


Change
Masters at
Work
Surely there has never been
a time when dealers
needed the ability to re-

spond effectively to change more than they do
today.
Over the past year, we’ve seen three mega-
trends hit the industry, each one plenty strong
enough on its own to cause major market
shifts. 
A double-whammy of credit meltdown and re-
cession transformed the overall economy
while closer to home, the Staples-Corporate
Express deal promised new opportunities
short-term, with the prospect of an even more
powerful competitor further down the road.
Fortunately, it didn’t take too long for the in-
dependent dealer channel to respond. 
Over the past six months, we’ve reported on
a number of new initiatives from the dealer
groups and wholesalers that in one way or an-
other are designed to address dramatically
new market conditions.
AOPD embarked on a new partnership to give
its national accounts program transatlantic ca-
pabilities; TriMega announced a purchasing al-
liance with S.P. Richards, while is.group inked
a new deal with United Stationers for distribu-
tion services to support its RDC program.
The wholesalers themselves have hardly been
passive observers, either. Both of the big
two—S. P. Richards and United Stationers—
rolled out a raft of new programs and services
this year aimed at virtually every aspect of
dealer operations, while other specialty play-
ers brought new programs to market to help
independents broaden their product mix still
further.
Not every new initiative we’ve seen in the in-
dependent channel this year will turn out to be
a home run, of course, but regardless of what
works and what doesn’t, one thing surely is
very clear: Independents and their business
partners have become impressively adept at
managing change. They’re not afraid of what
the market might throw at them and they’re
confident about their ability to put together
new programs and seek out new directions in
response. 
In our book, that alone is cause to feel opti-
mistic about future prospects, no matter how
uncertain things might get.
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Mon-Valley Office
Equipment,
Pennsylvania Dealer,
Celebrates 50th
Anniversary
It’s 50 years and counting for Jim and Joe
Williams and their team at Mon-Valley Of-
fice Equipment in Charleroi, Pennsylvania.
The dealership was founded in 1959 by
the brothers’ father Mitch, initially as a
typewriter repair shop.

There have been just a few changes since
then and while the dealership still runs a
repair department, the product mix has
expanded dramatically. “We sell just about
everything for the office except comput-
ers,” says Joe who took over the business
with Jim in 2000.

Like most independents, Mon-Valley has
deep community roots. Joe himself is on
the board of directors of his local chamber
and serves as president of Team Charleroi,
the local organization that helps promote
hometown businesses. 

The dealership’s company web site
(www.anyofficeproduct.com) has a strong
“buy local” message that touts the bene-
fits of keeping profits and taxes within the
community.

Despite all the gloom and doom these
days, the Williams team isn’t complaining
too much. “Business has been pretty
steady of late,” Joe reports. And with a
special, “50 Days of Savings” promotion
due to get underway later this month to
mark the anniversary, sales look well set to
keep moving in the right direction for the
rest of the year.

MBS Dev
Englewood, CO 
OnTimeSupplies.com
Atlanta, GA
Complete Office
Seattle, WA
DiscountOfficeItems.com
Columbus, WI
My1Stop.com
Fort Scott, KS
Sandia Office Supply
Albuquerque, NM
Guy Brown Products
Brentwood, TN
OfficePro
Afton, WI
BuyOnlineNow
Rochester, MN
Metrofuser
Roselle, NJ
ECi Software Solutions
Fort Worth, TX
ReStockIt.com
Hollywood, FL
MyOfficeProducts
Brentwood, TN
Sunbelt Office Products
Norcross, GA
Elements IV Interiors
Dayton, OH
Kershner Office Furniture
King of Prussia, PA
Intelligent Interiors
Addison, TX
MyOffice Facility Solutions
San Diego, CA
InstallNET International
Crofton, MD
Letterfolders.com
Northvale, NJ
AAA Business Supplies &
Interiors
San Francisco, CA
Innovative Office Solutions
Burnsville, MN
Consolidated Office Systems
San Antonio, TX
Garvey's Office Products
Niles, IL

Our congratulations go to each of
these fine organizations for their
achievements during difficult times.

Industry Firms Earn Inc. 5,000 Honors
As they do each year around this time, the editors
of Inc. magazine recently highlighted some out-
standing companies who have been able to meet
the challenges of a distressed economy and still
keep growth moving in the right direction and
then some. We’re delighted to report this year’s
ranks contained the following industry firms:

continued on page 4
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Georgia Dealer VIP
Office Essentials, Inc.
Celebrates 40th
Anniversary 

If you’re still not sure there’s room in the
office products industry for family-owned
and operated businesses, head on down
to Jesup, Georgia, about 60 miles south-
west of Savannah, and spend some time
with Inez Barwick and her team at VIP Of-
fice Essentials.

Forty years ago, Inez had already made
her mark as the first female engineering
auditor for the Georgia Dept. of Trans-
portation. But she was looking for some
new challenges and liked the look of the
office products business.

Fast forward to the present and she still
likes the look of the industry, as the deal-
ership she founded back then recently ob-
served its landmark 40th anniversary by
hosting a special networking event/ birth-
day celebration with the local Chamber of
Commerce.

Inez and her team have more than just 40
years of service to celebrate. Sales are up
13% this year, she reports, despite fierce
competition and a dreadful economy, with
fully 50% coming in online through the VIP
web site.

Helping to keep business humming are
son Chip, who runs the print shop, and
daughters Vicki (sales and graphic design)
and Joy Horton Gall (advertising and mar-
keting director).

And if that isn’t enough family in the indus-

try, a third daughter, Dianne, opened her
own dealership, VIP Office Furniture &
Supply in nearby Hinesville, back in 1975
and has had just as much success grow-
ing that operation.

At the tender age of 75, Inez still
shows up ready for action every
day and, says daughter Joy with
a smile, does the work of at least
six people.

“I love the industry, I love the
competition and even though
there’s no reason why I couldn’t
retire tomorrow if I wanted, I just
look forward to coming in every
day and doing what we’ve been
doing so successfully for the
past 40 years,” Inez says
proudly.

Business Products &
Services, Alabama
Dealer, Celebrates First
Ten Years 

In Pelham, Alabama, just outside of Birm-
ingham, Benny Scott and his team at Busi-
ness Products & Services (BPS) are
popping the champagne to celebrate the
dealership’s 10th anniversary this year. 

Benny is an industry veteran who got his
start with a local independent in Birming-
ham back in 1985. He and a partner
started BPS in 1999 and Benny became
sole owner six years later. 

That same year, he moved the business to a
9,000 sq. ft. facility in Pelham, where he op-
erates a largely stockless dealership with the
help of first-call wholesaler United Stationers
and the Office Partners buying group.

Ten years of continuous service to the local
business community is not all Benny and
his team can celebrate this year. Most of
the dealer’s sales come from office sup-
plies and sales there are up a healthy 15%
on 2008, Benny reports. And even though
sales of new furniture remain soft, the deal-
ership has developed a profitable revenue
stream by providing office move and re-
configuration services.

Benny also gives his customer care de-
partment credit for much of the growth.
Both of his customer care reps have over
25 years’ experience in the industry, and
have their own book of accounts and even
produce a monthly email newsletter."We
don't sit and wait on the phone to ring, we
do the ringing" he says. 

Tejas Office Products,
Houston Dealer, Named
to “HispanicBusiness
500” List for 27th
Consecutive Year
Houston-based Tejas Office Products has
been recognized as one of the “Hispan-
icBusiness 500” for 2009 by HispanicBusi-
ness magazine. It was the 27th consecutive
year on the list for Tejas, which came in at
Number 344 and was one of only 18 Hous-
ton-based organizations included.

“We are proud to be included amongst
these inspiring Hispanic business owners,”
commented Tejas president Stephen M.
Fraga. “A big thanks goes to the Tejas team
and all our customers for continued suc-
cess in greater Houston.”

The Phillips Group, PA
Dealer, Raises $56,500
for Cystic Fibrosis
Foundation
When it comes to support of worthy
causes, no one does it better than today’s
independents. Case in point: Middletown,
Pennsylvania-based The Phillips Group,
whose 2009 Golf Classic last month net-
ted $56,500 for the Central Pennsylvania
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Chapter of the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation.

Like most dealers, Phillips supports a broad range of deserving

charities and local organizations but its involvement with the Cys-

tic Fibrosis Foundation has a special dimension. 

Two Phillips employees have children with cystic fibrosis and the

dealership has an organization-wide commitment to supporting

efforts to find a cure.

Three Phillips team members sit on the board of directors of the

Foundation’s Central Pennsylvania Chapter, including Phillips

major account manager Steve McNally, who served as this year’s

golf committee chairman.

“Over the past five years, The Phillips Group has raised well over

$500,000 for the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation,” Steve reports

proudly. In addition to the golf tournament, Phillips is a major

player in a year-round program that includes charity walks, auc-

tions and other fundraisers.

“One of the great things about the foundation is that 90 cents of

every dollar raised goes to support research,” Steve points out.

“There’s been some major breakthroughs on treatment in recent

years and I’m convinced we’ll find a cure in my lifetime,” he says

confidently.

For the 30,000 children and adults who suffer from cystic fibrosis

in the United States, that’s great news. And when it happens, it

will be due, in no small part, to the dedication and generosity of

folks like Steve McNally and the rest of the Phillips team.

Innovative Office Solutions and
Commercial Environments Combine
Forces
Burnsville, Minnesota-based Innovative Office Solutions, and

contract furniture dealership Commercial Environments in Eagan,

Minnesota, are combining forces in a move IOS said will allow the

clients of both companies to benefit from an expanded offering,

increased efficiencies and the combined expertise of two highly

experienced local companies.

“Combining our company resources with Commercial Environ-

ments brings new opportunities to grow our company and bring

even greater value to our clients,” commented Innovative’s CEO

Jennifer Smith.

The Commercial Environments name will be retired and former

employees will operate under the Innovative Office Solutions

name. The new, larger Innovative Office Solutions will continue to

operate out of expanded premises in Burnsville.

Porter's Office Products, Idaho Office
Products Dealer, Announces Merger
with Pocatello-Based Bangs Office
Products
In Rexburg, Idaho, Mark Porter and his team at Porter's Office
Products are getting ready for some significant new growth, fol-
lowing the announcement of a merger between Porter’s and
Pocatello-based Bangs Office Products.

Both organizations will take on the Porter’s name going forward,
with Bangs owner Dorsey Hill staying on several months to ensure
a smooth transition, and the rest of the Bangs organization, in-
cluding its sales and customer service staff, joining Porter’s. 

In addition, Bangs’ Pocatello location will remain open and feature
the company’s Steelcase office furniture product line.

“This is truly a win-win for all concerned,” Mark said. “Like us,
Bangs is a family-owned and operated company with a proud tra-
dition of service and deep roots in the community. Their people
share our values and culture and we’re delighted to welcome
them to the Porter family.”

Missouri Office Systems & Supplies,
Kansas City Area Dealer, Recognized
in Local Market
This summer saw the finishing touches to a two-year renovation
project at Kansas City’s Kauffman Stadium, home of Major
League Baseball’s Kansas City Royals, and Virgie Dillard and her
team at Missouri Office Systems & Supplies were part of the small
army of suppliers and contractors who helped bring in the project
on time.

Along the way, Virgie picked up some very positive coverage in a
newsletter published by the stadium’s owners to report on
progress and highlight key suppliers involved in the renovation.

In June, the newsletter turned the spotlight on Virgie’s dealership
to great effect. "Several of my clients have found that I am small
but mighty," Dillard told newsletter readers. "I can offer you the
same thing a super store can offer you and in some cases my
prices might be cheaper because I don't have the same over-
head." 

