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Credit Kathey Pear, an office furniture
industry veteran, and Citron founder, with a
response to the sustainability movement
that works on multiple levels. 

This is Pear’s second foray into the furniture
business, having founded Pear Commercial
Interiors back in the 1980s. After selling the
business to U.S. Office Products in 1998, Pear
took a six-year break from the industry that
was anything but an extended vacation as she
took time to raise a family while at the same
time overcoming a bout with breast cancer. 

Looking for an angle that would set her
apart from the competition, Pear saw a
problem in the business world in search of
a solution: What to do with surplus office
furniture when customers and prospects
didn’t need it any more.

“People didn’t have good alternatives for
what to do with that furniture,” recalls Pear.
“That was the niche I addressed when I
started Citron.” 

Right now 33 percent of Citron’s business

revolves around the used and refurbished

portion of the business while the rest is new

furniture. Pear sees the used and refurbished

portion of the business growing. 

Citron’s primary manufacturer is Teknion,

who Pear describes as “the most green

friendly of the manufacturers.” The

company also works with Office Furniture

USA and many other small and midsize

furniture manufacturers.

It’s not easy disposing of aging furniture

assets that can’t be resold or refurbished,

especially when you’re talking about treated

wood and mixed materials. One solution

Pear discovered for dealing with the steel

and other metals in old workstations and

furniture: the kind of automobile shredders

used at junk yards. It’s an ideal solution,

especially since Pear says shredding office

furniture is a lot less complicated than

shredding a car. 

Citron WorkSpaces  An Environmentally-Friendly
Dealer and Then Some!

Citron WorkSpaces at a Glance
Management:
Kathey Pear, Founder and President

Products and Services:
New, used, and refurbished furniture,
furniture disposal.

Employees: 17

Year Founded: 2004

Key Business Partners: 
Teknion, Office Furniture USA

Web site: www.citronworkspaces.com

In Denver, Citron WorkSpaces is an office furniture dealership
that not only sells environmentally-friendly new furniture,
used furniture, and refurbished furniture but also helps
customers dispose of their aging furniture assets. 



JANUARY 2009 OFDEALER PAGE 7

She also works closely with forestry departments at uni-

versities, looking at ways to reuse treated wood that isn’t

currently recyclable.

Citron’s clients tend to represent every size and shape business,

while key verticals include engineering firms and energy comp-

anies. “They seem to be more environmentally aware and are

already dealing with environmental issues in their companies,”

says Pear. “Anybody who is touched by green issues in their

own industries seems to be more focused on green.”

On the disposal side of the business, it’s pretty much any business

or organization with furniture that they no longer need.

“Anybody who has product piled up is usually very happy to talk

to us,” says Pear.

Citron is in the midst of taking this aspect of their business to

the next level with a regional web site www.citroncycle.com.

Currently undergoing beta testing, the site is like a Craig’s List

or ebay that allows people who have furniture they want to sell,

trade, or donate to connect with those who have a need for

that furniture.

“We’re trying to  make the case that you can solve a lot of your

excess furniture problems online without having to find a broker,

liquidator, or a ‘furniture rescue partner’ like us,” notes Pear. “The

longer we can keep old furniture from going down the drain—which

means a metal scrap yard or a landfill—the longer it will stay in

use. And the longer, the better!”

In the meantime business is booming. 

“All of a sudden there’s a lot more used product becoming

available because people are cutting back,” says Pear. “Many

more people are calling us and saying we’re closing our office, can

you come and get this product from us.” 

After 30 years in the office furniture business, Pear is still psyched

about coming to work every morning. There’s something about the

business that’s special to her. 

“I always feel like I’m working a jigsaw puzzle when I come in here,”

she says. “I love having lots of moving pieces all the time. In a lot

of ways I feel like you almost have to be somewhat ADD to like

this business, and I think I qualify. I like the relationships inside the

industry and with clients and I like feeling that we’re doing

something that’s really helping people.” 

Dealer Profile } continued from page 6

Protect Your Most Valuable Business Asset
An organization's ability to attract, retain, protect, motivate and renew quality people

 is the most critical factor for long-term viability. One of the best and most cost-effective 
ways to show your employees you care about their well-being

 is to protect their most valuable asset—their ability to earn an income.

As an OFDA member, you are entitled to 
participate in the OFDA Group Insurance Trust 

for Life and Long Term Disability coverage. 
When you sign up, you’ll be receiving 

quality insurance at “members-only” pricing. 
Give your employees the protection 

they deserve when they need it the most 
and at a price that you can afford.

Call 800.542.6672 or 
email kmanolas@ofdanet.org 

for your FREE quote today!

http://www.citroncycle.com
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BIFMA Reports Steep Declines in 
Orders and Shipments in November
It didn’t take long for the turmoil created in the overall
economy by the credit crunch and a near global recession to
hit the office furniture industry, if November figures released
by the Business and Institutional Furniture Manufacturers
Association (BIFMA) offer any indication.

November orders plunged 21%, BIFMA reported, the largest
percentage decline since March 2002. November shipments
fell 9%, the worst reading since April 2003. 

Year-to-date orders were down 2% and shipments down 1%,
which compares with mid-single-digit growth in 2007 and mid
to high single-digit growth in 2006, BIFMA reported.

“We believe industry conditions will remain challenging for the
foreseeable future and will almost certainly worsen before they
improve,” said industry analyst Budd Bugatch in response to
the latest BIFMA figures. 

“Business confidence and service-sector employment are at
recessionary levels and office vacancy rates have begun to
tick higher,” Bugatch added. “While new office construction
has held up very well, growth continues to decelerate and we
expect conditions to become increasingly challenged through
the balance of 2009 given long lead times between planning
and completion of major projects, tightening credit conditions,
and the weakening Architecture Billings Index (34.7 in
November down from 36.2 in October—the worst reading for
the index during its 13-year history).”

Green Building Council Readies 
March Roll Out for New LEED Guidelines
Commercial builders and contractors will soon be required to
follow a new set of guidelines in order for their work to be certified
by the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC), as the organization
gets ready to introduce a new version of its Leadership in Energy
and Environmental Design certification program.

Known as LEED 2009, the new version includes a new uniform
100-point scale for various types of construction and the
adoption of regional credits to account for important local issues. 

LEED 2009 also makes climate change and energy efficiency
``urgent priorities'' in the new system. Buildings account for

about 40% of all greenhouse gas emissions, which have
become a focal point for the USGBC. 

Adding more emphasis to climate change and energy
efficiency means other areas such as recycling construction
materials and use of recycled-content materials will not be
weighted as heavily in the new 100-point system when
compared to the current approach, according to a report on
the changes by Waste & Recycling News.

LEED projects will still be recognized on four different levels -
certified, silver, gold and platinum - based on the number of
points received. The higher the number of points achieved by
utilizing environmentally-friendly building standards, the higher
the certification.

The USGBC studied the current individual LEED rating
systems, including the ones for new construction, commercial
interiors, existing buildings and schools, to create the new
LEED 2009 approach, which incorporates all of those areas in
a single core set of requirements.

Going forward, USGBC plans to update the LEED rating
system every two years following adoption of LEED 2009. The
cycle will include a year of technical development followed by
a year of comments from USGBC members. 

