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Finding and hiring the best new employees is just the
start of the process; you then have to acclimate them
to your operations and make them part of your team.
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COVID-19 UPDATE
How the IDC is responding to the current
coronavirus pandemic: including the
results of our reader survey
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EDITORIAL
Last month in this column I wrote about the strength and
resilience of the IDC to adversity, just as the severity of the
coronavirus pandemic was beginning to be understood.
This issue is very much dedicated those who are
struggling to keep their businesses going, to help their
local communities and, above all, to keep themselves and
their families safe.
Throughout the magazine there is news and information
that we hope will help you weather this storm. On page
32 you will find the results of our dealer survey, which will
hopefully give you some idea how your fellow dealers are
handling the situation. Thank you again to all those who
took part and, as mentioned in the article, if you think it
would be helpful, we can run similar polls in the future to
track how this pandemic is affecting the industry.
On page 26 we have an update from NOPA on the
various financial rescue packages put in place and how
best to go about applying for them; while on pages 28
and 30, we have information from Essendant and S.P.
Richards on how they have responded.
It goes without saying that this pandemic has had a
huge impact on the way our businesses can operate, and
INDEPENDENT DEALER is no different in that respect, so
we are going to be doing things slightly differently in the
coming weeks.
Our May and June editions will be combined into a
single issue and, until then, in response to your survey
requests for more information, we will be sending out
regular email newsletters, with the latest news from
NOPA, buying groups, wholesalers, vendors and
other industry bodies, to help keep you abreast of
developments; as well as some stories from you, the
dealers, about how you are keeping the fight going.
If there is anything you would like us to cover in these
newsletters or if you have any questions or stories to
share, please get in touch by email.
Until then, please stay safe and stay well.
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In Pennsylvania, One Point celebrates
40 years of growth and success
One Point,
Scranton,
Pennsylvania,
has its origins
in a 1980
merger between
Anthracite
Business Forms
and Keystone
Business Forms.
Originally called
Forms Plus, as its
main product was
business forms,
the dealership
soon became
known as the
largest business
forms company in
Northeast Pennsylvania.
In the 1990s a joint venture with an Ohio distributor resulted in the
establishment of Optimum as a division of Forms Plus. Optimum was
the sole vendor endorsed by the Pennsylvania Bankers Association
for both forms and office supplies.
After acquiring Centurion Business Forms & Graphics, the
resulting company merged with another firm called Deemers. “It
was an office supply company, so that added further to our product
line,” says marketing coordinator Molly MacDonald. One Point was
subsequently formed in September of 2005; the new name was
thought to be a much better fit for its expanded product offering.
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Mark your calendars for Industry Week ’20, powered by ISG.
We are planning a jam-packed event the week of October 4th and want you to be there!
■

ISG General Session & Member Meeting – Hear about the state of ISG and
industry updates.

■

The ONLY Industry Tradeshow of 2020 – Opportunities to increase sales!

■

Valuable Educational Seminars – Learn about topics relevant to our industry.

■

Peer Networking – One of the biggest reasons for attending the annual
meeting every year! Share best practices and hot topics with each other.

■

S.P. Richards General Session – Hear from SPR leadership on
products & programs designed to support your business.

■

Essendant General Session – Join Essendant leadership for key
updates, industry insight and an interactive session.

■

BSA Forum – Action packed half day educational program
for BSA Members.

■

Giveback Charity Event sponsored by our
NEXT
NEX Young Leaders Group.

■

And more!

Hyatt Regency O’Hare &
Donald J. Stephens
Convention Center,
Rosemont, IL

More information will be available soon. In the meantime, save these dates and plan
to attend this historic and important industry event!

Industry Week ’20
Oct. 4-8, 2020 • Chicago
JANUARY 2020
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In 2010, One Point acquired furniture
dealer Corporate Environments, in
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, which
extended the company’s reach into the
Lehigh Valley. “It was well known in the
area,” adds Molly. “We didn’t want to
change the name, so it is now called
Corporate Environments: A One Point
Company.” That same year, One Point
also acquired Visual Impact, which
added promotional products to the mix.
Currently, office supplies account
for 50 percent of the business; forms
and print make up 40 percent; and
promotional products come in at ten

percent. And the local marketplace
remains vibrant, according to Molly:
“We have a lot of returning clients that
we have worked with for many years,
as well as many that we’ve added in
the last couple of years.” Focal points
for the coming 12 months include
healthcare, education and commercial
development.
Messages about the company’s 40th
anniversary have been posted on all
social media channels. “The actual
anniversary is in November, so we’re
aiming for a fall event to celebrate,”
says Molly. At the annual company

Michigan dealer Global Office
Solutions offers disinfecting service
To assist businesses returning from a Covid-19
shutdown, Global Office Solutions, Novi, Michigan, now
offers a disinfecting service. The disinfectant is applied
via an electric atomizer, which creates micron droplets
that allow for the proper dwell time on surfaces.
“S.P. Richards had originally created a relationship
for independent dealers with Rochester Midland
Corporation,” says Global founder and president
Reuben Levy. “One of the products they have is
their Enviro Care Neutral Disinfectant, which is a
hospital-grade disinfectant.” The disinfectant has been
approved to kill coronavirus.
Using atomizers and wearing full personal protective
equipment (PPE), Global employees are disinfecting
premises and charging by the square foot. Offices
have already signed up and more are expected to take
advantage of the service soon. Ruben wants dealers to
know that he is working directly with a factory in China to
acquire N95 masks and other PPE.

meeting held early in March, a new 40th
anniversary logo was unveiled.
“Throughout the year, we’re going
to be acknowledged by the Scranton
Chamber of Commerce, which always
holds a ceremony for its members’
anniversaries,” adds Molly. On the
actual anniversary in November,
representatives from the chamber will
visit the One Point office and hold a small
ceremony to mark the occasion, together
with employees and their families, as well
as some key clients. It is certain to be a
big event, and will include activities and
games for the children who attend.

In South Dakota, A&B sponsors
Chef Challenge to support the
Children’s Home Society
The sixth annual Cleaver’s Chef Challenge Prairie Harvest
Edition brought together culinary professionals at a
food-based fundraising event for the Children’s Home
Society of South Dakota. The event was produced by Dennis
Aanenson, owner of A&B Business Solutions in Sioux Falls,
along with Tyler Honke, chef at Catering by Cleavers, also
owned by Dennis.
Sponsorships were sold to area companies, and each
sponsor was allocated a table and was able to host
attendees at the event. More than 300 people attended,
tasting offerings from 12 area chefs and voting on the top
dishes. Dan Myers, chef at Myers’ Deli & More, took first
place.
“This is now a fantastic gathering for our community to
support and embrace the children,” says Dennis. “This year,
we raised $50,000 for the kids at Children’s Home Society of
South Dakota.”
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More than
a table...

TIME
SAVER
Are you tired of spending almost as much time specifying tables as
you do workstations? With Special-T you don’t have to, thanks to our user-friendly online product

configurator and quote builder. Exclusive to Special-T and used daily by hundreds of dealers
nationwide, the product configurator lets you generate 100% accurate quotes, complete with a
visual rendering, in less than five minutes! Instant quotes include complete product details—custom
sizes, finishes, power and data options, plus any freight costs involved, and can be easily shared with
colleagues or customers.

SpecialT.net
APRIL 2020

888-705-0777
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Facebook Live game show drives business at Office Outfitters in Wisconsin
Looking to engage customers on
social media and have fun at the
same time? Bill Zimmerman at Office
Outfitters, Waupaca, Wisconsin, has
come up with an innovative approach.
He has developed a gameshow for
customers called How Local Are You?,
which he hosts every Tuesday at
10:00am on Facebook Live. “We have
been doing it for about a month now,”
says Bill. “As long as we continue to
get interest, we will keep on doing it.”
When the gameshow first started,
the questions were perhaps slightly
too difficult. “So we came up with
questions that anybody would be likely
to be able to answer,” says Bill. “We
get more than 500 people watching
the video every week and it seems to
be creating some interest.”
And customers have been having
fun with this approach. “If there are
customers in the store, we ask if
they want to be part of the studio

audience,” he continues. “It’s kind of
funny to see their reaction, because
they don’t know what’s going on.”
The Facebook Live show was
developed as part of a strategic
planning process that began last
November. “There is a lot of energy

going into the business right now with
our team,” continues Bill. “It’s like a
mixing bowl making cookies. We don’t
know why the cookies taste good,
because we are throwing all kinds of
ingredients in; but our business is up
over double digits.”

Pop-up sales distribute
promo items at Tejas Office
Products, Houston
Tejas Office Products, Houston, has found that pop-up sales are a
great way to distribute promo items for schools and other customers.
“We’ve actually done a few different pop-up sales, depending on the
customer,” says marketing specialist Kate Banks.
One recent sale at YES Prep Eisenhower high school covered
school uniforms. Prior to the sale, personalized flyers were created
using the school colors. “We let parents know what dates we will be
there, the items we will have available and pricing,” says Kate. The
schools then hand out the flyers and email parents to inform them of
the sale.
“It is easier for parents to get the items in person, not worry about
ordering online and waiting for them to arrive at their home or
school,” adds Kate. “People prefer to come in person, pay cash and
take the items home that day.”
The same approach is sometimes used with corporate customers.
“When a company has a big party or company appreciation event,
we will go out there and sell mugs, cups, T-shirts, stickers and
anything else under the sun,” explains Kate.
APRIL 2020
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The best workspaces know how to adapt.

The new Resi™ Collection rises to the challenge with a more purposeful,
multi-functional design that embraces the new workday.
View the new Resi™ Collection at www.safcoproducts.com
APRIL 2020
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In Michigan, Custer Inc.
recognizes design firm partners

Georgia dealer Best Office
Solutions celebrates 20
years in business
The place to be last February 20 was Waynesboro,
Georgia, to celebrate the 20th anniversary of Best
Office Solutions. “Our celebration was on 2/20/2020,”
says Robin Baxley, co-owner. “It was our 20th
anniversary, so that seemed a good date to pick. We
even started at 11:20am and ended at 1:20pm.”
The celebration was held at the Augusta Technical
College Burke Campus, right down the road from
the company office. Entitled BEST Inform & Inspire
2020, it featured numerous product exhibits, including
furniture. “We had our wholesaler represented, along
with several rep groups with multiple lines,” says
Robin.
Close to 100 customers attended the event and
received giveaway bags including a stainless steel
mug with the Best Office Solutions logo. A caterer
put out a charcuterie board, which proved a hit with
attendees: “Everybody raved about the food,” recalls
Robin. Radio station WPEH from nearby Louisville,
Georgia, broadcast live from the event.
“We love our customers and we love the
relationships that we have built over time,” says Robin.
“In this world, sometimes it’s not about people; but we
still feel it is all about people.”

In February, Custer Inc., Grand Rapids, Michigan, hosted the
local design community at an evening of blanket crafting at
The Foundry in Kalamazoo. Steelcase, DesignTex and Milliken
helped sponsor the event alongside Custer.
Two events are usually held in December to recognize the
design firms that regularly work with Custer: one in Grand
Rapids and one in Kalamazoo, where Custer has offices. The
Kalamazoo event was pushed to February in the hope that the
new showroom would be ready. When it wasn’t, the event was
moved to an alternative location.
Carrie Zimdar, an artist and a teacher from Grand Rapids
who owns Brush Studio, procured all the materials and
taught attendees how to make blankets. “I’ve been doing
these events for ten years and this is the first time we’ve done
something different to what we usually do,” says Nikki Probst,
vice president/business relations.
The evening was an unqualified success, she continues:
“Interior designers work on creative stuff all day, but they’re
always appreciative when they get to do something hands
on.” The new Kalamazoo showroom is expected to be ready
in July.
APRIL 2020
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POST SAFETY
MESSAGES WITH
REMOVABLE
LABEL SIGNS

REMOVABLE LABEL SAFETY SIGNS
Blank adhesive signs you can customize and print on-site using your laser or
inkjet printer. Surface Safe® adhesive sticks securely, removes cleanly.
Durable, Waterproof, Chemical and Tear Resistant
Use hundreds of templates to customize for many purposes
For indoor use on walls, doors, glass, stainless steel and more

TO LEARN MORE AND CREATE YOUR OWN SIGNS, VISIT AVERY.COM/SIGNS
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In Phoenix IQ Total Source
supports charter schools

IQ Total Source, Phoenix, has been a member-partner of the
Arizona Charter School Association for the past three years.
The membership grew out of a relationship that started with the
first charter school that IQ did business with.
“The woman who ran that school was really big in the charter
school movement and the association,” says chief culture officer
Ryan Puccinelli. “She got me connected with the association
and worked to help us become a preferred vendor.”
Recently IQ showed its support at the association’s “Charters
for the Capital” event, where the association peacefully
demonstrated at the state capital to demonstrate the size of the
charter school movement.
“Arizona leads the country in the number of charter
schools and is one of the pioneers in the charter movement,”
says Ryan. “Charter schools are a big opportunity for
dealers nationally.”

