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EDITORIAL
For some dealers, furniture sales offered a silver 
lining to the storm clouds shrouding slumping 
sales in other sectors during the pandemic. And, 
as Lisa Veeck discovers in our cover story this 
month, it is continuing to provide strong sales as 
employers try to lure workers back to the office.

One of the key takeaways from the article is how 
the furniture and office design has subtly adjusted 
to suit post-pandemic sensibilities—wipeable 
fabrics, higher dividing panels, and so on. With 
hopes increasing that the worst of COVID-19 is 
behind us (please excuse any typos in this column 
as my fingers are firmly crossed as I type!), it will 
be interesting to see how other sectors adjust and 
what products will hit the market to meet changing 
consumer concerns. Of course, we will try our 
utmost to keep you informed on any trends we see 
in these very pages. 

Speaking of concerns, one of the biggest 
facing everyone in the industry right now involves 
the myriad problems in the supply chain and the 
resulting delays in sourcing various products. I 
am honored to have been asked to moderate a 
panel discussion as part of ISG’s new learning 
program Discover Your Next Move 2.0 on May 
19, centered around the current challenges 
in the supply chain. If there are any particular 
points or questions you would like me to raise 
during that session, you can let me know via 
email at rowan@idealercentral.com.

Finally, just a quick mention for two dealers 
celebrating anniversaries this year. Firstly, just to 
the right of this column, Philip Penzo, who started 
Marco Office Supply with his uncle 40 years 
ago, and on page 10, Chip Hummel, who joined 
his family business 50 years ago in June! Many 
congratulations to them both! »

Philip Penzo is happy where he is: his company—Marco Office 
Supply, Furniture, and Printing, Inc.—is celebrating its 40th year of 
independent success, headquartered in Naples in the sunshine state 
of Florida. But he attributes his company’s success to the advice he 
both follows himself and gives to other independent office product 
dealers: “Don’t be happy where you are.”

In 1982, Philip’s uncle Bruno retired and moved to Marco Island, 
Florida. There, he spotted a small print shop that was for sale. He 
had no printing experience, but Philip had worked with his father in 
printing while in school. So Bruno asked Philip if he and his brother, 
Edgar, would like to come down and go into business with him. They 
agreed. Edgar left the company, but Philip and Bruno remained 
partners until last year when Bruno, 85, decided to retire for good this 
time and Philip bought him out.

When Marco Office Supply started, it had four employees, 
including the three Penzos and the printer who stayed on when they 
bought the business. Today, the company has 19 employees, and 
printing makes up barely 5 percent of its business; the rest comes 

Marco Office Supply celebrates 
40 years in business
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from office products (40 percent), furniture (40 percent) and 
janitorial supplies (15 percent).

While Marco Office Supply is thriving right now—thanks 
in part to the real estate boom in Florida—the business has 
endured some tough times.

“Down here, almost everything is tied to real estate, the 
construction companies, banks, title companies, building 
inspectors and lawyers,” Philip explains. “A few years 
back, when the real estate market bubble burst, many 
businesses closed. I knew a lot of families that had to move 
away because they couldn’t afford their homes anymore. 
Some businesses made a ton of money, but many lost a 
lot of money. We were lucky and could keep our original 
place, which is our retail store now in Marco Island, and our 
small warehouse in Naples. But we had opened a furniture 
showroom in Naples that we had to close and sell.”

Today, Marco Office Supply serves all of Southwest 
Florida, with annual sales of $6 million. And the secret to the 
company’s continued success? “You can’t stay static; you 
have to constantly look for what’s new,” Philip says. “When 
we started, we were giving customers a 10 percent discount 
on their entire list. It’s what everyone was doing. Then, there 
was Office Depot. Luckily they hit the West Coast first, so 
we knew what to expect and how to adjust prices. Now it’s 
Amazon. You can’t keep doing things the way you were.”

According to Philip, you especially need to be aware 
of “the games” some of the big box dealers play: “Some 
of them will lowball certain products on bids but charge 
a lot more than list on a fax machine refill to make up for 
giving stuff away. Or when the company bids, it will quote 
a whiteboard that costs $700 at $1 and wins the bid. But 

it will only have one, two or none of them in inventory. So 
when someone goes to order it, it will be out of stock. That 
happened to us with a government contract in Ft. Meyers. 
The company included Zebra pens on a bid for $2, while 
others had them at $7. This makes a difference when the 
bids are close. The company won the bid, but there were no 
Zebra pens listed on its website or anywhere in its stock.”

According to Philip, the “buy local” movement that has 
helped some independent dealers has done little to boost his 
company’s sales. “Our county put out a ‘local companies get 
preferential treatment’ statement,” he says. “This means that 
the local company gets chosen if bids are the same or close. 
But some of the big boxes have a store in the area; so even 
though they may be headquartered in Massachusetts, they 
get the same preferential treatment.”

While Philip is frustrated by this bending of the rules, he 
believes ISG has helped Marco Office Supply stay in the 
game: “I’ve been in the buying group for 30 years, when it 
was different names before the mergers and now ISG. It has 
saved me. You get nice rebates and find out what is going 
on through other dealers. Plus, it gives you greater buying 
power. ISG negotiates great deals for us and allows us to be 
more competitive in the marketplace.”

When asked for some final words of wisdom for other 
dealers keen to make it for the long haul, Philip reiterates: 
“Don’t be happy where you are. Keep looking ahead. If we 
had counted on just printing, we would not be here. If you 
count on just office products, I don’t think you will be here.” 
And with 40 years under its belt despite some torrid times, 
Marco Office Supply plans on “being here” for many more 
years to come.

Winner’s Circle CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2

Perry Office Plus has been named the Number One office 
supplies/furniture business in the Temple-Belton, Texas 
area for 2021. The award is presented by Locals Love Us. 
Residents in the area vote throughout the year for the winners 
in more than 200 categories. 

“Awards like these, where locals make the selections, are 
really special to us,” says Bonnie Johnson, Perry Office Plus 
marketing manager. “We serve customers throughout the 
state and across the country, but Temple-Belton is where it all 
started 102 years ago. It’s nice to see we are still recognized in 
our hometown, where people know us. Also, the award helps 
build confidence. As the adage goes, ‘Go where locals go.’” 

The heart-shaped plaque of Locals Love Us now hangs in 
the company’s Temple headquarters for visitors and staff to 
appreciate, while matching window decals are displayed in 
its Belton retail store.

Perry Office Plus earns 
Locals Love Us award
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Office Products Alliance, Kansas City, 
Missouri, has been on a roll, making 
four acquisitions in the past two years 
in or around Kansas City. The newest 
additions are: 
• Mission Critical Office Supplies;
• Stepping Stones Office Products;
• American Discount Office Supplies; 

and 
• Kansas City Office Supply—a former 

division of Summer One.

“Every company we acquired 
approached me and asked if we would 
like to acquire them,” recalls president 

Mark Whitlow. “We have acquired eight 
other dealers in the last 15 years, so 
word gets around. I think the owners 
have heard and know we treat people 
right and do the right thing by them. It’s 
a big deal to sell your business; I know 
it will be for me one day. And so far, 
each time, it’s been a win-win for the 
owners, their team and us.”

Before embarking on the acquisition 
route, Office Products Alliance had six 
employees. Today, that has grown to 
46. “We offer a job to everyone who 
works for the companies we acquire,” 
Mark says. “We value their experience 

and expertise with their customer 
base.”

The eight companies Office Products 
Alliance acquired previously are:
• Desk Top Office Products;
• Express Office Products;
• Phoenix Office Products;
• Basic Business Products;
• DockInk;
• Midwest Technology Connection;
• SPS Office Products; and
• Diversified Solutions.

Is the company still in acquisition 
mode? “We are always looking for 
growth opportunities, especially in this 
market,” confirms Mark. “Kansas City is 
a fairly large town with a couple million 
people. But besides us, there are 
maybe four other independent dealers. 
It’s disconcerting. But the truth is, as 
an independent dealer, you are either 
growing or you are not and you are 
being acquired. So if a dealer knocks 
on my door and the deal is right, we 
would be interested.”

Office Products Alliance adds four more

BOS-Southwest Florida is sponsoring a Gateway little league 
soccer team in Ft. Meyers, Florida. Thanks to BOS, the U6 team of 
children, who are on average five years old, receive free uniforms. 
Spring marks the first season BOS has sponsored a team through 
the Gateway Soccer Association. Gateway offers children aged 
four to 14 the chance to play soccer, providing free uniforms from 
sponsors, coaching from volunteers and inexpensive concessions.

“It’s such a great program because all children deserve an 
opportunity to participate in sports and some couldn’t afford 
it otherwise,” says Janelle Pusateri, BOS-Southwest Florida’s 
workplace consultant. “It also helps BOS stay connected with the 
community and network. I am out there every Saturday, and people 
will ask me what BOS stands for and I can explain. It helps us get 
our name out there and potentially get new clients while helping a 
great program. Full disclosure: I was hoping BOS could sponsor 
my son’s team, since he has been playing on a Gateway team for 
three years, but it was already taken. But I was happy we got to 
sponsor my neighbor’s daughter Avery’s team. It’s such a great 
program.”

According to Janelle, BOS will continue to sponsor the team in 
subsequent seasons.

BOS-Southwest Florida kicks off sponsorship
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Mark your calendar now to attend 
Industry Week ’22 this November!

Location:  Caesars Palace, 
 Las Vegas, Nevada
Dates:  November 6 - 11, 2022

This gathering of ISG Members, Suppliers, and Industry Partners 
is the biggest week of the year in the business products industry. 
Take advantage of the single greatest networking event under 
one roof and learn about the latest and greatest business 
products industry developments.
 
Through educational seminars, Pinnacle 1on1 dealer/supplier 
meetings, peer networking, and other exclusive events, you will 
have the ability to showcase what your company has done to be 
successful in the current business environment. You will also 
have the chance to learn new strategies to become even more 
pro�table in the future. From the ISG General Session to the 
Exhibitor Tradeshow, there is no shortage of opportunities to 
grow your business!

The Biggest Business Products Industry Event of the Year – Industry Week ’22!

