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CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE

A s the third-generation owner of a retail business with
more than a century of service to the same community,

the state of independent retailing is a matter of an intensely
personal interest to me.  

Like so many of my colleagues and competitors around 
the corner and across the country, I have devoted my life
to retailing. But the retailing business my grandfather and
father knew is in many ways a different world than the
industry my wife Carol and I have had to keep pace with.
Many of the core principles may remain the same, but I

believe the viability of any retail business rests in its ability to identify and understand the
parameters that define how we apply them…and from my point of view, also how and why 
they have shifted more radically than ever before with respect to our customers, vendors, and
competitors themselves.

CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE grew out of my fascination with this radical state of change in
the industry, my continuing desire to make a living in it, and my family’s commitment to serve
our community—in this case, the larger community of brave souls across the country who run
independent stores of all merchandise lines. Even as an “independent” retailer, my business 
has had many partners in its success over the years. I am proud the Illinois Retail Merchants
Association and National Retail Federation have been two of them, and in particular that IRMA
and the NRF Foundation saw the great value to the industry in partnering with the Baum
Community Charitable Trust to help produce this white paper as well as to help get it in the 
hands of as many other independent retailers as possible through the Council of State Retail
Associations, the media, the NRF’s international network of member retail associations, 
and other business organizations serving American retailers.

It is my hope the trends and challenges identified in this report will help you keep your eyes 
on the horizon and see the world outside your door in a different light. Along with the many
examples of “new solution thinking,” I hope the profiles of successful small retailers across the
country inspire a new burst of creativity and problem solving in your store no matter how long it
has been in business. And I hope the list of resources that has been assembled for this white
paper will help you bring them solidly into place today, tomorrow, and for many years to come.

Jim Baum
Baum’s of Morris
George H. Baum Community Charitable Trust

Foreword
............................................................
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Introduction
.............................................................
This paper is about changing times and new possibilities. It explores the evolving nature of small
independent retail in the United States and documents how many small retail entrepreneurs are
creating successes that are richly creative and widely beneficial. It identifies innovative 
business strategies and tactics that can be helpful and useful to all small independents.

It’s been said that “America’s business is business,” and specifically, America’s business has
always been about small business entrepreneurship. That’s been our historic driver of pros
perity. Ninety percent of all American businesses employ fewer than 20 people. Small business
accounts for 40 percent of GDP and small business accounts for 66 percent of all jobs created
in the past 25 years, according to the National Federation of Independent Business. The New
York Times recently reported the dramatic growth of entrepreneurship programs in universities
and colleges: from 16 such programs in 1970 to over 1,500 today. 

By any measure, retailers are overwhelmingly small businesses. More than 95 percent of all
retailers have only one store outlet. Almost 90 percent have sales less than $2.5 million and
more than 98 percent have fewer than 100 employees.

Small business is where much innovation occurs. That’s where so much opportunity can still be
found. Small business is often where the American dream is born and grows into America’s 
greatest retail success stores. It’s where America’s pioneering spirit demonstrates itself every day.

Small independent business is as American as baseball and apple pie. It is an important part
of our way of life, our culture and our values. It is a powerful connection to our identity as a
people. Americans still see themselves as explorers and are always searching for something
new, something better. It’s part of our collective DNA. As a people, we tend to root for the
underdog and don't like to see too much power concentrated in the hands of a few. A world
devoid of a vibrant small independent retail community would represent a deep loss of our
desired quality of life.

We began research for this project with no preconceived notions. It is apparent that many
small retailers are struggling. If you look no farther than many communities’ downtowns, one
sees fewer small independents. And some classifications of stores have almost disappeared.
Change is evident. Surprisingly, however, we found success everywhere; small towns, big
cities; 1000-square foot stores and 20,000-square foot stores; stores with four employees and
stores with 40 employees. We found successful retailers in almost every classification of mer-
chandise. We found a continual rebirth of small independent retailers in America.
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Challenges of the Future
The rebirth of small independent retail in America

“If there is any period one would desire to be born in, is it not the age of revolution; when the old and the

new stand side by side, and admit of being compared; when the energies of all men are searched by fear

and hope; when the historic glories of the old can be compensated by the rich possibilities of the new era?

This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it.”   — Ralph Waldo Emerson



The Fear 
and the Hope
..............................
Trends, challenges, opportunities 
and the drivers of change

In preparing this white paper, we spoke with a
number of consultants, academic experts and
retail association executives who work and talk
with small independent retailers every day.
They identified a number of broad industry
trends and specific challenges faced by 
independents. They also spoke about potential
opportunities that can be realized if small inde-
pendents take advantage of their strengths,
recognize the inherent limitations of their 
larger competitors and position themselves 
in a differentiated way. 

There were a number of broad, universal
trends and changing realities of doing busi-
ness today that were identified and discussed.
While the trends that follow are not an exhaus-
tive list, they are major drivers of retail change. Small independent retailers should be aware of
these broad trends, should think about how they may positively or negatively affect the future
of their business, and should adjust their planning accordingly.

Some trends may benefit the small retailer while others may not work in their favor. For exam-
ple, the broad trend to “personalization” may provide new opportunities for small independ-
ents, while the consumer perception of “value” may work against the smaller store.
Understanding these trends may be the key to future success. 

TREND: Personalization
Advancements in communications technology have created a more personal experience. The
customization and specialization of products have created a more personal experience. New
media that give consumers new choices that match their interests have created a more per-
sonal experience. Access to information has created more personal experience. Alan Toffler
has called it “demassification.”

So why wouldn't consumers want a retail experience that is more personalized as well? This
important trend bodes well for small independents who can leverage their inherent advantages
of flexibility and customer intimacy to create a more personalized experience for their cus-
tomers. While technology permits sophisticated databased marketing and promotions, small
independents are still the best poised to get to know their customers individually as they are
often a personal part of their lives. Knowledge of customers’ birthdays, favorite colors, time of
day they like to shop, and other information is not just pleasantry any more. It can be an
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About this paper 

This white paper originated from an observation and a supposi-
tion by Jim Baum, a highly active and successful Morris,
Illinois, small, independent retailer. His observation was that
macro and micro trends affect the small independent entrepre-
neur differently than their large competitors. His supposition
that if small independents could just step back, take a deep
breath and think about what’s really happening, what’s chang-
ing and what’s just over the horizon, they might act differently.
They might change how they do things. They might experiment
more to take advantage of new emerging opportunities. They
might see solutions more clearly. They might find new ways to
connect more closely to their marketplace.  

This project also came to be with the help and support of the
Illinois Retail Merchants Association (IRMA) and the National
Retail Federation Foundation NRFF). Special thanks to Dave
Vite and Gary Rejebian of IRMA and Kathy Mance of the NRF
Foundation. They, among others, believe that a significant ben-
efit can be derived by discussing and showing how many small
independent retail entrepreneurs are meeting today’s chal-
lenges by being different and better, by taking risks and
embracing change in an intelligent, bold manner. 



essential driver of sales. So while big companies employ slogans like “reach out and touch
someone,” it is more likely the small independent retailer who can actually shake their hand.

TREND: Value equation
American consumers are becoming more interested in getting more value for their money and
less interested in getting less for less. Price is not the only factor in a value determination.
Speed, convenience, service and knowledge all play an increasingly important role. Both large
and small retailers continue to redefine their value propositions with better prices, better selec-
tion, better service and better products. A value proposition refers to the unique characteristics
that distinguish your business from the competition. It defines the intrinsic worth of your busi-
ness’s offering to customers. A strong value proposition communicates a clear message to
your marketplace about why potential customers should buy from you. It defines what your
customers will get for their money.

Customers are becoming more demanding about value. They want new. They want better. They
want now. They are increasingly tired of paying for the old, the same and the later. Each customer is
different. It is they who define what is valuable to them. They define what “deal” will trigger the sale.

And so, the traditional retail power structure has permanently shifted from sellers to buyers.
Doing business as usual can mean doing no business at all. Buyers now hold the trump card. 

TREND: Increased competition
Competition continues to increase in number and intensity. We are over-stored with an explo-
sion of products displayed in an ever-increasing amount of retail square feet per capita in the
United States, double that of many developed countries. The NFIB’s national small business
poll on competition cites 61 percent of all respondents describing competition over the last
three years as being more or much more competitive.

The big retailers continue to get bigger. They employ market share growth strategies and 
communicate value propositions that are designed to dominate either a product category or 
customer segment. Increased size and scale leads to increased efficiencies that in turn fuel 
additional growth. Given their large scale, these companies eventually compete against each
other because that’s the only playing field where significant market share can be gained. As a
result, small companies are left to scramble for the remaining share of the market where they 
can compete effectively. The small store must find the niches in the market not served or find
ways that are more appealing, more knowledgeable or more time saving than their competitors.

Another critical aspect of competition is the fact that the marketplace is becoming truly global
in scope. The Internet is blurring the lines of traditional market areas. Competition for small
independents can now come from anywhere, big chains or other small independents halfway
across the country or halfway around the globe. This fact is particularly problematic for small
independents that sell widely distributed branded goods—goods that can default to price.
Many popular branded goods are becoming more widely distributed in order to fuel manufac-
turers’ appetite for increased quarterly sales volume.  

Because of the presence of the Internet and the increasing clout of large national chains, small
independents must not compete on price. To do so is a death wish. It is not sustainable. It is
not winnable. And it will likely lead to ruin.
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The real strengths of successful small independent retail revolve around specialization, 
differentiation and finding profitable, defendable and sustainable niches.

Success for many retail segments derive from the decision to move beyond just the selling of
product to creating customer experience, moving from a transaction orientation to establishing
ongoing relationships. This decision shifts focus from what moves product to what moves peo-
ple. While an individual retailer may not be able to own a merchandise category, he or she can
own a buying experience. 

TREND: Changing demographics

Three powerful demographic trends will cause profound change: 

The aging of America—It is predicted that the number of Americans age 55 and older will
almost double between now and 2030—from 60 million today (21 percent of the total U.S. 
population) to 107.6 million (31 percent of the population). During that same time period, the
number of Americans over 65 will more than double, from 34.8 million in 2000 (12 percent of
the population) to 70.3 million in 2030 (20 percent of the total population). 

This aging of America will present many opportunities for small independents that may choose
to target this growing segment. New products, new services and new retail concepts will be
introduced to capture this growth. 

The growth of the Hispanic population—The U.S. Hispanic population became the largest
minority in the United States in 2002, and will continue in this position through 2050. Today,
43.5 million U.S. Hispanics make up almost 15 percent of the U.S. population—a number that
is growing five times faster than the general population. 

This growing market continues to be underserved by many retail segments. Many do not real-
ize the possible opportunity in understanding Hispanic consumer needs that are not necessari-
ly the same as the general population. Serving this market can create new customers, increase
sales and profit, and enhance competitive advantage. 

Generation Y—Born between 1981 and 1995, this new generation numbers 57 million. It is the
largest consumer group in the history of the U.S. and represents a dominant future market.
Many of the most popular traditional brands are having a tough time appealing to this group,
who seem immune to traditional marketing messages and who gravitate to all things new—to
brands that understand them and speak their language. Their medium of choice is the Internet.
It drives diversity and the ability to know what’s new in an instant. Companies unable to relate
to this group will obviously miss out on a huge potential opportunity. 

These three demographic trends provide specific target markets for small retail niche opportu-
nities in which some retailers can find a home.

TREND: Community activism
There is a growing national trend of community resistance to unrestrained retail development
in order to protect local community personality, feel and values. This trend is intensifying as
large national chains are rediscovering downtown areas, looking for new growth opportunities
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by following population migrations. A member of the Arcata, California, local development
committee was quoted in a recent USA Today article as saying, “Citizens were concerned
about corporate power issues. There’s a revulsion against what’s happening all over the
United States. You drive through most any town and you‘ll say, ‘Where am I?’”

This trend obviously speaks to the perceived benefits of small independent retail. However,
protectionism from increased competition has often proved unproductive. First, consumers
will find their way to where they want to shop—big box, specialty store, or national chain.
Secondly, trying to stop new development often becomes a major distraction for the small
retailers when they should be spending time thinking about their own business and improving
their downtown or neighborhood shopping areas.

TREND: Health care costs 
The most important domestic problem in the U.S. is the health care insurance crisis. While this
affects everyone, it hits the small business especially hard due to the runaway costs of providing
benefits to employees. It creates a real competitive disadvantage. The availability of health insur-
ance is often a determining factor in choice of employment. Until government fixes this problem,
small independents need to explore every available alternative, from exploring the availability of
state or trade association health plans to implementing new solutions like the recently available
high deductible health savings accounts. If small retailers want to attract and retain the kind of
employees who will give them competitive advantage, health care benefits must be considered. 

TREND: Changing consumer attitudes and behavior
The traditional customer definitions and delineations have been blurred by the sheer volume 
of marketing activity across the entire socioeconomic spectrum. People are more fluid in their
shopping behavior. They no longer sit still comfortably in a single segment. They move in and
out and around and through value retailers, middle market stores and luxury goods purveyors
on a weekly basis. Everybody is everybody’s customer now. One size no longer fits all—not
even for a single customer. Trying to pigeonhole consumers by their economic status is a
major mistake. Today, the same customers will buy a luxury good in the morning and then buy
a lowest discount price item in the afternoon. It is up to the retailer to know their customers
well enough to make the connection and to make an offer that will entice them to buy. 

We value most what is most scarce. Time has become number one on the list of what
Americans cherish most. The desire for convenience will continue to drive changes in store
concepts, formats, retail mixes and locations. Witness the trend of developing mixed use,
open-air retail complexes. People are time-starved and small independents need to factor the
need for speed and convenience in their individual value propositions. People pressed for time
look for ways to simplify their lives.

This trend may negatively impact mall shopping and other large store formats that require
more time to complete a shopping trip. Smaller store concepts located in more easily accessi-
ble locations may be positively affected. 

Given the explosion of choice, consumers are less loyal, less tolerant and more willing to
explore and experiment in search of satisfaction. If a small independent has relied on tried 
and true customer loyalty in the past, the satisfaction bar has been raised and loyalty has to
be earned every day. It is not bankable. 
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Consumers are growing more cynical and skeptical. Trust, therefore, becomes a defining
issue. Small independent retailers need to develop trust through clear and consistent demon-
strations of their differentiated value propositions. These demonstrations must be carried
through all dimensions of store activities, from marketing and communication to personnel 
and operations.

Given the increasing overload of information and proliferation of choices, consumers long for
simplicity and control. Retailers need to make the shopping experience easy for the customer
by eliminating confusing or inefficient elements that frustrate customers and complicate their
choices. Consumers want a transparent buying process devoid of hassles. A retail experience
that fulfills these dual emotional needs will be highly valued. 

TREND: Urban sprawl and real estate development 
A recent trend in new retail development is to create community spaces of mixed use that
exhibit a strong sense of place. Many of these developments, called “the new urbanism,” 
incorporate features more in keeping with feelings of towns and neighborhoods vs. traditional
large retail centers. They are designed to promote social interaction and leisure time activities.
These mixed-use, smaller scale, more friendly environments hearken back to the tradition 
of Main Street, providing a social hub where people, live, shop, work and play. These new
lifestyle centers include more upscale specialty stores than traditional malls.

According to America’s Research Group, consumers are spending 20 percent less time in
shopping centers since 2001 and 20 percent less time driving. People are shopping closer to
home. 

David Szymanski of the Center for Retail Studies at Texas A&M said, “Americans are seeking
more of a sense of community. Lifestyle centers, you look at them and go, ‘I like these places,
I feel comfortable here. These are the kinds of things I like and these people understand me as
a customer.’ And the other part of it is they are located where these customers live.”

While running a successful small independent business is, in and of itself, a daily challenge,
our panel identified a number of specific emerging issues that are becoming increasingly
important and are changing the small retailer's landscape. The major consensus challenge
areas identified were:

• The changing nature and effectiveness of marketing and advertising 
• Difficulties in product sourcing and merchandise acquisition
• Speed and overwhelming nature of technological change
• Need for delivery of higher levels of service
• Transparency of price and product information
• Limitation of management skills and capabilities
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.........................................................................



CHALLENGE #1
The changing nature and effectiveness of marketing and advertising

Considering the trends that have been identified, the need for marketing and adver-
tising effectiveness has never been greater. However, many small independents find
that the traditional means of advertising are no longer cost effective. It is not just the
traditional media, but also the traditional message that appears to be increasing
ineffective. To be blunt, many traditional marketing efforts don't work.

Is the problem the message or the media? Has the small independent simply been lost in the sheer
volume of advertising messages or is it that they are not on the radar screen of their customers? 

