


The Connectors

ver the past few years, an army of rental dealers has converged on
Washington, D.C. They've gone to Capitol Hill—as representa-
tives of every rent-to-own dealer, employee, customer and ven-
dor—to ensure the future of an industry that offers a terminable
consumer rental agreement with an ownership option. These

men and women have gone to tell their story in their own words to members of
Congress—and they have done so at their own expense. Their request to our na-
tion’s lawmakers is simple and clear: pass fair and just rent-to-own legislation.

Spearheaded by APRO, these dedicated rent-to-own professionals have
forged a powerful grassroots campaign to enlighten elected officials on the need
for industry regulation. What makes this mission unique? The notion that the
rent-to-own industry is seeking regulation at all sets us apart from practically
everyone else. That we want strong and meaningful consumer protection and, at
the same time, legislative safeguards for a growing and maturing industry dem-
onstrates the progressive nature of our industry.

Of course, we would like to highlight every rental dealer, associate and ven-
dor who has joined in this battle. Each has a story to tell about his or her moti-
vations for participating. Each has a special talent to offer. But time and space
prohibit us from sharing all the wonderful stories about the participants in this
movement. So instead, we have selected a few individuals to spotlight in this
inaugural issue of RTOHQ: The Magazine. Each has a unique background and
special talents that have prompted him or her to get involved, unselfishly and
for the greater good of rent-to-own. We have asked them to share their motiva-
tions and insights in the hope that those who have not yet joined the cause will
reconsider their inaction.

These are exciting times for APRO and the rent-to-own industry. The in-
dividuals profiled herein are but a sampling of the many strong people who use
their insights about rent-to-own and their abilities of persuasion to connect with
members of Congress. They are “The Connectors.” —Bill Keese

Profiles by KRISTEN CARD
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CONGRESSMAN

Wailliam Lacy Clay

f the rent-to-own dealers and vendors
profiled herein are anointed “The
Connectors,” then certainly Demo-
crat Congressman William Lacy Clay
should be deemed “The Connected.”
He is the lead sponsor of HR 1767, the Con-

HR 1767's lead sumer Rental Purchase Agreement Act, which is
. . under consideration in the House of Repre-
sponsor is as effective sentatives. Clay, who sees the bill as a way to
and engaged a help consumers as well as the rent-to-own
industry, has been as effective a sponsor of
legislator as the federal RTO legislation as the industry has
industry has ever seen. cver seen.
Ironic, coming from a second-gener-
But given his legacy ation legislator whose father was one of
and the grassroots rent-to-own’s harshest critics. Clay’s father,
, Congressman Bill Clay, co-sponsored Con-
way in which he’s gressman Henry Gonzalez’s efforts in the
decided to champion early 1990s to wipe rent-to-own off the free-
enterprise map. Stranger still, Gonzalez’s
a rent-to-own bill, son Charlie, likewise a current member of
Congressman Clay Congress, has supported legislation favor-
able to rent-to-own in the past few years.
demonstrates that Ah, the times, they do change—clearly, this
this isn’t his father'’s isn’t our fathers’ Capitol Hill.
As Congress changes, so does the rent-
Capitol Hill. to-own industry. Where previous legislative

strategy suggested that lead sponsors of
RTO legislation be determined by industry
lobbyists, for the 110th House session, a dif-
ferent plan of action was adopted. Clay was
approached, and accepted the invitation, to
sponsor HR 1767 through grassroots efforts
in Missouri, where he represents the state’s
1st district (the St. Louis area). Missouri
rental dealers Larry Carrico, “Tiger” John
Cleek and Dan Cole, among others, figured
that they had nothing to lose by approach-
ing Clay to be our sponsor—and it paid off
(see related story on page 24).

“Through spending almost two decades
on Capitol Hill, APRO members have
built relationships with Congress,” says
Richard May, APRO’s public affairs direc-
tor. “They’re more savvy than they used
to be.” And so APRQ’s three Cs—Carrico,
Cleek and Cole—used their savvy to bring a
fourth C—Clay—on board.

Clay, who was first elected to Congress
in 2000 and was a co-sponsor of RTO
legislation in the previous session, feels that,

“the [rent-to-own] industry deserves to be
regulated. I'm urging my colleagues to take
alook at HR 1767 and realize that we have
bipartisan support on this measure,” he
says. “We think we have improved the bill
since 2002.”

