to re-invent yourself to succeed.”
The good news for AOPD and its dealer
and supplier business partners is that the
organization has been doing just that for
more than 30 years with results that speak
for themselves. And no matter how tough
business may get, Mundt and his team
look well set to keep the momentum
strong and growing in the coming year.

continued on page 12

n Karen Bogart, Treasurer
Convenience Office Supply,
Austin, TX
n Frank Fera, Secretary
Bulldog Office Products, Inc.,
Pittsburgh, PA

BUSINESS PARTNER ADVISORY BOARD MEMBERS

OTHER DIRECTORS:

n Executive Director: Bud Mundt
n Manager of National Operations/GM - GSA
Programs: Sharon Stepien
n National Marketing Manager: Angela
Sumner
n Financial Administrator: Shelley Tousignant
n On the Web: www.aopd.com

n Jim Butterfield
Smith & Butterfield,
Evansville, IL
n Melinda Schuur
AAA Business Supplies,
San Francisco, CA
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n David Williamson, MeadWestvaco
n Mike Wilbur, Shachihata
n Tim Fallihee, Pentel of America
n Tom Sullivan, Smead Mfg.
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Office Partners Marks
Tenth Anniversary at
2008 ‘Gathering on
the Gulf’

Office Partners founder Jim
Hebert and his wife Diane blow
out the candles to celebrate the
group’s 10th anniversary.

ers are continuing to experience significant online sales growth
and by partnering with SSI on content, is.group dealers will be
able to compete on a level playing field against the big boxes,”
Eshenour stated.
“SSI is committed to providing independents with a strong competitive platform to capture the ever growing online market,” said
SSI president Terry Kelly. “The inclusion of is.group’s initiatives
into SSIWEB will help their dealers achieve stronger value-added
customer relationships, which is one way independents can outflank their large competitors.”

TriMega Announces 2009 Regional Meetings
The Office Partners buying group had something special to celebrate at its 2008 Annual
Meeting last month, as the organization marked its tenth year in
business.
Some 300 dealers and supplier partners came to Tampa for this
year’s “Gathering on the Gulf” which featured two days of oneon-on meetings and networking and a seminar presented by
INDEPENDENT DEALER columnist Tom Buxton on managing
margins and competing effectively against the big box players.

The TriMega Purchasing Association has announced details of its
2009 Regional Meetings. Navigate 2009 will take place in each of
the five regions to which TriMega’s 560+ members are assigned—
Western, South Central, South Eastern, North Central and North
East.
Each of the Regionals will feature a one-on-one meeting format
whereby each attending member dealership has up to 20 individual meetings scheduled with each of the invited suppliers in attendance.

In addition, attendees generously raised over $17,000 during the
meeting in support of Fishin’ 4 A Cure, an Alabama-based charity
that supports research into childhood cancer.

The meetings’ second day will be “members only” and dedicated
to an educational seminar, dealer roundtable discussions as well
as a membership meeting.

Founded by industry veteran Jim Hebert and his wife Diane in
1998, Office Partners today is 160-dealers strong and offers buyside programs from some 140 different suppliers, as well as consolidated marketing programs including the group’s own catalog.

The schedule for TriMega’s Regional Meetings, Navigate 2009 is
as follows:

Looking back on the past ten years, Hebert paid tribute to the
contribution of family members Lisa and Kevin McEntyre and
Matthew and Bobbi Hebert, who are all involved in the business.
“They came in and treated Office Partners as their own and have
worked tirelessly to maintain the traditions of our industry and
keep independents strong. Even after ten years, we’re still a family
business and we look on our dealers and suppliers very much as
members of our own extended family,” he said.

is.group Partners with SSI on E-Commerce Initiatives
is.group, the Indianapolis-based dealer group, has announced a
partnership with dealer technology provider Systems Solutions
Ltd. (SSI) by which SSI will make available the group’s RDC stocking products, including Legacy, the only independent dealer private label brand, and its Afflink Jan-San offering, as a part of the
SSIWEB front-end platform.
SSI will also add several new marketing vehicles to SSIWEB to
offer is.group dealers additional opportunities to promote these
products. Member dealers will be able to take advantage of this
new content to deliver a significantly improved online purchasing
experience for their customers, is.group said.
“is.group’s mission is to help our dealers grow their business,”
said Janet Eshenour, is.group director of marketing. “Many deal-

n Western Region: Feb 26–27, San Diego
n South East Region: March 12–13, Atlanta
n South Central Region: March 26–27, Austin, Texas
n North East Region: April 2–3, Atlantic City
n North Central Region: May 14–15, Chicago
Complete details on the meetings will be available shortly at
www.trimega.org.

Indoff Announces New Dealer Program
The St. Louis-based Indoff organization has announced a new
program, Indoff’s Owners Partner Program, that it says is designed to provide independent dealers the financial strength and
support they need to grow their sales and profits.
Indoff said the partnership will provide 70% of gross profit payout,
FICA and office expenses for three years (for qualified dealers),
unlimited access to capital, and technological and administrative
support.
Jim Malkus, president and CEO of Indoff stated, “Our objective
is a viable option for owners facing a perfect storm of negative
economic conditions. Numerous dealers are experiencing sales
declines, slowing cash flow and the inability to obtain credit. With
our plan, owners retain ownership of their customers while accessing our capital and technology to grow their own sales and
profits.”
continued on page 13
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Industry News: continued from page 12
John Vasquez, Indoff vice president of business development,
commented, “We offer an alternative to amassing additional debt
or selling out and a home for dealers who need the support of a
financially sound and trustworthy partner. To date, over 100 independent dealers have joined us.”
For more information, visit www.Indoff.com/BusinessOwners, or
call John Vasquez at 866.430.9025.

S. P. Richards Makes Invoices Available Via E-Mail,
Launches New Corporate Rewards Program
Wholesaler S. P. Richards Company has launched an enhancement to its services by which dealers can now receive their invoices by e-mail.
SPR said the enhancement was being introduced in response to
dealer requests for more efficient invoice delivery and represents
a potential paperless option for dealers wishing to eliminate
stacks of paper invoices but who are not presently able to take
advantage of S.P. Richards Electronic Invoicing program.
Separately, S. P. Richards announced it is launching a full service
corporate rewards ordering site, Lorell Awards, in cooperation
with the Awards4Work organization.
S. P. Richards said the program will provide dealers access to the
profitable corporate awards and recognition market and give
them the ability to position themselves as a resource for customers looking for plaques, trophies, awards or gifts to recognize

employees, customers, and suppliers.
Interested dealers should contact their S. P. Richards sales representative for more details on either of these new programs.

OPWomen in Leadership, New Industry
Networking Group, Formed
Kathy Hoyle of Arden, North Carolina-based Hoyle Office Solutions and Krista Moore of K.Coaching have launched Office Products Women in Leadership (OPWIL), a new networking group
designed to provide learning, sharing and support for industry
women in executive positions in the independent dealer community, as well as those aspiring to assume future management and
leadership roles in the industry.
“We see tremendous potential for a forum in which successful
women in our industry can share innovative and creative ideas
and initial industry response has been very positive,” reported
Moore.
The group plans to meet the third Wednesday of each month at
12 noon Eastern Time via webinar and has already held two organizational meetings with great results, she said.
For more information, contact:
Krista Moore (919-554-4505/ krista@kcoaching.com) or
Kathy Hoyle (828-681-1668/ khoyle@hoyleos.com).
continued on page 14
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Industry News: continued from page 13
Newsmaker Interview: BSA President Joe Templet
Templet: We put together a mission statement for the new organization that defines
our role as being “to provide a forum for
the development of strategic and synergistic solutions to enhance the sale and distribution of business related products and
services."

