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EDITORIAL
Taking a look at this month’s Winner’s Circle
stories, a couple of things leap out. Firstly, it seems
consolidation in the IDC shows little sign of slowing
down—quite the opposite, in fact (understandable,
perhaps, given the different ways in which the last
year and half has affected dealerships). The second
is that for three of the four mergers or acquisitions
reported, one of the prime movers in the deal has
been adding additional expertise or capacity in
particular product categories.
This suggests, as we have often said in the
pages of INDEPENDENT DEALER before, that it
is important for dealers to diversify their product
portfolio as much as possible and always be on the
lookout for new potential revenue streams. And,
with a number of the dealers I spoke to this month
offering the opinion that sales of traditional supplies
will struggle to reach pre-pandemic levels again, it
is more important then ever to ensure you have as
many irons in the fire as possible.
One of my favorite examples of this entrepreneurial
spirit is Rocky Mountain Business Products in
Denver, Colorado, who we featured in a cover
story about potential new product categories a
couple of years ago. Now, I’m not saying that
Rocky Mountain’s way of doing things will work for
everyone, but you can read more about it in this
month’s Secrets of Success on page 12.
If you are having success in any unusual or
different categories, do let me know. It is always
good to hear positive stories from dealers—that
is what our Winner’s Circle section is all about.
So, if you have an anniversary coming up, have
done something to support your local community,
moved to new premises, come up with any new and
imaginative marketing ideas, or just have some good
news, please get in touch.
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South Dakota dealer
celebrates 50 years

The year 1971 saw a number of firsts. George Lucas’s first
full-length feature THX 1138 premiered in movie theaters, paving
the way for Star Wars; British rockers Led Zeppelin performed
Stairway To Heaven live on stage for the first time, heralding
countless renditions in guitar shops and college dorms around the
globe; and, in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Interstate Office Products
opened its doors for the first time, laying the foundations of a family
business that is now turning 50.
Ken Gaspar and his business partners, Garry Scott and Lyle
Christensen, had worked in the business products industry
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previously and knew that a Steelcase
dealership was available, so they
established Interstate to serve the
tri-state area surrounding Sioux Falls.
They grew the business through
the decade and, in the late 1970s
the business partners decided to
move from their original location to
downtown Sioux Falls.
“The downtown area back then
was pretty dead,” explained James
Gaspar, Ken’s grandson and the
company’s business development
specialist. “Everything had moved
out to the shopping malls near the
interstates. Fortunately, they had the
foresight to buy that building and
move there in the late 1970s when the
area was not in high demand, as now
downtown is the place to be—it’s the
business hub of the city and we have
this great Main Avenue store front!”
The business continued to grow
during the 1980s and 1990s. Then
in 2000, James’s father Gary and his
aunt Sheila bought the business from
their father Ken, who had previously
bought out his former partners.
“Sales have grown to over six times
what they were when Gary and Sheila
first joined the company,” says James.
“Employee headcount has more than
doubled from less than 20 to 40 in the
same period.”
Obviously, things have changed
quite a bit over the years, in large
part mirroring the changes seen in
dealerships across the country. In
addition, Interstate prides itself on its
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relationship with Steelcase and has
focused on ensuring that it provides
customers with the highest levels of
service in office design and installation.
“When the original partners started
the business, the industry was much
more catalog driven than it was
design driven, so they were mainly
selling case goods out of catalogs, as
old-school traditional salespeople,”
says James. “They sold traditional
business supplies alongside the
furniture. At the time there was quite
an even split; now we are heavily
furniture driven. About 70 percent of
our business is furniture, office design
and installation, and the other 30
percent is a mixture of supplies and
promotional products.”
Having three different business lines
allows Interstate to create a “one-stop
shop” opportunity for clients to serve
all of their needs. It draws furniture
leads from customers who start out just
purchasing supplies or promo, and
vice versa. “It’s very synergistic and it
really helps us to succeed by giving us
multiple angles of approach to any one
prospect/client,” says James.
While the business has grown
considerably under the current
management, Interstate is committed
to the principle that it is the quality
rather than the quantity of its staff that
is the secret to its success.
“We run a fairly lean operation,”
explains James. “We have always
been minimalistic on headcount, trying
to identify top talent whom we pay
INDEPENDENT DEALER

well; but we have seen the need for
additional staff over the last few years
as sales have ballooned.”
One of the other key drivers behind
the company’s growth has been
the desire to go the extra yard for
clients, while demonstrating in-depth
knowledge and understanding of the
marketplace.
“For us as a furniture dealer, having
the expertise to help our clients get the
right solution when designing a new
office space has been our biggest
opportunity for growth,” said James.
“If you are going up against two other
dealers in a bid situation and you are
the one who is not just meeting the
specs, going through line item by
line item, but are pushing things and
saying, ‘Here’s an alternative that we
would recommend based on your
business,’ then you are demonstrating
expertise and pushing them to think
outside the box. Clients don’t know
what they don’t know; so if you are
not pushing them, they are going to
assume that a chair is just a chair and
a desk is just a desk.
“Our goal is to identify progressive
clients that understand the value
of investing in their space. We love
clients that really want to push their
space forward and be right at the
cutting edge of design. Those clients
end up being not just valuable
customers, but their spaces become
marketing pieces that we can use to
demonstrate our capabilities to new
prospects.”
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Twin Cities dealers combine forces
St. Paul and Minneapolis dealerships Great River Office
Products and BMK Solutions have come together to create
the largest wholly locally owned, independent office product
business in the Twin Cities market.
Initially, BMK Solutions will operate as BMK Solutions—
powered by Great River, although it is expected that it will
eventually be folded into the Great River brand. The merged
company will work out of the Great River offices in St. Paul.
Via the merger, Great River will gain BMK’s market focus
and expertise in promotional product solutions, allowing it to
increase its product offering and purchasing power to provide
new and existing customers a greater product portfolio.
“We found a perfect merger partner in BMK. This is another
milestone in the growth and evolution of Great River, which will
celebrate its 60th anniversary in 2022,” said Sandy Schmidt,
president of Great River Office Products.
BMK president Bret Brooks will stay with the company,
focusing on product category expansion and sales growth in
promotional products.
The combined company will serve some 2,000 customers,
offering more than 75,000 office product items, plus a wide
selection of office furniture, janitorial and breakroom supplies,

JULY 2021

total document solutions and promotional items.
“We are one of the few independent dealers left in the Twin
Cities that is locally owned,” said Dan Schmidt, Great River’s
vice president and director of sales. “The merger has really
complemented our business. It’s been quite hectic getting all
the software issues squared away, but it has really worked out
in terms of expanding our market and product offering.”
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Oklahoma dealer cares about local community
Sundance Office, headquartered in
Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, ran a number
of initiatives in July in support of the food
pantries of Oklahoma City Community
College and Tulsa Community College.
“These are two community colleges
that primarily service low-income
college students,” explained Tyler
Condry, president of Sundance Office.
“They both have food pantries so their
low-income college students can go in
and get the supplies they need.”
Fundraising efforts included the
dealership’s monthly Sundance Cares
Day, whereby one percent of all orders
on the last Monday of the month are
donated to a good cause. In addition,
Sundance ran a food drive over the
week of July 26-30, and picked up a
little over half a pallet of food donated by
customers. The company also provided
food, as did a number of its employees.

“We had a dropdown message at the
top of our website, telling customers
about the food drive and that our drivers
would pick up any donations as they
delivered orders,” added Tyler. “We also
arranged for customers that wanted to
donate food but didn’t have an order
that week to be able to call or email their
account rep and we would write up a
memo to have our driver go out and pick
that food up.”
Following the food drive in July,
throughout August the dealership is
running a program in which, for every
carton of its own-branded copy paper
sold, Sundance will donate $1 to
Emergency Infant Services—a nonprofit
organization that offers assistance with
basic needs items for children up to
five years old whose families are facing
financial and personal challenges.
Sundance team members also

volunteered on August 7 to make food
bags and sort donations of clothes at the
Emergency Infant Services facility.
“Cause marketing is a big part of our
identity as a brand,” said Tyler. “We do
our Sundance Cares day every month,
but also like to tie in these other special
events when we can.”

SSI has been adding one new money-saving feature after
another for more than 40 years.

