by Jim Rapp

A look at the latest technology tools and how dealers
are using them to increase sales and profits.

There has never been a time when independent dealers needed

Pulling all dealer operations together electronically can increase

good software more than right now, and fortunately, there has

productivity and reduce cost of operations. Wholesalers, buying

never been a time when such high quality programs are available.

groups and software providers have been working hard to
address these needs. I’m pleased to report that good progress is

What’s driving this need?

being made.

Focus on the Customer


Increased customer expectations



Competitive price pressure



Rising costs of operation

One of the most tech-savvy dealers I know is Steve Danziger,
owner, AAA Business Supplies, San Francisco. Highly successful
with double digit growth the past two years, AAA uses technology
in every part of their business.
Danziger believes that ECI2’s new online ordering system,
ecInteractive, the replacement for their Dealer Station platform, is

The rapid growth of online ordering has dramatically changed

an important new development. “Because so many dealers use

dealer-customer interaction. The salesperson’s face and voice is

ECI2/DDMS programs, the new system will level the playing field

now a computer monitor. Customers want, even demand, that

between independents and the big box competitors, when it

ordering be fast, easy and friendly.

comes to online ordering,” he contends. “The interface is
CONTINUED ON PAGE 10
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WINNERS’Circle
Good things are happening
for independents all across
the country! Here’s a look at
some of the special awards, expansion
moves and more that have come
dealers’ way recently.
Colorado Dealer Earns Local “Most
Promising Future” Award
Our congratulations go to Total Office Solutions
in Colorado Springs, Colorado, winners of their
local business newspaper’s annual "Best Small
Company with the Most Promising Future"
award in 2006.
The dealership was founded in 1999 by current
president Richard Gentile and operates out of a
3,200 sq. ft. facility with eight employees. The
toughest part of his job, said Richard on
accepting the award, is “getting the word out to
the community that bigger is not better … locally
owned businesses are just as price competitive,
however, we are much more responsive and
caring to the needs of each individual
organization.”

North Carolina Dealer Presents
Special
‘Millionth Invoice’ Award
The folks at Raleigh, North Carolina-based
Kennedy Office Supply came up with a novel
way to celebrate their many years of service last
month, when they presented one happy
customer with a special award for being the
lucky recipient of the dealership’s millionth
invoice.
“We got the idea from one of our drivers who
was looking at invoice numbers and it just
seemed like a great opportunity to give
something back to our customers and

highlight our roots in the
community, explained regional
sales manager Bill Sigmon.
Strictly speaking, it was the millionth invoice
since Kennedy computerized in 1989 (the
dealership itself has been around since 1960).
But the happy customer who found herself
welcoming a team from the dealership bearing
balloons, donuts, a $100 gift certificate for the
Outback Steakhouse and, of course, the
invoice, wasn’t too concerned about a totally
accurate count. And the event got plenty of
attention for the dealership in its North
Carolina market.

Two Kentucky
Dealers Join Forces
Two Kentucky independents, Hassloch Office
Supply of Versailles and The Hurst Group of
Lexington, have merged, with Hassloch joining
Hurst Office Suppliers and Hurst Office Interiors
as operating divisions of The Hurst Group.
“This is a great fit for both organizations,” said
Richard Hurst, president of The Hurst Group.
“We know that local businesses want to support
the local economy by doing business with other
local businesses. It just makes too much sense
economically. We think this will only strengthen
our position as the independently-owned and
locally-operated business products provider of
choice in the Bluegrass.”

Cumberland, MD Dealer Named
Local Small Business of the Year
Cumberland, Maryland-based Landis Office Center
has been named 2006 Small Business of the Year
by the Allegany County Chamber of Commerce.
Landis received the award for its community service
leadership and contribution to the local county and
for the “exemplary model in professional and
personal practice” it provides.
Current owners Richard McKenzie, president and
Georgene McKenzie, secretary and treasurer, have
owned and operated the dealership in Cumberland
since 1964 and have both held leadership positions
with organizations such as the local Jaycees,
American Heart Association, Salvation Army and
Rotary.

Yuletide Sets
Annual ‘Give Back’ Goal
One of the hallmarks of today’s independents is
involvement in their local communities and
active support of worthy causes. In Memphis,
Yuletide Office Plus has set as a goal that nine
percent of net company income goes back to
the community every year.
“Our family was brought up to take care of
those who take care of our community,”
explains assistant VP of sales Justin Miller.
“Memphis takes care of us so we need to return
the favor!”
Yuletide serves as a leading sponsor for an
annual fundraiser on behalf of a local healthcare
center, with Yuletide president Chris Miller
playing a key role. In addition, the dealership
supports the annual “Midnight Bike Ride”
fundraiser of another local non-profit that
provides help to seniors and others in need.
“We take pride in being the largest privately
owned office supply company in Memphis and
we use it as a vehicle to take care of the
community,” says Justin. “And you get to meet
some really good people who share the same
dream as we independents do!”

BOS, Chicago Area Haworth
Dealer, Reaches New Heights in
Support of Local Hospital
With 83 floors, Chicago’s AON Center is not only
the Windy City’s second tallest building but also
the third tallest in the country, just behind the
Empire State Building and the Sears Tower. It’s a
big building with a grand total of 1,643 steps to
the top. But none of that kept a 45-person team
from Haworth dealer Business Office Systems
(BOS) and its Affordable Office Interiors (AOI)
refurbishing subsidiary from hitting the
stairwells for a good cause last month.
The BOS/AOI team was one of over 250 that
participated in the annual “Step Up For Kids”
fundraiser for Chicago’s Childrens’ Memorial
Hospital and the dealership’s employees and
their families raised over $15,000 from the event.
And if that wasn’t enough, reports BOS
president Glen Basgall, planning is already
underway for a summer fundraiser on behalf of
the hospital, when BOS will invite teams from
the local A&D community to come in and
decorate kid-sized tables and chairs that will
be sold to raise more funds for the hospital.
See WINNERS’ CIRCLE page 4
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percent of their system’s overall capabilities. Make
sure you’re a member of the smart minority.
Don’t invest in technology without making a

CONTINUED FROM
PAGE 2

similar investment in ongoing training, so that your
people will make the most of what’s available to

Parron Hall, San Diego Dealership,
Gears Up for 60th Anniversary
Celebrations
The champagne’s on ice at Parron Hall Office
Interiors, a San Diego-based contract furniture
dealer that this year celebrates its 60th
anniversary. According to current president Jim
Herr, who represents the fourth generation of
his family to run the dealership, business has
been particularly strong in recent years.
Even during the steep downturn of the dot.com
meltdown, the dealership was able to weather
the storm and keep its key staff intact. And
with the recovery and a move to a new 25,000
sq. ft. showroom two years ago, business has
strengthened very nicely, he reports, with 2006
sales coming in at $32.4 million, versus $24
million the previous year.

them and so you won’t be left high and dry if you

technology. Customers and prospects will like the

If you answered necessary evil, you’ve got a

Do aim for seamless integration and focus on

problem. New technology is certainly not cheap. It

opportunities to reduce human intervention or cut

can be difficult to implement and usually

down the number of times the same data gets

challenges accepted ways of doing business. But

entered.

The independent dealer community lost a
true member of the Winners’ Circle last
month, with the passing of Jack Macauley,
who died last month at age 77.
As president of Macauley's Office Products
in Detroit, Macauley was the fourth
generation of his family involved in the
business and he worked there for some 50
years. He was very much involved in NOPA,
serving as its national president in 1970 and
conducting numerous workshops on retail
store management and merchandising. His
numerous industry honors included
recognition as Office Products Dealer
magazine’s “Man of the Year” in 1979 and
the City of Hope’s “Spirit of Life” award
winner in 1989.
He is survived by his wife Marie of 55 years,
a son Mark, (Sue) and daughters Maureen,
Nancy Pett, and Patty (Norman) Sophiea, as
well as seven grandchildren, Ryan and Kyle
Pett, Sherri and Kristen Macauley, Peter and
Logan Sophiea, and Katie Redmond.
Memorial tributes may be made to the Oak
Park Business and Educational Alliance or
the Livonia Exchange Club.

