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A Case Study of Olson-Mills
Tack Shop in Bellevue, Wash.

hen Mike Akers pur-
chased Olson'’s Tack Shop
in Bellevue, Wash., in
2003, he had a clear vi-
ston—ta provide excellence in service
and quality products, and to bring the
store's technology into the 215t cen-
tury with the most up-to-date system
he could find.

Akers has achieved his goal over the
past five years, by computerizing his
entire operation with a point-of-sale
("OS) svstem that integrated
all store operations, from
managing inventory 1o
accounting to building a full-
hlown customer database, to
name a few capabilities. An-
other best-practices example
of Akers” ambitious program
is how Akers uses the store's
website 1o enhance the busi-
ness and increase sales.

“When | bought Olson’s,” Akers
says, “all the sales receipts were kepl
in a recipe box. It was really a night-
miare, Sometimes they'd get out of
order, making it a challenge to find
the receipt you needed, when you
needed it I & customer was returning
an item and they didn’t have their
sales receipt with them, we'd head to
the recipe box and hope for the best!”

Finding the Right POS System
As a new owner, the first thing Akers
did was Lo research 'O3 systems, With

hundreds available, narrowing down
the choices wiis a daunting task. He
wanted a POS that cauld be custom-
lzed for his store's needs, especially
feared toward equestrian retail.
Akers found a company in
California, called Big Hairy Dog,
with a software package, Retail P'ro,
that he thought could be adapted
to the store’s requirements, After
checking the company's references,
paying particular attention to its tech-

Make a list of what you'd like a
computerized system to do for you.
Many software programs can address

a multitude of solutions.

nical support and training capabilities,
he was ready to make the financial
comnmitment.

Purchasing the system immediately
following the acquisition of the store
was an expensive proposition but well
worth the expense in efficiency gains,
Akers says: “We paid less than $20,000
for it, which included roughly 50
hours of training and service time,
Today, | can't imagine nunning our
business without it. Over the past sev-
eral years the system has more than
paid for itsell,”
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On the financial end, the system
includes bookkeeping data, which
keeps the accounts recelvables.and
accounts payables balanced, catching
mistakes like overcharges, and track-
ing returns, among other attributes.

The inventory management coms-
ponent is extremely useful too, &s the
computer will automatically gener-
ate a purchase order based upon the
minimum/maximum levels, In other
wards, if a certain product drops
below the pre-established
minimum stock level, the
systeim fHags it s0 that basics
are always kepl stocked,

“We're able to determine
a good buying plan based
upon reports the system
generates,” savs Akers, It
shows what types of items
had the best sell-throughs so
they can be expanded upon
in upcoming seasons, or i something
didn’t sell well, they readily know Lo
back off on those things.

Training and Technical Support
Jasen Weatherholle, director of opera-
tioms for Olson's at the time Akers
purchiased it fand now for Olson-
Mills), was instrumental in working
with the software company {o get the
systemn operational for the new store,
“We needed to set up our inventory,
tax codes, consignment sales, video
rentals and manage our database, just



1o name a few of the specialized needs
wg had,” Weatherholtz says. And, of
course, you can't really take it for a
“test drive.” The amount of money
and energy it takes to install means
that ence you make the commiiment,
vou're in it for the long haul,

As with any new computer skill,
theere was a little bit of a learmning
curve, For the most part, however,
both Akers and Weatherholtz say the
program is fairly straighttorward. “The
customer support and personalized
training we received from the compa-
ny made the whale process seamliess
and vasy for us," Weatherholts adds.

“since the POS had been designed
especially for our needs at Olson’, it
madhe it a natural for future growth,”
Akers says. And that played well for
him when, in 2(66, he purchased
Mills Horse and Tack, also located in
Bellevue, Wash,

As the two stores morphed into
Olsan-Mills Tack Shop—a single, cen-
tralized 4.000-square-foot store—Akers
wiats ready 1o take the next technologi-
cal stepand expand the system’s ca-
pabilities. That included adding more
work stations, an upgraded server

and using the customer database to a
greater degree.

