BIG INTERVIEW CHIP HUMMEL

Humble
Hummel
OPI speaks to Harrison ‘Chip’ Hummel
III, the first-ever recipient of the North
American Office Products Awards (NAOPA)
Achievement Award earlier this year

CENTRAL

New
York’s
largest independent dealer Hummel’s
Office Plus was founded in 1934 by
Harrison J Hummel, grandfather of the
dealer’s current Chairman Harrison
‘Chip’ Hummel III. Chip joined the
business in 1970, taking over as CEO
from his father in 1975 before handing
over day-to-day operations to his own
children in 2011.
A highly respected member of
the independent dealer community

It’s a great honor and I graciously
accept it on behalf of my family,
employees, the vendor community
– also especially Independent
Stationers and SP Richards – and the
whole dealer community which I
have worked with for over 43 years.
It has been an honor to work in this
industry for most of my adult life.
I was just sorry that I could not be
there in person to accept the award
due to the floods in New York State
at the time of this presentation, but I

“The other [dealer] group’s dealers
are not the competitors;
the big boxes are”
in the US, Chip’s peers elected him
as the recipient of the inaugural
Achievement Award at the 2013
North American Office Products
Awards (NAOPA) which took place
at the SP Richards ABC event in
June. OPI caught up with him at
the Independent Stationers (IS) and
TriMega first ever EPIC convention
in September.
OPI: What did it mean to you to be
the first recipient of the NAOPA
Achievement Award?
Chip Hummel: I’m not a big one
for accolades, so it was kind of a
surprise to receive this first-time
award. I just love the dealer
community and I really appreciate
their vote of confidence, and I guess
the simplest thing to say is that I’m
very humbled by this award and the
recognition by my peers.
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was very proud that my son Harrison
was able to accept it on my behalf.
I saw the video later and he did an
incredible job of representing the
family and me.
Finally, I wouldn’t have been able to
earn this award had it not been for the
constant support of my wife Judy. She
has been by my side day in and day
out, allowing me to reach my dreams
and goals – for our company and for
me personally.
OPI: You started out in this
industry in 1970. Fast forward to
2013 and what would you say are
the main differences today?
CH: Oh my gosh, it’s so different!
Back when I started you went to
do business with a customer and
discounts weren’t even part of the
discussion. You’d walk in, get an
order and then all of a sudden you’d

receive the order or account on a
handshake.
The industry has transformed
into so many different layers
and it seems like every five years
there’s something that significantly
happens, especially today with
technology and all the data that’s
collected – it’s just amazing. Plus,
back when I started there were
18,000 dealers in the US and so many
more smaller dealerships.
Unfortunately some have fallen by
the wayside, but I think that as an
independent dealer community we’re
bigger and stronger than ever. It was
a very different industry back then
and there was much more customer
loyalty and personal interaction.
OPI: It’s easy to be nostalgic, isn’t
it, but do you hark back to the
‘good old days’?
CH: I don’t know if I do that. I
think that in any industry, there’s
always going to be change. Take
this EPIC convention with TriMega
and Independent Stationers. I’m so
happy that it’s happened. It was long
overdue to get the two dealer groups
together on the same platform, and
I’m even more excited to hear that
we’re doing it again next year.
Dealers are sharing ideas and
they’re talking about working
together and I think that’s just
fantastic. It’s been a long time in
coming; we should have done it a
lot sooner. I’ve been working with
the dealer community since I started
in this business. I have never been
afraid to help out another dealer and
likewise many have helped me out
when I had a question or problem
and didn’t know where to turn.
OPI: Do you think this time next
year we won’t be talking about a
joint show, but it will be the new,
unified dealer group show?
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CH: I would love to see that,
honestly. When I was on the IS board
20 years ago we tried to get that to
happen. It was a different group back
then and it never worked out – I think
egos had a lot to do with it.
But I think we’re closer today.
People realize the other group’s
dealers are not the competitors;
the big boxes are and we have to
collaborate, put our heads together
and come up with programs that
are going to work for the entire
independent dealer base. And even
if there isn’t a merger, I think the
collaboration will be very important
for the independent community.