FSIoffice, Charlotte, acquires
Hoyle Office Solutions

FSIoffice, Charlotte, has extended its footprint in western
North Carolina with the acquisition of Hoyle Office
Solutions, Arden, North Carolina. FSI plans to open a
distribution center at the current Hoyle location, which
will enable it to expand its reach into eastern Tennessee.
Kathy Hoyle, current Hoyle CEO, will continue in the
business as senior account manager. Full integration
under the FSIoffice brand is scheduled to be completed
by the end of third quarter 2020.
“We look forward to having Kathy Hoyle and her
outstanding group continue to serve existing and new
customers in Asheville and surrounding areas,” says
CEO Kim Leazer. “Like Hoyle, FSIoffice is a family-run
business, so we felt there were many similarities in how
we take care of customers that made the acquisition a
good fit for both of us.”

Blaisdell’s aids those in need in Oakland, California
“With 23 delivery trucks in our
fleet and 14 sitting idle due to the
shelter-in-place order, we decided to
help the Alameda County Community
Food Bank,” says Mike Witt, chief
operating officer at Blaisdell’s
Business Products, Oakland,
California.
Blaisdell’s delivered food to four
schools in Oakland on Thursday,

March 26. With the schools shut, this
effort supplemented the program of
free meals for students. “Because
the schools are closed, the Alameda
County Community Food Bank put
together a bag of groceries that could
see a family through three or four
days,” says Mike.
Three of the schools were reached
early, but the food didn’t arrive at

the last school until 10:00am. “It was
eye-opening seeing families lined
up,” Mike continues. “We are now
making this happen every Monday and
Thursday. It’s just the right thing to do.”
At the end of March, 500 backpacks
filled with toiletries for the homeless
were delivered to the city of Oakland.
“We spent the whole weekend putting
these backpacks together,” he adds.

»
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AOPD Corporate Location
1652 E. Main Street, Suite 220
St. Charles, Illinois 60174
630.761.0600 | Fax 630.761.0691 | www.aopd.com
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Independent dealers respond to Covid-19 challenge
The coronavirus pandemic has ground
American business to a halt pretty
much from coast to coast. Some states
have not been struck as severely as
others, but independent dealers almost
everywhere have responded with
unprecedented measures to serve their
communities.
At Egyptian Workspace Partners,
Belleville, Illinois, Brett Baltz, director
of supplies, posted: “We are approved
to stay open as a critical piece of the
supply chain to continue to support
your business during these challenging
times.” This is the sentiment that many
dealers across the country have
repeated to their customers.
Porters Office products, Rexburg,
Idaho, echoed this in a Facebook post on
March 27: “As a distributor of business
products we have been deemed an
‘Essential Business,’ and we remain open
for business. We are working closely with
our suppliers to procure the products you
need at this time to fight Covid-19 as well
as other basic essentials.”
On March 20, Miles Oakley,
marketing director at AZOR Inc.,
APRIL 2020

Antioch, Tennessee, said: “As of
today, we have been experiencing
above-average volume and demand.
We have two normalizing pluses
going for us. One is we offer a variety
of products; and two is we offer
those products to a variety of clients,
including healthcare. But we are all
waiting for the bottom to fall out.”
“This situation is obviously fluid,” said
Dave Stock, vice president, Runco
Office Supply, Elk Grove Village, Illinois.
“First we are letting customers know
that we are open and we can deliver to
their houses. Also some products such
as hand sanitizer and wipes are in short
supply. We are letting some employees
work at home and others are taking
vacation time. Business is down with
furniture and office supplies taking the
biggest hit.”
“This is an unprecedented time with
rules changing every day,” said Wendy
Pike, president at Twist Office Products,
Wood Dale, Illinois. “Twist is working
to remain flexible and to assist our
customers in this time of turmoil.”
“As the situation involves, we are
INDEPENDENT DEALER

working to take steps to mitigate
the risk, protect our employees and
support our customers,” Office City
Express, Delaware, Ohio posted
on Facebook back on March 17.
“We’re working with our partners and
suppliers within the supply chain to
keep up with demand and meet your
needs. We will do our best to fill orders
as we receive product.”
“We are fortunate that we have
volume with healthcare and education,”
said Ryan Puccinelli, chief culture
officer, IQ Total Source, Phoenix.
“We have a core group of essential
businesses in the oil and gas industry,
and we are fortunate that we opened
our business to the janitorial category
more than five years ago.”
“We still have our warehouse and
delivery crews working because we
supply the major hospital system in the
area,” said Colby Merchant, marketing
manager at McGarity’s Business
Products, Gainesville, Georgia. “They
are a critical client of ours, so as
much as we can, we still have been
getting supplies to them; but generally
PAGE 12
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speaking, business has slowed down.”
“Office supply sales are down, but
we got lucky: furniture is doing well,
in that our projects are related to the
healthcare system and they’re in new
buildings,” said Colby. With office
supplies sales down, McGarity’s is
getting the word out that it can provide
no-contact home deliveries.
Jay Tittman, president at Rocky
Mountain Business Products, Denver,
said in a Facebook post back on March
19: “With careful consideration we are
currently conducting business as usual,
processing and shipping your orders
as they are received. We will only
suspend operations if we are required
to do so by government declaration,
if there is a stoppage by our delivery
partners or if staff exposure exists that
would put other staff members or our
customers’ health in danger.”
“We are brainstorming new ways
to engage our customers and their
employees now that they are working
from home,” said Wendy at Twist. Her
dealership is focused on getting more
email addresses—even personal
email addresses—and updating
customer profiles.
“Our sales team will be limiting
face-to-face meetings to only ones of
necessity,” said Best Office Solutions,
Waynesboro, Georgia, in a Facebook
post on March 16. “We will handle as
much as possible through emails, texts,
videos or FaceTime.”
On March 23 a Facebook post from
Rogards, Champaign, Illinois, stated:
“If your business is part of one of the
essential industries as outlined by the
state such as healthcare, government
and banks, we will be delivering orders
to you following our usual schedule.
During the shelter-in-place all deliveries
will be no contact. We will not be
requiring your signature. In most cases
your orders will be left at your door with
a photo serving as proof of delivery.”
Keeney’s Office Supply and Office
Interiors, Redmond, Washington, had
a Facebook post back on March 17
APRIL 2020

that said: “To minimize contact and
sharing a handheld signing device, our
drivers will except your delivery on your
behalf… Your driver will place an ‘X’ on
the signature line in proxy of a signature
and will also take a photo of where the
product was delivered for additional
confirmation.”
Most dealers have started to offer
home deliveries for their customers who
have employees working from home.
Robbie Clark, president at AZOR Inc.,
posted on March 18: “[I]f you have
employees working from home we can
now deliver to residential addresses
within our delivery area to provide your
employees the supplies they need.
Contact your account manager to add
an approved delivery location.”
“We want to reassure everyone that
our top priority is the health and safety
of our customers and employees,”
Porters Office products posted on
Facebook on March 27. “Our drivers
continue to take serious precautions
with the routes. They are sanitizing
their trucks before and after each
delivery using disinfectant wipes to
wipe down their truck several times
throughout the day.”
Porter’s post continued: “As you
are aware there have been major
disruptions in the supply chain for
cleaning products such as disinfectant
spray, hand cleaner, soap and yes
toilet paper. We are working diligently
with our suppliers to source these
products as quickly as possible. We
have been successful in doing so but
are having a tough time keeping them
in stock as quantities are limited. Please
be patient with us as we work through
this as many of these items are on
allocation.”
Also on March 27, John Kenworthy,
president of Storey Kenworthy, Des
Moines, posted on Facebook: “Please
be advised that high demand items
such as disinfectant, hand sanitizers,
soap, cleaners, paper towels and
tissues will be prioritized to clients in
the medical, childcare, logistics, state
INDEPENDENT DEALER

government and food manufacturing
industries. Orders of these products
from clients in industries that have been
ordered closed by the governor are
being reallocated to those which are
deemed essential.”
On March 27, Bridget Smith, director
of marketing at Innovative Office
Solutions, Burnsville, Minnesota,
said: “We continue to find strategic,
innovative ways to partner with our
wholesaler, our vendors, and local
partners to make sure we can still
service our customers and get product
in stock. Inventory of sanitary items is
going to hospitals right now, but we
also have customers that are essential
businesses that we are trying to get
product to.”
According to a Facebook post by
Brett at Egyptian on March 18: “Our
Chicago [wholesale] distribution center
is experiencing significant resource
challenges with order pickers not being
able to work due to children at home
and anyone with a sniffle is asked to
stay away. Dropship orders currently
are the most challenged… While
surges in demand are not new to us, we
typically use overtime and weekends to
get us back on track, but right now that
is only making a dent in the amount of
orders piling up.”
At Twist, Wendy said: “We are
working with Independent Suppliers
Group (ISG) to navigate the financial
information being batted around. ISG
took a proactive role to help dealers with
cash-flow issues on a temporary basis.
Federal, state and local governments
are talking about programs although we
have not seen completed verbiage to
know if they apply.”
“Our customers are very appreciative
that we are their vendor right now,”
said Ryan at IQ. “I have heard quite
consistently that prospects are being
let down by the big box players. My
only assumption would be that they are
servicing their Fortune 500 and 1000
businesses and are not letting smaller
customers fall into their supply chain.”
PAGE 13

SECRETS of success
Big Cat Solutions,
Santa Fe Springs, California
As a forward-thinking dealership that
understands the changes that are
currently reshaping the workplace,
SourceOne Office Products, Santa Fe
Springs, California, knew it was time to
evolve in the same way. So in January
2019, it rebranded as Big Cat Solutions.
“The future office is sleek, fast,
powerful and intelligent, like the big
cats that roam freely in the mountains
of the United States,” says Jim
Gerbershagen, co-owner of the
family-run dealership. After 30 years
working under its original identity, it
was delighted to discover that its new
incarnation was readily accepted on
the market.
“Since the change, our focus has
been on L.A. County, making sure that
customers were comfortable with the
switch and that they still knew who to
call,” continues Jim. The dealership
has experienced tremendous growth in
recent years and its first year under the
new brand saw returns of more than $8
million in revenue.
Jim credits Big Cat’s success
to its diverse product offering and
ability to adapt to changing customer
needs. Every dealer underscores
the importance of service, but he
highlights that this service can take
many different forms. Recently, when
a wholesale order came up short, Jim
went out to Staples to purchase labels,
which he then delivered personally to
the customer.
While traditionally sales of office
products have remained steady,
these days Big Cat’s biggest seller
is furniture—especially ergonomic
furniture. “Office assessments, furniture
installations, chair fittings—these are
areas of growth for us,” he says.
This new emphasis also prompted
the company to begin conducting
APRIL 2020

ergonomic assessments. “We had
some strengths in that area and saw it
as a service we could offer,” explains
Jim. Two employees have now been
certified to perform assessments and
Big Cat began offering the service
early last year.
The assessment examines
workstation dynamics such as monitor
height, chair height, how many
monitors are being used, the sorts of
monitor arms that might be needed
and the work being performed at
the workstation. Big Cat could easily
charge as much as $450 for an
assessment; but customers are told
upfront that if they buy their products
from Big Cat, they will benefit from
competitive pricing and won’t be
charged for the assessment.
Along with Staples, Big Cat has
entered into an agreement with L.A.
County for the supply of office products.
This has opened a lot of doors for the
company, which has proved both a
blessing and a curse—especially right
now, with the coronavirus crisis causing
cash-flow issues.
“It seems that every time we get
rolling, there is a setback,” muses
Jim. “L.A. County recently sent all their
employees home to work remotely due
to the coronavirus, so now the money
is trickling in. Essendant has been
fantastic to work with, though. No
doubt we will get through this crisis—
it’s comforting to know Essendant and
ISG have our backs.
“We really can’t project growth at
this point,” he continues. “Everybody
at Big Cat has been set up to
work remotely from home, with the
exception of the warehouse.” They
will continue deliveries, but will limit
exposure by dropping off orders on
delivery docks.
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Key management team
members: Jim Gerbershagen,
Ed Gerbershagen, Henry
Gerbershagen
Products carried: Office products,
furniture, jan/san, breakroom
Year founded: December 2004
Sales volume: $8 million
No. of employees: 15
Key business partners:
Essendant, Independent Suppliers
Group
Percentage of total sales
generated online: 90%
url: www.bigcatsolutions.net
Faced with this entirely new
challenge, Jim and his brother Ed,
who together manage Big Cat, have
redoubled their efforts to keep the
dealership profitable and on track.
Jim says they’ve started to “work the
business”, rather than “work in the
business.” “You have to be able to
adapt and take a proactive approach,”
he explains. “At this juncture, I think
we’re better owners; we’ve got smarter
and learned some hard lessons.”
“We have solidified our operations
and reduced our overhead, and
because of these new processes
we are in a much healthier position,”
agrees Ed.
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Hammermill Thinks Green
®