Registration opens in July!

Note: Before heading to Las Vegas for Industry Week ’22 make sure you register 
and vote ahead of the Tuesday, Nov. 8, 2022 election day deadline. 
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Blaisdell’s Business Products, Richmond, California, 
has presented the company’s final annual Nonprofit 
Choice Award for 2021. The winner was for the Southern 
California region and was presented to Culture of Life 
Family Services. This is the fifth of the $1,000 awards the 
company presents annually to 501c3 nonprofit entities 
nominated by Blaisdell’s customers. 

“We are a woman-owned company and one of the 
building blocks of our company is giving back to the 
communities where we do business,” says Amanda 
Graham, Blaisdell’s marketing manager. “It’s part of 
our four pillars of participation. The first pillar is public 
service, which includes actions such as volunteering. 
Collaboration is collecting for things like food drives. 
Contributions are donations, whether monetary, product 
or sponsorships. And the final one is recognition, which 
is where the Nonprofit Choice Award resides. It allows 
us to give to the nonprofits that our customers believe 
deserve recognition in each area we serve.” 

This is the fourth year the annual awards have been 
presented. Blaisdell’s plans to add a sixth award for the 
Reno area in 2022, Amanda says.

Blaisdell’s Business Products 
names final 2021 Nonprofit 
Choice Award winner

The employees at Scott Rice Office Works, Lenexa, Kansas, have been at it again. For the past five or six years, the company 
has been working with Harvesters—The Community Food Network. This time round, eight Scott Rice workers helped sort and 
pack water, soda and other beverages for the charity to hand out to those in need.

“We send groups of employees out quarterly to help sort and package items,” says Katie Keohan, Scott Rice’s digital 
marketing coordinator. “We also had a food drive at the office where we collected three barrels of food—everything from 
canned goods to pasta. We enjoy volunteering and helping the community.”

Scott Rice Office Works lends helping hands

VIP Office Furniture & Supply 
helps tornado victims and  
fire recruits
VIP Office Furniture and Supply, Hinesville, Georgia, has 
delivered a large shipment of supplies to help victims of the 
recent tornado and storms that hit Georgia’s Byran County. 
According to retail operations executive Cathy O’Hagan, the 
shipment included 300 16-ounce hand sanitizers, 400 canisters 
of wipes, 41 boxes of individually wrapped sanitizer wipes and 
48 buckets of large surface wipes. “We chose these products 
because not as many places carry them now, so they are 
harder to get,” says Cathy. “The people there are coming into 
contact with all types of debris that could have been anywhere 
and can’t wash their hands as readily. Bryan County is about 45 
minutes away, but it’s still part of our community and we want to 
help. It’s the community thing to do.”

Another “community thing” VIP Office does is help other 
local entities—like making lunch for fire department recruits. 
“The recruits don’t make a lot of money, so some of the 
businesses in the community will make and deliver them 
lunch,” explains Cathy. “It’s one less thing they have to buy. 
We do these types of things— make lunch, bake cookies or 
donate products—for local entities on a regular basis. They 
are small acts of kindness. We are very community oriented. 
It’s just what we do.”
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Driving Growth 
while 

 erasing  the 
competition

Driven by ever-increasing demand, there are now even more reasons to choose 
Pilot’s innovative line of FriXion erasable writing instruments.
•  America’s #1 selling brand of erasable pens, growing an average of 29% over 

the last five years.*
•  Remarkable thermo-sensitive ink technology, available in capped and 

retractable gel pens, marker pens, highlighters and NEW Synergy Tip options.
*Source: The NPD Group/Retail & Commercial/US Dollar Sales/Data on file.
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SECRETS of success
Hummel’s Office Plus, Mohawk, New York
When Harrison J. “Chip” Hummel 
started working in the family business 
as a delivery driver and retail clerk, he 
probably didn’t realize what a lynchpin 
of the company he would become. Yet 
50 years later, his son Justin Hummel, 
CEO and president of Hummel’s Office 
Plus, is eager to credit Chip and his 
foresight for keeping the business 
thriving and headed toward what could 
be the company’s fifth generation of 
family ownership.

Hummel’s Office Plus was started 
in 1934 by Chip’s grandparents as 
a typewriter cleaning company in 
Herkimer, New York. Chip joined the 
business in 1972. In 1977, he became 
president and CEO, a position he 
held for the next 35 years. To give a 
small idea of his success at the helm, 
the company was doing $50,000 in 
sales when he took over. By the end 
of his tenure as CEO, that figure was 
$15 million. Today, the company sells 
more than 100,000 products and is 
the largest independent office supply 
dealer in upstate New York.

A knack for looking ahead
According to Justin, a significant factor 
in Hummel’s ongoing success was 
Chip’s foresight. “In the 1980s and 90s, 
our main competition was the corner 
and stationery stores, “Justin says. “It 
was Chip’s idea to put Hallmark Crown 
stores inside our eight retail stores. 
Then demand changed. Chip saw the 
move away from retail and adjusted 
the business model. We acquired 
a distribution facility and enhanced 
our offerings to B2B so people could 
phone or fax their orders. We increased 
our fleet of trucks from one to 16 and 
started the next-day delivery model 
that still exists. Chip also made sure we 
invested in a website and e-commerce. 
We were ahead of our time.”

However, the biggest secret to 

Hummel’s continued success is Chip 
never losing sight of what is important. 
This is also what distinguishes 
the company from Amazon and 
other big-box competitors. “What 
differentiates Hummel is our personal 
service and relationships; our 
willingness to go above and beyond 
and not be just another website to 
buy from,” explains Justin. “Chip’s 
parents—my grandparents— instilled 
the importance of this attitude in him 
at a young age. He has done an 
exceptional job of maintaining and 
improving this service and personal 
touch, and instilling an understanding 
of their importance in the rest of us.”

Getting by with a little help 
from friends
These personal relationships with 
customers and partners were what 
saw Hummel’s through the COVID-19 
shutdown.

“COVID was very disruptive but 
was a huge learning experience for 
us,” Justin says. “We had to learn 
to communicate differently with our 
employees and customers. Our sales 
reps couldn’t visit, so they had to email, 
call and text their customers. We had to 
lean on the relationships we built over 
the years.

“ISG and S.P. Richards were 
incredible,” he continues. “They gave 
us world-class service. They created 
new vendor relationships to get 
product and kept us informed. They got 
us PPE, something most in the industry 
had never sold before. If we hadn’t 
been able to sell PPE, our business 
would look very different today. But 
they got us through the process; they 
explained what we needed to know. 
They were very proactive.” 

In 2012, Chip became chairman, 
turning the day-to-day operations over 
to Justin and his two siblings. And 

Headquartered:  
Mohawk, New York 
Year started:1934
Management Team: 
Harrison J. “Chip” Hummel, 
chairman; Justin Hummel, CEO/
president; Harrison John Hummel 
IV, chief operating officer; Solace 
Hummel, chief administration 
officer; Michael Schultz, chief 
information officer; Dan Stalteri, 
vice president-furniture; Ray 
Seefeld, VP of Albany Market
Percent business online: 65
Main wholesalers:  
S.P. Richards, ISG

the reins were passed in a carefully 
thought-out fashion.

“We were blessed with the way Chip 
approached the family business and 
succession,” Justin says. “He started 
meeting with the three of us at least 
once a month in 2008-09. He made us 
have the tough conversations, getting 
us through the good, the bad and the 
ugly. We still meet once a month to 
have the necessary conversations. 
Chip taught us we need to prepare 
for succession before, during and 
after—which is important since the fifth 
generation could soon be coming into 
the business.”

Chip Hummel
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The Xstamper truly is the King of Rubber Stamps

Learn more about the first and best
pre-inked stamp ever made

For more information contact your Xstamper rep
or visit: www.xstamper.net

It’s Good To Be The KingIt’s Good To Be The King

The crispest, sharpest impressions imaginable

Made from the highest quality materials to last a lifetime

Xstamper has been an industry leader for over 55 years

Designed and hand-crafted by experienced stamp makers
3-In-One Stamp
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If you have news to share - email it to  
rowan@IDealerCentral.com

Dealer organization ISG has announced 
that, as of April 22, it had distributed Q4 
2021 rebates of more than $10.2 million 
to its dealers.

The figure includes annual year-end 
rebates, with ISG chairman Jordan 
Kudler calling the figure “strong,” 
despite the challenges the group’s 
members faced from the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Kudler also addressed the relaunch of 
ISG’s “Buy Direct, Sell Brands” marketing 
initiative, designed to help members stay 
competitive while maximizing rebates 
and their gross margin.

Through this initiative, ISG members 
will have access to tools like the Cost 
Comparator and Purchase Summary 
Report, to help increase their direct 
buy spend. 

“As most ISG members know, I have 
been a strong proponent and user of 
ISG’s long-storied RDC program that 
initially launched in 2004,” said Jordan 
Kudler. “While the RDC Program was a 
great way to buy direct, S.P. Richards 

announced in February that they will not 
be renewing the contract to provide RDC 
support. Therefore, ISG has relaunched 
the ‘Buy Direct, Sell Brands’ campaign, 
which aligns with the groups fundamental 
purpose and encourages our 
membership to promote and buy directly 
from the suppliers that support the group 
with rebates and other programs.”

Meanwhile, the group has announced 
a new set of webinars and online events 
called Discover Your Next Move 2.0.

The program builds on the success 
of the initiative that ISG ran last year. 
The aim is to help members develop 
strategies to adapt to the continued 
economic headwinds, changing 
industry dynamics and the evolving 
hybrid work environment.

Key components of Discover Your 
Next Move 2.0 include webinars; virtual 
townhalls (with member and supplier 
panels); educational videos detailing 
category trends and successful 
acquisitions; and access to articles 
on relevant topics and challenges ISG 

members are facing. Webinar topics 
will include supply chain constraints, 
the labor market, the Great Resignation, 
selling in the hybrid environment and 
category trends.

