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level

A common issue for many specifiers, buyers and users of

“green” products is defining exactly what that rather vague term

actually means. 

Whether referred to as “green”, “sustainable”, or “environ-

mentally preferable”, the identification and procurement of

products that have reduced environmental and improved social

impact are topics that continues to grow in importance.

The commercial furniture industry, its customers and relevant

stakeholders have taken a proactive position in developing a

common, consensus-based set of metrics to help define the

“green” aspects of furniture. 

The standard and its supporting conformance verification

(certification) program, called level™, provide a framework for

the furniture industry to use in developing more sustainable

products and processes, as well as a comparative tool for

customers seeking more sustainable products.

In mid-2009, the Business and Institutional Furniture Manu-

facturers Association (BIFMA) International introduced the level

product certification program. level certification verifies

conformance to a transparent, multi-attribute furniture sustain-

ability standard (BIFMA e3) addressing all aspects of sus-

tainability.

Manufacturers evaluating products to the BIFMA e3

sustainability standard and undergoing an independent,

third-party certification process can achieve the level

conformance mark. 

level has three conformance thresholds; level 1, level 2 or level

3 certification is based on the combined score achieved in the

sustainability evaluation. level 3 is the highest award a product

can achieve. 

In the level certification process, a product, as well as the

organization and facilities that produce it, are scored according

to sustainability criteria in four areas: 

s Materials

s Energy and Atmosphere

s Human and Ecosystem Health

s Social Responsibility

In order to be level certified, products must meet certain

minimum requirements in each area, and then must earn

additional optional credits in order to achieve higher levels of

conformance. 

The level conformance mark is an easily identifiable but hard-

earned symbol of a company’s commitment to sustainability.

In a world of information overload and a rising tide of

environmental claims, level is important because it provides a

single, fully transparent method of understanding and

communicating what a sustainable furniture product is. 

The standard provides a common, but challenging set of criteria

for furniture producers and their supply chain to evaluate the

sustainable aspects of products. And level ensures that an

independent third party has conducted the conformance

assessment. 

By Tom Reardon, 
Executive Director
BIFMA International

certificationfor Furniture Sustainability

continued on page 20
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When the certification program was introduced in mid-2009,

there were initially two certification bodies supporting the

conformance verification function, and seven manufacturers with

a combined 120 level certified products, of which none had

achieved the highest (level 3) conformance tier. 

One year later, as of late-August 2010 there were six

independent, third-party certification bodies supporting the level

certification process, and at last count eighteen furniture

manufacturers with a combined total of more than 550 certified

product lines, of which three had achieved the highest, level 3

certification.

The current list of furniture manufacturers with certified products

includes Allsteel, Dauphin, Gunlocke, Haworth, Herman Miller,

HON Company, izzy+, Jofco, Kimball, Knoll, National Office

Furniture, Nucraft, OFS Brands, Paoli, Steelcase, Teknion, Trinity

Furniture and Versteel. 

Many of these companies have moved products up from one

conformance tier to another over the last year. Many more

furniture manufacturers are working to implement the standard

and will be seeking level certification in the coming months.

With this rapid uptake of the program BIFMA identified a need

to offer a searchable, certified product database that includes all

manufacturers’ products. We expect this database to be

operational by the beginning of September and it will offer

specifiers and customers an easy to use product selection

resource.

BIFMA has also engaged in a training and awareness building

effort over the last nine months, addressing audiences at industry

trade shows and across major North American design markets. 

Numerous A&D market managers representing many different

manufacturers have been trained to present a one-hour version of

a level/sustainability CEU course. BIFMA is also accepting and

coordinating requests for training sessions. 

Office furniture dealers will continue to see an increasing number

of manufacturers touting level certified products. If you’re not

familiar with the standard or the level certification program or if

you identify customer training opportunities, please contact the

manufacturers you represent or BIFMA directly.

For more information, visit www.levelcertified.org

http://www.levelcertified.org
http://www.phoenixsafeusa.com
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How You ‘Sell’ 
Sales Comp Makes 
All the Difference

By Valerie Atkin

It is difficult to get a man to understand
something when his salary depends on not
understanding it.

