


Started in 2001 in Richmond, Virginia,

CenterStage was a $70 million restoration and

construction project that sought not only to

completely restore a 1928 Loews Theater but

also to expand the complex to include two

smaller venues, office space, dressing rooms,

lounges, classrooms, galleries and reception

areas.

With a set opening date of September 11, 2009,

the project was designed and the majority of the

spaces specified by Boston-based Wilson Butler

Architects, who specialize in theater and

restoration projects. As one of only three original

Loews theaters left in the United States, it was

important to restore the theater to its original

opulence while incorporating modern features. 

When it came to furnishing the project, SMG, a

Philadelphia-based venue management

company that oversees the day to day operations

of Richmond CenterStage, wanted to make sure

that they utilized local dealers.

After an extensive bid process, Smarter Interiors,

a Richmond-based HNI dealer, was awarded a

$550,000 contract to supply and install furniture

for the performance theater, production support
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spaces, reception areas, ticket booth, break areas, private

offices, open offices and educational classrooms.

“Our lead designer, Susan O’Kelly was instrumental in helping

us win the bid,” said Greg Campbell, one of Smarter Interior’s

principals. “She really brought the project to life and was able

to match the furniture to the period and successfully blend the

old with the new.”

According to Campbell, Smarter Interiors needed to furnish

the donors’ lounge, two conference rooms, one outdoor area,

13 private offices, 29 workstations, eight classrooms, nine

lobby areas, nine dressing rooms and three backstage areas.

The bid was awarded in April with setup and install scheduled

for the third week in August.

“We utilized a variety of products with Allsteel’s Terrace and

Gunlocke workstations leading the way,” said Campbell.

“Office spaces are modular and can be changed as the need

arises or added onto if the staff grows. And, the open office

workstations were designed for collaboration, with an

unobstructed view to the outside.”

Smarter Interiors also planned to utilize David Edward bar

stools in the donor’s lounge and orchestra pit, American

Seating furniture in the classrooms, HBF sofas and textiles,

along with Marquis Seating lounge furniture. 

“The only problem we ran into was with a $12,000 custom

upholstered sofa from New Zealand but after a change in

manufacturers, we were able to achieve the look the client

wanted at a major cost savings for them,” explained

Campbell. “The orders were placed in mid-May and plans for

setup began.”

With setup and installation scheduled for the third week of

August and a open date set in stone, Smarter Interiors found

themselves in a scheduling nightmare, with different trades

people trying to work around each other to finish painting,

installations, flooring, acoustics issues and stage work. 

“SMG really worked hard to schedule everything from delivery

trucks to painters and finishers,” said Campbell. “In the

theater, sound checks were going on as workers on scaffolds

painted above them to make every detail just perfect for the

opening.” 

Smarter Interiors was able to deliver, setup and install

everything within four working days. The opening went on as

scheduled, with a private opening on September 11 and first

public event on September 12 of this year. 

Carpenter Theater has been returned to its original glory and

the two smaller venues, Rhythm Hall and the Libby Gottwald

Community Playhouse, will host a variety of performances.

Four groups, the Virginia Opera, the Richmond Symphony, the

Richmond Shakespeare organization and Richmond Ballet will

host regular series at the complex and five more resident

companies, including a jazz ensemble, an African dance

troupe and two children's theaters, will occasionally perform. 

“It’s wonderful to see the completed project,” said Campbell

who has watched the construction and refurbishing progress

for the past eight years. “It’s been a long time in the making

but well worth it and Smarter Interiors is thrilled to share in

what is and will be the centerpiece of Richmond’s cultural arts

scene for many years to come.”
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As I discussed in my September column, dealers
must develop their workforce, blending both
leadership and management at all levels in the
organization. Dealerships are becoming more
complex and the challenges are increasing in
every position in your organization. Today’s
economic and industry decline has added further
demands on leaders and managers throughout
your business.

The key to performance is behavior—knowing
what do to and how to act as a particular
situation arises, knowing when to lead and when
to manage. This behavior must be assumed and
applied by everyone in the company. 

Several dealer principals have told me that their
most effective competitive weapon is their ability
to develop and grow leaders. 

Exceptional performance can be a direct result
of developing and growing leaders at all levels
within your company.

Being an effective leader-manager requires
training and development to gain a better
knowledge and understanding of your company
and the culture you espouse, and what it takes
to be a leader and a manager. 

Consider the following approaches in developing
leader-managers throughout your organization:

Create an appropriate 

learning environment

I continue to assert that a positive, healthy culture is
important when trying to provide the challenges and
satisfaction that today’s workforce is seeking. People
will display their potential leadership and managerial
talents only when they are motivated, challenged,
empowered and committed. 