Don’t forget there’s a marketing dimension to
idea of doing business with a dealership that
positions itself as a technology leader and
innovator, but you have to let them know about it.

you cannot afford to give using technology in your
dealership anything less than the highest priority if
you’re going to stand a chance of competing
successfully long-term.

Do reach out to other dealers and your trading
partners for new ideas and innovations. You’ll
find most independents are amazingly generous
when it comes to sharing their own experience

Smart use of technology offers the best way for
entrepreneurs of any kind to level the field against

In Memoriam: Jack Macauley

lose a key technology worker.

Is technology today a
necessary evil or one
of the most important
strategic resources at
the disposal of any
independent?

and expertise, and that can help your business
immeasurably.

larger competition. It not only helps small dealers

Above all, view technology implementation as a

run big in the eyes of their customers. It also

journey, not a destination. If you aren’t bringing in

makes it easier to reduce costs and collaborate

new applications and upgrading existing systems

more effectively with trading partners to gain and

on a regular schedule, you’re falling behind. And

maintain competitive advantage.

you can’t afford to let that happen.

Are You Giving Your

TECHNOLOGY

The Attention It

DESERVES?

And if you think finding good people is hard

Technology can indeed be a tremendous resource

today, just wait a few short years and go looking to

for today’s independents. But it has to be managed

replace the baby boomers in your dealership who

skillfully. If you aren’t giving it the attention it deserves

will be heading off to retirement. The ugly truth is

in your dealership, now’s the time to start. The stakes

that there won’t be enough new workers entering

are just too high to do otherwise.

the labor force to replace them and the only way
you’ll be able to cope is by becoming more
productive—and that means better use of

Classifieds Are Free!

technology.
For these reasons alone, technology has to be
front and center in how you think about your
business and its future. With that in mind, may we
offer up a few technology do’s and don’ts:
Do all you can to make the most of your
technology investment. It may sound obvious, but
unfortunately, there’s a classic 80-20 rule that says

Got overstock available?
Product wanted?
Looking to hire or be hired?
Check out the Classifieds section on
www.idealercentral.com.

80 percent of computer users typically use only 20
MARCH 2007
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By Jim Rapp

Superior
Business
Products, Inc.
Schenectady, New York
Ray Seefeld|President








Supplies, furniture dealer
ESOP—employee owned
20 employees|owners
$6 million sales in 2006
Partners: TriMega, United Stationers
In business since 1985
www.superiorbponline.com

“We’ve just finished our best quarter ever and
2007 is looking good,” says Ray Seefeld,
president of Superior Business Products.
Superior is located in Schenectady, a city in
northeast New York state, with a population
of only 60,000. However, it is just 15 miles
from Albany, the state capitol.
“We have just about every competitor known
to man,” says Seefeld with a resigned smile,
“so we have to stand out in some way, and
that way is service.”
“Whatever it takes, and then some” is more
than a slogan at Superior, Seefeld stresses.
MARCH 2007

The Superior management team. Standing left to right: Ray Enright, warehouse manager; Ray
Seefeld, president; Chris Boprey, account relations manager. Seated left to right: Melissa Fitzgerald,
finance manager; Chris Hutchinson, vice president; Jim Quackenbush, customer service manager.

Whatever It Takes and Then Some.
“Everyone at Superior has more concern
about customer service, because as an
employee-owned company, we all share in
our success financially at the end of the year.”
For businesses that have never bought from
Superior, word-of-mouth brings in some, but
that’s not enough, he says. So what does
Superior do? Their strategies include activities
that reach out to prospects on multiple levels:

Community involvement: Most
employees give back to the community
through involvement with a variety of
organizations, including United Way, homeless
and battered women’s shelters, volunteer fire
departments, and many others. The company
is actively involved with Senior Services,
Special Olympics, Ronald McDonald House
and the Make-A-Wish Foundation. Superior
also sponsors internships at nearby Siena
College. Students work 12-15 hours each
week on marketing projects, price studies,
and business letters, for example.
“Solutions” Magalog: More than a year in
preparation, Superior has just rolled out the
first edition of its own four-color magazine,
INDEPENDENT DEALER

with 36 pages of articles and ads designed to
appeal to the office worker. The dealership is
targeting primarily female office workers
between 25 and 55 years old, because,
explains Seefeld, that demographic most
closely reflects their customer base.
First issue titles include “Workplace
Wardrobe,” “Working Out at Work,” and
“Winter Weekend Getaways.” Interspersed are
350 product listings, grouped by usage. The
entire publication was developed and written
by employees, and even printed in-house!
“We don’t limit ourselves as to type of customer
or product offerings,” says Seefeld. “We’re always
looking for opportunities. While office products
are our meat and potatoes, we also offer ad
specialties, breakroom and cleaning supplies,
and a full line of school supplies.”
Superior has received so many awards for
community service over the years that it would
take another page to list them. Says Seefeld,
“We are proud of the recognition that Superior
has received. It’s a great honor and a tribute to
our many dedicated employee-owners.”
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INDUSTRY
NEWS

Technology is Focus of AOPD
Annual Meeting

“Parity through technology” was the theme of
AOPD’s 2007 annual meeting last month in
Austin, Texas. Representatives from close to 50
AOPD dealer member firms and 22 business
partners were in attendance at a four-day event
that featured special presentations from industry
consultants, one-on-one planning meetings
between individual dealers and manufacturers
and updates on current and future AOPD
programs.
As the meeting theme indicated, technology and
ways dealers can use technology to secure
competitive advantage were front and center on
the agenda. “AOPD has had an outstanding
track record of success in opening up national
account opportunities for dealers for many
years, but we’re about far more than that today,”
commented executive director M. C. “Bud”
Mundt. “The programs introduced at this year’s
annual meeting are taking AOPD to the next
level and providing innovation and support for
dealers in several key areas of their operations.”
At the meeting, the organization announced the
launch of its new AOPD Private Supply Network
(PSN) program, which is designed to automate
purchase order and invoice processing on
national account business for AOPD dealers.
Beta testing has been completed and two dealers
are already live on the PSN, AOPD president
Mark Leazer of Forms & Supply reported, with a
dealer-by-dealer roll out due to begin throughout
AOPD this month.
AOPD also announced new strategic
partnerships with the acsellerate sales
intelligence organization, Jump Technologies
(JumpTech), Tom Buxton of Interbizgroup and
Krista Fleet of K Coaching, all of whom were on
the program as speakers. The meeting also
featured a special presentation at the Gala
Dinner by Avery’s Jess Beim, 2007 City of Hope
honoree, and Loring Leeds, who told the
inspiring story of how City of Hope doctors sent
his own cancer into remission.
In a “State of AOPD” presentation to members,
Leazer highlighted some dramatic growth for the
organization in recent years. Sales in 2006 were
up 37 percent over the previous year, he
reported, with 47 new contracts negotiated by
MARCH 2007

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

the group. And, he added, those gains came
after similar increases (sales up 36 percent with
40 new contracts negotiated) in 2005.
Also at the meeting, AOPD elected new officers
and board members. New officers elected were:
 Tim McDermott,
Skags Office Products, president
 Mark Leazer,
Forms & Supply, chairman of the board
 Bill Jones,
T. H. E. Office City, vice president
 Karen Bogart,
Convenience Office Supply, treasurer
 Frank Fera,
Bulldog Office Products, secretary
New board members elected were Jim
Butterfield, Smith & Butterfield, and Melinda
Schuur, AAA Business Supplies & Interiors.
Also honored at the meeting with the AOPD
President’s Award for outstanding service were
dealer Jim Williams of Forms & Supply and
manufacturer Tim Fallihee of Pentel of America.
Indoff Launches Next Day Office Supplies,
New Dealer Program
The Indoff organization has launched a new
division, Next Day Office Supplies, which it says
is designed to assist independents to profitably
grow their business and compete with the
power channel. Indoff president Jim Malkus said
dealers who affiliate with Next Day will have
access to “working capital, state of the art
information technology for back room
processing and customer order entry, and
access to comprehensive, dealer-specific
marketing programs.”
“We know from our current model that when we
handle the challenges of managing the non-sales
related activities of a business, bright marketing
and service-oriented individuals can capture
significant market share. Next Day is designed to
provide these services to the independent
dealer,” Malkus added. For more information, visit
www.join.nextdayofficesupplies.com.