That's a long history
of bright ideas.
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Guernsey takes on Hampton Roads in Virginia
Guernsey has acquired fellow
Virginia-based dealership Hampton
Roads Paper Supply (HRPS), based in
Norfolk.
HRPS—owned and operated since
2004 by Jeff and Thelma Morgan, who
are now retiring—is a supplier of food
service disposables and janitorial
products to hospitality and restaurant
customers in the Tidewater region of
Virginia.
“We are delighted to bring yet
another family-owned, locally
founded business into the Guernsey
organization,” said Dave Guernsey,
president and CEO. “Jeff and Thelma
Morgan have run a tight ship that
rewards staff and focuses on the
highest level of customer service.”
He added that there would be many
synergies from the acquisition. “As we
retire from the business, Thelma and I
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are happy to turn our staff and clients
over to a company with a similar
culture—one that prioritizes employee
and customer satisfaction,” said Jeff
Morgan. “We are confident that our
customers will continue to receive
the value and great service they are

INDEPENDENT DEALER

accustomed to … and will be in good
hands.”
Following the acquisition, Guernsey
will co-locate its current operations in
Virginia Beach with the HRPS Norfolk
business in a new, expanded facility in
Norfolk.
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Hummel’s acquires fellow
New York dealer

Mohawk, New York-based Hummel’s Office Plus has expanded its local reach
with the acquisition of the Utica, New York-based branch of Swish White River.
Swish is a family-owned Canadian distributor of jan/san and food service with
15 locations across Canada and in the northeast U.S. The Utica branch will
change its name to Hummel’s Plus and all operations will transition to Hummel’s
network of business locations.
All Utica employees will be retained, taking Hummel’s Central New York
employee base to almost 100. According to Hummel’s, the acquisition will
add enhanced knowledge and expertise in the jan/san and breakroom
products market.
“We’re thrilled to have the Swish White River Utica employees join the
Hummel’s team,” Hummel’s CEO Justin
Hummel commented. “Swish White
River Utica customers will benefit from
our extensive product offering and
competitive pricing structure. We are
equally excited that all Swish White River
Utica employees will be staying to help
us take care of our new customers.”

Supply Room
rebrands
facilities division
Following its 2018 acquisition
of facilities supply specialists
Lawrence Environmental,
Virginia-based dealer The Supply
Room Companies (TSRC) has
decided to officially retire the
Lawrence Environmental brand and
operate it as the Facility Operations
division of The Supply Room.
“The decision to retire the
Lawrence Environmental name is
in an effort to better support our
customers and reduce confusion by
providing our large array of business
solutions under one name,” read a
statement by TSRC president and
CEO Lauren Jones.
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Michigan dealer helps fundraiser for
neighborhood community center
Novi, Michigan-based
Global Office Solutions
last month sponsored
313 In The D, the
annual fundraising
dinner for Matrix
Human Services.
Matrix is a
community center
that dates back to 1906. It offers access to
supportive education and social and financial opportunities, with a
mission to change lives and provide hope for thousands in Detroit’s
eastside Osborn neighborhood.
“They’ve been a client of ours for about three years or more, but
prior to that I was involved with supporting them for seven or eight
years,” said Reuben Levy, president of Global Office Solutions.
“They offer the largest head-start program in Michigan, and they
help children and families in a lot of difficult situations. It really is a
fantastic organization. 313 In The D is their largest fundraising event
of the year and it is great to support such an important cause.”

Indiana dealer acquires
in Ohio

Indianapolis-based Office360 has acquired
Springfield, Ohio-based dealer Garrigans.com. The
deal was completed on June 30.
The addition of Garrigans sees Office360
expand its footprint further in Ohio and will help
consolidate existing operations in Piqua, Ohio and
Richmond, Indiana.
“We have been talking to Garrigans for close to a
year,” said Office360’s Steve Nahmias.
“Garrigans has a really good reputation, but is a
smaller dealership, which didn’t have our pricing
structure or our resources, so we thought there were
a lot of opportunities to become more competitive.
We think we can grow the revenue base. We won’t
make an acquisition just to make an acquisition—it
has to be a good fit both culturally and logistically.”
Garrigans was founded in 1939 by Albert
Garrigan, with its most recent owners being his
grandson Joe and his wife Julie. Three employees
will be retained in the deal.
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SECRETS of success
Rocky Mountain Business Products,
Denver, Colorado
Rocky Mountain Business Products
isn’t worried about Amazon. In fact,
president Jay Tittman is enjoying what
he calls “out-Amazoning” the tech
giant. How does he do it? “With good
old-fashioned B2B customer service,”
he says.
Tittman believes Rocky Mountain
Business’ ability to trump Amazon with
outstanding customer care is a key
secret to the company’s success—and
one he’s willing to share with other
dealers.
“Think about it,” he says. “The days
of next-day Amazon Prime delivery
are over. I can’t even remember the
last time I got a package from there
overnight. Amazon is all business, but
it can’t provide the next-day delivery
customers in our industry need. Our
customers order today, and we are
there tomorrow with a smile on our face
asking, ‘Where would you like us to put
your product?’”
And Tittman believes this customer
service edge over Amazon goes
beyond product delivery. “Some people
want to buy the old-fashioned way,” he
says. “They want to talk; they want a
human to pick up the phone. We cater
to this old-fashioned business model
that people can’t find any more.”
Yet at Rocky Mountain Business,
it’s not all about the chat. “Some
people want never to talk,” Tittman
acknowledges. “Some want to email
or even text in their orders. Years
ago, I remember we were baffled that
someone wanted to text an order to us;
since then, we’ve done a 180-degree
turnaround. Now our customers can
call, text, email, even fax. However they
want to order, we’ll take care of them.
Catering to people personally and their
preferences is a rare commodity; but it’s
one we provide.”
AUGUST 2021

The company’s “we” includes Tittman;
his mother, the company’s co-owner; his
wife; two of their four children, who are
just entering the business; and several
second-generation employees who are
joining the firm as their parents retire.

Changing times

Tillman suggests the ability to adapt
to change is another secret to Rocky
Mountain’s longevity. “Our 45 years of
success are due to our ability to evolve
with the needs of our customers,”
he explains. “We went from selling
corporate typewriter ribbons and
supplies to laser copiers to our
200,000-product online catalog. We
now have more than 1 million products,
from office products to promotional
products to custom printing. We evolve
as industry needs change.”
This diversification includes selling to
industries many office product dealers
may not have considered.
“About 20 years ago, we focused
on restaurants at a time when no one
thought of restaurants as office product
users,” he says. “About 11 years ago,
we embraced the cannabis industry.
Many office supply dealers shied
away from that industry because it isn’t
legalized at the federal level. But we
embraced it at the state level. We sell
computers and hardware that support
the industry, and equipment that traces
the movement of cannabis. We call the
business ‘Seed to Sale’ and have about
1,500 customers in 35 states and five
countries. We just installed 60 terminals
in Planet 13 in California, and we did
Planet 13 in Las Vegas two years ago—
the world’s two largest dispensaries.”
Tittman strongly recommends
this type of diversification for other
independent dealers. He also urges
them to stay flexible. “The key for
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Year opened: 1977
Number of employees: 12
Key management: Jay Tittman,
president
% of business online sales: 50%
independent dealers to continue to
compete is to evolve with the times,” he
says. “We are at a new point now. What
the workplace and market will look like
is a work in motion. Many people don’t
know where they are going to be; the
new boardroom for many is called the
kitchen. There’s a lot of frustration.”
But with frustration comes
opportunity. “A year ago, we couldn’t
compete with Amazon,” Tittman says.
“Now, realistically, we can outperform
them with great service. Also, before
COVID-19, buying local had sort of lost
its appeal. But a lot of people saw their
local businesses struggling and this has
reignited that conversation. Buy local is
a chance to steal customers back from
Amazon, which it would not have been a
year or so ago.”
Something else Tittman hopes is
coming back into favor is ethics. “We
are old-school,” he says. “My father
started the business and he was
adamant about being 100 percent
ethical. He never bent his ethics no
matter what. I worked alongside him
and watched him walk the walk. If a
customer wants to return something,
sometimes to a fault, I’ll take it back;
I’ll sell it used or donate it. I think when
you go the extra mile, even if it is not
justified, good will come back to you.
Ethics, diversifying and modernizing are
what will keep my children running the
business for the next 40 years.”
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ODP revises spin-off plans