“It’s amazing how effective and engaged
an active sponsor can be,” May says. “In
Clay’s first session as our primary sponsor,
a committee chair and subcommittee chair
have had to look at this legislation; that’s
the most attention paid to our bill since
it passed the House in 2002. This kind of
activity is unprecedented in rent-to-own’s
legislative history.” Indeed, especially when
you consider that the bill is under review
from the Financial Services Committee—a
pro-consumer committee that, in times
past, would have been very much opposed
to RTO-supported legislation. “That Clay
can maneuver through this committee is re-
markable and it speaks to his commitment
to our industry,” May says. Currently, the
bill is poised to have a hearing and mark-
up—then on to the House floor for a vote.

Typically, a grade of “C” denotes the
average. But in Missouri, when it comes to
making connections, these four Cs are defi-
nitely above average. —Neil Ferguson
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Steve Kruse

Sometimes, simply
talking to legislators
about rent-to-own
isn’'t enough. Show
them the hard data,
though, that proves
rent-to-own doesn't
gouge the consumer
and you just might
convince an opponent
of our merits. It's a
simple strategy, but
an effective one—and
BestWay's Steve Kruse
has the charts to

prove it.
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t's the stuff of APRO Legislative
Conference lore: compiling compara-
tive data that might prove to federal
lawmakers that rent-to-own compa-
nies aren’t gouging their customers,
but instead are earning a far lower percent-
age profit than many other businesses. Only
it wasn't just a legislative legend; it was real,
and real effective. Just ask Steve Kruse.
“One of the negative claims against our
industry is how much we charge and how
much we make,” Kruse says. “Well, the chart
we took to our congressmen showed that our
biggest companies make 4 percent or 5 per-
cent profit, compared with some other major
retailers netting 10, 15, 25 percent. Some of the
numbers were ridiculous. That hit a chord

with a lot of the legislators up in Washington.”

Kruse should know, since he was the point-
person for putting all the information togeth-
er prior to an APRO Legislative Conference a
few years back. What he compiled—hard data
in printed form—was distributed to legislative
offices on Capitol Hill during the conference
and has been used ever since to make the case
for rent-to-own.

Kruse, an operations analyst with the
Southeast-based BestWay Rent to Own
(www.bestwayrto.com), has been with the
company for 18 years, and although he had
previous legislative experience, he’s become
involved in the governmental side of the
rent-to-own industry again only over the
past three years. Still, it was almost imme-
diately evident how valuable Kruse’s natural
tendencies toward organization and docu-
mentation would be in the uphill climb to
gain congressional support for the industry.

“I'm able to put a lot of information to-
gether in a format that makes it easy to use,”
Kruse says. “Last year, we created a single
sheet for every state that, when presented
to a legislator, declared, ‘Here’s the impact
our industry has in your state: the number

of employees, the number of customers, the
income, the taxes'—these are the things they
[legislators] care about.”
But Kruse confesses that just getting
an audience with a U.S. representative or
senator can be the primary test of patience.
“Many of them meet only with people from
their district, so you're stopped before you
can get started,” he says. With 73 stores
across seven states, identifying exactly the
right people to send to D.C. is a challenge for
BestWay. “Contrary to popular belief, the
voice of the voter has a lot of weight; those
are the voices lawmakers listen to. We might
pay taxes in a particular district, but we don’t
necessarily vote there; however, our store
employees do. Sometimes, we need a letter

or call from one of them to open up the door.”

Once a meeting is secured and held,
Kruse says it might seem like the end, but it’s
really only the beginning. “Continuous suc-
cess has lots to do with the follow-up process,”
Kruse advises. “It’s easy to let it die down in-
between visits, but it’s a matter of staying on
their minds, in their thoughts and looking for
the opportunities when they're going to listen.
And sometimes, you hit a homerun. But many
times, it’s ‘OK, today, I got a base hit; it might
take a month or two to round second.” One
staffer told me, ‘Just because we're saying no
today doesn't mean we're enemies.’ As long as
you're welcome back in the office, then you've
got to take the time and trouble to go.”

