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BoThe Math.
AARON'S SALES AND LEASE

OWNERSHIP AVERAGE PER STORE

Average Total Revenue

Average Pre-Tax Earnings
Average Pre-Tax Cosh Flow

$1,329,198
$160,586
$153,218

The above averages are based on the actual results of
the company-operated stores from January 1, 2003 to
December 31, 2003. Of these 231 stores, 97 (42.0%) stores
had higher average total revenue, 115 (49.8%) stores had

higher average pre-tax earnings, 118 (51.1 %) had higher
average pre-tax cash flow, and 81 (35.1 %) had higher
average total revenue, average pre-tax earnings, and

average pre-tax cash flow. As a serious investor, wouldn't

you be interested in learning more?

Even though the above figures are actual results, the FTC

requires us to include the following statement. CAUTION:
"The figures are only estimates; there is no assurance that

you'll do as well. If you rely on our figures, you must accept
the risk of not doing as well."
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Knock this opportunity.

You know the RTO industry and you know that Aaron's, with over $1 billion dollars in annual systemwide
revenue, is on an aggressive growth track awarding new franchises, converting or acquiring existing RTO

dealers and opening company stores. When we come to your market, we· offer you a unique opportunity to

join the Aaron's team. Just "Do the Math" and you'll see why owning an Aaron's Sales & Lease Ownership
franchise is a smart business decision. And our proven systems, volume-purchasing discounts, financing programs,
national advertising and more, ensure your competitive advantage. We're

a � �OHi�
e coming and opportunity is knocking. Are you ready to open the door? _••_ �

Call Jim Thrash today at 1·800·551·6015 I SALES & LEASE OWNERSHIPForill!! 'fMO
Aaron Rents, Inc, is traded on NYSE (RNT) C2004 Aaron Rents, Inc



 



NOVEMBER·DECEMBER 2004

18 I DOES MY APRO
MEMBERSHIP HAVE VALUE?

APRO's Membership Committee chairman
discusses how being an APRO member has

improved his company's bottom line, his

employee and customer relations and his

professional career.

BY KEVIN QUINN

30 I 2005 ECONOMIC FORECAST

While there are no economists who

traditionally evaluate the RTO market,
what we can do is take a snapshot of the
retail forecast in order to determine how
those industry predictions could impact
the RTO market in the coming year.
BY PHILLIP M. PERRY AND

JULIE SHERRIER

34 I THE ISLES OF RTO

Courts PLC is an international specialist
retailer of home furnishings and
electronics with more than 350 stores in 21

countries. The most profitable arm of the

company is its Caribbean RTO operation,
where there is not a lot of regulation and
the company enjoys a good reputation
among the locals. Sound heavenly? It just
might be the right market to open up shop!
BY ED WINN III

38 I SOUPED·UP CYBER

A few months ago, Rent One customers

got their first glimpse of the chain's newest

product line and it was like nothing they
had ever seen before. On display next to

the fridges, sofas and electronics were

custom-built gaming machines-superfast
computers tricked out with the latest and

greatest in audio and video components.
BY STEPHEN SCHENCK

43 I RENT.TO·OWN RENAISSANCE
MAN: APROFILE OF PAUL DAVIS

Meet Paul Davis, president and CEO of
Nations Rent-to-Own and president of the
California Rental Dealers Association. His
life so far has blended into a fascinating
collage involving three distinct careers.

BY KRISTEN CARD

DEPARTMENTS

5 1 NEWS BREAK

20 1 PRESIDENT'S VIEW
BY SHANNON STRUNK

22 1 RTO PERSPECTIVE
BY BILL KEESE

26 1 THINKING RTO
BY ED WINN III

281 ETHICS
BY ROBERT O. BRILEY

48 1 WHO'S WHO IN APPLIANCES
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fir sale A small/medium-sized Midwestern rent-to­

own store, 281 BOR. This store -located in Enid, Oklahoma­

has been in operation since June 1996. customer relations and

retention are a high priority as evidenced by this store being
awarded Enid's best rent-to-own store for 2004. The store sale

price of $175,000 includes store fixtures, equipment and

delivery vehicle. Call (405) 410-5823 for more information.

