






New Jersey has become a new battle-
ground for independents seeking to pre-
serve or recapture state and local
government and public school and institu-
tional business. The current situation in the
state also raises the profile of the National
Joint Power Alliance (NJPA), a cooperative
buying organization offering national con-
tracts in a variety of commodity areas—in-
cluding office supplies, toner and paper.

Last month, NOPA highlighted New Jer-
sey’s decision to shift its purchasing of of-
fice supplies from independent dealers to
Staples by piggy backing on the NJPA
contract. The state contract is widely used
by local governments, school districts and
other public entities and as of September
1 has now been awarded without compet-
itive bidding to Staples Advantage. 

In the process, the state—with less than
two weeks’ warning and without a new
competitive bid process—shifted its busi-
ness away from the 15 or more New Jer-
sey certified small, women and
minority-owned businesses that have
been servicing the contract for five years. 

Through aggressive legal action and leg-
islative advocacy last month before deal-
ers’ contracts expired, NOPA and its
members were able to obtain a 90-day ex-
tension of sales opportunities with local
governments, school districts and other
local public entities.

However, all state agency business must
now be handled using the new Staples/
NJPA contract, contrary to recent defensive
statements made by state officials.

On September 25, attorneys representing
NOPA and its members in New Jersey filed
a notice of appeal with the Appellate Divi-
sion of the New Jersey Superior Court.

The notice outlines NOPA’s intention to file
an appeal brief that will seek an acceler-
ated court review of its petition for a stay
of implementation of the state’s new office
supplies contract with Staples. 

That process, however, will take several
months to proceed, although NOPA is
seeking an accelerated court review.

Meanwhile, at a Trenton Statehouse news
conference on September 29, New Jersey
members of NOPA released an extensive
side-by-side cost comparison of their con-
tract pricing versus pricing in the new Sta-
ples contract. 

Dealer prices lower
The analysis—based on the discounts of-
fered by one of the New Jersey dealers—
shows on an item-by-item basis that the
state, local governments and school dis-
tricts will pay an average of 20% higher on
3,018 branded products under the new
contract.

The dealers’ analysis covers specific prod-
ucts that New Jersey Treasury Dept. offi-
cials included in their internal comparison
of prices that reportedly was used as the
basis for this decision.

The NOPA analysis further shows that all
of the New Jersey dealers selling to the
state under the prior contracts are at least
as competitive as Staples on those 3,000+
matched items, with most significantly
more competitive. 

For this reason, NOPA maintains that its
members have provided and would con-
tinue to provide better value for taxpayers,
while employing more New Jerseyans and
paying more taxes to the state through
payroll and sales taxes.

In addition, because the state has allowed

Staples to substitute its own private-label
items for manufacturer branded products
under the new contract—an opportunity
that none of the dealers had when they bid
on the prior contracts—dealers attending
the press conference emphasized that it is
not possible to make an accurate compar-
ison of such items. 

Thus, there is no valid price comparison
possible under current market conditions
for any of those items, which would require
allowing dealers to compare their private
label products against the Staples equiv-
alent—where they exist. 

Overall, the dealers’ study clearly high-
lights the serious errors and uncertainties
associated with the state’s decision to
shift from a multiple source contract with
ongoing competition among a dozen or
more New Jersey-based independent
dealers, to a sole-source contract with a
single, out of state vendor where no such
competition exists.

Virtually every state has legal authority to
make use of regional or national piggy
back contracts, so long as there has been
some degree of competitive bidding asso-
ciated with their negotiation.

In the case of New Jersey, the state has
signed on through July 2010, since that is
when the current NJPA national contract
with Staples expires, unless otherwise re-
newed. 

Independent dealers who have or seek
state or local government, public school or
other public institution business are en-
couraged to contact NOPA to share their
market situation, so that independents
may become more fully informed on de-
velopments in government contracting
around the country.
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Help Shachihata’s Paul Ventimiglia and Marty Clemente raise funds to
buy musical instruments and art materials to make life easier for the
children and adults who come to the City of Hope for cancer treatment
each year.

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

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

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

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

City of Hope c/o Art and Music Therapy

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

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

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

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

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

City of Hope

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


Change always offers
opportunity. That’s true

whether the economy is
good or bad. For the independent
dealer, the current downturn pro-
vides a golden opportunity to take
business away from the big boxes.

Why? Because, like you, just about
every business is looking for new ways
to reduce their operating expenses. It’s
a one-time opportunity to get your foot

in the door and if you can make a sold
case for overall savings, you’ll gain a
new customer.

So says Ed Stephens, Stephens Of-
fice Supply, Houston. “We can
compete on price while giving far
better service than the boxes, but

the perception that they have the
lowest prices is not easy to
overcome,” he says.

“Prospective customers today
are more willing to listen to our
story, because they’re looking
more closely at all their costs.

We’ve found that if we do a good
job of presenting our total story and
talk about value, not just price, we
get the business.”

According to Stephens, some reps can give up
too easily. “A prospect’s situation changes all
the time—they may have a new buyer, the big
box service may have declined, any number of
reasons may have them receptive to change but
you have to be persistent and maintain con-
tact.”

These thoughts are echoed by Jennifer Smith,
Innovative Office Solutions (IOS), Burnsville,
Minnesota. “You have to sit down with the prin-
cipals and make your case, but not every rep
can do it. When that happens, you go with the
rep but you lead the discussion.”

“What do we say to prospects? We don’t talk
about the price of a pen. We discuss soft costs,
we talk about getting everything with just one
order, one delivery, one invoice. We use the
‘time is money’ approach. We explain that we
monitor every order to prevent mistakes before
they happen; we are proactive.”

Battling the Big Boxes—

Bad Economy Offers 
New Opportunities

How Some Dealers Are Using
Old Ideas and New Tools to
Take Customers Away From
the Big Guys

By Jim Rapp

continued on page 27
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Smith says that talking about the problems
that the big boys are having does little
good, unless you know they’re affecting a
particular prospect.

Playing On Your Strengths
“Our approach is similar,” states John
Givens, Source Management, Inc., Denver.
“We talk about strong local service and
support, playing on our strengths. We’re
very careful not to knock our competitors,
regardless of who they are. Instead we talk
about all the things we offer, including on-
site inventory control, desktop delivery,
our much broader product selection, even
down to specific breakroom supplies. We
don’t mention it, but we’ve learned that
this is a weak area for the big boxes.”

Givens continues, “We call it ‘Business
Partnering.’ We sit down with the
prospects and listen to what they see as
an ideal vendor relationship—what they
would like and need. This is not a cookie-
cutter presentation. Then, if at all possible,
we agree to do what they ask. In this kind
of a situation, it’s hard for them to turn us
away.”