If you care about the environment, the paper you choose is important.
All Hammermill papers are:
• FSC ® or SFI ® Certified
• Made in the USA
• Responsibly Sourced
• Superior Quality
When you buy paper, look for the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) or the
Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) logo. These logos show that the paper
is made with fiber from a third-party verified, sustainably-managed forest.
Help ensure the health of our working forests for generations to come.
Choose well. Choose Hammermill papers.
© 2020 International Paper Company. All rights reserved. ColorLok, Fore, Hammermill, “Makes Your Work Look
Better”, Paper for Life, Great White, 99.99% Jam-Free, 100 Years Logo and Paper for Life logo are registered
trademarks, and the Hammermill trade dress is a trademark of International Paper Company. All other trademarks are
the property of their respective owners.
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If you have news to share - email it to
news@IDealerCentral.com

Dealer groups act swiftly to help members
Dealer groups responded to the ongoing pandemic in
good time to help their members survive the current market
conditions.
Recently merged cooperative Independent Suppliers Group
(ISG) announced a number of “decisive and measurable steps”
to assist its members, including the following:
• The Q4 2019 rebate distribution originally scheduled for
April 16, 2020 will be expedited to be paid to all members on
March 27. ISG said it will have a record-breaking total rebate
distribution in excess of $30 million to its members for 2019.
• Effective immediately, and as long as necessary, all
members are eligible for extended payment terms to the
group in order to assist them as they focus on how best to
support their employees, customers and communities.
• ISG suppliers have committed to ISG members receiving
the products they need to service their customers, providing
flexibility in payment terms and expediting rebates, enabling
the group to pay members earlier than scheduled.
• ISG has increased its proactive member communications
to include industry supply chain information, member best
practices and interactive webinars.
ISG Chairman Dave Guernsey commented: “ISG moved
quickly to step up and support our members—the measures
indicated address both the need to immediately get cash in the
dealers’ hands and the need to extend terms with our vendor
community. I know I speak for all of my peers when I express
appreciation to ISG’s management and to our vendors for
reacting so quickly to the dilemma at hand.”
In another move to help independent dealers, ISG’s EPIC
Business Essentials program has announced the launch of
EPIC 2.0.
“EPIC 2.0 opens the door to independent dealers
everywhere, granting access to customers that otherwise would

Dave
Guernsey

Matthew
Hebert

be out of reach, while still preserving margins and profitability,”
read a statement from ISG. “We know that the pandemic
has caused massive disruptions and shuttered the doors of
customers across all sectors. We know that many essential
Covid-19 items are difficult or impossible to find. That is why
EPIC has chosen this opportunity to do our part to ease as
much economic strain as possible with the launch of EPIC 2.0.”
Meanwhile, Office Partners and The United Group have
been working closely together to help dealers. They have been
working to source hard-to-find products such as hand sanitizer
and cleaning wipes.
“I’ll do everything I can to help this dealer community, as my
father did,” said Matthew Hebert, president of Office Partners.
“Our family has been in this community for 50 years and love it. I
don’t care which vendor or dealers call; I am just glad to help.”

Big boxes attract criticism
Staples is reportedly refusing to pay landlords April rents
due on its U.S. stores. A story in Axios this week said that the
reseller had contacted multiple landlords to inform them of
its decision. “They basically told us it was our problem,” one
landlord told the publication.
Meanwhile, Office Depot was featured in a Buzzfeed
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article in which store staff complained of the large numbers
of customers coming in just to browse the aisles, highlighted
shortages of essential supplies and questioned the
company’s safety measures.
Neither Staples nor Office Depot responded to requests for
comment on the above articles.
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PROJECTS BACKED BY OUR

99.99% Jam-Free

®

Guarantee

QUALITY LEADS TO

CONFIDENCE
Reprints and paper jams cost time and money. Boise Paper
products are guaranteed to perform, eliminating waste,
machine downtime, and employee complaints.
Boise® X-9® and Boise® ASPEN® deliver
performance you can count on.

BoisePaper.com

ASPEN, Boise Paper, Quality You Can Trust, and X-9 are trademarks of Boise White Paper, L.L.C. or its affiliates.
For more information on Boise Paper’s trademark use, go to: http://www.BoisePaper.com/terms-of-use.
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AFFLINK raises supply chain concerns
Facilities supplies distribution group
AFFLINK believes local supply chains
could experience growing disruption in
the coming weeks.
Currently, most of the supply chains
serving the professional cleaning,
packaging and related industries
have not been seriously impacted by
Covid-19, the group noted. However,
that could change very quickly,
according to VP of Marketing and
Packaging Michael Wilson.
“It’s tough to predict, but recent
studies indicate that supply chain
interruptions are mounting and may
grow in the coming months,” he said.
His conclusion is based on a recent
study by the Institute of Supply Chain
Management, a non-profit organization
based in Arizona. According to that
survey, more than 75 percent of the

companies surveyed are already
experiencing some supply chain
disruptions. Further, more than 80
percent believe they will experience
some or more disruptions due to
Covid-19.
“Most of these delays are because so
many products or key components of
products are manufactured in China,”
noted Wilson. “If there are interruptions
in China, this can have a domino effect,
impacting suppliers around the world
and here at home.”
Other findings in the Institute’s study
include the following:
• 57 percent of respondents reported
lead times for specific products
from China are increasing—in
some cases, doubling. “Lead time
refers to the amount of time it takes
a manufacturer to create and then

deliver a product,” clarified Wilson.
• 53 percent report they are having
difficulty getting supply chain
updates from Asian suppliers.
• 53 percent of Chinese
manufacturing facilities report they
are still operating at about half
capacity.
• 46 percent of Chinese suppliers
say they are facing delays in getting
finished products moving from
Chinese ports.
However, the study also pointed
out a serious shortcoming the U.S.’s
own supply chain system: “44% of
respondents report they have no
‘plan B’ in place to address supply
disruptions from China or anywhere
else. This is a flaw we cannot let
happen again.”

How can we help you?
Seriously, we want to know. Whether it’s one question or
a million, our live support staff and trained sales reps are
ready to answer. Real, live people who know our products
inside and out. People passionate about making sure your
customer’s experience is the best — through personal
attention, stress-free customer support and our white
glove delivery service. Do you have the support you need?

Keep your reputation safe. Phoenix Safe.

SAFE INTERNATIONAL, LLC

800.636.0778
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FORMULA
ULTRA
HIGH
DEFINITION
THE ULTIMATE PAPER
TECHNOLOGY WITH
A SPECIAL SURFACE
TREATMENT

Redeﬁne
Winning
What are you waiting for?

Apple
iPhone

There are 201 spectacular iPhone® 11 devices up for grabs.
So go get your Navigator ream and start playing!
Navigator’s new UHD Formula ensures improved surface and fast drying,
redefining your printing definition. And it allows you to win one of the top
tech products on the market right now, the latest iPhone® with top-notch
features never seen before. High definition, high winnings.

Get your participation code

from the back of any Navigator ream and register it at

www.navigator-usa.com

This Navigator Promotion runs from January 1st until June 30th, 2020.

Follow us
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Kimberly-Clark
restricts orders

Kimberly-Clark Professional (KCP) is limiting supply due
to the unprecedented spike in demand across its portfolio
and a significant impact on productivity levels at its
external skincare contract manufacturer’s facility based in
the state of New York.
It is therefore taking a number of temporary actions over
the next 60-90 days, effective immediately. These include:
• Streamlining its Kleenex and Scott Skincare lines to focus
production on the stock keeping units (SKUs) in highest
demand with critical end users in healthcare and grocery.
This will reduce its skincare portfolio from 31 to 11 SKUs.
• Prioritizing shipments to distributors that have historically
serviced healthcare and grocery end users with
significant volumes of these products.
KCP has said it will not be able to meet full historical
demand for these skincare items, and that customers
which don’t fall into its priority bucket should expect very
limited shipments.
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“We appreciate your patience and ask for your support
as we do all we can to ensure mission-critical customers
get the products so desperately needed during this time,”
the company stated in a letter to customers.
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Xerox shelves bid for HP
Xerox has withdrawn both its tender
offer to acquire HP Inc and its director
nominations to the HP board.
Xerox claimed the current global
health crisis and market turmoil had
created an environment that was “not
conducive” to continuing its pursuit
of HP.
“There remain compelling long-term
financial and strategic benefits
from combining Xerox and HP,” the
statement noted. “The refusal of HP’s
board to meaningfully engage over
many months and its continued delay
tactics have proven to be a great
disservice to HP stockholders, who
have shown tremendous support for
the transaction.”
HP issued a short statement of its
own in which it reiterated that it was
“firmly committed” to driving value for
its shareholders.

“We have a healthy cash position
and balance sheet that enable us to
navigate unanticipated challenges
such as the global pandemic now
before us, while preserving strategic
optionality for the future. Our focus
remains on addressing the needs
of our ecosystem of stakeholders
around the world, ensuring that we
build on our strength and resiliency
throughout this crisis and position the
business for the opportunities ahead.”
Xerox meanwhile has announced
a collaboration with Vortran Medical
Technology to speed and scale
production of Vortran’s GO2Vent
ventilator for hospitals and
emergency response units fighting
the battle against Covid-19.
The two companies hope to work
together to respond to the shortage
of critical ventilation equipment

necessary to support patients’
breathing. Assuming a stable supply
of essential parts, the companies will
be rapidly scaling up production from
approximately 40,000 ventilators in
April to between 150,000-200,000
ventilators a month by June.
Xerox plans to manufacture the
devices at its facility outside of
Rochester, New York. Vortran will
continue to manufacture ventilators
at its current facility in Sacramento,
California.

WE’RE HERE

FOR YOU

With so many of our dealer family, customers, and
friends adapting to vastly different daily routines,
one thing remains the same. We’re here for you.
Office Partners can help you find the products
you need for your customers as they continue to
provide essential services, adapt to a home office
setup, and keep things rolling along. We have
over 300 vendors in the Jan/San, Chemical, Office
Products, Office Furniture, School Supplies, and
School Furniture spaces.
All Office Partners members have access to the
same services, including GSA and state and local
government contracts, wholesaler programs,
networking opportunities, and marketing support
with low membership fees and no cost to join.

Want to know more?