!ioa" With

The POlNer ot= Int=orlDation
Information .•• It gives wings to your
Rent-to-Own business. While it can be

a powerful tool, it can also be difficult

to manage. Fast and powerful RSSS

software manages critical information

in real time from all of your stores,
capitalizing on the latest developments
in internet and business technology.
Reliable system stability makes RSSS

the standard for the industry, giving you
the freedom to focus your attention on

your business, not your software. If you
dream of leaving system instability behind

and getting back to making money, then

RSSS Rental and Sales Software is the

ultimate solution for you. A High Touch Company

Call us at 1.800.334.5224 or visit www.rsss.com.

APR:) Associate Member since 1986
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Federal RTO legislation
dies in lame-duck

The
much-anticipated lame-duck session of

the 108th Congress failed to pass the long
sought after rent - to-own legislation. «In

the 15 years of attempting to secure federal

legislation for the RTO industry, once again Congress
stifled the efforts of rental dealers from across the

country;' says APRO Executive Director Bill Keese.

COMPILED BY

JULIE SHERRIER

•

session

Both the House and
Senate versions of the
bill-HR 996 and S
884-had impressive lists
of co-sponsors. Through
the hard fought efforts of
rental dealers and ven­

dors from coast to coast,
coordinated by APRO
and utilizing a grassroots
strategy, HR 996 attracted
96 co-sponsors and S 884
had 27 U.S. senators sup­
porting the bill publicly.

«I want to thank the

many rental dealers who
worked so hard to get us

so close to a legislative
victory," says APRO Pres­
ident Shannon Strunk.
«The list of rental dealers
and vendors who gave

their time and dollars to

support this effort is cer­

tainly impressive."
We would like to

thank the fine people at

the Washington Group,
including John Raffaelli
and Tonya Saunders, who
have worked on behalf of
APRO and the industry
for the past 14 years.

APRO wishes to thank
all the men and women

in this industry who have
been attending the annu­

al Dave Egan Legislative
Conference, who have
met with their House
and Senate members,
both in Washington and
in their home districts
and who have supported
the election and re-elec­
tion of members of Con­

gress who understand
the importance of rent­

to-own in the lives of
millions of Americans.

APRO addresses
membership
changes

APRO recently lost
two of its members,
Rent-A-Center and Rent­

Way, which brings the
number of member

companies from 348 to

346. The 346 members

represent 2,077 stores.

While Rent-A-Center
and RentWay were two

of the largest members,
the composition of
APRO membership has
not changed as 90 per­
cent of our members

represent one to 10
stores. In other words,
the core of the APRO

NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2004 5



TH E 2005 APRO

LEGISLATIVE

CONFERENCE WILL

BE HELD MAY 17-18
ATTHE LOEWS

L'ENFANT PLAZA

HOTEL. STAY

TUNED FOR MORE

INFORMATION.

The importance of mating
the annual tret to Washington, D.C.

BY DEREK MITCHELL. KELLY RENTALS. DANVILLE. VA

Washington,
D.C., has always fascinated me. As a student of history, the city offers tons

of monuments, artwork, architecture and memorials. Escaping to the fast-pace world

of our nation's capitol from rural southside Virginia has always been an enjoyment.
Five years ago, while skimming through APRO's magazine, Progressive Rentals, I read an

article about the annual legislative conference. At the time, I was a new commodity to my

family's business, Kelly Rentals. However, the article sparked my attention. I began talking
to our veteran staffers and realized how important federal legislation is to our industry. I was

startled to learn that RTO was put out of business in Wisconsin and other states. I was

amazed at how misinformed people were about our business. The icing on the

cake came when I found out North Carolina, a state we have stores in, did not

have a state RTO law. Getting involved in our legislative process was no longer
an option for me, it was mandatory.

I participated in the past four legislative conferences and look forward to

making my fifth trip to D.C. for our cause. I feel all my efforts were worthwhile. I

would encourage every dealer to make the trek to Washington, D.C. If you can­

not make it, send an associate from your company. The more constituents we

have from each representative's district, the better the chances of getting our

message across. It must be everyone's goal for our government to pass a fair

and beneficial federal law for our industry. The more we explain our business to our legisla­
tors, the better chances we have of educating them in our favor. Everyone in Washington may

be aware of RTO, but it is our job to make sure they know the real facts about the industry.
Imagine waking up one morning and finding out that your government will not let you

operate your stores as a lease-purchase transaction. Instead, you will have to operate under

specific usury limits. Many business owners think this scenario will never happen. Unfortu­

nately, this thinking can have a detrimental effect upon our industry. You can simply look to

the check-cashing business and RTO in Wisconsin and Minnesota to realize that this scenario

really can come true.

