
Generation

J U S T  S H Y  O F

H E R  3 0 T H  B I R T H D A Y ,

A M Y  Z E L L E R
H A S  S P E N T  T H E  L A S T  D E C A D E  

M A K I N G  H E R  M A R K  I N

T H E  R T O  I N D U S T R Y

Generation
A N  A P R O F I L E B Y  K A T I E  G A R Z A

D
o you remember what your priorities were at the tender age of
19? My guess is that, for many of you, cramming for mid-term
exams and hanging out with friends continuously jostled for first
place. But for Amy Zeller of Ohio-based City Rentals Inc., taking
on the rental-purchase industry was priority No. 1. ★ “When I

was 19 years old, I opened my first [RTO] store,” says Zeller, who’s now
approaching her 30th birthday. “I was home on a school break, working in my
parents’ retail store when my mom told me that she was thinking about get-
ting into rent-to-own. She said she wanted me to open the store and I said,
‘Are you kidding me?’”
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Knowing what the customer wants and where the in-
dustry is headed are key to surviving in any market. ThatÕs
why Zeller strongly supports ORDA initiatives and is ac-
tively involved on the national APRO board of directors
and on several APRO committeesÑfrom public relations
and membership to nominations and communications.
As president of her state association, she re-introduced a
yearly golf outing to facilitate fellowship and recruit new
members.

ÒObviously, there are new people who come into the
industry all the time. ItÕs important that everyone is on the
same page,Ó says Zeller, who continues to serve as ORDA
treasurer since her term as president ended last April.
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Zeller is the first to admit that sheÕs highly organizedÑ
maybe sometimes to a fault. ÒAnyone who works with me
will tell you that I will not leave my desk without the right
pen being in the right pen holder,Ó she says. ÒAnd IÕm big
on lists. I make to-do lists daily and check off each item as
I go.Ó

Yet ZellerÕs mom sees her daughterÕs work style and ini-
tiative as one of the reasons why her employeesÑespecial-
ly the men and those who are olderÑtake this 29-year-old
woman seriously. ÒAmy always has the right answers,Ó Jane
Zeller says. ÒPeople respect her because they see her out
there in the stores working hard every day. She knows this

business firsthand.Ó
Although men historically have dominated the rental-

purchase industry, that dynamic isnÕt reflected within the
City Rentals chain. Many of the store managers are female.
Jane Zeller says itÕs no accident either. ÒWomen are very
personable and can multitask wellÑnot that the men
canÕt, but women are good at managing people and jug-
gling responsibilities. Amy treats her employees as individ-
uals. SheÕs competitive but she gives everyone a chance.Ó

Zeller describes her management style as creative and
energetic. ÒI like to put a carrot in front of my employees
on the weekends,Ó she says, explaining that sheÕll orches-
trate contests in which the store location with the least
rental deliveries has to buy pizza for the one with the most
deliveries. ÒIÕm still young and a little bit crazy, so I enjoy
coming up with different ways to make sure my employees
are having fun while theyÕre working,Ó she says.

�
ut her mother, Jane Zeller, meant business.
Because her husband wasnÕt completely sold on
the idea of rent-to-own, Jane Zeller took out a
$50,000 bank loan in her own name. With those
funds, she planned to purchase the vacant store-
front across the street from the familyÕs retail
store in the aptly named town of Defiance, OH.
The irony was not lost on her daughter; Zeller

saw her motherÕs offer as a challenge worth accepting.
ÒI remember the first rental I hadÑeven the customerÕs

name and what they got,Ó Zeller says. ÒAnd the next thing I
knew, I had 70 accounts in that store, then 400, and then
we opened more stores and branched out.Ó Today, as co-
owner and vice president of operations at City Rentals
Inc., Zeller oversees all seven stores in six Ohio cities.

ÒShe caught on quickly how to make money,Ó says Jane

Zeller. ÒThat [first RTO venture] became my No. 1 store.
People loved her and IÕm not just saying that because sheÕs
my daughter. IÕve never been sorry that I made that initial
business proposition; in fact, I now depend on her quite 
a bit.Ó

Rent-to-own and retail know-how seems to run in the
Zeller family. Jane Zeller, her husband, Jim Sr., and her old-
est son, Jimmy, co-own the Zeller Super Warehouse, which
acts as the main merchandiser for all City Rentals stores.
Aside from acting as the vice president of the Super Ware-
house and overseeing all merchandise deliveries to City

Rentals branch locations, Jimmy Zeller also operates a
scratch-and-dent appliance repair shop.

ÒWorking in a family business is great,Ó says Zeller, the
youngest of five siblings. ÒIt keeps us close throughout the
years, which seem to go by so quickly. Out of the 365 days
in a year, IÕd say we usually agree on 362 of those. During
the other three, we survive. ItÕs expected that we wonÕt
always agree.Ó

ÒI love working with Amy and Jimmy,Ó says Jane, whose
other son and two daughters followed careers outside the
family business. ÒWe laugh a lot and we hash things out
together. And we donÕt discuss business outside the store.
ThatÕs our rule and it works out well.Ó
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ZellerÕs youthful face and spunky personality make it hard

to believe that she is a ÒveteranÓ in her industry, but after
10 years in the business, her contributions extend beyond
her seven stores.

For three years, she served as the president of the Ohio
Rental Dealers Association, traveling to Washington D.C.
on four occasions to lobby for federal-level RTO legisla-
tion. In 1996, she helped to initiate a grassroots campaign
with Ohio Attorney General Betty Montgomery to protect
the rental-purchase industryÕs public image. Under the ini-
tiative, ORDA board members and the Attorney General
worked together to resolve reported customer complaints
against Ohio rental dealers before the conflicts reached the
courts or the media.

On the national level, Zeller served as a speaker at last
AugustÕs Association of Progressive Rental OrganizationsÕ
annual convention in Las Vegas, NV. She headed a round-
table discussion that explored ways to stay on the cutting
edge of the RTO industry.

ÒTo be successful, you really have to stay on top of the
new merchandise out there,Ó says Zeller. ÒTake computers,
for instance. If I hadnÕt jumped on top of computers a few
years ago, I wonder if my business would be doing as well
as it is.Ó According to Zeller, computers account for
approximately 8 percent to 10 percent of her business.

And, in her observation, the average rental-purchase
customer has become more particular about the style and
quality of the merchandise. ÒThey want a better product
and you have to provide it for them,Ó she says.
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