“What we learned from all of this,” he con-
cludes, “is that we can be a lot more flex-
ible and accommodating than we ever
thought we could be.”

“Staples is our biggest competitor,” says
Norman White, Newtown Office Supply,
Newtown, Pennsylvania, “so when you’re
calling on a Staples customer, you need to
know which particular pricing system
they’re using. We don’t compete with them

at Staples.com, but at Stapleslink, which
used to be called Staples Advantage.”

“Half the battle is to get in to see the key
decision-maker, and then getting that per-
son to believe that we can compete on
price. To accomplish this we need to know
exactly what the prospective customer is
paying, regardless of who they’re buying
from.”

White says they’ve been pretty successful
in getting copies of invoices, which is the
only way to know for sure what they’re
paying. 

Independents can compete with the big
boxes, White says, but he stresses the im-
portance of knowing what each prospect
is paying before you can talk intelligently
about price. Then, he contends, your su-
perior service, combined with your ability
to buy right, can get you a profitable new
customer.
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Fighting the Lowest 
Price Perception
When I asked Ray Seefeld at Superior
Business Products in Schenectady, New
York how they approach their big box
competitors, he said that no matter how
well known you are in your marketing area
and no matter how long you’ve been in
business, you must constantly fight the
perception problem. “It’s something you
face every day,” Seefeld said. “Price-wise,
we can compete with anyone, but the
‘they’re always cheaper’ belief persists.

“Our most effective approach is a one-on-
one discussion with prospects. We try to
come up with creative solutions that are
specific to that customer.

“An interesting sidelight is that we find not
everyone is enamored of doing business
online, including those who use it for most
of their purchases. That’s where we shine,
because if there’s a problem, we fix it right
away. The boxes don’t always respond.
Also, we still have many customers who
want to order the old-fashioned way—they
want to talk to someone once in a while.”

Superior plays the “buy local” card with
top management. “We make the case that
we’re all in this together, we’re trying to
stimulate the local economy, and then we
talk about what this means in jobs and
money,” Seefeld explains.

“Our drivers wear shirts that say, ‘Make it
Count, Keep it Local.’”

Always Something New
“We always have something new to talk to
our customers about,” says Tom Smith,
The Phillips Group, Middletown, Pennsyl-
vania. “It might be new items or a new cat-

egory of products, something to save
time, or make the buyer’s job easier such
as faster delivery, fewer back orders, re-
duced damage, etc.”

Smith points out that prospects currently
buying from the big boxes don’t all do so
for the same reasons, so to go in with the
same pitch is not a good idea. “Any
prospect who gives us the opportunity to
do a full analysis of their purchases in ex-
change for a proposal, which includes a
price quote, almost always ends in a sale,”
he explains.

“We regularly add new product lines,
which are not always available from the
boxes. We’re trying to be more of a single
source dealer, and that helps with all our
customers. Some of our additions include
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promotional products, breakroom sup-
plies, posters and artwork, coffee and cof-
fee service, water filtration systems, soft
drinks and an expanded jan/san line.”

Phillips uses a little levity to help make the
sale. They recently did a “Staples Re-
mover” promotion, giving away a plastic
staple remover with those imprinted
words, along with the Phillips logo. “This
gets a laugh from everyone, even Staples
customers,” Smith says.

They have also had great success giving
away bottles of hot sauce, which they call
“Phillips Secret Sauce.” When they make
a call, they place a bottle of the sauce in
front of the prospect or customer, and
when asked, “What’s in it?” they point to
five ingredients: 1) local ownership; 2) ded-
icated personal attention; 3) flexible serv-
ice requests; 4) helpful delivery staff; 5)
responsiveness. 

Then they say, “These are five things that
Staples (or any of the other big boxes) does
not offer. “Everyone loves it, remembers it
and continues to mention it long after the
presentation,” Smith reports happily.

Their newest promotion is “Healthy Office
Month,” giving bottles of their own brand of
hand sanitizer to every customer and every
contact. “Put one on every desk in your of-
fice,” they say, and “How many desks do
you have, so I’ll know how much to send?”

Buy Local Gaining Ground
“I don’t know about the rest of the country,
but here in California, with high unemploy-
ment, businesses struggling, and the state
needing every tax dollar they can get, even
the legislators are starting to realize that
there’s a multiplier effect of 40-50% for
doing business locally.”

So says Bob Mairena, president of Office
Solutions, Inc. in Yorba Linda, California.
“It’s a strong selling point, and along with

all the big box problems and our much
higher level of customer service, it has
helped us take some of the business away
from the giants.”

But it’s not easy. “It’s difficult just to get
recognized because the boxes are so
strong in our market,” he says. “It’s a
never-ending job. It doesn’t matter that
we’ve been in business a long time, be-
cause just about everything else keeps
changing: new buyers, new online com-
petitors and the growing strength of
Costco, Sam’s Club, Wal-Mart, and similar
businesses.”

“The ‘buy local’ idea gets a lot of play in
Detroit because every business is suffer-
ing,” states Mike Eberle, The Office Con-
nection. “Unemployment in the city is at
38%, so everyone is adversely affected,
including the big boxes.”

Eberle described a variety of things they’ve
done to not only battle the boxes, but to
make sure his dealership will be ahead of
the pack when the economy improves.

“What’s important right now is not to leave
the door open for the boxes to take our
own customers. We sit down with cus-
tomers every six months, some quarterly.
We discuss their buying behavior, what’s
important to them, talk about the improve-
ments we’ve made and discuss new prod-
uct lines, including cleaning and
breakroom supplies, green products,
printing and promotional products.”

Eberle also said that they’ve made a num-
ber of changes this past year that are
showing positive results. “We’ve re-
branded ourselves, improved our image,
upgraded our logo, redesigned our web-
site, installed the latest online ordering
software and taken greater advantage of
TriMega and United’s programs.”

They’re also trying something new that
shows promise. They call on a prospect

and say that they’re a printing company, or
a promotional product company, not men-
tioning office products. This sometimes
gives them entry that they would not oth-
erwise get. 

Persistence Pays Off
Battling the big boxes is a never-ending
job, and right now, the ability to stave off
their efforts to lure away your own cus-
tomers may be more important than trying
to take sales from them.

Every business, every school, every gov-
ernment agency is looking for ways to cut
costs in these tough economic times. This
is both a problem and an opportunity. It’s
a problem because the big boxes can talk
price and expect to get a more receptive
hearing than ever before. And even if the
user never hears a word from Staples, Of-
fice Depot or OfficeMax, the perception
that they have the lowest prices works to
their advantage.

Opportunities exist, as some dealers point
out in this article, because prospects are
now more willing to listen to our story, and
some are not happy with the boxes for a
number of reasons, including consolida-
tions, poor service or general lack of atten-
tion. There are also new opportunities for
local and state government business in
some areas because of the Office Depot
situation.