APRO does a first-class job putting on the conference. Experienced attendees are more

than willing to help newcomers learn the ropes. It is a gre�ttime to meet your fellow dealers,
but meeting your elected representatives is the most excitfing experience. And for all you his­

tory buffs, you will gain a better understanding of.bQ}\�h m1f�ernment in the world

works. I hope to see you there!
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membership has been
and continues to remain
the same.

While APRO hates to

lose these two fine com­

panies as members, the
board of directors has

always been well aware of
what the impact would
be if any of its larger
members chose not to

renew membership. The

plan to reinvent APRO­
as witnessed in numer­

ous initiatives in the past
12 months-has
not been interrupt­
ed as we continue
to serve hundreds
of upstanding
members. We will
continue to grow
our membership,
build the size and
excitement for our

convention and

buying show,
increase the scope of our

many educational oppor­
tunities, expand our

dealer networking and
continue to protect the
RTO industry from
adverse conditions.

Of course, the loss of
revenue from these two

members has had an

impact on the APRO

budget. The board
reviewed carefully the
Association's expenses
and voted to cut its lob­

byist, The Washington
Group, and APRO's Gov­
ernment Relations Direc­

tor, Ron Waters. APRO
Executive Director Bill
Keese will assume

Waters' role for the
immediate future.

So while APRO may
have been hit by a rough



wind, it sails on calm
waters today. We look
forward to continuing to

serve our members with
new ideas, events, educa­
tional opportunities and

networking. If you have

any questions or com­

ments, please e-mail Bill
Keese at bkeese@

aprovision.org.

RTO industry
pioneer Kent dies

RTO industry pioneer
Mike Kent, 64, died
October 10 from compli­
cations of lung cancer in
Boca Raton, FL. He is
survived by his wife, Joy,
sister Judy, daughters
Julie, Jamie, Michelle and
Karrie and his son,
Michael. Kent also has

eight grandchildren.
Kent began his career

in the television and

appliance industry in
1966 with Mr. T's, where
he achieved the position
of vice president of retail

operations. He then
became one of the pio­
neers in the rental indus­

try as he developed Mr.
T's rental operations in
Wichita, KS, as vice presi­
dent of rental operations.

In 1975, Kent started
his own rental company
in Baltimore, MD. The

company grew rapidly
under his direction and
was sold in 1979. At that
time, Kent relocated to

Florida and started rental

operations in the Miami
area under the name of

ColorTyme TV Rentals.
The company successfully

YESTERDAY I TODAY I TOMORROW
CELEBRATING APRO'S SILVER ANNIVERSARY

APRO 2005 Buying Show
dates moved to August 8-11

Due
to a schedule conflict with the Las Vegas Fur­

niture Mart, the dates for the 2005 APRO Conven­

tion and Buying Show have been changed to

August 8-11. The 2005 show, originally scheduled to be held

in July, had to be moved as the International Furniture and

Accessories Marketplace also reserved those dates. Both

shows will be held in Las Vegas. The 2005 APRO Convention

and Buying Show will be held at Mandalay Bay. Please

visit the APRO Web site for an updated schedule at

www.aprovision.org/ .

grew to approximately 20
stores located throughout
Florida. The business was

sold in 1997 to RTO Inc.
In 2001, Kent and his

son began developing a

tire and wheel rental

operation in southeast
Florida under the
licensed name of Rent­
N - Roll. This business has

grown rapidly and suc­

cessfully. There are cur­

rently four store

locations. In June 2004,
Kent was presented with

the Pioneer Award by
Rent-N-Roll for his

important contributions
to the development of
this relatively new con­

cept in the rent-to-own

industry.
Kent was a 50 percent

owner and consultant
since 1980 to Rental Cor­

poration of America,
which operates three
stores in California. He
also served on the board
of directors of Color­

Tyme Inc., including a

NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2004 7



Make plans now to head to Key West
for the 2005 APRO Mid-Year Conference

period as chairman of
the board.

As a pioneer, advocate
and business operator,
Kent was one of the most

well- respected and
admired leaders in the
rent - to-own industry.
His wit and wisdom will
be sorely missed.