Last month, two long-time industry associations, the Office Products Wholesalers
Association (OPWA) and the Office Products Representatives Association (OPRA),
announced they were joining forces to
form a new organization, the Business Solutions Association that they said will
“strive to develop high industry standards,
best practices and technological advances to promote the growth and success of its members.”
The boards of the two associations chose
as first BSA president Joe Templet, senior
vice president of trade development at
United Stationers and currently serving as
OPWA president. In the following interview, Templet discusses the reasons behind the decision to form a new umbrella
organization and outlines its initial goals
and objectives.
n OPWA and OPRA have been around as
separate organizations for a long time.
What prompted them to combine into a
single umbrella organization at this time?
Templet: The boards of both organizations
see the decision to combine as an important step forward for our entire industry.
There is clearly a lot of synergy to be
gained from bringing the two groups together instead of just having them operate
as separate organizations the way they
had been. We share a number of common
issues, we’ve been pursuing many common goals and it just made far more sense
to pursue those goals together rather than
separately.
n What do you see as some of the key issues the new organization will be targeting
for action?
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What that means is that we will be focusing far more on our collective ability to go
to market and on ways we can better support the dealer community, rather than limiting ourselves to wholesaler-manufacturer
issues, which was what the old OPWA
model had been.
As wholesalers, manufacturers and reps,
we all recognize the dealer’s continued
success and prosperity is vital to our own
continued success and the new BSA provides a framework in which we can all
work together to support our dealers.
We face a rapidly changing marketplace
and the new BSA can play an important
role in identifying key aspects of change
and helping each of us determine how
best to respond. For example, the dealer’s
product mix today is far more than just traditional office supplies.
Technology products have becoming a
much bigger part of our industry, along
with jan-san and breakroom supplies. As
the name suggests, we’re not just an office
products organization anymore. As the
Business Solutions Association, we have
a much broader perspective and we’ll be
working with the dealer community and
their representatives on ways to bring
some of these newer categories to market
more effectively.
n How do you see your new association
working with the dealer groups and NOPA
going forward?
Templet: Two years ago, OPWA and OPRA
started inviting the heads of the various
dealer groups to our annual meeting as a
way of establishing an ongoing dialog and
a framework for greater collaboration.
AOPD, DPCG, is.group and TriMega have
all participated and I’m confident that
they’ll be represented at our meetings in
the future. We believe it’s very important
for the dealer community to be involved
INDEPENDENT DEALER

and represented within the new BSA and
we’ve been very pleased by the response
from the dealer community to the new organization.
The heads of all the dealer groups have indicated we will have their full support of
the BSA and its objectives. We need their
input and guidance to shape our programs
and strengthen the channel overall.
We see a very similar role for NOPA.
OPWA has been collaborating with NOPA
for the past few years on the Office Products Industry Data Standards project and
we’re still moving forward on that initiative.
NOPA has also done a great job in recent
years representing the independent dealer
community on Capitol Hill. They clearly
have a strong leadership position on the
lobbying front, while we’re more focused
on serving the dealer in the marketplace
and exploring new ways to better support
their efforts in that arena.
Our intention is to work in parallel with
NOPA. We certainly don’t see any conflict
or competition with NOPA going forward.
n You mentioned the standards project.
What are some of the other programs and
services we can expect from the new association?
Templet: We see a lot of potential in the
technology area. We’re looking very seriously at the idea of offering a technology
forum where all the various providers can
come together in one place and offer dealers a one-stop shop where they can see
what they all have to offer and explore together how technology can best aid dealers in the future.
We’re also looking at developing a comprehensive industry wide calendar of
events that would help everyone in their
planning. A lot of people have talked about
doing something like this for a long time,
but BSA is the logical choice to make it
happen.
We also have a number of subcommittees
in place—chaired by BSA vice president
Mike Wilbur (Program Committee), secretary Matt Maller (Membership Committee)
and treasurer Alan Goldner (Communicacontinued on page 15
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tion and Member Services)—that will be
looking at possible new programs in their
respective areas. And we certainly welcome any suggestions or input from other
people in the industry who’d like to get involved.

Templet: The message is that as an industry, we need a strong organization with the
ability to provide a forum where customers, suppliers and competitors can
come together and address common issues that are critical to us all.

n With that in mind, do you have any basic
message about BSA that you’d like to send
the industry at large?

Without an organization like BSA, we
won’t have that in our industry and we’ll all
be worse off as a result. That’s why both

United Stationers, S. P. Richards and other
wholesalers are supporting this effort,
along with the industry’s leading manufacturers and rep firms, and we hope it will
garner broad, industry-wide support and
participation as we go forward.

Pharmacy Group’s New ‘Code of Interactions’ Create
Growth Opportunity for Dealers

products like pens, adhesive notes, etc. to customers and
prospects.

Even with all the current problems in the overall economy, opportunities are still out there and the healthcare market continues to
offer new sales and profit dollars for hard-charging entrepreneurs.

As a result, healthcare professionals will now have to buy these
products themselves and that means new opportunities on a
grand scale for independents.

Dealers can take advantage of a potentially major new growth opportunity as a result of new regulations introduced by the Pharmaceutical Researchers and Manufacturers Association (PhRMA),
a group that brings together the 44 largest pharmaceutical companies in the world.

“There’s an immediate incremental sales opportunity that’s
greater than $500 million just in pens and sticky notes,” says Terry
Marquardt, sales and marketing manager for 3M’s Office Supplies
Division. “Somewhere in excess of 60 million promotional pads
alone are sold annually into the healthcare market and that does
not include flags, highlighters or similar items. It’s a major new
opportunity!” For more information, visit:
www.phrma.org/code_on_interactions_with_healthcare_professionals/

Last July, PhRMA updated its Code on Interactions with Healthcare Professionals, a voluntary set of standards that defines how
its members market their products to healthcare professionals.
The new code, which goes into effect this month, ends the practice of drug company representatives distributing free promotional
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Adds Jim, “It’s quite an accomplishment to
be a player in the office products market for
60 years. Our customers know that C-Line
has been in business for a long time and that
we’ll continue to serve their needs into the
future.”

Senior Sales and Marketing Promotions
at The HON Company

C-Line founder Elmer Krumwiede (center) cuts the ribbon on the company’s new facility in Des Plaines back
in 1966.

C-Line Celebrates 60th Anniversary
Congratulations to Jim Krumwiede and his
team at Mount Prospect, Illinois-based CLine Products which this year celebrates its
60th anniversary.
The company was founded in 1949 by Jim’s
grandfather, Elmer Krumwiede, one of four
manufacturers’ representatives back then
who purchased a small manufacturing oper-
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ation and called it The Chicago Desk Pad
Company.
In 1966, the company took on the C-Line
Products name and embarked on a major
expansion, both in terms of product mix and
warehousing and manufacturing capabilities.
“We take pride in our ability to meet our customer’s needs in a timely fashion” explains
Jim Krumwiede. “We have one of the highest
fill rates and quickest order processing times
in the industry, and our customers appreciate
the extra effort that we provide.”

INDEPENDENT DEALER

At The HON Company, Ric Andersen has
accepted the position of vice president,
sales and Shelley deSilva has accepted
the position of vice president, marketing.
HON president Jerry Dittmer made the announcements.
Andersen joined HON’s parent company,
HNI Corporation, in 2004 and he previously served as vice president, sales at
The Gunlocke Company. Prior to this position, he was vice president and general
manager of the performance sports group
at True Temper Sports, senior vice president of global retail sales at Altec Lansing
continued on page 17
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and vice president and general manager at Delta Faucet.
DeSilva, who previously served as vice president, field sales,
joined The HON Company in 1992 and has held a number of positions, including west central region sales director, sales operations manager and national account manager.