OPI: You could argue
that having two
sets of programs is
dilutive, for example.
CH: It comes down to
economies of scale.
The vendor community
has only so many
dollars available to support the
dealers. While they’re supporting
multi-groups and multi-wholesalers,
we have to realize there’re only
so many back-end dollars. So, by
combining resources you usually get
economies of scale. I think it would
also be wonderful for programs such
as national accounts, GSA contracts
and things like that if we were all
working together…
OPI: What do you see as the
main stumbling blocks [to an IS/
TriMega merger]?
CH: I don’t know TriMega that well
because I’m an IS member, but I

really don’t think the structures are
that different, I really don’t. The
philosophies are similar and I think
it’s about getting on the same page,
coming up with a list of four or five
important concerns that we have
to look at and then working that
list down. There’s always going to
be a few little things, but once you
get the cost of goods down and the
deliverable of goods, once you get the
national accounts working together
and you get on the same technology
platform, then there’s not as much of
a difference as we believe there is, to
be honest with you.
OPI: What’s the first question
that dealers ask? “What’s going to
happen to my rebate?”
CH: Yes, that’s certainly up there on
everyone’s top list! In all programs
that I’ve ever been familiar with,
rebates go up as participation goes
up and as volume goes up.
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“As the economy improves a little,
price isn’t quite as important, and
service and relationships get
back to being important”
So the thought process is that
we have a tendency to splinter our
rebates amongst the two groups.
There may be some sourcing issues
and decisions about which vendors
we will work with as we move
forward in order to achieve greater
scale. And if we were combined, I
think we would be able to do a better
job of taking and introducing new
products and promoting them in the
marketplace, because it really comes
down to having to go out and show,
promote and demonstrate the new
products that are out there.
The big boys can do that because
of their sheer size, scope and
technology. That’s the reason the
dealer community must be working
and collaborating together as one.
OPI: Talking of the big boys,
what’s your take on the recent
Depot/’Max merger and the
opportunities this presents for
independents?
CH: Depot and ‘Max are on different
operating platforms, they have
different sales organizations and
they have different philosophies. So
typically, when there are mergers
and acquisitions such as this, there
are tremendous opportunities for
the dealer community to go into
the marketplace and secure new
business while they work out their
new strategies.
I would also think that there will
be some ‘Max/Depot sales people
looking for employment after this
merger. This would be a great time
for the independents to go out and
grow their sales force.
OPI: What could it mean for your
dealership in particular?
CH: Both of those organizations work
within our area, so we will go out and
promote who we are, staying very
much on a local theme and trying
to promote the localness of our
organization.
When times are tough it’s a bit
more about price; as the marketplace
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changes and the economy improves
a little, price isn’t quite as important,
and service and relationships get back
to being important. These are areas
where independents can reach out
and do a better job than the big boxes.
OPI: What about the opportunities
for you in some of the larger
commercial contracts and public
sector accounts?
CH: There are national accounts
and school contracts, and you

certainly have the GSA that’s going
to be impacted by this. I’ve been
on a hospital board for a few years
and one of the things that hospital
consortiums are saying is that if
they don’t have combined revenues
of $1 billion, they’re going to have
a difficult time in becoming and
staying profitable.
That gives us an opportunity to go
after some of the bigger contracts
out there and I think some of the
independents can do that through
national accounts programs, working
together and things like that.
OPI: When you take traditional
products which, say, 20 years ago
were 100% of your sales, what do
they represent now?
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CH: I think the traditional office
supply items today are about 40% of
our sales, so it’s still huge. But it’s
not like it was and we’ve had to find
other areas to replenish sales and
growth in our marketplaces.

CH: I believe you’re going to have
some jan/san suppliers buy office
products companies for their
technology and you’re going to see
that we will buy some jan/san people
for their expertise. And this is going
to heat up considerably over the next
few years.

OPI: Jan/san, coffee and those
sorts of things – are they big
parts of your business now?
CH: Well, they’re about 15% of
our business currently, but we
really believe that the janitorial
marketplace could be up to 25-30%.

OPI: We’ve seen a bit of that,
haven’t we? Crystal Rock acquired
Hartford a few years ago and just
bought Universal, but they don’t
seem to have grown that side of
things as much as we might have
expected.
CH: I do believe this is where there’s
an education process on both sides.
We have a tendency to believe that
janitorial is easy to sell, but as you
get past the toilet tissues and the
towels, there is some complexity to it.