Senior Sales and Marketing 
Promotions at The HON Company
At The HON Company, Ric Andersen has accepted the
position of vice president, sales and Shelley deSilva has
accepted the position of vice president, marketing. HON
president Jerry Dittmer made the announcements.

Andersen joined HON’s parent company, HNI Corporation, in
2004 and he previously served as vice president, sales at The
Gunlocke Company. Prior to this position, he was vice
president and general manager of the performance sports
group at True Temper Sports, senior vice president of global
retail sales at Altec Lansing and vice president and general
manager at Delta Faucet. 

DeSilva, who previously served as vice president, field sales,
joined The HON Company in 1992 and has held a number of
positions, including west central region sales director, sales
operations manager and national account manager.



Keep in touch with  
your business

PressBox, an exclusive add-on product 
for TeamDesign, provides automatic  

e-mail alerts about your critical  
business issues, including:

 Unacknowledged P/Os
Orders received but not delivered

Installation problems
 Past due invoices
Unpaid deposits

Unresolved freight claims
And more!

8 6 6 . 3 7 4 . 3 2 2 1
WWW.ECI2.COM  INFO@ECI2.COM

Work Smarter, 
Not Harder “My software helps  

me stay on top of my 
business and cash flow 
no matter where I am.”

 - Gary Lorenz, CFO
Worksquared

 Buy TeamDesign & get  
PressBox FREE! 
(A $3495 Value)

For a limited time, purchase  
TeamDesign and GET PressBox FREE!  
Manage your business more effectively and save a bundle at the 
same time! But hurry, this offer ends April 30, 2009 

Take advantage of this huge savings today! 
www.eci2.com/td
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Hoekstra Calls for Suspension
of Prison Industries’
Preferential Contracting 
Status During Economic Crisis

Rep. Pete Hoekstra ( R-MI) has called for
a suspension of the preferential con-
tracting status that Federal Prison
Industries (FPI) currently enjoys in the
federal government marketplace at the
expense of private industry as a source
for office furniture and other products.

FPI sold about $130 million worth of
office furniture in its most recent fiscal
year, according to the Grand Rapids
Press, due in large part to rules that give
them a competitive edge in the market
and labor rates that are a fraction of what
industry companies face—some FPI
workers earn as little as 23 cents an hour. 

Rep. Hoekstra is supporting inclusion of
an FPI preference suspension provision 
in any second stimulus package that
passes Congress.  Several industry furn-
iture manufacturers are sending a letter to
the Michigan congressional delegation
requesting their support as well.

“As the furniture CEOs reminded
us, federal contracting opportuni-
ties are valuable at any time, but
especially so when the economy
is struggling,” Hoekstra said. “FPI
should always be required to
compete for its federal sales,
rather than simply taking them as
they are allowed today. Non-
inmate workers deserve a right to
compete for all of the federal
contracts funded by their tax
dollars now unfairly taken by FPI.”

FPI is on course for another
record year with federal govern-
ment contracts totaling more
than $800 million, Hoekstra
pointed out, and FPI’s auditors
recently stated that it was on a
path to becoming a “billion-
dollar corporation.” 

New Gensler Study Highlights
Benefits of Design That
Supports New Work Modes

Success in today’s knowledge economy
demands work modes that are radically
different from traditional business
models and organizations need to design
their workplaces to support those new
work modes to become top performers.

That is one of the key conclusions from
a new study from the Gensler design
firm. The Gensler 2008 U.S. Workplace
Survey shows that top-performing
companies are adopting a fundamental
restructuring of their work through an
approach to workplace design that
places as much emphasis on collabora-
tion, learning and socialization as on
focused individual work.

Companies providing workplaces that
are more effective for knowledge work
are seeing higher levels of employee
engagement, brand equity and profit,
with profit growth up to 14 percentage
points greater than those with less
effective work environments.

The survey identifies four key work modes
of the economy—focus, collaborate, learn
and socialize—and finds employees at
top-performing companies not only
spend more time collaborating and
learning, they consider that time more
critical to job success than do their peers
at average companies, who remain focus
work-centered.

The survey also shows top-performing
companies design more effective
workplaces that allow people to spend
higher-quality time in the work modes
that matter most to their job success. 

Gensler analyzed how effectively various
work spaces support the work modes
and found what it calls “a dramatic
opportunity” for companies to leverage
workspace improvements and unleash
the potential of their employees and their
organization.

Survey findings also clearly connect profit
and revenue growth, employee engage-
ment and strong corporate brand to a
well-designed workplace that supports the
ways people really work in a knowledge

economy, Gensler said.

Using Gensler’s Workplace
Performance Index, a pro-
prietary measure of workplace
effectiveness for the four work
modes, the study found that
companies with the most
effective workplaces are the
most successful businesses.

Top companies ranked the quality
of their work spaces 13 points
higher than average companies.
Eighty-seven percent of top-
performing company respond-
ents had high marks for primary
workspaces versus 74% at
average companies. Meeting
areas were ranked 10 points
higher by top companies, and
training areas 9 points higher.

Industry News } continued from page 8

Configura launches CET Designer 2.1
Technology provider Configura has launched
Version 2.1 of its CET Designer software program
for designing, rendering and specifying office space.
The program won a Best of NeoCon Gold award this
year. Upgrades in the new version include:

� Ability to pay for licenses by credit card
� Ability to order monthly licenses 
� Ability to automatically add walls to selected DWG layers
� Ability to add standard architectural items (e.g., windows,

doors) to thin walls
� Improved text boxes that can now contain up to 30,000

characters
� Improved print previews for toggling between pages
� New keyboard shortcut to gather all open dialogs

“Our users asked for these improvements and we
listened,” said Configura Vice President Peter
Brandinger. “Our goal is to continually improve CET
Designer so we do more than provide software; we
provide a software solution that solves the
complexities of selling office furniture.”
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The Gensler survey suggests that improving business per-

formance via workplace improvements depends on the

quality of space functionality and effectiveness, not quantity

of space.

Specifically, Gensler says designing a workplace to support the

right proportion of four knowledge work modes — focus,

collaboration, learning and socializing — is a key differentiator

between top-performing companies and average companies.

Top-performing companies are those identified by survey

respondents as the most profitable, admired and leading in

their industries.

Top companies, according to Gensler, design workplaces that

are 80% effective, and average companies only achieve 64%

efficiency. The survey also found that companies with higher

performing workplaces have higher revenue and profit growth

than companies with low to moderate workplace effectiveness.

At the high end of workplace effectiveness, three-year average

profit growth is 28.2%. At the low end of workplace

effectiveness (0-40%), three-year average profit growth is

14.4%, 14 percentage points lower. 

“As cost control becomes an even greater business priority

over the next several years, office space reductions will be a

common cost-cutting strategy,” says Diane Hoskins,

Executive Director at Gensler. “However, companies risk

creating inefficiencies if they simply shrink space and continue

with the same workplace paradigm. Our research indicates

that if organizations provide work settings that support today’s

dynamic ways of working, they can reduce real estate and

improve their company’s performance at the same time — they

can do more with less.” 

For a copy of the full report, visit

www.gensler.com/#aboutus/news/pressreleases/61.

Industry News } continued from page 10

READ THE FINE PRINT

Other companies limit their warranties through fine print. But with Concept Seating, you don’t have 
to worry about the fine print – there is none. Our warranty covers even usual wear and tear on our 
24/7 Intensive Use Chairs. 
 