Contact Matthew Hebert at 205.640.4270
or matthew@officepartners.com
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GSA delays e-commerce initiative
The U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) has put
its Commercial Platforms online marketplace initiative
on hold for a few months as it focuses resources on
Covid-19.
In a statement, Deputy Assistant Commissioner Laura
Stanton explained that the GSA has had to prioritize
certain activities to support the immediate needs of the
federal government. These include providing IT hardware
and services support to agencies across the U.S. as
they work to implement telework procedures and other
mission-critical functions remotely.
“As a result, the contracting team for the Commercial
Platforms proof of concept has also had to shift its focus
to Covid-19 response efforts,” she noted. “A delay is
anticipated in the contract award to e-marketplace platform
providers for the proof of concept. We will continue to
move forward as we are able, recognizing that many of our
acquisition professionals are prioritizing Covid-19 response
work over other acquisition initiatives.”
The aim is now to make the contract award “in the coming
months”, although no deadline has been specified.
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3M and US government
announce mask import program

3M and the Trump Administration have announced
plans to import 166.5 million additional face masks
into the U.S. over the next three months to support
healthcare workers.
3M will bring in the respirators primarily from its
manufacturing facility in China, starting in April. It said
the administration is committed to working to address
and remove export and regulatory restrictions to enable
this plan. It will also enable 3M to continue sending
U.S.-produced respirators to Canada and Latin
America, where 3M is the primary source of supply.
“I want to thank President Trump and the
Administration for their leadership and collaboration,”
said 3M chairman and CEO Mike Roman. “We share
the same goals of providing much-needed respirators
to Americans across our country and combating
criminals who seek to take advantage of the current
crisis. These imports will supplement the 35 million
N95 respirators we currently produce per month in the
United States.”
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City of Hope working on Covid-19 vaccine
In a letter dated April 2, from National Business Products Industry chair Scott Light
of Georgia Pacific and HP’s Stephanie Dismore, the 2020 Spirit of Life Honoree, it
was revealed that City of Hope is using its resources to develop a Covid-19 vaccine.
It was also confirmed that the annual Bob Parker Memorial Golf Outing, scheduled
for mid-May, has been postponed. The full letter is below:
Amidst growing concern surrounding the novel coronavirus (Covid-19), City of
Hope and the National Business Products Industry Council have made the decision
to postpone the annual Bob Parker Memorial Golf Outing scheduled for May 11-12,
2020 in Kiawah, South Carolina. These are difficult days for all of us, and we must act
out of an abundance of caution and in accordance with guidelines provided by the
government and public health officials to help ensure the well-being of our vast City of
Hope community of supporters and their families as our number one priority.
We will continue to monitor the situation closely as it evolves, in partnership with our
event host, International Paper, and Dinner Sponsor, Staples, and will reschedule the
event when conditions improve accordingly. In the coming weeks, we will also work
to assess the viability of other upcoming City of Hope fundraising events currently
slated for June and beyond, in cooperation with each of our event hosts, as travel,
event and gathering restrictions evolve.
In the meantime, we are proud to share that City of Hope is leveraging the immense
power of its resources to respond to the challenges of this global pandemic. To
learn about City of Hope’s efforts to develop a Covid-19 vaccine, please visit the City
of Hope website. Having witnessed first-hand the tremendous talent, innovation,
infrastructure and collaboration that exists at City of Hope, it’s no surprise to see City
of Hope step up and take on these significant challenges as an industry leader.
We recognize that these are challenging, uncertain times, but as we have seen
over the course of nearly 40 years, our industry’s collective support can have a
powerful, significant impact on City of Hope’s ability to change the future of health,
and today, that support is more critical than ever. As such, we ask that our City of
Hope supporters from across the National Business Products Industry continue to
provide planned 2020 donations and support during this important time of need.
Thank you again for all that you do to support City of Hope, and until we can meet
again, we wish you and your families, employees and business associates continued
health and wellness.

AIS launches CET
Designer extension

Office furniture and seating
manufacturer AIS has launched a
CET Designer extension for dealers.
Made by Configura, CET Designer
is intelligent space-planning software
that simplifies the specification and
sale of products by providing a
single software solution for space
planning and product ordering.
“We’re excited to offer this
technology. CET Designer can help
everyone who specifies and designs
with AIS products. The process will
be faster, more accurate and highly
visual,” AIS Chief Technology Officer
Aaron Onidi said.
Dealerships can learn more
about all services and opportunities
by visiting AIS’s website, where
a landing page specific to AIS’s
CET Designer Extension has been
created.

Mike Fortenberry joins SSI

Systems Solutions Limited (SSI) is pleased to announce the addition of Mike Fortenberry as a
software consultant, providing training and implementation assistance to the firm’s new customers.
Fortenberry is an industry veteran with over 30 years’ experience. Around half of that time was
spent in dealership operations, including a decade running his own office products business.
He also worked for DDMS (and later ECI Software Solutions, Inc.) for about 16 years and was
product manager for the company’s O/M Dealer module. He was involved with that project
from its inception, soliciting input from customers, developing specifications, working with the
programming team to design and test the software, and training dealers in its use.
In addition to providing training on SSI Edge software, Fortenberry will be helping machine
dealers implement JOBTRAK, the service management solution from SSI partner Ontrack
Software Limited.
“I’ve used both SSI and JOBTRAK as a dealer, so I understand the difference they can make in
an operation,” says Fortenberry. “Now I’m looking forward to working with other dealers again and
helping them use the software improve their businesses.”
APRIL 2020
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NOPA Update
By Paul A. Miller, TTA Legislative Counsel

Each year around this time, we
crown our college basketball national
champion. The four-week event
celebrates the best we have to offer
in college sports. But this year, March
Madness took on a whole new meaning.
As the number of Covid-19 cases
continues to rise, more and more states
move to shelter in place measures and
non-essential businesses are closed,
NOPA has been, and continues to be,
hard at work for you.
We know what state-wide bans
on keeping businesses open have
meant to you. We know the challenges
you’re facing right now to keep your
own business going. We know that
your businesses are essential to our
economy in good times, but we know
how even more essential you are in
times of crisis. The Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) has guidance
on which businesses are essential. Your
businesses are on that list!
NOPA has joined a coalition of small
business organizations and has sent
letters to the president and key leaders
on both sides of the aisle urging them
to add office products as essential.
We have sent similar letters to DHS
and the Department of Health and
Human Services detailing the role you
should be playing in this crisis. During
this pandemic, it’s the states which
are taking the lead; this is why we
have also turned our attention to our
nation’s governors. Working with our
members, we have been reaching out
to governors detailing our role in the
economy and how they can and should
be leaning on us during this crisis. This
strategy is working. Since NOPA started
this effort with its dealer partners, we
are seeing success.
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This designation is critical, because
you’re needed at this time to help
sheltered businesses get crucial
supplies and equipment for their new
home offices. Even though many states
have shelter in place orders, we need to
continue to drive the economy; but we
can’t do that without the key products
you provide to businesses of all sizes.
You will keep businesses functioning
so that they can continue to operate
and get the economy back on track.
You are critical to helping hospitals
get some of the key cleaning supplies
they desperately need. You are helping
local doctors get the supplies they
need to treat patients while protecting
their staff. In good times, your services
and how they support the economy
may be overlooked; but today, you are
a critical piece of the puzzle that will
help us get through this and back on
track. People may laugh when they hear
office products dealers are essential.
My response to that is: how does your
business run and make money without
the supplies we provide? The answer is:
it can’t.
We know the financial impact this
is having on your business. For this
reason, NOPA continues the fight
in Washington on your behalf. We
continue to work with leaders on both
sides of the aisle, making sure the
voices of small businesses are heard.
We were never going to get a handout
INDEPENDENT DEALER

from Congress in Phases 1–3, but
neither were any other industries.
Members of Congress made clear
that handouts wouldn’t be part of any
stimulus packages. We turned to
pushing aggressively—like so many
other small business organizations—for
loans that have not only kept us going
through this difficult time, but also
helped us keep our staff employed. I
have been at this a long time and I have
been critical of both parties for using
lip service to woo small businesses at
election time. Today, I can say with a
straight face, Congress stepped up
for us. It may not save everyone, but
the loans it is offering small businesses
may be what keep so many of us going
through this.
Now that Congress has passed
Phase 3 and the president has signed
it, the Small Business Administration
(SBA) can begin working through the
process of how it can and will get these
loans out to you ASAP. I would urge
you to continue to monitor the SBA
website (www.sba.gov), as information
will now become available on how
you can apply for these loans. As this
information becomes available, NOPA
will also be sending this out to you.
Phase 3 is far from perfect, but it does
provide avenues for loans and grants.
Outside of the airlines, no one received
direct industry grants or loans. The
feeling in Washington was that stimulus
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was not a bailout. The reality is, there
is not enough money to go around to
provide all industries with the direct
grant relief they want or need. SBA
loans are the best option available
to the government to help small
businesses get the capital they need to
keep going.
Prominent measures in the Keeping
American Workers Employed and
Paid Act and the Covid-19 RELIEF for
Small Businesses Act of 2020 make
up Division A of the stimulus, which is
titled the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
Economic Security (CARES) Act. Here
are some of the key provisions of the
CARES Act that will be important to
your business.

Paycheck Protection
Program

The stimulus includes nearly $350
billion in funding for a provision to
create a Paycheck Protection Program
(PPP) that will provide small businesses
and other entities with zero-fee loans
of up to $10 million. Up to eight weeks
of average payroll and other costs
will be forgiven if the business retains
its employees and their salary levels.
Principal and interest are deferred for
up to a year and all borrower fees are
waived. This temporary emergency
assistance through the SBA and the
Department of Treasury can be used
in coordination with other Covid-19
financing assistance established in
the bill or any other existing SBA loan
program.
The bill requires the SBA
Administrator to set a cap on how
much a bank can earn to process loan
applications and prioritize underserved
borrowers, including those in rural
communities, minorities, women and
veterans.

Emergency economic injury
grants
The stimulus includes $10 billion in
funding to provide an advance of
$10,000 to small businesses and
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nonprofits that apply for an SBA
economic injury disaster loan (EIDL)
within three days of applying for the
loan. EIDLs are loans of up to $2
million that carry interest rates of up to
3.75 percent for companies and up to
2.75 percent for nonprofits, as well as
principal and interest deferment for up
to four years. The loans may be used to
pay for expenses that could have been
met had the disaster not occurred,
including payroll and other operating
expenses.
The EIDL grant need not be repaid,
even if the grantee is subsequently
denied an EIDL, and may be used to
provide paid sick leave to employees;
maintain payroll; meet increased
production costs due to supply
chain disruptions; or pay business
obligations, including debts, rent
and mortgage payments. Eligible
grant recipients must have been in
operation on January 31, 2020. The
grant is available to small businesses,
private nonprofits, sole proprietors
and independent contractors, tribal
businesses, as well as cooperatives
and employee-owned businesses.
A business that receives an EIDL
between January 31, 2020 and June
30, 2020 as a result of a Covid-19
disaster declaration is eligible to apply
for a PPP loan or may refinance its
EIDL into a PPP loan. In either case,
the emergency EIDL grant award of up
to $10,000 will be subtracted from the
amount forgiven in the PPP.
The bill provides $562 million to
ensure that the SBA has the resources
to provide EIDLs to businesses that
need financial support.

Debt relief for existing and
new SBA borrowers
The stimulus includes $17 billion in
funding for a provision to provide
immediate relief to small businesses
with standard SBA 7(a), 504 or
microloans. Under this provision, the
SBA will cover all loan payments for
existing SBA borrowers—including
INDEPENDENT DEALER

principal, interest and fees—for
six months. This relief will also be
available to new borrowers that take
out an SBA loan within six months
after the President signs the bill. The
measure also encourages banks to
provide further relief to small business
borrowers by allowing them to extend
the duration of existing loans beyond
existing limits; and enables small
business lenders to assist more new
and existing borrowers by providing
a temporary extension on certain
reporting requirements. While SBA
borrowers are receiving the six months
of debt relief, they may apply for a PPP
loan that provides capital to keep their
employees on the job. The six months
of SBA payment relief may not be
applied to payments on PPP loans.
The stimulus also includes a
permanent fix that allows the SBA
to waive fees for veterans and their
spouses in the 7(a) Express Loan
Program, regardless of the President’s
budget. Under current law, the SBA
may waive fees on 7(a) express loans
to veterans only when the President’s
budget does not project a cost above
zero for the overall 7(a) loan program.

What happens next?

