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Her supply-side
service pays off

Plenty of places can ship office supplies. But do they know your name
— and that you really need those Post-it Notes tomorrow? Jennifer
Smith says relationships make her company a success.

By Leslie Brooks Suzukamo
Isuzukamo@pioneerpress.com

Sure, every business needs
office supplies. You've got to
keep the supply cabinet
stocked, and, occasionally, you
buy a chair or a new file cabi-
net.

But dog biscuits?

Dog treats are one of the few
things not included in the
phonebook-size catalog of
office and janitorial supplies
and furniture for Innovative
Office Solutions, according to
Jennifer Smith, the company’s
president.

But when a small bank that
was handing them out at its
drive-up window to customers
who brought their dogs along
needed to stock up, one of her
sales representatives scram-
bled to meet the request.

The dog biscuit episode is an
example of how Smith believes
her small, independent office-
supply company in Burnsville
can use highly personalized
service to take market share
from big-box suppliers such as
Staples or OfficeMax.

“Relationships matter,” she
said. She sells commodities,
where you’d think a low price
trumps all, but in the just-in-
time world of office supply
vendors, her company tries to
knows its customers inside
and out so it can deliver need-
ed supplies the next day, no
matter where the customer is
located or what they ordered.

“A Post-it Note is a Post-it
Note, but if you’re out and you
need it tomorrow, and you
don’t get it, you can’t run your
office,” she said.

TALK BACK

Know any successful
entrepreneurs? E-mail
sundaybusiness@
pioneerpress.com.

The strategy appears to be
working.

Despite the recession, her
company’s sales grew to $16
million last year, up from $14
million the year before.

For 2009, the company is tar-
geting sales of $22 million,
expecting to grow by taking
more market share.

It also hopes to sell a broader
range of products — such as
janitorial supplies — to exist-
ing customers. Smith said she
hired four people in December,
including two sales represen-
tatives whose job is simply to
do follow-up calls with cus-
tomers to make sure they’re
happy.

“We’re growing. A lot of busi-
nesses are tired of being just a
number when they call up
their suppliers,” she said.

Nance Torrence, operations
manager at Salo, a Minneapo-
lis professional staffing compa-
ny, said she’s stayed with Inno-
vative Office Solutions for
more than two years, because
it gets her the supplies she
needs the next day.

Some companies she’s used
would run out and put her sup-
plies on back order.

Another customer, Tim Wolf-
gram, facilities manager for
the Minnesota Wild in St. Paul,
said, “When I call them, I say,
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Name: Innovative Office
Solutions

Business: Office supply
and furniture provider

Location: Burnsville

Web site:
www.innovativeos.com

Founded: 2001

Owner: Jennifer Smith
Employees: 45

2008 revenue: $16 million
Competitors: Staples,
OfficeMax and Office
Depot and independent
local suppliers like S&T
Office Products and

Bertleson Total Office
Solutions

Challenge ahead: Grow
despite a recession

Tm Tim Wolfgram,” and they
know who I am. They don’t say,
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‘What is your account num- Jennifer Smith is president of Innovative Office Solutions, an office-supply and furniture
provider in Burnsville. Up against such big-box names as Staples and OfficeMax, Smith says
service relationships with her customers are driving her company’s growth.

ber?’

“T've probably got a dozen
people (working for the Wild)
who place orders, and I know
that they will be treated the
same way.”

Smith, 42, grew up in the
office-supply business. Her
father had a small office-sup-
ply company in Northfield,
Minn., where she grew up,
until he sold it in 1994.

A couple of years later, Smith

In a meeting last week at Innovative Office Solutions, Ken Ledeboer, left, Jason Player and
Jennifer Rosenzweig discuss company business. Company founder Jennifer Smith says the
lessons her staff learned in the hard times after Sept. 11, 2001, are coming in handy again.
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Owner: Jayme Edwards

holistic products retailer
Number of employees: 1
Location: Woodbury

Contact Information:

Solution collections.

own business.