Mayline Opens New West Coast Distribution Center
The Mayline Group has moved its West Coast distribution to a
new facility in Milpitas, California that it says will provide over 50%
more warehouse space than the previous location in San Jose.
The new DC is located at 468 S. Abbott Ave., Milpitas, CA 95035.
Product shipping from the new Milpitas distribution center will be
available on Mayline's new FAST Freight program that provides
next day delivery for complete offices.

Pentel of America Announces the Retirement of
Tim Fallihee, Names Mike Cappadocia as His Successor
Pentel of America announces that Tim Fallihee, director of sales,
is retiring from the company after a 30-year career. The company
named Mike Cappadocia as Fallihee's successor. Cappadocia is
the current director of sales.

ious leadership sales positions throughout the years. He was recognized last year as 2008 Leader of the Year by the Business Solutions Association (formerly the Office Products Wholesalers
Association).
Cappadocia, who became the new director of sales January 1,
served as regional vice president of sales for Norwood Promotional Products before joining Pentel in 2007. In addition, he held
numerous management positions during a seventeen-year career
with Avery Dennison.

The Highlands Group and Great Lakes Sales Announce
Strategic Alliance
The Highlands Group of Atlanta and Chicago-based Great Lakes
Sales have announced the signing of a strategic alliance agreement.
The two separate rep organizations said they will work together
to provide a broad array of sales and marketing services to the
office products industry in the upper Midwest, including the states
of; Michigan, Ohio, Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota, N. Dakota, S.
Dakota, Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska, Kansas, Kentucky, W. Virginia
and Indiana.
For further information, visit www.thehighlandsgroup.com.

Fallihee, who first began working for Pentel in 1978, has held var-
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NOPA to Host 2009 Government
Affairs Conference March 9-10

spective from you—their constituent—
about your concerns.

NOPA and is.group Form
New Membership Alliance

On March 9-10, NOPA will hold its annual
Government Affairs Conference at the
Sheraton Crystal City in Arlington, Virginia.

Second, through conference participation,
NOPA members gain practical advocacy
training and unparalleled opportunities to
share best practices in government selling
with other dealers. This helps all independents be more effective in pursuing government business at all levels when they
return home.

NOPA and the is.group dealer co-op have
established a new membership alliance to
enhance their overall services to dealers
and strengthen the independent channel’s
capacity to undertake critical industry-wide
initiatives on behalf of office products dealers and the overall independent channel.

The two-day program will include government policy briefings, dealer networking
and advocacy training sessions and prescheduled Capitol Hill congressional visits
for all conference participants.
In addition, NOPA is organizing a dealer
roundtable discussion to highlight recent
positive developments at the state and
local levels, and explain how dealers nationwide can drive similar changes in the
government business environment in their
own areas.
“With the Obama Administration taking office and the dramatic shift to large Democratic majorities in the House and Senate,
it is essential that the independent office
products industry be well represented in
Washington, DC this year,” commented
NOPA president Chris Bates.
Bates said NOPA is making it even easier
to participate, with a convenient, lowercost conference hotel location. The Sheraton is within a mile of Reagan National
Airport and is adjacent to the Crystal City
metro stop.
Members will be able to get in and out of
Washington, DC and to and from Capitol
Hill efficiently, while avoiding the need for
local taxis and the higher lodging costs associated with downtown DC hotel locations.
By registering early, members can best ensure quality meetings on March 10 with
their representatives, senators and key
congressional staff who will define the
2009-10 legislative agenda in Congress,
Bates said.
Active dealer participation in these conferences serves two essential purposes.
First, it greatly advances NOPA’s ongoing
advocacy efforts in Washington on behalf
of members throughout the year. Elected
officials want to receive an unfiltered per-
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NOPA 2009 Scholarship
Program Underway
There has never been a greater need for
assistance in funding a college education
than in today’s uncertain economic environment and if you’re facing those steep
tuition bills, the NOPA Scholarship Fund
can help.
Founded over 40 years ago and supported
entirely through member contributions, the
program currently awards $2,000 scholarships for 1-year, 2-year and 4-year terms
based on a combination of applicant need
and academic merit.
Applications for 2009 NOPA scholarships will
be accepted through March 13, 2009 and
scholarships will be awarded by June 30.

Under the is.group-NOPA Membership Alliance, all is.group members will become
NOPA members and gain access to all
NOPA membership benefits.
A key objective of the group’s membership
alliance is to further strengthen NOPA’s effectiveness in leading key industry-wide
initiatives, including federal and state government advocacy and development of
the Office Products Industry Data Standards (OPIDS), which benefits all independent dealers and their business
partners.
At the same time, the Alliance will provide
all is.group members with economical access to NOPA’s other important services
designed to increase the overall success
of independent dealers.
These include NOPA’s new Independent
Dealer Online Locator (IDOL) tool, expanding website and other communications resources, financial and operational
benchmarking, and member-only group
insurance and scholarship programs.
For more information, visit their web site
at www.nopanet.org.

In Memoriam: Ralph Burgess, Former Illinois Dealer
Ralph Burgess, a dealer who for many years ran the Burgess, Anderson, Tate dealership in Zion, Illinois with his brother Jay, died November 30, 2008. He was 82.
Burgess was born November 25, 1926 in Zion. He and his brother worked for their
father, John, at the dealership and upon the death of their father, they became the
owners.
Survivors include his wife Marjorie; his daughter, Barbara Burgess of Madison, Wisconsin; his son, John (Michelle) Burgess, an associate of S. P. Richards in Atlanta;
his brother, Jay (Shay) Burgess of Ft. Myers, Florida.
In lieu of flowers, memorial donations to Camp Zion, c/o Christ Community Church,
2500 Dowie Memorial Drive, Zion, IL 60099, have been suggested. An online guest
book is available for messages of sympathy at www.congdonfuneralhome.com.
INDEPENDENT DEALER
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How can you help
erase cancer?

canswer.
There are 10 million people
in the U.S. living with
cancer. With your support,
we can help City of Hope
accelerate new treatments
and cures to cancer patients
around the world.
Join us as we kick off
the 2009 “Inspiring Life”
Dr. Jack G. Truong,
Vice President, 3M
fundraising initiative, by
making the first donation to City of Hope your
own. And when you do, 3M will match dollar for
dollar every online donation made through
www.cityofhope.org/fightcancer up to a
maximum 3M contribution of $100,000!

Hope begins with us! Use this matching gift
opportunity to join one of our unique personal
giving clubs, Legions of Hope ($300) or
Friends for Hope ($1,000). To have your
donation doubled and join our personal giving
club, visit www.cityofhope.org/fightcancer.

Vendor Update: Safco Products

New
Web Site
Gets
Visitors
ExSited!
As a dealer, have you ever gone to a web site
looking for information and then weren’t able
to find it? Either the information was buried
deep in the realms of an unrelated page, or
it just wasn’t there? You wound up calling the
800 number, but you end up on hold for what
feels like the better part of a week!
Safco wants to help their dealers avoid this
scenario, with a new site that has been redesigned with dealers in mind, ensuring they
can easily find the information they need,
when they need it. So hang up your phone
and take a look!
All dealers are looking for a compeitive edge.
With the enhanced features of Safco’s web
site, dealers get that edge. From downloadable product information sheets to order processing, every piece of information a dealer
could want is there. There’s no more guessing where something might be located with
Safco’s web site. By offering searches, dropdown menus and product overview pages,
the web site helps dealers save time and
frustration.
“We wanted our web site to be user-friendly,
informative and interactive for our dealers,”
says Pam LaFontaine, director of marketing
at Safco Products. “We invested a lot of time
and resources into making sure our web site
could be a versatile tool that each dealer can
use to fit their specific needs.”
Meeting specific needs is exactly what the
JANUARY 2009