Office Depot parent company The
ODP Corporation (ODP) has modified
its plan to split into two separate
companies.
In May 2021, ODP announced it
would spin off its B2B businesses—
comprising the Business Solutions
Division, Grand & Toy in Canada,
regional “Federation” dealers, Varis
(its new technology platform), its
distribution network and global
sourcing—into a publicly traded
entity, labelled NewCo. The remaining
assets—the Office Depot and
OfficeMax stores, plus the officedepot.
com consumer-facing website—would
remain as the surviving ODP entity.
ODP has now flipped the spin-off on
its head: the retail and e-commerce
side will be spun off under the Office

Depot name, with ODP retaining the
B2B business areas.
“The company believes this modified
approach will be more efficient,
considering it is expected that the
majority of the current management
team and directors will remain with
the B2B business, which will continue
to operate under the name ‘The ODP
Corporation,’” ODP explained in a
press release.
The statement continued: “The
separation is expected to allow ODP
and Office Depot to pursue unique
market opportunities and growth
strategies, improving the value for
shareholders and stakeholders.
While ODP and Office Depot will be
separate, independent companies, it is
anticipated they will share commercial

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

agreements to allow them to continue
to leverage scale benefits in such
areas as product sourcing and supply
chain. The expected timing remains the
same as previously announced, with
completion by the first half of 2022.”
ODP also stated it had made “solid
progress” in all areas of the separation,
including operating mechanics, supply
chain dynamics, IT support and the
anticipated market-based commercial
agreements between the companies.
There was no reference in the
release to the $1 billion offer made by
Staples to acquire the Office Depot
retail network and website. Aside
from acknowledging it was evaluating
the proposal, ODP has not publicly
commented on the offer since it was
made two months ago.

Supply Post Business Products joins AOPD
AOPD’s board of directors has approved a new dealer
for membership, Supply Post Business Products.
Supply Post services the Cincinnati market as well
as Northern Kentucky, and is committed to helping
customers make the best decisions for their office. With a
singular approach to identifying the needs of customers,
it can provide the best solutions, combined with a local,
personal touch.
Mark Leazer, AOPD executive director, stated: “AOPD
is excited to announce the addition of Supply Post
Business Products of Cincinnati, Ohio to the AOPD family
of companies. Jonathan Friedmann, Scott Bocklet and
their team exemplify the type of dealers that have made
AOPD successful over its history. You can sense the
passion for serving their customers from the testimonials
on its website. With its coverage of Cincinnati and the
surrounding markets, Supply Post will expand AOPD’s
distribution more deeply into Southwest Ohio and
Northern Kentucky. We are excited to start working with
the Supply Post team.”
AUGUST 2021

INDEPENDENT DEALER

»
PAGE 14

When it has to be precise, it has to be

.

Delight in the details with America’s #1 selling* rolling ball pen. The precision tip,
ultra-smooth ink and unparalleled writing performance of the Precise V5/V7/V10
will help you craft every exquisite detail with a precise, clean line every time.

*Precise is the #1 Selling Rolling Ball Pen Brand/The NPD
Group/Retail & Commercial/US Dollar Sales/Data on file.

Industry News CONTINUED FROM PAGE 14
Dochelli confirmed as next ISSA chairman

Essendant president Harry Dochelli
will take over as chairman of
worldwide cleaning association ISSA
later this year.
Last year, Dochelli was named as
ISSA vice president—a role which
meant he was set to become the

association’s chairman in 2022. This
has now been confirmed by ISSA
following its recent elections for open
positions on its 2022 board of directors.
In addition to Dochelli, returning
from the 2021 board to serve in the
following positions next year are:

• Past president/international director:
Steve Lewis, Golden Star
• Treasurer: Brendan Cherry, Bobrick
Washroom Equipment
• Secretary: Mercer Stanfield, Brame
Specialty
• Latin America Council chair:
Mauricio Chico Cañedo,
Distribuidora Lava Tap
• Europe Council chair: Michel de
Bruin, Greenspeed International
• Canada director: Amir Karim,
Polykar
• Distributor directors: Andrew Abel,
Mailender; Ailene Grego, SouthEast
LINK
• Manufacturer directors: Matthew
Urmanski, Essity Professional
Hygiene North America; Christine
Vickers Tucker, Clorox
• Building service contractor director:
Valerie Burd, ABM
The new board members will
officially take office at the ISSA
General Business Meeting on 18
November, which will form part of the
ISSA Show North America 2021 in Las
Vegas, Nevada.

Acquisition for Avery
Avery has announced a bolt-on acquisition in the U.S.
Its parent company, CCL Industries, has confirmed
it has acquired Plum Paper, a privately owned,
direct-to-consumer e-commerce business based in
Oceanside, California.
Founded in 2014 by Kristina Kardous, Plum Paper
started out making note cards and wedding invitations.
It has evolved to become a leading supplier of
personalized planners, journals and notebooks. Its 2021
sales are expected to be around $11.5 million.
CCL is paying $26 million for Plum Paper in a
debt-free, all-cash transaction which is still subject
to customary closing conditions. “This acquisition
continues to build on Avery’s rapidly growing portfolio
of web-to-print technologies, products and brands
using software and related supplies,” commented CCL
Industries CEO Geoff Martin.
AUGUST 2021
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New combined Herman Miller-Knoll renamed
Herman Miller has announced a new
company name after its acquisition
of Knoll closed on July 19, a few days
after it was overwhelmingly approved
by shareholders of both companies.
Herman Miller has confirmed the
group will be known as MillerKnoll.
The change to the corporate name
still requires the approval of Herman
Miller’s shareholders.
The expanded company said it now
benefits from increased reach and

the ability to better serve customers
across the contract furnishings sector,
the residential trade segment and
the retail audience. It added that it
is also “well-positioned to enhance
engagement with architects and
interior designers, who support
decision-making for both Contract and
Residential customers.”
“Our industry—and the world in
general—is changing rapidly,” stated
MillerKnoll CEO Andi Owens. “Design

is the way we imagine and shape a
better future. In coming together, we
will define and lead this transformation,
like we have other transformations in
our histories.”
She continued: “We are a group of
people and brands guided by a shared
vision, common values and a steadfast
commitment to design. As MillerKnoll,
we’ll push and inspire each other to
innovate and design the future for all
the places where life happens.”

Imperial Dade acquisition mission continues
US jan/san distributor Imperial Dade has
completed another two acquisitions, in
Colorado and Connecticut. These latest
deals are the 37th and 38th under the
leadership of Bob and Jason Tillis.
The first involves EBP Supply
Company, a family-owned
business founded in 1918 that was
previously known as Eastern Bag
& Paper. Headquartered in Milford,
Connecticut, EBP also has locations
in Massachusetts and New Jersey. It
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is currently led by Meredith Reuben,
granddaughter of the company’s
founder, who has been CEO for
more than 30 years. She called the
transaction a “great opportunity for
our team members to expand their
capabilities to service our customers
and grow professionally.”
The second deal sees the gain of
Denver-based provider of foodservice
packaging and janitorial supplies
Western Paper. Formerly owned and
INDEPENDENT DEALER

operated by Nick Morris and Jeff
Farmer, Western also has locations
in Arizona and New Mexico. “We look
forward to partnering with Nick and
Western, and continuing to provide
customers with a world-class value
service offering,” said Jason Tillis. “This
acquisition is the next step in our ability
to serve customers coast to coast as a
national distributor.”
Imperial Dade now has almost 90
distribution centers throughout the U.S.
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AmpliVox salutes military with
custom multimedia lectern

AmpliVox Sound Systems has introduced its multimedia lectern in custom military
colors and logos as a salute to the men and women of the U.S. Armed Services.
The 3254 AmpliVox Pinnacle Lectern is available in the color and/or optional
logo of any Armed Service branch—Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, Coast
Guard or National Guard.
“AmpliVox proudly salutes our troops by customizing our popular,
made-in-the-USA Pinnacle Lectern,” said AmpliVox CEO Don Roth. “It’s our
way of saying ‘thank you’ for all that our service men and women do for us.”
The lectern is available in a front panel color that matches the standard PMS
color of each of the military branches. And, as with most AmpliVox lecterns,
an optional custom logo can be added that reflects the military branch and/or
other identifying information.
To learn more about AmpliVox Sound Systems’ products, visit Ampli.com.