Creating a strong culture that embodies the
conceptual underpinnings of a learning organization
is key to development. Learning must be an ongoing
process that includes education, training, and real-life
exposure to the variety of situations in your
dealership. 

Coach, develop, and 

stretch your staff

Coaching focuses on personal development and
feedback, combining education with real-life expo-
sure. Train your people so they will know when to
lead and when to manage.

Also teach them how to practice new behaviors in
both leadership and managerial situations. Leader-
ship training is ongoing; it never stops. 

Stretch your workforce and give your staff challenging
assignments, set high expectations and coach them
to meet those challenges and expectations. 
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Evolving leaders should be asked introspective questions: What
turns a manager into a leader? Do you have the ability to assume
your boss’s position? Why should anyone be led by you? 

Your staff must be given information, guidance, and support in
handling challenging situations. But likewise, they must be
empowered—and that means you and your company must be
willing to accept a level of risk.

Build teams

Very few leaders possess all of the skills to be great operators
and marketers or sales leaders—the skills needed to provide a
distinctive mix of value at a profit. There are too many challenges
today to go it alone. It takes a team of leaders, managers, and
staff, all of whom collectively possess the necessary skills. 

Properly constructed, teams can be highly successful in
identifying problems and opportunities, and in providing
innovative approaches to enhancing productivity, profitability,
and customer satisfaction. 

Effective teams also provide a learning experience, as a team
tackles problem-solving, deals with interpersonal relationships
and draws upon both leadership and managerial skills. 

Take on additional responsibilities

Another approach to developing your workforce to assume
leader-manager roles is to have your people take on additional
responsibilities, perhaps even dropping some functions. 

The president of a highly successful client I’ve worked with
constantly had their talented people switch jobs. For example,
one person moved from the head of HR to IT, and then to
marketing. 

The president’s philosophy should stand as a beacon for what
every manager who aspires to greatness should believe: “I want
to make every direct report highly marketable, so they have such
a resume of achievements that they can always move on to an
even better job if they choose to leave.” And an interesting side
note: There was virtually no management turnover in that
organization.

It is estimated that people entering the workforce today will
change jobs—even careers—five to seven times in their
lifetimes. Why not have some of those five to seven changes
occur right within your own company?

Tie in succession management

Managerial and leadership development have a direct
correlation to succession planning. Succession planning
requires an understanding of where your talent lies, and

determining then who has or may have the leadership and
managerial potential to get your dealership where you want it to
be. And when succession planning is tied to a succession
management program, it can create a company-wide learning
environment for the development of leader-managers.  

Reward

Those who lead—and will lead—want rewards, both financial
and non-financial. In talking with potential future leaders within
companies, I find they are motivated because they are
committed to constantly learning more about leadership and
management, but, more importantly, because they know they
will have an important future stake in their company.

Leadership at all levels can be developed and you can make it
happen. Develop your entire staff to be leaders and
managers—of one another and of your customers. It will
improve your performance, enhance your culture, motivate your
workforce and be a critical step in planning for your future.
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Healthcare, in most cities, is moving ahead with building projects
and hospitals, clinics and other major players are still acquiring
furniture medical products, and other things for their projects. 

Projects have slowed, but they have not ceased to exist like in
the commercial business sector. Certainly, if you ask a dealer
who “really” is in healthcare today, they usually will tell you, “It’s
not bad out there, better than our office business today.”

The point to be made in this commentary is that the office
furniture dealers who repeatedly say they want to be in
healthcare or claim they already are in that market are for the
most part very far off the mark. There is little understanding of
the “healthcare sector” even though they may have a good
understanding of the transactional business that needs to occur
to sell a piece of furniture or “supply” a project with furniture. 

Frankly speaking, most of the manufacturers who make furniture
specifically for healthcare are at a loss when they are pushed to
explain certain aspects of healthcare that could really enhance
their business and relationships or better yet, train their sales
teams and the dealers’ sales teams on healthcare selling. They
lack knowledge.

One furniture manufacturer in West Michigan has some
tremendous product alliances or owned companies with very
high quality products that are part of the office environment that
transfer nicely into healthcare. 

But this manufacturer has had a very difficult time selling these
wonderful products into healthcare settings. Is it because the
products are too expensive? Or is it due to a lack of
understanding by distribution and their sales teams? 

Another West Michigan company who undoubtedly had the best
opportunity of entering healthcare in the past 30 years has
struggled terribly. 

Why would a manufacturer that offers high quality furniture,
seating, medical carts, healthcare storage solutions, nurses
stations, ancillary healthcare products, healthcare architects,
and healthcare dealers miss the mark of success in healthcare? 