 
And, that’s just one of the features that make us different, better. Our 24/7 Intensive Use chairs 
meet or exceed GSA intensive use ergonomic standards which are ten times that of ordinary office 
furniture. Plus, our unique Dymetrol® suspension supports the body in tension, not compression, 
allowing the body’s circulation to keep flowing. That means your employees experience less fatigue 
and increased productivity. 

http://www.conceptseating.com
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On Wall Street, investors lost close to $7 trillion,

in a year that not only set new records for

single-day losses but also for single-day gains

in the major stock indexes. 

Gas prices started the year at $3 a gallon,

peaked in July at over $4 and ended up

plummeting to just $1.59. Unemployment went

from 4.7% in February to 6.7% in November—

a 40% increase!

“The economy is fundamentally strong,” said

President Bush in January, 2008 but by last month

he was telling CNN, “We're in a huge recession."

Not surprisingly, the economic turmoil made its

mark on the office furniture industry. 

Traditionally, the industry lags the general

economic cycle but warning signs of a possible

downturn started showing up fairly early last

year. According to Tom Reardon, executive

director of BIFMA, office furniture sales were

pretty flat through the summer of 2008 but

somewhere in September, the credit crunch,

overall economic outlook, anticipated decline

in office building construction, service sector

employment and reduced corporate capital

spending all began to take their toll and lead to

project freezes and spending caps.

What impact did all that have on dealers
and what are their expectations for the
year ahead?

By just about any measure, 2008 turned out to be a wild roller coaster ride that rewrote
the rules of much of the economy and created daunting new challenges on a grand scale. 

By Alicia Ellis
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Cover: Office Furniture 2009 } continued from page 12

Last month, OFDA conducted a short survey of office furniture

dealers to find out. In reviewing the results, we looked for

correlations based on office demographics, dealer alignment or

lack thereof, and product range. 

Countless hours were spent on the phone and analyzing e-mail

responses, only to find that which we already know. While some

dealers are thriving, others are struggling. Where one dealer is

hiring, another dealer down the street, is firing. There are some

dealers in California who are doing well and others just a few

towns away are not. Same goes for Texas, Alabama, and

Florida, just to name a few. 

just the facts
When comparing 2008 with the previous year, just over half

of the dealers surveyed reported that sales were off, with

nearly 40% off more than 10%. Ten percent reported sales

were about the same and 30% of dealers reported increases;

with nearly 17% reporting increases of more than 10%. (See

Figure A)

Figure A
Compared to 2007, office furniture sales for 2008 were:

Just over a quarter of dealers surveyed reported gross

margins unchanged from the previous year, while 40%

reported margin gains and 33% reported falling margins. (See

Figure B)

Figure B
Compared to 2007 Gross margins for 2008 were:

Looking ahead, BIFMA is predicting an 11.9% market decline

in the office furniture market in 2009—to $9.9 billion. Dealers

we surveyed offered a similar forecast. Nearly 60% of dealers

anticipate lower sales and over half call for profits to be down

in 2009. (See Figures C & D)

Figure C
Looking ahead, do you expect that 2009 sales compared to
2008 will be:

Figure D
Do you expect 2009 overall net profits to be:
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Interestingly, almost every one of the 40%

of dealers reporting losses of more than

10% in 2008 (Figure A) cited the economy

in some way as the biggest threat to their

business in 2009. 

What’s even more interesting was that

almost every dealer who saw gains of

more than 10% cited the fear that others

had and the “doom & gloom” scenario

that the media has painted about the

economy as their biggest threat.

How do you see the figures? Is your

company’s glass half full or half empty? 

Despite the overall economic situation,

many dealers continue to find success in

our industry. By examining the results and

looking at the individual dealerships that

participated in the survey, a pattern

emerges based on diversification into

new product and service opportunities,

an increased emphasis on business

planning and a determination to maintain

a positive attitude no matter what that

could well make a difference in how your

business performs in 2009. 

None of the dealers we talked to said it’s

going to be easy, but what they did tell us

may just surprise and inspire you.

the dealers dish
Although Denny Bowman of Florida

Business Interiors in Lake Mary, FL

reported significant decreases in sales

and profits in 2008, he expects to

maintain sales in 2009 and actually

increase profits. “We can’t control the

economy but we can control what we

do,” said Bowman. “There will be

successful people and dealers who will

come out ahead of those who don’t’ use

the tough economy as a crutch.”

Bowman’s plan is to implement a new

sales model and concentrate on putting

together a solid healthcare offering. “We

have a decent healthcare offering but

want to expand to offer everything but the

bed,” said Bowman.

Superior Office Interiors’ president,

Andrew Picco expects good things in

2009 for the Syracuse, NY dealership,

despite lower sales in 2008. 

“Although sales were off, gross margins

were up slightly and with two of our

largest customers lifting their hold on

capital spending, we expect both sales

and profits to be up in 2009,” said Picco.

“We have also embraced ‘green initiatives’

in a big way and not just with furniture.

‘Green Construction’ with environ-

mentally-friendly walls, raised flooring,

sound masking, window film, and design

and decorating gets us in the game so

early that we create a natural furniture pull

through. I believe that the dealership with

the most diversification of products and

services will prosper.”

Bud Miller with Bodine Innovative

Workplace Solutions in Birmingham, AL

isn’t letting flat sales in 2008 and slightly

decreased sales expectations in 2009

affect business. “We need to improve our

efficiencies,” said Bud. “We’re looking at

changes in our sales force, compensation

structure and a renewed

focus on healthcare

furnishings.”

“This is my fourth recession and we’ve

worked through all of them,” said Pat

McHale, president of BMC Desks from

Scranton, PA who saw a slight increase in

2008 and hopes to maintain sales and

profits heading into 2009. “We will likely

hire more people this year and focus on

maintaining our customer base and

increasing marketing efforts.”

Gordon Marshall, president of L&M Office

Furniture in Tulsa, OK, said that while

sales and profits were both up for his

company in 2008, he expects a slight

decrease in sales in 2009 but stable

profits. “Oklahoma and Texas are pretty

stable and have not been impacted by the

exaggerated real estate market like other

dealers,” said Marshall. “The key is to

maintain volume and rise above the

negative media reports of disaster.”

While Bill Stoops, principal of ELEMENTS,

the fusion of Rocky Mountain Desk and

SPACES in Denver, CO, doesn’t believe

that sales or profits in 2009 will be as high

as the company’s significant increases in

2008, he still sees an attractive outlook

for the services side of the business.

“There will be lots of opportunities to

reconfigure and repair,” said Stoops.

“The biggest challenge will be watching

the balance sheet and maintaining a

consistent EBITDA.”

continued on page 16

Cover: Office Furniture 2009 } continued from page 13
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Honor Rowe, Vice President of Marketing
for Royer & Schutts in Fort Worth, TX,
saw significant increases in 2008 but
given the economy, is projecting
decreases in sales and a slight decrease
in overall net profits for 2009. 

“We plan to focus our efforts on the local

A&D community and vertical markets

such as healthcare and education which

are both strong in our area,” said Rowe.

“In the upcoming year, we will focus on

maintaining relationships while looking

at the growing vertical markets for new

business development. While we will

continue our marketing efforts, we will

be more critical in how that money is

spent to ensure that we receive the best

return on our investment.”