Has the fundamental role and purpose of marketing changed? No, but the various strategies
and tactics have evolved and many of these new approaches can provide significant benefits
to small independent retailers seeking to differentiate themselves from the competition.

What is fundamental marketing strategy? Marketing strategy begins with an exploration of the
questions: Who are the customers and what do they value? In the past, some retail businesses
could get away with being “all things to all people.” Today, especially for small independents,
trying to be all things to all people represents the absence of strategy.

The management consultant Peter Drucker said, “The competitive advantages of tomorrow lie
in the application of knowledge.” The fundamental marketing knowledge principles—know
your customer, know your competition and know your environment—have not changed. They
need to be continually applied. The key is to apply this knowledge to the primary objective of
achieving differentiation. 

It is true that successful marketing begins by listening and understanding. Stores are increas-
ingly moving from just being about a category of merchandise to being specific to a category
of customers. And this requires making choices about not only which merchandise to sell, but
to which customers. Obtaining customer knowledge, therefore, becomes extremely important. 

Armed with this knowledge, the goal is to create a compelling value proposition that will con-
nect emotionally with targeted customers. Successful businesses are those that execute con-
sistently on their differentiated value propositions. They have a point of view. They stand for
something. They build strong brands through consistency. They rise above the noise and the
clutter. They execute on their value propositions in everything that they do. This is a thread you
will find in the retailer profiles that follow.

Because customer needs and wants are constantly changing, marketing programs must keep up
as well. Testing, monitoring results and continually evaluating new programs is an everyday task.
Customer data and resulting knowledge will be as critical tomorrow as operating data is today. 

Traditional marketing and its attendant communications and promotion programs are giving way
to new powerful, less costly and more effective alternatives, many of which can help small inde-
pendents be more successful. The following outlines a number of challenges and possible
opportunities:
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The challenge of obtaining customer information is now more easily overcome. 
Large retailers are creating a revolution in capturing customer data at POS for the purpose 
of creating more effective marketing. New customer relationship management systems can 
be leveraged by small independents, providing the same kind of benefits that accrue to larger
entities. These systems are less costly and easier to implement and use, creating new oppor-
tunities for small business use. 

A number of the experts we spoke with cited the benefits of investing in Customer Relationship
Management (CRM) technology solutions for many small independents. One said, “What really
good CRM allows a small store to do is go back to the future, to the time when retailers knew
the names of their customers, knew what they wanted. The ability to proactively micro-market,
to mail merge a postcard or letter that says, ‘I'm certain that because you bought X you'll like
to know we just got Y,’ is very powerful stuff.”

Many of the profiled retailers we spoke with are making use of this new technology to help
identify, segment and understand their best customers better with the goal of getting and 
acting on the kind of information that will facilitate better marketing decision-making and 
instigating more sales. For examples, see many of the profiles that follow.

Traditional media advertising is giving way to new forms that are more efficient and
effective. It is becoming more difficult for small independents to compete against larger
entity advertising clutter in traditional media vehicles. There has been a steady decline in
consumer usage of traditional media brought about by the rise of the Internet and loss of
leisure time. This decline has been particularly dramatic among young people. But usage of
TV, radio and newspaper has declined across all age groups since the end of the 1990s. The
irony is that while this erosion has occurred, media costs continue to rise. 

The concept of a “mass communications market” is fading fast. The trend of “personalization”
discussed earlier points to this conclusion. The big national consumer product advertisers
were the first to recognize this trend. They are redeploying their large network TV budgets into
other, newer forms of advertising and promotion like sponsorships, cable TV, custom publish-
ing and Internet search advertising in an effort to extend their brands and make them more 
relevant to changing consumer lifestyles.

While many of our profiled retailers continue to use mixes of traditional media, most are experi-
menting with more targeted forms like direct mail, newsletters and email messaging. Many
more are changing their advertising messages, moving away from traditional price/item to
more communication about what benefits actually differentiate them.

A good deal of this experimentation has been brought about by the ability to gain increased
customer knowledge. Why allocate large media budgets to reach large numbers of potential
customers when you can target your customers more accurately for less spending? It’s the
rifle shot vs. shotgun approach. 

Still other retailers take a targeted dual approach. They use traditional media to help brand
themselves, create new awareness and bring in new customers; but they also spend more on
their current best customers to solidify loyalty and increase word of mouth. A good example of
this thinking can be found in the profile Nan’s Necessity.

One consultant we interviewed put it this way: “When I speak to groups of small independents, I
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ask two questions. The first, can you give me the name and contact information for your 100 most
profitable customers last year? Usually about 10 percent raise their hand. And then I ask of the 10
percent, what did you do for those customers? Have you thanked them? Those are the people
who love you. And they don't want discounts. They already love you. They want recognition.” 

Given the overarching trend to personalization, new marketing technologies have facilitated
the ability to reach people on a more customized and personalized basis. An additional benefit
is that these new approaches allow for faster testing and measurement, giving a marketer a
quicker read on what’s working or not. 

“Bulls’ eye” targeting, a very recent advertising innovation, is the localization of the Internet
through “geolocation” technology, allowing businesses to target ads by city, zip code or even
distance from a given address. 

Other successful small independents are investing more in sponsorships and events, bringing
people into their stores to experience what makes them special and to create stronger relation-
ships. John Wohlwend of Jack Lewis Fine Jewelry (John’s Gems) creates many in-store events
as part of a sponsorship strategy and a community activity strategy. He believes “…this 
activity as a whole is a lot more effective than traditional media advertising.”

The concept of partnering with others (retailers, other businesses, and media outlets) is
becoming more and more useful, extending budgets and allowing for combinations of comple-
mentary brands and activities that result in added value across the board. Veronica Brockwell
of Soak (Veronica’s Victory) spoke about partnering with a radio station by committing to an
annual contract because she had such a minuscule advertising budget. That commitment pro-
vided added value given by the radio media partner, extending her advertising effectiveness.

And, as in the past, many of our profiled retailers
continue to be active within their local communi-
ties, creating stronger ties between their business
and their marketplace. While many believe these
community activities are morally necessary, they
also recognize that they provide a high multiple
return to the success of their business. This com-
mon practice of giving something back was cited
by many of our profiled retailers. 

The explosion of new media vehicles (both tradition-
al and Internet) has also provided new outlets and
opportunities for public relations campaigns, provid-
ing potential free exposure to independents that
have a newsworthy and compelling story to tell. 

The conclusion is this: Marketing and communica-
tions programs can be made more efficient and
effective than ever before. But one has to have the
knowledge to do it. One also has to be willing to
experiment. If you are doing the same things you
did just a few years ago, you are missing some real
new opportunities.
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Challenge area: 
marketing and advertising

New solution thinking:
•  Invest in customer knowledge systems to make more 

efficient and effective marketing decisions. Recognize 
that some customers are more profitable than others.

•  Experiment with more targeted forms of advertising 
such as email, newsletter and direct mail pieces.

•  Explore potential partnerships with others to reduce 
cost and create potential new value.

•  Choose community activities that enhance your 
differentiation and communicate your activities.

•  Create advertising that goes beyond price/item that 
will enhance your differentiated value proposition.

•  Investigate the strategic use of public relations to help 
tell the broader and more detailed story of your business.

•  Create promotional events that will serve to portray the
personality of your business.

•  Do something special as often as feasible to recognize
your best customers.



CHALLENGE #2
Difficulties in product sourcing and merchandise acquisition

Finding differentiated products in appropriate quantities at competitive prices is an
increasing challenge for many small independent retailers.

Three factors have made sourcing an increasing problem: (1) The shrinking vendor structure; (2)
vendor minimum orders for single shipments and minimum annual purchases; (3) quantity pricing,
which makes some products impossible for the smaller store to sell at adequate margins. The
challenge of differentiated product is compounded by the speed of global information. A new idea
in Europe or a new product manufactured in Asia is copied and reproduced at an accelerated
pace. 

Manufacturer and distributor consolidation and the channel crossing of products are causing
many problems for small independent retail. The pressure for quarterly volume growth and the
competitive need to wring costs out of the manufacturing and distribution process is leading 
manufacturers to standardize products and then sell through as many channels as possible. 

This causes potential brand confusion among consumers and sourcing problems for independ-
ents that must rely on distinctive, quality products to compete against larger competitors. Many 
of these larger suppliers are moving away from selling to small independents in favor of larger 
and larger volume orders.

Leon Barbachano of Allen and Peterson Cooking and Appliance Center spoke forcefully about 
this issue in the profile Leon's List. He cautioned about the destruction of premium brand names
as they are extended to cheaper and lower quality line extension products. He talked about the
potential destruction of consumer trust and the problems small retail businesses may have in try-
ing to source the kind of high-quality, innovative products they need because their customers want
and expect them. He has sounded a loud wake-up call. 

But the other side of the coin is that small independents can take advantage of sourcing new 
manufacturers and suppliers who are looking to establish themselves with innovative new 
products. They look to the small independent channel to accomplish this. Many of these smaller
suppliers are finding it harder to sell to large, risk-averse national chains. Nan Napier (Nan’s
Necessity) talked about the fact that it is now easier to find vendors for her fashion apparel store
because many are now realizing that “the specialty store segment can be highly profitable.” 

Jay Goltz, in the profile Jay’s Way, described this scenario by talking about the pitfalls of buying
from the conglomerate vendor: “Unfortunately, it's reverse niche. Because now you have the same
product everyone else has. It requires sustained energy to go out and source new product some-
where else.” 

Another important aspect of the product sourcing challenge is often the need to establish an
anchor brand to provide added credibility for other desired suppliers. Some described how useful
a good branded website is in providing confidence to potential suppliers, allowing them to see
and learn about their business instantly and from a distance. A good discussion of this can be
found in the profile Bob’s Bona Fides. 
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Many of the profiled retailers belong to buying groups in order to compete against the large
chain competition. Many described this strategy as vital. Belonging to a large buying group

not only helps with purchasing power but also
provides many educational and training benefits
as well. One profiled retailer said, “Buying groups
would typically add 3-5 percent of profitability.”

A common sense sourcing strategy involves sim-
ply shopping other stores for new ideas, going to
more trade shows and talking formally or infor-
mally with other non-competitive small retail 
colleagues. George Kutsunis (George’s Growth)
has banded together with similar retailers in other
states to import goods collectively. He said: “We
get different products and we’ve built our margins
tremendously.” Jay Goltz said, ”I work harder find-
ing better product. We go to more trade shows.
We spend the money. When business gets tight
some decide to cut and not go to trade shows.
Not smart!”

CHALLENGE #3
Speed and overwhelming nature of technological change

For the small retailer nothing illustrates the emotions between “fear and hope”
more than the challenge of dealing with the rapid pace of technology advance-
ments. The fear of cost, complexity, and change may or may not be offset by the
hope for the powerful benefits of inventory control and customer information.
However, it is the speed of technological change with which many small retailers
have the most difficulty. 

One of the most astounding stories illustrative of the speed of technological change is the
growth of Pay Pal, the online payment solution. Started in 1998, the company now handles
online payments at an annualized rate of $17 billion. It has 45 million account holders world-
wide, one quarter of Citibank’s number. One in three online shoppers in America is a Pay Pal
customer. And all of this happened in six years. One would have thought that the global banks
would have been first to this idea. They had the infrastructure, the resources, and certainly the
motivation. Hmmm. The lesson of Pay Pal is that this technology revolution in which we find
ourselves immersed is not just benefiting large organizations, but can benefit small new 
players as well. 

Powerful new retail technology solutions are being created and costing less. They are easier to
deploy and more customizable, allowing small retailers to be more in control of their business
than ever before. One of the consultants we spoke with had this to say: “Tech is getting better
and cheaper. It’s a rock solid fact. Today, for well under $10,000, a small one or two store inde-
pendent can be fully automated. The systems are more stable and more functional than five
years ago. It is brightening every day.” Off-the-shelf products can now seamlessly connect
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Challenge area: vendor 
consolidation and product sourcing

New solution thinking:
•  Join a buying group to access larger variety of product 

and achieve better competitive pricing.
•  Establish share groups with other non-competitive small

independents to find new product.
•  Invest in attending more trade shows.
•  Communicate your uniqueness and differentiation through

your website so desired potential suppliers could virtually
visit your store anywhere, anytime.

•  Seek out smaller vendors who need distribution for new
innovative product.

•  Work to establish an “anchor” brand that will signal added
credibility with other desired vendors. 



inventory and customer information among locations over the Internet for a fraction of the cost
of previous systems.

When asked which operational area would offer the greatest return on investment, most
experts we spoke with said “information technology.” Technology systems allow small 
businesses to do more work in-house, reducing outside consulting costs and internal staff
time. They allow work to be done more quickly and to facilitate faster decision-making. 
This applies to all operational areas: inventory management, advertising, financial reporting,
customer knowledge and communication, buying, pricing and customer service. 

Mike Baron, of Baron’s Major Brands, described how an Internet-based phone system links
their stores, reduces cost and creates a better customer experience. (See Mike’s Method).
Bobby Ukrop (Bobby’s Big Idea) is using loyalty cards in new ways to target and communicate
not just with customers but employee associates as well. 

Regrettably, many experts also cited the fact that too many small independents have been
slow to embrace the benefits of information technology. In some cases, it is a matter of tending
to other pressing priorities. In other situations, it is a generational fear. In still other cases, it’s
the difficulty in seeing and understanding the potential benefits and return on investment. 

It’s important to note that the role of retail information technology is moving beyond its 
traditional and tactical cost-cutting benefits to a more strategic benefit of driving revenues
through business intelligence and customer relationship management. The key is finding 
ways to manage the power of customer transaction data and make sense of it, delivering 
the right information for the right purpose at the right moment. 

Bob Benham (Bob’s Bona Fides) described the opportunity: “Information technology saves 
us money and provides more timely management information to make good decisions. The 
marketing piece is the big opportunity. We are still underdeveloped in mining that data.” The
real future power of intelligent POS systems can be found more in the customer tracking 
benefits than in the product/inventory tracking uses. 

Internet technology offers many benefits to small independents, not the least of which is the
ability to sell worldwide. While e-commerce now accounts for a very small percentage of
overall retail sales, it is true that more and more people are becoming comfortable shopping
online and e-commerce will continue to grow in both the business-to-business and the 
business-to-consumer segments. 

Internet technology is a true leveler of the playing field in terms of providing access to 
information and fulfilling the promise of multi-channel connection to customers. Virtually 
all our profiled retailers are now capturing or planning to capture customer email addresses. 

Use of the Internet can help small independents find new customers, find new ideas, commu-
nicate more efficiently, support relationships, brand and market, sell and buy. A linked global
marketplace is now accessible to all. 

While it is true that many small independents are constrained by lack of resources, technical,
financial and human, many of the small independent retailers we spoke with have found ways
to use the Internet for various purposes that fit their current strategy. Veronica Brockwell’s web-
site, gosoak.com, launched in 1999, accounts for some sales but more important, she
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believes, it has been a good tool to connect
with customers, “We like having it. It’s pretty
interactive. We have a beauty advisor compo-
nent. We have people who write in. We plan to
put more resources into it.”

The elements required for e-commerce are now
all available in turnkey solutions from a variety
of sources. For example, a number of state and
local retail associations offer e-commerce 
for their members, aggregating stores and
selected products on a common website.
Shop.Richmond.com is a good example. This
offers an opportunity for small independents to
experiment with less risk. 

Virtually all of our profiled retailers recognize
the fact that new opportunities will probably
emerge from the intelligent use of new technol-
ogy. They plan to watch, assess and continue
to experiment. 

CHALLENGE #4
The need for delivery of higher levels of service

The experience of receiving great customer service is now a common expectation of all 
customers in all retail segments. The consistent delivery of such service is still elusive, even
among many of the best retailers. Great service is not simply smile training and free gift-
wrapping. Rather, it is providing the customer with a subtle mix of product knowledge and 
personalized care. Only at this higher level can it be a differentiator for small independents. 

While providing good customer service is a historical differentiator for small independents and
still a primary way to compete against larger competitors, the promised land of achieving the
kind of service levels that delight customers day in and day out is often a mirage. There is a
very serious gap between the promises of great service and the reality of what customers
experience every day. Even good service is rare. One of the great myths of small independent
retail is that service is their competitive advantage. 

Most of our profiled retailers believe service is a must-have but does not provide a sustainable
competitive advantage in and of itself. Exemplary customer service is still not well understood
and not executed well by too many small independents. 

Customers’ service expectations are continuously increasing and the ability of small independ-
ents to stay ahead of this trend is crucial, given the fact that customer service satisfaction
results in greater customer retention, which in turn results in higher profitability. 