The program will kick off on May 
19 with a virtual panel detailing the 
current supply chain challenges. The 
townhall-style panel will be moderated 
by INDEPENDENT DEALER editor and 
publisher Rowan McIntyre; panelists 
will share their experiences on how they 
are dealing with the current state of the 
supply chain and offer advice on how 
members can be more resourceful, 
creative and successful, despite the 
challenges they are facing.

ISG has confirmed the results of the Pinnacle Board of 
Managers election.

Pinnacle members voted electronically to elect three 
expiring board seats, with four candidates volunteering to 
run. The newly elected board representatives are:
• Ian Wist, Wist Office Products
• Jerry Carroll, T.H.E. Office City
• Yancey Jones Jr, The Supply Room Companies

They join current board members Bruce Eaton 
(chairman, Eaton Office Supply), Mark Miller (Eakes 
Office Solutions), John Leighton (Office Basics) and Kevin 
Johnson (Warehouse Direct).

“This board will continue to maintain the principles and 
culture of the premier group of large independent office 
products dealers in the US,” said Eaton.

Pinnacle also confirmed that sister dealers Smith & 
Butterfield and Stationers had joined ISG.

ISG confirms Pinnacle board

ISG issues $10 million+ in rebates, relaunches 
marketing initiative, announces new learning program
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The US General Services Administration 
(GSA) has given government suppliers 
more flexibility to implement price increases.

The agency said it has recognized that 
many factors are impacting the global 
economy and disrupting supply chains, 
including the ongoing recovery from 
the pandemic and the current conflict 
in Ukraine. It added that this has led to 
supply shortages and delays, as well as 
price volatility.

As a result, it is seeing an increase in 
multiple award schedule (MAS) contract 
modification requests to raise pricing. 
Some suppliers have also been removing 
items from their federal supply schedules 
rather than selling them at a loss because 
their ability to raise prices—known as 
“economic price adjustment” (EPA)—has 
been restricted by their MAS contract 
terms and conditions.

“While EPA clauses normally act to 
protect GSA’s interests, in the current 
marketplace, they make it harder for 
federal agencies to acquire needed 
goods, services and solutions,” the 
agency wrote in a letter to its contractors.

“To ensure that GSA is able to continue 
offering a full range of products, services 
and solutions, GSA must be flexible in how 
it applies these EPA contract clauses.”

Therefore, it has now established 
temporary flexibility on limitations on 
price increases, plus a moratorium on 
the enforcement of some restrictions 
contained in certain GSA EPA contract 
clauses. The changes are effective 
immediately and will remain in place until 
at least September 30, 2022.

Specifically, during this time, this  
policy moratorium:
• relaxes time limitations on EPA 

increases;
• relaxes the limit on the number of EPA 

increases a contractor may request;
• allows a lower level of approval, to one 

level above the contracting officer, for 
price increases above the EPA clause 
ceiling; and

• clarifies that if a contractor has removed 
an item from its MAS contract, the 
contracting officer may add the same 
item back at a higher price if the higher 
price can be determined fair and 
reasonable.

“These changes empower [federal] 
contracting officers awarding and 
administering MAS contracts to respond 
to current market conditions,” the GSA 
added. “This flexibility makes it easier for 
firms to do business with the government 
through the MAS program, as it provides 
more choice, competition and value for 
our federal customers.”

This development will hopefully address 
concerns about the GSA “dictating” 
pricing on its MAS contracts in the current 
inflationary environment. Last month, the 
Coalition for Government Procurement 
(CGP) wrote to the GSA urging it to take 
action on what it called a “no-win situation” 
for suppliers and purchasers that called 
into question the long-term viability of the 
MAS program.

“Allowing market forces to operate in 
the government space is key to providing 
a stable and economically hospitable 
environment,” said the CGP. “The 
alternative is catastrophic: either vendors 
will leave the space, reducing government 
access to the benefits of innovation and 
competition, or they will remain and 
performance will suffer.

“The government cannot expect 
contractors, especially small business 
contractors that the Biden Administration 
seeks to nurture and support, to continue 
experiencing percentage losses in 
the double digits without an impact on 
service, product quality or delivery.”

GSA eases pricing restrictions
OPI has announced the call for 
entry for the North American 
Office Products Awards 
(NAOPA) 2022, organized in 
association with Industry Week 
’22, powered by ISG.

The awards are designed 
to reward innovation and 
exceptional achievement at 
all levels of the IDC—from 
individuals at dealerships to 
new and exciting offerings from 
vendors.  

Award categories
• Best Product—Core Business 

Products
• Best Product—Furniture & 

Design
• Best Product—Facilities, 

Breakroom, Safety & Infection 
Control

• Best Product—Technology
• Innovation of the Year
• People’s Choice
• Young Executive of the Year 

(open for nominations and 
entries)

• Professional of the Year (open 
for nominations and entries)

• Industry Achievement (open 
for nominations and entries)

Submitting or nominating an 
entry is a simple and short 
online process. 

The awards will be presented 
during Industry Week ’22, 
powered by ISG, taking place 
from November 6-11 at Caesars 
Palace in Las Vegas.

To enter or get more 
information click here.

Entries open for 
NAOPA 2022 

It’s been an enormously challenging time for everyone in 
the business products industry. But many operators have 
triumphed in the face of adversity and found ways to grow 
and thrive. We want to celebrate these successes, so enter 
the NAOPA now to reward your team, customers and 
business partners and celebrate what they have achieved.

NORTH AMERICAN OFFICE PRODUCTS 

• Best Product - Core  
Business Product

• Best Product - Furniture
• Best Product - Facilities, 

Breakroom and Safety 
• Best Product - Technology
• Product Innovation of the Year
•	 People’s	Choice
• Young Executive of the Year
• Professional of the Year
• Industry Achievement

Award CategoriesEnter the North American Office 
Products Awards 2022 (NAOPA)

Free and simple to enter
Don’t miss this free marketing opportunity to raise your 
profile in the independent dealer community. 

The awards will be presented at Industry Week ’22 taking 
place from Nov 6-11. 

The deadline for entries 17 June 2022.  
Enter at opi.net/naopa2022

CALL FOR ENTRIES

IN ASSOCIATION WITH

http://www.opi.net/naopa2022
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Sales and marketing agency Highlands 
has created the role of director of inside 
sales and training, and appointed a 
new business development manager in 
its Mid Central region.

Joining the firm as director of inside 
sales and training is Vinnie Pappano. 
She will be responsible for creating 
sales tools, training, developing and 
implementing go-to-market strategies, 
and managing vendor and client 
relationships.

Pappano has several years’ 
experience in B2B distribution, 
having previously worked for Office 
Depot—mainly in the facilities supplies 
category. Most recently, she was head 
of sales and category management for 
the US operations of CBD vending firm 
Chemesis International.

Meanwhile, also joining the 
company is Kansas City-based Stuart 
Robertson, who will be responsible for 
strengthening customer relationships 
and key accounts in Kansas, 
Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma and 

Louisiana. He has spent the past 
seven years working in the jan/san 
and office products channels, his first 
appointment being with Compass 
Minerals and, more recently, with KIK 
Custom Products.

Highlands creates sales and training position, appoints 
business development manager

»

MADE IN AMERICA  
SINCE 1962

t e n n s c o . c o m

http://tennsco.com
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David Lary, general manager of US consumer and supplies 
sales at HP Inc, and Steve Hilleard, CEO of industry 
publisher OPI, have been inducted to the City of Hope (COH) 
Hall of Fame at a dinner held in California in March.

The dinner was part of the 2022 National Business 
Products Industry’s annual COH Tour event, which took 
place on March 28-29 at the Laguna Cliffs Marriott Resort 
in Dana Point. It marked the official launch of the 2022 
Restoring Hope fundraising campaign honoring Peter Scala, 
chief merchandising officer of Staples Inc.

Matt Dodd, senior executive director of corporate 
philanthropy at COH, said the gathering in California had 
been a “momentous couple of days” and a welcome return to 
in-person events.

“The past two years have been riddled with challenges 
that we were able to navigate with the incredible leadership 
of our past honorees, Stephanie Dismore of HP Inc and 
Greg Gibson of Sylvamo,” Dodd stated. “I’m delighted to 
recognize the significant contributions of this industry and 
provide a proper kick-off to Peter’s campaign.”

“The City of Hope is an amazing organization. It has had a 
profound impact on me and my family, and I am very grateful 
and proud to join such a distinguished group of Hall of Fame 
inductees,” said Hilleard, who has served on the National 
Business Products Council for COH for 22 years and also 
co-chaired the annual Personal Giving campaign for most of 
that time.

Lary and Hilleard inducted into City of Hope Hall of Fame
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HP to acquire Poly
HP Inc has made a significant move in the workplace peripherals category 
by agreeing to acquire Plantronics brand owner Poly.

HP is to pay $40 a share for Poly in an all-cash transaction. This 
implies an enterprise value of $3.3 billion, including debt, for the audio 
and videoconferencing firm. The print and PC giant said the acquisition 
accelerates its strategy “to create a more growth-oriented portfolio, further 
strengthens its industry opportunity in hybrid work solutions, and positions 
the company for long-term sustainable growth and value creation.”

“The rise of the hybrid office creates a once-in-a-generation opportunity to 
redefine the way work gets done,” said HP CEO Enrique Lores. “Combining 
HP and Poly creates a leading portfolio of hybrid work solutions across large 
and growing markets.”

HP said the transaction is anticipated to close by the end of this calendar 
year, subject to Poly shareholder approval and other customary conditions. 

Power supply specialist DEKKO has 
announced the launch of Layer, a relocatable 
power solution with an optional surface 
for phones and other devices. Created for 
DEKKO by Zeeland, Michigan-based IDA 
Design, Layer flexes for up to 10 devices in 
any environment where power is needed, 
particularly collaborative, training and 
touchdown spaces.

“The inspiration behind Layer was to 
create a multi-user power solution that can 
go anywhere,” IDA Design principal Mitch 
Bakker said. 

The slim, freestanding Layer is made 
of powder-coated aluminum that can be 
specified in colors of carbon or white. The 
towers are available in three heights (31, 38 
and 51 inches) and include:
• six 15A, 120V tamper-resistant outlets 

(two of which rotate 90 degrees to 
accommodate large Apple plugs and 
bricks);

• two USB-A ports; and
• two 60W Power Delivery (PD) USB-C ports.