Far removed for the moment from con-
gressional commotion, Kruse keeps striving
toward the next trip; every other week or so,
he makes calls and sends e-mails to key leg-
islative staff he’s still working to win over. So
how did he develop this unwavering dedica-
tion and relentless sense of diligence, anyway?

“Thirty-three years in rent-to-own
and collecting out in the field,” Kruse
laughs. “This entire business is based on
persistence.” %

SEAN McGINTY
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Ellison Crider

“We’re all just people.
The congressman puts
his pants on one leg
at a time, just like |
do. So | just go into it
as, we're just talking
to our representatives
as equals. They're not
anything better or
bigger; they're just
people who happened
to get elected into

their jobs.”

llison Crider isn’t just a vendor for
the rent-to-own industry. In fact, he
doesn’t believe there is such a thing
as just a vendor in the industry—
especially when it comes to federal
legislative activity. “My big thing is, were all in
this together—whether you're a dealer or a ven-
dor,” Crider asserts. “I think we should not look
at[legislative involvement] as somebody else’s
job, but see the importance of grassroots efforts.
We need everybody to be part of that effort—
and when I say everybody, I mean everybody.”
Strong speech from a man known for his
understated ways. But Crider—general man-
ager of RSSS (Rental & Sales Software Systems,
www.rsss.com) and APRO’s 2006 Vendor of the
Year—is quietly, yet extremely, passionate about
what role rent-to-own plays on Capitol Hill. An
industry veteran of 25 years, Crider has spent 18
years providing software specifically designed
to help RTO companies centralize all of their
data in real time and offering access to it 24/7
via a secure, state-of-the-art online network.
But for the past dozen years or so, Crider has
also spent a solid slice of time working to
secure federal legislation that would provide a
legal definition and consumer protection regu-
lation for the rent-to-own industry nationwide.
Every time legislation fitting that bill has
been proposed over the past five years, Crider
has secured the co-sponsorship of his congres-
sional representatives in Texas—an accomplish-

ment he is proud of, but typically humble about.

Crider says the secret of his legislative success
is no secret—simply a straightforward, egalitar-
ian approach with elected officials. “We're all
just people,” Crider explains. “The congress-
man puts his pants on one leg at a time, just like
I do. So Ijust go into it as, were just talking to
our representatives as equals. They’re not any-
thing better or bigger; they're just people who
happened to get elected into their jobs. They
work for us, and we’re just going in to talk with
them about an issue that’s important to us.”

While nurturing relationships with leg-
islators, Crider has also sought to expand the
rent-to-own playing field. In the past few years,
RSSS has helped bring the musical instrument
industry into the rent-to-own fold, custom-
izing that business’ software needs to include
the RTO transaction. With this expansion,
Crider estimates that an additional $2 billion
has been generated within our industry. Our
musical industry colleagues have rallied to
support favorable rent-to-own legislation and
have denounced unfavorable legislation, such
as that proposed last year by New York Senator
Charles Schumer. We owe Crider a large debt
of gratitude for being, well, instrumental in this
key relationship with the music industry.

Crider also employs a nurturing ap-
proach as the vendor representative on the
APRO Board of Directors and as vice chair
of APRO’s Vendor Advisory Committee. In
these positions, he’s known for his knack for
listening and encouraging all sides of the
issue at-hand to come up with a mutually
agreeable resolution. In addition to his lead-
ership within the RTO community, he’s also
a leader in his district’s Rotary Club, having
served as its president and assistant district
governor. Crider has adopted Rotary’s motto,

“Service Above Self,” as his motivation in
helping to better the rent-to-own industry.

It’s that dedication to service and a talent
for connecting people as individuals that
makes Crider especially successful in his
work—both at RSSS headquarters in Corpus
Christi, Texas, and within the halls of the
U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. “I'm just
one person, and one person can make a dif-
ference,” Crider says. “But it’s up to the whole
industry to make a concerted, concentrated
effort to get as much support as possible.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” he adds. “There
have been a lot of vendors who have already
stepped up to the plate. But there are a lot
more who still need to do so.” *
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Missouri’s mighty Cs

Three Missouri
fishing enthusiasts
together helped land
a Congressional catch
with lead sponsorship
for federal rent-to-

own legislation.
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ust call them Missouri’s Mighty Cs:

Larry Carrico, president of St. Louis-

based Rent One; “Tiger” John Cleek,

president of Columbia, Missouri’s

Cleek’s Lease or Own; and Dan Cole,
president of National Rent To Own, also
based in St. Louis—a trio of rent-to-own
veterans who, between them, run some 85
stores in Missouri and surrounding states
and have almost a half-century of collec-
tive experience championing their industry
with APRO up on Capitol Hill.