Britannia Integrates with HP PurchasEdge
Dealer technology provider Britannia has
integrated its BritLink 5 web site and BritNet
business system software into Hewlett Packard's
HP PurchasEdge program. Resellers using both
BritLink 5 and BritNet will be able to
electronically initiate and automatically send
purchase data to PurchasEdge on behalf of their
customers, without any additional investment or
labor, Britannia said.
Resellers must sign up with PurchasEdge
through Britannia. Resellers' customers can sign
up through existing methods and add their
PurchasEdge ID to their profile in the reseller's
BritLink 5 Web storefront. For more information,
visit http://www.britanniainc.com/hp.

Ditka to Be Featured Speaker
at Vision 2007
Former head coach of the Chicago Bears and
New Orleans Saints and frequent TV
commentator Mike Ditka has been signed as the
featured speaker for the final day general
session at United Stationers' Vision 2007
National Dealer Forum. Vision 2007 will take
place May 14-17 at the
Mandalay Bay hotel in
Las Vegas.
Ditka
began
his
professional football
career with the Chicago
Bears, went on to play
for the Philadelphia
Eagles and Dallas
Cowboys and was the
first tight end inducted
into the Pro Football Hall
of Fame. He became head coach of the Chicago
Bears in 1982, led them to a Super Bowl
Championship in 1985 and later coached the
New Orleans Saints. His broadcasting career
has included positions with NBC, CBS, and
currently, ESPN Football Live. Registration
instructions for Vision 2007 are available from
United account managers.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 9

INDEPENDENT DEALER

PAGE 8

continued from page 8

INDUSTRY NEWS
WorkPlace Furnishings Introduces
Expanded Product Offering, New Support
Services at Annual Meeting
Introduction of a private label systems line and a
supplier of custom millwork and healthcare
products, new personnel selection and
assessment resources, a new specification tool
designed to improve the quote development
process and launch of a new business
development initiative to help dealers
strengthen their position with the A&D
community were among the highlights of the
2007 Annual Meeting of the WorkPlace
Furnishings (WPF) dealer group.
Member dealers received more than $920,000 in
annual rebates from their 2006 purchases
through the group—a new record and up 16
percent from the previous year.
“WorkPlace Furnishings today operates as a true
business partner for our members,” WPF
president and CEO Dennis Insogna told
members, “with niche products, niche services
and targeted business resources to help dealers
differentiate themselves and grow profitable
product and service revenues.”

the Year. The U.S. Dealer of the Year Award went
to Ergonomic Office Furniture Solutions, League
City, Texas, while POI Business Interiors,
Markham, Ontario, received the G.E. “Russ”
Russell Award as Dealer of the Year for
WorkPlace Furnishings Canada. Supplier of the
Year honors went to Light Corporation, Grand
Haven, Michigan.
In addition, the group gave its highest honor, the
Nathan M. Loth Award, to WPF vice president of
marketing Vic Maffe, in recognition of his
outstanding contribution to the organization and
its growth, and presented special WPF Service
Awards to president emeritus G.E. “Russ”
Russell and former WPF dealer/supplier
relations coordinator Roy Macdonald.
S.P. Richards Re-launches iteminfo.com
Wholesaler S.P. Richards has re-launched its
online
product
information
website,
www.iteminfo.com. “The new iteminfo.com
harnesses all of the upgrades associated with
our recently released Enhanced E-content,” said
director of E-Commerce Paul Gatens.
“iteminfo.com can now serve as a showcase for
demonstrating the improved end user experience
made possible by these enhancements.”

Also at the meeting, WorkPlace Furnishings
members honored their Dealers and Supplier of
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Advisory Group Formed for TEAM-DESIGN!
Office furniture dealer technology provider
Team-Systems, LLC recently hosted the
inaugural meeting of its Dealer Advisory
Committee. The new committee, which consists
of 17 dealers from throughout the U.S. and
Canada, will serve as a customer advisory group
for the TEAM-DESIGN! business system
software and related products.
O/F USA Names Top Dealers for 2006
Office Furniture USA has announced the top
volume dealerships in each of its regions for
2006. They are:
 Great Plains: Triplett Office Essentials,
Des Moines, Iowa
 Midwest: HST Interior Elements,
Nashville, Tennessee
 Northeastern: Standard Commercial
Interiors, Albany, New York
 Southeastern: COS,
Chattanooga, Tennessee
 Southern: OEC, Mobile, Alabama
 Southwest: Wittig’s, San Antonio, Texas
 Western: Utah Office Solutions,
Orem, Utah

Separately, O/F USA Office Furniture USA said
it has added three more dealerships to its
network: Modern Office Environments in
Bakersfield, California; Peters & Bauer, Inc. in
Waco, Texas; and The Norman Company in
Springdale, Arkansas.
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says Nancy Balkcom, president of Freeman

number of employees, then we get a better

Forms and Supplies in Atlanta. “We started as

return on our technology investment,” says Bill

dramatically better—more intuitive and a more

a retail store, then became a traditional

Pape, president and CEO of Lincoln Office in

pleasant

commercial dealer, and are now a totally

Peoria, Illinois.

Functionality is better, and it’s easier to

stockless operation.”

Using primarily the Hedberg software, Lincoln

program.”

Balkcom marvels at the progress they’ve made,

Office has made a major investment in an

Danziger states what I’ve heard over and over

particularly over the past few years, all as a

infrastructure that allows them to apply

again from supply dealers around the country,

result of their enthusiastic embrace of

technology to all their processes and to

“We are falling behind the big boxes with

technology. “We were so impressed by what Al

facilitate the execution of these processes.

online presentation. But this is changing,” he

Lynden of Chuckals did with the GoldMine

They capture order information electronically,

says. “S.P Richards made a major investment

product that we patterned our operation after

allowing them to store, retrieve and send

last year to improve their catalogs, and this,

his,” she commented.

documents both internally and externally.

combined with software improvements from

Freeman has two outside reps--one supplies

“This is just the beginning of the technology

others, should help put us up there with the

and one furniture--plus seven inside reps.

revolution in our industry,” says Pape, who made

best of them.”

Using GoldMine from Chuckals Consulting and

his comments as part of a special White Paper

One of the biggest technology stories in the

a VoIP phone system, phone conversations

on technology published for its members by the

industry in recent years has been the launch of

between reps and customers are stored digitally,

WorkPlace Furnishings dealer group. “If dealers

a joint effort between wholesaler United

along with comments by reps following each

don’t keep up, don’t make the investment, they

Stationers and technology giant SAP to

customer/prospect contact, and they’re all

won’t stay in business for very long.”

develop a new dealer management solution.

instantly available for review. In this way, reps

What improvements would he like to see?

can review previous conversations, and order

“How about some kind of computer-aided

information—everything

drawing system that would allow us to use

TECHNOLOGY
experience

for

the

customer.