Product Comparison feature does. Never
again will dealers need to launch three
browser windows to view three different
products side by side.
This feature allows dealers to compare product features, pricing and much more for up
to six products! The information is listed in
convenient columns to help dealers easily
see which product better meets the needs of
their customers.
To find even more information on a product,
dealers can go to the product detail page.
Here dealers will find enhanced product descriptions, green/eco-friendly information,
features, functions and assembly instructions, each of which may be viewed, printed,
downloaded or e-mailed to customers at the
dealer’s discretion.
The Related Products section suggests
items that work well together in an office
workspace. And this is just one page! The
site is a valuable collection of tools and resources, from a Rep and Dealer Locator to a
collections page housing GreenGuard-certified products. Dealers can use this information to better understand products and make
more informed decisions on their purchases.
Safco also knows dealers need access to
order status information once their order is
placed. That’s why the Safco web site enables them to track shipments, check order
status and view invoices.
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Many times locating this information involves
going to separate locations for each item. By
having all these features available online, in
one convenient location, dealers save time
and can be sure their information is current
and accurate.
To ensure each dealer has access to the information they need, each dealer is provided
with a login. The login gives dealers the ability to have special access to features they
want to see, eliminating the need to shuffle
through information they will never use.
These items include individual product information sheets (RAP sheets), dealer pricing,
hi-res images, tracking information, order
status and invoices.
Having so many enhanced features available
at dealers’ fingertips gives them a competitive edge. The information dealers can access allows them to be the experts, and
boosts the confidence of their customers,
thus leading to increased sales.
By creating one location for their dealers to
find information, Safco truly goes above and
beyond when it comes to helping dealers
“thrive in their 9 to 5! “ And just in case anyone misses the on-hold music of other manufacturers, the web site has music too!
To see what we’re talking about or for more
information, visit www.safcoproducts.com.
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Two thousand eight was a pretty good year for independent office products and furniture dealers
across the country, and it would have been even better if not for softening in the last quarter.
However, it didn’t take long for the financial crisis, the credit debacle, and what is now a worldwide recession to affect our industry. And even though reports from most dealers indicate we are
once again lagging behind both the ups and downs of the general
economy, they also suggest next year will offer a rough ride for
just about everyone.
Before we get too much into the crystal ball business, though,
let’s take a closer look at how 2008 treated independents and their
trading partners.
Although the calendar year had a few more weeks to go when we
talked with dealers around the country, most reported they had a
good 2008, in both dollar volume and gross margins.
Here are the numbers.
Compared to 2007, sales for 2008 were:
n About the same—30%
n Up 1-5%—21%
n Up 5-10%—23 %
n Up over 10%—7%
n Down 1-5%—10%
n Down 5-10%—none
n Down over 10%—9%

These numbers were not quite as good as 2007 and did not reach
the projections that dealers had hoped for when I talked with them
in December of 2007. Yet compared to the general state of the
economy during 2008, they look more than respectable.
The story was about the same for gross margins—not quite as
strong as 2007, but still respectable considering price pressures.
Compared to 2007, gross margins for 2008 were:
n About the same—39%
n Up slightly—32%
n Up significantly—4%
n Down slightly—25%
n Down significantly—none
Not surprisingly, too, the number of dealers reporting a drop in
gross margins increased from 2007—to 25% from 13%.

Planning Paid Off
When I talked with dealers in December 2007, they expressed
cautious optimism for 2008. Their key concerns at that time:
n A softening economy
n National big boxes going after independents’ bread
and butter accounts
n Rising fuel costs
n Big box private label
continued on page 22
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They were right on the mark, and the more
proactive ones set about to control costs
while being more aggressive on the sell
side, broadening their product mix and
adding products and services on the furniture side.
It worked. I see a positive correlation between dealers who did their planning,
worked their plan, and increased sales and
profits as a result.
Anecdotal observation tells me that the
larger independents have had a little better
year than the smaller dealers, and also—
this is interesting—more and more dealers
are talking about other independents as
competitors, it’s no longer just the Big
Boys. Consolidation among independents
continues, but the big box operators—all
of whom have had their hands full one way
or another this year—seem to have put
any further independent dealer acquisition
plans on hold..
Dealers who were aggressive in going after
big box customers report great success.
The end-user confusion created by the
Staples/Corporate Express merger, along
with Office Depot’s bad publicity and internal turmoil at OfficeMax have helped independents take some of their customers.
Some dealers are fine-tuning margin management, using new and improved software and steering customers to better
margin items. One supply dealer I talked
with has increased gross margins by directing his reps to sell the higher margin

items, including calling customers to
change the order, as well as setting up online favorites lists that include as many
higher margin items as possible.

Green, Jan/San
Slows, Beverage
Service Up
After several years of double-digit growth
as jan/san products were introduced to
customers, dealers reported sales in that
category, while still healthy, have leveled off
somewhat. Everything points to a good
solid base being built, however, and the
category continuing to be an important
contributor to the sales mix.
Dealers we talked with said green products, with the exception of furniture, are
experiencing a slower growth period overall, although it varies considerably from
dealer to dealer. There’s excitement about
the new Green catalogs that S.P. Richards
and United Stationers now offer. There is
resistance to the higher price of some
Green items, more so now as customers
are watching their pennies more closely.
Broadening product offerings continues to
build, with a number of dealers adding
beverage service and promotional products.
Chris Peterson, Warden’s Office Products
Center, Modesto, California, states that
they’ve been offering the Keurig system for
several months and that almost every
demonstration results in a placement.
“Our biggest category growth in 2008 was
coffee service and breakroom supplies,”
states David Shulman, Suburban Stationers, Middletown, Connecticut.
Promotional products, including ad specialties, is a niche that seems to grow every
year, yet, as nearly as I can determine, still
only a small number of independents are
involved.
“Margins are good,” says Wayne Stillwagon, Miller’s Office Products, Lorton,
Virginia, “but it requires some planning and

training. Accuracy and turnaround times
are critical. If you misspell the customer’s
name on 1,000 coffee mugs, you’re going
to have those mugs in your warehouse for
a long time!”
Brown & Saenger, Sioux Falls, South
Dakota, purchased a promotional products company last year, along with all the
equipment required for embroidery and silk
screening. “This gave us a customer list,
and now we’ve added all our regular customers, including schools, to our prospect
list. We also do commercial printing and
furniture, so we are really promoting ourselves as a single-source provider,” states
Brown & Saenger’s Lyle Dabbert.

Furniture a
Mixed Bag
The larger contract dealers had a good
year, even though they reported some
softening in the second half of 2008. The
addition of new services has helped but
customer pressure to buy lower priced
lines is increasing.
The dealers I talked with have had few
order cancellations due to the economic
downturn, but they’re worried.
Middle grade furniture as a category had
a very good year, as some customers
avoided top-of-the-line items. One bright
spot is healthcare. Industry consultant
Brian McLaughlin says that there’s enough
committed furniture business to take dealers through all or most of 2009.
Looking longer term, he sees hospital and
medical facility construction growing, as
baby boomers retire, adding to the already
growing senior population. “Hospital construction in 2009 will exceed $28 billion and
2 to 2.5% will be for furniture,” he said.
Some dealers are doing a booming business in used furniture, but find it increasingly difficult to find. This may change if
layoffs continue and more businesses
close.
There is also some evidence that bottomcontinued on page 23
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of-the-line budget furniture sales are increasing, not something that most dealers
want to sell.
The big questions, of course, is 2009, and
perhaps beyond. We will have to wait and
see.