It was this threesome that secured the
current lead U.S. House sponsorship for the
federal Consumer Rental-Purchase Agreement
Act from a quite unlikely source. Repre-
sentative William Lacy Clay (D-Missouri)
was elected to Congress in 2000, following
in the footsteps of his father, the Honor-
able Bill Clay—who served in the House
for 32 years, was a founding member of the
Congressional Black Caucus and refused to
give the rent-to-own industry the time of
day. “Bill Clay really wouldn’t have anything
to do with us,” Cole recalls.

“He didn’t quite understand [our in-
dustryl],” Carrico agrees. “He had a stereo-
type of the industry already in his mind.
We could talk to him all day long and it
wouldn’t matter because he was stuck on a
negative stereotype.”

But when Bill Clay retired and Lacy Clay
was elected to succeed him, a definite shift of
attitude and approach happened. “When we
first started going to see Congressman [Lacy]
Clay about eight years ago, what we found
was that Frank Davis, his chief legislative as-
sistant, had really done his homework on our
industry and on APRO,” Cleek remembers.

“He really was the best-prepared congress-
man,” Cole confirms. “His staff had done its
research and knew all about us. And Clay
understood the actual customers we deal with.
He’s one of the few congressmen I've heard

say that he believes the rent-to-own transac-
tion is actually necessary for his constituents.
But the fact that he’s our lead sponsor today is
the culmination of years of work.”

“We had the influence we needed
through our employees in his district,” Car-
rico explains. “We gave him the informa-
tion he needed, and finally, we asked for his
sponsorship and he granted it.”

“You earn trust over a period of years,”
Cleek says. “That’s what has happened here;
and that’s really what good politics are all
about.”

Interestingly, Missouri’s Mighty Cs
didn’t originally meet among the halls of our
nation’s capitol, via APRO, or even at home
in the Show-Me State, but rather in Canada
on a Speed-Queen-sponsored fishing expedi-
tion back in 1989. Carrico, Cleek and Cole—
all avid anglers—have found that the fragile
balance of persistence and patience they use
out on the water also applies nicely to grass-
roots lobbying in Washington, D.C.

“When I really, really believe in something,
I just won't give up,” Cleek asserts. “When
you're doing the right thing, you don't give up.”

“It’s our biggest battle,” Cole says. “We
must continue to thank co-sponsors, edu-
cate new congressmen or women, keep the
process going. You can't stop just because
you have a little success. You have to keep
working at it. Whether it’'s Congress, the
media or your neighbor, you've got to sit
down with them, explain what you do, help
them understand the real risks we’re taking
and the unique services we're providing.
Then, you'll win them over.”

“What APRO has achieved legislatively,
the relationships we've built, have always
come from our grassroots efforts,” current
APRO president Carrico concludes. “Not big
lobbyists, not big money, but from indi-
vidual dealers’ time, money, sweat and hard
work. Grassroots is our livelihood.” ¥
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Lyn Leach

Leach—who’s aces
with customers,
legislators and horses
alike—knows how to
corral the disparate of
mind into discovering
the value of rent-
to-own. He's got a
passion for persuasion
and when it comes to
stating the benefits

of the transaction,
he’s all about

reinstatement.

CONNECTORS

yn Leach has “Good News,” and he
wants to spread it nationwide to
potential customers, the rent-to-
own industry and federal lawmak-
ers. Leach—president of Ace Rent-
To-Own, former APRO president and 2001
APRO Rental Dealer of the Year—believes
in lifetime reinstatement, a perk that his 12
Nebraska- and Iowa-based stores already
offer as part of their “Good News” program.
Essentially, lifetime reinstatement is a 100
percent guarantee that lets customers who
change their minds about a product transfer
the payments they've already made to another
product. Even if they choose to close their ac-
count, they can reactivate it later and use their
past paid rent toward paying for a new item.