The newsletter profile also highlighted the way Virgie works
closely with a network of local business partners to offer a com-
plete package of products and services that includes office fur-
niture, equipment installation and IT systems. 

Congratulations to Virgie and her team for some outstanding PR
that shows once again how independents can outperform and
out-service much larger competition through a unique combina-
tion of service excellence and shrewd strategic alliances.
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Superior Business
Products, Schenectady,
NY Dealer, Adds to 
Sales Team  

Schenec tady,
New York-based
Superior Busi-
ness Products
has expanded its
sales force with
the addition of
John Potochney,
an industry vet-
eran whose pre-

vious industry experience includes
positions with WB Mason and Corporate
Express. 

“We’re excited to have John’s representa-
tion, and look forward to his industry ex-
perience assisting him in meeting our
customers’ needs in a challenging econ-
omy,” commented Superior president Ray
Seefeld.

Today’s Business Products,
Cleveland Dealer, Takes
Innovative Approach to
Managing Sports Team
Sponsorships, Support of
Local Charities
There isn’t a dealer out there who wouldn’t
give his eye teeth for a team that had as
much of a sense of ownership in the busi-
ness as he or she does.

At Today’s Business Products in Cleve-
land, president Rick Voigt has come up
with an innovative way to help generate
that sense of ownership and, he says, it’s
working out pretty darned well.

Every month, each of Rick’s 12 sales reps
get a contribution to what Rick calls their
co-op account—a minimum of $200 or 1/2
of 1% of their monthly sales.

While they can use the money to pay for
business expenses like parking or cell

phones, its primary purpose, he explains,
is to help promote the business in the local
community. 

When a customer asks a rep if the dealer-
ship will sponsor their local bowling team
or contribute to a favorite charity, for ex-
ample, it’s the rep’s call and the donation
comes out of the rep’s co-op fund.

“As local business owners and operators,
we all get a steady stream of requests
from customers and local charities asking
for support of all kinds,” Rick points out. 

“Our approach puts the decision right in
the hands of the rep, the person who’s re-
ally closest to the account and best able
to judge if a contribution makes sense.
And since it’s the rep’s own money that’s
at stake, chances are the contributions
that do get made will be the right ones for
the company,” he adds.
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Move over, Warren Buffett, you’re not the
only success story in Omaha! Partners Jim
Matgen and Keith Powell, founders of
Pay-LESS Office Products, are a success
story of equal proportions when it comes
to the office products business.

Pay-LESS posted sales of over $20 million
last year but the founders still recall their
first full year in business in 1986. After all
their bills were paid, they made a grand
total of $1,300!

The adventure (Matgen calls it “one big
adventure”) started after graduation from
college, when he paid a headhunter $750
to find him a job! The job he found was
with an Omaha paper broker, who wanted
someone to help them get into the office
products business. Keith Powell
joined the company shortly there-
after.

Back then, they had eight
competitors in the Omaha
market. “That was chal-
lenging enough,” Mat-
gen recalls, “but the
worst was yet to come.
In a very short time,
U.S. Office Products ac-
quired all the other inde-
pendents in town and
came looking to buy our
company.” The owner wanted
to sell but Jim and Keith had other
ideas and they bought the business
in August 1989.

What appeared to be an impossible
challenge at the time—up against
USOP and the rest of the mega-
chains—turned out to be a blessing
in disguise when USOP collapsed
and Pay-LESS was able to hire some
of their salespeople, who brought their
account base with them.

Slow But Steady Growth
Matgen explains that Pay-LESS was
never the high cost provider from the
start. “We decided we could operate
with very low margins if we would pro-
vide good service and do everything
possible to keep operating costs low.
It helped that we were the only inde-
pendent in Omaha.”

“We saw the benefits of online sales early
on and bought the DDMS software sys-
tem. Our online sales volume today is 77%
of our total and growing.”

Several years ago Pay-LESS added furni-
ture, but their reps weren’t very interested,
so they created a separate division and
hired experienced salespeople. They also
renovated an old building and installed a
modern showroom.

More recently they created a print promo-
tional products division and hired two ex-
perienced salespeople, with display space
adjoining the furniture showroom. Al-
though each division operates separately,
they exchange leads with one another,
which, says Matgen, practically eliminates

cold calling.

Bright Future
Ahead

Their business con-
tinues to expand. In
2007, Pay-LESS ac-
quired another Omaha

dealer, Corey McKen-
zie, and last year added

Excel Business Products in
Des Moines. “We want to continue

to grow geographically,” states Mat-
gen, “and we have our eye on the
Kansas and Missouri markets.”

Pay-LESS is well known for its com-
munity involvement in Omaha, sup-
porting local charities, including the
Salvation Army. They provide logis-
tics, trucks and warehousing for food
and clothing drives, picking up items
from hundreds of locations. Last year
they handled three semi-loads of
food, plus thousands of coats and
other clothing that was placed in bar-
rels around the city. 

Jim Matgen and Keith Powell should
be proud of their business accom-
plishments, and what they’ve done to
build the independent’s share of the
industry.
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n Pay-LESS Office Products
Omaha, Nebraska

n Jim Matgen, president
Keith Powell, vice president

n Supplies, Furniture, Janitorial, 
Promotional, Printing

n Founded: 1986
n Sales: $20 Million +
n Employees: 55
n Partners: is.group, S.P. Richards
n Online Sales: 77 %
n Web: www.paylessoffice.com

Secrets of Success
First Year’s Profit Was $1,300, But They Didn’t Give Up
by Jim Rapp

Pay-LESS 
co-founders
Jim Matgen

(left) and 
Keith Powell
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http://www.aopd.com


United Stationers to Provide
Logistics and Distribution
Services for is.group RDC
Program
The is.group dealer co-op has announced

a new agreement with United Stationers

by which United will provide distribution

and logistics services for its RDC distribu-

tion program.

is.group launched its RDC distribution pro-

gram in 2004 with Exel Logistics providing

distribution services, and then in 2006

transitioned into a three-year agreement,

which ends this year, with current 3PL

provider Synnex Corporation.

The move to United Stationers as 3PL

provider will strengthen the benefits of the

is.group self distribution model while

maintaining dealer control, is.group said. 

“is.group members have told us repeatedly

that the benefits realized from the RDC ini-

tiative must continue, and that we should

not return to the old way of buying direct,

issuing multiple purchase orders, receiving

multiple deliveries, meeting multiple man-

ufacturer minimums. We are pleased to

know that over the past few years the ben-

efits of the model have been substantiated

in the eyes of the industry,” said is.group

chairman Craig Bartholomew. 

Bartholomew described the move to

United as “the next evolutionary step to

building a stronger model.”

He said use of United’s state of the art na-

tionwide distribution network and inven-

tory will enable the group to bring greater

enhancements to the program and at the

same time significantly reduce operating

costs.

“We’re pleased to assist is.group mem-

bers as their 3PL provider,” said Tim Con-

nolly, senior vice president, operations for

United Stationers Supply. “This is another

opportunity to reduce total supply chain

costs and keep dealers competitive, as

well as cost-effectively support the avail-

ability of manufacturers’ brands.”

AOPD Shows Double-Digit
Growth Through Q2
Hats off to the American Office Products

Distributors dealer network (AOPD), which

recently made clear its own refusal to par-

ticipate in any downturn with the news that

sales revenue through June of 2009 is

showing a healthy 11% increase!

“This excellent achievement in sales rev-

enue during these difficult economic times

is a real tribute to the caliber and profes-

sionalism of our 71 dealers and to the sup-

port of our business partners and our long

standing value added relationships,” com-

mented AOPD executive director Bud

Mundt. 

“At AOPD we are totally dedicated to pro-

viding our participating dealers the ability

to professionally and effectively compete

for regional and national contracts while at

the same time providing unparalleled sup-

port of our business partners branded

product initiatives,” he added.
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If you have news to share - email it to
Simon@IDealerCentral.comTriMega Reports Recent Membership Surge

The economy may still be mired in recession but apparently word
hasn’t yet reached the folks at the TriMega dealer group!

TriMega last month announced that its new member activity has
significantly picked up the pace during the past several months,
with the group already welcoming more new members in the first
eight months of 2009 than they did in the whole of last year.

The 2009 crop of new dealers to join TriMega range in size from
$2 million to over $20 million and represent both buying group
first-timers and dealers who have transitioned from other industry
buying groups, TriMega said.

Recent additions include Radston’s, Inc, of Hercules, California;
Ball Office Products, Richmond, Virginia, and A&W Office Supply,
Corpus Christi, Texas.

So far this year, TriMega has added 42 new members, compared
to a total of 40 for all of last year. 

“We have been extremely pleased with the quantity and quality
of new dealers coming on board to TriMega,” said Grady Taylor,
TriMega’s executive vice president of member development. 

“With the current economic climate, more and more dealers are
finding the value add of our TriMega’s model to be in their best
business interest. From our manufacturer buy direct programs
that lower COGS, to our agreements with service providers to
help reduce expenses, it’s these fundamentals that seem to be
resonating with dealers more than ever,” he commented.

Total membership in TriMega now stands at 585 members in all
fifty states, Puerto Rico, Mexico and the Caribbean.
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BSA to Honor Industry
Veteran Carey Brazell With
its 2009 Leadership Award

The Business Solu-
tions Association
(BSA) will present
Carey Brazell of
Myers Brazell Asso-
ciates, Inc., with its
2009 Leadership
Award, the associa-
tion’s highest honor.

Brazell will receive the award at a special
Awards Dinner on October 6 during the 2009
BSA Forum, which takes place October 5-8
at the Reunion Resort in Orlando, Florida.

“Carey Brazell truly deserves the Business
Solutions Association Leadership Award,”
commented BSA president Joe Templet of
United Stationers. “He has served the indus-
try well for nearly 55 years and we’re pleased
to have this opportunity to recognize his
many achievements and commitment to
highest professional and ethical standards.”

Brazell began his career while attending the
University of South Carolina, in Columbia
South Carolina, working part-time in the Co-
lumbia Office Supply warehouse. He teamed
with Ted Myers in 1963, to form Myers
Brazell Associates, Inc., a manufacturer rep-
resentative company. Since then, Carey has
represented MeadWestvaco, BIC, Avery
Dennison, Shachihata, Elmer’s, C-Line Prod-
ucts, Acme United, Energizer, Marvel and
many other manufacturers in the southeast.

Late last year, Myers Brazell & Associates
and John Motley Associates merged into a
single organization and began consolidating
operations and coordinating market cover-
age.

“Carey Brazell has been a close friend for
over 30 years and I have great admiration for
him and his entire organization,” Motley said.
“The BSA Leadership Award speaks to the
culture and integrity that Carey Brazell as-
pired to every day. I am excited to see Carey
receive this well-deserved honor and I’m
sure it will be a terrific evening.” 

For more information, contact BSA head-
quarters PH: 410-933-3453; E-mail:
staceyj@businesssolutionsassociation.com.

United Stationers Launches
New E-mail Marketing,
Enhanced Imprint Programs
Wholesaler United Stationers has introduced
two new programs to support independents’
marketing efforts.

eDeals is a new e-mail marketing program de-
signed to help independents leverage their
brands and reach customers with more fre-
quency, United said.

“The eDeals program works seamlessly with
the comprehensive Marketing 2010 solutions
we’re providing our resellers with so they can
optimize the usefulness, recognition and impact
of their brands,” said Laura Gale, United Sta-
tioners’ vice president of marketing. “These
messages are sent to customers’ in-boxes
each week, providing them updates on new
sales, technology tips, business solutions and
more.”

The program is structured to be completely
turnkey, with United handling all back-end
tasks, including design, merchandising, fulfill-
ment and measurement. United Stationers
will provide resellers with monthly delivery
reports, along with year-over-year sales
metrics, tied to the e-mail campaigns. 