Education I Networking I Tabletop exhibits

RTO industry uPqt�SJ!�,And more ...

March 14-16 at the Crowne Plaza La Concha

in sunny Key West, FL

Online registration will be available at

www.APROVision.org in January!Florida's annual
meeting draws
more than 200

attendees
On October 27 and

28, more than 175 Flori­
da rental dealers and 43

how to deal with cus­

tomers after being hit by
four hurricanes-and a

legal update.
Other presenters

vendors spent a jam­
packed two days in

Tampa, FL, for the annu­

al meeting of the Florida
Rental Dealers Associa-

tion. Activities included a

golf tournament, a ven­

dor appreciation dinner,
a «vendor mingle;' panel
discussions-including

APPLIANCES • ELECTROI�ICS· CHEMICALS· FURNITURE ®
e

E
..800-444.7304

FAX .1, 800 444.7
_ 2

www.resacc.com
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included Rent-A-Center
President Mitch Fadel,
who discussed how cus­

tomers should be treated
and the difference the
right employee makes in
the success of a store and
or a company and APRO
President Shannon
Strunk, who spoke about
the importance of

belonging to the national
association.

"A special thanks to

every member company
who brought so many of
their managers and to

the wonderful vendors
whose support and
enthusiastic attendance
and participation in the

golf tournament, the
dinner and the mingle
show made both days so

great;' says FRDA Presi­
dent Terry Beville.

RTO customer
charged with
possessing child
pornography

This is yet another
reminder to RTO dealers
and managers to check
the hard drives on rented

computers. In a recent

The Star Press story, crim­
inal charges were filed

against an RTO customer

in Muncie, IN, after he
took his computer in for
repairs and downloaded
child pornography files
were discovered on his
hard drive. A computer
technician for Aaron's
Rental and Purchase
found the images and
contacted police. The 50-

year-old male customer

Cash available for
immediate acquisitions

Prefer five or more stores

Contact Mike Pugh at 214.507.6564

NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2004 9



CA..
Great Values,

Lots of Varities.

Please call for catalogs.

Showrooms:
Dallas: Trade Mart, 4523

High Point: IHFC. C-428
San Francisco: Mart 1,492

3625 E. Philadelphia St. Ontario, CA 91761

Tel: 800.321.6677 Fax: 800.814.4946

OpenYour Own
RTO Company

We are a licensing company
that provides startup and on­

going assistance to experienced
RTO operators. We can provide fi­
nancial assistance with startup
capital and have a program to help
new business owners obtain inven­

tory financing with SBA Guaran­
teed Loan assistance. If you have
the desire to own your RTO com­

pany, this is an opportunity you
must review. See our Web site at

www.premierrents.net for com­

plete details or call Trooper Earle
at (800) 2-Premier.

EQUITY INVESTMENT FUND AND
SBA LOAN ASSISTANCE

10 PROGRESSIVE RENTALS

Networt with your
peers while attending the

2005 winter mar�ets

Take
advantage of the networking opportunities

available during the 2005 winter furniture and

electronics shows. APRO would like to invite all

rental dealers to join us at the Consumer Electronics Show

(www.cesweb.org)inLasVegas.January6-9·BOI-Laguna
will sponsor a rental dealer's hospitality suite 6-7:30 p.m.,

January 7, at Mandalay Bay. The APRO booth, always a pop­

ular gathering place for rental dealers, will be located in the

lobby of the Las Vegas Convention Center (booth #L11).
For more information on the Winter CES Show, call

703/907-7600.
APRO also will be participating inthe Tupelo ,Furniture

.

' '_,r·

Market (www.tupelomarket.com). which is being held Febru-

ary 17-20. The APRO booth will be in its'lI,Sli�"llocation in

the lobby of Hall B of the Mississippi...Market Complex.
Rental dealers are invited for complimentary hors d'oeuvres

and drinks 5-7 p.rn., February 17, sponsored by Ashley Furni­

ture in Tupelo Building NO.4. More information on the mar­

ket can be obtained by calling 662/844-1473.
Another market you may want to add to your calendar is

the High Point Furniture Market (www.ihfc.com). April 14-20.

Although APRO will not be present at that market, you

can get more information on High Point by calling
336/888-2700.