Integra debuts new divider panel

Wisconsin-based designer and manufacturer of lounge seating and tables for
commercial environments Integra Inc. is introducing a new divider panel for its
highly popular Coffee House Collection.
Available on all straight or curved high-back units, the divider panel provides
an added level of privacy, separation and acoustics for seating within lounge
areas and other commercial interior spaces. The product will be on display
during NeoCon 2021 at Integra Seating’s showroom, 10th floor, Space 140.
The Coffee House Collection is defined by its contemporary esthetic,
exceptional durability and multiple options. These benefits make it a popular
choice for commercial interiors ranging from education to workplace to
healthcare and anywhere comfortable seating is required for lobbies, reception
areas and other public areas.
The collection’s versatility comes from its expansive arm and leg choices,
along with the ability to gang multiple straight, corner and curved units
together. Options include power ports, counters on the high backs and a tablet
arm with a 300 lb weight capacity.
AUGUST 2021

INDEPENDENT DEALER

Innovative Ergonomic
Solutions names
new president
Ergonomic workspace products
and services specialist Innovative
Ergonomic Solutions (IES) has named
Steven Bramson as president.
Bramson brings more than 25 years
of executive leadership experience
to the position, most recently serving
as president of Humanscale North
America—a designer, manufacturer and
global provider of ergonomic products
and high-performance seating.
Bramson will be responsible
for growing IES’s global footprint
and overseeing the sales, product
development and customer service
functions across IES’s constellation
of brands, which include HAT
Collective, Innovative Design Works,
CompuCaddy and ErgoTech.
The brands—which offer product
solutions ranging from design-forward
height-adjustable tables and mobile
workstations to monitor arms and
workplace accessories—serve multiple
channels and markets, including both
corporate and home office, healthcare,
government and point of sale.
“Steven brings an extraordinary
mix of industry, leadership, sales,
operations and financial experience,
along with a proven track record of
igniting growth that will elevate IES
to a new level,” said IES CEO Dave
Fox. “His demonstrated
ability to build
high-performance
teams that inspire
new product
innovation and align
functions within an
organization will
enable IES to
bring a more
robust set
of solutions
to our
customers.”
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COVID-19 proved if you sit
on the sidelines, you lose

By: Paul A. Miller, IOPFDA legislative counsel

To people living outside the
Washington, DC bubble, the city
conjures up very different connotations
depending on who you are and where
you sit on the political spectrum.
In 2016, former President Trump
said if elected, he would “drain
the swamp”—a reference to those
entrusted to represent us in our nation’s
capital. This slogan has become a
popular way to describe how those
in Washington work. As a so-called
“swamp dweller,” I can see how and
why people think that way about this
city and those entrusted to speak for
us. Given how our so-called leaders
operate, it’s very easy to see why there
is so much distrust of Washington
when you look at how the legislative
process took shape during COVID-19
and is continuing today. To outsiders,
members of Congress seem more
worried about their social media image
than they are about ensuring our tax
dollars are spent wisely—the “look at
me” mentality.
In March 2020, when the country
shut down, Congress did what it almost
never does: it jumped into action.
Looking back at last year, we can see
why it is better that Washington works
slowly. The results were not pretty;
and when the dust settled, we saw just
how flawed and political the process
was. In 2020, the United States spent
$6.5 trillion on everything from small
business Paycheck Protection Program
(PPP) loans to paying people to stay
home instead of going back to work.
We provided schools with relief over
the next seven years, even though the
relief funds were supposed to help the
here and now, not the future. These are
just a couple of examples of how your
taxpayer dollars were spent in 2020.
The PPP loans were a nice lifeline, but
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not what was really needed. What small
businesses needed was long-term,
low-interest, government-backed loans.
This would have provided them with the
access to capital they needed, when
they needed it. It would have saved
taxpayers money because these would
have been loans, not grants. These
would have been targeted to “good
risk” industries, where the government
wouldn’t have had to forgive the debt.
IOPFDA had the Small Business
Jump-Start America Act, which offered
this very program. At the end of the
day, we had bipartisan support for this
proposal; but due to the pace at which
Congress was acting, our proposal
never reached the president’s desk.
Not because it didn’t make sense,
but because Congress had buyer’s
remorse on all the wasted spending
that was beginning to be showcased
in public view; and they hunkered
down and took the public stance
that they were already doing enough
for small businesses. This type of
statement is why IOPFDA has a voice
in Washington. IOPFDA’s leadership
knows just how hard we must fight to
get the attention we need, and having
boots on the ground and a strong
grassroots membership program puts
us at the policy-making table when it
comes to small business solutions.
Last year was not an anomaly on
federal spending, but it does highlight
the importance of a presence in
Washington, regardless of size and
budget. At the start of the pandemic,
the first action IOPFDA’s lobbying team
focused on was ensuring the IDC was
deemed essential. We were one of
the first groups to be designated as
such by the Department of Homeland
Security. This meant you couldn’t
be shut down and could continue to
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operate your business. IOPFDA, along
with other small business groups,
worked on tax incentives that would
help your business through those
uncertain times. IOPFDA spent months
working with its members to educate
them on all the funding opportunities
available to them and their businesses.
This is because IOPFDA has a
recognized face in Washington. We
weren’t sitting back complaining; we
were offering solutions. Some failed,
but others became law. This is why in
good times and bad, we need to be
heard through all the noise driving very
different agendas in the Swamp.
This year, as the country tries to
recover and get back to “normal,”
IOPFDA returned to one of its staple
events: its Capitol Hill Fly-In. This year,
the event was held virtually, which
allowed more people to participate
and see up close and personal how
Washington works, why this event
is important to their business and
why they need to be here every day.
You are the economic drivers of this
country and you need to be the face
of our issues. IOPFDA’s 2021 virtual
event allowed us to do this on a wider
scale. It was successful because
we had a message that resonated
with Congress. Our message was
backed by small businesses in
every community; and it offered a
solution that was good for both small
businesses and the government.
This year’s legislative day focused
on Amazon, the General Services
Administration (GSA) and antitrust.
Congress is in the process of trying to
get legislation on the president’s desk
which imposes new limits on big tech,
especially Amazon. The one piece
missing from the original debate was
the impact big tech is having and will
have on the government procurement
process. Thanks to IOPFDA’s lead, this
concern is now front and center, and
on the policy-making table. Congress
is concerned by how much control big
tech has on the commercial market,
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but these same concerns should (as
is now being considered) apply to the
impacts Amazon will have on a more
controlled and easily manipulated
federal market. This is why IOPFDA
has spent 2020 and 2021 working with
members on both sides of the aisle
on legislation that would introduce
new restrictions and parameters on
how and who controls the new online
platforms created by the GSA.
IOPFDA’s legislative proposal would
prevent Amazon from being both a
platform provider and a reseller. It
would prevent Amazon from using your
data to price you out of the commercial
and federal markets. This proposal
would present an opportunity for the
industry to provide a platform solution
that is free from conflicts of interest.
To date, we are getting positive
responses from congressional offices
on all sides of the political spectrum.
The biggest hurdles continue to be
Amazon’s army of lobbyist and deep
pockets; the legislative calendar and
time; and whether partisan politics can
be overcome to pass the meaningful
legislation both sides agree is needed.
Time will tell.
To help keep IOPFDA at the forefront
of the conversation in Washington and
its membership, we are adding another
key tool to our government affairs
toolbox. Starting in September, IOPFDA
will be re-establishing its Government
Affairs Committee. This committee
will play a lead role in developing and
implementing IOPFDA’s legislative and
regulatory agenda on a broader scale.
We plan to expand our agenda so
that it can impact more issues directly
affecting your bottom line—from
continuing to fight for association
health plans to ensuring when it comes
to tax incentives, your business is
included. If and when there is another
crisis, we want to have a stronger
team we can deploy to every state and
congressional district, to ensure your
business is included in any future relief
efforts.
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The Government Affairs Committee
will present a more recognizable face
of the IDC in Washington and give us
the added resources and ammunition
we need in our continued battle with
the billion-dollar giants in our industry.
Adding industry leaders in support
of our issues will broaden our reach
across the political aisle and give
us more direct access into a greater
number of congressional districts in key
parts of the country.
The old adage in Washington is
that perception matters. I agree with
that, but perception only gets you so
far. IOPFDA is about results, and that
is why strengthening our advocacy
efforts through our Government Affairs
Committee will help us have a louder
voice and a stronger presence on
Capitol Hill. Soundbites and taglines
only go so far. IOPFDA is committed
to getting results and will continue to
listen to its membership on key issues
impacting their businesses. Our
Government Affairs Committee will
ensure this remains our path forward.
So, if you have skin in the game and
want to take your case to Congress,
call me. If you want to be part of driving
the policy for the industry, call me. We
are stronger together, and this is why
the next chapter and development of
our Government Affairs Committee
will help drive our policy on Capitol
Hill in the coming years. I hope a
good number of you take me up on
the offer to become more actively
involved in IOPFDA’s government
affairs efforts. Congress is planning to
spend over $1 trillion on what they are
calling transportation infrastructure
and another $4 trillion-plus on social
infrastructure in Washington. Neither of
these bills hits the mark; they are more
political payouts. Your voice is needed
to help ensure we pass sound policy
focused on small businesses and the
job creators that make us today’s global
superpower.
The fight is worth it! Can we count
you in?
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Your benefits keep getting better
By: Mike Tucker, Executive Director of IOPFDA