Upton Sinclair

While significant budget dollars and weeks of effort go into

designing sales compensation systems, all too often, they are

just “thrown over the wall” to the field, with little thought given to

maximizing the investment by effectively communicating the new

plan and its objectives.

Would your company take on a product and not communicate

its benefits to the key consumers? Most likely not. Effective sales

compensation communication keeps the salesperson’s eye on

the ball rather than motivating them to spend time and creativity

trying to figure out the new plan. Even worse, misunderstood

comp plans have caused more than one valuable salesperson to

jump ship. 

Salespeople are unfairly accused of trying to “work the system.”

Let’s see, if you were told you could make more money for doing

X than for doing Y, how long would you persist in doing Y?

How then should an organization approach communicating a

new sales compensation plan? A revision of a classic change

formula (originally created by Richard Beckhard and David

Gleicher and further enhanced by Kathy Dannemiller) is a great

place to start: 
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Each element must be fully present to overcome the inevitable
resistance. If even one is missing, the sum can be zeroed out
quickly. Each omission has an impact as detailed below.

Need for Change
What got you here won’t get you there.

Marshal Goldsmith

One of the first (and most annoying) questions we ask as children
is, “But why?” Some things don’t change. 

When is the last time you did something just because someone
told you to do it? If you’re like most of us, changing behavior is
tough enough when motivated by a clear, compelling reason;
without it, the likelihood of success diminishes significantly.

Clearly articulating the need for change is essential, especially
given how often sales compensation plans change. 

A 2008 survey of sales compensation practices conducted by
The World at Work and the National Association of Sales
Professionals (NASP) found 76% of respondents change their
plans on a nearly annual basis and 88% have changed plans in
the last two years. 

As one very successful furniture salesperson remarked, “We
strive to create a sustainable product, why can’t we design a
sustainable comp plan?” 

When plans are changed annually, salespeople are distracted
from getting a good start on the new year as they figure out a
line of sight from their actions through the plan to their pay check.
Before you spend one minute thinking about the design of the
new plan, think about WHY it must be changed. 

Engage and Enroll
People don’t argue with their own data.

Bob Pike

According to the World at Work and NASP Study, “Given the
importance of the role of the first-line sales manager in the launch
of any new initiative, the numbers of organizations taking little
action to prepare them, and gaining their buy-in is surprising.”

Sales leaders are typically given very little advanced notice about
the intent or details of a change in the compensation plan. 

There are a number of reasons for this. First, poor planning
results in the comp plan being finalized at the very end of the
fiscal year—or worse yet—into the new year. 

Second, engaging first-line sales leaders in the process is not
deemed important because they are not “compensation

professionals,” and, finally—and most offensively—there is
concern that sales managers can’t be trusted and will leak the
plan to salespeople who will then “work the plan” to their benefit
by shifting year end business. 

When salespeople and sales leaders are routinely included on
the compensation design, the ounce of prevention is worth a
pound of cure. 

Too often, the folks making the design and communication
decisions have never watched the counter return to zero after a
good year. Therefore, it’s not surprising that the lack of active
enrollment often undermines the very motivation the comp plan
is designed to ignite. 

Vision
If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the
men to gather wood, divide the work and give
orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast
and endless sea.

Antoine de Saint-Exupery

A vision is often stated as a goal, or worse, a metric and either
way, that’s a mistake. A vision should have NO numbers in it. If
it does, it speaks to a focus on finances, not people and
relationships. 

Profit and market share are achieved by hardworking
salespeople pulling in the same direction as the rest of the
organization. 

A vision has to inspire sufficient passion to overcome the
inevitable obstacles—especially in an industry like office furniture
which has been experiencing the perfect storm of a tough
economy, shrinking footprints and a transition from private offices
to more collaborative spaces. 

Strategy/Action Plan
Planning is an unnatural process; it is much
more fun to do something. The nicest thing about
not planning is that failure comes as a complete
surprise, rather than being preceded by a period
of worry and depression.