Expectations
Strong for 2009
It would be folly to tell you that dealers
are not concerned about 2009. They are
quite concerned, but as one dealer told
me, “I can do little to affect the overall
economy, so we’re going to focus on
what we can do, which will be a strong
emphasis on customer retention and
controlling costs.”
When asked about expectations for
sales and profits for 2009, responses
were encouragingly strong.
Compared to 2008, sales
in 2009 will be:
n About the same—36%
n Up 1-5%—27%
n Up 5-10%—21%

Opportunities
n Beverage, coffee service

Running
Out of
Pencils

n Breakroom supplies

There is no denying that 2009 will be

n Promotional products

a tough year for every dealer, regard-

n Furniture services

less of the products they sell, or where

n Jan/San

they’re located.

n Green products

The fear factor is causing people to

n Education market

reduce spending across the board, in-

n Improved software

cluding those who are doing well.

n Healthcare market

n Office Depot/OfficeMax
problems—store closings
n Budget furniture
n Increased online ordering
n Staples/Corporate Express
merger
n “Buy local” initiative
n Federal government
purchases, especially
military

n Off 1-5%—12%

n Single item promotions
(office chair, shredder, for
example)

n Off 5-10%—none

n Expanding coverage area

n Up over 10%—2%

n Off over 10%—2%
To the question, “Sometime in the
next six months, do you expect:
n To hire more people—27%

Perhaps the reasons that independents
have strong expectations for 2009 are
explained in the opportunity areas that
they talked about. Here are some of
them, with those mentioned most often
at the top of the list.

ers don’t want to buy, at least for
now.
Several supply dealers I talked with
said that it’s difficult to understand
how a customer with the same
number of employees will suddenly buy less week after week,
when they’re the only supplier.
They have to run out of pencils
sooner or later, I suppose, and
start ordering.
The good news is that the independent dealer can quickly
adjust to a changing business environment and in

Here Are the

some situations take ad-

Threats

vantage of the slow-mov-

Most Often Mentioned:

n To cut back on staff—9%
n No change—64%

Lenders don’t want to lend and buy-

ing giants.
“We may be looking at a

n The economy

rough ride but we’ve

n Customers reducing all
purchases

been through this kind

n Increasing price pressure

one dealer. “We know

n Declining furniture sales

what we need to do

n Collection problems

and we know how to

n Reduced lines of credit
n Customer layoffs/closures

of thing before,” noted

do it, so we’ll be just
fine.”

n Increasing health insurance
costs
n Manufacturer price increases
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your mindset
will be a
critical factor
for success
in 2009
By Bill Kuhn
Last month, I identified nine critical
success factors for the independent
dealer in 2009. Their importance bears repeating:
Critical Success Factors
1. Manage cash (keep a sound debt-to-equity ratio)
2. Keep tight control of cash
3. Assess every customer–determine who could be in
bad shape or go broke
4. Re-evaluate your borrowing needs–and your bank’s
intentions
5. Be proactive with your banker
6. Understand your local market
7. Outsmart your competition
8. Strengthen your supplier relationships
9. Be ready for re-growth
These and other emerging critical success factors will determine your degree of success in
2009. My columns throughout this year will address the financial, strategic planning and leadership aspects of these factors, and the practices
that can make or break any dealership in a year
when the economy is in recession and markets
are soft.

mindset
This series begins with an important tenth factor:
“Mindset.” It’s one that was not mentioned last
month but it may well become your most critical
success factor for this year. Is your glass half-full
or half-empty? Do you convey a positive, “can
JANUARY 2009

do” outlook or is yours one of doom and gloom?
In an informal, open-ended survey, I talked to
dozens of dealers in December. Fortunately, I
spoke with several who have the “can-do” attitude and who are taking steps to thrive in these
recessionary times.
They’re excited about how they can gain market
share and build competitive advantage at the expense of those mired in their dismal mindset.
Several dealers see this as an opportunity—yes,
to reduce some expenses and get rid of some
things that they should not have been doing or
don’t add value—but also to tap into opportunities that exist in a down cycle, align resources
quickly and invest in key talent and increased
INDEPENDENT DEALER

training for their staff.
I also talked to some worried, “wait-and-see”
dealers, several seemingly emotionally traumatized. They were unwilling or unable to take action, yet acknowledged that their business will
be down with less revenue and less profit (even
losses), even anticipating low morale.
Some of these dealers believe in the worst possible scenario—that conditions won’t be good
for years—and yet they want (and may even expect) an increased line of credit from their
banker. A worried-only outlook will probably
make matters worse.
continued on page 25
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Bill Kuhn: continued from page 24
Finally, there was a dangerous third group, those
who are in a panic mode and making sudden,
often unsophisticated and unwise moves—cutting their workforce, retrenching and taking
across-the-board cost-reduction steps (cost cutting may be required, but not by this approach).
They are unwilling to invest in anything.
As I wrote in my column last June, it may be necessary to “batten down the hatches—but do so
very carefully!” This group of dealers frequently
hasn’t done that well in recent good times (i.e.,
the past few years). Why will their actions be any
more effective in difficult times?
I’m not saying we’re not in difficult times. In the
supply sector, we read about the difficulties and
layoffs among the big box players. In contract
furniture, projects are off significantly and furniture manufacturers are cutting back as they did
during the last major downturn. Some dealers
are in real trouble, particularly as relates to their
balance sheet and financial strength.

conveying a positive
mindset and taking
action
However, for most dealers, it’s time to look at the
glass as half full. The big-box stores are suffering, and not just because of the economy. As Jim
Rapp wrote in the October issue of INDEPENDENT DEALER, this is a perfect time for the independent dealer to take advantage of their
situation.
Furniture projects are down, but service opportunities (at decent margins) abound, and the noncommercial market sectors such as government,
healthcare, and education are still highly attractive.
Furthermore, most dealers learned a lot in 2000
and 2001 and today are much better prepared to
weather the storm.
Take action on those nine factors on page 24. In
terms of that all-important tenth factor, mindset,
answer and act on the probing questions listed
in the next column. Do more than worry; take action based upon careful review and analysis.

Probing Questions (Action Steps)
1. What could happen (Identify multiple
scenarios)?
2. How could each scenario affect my
dealership?
3. How might it affect my competition?
4. How will it affect my customers?
5. How am I going to respond?
6. What is the vision and game plan for my
dealership?
7. How will this mindset be communicated
to the entire staff?
8. How fast will it be executed?
9. What will we have accomplished by
year-end?
Future columns will address dealer financial,
planning, and leadership strategies for 2009. In
the meantime, I repeat my concluding remark
from last month: With astute planning (add “and
a positive mindset”), no matter what black clouds
the economy brings, it will be a storm that can
be weathered and may even reveal a silver lining.
Success in 2009 will be largely dependent upon
you.

Bill Kuhn, principal of William E. Kuhn & Associates, is a noted industry consultant, writer, and speaker with over 35 years of industry experience. He
consults with dealer principals and their management teams in areas of strategic planning, leadership and organizational development, marketing,
financial management, valuation and merger/acquisition. For more information, contact Bill by phone 303-322-8233, fax 303-331-9032, or e-mail:
BillKuhn1@cs.com.

Installation made easy. Anywhere.

The First Network of Independent Installation Companies

Over 250 service providers offering trouble-free ofﬁce furniture
installation services throughout North America.
A network of installation professionals
24/7 access to real-time project status
information
Online Quotes, national capability and
experience

Consistent performance and service excellence
nationwide
A one-stop solution for multi-location projects
Moves, reconﬁgs, panel cleaning and more!

Call 1-888-GO-INSTALL Today or go to www.installnet.com
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Do This

NOW

Or Else!
By Tom Buxton

Last month’s column focused on some of the resources that are available to help your company
survive and even thrive during the current economic crisis.
As important as those resources are to the longterm health of a business, however, there are
times when specific actions must be taken
quickly in order to ensure a company’s continued
existence.
Please forgive me if I sound presumptuous, but I
believe that there are at least three things you
must do immediately if you want to survive 2009.
FOCUS ON RECEIVABLES. Who is your collections supervisor? Do they have other tasks that
take them away from collections? Are they able
to kindly but firmly ask for your money?