NOPA continues to work around
the clock advocating in Washington
for you. We will continue to push for
additional relief and resources in
Phase 4 legislation, which is now being
discussed. If you need any assistance
or have any questions regarding the
SBA loans, please don’t hesitate to
call on us. We are here for you. The
SBA Development Centers in your
community will be a great resource for
you: they will have the most up-to-date
information on the loan process as it
becomes available. NOPA continues to
talk with the SBA and will immediately
put out all guidance we have in this area.
Be safe and call us on 410-931-8100 or
email info@iopfda.org us if you need
anything!
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AGILITY
IN THE
TIMES OF
CORONAVIRUS
If there is one thing familiar to
Essendant, it’s change. Starting
out in office supplies in 1922 as the
Utility Supply Co., it opened its first
retail outlet and printed its first supply
catalog in 1937. In 1978, the company
transformed into an exclusive office
products wholesaler and opened its
first distribution center. It went public
in 1981 as United Stationers and saw
a number of acquisitions in the 1990s
and early 2000s. In 2015, it rebranded
as Essendant; and in 2019, it was
acquired by Sycamore Partners to work
alongside new sister company Staples.
So when the coronavirus pandemic
hit, Essendant relied on the trait that
has become its hallmark: its ability
to adapt quickly to change. The
wholesaler is now utilizing this flexibility
toward one thing that has remained
constant over its near-century in
business: its commitment to the IDC.

First things first

“Of course, our top priority since the
pandemic hit has been the safety and
security of our staff, customers and
business partners,” says Renee Starr,
vice president of sales. “We immediately
took steps to ensure they were as safe
as possible, collecting information from
the CDC and staying up to date with
local health departments in real time;
initiating work from home directives;
instituting employee travel bans;
APRIL 2020

dictating a ‘no non-essential visitors’
policy; encouraging social distancing
and so on.”
One of the key issues at the
beginning of the crisis was a
heightened demand for certain jan/
san products, such as hand sanitizer,
disinfectants and PPE. Essendant’s
next priority was to support its
customers and help them find the
stock they needed.
“This meant staying agile—making
changes on the fly to how we prioritize;
getting product in and out as fast as
we can,” she explains. “We are set up
to take and ship orders; we’ve had to
manually intervene to prioritize getting
orders to first responders, for example.
And we continue to be fluid, changing
our processes midstream if need
be. Our daily and weekly orders are
two-and-a-half times what they were,
and our incoming email has doubled.
We’ve called in temps; our staff are
working overtime and weekends.”

Lending a hand

“It’s been hard to see the shelter in
place mandate unfold state by state
and the businesses our customers
serve close; there’s no doubt it is
hurting them,” Starr admits. But rather
than just watch the IDC struggle,
Essendant has taken a proactive
approach to support its dealers in more
ways than just taking and filling orders.
INDEPENDENT DEALER

“We are working to help IDC
members drive awareness that
they are open by helping them with
marketing,” says Starr. This includes
everything from creating sales flyers
and digital assets—such as banner
ads with slogans like “Stock Up, Work
On” and “We’re Open, We’re Ready”
for curbside and home delivery—to
providing guidelines on what they can
be selling and customer FAQs.
“We are also making sure they
have the most-up-to-date information
available,” Starr continues. “I write at
least one update weekly, and more
if necessary, to provide information
on things like the CARES Act and
other support they can get from the
government, for example.”

Gauging the impact

Starr wishes she knew what others
don’t—how long the shutdown will last
and how long the economy will take to
recover; but she does not.
“It changes daily,” she says. “Will it
be two months? Six months? We are
running lots of models to try to figure
out the impact this will have on our
customers when it is over, but the
truth is, we don’t know; no one does.
Dealers with healthcare, government
accounts—any first responders—are
better off. So too are the ones selling
jan/san. The larger dealers are in it
deeper; but most office products
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dealers are doing at least some jan/
san, so that helps some.”
Essendant also meets with its
Dealer Advisory Council every few
weeks to keep a pulse on the greatest
challenges dealers are facing. And
while its members know firsthand the
going is tough right now, Starr says the
council overall is hopeful: “There is no
consensus on the shape the recovery
will take or the timeline, but there is an
expectation of a new normal that will
present new opportunities.”
So how best to make it through?
According to Starr, this will require
both immediate action and longer-term
strategizing: “Whether some dealers
survive and thrive will depend largely
on what they do now. They need to
take advantage of the help that is out
there, of the programs the government
is offering and seek the advice of their
accountants and their legal counsel.
They have to communicate; they
have to stay informed and keep their
customers and employees informed.
And they need to manage cash flow.”
They also need to adapt.
“Independent dealers must take
advantage of the opportunities that
do exist,” Starr continues. “There is
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going to be a change in the workplace;
working from home is going to look
different after this. What products
and services will the work-from-home
force need? Starting week one, some
of the most resilient dealers were
already realizing the opportunities and
messaging to their customers, ‘We
can deliver to your workers’ homes.’
The dealers that will thrive are going to
make these kinds of pivots.”
Besides the home office, Starr sees
e-commerce continuing to gain ground
and here she believes the IDC is on
solid footing. “The office products
channel is in a much better space than
most when it comes to e-commerce,”
Starr says. “They do most of their
transactions online and are used to
utilizing wholesalers to distribute. They
should take advantage of this.”
Will the so-called “Amazon effect”
cut into this edge? “Amazon already
had an impact on the IDC before the
pandemic,” she says. “Dealing with it
was a challenge before, and there’s
going to be more negative impact
coming. The dynamic for the IDC will
be somewhat different with the new
work-from-home norm, but its members
still have a value proposition and are
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Renee Starr
integral. They provide high-touch
service and solutions; Amazon is never
going to do that.”
Once again acknowledging her lack
of a crystal ball, how does Starr envision
the IDC post-pandemic? “The best case
will be we come out with the channel
intact,” she says. “Overall, dealers are
resilient and adaptable. They will learn
from this experience and many will make
the necessary decisions to adjust their
business model to new market realities.
Essendant will be there to support them
through what comes next.”

PAGE 29

Covid-19 Update Wholesaler update: S.P. Richards

TRYING TIMES CALL
FOR “OUTSIDE THE
VIRUS THINKING”

As much as he might wish otherwise,
Jack Reagan, Senior Vice President of
Merchandising and Supply Chain for
Atlanta-based S.P. Richards, admits he
can’t predict the future when it comes
to the aftermath of the coronavirus
pandemic and its effect on the IDC.
What he can tell you, however, is the
impact it has had so far; what S.P.
Richards is doing to help lessen the
blow; and what it will take for dealers to
survive moving forward in a business
world that most assuredly will never be
the same.
“It is too early to tell how the virus is
going to impact the IDC,” says Reagan.
“As prepared as S.P. Richards and the
supply chain were, none of us were
ready to see entire states shut down
with, as of today, no idea of when
things will be up and running again.
The dealers I have talked to have
expressed real concern.”
And he knows this concern is
justified: “People are not at work; they
are not consuming the same level of
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paper, for example. Home offices won’t
catch up to the majority of the previous
spend; dealers who sell to large
buildings and schools won’t be able
to talk to anyone for days when they
re-open and I don’t think anyone even
knows when that might be.”

Silver and not-so-silver
linings

According to Reagan, however, the
impact of the virus is not all doom
and gloom.
“Our JanSan business is exploding,”
he says. “It hit levels in a matter of days
that usually would take weeks; we
had five or six record days we would
never have thought we’d hit. That’s the
good news. The bad news is it wiped
everyone out of items people really
need: disinfectant, hand sanitizers,
masks and toilet paper.”
According to Reagan, JanSan is
not the only sector experiencing an
uptick: “Technology has remained
strong—mostly printers, ink and toners,
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with sales pivoting from the office to the
home office. And the furniture side has
not been hurt in the short term, since
large contract installations are still
going forward.”
He wishes he could say the same
for the office products channel.
“Unfortunately, this is the category that
took the majority of the hit, slowing down
as schools and businesses shut down
and stopped buying,” Reagan says.
Yet even here, there are bright spots.
“Of course, there is concern among
the office products dealers, but there
are opportunities, too,” he continues.
“Hospital, healthcare, software for the
home… These accounts are exploding.
So too is the legal industry. Dealers
with these on their customer lists have
opportunities.”
“There’s so many questions,” Reagan
explains. “For example, if an employee
does not feel safe in the workplace,
but can’t work from home, do they
still get paid? Or one dealer told me
about a building that mandated that
everyone entering it had to have their
temperature taken first and the delivery
driver didn’t want to have his taken…
It’s all uncharted territory; each case is
different and it varies state by state. So
legal firms are in high demand.”
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everything from the usual—such
as printers and toner—to the less
obvious stock items, like water and
batteries; and
• designing banner ads for use on
dealers’ electronic communications.
The company’s Division Vice
Presidents are even making personal
calls to provide guidance and offer
scripts to help dealers answer the
tough questions that customers are
asking.

Get ready, get set
A strong helping hand

While the crisis may be presenting
certain dealers with opportunities,
S.P. Richards understood the serious
impact the virus would have on the IDC
long before many realized the breadth
of the pandemic. Rather than adopt
a wait-and-see attitude, the company
took an immediate proactive approach
to help its dealers.
As Bryan Hall, Vice President of Sales
and Operations, put it in a memo March
18: “We need to help our customers,
NOW, to start thinking through longer
term outcomes.” And that is exactly
what the company did.
“Given the strong pivot toward the
home office, we created marketing
pieces for our dealers and sent those
out right away, so they could start
selling these items to their customers,”
Reagan says.
The marketing materials included
eye-catching flyers showcasing the
latest in home office design with
targeted messaging, such as “Set
up for Success,” “Support your Local
Business” and “Online Shopping
Never Stops.” The company’s “Learn
and Play” campaign offered special
promotions on everything from crayons
to science kits, to meet parents’
unexpected homeschooling needs.
The company also started
researching, compiling and
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disseminating valuable information that
many in the IDC lack the resources
to collect at the best of times, but
especially when this information is
changing daily. One of the major “wins”
the wholesaler provided was a webinar
on April 3 that they co-sponsored with
Independent Suppliers Group (ISG),
exclusively for business owners to
learn more about the government
stimulus package for small businesses.
Moore Colson, one of the largest
accounting and advisory firms in
the country, reviewed the CARES
Act Paycheck Protection Program
application process and the SBA PPP
loan process. Over 600 customers
attended the webinar with many more
reviewing the recorded presentation
since then.
The S.P. Richards team also assisted
the IDC during this tumultuous time by:
• creating a “Think Outside the Virus”
document that presented innovative
ideas for dealers to offer customers,
ranging from curb-side pickup and
home delivery to the delivery of
notes of appreciation and boxed
lunches for those on the frontline;
• adjusting its website search software
to display in-stock items first;
• developing a home office transition
plan and in-depth product lists
for dealers’ sales reps, including
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Reagan believes once the pandemic is
over, there will be lots of business; but
he warns it won’t be business as usual.
“Having a strong e-commerce
presence will be more critical than ever
before,” he predicts. “For instance,
dealers with closed websites will lose
out, as customers will just move on
until they find one that is open and
offers credit card transactions. Or,
for example, we can help the IDC
with home drop ship deliveries; but
dealers have to set up the e-commerce
function in their systems to effctively
handle these new addresses.”
In the post-pandemic marketplace,
Reagan believes one capability will
reign supreme: “The number one thing
independent dealers need to have
once this is over is flexibility. It will be
hard for some, as the old needs will
have pivoted to new needs. But the
economy will come back, and there
will be excessive pent-up demand.
Schools and businesses will reopen
and need a lot of supplies quickly;
and the ability of dealers to be nimble,
to respond and move more quickly,
will be key. This means aligning
themselves with strong suppliers
that are able to help. We can’t put
a timeframe on when, it could be
weeks—or it could be months, but they
need to be ready.”
And if they are not? On this point,
Reagan is definite: “Someone else
will be.”
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INDEPENDENT
DEALER
CORONAVIRUS
SURVEY
Toward the end of March, we were contacted by a number of dealers asking
if we had heard how other independent dealers were coping with the current
coronavirus pandemic. During the ensuing communications, a survey was
suggested as a good way to get a snapshot of the IDC’s response.
Given the nature of a monthly publication, and indeed the nature of the situation
we are facing, it is quite likely that circumstances will have changed for some of
the dealers who completed the survey; but the results are still valuable as a way of
tracking early attitudes and ideas about how we can best come through this.
We may well run further surveys down the line to see how attitudes and actions
adapt, as it seems clear that things are unlikely to return to normal in the immediate
future. Indeed, this pandemic will, without doubt, have a lasting effect on our
channel, our industry and the entire commercial world.
Before we get into the details of the responses, we’d like to thank all those
dealers who took the time to complete the survey during what is already a stressful
period. If any readers have questions or comments about any aspect of the survey,
or suggestions for topics that should be covered if we run another one, please do
email rowan@idealercentral.com.
Just to set the scene, in terms of the scope of dealers who took part: respondents
came from all over the United States and Canada, and were pretty evenly split
between stocking (54.8 percent) and stockless (45.2 percent) strategies. Likewise,
wholesaler allegiance was relatively level, with 53.5
percent first call Essendant and 41.4 percent first
call S.P. Richards. The vast majority of dealers
9.7%
(71.5 percent) were primarily focused on office
supplies, with 15.8 percent specializing
36.1%
9.7%
in furniture and just 3.8 percent majoring
in jan/san. The relative sizes of the
dealerships are illustrated in Figure 1.
Figure 1
What is the size of your dealership?
n
n
n
n
n
n

Less than $3 million in annual sales
$3-5 million in annual sales
$5-10 million in annual sales
$10-20 million in annual sales
$20-50 million in annual sales
More than $50 million in annual sales
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9%

18.1%

17.4%
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Perhaps the most encouraging
news to come out of the survey
was that just over 98 percent
of respondents had managed
to keep their businesses
open, albeit with 21.3 percent
having to change their hours
somewhat. Those changes
ranged from closing entirely one
day a week to only opening for
half-days some days or every
day, and reducing delivery
hours and days.
HOW HAVE YOU CHANGED
YOUR HOURS?