IOPFDA/ISSA provide dual membership
Did you know that IOPFDA members
gain membership benefits from
ISSA, the worldwide cleaning
association? Members receive all
the existing benefits from IOPFDA
plus an expanded offering through
ISSA programs for the same IOPFDA
membership dues paid in 2020.
Here are just a few benefits that our
members can take advantage of
right now:

• The Group Health Insurance Plan
provides significant discounts on
medical, dental, term group life,
short and long-term disability,
virtual medicine and much more.
For a no-obligation quote, email
mdp@issa.com or call (847)
982-3455.
• ISSA delivers training programs for
jan/san, safety and PPE products
to help dealers grow in these

categories. View the latest business
and cleaning videos along with
product demos from leading
industry manufacturers.
• Attend cybersecurity webinars for
small and mid-sized businesses
where you will learn about your
cyber vulnerabilities, their business
impact and the steps you can take
to prevent a data breach, especially
now the risks are unusually high.

Coming soon: GBAC star
IOPFDA is teaming up with the Global
Biorisk Advisory Council (GBAC,
a division of ISSA), the cleaning
industry’s only accredited facilities
program for outbreak protection,
response and recovery. GBAC Star
accreditations are used worldwide
by hotels, airlines, sports arenas and
convention centers, and will soon be
available for office product dealers.
GBAC will provide a simplified
risk assessment and risk mitigation
strategy designed for the office
products industry. Businesses will
learn how to establish, implement
and maintain documented cleaning
and disinfection standards for their
offices, warehouses and delivery
vehicles. The program will also
include provisions for minimizing
and controlling risks associated
with an infectious disease outbreak
to protect customers, employees
and the community. Additionally,
GBAC recognizes the importance of
standards and procedures for drivers
and deliveries. This program will
provide the guidance to minimize risk
and maximize the safety of deliveries,
drivers and customers. Features
include:
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• enhanced disinfection of vehicles
and delivery equipment and
high-touch areas encountered
during deliveries;
• photo/no-touch proof of deliveries;
• masking and social distancing as
required by the customer; and
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• daily confirmation/documentation of no
fever or other suspicious symptoms.
For more information on GBAC Star
and other IOPFDA/ISSA programs,
contact info@iopfda.org or Mike
Tucker at (410) 493-9491.
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What if you could save 30% on
health insurance for your business?
MAYBE IT'S TIME FOR A CHANGE.

MEMBERS RECIEVED

$750K

IN PREMIUM REFUNDS

Receive essential benefits at lower cost to you.
Customizable plans that fit your business and employee needs
National guaranteed issue rates with 0 deductible
Receive up to 80% of premium refunds
Virtual medicine program as low as 16 a month

"We were pleasantly surprised at how affordable it was, which
made this program a great financial decision for us."
-Member Company

GET A QUOTE
Visit mdp.issa.com or call 847-982-3455.
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E-commerce is nothing new for the
IDC: most dealers have had sites for
online purchasing for decades now.
However, since the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, e-commerce
has gone stratospheric; and Amazon’s
vicelike grip on the digital marketplace
has continued to tighten. As a result,
independent dealers are finding it
increasingly vital to find new customers
online—or, more precisely, to ensure
that new customers can find them.
Does this mean the days of shunning
Google with gated content (see “The
importance of being found” page 28)
have come to an end? Not necessarily.
However, most dealers acknowledge
the need to up the ante by turning to
social media and embracing search
engine optimization (SEO) and other
forms of digital marketing.

What matters most

Henry Duran, network administrator
for United Imaging, suggests there are
three primary attributes of an effective
inbound marketing website: “Ease
of use for both customers and your
admin; quick identification of what you
do and sell; and the ability to quickly
and easily add/change what people
see on the site.”
Kevin Huguet, president of Office
Solutions & Services, Missoula,
Montana, agrees that a website
designed to attract new customers
“should be easy to operate, easy to
navigate and have a robust search
engine.” He claims that having a
site that isn’t just for ordering gives
independent dealers a golden
opportunity to emphasize their
USP—and combat the might of tech
titan Amazon. “For us, it’s a chance to
tell the story of buying local,” he says.
“We support the community; we add to
the local tax base. When you click on
Amazon, your money goes someplace
else. The best way to fight back is to
educate the customers: to tell people
what it means when they buy local;
how their money goes to the parks, the
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taxes, the community.”
Guernsey, Inc. has been doing
business on the Web for about a
quarter of a century. “We’ve had online
ordering since the days where you had
to go install the software on customers’
computers, and one out of every two
installs didn’t work,” says Gordon
Thrall, Guernsey’s executive vice
president and chief revenue officer.
“Today, I’d say 85 percent of our office
products commodity business is
done online—even higher if you count
when we take orders and input them
ourselves.” In this climate, suggests
Thrall, digital marketing is essential.
“Online inbound marketing is
hugely important,” he affirms. “We
are celebrating 50 years; 40 years of
those were successful by knocking
on doors. The last 10 years, it’s been
harder. There are more security
issues and changes in the way people
do business and what they expect.
Companies aren’t as welcoming to
sales reps knocking on doors. You
need inbound marketing for your site to
be found by those looking. We get two
to three leads a day from prospects
who found us online.”
He also suggests that today, content
reigns supreme: “The presentation
of content on the site has to be done
well and shared with customers in a
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way that makes sense to them. If the
content is lacking and customers have
a bad experience, you are going to
lose them, and you might never know
it. They’ll get frustrated and will just go
quietly on to the next guy.”
Like Huguet, Thrall believes
customization is a good offense
against Amazon and other mega
e-tailers. “We customize by account,
including a customized homepage and
of course customized pricing,” he says.
“Customization is a differentiator—a
way to compete with these
million-dollar websites. Amazon has
a lot of resources, but it’s ‘one site fits
all.’ Our ability to customize as needed
for customers is a big advantage in the
marketplace.”
Fania Carter, CEO of Sterile Services
Co., Miami, Florida, reckons that only
about 25 percent of her company’s
current business is online, but would
agree on the importance of digital
marketing nonetheless. “An online
presence is essential to the growth of
our business,” she says. “It builds brand
awareness and helps us find business
opportunities and connections with
potential customers and colleagues.”
She advises that a successful marketing
site should be “accessible to all users
and have effective navigation and
well-formatted content.”
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Optimal SEO