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

Answer these questions honestly, because unless
you are independently wealthy, you must find a
way to keep your DSO (Days Sales Outstanding)
under 45 days. If your receivables extend out to
over 50 days, your ability to pay your vendors will
degrade quickly.
A poor accounts receivable plan during a time of
tight money nearly guarantees failure, so add resources to the task immediately. Here are a few

suggestions to help you improve your receivables:
n Bonus your accounts receivable clerk for
DSO improvement.
n Begin calls to customers within 5 days
after terms have expired.
n Add more people to your receivables department by cross-training customer
service and management personnel.
n Get your sales reps involved if a customer is more than 20 days late.
n Create a policy where reps lose their
commission if an account goes over 30
days past due (exceptions will exist, but
you get the idea).
n Consider giving a small discount for
quick payment (i.e., 1% 10).
n Dust off the credit application process
that you used to demand of a new client.
Allow the reps to provide a $100 or $200
credit line until the credit application is in
house.
n Use D & B or some other source to check
credit.
INCREASE INVENTORY TURNS. Whether you
are a fully stocking dealer or nearly stockless,
there is cash in your inventory and in case you
didn’t read Bill Kuhn’s article last month, “Cash
is King.”
continued on page 27
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Tom Buxton: continued from page 26
We are in uncharted territory right now with respect to product
costs with the price of over 12,000 industry items rising in this
month. However, sales are decreasing rapidly along with the cost
of raw materials (can you believe the oil prices?) which leads me
to believe that we are at the beginning of a bout of deflation.
The “D” word is the worst possible scenario for our economy and
if you are holding a lot of inventory at an inflated price it could
ruin your profitability. Therefore, I recommend that you:
n Buy less from direct sources until at least April 1. By that
time we should be able to discern something about supplier costs for the rest of the year.
n Cut your inventory down so that it turns once every 2-3
weeks.
n Don’t make large purchases of any item unless it is presold or will turn within a month.
n Depend on your wholesaler for more of your purchases.
n Do not add items to an order just to qualify for “free
freight.”
I realize how controversial this subject is for many. If you would
like offer a rebuttal to this argument, we would be more than
happy to print it in our next issue. Just drop editor Simon De
Groot an e-mail (simon@idealercentral.com).
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MANAGE REP ACTIVITY. Recently an industry friend of mine
called to tell me how bad things were in his market. November
was abysmal and he was worried about surviving December, so
I asked one question: “Are you and your team cold-calling?”
He immediately admitted that they had not been staying active in
that arena. He said that because cold calling was uncomfortable,
they had found all kinds of reasons not to do it.
We agreed that his team would begin making at least 10 cold calls
per week and follow up on those calls within one to two weeks
after the first call. He e-mailed me a few weeks ago and said that
they had already converted some new customers.
Remember that unless your company has over 50% market
share, there is always opportunity to gain new business. Make
sure your reps are:
n Cold calling every week.
n Performing Account Reviews regularly.
n Suggesting less expensive substitute products where
possible.
n Selling the full breadth of your product and service offering.
Hopefully, now you can understand why I said,
“DO THIS NOW OR ELSE!”
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Brickwalling
by
Krista
Moore

It's January and I feel a sense of optimism yet concern for many office products independents as they
consider their business outcomes for 2009.
We seem to be optimistic because of everything
that’s taking place within the once mighty “power
channel”; however current economic conditions are
certainly a cause for concern.
Office products independents are seeing their customer base becoming more conservative and naturally buying less. Many current customers have laid
off employees and so their average monthly purchases of office products will naturally decrease.
Non-loyal customers may begin to be swayed by
competition as price will be more important to them.
Current business conditions set the stage for a year
of uncertainty.
I have always considered myself to be the eternal
optimist and believe that having a positive attitude
and the right outlook can make a difference between
winning and losing. But I'm also a realist.
My best advice for business owners right now is to
determine clearly what your focus is going to be for
2009, taking into consideration all of the changes
that are happening around you and the trends
among your current customers. Then ask yourself
what you are going to do different, both strategically
and tactically.
Once you make these determinations, communicating them clearly to your employees will keep them
focused, motivated and engaged.

Krista Moore is President
of K Coaching, LLC an
executive coaching and
consulting practice that
has helped literally
hundreds of independent
dealers maximize their full
potential through
enhancing their
management systems,
sales training, and
leadership development.
For more information, visit
the K Coaching web sites
at www.kcoaching.com,
for coaching and
consulting programs and
www.opwebinar.com for
the latest online training
courses.
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I am often asked by my clients and colleagues,
“What should we do different in 2009?”
My first response is to analyze the business trends,
get close to your customers, and get close to your
employees.
Many of you have heard me speak or have read my
new book Roadmap to Success, which features the
concept of ShipBuilding, the power of intentionally
and proactively focusing on your relationships and
partnerships to make them solid, purposeful and
sustainable.
These are areas over which you have control, unlike
the current economic conditions. When I relate this
to the office products industry, what comes to mind
is the necessity of having a solid retention strategy.
INDEPENDENT DEALER

I'm a big believer in business reviews: formal meetings with your customers to clearly understand their
wants and needs and ensure that you are exceeding
their expectations. This is the time for them to see
the value that you bring, and for you to continue to
cultivate customer loyalty.
Many of you are already conducting business reviews as a retention strategy and seeing the wonderful effects of building those relationships and
partnerships with your largest customers and those
that potentially could be at risk.
I'd like to introduce to you another ShipBuilding
concept that we call Brickwalling. I learned the
Brickwalling concept from a client of mine, Complete Office Supply (COS), the largest independent
in Sydney, Australia.
There are many strategies we can learn from COS,
but for now, I would like to share with you their
Brickwalling concept, for you to consider implementing in your business in 2009.
As you can imagine from the name, this practice is
about building a strong, unbreakable, conceptual
brick wall around your customers. The higher that
wall becomes, the more difficult it is for competition
to knock it down.
The Brickwalling approach applies a scoreboard of
points—the “bricks” in your wall—that equate to
measurable customer relationship activities, and the
reliability of your logistics for major accounts.
u- addition to the company measuring these partic
In
lar components, your sales reps will be focused on
specific activities that may be missing from their
customer base and continue to build a solid wall.
This is a terrific management system for your sales
reps. They intentionally work on specific components of their relationship with a customer while the
company works on reliability of logistics and service
levels.
Ultimately, this practice strengthens your customer
relationship while creating greater value for the customer and ensuring their loyalty.
The small sample below illustrates what the Brickwalling Scoreboard may look like.

continued on page 29
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COMPONENT
RELATIONSHIP

RELATIONSHIP

BRICKWALLING
SECRETS
NUMBER OF PEOPLE
CUSTOMER
KNOWS AT OUR
COMPANY
SOCIAL
INTERACTION

0

1

3

1

2-3

4+

NONE

SOMETIMES
AND
FREQUENTLY
INFORMAL
ANNUALLY

MEET
REGULARLY

RELATIONSHIP

BUSINESS REVIEWS
WITH CUSTOMER

NONE

RELIABILITY
AND LOGISTICS

ONLINE
ORDERING

NOT ONLINE

RELIABILITY
AND LOGISTICS

FILL RATE >95%
FOR CONTRACT
ITEMS
AVERAGE
TIME TAKEN
TO RESOLVE
CUSTOMER
ISSUES

RELIABILITY
AND LOGISTICS

SCORE
TODAY

NO

< 70% OF
THEIR ORDERS
ONLINE
YES

FORMAL AND
CONSISTENT
QUARTERLY
70% OF
ORDERS,
ONLINE
>97%

> 48 HOURS

< 48 HOURS

SAME-DAY

Your sales rep should be responsible for
building the wall, and it will train their
focus on the particular components necessary to strengthen their relationship
with your customer.
I have also encouraged dealers to scoreboard their top customers and run a contest with incentives based around the
Brickwalling program.
For example, determine the maximum
point score in the example shown it’s 18
and the current percentage of brick wall
strength for a particular account. You can
then set expectations for your sales reps
on individual accounts to measure the
strength of the wall.