Customer loyalty is a major contributor to sustainable profit growth. People today will not be
loyal to any business if the business does not meet their service needs. There are too many
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Challenge area: speed and 
overwhelming nature of technology

New solution thinking:
•  Use your website to communicate information consumers

would find helpful: location, hours, promotions, etc. Use 
it to portray your image, value proposition and differentiation.
And use it to encourage communication through email and
other interactive features.

•  Explore joining retail associations that are establishing new
localized shopping destinations on the Internet.

•  Invest in new more powerful and less costly information 
systems to not just cut costs and track inventory but to 
capture customer data that will help you make faster and 
better decisions. 

•  Explore the wealth of information available on the Internet to
learn about and stay up to date with new technology solutions.

•  Capture customer email addresses to establish an 
additional inexpensive communications and marketing 
channel.



available alternatives, too many competitors. Customers today do not have the time or the
inclination to reward less than stellar service. 

Why, then, is this subject so difficult for so many? It always boils down to people and leader-
ship. Even big corporations who spend millions in establishing their brand and millions getting
everything right can have it all fall apart with one employee-to-customer contact. That’s how
important it is. 

The retailers profiled in this paper talk about this challenge and how they have chosen to
address it. Again, they believe it boils down to people and leadership. Is it hard to find good
people? Yes. Is it time-consuming and costly to train and educate them? Yes. Can it be difficult
to retain good people? Yes. Do you have to genuinely care about and take care of your
employees? Yes. Do you have to communicate your goals and strategies better? Yes. Do you
have to find ways to motivate people beyond a paycheck? Yes. Do you have to empower your
employees with better actionable information? Yes. Are there ways to accomplish all this? Yes. 

Good people can come from anywhere and increasingly they can be found among the large
group of retirees. A 2003 AARP survey cited that 68 percent of workers age 50 to 70 said they
expected to continue to work or never retire at all.

Bobby Ukrop (Bobby’s Big Idea) employs 1,500 people age 16-86. Fifteen percent are high
school kids. Ukrop’s has 57 employees over 80 years old and very little full-time turnover. How
does he do it? Read about his “servant leadership” model. He offered the following advice:
“Take time to know what’s important to the people working for you. People who care about
people get good results.”

Nan Napier (Nan’s Necessity) spoke about the weekly training she does to constantly upgrade
their service. As she said, “We have salespeople who have developed such a relationship and
rapport with our customers that if they left we would lose some of those customers.” Can some-
thing like this be said of the large chain experience?

John Clarke (John’s Journey) believes so
strongly in customer service that his employees
answer the phone by saying, “The friendliest
store in town.” He said, “If you say something
often enough, the more apt you are to do it.”

And Mike Baron conducts weekly staff meet-
ings for 20 minutes where they often talk about
what’s important in their customers’ experi-
ence. Mike stated, “Our biggest challenge is to
continually improve our customer experience.
We involve our entire team. The solutions 
usually come from the troops.”

John Wohlwend (John’s Gems) believes so
strongly in professional development that he
closed his store for two days to allow his entire
staff to be together at a trade show and learn
new things. 

17

CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE

Challenge area: service delivery

New solution thinking:
•  Institute formal training programs involving service innovations

and enhanced product knowledge.
•  Communicate more often and more effectively with employ-

ees. Ask them for solutions to raise your customer service bar.  
•  Explore new avenues to find good people. Expand the search

pool by talking with high school counselors and looking more
closely at the growing number of retirees who represent a 
growing, mature labor pool and want extra work.

•  Interview potential hires more closely. Determine if they have a
passion for retail service. Check references carefully.

•  Consider employee ownership through the establishment of
ESOP plans, providing a financial stake in the success of the
business.

•  Consider new ways to conduct team building exercises and 
new ways to provide motivation programs.



Bob Benham (Bob’s Bona Fides) articulated the people/leadership dynamic well when he said,
“We have a singular philosophy on creating a customer service culture. We pay our people the
most we can afford to pay and not the least we can get away with.” 

CHALLENGE #5
Transparency of price and product information

Consumers have more knowledge and power than ever before in history due to the ease of 
getting information instantly from the Internet. They now can obtain complete knowledge about
virtually all products and prices and they can compare and contrast choices. This reality creates
added competitive pressures for small independents. And they must adjust to this fact of life.

One of the fundamental drivers of the control shift from seller to buyer is the empowerment of
consumers made possible by the Internet. Increasingly consumers are researching, learning
about, comparing and contrasting all kinds of products and prices. This is particularly true for
high-ticket, considered purchase items as well as products with features and benefits that are
complex. Perhaps the best example of this is new trend is car buying. The car buying process
has fundamentally changed. It is now so easy for consumers to access dealer pricing, causing
the traditional car buying dynamic to be turned on its head, negotiating up from dealer invoice
rather than down from sticker. 

A store staff has to be more knowledgeable in order to provide the service necessary to close
the sale, or the customer will walk in favor of a better deal elsewhere. “Price transparency is
becoming totally possible because of the web,” said one consultant. “Where I used to either
watch ads or drive to different stores to compare prices, now I can do it in an instant. Indeed,
Internet access via mobile devices now allows price/item information to be accessed right in
the store. Now I go to the store and in most cases I have more knowledge and information
than the staff. Give me the name of one customer who will spend more than they have to for
any product or service. 

“Anytime your customers’ knowledge exceeds yours, you’re in trouble,” the consultant added.
“If you can’t deliver on the higher service and greater knowledge you’re supposed to have,
you’ve become just an expensive cash register.” 

And how does this affect the traditional “sale events” that many retail businesses rely upon? 
A consultant we spoke with said: “The big sale event is just about over because the web is a
24/7 discount store.” 

The ability of small independents to sell widely distributed brand name products is eroding.
That business is moving to the mass market with great speed. 

Another interesting take on this subject was mentioned by a number of our profiled retailers
who acknowledge that price transparency and product knowledge is a fact of life. They think
about the subject in more positive ways. Steve Illingworth of Urner’s (Steve’s Selling) had this
to say: “We believe that the Internet has increased the average sales price because the manu-
facturers do a much better job in presenting all the features and benefits…the consumer will
get excited by the manufacturer’s website…so when they come in to us it’s much easier for us
to make the presentation and a sale.” 

18

CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE



Perhaps the best example of a company that has embraced price transparency and uses it to
their advantage is Progressive Insurance. As a service to its potential customers, Progressive
quotes competitive prices along with its own, and they are not always the lowest. Why do they
do this? They know that consumers don’t like insurance companies. They know consumers 
will research prices. By offering this service, Progressive builds trust, maintains control of the 
customer and moves the buying decision beyond price to a decision about how Progressive is
better and different.

More and more, consumers will continue to
use the Internet to seek information about
product and price. So, the question is: Are
there ways your business can take advantage
of this new reality? It does not make sense for
many small independents to sell online.
Without unique, differentiated product, online
selling defaults to price. All a consumer has to
do is click and compare on websites like
Shopping.com, Bizrate.com and Google’s
new shopping search engine, Froogle. 

While many of our profiled retailers do not
sell on the Internet, many have, nevertheless,
established a beneficial Internet presence to
help build their retail brand, communicate
with customers and suppliers, and educate
about the store and its products. 

One of the troubling challenges in all retail-
ing is that some customers now have more
product information than the sales associates do in our stores. Darryl Rosen (Darryl's
Decisions) talks about training employees in product knowledge, but also training to handle
questions to which they don't know the answer. Again look at John Wohlwend (John's Gems)
where he trains employees to have enough knowledge to meet price objections.

CHALLENGE #6
Limitation of management skills and capabilities

The increasing complexity of business and the speed of change place an increasing premium
on financial knowledge, strategic planning and leadership. This is a critical area of focus for
small independents because there is no longer the kind of margin for error that might have
existed in the past.

Management is about making decisions. If change is indeed coming at us faster, then it stands
to reason that management skills and capabilities need to be developed to cope with the need
for faster decision-making. Chief among these capabilities is financial control. It was generally
agreed that the single most important management capability that distinguishes potential win-
ners from losers is the ability to see and control the full financial picture. Measuring perform-
ance is the first step toward improvement.
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Challenge area: transparency 
of price and product information

New solution thinking:
•  Recognize that this new reality requires higher levels of sales 

service and staff knowledge. 
•  Communicate your high quality value propositions so customers

understand that your value is derived by much more than price. 
•  Consider providing lots of self-service product information either

on your website or in-store with links to manufacturers’ informa-
tion, making it easier for your potential customers to know more.

•  Carefully track the changing distribution patterns of the products
you sell; as brands move into Internet distribution and other mass
channels your value proposition may have to change.

•  Assume your customers are knowledgeable.
•  Listen to those on the selling floor and get feedback from 

those who have direct contact with the customer. Find out what
customers are saying about what they buy and don't buy and
why they buy or don’t buy.



Many small independent retailers started their business because they enjoy the product, the
merchandising, and the marketing sides of the business. Relying on accountants to “manage”
the financial sides of the business is a bad choice. Most accountants are trained in tax and
audit issues with little experience in retail financial analysis. Knowing what the numbers mean
is crucially important. For example, GMROI (Gross Margin Return on Investment) may not be
important to many small storeowners, but this is one of the survival indicators on the retail bat-
tlefield. That understanding is not something that can be pushed off onto the accountants. 

Inventory control was identified as a specific area for increased attention. One of the consult-
ants we spoke with said: “The single greatest reason for the demise of a small specialty store
is they buy too much product and take too many markdowns.” 

Stepping back from the day-to-day operations to look at the business strategically is a com-
mon problem for small independents. In times of dramatic change, a strategic orientation is
more important than ever. Mike Baron of Barons Major Brands (Mike’s Method) addressed this
issue by saying: “We often get caught up in the day-to-day and never see the big vision. We
became involved in a ‘Visions’ program…that forced us to look at the big picture, to document
the roadmap and to make progress. Since we have done that, suddenly we are accomplishing
our goals. We’re making incredible progress. Not only is it improving our business but it’s per-
sonally much more fun and our teams of associates are much happier. They know what we’re
doing and know where we’re going.” 

Ron Romero of Schaefer’s (Ron’s Rules) said it this way: “Be able to work your business and
not work in it.” 

It is also important to note how many of the profiled retailers spoke about the need to be less
insular—to go outside of comfort zones and seek help and advice from others, particularly the
various local, state and national associations and buying groups. As Veronica Brockwell put it:
“I would not be here today without our retail association. I would not have been able to grow
this business to where it is today without them.”

Again, Mike Baron said it well: “If you choose to change…that typically means you have to 
get control back of your environment. And if you don’t know how to do it, there are support
mechanisms in your industry that will help you accomplish it, support that will take you
through all the steps, no matter what level your company has evolved.” 

Succession planning is an important topic for many owners. The vast majority of U.S. businesses
are family-owned, yet statistics show that only a small percentage of family-run companies suc-
ceed into the second generation. An even smaller number survive into the third. The reason,
according to many experts, is the lack of an orderly succession plan.

Today, effective succession planning typically not only targets key leadership positions, but
also includes other important positions in a variety of job categories. Effective succession 
planning establishes a process that recruits employees, develops their skills and abilities, 
and prepares them for the future. 

Benefits to this planning include increased retention, better employee satisfaction and stronger
organizational commitment. In an age requiring the empowerment of employees and a need
for increased leadership throughout an organization, succession planning has become a very
real must-do.
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Bob Benham (Bob’s Bona Fides) described
this issue: “A lot of businesses have trouble
with succession. You can’t teach all the
things you learn from osmosis….I’m now
going through another major strategic
rethink. I’ve been handing off major areas 
of responsibility to others over the last few
years to free myself up to work on the strate-
gic issues, the value creation issues, ‘the
where are we going from here’ issues.”
An anonymous quote sums it up well: “If 
you want to manage somebody, manage
yourself. Do that well and you’ll be ready to
stop managing and start leading.“

Nan Napier (Nan’s Necessity) said it this
way: “As a business owner, the business
trains you to have both a short-term and 
a long-term focus. I view it as a natural 
outgrowth of my job.” 

In their own words 
Seventeen independents discuss success, change, challenges, risk, opportunity, hard work,
passion and fulfillment. The following profiles present a set of views, opinions and actions
taken. We hope they may inspire new thinking about the potential application of the principles
discussed and challenge some all too comfortable mental maps. It's been said: “What we are
familiar with, we cease to see.” We hope these profiles illuminate new possibilities of promise
for an individual reader's business. We hope they may shine a forward searchlight to help 
navigate more confidently into the future. 

These successful independents demonstrate the power of positive intention, vision and consis-
tent commitment in creating their own future of prosperity and success. What do these people
have in common? Focus? For sure. Passion? Of course. Bias for action? Definitely. But most of
all, they all approach the future confidently. Where does this confidence come from? It comes
from learning and gaining new knowledge. These profiled retailers are constantly curious.
They are curious about what’s changing, curious about customers, curious about competition
and curious about creating. They strive to be different and better in everything they do. 
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Challenge area: management 
skills and capabilities

New solution thinking:
•  Don’t just rely on your accountants for timely financial analysis.

Take ownership of the numbers.
•  Succession planning isn’t just about your eventual demise. 

The process can be a powerful catalyst to making your 
business better today.

•  Recognize your weak areas and seek help from knowledgeable
consultants, local and state associations and industry 
colleagues.

•  Develop a formal strategic planning process in order to step
back from the daily pressures to think about the longer-range
issues that will affect your future. Involve your employees, 
managers and business partners.

•  Successful leadership requires consistent effective 
communication. Most of us don’t communicate enough. 
Use effective communication as a strategic tool.



Leon’s List
.............................
“I try to think about being ready 
to make the next change.”

Allen and Peterson Cooking and Appliance Center is an Anchorage, Alaska-based retailer with
three locations. Founded in 1968 as a home decorating center, the family-owned company 
recently repositioned itself to focus on appliances and cooking. Leon Barbachano is the 
general manager.

On repositioning
“As Lowe’s and Home Depot came in to our area it became obvious that we were a 10,000
square foot version of what they do at 100,000 square feet. We asked: How could we compete
with that? For many years we were everything to everyone because there were no other alter-
natives. But when you can go into a big store that has that much stuff right off the shelf, we
knew we could never be that.” 

On trends and challenges
“One of the trend drivers that became very clear to us involved our paint business. We were
selling high end Pratt & Lambert. They were acquired by Sherman Williams, and in the
process, they changed all the formulas and the equipment we were using. With that change
came a decrease in quality, in our customers’ opinion. We started getting a lot of return cans 
of paint. At that point we saw the writing on the wall, that the paint division of out store needed
revaluation. 

The question was: Were we going to invest in the equipment to provide our customers with 
the paint they weren’t happy with, or were we going to exit this business, a business where we
hadn't made much money in the last five years? We closed it down and that decision led to
another series of events. We looked at our carpeting and flooring businesses, looked at win-
dow treatments, at cabinetry, etc. We realized that a number of areas were not adding to our
overall equation. And so we started to ask the fundamental questions: What do we want to be?
What do we want to become? What is our love? What is our desire? We decided we loved
cooking and decided to focus on that lifestyle business. It included starting a cooking school
and selling all the tools you need, and of course, continuing the appliances that we were
already strong in. 

“While this decision stemmed from our passion, we also looked carefully at what was 
happening nationwide. What were the trends? What wasn’t being fulfilled here in Anchorage?
We didn’t have the big national kitchen specialty stores here.” 

On advertising and marketing
“I'm still looking for the Holy Grail. I have a degree in marketing and it's always tough to figure
out how to get attention and bring people in without a large budget. Because we can't do the
things our bigger competitors do, we shifted our strategy and focused on our cooking school.
We don't know if it’s successful yet. We focus our message on the fact that we teach people
how to cook and have the things they need. We do it through calendars and postcards sent
monthly to remind people of our schedules. We send to a household list of about 45,000,
which gives us pretty good penetration in our market. The idea is not to scream price on a reg-
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ular basis. We save that for warehouse and private sales. We communicate that we love to
cook in every way we can. As we do that, the hope is people will come in, take a class and
buy things. They’ll buy our good stuff when they're ready. 

“We judge our marketing effectiveness on profit. Our overall volume is down since we've made
these changes but our profit has remained steady. Our success so far is that we have been
able to accomplish this big refocus without dropping in the profit area. We expect to build
upon this initial success.” 