While United’s president and CEO Dick
Gochnauer recently indicated roll-out of the

goes

into

each

customer’s file.

library symbols (smart symbols) so that you

the functionality and capabilities of the

Getting Attention

couldn’t misspecify an item, and to be sure that

system,” and will be six to eight months behind

Any dealer who has a 40 percent sales

all the pieces fit together.”

the original plan as a result, the first dealer to

increase two years in a row certainly gets my

What Dealers Want

go live, Midwest Office Supply in Springfield,

attention. Expressway Office Solution (EOS)

As I talked with dealers, I asked, “What’s on

Illinois, offered a positive review.

Baltimore, is one such dealer. Last year they hit

your technology wish list? If you could have

“I’m encouraged by what they’ve done,”

$9.4 million and expect to do $13 million this

anything you want, what would it look like?”

commented Midwest’s Jeff DeMarco. “We’ve

year. Not bad for a stockless operation with 25

been using it for one year and it’s working

employees, including nine salespeople.

great,” he said. “The cost is about the same as

“How do you do it?” I asked EOS president

fewer

what we had, and it’s hosted, so we don’t have

Mike Eikenberg. “It’s all about tracking,” he

acceptance and use of technology tools.

to worry about back ups and upgrades.”

responded. “Every customer contact person in

Britannia dealers are also benefiting from

our company records every activity, starting

recent upgrades and new features. “The

with the initial contact. Each prospect or

Britannia BritLink 5 product has really made us

customer is placed on a specific track: from no

competitive with the Big Box stores,” says

interest, to some interest, to first order, and so

Shane Roach of Mister Paper Office Supply in

on. The idea is to move them along, using

Gainesville, Florida.

specific actions that we know are effective.”

new platform has been slowed to “fully develop

EOS uses Longbow Consulting’s GoldMine

customized to each dealer’s type of operation

CRM contact management program, custom-

and it’s constantly being improved,” Roach

ized for their particular operation. The

said, “Customers now have many more choices

dealership also uses the new GoldLink

when they’re trying to find a certain product or

AdminPack, which generates a daily e-mail

products that will solve specific problems.

with up-to-the-minute customer information,

Contract prices are shown as well, which is

including the previous day’s activities.

quite an improvement.”

“I measure productivity in terms of sales per

“We’ve been in business 37 years and I’ve been

employee, not by salesperson, and if we can

working here a good number of those years,”

handle a higher sales volume with the same

e-commerce

MARCH 2007

probably wished for yourself—reduced cost,
ordering

errors,

better

employee

By far the most frequently mentioned and most
important to supply dealers was, “A better
customer interface—we’ve got to have a
presentation as good as the big boxes.”
As online ordering becomes the rule rather
than the exception, absolutely everything that
appears on the screen in front of the buyer

be

“Their

I heard many things, some of which you’ve

software

can

must be top-of-the line, user-friendly and
attractive, dealers stressed repeatedly.
Heading the wish list for furniture dealers is a
program that will pull together all the various
offerings into one or two packages where all
the

parts

are

compatible

and

where

information flows seamlessly, instead of having
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TECHNOLOGY

 Finding, hiring, training and paying for
IT-knowledgeable people

to work on several systems that are incompatible with each other.

 Selling employees on why they should
use the technology

Also high on the list, particularly for contract dealers, is software that can
do a more effective job of managing the services side of their business.
Technology affects every part of the dealer’s operation. To make the most
of it is a lot of hard work and it can be expensive. The most visible cost
items may be hardware and software but they’re just the beginning.
Equally important—and sometimes just as expensive—are the people
costs involved in maximizing your technology investment:

 Teaching employees to use
technology tools
Effective technology implementation is expensive. It’s challenging to the
business on many levels and it’s always a work in progress. But as one
wise dealer said, “It you don’t do the work, you’ll make no
progress.”

Technology Providers TO
IndependentDealers

A guide to some of the leading
providers of technology to the
dealer community

Acsellerate

Britannia

Chuckals Consulting Co.

is a web-based sales intelligence platform,
designed specifically to help dealers and their
sales team understand and manage their
business at a glance. Over 40 independent
office products dealers are using the system.
Integrating with the dealer’s back office
system, Acsellerate uses customer data to
help salespeople improve their performance.

offers an integrated business system and
e-commerce package for all dealer
categories. This includes BritLink for the
dealer’s website, utilizing Microsoft .NET
technology and BritNet, the back-end
business management system. As part of a
complete package, Britannia also offers an
equipment service module and an accounting
package, which both integrate with BritNet
and BritLink. Recent new product features
include competitive cross referencing and
pricing to help dealers compete with the
superstores; integration with the HP
PurchasEdge end-user loyalty program, and
RoutePerfect and RouteTrak, to help dealers
optimize their truck route delivery system.

offers Goldmine CRM software and office
products dealer-specific add-on programs like
GOLDDeX, an interface that provides
seamless data transfer between DDMS and
Goldmine. Chuckals’ GoldMine software and
automated processes were developed for its
sister company, Chuckals Office Products, and
as such, have been market-tested in realworld applications.

phone: 919.960.4553
www.acsellerate.net

Activant
has added features to The Systems House
software, a company they acquired. Now
called Activant Vision, the program contains
pricing, inventory management, dispatch and
CRM features. Vision VSP+e-store offers
dealers a branded web presence for high-end
ordering and self-service for B to B and B to
C customers.

phone: 877.522.0099
www.britanniainc.com

phone: 303.470.2974
www.activant.com/solutions/office-products/

phone: 253.620.2350
www.chuckals.net

DDMS
has completely redone or made major
improvements in its program offerings over
the past year. In addition to rolling out
ecInteractive, a completely new hosted web
storefront product, DDMS released several
major enhancements to its Ensite Pro
business system. Further refinements
will be announced later this year.
phone: 800.959.3367
www.eci2.com

Asset Systems

Channel Dynamix

provides programs that help furniture dealers
manage their own, and client inventories and
assets. There are two programs, AssetWIN
Lite and AssetWIN 6.0, and the company will
begin delivery of updated versions in the first
quarter of ’07 that will come with new
features and be easier to use.

offers a full range of IT and e-Business
services for the contract furniture industry.
CDX partners with other technology providers,
including Hedberg (Steelcase). They recently
announced The Matrix for IT, which can
monitor machine, network, or bandwidth
usage and allows CDX to solve problems for
clients anywhere in the world.

provides stand alone e-commerce front-end
systems and multiple options for back-end
accounting/CRM. The “Match or Beat” option
monitors chain store pricing and automatically
adjusts dealer’s prices to compete and win
new business. Dealer training and support are
included.

phone: 713.914.0200
www.channeldynamix.com/matrixforit

phone: 888.665.9593
www.gopd.com

phone: 630.955.0000
www.assetsystems.com

GOPD Software Systems

CONTINUED ON PAGE 13
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PROVIDERS
Innovative Business Associates, Inc.
offers both front-end and back-end systems,
named Image Plus and ElmagePlus. New
features include automatic credit card
authorization, proof of delivery, and the ability
to search for all items by keywords, product
number and partial product number. S.P.
Richards eContent functionality is available on
e-commerce sites.
phone: 407.332.7500 / 800.749.4422
www.ibainc.net

is.group D-Force2
is a new generation of online ordering tools
for member dealers. New advanced features
include: Multiple Department Ordering, where
customers can assign different department
codes to each line item; Top 20 items, for
quick customer access; Competitor Price, Big
Boxes pricing comparison, and “More Info”
button allows customers to go to
manufacturer website for more information.
phone: 317.845.9155
www.isgroup.org

Jump Technologies, Inc. (JumpTech)
provides Web-based e-Procurement solutions
that make it easier for customers to order
products and track inventory using the
JumpCart bar-code based ordering system.
JumpCart provides technologies for scan-toorder transactions and complete inventory
management solutions electronically. Also
available, Catalog-on-Demand, an online
solution for designing, generating, and
publishing custom catalogs and other
marketing materials.
phone: 651.493.6820
www.JumpTech.com

checks, freight tracking and catalogs. Office
furniture offerings also include installation
scheduling, labor hours tracking, project
billing and product documents.
phone: 303.469.2346
www.mbsdev.com