TOTAL SCORE
(OUT OF 18 POINTS)

BRICKWALL
STRENGTH (%)

You can customize this particular Brickwalling Scoreboard for your company and business needs.
You may consider the number of product categories that are being sold, the number of
people the sales rep knows at the customer's location, and whether you have a formal
contract or not.

We are all looking for new and creative
ways to retain our existing customers
and improve our service levels and delivered value. We know that will be more
difficult in 2009. Let's decide right now:
What are we going to do different? Collectively, as independents, we can build
a wall around our market share and keep
it safe and secure!

7KLV\HDUGRQ¶WOHWWKHHFRQRP\JHW\RXGRZQ
Prepare your Sales Force to Fight Back!
The New Series starts January 26th, 2009
Krista Moore and K.Coaching’s
Sales Training for Results will train and
motivate your reps to:
Ź%ULQJLQQHZEXVLQHVV
Ź*URZH[LVWLQJDFFRXQWV
Ź&UHDWHFXVWRPHUOR\DOW\
They’ll learn proven successful sales tactics and
H[HFXWHWKHPGXULQJWKHWUDLQLQJWRJHWUHVXOWV
&OLFNKHUHWR
5HJLVWHU1RZ
*HWDOOVL[PLQXWHVHVVLRQVRIRXUOLYH:HEEDVHG
Sales Training for ResultsVHULHVIRURQO\
RUFKRRVHLQGLYLGXDOVHVVLRQVIRUHDFK<RXSD\
for one registration whether you have an employee
at one location or hundreds of sales reps at multiple
locations.
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Make 2009 Your Best Year Ever
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Make Sure You
Avoid the High Cost
of Broken Trust
Fannie Mae. Freddie Mac.
Lehman Brothers.
Blagojevich. Madoff.
Office Depot.
You?
by Mark Slatin

Mark Slatin is the
president of True Colors
Consulting. He brings his
13 years leading a sales
organization at Boise
Cascade/OfficeMax to
help clients attract and
retain loyal customers
through trusting
relationships. Mark shares
the message of trust in
selling by speaking,
coaching, and training
throughout the nation. His
Trust Roadmap Selling™
Program Webinar Course
is a cost-effective training
solution for sellers in the
OP industry.
http://www.truecolorsconsulting.com/?page_id=239
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Amidst the precipitous downward spiral on
Wall Street, in our financial markets and in
statehouses, it’s no stretch to argue that trust
has plummeted to an all time low. And yes, the
deterioration of trust in the geopolitical and
institutional sense does carry over to how we
project trust in other areas of our lives.
Trust is contagious—in both directions.
What seems like a relentless wave of
broken trust by once entrusted agency
executives, corporate CEOs and even
heads of regulatory agencies, results in a
steady accumulation of distrust. We
implicitly lose confidence in the very
institutions we thought were infallible,
credible and trustworthy, and with good
reason.
Do you know someone who was directly
impacted by the Wall Street fallout? Do
you know someone from your church,
your neighborhood or even in your family
that lost their job recently? Is your 401K
now a 201K?

the recession, the wars, economic
cycles, etc. But the bottom line is this:
Our collective antennas are up and our
“distrust radar” is scanning each new
newsflash for the next inexplicable
revelation.
Those of us connected to the office
products arena are all too familiar with
Office Depot’s self-inflicted trials and
tribulations and the steady parade of
audits and charges of irregularities with
their state contracts in Georgia, Florida,
North Carolina, California, etc.
Office Depot's stock has plummeted
from $46.52 in May of 2006 to $1.50 in
November of 2008. Revenues and profits

Sure there’s a lot of blame to go around –
continued on page 31
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Mark Slatin: continued from page 30
are down severely from 2007 and as
reported elsewhere in this issue, the
company plans to close over 100 stores
and six distribution centers. Bad news for
them is good news for you, right? Not so
fast.
Independent dealers may be tempted to
sit back and smile while they wait for the
giants to fall. However, the invisible wall
of distrust that exists between buyers
and sellers adds another layer of bricks
each time another institution breaks an
implied trust.
In the office products industry, the wall of
distrust is higher for everyone now, the
result of a guilt-by-association reality.
When trust is low, they question your
motives, your intent and your overall
trustworthiness, but they usually don’t
tell you because distrust isn’t something
customers ordinarily share with sellers.
What can you do to avoid the high cost
of broken trust?

Here are 3 keys:
n Be transparent. We tend to think of
selling as a zero sum game—one party
wins and the other party loses. It’s an
“us against them” mentality. As a
result, we treat customer engagements
like athletic events, pitting one team
against the other. We hold our cards
close to our hand, sharing information
tactically so as to give us the greatest
probability of getting the deal.
Yet sharing information is exactly how
we build trust. Hiding it creates
distrust. For example, address issues
like pricing head on. Don't let pricing
integrity become the "elephant in the
room" that takes over the room. Bring
it up first and get it out on the table.
Transparency isn’t a result of trusting
relationships; it’s a precursor to trust.
n Practice Accountability. Leadership
not only has a responsibility to set the
tone, it has a charge to snuff out

unethical behavior at all levels. Make
sure your team knows that you're not
willing to cross the integrity line, not
once. "It's easier to ask forgiveness
than permission" is a recipe to inspire
the wrong kind of headlines. Let your
team know that you expect everyone
to comply with this (hopefully it’s
already embodied in your core values).
n Listen first. Most sellers do a poor job
of listening. According to a recent
study 44% of buyers ranked poor
listening, or not following directions, as
the Number One mistake sellers make.
Yet, most sellers insist on selling-bytelling. Likewise, we have a tendency
to accelerate to the solution before we
have fully heard the customer. Sounds
simple, but many of us have to unlearn
habits acquired over many years.
Restoring broken trust takes a lot longer
than building trust; a reputation can take
years to build but only seconds to
destroy.
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The Election is Over,
Now It’s Time to
Keep Those
Campaign Promises
by Paul A. Miller