“Helping consumers achieve ownership
is vital to customer satisfaction,” Leach
insists. “The number-one reason people
change companies theyre doing business
with is because they’re walking away with
nothing to show for their money. I think
lifetime reinstatement should be included
in federal legislation because it simply de-
velops loyalty like nothing else we do.”

Loyalty is something Leach knows a
little something about. A 26-year veteran
of the rent-to-own industry, Leach has been
a loyal and longtime advocate for federal
legislation to protect dealers and customers
alike. He has served as a member of APRO’s
Government Relations Committee, as past
chair of the Membership Committee and as
a co-chair of APRO’s Political Action Com-
mittee. He also headed up an APRO task
force to encourage greater participation in
APRO’s Legislative Conference.

“I've contributed to the industry by getting
others involved,” Leach says. “When I was on
the APRO board, one of my assignments was
to get people from every state to come to the
APRO Legislative Conference. We were ex-
tremely successful; we lacked representatives

from only four states and that was because
some folks backed out at the last minute.”
Leach has also been successful in
gaining enthusiastic support for federal
rent-to-own legislation from both of the
Cornhusker State’s U.S. Senators, Chuck
Hagel and Ben Nelson. “Senator Hagel votes
for what he believes in,” Leach notes. “So all
we had to do was show him what we do, who
we are as dealers, who our customers are
and what our transaction really represents.
Once he saw it was a good transaction, just
needing some definition and regulation, he
signed on and has been helpful in getting us
support from both sides of the aisle.
“Senator Nelson’s office initially told us
they felt that RTO wasn't a big enough issue,
that their constituents weren’t concerned
enough about it,” Leach continues. “So I went
home and drafted a letter of support for the
business and we offered it to every client
as they came into the stores; every day, we
faxed hundreds of signed letters to the sena-
tor’s office. Finally, an aide [to Nelson] called
me and said, ‘OK, enough. We're ready to
sign on as a co-sponsor.’ Senator Nelson has
been a huge supporter of ours ever since.”
With Leach, a longtime horse and live-
stock enthusiast, it’s clear—whether he’s work-
ing with legislative leaders or wrangling with
Longhorn cattle—this isn’t Leach’s first rodeo.
Yet, over a quarter-century later, Leach says he
hasn’t lost even an ounce of his not-so-secret
ingredient for effectiveness—and happiness.
“Passion,” he asserts. “If you go into
legislators’ offices armed with the facts and
your plan is to ‘wow’ them with just the
facts, then I think you're going about it the
wrong way. When people can see the pas-
sion you have for your industry—in serving
both your clients and your staff—when they
can see how much you love what you're do-
ing, there’s a willingness to help that goes
way beyond the facts, way past the law.” %
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BRYCE COMPANY'S

Bryan Collins

One APRO vendor
produces a little pin
that shows big-time

solidarity among

rent-to-own advocates

when they meet with

members of Congress.
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hen you ask Bryan

Collins how he helps

with the grassroots

legislative efforts

for the rent-to-own
industry, he’s so tiber-humble—he essen-
tially acts like he doesn’t know what you're
talking about. “We go to the [APRO buying]
shows,” Collins shrugs. “We try to support
APRO wherever we can.” The truth is that,
although Collins’ company’s contribution to
the happenings up on Capitol Hill is physi-
cally no bigger than your thumbnail, what
his efforts as a vendor represent is huge.

Collins is president of Bryce Co.
(www.brycejewelry.com), a leader in jew-
elry programs for the rent-to-own industry.
Collins and his co-owner wife, Jennifer,
launched the Alabama-based company in
2001; today, their turnkey jewelry program
is in hundreds of RTO stores.

“What we create is a full jewelry depart-

ment within the stores,” Collins explains.

“We use all ‘live’ jewelry—not an alloy or
sample program—because jewelry is an
impulse item. What you see is what you get,
so you've got to make sure they can get what
they see. And our whole program is about
performance; we have a performance guar-
antee that says that the stores will be rent-
ing jewelry to 10 percent of their customers
within a year or we’ll buy it back. There’s
really no risk for the dealer.”