Business name: Serene Wellness

Type of business: Natural and

serenewellnessproducts@gmail.com

Tell us what your business does.
Provides high-quality wellness
products. Currently, we offer
essential oil blends, available in
Area Mist, Massage Oil and Natural

Why are you launching it now?
| found the courage to follow my
dream of owning and starting my

Where did you get the idea for
your business? When introduced
to aromatherapy, | immediately fell
in love. Essential oils gave me an
opportunity to express my feelings
and indulge in my own preferences.
| have used them to transform my
mind, heal my body and to pamper
my soul. | want to provide the
same opportunity to those who

bought back her dad’s busi-
ness and moved it to Eagan,
where there were more poten-
tial customers, including many
who were eager to work with a
business owned by a woman.
Smith went from a single sales
representative to a team of 12,
and revenues shot up from
$900,000 in 1996 to $12 million
the next year.

But the industry was consoli-
dating, and small, independent
dealers were being bought out
or beaten down by the big box
operators, Smith recalled.

Thinking it would be the
right thing to do for her cus-
tomers and her employees,
Smith sold the business in 1997
to a big company called U.S.
Office Products, based in
Washington, D.C.

But after U.S. Office Products
went bankrupt in early 2001, a
few dozen of her former
employees approached her
about starting a new business.

So in June of that year, she
launched Innovative Office
Solutions.

Then Sept. 11, 2001, hit, and
business seized up.

“It was truly a testimony to
the people here,” Smith said.
“They were working 60, 70
hours a week. We sold a lot of
used furniture. I look back at
that time and say we probably
shouldn’t have survived.”
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But what they learned, Smith
said, is coming in handy now.

Once again, orders for sup-
plies aren’t as big as they used
to be, and used office furniture
is selling better than new.

But Smith said that if her
company stays in close touch
with her customers, the big
orders will return when the
economy recovers.

Her company this year insti-
tuted a “green” program that
offers products made from
recycled materials and pro-
vides incentives to reduce the
number of deliveries per week.

That way, Innovative Office
continues to deliver without
charging extra, even when gas
hit $4 a gallon over the sum-

have the same desire.

How did you develop your
business plan? When | began the
first stage of starting my business,

| had no clue what a business plan
was. | carefully pondered where |
wanted my company to be in the
future. | wrote my business plan
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Entrepreneur Jayme Edwards participates in the manufacturing and production of her blended oil collections.
She says she participates in the production of her blended oil collections. “This allows me to provide direct
sales to customers at a better price.”

with a vision of providing more

products to customers and opening
a holistic spa in the future.

How are you financing your
business? Personally financed.

mer, Smith said.

Her company also did away
with a warehouse for its prod-
ucts, which saves on overhead.
Instead, it partners with a
wholesaler with 36 warehous-
es across the country.

Finally, her company invest-
ed in an online ordering sys-
tem from the start, which
saves money and time for cus-
tomers.

“I think we’re in for a tough
time, like in 2001,” she said of
this year. “That’s why we’re
investing in more people and
trying to be as efficient as pos-
sible, so we can survive.”

Leslie Brooks Suzukamo can be
reached at 651-228-5475.

How do you see economic
conditions affecting your
business? Despite current
conditions, people still want to feel
good about themselves. The
public’s urge to take a holistic
approach to health and sustain a
wellness lifestyle will keep my
business thriving.

What makes your business
unique? Not only do | research
trends of the wellness industry, |
also participate in the
manufacturing and production of
all my blended oil collections. This
allows me to provide direct sales to
customers at a better price.

What was the biggest obstacle
you had to overcome to get this
business going? Staying focused
and finding the courage to follow
my dreams.

What will tell you the business is
successful? When | am able to

maintain a solid customer base.

Interested in taking part in Open for
Business? If your business is less than

one year old, e-mail us at

businessnews@pioneerpress.com.