OPI: 15%! It sounds like you’ve got
some potential there to grow.
CH: There’s tremendous growth
potential, yes.
OPI: How have you approached
that? Have you gone out to seek
jan/san specialist sales reps or
are you retraining your existing
team? Or a bit of both?
CH: At this time it’s kind of new
for us. I mean it’s only 15% of our
business, but we know that it’s
going to be a growth category. We’ve
attended some national meetings
to get a little bit more familiar with
what’s going on out in the industry.
We have trained our people to go out

“We have a tendency to believe
that janitorial is easy to sell,but
there’s some complexity to it”
and sell what we will call the basics,
but we definitely feel that we need to
have a jan/san specialist.
In fact, we may find it helpful to
acquire a smaller janitorial company
that can help us along the path
because it is a learning curve, and
we’re hoping that in the next year or
so we can make a small acquisition.
It’s interesting how the office
supplies side wants to get into the
janitorial side and, if you talk to
some of the janitorial people, they
want to get into office supplies. Both
think it’s easy; both will find that it’s
not as easy as they think it is.

CH: Yes, currently we do have an
advantage. Our model is typically
next-day delivery. As I talk to some
of the different jan/san people,
it is interesting to hear how they
deliver: two-day, five-day and weekly
deliveries, for example. They also
deliver a lot in bulk.
So I think they’ve got the product
knowledge, but I’m not so sure that
they have the infrastructure to do
it the way people want it to be done
today. Most people today expect
next-day delivery and any SKU that
they procure from you, they want to
see the next day.

OPI: Do you think in terms of
distribution, back-end systems,
those kinds of things, the
office products industry has an
advantage there?

OPI: So will we see more
cross-fertilization or
cross-consolidation where the jan/
san guys are going to come and
buy office guys, and vice versa?

OPI: Crystal Rock made its
name selling water. Is that an
interesting category for you?
CH: Well, we’re crossing into that
area; we sell 24-pack bottled water
and five-gallon jugs. It really is not
much of a difference in delivering
a case of copy paper or a bottle of
water. We look at it as a widget, and
our job is to provide any widget that
our customer is looking for, and
procure it efficiently, effectively and
competitively.
Having said that, I know water
doesn’t sound like you have to be
a specialist, but it’s not as easy as
a lot of people think getting that
water into the hospitals and getting
it where it belongs, making sure you
have a pick-up process in place to
pick up the empties, and making sure
that the empties are clean and kept
clean. So we’ve learned that it’s a lot
more than just selling water.
OPI: So what other widgets are
you looking at adding to the list?
CH: Well, one of the things that we’ve
found – we’re in the north-east – is
we sell quite a bit of rock salt and
ice melt. It’s an area that we got into
about three or four years ago and we’re
selling about 15-20 tractor trailer loads
a year now.
OPI: Where does that go to?
CH: It goes to banks that have
to procure it for their sidewalks,
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hospitals, schools… And again, you’re
not dealing with the same person;
you’re not dealing with a purchasing
agent in this case. Usually you’re
dealing with the facility manager. One
of the things that the OP industry
needs to realize is that traditional
office supplies maybe being purchased
through the front office, but it’s the
back office, the facilities managers,
who are handling the rock salt, the
ice melt, the janitorial products, the
chemicals, and the machines like that.
OPI: How did you get into that ice
melt category?
CH: Our management team was
looking at ways to widen our model
without creating too much difficulty
in distribution. And when you wake
up and there’re three feet of snow on
the ground, it doesn’t take you long to
realize there’s a lot of ice melt being
moved around.
It’s also something that some of our
customers came to us about and said:
“Hey, did you ever think of stocking
ice melt? You’re delivering the copy
paper, would you ever consider that?”
We tested it and what we found is that
it rapidly became a significant SKU in
our business.
So not only do we have the regular
shaker bottles for little sidewalks, we
also have the pails that have 40 or
50 pounds that sit out in front. And
then we have the bags that we sell and
we also sell bulk. So it really became

something that progressed very
quickly over three years.
OPI: It doesn’t sound exactly like
selling copy paper. You’ve got
that seasonal aspect and then
obviously it’s dependent on what
kind of winter you have.
CH: The key to that is buying it right
and making sure that we have a lot
of pre-orders with our customers.
We actually start booking ice melt
orders in July and August. Our
customers have an idea of how much

Communities contract because it’s
going to help us look at categories
that we were never able to deliver
before. Another thing that we’ve
developed is coffee. We’re a big
Keurig dealer with the K-Cups single
cups, and we’re pretty excited about
their new Bolt pot system. We tested
that recently and think that’s going to
be a very successful category also.
So, between the water, the K-Cups,
the coffee, the janitorial and the new
school supply contracts, we don’t
know what’s next. We’ll keep our ears