Neville Grigg, CEO of Heritage Office

Furnishings Victoria in British Columbia,

saw sales increase in 2008 by more than

5% but margins were down significantly.

His plan for 2009 is for sales to remain

about the same and overall net profits 

to increase slightly. This will be accomp-

lished, he says, by shifting from a “volume

focus” to a “value focus” and increasing

efficiencies. 

“Over the past few years, our sales

team has been chasing ‘low margin’

deals to grow volume. Sales have

increased, but those deals have 

also increased our fixed and variable

overheads and contribute little or

nothing to the bottom line,” explained

Grigg. “We recently found an opp-

ortunity to close one warehouse which

reduces our fixed overhead costs. 

By constraining the operations team,

the sales team must now decide 

which deals to pursue - high-margin or

low-margin sales. 

By abandoning our pursuit of ‘growth at

any cost’ in 2009, we intend to trim the

bottom 20% of clients, improve service

to the remaining ‘A’ clients, and improve

profitability as a result.”

In Houston, TX, Michael Lindsey, president

of Lindsey Office Furniture, is counting on

a strategy of broad diversification to keep

business growing next year.

“We sell new, refurbished, and used

as-is, and not just cubicles so we offer a

very wide range of price options,” he

explained. “We have never been the type

of company that only went after a certain

type of business. We would always keep

our eyes and ears open for anyone who

wanted office furniture so that is why 

our #1 customer for 2008 only did 3% of

our business and our second biggest

customer only did 1.6% of our business.”

“I think the most important thing that

keeps us growing and succeeding is the

never ending battle to do things better

and to learn on every job; even if we

don’t get it,” he continued. “I always try

to tell my sales people we do not just

need customers that come back to our

store and buy more office furniture, we

need customers that will tell everyone

how great it was to work with Lindsey’s

and that they should come to us

for anything they need  

“We are looking at increasing our

business over 20% in 2009 and we have

never missed a budget or increase in

sales and there is no way I am going to

start now. If that means we start selling

other things to subsidize, then that’s

what we will do. We always keep an

open mind and make sure that we do

not get tunnel vision and fail to see the

big potential that is right in front of us.”

Whether it be through streamlining 

and finding new business efficiencies;

pursuing vertical market opportunities;

offering increased services; or expand-

ing your product lines to incorporate

used, refurbished or “green” options,

there are still plenty of opportunities out

there for dealers to succeed. It’s all in the

way you look at it. So, is your glass still

half empty or is it half full now? �

for their office.”



National Exposition of Contract Furnishings

To exhibit or register to attend, visit merchandisemartproperties.com or call 800.677.6278.

IIDEX/NeoCon® Canada
Toronto

September 24–25, 2009

iidexneocon.com

NeoCon® World’s Trade Fair
Chicago

June 15-17, 2009

neocon.com

NeoCon® East
Baltimore

October 28–29, 2009

neoconeast.com
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As we begin 2009 with some sobering economic realities, dealers

are faced with decisions on how to best weather these challenging

times. What can be done to assure not only survival, but short and

long term success? And more specifically, how can dealers

compete and differentiate more effectively?

Companies do not stop making decisions or doing business – they

just do less of it. While dealers are scrutinizing their own budgets,

too often marketing dollars and sales support are cut. Big mistake.

Do not, and it’s worth repeating, do not stop marketing your

dealership. Now more than ever, sales efforts need the support of

focused marketing. Marketing is not an expense; it is an investment

in your future, particularly in a challenged economy. If you choose

to limit communicating with current and future customers by cutting

marketing efforts, you are also choosing to be less visible. 

Research has proven that companies who continue and/or increase

their marketing efforts will improve their market share in tough times.

Think about it. If you maintain or increase your marketing efforts

while your competition retreats from theirs, your efforts will have

less “clutter” to compete with and your message will have greater

strength and impact. You can actually have more “bang for your

buck” when actively marketing in a down economy; propelling

visibility in the absence or reduction of competitive messaging. 

How to
Differentiate your Dealership
Obviously, the ultimate goal is to retain existing and win new

business. Dealers are competing for mind-space (awareness),

market share and obviously specific projects. Competition is

stiff, customers are smart and have many options. Narrowing

your margins and dropping prices doesn’t always win the project

and is not a viable long term strategy. 

Having differentiating brand attributes will set your dealership

apart from the crowd. It will give  buyers a reason to talk to you,

and then buy from you. Below are suggestions on how to identify

and establish your differentiating message.

Context
What does the marketplace think of you and your

competition? What are the strengths and weakness in the

minds of your target customers and influencers? It doesn’t

matter what you think, it only matters what your current and

prospective customers think. How is your dealership

remembered? Get a clear and unbiased snapshot – it’s your

first step in understanding how to set yourself apart.

Differentiating 
YOURDealership

It’s More Important Now Than Ever!
Do not, and it’s worth repeating, 

do not stop marketing your dealership.
By Trish Brock
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To be different is to be not the same.
May sound obvious, but in this era of fear, hunkering down

and “playing it safe” mentality, now is an opportune time to

establish your differences. Being different is not having the

same conversation your competitors are having, i.e. better

service, better product, yada yada. Me-tooism should not

be a dominant factor when wooing customers. 

� What separates you from your competitors? 

� Why should your prospect buy from you? 

� What makes you better? 

� What do you stand for? 

� What benefit will your customer receive that they won’t
from your competitors? 

Understanding how you share the mind-space of your

marketplace will help reveal the answers to these questions.

According to Jack Trout, a famous international branding

expert, owning an attribute is probably the number one way

to differentiate. In his book, Differentiate Or Die, he states that

you can’t share an attribute with a competitor – being similar

won’t work. It’s unique to you - you must be able to own it.

Even better, search for an opposite attribute that allows you

to play off against the leader – the key word here is opposite.

Example: Coca Cola was the original and therefore the

implied choice of older people. Pepsi successfully positioned

itself as the choice of the younger generation.

Prove it.
Making a claim without proof is

nothing more than an empty promise.

You can’t differentiate by making it up

Your customers are already skeptical

and too sophisticated for that. 

Demonstrate your difference and let this become your

credential. Be real, be authentic.

Social proof is one way to state your claims. For example,

a statement such as, “XYZ dealer is the preferred dealer for

80% of the medical facilities in the region” is a powerful

claim. Using 3rd party endorsements also reinforces

differentiating claims. It gives assurance to prospective

buyers that by choosing you, they would be part of a

satisfied group of customers. 

Bring it to life!
Live it. You can not over-communicate your differentiating

message. You can’t keep your difference a secret - be

prepared to spend the time, effort and money to make your

message known. Be sure your communication vehicles are

consistent and targeted – web sites, sales literature, email

blasts, newsletters, RFP’s, sales presentations and your

sales people’s interactions in the market place. All the sales

skills in the world won’t help the salesperson sent into the

market with a weak message and little support.

Differentiate yourself from your competitors and communi-

cate boldly. There may be less business to win these days,

but customers have many options and are still faced with

making choices. Set yourself apart. Give your prospects a

reason, consistently, to choose your dealer. If you don’t,

your competitors will.