The e-mail campaign offers weekly e-mails
four times a month: Smart Deals Office,
Smart Deals Technology, Business Solu-
tions, and a themed e-mail tied to sea-
sonal or selling cycle messages.

“E-mail is an additional touch point with
customers that resellers can use to in-
crease sales and customer retention,”
Gale said. 

Also new from United is an enhanced im-
print program, which offers independents
standardization and style in branding
product catalogs, fliers, electronic com-
munications and more.

United said the program will allow dealers
to select a consistent “track” for their cat-
alog and flyer covers that reinforces their
company’s brand image. Twenty-two dif-
ferent tracks are available, with themes
such as line art, office supply photography,
and lifestyle photography. Each track con-
tains 16 complementary cover designs.

“United Stationers is currently meeting
with independent resellers regarding the
coming year’s marketing plans,” said Gale.
“We’re helping them strengthen their
branding so they can better compete in
their markets. The cover designs and im-
proved reseller logos on our materials help
resellers to brand themselves consistently
and cost effectively.” 

For more information on eDeals and the
enhanced imprint program, contact your
United Stationers account manager.

S.P. Richards Names New
VPs for Furniture, Cleaning
& Breakroom Supply
Category
Wholesaler S.P. Richards recently an-
nounced the appointment of two new vice
presidents to manage its office furniture
and cleaning and breakroom supply cate-
gories.

Long-time industry veteran Dennis Arnold
has joined S.P. Richards as vice president,
furniture, while Chris Whiting has been
named vice president, cleaning and break-
room supply category.

Arnold started his industry career in 1989
with Globe Business Furniture. He joined
Office Furniture USA as vice president of
sales in 1996 and advanced through the
organization, most recently serving as
president and COO of Chordus, Inc.,
OFUSA’s parent company. 

Whiting joined S.P. Richards in 2004 as di-
rector of sales and marketing for cleaning
and breakroom. Before that, he served as
division manager with Georgia-Pacific’s
Dixie Foodservice Division. SPR said the
product segment has experienced” out-
standing growth” under his direction, with
a major highlight being the successful
launch and rapid expansion of the whole-
saler’s Genuine Joe brand. 

Both Arnold and Whiting will report to sen-
ior VP of merchandising Steve Lynn.
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Help Shachihata’s Paul Ventimiglia and Marty Clemente raise funds to
buy musical instruments and art materials to make life easier for the
children and adults who come to the City of Hope for cancer treatment
each year.

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

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

Please see the link below for the Sheri and Les Biller Patient
and Family Resource Center where the music therapy and
art therapy rooms will be housed. 

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

City of Hope c/o Art and Music Therapy

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

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

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

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

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

City of Hope

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


Phone: 888.632.5515 Email: sales@imagestar.comFax: 888.635.7479 Web: www.imagestar.com

I.S. Connect is Image Star’s new service offering designed to

help you integrate in ways that can reduce your costs and

improve efficiency. Now you can transmit orders to Image Star.

Contact us to get your password and set us up on your system.

HON Reaches $1 Million
Milestone in Support of the
City of Hope, Earns LEED
Silver Certification for
Chicago Showroom
The HON Company recently reached a sig-
nificant milestone in its support of the City
of Hope cancer research and treatment
center when it passed the $1 million mark

for funds raised through its an-
nual City of Hope golf outing.

HON was the first industry com-
pany to sponsor a golf outing for
City of Hope and its eighth an-
nual event was held June 23 in
Muscatine, Iowa.

“We were thrilled to reach the $1
million milestone in giving to City of Hope

this year,” said Jerry Dittmer,
HON’s president. “City of
Hope is truly a remarkable or-
ganization, and HON and our
members are dedicated to
providing assistance when-
ever possible to such a
worthwhile establishment.”

Separately, HON announced
its Chicago showroom, lo-
cated on the 11th floor of the
Merchandise Mart, has re-
ceived LEED Silver certifica-
tion. At 9,760 square feet, the

space was recently redesigned to be a flex-
ible, sustainable pavilion that embraces the
direction of HON's newest products and ex-
hibits design features that indicate the per-
formance desired in future work settings.

HON partnered with SmithGroup, a leading
architecture and engineering firm, on the re-
design of the showroom. The space is de-
signed to maximize exposure to daylight
and views with an open pavilion of flexible
zones. To complete the sustainable theme
in the showroom, HON used numerous re-
cycled materials throughout, including
doors, glass, carpet and custom recycling
bins.

SEPTEMBER 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER Page 14

Industry News: continued from page 12

mailto:sales@imagestar.com
http://www.imagestar.com


Inspiring Life

Meet us in Chicago at City of Hope’s National 

Office Products Industry 2009 Spirit of Life®

Award Dinner honoring Jack Truong for his 

philanthropic achievements and his commitment

to helping City of Hope find the answers to cancer.

To register, visit www.cityofhope.org/nopi,

contact Cathleen Tighe at 866-905-HOPE or 

e-mail ctighe@coh.org

Spirit of Life
Gala
Thursday
September 24, 2009

The Chicago Hilton – Chicago, IL
Dr. Jack G. Truong, 
Vice President, 3M 
and 2009 Spirit of Life
Honoree

http://www.cityofhope.org/nopi
mailto:ctighe@coh.org
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ADVERTORIALvendor profile:
Business Management International (BMI)
Twenty-First Century Software for Dealer Management

Business Management International (BMI) is a
relative newcomer to the world of dealer tech-
nology providers. Although the company was
founded in 1987, it’s only since the release of
OP Revelation Version 5 in 2007 that the com-
pany has targeted independent office product
dealers, says President Larry Schiff. 

But, he notes, in an area like technology—
where rapid and dramatic change is part of
the daily landscape—being one of the newer
kids on the block is not such a bad thing.

“Particularly in the current environment—
when everyone’s trying to do more with
less—if you’re locked into old technology the
dealer just can’t be as efficient and compet-
itive as they should be,” he contends.

BMI’s OP Revelation system, Schiff points
out, is built on the latest Microsoft technol-
ogy and that translates into software that
is just as good, if not better,
than anything the indepen-
dent’s big box competition
can come up with. 

“OP Revelation uses a single
SQL database, so you don’t
have to worry about main-
taining multiple databases,”
he explains. “It’s integrated
with Microsoft Dynamics
software and that provides a
powerful productivity tool
with incredible ease of ac-
cess to critical dealership in-
formation. The .NET frame-
work for our e-commerce
front end gives dealers access to an in-
credible feature set that provides a supe-
rior on-line shopping experience which, in
many ways, is as good as or better than
Staples or Amazon.”

Those are grand claims, but if BMI’s grow-
ing list of high profile users in the dealer
community offers any indication, Schiff and
his team have plenty of evidence to back
them up.

Middletown, Pennsylvania-based The Phillips
Group converted to BMI several years ago

and, says supply division president Bob
Chilton, it’s paid off on multiple fronts.

OP Revelation “lets us increase individual
and organizational productivity and signif-
icantly boosts job satisfaction and morale
among our people,” says Chilton. 

He says processes like reconciling whole-
saler invoices that once took as long as
two days now get taken care of in little
more than two hours. “It’s also allowed us
to be more responsive to our customers
and make the best of every single cus-
tomer opportunity,” Chilton points out.

And as more and more dealers expand
their product mix into non-traditional areas
such as jan-san, breakroom and ad spe-
cialty items, OP Revelation, says BMI VP
of sales Craig Greitzer, is there to support
them every step of the way. 

A single point of entry
“We provide a single point of entry for non-
traditional product content and that makes
it very simple to add non-wholesaler prod-
ucts or private label items to our system,”
Greitzer points out. 

And, he continues, it’s equally easy to add
whole new product categories. “You might
start with United Stationers’ four broad
product categories, for example,” he ex-
plains. “But within OP Revelation, you can
add dealer-specific categories such as cof-

fee or print items and just as easily insert
sub-categories and individual SKUs at any
category level.”

Like several other dealer technology
providers, BMI has integrated the national
wholesalers’ enhanced content and search
functionality into its system. But with our
software, Greitzer says, dealers also have
another search option—the BMI search.
“Our system gives the dealer the ability to
take whatever products they make good
margins on and drive them to the top of the
end user’s search results list,” he explains.

It is features like that, Schiff contends, that
make the BMI system far more than just an
easy-to-use way to manage a business.
“Every margin dollar is precious and
whether it’s in terms of product presenta-
tion on the front end or business analytics
on the back end, our system is designed

to help dealers maximize
those margin dollars at every
opportunity,” he says.

And while mid to large sized
dealers have been the com-
pany’s primary target up until
now, that will be changing,
as BMI gets ready to roll out
a hosted version of its sys-
tem for smaller sized inde-
pendents.

“In this economic environ-
ment, the stakes are too high
for dealers not to take ad-
vantage of every opportunity

to use 21st century technology to run their
businesses,” maintains Greitzer. “That’s
what they get with OP Revelation and
we’ve got more and more dealers with the
productivity gains and new margin dollars
to prove it!”

For more information on BMI, its award-
winning past  and the benefits its system
offers independents, visit the company’s
web site at www.bmiusa.com or contact
Greitzer at 215-443-5877 ext. 206; e-mail:
cgreitzer@bmiusa.com.

http://www.bmiusa.com
mailto:cgreitzer@bmiusa.com


New Jersey Shifts Office Supplies Contract to Staples without 
Competition, Displacing Independents

As the only broad line IT distributor with a GSA schedule, SYNNEX 
totally supports your government business. Our dedicated 
government services team assists you in gaining a larger share 
of the public sector markets. If you’re currently selling furniture 
or office supplies into the government or education markets, you 
can now add our IT products to your offering!

Over 85,000 line items representing 70 GSA-authorized vendors

Instant rebates available for government or education sales

Creative financing for larger deals, including escrow, joint PO, 
leasing, and extended seasonal terms

Proposal and bid support

Let SYNNEX help you build your government sector sales…contact us TODAY! 

www.synnexsupplies.com  | (888) 223-1164

Three Partner Models

Participating Dealer: Access our GSA Schedule and invoice 
the government (SYNNEX handles compliance reporting back 
to GSA)

Agent Reseller: Leverage our GSA Schedule at no additional 
cost and no effect to your credit line

Contractor Teaming Arrangements: Provide OUR complete, 
authorized vendor lines through YOUR GSA schedule

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

           
      

 
 
 

 

          

     
      

      

 

On August 17, the New Jersey Treasurer’s
office announced its decision to shift the
state’s office supplies business away from
17 independent dealers to Staples using
the National Joint Powers Alliance (NJPA)
national contract. 

NJPA is a cooperative purchasing organi-
zation which has a sole-source arrange-
ment with Staples similar to the U.S.
Communities contract with Office Depot. 

This step was taken without competition,
blindsiding the dozen dealers who cur-
rently compete among themselves for the

state’s office supplies business. The cur-
rent contract expired on August 31.

The National Office Products Alliance
(NOPA) protested this action publicly on
August 21 and enlisted the support of As-
semblyman Jon Bramnick, Minority Whip
in the New Jersey Assembly, and other
legislators to assist. 

NOPA also has retained legal counsel and
a state public affairs expert on behalf of its
affected members. New Jersey dealers
moved quickly to organize this effort and
raise necessary funds for their defense.

Instead of competitively bidding the state
contract, the Department of Treasury will
hand all the business to Staples based on
a contract awarded by NJPA several years
ago, raising serious doubt that Staples’
pricing remains competitive in today’s
market. 

Assemblyman Bramnick held a press con-
ference on August 22 to highlight his con-
cerns with the State Treasurer’s decision
against local independents who have
competitively supplied the state for the
last five years.
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According to NOPA, the action is especially
troubling because the small New Jersey
businesses who supply the state have re-
peatedly sought information from state pur-
chasing officials about the future status of
their contracts but were ignored. 