On sourcing of product and consolidation
“For us it’s different in the two areas, kitchen and appliances. On the kitchen side, it’s pretty
scary. When we started, we wanted to have the higher end product. It's extremely difficult to
find higher end kitchen tools. There is definitely a customer demand for it. The problem is that
the bigger manufacturers are selling more and more to the big discounters; they’re basically
making the same cheap low-end stuff to go into our showroom. And they've edged out or
acquired some of the higher end manufacturers. In the process, it has become difficult for us
to find the high quality product that our customers want. 

“For example, a premium pan product, one that sells for an average of $175, is being acquired
by a lower end manufacturer. We're watching that with great interest. Two things may happen.
First, they will most assuredly use the premium brand name. The question, then, is what prod-
uct will they put that name on. The second issue is, that premium brand is not now sold in dis-
counters, and so our fear is that it will go into those stores. Of course it won’t be the same
quality product, but it will carry that trusted name. This is just one example. It's also happening
in knives. Manufacturers are using premium brands for lower levels of quality. It's confusing for
the customer. In the long run this behavior will probably kill some fine brands. It's all based on
short-term profit thinking. My $300 set of knives is not the same as the $50 set sold in the dis-
counter, but the name is the same. And it’s tough to immediately discern the difference. This
channel conflict is going to continue to be a problem.

“In appliances, manufacturers are adding more features and lowering the price. This happens
every six months. The problem is the fact that the price constantly erodes and often, the prod-
uct quality erodes right along with it. And so, it’s becoming harder for a retailer to pick and
choose when it all is becoming the same. There is not a lot of differentiation. We also run into
problems with the inevitable bureaucracy and the egos that go with these bigger and bigger
companies. The bureaucracy can be five levels deep. So many manufacturers are trying to
create new products that they can sell for less. Meanwhile, my customers would like to buy a
dishwasher that lasts for more than five years. Many manufacturers are not building the same
quality today.” 

On the future
“My biggest fear is not following what's next with the consumer. We made a major transition a
couple of years ago to follow the consumer and we've done well. I try to think about being
ready to make the next change. Will I miss it? Just thinking about our own business, one that
started out and remained for years as a home decorating center. We didn’t change until a few
years ago. All this was happening around us and we still didn't change. And so, I do a lot of
shopping. I read a lot. I speak to a lot of people. The biggest thing is to really embrace change
and the best way to do it is to keep looking.” 
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Mike’s Method
.......................................
“There is support out there for you.”

Baron’s Major Brands is a New Hampshire-based TV and appliance retailer with four 
locations. The company was founded in 1947 and is positioned as “the stores that service
built.” Mike Baron is vice president.

On the day-to-day vs. vision
“We often get caught up in the day-to-day and never see the big vision. We became involved
in a ‘Visions’ program through North American Retail Dealers Association that forced us to
look at the big picture, to document the roadmap and to make progress. Since we have done
that, suddenly we are accomplishing our goals. We’re making incredible progress. Not only is
it improving our business but it’s personally much more fun and our teams of associates are
much happier. They know what we’re doing and know where we’re going. 

“A lot of the lack of labor issues that many complain about, we don’t have. We decided not to
be scared to confront situations. For example, there could be a situation with a salesperson—
let’s say there’s an associate who is a top performer, a top performer by more than 50 percent
than anybody else. But because of that person’s style and demeanor, they’re not allowing the
rest of the team to perform. When one recognizes this and isn’t afraid to confront it and make
a change, suddenly the rest of the team is excelling in their performance, creating a better
atmosphere that is more appealing to potential new employees.” 

On internal communication 
“We’ve changed. We now do weekly departmental staff meetings—every department for 20
minutes; one topic and no war stories—topics like phone etiquette or attire. In our meetings
we also talk about what’s important in our customer experience. Our customer experience
encompasses the relationship they have with the store and we try to go out of the way to make
it memorable. Our biggest challenge is to continually improve our customer experience. We
involve our entire team. The solutions usually come from the troops.” 

On advertising 
“We use the KISS method. We keep it simple and strive for consistency. We look for best value
media, which in our markets are radio and cable TV. We try to create more image than product
and price. We try to communicate lifestyle and do it in an emotional way. We’ve evolved in this
direction because we can’t out price and out-advertise everybody. It allows us to be different than
the rest.” 

On service delivery
“A big change in our culture has been that many years ago service people were considered
the bottom of the totem pole—we’ve reversed that and put that aspect of the business on the
top of the pile because that’s the last impression the customer gets. Our service people can
make or break a future relationship with that customer. By treating this category with a lot of
dignity and respect, we’ve gotten better performance.”
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Use of technology 
“We are huge when it comes to IT. We are always looking for ways to communicate better. 
One example in communications is that we have multiple locations. And for a long time it 
was a challenge to communicate to the locations. We put in a new Internet-based phone 
system that connects every phone in the company as if we were all in the same building. 
The customer calling in can get the same greeting and be directed where they need to go
without incurring a toll charge on us. But more importantly, it enhances the customer 
experience. 

“It was a problem for some time. We wrote the specs of what we needed in a phone system
several years ago and we were just waiting for the technology to become affordable.”

On words of wisdom
“I don’t like to give advice because everybody’s different, but I would say you have to have fun
in what you do. And if you don’t like the rut that you’re in, you’d better change it or get out. If
you choose to change it, that typically means you have to get control back of your environ-
ment. And if you don’t know how to do that, there are support mechanisms in your industry
that will help you accomplish it, support that will take you through all the steps, no matter to
what level you company has evolved. There is support out there for you.”  
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Bob’s Bona Fides
.............................
“We have wonderful possibilities.”

Balliet’s, a single-location Oklahoma City
women’s fashion specialty store, was founded
in 1936 and is now owned by Bob and DeDe
Benham. The Benhams bought the business
in 1991 and have continually worked to
improve and refine the store to offer “the finest that fashion has to offer.” The store is well known
in the fashion industry and enjoys a national reputation as a premiere fashion destination.

On beginnings, first things first, trends, strategy, gutsy
moves, emotional content, segment of one marketing, 
breakthrough lines, sharing and strategic rethinks 
“The store was really struggling as a result of a depression we suffered in Oklahoma in the late
80s. So my first few years were all about expense reduction and rebuilding the infrastructure of
the business—taking the markdowns on all the old stuff to clean it up, putting in a computer 
system, remodeling the store, etc.—to make the ship float upright. We got the business going
and then in 1995 and 1996, we turned our attention to merchandising. I have a long background
in the business and with strategic planning. We made a series of big decisions that we 
implemented in 1996, 1997 and 1998. The first was to aggressively develop our non-apparel
businesses. That was the best decision I’ve made since I’ve been here. We decided to develop
our cosmetics, shoe, jewelry and accessories categories, with the ultimate goal of doing as much
in non-apparel as we were doing in apparel. The margins are higher, the turn is faster, the risk is
less and they build store traffic. 

“When you see folks every day in your store for these categories, you’ve got a good crack at
them for apparel. Our growth has been enormous. We are now 60 percent non-apparel. 

“We also made the decision to trade up in quality. We could not compete either in terms of
price or assortment with the department store. We dropped every line being carried in a
department store. It cost us over $1 million in volume. We felt we had to have a very clear
niche and purpose in the marketplace. I felt the luxury business was going to rebound and 
that the accessory business would be huge in the future. I had the gut feel but I called a lot 
of people I respect in the industry to get their take. I got confirmation I was on the right track. 

“We traded up. We became much more exclusive. We went after European lines. Our number 
one selling shoe line is Prada. We are a luxury goods store with some more modest price points,
but those have to be special. We decided not to chase the basics business. Everything here has
to have emotional content—that’s what our customers are looking for. That’s how we train our
buyers—to look for things with emotional content, something you are going to respond to, react
to and love. 

“We have to be different. It’s the only way to grow our business. So we went after exclusive
lines in all categories of our business. And it’s worked incredibly well. It was very difficult to do
at first, being a small independent store in Oklahoma City. It was a long-term process. What
we tried to do was get a couple of breakthrough lines initially that would give us credibility with
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the other vendors. Luckily, I had a lot of contacts. Once you have that breakthrough line, the
other vendors think, there’s something going on there and we want to be a part of it. Our web-
site was one of the absolute keys in getting some breakthrough vendors. We were able to por-
tray our image visually and instantly. 

“We also use targeted marketing, segment of one marketing. I felt that we could not continue 
to spend money in our big statewide newspaper, because if we were becoming a truly niche
store, attracting a small percentage of consumers, I did not need to spend money for ads to
reach big numbers. We developed our own newsletters. We do a lot of direct mail and some
very targeted radio, particularly for cosmetics. We have not run a newspaper ad in six years.
We are aggressive in the store about getting customer contact information and, of course, 
now we are doing the same thing for email addresses. We are now doing a real good job 
with email marketing. We’ve been using this highly targeted approach since 1996.

“We have a sharing group of stores in non-competitive markets and we meet annually and
exchange information in a formal way. It seems all of us know somebody who can be helpful
to somebody else. We have all helped each other enormously. We even share financial 
information. We put everything our there and have developed standards that we benchmark.
We see where we are and where the potential is for improvement. It’s triggered a lot of good
decision-making on the operational and expense sides. 

“We have a singular philosophy on creating a customer service culture. We pay our people the
most we can afford to pay and not the least we can get away with. If you want good people
you have to pay for them. Our business is completely relationship driven with our customers.
We’re looking to create value over the lifetime of a relationship, so we’re looking for people
who understand that philosophy. You need to provide benefits and opportunities and recog-
nize them with praise, and lots of positive feedback. We have remarkably low turnover in our
store. We have a family driven environment. That is a huge advantage that independents have.
We’ve taken people through some difficult times in their lives. People who are treated well tell
other people. People have issues in their lives; we really try to remember this and take care of
our people. 

“The relationship of the salesperson to the customer cannot exist without a similar relationship
of the employer to the employee. 

“Information technology saves us money and provides more timely management information
to make good decisions. The marketing piece is the big opportunity. We are still underdevel-
oped in mining that data. We are fairly advanced when it comes to IT but when I think about
the opportunities, I realize it’s a big area for improvement. 

“A lot of businesses have trouble with succession. You can’t teach all the things you learn from
osmosis. I was lucky with a big company background, but a lot of people who don’t have that
outside world background have trouble. You have to try to get it.

“I’m now going through another major strategic rethink. I’ve been handing off major areas 
of responsibility to others over the last few years to free myself up to work on the strategic
issues, the value creation issues, the “where are we going from here” issues. We have 
wonderful possibilities.” 
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Veronica’s Victory
..............................
“It’s something I can do”

Veronica Brockwell started Soak, her bath and
beauty product business, in 1998 in Richmond,
Virginia. She began by manufacturing and sell-
ing her bath products in her first retail store.
Since then, she has added a second and third
store and is distributing her products through
Nordstrom and other prestigious retail channels
and via her website www.gosoak.com. Veronica
has created a retail environment she calls “entertailing,” providing a social, entertaining and inter-
active shopping experience for her customers. 

On beginnings
“I started with nothing but an idea: Make my own bath products and sell them in my store. I
thought it was something I could do. My mom had her own business when I was growing up
so I wasn’t afraid of doing my own thing. I made the products at night on the second floor and
sold them during the day on the first floor. I was open seven days a week. I was the only
employee. In my previous work, I was responsible for traveling, looking for trends and new
product concepts, and so I brought this expertise and sensibility to my new venture. I did
research on the bath industry and realized it was poised for great growth.”

On getting customers, recognition and buzz
“I thought I needed to sell other recognized, branded products at the start to get people into
the store and familiar with my own products, which obviously had better margins. It worked. I
started early on to do PR work on the business, partly because I could not afford advertising,
and I started to get a lot of favorable publicity with beauty editors looking for an interesting
story and interesting products. I started to get national publicity, which eventually helped
secure other product lines that otherwise may have not sold to me. We send the editors our
products regularly and now they come to me as a source. I had no background in PR but had
a friend who gave me a lot of pointers. I also expanded the concept to have cosmetics as well
as bath products to broaden my selection, which helped during the recent down economy.
With the upturn, things started to get better. And we keep coming up with new product lines.
We are now selling about 70 percent of our own product lines and getting better margins.”

On the Internet 
“We launched gosoak.com in 1999. We were hopeful that the Internet was going to be huge.
While that hasn’t happened, it has been a good tool for us—a good way to have people see
our company without being in Richmond. We do some business, but not at the level of our
stores. Our site didn’t cost us a lot of money. It was not a huge investment. So, we have made
money on our website and are happy. We like having it. It’s pretty interactive. We have a beau-
ty advisor component. We have people who write in. We plan to put more resources into it this
year and grow it.” 
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On advertising
“Initially I had no money. It was a challenge but I knew it was necessary. I set an ad budget 
of $400 a month and knew it wasn’t going to get me very far. So the question was: How can 
I maximize it? I ended up doing radio. I had great success because I partnered with a radio 
station and committed to a year contract. I told them if they worked with me, I could grow 
the budget. The station gave me tons of added value because I signed that initial long-term
contract. I also started hooking up with other businesses and started co-op advertising. 
I would provide gifts and hook on to others’ ads. I would give them product for airtime. We 
got our name out even more and I eventually grew my advertising budget substantially. I also
do some print advertising to maintain good relationships with the press.”

On customer service
“We have a very, very high level of customer service in our stores. We do a lot of unique
things. Every product you purchase from us, we will custom gift-wrap for you, for free. Our
marketplace knows that, so when people need to purchase a gift, they will come to us. It’s not
that expensive to do. We offer a lot of complimentary services too. We do complimentary
make-up lessons. We do facials. We do that to get people into our stores. If they sit in our
chairs for a half hour, we have their attention. They’re not going anywhere and they’re enjoying
it. We can sell them during that time. We also have a customized make-up and fragrance bar.
You can come a sit at our bar—just like a bar at a restaurant—and you can create your own
fragrance. We then will scent unscented bath products with your own creation. It’s an interac-
tive, fun experience for our customers. 

“So you’re there, with your customers, really working with them, giving them special attention.
And they end up with their own products. And we keep it on file. You can do the same thing
with cosmetics.  We just decided to bring the lab to the selling floor. Why not? We figured we
can do this in front of people and put on a show.” 

On employee retention
“We’re struggling with this for the first time. I’ve always had people come to us who wanted 
to work for us. Our marketplace is becoming much more competitive with new big shopping
malls opening up. They are paying people a lot more than we are. We have lost people. We
had to figure out new ways to retain employees. I’m trying to spend more time with my staff,
trying to create events we can do together—to create more of a team feeling. We are doing
more charity work together. For example, we are building a house for Habitat for Humanity—
the idea of trading in make-up tools for power tools for a day. It will be fun and we’re raising
money for a good cause. We’re also doing co-op radio remotes, getting our girls out there,
getting media coverage, and making them feel like ambassadors for the company. It’s all 
helping. Competition is making us a better employer.”

On advice 
“Join an organization. Network. I would not be here today without our retail association. I would
not have been able to grow this business to where it is today without them.”  
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John’s Journey
............................................
“One thing about a big company is they’re predictable”

John Clarke is a third generation grocer and president of County Fair Food Stores, based in South
Dakota. Currently, the founding family owns and operates a total of 15 food stores in Nebraska, South
Dakota, Minnesota, Wyoming, Kansas, and Iowa.

On beginnings 
“My grandfather started the first store in partnership with another man; and as the story goes, in the
beginning, my grandfather had the money and the other man had the experience. When they got
done, my grandfather had the experience and the other man had the money. Later on my brothers
and I went into the business and with only one 8,000-square foot store, we decided that we needed
to grow. That was in 1974. We grew. We built and bought and then in 1990, we decided to divide the
company into separate pieces. We did this without any lawyers and it’s something that my brothers
and I are very proud about. I handle four of the stores now.” 

On competition
“We’ve survived the introduction of the big supercenter, one of the main competitive threats to inde-
pendents in our industry. Adversity forced change. The first supercenter in South Dakota came in to
Mitchell, right in our backyard. That introduction made us analyze their strengths, our weaknesses
and devise a plan on how to compete. We knew we had to differentiate ourselves. We looked at the
things we were doing that they were not doing, and probably would not do. One thing about a big
company is they’re predictable. 

“We structured our program on what we believed our consumers would find valuable. We went high-
er on service. We call ourselves ‘the friendliest store in town.’ If you say something often enough, the
more apt you are to do it. Let’s face it—being friendly doesn’t cost you anything. We train everybody
to say it and it’s hard to say it if you have a frown on your face. It’s an attitude. 

“We also put a strong emphasis on our perishables—our produce, meats, bakery and deli. About 
60 percent of our deli business is catering and that’s something the supercenters don’t do. Last year
was our best year ever. We are doing more business after the arrival of the supercenter than before.
We are much more convenient in the time it takes to shop than the big stores and time savings con-
tinues to be a big factor with so many people today.” 