Collins, who has been in the jewelry
business for 25 years, worked for another
jewelry company selling to and serving the
rent-to-own industry prior to putting up his
own shingle. He’s been an APRO member
for the past dozen years. With the launch
of his own business, Collins decided he
wanted to delve deeper as an APRO vendor.

“As we were getting more into it, I
said, ‘T'd like to do something for APRO
and rent-to-own; we make our living off of
this industry and I want to give something
back,” Collins recalls. “So we decided to do
the pins for APRO.”

Bryce Co. became the producer of the
legislative lapel pin that APRO members
wear to identify themselves stylishly with the
organization while they walk the halls and
visit congressional offices in the U.S. Capi-
tol and at other times, as well. These but-
tons o’ bling, distributed to participants at
APRO’s annual Legislative Conference, are
a great way for rent-to-own reps to display
for congressional members and staffers the
solidarity they share. And Collins’ company
not only designs the pieces especially for
APRO, but also donates an equal amount of
the would-be profits from the pins to APRO’s
Political Action Committee—a noble and
generous gesture from a vendor who cares
deeply about the well-being of the industry.

“The long-term survival of the rent-to-
own industry is as important to [vendors] as
it is to dealers,” Collins says. “This is how we
all make our living. So as I see it, we're all
partners, we all have a vested interest and
we all need to take care of it. I don’t care if
you're a vendor or a dealer—if the industry
goes away, then it will hurt all of us. So we
need to team up and take care of each other.

Collins clearly sees the benefits of in-
volvement in APRO and its legislative efforts
as much more direct than not. “What I've
learned in this business, without a doubt, is
that if you put effort into the industry and
really strive to be part of the program, then
it will benefit you,” Collins advises his fel-
low vendors. “You're going to make a lot of
friends, and that’s really what it’s all about.” ¥
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Tom Bernau

Family ties might help
open legislative doors,
but polished, powerful
preparation keeps

them from closing.

om Bernau might have been a
first-timer to APRO’s Legisla-
tive Conference earlier this
year, but it wasn't his first
grassroots lobbying effort on
behalf of an industry organization—it’s
just that last time he was meeting with
congressional lawmakers as a banker.

In fact, if you swap medicine for money;,
Bernau possesses a partial nursery rhyme
of professions: banker, lawyer, merchant/
chief. He grew up in a family of bankers,
practiced real estate mergers and acquisi-
tions law and today serves as both merchant
and chief in his position as the president of
Arona Corp.—with 23 Midwestern locations,
the third-largest Aaron’s Sales & Lease
Ownership franchise nationwide.

“This is very much a helping industry,
and I like that,” Bernau says of his cur-
rent, now decade-long rent-to-own career.

“It seems that what we do is sometimes
very misunderstood. We hear a constant
stream of stories about people who didn’t
have a bed, for example, and our industry
provides them with one of the real, true
basics of living today.”

And Bernau, a third-generation lowa
businessman, provides the rent-to-own
industry with a powerhouse of political
clout with congressional representatives
and senators who hail from America’s
heartland.

“My grandfather was a successful man-
ufacturer and was involved in the theatre
business here in Iowa; my father was the
chief banking regulator for the state,” Ber-
nau says. “So we have multi-generational
connections to lowa and the business com-
munity. I think that’s a definite advantage
when you're walking into one of our del-
egation’s offices and you have something
to say about something important to you.

I think it’s really helpful; then, I just talk

honestly about what we do within their
district, who we employ, etcetera.”

Bernau knows that getting a foot in
the door up on Capitol Hill doesn’t neces-
sarily safeguard against getting hit in the
rear with it on your way out. Which is
why being prepared and polished—along
with straightforward and open—are part
of his presentation to federal legislators.
Oh, and having a little backup helps, too.

“I believe in homework, in being
ready, and I tried to be up-to-speed on
our legislation before going in,” Bernau
says. “But one thing that was extremely
helpful was making the rounds with
[former APRO president] Lyn Leach (see
his profile on page 27). Where I'm still learn-
ing about the measure, he was there to
support me, answering many of the more
detailed questions about the legislation.
And I was able to make the local connec-
tion with almost everybody, so it was a
good combination—and the more I hang
around people like Lyn, the better-versed
I become at answering questions.”

But while Bernau may still be un-
certain about some of the specifics of
legislation that would define and regulate
rent-to-own across the nation, he couldn’t
be more certain about why he should be
actively working for it.