Paul Miller is a founding partner in Miller/Wenhold Capitol
Strategies, LLC, providers of
direct and grassroots lobbying, legislative and regulatory
tracking, advocacy planning
and implementation and related services. Before setting
up Miller/Wenhold, Miller
served as government affairs
director for the National Office
Products Alliance and the Office Furniture Dealers Alliance
(NOPA/OFDA). In addition to
his lobbying and regulatory
monitoring activities, Paul
also provides consulting services to businesses on selling
to the federal, state and local
government markets. For
more information, visit
www.mwcapitol.com.
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The 2008 Presidential election is over and we can
look back on a campaign season that was historic for
so many reasons. As a country we elected our first
African American President and for the first time we
had a woman running for the top job in the country.
Also for the first time, a Presidential candidate
raised over $750 million in campaign contributions,
over three times the amount President Bush raised
back in 2000.
What wasnʼt a first was the way the election focused its attention and resources on one key constituent in the waning weeks of the campaign: small
businesses, symbolized by a new national icon, Joe
the Plumber.
The campaign generated plenty of pro-small business rhetoric. But now, as our President-Elect prepares to move into his new role as President, itʼs
time for him to go beyond all the campaign rhetoric
and begin living up to his campaign promise of supporting small businesses.
Forget all the talk about cutting taxes for small
businesses or providing access to affordable healthcare for small businesses. Certainly those are both
critical to helping small businesses.
But if the new Administration cuts taxes it wonʼt be
just for small businesses. And if it and Congress
move to provide access to healthcare it wonʼt be just
for small businesses, either.
What small business needs most today are policy
initiatives that are aimed specifically at their particular needs and concerns.
If this President is serious about “Change We Can
Believe In” and wants to set himself apart from other
Presidents, one immediate step he can take to show
his support for small businesses by elevating the
head of the Small Business Administration (SBA) to
a Cabinet-level post.
If the small business community is to have any
chance of gaining the clout it needs in Washington it
needs an agency that has the money, resources,
and power to make things happen.
In Congress, Rep. Nydia Velaquez put her money
where her mouth was when she took over the House
Small Business Committee. She was able to get her
leadership to approve new authority for the Committee and make it relevant again.
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Elevating the SBA Administrator post to Cabinet
level is not a new concept. Former President Bill
Clinton included his SBA Administrator in Cabinet
level meetings. That was a good start, but our new
President has to go farther and officially elevate this
post to Cabinet level. Until this happens the SBA will
continue to struggle.
Since 2000 the SBA has had its budget cut by
26%. Our leaders all talk about how important small
businesses are to the economy, but none of them
has really done anything to show their support for
this group.
Itʼs not the small business community who is seeking billions of dollars in bailout money. Itʼs not small
businesses who are defrauding the tax-payer. And,
itʼs not the small business community who is going
bankrupt.
It is however small businesses who are finding
ways to stay profitable and keep their employees
working during this difficult time and they need our
governmentʼs support!
I applaud NOPA for its willingness to begin rallying
small businesses on behalf of such a move. The association has already sent a letter to President-Elect
Obama requesting that as one of his first steps as President, he officially make the SBA post a Cabinet Post.
Until this move is made, the small business community will continue to be little more than a step child
in Washington.
Every politician cozies up to small businesses
when they need their votes, but when push comes to
shove, they have done next to nothing to help them.
Now is the time to change all that. Mr. PresidentElect, small businesses put their faith in you. Itʼs our
hope you will put your faith in them and support them
in becoming a key partner in your new Administration.
We urge you to elevate the SBA Administrator to a
Cabinet level post. We also urge you to appoint someone to this post who truly understands the needs of
small businesses. This position can no longer be
treated as a third-tier prize for a campaign supporter.
It needs real small business leadership from a small
business owner, not a bureaucrat or fat cat.
Now is the time to back up the campaign pledge
with real action. We are counting on you!
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Al Lynden (left) with blues legend Hubert Sumlin, a guitarist
often cited as a major influence on artists such as Eric Clapton,
Keith Richards, Stevie Ray Vaughan and Jimi Hendrix.

If all you know of Al Lynden is his work at
Chuckals Office Products in Tacoma, you’d
have no reason to think that he’d ever have
the blues.
Over the past 15 years or so, Al and partner Chuck Hellar have taken what was once
a struggling business with little more than
$500,000 in annual sales and built it up into
a thriving operation with a nationwide customer base and annual sales of close to $11
million and growing.
Despite all that, though, Al’s got the blues
and got them bad!
“It all started when a friend of mine who
owned a bar in Tacoma decided to add live
music and bring in some local blues bands,”
he recalls. “I was more of a rock and roll fan
back then, but as I listened to the music, it
really started to bite. The blues is an amazing
art form that represents the roots of so much
of what we hear today. Rock and roll, bluegrass, country, jazz—even rap and hip hop—
can all trace their beginnings back to the
blues. And as someone who grew up in
Canada and only recent became a U.S. citiJANUARY 2009

zen, I found the music spoke volumes to me
about America and its great melting pot.”
Five years ago, Al and some friends got together to form the South Side Blues Association, a group of local blues fanatics whose
mission is to promote their music in the
Tacoma area and support deserving local
charities with special fundraisers at the same
time.

Memphis to compete in the annual International Blues Challenge. It’s a measure of the
program’s strength, says Al, that the bands
they send consistently earn rave reviews in
Memphis and often end up reaching the final
rounds of the Challenge contest.

“It’s become one of the most successful
local blues organizations in the country,” Al
reports proudly. “We’ve got a great group of
people who have put together a yearlong
program of education, information and
fundraising built around the music they love.”

Even after amassing a huge collection of
over 1,000 CDs and attending numerous
blues camps and cruises over the years, Al
says he’s still got plenty to learn about the
music. “There’s always some undiscovered
classic to find and you can’t beat the thrill of
hearing a cut by a blues master like Robert
Johnson or Muddy Waters for the first time,”
he says.

In addition to an ongoing program of blues
workshops and concerts at local schools
and prisons, the group offers scholarships
for local kids to attend an annual Blues
Camp and takes part in a special Holiday
fundraiser that provides over 500 needy families in the Tacoma area with full turkey dinners each Christmas.

“Members of our club come from just
about every section of society and it’s a
common love for the blues that brings them
all together,” Al explains. “Not only that,” he
adds with a smile, “Good blues music also
brings peace and harmony, and with the
economy the way it is today, we need all of
that we can get!”

In addition, they run a competition every
year to select a local band they send to
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TheLASTword
Make NOPA a Valued Asset for
Your Dealership
By Bob Chilton, president
Supply Division, The Phillips Group
Middletown, Pennsylvania
I have had the pleasure of serving on the NOPA
board of governors the past couple of years and
will be serving as chair for 2009. This opportunity
has helped me understand the role of NOPA
within our industry and appreciate the need for an
organization to help champion some of the critical
projects and needs within the office products
industry.
NOPA represents and serves independent dealers
as well as their key business partners, such as
wholesalers, buying groups/co-ops, business
system providers and manufacturers that have a
vested interest in the success of the independent
dealer channel. The unique common cause is to
assist the small independent dealer to be able to
play on a “level playing field” with our much larger
competitors.
Under the leadership of NOPA president Chris
Bates, the NOPA staff is action-oriented and
committed to undertaking much needed projects
on behalf of the dealer community. While NOPA is
perceived, I believe, to be primarily government
advocacy focused and does tirelessly work on
Capital Hill and recently very effectively at the
State level on our behalf as well, there are many
more important areas where NOPA is involved.
Have you ever had a problem with your quarterly
tape loads in which there was an issue with
prefixes, item numbers or units of measure?
NOPA is actively working as the facillatator with
industry wholesalers, buying groups and system
providers to provide standards to help reduce
these discrepancies on a project called OPIDS
(Office Products Industry Data Standards). This
will save us, as dealers, many unproductive and
frustrating hours correcting item-related problems.
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Would it be beneficial to you if your prospective
customers were able to identify your dealership
as a source for a manufacturer’s products?
NOPA has unveiled an exciting new tool called the
Independent Dealer Online Locator that we are
marketing to manufacturers to be listed in the
Where-to-Buy section on their website as a
product source. Upon entering a zip code, all
NOPA dealers will be listed within a 50-mile radius
of that zip code.
Has anyone in your organization ever mentioned
that they need more training? NOPA offers
webinar programs on management topics for
members and for a nominal fee, now offers a Total
Training Network Service that provides access to
over 300 online skill training sessions aimed at
entry level and mid level employees. These
sessions are great for your customer service,
accounting and warehouse teams, in addition to
your sales team.
These are just a few examples of how NOPA can
be an asset to your dealership. NOPA is indeed a
unique organization that is able to reach out to all
parties within our industry to work together on
common causes that will benefit not only dealers
but all partners within the industry.
If you currently are a member of NOPA, thank
you and we look forward to and value your
continued support.
If you are not a member, whether a dealer or an
affiliated industry partner that has a vested
interest in the success of the independent dealer, I
would urge you to take a close look at supporting
NOPA.
A voice with larger membership and greater
resources CAN help improve the landscape for
all of us!
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