What seems to work best in getting the big
box business is sitting down with the key
decision-makers and showing them that
you can compete on price and give them
far better service. It helps if you can look
at their invoices and make direct price
comparisons.

Buying locally has greater appeal than
ever before and is a major selling point.

It may sound trite, but in these difficult
times, you have to keep going back and
telling your story over and over again to
the big box customers. Now more than
ever, it seems, persistence pays off.
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Although some economic forecasts con-
tend that the worst days of this current eco-
nomic downturn are behind us, most
resellers have yet to see their businesses
turnaround significantly. Historically, when
hard times hit most businesses just circle
the wagons; reduce expenses, watch the
budget and hope they can survive until the
economy improves.

When there is bad economic news out
there, more determined businesses look for
opportunities in the malaise. Increasing
marketing expenditures in a downturn is a
proven success strategy. Another is grow-
ing your business by expanding efforts in
support of new product lines.

While some resellers would contend that
their plates are already full, and they don’t
have the resources to sell additional prod-
uct lines, they might be selling themselves
short. Can existing sales resources—out-
side sales reps, telemarketing or customer
care reps—be assigned different or addi-
tional duties? Might it actually help chal-
lenge them, especially in a climate where
there is considerable “wheel spinning?”

Chances are you’re already selling non-tra-
ditional products out of a primary office
products catalog. By default, this puts you
into virtually every product category but
only in a passive sort of way. To become
more active requires a little more effort on
your part but such efforts are not insur-
mountable.

One place to start might be an effort to ex-
pand furniture sales. Furniture can be a
more specialized type of sell, and you may
not already have someone on staff with the
requisite knowledge. 

Regardless, your wholesaler’s marketing pro-
gram offers tools to help you grow furniture
sales. 

The easiest opportunity with the employees
you already have is to go after sales of jan-
itorial and break room products. The sales
process for these items isn’t overly com-

plex and virtually all of your existing cus-
tomers have a need for these products.
They all have bathrooms and break rooms,
so why not service those areas as part of a
single-sourcing approach? 

They’re already buying these products and
probably don’t know that you can offer
them the full depth and breadth of janitorial
and break room products. 

An All Out Effort
An all out sales and marketing effort to alert
your customers to these product offerings
starts simply by letting your customers
know that you have these products for sale. 

Start by requiring your sales staff to con-
duct business reviews with your best cus-
tomers—the 20% of your customers that
provide 80% of your business. 

Sit down with your customer and thank
them for the business they’ve given you
over the past six months. Point out the ex-
ceptional efforts you made on their behalf—
including how you’ve saved them money
by consolidating orders and letting them
purchase online. Also point out how you al-
ways provide next-day delivery. 

No matter what products are involved, keep
in mind that people buy from people. Sitting
down with your customers on their prem-
ises gives your salespeople the opportunity
to remind them of the services you provide
and all the benefits they accrue by doing
business with an independent reseller. 

Remind them that they get return authori-
zations and credits on the same day and
point out how this never happens with your
big box competitors. 

Ask where and how they currently obtain
their jan/san supplies and breakroom prod-
ucts. If they’re running out at lunch or pick-
ing them up over the weekend, let them
know you can save them time and money
by adding these products to their next pur-
chase order.

As the local branch of a major national dis-
tribution company let them know that you
also can provide janitorial and sanitation
supplies such as toilet tissue, hand soap
and green floor cleaner along with coffee
service, cups, and cream along with all their
other break room needs. 

Remind them that you can add these prod-
ucts to their existing orders and deliver
them in the same box, on the same invoice
and with the same next-day service that
you already provide. 

Resellers doing business with United Sta-
tioners also have the opportunity to provide
industrial supplies—MRO equipment:
maintenance, repair and operations—to
their customer base, which are available
through our ORS Nasco subsidiary. 

This isn’t an opportunity for all resellers. It
will depend on the demographics of your
customer base and whether you have any
accounts that already have a need for these
products. 

One way to break down your accounts and
determine if there’s an opportunity here is
by determining whether your customers
have “carpet employees” or “concrete em-
ployees”. 

Carpet employees typically use the normal
assortment of business supplies, whereas
concrete employees—think of warehouses
and manufacturing plants—have a need for
MRO supplies. 

Car dealers represent a perfect example of
business with employees on both carpet
and concrete and offer a great opportunity
for any reseller wanting to get into the in-
dustrial supplies market.

Selling additional product lines will not only
increase volume and profitability but also
establish your dealership as a more impor-
tant resource for customers. You have more
to lose by not attempting to sell additional
products than you do by making the effort. 
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We’ve all heard the buying power claims by now,
but is buying power the end-all-be-all holy grail
of office products? That’s what the chains tell
their customers: “The reason our prices are ‘so
low’ is because of our enormous buying power.”

The chains have done such a good job of con-
vincing customers that buying power is integral
to their so-called low prices that many independ-
ent dealers have also become convinced. “If we
could only buy as good as Staples, we would
have it made.” That seems to be the consensus
among many independents.

There is no doubt that the chains do get better
rebates—on some items and lines—as much as
10%-15% more than the typical independent
dealer. 

Does that automatically translate to lower prices
to customers? Does that mean if you buy at the
same price as Staples you will magically get the
business Staples has?

The head man at Staples scoffed at the TriMega-
SPR buying power deal, which is being touted
as a huge buying power advantage for inde-
pendent dealers. 

Some close to the TriMega-SPR deal claim it will
even put independents on the same level as Sta-
ples. So what’s the real story over at Staples?
Why does their leader chuckle at the prospect of
a level buying power field while telling customers
that buying power is the reason for Staples’ low

prices?

The reason Staples’ Ron Sargent is chuckling is
because buying power is not the reason for Sta-
ples’ success. Buying power is not the reason
for Staples’ continued growth. Buying power has
little or nothing to do with Staples’ pricing to its
customers.

Selling power is the reason Staples is successful.
Selling power is the reason Staples continues to
grow. Selling power is the major influence on
Staples’ pricing to its customers.

Before the “buying is everything” crowd calls for
my head, let me make it clear that I am not say-
ing that buying power doesn’t matter. I am say-
ing that selling power is exponentially more
important than buying power for growth and suc-
cess. 

Staples didn’t do $20 billion out of the chute.
Staples was small once too, so it’s not buying
power that made Staples and keeps it growing.

Buying has a big problem. Buying has a floor.
There is always a cost. Nothing is free and the
manufacturers can only go so low. Squeezing an
extra 1% from a few manufacturers puts far less
money in your pocket than raising all your selling
prices by 1%. And it’s a lot easier!

Selling doesn’t have a ceiling either. You can sell
the product for whatever you can get away with.
Forget list price, it is meaningless. The joke that
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list price has become is a topic of its own,
one I’ll address in a future column.