Trish Brock, Principal of Trish Brock & Associates, 

is a well-known industry consultant. Her cross-

functional consulting group specializes in helping

dealers solve identity, branding and sales support

collateral challenges. She also conducts Perceptual

Market Assessments and Culture Evaluations to

better define market positioning and effective brand

messaging. She can be reached at 720-277-3035

or at  tbrock@trishbrockassoc.com.
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Product Life-Cycle Considerations
Today, product design and manufacturing processes are
emerging to help provide a more complete ‘sustainable’ picture.
These concepts should be taken into consideration when
helping customers address their “green” needs.  Some of these
additional considerations include:

Durability

Products that last longer significantly reduce consumption
associated with the entire flow of impacts across a product’s
life-cycle.  For example, when evaluating two task chairs of
equal size, performance and cost, where one has been
designed to last twice as long as the other, it will result in
having approximately half the environmental impact.

Integration & Repairability: 

Products that are designed for forward and
backward integration to past and future
generation products will significantly
increase the useful life of the product.
Products that are easily field repairable also
reduce environmental impacts.  For
example, when evaluating two comparable
systems furniture lines, the one
manufacturer that offers repair parts such
as banding, hinges, track bearings and
castors may generate fewer environmental
impacts compared to the alternative which
could require disposing of the entire system
when even simple components fail.

Office Furniture Dealers Drive

‘Green’
Product Selection

By Pat Turnbull & Stephen Ashkin

Green Cleaning can be defined as cleaning to protect health without harming the environment.  Today, Green Cleaning itself has

evolved beyond a specific product or service and is best thought of as a concept similar to “total quality management and

continuous improvement.”  Green Cleaning now focuses on the entire effort to maintain healthy, safe, and attractive work/home

environments, which include the building and furnishings, while minimizing harmful impacts on building occupants, maintenance

staff, and the environment. It encompasses many concepts such as continuous quality improvement, stewardship, and other

issues beyond just those associated with effective maintenance, cleaning, health, and the protection of the environment. 

Operationally, Green Cleaning is tied closely to the concept of sustainability and the triple bottom line. While neither the furniture

nor the cleaning industries are the primary culprits responsible for global environmental problems such as climate change, air

and water pollution or natural resource degradation, the sheer size of these industries, however, is nonetheless significant. Thus,

both the suppliers of commercial furnishings (products and services) and those who purchase those products and services can

make an important contribution to addressing these issues and building a better future.



2009 OFDA Dealer Strategies Conference & Expo
October 3 - 6, 2009

Hyatt Lost Pines Resort & Spa
Austin, TX

SAVE THE DATE
 www.ofdanet.org/Austin2009  

800.542.6672  

An Educational  
Conference & Expo  
Offering Leading Edge Management  
Education for Office Furniture Dealers,  
Installers, Designers and Facility  
Management Professionals. 

• Networking opportunities that deliver best practices  
and insight with members of AIA, ASID, FSN, IIDA,  
InstallNet, NDA, NICDC, USGBC, WPA, & WPF
• Business Sessions Delivering Critical Dealer Education  
• Expanded “Technology Neighborhood”  
• “GreenZone” Sustainable Solutions
• Golf Tournament & Horseback Riding

More than 50 Exhibitors  
displaying the latest  
Office, Healthcare,  

& Education Furniture  
and Technology Solutions
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Cleanability

Today, more products are made from processes that

minimize toxins, such as formaldehyde.  Formaldehyde

leads to indoor off-gasing and the creation of unnecessary

risks to occupant health.  Interestingly, most off-gasing

occurs within a matter of a few months of installation.

Cleaning products can introduce new sources of volatile

organic compounds (VOCs) which, when used indoors on a

daily basis over the entire life of the product, can create

serious health risks.  These ‘post manufacturing’ sources of

VOCs can be many, many times higher compared to those

initially from the product itself.  Perhaps Greg Norris, of

Harvard’s School of Public Health summed it up best when

he said, “The emissions from a single stripping and waxing

of a floor is equal to, if not greater than, the emissions of the

flooring material itself over the entire life of the building.”  

An emerging trend for office furniture is “greening” beyond just

the product itself.  As green products become available from

multiple suppliers in a given category, the point of differentiation

moves upstream to the manufacturer itself.  Some of these

considerations include:

Take-Back Programs or 
Extended Producer Responsibility

Most products, at the end of their life, go to a landfill.  Going

forward, progressive manufacturers will take-back the

product at the end of its useful life, re-use working

components and recycle other components into new

products and similar activities.  One of the best examples of

this practice is Haworth’s introduction of the Zody task chair.

The Zody task chair materials contain up to 51% recycled

content and are 98% recyclable.  At the end of its life,

Haworth will take this chair back for recycling and

remanufacturing of the components.

Design for Disassembly

Manufacturers, including those who make furniture, are

designing products to be returned to them at the end of their

useful life for easy disassembly, allowing some parts to be

reused and others to be recycled.  An excellent example of

this practice is the furniture industry where products are

increasingly made from recycled materials and are recyclable

at the end of their useful life. 

Ultimately, the defining issue moves beyond the products and

their entire life-cycle story to the ‘Greening’ of the manufacturers

themselves.  As Scot Case, Vice President of TerraChoice and an

expert on green purchasing states, “Purchasers want to buy

green products from green companies.”  To this end, companies

themselves will become more sustainable as to their own

activities including:

� Use of energy and water for their manufacturing,

warehouses and offices sites.

� Transportation considerations including moving

products from suppliers to the ultimate end user.

� Transportation requirements for sales, service,

warehouse and office workers.

� Material use such components used during

manufacturing, office furnishings and supplies, waste

and recycling.

In the end, office furniture dealers can play a key role in

advancing the green movement (and their own bottom line) by

encouraging clients to look holistically at the product selection.

Criteria should include product design, manufacturing

processes, maintenance and cleaning practices, as well as end

of life programs.  In this way, we can significantly contribute to

the creation of healthy, safe, and attractive work/home space

which minimizes harmful impacts on building occupants,

maintenance staff, and the environment.

Going Green } continued from page 20

Pat Turnbull, MA, LEED AP, is the President of the Kayhan International, a leading distributor of commercial office
furniture based in the Chicago area.  Pat also serves as First Vice Chair of the IFMA Foundation, an organization
dedicated to the advancement of facility management and the built environment.  www.kayhan.com

Stephen Ashkin is the President of The Ashkin Group, LLC, an internationally recognized consulting firm
working to green the cleaning industry. Stephen is co-author of The Business of Green Cleaning and Green
Cleaning for Dummies, and is widely thought of as the “father of Green Cleaning”. www.ashkingroup.com
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Even in tough markets,
opportunities arise and a
properly run business can 
often thrive in a recession.
First, let me say how excited I am to be writing for

this new publication, OFDealer. In this magazine’s

first issue, I wish I could talk about a robust economy

and an exciting outlook for our industry’s growth.

Obviously, this is not the case. 

We are in the midst of a financial meltdown, shocking

national economic indicators and forecasts, a

recession (with no end yet in sight), recent industry

cutbacks at the manufacturer and dealer level, and a

bleak furniture forecast by BIFMA throughout 2009

and into 2010. Over the past several months, we

have experienced negative growth with the prospect

of more to come—maybe not as severe as 2001 and

2002, but still pretty dismal. 