“Working half days,
Mon-Fri.”
“We have reduced our
employees’ hours from
8:00am–5:00pm to 8:00am–
noon. We, the owners, stay
until about 2:00 or 3:00pm;
then we close the office.”
“We are now closing on
Mondays and have also
started closing at 4:00pm
instead of the usual 5:00pm.”
“No walk-in business;
changing deliveries to two
days per week.”
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In addition to reducing hours,
14.4 percent of respondents had
also closed at least one of their
locations or offices. The majority
had shut down their customer-facing
departments, with showrooms
and retail stores closed—often
due to state-wide sanctions. Some
respondents had also rationalized
their warehouse space.

“We closed our warehouse in
Chicago and moved all operations
to our home. We have stock at
the warehouse and our three-car
garage doesn’t have cars
occupying the space anymore; it’s
used now as our distribution point
and limited stocking area.”

Sales have, of course, suffered as a
5%
result of the pandemic—and you
5.7%
probably didn’t need a survey
to work that out! Well over
half of the dealers surveyed
1.3%
(59.1 percent) reported
a severe decrease in
sales (see Figure. 3), with
a further 28.9 percent
28.9%
observing a slight decline.
Interestingly perhaps, of the
10.7 percent of dealers who
had experienced an increase
in sales, only 17.6 percent had a
primary focus on jan/san.

59.1%

Figure 3
How has your business been affected by the current situation?

n Severe decrease in sales
n Slight decrease in sales
n No change

n Slight increase in sales
n Large increase in sales

Most businesses have at least some
of their staff working from home
(see Figure 2). The most common
departments working from home are
sales, admin, accounting and design
teams, as well as any staff who have
to home-school their children. While
this situation is likely to evolve as
shelter in place advice changes,
most dealerships list the health and
wellbeing of staff as their top priority.

Early indications from the survey also suggest that most dealerships
managed to avoid both furloughing staff, with 73 percent yet to take that
step; and laying off staff, with just 19.2 percent of respondents having to
let people go. It is very sad, but perhaps necessary, to point out that again,
these figures are likely to change the longer this crisis continues.

Figure 2
What proportion of your workforce is
working from home?

“Although we’ve been in ‘shelter in place’ for the past two weeks,
we have paid all our employees through the end of March. After
April 1, some delivery drivers, installers and other office staff will be
on furlough.”

n 51-75%
n 76-100%

n 0%
n 1-25%
n 26-50%

11.4%

30.4%

13.3%

16.5%
28.5%
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CAN YOU PROVIDE FURTHER DETAILS ON FURLOUGHED AND
LAID-OFF STAFF?

“About 30 percent of our staff drivers are on rotating furlough,
working two days per week.”

“Four folks in our promotional department and one driver in
another location. The promotional division had no work for over 30
days and none going forward, with the nature of what they sell.”
“Furloughed employees had no available vacation to use or
did not want to use available vacation time. They are filing for
unemployment. As long as they are classified as furloughed, they
will continue to receive health benefits for 12 weeks. They do not
accrue vacation or sick leave during this time.”
“Two-thirds of our staff are gone.”
“Laid off five employees—some who were concerned about
contracting virus.”
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What is even more interesting is the number of dealerships (76.6
percent) that have taken on home deliveries at this time—whether
to service regular customers who are now working from home or
to try to capture new accounts. This seems like a sensible course
of action if at all practicable. Indeed, all of the dealerships that
reported a large increase in sales have started home deliveries
and more than 80 percent of all dealerships that have reported an
uptick in sales are doing domestic deliveries.
Home delivery strategies vary: some offer free delivery; others
request a minimum order; some charge below a certain order
value; and others still have a fixed delivery charge. There have
also been reports of a slow uptake on home deliveries; but
nonetheless, many dealers are seeing the offer as vital to survival.
HOW DOES YOUR HOME DELIVERY OPTION WORK?

“At this point, no charge and no minimum.”
“Free delivery so far. We had the retail stores open, so a
lot of people came in to pick up. Starting today (3/30), we
have closed the retail store and you must call for curbside
delivery or place your order online.”
“As of 03/30/20, no minimum or delivery charge, but very
little demand as of now for home delivery. Folks just don’t
need things yet. Normal OP items not in demand.”
“Maintain regular minimum of $35 online and $50 regular.
Charge of $7.50 if under.”
“No minimum order or delivery fee. We are offering this to
keep sales up and must in order to compete with offerings
from Staples/Depot/Quill etc. We—like many dealers—rely
on the high-touch sales approach, and the current
environment has forced us to compete with Amazon and
the likes on their terms, which we are not well suited to do.”
“We do ask for a minimum $50.00 order, but will deliver any
size order in the hope that those working from home will
remember that we were there for them when/if things return
to ‘Normal.’”
“If local, free delivery. If outside our local delivery area, a
minimum order to get free delivery.”
“We are offering this to current customers that we have a
relationship with. No strings attached.”
“Drop ship via UPS.”
“We have waived any additional charges. This won’t last
forever; why jeopardize relationships over a few dollars?”
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In terms of the response to the situation from
the industry’s buying groups and wholesalers,
dealers were generally grateful for work done—
although a minority were as yet unaware of any
actions taken.
Of those who had received communication,
there was praise for the extended terms offered
and rebates offered early by ISG; meanwhile,
Office Partners members praised the group for
trying to source hard-to-find items. Wholesalers
were also praised by some for providing
inventory updates and marketing materials.
All industry partners were said to be helpful by
providing information on available government
assistance—the weekly NOPA webinars were
mentioned, as was the webinar hosted by ISG
and S.P. Richards at the beginning of April.
WHICH MEASURES PUT IN PLACE BY YOUR
WHOLESALER/BUYING GROUP HAVE YOU
FOUND PARTICULARLY HELPFUL?

“They are still delivering daily.”
“ISG getting my rebate sooner and
extending by 30 days the due date on
invoices.”
“Extended terms may be helpful, though
we have not used them yet. My concern
is also what liquidity will look like once we
start to come out of this situation. I am
concerned about messaging from both
wholesalers that seems to point to a lack
of willingness to work with dealers on
extended terms to get through this crisis.”
“ISG have been great. They communicate
quickly and honestly. Same goes for
Essendant. We are very proud of our
partners at both Essendant and ISG;
they’ve been phenomenal the entire time.
We value honesty.”
“S.P. Richards have communicated
regularly with data on what is in stock,
what’s on sale, etc. They’ve also created
flyers regarding home office furniture,
etc. The PPP and EIDL webinar that was
sponsored by ISG and S.P. Richards was
excellent and a really good service to all in
the industry.”
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So good has the communication
been by the various industry partners
that 95 percent of respondents were
aware of the measures put in place
by government to help businesses.
That said, not all were entirely happy
with those measures: 36.2 percent
thought that they did not go far
enough, with immediate funding and
mandated rent and mortgage relief
being key asks.
When asked about the biggest
challenges facing their business,
common answers included cash
flow, making payroll, sourcing certain
products (particularly jan/san) and
loss of sales. Of course, maintaining a
healthy and safe workforce was also at
the forefront of most people’s minds.
WHAT HAS BEEN THE BIGGEST
CHALLENGE POSED TO YOUR
DEALERSHIP BY THE CURRENT
SITUATION?

“Making ends meet without
having to let long-time
employees go.”
“There are so many challenges!
1) Employee welfare; 2) health of
employees who are still working;
3) financial concerns; 4) lack of
inventory…”
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“Closed customers and very
low sales. We are looking for
alternative products and offering
home delivery.”
“Keeping our employees safe.
The unemployment supplement
passed by Congress, while well
intentioned, has made some
employees want us to lay them
off so they can get more than
their normal pay, even if it’s only
for eight to 10 weeks.”
“Being in a small rural town,
the decreased business is the
biggest challenge, because I am
afraid that I won’t be able to pay
my employees or my bills.”
“Finding product to sell. We are
selling products that we have
never sold before.”
“The shutdown of government
offices has been devastating.
We are holding on, but it is very
stressful.”
“Working from home was the
biggest challenge. Solved with
new computers and access
to the cloud phone, ERP and
CRM systems from the new
computers.”
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“Our biggest challenge is finding
the products that are in high
demand. We were really out
in front of this, being alarmed
by healthcare institutions
weeks before the media really
started to focus on the virus.
When the largest healthcare
facilities in Illinois call and ask
for everything you can get your
hands on, you learn from that
call and prepare. At no point
were we worried we’d be stuck
with excess inventory.”
“The biggest challenge is really
outside of our control and that’s
the uncertainty that comes
along with the pandemic. We’re
taking it one step at a time and
planning for the future, while
keeping those plans flexible so
that we can be agile to what our
new normal ends up to be.”
“Actually, it brings me back to
30 years ago when I opened
my business using a box van
stocked with office supplies.
The challenge was to build a
customer base and supply them
with the items they needed.
Today’s challenge is to find
sources for TP, sanitizer, and
wipes.”
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Perhaps the most polarizing question on the survey was:
“What good has come from this for you or your team?”
Of course, it is hard to see any good in the current
climate and, as already mentioned, the crisis will have
long-lasting ramifications for the economy as a whole.
That said, some dealers out there—to their credit—have
managed to find a silver lining to the cloud that is
covering us all; one suspects that such good spirits may
work to their advantage as we move forward.
WHAT GOOD HAS COME FROM THIS FOR YOU OR
YOUR TEAM?