Guernsey has three separate websites
to ensure a great user experience for
both current and potential customers:
one for office supply commodities,
one for furniture and one to market the
company, especially to new prospects.
Thrall is convinced SEO is vital for the
marketing site. “When SEO is done
right, it’s worth its weight in gold,” he
insists. “For a period, we didn’t have it
on our site and business went down.
When we started it back up, business
climbed again.”
Indeed, Guernsey believes SEO
is sufficiently important to hire in
expertise. “Kudos to Fortune Web
Marketing,” says Thrall (see Q&A With
Fortune Web Marketing’s Jennifer Stine
on page 29). “We have been with them
for about 10 years. We have a great IT
and strong marketing in-house staff,
but we wanted an expert consultant
to fill in the gaps. I met Jennifer Stine
at an industry event and invited her
to a meeting; she knows her stuff
and speaks in a language you can
understand. We create content we think
is relevant and we send it to Fortune,
and they add the SEO that makes it
visible and able to be found online.”
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More helping hands

Thrall is equally fulsome in his praise for
the industry wholesalers that supply the
Guernsey website with relevant copy.
“The wholesalers are instrumental
in the office products space in terms
of content,” he says. “Essendant is our
main wholesaler, but S.P. Richards
supplies excellent content, too. When
we entered the jan/san and food
service industries, we really came to
appreciate the wholesalers in the office
products segment. Our industry takes
their content for granted, but good
online content for these other segments
is slim pickings.”
Jay Tittman, president of Rocky
Mountain Business Products in Denver,
Colorado, is equally appreciative of
the wholesalers efforts’ in this space.
“Everything we do on social media is
generated by S.P. Richard’s Campaign
Advantage One,” he says. “They dug
in and went really deep to make it work
for smaller dealers. The program is
turnkey. It includes weekly specials
that are highlighted in social media
posts. Most independent dealers have
no idea of how to engage people on
social media. S.P. Richards provides
professional posts. The program
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integrates with our social media,
email and online ordering platform,
and allows me to see the highlighted
products. Everything interfaces
with Adobe Analytics. I can see the
engagement. I can see the number
of people who purchase each week.
I can see what is working for us. The
program is a great tool. I love it.”
And it’s not just the wholesalers that
are providing valuable support. For
Office Solutions & Services in Missoula,
Montana, ISG’s IntelliWeb program is
integral to its marketing efforts. “We
were using ECI, but we just switched
platforms to Prima for our ordering
site and moved away from Campaign
Advantage One,” says COO Darla
Nokelby. “We now do our Facebook
campaigns through ISG, using the
group’s blogs and posts and matching
its monthly specials.”

Speaking of social…

According to Duran, United Imaging
is very active on social media, which
keeps in-house staff busy and
engaged. “We have a blog, and we are
on LinkedIn, Facebook, YouTube and
Twitter,” he says. “We post on those
three to seven times a week. United
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Imaging also has social profiles on
Instagram, Pinterest, Yelp, Houz and
Google Business.”
Guernsey is likewise on LinkedIn,
Facebook and Instagram, and blogs
are another primary content focus.
“We marketed heavily on Facebook
for years when the quest was to get
followers,” says Thrall. “We’ve cut
back some, but I think we are well
represented across the platforms.
We post once a week in some fashion
and often multiple times. We have 50
salespeople who are active on social
media to varying degrees and they
push out what marketing posts.”
Thrall believes a presence on social
media is vital, but acknowledges it can
be tricky to work out exactly how that
should look. “Online ordering we know
works—we can see it,” he explains.
“Social media is interesting. You know
you need it; you know it works. But it’s just
not as clear what you need. You have
to believe—to have faith something is
happening even if you can’t see it. We
monitor our key performance indicators
closely. I am not sure exactly what our
social media content brings us in sales,
but a lot of eyeballs see it.”
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Tittman is less enthusiastic about
social media, particularly when it
comes to using Facebook to promote
office products. “We post some to
Facebook, but we choose not to do it a
lot and not to pay for ads,” he reports.
“There aren’t enough customers
watching Facebook. I look at Staples,
Office Depot and some of the big ones,
and can’t help but think, ‘What is wrong
with your life if you are looking at office
products on Facebook?’ And nearly
everyone who engages with these
companies and comments on a post is
an employee.”

Grasping the challenge

Nokelby would agree that, even with
the support of ISG, social media can
be a tough nut to crack. “Keeping up
on social media and keeping it fresh
is challenging,” she says. “We had a
younger person on staff who would
post on Instagram and our YouTube
channel, but they are not with us
anymore. We’re small and so do not
have a lot of dollars to spend on buying
ads, so everything we do is organic.”
“I’d say our biggest challenge is
communication,” she continues. “We
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are changing platforms to Prima, which
is based in England, so language can
be difficult and the way they categorize
is different. Also, communicating to
customers that we are changing our
ordering site has been a challenge.
We’ve used emails, flyers and our
salespeople to tell them they have a
new login, but we still get calls from
customers asking how to log in. Once
they are in, they are happy ordering;
but getting the word out is difficult.”
For United Imaging, one of the
trickiest issues to resolve has been
“getting existing customers to use
the website,” says Duran. “They are
used to our excellent sales reps. Other
challenges are getting found on the
web by potential customers and our
in-house staff creating timely content
and videos.”
While some dealers have embraced
digital marketing with brio, others
consider it a necessary evil. But
whichever side one falls on, perhaps
Thrall explains it best: “Inbound
marketing and social media are integral
to being found by customers. Dealers
willing to invest the time, money and
other resources will reap the rewards.”
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The importance of being found
“Many dealers’ websites are gated
and therefore can’t be indexed by
Google,” says Gordon Christiansen,
COO and partner at Highlands, an
international sales, marketing and
e-commerce agency. Christiansen
defines “gated” as a site or content
that requires a login and password
to access. As Google can’t scroll a
gated site and index its information,
that site won’t appear in Google’s
search results.
“Many dealers’ sites are based on
the model of sales reps knocking
on doors to win new customers,”
continues Christiansen. “To order,
these customers call an inside sales
team or order through ECI. These
sites are great for existing clients who
can access their accounts, including
customized pricing and item selection.
However, they are not designed for
signing up new customers. Prospects
can’t access the content without
setting up an account. Some sites
offer the option of opening a guest
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account, but most still don’t accept
credit cards. Further, if your site is not
indexed, Google can’t find you—and
neither will your customers, unless
they know your exact URL.”
According to Christiansen, “It’s
easy for dealers to see if their sites
are indexed. Just put in ‘office supply
stores in Boise, Idaho’ or wherever you
are. If your site doesn’t come up, no
one can find you. This is a problem in
today’s world. If someone is looking
for furniture or disinfectant in the local
area to purchase, this is the common
way they search.”
And when it comes to websites,
being found is not enough. “Often
dealers don’t have the time or interest
to tell their unique stories,” explains
Christiansen. “If potential customers
search and find you, but you are not
telling a good story, you are not going
to keep the account.”
Christiansen suggests that a
program created by Highlands in
partnership with ISG can help with
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this: “IntelliWeb is an indexed, public
website that allows dealers to tell
their own unique story, including their
values, their products, information
about the company and more. It is
a marketing website, not a buying
website. But it also provides a link to
the dealer’s own ECI site. The program
also offers SEO-optimized blogs that
dealers can post on their pages and
content they can post on social media.
It’s a great program ISG offers for
dealers that don’t have a strong online
presence”—something Christiansen
believes will only become more
important.
“Reliance on traditional field
sales is increasingly onerous and
expensive,” he explains. “Margins are
under pressure and some core office
product categories are in decline.
A better digital presence is a good
investment. It is not a case of one
or the other in sales. I recommend
dealers effectively use both a physical
presence and digital platforms.”
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Q&A with Fortune Web Marketing’s Jennifer Stine
Jennifer Stine is president of Fortune
Web Marketing, a full-service
marketing and video company, with
more than 15 years’ experience
of serving the IDC. She offers the
following insights for dealers looking to
enhance their digital presence.
Q. What are your top tips for dealers
looking to get started in social
media?
A.
1. Just start. One common
misconception is the old-school
idea that buyers are not on social
media. Nothing could be further
from the truth. Whether for business
or personal use, they are on
social media, and I don’t see this
decreasing anytime soon—only
increasing.
2. Include paid ads in your campaign.
You can start with a small budget,
then build on it as you see what
works.
3. Incorporate videos in your posts
and embed them on your site.
Videos on YouTube don’t perform
as well. If you embed them, the
videos can autoplay and users will
stay on your site.
4. Make sure your imagery is clear,
crisp and sensitive to the times.
Be aware of what is going on in the
world. For example, when everyone
was wearing masks during the
pandemic shutdown, you wouldn’t
have wanted to post pictures of
crowds or large networking events.
5. No politics.
Q. What social media platforms do
you suggest dealers use?
A. Instagram, LinkedIn and Facebook
Q. How can dealers tell if their social
media campaigns are successful?
A. Several free online marketing
tools are easy to use to measure
engagement, such as Google
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Analytics. Some of the social media
platforms also have their own free tools.
It can be hard to track offline success,
such as when people phone in [after
seeing your posts]. Ask them how they
heard of you. And keep a pulse on
your business: track when you start a
campaign and watch for an increase in
business.
Q. How long does it usually take to
see results?
A. Some dealers think when they start
marketing, they will see instant sales,
but it’s just the first part of the battle.
You need to win relationships to win
sales. For this, you need to establish
yourself as a subject-matter expert;
you need clients to put faith in you
as an authority in your field so that
you can build trust with them. Google
coined an acronym for what its search
engine looks for: EAT—expertise,
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authority, trust. We apply that to
everything we do.
Q. What advice do you have for
dealers’ websites
A. Follow three basic principles: be
sure it’s mobile friendly, easy to use
and can be found by search engines.
Also, Google’s algorithms currently
focus on the overall website. Google
awards or penalizes sites based on
technical aspects such as page load
times, broken links and imagery,
and mobile friendliness. Google also
penalizes for pop-ups that block the
majority of the page behind them on
any size screen—phone, laptop or
computer. Another important one is
to have a “https” URL. The “s” means
the site has an SSL [secure sockets
layer] certificate, which means the site
is secure. This is huge for ranking with
Google and a big trust factor for users.
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By Troy Harrison