“Layer helps people stay in front of 
changing workstyles and ends the bottleneck 
around wall outlets,” Dekko general m anager 
Rick Fox said. “People no longer need to be 
tied down and huddled around fixed power 
sources. Layer gives people the freedom to 
find the location that’s right for them, meeting 
users right where they need power.”

DEKKO launches new 
charging tower 

US jan/san and facilities group AFFLINK has appointed Todd Gatzulis as 
senior vice president of business development.

The industry veteran will oversee the 
organization’s corporate sales and 
supply chain functions. He will report 
to AFFLINK CEO Dennis Riffer.

Gatzulis joins AFFLINK with 
more than 30 years’ experience. 
Many of those were spent at 
Henkel, where he rose to general 
manager of its diversified markets 
division before leaving the 
supplier in 2020. He was then 
appointed COO of antimicrobial 
surface protection manufacturer 
ViaClean Technologies, where 
he stayed for just over a year 
and a half.

Key hire at AFFLINK

»
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Representing o�ce products and furniture dealers, 
manufacturers, wholesalers, manufacturers representatives, 
and associate service providers. We provide the information, 
knowledge, and tools that members need to be successful in 
today's ever-evolving business environment.

Benefits and Resources
Advocacy
Providing representation in Washington D.C. on tax reform, 
healthcare reform, and broadening access to government 
contracts through GSA partnerships.

Health insurance
Gain access to a ordable and customizable medical insurance 
plans that fit your business and employee needs.

Scholarship Program
Awarding scholarships to deserving families of o�ce products 
and o�ce furniture dealers.

JOIN TODAY 

Contact us at 630-506-6891 or email: info@iopfda.org

Join the Independent O�ce Products 
and Furniture Dealers Association 

North American distributor Supplies Network 
and its e-commerce fulfillment sister division 
DM Fulfillment will rebrand later this year under 
the name of parent company Distribution 
Management.

The rebrand is being rolled out in parallel with 
the company’s 50th anniversary celebration to 
better position it for future growth.

“Over the past decade, Distribution 
Management has been aggressive in diversifying 
its portfolio of products and services,” said CEO 
Sean Fleming. “The names Supplies Network 
and DM Fulfillment Services, while leaders in their 
respective industries, do not convey the breadth 
of products and solutions we provide. Unifying 
under one brand allows us to fully capture the 
strength we have as one team with one goal.

 “This strategy is based on a broader definition 
for our company and serves as a launching pad 
for the new markets we choose to enter.”

Xerox has said its chairman 
Keith Cozza will not stand for 
re-election to the company’s board 
at this year’s annual meeting of 
shareholders.

Cozza was named Xerox 
chairman in 2018 after investor 
Carl Icahn successfully scuppered 
the proposed takeover of the OEM 
by Fujifilm. At the time, Cozza was 
CEO of Icahn Enterprises and had 
been working at Icahn’s corporate 
empire since 2006.

Xerox said Cozza’s decision to 
stand down was “not due to any 
disagreement with respect to the operations, policies or practices of 
the company.” Cozza left Icahn Enterprises last year after choosing 
not to move to its new headquarters in Florida and this is likely to be 
the reason he will not stay on the Xerox board.

Fellow director Cheryl Krongard is also stepping down, but neither 
she nor Cozza is set to be replaced, with Xerox stating the size of the 
board will be reduced from 10 to eight after the shareholder meeting.

Rebrand for  
Supplies Network

Xerox chairman steps down

»
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Fellowes Brands has confirmed a promotion and a new position in its executive 
leadership team.

Beth Wright—who joined the company in 2018—has been promoted to 
chief commercial officer. Her expanded responsibilities will now incorporate 
the market-facing aspects of all channels, including the Fellowes Contract 
Interiors business. Her immediate focus will be in North America and also 
supporting the company’s international subsidiaries. She will continue to report 
to CEO John Fellowes.

In a statement, Fellowes said that over the past four years, Wright had 
increased commercial capabilities and performance at the supplier that 
was “grounded in a purpose of driving mutually successful growth with 
partners”—both with key legacy customers and in new channels and outlets for 
expansionary categories.

Meanwhile, the company has also created a new executive role; chief market 
officer. It said the need for this has come about after doubling sales in the past five 
years through organic growth and acquisitions.

Taking on this new position is Monica Lopez, who has joined the manufacturer 
from Stanley Black & Decker, where she was most recently VP of global brand 
marketing. 

“With oversight from John Fellowes, this new role will provide the focus and 
expertise required to manage a more complex business structure while continuing 
expansion of its solutions and the development of its brand,” the company stated.

Fellowes announces senior appointments

Beth Wright

Monica Lopez 

»
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Storage solution 
manufacturer Tennsco 
LLC is celebrating its 60th 
anniversary. 

Company founder Lester 
Speyer, a former World War 
Two pilot, established the 
firm in Dickson, Tennessee 
in 1962. Lester Speyer’s son 
Stuart came on board in 1980 
to help oversee operations 
and grow the business, 
focusing his efforts on 
product design and process 
improvement through 

automation, streamlining 
manufacturing methods and 
plant expansions

The company has grown 
from humble beginnings, with 
10 employees and a limited 
line of products, to offer a 
wide range of shelving, racks, 
cabinets, bookcases, lockers, 
shop equipment, library 
bookstacks and an extensive 
offering of filing solutions.

Today, Tennsco is a 
leading US manufacturer 
of steel storage products, 

selling across America, 
Canada and Mexico. The 
operation has grown from 
a single facility to nine 
manufacturing plants and 
distribution facilities spanning 
over 1.8 million square feet. 
Tennsco now has 715 team 
members and is the largest 
employer in the county.

“We are proud of our 
heritage—not only for all that 
we have accomplished as a 
leader in storage solutions, 
but also because we have 

always manufactured in 
Tennessee, in the heart 
of America,” said Rachel 
Bradley, chief operating 
officer and third-generation 
family member. “We look 
forward to continuing to 
deliver quality steel storage 
products that are built to 
last. We believe the best 
way to build a quality 
product is to be in control 
of the entire process—from 
raw materials right through 
to customer delivery.”

Tennsco celebrates 60 Years

»

http://www.gopd.com
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The US jan/san distribution space continues to consolidate 
with the news that Envoy Solutions is to acquire a leading 
regional distributor.

The newest addition to the Envoy portfolio is Sigma 
Supply of North America, an Arkansas-based specialist in 
packaging equipment, supplies and services which also 
sells in the jan/san, safety, office, foodservice and furniture 
categories. Its online store offers same-day shipping on 
more than 100,000 items.

Sigma Supply was founded in Hot Springs, Arkansas, 
in 1970 by Martha and Dan Hamby. Since then, it has 
expanded its operations across the US, with distribution 
centers in Nevada, Texas and South Carolina, and satellite 
locations and sales offices in many other states.

Today, the company is run by the founders’ children—

Envoy acquires again

Bain Capital has been joined by 
another private equity investor in the 
ownership of North American jan/san 
juggernaut Imperial Dade.

Advent International has announced 
it has agreed to acquire a “significant 
stake” in Imperial Dade from Bain, 
with the two investment firms to 
have joint board governance of 
the distributor. Imperial Dade will 
continue under the leadership of 
Bob and Jason Tillis, chairman 
and CEO respectively, who remain 
“significant investors” in the business 
alongside the current management 
team. Financial terms of the private 
transaction were not disclosed.

Bain first invested in Imperial Dade 
in 2019. Since then, a combination 
of organic growth and a multitude 
of acquisitions have taken the 
distributor’s sales from $2 billion 
to $5 billion. With around 6,400 
employees, it operates from a network 
of distribution centers totaling over 
10.2 million square feet of warehouse 
space across North America and 
serves more than 90,000 customers.

Meanwhile, Imperial Dade closed yet 
another acquisition in early May, this 
time of Veritiv Canada. It is the 47th 

acquisition since CEO Bob Tillis took 
over the company in 2007 and the 25th 
since Bain Capital’s investment. 

The deal includes Veritiv’s 
headquarters in Toronto and 11 other 
locations throughout the country. 
Veritiv Canada’s approximately 900 
staff are set to become Imperial Dade 

employees once the transaction 
closes, which is expected to be before 
the end of June.

Imperial Dade is paying $190 
million for this business—which has 
annual sales of around $770 million—
in a deal that marks its entry into the 
Canadian market.

Maggie, Banks and Scott Hamby—who will be staying on 
following the acquisition.

Sigma Supply is Envoy’s 12th acquisition since last August, 
following its March 2021 rebrand from NWS. Its aim is to 
create a specialized platform across the US and it now has 
more than 60 distribution centers throughout the country.

New investor for Imperial Dade as firm closes Canada deal

»
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Our updated Inside Sales Program will give the tools, tips, and hands-on coaching to
implement the power of both the phone and video throughout your inside sales process.

INSIDE SALES HAS EVOLVED. WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO KEEP UP?

Marisa@methodsnmotion.com www.MethodsnMotion.com (678) 574-6072

Commercial office furniture manufacturer AIS has announced 
that co-founder and CEO Bruce Platzman will turn the role of CEO 
over to president Nick Haritos on June 1, 2022.

The transition takes place a year after Haritos assumed the 
presidency and four years after he started at AIS as executive 
vice president of sales. Haritos has 30-plus years of experience 
in the commercial office market working at major manufacturers 
and key dealerships. 

“Nick’s extraordinary leadership combined with his vast 
industry experience have equipped him for this critical position 
and I am confident he’ll excel in every way,” said Platzman. 
“There is nothing but opportunity ahead for the company and AIS 
is in good hands.”

Platzman, together with co-founder Arthur Maxwell, founded 
AIS more than 32 years ago and has grown the company into one 
of the largest office furniture manufacturers in the country. Going 
forward, he will focus on the company’s philanthropic efforts. 