One well known chain inflated the list price
on their re-man toners and then dis-
counted them to a price just above the list
price of the OEM cartridges. Did you catch
that? Re-man toners are being sold by the
boatload above the list price of the OEM
cartridges. That’s selling power.

One recent story revealed that a customer
was proudly receiving a 50% discount
from a chain—a blended discount. Ninety
five percent (95%) discount on a $.19 item
and 5% discount on a $100 item is all it
takes to equal a 50% blended discount.
That’s selling power!

Buy in bulk and save money! The chains
consistently price larger pack sizes (dozen
pens) at triple and quadruple the price of
their each counterpart. The chains under-
stand the buyer mentality and they take
advantage of it. That’s selling power!

More often, you will see big discounts on

the items the customer does not buy, with
very low (5% or smaller) discounts on the
items the customer does buy. When the
chains quote a low price on a popular
item, you can bet they will be making it up
in spades somewhere else. That’s selling
power!

Once a chain acquires an account, GP ad-
justments start with the first order. Move
the customer to re-man. Move the cus-
tomer to house brand. Start raising the
prices. Yes, always raising the prices.
That’s selling power!

As independents, we need to learn how to
sell if we are going to compete with the
chains. You can get the best cost on earth,
but if you don’t know how to sell in this
chain-driven world, you’re just spinning
your wheels.

You are not going to learn how to sell
against the chains from other independent
dealers. We have to accept the fact that
practically all independents have fallen

short when it comes to the selling power
of the chains. Mimicking how other inde-
pendent dealers price their products is a
recipe for the status quo.

If we are going to win the selling power
battle, we must learn from the chains and
start playing some of the games the
chains play. No matter what you might
think of their tactics, this is the reality of
competing with the chains. You can con-
tinue to sit on the sidelines pointing fingers
and crying sour grapes (with a warehouse
full of cheap products), or you can get in
the game and start feeling what they feel—
selling power!

Rick Marlette is co-owner and director of
programming for GOPD, LLC. Prior to
GOPD, he worked independently in vari-
ous facets of the office products industry
where he developed specialized programs
and databases for OP Dealers; Prop Solu-
tions, POE Systems and OPSoftware. For
over a decade, he has analyzed the chain
pricing games and created the GOPN

database, which claims to be the most comprehensive item
cross reference database in the world. Because of his unique
knowledge, experience and skills he was enlisted by a group
of Georgia dealers to analyze the State of Georgia contract.
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Of all the objections an office supply salesperson—or any
salesperson, for that matter—is likely to hear, one of the

most dreaded is the “You’re too small” block, a
protest that comes in many guises. “A

company the size of yours can’t
serve a company the size of ours
as we’d prefer,” they’ll say. Or,
“You don’t provide the kind of
choice we’re used to seeing.” Or
worse yet, “We’d like to deal with
you, but you’re just too expen-
sive.”

Ouch. Chalk up another one for
the mega retailers and upstart

e-tailers, right?

Just a minute, there. Hold
your horses, as we liked to
say when I was growing up in

North Dakota. Every
Achilles has his heel.

And every one of
those objections—

and dozens of oth-
ers in the “You’re
too small” fam-
ily—is an opportu-

nity, if you take the
customer’s protest
and turn it on its
head.

I call this “flipside
selling,” a way to re-

frame the perceived
strengths of the big box

boys as the fatal, deeply
engrained weaknesses they
really are and a means of

turning your small business’s
supposed downsides into sell-

ing points that are hard to
argue. 

To get started, grab a sheet of
paper and draw a line vertically

down the center. On the left side of the line, list
the various ways customers have of saying
you’re too small. 

As you work the list, ask yourself if there’s a
particular class of products, such as office
seating, that tends to bring up a distinct
form of the “too small” objection. Also, be
sure to note if a certain type of customer
tends to raise the objection in question. 

Once you’ve corralled all the specific,
detailed objections you can think of,
you can begin to flip them. On the
right side of your paper, restate the

objection, turning weakness into strength. Then, turn your
new strength into questions you can ask prospective cus-
tomers when they raise the corresponding objection.

Let’s say you’re having trouble selling task chairs. When
you approach new customers, you get shot down right out
of the gate with objections like, “I’d rather deal with Office
Monster—they’ve got a bigger selection than you.” Or you
might hear, “Why would I buy from you when I can get
chairs that are fine for my needs for x dollars less at Nec-
essaries?”

Put those objections on the left side of your sheet. On the
right, state the flipside of the objection. Take the first one.
You might write, “Office Monster does indeed offer a wider
selection than we do, but ours is deeper. They carry a few
task chairs from many manufacturers, and they stick to the
units they can sell cheapest. We, on the other hand, stock
the chairs that are going to last more than a few months
and increase comfort and productivity into the bargain.”
And so on.

With the flipside on paper, you devise questions to get the
customer talking and ultimately bust the objection wide
open. In the above example, you might ask, “How com-
fortable are you buying task chairs built for the lowest com-
mon denominator, chairs which practically guarantee lower
back problems and absenteeism?” Or how about this one:
“Did you see the recent $49 task chair recall by the CPSC?
The one where the chairs dumped unsuspecting users onto
the floor? Are the savings from cheap chairs like that worth
the hassles or potential legal bills?”

If you do it right, your prospect will begin to see that the
perceived strengths of your competitors—unrealistically
low prices, wide selection, etc.—are not so strong after all. 

Now that you’ve got your customer’s objections on the
ropes and they’ve begun to question their assumptions, it’s
time to move in for the knockout by pointing out some of
your other strong points. 

Here, you can mention that your buying group gives you
the power to offer prices similar to—and often better
than—the competition. 

What about the wholesaler distribution network that lets
you deliver next day anywhere in the country? You might
even mention that buying from you supports the local tax
base and helps to ensure that a great place to live and work
remains that way for a long time to come.

Once you get the hang of flipside selling, you’ll come to re-
alize that even the mightiest big box warrior out there has
a bad heel or two. So turn Achilles on his head. Find the
weaknesses masquerading as strengths. Question them,
hit them with all the arrows you can, and knock the legs
out from under your competition. 

Danita Bye, founder of Sales Growth Specialists, works with company leaders
to strengthen their sales management processes and sales systems, so that
their sales teams surpass revenue targets, grow margins, and increase mar-
ketshare even when facing economic or competitive challenges. To contact
Danita or for more information, visit her web site at www.salesgrowthspecial-
ists.com.