On the power of locally owned and community involvement 
“I think a key strength of small businesses is the fact that they are locally owned. If you’re locally
owned you usually are more committed than the hired guns down the street. Being involved in your
community is important. I know we get a lot of business because of it. My wife and I are very involved.
People know who you are and the good works that you’ve done. I think more and more people are
choosing to shop with someone who is giving back. We serve on many of the boards in town, cham-
ber of commerce, local college trustee, hospital, church, etc. Sure it takes time. It’s good for business
but more importantly, we believe it is our responsibility to make the community we live in better.” 

On advice 
“Being successful in small business is more about attitude than anything else. If you take the attitude
that you will do whatever it takes to be successful, I think you’re halfway home. If you focus on serv-
ing your customers as your priority—to help them get what they want, then you can get whatever
you want. I think that’s as good a definition of success as there is.”
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Bob’s Best
......................................
“We follow our customers.”

Bob Cremer is president and CEO of Aronson’s Furniture, an
Illinois independent retailer of furniture, mattresses and elec-
tronics. The company currently has ten locations in and
around Chicago and primarily serves the African-American and Latino communities. The business
was founded more than 60 years ago. Mr. Cremer is also the current president of the Furniture
Marketing Group.

On beginnings 
“Our main niche is that we have our own, in-
house financing program. As a result, we have a
large portfolio of customers. We customize
monthly payments to fit our customers’ budgets.
That was the premise upon which Aronson start-
ed. As we have grown, and our locations have
grown, we have changed everything to accom-
modate our growing customer base. We don’t for-
get, and never will forget, who brought us to the
dance. We have spread out as our customers have matured and become financially better off.
Many of them have left Chicago and gone into different suburbs and we’ve followed them. As
they get better credit ratings, we’ve changed to have a more flexible credit program. We have
customer families that are third and fourth generation.” 

On research
“I’m a great believer in surveys to find out what people think of us. Before we open a new 
location we obviously do our homework to make sure it’s the right place. We’ve found that
many people associate a company like ours, one that has in-house financing, as someone
with low quality and high prices. We found out customers wanted more recognizable brand
names. At that point, I knew we had to do something, so I started a campaign to bring in 
additional brand names like Serta, Sony, JVC, Whirlpool, Maytag, Lazy-Boy. It’s helped us
grow.”

On differentiation and competitive advantage
“Our financing program is still a big differentiator; it’s a common tie to our customers. As our
customers have become more successful, we have moved to areas where we want to attract
other customers who do not necessarily need financing. We are in the process of opening new
stores that will be more upscale. We will hire a well-known designer for the new stores, make a
name change variation and generally step everything up a notch. 

“Of course, we give the kind of service that independents are known for—the kind of service
that the big box stores don’t do. I believe that is how all independents can be a step ahead, by
offering the kind of service the big guys can’t. They have information desks. We have people
walking around whose job is to create relationships. We don’t call it selling, we call it relation-
ship building. We always stress to not view a customer as a one-time sale.”
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On targeted visibility and advertising
“We’re very visible in the Chicago area. We do TV, radio and we send out hundreds of thousands
of circulars every month. We advertise individual items to bring people into the store to start a
relationship. We have become very focused on who we are. We do not advertise to the general
public per se. It’s just not who we are or where our locations are. Therefore we are rarely on the
national broadcast stations. We spend virtually all of our money on the minority-focused media.
We go to where our customer lives. We target our circulars to the zip codes around our stores’
locations.” 

On management
“We do not think profit is a bad thing. It enables is to grow and support a great management
team. The back end is just as important as the front end. We keep expenses down as much as
we can. Strong management has helped us develop a definite succession plan. I’ve invested a
lot of money in management, both people and systems, and that has enabled us to be where
we are today.” 

On challenges
“Our biggest challenge is to continue to change—to make the changes that we need to do to
keep us as successful as we are right now. We try to be ahead of change and be more proac-
tive than reactive. As the industry changes and our customers’ needs evolve, we have to first
see it and then do something about it. 

“People work hard today and they want nice things. They want things to last. With the brand-
ing program I mentioned earlier, we brought on products at price points that we had never
sold before, and they’re selling. We really began this by testing, by bringing in some higher
priced, recognized branded goods and paying attention to how it was working. It was not life
and death to bring in a high price SKU on the floor. It was either going to work or not. In our
case, it did work and we kept putting more on. Our customers do a lot of entertaining in their
homes as opposed to going out, as some more affluent groups do. The better quality goods
make a statement and give our customers as sense of pride. And so, in a nutshell, we were
quick to accommodate our changing customers and we believe this is the reason for our suc-
cess.” 

On pride
“Be aware of what’s going on outside your business—your competition, your marketplace, 
but mind your business details and be the very best you can be. Have a positive attitude that
what you are doing is making a difference. I always tell my people, if we close tomorrow, who
will care? If the answer is no one, we have lots of trouble. So be special to your customers. 
If you are a small guy you have to have a niche. You have to have something that you can say,
I’m proud I do this. At Aronson’s, I believe we do something good here. We have wonderful
merchandise and we are providing people with the ability to have nice things in their homes. 
It makes them happier and keeps us growing.” 
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Jay’s Way
............................
“It’s about being a little bit better.”

Jay Goltz is president and founder of Artist’s Frame Service, Jayson Home
and Garden and Chicago Art Source, a collection of home focused retail
destinations in Chicago. Jay was inducted into the Entrepreneurship Hall of
Fame sponsored by Arthur Andersen and is a featured speaker and author.

On beginnings
“I started right out of college in 1978, back when you weren’t supposed to
go into business for yourself. Nobody had ever heard of the word entre-
preneur and if it was talked about, it was used in a slam way like, ‘Oh the
guy’s a real entrepreneur,’ like you were selling watches up and down
your arm on the street. It wasn’t that long ago that being in your own
small business wasn’t even considered an occupation. 

“I was tenacious. And just kept saying to myself, there has to be a better
way. I would make a mistake, maybe make it twice or three times, but eventually figure it out. I
survived all these mistakes because I was always customer service driven and took care of
customers. I quickly developed a loyal customer base and no matter what I did wrong, in
finance, management or hiring, I always made it right with the customer. And that forgave a lot
of mistakes.”

On competition
“There are so many competitive forces out there that showing up doesn’t cut it anymore. Think
about it. There are a lot of mediocre businesses, and our capitalistic system is shaking them
out. Longer-term success is about blocking and tackling—it’s the fundamental taking care of
business details that I believe are crucial. A differentiator can be that you’re not lousy—that
you actually do the right thing and get the product out the door. How many businesses that
you do business with can you count on to do it right all the time?” 

On competitive advantage
“I accept responsibility to make sure everything runs right. I work harder finding better product.
We go to more trade shows. We spend the money. When business gets tight some decide to
cut and not go to trade shows. Not smart! Going to trade shows for us is not overhead—it’s
the lifeblood of a product-oriented and design-driven business. I work harder at offering prod-
ucts and services that others don’t have.” 

On advertising
“There’s good advertising and there’s flushing money down the toilet. If you do the wrong
advertising it not only can be wasteful but it can be counterproductive. I’ve learned that a small
business has to be completely focused on target marketing—knowing who you are after and
making sure you don’t do a shot gun approach. You need to understand who your core cus-
tomer base is and you need to figure out where they are. What are they reading? What are
they doing?  A big problem for small independents is getting help with your advertising. Many
get help from the ad salespeople who have as much background in successful advertising as
the guy selling shoes does with running in the Olympics. They’re selling their product and pro-
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gram and what do you know? You believe them. The one-size-fits-all advertising strategy is a
huge problem.” 

On product sourcing
“In the frame business there is a big conglomerate vendor, a huge company with a nice selec-
tion of product. But they are now in just about every store. The frame shop owner who is not
willing to work a little harder goes ahead and buys from them. Why? Because they’ve made it
easy. Unfortunately it’s reverse niche, because now you have the same product everyone else
has. It requires sustained energy to go out and source new product somewhere else. It
requires talking to more salespeople, researching more, not taking the easy way. The sharper
store goes out and finds some different kind of stuff. It’s about doing a little bit more than
everyone else.” 

On the extra 5 percent
“The extra 5 percent you do makes all the difference in the world. What is the difference
between the guy that won the gold medal and the guy that came in fourth place? A tiny per-
centage. Maybe my selection is 5 percent better. Maybe my service is a few percentage points
better. But that’s the big difference. It’s about being a little bit better.” 

On big vs. small
“The three major drivers of the big company are infrastructure, resources and market 
recognition. They live off those three things. These are powerful weapons that are very 
difficult to compete with. The three things small guys have are innovation, drive, and fear. 
What happens when you can combine the big drivers with the small? You have a Nike. You
have a powerhouse brand.” 

On service delivery 
“It starts with hiring properly. You can’t accidentally hire anymore. There is not a whole lot of
hiring thoroughness in small retail. There is still too much naivety. Checking references is key.
Many don’t do it. It’s always the same story. When someone complains they can’t find good
people, I say really? Have you looked? Have you advertised? Have you searched? I’ve learned
to hire people who have passion for the product, passion for the store. I don’t want the career
driven. It’s fine for some but not for me. I want someone who says I love your store and want
to work in it. I want the passion that’s in sync with what our customers want.”

On customer loyalty
“I think we are living through the age of business doublespeak. Nobody wants to call cus-
tomers ‘customers’ anymore. They’re ‘guests’. I don’t know about you but when I’m a guest
somewhere I expect to get something for free. There are no more vendors anymore, they’re 
partners. There are no more employees, they’re team members.  I simply revere the customer.
I think loyalty, other than to your family member, is conditional. When someone works for you
and you treat him or her the right way, you can expect loyalty. It’s the same for customers.
Loyalty is not some overlayer that makes up for everything else. It’s an end result.  The activity
is not about how we get them more loyal, but rather, it’s about being consistent and delivering
a good product every time they come in. That’s how to get customer loyalty.” 

On advice
“Figure out what you are bad at and work on it. Your strengths will take care of themselves. Talent
results in a big top line. Wisdom results in a big bottom line. Get out of your comfort zone.” 



Neil’s News
................................
“I open my eyes to all kinds 
of businesses.”

Neil Gulati is founder and owner of The Mattress
King, a Virginia retailer currently operating 21
stores with 85 employees. Neil began his business 20 years ago as “Sit and Sleep,” selling
sofas, recliners and mattresses, with mattress accounting for the vast percentage of sales.
Eleven years ago, he changed the name to “The Mattress King” as a response to competitive
inroads, successfully refocusing his business on just mattresses.

On the consumer today and
specialty stores
“Consumers are bombarded with so many
product messages every day. It's an astronom-
ical number. When I refocused my business, I
realized I had to make it easy for the consumer
to keep us in mind, so I switched our name to
‘The Mattress King.’ Now the consumer knows
exactly what we do. We sell mattresses and we
are the King. So if you want a mattress, you
automatically think of us first. What the con-
sumer holds in his mind has everything to do
with perception and very little to do with reality. Most people think of specialty stores as the
experts in the particular product category. It's natural. This fact has been a continuing problem
for department stores. You would not get your heart surgery from a GP! Specialty is becoming
more and more dominant in consumers' minds.” 

On change and consistency
“Regardless of the size of any retail business the overriding dynamic is constant change.
Because of this, the lessons of consistency are paramount. Without knowing who you are and
what you're about, it’s hard to contend with change. People who fail are the ones who try to be
what they are not. The small guy has to apply the same principles as the big guys. The big guys
are successful because they stay focused and consistent. You have to do and communicate the
same things over and over again, every day. You do this to get better and better at it every day. 

“I preach that consistency and change are parallel. How can that be? For example, you are 
the consumer. You come to my store and I'm going to give you a sales pitch about whatever
product you are interested in. The process is: I'm going to qualify you, listen to what you say,
and then I'm going to offer you a certain area of products. The process is always the same—
qualify, presentation and close. That's the consistency. What changes is the fact that every 
person who walks into my store is different. That's where psychology comes into play. For a
tennis player, I talk tennis; golf, I talk golf. You analyze your buyers and gain their trust. It’s
about showing that you understand. 

“If you change the process that you do every day, it leads to confusion and you lose focus.
The basic premise of any successful business has to involve consistency.” 
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On survival and success 
“The one reason I've been able to survive and do well is that I open my eyes to all kinds of
businesses. I read ads from everybody and sometimes I borrow good ideas. Strategy princi-
ples apply to us all equally. It’s just that they have to be executed in a different way, depending
on your business. Today, I was in a TV advertising seminar and spent two hours learning more
about buying more efficiently. I'm not totally dependent on just what my reps say. I'm still learn-
ing. I think about how every industry is changing constantly. What was valid a month ago is no
longer. I learn from changes in other industries. Back to my TV example, I used to buy the
‘Friends’ TV show, which recently ended. That buy gave me an important audience. Now I
have to replace it. If I didn’t keep up with the TV industry how would I know?” 

On products and profit
“The only way to make more profit is to update the products. Many consumers are making
more money than they ever have and what are they going to do with that money? They spend
it. Why do we work hard? To reward ourselves. If we don’t reward ourselves, why are we work-
ing so hard? That’s the motivation where new, better products come into play. When you come
into my store, I say you need to spoil yourself with this new mattress.” 

On service
“Retail, unfortunately, has the worst rap on service and salespeople, and justifiably so 
because the retail industry pays the least and has the most demanding hours. So the quality 
of the people to choose from is not necessarily topnotch. Having said that, what we do to
attract the cream of the crop is, we offer our salespeople a totally different type of compensa-
tion program as compared to our competitors. Our competitors are straight commission, draw
against commission. We offer our salespeople salary plus commission. We may offer a little
lower commission rate but we give them both security and incentive. 

“The way I look at it is we all have to have a certain amount of stability in our lives to stay 
motivated. If we have no stability, we lose motivation, using our resources just to get by. We
offer our salespeople what we call a ‘security plus’ plan. We offer our staff different motivation
programs, contests etc. We help our salespeople in that we offer better guarantees to our 
customers upfront. We are the only company that offers a one-year satisfaction guarantee. 
I will sell so many more mattresses from that guarantee than I would possibly have to take
back.” 



Donna’s Difference
...............................................
“Why would someone keep coming to 
your store if it always looked the same?”

Donna Hogan owns the Fickle Frog in Corning, Iowa, a town of 1,800
people. Her store is a destination specialty gift store, selling an array of
original artistic products. Eighty percent of her customer base is from out
of town. Donna totally remodels her store every year to keep customers
coming back to experience the friendly, fun and unique shopping she
provides. 

On beginnings 
“One of the hardest things I did was resisting the popular “country look.” I wanted to find
unique things and so I would travel around and meet different artists and buy their work. I’m
always looking for new artists. We’re a community of a lot of specialty shops and one thing we
have always done is work together, so we’re not all selling the same thing.”

On change and changing
“As Starbucks was becoming popular on the west coast, I had the
idea of opening an espresso bar in my store and I don’t even drink
coffee! I put it in and it started bringing people into the store who
were new and who probably thought they weren’t interested in what
I was selling. Well, they started seeing things that they liked and
started buying. It was a great success. The coffee business brought
me new customers and now I’m doing a big business in beans!”

On differentiation
“I’ve always tried to do things in the store that were different and I
always look at everything when I’m traveling to get ideas. We do a
lot of redecorating the store. I want a wow factor when people come
in the door. We remodel every year. I take everything down and put
something new up. Right now, we’ve put gossamer on the ceilings on the walls, everywhere.
Of all the stores I’ve visited, I’ve never seen anybody do that. I want people to come back and
bring their friends. I want people to think of us as a fun place to visit and see. We do an annual
Christmas show and each year it’s always a different theme. Last year was gingerbread 
houses and we put candy everywhere.”

On advertising
“The first ten years, word of mouth was how we got business. After that, I started advertising 
in a town 20 minutes from us with a population of 10,000. I advertised in their daily paper for a
full week once a month. I can’t stand plain ads. I wanted mine to stand out. We used our crazy
frog logo to get attention by putting him on a boat, putting him in sunglasses, in a football hel-
met…That really brought a lot of people in. At one point my business was about 30 percent
from that town. 

“Since then, I’ve switched to doing newsletters. I began with bulk mailing but quit it because
people don’t get it on time or don’t get it at all. So now I do first class mail. The next step is to
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get email addresses and do it electronically. Our newsletter is very personal, very chatty, with
news about what’s new in the store and what we’re planning for.” 