“It really has pulled everyone together during
this challenging time. The employees have
done a great job in assisting and servicing our
customers, especially those in the healthcare
and other essential businesses.”
“We have seen a lot of compassion and
understanding from our employees, vendors and
customers. We are all in this together.”
“We are getting very positive comments from our
essential business customers—thankful that we
are working and are able to help.”
“It has made us aware of the great team we have
and who really are ‘in it to win it.’ I have also
noticed the attitude of customers, media, etc. to
support local now and when this is behind us, as
the big boxes are flooding the markets with ads,
but not a personal touch. That is where we are
investing our time and focus, and hopefully the
payoff will be realized when we come out of this.”
“We have time to ‘mend our nets.’ We have
become closer as a team and are able to rethink
our entire business model. We are asking
our employees to clean up the surrounding
neighborhood while they have downtime.”
“The CSR team realizes how fluid our
communication level is; how quickly we can
make informed buying decisions and move
product. We’re having conversations on jan/san
with businesses that previously weren’t open to
looking our way for this line.”
“We’re taking the opportunity to catch up on some
projects and initiatives that were getting pushed to
the backburner in the day-to-day firefighting.”
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“Lots of people who thought we were only furniture
or only supplies have found us to be a resource for
something new. Also, we have gained lost business
because current suppliers cannot meet the demand.
Hopefully, they will remember who was there for them
when this starts to subside.”
“We clean our hands better!”
“Lots of customers we weren’t servicing before are
reaching out to us because they hear that we are still
finding ways to get product in people’s hands.”
“We are all much more patient and caring. First and
foremost, we are global citizens. This is a trying time
for everyone across the globe. Our team is committed
to keeping our partners healthy and supported. We
are calling our partners as often as we can just to talk;
the isolation and uncertainty are debilitating at times
and we try to share a familiar voice and a sense of
togetherness. It goes a long way in both personal and
business relationships.”
“This crisis has spared no one in the world and in
some way has impacted everyone. We have seen our
entire team take every measure to keep themselves
and others safe while remaining customer focused
to support our clients. Our entire staff have thought
outside of the box to help our customers in unique
ways and meet their needs in this time of extraordinary
circumstances. With everyone across the globe
sharing the desire to beat this virus, I am confident that
the smartest minds in the world will deliver positive
solutions so we can return to a new normal.”
“I was concerned when I furloughed four of our 18
employees. I have been working from home because
my wife and I fall into the high-risk group. The feedback
from my staff was that they felt it was fair and the
correct thing to do for the business to survive. On
two occasions this week, a member of the existing
team—who are still working each day—brought in
lunch for everyone. They space themselves around
multiple tables at appropriate self-distancing levels
and enjoy each other’s fellowship. Hardship can create
closer bonds. They know that I am doing everything
in my power to apply for the proper government loans
and grants to continue to have our company here when
the dust settles. We are also trying to learn Zoom and
train our reps to gain expertise in remote sales calls and
presentations. This can make us more efficient when
things get back to normal.”
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RECRUITING
RISKS

Finding and hiring the best new
employees is just the start of
the process; you then have to
acclimate them to your operations
and make them part of your team.
By Michael Chazin

APRIL 2020

INDEPENDENT DEALER

PAGE 38

Cover Story CONTINUED FROM PAGE 38
Even without the coronavirus crisis,
finding and hiring new employees
can be a challenge. But the current
marketplace is an especially tough
one in which to recruit new employees,
says Robin McMullen, HR specialist at
Innovative Office Solutions, Burnsville,
Minnesota. In February she pulled
a report showing that while 2,000
customer service positions were open
in the area, just 200 people were
looking for work.
“As an employer, we are not only
looking for people that fit our job
description or that check all the
boxes as far as the technical skills are
concerned,” she says. “We also look
for people who understand our culture
and our environment, and who will fit in
really well with the team.”
Steve Klaver, chief operating officer at
DBI, Lansing, Michigan, observes that to
a large extent, the recruitment process
has moved online: “In years past, you
had people coming in and applying
for jobs, or coming in and dropping
off résumés. Now it’s all by email and
through your website, or through sites
like Indeed or ZipRecruiter.”
Klaver goes on to suggest that word
of mouth also plays a greater role
these days. He recently attended an
evening meeting of the Small Business
Association of Michigan, where he
spread the word that he was looking
to hire salespeople. Michigan State
University is based in Lansing and DBI
has consistently used job fairs there as
an opportunity to find interior designers.

Hourly wages have
increased

In central Tennessee, the hiring
market has improved over the past 12
months, according to Robbie Clark,
president of A-Z Office Resource,
Nashville. “Hourly workers got really
tight about a year ago,” he says. The
market has since started to loosen
up some; although at the same time,
starting hourly wages have jumped
from $12 to $15 over the past 18
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months. Clark says that when it comes
to recruitment methods, “We typically
use something like ZipRecruiter. But
the most luck we’ve had for skilled
office and sales employees is through
relationships that we have with other
business leaders, such as Chamber of
Commerce meetings.”
When screening job candidates, A-Z
considers a variety of factors. “Most
importantly, in the last five years it has
become really important to hire people
who fit our culture,” explains Clark.
Finding job candidates in Nebraska
presents its own challenges. “We still
use a lot of traditional approaches,
such as newspapers and postings
on job boards,” says Kevin Fries, HR
manager at Eakes Office Solutions in
Grand Island, Nebraska. For entry-level
positions, he still sees a lot of action from
“help wanted” ads” “Depending on the
location of our needs in some rural parts
of Nebraska, candidates still go to the
newspaper to look for opportunities.”
The current hiring market in
Vancouver, British Columbia definitely
favors job applicants. “It’s a little bit
tighter,” observes Calvin Johnson,
president at Lykki Coffee and Office
Supplies. “The tide has definitely turned
and it is a little harder to find people.”
The dealers interviewed would all
agree that the best way to recruit new
staff is through referrals. Many offer
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bonuses for successful employee
referrals after three or six months of
employment. “Our number one way
to find the best talent in this type of
marketplace is through employee
referrals,” says McMullen. “People
really enjoy working for a great
company, with a great culture and a
great environment. They’re going to tell
their friends and their neighbors and
their relatives about a great company.”
“We love referrals,” agrees Johnson. “If
we have a job posting and an employee
refers a friend, we’ll pay them $500 if the
new recruit stays three months.” Where
someone outside the organization makes
a successful referral, they won’t get a
cash reward, but recognition does follow:
“We’ll give them a gift—something like a
box of chocolates.”

Update job descriptions

Every time there is a job opening at
Eakes, the job description is examined to
see if a refresh is needed. “If we haven’t
had a position open for a while, then it
will probably need to be updated,” says
Fries. “We know that over time functions
change, and we want to make sure that
we have a clear understanding of what
the job entails. We think that’s super
important – we don’t want there to be
anything hidden from candidates, or
anything that they don’t know when they
come to work for us.”
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Over the last year, two new teams
have been created at A-Z: one for
inside sales support and the other to set
sales appointments. “Since those were
new positions and we were ironing out
the details and the workflow, it was
important to document those duties,”
recalls Clark. That way, if there were
turnover or if new job duties needed
to be added to either team, this could
easily be addressed.
If positions have not been open for a
long time, job descriptions can be an
issue. When a 16-year veteran in the
purchasing department announced
recently that he would be leaving, it
became apparent that not all of his
duties had been documented, so an
effort was made to learn everything
about his job before he left. “Most of the
positions we don’t have documentation
for are older positions filled by people
who have been here for a long time,”
says Clark. There are quite a number
of these at the company, so a wider
initiative is now underway to ensure
these roles are fully documented.
Klaver agrees that job descriptions
are vital: they must not only be clear in
terms of salary and benefits, but also
be specific about duties. Once upon
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a time, if a driver were asked to sweep
the warehouse, he would likely do it
without thinking. “Nowadays, younger
people take the attitude, ‘Well, I got
hired as a driver. I didn’t get hired as a
janitor. That’s not my job,’” says Klaver.
“So we’ve added a line at the end of
each job description that says, ‘…and
anything else the company needs.’”

Social media is critical

In the current labor market, social
media plays an increasingly important
role. It starts with dealers posting job
openings on their Facebook pages;
even if the only people who will see
them there are customers, it’s still a
good start. “If you’re looking for a job
and you know DBI, then you might go
to our website and see what’s posted
there,” says Klaver. That certainly
applies for warehouse, delivery and
sales people.
Eakes currently posts job openings
on Facebook in the traditional format,
along with a stock photo. “But we’re
actually in the process of starting to
do a 15-second video clip about each
position,” says Fries. The idea is that a
video should stimulate different senses
and help the post to stand out.
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“Our theory is that if we can get out
in social media, the spiderweb effect
will come into play,” says Fries. In other
words, one person who sees it may
forward it on to friends, who may forward
it on in turn themselves. “We can hit a lot
more people than we can with some of
the older methods,” he continues. “We
use social media – Facebook, Twitter
and LinkedIn – all the time.”
The importance of social media
simply can’t be underestimated. All
applicants at Lykki are asked if they
have researched the company in
advance. Any candidate worth their
salt will say yes; and if they did, this
would most likely be on Facebook.
“That is the first place to show your
mission, vision and values,” says
Johnson. If a dealer does any outreach
in the community, this is also where it
should be posted.
“Use social media to show that you’re
a real company with real people,”
continues Johnson. When a job
applicant visits a dealer’s Facebook
page, they can see if the dealership
hosts barbecues or has a volleyball
team, or cleans up public areas. “Social
media is your billboard to who you are
as a company,” he adds.
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Innovative posts a lot of its activities
on Facebook because it appreciates
that this is a key channel through which
people research companies they’re
interested in working for. “We partner
with numerous charities and we put that
on social media, so people get a small
glimpse of our culture,” says McMullen.
“We have what we call a culture book
and we post that on our social media
pages as well.”
The Innovative culture book covers
events over the past year, together
with pictures, testimonials and quotes.
It includes company activities such
as give-back opportunities, as well as
fun events. “We post the book online
and give a copy to every person in
the company; and then we hand it out
to all new hires who come on board,”
adds McMullen.
Onboarding at Innovative starts with a
company overview and brand promise
training. During the first two weeks,
new hires take part in what is known as
“Innovative University.” Meetings are set
up with each different department in the
company and new hires sit down with a
representative to learn about operations.
“They really get immersed in our
culture, and get the big picture of our
company and how it works,” says
McMullen. After this two-week induction
period, they graduate from Innovative
University. “It’s a really fun program
for them not only to meet people from
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different departments, but also to
understand a little more about our
company.” And in between sessions,
they’re learning the ropes of the job.
A lot of dealerships produce a similar
welcome book to present to new
recruits. “It could be on the internet too,
but it’s nice to have a tangible book that
has your core values and the history of
your company,” says Johnson. “It takes
time to commit to that, but it’s a really
great thing to hand to somebody on
their first day.”

The millennial promise

Social media is especially useful when
it comes to recruiting the younger
generation, which is important to the
future success of every dealership.
“We struggled to figure that one
out,” say Clark. Some younger workers
started at A-Z six or seven years ago,
but they didn’t fit the culture. They
required different kinds of coaching
and a lot of positive reinforcement. “We
felt that maybe these types of folks just
can’t work here, because those hires
didn’t work out,” says Clark. “Then we
figured out the problem was us.”
Last June, A-Z polled all of it
employees under the age of 30 to get
a measure of what it needed to do to
keep them fully engaged. They were
asked what the dealership should
be doing to retain them over the long
term and to encourage their friends to
INDEPENDENT DEALER

join too. “They told us that the referral
process within the younger generation
is much more present than it was
with previous generations,” Clark
continues. If they like their job, they will
recommend that their friends come
and work at the company as well. The
image and culture that a company
presents on social media is thus a vital
part of recruiting success.
Clark says that he frequently hears
other dealers asking how they can get
millennials to work for them. They insist
that younger hires just don’t work out
and either have to be let go or leave of
their own accord; and the dealers can’t
figure out why. “But they have to figure
out that piece of the puzzle, because
if they’re not hiring millennials, they will
be left behind,” cautions Clark.
“A lot of companies struggle with
finding and keeping good people, or
have trouble onboarding employees,”
says Johnson. So before they can find
the best job candidates, dealers need
to have a firm understanding of their
culture. “Knowing your values, your
mission statement and who you are as
a company is critical,” he continues. “A
lot of companies struggle with that—not
really understanding who they are as
a company or what they’re trying to
achieve.”