It’s not all doom and gloom
I don’t accept those industry naysayers who preach

doom and gloom. I’m not saying that conditions

aren’t difficult—they are, particularly in the contract

furniture sector where commercial projects have

taken a downfall. But dealers in certain parts of the

country are doing very well, and even in tough

markets, there are opportunities and properly run

businesses can often thrive in a recession. (See

Office Furniture 2009 cover story in this issue) 

A lot of it has to do with mindset. Our country’s

negativism is pretty contagious, and within our

industry, weekly reports of how bad it is—or could

be—don’t help. The focus seems to be on lower

projections, drops in commercial construction, office

vacancies, and polls about how worried most of us are.

Fortunately, at the recent OFDA Dealer Strategy

Conference and Expo in New Orleans, there was

positive input. Keynote speaker Steven Little

appropriately stated that, “the best time to grow your

business is in times of uncertainty, when everyone

else stops doing business.”

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 management,
valuation and merger/
  acquisition. For more
information, contact Bill by
phone 303-322-8233, fax
303-331-9032, or e-mail:
BillKuhn1@cs.com.
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Take a tip from

John Chambers
The CEO of one of the world’s most admired

companies, John Chambers of Cisco Systems,

came up with three words to guide his organi-

zation: “speed, skill, and flexibility.” While these

three words don’t provide the total answer, 

they are highly applicable to furniture dealers

today—provided there is some planning.

Chambers’ three words will only work strategically

if you have a thorough understanding of your local

market, your competition, and your customer

values. That gets back to mindset; establishing a

culture within your dealership that stays abreast of

current trends and market conditions, and is keenly

attuned to customer plans.

As a fellow Harvard Business School grad said so

wisely at a recent business summit conference,

“Learn to market with two ears and one mouth.”

Markets differ and one of the keys to weathering

the current recession is understanding geo-

graphical differences. 

Today, the East and West Coasts are heavily

affected by the financial sector of our economy, in

contrast to many other areas that are doing quite

well. Certain sectors such as government,

education, and healthcare have significant

opportunity within some local markets.

Don’t assume the conditions of this recession

parallel those of 2001 and 2002. We are confronted

with an entirely new set of conditions that will

change weekly. The old rules don’t work anymore.

To grow, you have to continually invent new

games with new rules. In 2001, I wrote about our

changing paradigms. Today, I wonder whether

any paradigms exist. It is for these reasons that I

like those three words: speed, skill, and flexibility.

speed
Make speed (and accuracy) an essential core competency for

your dealership. It may require some additional investment in

infrastructure, technology, talent, and training but the payoff is

almost always increased revenue, lower costs, enhanced

service, customer satisfaction, and improved profits—often in a

relatively short period of time. 

Realign your resources quickly to meet constantly changing

conditions and opportunities. Be ready for re-growth and be the

first to take advantage of a change in the marketplace. The

industry will rebound—we just don’t know precisely when.

skill
Know where your talent lies, and keep the talent you have. There

is a strong correlation between employee retention and the

quality of management. Build relationships, engage your

workforce, and constantly re-recruit your talent. 

And then, comes the more difficult challenge. Having talent is

one thing, but the ability to apply that talent is critically important.

How employees perform will affect your entire organization and

your customer level of satisfaction and retention. That’s

accomplished through enlightened leadership.

flexibility
We can’t forecast the future with a high degree of accuracy.

Prepare various scenarios about the future to understand the

uncertainties that lie before you and anticipate what each

might mean to your dealership. Have various plans ready to

set into motion.

Embrace change, innovation, and new technology. Change is

24/7. Beware of one-dimensional strategy, and inflexible or

arbitrary goals. Constantly recognize and understand events

and changing conditions in your marketplace.

The Year Ahead
In 2008, we began dealing with an overall market no longer

growing, with a recession and financial meltdown. 2009 will

have even more challenges than 2008. However, as I stated a

year ago, with astute planning, no matter what black clouds

the economy brings, it will be a storm that can be weathered

and may even reveal a silver lining.

Bill Kuhn } continued from page 23
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What appeared to particularly bother him
wasn’t that they weren’t playing well, but
that they were blaming everyone else for
their failure. 

They didn’t seem to want to take any
responsibility for turning things around. They
had gone to the media and blamed the
coaches and the organization…it was their
fault. The host was exasperated and said he
had had enough of this attitude. Their
attitude told him a lot about these athletes
as people. 

To make his point he said, “Many people
think sports builds character. I disagree. I
think sports reveals character.”

I thought about that the rest of the way home
and how the next few months and years will
test all of us. It brought to mind recent
conversations I’ve had with my clients about
their staffs; particularly their salespeople and
sales managers. 

Everyone is worried to some degree about
the future, trying to understand this
economy and how to deal with it. They are
trying to figure out their next move; hoping
it will be the right one.

While these are tough times, our country and
the entire world for that matter have
experienced tough times before. What has
come into greater focus is that for the
younger generations, this is probably the first
time they’ve been tested to this degree.

It’s at that point that I came up with a
variation of the radio host’s comment…

Adversity doesn’t build character. 
Adversity reveals it.

I have seen the impact a positive attitude can
have in helping companies weather tough
times. I think it is important to keep the staff
excited, pumped up, and motivated, even
when there isn’t too much to celebrate…but
who is responsible?

I was returning home from the airport recently after speaking at an industry conference
and listening to one of my favorite sports channels when something the host said caught
my attention. He was talking…well, complaining actually, about some athletes who weren’t
reaching their potential and were really underperforming. 

Jim Heilborn is a business
consultant and speaker
specializing in the office
furniture/products industry,
working with dealers,
manufacturers, and service
providers. For more information
please visit his web site,
www.jheilbornassociates.com.
He can be reached directly at
916.434.8711 or
jim@jheilbornassociates.com.



Leading Indicators
As we review and evaluate the people with whom we work,
perhaps we need to place an increased emphasis on their
ability to work and prosper in spite of adversity and challenges.
How will they respond to difficult times?

Although there is more to leadership than a title, owners and
managers, just by the authority of those titles, are considered
to be the leaders in their companies. They too are challenged
and judged by their peers and employees in the way they deal
with adversity. What do their actions say about them?

Today, we are all desperately seeking leaders who have the
answers; people who inspire us and can get our companies
back on track. 

Leaders, however, are not always managers or owners.
Leaders can be anyone within the organization who demon-
strates the qualities associated with leadership. It is the way
they conduct themselves. It is often their attitude and quiet
confidence. 

Leaders know how to prioritize and perform the right activities
to obtain the greatest results, be it calling on the right
customers or showing others how they make the most
deliveries in the shortest amount of time. 

Leaders are the employees everyone else goes to for help or
advice; the warehouseman who knows where all the product
is stored and keeps the facility immaculate or the A/R clerk
who keeps the accounts up-to-date and sends the reports out
on time each week. 

They demonstrate leadership not by their titles but by the way
they conduct themselves and their business. They do it by the
way they perform their jobs and the way they influence others
to do their jobs better. 

Even in tough times, leaders maintain a positive attitude in
which other employees get caught up. They are the first ones
at work and the last to leave – not because someone asked
them, but because they do a good job to please themselves.

Quite often, the best leaders are the employees cheering and
encouraging others and trying to help those still struggling.
They don’t do it for any recognition or reward…they just do it
because they know it is the right thing to do.