Technologyasa M
With a customized POS system, the
marketing possibilivies have been end-
less; When Akers bought Olson's in
2003, irs customer database’s records
numbersd 1,500; just five viears later
at Chson-Mills, it's more than 10 (HK)
The software allows Akers and Weath-
erholtz to target customers through
their riding disciplines and interests,

I huf- Enow exactly who their hunter/

arketing Toal

jumper and dressage riders are, as well
as their eventers and pleasure riders

For example, if a vendor is com.
ing to the store for a trunk show, the
system identifies customers who have
purchased that vendor's items in the
past year. Then Olson-Mills sends a
ru|=r|:-;.liil imwvitation to those individuals
who they know are aleeady fans of the
products being showcased

If they're taking their mobile unit
to a dressage show, the database will
identify dressage riders within a speci-
fred radius—say, 50 miles in any direc-
Hon—so mailings can be sent (o those
riders notifving them of the mobile
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unit’s presence at the show, In addi-
tlon, the svatem can indicate 1UF1-WII.-
ing items for that targeted customen
base, in this case dressage riders, so
Olson-Mills is certain to have those
prioducts in the mobile it brings o
the show

Apart from the POS system, Ol-
son-Mills uses marketing technology
for s website. When Akers merged
CHscn's and Mills into one store, he
hired a marketing firm (O Create &
new brand identity, including a fresh
logo and graphics, store colors, image
photography and advertising tem-
plates, Ondce all the design elements
were in place, it was easy Lo take them
o a Web designer to create a branded
look that tics into everyvihing else in
the store.

“We use our website for news
updates, information about upcom-
ing shows where our mobile unit will
be, store-wide sales, special vendor
appearances and trunk shows, saddle
sales, and most recently to announce
we'Ne gone ‘green’ as a company, with
envirommentally friendly products
and practices,” Akers adds.

Its site also offers an opportunity for
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Computerizing Your Store
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first-time riders to sign up online and
get a discount coupon from the store
For their initial equestrian purchases.

Customer Relations Management
Every month Olson-Mills sends out
an e-newsletter to Its customers, using
the database from the POS system. [t
short and to the point, communicat-
ing one topic in just a few paragraphs.
“We know people are really busy and
they might take one to two minutes
to read an e-mall from us, so we keep
it brief and focused out of respect for
their time," says Akers,

Last fall the store did an online
questionnaire, integrating the POS
database Into its website. Akers nores
that It was one of the best customer-
feedback tools he's ever used. The
survey questions were sent to the full
customer list, asking specific questions
about how Olson-Mills could improve
its shopping experience, both in
the store, in the mobile unit and on
the website. The tack shop offered a
510 coupon to every individual who
filled out the questionnaire. Akers
and Weatherholtz were surprised that
more than 30 percent of customiers
responded.

“It was worth every cent of the
coupon maoney offered to gain the
insights and information we received

THEED e

from our customers,” says Akers,

“In some cases the sheer honesty of
the feedback was hard to hear, but
ultimately their comments have made
us i bBetter store.” Customers gave sug.
gestions about products, store layout
and fMlow, signage, hours and other
valuable input. Without the ability

to send and receive the gquestionnaire
omline, Akers says he didnt think he'd
have gotten as much of a response.

Another improvement in efficlency
the system provides 4s in tracking
customers” histories. As an example,

il & customer forgets what size they
bought before, the staff can look it
up. “This is really useful during the
holidays,” says store manager Heather
Courtney. “If a husband comes in
wanting to purchase something for
his wife, we can let him know what
size she wears in her favorite breeches.
Or if someone wants to purchase
clothing for their trainer, we'll know
their trainer’s size.”

The POS system allows (tems to be
scanned and tetaled instantly, speed-
ing customers through the checkout
process and ellminating long lHnes,
even during large storewide sales.

Of course, It doesn’t hurt that
CHison=-Mills 15 in Microsoft's backyard.
The techno giant has certainly plaved
a role in convincing Akers of the
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The scanning system s
i reorders ca
need for such a high-tech investment.
Many of the store’s customers work at
Microsolt headquarters and are very
tech-savvy. They expect their sales
experience to be computerized, quick
and efficient.

Oir-thi-Go Wirelass

Mat expectation from customers
applies to the mobile unit too, which
travels to all the local and regicnal
shows, At the beginning of the sum-
mer ibwent wineless, The POS softwarne
is downloaded via Inbemet onto the
laptop in the mobile unit. That way
the stafl working in the unit knows
inventory levels both onsite at the
show as well as what's in the store. [Fa
customer needs a specific item but it's
not in the mobile unit, the staff can
pick it up that night and have it for
the customer in the moming.