“MPS is definitely here to
stay, despite what some people
may think”
they use and we give them a better
price if they order it upfront. We
stock it for them, so when the season
comes we probably have four or five
tractor trailer loads sitting in our
distribution center before the first
snow ever hits. Most of it, to be very
honest with you, is pre-sold.
OPI: Any other new areas that
you’re looking at? IS has just won
an educational supplies contract.
Is that something you will look at?
CH: Absolutely. That will be
another marketplace that we’re
going to explore because we do a
lot of business with schools. We’re
very excited about this new IS US

open about what will be the next
thing that we’ll be procuring down
the line. But what we try to do is to
get good at the category because
sometimes you get too anxious about
bringing in too many products.
OPI: Let’s look quickly at ink and
toner. It has traditionally been a
large and profitable category, but
where do you see that going with
managed print services (MPS)?
CH: That’s another area we’re
exploring, and we’re looking at
possibly acquiring a dealership that
has a strong MPS solution. Again, it
can be learned, but if you’re going
to provide the MPS solution and the
toners and the cartridges, what we
discovered is that we also need to
be able to provide the hardware and
service. We’ve been talking to a couple
of different MPS people and we’re
hoping that in the next year or so
that’s another acquisition we’re going
to make to broaden out our categories
so that we can do a better job.
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I think MPS is definitely here to stay,
despite what some people may think.
OPI: Just to finish off, how do
you see our industry developing?
Everything seems to be changing
so quickly now…
CH: Oh, it changes much faster than
it used to! It changes within a year;
not even every five years. I believe
that you have to look at your business
plan every quarter. You have to take a
look at what you’re doing well, what’s
changing, what’s not selling, what
categories you want to sell. Education
is a key – you have to have educated
sales people to be able to handle all
these things. It’s not just, “here’s a
whole bunch of things and go out and
sell them”. They have to be educated.
I see more consolidation,
independent dealers becoming
larger, and competition coming from
places that we never saw before. It’s
an ever-changing world that we live
in and what we have to do is learn to
react to it and react quickly. We need
to know our competition, understand
what our competition is willing to do
and how they’re going to do it.
The demands of this industry are
going to forever change and I think
analytics is the key to the future of
the OP industry. You have to be able
to analytically look at data and make
sure that you take that data, sort it
properly, take that information and
then react to it.
OPI: And your confidence in
the ability of the independents
to adapt and thrive – has that
remained unchanged?
CH: No, that doesn’t change. I am
so confident that independents will
be successful. It’s a unique group of
people. We’re entrepreneurs and
we believe in what we do 100% of the
time. We’re very competitive people;
we don’t like to lose, so we find
ways to win.
The nice thing is that independents
are also starting to realize the
importance of total collaboration,
that an independent next to you in
the marketplace is not the enemy.
They may be a little bit of the
competition, but they also can be
your best friend. And one of the
things that we’ve done in our area is
we actually meet on a regular basis
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Chip with his children Solace, Harrison IV and Justin.
with some of the independents and
discuss strategy, combine purchases
and even logistics, because we’re
really not the bad guys; it’s the big
boxes and the bigger companies that
are coming in and doing the things
that they do well.
To get together and jointly work on
projects and marketing pieces and
things like that are going to help the
independents remain strong.
Like I said, I’ve been in this
industry for 43 years and I’ve seen
a lot of change, but I still believe
the independents are going to get
stronger and stronger. We’ve shown
that we’re not afraid to learn, and as
we’ve learned we’ve grown, gotten

accessible through ‘non-traditional’
ways, so we are not simply
dependent on outbound solicitation.
With these, and everything we bring
as a community, our futures look
very exciting.
OPI: So, confident that a Hummel
will be running the business for
the next 80 years?
CH: Right now I have Harrison IV,
who is our COO and the Chair of IS,
and we’re very proud of him. My
middle son Justin is our new CEO;
he has taken the helm and runs with
it – fast, organized and with great
passion.
My daughter Solace is our Chief

“Independents are starting
to realize the importance
of total collaboration”
smarter and as we move towards
the future, we’re going to do an even
better job.
I see our industry developing into
a business products distributor, as
opposed to simply office supplies.
Our ability to embrace economic
change, technology and distribution
logistics will be determining factors
of our success.
Product specialists will
be imperative and drive not
only growth, but margins and
profitability. Lastly, we all need to be

Administrative Officer. She brings a
dedication to detail that I love and
admire. We went through five years
of family succession planning to
get there and as we approach our
80th year in business I feel very
comfortable that the future is bright
for Hummel’s, the independents and
the dealer groups.
I can’t be sure, but there’s a very
good chance that we will be around
for a long time with many more
Hummels following in the footsteps
of my grandfather, my dad and I. ★