In too many companies, the real leaders often go unrecog-
nized. It is vital to be able to identify these people, as they are
the real strength of the company. Today, there is an even
greater need to be sure that these key people throughout your
organization are retained. They can often carry the company
on their shoulders till the economy turns around.

As a consultant, I have often recommended that management
evaluate and score their employees on a quarterly basis. I am
not referring to reviews, but something even more basic. 

I suggest that each manager be required to score their
employees on a scale of one to three, with ones being the top
employees without whom your company would fail and threes
being marginal employees; those who should be replaced as
soon as a better candidate can be found and trained. 

Managers should always be working and coaching to make
their twos into ones and threes into twos. As I said, the threes
who cannot be improved should be replaced. Even in better
economic times, marginal employees shouldn’t be retained,
as it sends out the wrong message to everyone else.

Who are the leaders inside your company? What steps are you
taking to keep them involved? What are your retention plans for
these key people? What performance standards have you set
to help them grow? Have you identified the next generation of
leaders in your company or do you need to start recruiting them?

As the old saying goes, “When the going gets tough, the
tough get going.” Who in your company keeps going in spite
of adversity? 

Harlan Cleveland, former US Ambassador to NATO, president
of the World Academy of Art and Science once said,
“Leaders are problem solvers by talent and temperament,
and by choice.” Do you know who your leaders are? Are you
one of them?

Jim Heilborn } continued from page 25
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Jack King is the president of Elements IV, a 19 year old Haworth
furniture dealership located in Dayton, OH. For more than 10 of
those years, Elements IV has been an active member of the
Office Furniture Dealers Alliance. 

For years Elements IV counted on the financial benchmarking
research that OFDA provided to measure their operations
against the best in the industry. But it wasn’t until Jack
attended the OFDA Dealer Strategies Conference & Expo in

2005, that he came to realize the true benefits of
membership in the OFDA.

“The education, networking opportunities, and
advocacy efforts on behalf of the dealers were

exceptional,” said Jack. “After that I was hooked. I
saw the importance in supporting the association
that focuses on and gives voice to our industry
and it’s been a great fit ever since.”

“OFDA provides my company with informative benchmarking
tools and educational programs for our staff. The information is
timely, relevant and easy to understand,” said Jack. “What you
get out of OFDA is directly proportional to what you put in. We
at Elements IV have found that the more programs we take
advantage of the more successful we become as managers
and business owners.”

Jack was asked to join the OFDA board of directors in 2005
and has become a highly motivated and outspoken proponent
for the association and its dealers. As the incoming chairman
of the board of directors, Jack plans to raise awareness of the
benefits of OFDA membership for dealers of all sizes, whether
aligned with a primary manufacturer or non-aligned, and place
a strong focus on education, networking and benchmarking.

“Knowledge is power, especially in unprecedented times like we
are currently experiencing. The dealers that understand their
operation the best are the dealers that are going to navigate this

downturn,” said Jack. “There are dealers who are prospering,
even during times like these.  From my perspective, I want to know
what they know. OFDA and member dealers have a wealth of
information waiting to be tapped. It doesn’t matter if you are big
or small, aligned or nonaligned; we can all learn from each other
and OFDA provides the clearing house for all this information.”

“With respect to benchmarking, I am hopeful we can increase the
depth of our financial benchmarking surveys,” said Jack. “This
of course is dependent upon participation by our dealer base.”

According to Jack, while many manufacturers use OFDA’s
surveys to benchmark their dealer base and make that
information available, other manufactures have not sufficiently
encouraged dealer participation despite the value. “The more
financially sound the dealer base is, the healthier the industry
becomes, and the more participation, the more relevant the
information,” said Jack. “OFDA through its financial

benchmarking surveys provides the best source of dealer
performance data and analysis and this information is more vital
today than ever.”

On the networking and education side, Jack expects OFDA to
continue to expand its winning efforts for office furniture
dealers. “Whether on Capitol Hill this spring talking with
legislators about key issues like Federal Prison Industries (FPI);
at this fall’s annual conference in Austin, TX (October 3-6); or
through OFDA’s new OFDealer eZine and redesigned, in-depth
weekly Connecting eNewsletter, OFDA provides a huge benefit
to the dealer community.”

“The benchmarking tools, education opportunities, the practical
annual conference program, as well as the networking alone
are worth far more than the annual dues,” said Jack. “We are a
great value and I think the more our dealer community
understands that, the easier it will be for them to take
advantage of the many programs OFDA offers.” 

Meet
Jack King

OFDA’s New Chairman of the Board

I saw the importance in supporting
the association that focuses on
and gives voice to our industry
and it’s been a great fit ever since.” 

continued on page 29



Thank you for the many years of continued support,
your contributions to the industry and the association,

and your dedication to the office furniture dealer community.

Wishes to Thank our 2009 Platinum Sponsors
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Building Effective Dealer-A&D Community Relationships
Most contract dealers acknowledge that maintaining close working relationships with architects and designers helps them learn about new business
opportunities at an early stage and in some cases, enables them to influence the selection of products that the end-user will consider.  At the same time,
dealers may encounter strong differences of opinion with appointed design firms regarding their respective roles and direct access to clients. Many
dealers also can readily point to situations in which they invested heavily in supporting a design firm’s efforts to educate a client about product options,
only to lose the bid to a dealer competitor who provided less input and incurred far less expense. 

Jean Killpack, the COO of OfficeScapes, a successful contract dealer aligned with Steelcase in Denver, CO, moderated an animated, frank discussion on
these issues among a panel of dealers, designers and a local New Orleans architect at the OFDA annual event.  Jean, herself a professionally trained
interior designer, applied that background to stimulate a discussion that highlighted the most important elements of a successful design relationship.

Panelists included: Melanie Aster, Master Contract Design, New Orleans, LA; Mark Eley, ID&A, Louisville, KY; Larry Feldman, BKM Total Office, Hartford, CT;
Mark Reynolds, independent architect/interior designer, New Orleans, LA; and Ellen Waguespack, IIDA, Ellen Waguespack Design, New Orleans, LA.

Some key insights from the panel’s discussion regarding dealer “do’s” and “don’ts”:

OFDA News } continued from page 27

Another active panel discussion took place on the closing morning of the
conference, with three local facility managers participating with Mark Eley,
CEO of ID&A and OFDA’s 2008 Chairman, as moderator.  Participating facility
managers on the panel included: Jamie Mixon, East Jefferson General
Hospital; Annette Messina, Oschner Health System; and Fay T. Schroeder,
Cushman & Wakefield, whose primary role was to support facility managers
in a major regional energy company serving multiple states.

From a relationship development standpoint, these facility managers echoed
the themes that emerged in the panel discussion with the A&D community:

� Be a resource and go above and beyond your competitors in the
services you provide and the attitudes you convey.  Be accessible,
responsive, and knowledgeable.

� Recognize the distinct individual work environments of the facility
managers with whom you work.  Mixon operates as a one-person staff
and has different needs and expectations than Messina, who works in
a larger organization and coordinates a team of facility support
employees.  Schroeder operates at a more strategic level, bringing
together decision makers in facilities in a multi-state area.

Building trust one-on-one, communicating in a timely and relevant way,
providing a genuine value-added service and outside resources – these are
the common threads of effective dealer-facility manager and A&D
community relationships.  There is no “silver bullet” or “magic feather”.
Consistency in delivering quality service and exceeding expectations will
differentiate dealers from their competition when building relationships with
both sets of influencers in the industry.