The wireless technology allows the
staff to run credit cards quickly and
efficiently. With a receipt printer, ev-
ery transaction happens quickly and
accurately, eliminating the long wait
customers used to experience when
sales recelpts were handwritten,

With all the changes and additions
to Its technology, Olson-Mills isn't
done—far from it. The team s con-
stantly looking for wavs to Improve its
customers’ experlence on all levels.

AeCiec gectly Lo imvenior

be placed instantly, cutting down

Does Akers have advice for other
retailers about to enter the world of
high-tech? “First, don't be afraid of
computerizing. In the long ran it will
make vour life so much casien, saving
you time and money.”

“It's also very important todo your
homework and thoroughly check out
the references for the POS software
company yvou're interested in working
with. Ask the references what unex-
pected expenses came up and how
the customer service and technical
support has been, Once you buy the
system, this company becomes vor
business partner. You want assurances
that they're solvent, reliable and will
be there for you when you hit bumps
alomg the way."

Retail 'ro backs up all of Olson-
Mills" information every night at
midnight. Akers sheeps like a baby as
a result. And the recipe box? “Well,
it's been retired from the shelf in my
office and has finally moved home to
the kitchen!" R

Christing Pivarmik Is a freclance wrifer
based in Port Townsend, Wash, She'’s
iwniedd T own business for 15 vwears,
working as a marketing ad prbdic
relations consultant. She alse works part-
tiree for Kerrifs Equestrian Appared in
mmnarketing amd sales.
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Sources for POS systems currently
in use by some retallers in the
euestrian industry:

Big Hairy Dog: Retail Pra
Sacramenta, Calif

BOD3TT.TTTG
www.bighalrydog.com

58,999 {includes software, hard-
ware, installation, training & sup-
port for ong workstation)

Specialized Business Solutions:
Keystroke

Dillom, Colo.

002754727
www.keystrokepos.com
51300-55000 (software only)

Microsoft: Dynamics Retail
Management System (RMS)
Redmond, Wash,

888.4T7. 7989
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QuickBooks:

QuickBooks Paint of Sale
BEG-3T9-6616

wiwew, QuickBooksRetailers.com
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GREEN CLOTH

M

CUT FROM THE

Four Producers Dig Deep To Find Eco-friendly Fabrics

Thae GRASS img '
Just adaoul green b
Rt e grewn man-
il {uibing pocesses io

prochece e Earmeenis

e you tred of it yet? t's

the new black, the new

buzrword, and the biggest

marketing catch phrase to hit
the retail world since "dot-com.” Fven
the oh-so-haute designess had (o cre-
ate green fabric cocktail dress tor their
madels during a recent eplsode of TV
hit *Project Runway.”™

For whatever reason, however, the
couestrian irhlll!i.!r}l has bien a little
slow to hopoon the Big Green Band-
WlgZon. Thin again, when vou'ne
talking about an industry as stecped
in tradition as ours (just think about
all the controversy surrounding those
bejeweled brow bands!), il stands (o
reason that evien a trend as red-hol as
going green might take a e time (o
catch on. Add in the fact that—lct's
face it—the horse world isn't exactly
the most eco-fricndly one around [we
use gas-gurzling trucks to pull our big-
rig show trallers, ultra-insecticides (o
keep those pesky ies at bay, and buy
leather products by the armiul), and
it begins to make sense that even if
horse owners are ready and willing Lo
£0 green in other aspects of their lives,
incorporating eco-friendly practices
and products into their horsey habits
might seem like & lot 1o ask.
Monetheless, the equestrian apparel

business is falling into step with other
industrics—Irom fashion to food and
housewares—that have already begun
to realize just how rewarding, and
profitable, saving the planet can be.
Within the past vear, several equestri-
an apparel companies have rolled out
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new lines featuring all the latest and
greatest in environmentally friendly
fabrics, and a small but ever-growing
number of equine indusiry manufac-
turers have decided therd's no reason
i go-green commitmaent has 1o stop al
thie stable door,