Sir John Harvey-Jones

One must be able to easily discern the go-to-market strategy by
looking at the sales comp plan. When sales compensation plans
are changed, the overwhelming reason—82% of the time,
according to the World as Work and NASP Study—is to better
align incentive pay and business strategy. 

continued on page 23
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This is as it should be, except when the sales comp plan is also
used to communicate the strategy or worse, as a substitute for it.

Skills & Resources
To lead untrained people to war is to throw them
away.

Confucius

Even if salespeople support the strategy and like the new comp
plan it still doesn’t ensure success. 

In addition to a clear strategy and a motivating plan, salespeople
need the necessary skills and resources. Some may be light on
prospecting skills or not understand the essential nature of
creating customer loyalty or treat internal suppliers poorly. 

Likewise, without the right product and effective marketing,
promotional materials or showroom, the seeds of the best ability
will fall on hard, dry earth. In addition, lack of adequate sales
coaching and the ever-shrinking administrative support diminish
otherwise well-skilled, enthusiastic sales forces.

Resistance
Everything I have ever let go of has claw marks 
on it.

Annie Lamott

Resistance comes in four forms:

1) Misunderstanding. 
Comp plans with too many moving parts are ripe for
misunderstanding. Rule of thumb: The more complicated the
plan, the more extensive and varied communication methods
need to be. 
Video and/or email are representative of ‘throwing it over the
wall’ because they are one-way communications. There must
be a number of opportunities for salespeople to ask
questions about how the new comp plan will apply to them. 

The best combination is a calculating model that will allow
them to run a variety of scenarios, personal statements which
allow them to see their business mix and the implications of
the new plan and one-on-one time with their well-briefed
sales leader.

2) Disagreement. 
Salespeople will often cling with their last ounce of strength
to the very plan they fought so vehemently against 12 months
ago. Typically, disagreement comes from a suspicion that the
salesperson will automatically make less. 

A reduced comp pool is not a secret that can be kept and
should be shared with justification. 

Salespeople are also likely to resist a new comp plan if they
do not agree with the strategy it is designed to support or are
not able to clearly see how the plan reflects overall business
strategy. 

Most disagreement can be avoided or at least minimized by
beefing up the amount of early communication and
enrollment and engagement.

3) Lack of trust (in those who designed or approved the plan).
Low trust can be due to a perception of lack of integrity,
competence and/or benevolence. Again, making salespeople
and field leaders a part of the process early on can mitigate
a trust issue.

4) Change fatigue. 
There is no need to define this one. Everyone reading this
article understands change fatigue and has likely
experienced it themselves. Being mindful of individual and
team resilience is the only antidote. In its absence, even the
best changes will likely be resisted. (See “Resilience: The
Breakfast of Champions” in the Feb. 2010 issue of OFDealer.)

There is always a collective sigh of relief when a comp plan
is launched—as if the work is done! But if you want to stay
fit, you don’t stop running after the first 5K.

Depending on your fiscal, it may be too late for this year, and that
makes it just the right time to begin planning next! 

1. Start early

2. Audit your current plan

3. Budget for communication from the beginning

4. Involve and respect your salespeople and sales
leaders

5. Design/verify the go-to-market strategy

6. Keep it simple. Too many moving parts and
variables makes communication hard and
increases distraction

7. Audit after Q2 in anticipation of next year

Valerie Atkin, presenter of the keynote address at the
2010 WorkPlace Furnishings Conference, is founder
and principal of Wells Street Consulting Group, an
organization whose mission is to assist in the
development of balanced, fully functioning individuals
who can create successful organizations of their own.
For more information, visit www.WellsStreet.com or
email Valerie directly Valerie@WellsStreet.com.

http://www.WellsStreet.com
mailto:Valerie@WellsStreet.com
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When I started in this industry as a

rookie dealer salesperson, I was given a

few catalogs, a phone and a “good luck

kid” pat on the back. I was one of 25

salespeople in a $50 million dealership

with what was basically a sink or swim

culture. 

Training was primarily product-oriented

and our weekly “sales meetings” con-

sisted largely of reps coming in and

showing new products. And, while I had

previous experience in sales, marketing

and management, I was still a bit

overwhelmed by the complexities and

nuances of the industry.