Challenges for job
applicants

Lykki has a lengthy process for
interviewing new hires, inspired by the
book Topgrading by Bradford Smart. It
creates a pipeline in which a series of
potential roadblocks are placed in front
of applicants. “Those people who make
it to the end are the people you want to
hire,” says Johnson.
For instance, near the end of job
advertisements is a suggestion reading:
“If you want to move to the front of the
line, send us a video about yourself.
(Seriously).” Those applicants who take
the time to make and submit a video
are bumped to the top of the queue,
because they followed instructions.
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Candidates are also asked to fill
out a 17-page career history form,
supposedly on the grounds that this
standard format makes it easier to
compare applications. “Over half
the people, we never hear from them
again,” says Johnson. That is another
aspect of the Topgrading methodology:
“You’re not trying to scare people away,
but you’re trying to get them to put in a
little bit of work and effort.”
There is no HR department at Lykki,
so the manager in the department
doing the hiring conducts the initial
interview. A second interview is then
conducted by a panel of co-workers,
asking personal questions aimed at
getting to know the candidate better.
“The most important element we
look for is cultural fit—do they fit in
with the team?” explains Johnson. He
suggests that dealers hire for will and
train for skill: “You’re seeking to hire
somebody who is a personality fit that
will create great relationships; that
will add to the team.” The successful
candidate can then be taught any
specifics they need to know to
function successfully on the job.
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Culture fit is crucial

This is likewise the priority in
Nebraska, where there is a surfeit
of applicants for every job. “The big
change that we’ve seen is that you
have to look for candidates who will fit
your culture and have soft skills,” says
Fries. He agrees with Johnson that the
right people culture-wise can quickly
be taught everything they need to
succeed at Eakes.
Fries also agrees that the best way to
test for cultural fit is through in-person
interviews. For most positions at Eakes,
at least two individuals at the company
will conduct the interviews. “We ask
questions about them as a candidate
that push them towards what we value
in an employee,” he says. Candidates
are also exposed to attitude and
personality testing. Eakes uses DISC
and PSR tests—which incur a cost
each time they are used—to provide
further insight in the decision-making
process. “We are looking for someone
who is a hard worker,” he adds.
Personality plays a big part in the
interview process at A-to-Z. “In today’s
environment, you have to look at things
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such as likability, whether or not they
are articulate and how they dress,”
says Clark. “We might be able to find
a qualified candidate; but if they won’t
really fit into the culture here, we keep
looking. Companies that don’t focus on
their internal culture and hire employees
who fit are behind the eight ball and will
be forced into the wrong decisions.”
At Innovative, the second interview is
known as the “culture interview.” “Our
company lives and breathes by its set
of core values and we have a set of
questions around these values that we
ask all candidates,” says McMullen. The
interview is conducted by peers whom
the candidate would work with, as well
as employees from other departments.
To assist with determining cultural fit,
DBI added a HR person to the staff about
five years ago, when the dealership
surpassed 50 employees (the workforce
currently stands at 98). Today, quarterly
meetings are held with all employees
to update them on how the business
is doing. Meetings with supervisors
are held more frequently, and those
managers are charged with passing on
information to their employees.
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Your culture
also impacts
productivity

At A-Z, Clark contends that the
culture rubs off on new employees. The
dealership hosts a monthly lunch for
all employees, at which there is usually
some group activity. New recruits
have the opportunity to get involved at
those lunches, as well as with games,
contests and promotions that are run
regularly. The culture is evident from
the moment a new employee walks
through the door, he suggests.
“We don’t really focus on teaching
culture; instead, we continually push
culture through the whole company
on a monthly basis,” Clark continues.
“New employees either like that,
and become a part of it quickly; or
they don’t like that, which becomes
apparent to us very quickly.”
Throughout the onboarding process
at Eakes, an effort is likewise made to
ingrain the company culture in new
hires as much as possible. “From
day one, we try to get them involved
as quickly as we can, to the level
they want to be involved,” says Fries.
New employees are encouraged to
participate in different functions, such
as meetings and fun events. “Hopefully
they will jump on board and understand
what we do from a culture standpoint
right away,” he adds.
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Pitfalls to avoid

Just as with every business function,
when it comes to recruiting, hiring and
onboarding new employees, there
are a few pitfalls to watch out for. “As
a small business, we’re always in a
hurry to fill an empty spot, because
it’s a void,” says Klaver.
While a large company with a
20-person department might weather
the loss of one employee easily for a
couple of months, the same loss in a
one or two-person department could
send a dealership into a tailspin. But if
you’re under pressure to hire, you can
end up choosing the wrong candidate
in your haste.
“In some cases, you might end
up settling for the best of the worst,
because you need to fill that spot,”
continues Klaver. “Instead, it might
make more sense to accept that none
of the candidates fits the bill and you
need to keep looking.”
Clark agrees that dealers often
tend to be in too much of a hurry to
recruit. The old-school approach of
interviewing a handful of candidates
and picking the best of the bunch
has been scrapped. “We’ve stopped
doing that,” he says. “Now, instead
of taking the best of six or seven
INDEPENDENT DEALER

If you want to improve productivity
within your company, you need
to create a positive culture. That’s
the conclusion of a recent article
on Forbes online. According to
the author, culture can improve
a team’s health and wellbeing,
increase engagement, and create a
more collaborative and supportive
working environment.
One study found that companies
with winning organizational cultures
have 72 percent higher employee
engagement ratings than those with
weak cultures.
The article goes on to suggest
that leaders can create a positive
work culture by developing a
core set of values and priorities;
being respectful of teammates’
time; optimizing the physical work
environment; and having a little fun
in the workplace.
See the complete article here.

candidates, we wait until we find one
who actually fits.”
At Eakes, Fries cautions managers
that they will seldom find the perfect
candidate: concessions must usually
be made in terms of skill levels,
experience, personality or other
factors. “Typically, good candidates
turn into great employees,” he says.
“We just have to make sure that we
don’t get caught up looking for that
perfect person, because they’re
going to be really difficult to find.”

Michael Chazin is a freelance writer
specializing in business topics, who
has written about the office supply
business for more than 15 years. He
can be reached at mchazin503@
comcast.net.
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Covid-19 Update Krista Moore

PUT YOUR
MASK ON

FIRST
By Krista Moore

Over the past month, we have all been inundated with sales
gurus offering online learning and webinars on topics such
as, “How to sell virtually,” “How to grow in a pandemic” and
“Business survival guide during Covid 19.” Quite honestly,
I’ve been ignoring their marketing and messages. I’m not
sure how these folks instantly became experts on these
topics and it feels like they may be taking advantage of a
bad situation.
This doesn’t mean I don’t care about the success of your
business. I care deeply, and my mind naturally turns to
ways to pivot your business and strategically adapt to the
changing world and economy. However, more importantly, I
care about you. How are YOU doing?
One thing I know for sure is: we have to take care of
ourselves before we can take care of others. After all, we are
the leaders of our own lives, as well as our businesses. This is
a very stressful time, and many of us are dealing with anxiety
from all the uncertainty and fear. That is why I have recently
transitioned my business to do more “heart work”, rather than
hard work. I want to spend more of my time inspiring others
to be the best that they can be, making sure they are taking
care of themselves and the relationships that matter most to
their success and happiness. One way I do this is through
The Krista Moore Talk Show. This is a weekly business web
talk show, where I interview experts and thought leaders on
subjects that are important to your wellness, happiness and
success. I encourage you to register once and have access
each week to the topics that interest you.
I’d like to share with you some of the things I’ve learned
from a few of my guests, in the hope you can apply them at
this crucial time in your life and your business.
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Food is medicine

This is the tagline of my recent guest Inez Sobczack,
nutrition and fitness coach and founder of FIT-NEZ. Many
of us who are social distancing and dealing with the
coronavirus pandemic are working from home and picking
up bad eating habits. For example, due to stress, you may
begin emotional eating, rather than fuel eating. This leads to
overeating; or choosing processed or junk food and sweets,
rather than food that is high in vitamins and nutrients. In
addition to increasing your calorie intake, sugar slows
everything down, including your immune system and your
brain functioning.
Inez’s advice is to look at food as medicine before you
put it in your mouth. Ask yourself, “Is this the best medicine
for my body?” This may lead you to more natural foods
filled with vitamins, minerals, fiber and nutrients dense
with vitamin C. Three examples of these types of foods are
broccoli, spinach and citrus fruit. If you are looking to stay
healthy and boost your immune system, then remember:
food is medicine.

Keep moving

It’s important to have an exercise routine in order to stay
healthy—even if that is going outdoors and walking for 15 or
20 minutes. Keep moving. It’s easy to settle in and become
a couch potato while binge-watching Netflix. However, we
know that is not a healthy habit to get into. Inez recommends
keeping track of your daily steps, organizing exercise
time with your family and participating in online exercise
programs. It really doesn’t matter what the activity is, as long
as you keep moving and keep your blood flowing.
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Quality sleep

Sleep is vital in keeping your immune system strong. I read
a statistic this week that says you’re 60 percent more likely
to get sick if you do not get four to six quality hours of sleep
each night. Your sleep cycle is the only opportunity your
body has to recover, reset and get ready for the next day. If
you shortchange it, you will be shortchanged the next day
as well. Inez suggests the key to quality sleep is to have a
sleep routine that prepares your body and mind for deep
relaxation. That includes not watching TV to fall asleep;
avoiding your phone screen for two hours before bedtime;
silencing your phone; installing blackout curtains; and using
soothing bath and essential oils, like lavender.

Change a habit

We all have that one bad habit that absolutely needs to
change in order for us to manage our wellness. What is
yours? Hitting the snooze button? Late night snacks?
Alcohol? Smoking? Letting your email inbox build up? We all
have them and likely know what they are. I interviewed Marcy
Rader, author of Work Well, Play More, and she shared her

APRIL 2020

experience as a productivity and lifestyle coach on how to
change old habits and make new habits stick. She suggests
that you should think about the consequences of NOT
changing that habit. Also, place a HABIT sign on your pantry
or refrigerator as a reminder to ask yourself, “Am I hungry,
or is this a Habit? Am I Anxious, Bored, Irritated or Tired?”
This is a great way to better understand your emotions and
prompt you to make better decisions and choices.
Remember, you get the best out of others when you give
the best of yourself. Take care of yourself. Put your own
mask on first.
For more topics like this, please join me LIVE Wednesdays
2:00–2:30 ET for The Krista Moore Talk Show. Recordings
are also made available on YouTube and GotoStage.com.
Krista Moore is president of K.Coaching, Inc., founder of
IDGrowth Solutions and creator of the IDGrowth Sales
Vault, a learning management system utilized by hundreds
of independent dealers to enhance their sales strategies,
training and leadership development. For more information,
visit the IDGrowth web site at www.idgrowth.com.
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Covid-19 Update Terry Walker

By Terry Walker

CORONAVIRUS
BUSINESS
SURVIVAL
STRATEGIES
Every day, it seems like we get more
news that affects our ability to continue
to do business. Social distancing;
carry-out only at restaurants; lost
sales; closures; sick leave questions;
how to shift to work-at-home—these
are all challenges we may never
have faced before. What can you do
right now to ensure the future of your
business after this emergency? Here
are some strategies that can guide
you through this unprecedented
business interruption.

Adjust rationally
but quickly

Cash-flow forecast

You may not have the resources to
pay everyone through this crisis and
may be forced to lay off or furlough
part of your team; or you may have to
reduce working hours. When you’re
making these difficult decisions,
consider which team members will
most impact your business today
and as you recover. Work with a HR
professional to ensure you’re following
your local employment laws.

Prepare a cash-flow forecast through
June 2021. You need to be very
strategic on how you spend any cash.
Who you pay, how much and when is
critical. This is not business as usual.
Your long-term forecast will serve as
a baseline to adjust as things evolve
over the coming 90 to 120 days, and
will provide a scorecard to help you
map out your payments. If you have
interruption insurance or end up
needing a loan or a government grant,
the data will also help you document
the impact of this interruption.
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Don’t wait to make cost-cutting
adjustments to your business. Making
useful adjustments too late to impact
your business is not a success
strategy. Possible adjustments include
such things as moving to working
at home, closing your business
temporarily, reducing delivery
frequency and consolidating delivery
routes.

Identify key team members

Communicate

Be very transparent to your
employees, customers and vendors,
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and communicate regularly. Be honest!
You don’t know what you don’t know.
The best answer may be, “I don’t know,
but we will let you know of changes as
soon as they can be determined.” Give
information to your team as quickly
as possible and try to tell everyone at
once, to avoid miscommunication.

Research best practices

If you’re a member of an industry
association, see if they can help
connect you with businesses similar
to yours that have had to react to
emergency business interruptions in
the past. Businesses in areas impacted
by natural disasters have had to figure
out many of the issues you may be
confronting today and may be able to
pass along what worked best for them.
To survive the current emergency
and have a full recovery afterwards,
you need to be fair and treat your
team members like the valuable
assets they are. Good leadership
is critical—be open to suggestions,
evolve your business to fit the new
normal and make your key decisions
at the right time.
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