NOPA’s attorney filed public records re-
quests to obtain information regarding what
analysis, if any, the state performed prior to
its decision to proceed without a competi-
tive bid including small businesses.

Many of the affected dealers are certified
small, minority and woman-owned busi-
nesses and all have serviced the state’s of-
fice supplies needs competitively and
effectively since 2004. 

Together, these New Jersey-based busi-
nesses face the loss of more than $100 mil-
lion in state contracts and employ more
than 200 state residents. 

“The Treasurer’s announcement proclaimed
greater streamlining and modernization op-
portunities through a centralized, state-
wide contract established through NJPA as
well as a competitive bidding process to

select the NJPA’s sole-source vendor, Sta-
ples,” said Chris Bates, president of NOPA. 

“While it is true that the NJPA process in-
cludes competitive bidding, we understand
that the bidding took place five years or
more years ago and was poorly advertised
in New Jersey – since Minnesota is the
headquarters state for the NJPA,” Bates
added. 

Staples appears to have been the only bid-
der for that original national NJPA contract,
and the NJ State Treasurer never sought al-
ternative, current price comparisons from
the existing group of New Jersey-based
vendors. 

“The state completely blindsided our mem-
bers,” said Bates. “Because they deliver to
the state on one or two days’ notice, our
members have to stock months’ worth of
products. Now, they have a significant sur-
plus of products in stock, and no customer
in two weeks.”

The impact of the anticipated revenue loss
for these New Jersey companies most cer-
tainly will mean job cuts for state residents. 

Each of these New Jersey-based busi-
nesses has an average of 15-25 employ-
ees. By awarding this contract to
Massachusetts-based Staples, the state
will force NOPA members to cut their work-
forces significantly at a time when the state
and the affected local businesses can least
afford it. 

NOPA wants the state to review this ill-con-
ceived award and the validity of the claimed
savings. As of this writing, NOPA is urging
State Treasurer David Rousseau to rescind
or stay the unilateral award of the Staples
contract. 

Instead, the state should allow New Jersey
businesses to competitively bid against
Staples prices, thereby securing the lowest
prices for the benefit of New Jersey taxpay-
ers. 

NOPA is reviewing its options and awaiting
data from the state backing up its asser-
tions, but expects to protest the decision
and seek an injunction to stay the Staples
contract implementation. 
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Joint Legislative Audit
Ordered at California
Department of General
Services
On August 19, members of the California
Legislature unanimously approved a pro-
posal to require the California Department
of General Services (DGS) to conduct a
comprehensive audit of its use of “strategic
sourcing” to purchase a wide range of prod-
ucts, including office supplies, and analyze
the impact of such sole-source contracts on
purchasing from small business.

NOPA director Diane Griffin of Radston’s,
Inc. presented testimony on behalf of
NOPA and its California members before
the Joint Legislative Audit Committee and
endorsed the audit proposal.

In her testimony, Griffin noted that the re-
cently ended Office Depot contract was
touted as having 98% small business partic-
ipation using its consortium of nine hand-se-
lected, small businesses (most of whom were
NOT office products dealers to begin with). 

She pointed out that it excluded the state’s
other 270 certified small or DVBE office
products dealers and said there are few if
any legitimate subcontracting arrange-
ments in the office supplies industry be-
tween large, out-of-state companies and
small local independent dealers.

She also noted the inadequate handling by
DGS of the legally required CUF (commer-
cially useful function) review with respect
to consortium members and the extent of
their roles in fulfilling the contract. 

Griffin advised legislators that NOPA con-
tacted DGS in the fall of 2008 to establish
a dialog in order to understand how its
California dealer members could partici-
pate in an upcoming RFP process. 

Nearly 70 business owners attended a De-
cember meeting with DGS personnel on
very short notice. With interest from DGS
seeming to be substantial, dealers moved
forward with the formation of committees,
additional Sacramento meetings and fi-

nancial commitments. 

Given these efforts, NOPA members were
greatly disappointed when DGS finally is-
sued its RFP on March 20, which turned
out to be a very unfriendly one for
small/DVBE businesses. 

Griffin concluded that “Strategically
sourced contracts hold a promise of sav-
ings – but the devil is in the details.” 

Billion-dollar, multi-national vendors have
developed very complex pricing programs
for their government customers, which are
extremely difficult to monitor and audit. 

These pricing programs are now under in-
vestigation by six state attorneys general
and three federal agencies for alleged “bait
and switch” practices. 

Griffin urged the committee to shift to a new
procurement model in which there is daily
competition among multiple qualified ven-
dors of all sizes. That approach will in the
end yield the largest savings, she contended.
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online, which can help you sort out the competition as well
as identify the government agencies’ buying strategies. Don’t
forget to take advantage of the Freedom of Information Act,
which allows you to further investigate a particular agency.

Standing Out from the Crowd
After you’ve chosen and researched your potential customer,
market to them as you would to any other customer—
present your products or capabilities and stay in touch.
Further differentiate yourself from the competition by using
programs like AD-Links™ (www.opmaadlinks.com), which
offers customizable, emailable flyers, or by featuring a
digital catalog or flyer flipbook through a service such as
FlipLink (www.opma.com/fliplink.html). Smaller-sized
companies have an added competitive edge because the
government tries to award at least 23 percent of contracts to
small businesses, including at least 5 percent to woman-
owned small businesses. All the effort of getting your foot in
the door with a government agency can yield long-term
benefits because contracting officials are more likely to
select businesses they have worked with in the past or whom
they know personally.

Learning from Your Wins and Losses
Unlike private sector bidding, government bidding is more
transparent. Debriefings can be particularly helpful if you’re
selling to the government because they identify your
strengths and weaknesses, making you a stronger competi-
tor. Even if you win the bid, a debriefing can help keep your
future bids successful.

If you land a General Services Administration (GSA) sched-
ule contract, you can avoid the bidding wars with a long-term
agreement. But be ready for your company’s finances and
operations to be scrutinized. And this type of contract does
not automatically equal sales, so you still have to target the
decision makers.

Increasing Your Network
If you’re up for the bureaucratic challenge,
educate yourself, build relationships, and
join networking groups focused on
government contracting, such as the
Society of American Military Engineers
and the National Defense Industrial
Association. Some smaller contracts may
not require a formal bid, so persistence
and relationship building are essential in
developing “the right stuff” for the
public sector.

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

“The Right Stuff”
for Uncle Sam

f you haven’t
identified the
U.S. government
as a potential
customer, you should.
With close to a

half trillion dollars in
yearly expendi-
tures on products
and services,
government agen-
c i e s— i n c l u d i n g
federal, state, and
local—are a purchas-
ing powerhouse. Before
you set your sights on Uncle
Sam, be sure you have “ the right
stuff.” Selling to the government
requires a significant investment of
both time and money before the
final payoff.

Finding the Right Target
A single area of the country can be home to hundreds of
government agencies, including regional offices of several
federal agencies, military bases, county government, city
government, transportation agencies, public schools, and
universities. With such an abundance, you’ll need to do your
homework by researching each agency to determine which
one buys a substantial amount of the
office products you sell. Your local
Procurement Technical Assistance Center
(aptac-us.org) can also help match you
with the right agencies. Or you may want
to try osdbu.gov/offices.html for a list of
federal agency offices where you can
obtain information on prime contractors.

Getting the Scoop on Sam
Since most government agencies award
contracts based on the lowest bid that
meets all administrative requirements,
you may want to investigate past winning
bids to determine your competitiveness.
Requests for proposals (RFPs) and other
information are often available free and

I

The government
tries to award at

least 23 percent of
contracts to small

businesses.

http://www.opmaadlinks.com
http://www.opma.com/fliplink.html
mailto:tcraig@opma.com
http://www.opma.com


Uncle Sam needs you.
Well, maybe not you, but he needs pens,
pencils, paper, file folders, toner car-
tridges, tape (not red since they’ve got
plenty of that already), and all sorts of
other office supplies to do the things the
government does on a daily basis. 

If you’re not already selling to the govern-
ment, it’s worth considering whether
you’re talking federal, state or local. If
you’re late to the game though, getting be-
yond a foot in the door might not be all
that easy, especially at the federal level. 

“The government market isn’t for
everybody,” says Paul Miller, found-
ing partner in Miller/Wenhold Capi-
tol Strategies LLC and a
government affairs consultant for
NOPA and OFDA. “There are some
dealers that are just too small to do
this type of work effectively.”

That said, Miller acknowledges there’s no
reason a dealer can’t pursue this business

within their own communities and create
a base for themselves, but he

warns they should do 

so with an understanding that the govern-
ment is moving away from smaller vendors
and multiple vendors in favor of fewer ven-
dors.

“That will probably lock some dealers out
because they won’t be big enough to han-
dle a large contract they would have to
service nationally,” contends Miller. “The
folks who will continue to succeed are
those who have been doing it for a number
of years and have a government depart-
ment within their dealerships and partner-
ships and relationships. There are real

opportunities for some, but others
are too small unless they partner
with an AOPD, is.group or
TriMega”

AOPD has been preparing its
members to sell to the federal
government for several years

now. The organization currently
has 71 dealer members, 56 of

which are GSA dealers. 

Dealers must go through a rigorous
training program only after they’ve gone

through AOPD commercial training
and are approved for the GSA

program. 

Training is mostly conducted via e-mail and
focuses on GSA requirements, processes,
and getting GSA documentation in order.
Consider it a crash course in selling to the
government. 

“We have dealers who come into this pro-
gram and they’re approved and think to-
morrow they’re going to sell,” says Sharon
Stepien, general manager and manager of
national operations and GSA programs for
AOPD. “It doesn’t work that way. They
have to go through the process and I have
a list of 23 requirements and information,
many of which require action on their part.”

Members of is.group have similar re-
sources to draw on. According to is.group
vice president Charles Forman, about 50
percent of is.group members participate in
the program. 

George W. Allen Company in Beltsville,
Maryland, does about 95 percent of its
business with the federal government and
owner and president Mike Tucker has
played a key role in developing TriMega’s
program. An industry veteran who’s been
successfully mining the government mar-
ket for many years, he describes the evo-
lution in the market to current practices. 

“When I started years ago, the rules and reg-
ulations were prohibitive in terms of market-
ing and testing and things like that,” recalls
Tucker. “After the big players got involved,
there was a loosening of the rules and an ef-
fort to reinvent government and have it func-
tion more like commercial businesses. 

“Government buyers started using credit
cards, the number of contracting officers
started declining dramatically and the re-

continued on page 23

The Tale of the Red Tape:
Selling Office Supplies to the 
GOVERNMENT

by Scott Cullen

SEPTEMBER 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER Page 22



quirements to do a simple transaction for
office supplies became far easier to deal
with. Then the wholesalers started getting
involved because their catalogs were
being used as a basis for a lot of con-
tracts. As a result, any little dealer could
take a United or SP catalog, price it out
and submit it to the government and try to
get a GSA contract.”

And that worked?

Guts and Fortitude
“If you have the guts and fortitude to stay
with it you will eventually get one,” opines
Tucker. “But a lot of people didn’t do it and
found it took a lot more to develop busi-
ness than they initially realized. The fall out
of that was the emergence the dealer
group programs that allowed their dealer
members to get into it relatively inexpen-
sively.”

Steve Jewett, vice president of Office Ad-
vantage in San Diego, is another inde-
pendent with a long history of selling to
government accounts. 

“There is no secret other than persistence
and hard work,” says Jewett. “It’s an ab-
solute maze in terms of how they do their
buying and purchasing and it’s not an easy
maze to negotiate. You have to under-
stand how they operate before you can
get into it.” 