I was given a few leads and then

required to meet with my sales manager

to give him weekly progress reports. 

While I was following my directions, I

often found myself chasing vacant lots,

libraries (we didn’t rep library furniture...)

or a doctor’s office that needed only one

or two chairs in the reception area. 

One day my sales manager approached

me and said, “Trish, you need to sell

more.” 

“No kidding,” I thought. Simply telling

me to sell more but not showing me how

wasn’t helping me become the star

salesperson I so aspired to be. 

This scenario is not unique to me. There

are many industry veterans who can tell

the same story from the “old days” and

sadly, probably a few from today. 

After a lot of hard work, frustration and

sheer determination, I became a

consistent top producer. But I often think

about the talent who left and became

successful more quickly and with less

pain somewhere else. 

I remember telling my sales manager

that I wanted to know how successful

sales people were winning jobs. 

In a very competitive environment,

simply asking that question doesn’t yield

answers but I hoped that information

could be shared. 

What obstacles were they running into?

How did they navigate difficult clients?

How did they sell against competition

with stronger value propositions? Which

manufacturers would support them not

only before but after the job was

awarded? How did they network with

commercial real estate brokers, the

design community, etc.? 

Intuitively, I knew it was the subtleties of

the business that were going to give me

the winning advantage. 

continued on page 25

MENTORING
LowCost, BigReturns

What Every Dealer Can Do Now
By Trish Brock
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I could read a catalog as well as anyone but overcoming

objections wasn’t enough. Not only did I want to develop as a

salesperson, I wanted to develop as a professional. 

What I now realize is that I needed and wanted a mentor. While

it’s important to know products and acquire essential sales

skills, the real information about how sales are transacted is

what I was starved for. 

It didn’t take me long to realize that selling furniture is not

done through a prescriptive process—there are way too 

many variables. The tacit information that is accumulated

through years of experience is what I wanted someone to

share with me.

I wanted to know how to manage a difficult customer,

understand the multiple players and influencers on small and

large projects, how to anticipate and manage problems that

are inevitable with most projects, etc. 

I wanted the play by play recap of a couple of hard won

projects. What were the challenges and how were they

managed and overcome? The path to winning is not straight

and I wanted information on all the potential deviations.

What I wanted then are the same things that new and even

experienced people want now. 

As small businesses, dealers have traditionally struggled with

how to train employees and get them up to speed and

accelerate their profitability. Dealer principals often feel

isolated, wondering how other dealers are managing similar

challenges in different markets. And while sales and product

training is necessary, it can be expensive and even then, the

learning curve is still steep, feeling like an eternity. 

The Case for Mentoring
Both large and small companies are realizing the many

benefits of mentoring and finding creative and cost effective

ways to implement programs. 

“The goal is to use the knowledge that resides within an

organization to its full advantage” says Samuel Greengard in

Workforce, March 2002. 

With four different generations now working together in the

workplace, there are plenty of perspectives and experiences

that are floating around in people’s heads. And without

effectively tapping into them, precious human capital could 

be wasted.

Mentoring often conjures the stereotype of an older business

person who mentors a younger business person, but in fact,

mentoring is really about a more experienced person sharing

valuable insights with a less experienced person. 

Mentoring can be one on one, among peers, there can be

team mentoring, mentoring with a specialty advisor, a

surrogate mentor (someone from outside the dealership but

with dealer experience) or virtual mentoring. It can cross job

functions, age, gender, be among peers and can cover an

array of topics. 

For example, Jack Welch, former CEO of General Electric,

introduced reverse mentoring by which younger staff

members helped senior staff members gain a more youthful

perspective. Welch himself chose a younger mentor and

tapped into his expertise to learn about the Internet and their

competitors’ web presence. 

Research has proven repeatedly that there are sound business

cases and strong ROI for mentoring. Consider:

4A study by the American Society for Training and

Development found that training alone increased managerial

productivity by 24%, but jumped to 88% when mentoring

and coaching were combined.

4A national financial services institution realized an increase

in new business generation of over 600% by a group in a

mentoring program compared to a similar group not in the

program (The Mentoring Company, 2009).