ProjectMatrix
offers contract furniture software, including an
AutoCAD overlay, providing access to more than
60 manufacturers’ libraries. Other modules
include two- or three-dimension space planning
capabilities and a cost/pricing program. Their
newest program is a low-cost tool called
“ProjectWorkspace” that doesn’t require
AutoCAD, produces two- or three-dimension
drawings and comes with a pricing screen.
phone: 513.554.1665
www.projectmatrix.com

and services. Offerings include professional
websites, managed catalogs from over 40
leading furniture vendors, e-commerce
shopping cart functionality, Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) software,
and professional marketing services.
phone: 888.806.4004
www.structuredweb.com

Team-Systems
released updated TEAM-DESIGN! software
(Version 13) in January. This program, used by
furniture dealers and installation companies,
offers increased speed, a redesigned user
interface, icon-driven tool bars and pop-up
calendar windows. Version 13 has now been
integrated with the Private Supply Network of
the parent company, ECI2.
phone: 800.989.9669
www.team-design.net

Red Cheetah
offers STOREFRONT, an ordering system for
end-users utilizing online, phone or fax, as
well as a back-end system-order entry, order
processing, pricing, etc.
phone: 866.rcheetah (866.724.3382)
www.redcheetah.com

SAP/United Stationers
United was instrumental in facilitating the
launch of the SAP Hosted Solution for
Business Products Resellers to the industry
last year. SAP is the world’s leading provider
of business software. The SAP Hosted
Solution for Business Products Resellers is a
wholesaler/supplier neutral solution, designed
by office products dealers for office products
dealers, powering their business from ecommerce to core internal processes
including finance, order management,
sourcing and logistics, and reporting.

The Thalerus Group
VIBE is their automated business
management software that provides clients
with the controls to effectively manage their
day-to-day back office operations. Vendere is
the eProcurement ordering solution that helps
users find products and place orders faster
and helps customers control procurement
costs. Vtrack is their proof-of-delivery
software that works with most popular
handheld devices.
phone: 615.662.1349
www.thalerus.com

TriMega Purchasing Assn.
has introduced TriMega Exchange, enabling
member dealers to transmit orders electronically
to preferred suppliers, receiving invoices and
paying electronically. Also provides a web-based
accounts payable program.

phone: 866.681.6121
www.sap.com/usa/services/bpr/

phone: 847.699.3330
www.trimega.org

S.P. Richards

20-20 Technologies

launched their new enhanced E-commerce
package in January. Working with nine
independent software providers, S.P.’s program
will help the end-user find products more
quickly and make better buying decisions, as
well as help dealers increase order size. This is
the first phase in a multi-phase project, with
further refinements to follow.

StructuredWeb

offers programs for furniture dealers,
including CAPStudio, which covers AutoCADbased space planning and specifications; Giza
Studio, a space planning and specification
tool that does not require AutoCAD.
OfficeSales is room planning and visualization
software. Worksheet covers production
selection, specification, pricing and reporting.
New in ’07: Catalog Express enables
manufacturers and dealers to create and
manage electronic product catalogs; Virtual
Studio is a furniture configuration tool that
can be used online with customers.

helps furniture dealers to acquire new
customers and grow existing accounts with
an integrated suite of online marketing tools

phone: 800.227.0038
www.2020technologies.com

Longbow Consulting Group
featuring GoldMine Software, offers CRM
Customer Relationship Management and
Sales Force Automation programs with
connectivity to Britannia, ECI2, SSI and others.
New programs include AdminPack, providing
daily updates on sales activity and customer
information; also WMobile, enabling direct
wireless access to information via a PDA,
such as a Blackberry.
phone: 978.750.6882
www.longbowcg.com

MBSDev
provides vertical specific extensions for
Microsoft Dynamix AX. Their office products
software covers contract and matrix pricing,
cross references, wholesaler interface, stock
MARCH 2007

phone: 888.436.6881
www.sprichards.com
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Time for

Straight Talk
ON Healthcare
Reform

The year was 1993 and an ambitious young
politician had just moved into the White House
with bold new plans and programs for
virtually all aspects of government. His name, of
course, was Bill Clinton, and with his election as President, the American people soon
found themselves recipients of a two-for-one special, as his wife Hillary launched an
ambitious effort of her own to put in place a national healthcare plan. Hillary Clinton
was even then, however, a polarizing figure in this country and the idea failed miserably.
This very brief
look back down
memory lane highlights
just how much things have
changed in 17 years. Mrs. Clinton’s original
proposals went down to decisive defeat.
Today, however, the idea of universal
healthcare is once again all the rage. It
started when Massachusetts Gov. Mitt
Romney signed into law legislation requiring
every citizen in his state to have healthcare
insurance. And if they couldn’t afford it, the
state would help them pay for it.

Key Small Business Healthcare
Issues for Congress
 Congress and the states need to work
together for creative approaches to
solve healthcare issues
 Invest in wellness programs to
prevent high hospitalization costs
 Congress needs to be flexible and
frugal to solve healthcare issues
 Rid the current system of fraud and
abuse
 Solve the healthcare problem one
step at a time
 We need more accountability,
leadership and savings
MARCH 2007

Since then, practically every other state
has offered its own proposal. In California,
Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger has put
forward a $12 billion universal healthcare
package. In Pennsylvania, Gov. Ed Rendell
is promoting a state-subsidized private
insurance program at a cost of $1.4 billion
annually, which would cover the 767,000
uninsured in his state.
Other states also in play include
Vermont, which passed legislation
expected to cover 96% of its residents by
2010; Illinois, with a proposal to cover all
the children in the state, and Maine, with
a program in place it hopes will cover its
130,000 uninsured by 2009.
And

Connecticut,

Indiana,

Iowa,

Louisiana, Minnesota, Missouri, New
Hampshire, New Jersey, New Mexico,
North Carolina and Wisconsin are all
looking at similar initiatives.
If universal healthcare has become so
popular, why isn’t the federal government
jumping on the bandwagon just yet?
There’s a simple, one-word answer: Cost.
The federal government doesn’t have the
money to pay for such a program and
Congress knows it. They just won’t come
out and tell voters.

universal healthcare, they were misled.
Regardless of your politics, both parties
have their hands tied right now when it
comes to achieving their top priorities. No
matter how important they may be, the
money simply isn’t there to fund it all.
But even if funding for universal
coverage at the federal level may not be
available, that should not stop an open
dialog about how best to fix our
healthcare system. We can’t fund
universal healthcare today, but we can
and should begin taking major steps
towards covering all Americans in
partnership with governors from every
state. Putting a workable plan in place,
however, will call for compromise and
flexibility and neither is a particularly
strong character trait of the federal
government.
Our politicians need to be honest with
the voters and tell them the issue is going
to take time and a lot of very creative
approaches to solve. This is why the
states are so critical. Congress needs to
work with the states to design healthcare