Office Advantage is a member of is.group
and Jewett says the dealership’s ability to
piggy back onto their contracts has been
a huge help.

“They basically give you a license to hunt,
but then it’s up to the dealer to figure out
how particular government buyers operate
in their own market,” says Jewett. “The
Navy operates differently than Homeland
Security and they operate differently than
Veterans’ Affairs. And each one has their
own quirks within the overall scope of how
the government operates.”

Commercial business may be down, but
many dealers are holding steady or doing
well with their government accounts.
What’s the secret?

At Radston’s in Hercules, California, no-
body’s reinventing the wheel when it

comes
to selling to
state and local
government customers. 

“We handle it like our regular
commercial business in that we try to
deal with all the end users and make con-
nections with all the departments,” ex-
plains Radston’s owner Diane Griffin. “We
tend to handle them more like the little
parts that they are, rather than the big
whole.”

That approach seems to work. 

“I know a lot of people doing business with
the government who never really reach out
to the people that are ordering the sup-
plies for their departments or even the in-
dividual users,” says Griffin. “We try not to
do it that way.”

Griffin makes it clear, however, that even
though Radston’s builds relationships with
various folks throughout an organization,
they don’t neglect the key people in the
purchasing department. 

“At the end of the day, our sales and cus-
tomer service teams focus on the people
who are placing the orders because
they’re the in-person, online decision-
makers that push the button either to go
to our company, or a ‘big box’ or someone
else,” says Griffin. “Let’s face it, in a lot of
cases where there isn’t a formal bid or an
award, there’s an element of choice and
the choice exists at the user level. That’s
our strategy in a nutshell and it doesn’t
matter if it’s a city, a school district, the
University of California, or the state.”

In San Diego, Jewett and his team at Of-
fice Advantage take a similar approach.
“The buyers that you develop a rapport
with are the ones that tend to generate the
best and largest orders that go up to the
credit card limit of $3,000,” he points out.

While Tucker is also bullish on building re-
lationships, he also puts a lot of emphasis
on knowing how to navigate through the
red tape and do it right. “Quite honestly, a
lot of people who try to sell to government
tend to be a little bit casual about how they
treat some of the rules and get themselves
into trouble as a result,” he warns. 

“The
p r o c e s s
the government
goes through is daunt-
ing,” cautions Jewett. “They
look at every detail on every order
and you have to go on the assumption
that every order you ever do may be au-
dited at some level of the government.” 

Chuckals Office Products in Tacoma,
Washington, does minimal business with
state and local governments, but that’s
okay. Federal government business is
booming, with about 50% of Chuckals’
overall volume coming from federal gov-
ernment accounts. 

Five sales reps and one senior manager
are dedicated to this portion of the busi-
ness. They understand how the govern-
ment works, which is one of the reasons
Chuckals continues to do well in this arena. 

“One thing you have to do with the federal
government is follow their rules,” says
Chuckals vice president Al Lynden. 

For Lynden the biggest challenge involved
in selling to government accounts is getting
started. Second on his list is understanding
federal government pricing structures.

“You have to understand the pricing struc-
ture and how to implement it,” he maintains.
“If you don’t, you can lose your shirt.”

Lynden also recommends that dealers hire
consultants and look into getting their own
GSA contract even though that process can
take as long as six to eight months.  

“We’ve done that although there have been
some who are successful selling on con-
tracts for consortiums,” he adds. 

Lynden also points to basic blocking, tack-
ling and persistence as key ingredients.
Some five years ago, Chuckals was one of
a handful of independents across the
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country that was awarded a Blanket Pur-
chase Agreement (BPA) for office supplies
by the U.S. Dept. of the Army. 

It has turned into a solid sales growth
driver for the dealership but only because
Lynden and his team made sure they took
full advantage of it in an aggressive, proac-
tive way. 

“We work it hard just like we do with every
other account,” he says. “Some of us
waited for the Army to come knocking on
our door when the award was first made,
but if you look at the statistics five years
later, those who worked it the old fash-
ioned way did well and those who didn’t,
didn’t. No magic there.”

More Secrets to Success
Forman believes a dedicated staff is an-
other important element for success when
selling to the government. 

“It’s been our experience that those who
dedicate staff to it from a sales and a cus-
tomer service standpoint have been more
successful,” says Forman. “The acronyms,
nomenclature, and the verbiage that the
government uses are all unique to that
marketplace, and you’ve got to be able to
speak their language.”

Radston’s has individual sales reps as-
signed to all its government accounts, just
as they would with commercial customers. 

“I expect them to make the contacts and
do the work,” says Griffin. “We handle it as
if it were a commercial customer. I have al-
ways found that is the best way to do it.”

Being in the right place at the right time is
another key to success. 

“Not that the federal government doesn’t
have tentacles into every area of the coun-
try, but dealers need to be creative in find-
ing those opportunities and developing
them and treating them like any other
piece of business,” maintains Forman.
“Calls plus demos equals sales. They’ve
got to call on them and build relationships
with them. All of those basic blocking and
tackling things apply.”

AOPD’s Stepien offers similar advice. “The
dealers in our group that are the most suc-

cess-
ful are the
ones that are
chasing,” she says.
“Chasers are dealers who are
actively pursuing federal business
within their markets and going out and
contacting buyers, introducing buyers to
the dealer GSA program and their offer-
ings.”

She acknowledges that “catchers” can
also win business too by simply sitting
back and waiting for orders to come to
them via GSA Advantage or DOD Emall.

“If you’re just a catcher you’re going to get
the orders that are cherry picked or orders
for the minimum they can order or your
lowest priced orders,” says Stepien. “The
dealers that are going to be successful are
those dealers that are turning those buyers
into customers. While that doesn’t always
guarantee the buyer won’t price shop, it
does connect you to the buyer and we
have found in many ways that the dealers
who do this are getting more orders.”

Selling to the government with its legacy
of red tape is not without challenges and
the game is getting more challenging. 

“The biggest challenge I see these days is
that the government is going in a number
of different directions and introducing new
platforms that compete with one another,”
says Miller. “So whether you win a BPA or
not, it’s not going to be all that meaningful
because you have somebody with a com-
peting program.”

For example the Army may issue a BPA to
15 dealers, but they may also participate in
strategic sourcing or direct vendor delivery
and that doesn’t help a dealer who’s won
that BPA. So what needs to be done to
level the playing field or at least open it up
to more competition?

“We’ve got to go back to streamlining the
government in a way that allows for compe-
tition,” says Miller. “Why not use the GSA
schedule program to buy? Instead of buying
from fewer vendors, why not make it more?
Let the government get True Best Value, let
them deal with better research. They’re not
going to have to do a whole heck of a lot be-

cause
when you
buy a pencil
they’re not going to vary
that greatly. They’re more likely
to go with the vendor they’ve worked
with before or the vendor right outside of
their location. I think we’ve got to get back
and look at how we can more effectively and
efficiently run the contracting process and
avoid creating any more new hurdles for
small businesses.”

The State 
and Local Front
Asked if state and local government busi-
ness is easier to win, Miller says he
doesn’t think so.

“You still have the big box folks in a num-
ber of states that have sold contracting of-
ficers they can do this, this, and this, and
those contracts have now been re-
scinded,” he says. “It’s similar to what’s
going on at the federal level.”

Some time ago Ofie Garza, owner of Con-
solidated Office Solutions in San Antonio,
discovered that focusing on the C and D-
type items versus A and B items allows her
dealership to compete with the big boxes. 

“It’s hard to compete when you’re selling
pens and pencils and liquid paper,” says
Garza. “We start with C & D and as we
garner the client’s trust, they give us some
of those A & B items as well.” 

Being a member of is.group also has some
advantages for capturing some of those
A&B items, Garza says. It also helps that
Consolidated positions itself as a service-
oriented solutions provider rather than an
order taker. 

Consolidated also leverages the local
angle as much as possible and uses data
from is.group that talks about the impact
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of where the dollars go when doing busi-
ness with a local company versus a na-
tional chain. 

“It doesn’t work for every client, but it
works for a lot of clients,” says Garza. 

About 15% of Norcross, Georgia-based
Minton-Jones’s business comes from
state and local government accounts, re-
ports president Chip Jones, who acknowl-
edges that pursuing state business
requires a bigger effort than a commercial
account. 

“It’s like calling on the headquarters of a
corporation,” says Jones. “It’s been an up-
hill battle for us to continue to sell to the
state because they believe in buying from
the big guys.”

Jones says independents often start out
fighting a perception that their prices are
higher than the big boxes just because
they are small, but it’s not totally an uphill
struggle. 

“We find local governments and most
state buyers, especially universities, want
to buy from local small businesses,” re-
veals Jones. “A lot of dealers are con-
vinced that the state business is not worth
having and that the margins are not that
great on it. Well, some aren’t but some are.” 

Jones recommends dealers get politically
involved to make sure they have an equal
opportunity in the marketplace.

“You’ve got to talk to politicians who will
listen to you and listen to your worth in
selling to the state,” he says. 

Several dealers we talked to said Office
Depot’s problems with pricing irregularities
and similar issues in various states present
a boat-load of opportunity to the inde-
pendent community. 

“We’ve got a huge win in the state of North
Carolina with the four independents that
have secured that business. Georgia, Cali-
fornia, Nebraska, the states go on and on
where Depot’s practices have been exposed
and it’s absolutely created opportunities for
the independent channel,” says Forman. 

Radston’s
Griffin played a
key role in obtaining a
payment of some $289,000
from Office Depot for the City of
Berkeley to settle charges of contract ir-
regularities, but, she says, the dealership
itself is taking more of an educational ap-
proach. 

The Radston’s web site includes articles
about what the Berkeley situation and Grif-
fin also posts the latest press releases from
NOPA on Office Depot practices as a
means to educating customers.   

“I think people read it,” she notes. “But I
would rather my sales people not discuss
it with customers. I think it’s important to
not knock competition when you’re a sales
person and one on one with a prospect.”

That’s the way Consolidated Office Prod-
ucts approaches the Office Depot situa-
tion, too. 

“Our clients don’t want to deal with com-
panies that bad mouth other companies,”
says Garza. “We won’t do that. That’s just
not our style.”

Jones is on the NOPA board and offers
kudos to the association for going to bat
for independents in regards to what he
calls the “Office Depot debacle.” 

With Georgia being one of the states
where Office Depot has encountered
major problems, you might think that
would work in Minton-Jones’ favor. Not
necessarily. Jones reports that state cus-
tomers are well aware of the issues and his
sales reps continue to bring it up.

“But there’s only so long you can bring it
up,” he notes. “They understand the prob-
lem now, but they still go to Staples. Or we
talk to agencies who knew Office Depot
was doing this and they still buy from them
afterwards.”

Unlike Griffin and Garza, Jones encour-
ages all dealers to bring this issue up.

Last
Lines
Ultimately success in selling to
any government entity comes down
to putting in the time and resources to get
in front of that customer wherever they
may be and understanding the necessary
regulations and the way they do business. 

“You have to go after the business,” says
Miller. “Just because you’re qualified for
the business at the state, local or federal
level, doesn’t mean it’s going to come to
you. You have to go out and hustle just like
you’d go after any commercial account—
maybe even a little harder.”

And the harder you
come, the bigger they
may fall, one and all. 

Scott Cullen has been writing about the

office products, office furniture, and

office equipment industries since 1986.

He has been working as an independent

writer and editor since 1997, and is

currently editorial director and managing

editor of OfficeSolutions and OfficeDealer

magazines as well as publisher and

editorial director of the new ezine,

Imaging Solutions Reseller.
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You may have heard 
a lot about U.S. 
Communities lately and
wondered what it was,
or why you should care.
I hope to answer those
questions in this article. 