OCTOBER 2009 INDEPENDENT DEALER Page 33

Beat the 
‘Too Small’
Objection

with
Flipside
Selling

By Danita Bye

http://www.salesgrowthspecial-ists.com
http://www.salesgrowthspecialists.com
http://www.salesgrowthspecial-ists.com


Recently, I was asked to attend a golf
tournament and dinner dedicated to the

memory of a man who started one of the
first manufacturer reps groups in the United
States. Each year, reps and industry veter-
ans come together in Ojai, California, to re-
member John Schutzman and to celebrate
the service of rep groups and manufactur-
ers to the office products industry. 

Attending the event caused me to reflect on
my own experiences with vendor reps and
how they have supported me throughout
the years. 

I recalled how when I was an independent
dealer and Jack Roland from Smead

went out with me to sell a major
filing prospect, he added

something special. 

A few years later, as
vice president of

sales for the Col-
orado division of

Corporate Express,
I watched as ven-
dor reps as-

sisted my

team by finding new opportunities within our
current accounts and closed large deals on our
behalf. 

As I reminisced, I realized how vital these men
and women were to my business success, dur-
ing every stage of my career. 

It also occurred to me that their value is not
often recognized, in spite of the fact that in our
current economy they are more important to
dealers than ever before.

During the past few months I have been high-
lighting various changes that can help your
dealership become one that thrives rather than
just survives or worse. So, this month I would
like to challenge you to reconsider the value of
reps to your company. 

They don’t cost your company a dime and yet
a good rep provides expanded sales coverage
to your customers. 

Growing Your Business
Through Unpaid 
(By You)
Professionals

By Tom Buxton

continued on page 35
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Why don’t more dealers use their reps ef-
fectively? I have found two major reasons
for this phenomenon:

n Dealers don’t trust reps because
they work with the competition.

n Some dealer reps perceive ven-
dors as an intrusive presence in their
accounts and are uncomfortable with
their presentation skills.

It was Albert Einstein who said, “Insanity
is doing the same thing over and over
again and expecting different results.” Re-
spectfully, I think you are insane if you
have not realized by now that vendor reps
are like doctors (and consultants): They
don’t share one company’s secrets with its
competitors. 

I was fortunate enough to learn this early
on in my career and consequently, I was
able to use my competitors’ distrust of
vendors to our company’s advantage. 

When I became vice president, we had a
meeting with all the rep groups and man-
ufacturers that served our company. I

asked them how I could help them be-
come more successful at their jobs and
promised to be responsive as long as they
took care of my sales team. 

I did not ask for special treatment, but we
received more value from reps than any-
one else in our area, because we helped
them reach their goals and treated them
with respect. 

They never shared other companies’ pro-
prietary information with us (and I did not
ask them for it), but when they received
leads about new businesses or opportuni-
ties that were not already tied to a com-
pany, our reps heard about it first. Can you
afford not to take advantage of such an in-
expensive and professional resource? 

Some of you might justifiably say, “You
haven’t seen my rep for Company X … I
wouldn’t allow him in front of my own peo-
ple, much less my accounts.” 

I feel your pain. During my years in the
business I have met a few vendor reps that
could not conduct a professional sales

call. But whatever you do, don’t let the few
poor reps color your view of the service
that most of them provide. 

Let vendor or rep group principals know if
one their employees doesn’t meet your ex-
pectations. 

If the principal doesn’t respond appropri-
ately, switch your business to one of their
competitors, but don’t give up on all reps,
because a few of them are inadequate. 

Vendor and manufacturer reps are too vital
to the growth of your business in 2009 and
2010 to be ignored. Make the effort to
partner with your vendors today and your
business will grow tomorrow.

Tom Buxton is founder and CEO of InterBizGroup, a consult-
ing firm that works with independent office products dealers
to help increase sales and profitability, For more information,
visit www.interbizgroup.com. 
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Doing the Wrong
Thing for the Right
Reason
by Paul A. Miller

Paul Miller is a founding part-
ner in Miller/Wenhold Capitol
Strategies, LLC, providers of

direct and grassroots lobbying
and related services. Before

setting up Miller/Wenhold,
Miller served as government

affairs director for the National
Office Products Alliance and

the Office Furniture Dealers Al-
liance (NOPA/OFDA) and he
currently serves as NOPA’s

federal affairs consultant. In
addition to his lobbying and

regulatory monitoring activi-
ties, Paul also provides con-

sulting services to businesses
on selling to the federal, state

and local government markets. 

For more information, visit
www.mwcapitol.com.

After living in our nation’s capital for fifteen years
now, not much these days surprises me, nor am I
shocked to read or hear what our elected leaders
are doing. 

Case in point: Legislation has been introduced in
the House of Representative recently in the form of
H.R. 3558, the Small Business Fair Competition Act
of 2009. After reading this legislation, I can tell you
a better name for it would be The Big Business Give
Away Act!

I don’t want to be too hard on Rep. Parker Griffith
(D-AL) because I believe his heart is in the right
place, but he’s been sold a bill of goods that will do
more harm to small businesses than good. 

If signed into law, H.R. 3558 would create a huge
loophole for large businesses to continue to be
awarded small business contracts. 

Under this legislation, a small business that be-
comes a large business as a result of receiving a
government contract will continue to be able to
compete for small business contracts.

I understand Rep. Griffith’s motives but this legisla-
tion would create a huge loophole for “other than
small businesses” to continue to win contracts
meant for legitimate small businesses. 

If you think the issue of pass-throughs is bad, this
legislation, should it pass, will make lost opportuni-
ties due to pass-throughs look like pocket change
and make it even harder than it is right now for gen-
uine small businesses to compete.

I’d like to tell you that procurement reform is a pri-
ority of the Obama administration, but I can’t. It is
now ten months since the president took office, yet
we have only just had the head of the General Serv-
ices Administration (GSA) confirmed and we are still
waiting to have someone appointed to head the
White House Office of Federal Procurement Policy
(OFPP). These are critical posts that have been va-
cant far too long!

Small businesses in the office products industry
cannot afford for legislation like H.R. 3558 to pass

because once it is law, it will be almost impossible
to undo. 

Every small business should have as its goal to
grow and succeed. But it’s not the role of the gov-
ernment to carve out special rules for them once
they grow into successful large businesses so that
they can continue to be classified as small busi-
nesses. 

I would urge Rep. Griffith to consider another ap-
proach. Why not close the pass-through loophole?
Why not create a procurement system that allows
for real competition through the use of the GSA
Schedules and not so many buying vehicles? 

Why not set more contracts aside for small busi-
nesses? Why not allow agencies to get small busi-
ness credit for using members of teaming
arrangements? 

These are just a few small steps that the Congress
and the administration could take that would have
a real positive impact for small businesses. 

Unfortunately, our elected leaders seem determined
to make things more complex, even when the fixes
are rather simple. The problem is, as usual, politics
gets in the way.

When it comes to small business procurement re-
form, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t be able
to achieve a meaningful, bipartisan solution.