On events
“We always have to think about ways to bring people to us. Right now we’re working on creat-
ing something for the Red Hat Society, a group of women 50+ nationwide who wear red hats
and purple outfits, and get together socially to have fun. They do outings. We know there are
around 300 members within 90 miles of us. We’re planning an event for them to bring them
into town, not just to shop but do other things as well. We have to work on different ways to
bring people into the community.

“A few years ago there was a 10,000-person bike ride that came through Corning. I put a sign
up that said ‘free shipping’ because they’re on bicycles. I sold a lot of merchandise.” 

On advice
“You have got to be friendly. Your customers want to have fun.”



Steve’s Selling
...........................
“We changed because we did not want 
to be in the commodity business.”

A family and employee owned business since
1919, Urner’s of Bakersfield, California, is a 
full-service, one-location retailer of furniture,
appliances and home electronics and one of the
largest independents in the U.S. With the open-
ing of a new location in 2000, Urner’s has 
positioned itself uniquely to better compete and
continue its tradition of innovation and growth. Steve Illingworth is vice president.

On differentiation and competing
“About nine years ago we were in general consumer electronics and many of the majors came
into our town. We quickly realized that most of our margins were not in the products they and
we were currently selling. We toured around, visiting a number of places around the West and
found that big screen television was becoming very hot and you could get good margins. We
decided the opportunity was in integrating the selling of big screens with surround sound sys-
tems and furniture. We set up our whole electronics department basically as a vignette. We
have multiple vignettes around the store that allows us to use all our space as selling space.
We are promoting and selling the big screens, but when the customers come in they see a lot
more. We do demonstrations of surround sound so they can really experience it.” 

“We did not want to be in the commodity business competing with the chain stores; $99 DVD
players were not our future. We decided to offer a premium product with a sales staff that
could educate the customer to understand the benefits. We also offer installation that other big
chains don’t. We saw that as a profitable niche for us. We have grown profitably because we
saw the coming demand. When you start to see sales and profits go down you’ve got to find
other products and better ways. 

“We did not want to appear as a full line home furnishings store but rather a distinct specialty
destination; and so we promote ourselves as almost three distinct businesses: Big Screen City,
Sofas etc. and The Appliance Center.

“Our products are always in stock because the Achilles’ heel for the big chains is they never
have in all in stock. It usually takes at least three or four days. This is a big competitive advan-
tage for us. I know how vulnerable they are because of their lack of inventory. And I know how
much business we get because of it.” 

On being employee owned
“We started an ESOP about 15 years ago partly to create a market for our stock. We were also
interested in creating ownership for our employees. It helps them save and grow a retirement
on their own. It helps us retain people and get new people.” 
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On advertising and marketing
“We do a lot of TV, radio and newspaper. We need to be in the market because you never know
when a customer is in the market. For example, I don’t recall seeing a tire ad recently, but when I’m
in the market for new tires I look for those ads. Our TV and radio is focused on being entertaining.
We tend to use humor and we drive our image that way. We talk about full inventory, next day deliv-
ery. We focus on the benefits we offer—benefits that the customer will not find at a competitor.” 

On tiebreakers
“The service benefits are tiebreakers. We are always looking for tiebreakers and it’s never
price, because the price is the price; the market always sets it. We have to be competitive with
all our competitors or we are not in the game.” 

On product sourcing
“We’ve belonged to a national buying group for 25 years. We get tremendous benefits like 
volume rebates, extra advertising, marketing tools, educational seminars, sales training and
employee benefits, all of which we could not get any other way. Buying groups will typically
add 35 percent of profitability. Our buying group recently set up a mixing warehouse whereby
we became Samsung’s fourth largest national account. That actually helped the buying group
move up in importance. But also, we have to always rely on suppliers who will meet our
needs.” 

On customer product knowledge 
“We believe that the Internet has increased the average sales price because the manufacturers
do a much better job in presenting all the features and benefits that typically retail sales-
persons cannot do no matter how much training or knowledge they may have. The sales-
person will not have the same interest that consumers will when they are ready to buy. 
The consumer doing the product research will get excited by the manufacturer’s website. 
They learn what they can get for more money. They understand why they are paying more 
for a given product. So, when they come in to us, it’s much easier for us to make the 
presentation and a sale.” 

On understanding vs. changing 
“It’s not always a problem to understand the drivers of a business. But it is sometimes a prob-
lem to convince someone to do something about it—to get people out of their comfort zone.
For example, selling service policies and other add-ons accounts for about 50 percent of our
bottom-line profit. And that’s because we are in such a competitive market. Some dealers will
go to buying group seminars that take about the criticality of selling service policies. They will
understand the importance and then go back into their comfort zones and change nothing.” 

On greatest strengths 
“We think it’s always about getting the combination of the things you have to do right. It’s
about customer service. We focus on the details. We always want to know what image is left
with our customers after they have dealt with our salesperson, warehouse person, delivery 
person and service person. We always want to exceed our customers’ expectations. We try 
to make it a great experience for our customers. And that great experience is a fragile chain.” 



George’s Growth
.............................................................
“You can’t sit still today. You have to keep growing. If I had not planned for
growth, I would have been done by now. It would have been all over.” 

George Kutsunis is the owner of
GWK Enterprises, a Geneseo, Illinois-
based woman’s apparel company
that currently operates in six loca-
tions in two states and has 86
employees. George began his busi-
ness in 1962 and has enjoyed good
growth ever since. He was named
Illinois Retailer of the Year in 1992.

On beginnings
“From ’62 to 1978 we did business
just in Geneseo. We purchased
buildings and opened a number of
stores in our downtown area. In
1987, we entered Davenport, Iowa,
with a store. It was an immediate
success and a few years later we
built our own building and moved
the store. In 1990 we went to Princeton, Illinois, 40 miles east of us and built a building there
as well, in the downtown area. In 1997 we opened a new store in Peoria, Illinois. In 1998 we
expanded again in Iowa at a regional mall. And now we’ve taken another lease in Cedar
Rapids, Iowa. And my wife and daughter recently opened up a gift store business here in
Geneseo. I guess you could say we’re really in the retail business.”

On initial growth
“When we were just in Geneseo, we were limited in population but we had a larger urban area 
to the west of us, so we started marketing on TV and developed a spokesperson. She was a 
professional character actress and we named her Sophie. At the end of every commercial, she
would say, “When you go there tell ’em Sophie sent you.” We had a tremendous success with
her. We even developed a Sophie’s buyer club card. We sold it to our customers for $10 and it
was good for a year. The card enabled them to buy merchandise for 10 percent off. We sold
16,000 cards the first year. That campaign put us on the map. It worked then because we weren’t
confronted with all the competition we have today. We realized we could not continue to draw
from our own small town as other stores were opening, in larger metro areas around us. 

“We decided if we were going to survive we had to put stores in those larger markets and 
make it more convenient for our customers to shop with us. The decision did some very good
things. It obviously built a larger customer base and enabled us to spend more on advertising
and promotion. And the additional resulting volume enabled us to get better pricing from our
vendors.” 
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On being different
“In our business, there are basically two categories of merchants today—the mom and pop
small independents and the large specialty chain and/or department stores. Our vendors look
at us as a small chain. Most specialty stores are around 3,000 to 5,000 square feet. Our stores
are around 10,000 to 12,000 square feet. We carry an extensive assortment of merchandise
and we carry a full assortment of size ranges—missy, petite and plus sizes. The plus sizes are
very important to us. We‘re larger than a specialty store but much smaller than a department
store. We’re kind of a hybrid. I don’t know anybody quite like us. 

“Our niche has worked for us in the past but it’s a little scary knowing we’re out here alone
doing this. It has worked in the small towns we are in and it has worked in the larger middle
markets we’ve entered. But all the big national chains that were never in our markets before
are all here now. We are faced with an ever-larger retail base. It’s very difficult to do business
today and get people to come through your door. People have so many choices.”

On advertising
“We’ve been in business a long time and have used all kinds of media. It’s harder and harder to
reach your customer today. With the advent of all these cable channels and the fragmented
media environment, you have to work harder. We’re embarking on a new TV campaign right now
that will be more image than price. We’re going to try this. We’ve done many different campaigns
over the years but nothing has been as effective as our initial Sophie campaign. I’ve been a big
believer in TV but it depends on the idea, the hook that’s going to get that customer. We also
recognize that we need to develop that younger customer. Our mature customer base numbers
are eroding so we need to replace her. So the question is, what medium will reach that younger
buyer? Newspaper is fine for our mature customer but won’t work for younger people. We also
use direct mail. We have an extensive in-house list of 52,000. We are still struggling to get that
younger customer. We’re not a national name. We are not instantly recognizable. But we feel we
can use TV to challenge that younger customer to give us a try.” 

On product and vendor consolidation
“We try to find product that’s not everywhere and it’s getting harder to do. Our buyers go to
market every six weeks. We are working with some other stores out of Missouri and Kansas.
They are similar in size to us and we are now collectively importing some goods. We get 
different products and we’ve built our margins tremendously. 

“Truthfully, I don’t know how a very small independent can buy anymore. A lot of people don’t
want to talk to you if you want to place a small order. We’re just a little bit bigger. We can buy a
little more quantity and so we get some attention. Our buyers are aggressive about pricing.
Everybody in a New York showroom is getting a different price so you have to be aggressive. 
By continuing to grow and upping our buy, we’ve been able to effect some good pricing and be
more competitive. 

“We’ve also seen tremendous erosion in our vendor base. You have search to replace them.
Our buying office in New York helps with that.” 

On future growth
“We know that to grow you have to take a risk. When you go into a new area as we’ve done,
you don’t know how it’s going to go. You are unknown. You have to develop an image and get
people to grace your doorstep. It’s an ongoing challenge. We’ve been able to do it through
our advertising and through word of mouth. You can’t sit still today. You have to keep growing.



If I had not planned for growth, I would have been done by now. It would have been all over.
We take very little out of the business and put a lot back in for growth.” 

On information technology 
“About five years ago we invested about $225,000 in a software package to upgrade our sys-
tems. It was a big cost but we had to do it because we were growing so fast. We had to have
timely information. The system has worked very well for us. You need that capability today. 
We also have a website that is informational and facilitates communication with our customers.
We don’t sell through it, but we do put all our promotions and sales up and we’re getting good
response. We are also developing email addresses to add to our customer database.” 

On employees
“We are happy we don’t have a lot of turnover. We have a genuine respect for our people and
they respect us too. They do their best to do the right thing for us. The issue of keeping peo-
ple is tough, especially younger people. But as we grow, we have new opportunities in our
company. I think you have to have that to attract and retain good people.” 

On the biggest challenge
“We’ve taken care of everything else and now our biggest challenge is to get that new cus-
tomer to pay attention to us—to get that person in the door. When I started in 1962, we had
virtually no competition. I don’t think the independent is done but it is so much harder today.
People say to me, ‘You don’t have to worry about the big discount chains; you sell much nicer
stuff.’ Well, you know what people are buying in those stores. Look at their parking lot. You see
Lexus Mercedes, Lincolns, etc., parked there. They’re probably my customers. I think every-
body is my competition.” 
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Rusty’s Relationships
.....................................
“You can change the ways you do it, 
but don’t change what it is.”

Rusty Lester is CEO of Frances Kahn, a full-service Virginia retailer of high-
end women’s apparel. The company operates three stores, each about
5,200 square feet, and employs 40 people. 

On changes
“We try to anticipate change and stay on top of what’s happening in the
world. I hold a close relationship with my customers, spending a lot of
time interacting with them. This serves many purposes. One is to keep on
top of what people are thinking and understanding why individual buying
patterns change. Is it a response to bad economic news? Is it a response to what’s going on
in their personal lives? We serve high-end customers and I think they are more affected by
emotion and perception. That’s why I spend so much time with them. The reality of the world
around us changes rapidly but people don’t change as fast. 

“Things around us are changing faster and our industry is changing dramatically with consoli-
dation and lack of creativity on all sides of the world. Consolidation has created some powerful
brands. I think we would all be better off with more competition. With more competition, the
manufacturers would get better, we would get better and the customer would be better
served.” 

On specialty stores
“There seems to be recognition today that specialty stores are important to the solidarity of the
industry. In decades past, specialty stores were up and down, in and out of business. There
was tremendous turnover. Smart manufacturers now recognize that those of us who have
remained are important to the growth of their business. We use this fact to our advantage. We
are now able to say, what can you do for us? Let’s be partners. We are developing stronger
relationships, getting extra margins, planning special events that heretofore we were not able
to do. With so much business easily available in the past, these things didn’t matter to manu-
facturers, but as things got tighter, it matters much more now. 

“You have to work at it, but we see more and more manufacturers, here and in Europe, doing
more things to attract the small independent specialty store. One of the reasons for this is the
attrition in department stores. Department stores, with their many demands, have caused man-
ufacturers to realize they need to find new avenues to remain in business and be profitable.”

On advertising and marketing
“Our advertising has not changed much. We use a lot of word advertising to tell a story. I
believe in emotion, in appealing to the emotional side. The world is inundated with pictures.
What we do is different from what other people do. The strength of our business is word of
mouth and so we try to appeal to the emotional side to get people in the door. 

“I think it’s important that your customer understands that you feel emotion too—that’s it’s not all
about the money but about them. We like to react to what’s going on in the world and show our
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humanity. In a world filled with vivid images of fashion, I
don’t think people respond as much as they used to
respond. Our advertising approach is a differentiator for us.” 

On Information technology 
“We were very early to computerize but have been some-
what slow to use the information as well as we can. I’m
still trying to find the right kind of website concept for us.
But information technology has helped us know more
about our customers and we’ve developed a good mail-
ing list. We are always trying to add new people to our list
and it’s a challenge. In today’s world we always need to
replace customers. I’ve had to learn a lot about technolo-
gy because it’s rare to find someone from the outside
who really can understand your business and what you’re
trying to accomplish. 

“Information technology has created more openness and
more accessibility for our employees to know what’s
going on in our business and the industry, for that matter.
It has helped in making things easier to deal with.” 

On service
“Service is the key component to our business. It is very hard to do. Keeping people is difficult,
although we have done well in this regard. The key is finding people who really share in your
vision. People in our industry can always make more money doing something else. So you
have to be lucky enough to find the people who can share your passion. 

“I’m so personally involved in making sure our customers are cared for that our employees
see it every day, head on. They see good service in action. It’s hard to write about good serv-
ice or read about it in a manual. And it’s hard to teach it. But you can show it. The downside
for me is that I sometimes get too involved, and don’t have the time to do other things that can
be equally important. But it is the life of our business. It’s a steady factor that has never
changed. We make it a pleasure for our customers to shop in our stores, always.” 

On a focused store concept 
“The concept of our store is to sell a lot of things to an individual customer. So all the mer-
chandise is pointed to our particular demographic individual. Everything we have should
appeal to that targeted person. What’s most important is how they put everything together, 
and so that’s the focus of our salespeople and the customer is brought along with that point of
view. We keep our focus conceptual rather than product specific. It’s a service concept, a fash-
ion experience rather than an item purchase.” 

On competition
“In my younger days I hated competition and now I like it. I understand it. The reason we’ve
survived is because we have often tweaked our concept but we have never changed what
we’ve stood for. In this past year we had two major department store chains come into our
area. We wondered, how are we going to survive? They opened. We decided to get sharper in
doing what we do. Interestingly, the competition made our consumers more aware of what we
do well. It broadened their horizons. Competition makes us, as small entrepreneurs, do things
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we need to do but don’t always do until the bar is raised. If we do our job well and keep our
focus, we know it works. We can’t worry about the other guy.” 

On the greatest challenge 
“I think growth and how to grow is the greatest challenge. Bigger is not always better but you
do need to grow to survive. I’m still learning how to make growth work for our company and
myself. It’s important to not let your business get out of control as you grow. You can’t let ego
get in the way.” 

On advice
“Business relationships with your industry are more important than ever. It’s harder to start 
and survive today than years ago. There is much more competition. You need extra margins
and help to make it easier to survive. You have to see the importance of this and work those
relationships at every level. You have to make yourself important to all those people you do
business with. 

“And you have to maintain the retail concept that has made you a success. Don’t let what’s
happening in the world change the vision that you have. You can change the ways you do it,
but don’t change what it is.” 



Nan’s Necessity
.................................
“Experiment, experiment, experiment.”

Nan Napier is the owner of Tres Mariposas, a single-location, upscale women’s fashion apparel
and accessories business located in El Paso, Texas. She has owned the business for 25 years
and currently employs 20 people. 