So the story goes, the U.S. Communities concept
was created by a mega independent dealer on the
West Coast back in the 1980s. This dealer had al-
legedly competed for and won the Los Angeles
County office supply contract. During the process,
this dealer realized they could use the competitive
bidding that took place in the Los Angeles County
contract to secure future bids without going through
the long and expensive bid process again.

A simplified tutorial of the process goes like this: The
client wishing to obtain office supplies does not need
to go through the long and expensive process of con-
ducting a competitive bid because, a competitive bid
has already taken place (i.e., Los Angeles County) and
the client can merely piggy-back on that existing con-
tract.

The consensus is that practically all public agencies
have clauses in their organizational documents that
allow them to piggy-back on existing bids and con-
tracts. Not only are these clauses common, they are
also easy to add to existing agency bylaws or incor-
poration documents.

For various reasons most public agencies are con-
stantly in need of assistance. They want and need
more tax money, more staff, and so on. The process

of preparing, soliciting, monitoring and awarding bids
can be very expensive and draws on agency re-
sources. Most of us have lately seen multiple states
and agencies falling short when it came to monitoring
contract compliance.

The prospect of all the benefit and none of the work
is very attractive to overworked, understaffed and
perhaps unmotivated agencies. It’s this carrot—“You
don’t have to go through the process, we’ve already
done it for you and have the absolute best prices”—
that is the major attraction of the U.S. Communities
concept.

Independent opportunity
U.S. Communities is a non-profit organization and the
Los Angeles County office supply contract, including
the prices, is public information. Anyone can request
a copy of both the contract and the prices by making
the proper application. It is important that any poten-
tial customer of yours also understands the open and
public nature of the U.S. Communities office supply
contract and prices.

Since the major attraction of U.S. Communities is the
ability to piggy-back on an existing competitively bid
contract, the argument could be made that providing
the same services and conditions contained in the
Los Angeles contract would meet the requirements of
the organization’s piggy-back clause. It is all about
the price. There are other terms and conditions the
prospective customer may require, but again, it’s re-
ally all about the price. Depending on your individual
situation or the agency involved, you may also
choose to beat the prices and give the prospective
agency an even better deal.
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Target audience
State, local, county, and city governments,
state, county, and city school systems are
all prime targets of the U.S. Communities
contract. 

Don’t rule out state and local colleges and
universities because you think you can’t
compete. Not only are colleges and uni-
versities big spenders on office supplies,
they are the prime high-profile targets of
Office Depot and the U.S. Communities
contract.

U.S. Communities and Office Depot are
currently under distress from multiple alle-
gations of overcharging and unapproved
contract manipulation. There may never be
a better time for independents to pursue
this business.

The original U.S. Communities contract
was the common core list plus discounts
on categories of products. This was later
altered to add a second option, called op-
tion 2, that some have alleged was done
to increase Office Depot’s profits. 

Another allegation is that many long-term
U.S. Communities customers were
switched to the higher pricing of option 2
without the customer’s permission.

Amid growing allegations of switching
customers to unapproved pricing, Office
Depot instituted a new and purportedly
simplified pricing structure for all U.S.
Communities customers. Today, all U.S.
Communities customers are on this new
single pricing structure implemented by
Office Depot.

Conclusions
Picking up U.S. Communities accounts
could be beneficial to your dealership. Be
sure to study the pricing carefully and
make sure you are ready to suffer on a few
loss-leader items. The overall contract
should be very profitable to the typical
dealership.

The contract was rumored to be worth $700
million back in 2007. With the distressed
economy and current market conditions, it’s
difficult to predict the value today.

The current U.S. Communities contract
pricing matched to United Stationers
items and units of measure is available in
a zipped Microsoft® Excel file by contact-
ing GOPD’s Donna Snyder (donnas@gopd.com).
Good luck and happy selling!

Rick Marlette is co-owner and director
of programming for GOPD, LLC. Prior to
GOPD, he worked independently in var-
ious facets of the office products indus-
try where he developed specialized
programs and databases for OP Deal-
ers; Prop Solutions, POE Systems and
OPSoftware. For over a decade, he has
analyzed the chain pricing games and
created the GOPN database, which
claims to be the most comprehensive
item cross reference database in the
world. Because of his unique knowl-
edge, experience and skills he was en-
listed by a group of Georgia dealers to
analyze the State of Georgia contract.
This analysis uncovered multiple irreg-
ularities and pricing errors which re-
sulted in the cancellation of the Office
Depot contract.
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While business intelligence programs and
graphical/analytical reporting can offer
dealers a wealth of information to use as
they drive sales and marketing programs
in a normal economy, their value in today’s
challenging times is even greater. 

For any dealer, the ability to identify potential
business opportunities and potential threats
in detail and in real time is vital in an econ-
omy where there is not only less business to
go around, but where profits are being
squeezed significantly on multiple levels.

For this reason alone, dealers need to con-
sider tools that will generate calls to action
in a timely fashion and help them success-
fully implement tactics aimed at getting re-
sults equally quickly. CRM and Sales Force
Automation (SFA) software comprise a tool
set that fills this role. Unfortunately, for
most dealers, it is still a missing link.

As a result, too many dealers experience
less than desired levels of customer pene-
tration and drop-offs both in customer mar-
gin and order frequency. And without
automated processes, the tactics and
strategies to address these problems invari-
ably lack the consistency of touch needed

for genuinely effective sales and marketing. 

Many other customer and prospect seg-
mentation examples surface over time that
also need quick action, not to mention the
need to constantly stay on top of prospect-
ing efforts in order to develop new business
and address normal customer attrition.

Sales Force Automation is in an almost lit-
eral sense a virtual sales assistant. In this
context it’s important to know the differ-
ence between SFA and conventional
CRM/contact management software. 

While CRM and contact management offer
the capacity to gather information, its use
in processing or “taking action” on infor-
mation is limited. 

With true SFA, however, the dealer can au-
tomate a series of repetitive tasks to ad-
dress a customer who is not ordering all
the products they could or whose ordering
frequency has declined in recent months.

For example, the program could generate
a series of timed e-mail flyers, and sched-
ule direct contact by the salesperson at
desired intervals by way of follow-up.
These are the kinds of tasks that histori-
cally fall through the cracks with typical

sales people through no fault of their own. 

Ironically, with better sales people, their
high level of customer activity and ongoing
issues that ensue prevent them from per-
forming the follow up and touches neces-
sary to grow their existing business and
develop new customers. This is a “Catch
22” scenario that SFA addresses while per-
forming the virtual sales assistant role al-
luded to above.

Along with automating repetitive tasks, tar-
geted e-mail marketing programs can be
implemented as well, with most SFA soft-
ware able to take advantage of existing
wholesaler and buying group e-mail mar-
keting programs.

E-mail flyers from these programs, as an
example, can comprise an automated e-
mail task that is subsequently followed up
by salesperson contact. This synergy with
SFA software provides an added dimen-
sion to the benefits dealers can draw on
from their existing promotional sources. 

As wholesalers and buying groups provide
their own mass e-mail marketing services
to dealers, or integrate with sources such
as Constant Contact, most SFA software
can export customer and prospect seg-
ments to these sources with unlimited lev-
els of granularity.

While SFA software synergies with busi-
ness intelligence and graphical/analytical

SEPTEMBER 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER Page 28

Time to Take
Action on

Your
Information

by Neil Saviano

continued on page 29



reporting software provides vast market
segmentation and customer touching
processes and campaign capability, the
need for reporting on the all important
sales and marketing activities needs to be
addressed in detail as well. 

Monitoring activity simply lets a dealer
know if the investment in complementary
pieces of software is worth it! 

The program can generate reports that will
answer questions such as: “Are follow up
activities being performed?”, and “If so,
what are the ratios that need to be moni-
tored telling us?” 

Some examples: “Are we attaining our tar-
geted levels of new customer conversions?”
“Are we completing the number of existing
customer meetings necessary to achieve
deeper customer penetration and retention?”

Subsequently, automated reporting of
salesperson activity becomes a crucial el-
ement in making sure the dealer is receiv-
ing an adequate ROI from sizeable
investments made in business intelligence

and SFA software suites.

No matter how technologically capable
dealers become, they must ascribe to the
following overall sales and marketing tenet
that has transcended time: Activity is still
one of the single biggest predictors of
sales success!

Investment in the correct suite of software
solutions is crucial if a dealer wants to truly
leverage the powerful benefits of CRM and
Sales Force Automation software. 

As related here, a crucial element is syn-
ergy with business intelligence and graph-
ical/analytical reporting. Another crucial
element is making sure that there is direct
connectivity to popular industry back-end
systems. 

CRM and SFA software also needs to be
able to easily call on information from the
back-end and convert it to viable cus-
tomer segments and have the platform
necessary to take the appropriate sales
and marketing action.

The capability to use automation to drive

sales and marketing programs and cam-
paigns need not be a missing link for deal-
ers. The prevailing “Catch 22” faced by
dealers and sales people—not enough time
to touch customers and prospects in a
business environment that dictates that
they need such touches in order to remain
viable—can be addressed successfully by
employing technology that takes on the role
of a virtual sales and marketing assistant.

An industry veteran with more than 30

years’ experience, Neil Saviano is the

president of the Longbow Consulting

Group www.longbowcg.com , an of-

fice products industry specific CRM

and Sales Force Automation consult-

ing company that helps office prod-

ucts dealers create and implement

successful CRM programs. Saviano

can reached by phone at 800-782-

1534 or e-mail at neil@crminterna-

tional.com.
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I received more comments on
last month’s column about
why some dealers struggle
and others don’t than any
other that I have written this
year. Short must be good and
bullet points are easy to read
whether you agree or disagree
with their premise.

During the next few months, I will discuss
a few of the points from last month’s col-
umn in more depth, including the one that
sparked a fair amount of controversy
among some readers—about hastening
the demise of retail stores. 

This month however, I would
like to examine how a dealer’s
attitude towards change—

specifically his or her reticence to
change—can have a direct corre-

lation to a deteriorating bottom line.

There are at least three things that
struggling dealers can be too afraid to
change:

n How they manage rep activities

n Their overall mix of product cate-
gories 

n The extent to which they trust and
partner with those who serve and
support them

Managing rep activities
Too many dealers act as if their reps’ rela-
tionships with their customers, in tandem
with providing the lowest price available in
the marketplace for their products, are the
only key components to running a suc-
cessful distribution enterprise. 

Moreover, many dealer principals don’t in-
teract with their own customers on a regu-
lar basis and consequently take what their
reps say as “gospel” and become blind to
the other strengths of their company. 

Local customer service, timely delivery,
ease of returns and an efficient accounting
process are just as important to an ac-
count as the rep, once a good relationship
has been established. 

Most independent dealers excel against
the big boxes in the delivery of these serv-

ices, but allow their reps to cloud their per-
spective about what is really important. 

There is no doubt that for one reason or
another your company has lost or will lose
accounts this year, but generally, this is not
the biggest challenge to your continued
survival. 

The biggest reasons companies don’t
grow and margins degrade is that reps are
too afraid to cold call in order to find new
business and they are reluctant to explore
opportunities to expand their lines of busi-
ness within existing accounts. 

What is worse is that owners don’t force
them to do it. Every dealer I have spoken
to agrees on at least one thing, even in this
economy: “There are oceans of prospects
out there for my company.”

If you believe this, purchase a CRM pro-
gram and give each of your reps their own
cold calling and penetration goals. 

Pay a large incentive to reps for establish-
ing new relationships and increasing mar-
gin dollars. And one other thing: Fire the
reps who won’t comply. You won’t lose as
much business as you think you will, and
it might just motivate everyone else to
grow the company.