HIRING THE ENTRY-LEVEL SALESPERSON
For years, I’ve been asked what to
look for when hiring an entry-level
salesperson. By “entry level,” I
mean someone who has never held
a professional selling job before. My
advice to clients has always been,
“Don’t”—for one simple reason.
Most of my clients are in the small to
mid-sized range of companies and
most are not set up to teach someone
how to WORK—just to sell. And
make no mistake, you have to teach
entry-level salespeople how to work.
Plus, screening entry-level
salespeople is much different than
screening experienced salespeople.
“Gut hires” are far more common,
because there isn’t a track record to
fall back on in evaluating a candidate.
And gut hires have a high fail rate—
over two-thirds. So, let’s suppose that
for whatever reason—economics,
talent pool, customer types—you need
to hire an entry-level salesperson.
Here are some guidelines to
implement:
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1. ACCEPT A HIGHER
FAIL RATE

As I noted above, hiring inexperienced
salespeople typically comes with
a higher fail rate than hiring those
with established track records
(when a quality hiring process is
implemented). With a quality hiring
process, skilled interviewing and
emotional detachment, fail rates
can be reduced below one-third, or
even one-quarter. Implementation of
those same skills with inexperienced
salespeople can result in fail rates
of one-half or just a little better; but
without good interviewing processes
and skills, you’re looking at two-thirds
or even three-quarters. So process
and skill matter.

2. CAREFULLY DEFINE THE
TRAITS YOU NEED AND
BUILD YOUR PROCESS
AROUND THEM
With a new salesperson, traditional
interviewing techniques based on
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résumé, experience and learned
skills become much less relevant.
That means you need to focus on
TRAITS—those innate qualities that
make or break a sales career. Don’t
just settle for objective judgments like
“drive” or “go-getter”; learn about what
traits really matter. I’d recommend the
Profile Sales Assessment by Wiley
International to define these (no, I
don’t get a kickback from them—I just
believe in it). Once you have identified
the traits, figure out how to expose
them or the lack thereof in the hiring
process.

3. LOOK FOR NONEMPLOYMENT-RELATED
INDICATORS OF TRAITS

It’s a mistake to assume that, just
because there is no professional
employment background, you cannot
identify desirable traits and habits.
However, the most wildly overrated
non-employment activity is sports.
Jocks have just as high a fail rate
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as non-athletes; don’t fall into that
trap. Instead, look for activities
where leadership, persuasion and
intellectual curiosity were required.
Class president? Sure. Member of a
volunteer organization? Yep. Leader
of that organization? Even better. On
the debate team? Surefire success.
(Okay, I was a debater, so take that
one with a grain of salt.) Remember
this: sales is an INTELLECTUAL
activity, not a PHYSICAL activity.
Look for areas where the prospective
salesperson has demonstrated
intellectual and persuasive abilities.

4. LOOK FOR WORK ETHIC

This is one of the hardest things to
measure. I mentioned above that
someone’s first serious employer
out of school not only has the job of
teaching the applicant how to sell;
they have the job of teaching them
how to work. While school, and more
particularly college, can require
discipline, it’s a true statement that the
discipline and ability to work a strong

40-hour week is a different animal
entirely. So, the question should be:
have they ever worked a full-time job,
anywhere? Even a summer job? If so,
how did they feel about that? What
were their habits in terms of punctuality
in the interview process? If they do
have an employment background,
how long have they managed to hold
a job? If they have recently graduated
college, how did they spend the
following months? I have a friend
whose son, after graduating from
college with a finance degree, decided
to “do nothing” all summer—then was
amazed at the lack of job availability
when he did decide to start applying.
Seems most of the jobs for which he
was qualified were filled by applicants
who wanted to get into the world of
work instead of the World of Warcraft.

5. GET GOOD
AT BEHAVIORAL
INTERVIEWING

Behavioral interviewing is a silver
bullet. It’s a science of interviewing

developed in the 1970s that attempts
to determine job fit by asking a series
of questions that encourage the
interviewee to tell stories from past
experience. Their answers illuminate
how they might handle situations on
the job, as well as their thinking and
communication process. Take some
time to research this, understand it
and get good at developing questions
tailored to entry-level people. When
the résumé is thin, this becomes even
more important.

6. USE A GOOD
ASSESSMENT

Psychometric assessments are vital
for measuring traits. If you’re trying to
hire without using one, you’re working
with one hand tied behind your
back. With entry-level candidates,
it’s two hands. However, there are
thousands out there. Most are junk.
Research those that meet the Federal
Department of Labor guidelines as
a non-discriminatory hiring tool and
use one of them. And take the time to
understand its use. Again, when hiring
entry-level people, you’re looking
for traits in anticipation of teaching
skills—so use an assessment to
identify those traits.
Is this six-point plan a surefire
method for winning every time? Nope.
But it can elevate your success above
50 percent, which in hiring entry-level
salespeople is a very good number
indeed. Like everything else in hiring,
it takes time and preparation. As Dave
Ramsey says, “There are no shortcuts
to anyplace worth going.”
Troy Harrison is the author of Sell Like
You Mean It!, and The Pocket Sales
Manager, and a speaker, consultant
and sales navigator. He helps
companies build more profitable and
productive salesforces. To schedule a
free 45-minute Sales Strategy Review,
call 913-645-3603 or email Troy@
TroyHarrison.com.
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IN A WORLD OF “CHEAPER, BETTER, FASTER,”