OFDA Conference Panels Highlight Key Dealer Relationships

Two separate panel discussions at OFDA’s 2008 Dealer Strategies Conference in New Orleans offered valuable insights into the key ingredients of

successful dealer relationships with the A&D community and facility managers, both critical to the success of many contract office furniture dealers.

OFDA was fortunate to recruit dynamic panelists from local companies and institutions who shared their perspectives on how dealers can best approach

and interact with them, meet or exceed expectations, and build durable relationships that pay long-term dividends for both parties.

DO: Build relationships with architectural and design firms where you can
serve as a knowledge resource – sustainability, architectural interior
products, etc.  This will help you get invited into projects at an earlier stage.

DO: Acknowledge generational differences and tailor your outreach to
individual designers and architects accordingly.  Younger professionals
are more receptive to ‘lunch and learns’ and ‘networking’ events.
Partners are less accessible due to other outside obligations, family
and longer work hours.

DO: Maintain the highest level of ethical behavior and operate as part 
of a team with architects and designers.  Be willing to take on
appropriate additional tasks and help your A&D partners pick up the
pieces when an error or omission occurs.

DO: Invite architects and designers with whom you as a dealer have a working
relationship to join you at NeoCon to review exciting new products.

DO: Invite architects and designers to join you in community charity events
you host or participate in as a dealer to increase your mutual comfort
level as business partners. 

DON’T: Allow designers and sales reps within your dealership to work at cross
purposes on projects you are collaborating on with design or architectural
firms.

DON’T: Waste the time of designers or architects, who bill for their time
and services.  Daytime events should be truly worthwhile and
consistent with the culture of your community.

General Session on Building Effective Relationships with Facility Managers
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continued on page 31

Among the many debates spawned since the start of the
recent financial crisis and fallout, one can most certainly
be put to bed:  The world is not just flat, it’s incredibly
flat, and it’s growing more interconnected every day.
From New York to Shanghai, Grand Rapids to Reykjavik,
and all points in between, you’d be hard pressed to find
someone who would disagree that the global village is
like a row of dominoes.  If one house wobbles, the rest
are put at risk of falling too.

Periods of economic turbulence such as the one we are
now experiencing normally result in cultural change.  This
time, a historic presidential election happened to
coincide, setting the stage for the combination of events
that always results in large-scale work changes.  For
example, think back to the recession of the early 1990s.
After that period of economic downturn, we saw the birth
and explosive growth of the personal computer and
subsequently, the Internet. These and the incremental
changes of the time, drastically redefined the way we
work.  And now, in another time of upheaval, we
anticipate another opportunity for innovation.

So what does this mean for dealers, whose jobs require
the always difficult task of staying one step ahead of
customers’ changing needs within an allotted budget?
The answer comes in knowing how to offer solutions that
reflect the new nature of work, especially in a global
village where every piece contributes to the whole.  

Here’s how.

Understand the New Work Dynamic
The landscape of work was already changing, even
before this recent period of activity.  Over the past few
years, the digital revolution has enabled workers to
connect to their work 24/7, whether from their home
office, Lisbon, or the local Starbucks. 

Devices like laptops, BlackBerries and iPhones, in
combination with the almost ubiquitous availability of
wireless hotspots, have altered the concept of what it
means to be “at work.”  A more appropriate term to
encompass the changing work landscape is “on work” –
since physical boundaries are disappearing and one can
work virtually anywhere.
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In addition, today’s workers are comfortable using new
technologies for both personal and professional purposes and
are at ease having both in-person and online interactions with
co-workers.  Employees may still gather around the water cooler,
but they are also discussing news and gossip via Facebook,
instant messaging or Twitter.  

This enhanced connectivity means workers are interacting both
personally and virtually all of the time.  

The Design Trifecta

For dealers, this means providing solutions that seamlessly
bridge the gap between the real and virtual office.  Extensive
research at Steelcase has shown that the most effective way
to do this is by offering a holistic approach to function,
addressing three key elements: social (what matters to people),
information (how people access and share information) and
spatial (how space can help).  Social interactions can be
promoted through the horizontal expansion of the current,
largely vertical, office landscape, where office environments
provide lines of sight between employees. In addition,
individual and team spaces will need to accommodate the
variety of ways information is accessed and shared.  In these
cases, furniture should both enable its users and allow for
interaction with a variety of new technological devices.  

At the same time dealers are being asked to help their customers
enhance social and information connections, they must also
address the economic and environmental demand for a smaller
office footprint.  Smartly designed furniture in the appropriate
office layout can work to shrink overall square footage while
effectively tackling key social and informational elements.

Steelcase has found that organizations that increase the
effectiveness of social interactions and cultivate the exchange
of information are better able to succeed in a globally
networked world, which naturally leads to attracting and
retaining top talent.

Understand the New Employee

Today’s workers have lived in a connected world for so long,
they are almost unaware of the distinct advantages it has
afforded them.  First, the ability to travel with ease around the
world has exposed the different ways people work and think
about work in other countries.  Second, the Internet has given
workers instant access to an incredible volume of information.
The result is a workforce that is perhaps the most globally aware
it’s ever been.  This workforce possesses knowledge not only
about the way things are done elsewhere, but also the way
things could be done better at home.  

This has translated into a workforce that demands seamless
access to information, whether it be digitally, or from someone
across the desk or across the room.  This means they are no
longer content to be isolated within a cubicle or private office.
Within their office environment, workers want face-to-face
interaction, in real time, with whoever holds the information they
need – ranging from co-workers to the plant floor to the C-suite.

However, workers are also comfortable working with someone
across the country or across an ocean, without ever meeting
face-to-face.  E-mail, blogs, micro-blogs, instant messages and
on-line social networks create a level of intense information
exchanges and personal relationships that used to only result
from physical proximity.  Digital communication has redefined
what it means to connect.   

Meet them Where They Live

So how does this translate to office space?  To start with, quite
literally, the walls are coming down as physical and virtual
spaces intertwine. Current and future workplaces must
effectively connect workers with the people they work with and
the information they need – both physically and digitally.  In
short, workers want the technical sophistication of their
workplace to mirror what they’ve grown accustomed to at home,
or even at school.  Organizations can do this by embracing
furniture solutions that integrate form and function, and when
possible, serve multiple purposes.  For example, desks that
double as connection zones for personal devices, or walls
around working areas that provide both storage and privacy will
become more prominent.

Additionally, the utilitarian work environment that embodied the
widespread North American efficiency model is no longer
tolerable.  Desirable workplaces are starting to integrate North
American, European and Asian approaches to color, pattern, and
floor plan as workers are now exposed to the world’s workplace.

It’s an Evolution, Not a Revolution

The need for effective collaboration, through face to face and
virtual connections, continues to increase at the same time that
the economic, cultural and political landscapes are all
dramatically shifting.  The role of the workplace has never been
more vital. As providers of the tools that will populate the work
environment, dealers are in the unique position to help it
successfully evolve in this time of change.  By providing a
steadying hand in a shaky world, dealers can bring together
designers, organizations and the workers within them to thrive in
this new, globally connected and influenced world. �

James Ludwig } continued from page 30