“Arthur and Bruce created a special company with a unique 
‘can do’ spirit that helps our dealer partners succeed,” added 
Haritos. “It’s a privilege to continue their work with our talented 
teams. It’s an honor to lead AIS and, with an evolving landscape 
and much opportunity ahead, it’s an exciting time.”

AIS names new CEO

»
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INDEPENDENT DEALER 
was saddened to learn 
of the passing of US 
rep group veteran 
Mike ‘Mijo’ Robledo 
following a courageous 
four-and-a-half-year battle 
with cancer.

Mike worked at 
California-based rep 
group Professional Sales 
Associates (PSA) for more 
than 30 years, starting off 
as a sales representative 
and rising to become vice 
president of sales. Prior to 
that, he served in the US 
Air Force for four years 
before spending a decade 
at Los Angeles-based 
Zellerbach Paper.

“Along the way Mike 
made friends with everyone 
he encountered and once 
you met Mike you were a 
friend for life,” said PSA 
owner and long-time City 
of Hope (COH) supporter 
Bob Enk.

“His four cherished 
things were family, faith, 
friends and fun. A large, 

loving extended family, his 
church, his multitude of 
friends and the fun he had 
at work and play made him 
the wonderful human being 
he was.”

Mike led an active life 
outside of work. He started 
the Mijo Club (part of the 
Southern California Golf 
Association) and had 
run the well-known Mijo 
Invitational tournament for 
the past 19 years. He was 
also involved with his local 
Traveler’s Club, Making 
Education The Answer 
(META) and COH.

At COH, Mike always 
participated in the annual 
local tour each December. 
He received treatment 
at COH and appeared 
as the guest ‘survivor’ at 
numerous COH functions 
and virtual meetings.

In lieu of flowers, 
donations can be made 
to: The City of Hope, 
META and LACNETS 
(Neuroendocrine Cancer 
Community).

If you would like to send 
a card to the family, please 
send it to:

Nancy Madsen Robledo
37603 River Oats Lane
Murrieta, CA 92563
On Thursday May 19,  

2022, a rosary and vigil will 
be held at Cabot & Sons, 
Pasadena, California, 
starting at 5:00pm.

On Friday May 20, there 
will be a funeral service 
at St. Andrews Church, 
Pasadena, starting at 

10:00am. A celebration 
of Mike’s life will take 
place immediately after 
at Brookside Park (by the 
Rose Bowl).

If you plan on attending, 
please call or email Brian 
Stokes: brian.stokes@
PSArepresentatives.com, 
tel: (562) 544-0001

INDEPENDENT DEALER 
extends its sincerest 
condolences to Mike’s wife 
Nancy and all Mike’s family, 
friends and colleagues.

In memoriam: Mike Robledo,  
Professional Sales Associates

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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It’s been an enormously challenging time for everyone in 
the business products industry. But many operators have 
triumphed in the face of adversity and found ways to grow 
and thrive. We want to celebrate these successes, so enter 
the NAOPA now to reward your team, customers and 
business partners and celebrate what they have achieved.

NORTH AMERICAN OFFICE PRODUCTS 

• Best Product - Core  
Business Product

• Best Product - Furniture
• Best Product - Facilities, 

Breakroom and Safety 
• Best Product - Technology
• Product Innovation of the Year
•	 People’s	Choice
• Young Executive of the Year
• Professional of the Year
• Industry Achievement

Award CategoriesEnter the North American Office 
Products Awards 2022 (NAOPA)

Free and simple to enter
Don’t miss this free marketing opportunity to raise your 
profile in the independent dealer community. 

The awards will be presented at Industry Week ’22, 
powered by ISG, taking place from Nov 6-11 in Las Vegas. 

The deadline for entries 17 June 2022.  
Enter at opi.net/naopa2022

CALL FOR ENTRIES

IN ASSOCIATION WITH

http://www.opi.net/naopa2022
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For 40 years, I have watched with great interest as the entrepreneurs in our industry 
have worked to add new and profitable categories of products and services to their 
business. As a dealer/owner for 23 years, I also had skin in the game. I purchased 
the George W. Allen Co. in 1995 and quickly moved the company’s focus from 
commercial to federal government sales to leverage our warehouse location 
in downtown Washington DC. Over the years, we also developed successful 
breakroom, jan/san and copier divisions; but each certainly had its challenges.

In the business products market, niches can be defined in a number of ways. Type 
of customer is one option—for example, targeting law firms, banks, hospitals or 
businesses of a certain size.

Product emphasis offers another niche opportunity. Contract furniture dealers 
specialize in systems for healthcare facilities, schools, conference/meeting rooms, 
banks, restaurants and so on. Dealers that focus on computer equipment and 
supplies are typical product niche marketers. 

Dealers can also pursue a geographical niche, focusing on businesses located within 
a certain radius from a distribution center or within certain zip codes. Regardless of the 
selection method, the basic principle that drives niche marketing remains the same: 
today’s customers are not all alike and can’t be treated as if they are.

Sometimes a niche evolves or exists within a niche. For example, many office 
products dealers have had success with recycling computer hardware and toner 
cartridges. New recycling initiatives are trending for hard-to-recycle PPE items such 
as garments, gloves, masks and goggles. These products, picked up from existing 
accounts, can be turned into pellets used to make consumer and durable goods.

Do you know what your particular market niche is? Do you know what the customers 
in that niche really want and what you must do to get and keep their business? 
Answering these questions calls for careful research, planning and commitment; 
it takes time, energy and, above all, a highly disciplined management style. But in 
today’s crowded and highly competitive marketplace, this approach helps establish a 
clear market identity and opens the door to new profit opportunities.

Here are some tips that will help you plan, identify and execute your next  
niche project:
• Pick something that leverages your company’s strengths, talents and market 

proximity.
• Be careful not to focus on a niche already owned by a major competitor.
• Do your homework—successful niche marketing requires research and planning.
• Listen to your customers.
• Understand the growth potential of your niche. Avoid niches that are too narrow. 

Sometimes two niches are better than one.
• The success of a potential niche campaign depends greatly on a strong 

management commitment.
Fatal flaws include indecisiveness, half-heartedness and a “me too” mindset.
In terms of a timeline, three to four months of testing is recommended before a full 

launch; and it can take six months to two years to meet full potential.
My advice to dealers on this matter is simple: “Always promise a lot and always 

exceed customer expectations. Word of mouth will become your best asset.” 

Niche marketing, new categories, 
more products… The secret to 
survival for independent dealers!

IOPFDA News

»

By Mike Tucker
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What if you could save 30% on

health insurance for your business?

MAYBE  I T 'S  T IME  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.

http://www.mdp.issa.com
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Independent Dealers Fighting to Be Heard
Washington DC is one of the 
most beautiful cities in the 
United States to visit. It has 
national monuments. It has 
the White House. It has great 
museums. It has the cherry 
blossoms. And it has great 
history. Washington DC is also 
one of the ugliest and meanest 
cities in the United States. 
So, there are two sides to the 
power epicenter of the country 
that independent dealers 
tackled last month.

When people say, “I don’t 
need to be heard or participate 
in my industry’s lobbying 
day,” it is usually for one 
of two reasons. First, they 
don’t see (or understand) the value. The second reason is 
a large percentage of the country still believe their voices 
don’t matter when it comes to policymaking. On the outside 
looking in, I can see how people feel that way. On the inside 
looking out, I can tell you firsthand just how critical your voice 
is and how, as small businesses, we can make a difference. 
The myth has long been that small businesses don’t have a 
voice. We do; we just don’t use it in a coordinated way. The 
challenge for small businesses is that there are so many of us 
and so many different issues that it has always been hard to 
get large bands of small businesses organized and focused 
on an agenda that benefits all of them. However, small 
businesses can be and are a critical voice in Washington. 
After two years in which we were unable to visit Capitol Hill, 
IOPFDA did just that last month.

It felt like an eternity, but IOPFDA—in partnership with 
ISSA, the global association for those in the cleaning 
industry—finally returned to Washington to lobby Congress 
on issues critical to members’ survival. On March 30-31, 
small businesses from the office products, office furniture 
and cleaning industries came to the capital to reclaim 
their voice on critical issues. The process wasn’t the same 
as in the past, when we could move freely and openly on 
Capitol Hill; so as an industry, we had to get creative. For 
those members of Congress not afraid to meet with us in 
their offices, we went to Capitol Hill and made our case for 
small business support. For those not so comfortable, we 
invited them to come to us. And for those who were unwilling 

to do either, we are targeting them in their district offices 
during congressional recess. While these were not optimal 
solutions, we made the best of them and proved that we are 
truly the backbone of every community. We proved that our 
voices do matter. We had our legislative champions meet 
with us and update us on their efforts to pass legislation that 
matters to our bottom line and ultimately to the customers 
we serve. 

During National Workplace Solutions Week, thanks to 
a House of Representatives Resolution introduced by 
Representative Rob Wittman (R-VA), we came together 
in Washington as an industry and heard from champions 
like Representative Veronica Escobar (D-TX). She got 

By Paul A. Miller, IOPFDA legislative counsel

Small businesses gather in Washington for annual Hill Day

Melissa Ball and Mike Tucker 
present Rep. Wittman with 
Champion of Small Business award

Rep. Veronica Escobar Addresses 
attendees during National 
Workplace Solutions Week »
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involved with issues independent dealers face because her 
constituent, Sandy Grodin of El Paso Office Products, took 
the time to cultivate a relationship with her when talk started 
about Amazon becoming the new online platform provider for 
the federal government. Thanks to Sandy and his relentless 
efforts to be heard, we have a champion in Rep. Escobar. 

The Congresswoman has been leading the effort to ensure 
the General Services Administration (GSA) doesn’t hand 
over the keys to the procurement castle to Amazon and 
other tech giants. She scored a big win for the industry at the 
end of 2021 with her amendment to the FY’22 Department 
of Defense (DOD) Reauthorization Bill, which requires the 
GSA to immediately test all three online platform models 
as called for in the original legislation. Currently, the GSA 
is only testing the e-commerce model offered by Amazon 
and Overstock.com, which poses major problems for 
small businesses wanting to participate. Since that bill has 
become law, the GSA has issued a request for information 
for the other e-commerce models, which is a step in the 
right direction. IOPFDA is monitoring this process closely 
to ensure our industry has an equal opportunity to offer 
solutions to this process. 