That’s what NOPA is pushing for right now. NOPA
has a plan that would close loopholes in the system
and open up opportunities to more independent
dealers in the industry.

Sometimes what seems like a good idea is just the
opposite and H.R. 3558 is one of those ideas. I
hope Congress will see the unintended conse-
quences passage of this legislation will present and
kill it before it gets out of the gate.

Sometimes doing nothing is better than doing the
wrong thing. In this case, I’d choose doing nothing
versus having to deal with the consequences of
H.R. 3558.

http://www.mwcapitol.com


Measuring effective execution
Consider the 16 questions below. If you can’t answer “yes” to most of them, you can’t give yourself or your company a
good grade on execution. What gets measured more often get done. Without measurement, results show a tendency
to randomness.

Last month in our series on dealer leadership, I discussed the impor-
tance of knowing not only what to do, but how to do it, and showed
specifically that behavior (the “how”) is a proven factor in driving per-
formance and results. 

The discipline surrounding execution is an important part of leader-
ship behavior. High performance and remarkable bottom-line results
only happen via execution—when things get done.

A common fallacy exists in much of what has been written about the
differences between leaders and managers. Leaders are typically de-
scribed as those who set vision and direction, press for change, and
motivate and inspire, while managers are those who plan, organize,
staff, problem solve, and execute. 

Vision is a primary function of leaders, and vision may accelerate per-
formance, but only when it is accompanied with effective execution,
a joint responsibility of leaders and their managers. 

I contend, as do Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan in their book Execu-
tion: The Discipline of Getting Things Done, that execution is a
major—if not the most important—job of any business leader. 

Dealer principals rarely rate themselves or their managers on effective
execution. Execution factors to be considered include discipline—
which is behavior—as well as delegation (the ability to empower and
assign the appropriate degree of authority), coordination, decision-
making and follow-through. 
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Effective Execution:
Getting Things Done

By Bill Kuhn

n Are company goals being
achieved?
n Have you met or exceeded your
budget or forecast?
n Have the right decisions been
made and strategies implemented?
n Is decision-making authority close
to the front lines, so employees can
react quickly to changing market
conditions?
n Have you capitalized on the
opportunities in your marketplace?
n Do you deliver products and
services that consistently meet
customer expectations?
n Has productivity improved,

eliminating sources of excess and
waste?
n Have you achieved operational
excellence?
n Are the right people placed in the
right jobs?
n Does your dealership have a sense
of urgency and act quickly and
effectively?
n Have you given clear direction that
enables employees to understand
your expectations?
n Have you assigned the appropriate
degree of responsibility and authority
(empowerment)?

n Is there sufficient coordination
among work groups to execute
effectively?
n Are you, yourself, a good role
model in getting things done, driving
effective execution?
n Do you understand that the “how”
you execute is as important as the
“what”? 
n Most importantly, can you
describe your culture as one that
embraces disciplined execution with
everyone in your organization
involved in the process?



Factors leading to 
effective execution
In working with dealer principals and their
managers, my experience has shown that
the following are highly correlated with ef-
fective execution.

Know yourself. As I have recently written in
INDEPENDENT DEALERS’s sister publica-
tion, Office Furniture Dealer located on
www.ofdealer.com, knowing yourself is
leadership’s #1 commandment. None of
the other factors will be particularly rele-
vant without a good sense of self-aware-
ness and the ability to recognize and
understand your talents, attitudes, and be-
havior, as well as the effect these have on
others.

Manage yourself. Self-management in-
cludes maintaining self-control, thinking
before acting, and being self-disciplined

when managing yourself and
your responsibilities. Being a

good role model drives improved perform-
ance and execution among your staff.
Once again it’s not as much what you do,
but how you do it—how your actions sup-
port your dealership’s vision.

Delegate and empower. Effective execu-
tion must be a company-wide effort. You
should delegate authority—including deci-
sion-making—to the lowest appropriate
level. With delegation and empowerment
comes accountability, holding your people
responsible for their behavior and per-
formance to achieve the expected results.

Set clear goals and priorities. Each per-
son who reports to you should know ex-
actly what is expected. I’m a firm believer
in setting high levels of expectation, and
when those expectations are met, as
proven by results—i.e., execution—recog-
nizing and rewarding that performance.

Coach and give feedback. After you’ve
given your staff challenging assignments

and set high expectations; focus on their
personal development. Help and coach
them to meet the challenges and attain the
levels of achievement desired.

Understand your business, your cus-
tomers and your people. Get the knowl-
edge that you need; the wrong
implementation can be worse than no im-
plementation. Know the people who you
work with and who can do what best. The
right people must be in the right jobs.

Be decisive and act promptly. Measure
the time period—the gap—in what you in-
tend to do and when you actually do it. Ef-
fective execution is being decisive and
acting promptly with positive results.

Execution requires the discipline to link the
vision with results. Dealers who can be
classified as “best in class” are primarily
distinguished by their ability to execute—
by getting things done and following
through.
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The First Network of Independent Installation Companies

Installation made easy.  Anywhere.

Over 250 service providers offering trouble-free office furniture 
installation services throughout North America.

A network of installation professionals

24/7 access to real-time project status 
information

Online Quotes, national capability and 
experience

Consistent performance and service excellence 
nationwide

A one-stop solution for multi-location projects

Moves, reconfigs, panel cleaning and more!

Call 1-888-GO-INSTALL Today or go to www.installnet.com

Bill Kuhn, principal of William E. Kuhn & Associates, is a noted industry consultant, writer, and speaker with over 35 years of industry experience. He consults
with dealer principals and their management teams in areas of strategic planning, leadership and organizational development, marketing, financial man-
agement, valuation and merger/acquisition. For more information, contact Bill by phone 303-322-8233, fax 303-331-9032, or e-mail: BillKuhn1@cs.com.

http://www.ofdealer.com
mailto:BillKuhn1@cs.com
http://www.installnet.com


Expertise and experience – The IOPFDA Life Insurance Plan is

underwritten by UniCare Life & Health Insurance Company.  

Important facts about UniCare include the following:

� A.M. Best Rating “A-” – Excellent

� Together with UniCare’s affiliated companies*, they have more than

50 years of industry experience and cover more than 89,000 groups

with approximately 5.6 million members 

� UniCare’s Fortune 50 parent company is the largest health benefits

company in the nation.

Timely benefit payments –

UniCare starts paying approved life

insurance claims 3.2 days faster than other

companies (LIMRA, 2007). The funds are

placed securely in an interest-bearing

account which the beneficiary can access

immediately—or save for later. 

Personal service – Should an employee need to file a claim, the NOPA

Insurance Trust is the employer’s point of contact throughout the life

claim process.  You speak directly to the NOPA Insurance Manager, Kathy

Manolas, who will answer your questions and process your claim with

compassion and efficiency. 