CHOOSE “BETTER”
By Tom Buxton

Our industry often degrades itself by
using sales techniques utilized most
often by the insurance and automotive
trades. “What will it take to get you
in this car today?” becomes, “If you
provide me your invoices, I can save
you at least 15 percent on everything
you buy.”
Let’s be honest with each other:
whether you are a stocking dealer or
only inventory copy paper, you cannot
save most prospects a significant
amount of money for the things they
buy regularly and continue to exist.
Of course, there are some exceptions
to this rule; but for the most part, the
only way to offer super-low prices is to
cut your margins past the break-even
point. When that occurs, whether as a
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salesperson or a business owner, you
must try to find a way to quickly raise
margins back to reasonable levels.
However, raising margins on a
customer you gained by beating the
last vendor’s pricing feels perilous to
all involved. The customer may have
switched to your company because
they use a few items frequently and
will always be searching for someone
that will sell them at a lower price than
you can. In an inflationary environment,
with the myriad of sites that your new
customer can check for better deals,
the chances of raising your prices
without losing them are very small. This
is why one of my favorite statements
from sales reps in our industry is, “They
buy from us only because of me, but if
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we raise our prices, they will leave.”
I have heard this or a close
approximation hundreds of times
over my career, and it demonstrates
the weakness of how we have taught
salespeople to sell office products.
Our industry has access to at least
60,000 items, but too often we focus
on beating prices rather than exposing
needs. After the rep gets rejected
enough or loses most of their new
prospects, they become depressed
and don’t even try to open as many
new accounts.
You may have heard this all many
times before; so before you become
depressed, let me share some
GREAT NEWS!
The IDC has an unbelievable
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amount of benefits and advantages
to share with prospects, and in this
crazy inflationary world, we need to
start focusing on them. A few weeks
ago, AOPD sponsored a Q&A session
with recently separated Office Depot,
Staples and WB Mason reps. It was
scheduled for an hour and almost every
one of the 100+ attendees stayed for
the entire meeting. At the end, the most
frequently repeated comment was,
“When can you do this again and can
we ask more questions?” The meeting
“hit a nerve”, because our competitors
have so many weaknesses that we
can exploit as long as we focus on
something besides price. The following
are a few of these reps’ observations:
• Most outside reps have been fired
and the customer must buy over
$100,000 per year to be allowed any
sort of outside person.
• Office Depot and Staples have
outsourced accounting to third-party
groups, which has caused significant
damage to communication and
resolution of invoicing.
• Office Depot and Staples have much
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of their customer service centralized
to one location and in some cases to
other countries.
• WB Mason has downsized
significantly and has very few reps
left. Right now, it is just trying to hang
on to its current business and raise
margins.
• Every one of our competitors does
not have the ability to announce
price increases to their customers
except by email, because they
have too few employees focused
on those tasks. However, they are
raising prices immediately upon the
announcement of increases, not
when they actually take effect.
• Even Amazon is raising prices,
significantly.
In the IDC, we are committed to the
value of personal representation from
customer service and outside reps.
Invoice issues get resolved quickly,
returns are picked up efficiently and
they know your team by name. Also,
because independent dealers are
proactive, they are generally faster to
find products, respond to issues and
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take care of their customers. Moreover,
coming out of the pandemic, everyone
would rather buy locally if they can,
which makes the opportunities to gain
new business better than any time in
recent memory.
Right now is a better time to grow
business than it has been in the past,
as long as you remember one thing:
don’t sell price, sell “better.” No one
can stop the current inflationary trend,
so stop trying to act like your company
can do what no one else can. Find
pain, meet needs and use as much
technology as possible to expand your
company’s outreach capabilities.
In addition to serving as national sales
manager for AOPD, Tom Buxton,
founder and CEO of the InterBizGroup
consulting organization, works with
independent office products dealers
to help increase sales and profitability.
Tom is also the author of a book on
effective business development,
Dating the Gatekeeper.
For more information, visit
www.interbizgroup.com.
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WIN
THE
INBOX:
FIVE SUCCESSFUL EMAIL STRATEGIES
by Liz Fernandez

Email marketing is core to your
company’s marketing efforts. Data
shows that in 2020, for every $1 you
spent on marketing emails, you could
expect an average return of $38. With
such a great return on investment,
email is definitely something that your
marketing team should focus on. Here
are five strategies for successful email
marketing.

1. PROVIDE VALUE

Don’t only push products in your
emails; this is a fast way to get your
emails deleted without the reader ever
even opening them. Think about what
gets you to click on emails in your
inbox. Promotional emails can include
compelling offers, demos and tips.
However, you do not want to send
these too frequently.
In addition to promotional emails,
ensure you are providing your list
with expertise and value. Blog posts,
tips and tricks, contests, community
events, case studies and white papers
are all content that can provide value to
your customers and gain their trust in
your brand. Ensure you are diversifying
your content and remaining helpful to
your audience.
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2. TIMING IS KEY

Are you paying attention to when you
are sending your emails and how
frequently? Start with no more than two
to three emails per week. As you send
emails, check your opt-out numbers
and scale back even further if needed.
More isn’t always better.
For the office products industry, we
have found that emails sent Monday,
Tuesday or Wednesday between
10:00am and 1:00pm in your time zone
perform the best. Emails can be sent
on Thursdays and Fridays as well, but
avoid product emails on Fridays—keep
it lighthearted if you are going to send
an email on a Friday. Not sure what
is best for your customers? TEST!
Make sure you are testing to find your
company’s sweet spot, as there is no
“one size fits all.”

professionals check email on a mobile
device? It isn’t just personal email on
phones these days.
Another newer aspect of mobile is
dark mode, which utilizes a darker
color palette for all screens and
reduces the light emitted. Many users
are opting for dark mode, as it reduces
the emission of blue light and is said
to reduce the strain on eyes and help
preserve battery life. When you send
yourself test emails, check them on a
dark mode-enabled device to ensure
they are compatible and displaying
correctly.

3. MAKE IT WORK
FOR MOBILE

In the B2B world, you may think your
target market is sitting in front of their
computer at work, so mobile is not
as important. However, this is not the
case. Mobile opens account for 46
per cent of all email opens. But did
you know that 35 per cent of business
INDEPENDENT DEALER
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4. AUTOMATED
CAMPAIGNS

Automated campaigns are your friend
and another way to keep it simple.
Whether you utilize wholesaler options
or do it yourself, automated campaigns
have predefined rules that trigger
emails and personalize your message
based on specific customer actions.
Welcome emails can be sent when a
customer signs up to a mailing list. An
abandoned shopping cart email can
be a quick reminder that the customer
placed something in their cart but never
completed checkout. A re-engagement
email with a discount code can be sent
to customers that have not purchased
recently. An email of items purchased
previously can trigger re-orders. All of
these emails can be automated to reach
the right people with the right message
at the right moment, thus scaling your
marketing without adding headcount.
Why wouldn’t you do this?

5. MAKE YOUR LISTS
WORK FOR YOU

Your email lists are valuable. Your
email lists segmented are even
more valuable. Marketers that use
segmented campaigns note as much
as a 760 percent increase in revenue.
Don’t think that small businesses
with small budgets can only utilize
mass emails and newsletters. Did you
know that there is an 18.7 percent
decrease in open rates when the word
“newsletter” is used in subject lines?
Utilize your data to segment your lists
and make your emails more relevant
to the reader. Quick and easy ways to
segment your lists include:
· Government only
· Supplies only
· Furniture only
· Have not ordered in six months or
more
· Downloaded a specific whitepaper
· Leads from specific shows/events
· Never ordered breakroom (or other
types of) supplies
· Specific categories/items
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Once you have your lists, utilize
them. If you have a list of customers
that only order supplies, send them
emails about furniture to let them
know about that side of your business.
If you have a list of customers that
downloaded a white paper about safe
workplace environments, send them
more information on your facility tours/
recommendations to let them know
your team can come and provide value
as they work on optimizing their office.
Something else to remember about
lists is that the CAN-SPAM act has
requirements you must follow. Ensure
the recipients on your mailing lists
have opted in as either customers or
potential customers. Do not use paid
lists for your marketing campaigns, as
that will quickly get you in trouble and/
or get your emails sent directly to the
spam folder.

analytics and A/B testing. Here are
some common metrics and questions
to look at:
• Open rates: what types of emails are
performing the best?
• Rate of unsubscribes: what is
causing opt-outs?
• Click-through rates: what are they
and which links do customers
actually click on?
• Who opened the email: can you
organize targeted follow-ups via
email or via your sales team?
• Bounces: are you updating your
CRM?
Email marketing doesn’t have to be
complicated. Make it simple, provide
your customers value and keep
measuring and testing to optimize your
strategies.

CONTINUE TO OPTIMIZE

As you utilize these email marketing
strategies, ensure you are measuring
your success and continuing to
optimize your strategy through
INDEPENDENT DEALER

Liz Fernandez is a content strategist at
Fortune Web Marketing.To learn more,
visit www.fortunewebmarketing.com.
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NOT A SUBSCRIBER?
Sign Up Now
NOT AN ADVERTISER?
Start Next Month
GOT AN ARTICLE IDEA?
We Want To Hear About It.
Call Rowan
703-531-8507
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