Expanding business lines
If the words “Office Supply” are in your
company’s name, they should be dis-
carded. The phrase makes it sound like all
you sell are pens and pencils. 
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The best dealers in our channel are actu-
ally distribution experts that provide logis-
tic support to businesses of every size. 

Your trucks can distribute copiers, furni-
ture, coffee, jan-san, print management
services, mail room supplies, printing,
marketing products, as well as toner and
other supplies. Why limit yourself? 

Demand for ideas and products to in-
crease efficiencies within the businesses
you serve is growing much faster than the
demand to cut prices. 

Manufacturers, buying groups and whole-
salers have been providing you the opportu-
nity to expand into new product and service
areas for years. Why not try something that
other dealers are doing successfully?

Partnering effectively
“Herding cats” is probably the best anal-
ogy I have heard over the years to de-
scribe how independent dealers respond
to being part of a group. If your dealership
is struggling and you have been one of the
“cats,” decide to change. 

Recognize that during the last 20 years,
the wholesalers and the buying groups
have essentially saved the independent
dealer community from oblivion. 

Recognize too that they make money from
your purchases and you should celebrate
that fact. 

In my years in consulting I have found that
the most successful dealers are the ones
who effectively partner with their whole-
saler and their buying group. 

The mutual trust and opportunities for
growth are immense and the expertise
these folks can provide your company is
astounding. 

However, you need to learn that you can’t
have it all. All your vendors need to make
money (except for the buying groups
which are non-profit) and partnering with
them can bring you a range of benefits you
will never know about as long as you con-
stantly shop them for the lowest price. 

How would you feel if your best customer
shopped you for every little thing? 

Hopefully this (admittedly incomplete) list
of things that you can change in order
have a better opportunity to grow in the
current environment will motivate you to
revisit the culture of your company. If you
aren’t growing, maybe it’s time to change
a few things!

Tom Buxton is founder and CEO of In-

terBizGroup, a consulting firm that

works with independent office prod-

ucts dealers to help increase sales

and profitability, For more information,

visit www.interbizgroup.com. 
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Paul Miller is a founding partner
in Miller/Wenhold Capitol Strate-
gies, LLC, providers of direct and

grassroots lobbying and related
services. Before setting up

Miller/Wenhold, Miller served as
government affairs director for

the National Office Products Al-
liance and the Office Furniture
Dealers Alliance (NOPA/OFDA)

and he currently serves as
NOPA’s federal affairs consultant.

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.

I’m sorry if you’re getting tired of articles from me that
focus on the lack of small business support you’re
receiving from your government but I’m back at it
again this month. 

I keep writing on this issue because the blatant dis-
regard for small businesses by our elected represen-
tatives and regulators keeps getting worse. This time,
I want to focus on three areas that could be ad-
dressed rather quickly and easily: Healthcare reform;
the contracting process; and Congress and the 
Administration.

Healthcare
By the time this article appears, Congress will have
returned from what many will view as one of the most
brutal summer breaks a politician could endure. 

Those members of Congress brave enough to host
town hall meetings found themselves front and cen-
ter, as the nation watched voter after voter attack
them for their current healthcare proposals. 

If Congress and this Administration were truly “Small
Business Champions,” then they would include 
Association Health Plan (AHP) type language in their
legislation, but they haven’t and aren’t likely to do so. 

Study after study has shown that this type of ap-
proach would save the average small business be-
tween 9-20% annually on their healthcare costs. This
is real savings, but because of the heightened rheto-
ric on this issue, we won’t see this Congress or this
Administration include such language in any so-
called reform package. 

AHP legislation has had bi-partisan support in the
past but the current healthcare proposal ignores all
this and instead, comes filled with gimmicks that
won’t help your small business or any others.

AHPs offer a simple solution that is good for your
bottom line and good for your employees and their
families. Certainly it’s not unreasonable to ask: If this
type of approach is good enough for large corpora-
tions and labor unions who already get to take ad-
vantage of these savings, then why shouldn’t small
businesses get the same advantages?

The Contracting Process
Federal contracting is no longer a new phenomenon
to most dealers today. For many of you it’s become
a key component of your overall business model,
thanks, in large part, to the great strides NOPA and
its allies have made in the effort to change the way
the federal government buys its office supplies. 

However, we are now starting to see a real shift away
from using small businesses in the federal procure-
ment process towards a system that is only for the
large corporate players or for those who cheat the
system through pass-throughs.

I recently sat in on a meeting with a procurement of-
ficial who told me that the mindset of contracting of-
ficers is moving increasingly to a “less is more”
position when it comes to working with suppliers.

He went on to tell me that we can expect agencies
to award fewer Blanket Purchase Agreements (BPAs)
and the likely winners will be the large corporate play-
ers. Why? Because they’ve bought into the myth that
the big guys can somehow provide the products they
need faster and cheaper–a myth we’ve been fighting
for years.

Every year, we see contracting reform legislation in-
troduced in Congress, only for it to sit idle. 

It’s main purposes, it seems to me, is to do little more
than provide an opportunity for members of Con-
gress to show their constituents they are true “Small
Business Champions” and then blame others for it
not getting reform actually passed into law. 

As an industry, I believe we need to go back to the
days of the Army BPA and begin rattling some cages. 

We need to be willing to protest RFPs, insist on in-
dustry days and demand that agencies meet with us
to discuss their plans before they go out in an RFP
and are prohibited from talking with us on an individ-
ual basis. 

We need once again to educate agencies on how this
industry operates and how you can and do compete
against the large player’s every day. This message is
largely being lost on contracting officers and the sit-
uation is only getting worse.
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Congress and the
Administration
“Small Business Champion” has become
a slogan our elected officials like to use
during their campaigns. We saw this dur-
ing the 2008 election cycle where virtually
every ad, newspaper story and radio com-
mentary proclaimed the importance of
small businesses to this country and
lauded their chosen candidate for his or
her commitment to the cause.
Well, the election is over. Congress and the
new Administration have had plenty of
time to show their support for small busi-
nesses and quite frankly, they have failed
miserably.
The President could have moved quickly
to show his support for you by choosing
to make the head of the Small Business
Administration a cabinet-level post. He
chose not to. 
Congress could have pressed the Admin-
istration to do so, but very few actually did.
This would have gone a long way to prov-
ing to small business that this Administra-
tion would be different and does value

your contributions.
Congress and the White House could have
easily moved to do away with the pass-
through abuses in this industry, but they
chose not to. They could pass real con-
tracting reform, but they haven’t and it
doesn’t look like they will anytime soon.
This Administration came in talking about
reform and in the one place we need it,
contracting reform, we aren’t getting it be-
cause we still do not have a person nomi-
nated to head the Office of Federal
Procurement Policy. This is a critical post
and should have been filled by now. 

Symbolic Gestures
As small business owners, it’s time to step
back and take a hard look at how little
support we are getting from Congress and
the Administration–both Republicans and
Democrats. 
Commitment to small business should be
more than just a campaign slogan to trot
out every two, four or six years. 
As an industry, we need to step up our ef-
forts and demand action on critical issues

like pass-throughs, JWOD reform, and a
contracting process that in recent months
has tilted away from small businesses to
favoring pass-throughs and large corpo-
rate players.
NOPA has been very vocal on these issues
and will continue to press forward with
your agenda, but we need your help. 
The fastest and easiest way for you to help
is by doing two things. First, for those in
this industry who are not members, join
NOPA. 
I know budgets are tight, but our strength
is in our numbers and the larger we are the
more vocal we can be. 
Second, we need you to let your elected
officials know that they need to address
these issues. You can do this by writing
and writing and writing. 
Let them hear from you on how they are
not addressing these critical issues. Let
them know that you want and demand bi-
partisan action. Make the term “Small
Business Champion” really mean some-
thing. Get involved with NOPA’s efforts
today. Your bottom line depends on it.
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In last month’s column on leadership, I
outlined 12 leadership qualities that I be-
lieve are essential for dealer success in
these uncertain economic times. 

The 12 factors identified “what” to do, but
not “how to” do it. It’s the underlying be-
haviors—the “how to”—that drive per-
formance and achieve success. 

It is a common misconception to equate
behavior with personality. Personality is
who you are—the characteristics and dis-
tinctive traits you possess, such as being
friendly, outgoing, intuitive, dominant
(think Myers Briggs for those of you who
have used their personality type profile). 

Leaders behave in ways, given the situa-
tion, that seem appropriate and are likely
to work. Good leadership behavior re-
quires flexibility and adaptive actions, par-
ticularly considering current economic and
industry conditions. Behaviors must
change as times and situations change.

In reality, there isn’t a simple list or pre-
scription for the most appropriate behav-
iors. For example, in a given situation, it
may be time to coach and develop; on the
other hand, it may be the time to chal-
lenge, confront, command, even repri-
mand.  

Given the tough economic climate, I would
identify seven areas that are typically the
responsibility of the dealer principal and

should not be
d e l e g a t e d
(several of the
12 factors listed
in last month’s
column could
apply to managers
and staff as well as
dealer principals).  

The key, discussed subse-
quently, will then be to evalu-
ate those behaviors that you
should use in addressing each of
these areas:

n Having a well-defined vision for your
dealership

n Setting clear and challenging per-
formance goals

n Taking charge and providing direction

n Leading change 

n Establishing a sense of urgency

n Confronting difficult decisions

n Conveying a high level of engagement
and self-discipline

Think about these seven areas, and any
others that relate directly to your respon-
sibility, and write down three to five behav-
iors that you believe have the greatest
effect on your leadership performance in
each of the areas. 

For example, they may include being ac-

cessible, communicating with a high level
of clarity and understanding, focusing on
areas where there is a clear impact, creat-
ing a sense of enthusiasm and excitement,
having tenacity, being decisive, or acting as
a role model. 

Then, identify two or three performance-
blocking behaviors you are exhibiting in
each of these areas that are getting in the
way of the results you want to achieve. For
example: responsibility avoidance, being
unapproachable, making it difficult for oth-
ers to provide feedback, withholding infor-
mation, venting frustration, conflict
avoidance, being inconsistent, having aver-
sion to any risk, not leading by example, or
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wanting (expecting) sympathy or pity.

In the August issue of this magazine’s sister
publication, OFDEALER (www.ofdealer.com),

I discussed the importance of
knowing and managing yourself

(easier said than done). This
is certainly relevant in

terms of your behavior
patterns—how you

act. Be very honest
and realistic in the

review and as-
sessment of
your own be-
havior.

It’s difficult to
see our-
selves as we
are seen by
others. And
dealer princi-
pals often op-

erate in a
vacuum, getting

little in the way of

advice or suggestions from others (which
is another avoidance-blocking behavior).

To help in your self-analysis, be willing to
risk a little by seeking input from others
whom you trust and who would be candid
in their comments to you. 

Advice and counsel might come from
other partners, a loyal staff member, one
of your key suppliers with whom you have
a close relationship, a trusted outside ad-
visor, a friend or confidant, perhaps your
spouse.

Your behavior and performance are of ut-
most importance in hard times or in peri-
ods of major setbacks. Recently, I am
seeing both the best and worst behavior. 

Several principals in our industry have be-
come defeatists, making excuses, casting
blame everywhere, bemoaning our current
conditions. 

Others are taking charge with a can-do at-
titude, encouraging and inspiring others,
looking for opportunities, and making pos-
itive things happen. 

These behaviors—both good and bad—
affect corporate culture and drive perform-
ance. You and your company will be
judged on how you act, doing the right
things, in the right way, at the right time.

Bill Kuhn, principal of William E. Kuhn

& Associates, is a noted industry con-

sultant, 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 or-

ganizational development, marketing,

financial management, valuation and

merger/acquisition. For more informa-

tion, contact Bill by phone 303-322-

8233, fax 303-331-9032, or e-mail:

BillKuhn1@cs.com.
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Are you having a hard time closing your
accounts? Do you find it difficult to get the
customer to commit to you as their pri-
mary office products provider and begin
ordering? 