Rep. Escobar joined us during National Workplace 
Solutions Week to give us some additional good news. She 
informed us that during the upcoming DOD reauthorization 
process, she will be offering an amendment that would 
prohibit any company from being both an online marketplace 
platform provider and reseller. 

This is a big deal for small businesses, as allowing big tech 
companies to be both platform providers and resellers gives 
them access to so much proprietary data that can be used 
against us in both the federal and commercial markets. There 
will be opposition to this effort, but we are ready for the fight 
against big tech and their cadre of highly paid lobbyists!

The industry also heard from Representative Carol 
Miller (R-WV), who has led the charge to reinstate the 
fourth-quarter Employee Retention Tax Credit (ERTC), 

passed in 2021 to help small businesses keep employees 
in their jobs. The ERTC was eliminated in late 2021 to help 
pay for a large infrastructure bill. Congress needed money to 
pay for the infrastructure bill, so what did they do? They said 
to small businesses, “We are taking your promised benefits 
and giving them to others.” This clawback has caused 
real challenges for small businesses, which were relying 
on those funds to help get them through the pandemic. 
Some don’t see this as a problem; but in any business, you 
have budgets to meet, and when you rely on a resource 
provided to you only to see it subsequently clawed back, it 
puts your business and your employees at risk.  Rep. Miller 
understands that as a business owner herself and has led 
a bipartisan effort in Washington to restore those promised 
benefits Congress approved in 2021.

Attendees were also treated to a rousing pep talk from 
Representative Ralph Norman (R-SC), who didn’t hold back 
when discussing what’s wrong in Washington. Rep. Norman 
is a strong advocate for small businesses and has been 
a champion for our industry. He talked about the need to 
support us. He talked about how Washington spends too 
much time wasting taxpayers’ money at the expense of our 
businesses. He talked about the partisanship that continues 
to block the path forward for critical issues facing small 
businesses. He talked about the need for us to be heard 
and was very pleased to see us back on The Hill taking our 
message to his colleagues.

This year’s industry fly-in wasn’t “normal,” but it was a 
huge success. Independent dealers proved their voices can 
lead to change. We proved that meeting in person can be 
done. We let Washington know that when it comes to small 
businesses, we expect action, not talking points. We create 
60 percent of all news jobs in this country. We are critical 
infrastructure in our local communities. Supporting us with 
rhetoric during election year is not what we will settle for. 
We want and expect action. We got just that at this year’s 
IOPFDA National Workplace Solutions Week fly-in event.

Rep. Miller updates attendees on 
her efforts to restore the ERTC

Rep. Norman fires up the 
crowd ahead of Hill visits

Mike Tucker presents Melissa 
Ball with a small business 
proclamation from her governor

Mike Tucker presents Jake 
Feely with a small business 
proclamation from his governor
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Everyone understands just how 
hard the COVID-19 pandemic hit the 
independent office supply industry. But 
the commercial furniture sector proved 
to be the silver lining for many dealers, 
keeping them afloat—and even 
ahead—when office products took a 
dive. And this momentum is gathering 
pace as businesses use interior design 
and furniture to lure workers back to the 
office and recruit new staff. The Great 
Office Refresh has triggered several 
new trends and a surge in sales for 
many dealers—albeit not without some 
challenges.

Complete Office Supply, 
Indianapolis, Indiana, has sold furniture 
for three decades, primarily to the 
non-hospital healthcare and mortgage 
industries. “There was a short downturn 
in furniture sales from COVID-19, but 
sales have generally been going up,” 
says president Alan Bird. “Projects 
between $100,000 and $500,000 are 
coming in regularly now, and we are 

also getting mid-market jobs. More 
companies seem to be spending 
cash they accumulated to convince 
hybrid workers to come back. They are 
freshening up offices and breakrooms.”

It’s safe to say this trend has come 
as something as a surprise. “We were 
fully expecting more calls to downsize,” 
admits commercial furnishings sales 
manager Lucia Hardy. “But instead, it 
seems all people want is to get back 
to their perceived normal and they’re 
using furniture to entice workers back 
to the office. Also, it’s a very competitive 
labor market; and as always, when 
you want to get young fresh faces, you 
need to freshen things up.”

Office Plus of Kansas, located in 
Wichita, has been selling furniture for 20 
to 25 years and half of its 40 employees 
are heavily involved in the sector. 
According to vice president Bryan 
Kristenson: “We didn’t experience the 
huge commercial office space exodus 
during COVID-19 that some cities did. 

Some of the largest companies vacated 
their spaces, but many of the small and 
mid-size ones didn’t. However, some 
of our most active commercial space 
customers weren’t spending much on 
furniture.”

Luckily, other verticals made up 
for it. “We saw tremendous growth 
in furniture for education during 
COVID-19,” reports Kristenson. “Many 
of the smaller schools were trying to 
figure out how to reconfigure their 
classrooms to keep teachers and 
students safe. So initially, we saw a lot 
of reactive spending, like for screens 
and dividers. Now, we’re seeing more 
of the sector trying to forecast what is 
needed. Many schools are creating an 
active team environment to try to get 
better results. This means reconfiguring 
to create different environments for 
learning within one classroom and 
tailoring rooms to the students. K-12 
and higher education got money from 
the government during COVID-19, so 

»



MAY 2022 INDEPENDENT DEALER PAGE 32

Cover Story CONTINUED FROM PAGE 31

»

they’re investing heavily in their schools 
to attract kids and retain teachers.”

While education is the company’s 
top furniture sector, healthcare is not 
far behind. “There’s a lot of spending 
and growth in healthcare,” Kristenson 
says. “Primarily, it’s in lounges, 
offices, waiting rooms—areas 
focused on staff.”

According to Environments Denver/
EON Office Denver, about 25 percent 
of its business is furniture—primarily 
in what some might consider unusual 
niches. “We joke that we’ve become 
the credit union dealer of Colorado,” 
says Van Young, vice president of 
the commercial furniture division. 
“They are a tight group and one 
referral leads to another. Another 
furniture niche we have is national 
car dealerships. They don’t have big 
budgets, so we started supplying 
them with mid-market products. They 
realized they didn’t need $1,500 

chairs; a $300 chair works fine.”
For at least a month during the 

pandemic, furniture sales were down, 
but the company swiftly made an 
impressive recovery. “COVID-19 
affected us in April 2020: it was the 
worst month for furniture we’ve had,” 
Young recalls. “We worked every 
day and had sales, but we couldn’t 
deliver anything. However, overall, 
during the two years of COVID-19, 
margins increased. We had 130 
projects continuously, ranging from 
$5,000 to $500,000 offices, and work 
was steady.”

Office products dealer GBP Direct, in 
Kenner, Louisiana, set up shop in 1999 
and added furniture to its offering over 
the past 10 years. A decade later, the 
sector accounts for about 60 percent 
of its business. The company’s biggest 
customers are chemical plants and oil 
manufacturers, followed by law firms, 
schools and healthcare facilities. Here 

again, COVID-19 initially had an impact 
on revenues. “The biggest thing we 
saw was that projects in the works 
came to a standstill,” says business 
development manager Cody Durbin. 
“No one knew what things would look 
like in a couple of months or when 
anyone would be going back to the 
office. But by 2021, it was all pretty 
much back to normal.”

At Marco Office Supply, Furniture & 
Printing, Inc., Naples, Florida, furniture 
accounts for about 40 percent of 
total sales. The company saw a drop 
during the shutdown, but business 
has since bounced back—and the 
pandemic even brought some new 
clients to the dealer.

“People are coming back to the 
bigger companies and new small 
businesses are opening up here 
left and right,” says president Philip 
Penzo. “Many people who worked 
for companies that shut down during 
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COVID-19 are opening their own 
businesses, and they need things 
like desks, chairs and reception area 
furniture.”

Penzo is happy to see offices reopen, 
since the company has less interest 
in the home office market. “We don’t 
do a lot of home office furnishing, 
because the delivery is usually a pain,” 
he explains. “Everything here is gated 
communities, which are hard to get 
into; and then the homes are expensive 
and you have to take your shoes off. 
Then it turns out the furniture needs 
to go to the second floor and there’s 
no elevator. We sell commercial, so 
we usually send these requests to 
our neighbor specializing in home 
furnishings.”

Latest trends 
Since the outbreak of the pandemic, 
the focus has understandably been 
on optimizing workplace hygiene. 
“Since COVID-19, people want 
everything in the office to be easy to 
clean—materials like wipeable vinyl, 
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laminate and glass,” says Durbin. “In 
office breakrooms, we see everything 
going to plastic or anything that can be 
wiped clean. In healthcare especially, 
they’ve moved away from fabrics—it’s 
all vinyl; and we’ve seen a shift away 
from furniture with wooden feet and 
arms. Wood is porous, so healthcare 
is turning to metal, which is easier to 
clean. In offices, they are looking for 
more flexibility and smaller individual 
tables.”

Office Plus of Kansas has also 
noticed a shift in office atmospheres. 
“We’re seeing the color palette change 
to warmer colors,” reports Kristenson. 
“Before, it was ‘Heads down and get 
it done.’ Now, it’s more relaxed, less 
stark—interiors that would not have 
been considered workspaces 10 years 
ago. Companies are creating more of 
the environment workers got used to at 
home: more desk-to-sofa.”

When it comes to the types of 
furniture that businesses are now 
buying, “There’s no one big thing we’ve 
seen,” says Kristenson. “But we are 

seeing a lot more furniture that allows 
height adjustment, like stand/sit desks. 
We’re also seeing more open-type 
room plans, with lower panel heights 
and screens two feet high versus six 
to seven feet; and more lounge-type 
seating as more companies are using 
interiors as a recruitment tool.”