How can a furniture dealer, who supposedly transformed itself
into a “healthcare dealer” with one of the “big boy manu-
facturers,” not find success at every turn of the road in
healthcare? 

After all, the customer, the hospital, is doing a building project
and they need everything a dealer can offer—from medical carts
and Rx carts and medical storage solutions to white boards,
lecterns, materials management solutions, seating, sofas, nurse
stations, work stations and executive offices. You get the picture
on the potential of this account and we have not even discussed
the medical office buildings yet!

It must be frustrating for the “big boys” to offer all these product
solutions and have so little success in their wide and most
advantageous product lines! They do sell their fair share of
furniture but again, they miss out on all the higher margin
product areas. And for what reason?

Bringing a total solution to the healthcare provider was an
effective way to sell more “things” or products into healthcare.
Selecting healthcare manufacturers who made product
specifically for healthcare like exam tables, stools, exam lights,
every type of cart imaginable, and too many more to list,
represented a sure way to expand the dealers’ business and
fairly quickly add revenues. 

After all, even the healthcare customer wants to reduce suppliers
and get more products from fewer suppliers. Why wouldn’t an
integrated solution work for the healthcare dealer? 

Group Purchasing (GPO) contracts DO NOT rule the furniture
manufacturer/dealer world as everyone believes. This can be
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proven with a few simple questions to the dealers or
manufacturers themselves.

For the large furniture manufacturers to insist on negotiating
contracts with GPOs that reduce margins to a level that dealers
are forced to make money on services is not wise. 

The only winner in this situation is the manufacturer and that is
not always the case. Even the customer loses! Why? Because
dealers cannot service the facility post-sale on the furniture
margin, so they contract for after sales service, raising the price
to the end user.

With a long standing career in healthcare, my goal was to
transfer the knowledge I gained from 30 years in real healthcare
product selling and marketing, help furniture dealers become
real healthcare dealers and give them access and education on
additional product areas that are medical in nature. 

For example, if you are supplying a hospital with nurse stations,
patient room seating and more, can’t you also provide the facility
hampers, pharmacy carts, nursing carts, exam tables, stools,
lights, etc.? You would think so!

Why is it so difficult for dealers to implement the concept of
providing “other products?” I am still convinced that the basic
concept of an integrated healthcare dealership is alive and
needed, but there are reasons why it fails in a dealership more
often than it succeeds. This includes:

Lack of healthcare knowledge. This is defined as really
understanding the healthcare market and the needs of your
customer and how your solutions benefit them in the big picture.
Few manufacturers and dealers communicate or understand the
inner workings of facilities and even more important, how
healthcare really works in its totality, not just in the microcosm
of the institution you are attempting to sell to.

It is nearly impossible to get furniture sales people to sell
anything beyond furniture. Whiteboards become a stretch! The
market for Electronic Medical Records (EMR) is exploding. Carts
or “computers on wheels” were developed for furniture dealers
to sell for EMR situations and they failed miserably. Why? Lack
of knowledge by the manufacturers and the dealers of how to
penetrate the healthcare sector. 

Real sales management in dealers is poor overall. “They are
on commission, if they don’t sell they don’t succeed” seems to
be the attitude in many dealers. In healthcare dealerships, it is
even worse on the healthcare side. 

Furniture manufacturers have been in and out of healthcare
for years. They had or have too few individuals in their
organizations that come from healthcare and they used a

furniture mentality to sell into healthcare and it is a costly and
slow road.

Do not misunderstand me. Healthcare is still a tremendous
opportunity even today. But you have to be serious about the
market. The real healthcare furniture dealers of today are few
and far between but when they “get it,” it really can take off and
add volumes of business…not just in furniture but in all areas. 

If you want to learn how a real healthcare dealership has
developed—how and why—head to San Francisco for the
holidays and visit One Workplace and speak with the owner
Dave Ferrari or better yet, Cliff Bass, whose background is in
healthcare, not furniture. They have a healthcare showroom like
no other and they “get it”. Let them tell you about projects with
architects, bundling product areas and why it works. 

Cliff gets it and so can you!

Robert J. Oosdyke is president of Health Care Furnishings, Inc. (HCFI),
a healthcare consulting firm that assists dealers and manufacturers in
penetrating the healthcare marketplace with strategic plans, marketing
strategies, and complete differentiation from competitors.   His 25 years
of medical product consulting can now benefit the furniture dealer.  If
you want more information on HCFI's exclusive territory rights to
develop the healthcare market for elite medical products and furniture,
contact boosdyke@hcfi.net, 949.480.2379. www.hcfi.net
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