If you’ve answered yes to these questions,
you’re not alone. In some of my previous
INDEPENDENT DEALER articles, I’ve writ-
ten about the importance of having a sales
process and a systematic approach to
gaining new accounts. By no means
should closing an account rest solely on a
sales rep’s shoulders. 

In this article, I’d like to review some basic
closing skills and then address what I con-
sider the “key to closing”—eliminating the
prospect’s fear of change.

Some Basic Closing
Techniques
Sales reps sometimes have difficulty ap-
propriately ending or closing a sales ap-
pointment or call. We’d all like to close an
account on our first appointment with a
potential new customer, but that’s unlikely.

Closing your sales call professionally using
some basic closing techniques, however,
enables you to build the type of relation-

ship with a buyer where you can cultivate
and earn their trust, and ultimately their
business. 

Setting a realistic goal for your sales calls
keeps the dialog open and the account vi-
able. Your goal: to gain the prospect’s
agreement on the appropriate next steps.

Sometimes reps get excited about the op-
portunities and possibilities a sales call
poses and tend to talk more than they listen. 

Active listening is essential to understand-
ing the position of a customer, so that you
can frame the benefits you are offering in
a way that is meaningful to a particular
prospect. Having done that, you can then
begin to close your sales call when:

n The customer signals a readiness to
move on, 

or

n The customer has understood and
accepted the benefits you offer.

We often have exaggerated expectations
of what will occur as a result of our sales
call. You may find yourself waiting for what
seems like forever to receive a customer’s
usage report or a list of items to quote.
That’s why it’s critically important to close

your call only when you have performed
the following:

n Reviewed the accepted benefits

n Proposed the next steps and/or ac-
tion items for both you and the customer

n Gained the customer’s acceptance
and agreement

By establishing action items and a timeline
with the customer’s agreement, you
shorten the sales cycle, eliminate any
chance for misunderstanding, and leave
the door open to follow up with the cus-
tomer if certain agreed-upon actions do
not occur according to schedule. 

By agreeing to next steps and acknowl-
edging the benefits that doing business
with you will provide, the customer is
demonstrating a willingness to see your
proposal and your offer. 

Again, checking for customer acceptance
is critically important. By doing so, you
have further opportunity to discover and
address any questions or lingering con-
cerns a customer might have. 

You can check for acceptance with a
question as direct as, “If we were able to
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provide you competitive pricing along with
the service offerings that I mentioned,
would you make us your primary office
products provider?”

Additional Tips for 
Improving the Close
Sell as high as you possibly can within an
organization. There is nothing more frus-
trating than realizing you are presenting to
someone who is not the decision-maker.
When that happens you are relying on
someone else to sell your company for you.

Offer an unsolicited proposal. Present a
proposal that contains pricing and a serv-
ice offering that you are certain will gain
their attention and be difficult to refuse,
such as a guaranteed savings program.

Use FABs (Features, Advantages and Ben-
efits) to close the sale. Be consultative. As-
sociate the features and advantages your
company offers to the customer’s stated
needs, so they will recognize them as ben-
efits and understand the value proposition
you bring.

Examples of Good Closings
Be direct and simply ask for the business:

“If we are able to do this, this, and this,
will you make us your primary office
products supplier?”

“Are you happy with our competitive
proposal and would you like to get
started and do business with us?” Or,
simply …

“Would you like to go ahead and get
started?”

Remember, any answer other than “yes”
is “no.” If the answer is “no,” start asking
open-ended questions. Try to coax out
more information about their real
needs—not just their expressed
needs—and find out the source of their
reluctance.

Examples of Bad Closings
“Did you have a chance to review our
prices?”

“How do our prices look?”

“Let me leave it with you to review and
I’ll get back with you.”

What’s the problem with this approach? It
assumes that the customer’s abiding con-
cern is about price and overlooks the more
likely reason for a customer’s reluctance:
fear of change.

Addressing the fear of change
You’ve had a great sales meeting with your
prospect, feel there is a high probability of
closing the account, but suddenly the
buyer gets cold feet. What happened? In
almost every such instance, it is the cus-
tomer’s fear of change.

Prospects will never come out and directly
tell you that they are afraid to change sup-
pliers. 

But think for a moment about how a cus-
tomer perceives the impact of a wholesale
supplier change. 

They will have additional work associated
with the change that will affect them per-
sonally and professionally. 

A change will involve different paperwork.
In addition to purchasing, change will af-
fect various other departments such as
accounting, delivery, and receiving. 

If you’re offering them Internet ordering,
your system may look very different from
what they have become accustomed to.
Product selection, part numbers, and
processes may confuse them.

You might believe that such a transition
should be seamless, but the customer per-
ceives great risk and potential issues with
a supplier who is not a known quantity. 

Buyers are reluctant and fearful to change
current systems that they consider to be
working fine, or even just “well enough.”
Even the lowest prices won’t make a dif-
ference in eliminating the fear of change.

So how do you address it? 

First, the buyer needs to feel comfortable
with you, your company, and a new sales
rep. You can reassure them all you want,
but it is more effective to demonstrate your
commitment to them in order to earn their
trust. Actions speak louder than words:

n Give them a tour of your facility or the
wholesaler’s distribution center.

n Have customer service call and intro-
duce themselves.

n Have a driver stop by with a package
or a welcome kit.

n E-mail a recap of the meeting and
summarize the next steps.

n Provide a service offering as well as a
price proposal.

n Put together and present a letter of
engagement for them to sign.

n Have a written implementation plan to
provide them with timelines.

Conclusion
Obviously, there are potential obstacles at
almost every step in the process of closing
an account and overcoming them requires a
certain measure of artfulness as well as skill. 

The first important step is knowing what
you’re up against. Price is an important
component of your offer but by no means
is it the only one. 

By first understanding both the tangible
and intangible issues involved in closing,
you can practice professional techniques
that offer a greater likelihood of success
and establish the kind of trust, confidence,
and commitment your buyer needs to help
them get over their fear of change and
make you their new supplier.

Krista Moore is President of K Coach-

ing, LLC an executive coaching and

consulting practice that has helped lit-

erally hundreds of independent deal-

ers maximize their full potential

through enhancing their management

systems, sales training, and leader-

ship development. For more informa-

tion, visit the K Coaching web sites at

www.kcoaching.com, for coaching

and consulting programs and

www.opwebinar.com for the latest on-

line training courses.
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For the past 20 years, the prime focus of
attention for Charles Scales has been on
growing his dealership, Greenville Office
Supply in Greenville, South Carolina, and
the results speak for themselves. 

When Scales became president of the
dealership back in 1989, annual volume
was little more than $2 million, and the
product mix consisted of office supplies, a
little printing and office furniture and not
much else.

Today, business has
grown to close to ten
times that amount and in
addition to office supplies
and furniture, the mix in-
cludes cleaning and
breakroom products, a
full range of printing serv-
ices, promotional items,
safety products, coffee
services and more.

Like everyone else,
Scales and his team are
finding market conditions
more than just a little chal-
lenging right now but that
hasn’t dampened his 
enthusiasm for office
products any. “It’s a con-
stantly changing business
and that always makes it
fun,” he says. “We’ve
probably been full circle
at least three times in this
industry since 1989 and
it’s been different every
time.”

When he’s not focused on
his dealership, however,
Scales is a self-confessed
tinkerer. “Maybe there’s a
frustrated builder or engi-
neer inside that’s strug-

gling to get out,” he admits with a smile,
“but I’ve always liked working around the
house and trying to find different solutions
for some of those things that are never
quite right.”

Case in point: lighting. Most of us probably
have a couple of places at home that don’t
get the level of lighting we’d like—an out-
side spotlight that’s blocked by a gutter or
a corner of the attic or basement that’s al-
ways in darkness.

“For whatever reason, it bothered me
enough that I kept working away on a so-
lution that would be cheap and easy to in-
stall,” Scales recalls. 

That was over six years ago but persist-
ence is a virtue you learn quickly in office
products and Scales didn’t give up. 

The result: Easy Spot, a flexible, PVC-like
piece of tubing 13 inches long, whose one
end screws into any light fixture while the
other holds a light bulb.

It’s a simple concept but one with enor-
mous potential—at least, that’s what the
folks at the Lowe’s hardware chain believe. 

For the past six months, they’ve been test-
ing the product in some 175 stores and with
sales currently running 90 units a week at
$16.95 a piece—all with zero advertising—
they’re pretty much convinced it’s a winner.

Later this fall, the Easy Spot is set to make
its Lowe’s debut company wide—that’s
1,700 stores across the United States. And
if those average store sales during the test
period hold up, the product could end up
generating close to $15,000 a week, a
number that understandably has Scales
more than just a little excited.

“Six plus years is a long time and a lot of
money and hard work has gone into this
project,” he says. But if the Lowe’s deal
works out as well as they think it will,
there’s no question it will all have been
worth it and more. And then for Scales, it’s
back to more tinkering. 

“There are a couple of other projects that
have been on the back burner for a while,”
he says, “and once Easy Spot is up and
running, I’m looking forward to getting
back to them to see how they might shake
out.” Stay tuned!
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Several years ago I was invited to speak at a local
dealer/vendor event and asked to talk about, “How
could a vendor partner help an independent dealer
grow their business and win new accounts?” 

I took this opportunity to share three key points that
I felt many vendor representatives who call on me,
and probably most other dealers, needed to hear.

First, I encouraged every vendor representative, to
know your dealers. 

Start by visiting a dealer’s web site to find out the
history of the company, the company mission state-
ment and what is important to that dealer. It is very
important to know what wholesale sources a dealer
uses and to what buying group they belong. 

Further, get to know the owners by name, who the
key decision makers are in their company and the
process they use to make key decisions. 

You should also know how the dealer goes to mar-
ket and what computer system they use for their
back-end, front-end and any CRM software. 

Finally, I strongly recommended that every vendor
sales person treat every dealer representative like
they owned the company (i.e., return their phone
calls promptly, treat them with respect, and
promptly help them whenever they ask for informa-
tion or samples).

Second, respect every dealer. Make an appoint-
ment and be on time, (if you are going to be late,
call.) Have a clear plan for your presentation and
don’t just dump your trunk of catalogs and flyers on
a dealer’s desk. 

Come prepared with appropriate sales literature and
samples that you can leave behind. Have the cost,
list and unit of sale of any item you present. 

Follow up with an e-mail of the key points covered
and ask if any further information or samples are
needed. 

Where appropriate, set up a regular schedule for
visits and always conduct a yearly business review
with a dealer for all the lines you represent. 

Always keep your promises and respond to every
voicemail within one hour—remember a potential
sale is behind every call—and respond to e-mails
within 24 hours.

Third, think like a dealer. Ask yourself, “What prod-
ucts or services can I offer that will help the dealer
significantly grow their business?” 

Share success stories of other dealers. Design pro-
motions that you know will work for that dealer, in
their area, that complements how that dealer goes
to market. E-mail promotions to your dealers, as
soon as you get them. 

Act as a consultant and use all the resources you
have to help each dealer you call on be successful.

Dealers need vendor partners who want to come
alongside of them not to just help them survive, but
to truly thrive. 

Dealers are at a significant resource disadvantage
to our power channel competitors, so we make up
what we lack with ingenuity, hard work and an in-
credible will to win. 

So, as a vendor, intimately know your dealers, al-
ways respect them and think like them, so you can
become that resourceful partner that is absolutely
integral to their success. 

And remember, when dealers win and take back
market share, vendor partners always win with
them. 
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