See STRAIGHT TALK page 16

If voters in November thought
Democrats were going to come into
power and implement programs like
INDEPENDENT DEALER
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STRAIGHT TALK
programs that meet their needs and not
necessarily the needs of the federal
government.
What works in California may not work
in Wisconsin. But working closely with the
states, we can come up with various plans
to cover the 46 million uninsured at a cost
that won’t break the national bank. It
won’t be easy, but it will be better than
what are doing now.
In addition to being flexible we also
have to be frugal. There is so much waste
and fraud in our healthcare system and
they represent a major cause of
continuing skyrocketing costs. If we can
cut out just half of the fraud and abuse,
we might be in a position to offer real
solutions to this problem today.
The federal government, of course, has
never been good about being frugal. If
there is money in the coffers, they will
spend it. We need more accountability.
We need more leadership. Most of all, we
need savings. We can no longer look the
other way as millions of dollars are
wasted. We need every penny today in
order to help achieve the universal
healthcare dream.
Some will argue we should pay for
universal healthcare by taxing the rich. I
disagree with that approach (and for the
record, I’m not one of the rich). It runs totally
counter to everything we hold dear about
what we call the American dream. If we
begin to continuously tax those who have
money to help pay for every social program
in the United States, what has happened to
that dream and the vision of living and
working in a free country?
We shouldn’t penalize people for hardwork and reward those who don’t want to
work by giving them more government
incentives not to. Instead, we need a
better system to help those in poverty who
want to work and pay their fair share do
MARCH 2007

so. This is not directly healthcare-related,
but it is connected.
People who don’t have decent
jobs and wages don’t go to the
doctor until they are really sick,
and at that point, it’s the
government that’s picks up the
cost for their expensive medicines
and procedures. We need to invest
in wellness programs so that the
poor don’t wait until it’s serious
to go to the doctor. Wellness
programs prove they save millions
in healthcare costs annually, yet
we don’t put enough effort into
promoting them.
More taxes can’t be the solution. We
have to invest in education and good jobs
where employers can offer quality
healthcare. We have to rid the current
system of fraud and abuse.
Instead to trying to address all this with
one comprehensive piece of legislation,
why not tackle this issue in pieces? If
universal healthcare is too ambitious or
even scary a goal, let’s fix the healthcare
problems in this country one step at a
time, so that eventually every American
can have access to quality affordable
healthcare.
Immigration reform also has to be part
of the overall debate and solution. Today,
we spend millions on healthcare for
people who are living in the United States
illegally. Something has to be done. The
longer we do nothing, the bigger the bill
will become.
Why can’t we ask a patient in a hospital
if they are a U.S. citizen? Shouldn’t we
know who were treating and why? Looking
the other way and paying for healthcare
INDEPENDENT DEALER

for people living here illegally at the
expense of U.S. citizens is no longer an
option. There is room for compromise, but
something has to change. The cost of
living under the current system is too great
for the average tax paying citizen to bear.
I’m not advocating for universal
healthcare. But I am advocating for
Congress to open an honest discussion of
the healthcare problems in this country and
begin crafting a strategy that will provide
every U.S. citizen with access to quality
healthcare at a price they can afford.
Until we do this, the small businesses in
this country will suffer the most. They’re the
ones who see good people leave because
they can find jobs at larger companies with
better benefit packages. They’re the ones
who see their hard-earned profits drained
away by healthcare cost increases that far
exceed the general rate of inflation.
Congress has failed thus far to provide
needed relief to small businesses through
programs like Association Health Plans.
Now’s the time to step up to the plate.
Instead of talking about an unwieldy, onesize-fits-all solution like universal
healthcare, why not tackle this issue
segment by segment? What works for
small businesses may not work for seniors
or retirees, but at least we’d have real
solutions and not just rhetoric.
Small businesses deserve more and
need to demand more from their elected
officials. And the time to make our voice
heard is now.

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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Good Salespeople
MAY BE

Hard TO Find …
Chuck Inwood gave him approximately
$8,000 per month in business to help him get
started. Darrell got started all right! Within a
little over two years, he grew his sales by a
factor of twelve!
In January, Darrell recorded nearly $95,000
in sales volume at a margin consistent with
Nickerson’s overall yield. And by the way, no
single account was responsible for more than
5 percent of his total book of business!

By Tom Buxton

“Can anyone from outside
our industry be successful
selling office products?”

That question comes up frequently on my
visits to independent dealers across the
country. In many cases, the dealers who raise
it have already decided the answer. They have
given up looking and instead, have adopted
the “hunter/farmer” concept so much in
vogue with the power channel.
It doesn’t have to be that way. I am
thankful to have personally met someone
who came into our industry from outside and
who has been growing sales ever since. His
name is Darrell Sallee and hopefully, his story
will give you some specific ideas on how you
too can add a top performing sales
professional to your team.
Darrell has been in sales most of his life,
but since he started with Monroe, Ohiobased Nickerson Business Supplies in
November 2004, his results have been
nothing short of spectacular.
When Darrell joined Nickerson’s, president
MARCH 2007

How did he do it? I asked Darrell that
question and he answered with characteristic
humility. “I enjoy meeting new people and
believe in always having a positive attitude,”
he told me. He also said his 20 years in retail
sales and a few years spent selling
advertising made selling tangible items like
pens and pencils a joy.
Darrell loves the sales game and he has an
innate ability to get people to like him. But
that’s just part of the
story. Dig deeper and
you’ll find someone who
has mastered the sales
tools Nickerson’s provides
like Customer Relationship
Management
(CRM)
software, sales training,
and a specific plan to
grow
his
business
without wasting time.
Darrell’s sales day
includes four face-to-face presentations and
three or four cold calls to gain cards in a
specific area. And he religiously records all
actions and observations in a notebook and
then in Nickerson’s GoldMine CRM program.
As a result, Darrell is able to consistently
follow up on customers and contacts, so that
no prospect or existing relationship drops
through the cracks.
Darrell is also determined. He will not
give up on a potential customer without
contacting them in various ways at least six
INDEPENDENT DEALER

to eight times. He attributes much of his
success to this fact and his persistence has
paid off over and over again.
Have you ever wondered why there aren’t
more success stories like Darrell’s in our
industry? To answer that question and to
better understand how other dealers might
find folks like Darrell, I asked a professional
in the field of culture management to
evaluate him.
Darrell agreed to take an online testing
instrument from Culture Index, a company
that evaluates potential employees for Source
Office Products in Denver, one of the fastest
growing independents in the country.
Here’s what Culture Index analyst Jeff Ward
had to say about Darrell: “He enjoys working
in a changing environment and is charged by
time-sensitive tasks, pressures, and multiple
demands. Darrell is an individual who strives
for accurate results and will adhere to rules,
systems, and processes. He enjoys working
with and through people to accomplish goals
and objectives.” And according to Culture
Index, good salespeople like him exist in most
communities within our country.
Obviously, Darrell excels because he is
motivated, organized, and loves people.
Maybe you won’t find someone exactly like
him, but be assured that
there are folks in your
community who can help
your dealership grow. You
just have to find them and
nurture them as Chuck
Inwood has nurtured
Darrell.

Darrell
Sallee

Increase your chances of
success by consistently
and constantly interviewing
for sales talent. Use tests,
training, and other tools like CRM software to
hire, monitor and encourage your people to
be their best. Not everyone can become a
Sales Hall of Famer, but with proper
management, any motivated sales person
can excel.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 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.
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“QBQ! The Question
Behind the Question:
Practicing Personal
Accountability in Work
and in Life”
by John G. Miller
By Jim Cope, President
Cornerstone Office Systems, Fairfax, Virginia
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QBQ is a quick read but it comes full of
powerful thoughts and concepts that will help
you to grow on many different levels. The
Question Behind the Question is all about
accountability and personal responsibility.
Author John Miller offers an easy-to-grasp
approach to getting beyond the Blame Game
and focusing instead on positive responses
to difficult situations and personal or
business challenges.
Frequently, says Miller, our first reaction to
something is negative and that’s because we
ask Incorrect Questions. Questions that begin
with when, why or who point us in the wrong
direction, with answers that tend to focus on
they, them, we or you.
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This book challenges us to look behind that
initial response to The Questions Behind the
Question. Those are What and How questions
that contain an “I” and focus on action.
Instead of asking: “Why do we have so many
back orders?” for example, ask: “How can
my abilities and responsibilities help
improve things?”
It sounds simple and in some ways it is. The
book is only 115 pages long and similar to the
One-Minute Manager in format. But it will
challenge all who read it to take ownership of
problems and opportunities and that’s what
we all want our people to do. It’s a great read
for managers and employees alike and I
highly recommend it.
If you’ve got a favorite book you’d like to share with
your fellow dealers, please let us know. Just drop us
an e-mail and we’ll take it from there!
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ManagementUpdate
The Only Real Sustainable
CompetitiveAdvantage
Finding a competitive advantage is
increasingly important in today’s rapidly
changing global economy and there are
endless opportunities to create this
differentiation. If you are a commercial dealer,
it may be the innovation, quality and breadth of
your product offering, quality of sales
representation, price, discount policies, speed
and completeness of shipments or customer
service.
If you are a retailer, it may be your specific
product or service offering, store location, store
ambiance, friendly and knowledgeable staff,
pricing, signage, returns policy, web site,
advertising, parking, store hours or delivery policy.
We find that some companies seek to
identify what they call a Sustainable
Competitive Advantage. This represents
something they may rely upon to continue to
differentiate, or even protect themselves from
competitors over time.
The search for the “Holy Grail” of
Sustainable Competitive Advantage often
focuses on tangible items as trademarks,
exclusive relationship agreements, physical
locations and sheer size.
In our view this emphasis on tangible
differentiators offers only a short term solution.
It is a myth to think that they can deliver long
term Sustainable Competitive Advantage.

