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With a little paternal push,
Mike Martin is helping
lead a new generation of
rent-to-own dealers

AN APROFILE BY KRISTEN CARD

IT WAS DECEMBER 31, 2002, and Mike Martin
was spending the final hours of the year with his
dad, Tom, and their attorney, Dave Crockett. The
Martins needed to mail the paperwork for their
Aaron’s Sales and Lease Ownership franchise by
midnight; the company’s franchising terms were
set to change January 1, 2003.

“So we spent New Year’s Eve, the three of us,
hammering through the details of the deal,” says
Mike. “We wanted to get that 2002 postmark.”

While he didn’t spend the evening with Guy
Lombardo and Dom Perignon, it was likely one
of Mike’s—and his dad’s—most memorable New
Year’s. The trio got the deal done, that postmark
secured. And the Martin men—one a semi-re-
tired industrial tool supply mogul, the other a
former record-label-exec-turned-IT-consultant—
were en route to not only a new year, but also a
new joint adventure in rent-to-own.
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he father and son formed Tame LLC in 2002

with the expectation of franchising with Aaron’s.

Once the franchising deal was done, the pair’s

territory covered southeastern Missouri, south-
ern Illinois and western Kentucky. Helion Consulting
sold as expected and, in 2003, the Martins got down to
business in rent-to-own.

“We opened up our first store in February 2004 in Cape
Girardeau, Missouri,” Mike says. “We opened in Paducah,
Kentucky, in 2005, and stores in Madisonville, Kentucky,
and Sikeston, Missouri, both in 2006. We purposely
didn’t open a store last year, due to the slumping real es-
tate market. But now, we're moving forward and are hop-
ing to open three new stores this year: Hopkinsville and
Mayfield, Kentucky, and Marion, Illinois.”

Once all seven stores are up and running, the Martins’
area development agreement with Aar-
on’s will be maxed out. Mike’s not sure
where they’ll go from there.

“There’s not a great opportunity for
geographically contiguous growth for
us within the Aaron’s system,” he says.

“We’re pretty much hemmed in on all
sides. If we do choose to continue to
pursue something within this industry
and with Aaron’s, then it will need to be
somewhere else in the country—which
is a definite possibility. We might do
another tier of Aaron’s stores in anoth-
er part of the country or we might try
something new and different.”

But Mike’s not too worried about the
long haul; he’s having too much fun with the shorter-term
challenges and rewards of growing a new business.

“For me, the fun is building it from the ground up and
watching it mature,” he says. “There is so much excitement in
opening new stores and hiring new people. We currently have
37 employees, having started with five, and taking this bigger
and better and approaching close to 100 employees is still the
most exciting thing for me. And, of course, having the oppor-
tunity to do something business-wise with your father, when
youre both mature and successful in your own right... How
many folks get a chance to do something like that?”

Though rent-to-own was originally Tom’s brainchild,
it's Mike who oversees the business’ day-to-day opera-
tions—a complementary relationship that has proven to
be ideal.

“I have an innate business sense, but he’s the people
person,” says Mike. “I'm more the operational, vision-
ary, big-picture type; he’s all about the networking, the
sit-down-and-take-care-of-folks type. He’s been the best
resource in the world from the managing people perspec-
tive. When I watch the patience, kindness and consider-
ation he takes with each and every person he works with
throughout the day, that’s probably the greatest lesson I
could learn from him.

“Because at the end of the day, we can talk about being
a retail experience, but we're really a people business,” he
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says. “We're in the business of making dreams come true
for people at the middle to lower end of the socioeconomic
spectrum. If theyre willing to work hard and fulfill their
end of the bargain, then they deserve the opportunity to
have a nice sofa rather than a hand-me-down or a new
computer for their son or daughter. I feel terrifically hon-
ored to be able to create these opportunities for people.”

Mike claims there’s no real secret to their franchise
success—they keep their stores clean, they merchandise
their showrooms well, they stay positive with their asso-
ciates and treat customers with the utmost respect. And
they like what they do, too.

“If you get into rent-to-own and you're not having fun,
then find something else to do,” he says. “Because you're
never going to be successful at something you don’t have
a passion or desire for.”

But the real ingredient for success, according to Mike,
is as plain as the marquee out in front: it reads Aaron’s.

“We really believe passionately in the Aaron’s system,”
he says. “We pursue retail sales because the Aaron’s model
is: “‘We can beat any price, retail or total cost of owner-
ship, and you can own anything in 12 months.” We’re con-
stantly trying to market ourselves to the customers who
are trying to attain ownership in the shortest possible