“At the federal and at the state level,
the appropriate legislative climate is criti-
cal to the success of our industry,” Bernau
asserts. “We all have to be active with our
local representatives in order to make
sure we keep the legislation we have and
promote the positive changes we can. You
don’t want to wake up someday to find a
law passed by your particular congress-
man that affects you in a negative way—
especially when all you had to do was pick
up the phone or take a flight to make one
visit and protect yourself.” *
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Benefit Marketing Solutions

How Boomer Sooner
football helped one
rent-to-own vendor
tackle our federal
legislation initiative

and score big-time.
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ou might not think there’s much of
a connection between University
of Oklahoma football legends and
federal rent-to-own legislation.
But there really is a fairly strong
connection—and its name is Benefit Marketing
Solutions. BMS (www.benefitmarketingsolu-
tions.com), is the rent-to-own industry’s leading
provider of membership programs—rental add-
on products that allow dealers to extend ben-
efits to customers for an additional fee. Benefits
offered might include insurance protection on
merchandise during its rental, warranty protec-
tion following its purchase or money-saving op-
portunities wherever customers might regularly
spend, from the grocery store to the doctor’s
office. BMS currently serves about 65 percent of
America’s rent-to-own industry, marketing its
packages through approximately 4,500 stores
nationwide, via 200 or so dealers.
Next year, BMS founders will celebrate
a 20-year partnership with rent-to-own. For
the past 15 years, the company has been
involved in legislative grassroots efforts at
the national level, advocating for the RTO in-
dustry. Here’s where OU football comes into
the picture: the business, originally known as
Foresight, was co-founded by Danny Wright,
still the company’s CEO, and Steve Owens,
famed OU running back and 1969 Heisman
Trophy winner. The pair worked together to
persuade Republican U.S. Representative J.C.
Watts Jr. to support the Consumer Rental-Pur-
chase Agreement Act, federal legislation to pro-

tect both the RTO industry and its customers.

Their in? Watts had been a much-celebrated
quarterback for—you guessed it—the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma.
“J.C. already knew us, trusted us and was
open to what we had to say,” Wright recalls.
“It wasn't hard because we already had a
relationship with him involving a great deal
of trust and if what you've got to say is a good
thing and makes sense, then it’s not difficult
to get involvement.”

Wright and Owens not only secured
Watts’ support, but the congressman agreed to
be the first Republican to lead sponsorship of
a rent-to-own bill. Confident with that success,
Owens and Wright traveled to Capitol Hill to
lobby Oklahoma’s congressional delegation for
a favorable definition-and-depreciation treat-
ment as part of the Taxpayer Relief Act 0f 1997.
They were once again successful, perhaps due
in part to a member of the delegation being—
yep—another OU football great, Steve Largent.

But BMS managers understand that such a
soul-to-pigskin connection doesn’t always exist
when it comes to gaining legislative yardage, so
they depend upon other vital resources, such
as good old-fashioned perseverance. “It is all
about relationship,” BMS Executive Vice Presi-
dent of Sales & Marketing Susan Matthews
says. “In order to create that relationship, you've
got to stay with it. I may not be one of the more
outspoken participants in a large meeting, but
my determination helps make sure the deal
gets sealed—both on the job and on the Hill.”

Matthews is clearly passionate about the
important role rent-to-own vendors play in
the success of the industry as a whole. “We
consider our involvement in getting this leg-
islation passed equally as important to us, as
vendors, as it is to rental dealers,” Matthews
says. And she speaks from experience when
it comes to the relationship between dealers
and vendors; her husband, Dan Matthews,
is arental dealer and president of the Texas
Association of Rental Agencies. “What’s good
for this industry is also good for us.”

“I think a lot of people in the rent-to-own
industry don’t realize how much progress has
been made by APRO membership going up to
Washington, D.C., each year,” BMS Senior Vice
President and General Counsel Brad Denison
says. “This industry has achieved more than
many bigger industries. At BMS, we know that
APRO’s Legislative Conference and continuing
grassroots efforts are a valuable way to support
the industry; that’s why we're there.” %

SEAN McGINTY



Benefit Marketing
Solutions’ Danny Wright,
Susan Matthews and
Brad Denison