Why it is a Myth
All around us there are examples of
companies who thought they possessed
Sustainable Competitive Advantages, and are
learning they really didn’t.
 United, Delta and American Airlines
thought their dominant ownership of airport
gates, extensive spoke and hub routes, and
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frequent flyer programs locked in profitable
passengers for life. Southwest Airlines and
others are proving them wrong.
 Kodak thought their ubiquitous brand and
lucrative consumable film and print
business was an income stream they could
count on into the future. The explosive
growth of digital camera photography,
including Kodak’s, is proving them wrong.
 Sears thought their strong national position
with American consumers would continue
to provide reliable earnings. Wal-Mart,
Target and numerous new competitors are
proving them wrong.
 ABC, NBC and CBS thought their
programming clout and powerful national
affiliate networks assured them of
continued loyalty of television viewers. The
enormous variety of alternative sources of
media entertainment and information,
including the Internet, are proving them
wrong.
 The original Bell Telephone companies
thought their regional monopolies of wired
homes and businesses would generate
predictable, growing revenues. Cell phones,
cable, wireless Internet access, and Voice
over IP communications are proving them
wrong.
 Ford, GM and Chrysler thought their
powerful Big Three market position,
breadth of product offering, strong dealer
network and expensive advertising budgets
would protect them from foreign
competition. Toyota and many others are
proving them wrong.
All of these seemingly powerful Sustainable
Competitive Advantages proved to be transitory
due, in our view, to the never ending shifts in
what customers view as meaningful VALUE.
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Customer Value Perceptions are constantly
changing. And companies must be able to
anticipate and adjust with these changing
Customer Value Perceptions to assure ongoing
customer loyalty and market position.
A New Way to Approach Sustainable
Competitive Advantage
We believe it is possible to build a
Competitive Sustainable Advantage for your
dealership, but it must be largely based on
“soft” assets instead of “hard” assets. That is
because “soft” assets are generally more
flexible, a key requirement in a constantly
changing marketplace. And that flexibility
begins with your people and how they perform.
When Bill Gates was in the very early days of
Microsoft and trying to build the company, he
reportedly spent fully fifty percent of his time
interviewing potential staff. That is remarkable
considering the variety of issues that were on
his plate during that time. But one of the
world’s smartest and most successful business
owners knew what would make Microsoft the
success it is: The intelligence, innovative
attitude, energy, flexible thinking, passion, and
desire for excellence of its people.
Only if your people possess such
characteristics can they anticipate, recognize
and proactively move with changing Customer
Value Perceptions.
Jim Collins in his bestseller Good to Great
recommends the first step in building a great
company is to “get the right people on the bus
and the wrong people off the bus.”
Easy to say. Difficult to do. But what is the
alternative if you want your company to thrive
today and tomorrow?

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Before founding The Stokely
Partnership Inc. in 1992, Craig R. Stokely held a series of
senior marketing and management positions with leading
industry and consumer products companies, including
senior vice president corporate development for Fellowes
and vice president of marketing and product planning for
the Kenner Toy division of General Mills. For more
information: PH: 630.377.8836; e-mail: crs@eStokely.com;
Internet: www.eStokely.com.
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It’s not enough to agree on the
importance of our sales people always
making a positive first impression. Instead,
that belief has to become part of the
culture of a dealership and the norm
rather than the exception. But what are
the norms salespeople need to
understand when it comes to making a
positive first impression?

may have been teaching good social
graces, they were not preparing you for
today’s business culture.

who wear too much perfume or aftershave
and those who wear clothing obviously
long overdue at the dry cleaners.

When a businessman calls on a
businesswoman today, she generally expects
to be greeted and treated as a businessperson,
and not necessarily as a woman. If you shake
her hand too gently, she may feel you’re being
condescending or showing a lack of respect
for women in business.

We don’t have to like it or agree with it
but we do need to recognize a basic fact in
business: Many customers and prospective customers will decide whether or not
they want to do business with us for
reasons that have nothing to do with our
prices or the quality of our service.

You never get a

SecondChance
to make a

FirstImpression
Be on time and stay on time.
Make sure your salespeople know the
importance of being on time for meetings
and appointments. If they do not make
that a priority in their career, at some point
it will cost you business. There is nothing
that will turn a customer sour on the
company they buy from than salespeople
who show up late for appointments.

Initiate handshakes and
make them good ones.
A salesperson’s handshake needs to be
firm enough to send a positive, confident
message but not so firm that it hurts.
Shaking hands is not a good way to
demonstrate how much you work out.
Men in sales need to be especially
cognizant of how they shake hands with
women. Some men were taught by their
parents to extend their hand to a woman
only if she extends hers first, and to do so
very softly and gently. While your parents
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With few exceptions, it's best for the
salesman to extend a moderately firm
handshake to a woman, if he wants to
make a positive first impression. And the
same goes for women in sales. When first
meeting with a customer, women should
move immediately to the handshake and
with a moderately firm grip. If not, she may
be viewed as not confident or
professional.
Take a few minutes and walk around
your office and shake hands with all of
your salespeople. If their handshake is not
good, tell them. Keep in mind, it’s your
company they are representing when out
in the field.

Think about how your sales
staff look and smell.
I’m not just referring to bad breath—
that’s relatively easy to fix with a mint or
mouthwash. I’m talking about smokers
who smell like cigarette smoke; people
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Short skirts, hairstyles, dirty shoes,
tattoos, body piercing or the way we smell
can all make or break a business
opportunity depending on the person who
is representing our company. That’s why
it’s so important that our salespeople are
making positive and lasting first
impressions.
I recently told a very attractive young
woman, new to sales, that she needed to
modify how she dressed if she wanted to
be successful. She challenged me and
said how she dressed was no one’s
business and that she should be judged
by how well she did her job, not the
clothes she wore.

Here’s how I responded:
“I love the way you dress and if I were
younger and had your figure I might wear
the same outfit. However, some customers
and potential customers might consider
your short skirt, low cut blouse and long
dangling ear rings inappropriate business
attire and decide not to do business with
you. And they have just as much right to
make that choice as you do to dress the
way you wish. But why are you in sales? To
make a statement or to make money?”
Dealer principals and managers must
be willing to address these issues with
their sales staff or suffer the consequences. And addressing them is part of
being a good leader and setting standards
of excellence in your dealership.
Winnie Ary is a nationally recognized consultant, author,
trainer and professional speaker who has helped literally
hundreds of independent dealers improve their sales, sales
management, customer service and leadership capabilities.
For more information, visit her website at
www.AryGroup.com or contact Winnie by e-mail at
winnie@AryGroup.com.
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?
ASK THE

Expert

If you’ve got a question about running your business,
send it along and we’ll try and find an answer for you.