Emotional, economic and legal support services – Included with life insurance coverage from UniCare,

Resource Link gives employees and family members free and confidential access to valuable work/life support

services. Take a sneak peek at what your employees can get with Resource Link – visit

www.resourcelink.unicare.com and enter “resourcelink“ as the program name.  

Even More Benefits – Employees also receive our Travel Assistance program which

provides complementary emergency medical protection when traveling 100 miles or

more away from home.

Protecting families is at the heart of what the NOPA Insurance Trust does. 
To find out if our plan is right for you, go to www.nopanet.org, then click on

Insurance Services. You’ll find the request for proposal on our website, and

we’ll get you a quote within two business days. For more immediate service,

contact Kathy Manolas at 1-800-542-6672.

*Each affiliated company is a separate, independent legal entity for financial purposes and is solely responsible for its own contractual obligations and liabilities. 

UniCare is a WellPoint Company. Life and Disability products underwritten by UniCare Life & Health Insurance Company. ® Registered mark of WellPoint,

Inc. ©2009 WellPoint, Inc.

Life insurance is more than just a benefit check –
it’s also about what you get for your money.

There’s More to Life than a Check

• This coverage is only available to
NOPA Members.

• Based on our size, rates are low
"large group" rates. Small to mid-
size employers could see significant
reductions in premium through the
NOPA plan.

• Simple application process –
$50,000 Guaranteed Issue for
insureds actively working full time.
No health statements, no physicals.

NOPA Group Insurance Trust  •  301 North Fairfax Street  •  Alexandria, Virginia 22314-2696  •  703.549.9040  •  Fax 703.683.7552

http://www.resourcelink.unicare.com
http://www.nopanet.org


It is important to acknowledge that whether you
are a seasoned sales professional or a newer
sales rep, there is always room for improvement. 

We often describe industry veterans as “sea-
soned,” suggesting that their success and effec-
tiveness is the result of an accumulation of
experience and knowledge that has made their
selling style fuller and richer. 

Consider, however, all the changes to the indus-
try over the past ten years. The competition and
their strategies have evolved. Perhaps even more
important, the buying process of customers has
also changed, as have their particular needs. 

New sales reps will develop selling styles that will
be somewhat different from their more experi-
enced counterparts. And seasoned veterans
must be willing to adapt to industry and cus-
tomer changes in order to maintain their effec-
tiveness. 

So let’s start by diagnosing your selling style and
see if we can identify some ways to improve it.

How would you describe your selling style?
Where did your selling style come from? Does it
align with your company's sales process? Is it
borne of many years of experience and your
company's sales culture? 

If a company’s or an individual’s selling style isn't
professional and doesn’t seem to align with your
company’s sales process, then you’re likely to
see lackluster performance and results.

One of the most effective ways of defining your
selling style is to examine perceptions about the
sales process—both your perceptions of what
you are doing and how you imagine your cus-
tomer perceives you. 

As in so many other areas, perception is often re-
ality and when it comes to selling style, make no
mistake: You are who you think you are.
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You ARE WHO YOU THINK YOU Are
by Krista Moorey

In previous INDEPENDENT DEALER articles we addressed the importance of having

a clearly defined sales process to shorten the sales cycle. Today, we’re going to ex-

amine the other critical component: your personal and professional selling style. 



Two Important Components 
that Form “Selling Styles”
1. Sales Rep Perceptions of the 

Selling Process

Perception #1: The point of the sales
process is to get an appointment, get a list
of high usage items and copies of in-
voices, describe the superiority of your
company’s customer service and explain
why the customer should keep business in
the community and buy from a local inde-
pendent. 

Once that is accomplished, hope the cus-
tomer sends you the list of items that they
said they would so you can price the items
competitively and possibly get your first
order from them.

Perception #2: The point of the sales
process is to identify and call on ideal cus-
tomers within the right size and market,
schedule an appointment to discover and
uncover their current circumstances and
needs, listen carefully, and ask questions
professionally. 

Once you understand their needs, align
your company’s solutions to those needs
and present the customer with a written
service and pricing proposal. 

Address the customer’s fear of change
and help them to feel and experience the
difference of dealing with your company
while asking them to make you their pri-
mary office products provider.

It’s easy to see how a sales rep’s percep-
tion of the sales process could directly
correlate to their selling style. 

A sales rep who holds Perception #1 will
use a selling style of talking rather than lis-
tening, and focus solely on price. 

A sales rep with the second perception
considers himself or herself more than just
an office products pen-and-pencil sales-
person trying to defend the customer
against the power channel, but instead a
consultative partner who cares about the
customer’s circumstances and needs. 

Also, a sales rep operating under the sec-
ond perception tends to create a sales
style that is more professional, caring, and
trusting, attempting to become a solutions
provider and not just an order taker.

2. Sales Rep Perceptions of the 
Customer’s Experience

Your understanding of why the customer
buys from you and how you think the cus-
tomer perceives the selling process also
affects your selling style. 

If you think that your customer considers
you and your sales process along the lines
of “Here comes another office products
sales rep who’s going to try and get a list
of items from me, quote me low prices, try
to get me to like them, and then bug me
till they get an order,” then there’s a pretty
good chance that your selling style will be
influenced by that perception. 

Ask yourself the following questions: Why
do you think customers buy from you? Are
they buying from you because they like
and trust you? Are they buying from you
because of your company? Are they buy-
ing from you because your prices are the
lowest? Are they buying from you because
you have understood what they need and
have provided them a solution?

We would like to think that it's a combina-
tion of all of the above. But your primary
and dominant selling style will be deter-
mined by why you think the customers buy
from you and how you think the customer
perceives the experience.

If you believe that they buy from you be-
cause they like you, then your selling style
will be very personable, relationship-ori-
ented and internally focused. 

If you believe the customers buy from you
because of your company, then your sell-
ing style will be focused on the company’s
reputation for local customer service,
competitive pricing and what your com-
pany can do for them. 

If you believe that the customers buy from
you because you understand their needs
and are giving them a solution, than your
selling style will be more consultative: ask-
ing questions, listening, uncovering needs
and applying solutions.

A good way to diagnose your selling style
is to identify which of thefollowing state-
ments best describes what you believe:

Customers buy from my company be-
cause the product is priced right or at
least as good as the competition (The
Product Style). 

Customers buy from my company be-
cause of the total value solution we pro-
vide them (The Value Style).

Customers buy from me because they
believe in trust, or otherwise love me
(The Me Style). 

The Product Style limits your ability to sell
because your proposals are based solely
on price and tend to not address other
customer needs.

The Value Style will increase your ability to
sell because you have progressed beyond
the price stage. You are more likely to offer
customized proposals that address real,
identified needs.