The transition to a more relaxed 
workplace can involve a fundamental 
culture shift. “It’s a challenge 
employers need to work through,” 
advises Kristenson. “They invest 
heavily in creating a café-style work 
environment, but then it’s not utilized: 
employees don’t feel okay using it 
because there’s a cultural perception 
that if they’re sitting at a café table or 
on a sofa, they will be perceived as 
not working. It requires a change of 
mindset: leadership needs to reassure 
employees that it’s okay. It’s part of 
the conversation they need to have 
upfront; and they need to realize that 
new workers work in a non-traditional 
manner. If employers provide a more 
comfortable environment, employees 
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can stay in the building. They won’t 
have to go to Panera Bread. They 
can stay engaged and stay in the 
environment, and still get that mental 
break we all need from time to time. It 
can mean 15 minutes a day; but per 
employee, per year, it all adds up.”

Meanwhile, Young reports that 
offices are becoming more upscale: 
“To attract new workers, offices need 
to be more luxurious, up to date, 
modern and user friendly. Nearly every 
project includes sit/stand units and 
touchdown stations where workers 
can go anytime to work. Small meeting 
rooms are also being converted into 
open areas and breakrooms are 
becoming work areas. The workforce 
is all very mobile now, so workers get a 
cup of coffee and take their laptops in 
with them. Also, lounge pieces are very 
popular, but in a more mid-century, 
modern style; and bright colors are 

»

in. Companies are moving away from 
dark colors; they’re looking to liven 
up the old black, burgundy and blue. 
They want to make it more inviting, 
like a luxury home—a nice, upscale 
environment where employees want to 
sit. It’s a fine line for companies, as this 
arrangement is not always conducive 
to managing people. But it’s great for 
employees who like to work on their 
own, but where the company prefers 
them in the office; or for employees 
who miss the interconnection of 
working in the office.”

The new trends that Penzo has 
spotted include a return to higher 
panels separating spaces and a 
reconfiguration of furniture. “Many 
conference rooms don’t have the big 
conference tables they had before,” 
he explains. “Instead, companies 
want one big room with furniture that 
can be configured as a classroom or 

for a conference. Instead of stacked 
tables and chairs, they’re opting for 
nesting tables and chairs with wheels 
and flip-tops. Women and guys don’t 
have to lift, move and set up stackable 
chairs; and they don’t have to hire 
someone to set up and break down 
meeting rooms. With nesting tables 
and chairs, you wheel them out and 
flip open, then wheel them back out of 
the way.”

Challenges
Keeping up to speed can be a 
challenge for furniture dealers today. 
“You need to be up to date on all the 
technology trends,” Durbin advises. 
“It’s not just the way you interact 
with video calls, but also computer 
design. You have to insert designs 
into AutoCAD programs and have 2D 
and 3D software. There are so many 
different parts. You have to be familiar 
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with how all that works, since so much 
now is done by computer. If you’re not 
well versed in these areas, it can be 
really challenging. The old-school way 
of ‘Here’s a catalog’ is out.”

Durbin goes on to highlight other 
challenges that GBP Direct has 
experienced: “Price increases, 
freight and supply chain issues have 
gotten better since 2021, but there 
are still shortages—metal chairs, 
laminate foam and other products. 
It’s challenging trying to navigate this. 
One project we had was delayed five 
months, waiting for one component 
that was sitting on a boat off California. 
Also, not all manufacturers have as 
many sales reps and they aren’t doing 
business like they used to. We used 
to have reps coming to see us all the 
time. Now we often have to call them 
to see if we can set up a webinar if we 
need something.”

According to Penzo, supply chain 
issues are encouraging a “catch as 
catch can” buying attitude: “Customers 
will contact me and ask, ‘What can you 
get me?’ and I’ll say, ‘Twenty chairs in 
blue,’ and they’ll say, ‘I’ll take them.’ 
Also, most imports come in black and 
are half the price. A client will need a 
conference room chair, and we’ll say, 
‘We can get you a HON chair in any 
of 100 colors for $395 in six weeks. Or 
we can get you an import through S.P. 
Richards in black tomorrow for $150 
less.’ Most will take the next-day and 
money savings.”

According to Penzo, government 
accounts are the most frequent 
exception to this rule: “We have state 
contracts and they don’t want to bid out 
anything. We are a HON and Global 
dealer, and these brands are already 
on the state contract. They know they 
will get the same price from any dealer 

based on the contract, so they’d rather 
buy local.”

Young also highlights staffing as an 
issue: “One of the challenges for us 
is hiring people. Everyone’s looking 
for the same people, like designers, 
and there’s not much workplace 
loyalty. We have people in customer 
service who have been with us for 30 
years, a purchasing manager 35-plus 
and someone in accounting for 20 
years. I’ve been here 18. We have 
employees that are very devoted to the 
family-owned company. You don’t see 
that anymore.”

Advice
These seasoned furniture dealers have 
some pearls of wisdom to share with 
their peers. “Pick your manufacturer 
partners well; there are a lot of 
manufacturers offering a lot of options,” 
Kristenson advises. “Choosing the 
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right one makes growing your expertise 
and focus easier. Also, invest in 
good people who know the industry. 
Designers are a critical asset to get 
beyond selling ‘stuff.’ But they are hard 
to hold onto, as it is a very competitive 
field. So find good talent and provide 
them with a career path.”

Young sounds a word of caution: “If 
you’re going to start selling furniture 
now, I wouldn’t. It’s a different business 
now with Amazon. It’s hard to compete 
with online sellers. We get calls all the 
time from people who say, ‘It’s cheaper 
on Amazon.’ People always think it’s 
cheaper on Amazon; but Amazon is 
always changing its pricing. You can 
buy something today and then a month 
from now, the pricing will be more.”

Young suggests that service is their 
USP. “If a customer goes to Amazon to 
order, we tell them not to call us for 90 
days,” he says. “We want them to have 
the full experience of not having any 
service. All we have to sell is service; 

and many customers appreciate it.”
Penzo agrees that service is the key 

differentiator for independent dealers 
and—in contrast to Young—suggests 
the timing for entering the furniture 
sector has never been better. 
“Furniture’s a good market because 
it’s not as competitive,” he explains. 
“Online mail order furniture comes in 
a box. The receptionist asks, ‘Who’s 
putting this together: the lawyer or me?’ 
Neither one wants to do it; so they have 
to hire someone or it sits there in the 
box. The next time, they call us. We 
may get the same product, but we put 
it together in the warehouse. If there’s 
a problem, we fix it before taking it to 
the customer. And we don’t leave it on 
the front steps: we deliver it where they 
want it. With furniture, people want this 
personal service.”

Durbin advises furniture newbies: 
“Be cautious; and be aware it’s a big 
investment in modern technology. If 
you’re just getting started, find a good 

manufacturer and designers to partner 
with to help you. Then stay on top of 
trends and educate yourself.”

For all that’s changed since the 
pandemic in the world of furniture, Bird 
believes some things remain the same: 
“I believe you’re only as successful as 
the quality of your people. This includes 
the people on your payroll, and the 
manufacturers and other partners you 
choose for outside help. If you don’t 
select the right people, you will fail. Put 
two, three or four minds together. That’s 
how we’ve been successful.”

Lisa Veeck is associate editor 
of INDEPENDENT DEALER 
magazine and the owner of Clean 
Communications, a full-service 
content-generating firm specializing 
in the office products, cleaning 
and maintenance, and healthcare 
fields. She can be reached at 
lisa@idealercentral.com or on 
773-484-7412.

mailto:lisa%40idealercentral.com?subject=
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We’re looking forward to seeing you  
Click here for the Zoom link

Office Products Women in Leadership

Cocktails, 
Coffee & 
Conversation

Join us to meet your industry 
colleagues in an informal 
networking environment

OPWIL runs a series of Zoom meet-ups 
and we’d love you to join us. We run some 

at coffee time and some at cocktail  
hour and  hope you can make one

Do make sure you join us. The event is open to all 
women in the business supplies sector.

UPCOMING 
DATES:

June 21 
8:30am Eastern

August 6 
6pm Eastern

October 18 
8:30am Eastern

December 20 
6pm Eastern 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/88640593891?pwd=NVYwZ3ZOV3lkMXNzTG51WHpXOHlmQT09
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Marketing your  
furniture division
Your supplies buyer is most likely 
not the furniture buyer, so you are 
targeting a different purchaser when 
marketing furniture. Often, furniture 
buyers are facility managers or in 
purchasing. A buyer might also come 
from human resources for new hire 
and high-volume staffing workplace 
configurations. Many dealers have 
also worked on projects with the 
architecture and design market, as 
these buyers source product for their 
clients’ newly designed spaces.

Your competition is most likely 
different from the supplies side too. 
While you may be competing with 
other office supply dealers, you are 
also competing with interior design 
and architectural firms (they are 
sometimes your buyers and sometimes 
your competitors). Buying furniture for 
an entire workplace is a much more 
involved process than procuring pens 
and sanitizer, and the marketing has a 
higher-end look and feel.

Separate interior website  
or just one website?
You may be asking yourself if you 
should have a separate interiors 
website or just one website that has 
furniture in the navigation. This is 
a question that comes up a lot; but 
ultimately, that decision is up to you 
and what works best for your team. 
Here are some things to consider:
• What is your budget? The bottom 

line is that two websites (supplies 
and interiors) are more expensive 
than one. If you don’t have the 
budget, it may not make sense to 
create a separate site right now. You 
can always revisit down the road. If 
you do have the budget, then having 
a separate interiors site makes sense 
given the vast difference in target 
customers and the look/feel they are 
wanting to see in their search.

• What is your marketing team’s 
capacity? Do you even have a 
separate marketing team or are 
you doing everything yourself? It 
is not only more expensive to have 

a separate interiors site, but also 
more time consuming. Websites 
are not something to set and forget. 
To maintain relevance, you should 
update your website on a consistent 
basis—from what you offer to blog 
content to search engine optimization 
(SEO). If you are currently struggling 
to find the time to update one 
website, having two might not be the 
best option.

• Do you have a furniture division? 
Are there furniture specialists and 
interior designers on staff? Office 
supply reps selling transactional 
chairs are different from certified 
interior designers working on 
large-scale projects. If you create a 
separate interiors website that you 
are getting traction on, do you have 
the capacity and expertise to handle 
the projects? 