On challenges and changing 
“We currently do about $3 million a year and have been stuck on that over the last five years,
much to my irritation. We currently are undergoing some changes in the size matrix we offer 
as a result of looking at and understanding demographic trends and looking at some specific
situations where individual customers’ purchases had declined dramatically over the past 
couple of years. We found many of our good customers had outgrown our sizes. We looked at
year-to-year comparisons of sales by customer and turned up some interesting information we
were not aware of. We are tracking our customers carefully. We changed the software we used
to allow us to do this much better.” 

On advertising
“We have increased our focus at both ends of the spectrum—that is, reaching a mass audi-
ence with TV and reaching one person at a time by spending a little more money directly on
our best customers, giving something special to our core group of best customers, things like 
invitations with enclosed gifts. We also do newsletters to our entire list. We do a lot of business
with Mexico because we are a border town. It accounts for about 5 percent of our customer
base but about 35 percent of our sales.” 

On product acquisition 
“We have had to change our lines as they became more saturated in department stores and
would often have trouble finding something to replace them. But now, there seem to be more
available vendors who are more geared to what we need. They are seeking specialty stores
because we are more profitable for them. They are producing good product that can easily
compete with the bigger guys. Vendors during the last year have been more helpful. They
seem to have a different attitude toward specialty stores. I think they have found they need to
do a really good job with the bigs or they have to do a really good job with the smalls. I think
more people have realized that the specialty store segment can be highly profitable.” 

On information technology 
“For small or big people, change is a pain. When you are thinking about making a technology
change, you wish you had a technology department you could assign it to, but small 
independents usually can’t do that. So you have to get your own head around it. You have 
to stay up to date. Our website is helpful. We’ve had it for four years. The initial investment 
was modest and the advertising people we already worked with were proficient in it. I already
trusted them and they did a good job. I would not want to be without it but it has not done that
much for me in terms of generating specific returns I can measure. We are just beginning to
test online sales but we’re in the fashion business and not the replenishment business. I think
the products people order online are more about basics and replenishment.” 
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On customer service
“I think we do as well as anybody but every small businessperson, I think, wishes they did better.
We do a lot of training. We have once a week sales classes—workshops, information exchange,
mentoring, etc. We have to keep our people really on top of trends and product information. We
talk about what’s new all the time. Our customers are very well informed. What’s good and bad
about our high level of service is that we have salespeople who have developed such a relation-
ship and rapport with our customers that if they left we would lose some of our customers with
them. In effect, our good salespeople have their own small business. 

“Staff development is an ongoing challenge. It’s easier to find products and do many of the
things we do, but finding the perfect people and making our customer service better is much
harder. The better our staff gets, it raises the level of whom we attract.” 

On management capability
“I was a CPA before I started in the business and have always been financially conservative, 
so it’s always been a given for us. I’ve always been a learner and really enjoy the continual
learning process. I joke about starting a consultants anonymous group because I use so many
consultants. I read a lot, go to seminars, etc. and I travel quite a bit. I think it’s helpful from a
management standpoint. As a business owner, the business trains you to have both a short-
term and a long-term focus. I view it as a natural outgrowth of my job.” 

On advice
“Experiment, experiment, experiment, and repeat those words every day. I do more of what
works and less of what doesn’t.” 



Ron’s Rules
...........................
“Customers come to an independent
because they expect knowledge 
and service.”

Ron Romero is president of Schaefer’s TV and Appliance Center in Lincoln, Nebraska. 
For over 50 years, Schaefer’s has been delivering the latest in TVs and appliances from one
retail location. Today Schaefer’s is considered Lincoln’s digital destination. Mr. Romero is a 
past president of The North American Retail Dealers Association.

On spotting trends
“We’ve gone the full service route. In electronics, we’ve been very aggressive in selling the
high definition products for several years. We jumped on the bandwagon immediately before
the box stores. That set us apart and set us up as we call it ‘the digital destination.’ When the
high definition sets became available they were on the market before the broadcast 
signals. But we had a generator that simulated the high definition pictures so people could
actually see what they were like. A better picture for cable and DVD and, of course, ready for
the coming future broadcast high definition signal. Now we have signals in our area. 

“We made the decision to do this because we wanted to do something before everyone else
and we knew it was a product of the future. We have always done this starting from the begin-
ning when my dad got into television when it first came out and then got into color at the
beginning as well. We’ve always tried to have something to set us apart. We realized that 
people were stepping up and wanting the latest technology. And it’s not just the picture but 
the sound systems as well.

“We have a very large service and repair department that’s a big part of our business. We do a
lot of custom installation—something our customers want. When they buy from us, it’s a one-
stop, no-hassle process from purchase through installation. We’re selling convenience.”

On advertising
“We try to cut through the advertising clutter by doing what we call theme advertising. I’m very
involved in it, doing my own TV and radio commercials to set us apart from competition. It may
not be as polished as national accounts, but when you see one of our commercials, you know
it’s our company. We try to come up with different concepts, themes. We’re not talking sales.
We talk about benefits.”

On price and competition
“We belong to a large buying group—been in it since the early ’80s. We buy through the group
so we have national programs with the major manufacturers. The manufacturers treat our group
as a national account. That helps put some parity into pricing. If we did not belong to a group
some lines we want would not be available to us. We do not try to go head to head on price.
There’s no advantage there, so we stress the advantages of doing business with a local, service-
oriented company. I am very active in the group. Our members get help with training via video,
meeting seminars and the Internet—it’s a lot of education and best practices sharing.”
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On price transparency and customer knowledge 
“It’s a challenge but a good one, because people are more educated on the products. We
have an extensive website with links to help our customers learn more. And so, our sales-
people do have to be more knowledgeable. We view all of that as positive. When consumers
come to an independent they expect more. They go to an independent because they expect
the knowledge and the service.” 

On hiring good people
“It’s harder today to find good people and so we are doing new things. We do a lot of advertis-
ing on the Internet for staff. For example, we posted on a national site for a service manager
and we found one in Chicago. He and his family moved to Nebraska and it’s been a good fit.
The possibility of using the Internet to reach people has really helped.” 

On management skills
“We’re going through strategic planning now. NARDA has put together what they call their
‘Vision Program.’ We meet for several days with other retailers and other facilitators. We’re
working on a strategic plan. It’s a challenge for small businesses. Many do not do it. We 
made the decision to spend time on this because we kind of saw ourselves as going down a
dead end if we didn’t. In order for us to grow we thought we should go through a disciplined
process to take us to the next step. Part of this will be family planning and succession 
planning.”

On advice 
“Be able to work your business and not work in it. Be able to step back and look at it. Today,
too many people are playing the role of fireman—putting out fires, wearing different hats. You
need to ask: Who is running what here?” 



Darryl’s Decisions
..........................................
“We’re constantly trying to re-engineer our business.
We’re very successful but there’s nothing so special
that should be beyond our examination.”

Sam’s Wine and Spirits is a Chicago-based, 33,000 square foot
superstore and a leading national retailer. Founded in the late
1940s, this family-owned business is in its third generation. The
company is positioned as “the world’s wine superstore” and “the
single leading beverage retailer in the world.” Sam’s sells wine and spirits, accessories, gifts
and gourmet foods. Darryl Rosen is one of the third generation owners.

On watching everything
“It’s very clear there is a lot of change occurring in all industries. In ours, there is new 
competition in terms of emerging large discounters and grocery stores increasingly getting
into the wine business. There is market consolidation of distributors. There are also all kinds 
of regulatory hurdles one has to overcome just to do the simplest of things. We have to look 
at all of this all the time. As an independent that is in a stage of expanding the business, I feel
we have to watch and stay on top of everything more now than ever. 

“There is no such thing as micro-managing. Yes, you have to delegate and give your people
the ability to grow but that does not mean you don’t have to watch everything very closely.”

On IT and the Internet
“Our business over the web and through email offers has gone through the roof. Internet tech-
nology has enabled us to get the word out about new offerings to our customers more quickly
and more easily than ever before, and to get their business right away. To do this, we’ve had to
make investments to improve our systems so that we have high-speed data connections. It is
a lifeline to us now. Our email reliability is as important as our telephone system. 

“We have just upgraded our Internet redundancy so that it will go out from two locations,
Chicago and Houston, in case the Chicago area was to go down. We’ve also upgraded many
of our servers on all sides of the business and we’ve hired a full-time technology person. I
think we are in pretty good shape when it comes to IT infrastructure and we are fairly
advanced in our category, but thankfully, we have not spent as much as what one might think
in terms of a percentage of sales basis. 

“Interestingly, our decision to embrace Internet communication came from a situation with a
2000 Bordeaux vintage that sold in 2001. It was an historic quality vintage and we felt that the
ability to contact many of our customers immediately would be incredibly helpful. Nine years
ago we would do fax offerings and it was hard to get information out quickly that our cus-
tomers could act on. We have a rewards program with about 40,000 people enrolled and
we’ve captured their email addresses. We have all kinds of ways in the store to get customer
information. We have over 100,000 on our list of people who have asked to be on our list. 

“One challenge we have is to use this list better and spend more of our advertising dollars on
the list to try to increase business from these customers. One specific thing we’re doing right

51

CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE | RETAIL PROFILE



52

CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE | RETAIL PROFILE

now is looking more closely at the people who were added to our database in a given month;
to see what percentage of those people placed an order in the month they were added. We
found we had a high percentage. And that meant we had a lot of people initiating action and
not just being on a list for the sake of being on it. We decided that the remaining people who
did not place an order should be contacted with some tailored offering.” 

On advertising and marketing
“Our biggest change in this area is that we have dramatically cut down on our catalog printing
and mailing. We have figured out it is so much more efficient and effective to reach customers
on the web. We have not decreased our ad budget. It continues to grow, but we have reallo-
cated much of it. As an example, we sponsor a radio show that broadcasts a wine minute. It’s
the right demographic and with the addition of our second store, we’ll get some increased
economies of scale.” 

On product sourcing and vendor consolidation
“We’re in the midst of studying this subject. I’m continually amazed at looking at our wholesale
distribution channel and seeing what they want us to buy and how little margin they expect us
to make. So we are revisiting this and changing our strategy about how we want to deal with
our distributors. We bring in a lot of wines directly from Europe now, including our own brands.
We also make wine in California. We have projects going on around the world. It’s very high
quality and the margins are great. We are also looking at our normal business a lot more
closely now. If we’re not going to get the appropriate margin on an item, we’re not going to
emphasize it as much. When you start to get better information and look at the numbers more
carefully, inventory turns, etc., it shows you how you have to change.”

On positioning and re-engineering
“We’re constantly trying to re-engineer the business. We’re very successful but there’s nothing
so special that should be beyond our examination. And when you’re expanding, as we are,
you’re changing the business model overnight. 

“We tinker with our management capability all the time. There are no absolute answers, no
totally smooth days. We are always talking about what we need to do to compete. Our infra-
structure has gotten a lot better. I have a good team and I’m in a position now to spend more
time away from the day-to-day, to work on ways to make the business better. The on-the-job
training we get here is so much more valuable than the formal business education.” 

On service delivery and employees
“We’re working on employee orientation and training with consultants and spending more
money in this area. We want to get this aspect up to speed—beyond where we are today. 
This includes everything from providing a simple employment terms letter to having selling
skills training seminars. 

“There are a lot of highly educated wine consumers and there’s no question that our people
have to be better educated on many of our products. Sometimes it’s not so much about how
much our people know, but more about how they handle something that they don’t know.” 

On advice
“It’s very important for independents to manage their advertising and payroll costs. It’s very
important to keep strong financial control of your business. There’s never going to be any short-
age of issues that independents have to deal with. Differentiating your business is the key.” 



Bobby’s Big Idea
...................................
“We would spend a whole day learning about 
the best new ideas….We’re always looking.”

Bobby Ukrop is a second-generation chain grocery
store retailer headquartered in Richmond, Virginia. With
28 stores, Ukrop’s “takes every step…to bring people
what they want most from a store—especially convenience.” Their stated business purpose is
“to create great shopping and working experiences by sharing our passion for food in a fun and
dynamic atmosphere.” Ukrop's was recently named as a “Fortune Top 100 Companies To Work
For” recipient for the fifth year in a row.

On share groups
“Many retailers are too busy working to look ahead, busy taking care of their customers. That’s
why, over the years, we’ve always spent time looking at what others were doing. When my
brother first became involved in some industry activities, he gained exposure to other people by
visiting stores in other parts of the country. Also, we have both served on the Coca-Cola
Retailing Research Council, which enabled us to meet even more food retailers by traveling in
Europe and in other parts of the world. Idea exchange is a key part of the CCRRC experience.
Ukrop’s leaders are involved in a number of share groups, which will spend an entire day
exchanging ideas. We recently joined another group consisting of large food retailers. They like
having a small operation in the group because we are generally perceived to be innovative. We
bring some ideas they otherwise might not hear. And we have other friends within the industry
who come to visit us and we visit them. 

“These share groups visit and critique each other’s operations through a different set of eyes.
We value their feedback, and we all benefit from constructive criticism. It’s been an important
part of our ongoing success. Plus, when you develop a reputation for innovation, consumer
packaged goods companies often want us to test new programs. For example, we were the
first food retailer in the country to have a customer loyalty card, and now many companies
have loyalty card programs.”

On customer data use 
“Ukrop’s Valued Customer card provides us rich data, but for years we weren’t using it well.
We’re getting a lot better at it now. What it’s really about is better targeting our efforts with our
customers. It’s not just about deals but developing affinity groups, whether they are baby
clubs, senior citizens, pet owners, etc. We have now created an affinity group of our 5,500
associates. Each associate has an Associate Card, and this card allows us to ‘flip a switch’—
like if we want to give a free pizza to everybody. In the past, we had to make a coupon and
pass it out with paychecks, but the card allows us to distribute the offer electronically. 

“Coke is rolling out its new C2 drink, and we’re giving one to each associate as part of the
introductory promotion. This simple offer presents us the opportunity to attract young people
by giving them the chance to try things ahead of time. Additionally, we have a number of other
promotions involving product education planned for this summer. “My point is that the Ukrop’s
Valued Customer Program can now provide additional rewards and services as well as affinity
benefits, and we are going beyond just the traditional affinity groups. We keep looking for new
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ways to provide value.”

On community service
“I see what I do as a ministry, by having an ongoing commitment to serving people. It just hap-
pens that my business is the supermarket business. The community support we provide rein-
forces the business, but the business is really about trying to provide great life experiences for
our associates—no matter their life stage—so they can then provide great service to others.
It’s the way we have always operated. Our ‘servant leadership’ model is who we are. Some
people look at community involvement by how many events or projects you sponsor; I view it
as how many young people are we preparing for the workforce that will include Ukrop’s alumni
who will go on to do great things. Many independent retailers do great things every day to
help people and they receive very little credit.” 

On associates and superior customer service 
“We have not done as good a job as we can on career pathing, so we are now making a 
special effort because we need to improve. Of about 5,500 associates,15 percent are high
school and college kids and 170 people are ages 70-79. We also have 57 people who are
80+. We have people working for us from age 16-88, and many of our retired people have
worked for us for 20-plus years. We have very little full-time turnover. We are big on recognition
and strive to create a great atmosphere for work. For example, we have 120 young people
receiving $1,500 renewable college scholarships. Again, it’s who we are and what we do. 

“We applied to the Fortune 100 program because we wanted to test ourselves. The real 
benefit was in the application process. Based on Fortune’s survey results, we were able to 
see we weren’t as good as we thought we were, and we identified opportunities to improve our
workforce. For example, we decided to make our registration programs for promotions more visi-
ble and open. We sponsor trips for our associates to New York City and visit other food retailers.
Recently we gave each of our managers $25 to go out and buy a different and interesting spe-
cialty item. Then, we gather to discuss the items and talk about what we learned.”

On advertising
“We are trying to acquire more email addresses of our customers. It’s a good way to commu-
nicate with them. It’s very hard today to get through the ad clutter. We do a lot through receipt
messaging. We find that we can deliver offers and information better than more traditional
ways. We don’t use advertising on the back of our receipts. We message on the front. We
recently had a pharmacy offering, using both direct mail and receipt messaging. The receipt
messaging was less expensive, and we achieved better results.” 

On advice
“Try to play your game and make sure it makes sense for your customers, but never have your
head in the sand. 

“When the external environment changes, everything changes, and you have to be mindful. If
you are really interested in your people, you can do a lot better than you think you can. If
somebody is under-performing, take the time to understand why. Take time to know what’s
important to the people working with you. People who care about people achieve good
results. Become engaged in an industry association and a share group. Keep your head up
and your eyes open. Visit and listen to people; you’ll learn a lot.” 
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John’s Gems
.....................................
“We were trying to be everything to everybody 
and we were becoming nothing to anybody.”