Curtis Wall at Cache Valley Office Supply & Business Furniture in Logan, Utah is thinking about
bringing on a friend as a part-time furniture salesperson.
“He came to me about a month ago and just wants to work on commission. My friend, a former
Corporate Express employee who is pretty good at furniture sales, has a small postal business of his
own and while he does not want to be accountable for time spent on the job, he has committed 15
to 20 hours a week.
What is a fair compensation for his services? I am thinking if his sales average 30 percent margin, we
will pay him 30 percent of the gross profit; if his sales average 35 percent gross profit, we will
pay him 35 percent, with no other expenses paid to him. Any suggestions or
recommendations?”

Consultant Jim Heilborn had this to say:
You should be intrigued any time you are able
to find a qualified salesperson with industry
experience. When that candidate also has the
self-confidence to work on straight commission it really becomes exciting. Combine
this with the fact that your candidate has
another business that puts him in contact with
potential buyers and you may almost become
giddy!
On the surface, your inquiry seems to be
about compensation, but it actually raises
some interesting questions beyond commission rates. Let’s start with that, however,
and then peel back some additional layers of
concern.
Salespeople, particularly outside salespeople, are typically driven by the opportunity
to make unlimited commissions. The real
motivator therefore is a strong commission
plan. Offering this candidate 30-35 percent of
the gross profit should be an attractive offer.
Going above that is often not profitable for the
dealer. Should you need to offer additional
compensation, I would suggest a bonus
program for hitting specific sales goals and
objectives that include both gross sales and
gross profit.
Your plan to pay 30–35 percent of the gross
profit is fine, but be sure to define your
methodology for reaching that number in your
written sales agreement. Nothing deMARCH 2007

motivates a salesperson faster than
not receiving the commission they
thought they were going to earn.
What other costs will be factored in besides
cost of goods? Do you normally add a load
factor to orders? Typical commission plans
include costs for freight, design, and receiving.
Will you expect your candidate to add a
billable line for delivery or will it just be added
to the cost?
In your letter you also mentioned that this
candidate will be working part-time, 15 -20
hours per week and does not want to be held
accountable for those hours. This is not a big
concern on the surface, as he will hopefully be
networking with potential clients at his other
business.
What you need to be prepared for are the
hidden (or not so hidden) costs associated
with supporting his possible sales. Who will
answer customer questions when he is not
there? Will customers be directed to his other
company? Who will track his orders and take
care of customer service in his absence? How
will you factor in those costs? Will he require
design help or do it himself?
What about liability issues? Be sure you
have a clause in your sales agreement that
covers errors and omissions. Also, don’t forget
to consider training costs. How will you ensure
INDEPENDENT DEALER

he keeps current on your company, products,
and computer system? While this is typically a
cost of doing business, it does impact how
much you can afford to pay your salespeople.
There are a few more things you might want
to take into consideration before you send this
candidate an offer letter. Will this program
make him an independent contractor or a
part-time employee? You can check the FLSA
guidelines at www.wagehour.dol.gov to avoid
any future tax problems.
Of course, if he is an independent contractor he is also free to sell for your
competitors or possibly use you to launch his
own dealership. If you don’t usually employ
one, you might want to also consider a noncompete statement in your sales agreement
along with your At-Will statement.
This arrangement can work for both parties
as long as time is taken to discuss the
program and expectations, and document the
details.
Jim Heilborn is a business consultant specializing
in the office furniture/products industry, working
with dealers, manufacturers, and service providers.
For
more
information
please
visit
www.jheilbornassociates.com. He can also be
reached directly at 916-434-8711 or email to:
jim@jheilbornassociates.com.
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Mike Burnop of New River Office Supply

From Record

Receptions
TO Perfect
Deliveries
As vice president of New River Office Supply in Blacksburg, Virginia, Mike
Burnop plays a key role at a thriving dealership with a growing customer
base throughout Southwest Virginia. But Blacksburg is also home to Virginia
Tech and the Virginia Tech Hokies and for thousands of Hokie fans, Mike
Burnop is about a lot more than office supplies.
In the early 1970s, Burnop was a star tight end for the Hokies. He still holds the
college record for receptions in a season by a tight end with 46 and has fond
memories of a career that included playing in the Blue-Gray Football Classic and two
years in the short-lived World Football League.
After his playing days, Burnop came back to Virginia Tech and completed a
Masters degree in education, intending to embark on a career in teaching. But
those plans were put on hold after another former Tech football star, running
back George Constantinides, by then working in sales for Xerox Corp., invited
him in as partner on a new office products venture he was starting.
Twenty-seven years later, Mike Burnop is still selling office products. While the competition today is very different, it is still very much a
team sport, he says, and he is quick to credit his current team of some 25 service-oriented office products veterans for the business and
its growth.
And while office products is a big part of Mike Burnop’s life these days, his ties
to Virginia Tech sports remain strong. Since 1986, he has had a seat in the broadcast
booth as the network analyst for both Tech football and basketball, where he is part
of one of the longest-running teams in college sports broadcasting.
As he looks back on over 30 years of college sports, both on the field and in front of
the microphone, Burnop says much of what he learned on the gridiron still serves him
well today. “If you want to succeed at sports, you have to be disciplined, and be able to
put together a plan of action and stick to it,” he contends.
And those skills, Burnop explains, are as useful in the business world as they are on
the playing field. “These days, our goal is to give our customers a level of service and value
they can’t get anywhere else,” he says. “But you still need a strong work ethic and you still
need to be fiercely competitive.”
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New River's Mike Burnop (right) and his partner in the
booth Bill Roth have worked every Virginia Tech football
game since the 1988 season, making them one of college
sport's longest-running broadcasting teams.
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It’s Time to Do

Something

About Spiffs

As chairman of BKM Total Office in East Hartford, Connecticut,
Don Griesdorn heads up one of the leading Steelcase dealers in
the country. In an industry career that spans more than 30 years,
Griesdorn has seen more than his share of ups and downs when
it comes to dealer-manufacturer relations. Right now, however,
there’s an aspect to those relations that’s got him particularly
concerned—the way manufacturers are running their spiff
programs. He doesn’t like it and here’s why.

THELast

Word

If you’re like me, chances are you’ve heard more than your fair
share of manufacturers talking about how important it is to
them to develop true partnerships with their dealers.
Unfortunately, however, there’s a distressingly common
practice in our industry that not only undercuts any attempts at
genuine partnership building but also makes it very difficult
for dealers even to run our own businesses as effectively as
we need to.
I’m talking about the way a growing number of manufacturers
offer our sales reps spiffs on their products with no consultation
or even notification to dealer management. Their commitment to
partnering with us apparently does not extend to having any
reservations about contacting our salespeople directly with
details of their spiff programs while completely leaving
management out of the picture. And they’re quite happy to pay
them directly, often mailing the checks right to the sales rep’s
home!

BY

Don Griesdorn
Chairman
BKM Total Office
At my own dealership, we’ve had instances where our sales
people received spiffs of as much as $20,000 in total, to spec a
particular chair and we only found out about it long after the
project in question. Even worse, we’ve also had instances where
we’ve missed out on significant business because a sales rep
specified a particular vendor’s product in pursuit of a tempting
spiff, only to lose the project because our price was too high.
At a minimum, manufacturers need to be communicating
with their dealers on their programs. They need to let us know
on a regular basis, preferably monthly, who’s getting their spiffs
in our organizations and how much. It’s also not unreasonable
to ask that they consult with dealer management when they’re
developing spiff programs, so that together, we can offer
something that will be a genuine win-win for all concerned.
If manufacturers are serious about building partnerships with
dealers, it’s time they did something about how they manage
their spiffs. It’s that simple.

Putting it bluntly, this is just plain wrong. It’s a practice that
has gone on for far too long and it needs to stop. It’s impossible
for us, as dealer owners and managers, to control or motivate
our sales force effectively if we’re continually in the dark about
their compensation.
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