Realistically evaluating these questions 
can help your team decide if it makes 
sense to create a separate website. Be 
realistic with what you have, but don’t »

CONTRACT FURNITURE AND THE 
ARCHITECTURE AND DESIGN MARKET

By Liz Fernandez

MARKETING MAGIC:
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be afraid to put some budget behind 
marketing furniture if you are looking to 
grow it. 

Just remember, even if you do not 
create a separate interiors website, you 
can still create and push out marketing 
content to target and grow your 
furniture business with SEO, social and 
paid search. 

Furniture SEO, social  
and paid search
Furniture projects come down to 
one specific thing: staying local. For 
large projects, you need to be on site. 
From initial consultation to installation, 
furniture projects are easier when they 
are local. In addition, 46 percent of 
all Google searches are looking for 
local information. Ensure that your 
site SEO, social content and paid 
searches reflect this specific need, and 
make them local. Don’t waste money 
paying Google to share your site with 
businesses across the country. 

Start with SEO
If you have never worked on any of 
these three things, SEO can go a 
long way in getting your company in 

front of local businesses, schools and 
government entities. 
Here are a few tips to get you started:
• Ensure your Google My Business is 

claimed and optimized.
• Optimize your landing pages with 

local keywords.
• Utilize customer reviews and create 

local case studies to showcase your 
work.

• Focus on localized link building 
(Chamber of Commerce is a great 
start for this).

• Ensure your name, address and 
phone number are consistent across 
the internet. Slight name variations 
can hinder your SEO.

Get business social  
with LinkedIn
While other industries are gaining 
followers on Instagram, that may not 
be the best place to start for your 
business. For local business, start with 
LinkedIn. You can use the paid side of 
things to target local decision makers, 
but you can also use it to network 
locally. Join local groups, connect 
with local businesses and individuals, 
and share your company’s wins and 

successes. If you have a professional 
presence, you will be top of mind when 
those decision makers are looking 
to start a furniture project. You can 
also see what your target businesses 
are doing. Are they growing? Get in 
front of them before they make plans 
to open a new office building! Have 
they announced a new request for 
proposals? Make sure you are seeing 
these opportunities!

Paid searches
You may not have a large budget, but 
start small and consistent. You won’t 
see leads overnight; but if you focus on 
local, your target keywords and your 
ideal customer, they will eventually 
come. With paid search, you do need 
to give it time—don’t do it for a week 
and proclaim it didn’t work.

Looking to grow your furniture 
business, but need some marketing 
expertise? The Fortune Web Marketing 
team would love to get you rocking!

Liz Fernandez is a content strategist at
Fortune Web Marketing.To learn more,
visit www.fortunewebmarketing.com.
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Unfortunately, due to INDEPENDENT 
DEALER’s production schedule, I 
didn’t have the chance to provide an 
April fools’ joke, so this headline hits a 
little late!

As with so many jokes, there is truth 
to my title; but it is not something I 
think is a good thing. In our business, 
it can be hard to raise margins past 
a certain point and overhead is rising 
significantly. Consequently, too often 
the choice is made to cut the pay 
of salespeople to the point where 
you might as well fire them. I know 
many salespeople that are selling 
more margin dollars and making less 
commission and/or salary than they 
did 10 years ago in real dollars. This 
is a formula that is destined to be 
disastrous. 

Right now, independent office 
solutions dealers have a better 
opportunity to grow profitably than 

at any time over the past 30 years. 
I should know—I have been in the 
business since 1988. Our big box 
competitors have fired most of their 
outside sales representatives and 
Amazon never had any. Moreover, 
businesses with 50 employees 
or more are noticing the lack of 
support from our large competitors 
and are switching their business to 
the independent dealers who have 
experienced salespeople that can 
identify and take care of their specific 
needs. This shift toward desiring 
personal professionalism isn’t a one-off 
event; it is a trend that can explode 
if we do the right things to ensure it 
continues.

But you must have great sales 
representatives who can professionally 
engage with prospects that may not 
even know your type of company 
exists. Sadly, too many dealers are too 

focused on how to cut commissions or 
increase loads rather than on growing 
sales in order to make up for increased 
overhead. I get it—running a business 
in today’s inflationary environment is 
difficult; but there are other answers 
besides penalizing your employees 
that are focused on sales generation.

In past columns, I have taken 
management’s side on many issues; 
but more than ever before, great 
reps with excellent marketing tools 
to support them are the secret to 
growing your business. At the same 
time, other industries are desperate for 
sales talent. Just check out Ladders or 
LinkedIn if you don’t believe me. So, 
why do managers and owners cut a 
rep’s income to the point where they 
fire themselves by quitting rather than 
take another pay cut? Do you really 
think you can thrive or even survive 
without excellent salespeople?

FIRE ONLY 
YOUR BEST 

REPS
By Tom Buxton

»
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“Okay, Tom, so how should we 
handle the extreme increase in 
overhead that we are all absorbing, 
while continuing to incentivize our 
sales teams?” Here are some ideas 
that I have used in my nearly 18 
years of consulting with over 300 
independent office dealers:

• Fire any family member or former 
owner in management or sales that 
does not carry more than their own 
weight.

• Ensure your leadership’s salaries are 
not ridiculously higher than those of 
your employees.

• Charge small order fees where 
possible.

• Reduce the number of people 
focused on just customer service by 
raising prices on those companies 
that don’t use online ordering at least 
80 percent of the time.

• Fire underperforming reps and give 
those accounts to your best reps at a 
reduced rate.

• If you have only two or three 
excellent reps, hire someone to 
support them full time so they 
can spend more time hunting for 
new business, rather than hiring 
a new cheaper rep. You can also 
repurpose an underutilized customer 
service person for this task.

• Invest in sales training appropriate 
for the changes that the last few 
years have brought us.

• Update your pricing to customers 
every month and be sure to make 
more than just the announced 
increase whenever possible.

• Cut down on memberships to clubs, 
sports teams and other expenses 
that don’t directly profit the business.

• If you are the owner or manager, 
demand more of yourself. Work 
harder; don’t penalize your team if 
you have been lazy.

I have set out many of the structural 
changes that I have recommended to 
hundreds of dealers, but I know you 

can’t implement them all right away. 
If you want to grow and not lose your 
best talent, pick four or five goals that 
you will begin to work on immediately. 
Making the decision to be proactive is 
so important and it will help you grow 
without punishing the very people that 
are your best hope for expanding your 
business. Focusing on the correct 
things should help you grow your 
bottom line and enable you to afford 
raises for everyone on your team.

If you would like some free 
assistance—yes, I said free help!—
reach out to me. I will meet with any 
dealership, manager or principal free 
for an hour, and I will not try to sell you 
any of my products or services. I am 
grateful to have a significant amount of 
business from long-term relationships 
and just want to give back to the great 
channel that we are all part of. 

In case you can’t tell, I am 

passionate about helping the 
independent dealer community realize 
the opportunity it has to exponentially 
grow business in a world that has 
changed immensely in the past few 
years. I would also like to see great 
salespeople be able to make a great 
living to honor them for the difficult job 
they do and stop them from leaving our 
industry for others that will pay them 
fairly for their services.

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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Setting appointments with decision makers or influencers 
is arguably one of the most challenging parts of sales 
prospecting. 

When we are prospecting, we’ve got to keep it simple 
and remember the only reason for the initial call is to set an 
appointment. That’s it! 

However, it’s easy to get thrown off course when we hear 
an objection or don’t have the time needed to plan for a call.

Asking for an appointment, or coaching your sales pros 
to do this, may sound basic; but our trends and impact 
survey tell a different story. Over 75 percent of participants 
we recently interviewed said that asking directly for an 
appointment was by far the most important thing they’ve 
learned and changed during training that makes a real 
impact.

When asking for an appointment, you need a clear and 
compelling reason why the prospect should take the time 
to meet—for example, to find out how your dealership 
has helped others eliminate the headaches and hassles 
associated with back orders. 

When you are prospecting, remember that the only reason 
for the initial call is to set an appointment. Consider the 
image above right when preparing for the call: 

While what you say in the opening is important, that’s not 
what lands you the meeting. Typically, what lands you the 
meeting is how well you handle the “no.” 

The good news? All responses are predictable. And 
anything we can predict— and there are not many things that 
can’t be predicted these days—we must be able to do with 
excellence, since we know it’s coming. 

Our goal is to regain control of the conversation and 
resume by setting the appointment. 

Unless you’re in an inside sales role, we aren’t calling to 
engage in a conversation right away. We are calling to set an 
appointment. That’s the only purpose of the call or walk-in. 

Here are a few dos and don’ts to help you be more direct 
both when setting a first appointment and when positioning a 
next set time.

Stop saying: 
• “I’m so sorry to bother you…”
• “I don’t mean to be a nuisance, but...”
• “If it isn’t too much of a bother, could  

I ask you to ...?” 
• “I’m sorry to bug/disturb/pester/

interrupt you…” 
• “I don’t want to take too much of your time…”
• “I hope I’m not calling you at a bad time…” 
• “Is this a bad/good time to talk?” 

Add these words:
• “Let’s get together to discuss.  

How’s Tuesday at 2:00 pm?”
• “Here is what I recommend as the  

next step for us.” 
• “Let’s do this… How about we  

get together?”
• “How about we…?” 
• “I thought of something that could make an impact on what 

we can do for your company and have a quick question to 
run by you.” 

• “I am well prepared and look forward to making the most of 
our time.” 

Selling involves a transfer of enthusiasm and your time is 
valuable too. Your goal is to get the appointment. That’s it! 

Keep it simple, roll up your sleeves and create a rhythm 
for consistent prospecting. And while you are at it, schedule 
your 15-minute high-impact calling sprints for the week. 

Good selling out there!

Marisa Pensa is founder of Methods in Motion, a sales 
training company that helps dealers execute training 
concepts and create accountability to see both inside and 
outside sales initiatives through to success. For more 
information, please visit www.methodsnmotion.com.

By Marisa Pensa

BUILDING YOUR 
ROADMAP 
FOR SETTING 
APPOINTMENTS
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