The Me Style assures reasonable success
because you have developed a good rela-
tionship with your customer. However, the
Me Style still limits your selling ability be-
cause you believe the only product you are
selling is you. 

A sales rep with the Me Style risks losing
focus on other customer needs and miss-
ing opportunities for selling more products
and adding value.

Regardless of your dominant selling style,
you need to identify what you can do per-
sonally or as a company to improve and
get the best sales results you can. 

Ask yourself the hard questions: “Does our
sales process need to change, and do our
sales reps selling styles match our
process?” “What can we change about
our styles and processes to improve
them?” Remember: You are who you think
you are.

Krista Moore is President of K Coach-

ing, LLC an executive coaching and

consulting practice that has helped lit-

erally hundreds of independent deal-

ers maximize their full potential

through enhancing their management

systems, sales training, and leader-

ship development. For more informa-

tion, visit the K Coaching web sites at

www.kcoaching.com, for coaching

and consulting programs and

www.opwebinar.com for the latest on-

line training courses.
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Mark says his interest in classic cars
began as a boy, when he would go to local
car shows with his dad, Chuck. About 12
years ago, that interest resulted in Mark
and his dad taking on the 1934 Roadster.
Five years later, the vintage Ford was back
on the road and raring to go!
Next up was the Camaro. “That was prob-
ably my first and last e-Bay purchase,”
Mark says ruefully. “The photos on the
web site looked great but the actual con-
dition of the car turned out to be very dif-
ferent.”
Mark bought the Camaro in 2005 and
ended up replacing or repairing just about
everything on it. Over the past four years,
he’s added a new 475-hp motor, new floor-
boards to replace ones that had rusted
through, a new dashboard and gauges,

new suspension, disk brakes and more.
“Just about every bolt had to be taken off
and replaced by the time we were fin-
ished,” he explains.
Classic car restoration can be big busi-
ness. Fully-restored Roadsters can fetch
as much as $50,000 and Mark estimates
his Camaro is probably worth somewhere
around $40-60,000.
But, he says, he’s not in it for the money.
“Those price tags sound good but with the
Camaro, we’ve probably sunk as much if
not more into it, just to pay for new parts,”
he laments.
But Mark makes it clear it’s been money
well spent. Restoring classic cars is not
only his passion but it also offers the op-
portunity to spend quality time with family.
He pays generous tribute to his father for
encouraging his hobby at an early age and
clearly takes a great of pleasure and pride

that his own sons—Colton, age 9; Carson
(6) and Caleb (3)—are already showing
their own early signs of wanting to carry
on the family tradition.
And does his hobby furnish any useful les-
sons when it comes to running an office
products dealership? 
“If you’re like most independents, chances
are you have days when it seems like
you’re fighting everything and it’s just one
frustration after another,” Mark says.
“Working on beat-up old cars can be very
similar,” he contends. “It can certainly be
very rewarding, but it also calls for pa-
tience, persistence and a willingness to do
whatever it takes to get your vehicle to
where you want it to be.” 
Sounds like a pretty good definition of
what’s involved in running a successful in-
dependent dealership these days, too.
Start your engines!
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The Other Side of Mark Porter of Porter’s Office Products

Keeping His Dealership and Some
Classic Cars in Top Gear

Mark Porter is one hard-charging entrepreneur. When he took over as president of Porter’s Office Products in Rexburg,
Idaho in 1998, annual volume at the dealership his great-grandfather founded back in 1915 was about $900,000. Today,
that number has grown to over $7.5 million and despite all the gloom and doom in the general economy, the dealership
continues to grow. Porter’s recently completed merger with another Idaho independent, Pocatello-based Bangs Office
Products, gives the dealers a significantly larger footprint in the state and, says Mark, further expansion efforts are def-
initely on the drawing board as part of a long-term effort to become more of a regional operation.

When he’s not driving the growth engine at his dealership, however, Mark Porter spends a lot of time and energy focus-
ing on motors of a different kind. 

Mark likes to mess with cars. Not your run of the mill, present-day Chevrolets or Toyotas but real cars—like his 1934
Ford Tudor Sedan or his ’69 Camaro. And messing around means a whole lot more than just changing his own oil or
giving the motor a little extra boost.



The author of this month’s Last Word column must
remain anonymous, for obvious reasons. Our con-
tributor was a long-time sales rep with Corporate
Express before being laid off earlier this year by
CE’s new owner, Staples. As such, the comments
that follow represent a unique perspective on big
box strengths and weaknesses and how the inde-
pendent stacks up against them in the marketplace.
As always, we welcome any comments or feedback
you might have. 

If you work for a mega-corporation for any length
of time, it’s inevitable that sooner or later, what you
might call an IBM attitude takes over. You start
thinking, “We’re superior to anyone else out there
because we’re bigger and we can pretty much do
whatever we like.”

Bigger, however, is not always better. 

Staples today is a huge operation. They run a very
tight ship. They aren’t extravagant and focus a lot
of energy and attention on keeping their operating
costs down. They are very systematic and systems-
oriented and their managers spend a lot of time
tracking key metrics such as number of sales calls,
number of customer reviews, etc. 

But sometimes, that can translate into a Big Brother
type of mentality. Because of the financial pressures
they’re under right now, they tend to load up their
salespeople with so many accounts that it becomes
difficult to give customers the level of attention they
really need.

And if you feel like you’re being micro-managed, it
certainly doesn’t encourage creativity or cama-
raderie or loyalty. And while a systems approach
may help keep your costs down, it doesn’t give you
very much flexibility when it comes to responding
to special customer needs.

If you had a customer who wanted you to stock a
non-standard item for them, for example, you had
to move heaven and earth to try and make it hap-
pen. And if the product in question didn’t fit the
model—and often it didn’t—you and your customer
were out of luck.

At Staples, we had support teams for everything but
we didn’t’ always know who exactly to contact on
specific issues. And if you didn’t make a point of
following up, it wasn’t unusual for someone to drop
the ball.

If something similar comes up at the independent
where I work today, I can just go down the corridor
to the IT department or Customer Service and get
it taken care of quickly and with a minimum of fuss. 

Pricing at Staples wasn’t all you might expect, either.
The Corporate Express acquisition left them with a
lot of debt and a lot of brick and mortar investments
to take care of and they price accordingly. My cost
on paper is lower now, when I’m with an independ-
ent, than it was with Staples, for example.

All things considered, I’m so very grateful for how
things have turned out after the Staples-Corporate
Express merger. At the independent dealer where I
am today, I’ve been really impressed by the quality
of the people and their passion and their ability to
really meet the customer’s needs. 

Where I am today, we’re just as sharp and just as
good as any of the big boys. And it’s been so 
refreshing for me to be able to focus on building 
relationships and bringing a consultative, solutions-
oriented approach to my customers, instead of 
simply trying to sell them as much as I possibly can.
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