4Sapphire Technologies Worldwide’s mentoring program 

gets “new hires up to speed faster…mentoring by a more

senior person speeds up the learning curve. Taking three

months to learn a job isn’t possible anymore. Mentoring

shaves weeks off an employee’s training.” Information 

Week, April 09

What is Mentoring?
Mentoring is the transfer of tacit knowledge, the type of

knowledge found in people’s heads and nowhere else, from

one set of employees to another. 

In the absence of mentoring, important information and

experiences are isolated within an individual’s mind, and when

the people who posses this knowledge retire or leave the

company, that information leaves with them. 

continued on page 26
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Mentoring helps ensure that your assets, your people and the

information they possess, are kept within your dealership. 

As dealers downsize or people leave for other reasons, leverag-

ing tacit information becomes even more critical than ever.

Coaching and Mentoring – Not the Same
While coaching and mentoring are often used interchangeably

and they are both beneficial, there are distinct differences

between the two.

Coaching often involves “telling or teaching” another. Think

about a football coach: information is given but it’s usually a

one-way conversation. The person being coached is usually

told how to do something, and then expected to do it that way. 

The coach is often responsible for the mentee’s success or

failure. Coaching is usually based on short-term needs and

administered intermittently on an “as-needed” basis. Often the

coach is the boss. This would describe many sales managers’

roles. 

Mentoring promotes learning in a different way. The mentor

will share information, experiences and perspectives but then

allows the mentee to assimilate the information and reach their

own conclusion. 

A wise mentor knows that there is more than one solution to

any problem and resists the temptation to solve the problem

for their mentee. He or she will give the mentee the latitude to

solve the problem themselves under a watchful eye. The

mentee is in charge of his or her own learning.

The mentor role is heavy on listening, providing a role model

and making suggestions and connections. The relationship is

long term. The responsibility is on the mentee to ask the

questions and learn from the wisdom and experiences offered.

The mentee is not expected to do things just like the mentor,

but rather use the shared experiences in ways that will

enhance their own performance. 

A good mentor will help the mentee identify and build their

strengths and develop strategies for minimizing their

weakness. A good mentor will encourage the mentee to

explore the possibilities to bring fresh ideas and solutions to

the dealer. 

The mentor is seldom the mentee’s boss. Most experts 

insist that the mentor not be in the other person’s chain 

of command.

How to Mentor
In a paper on mentoring, the American Productivity and Quality

Center outlined the basic skills required to be a successful

mentor. In short:

1. Observation – Strive for objectivity, take notes and evaluate

the protégé’s actions without being judgmental. Have

established criteria to evaluate performance which have

been developed through personal experience.

2. Listening – Be attentive, patient and encourage the mentee

to speak freely while keeping an open mind to understand

the content behind responses. Don’t interrupt. Resist the

temptation to “tell” the mentee what to do. A mentor listens

and will ask questions, allowing the mentee to discover their

own solutions.

3. Empathy – Adopt the perspective of the other person to

better understand what they are thinking and feeling. This

positions you to ask questions that will reveal additional

information and create a stronger learning experience. Don’t

expect the mentee to think and be just like you, but do

position yourself as a role model.

4. Verbal Communication Skills – Strong verbal skills will allow

you to be explicit and thorough when speaking and

listening. Ask open-ended questions to elicit more than

simple one-word answers and to promote a deeper

understanding. 

As dealers look for ways to accelerate productivity, thrive in a

challenging economic climate, retain top talent, gain market

share and improve leadership skills, consider that the skills

and information needed might be right under your roof or close

by. 

Implementing a mentoring program could ignite increased

learning and performances to propel your dealer to the next

level, even in this economy.

Trish Brock, Principal of Trish Brock & Associates, is a well-known
industry consultant. Her cross functional consulting group special-
izes in increasing sales through  effective differentiating brands and
materials that support  the strategic sales process. TB+A also
conducts Mentoring Circles for groups wanting to accelerate new
business development. She can be reached at  720-747-5547, via
email at tbrock@trishbrockassociates.com or visit her on the web
at www.trishbrockassociates.com

mailto:tbrock@trishbrockassociates.com
http://www.trishbrockassociates.com
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