For the forward-thinking designers
at Kerrits, Moxic Equestrian, Ariat and
the newly launched Latigo Egues-
trian, developing eco-friendly lines
and designs that incorporate sustain-
able, eanth=friendly fabrics is not just
about making a fashion statement. It
is rather a statement about the power
manulacturers have (o change the
face of fashion—both equestrian and
otherwise—to a softer, “greener” hue,

The G.R.A5.5, Really
Is Greaner
Debuting this past spring, Kerrits'
G RASS, collection is dedicated
to providing equestrians with an
environmentally friendly alternative
for riding apparel, Developed by the
wounen of Team Kerrits (led by Kerri
Eent), GURASS. is all about work-
ing toward fully sustainable apparel
manufacturing practices—~From
eco-friendly, organic and recycled
fabrics to low-inpact shipping meth-
els and green office policles. "Our
hope is that GRASS, will revolution-
fze riding clothing for the future by
striking the perfect balance between
style, sustainability and function,”
says kent.

“With every aspect of G.R.ASS.
we're trying to achieve sustainability,



explains Kent. And from the recycled
polybags the company uses to ship
its garments, o seed-paper (which
you can plant) labels printed

with vegetable-based ink, every cle-
ment of the manufacturing process

is peared toward maximizing style,
beauty, and functionality while min:-
mizing environmental impact. And
perhaps most importantly, Kent

says that the company is working
hard to mamnufacture everything
domestically, "That way we avoid
unnecessary shipping—something
that produces one of the largest
carbron feotprints of any element in
the manufacturing process.”

While Kent notes that she's been
passionate about golng green for
several years now, she felt that
simply introducing a couple of
eco-friendly garments into their
existing Kerrits line just didn't make
encugh of a statement. it wasn'
really quite good enough to use
arganic cotton and then put it into
a plastic bag," she explains, “so we
wanted to make a whole separate
line with a separate image (really a
separate company) so that we could
work on developing new products
and even a mew and different
customer base."

_...-""""#

“Right now, [G.RASS.] s a8 very
simple line comprised of seven
picces,” savs Kenl, “and we'ne only
s¢lling it through retailers that have
a réal intérest in environmetal is-
sues and long=term sustainable prac-
tices, We're not really interested in
putting it everywhere and having it
not réally représent our views. We'ne
interested in educating people and
making & statement about how we
can change things, and that we have
a choige to make changes that will
impact the future of our world.”

Indeed, Kent hopes that G.R.ASS,
will set an example for other manu-
facturers, because, she explains, "the
more 'l.,:l.llTIEJ;“'IjL"\ coammit o Boing
green, the more options we'll have,
and the easier and more affordable
it will become.” To that end, says
Kent, “I'm willing to help other

manufacturers and would be happy to
share all of my information on fabrics
ancl suppliers with any other manu-
facturer that's interested in pursuing
adding environmentally friendly fab-
rics to their line, 1'd really like to see
more people doing it, and more riders
educated that they have a choice, a
nd that's maybe worth spending

the extra couple of dollars (because

it is more expensive right now) to
buy green.”

Along with eco-friendly manufac-
turing, packaging and shipping, Kent
is also determined to incorporate
sustainable practices into hir COMpa-
ny's dav-to=day operations. “We dr
whole variety of things—from putting
recvcle bins right in front of eveéry-
one’s desk, to e-mailing statéments
and intermal memos, to giving away
gas cards as an incentive for d.':mpln‘_..'-
ces (0 carpool or ride their bikes to
work—wi Lried (0 ook al every aspect
Of ouir Company and Rgure oul wavs
to be easier on the environment.”

Ihe company has also joined [orces
with its 1% For the Planet partnérs
to make a positive change for the
environment. 1'% For the Planet is
a growing global movement of 768
companies that donate 1% of their
sales to a network of more than 1,500
gnvironmental organizations world-
wide, " Everyone can make a choijce
and everyone can make a difference.
Every little thing counts, and that has
o be the message,” says Kent.

Earth-Friendly Style

with Moxie

A relative newcomer to the eguine
fashion scene, Greensville, 5.C.-based
Moxie Equestrian is an all-female
company composed of hosewomen,
championship riders and designers

Moxie s oone of the frsk comgaamies orse bambod fsbres for horse e bumin; clothe
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