John Wohlwend is president and CEO of Jack Lewis Fine
Jewelry, a single-location Bloomington, Illinois, jewelry
retailer. The company was founded in 1927 and now features one of Central Illinois’ largest col-
lections of diamonds, fine jewelry, luxury watches and colored stone jewelry. The store also fea-
tures a full-service laboratory for gemological identification as well as insurance documentation
and evaluations. The service department is an integral part of the business, including remount,
design, and repair departments.

On beginnings
“I came to work for Jack Lewis in 1973 and this past October I cele-
brated my 30th anniversary with the company. The company went
into family trust in 1986 and I began to manage it. My wife and I
bought the company in 1993 and at that time we consolidated two
stores into an anchor location in a strip center. We were a full line,
old time jewelry store with all the tabletops, 300 different lines of gift-
ware, etc. I took that operation and changed the culture of the com-
pany to focus on what we did best: diamonds, watches and fine jew-
elry. We are full service with 13 employees. We now do a tremen-
dous business with diamonds for our demographic customer group
and we do a huge business in the anniversary market.”

On initial change
“Tabletop at one point was a very lucrative part of a retail jeweler’s business. With that came 
a whole series of price comparison shopping and attendant problems. We literally would have
clients who would register their daughters with us and then tell us what they expected to pay
for a certain item. We would have a lot of call-in business, requiring me to take a clerk off the
floor to take calls, orders, and shipping, etc. It became a real negative cash flow situation 
considering that in less time, the same salesperson could be selling a $4,000 bracelet. We
were trying to be everything to everybody and we were becoming nothing to anybody. We
decided to quit being so diverse. 

“I’m a big reader of business books. I belong to a book group with seven other guys and
we’ve read over 400 business books over the last ten years. One was Focus by Al Ries. I had
accomplished our business refocus before I read the book but after reading it, I felt really good
about what I had done.” 

On price and product knowledge transparency
“One of the changes that’s huge in our industry is the Internet. We are getting a lot of very 
well-educated buyers who make intelligent consumer decisions. I look at the Internet as a help
rather than a threat at my level of the industry. Our industry has a number of subsets. The ware-
house clubs and Internet sources are price competitive. Their customers are willing to 
buy a diamond at a warehouse club or over the Internet from someone they have never met
before. But at our end of it, when we have a client come in who’s done a lot of research, it’s a
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good thing. We have the opportunity to spend a lot more time with that kind of client and can
build a stronger relationship. Our salespeople are very knowledgeable. They are all GIA
(Gemological Institute of America) graduates; all have diamond-buying experience. They know we
have a very sophisticated customer. I focused the store to deal with that kind of client. 
So the education available on the Internet helps put our customers on the same level as 
our staff.”

On service
“My partner in the store is someone I hired as a sophomore in high school. I have two gold-
smiths, one of whom I hired 23 years ago as an apprentice. I have a sales manager who has
been with me for 18 years. I have not hired or fired anybody in the past seven years. I do not
use seasonal help. We just increase everybody’s hours over those busy periods. At our level 
of service, you just cannot hire part-time people. It’s just not effective. 

“I belong to an independent jewelers organization that has a show that travels around the
country. Just last week the show was in Chicago and I decided to close the store for a couple
of days and take my entire staff to the show. I put an ad in our local media saying we would 
be closed Saturday and Sunday for professional development and that we’d be back Monday
better than ever. It was an opportunity for all of us to do something valuable together at the
same time. On Saturday night we had a company dinner for 36 people. I surrounded my staff
with some of the best people in the industry—vendors from Belgium, DeBeers personnel and
other retailers. We mixed everyone up. It was a great team-building experience and very 
educational. Most of my customers couldn’t believe we would do that, but it turned out to 
be a great marketing message.”

On advertising and marketing 
“A lot of our marketing is centered around events in the store—fundraisers, chamber business
before hours, receptions, etc. We bring a lot of people into the store for these events. We have
a 3,000 square foot showroom so we can host some large events. I look at this activity as a
whole lot more effective than traditional media advertising, but we do include some traditional
media like radio sponsorships, co-op print advertising with our manufacturers and some bill-
boards, etc. The mix has been effective. 

“A few years ago, I did a radio promotion by sending a radio disc jockey over to Belgium with
our buyer and they broadcast live from the selling room floor. It was a tremendous success.
They picked out a diamond and we had a drawing party at the store for almost 300 people.
People would call in to the radio station to get into the drawing. It was an even trade with the
radio station. They got the promotion and it only cost me a plane ticket and room and board
for the disc jockey.” 

On product sourcing and acquisition 
“At our end of the business we don’t not have much of a problem. We have the best lines and
they want to be in a store like ours. We have geographic protection on a lot of our lines, like
Rolex watches, for example. There are only four Rolex dealers between here and St. Louis. We
have carried the line since 1947. 

“But some brands have broadened distribution and it can have a bad effect on our business.
We had a couple of lines that did that. A few years ago a luxury watch brand took parts of their
line and sold to discounters. Then they came to me and said, ‘You don’t have a problem sell-
ing a $1,500 watch.’ I said, ‘I don’t until the same line at $300 is discounted. I won’t allow a
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watch to be discounted in our store.’ We parted ways because I told them I’m not interested in
carrying a line that has to be discounted.” 

On information technology and the Internet
“Our Internet site is not a selling channel. We provide information about what we are all about
and facilitate email communication. I’m proud we have it and we put it into our ads. Our IT sys-
tems are quite good with inventory controls and reports and customer information. I have lots
of information at my fingertips. We identify our best customers and I can dissect our mailing
list in a zillion different ways. In some of our exclusive designer lines, we’ll have that designer
come into the store and we will host lunches with those customers or do a trunk show. It’s a
great marketing tool. We do different kinds of parties for different levels of customers.”

On management capability
“As far as leadership is concerned, I started running the company at a very young age when
the company went into family trust. With that I grew up in a hurry.  I learned I would have to
work on the business rather than in the business. And that’s what I do today. I realize my staff
can do a better job at an hour presentation of a diamond than I can, and I realize I should not
be spending my time on that part of the business. 

“I do a lot of traveling and work in the industry quite a bit. I surround myself with the best peo-
ple I can find in the industry to learn new things. My industry activity and my community activi-
ty are ways for me to give something back. I enjoy it and it helps me make our company bet-
ter. I enjoy the networking. The return on these activities is ten-fold.” 

On challenges
“We have a perfect demographic profile in our area for our kind of business. I do wonder
about if and when a box box store will come into our area. I am proactive in this regard by
continuing staff education the way I do, by continuing to do a lot within our community and by
continuing to be involved in our industry associations. A lot of the critical challenges we’ve
faced, I’ve put behind us over the past ten years to get us to where we are today. But we keep
executing our plan to remain strong.”

On advice
“You need to give your staff decision-making capability and responsibility. You are only as
good as the people who work for you. Your people are your greatest asset. The staff makes
the company. I’m different than a lot of my colleagues who believe they have to be involved in
every sale that happens. I don’t want to do that. That’s the way I run my company and it’s
been successful.” 
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REBIRTH: This ending can be a beginning

This paper speaks to the concept of challenging change. It argues for looking beyond the day-
to-day to see a future of success, a future secured by confidently applying continual 
learning to new opportunity. We hope you, the reader, will think about the facts, contemplate
the ideas and concepts presented here and envision the many opportunities that are within
your grasp. We hope you will see your business in the context of this overall mosaic and be
motivated to continue to use your gifts, talent and capital to create the kind of innovation and
creativity that benefits us all. We hope the retail mirror of society will continue to reflect the
multifaceted prism of the many successes that define the continual rebirth of small independ-
ent retail in America. 

Emerson said, “Don’t waste yourself in rejection, nor bark against the bad, but chant the beauty
of the good. When that is spoken, which has a right to be spoken, the chatter and the criticism
will stop. Set down nothing that will not help somebody.” 

Not a bad operating philosophy. 

And one more quote: 

“It’s always wise to look ahead, but difficult to look further than you can see.” 
—Winston Churchill

Look more. See more. 

Not a bad mantra. 

Thank you. 

Our thanks

We would like to express our gratitude to the many people we spoke with in preparation of this
paper. Their generosity of time and spirit made this project possible. We learned a lot, and hope
you, the readers, have as well.

About the Writer

Jack Stanyon is president of EDGE, an independent marketing and communications consultancy,
working in growth marketing strategy, new product development, brand management, advertising,
public relations, market research and employee communications. EDGE has a passion for original
ideas and creative excellence as communicated by its positioning line: where marketing strategy
and communications creativity converge. 

Jack can be reached in Rowayton, Connecticut, at 203-853-1950 or jrstanyon@optonline.net
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TEN QUESTIONS

It’s been said that answers are about today and questions are about tomorrow. 
What questions are worth thinking about, today, tomorrow and the next day?

1. How can my business be different and better? 
What does my business stand for? 
What do we want to be famous for?

2. What do I have to do to look more, see more and learn more? 
Where do I need help? 

3. Which trends will affect my business positively and negatively?

4. What can I do to know my best customers better and what can I do to thank them?

5. What does my business value proposition consist of?

6. How can I communicate my value proposition to my customers, my employees and my
vendors more effectively?

7. How do my customers experience shopping in my store(s)? 
What can I do to personalize the buying experience?

8. What is the promise of my retail brand? 

9. What is the perfect or ideal future for my business? 
What does it look like? 
How can I get there from here? 

10. How committed am I to change? 
How should I begin?

Addendum
........................................................................



Leon Barbachano
Allen & Peterson Home
3002 Seward Highway
Anchorage, AK 99503
(907) 276-0111
leonb@aphome.com

Mike Baron
Baron’s Major Brands
PO Box 325
Plaistow, NH 03865
(603) 382-4224 ext.6411
mike@baronsmajorbrands.com

Bob Benham
Balliet’s
50 Penn Place
Oklahoma City, OK 73118
(405) 848-7811
bob@balliets.com

Veronica Brockwell
Soak
Verinda Corp.
481-A South Lake Blvd.
Richmond, VA 23236
(804) 353-0553
vbrockwell@aol.com

John Clarke
County Fair Food Stores
1305 West Havens
Mitchell, SD 57301
(605) 996-8393
john@countyfairfoodstores.com

Bob Cremer
Aronson Furniture
3401 West 47th St.
Chicago, IL 60632
(773) 376-3400
rbcremer@aol.com

Jay Goltz
The Goltz Group
Ste. 200
1871 N. Clybourn
Chicago, IL 60614
(773) 880-8800
jaygoltz@goltzgroup.com

Neil Gulati
The Mattress King
6000 West Broad Street
Richmond, VA 23230
(804) 640-1026 (cell)
ngmatking@aol.com

Donna Hogan
The Fickle Frog
718 Davis Ave.
Corning, IA 50841
(641) 322-3266
fklfrog@mddc.com

Steve Illingworth
Urner’s
4110 Wible Road
Bakersfield, CA 93313
(661) 396-8400 x 301
steve@urners.com

George Kutsunis
GWK Enterprises
120 S. State St.
Geneseo, IL 61254
(309) 944-6516
georgek@gwkenterprises.com

Rusty Lester
Frances Kahn
6229 River Road
Richmond, VA 23229
(804) 288-5262
rusty@franceskahn.com

Nan Napier
Tres Mariposas
5857 North Mesa
El Paso, TX 79912
(915) 584-4444
info@tresmariposas.com

Ron Romero
Schaefer’s 
360 N. 48th
Lincoln, NE 68504
(402) 464-5497
ron1@inetnebr.com

Darryl Rosen
Sam’s Wine and Spirits
1720 North Marcey St.
Chicago, IL 60614
(312) 617-8936
darrylrosen@samswine.com

Bobby Ukrop
Ukrop’s Supermarkets
600 Southlake Blvd.
Richmond, VA 23236
(804) 379-7300
bukrop@ukrops.com

John Wohlwend
Jack Lewis Fine Jewelry
1704 Eastland Drive
Bloomington, IL 61701
(309) 663-0538
jwohlw@aol.com

Retailers interviewed 
but not profiled:

Kelly Palmer 
The Hayloft
4300 Lexington Ave.
Fort Myers, FL 33905
(239) 694-7707
hayloft@cyberstreet.com

Dale Robbins 
Dale’s Winning Edge Golf
9145 Cross Park Drive
Knoxville, TN 37923
(865) 694-7606
dales@daleswinningedge.com

Aledia Hunt Tush 
CB’s Saltwater Outfitters
1249 Stickney Point Road
Siesta Key, Sarasota, FL 34242
(941) 349-4400
cbsoutfitters@aol.com

Joe Flannery 
Weaver’s
901 Massachusetts Street
Lawrence, KS 66044
(785) 843-6360

Karin Gjording 
Alaya
1256 Ninth Ave.
San Francisco, CA 94122
(415) 731-3681

Clark Sinclair 
Montgomery’s Furniture Gallery
1725 W. 41st St.
Sioux Falls, SD 57105
(605) 332-4400
clark@montgomerysfurniture-
gallery.com

Elmer Karl
Karl’s TV & Appliance
PO Box 148
Gregory, SD 57533
(605) 835-8711
ekarl@karlsinc.com
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Bill Baxter
President
Retail Merchants Association of
Richmond
5101 Monument Avenue
Richmond, VA 23230
P: 804-662-5514
F: 804-662-5507
Baxter@retailmerchants.com

Melinda Burke
Director
The University of Arizona
Center for Retailing & Consumer
Sciences Education
PO Box 210033
Tucson, AZ  85721
P: 520-621-1140
F: 520-621-3209 
mburke@ag.arizona.edu

Tom Burns
Senior Vice President
The Doneger Group
463 7th Avenue, 3rd FL
New York, NY  10018
P: 212-560-3707
F: 212-629-5508

James Dion
President
Dionco Inc.
350 W. Hubbard St., Ste. 240
Chicago, IL  60610
P: 312-673-0187
F: 312-822-9162
jimdion@dionco.com

Dan Butler
Vice President, Retail Operations
National Retail Federation
325 7th St., NW, Ste. 1100
Washington, DC  20004
P: 202-626-8143
F: 202-737-2849
butlerd@nrf.com

Richard Outcalt
Partner
Outcalt & Johnson Retail
Strategist, LLC
1326 Fifth Avenue, Ste. 620
Seattle, WA  98101
P: 206-623-3974
F: 206-467-8868
oj@outcaltjohnson.com
Patricia Johnson
Partner
Outcalt & Johnson Retail
Strategist, LLC
1326 Fifth Avenue, Ste. 620
Seattle, WA  98101
P: 206-623-3974
F: 206-467-8868
oj@outcaltjohnson.com

Bill Pearson
Retail Analysis and Planning
1625 Knollwood Dr.
Pasadena, CA  91103
Bp4rap@aol.com

Richard McAllister
President and CEO
Florida Retail Federation
PO Box 10024
Tallahassee, FL  32302
P: 850-222-4082
F: 850-561-6625
rick@frf.org

Fran Preston
President
North Carolina Retail Merchants
Association
601 St. Mary’s St.
Raleigh, NC  27605
P: 919-832-0811
F: 919-832-0812
franp@ncrma.org

Rick Segel
President
Rick Segel & Associates
1 Wheatland St.
Burlington, MA  01803
P: 617-272-9995
F: 617-272-9996
rick@ricksegel.com

Kenneth Stone
Professor of Economics
Iowa State University
1052 LeBaron
Ames, IA  50011

David Szymanski, Ph.D
Director
Center for Retailing
Texas A&M University
Department of Marketing
4112 TAMU
College Station, TX  77843
P: 979-845-0325
F: 979-845-5230
d-szymanski@tamu.edu

George Whalin
President and CEO
Retail Management Consultants
1635 S. Rancho Santa Fe Rd. 
Ste. 206
San Marcos, CA  92069
P: 760-471-0207
F: 760-471-0263
george@whalinonretail.com

Kevin Wilder
Wilder + Associates 
1101 W. Armitage Avenue 
Suite 210
Chicago, IL  60614
P: 773-475-6289
nfwilder@aol.com

Elly Valas
Executive Director
Valas Consulting Group
8300 Fairmount Dr.
#55101
Denver, CO  80247
P: 303-316-7569
F: 303-393-1562
ellysv@msn.com

61

CHALLENGES OF THE FUTURE

Expert Interview Contact List

For additional library of resources visit www.retail-revival.com



Illinois Retail Merchants Association

325 Seventh Street, NW
Suite 1100
Washington, DC 20004
www.nrf.com/foundation

19 S. LaSalle Street
Suite 300
Chicago, IL 60603
www.irma.org

© NRF Foundation and Illinois Retail Merchants Association