,�
was charged with six owner of Stanley's Rent- supports the March of ington, TN; and New Bed-
counts of possession of To-Own, a five-store Dimes and the American ford, MS. The company
child pornography, which RTO chain based in Heart Association. expects to 'open four to six
are all class D felonies Claremore, OK. additional stores by
carrying maximum three- I' "His compassion for December 31, 2004. "We

year prison -terms. children and his business have accelerated our store

acumen make him a per- RentWay opening plans for 2005;'
fect match for the job of announces says William Morgenstern,

Oklahoma
president;' says Tri- additional store CEO of RentWay. "At this

Country CASA Program
openings

time we expect to open
dealer elected Director Angela Hender- approximately 30 to 40

United Way son. Stanley, who is very RentWay announced additional stores over the
active in his community, on November 11 that it next 12 months:'

president has served as a Clare- has opened 10 new stores "We have put together
Oklahoma Rental more City Councilman, in the following cities over a first-rate new store

e Dealers Association Pres- as chairman of the Clare- the past 60 days: Albu- opening plan that
ident Craig Stanley was more Area Chamber of querque, NM; Clarksville, includes a rigorous chal-
elected president of the Commerce and president IN; Flagstaff, AZ; Philadel- lenge process for site loca-

Rogers County United of the Oklahoma Con- phia, PA; Winslow, AZ; tion, staffing and financial

Way agency, Tri-County sumer Finance Associa- Bridgeport, CT; Harrison, expectations;' says Todd
CASA Inc. Stanley is tion. He also actively AR; Lawrence,MS; Lex- Hornberger, vice president

At SED, we take possibilities and turn them into real solutions. The sky is the limit whether you are looking
for computer products, consumer electronics or cellular solutions. Stop searching for the hard to reach products. See
how far our selections will take you! Call Sed International today for products from leading manufacturers like these:

t!...l!!J.I::. acer r;:]Open C!S�::I�.:;:' (jjJIight inteL �. .. NET G EAR' �� !t«! TEAC. ): XIMETA

Broaden Your Horizons. Call SED Today!
www.sedonline.com1-800-745-7700 .5£0

Atlanta, GA I Bogota, Colombia I Buenos Aires, Argentina I City of Industry, CA I Dallas,TX I Miami,FL I Sanjuan, Puerto Rico lI�ill���r..ll[.nr,'1
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of new stores. "Each site Hampden premium
undergoes very intense Group finance compa-
demographic and com- CEO nies that finance

petitive research before Michael commercial auto

our senior management Raburn. Insurance

team approves its open- Hampden premIUms.
ing. I am excited about Group An interesting
what we see in the recently twist to renting to

pipeline for 2005." announced that it own a car or truck
will be investing in is the company's
the sub-prime automo- implementation of GPS

RTO concept tive finance arena, tracking technology in

extends to including dealerships, every vehicle. The GPS

automobiles.••

independent used car technology will allow

dealerships, buy-here lessors the ability to

"The prepaid and pay-here dealer- repossess unpaid vehicles e
RTO program has ships, specialty easily as well as being
worked for furniture and finance companies able to disable the vehicle
electronics with tremen- including sub-prime if payment is due, thus
dous success, so then why lenders and car title the company's Web site
not automobiles?" asks loan companies and name: www.prepaidmo-

...dti!1111 Inc:·
$, •• - '(

The .deal A,

Manager(T,
'Y !;!!!e.! SuppOl

Frequently.Asked
Qllestions & Ansv

Q: Can fiRM .I'OCII

starefrom amploye.

A:) 'fIRM owner>

complete control !

or restrict over 98 '

employee-specific
functions
(Cl)mmS,S.iJ/)/l;

,

support & development
dedicated to meeting RTO's software needs!

Aoded tech-support staff ... 99.3% of calls answered LIVE!

• RegulaFly scheduled training courses teach users to run stores efficiently & profitably!
• Ideal User Meetings in our new 30,000 sq ft facility provide invaluable learning

opportunities!
• New Development & added functionality of "The Ideal Rental Manager (TIRM):"

Price tag printing • Barcoding & electronic inventory audits
Quickbooks/Peachtree Accounting Interface • Expanded reports • Laser agreements

Our November '03 aquisition increased our store count from 7 to 15 locations.
The new stores were operating on several other leading RTO management
systems, which we confidently converted to The Ideal Rental Manager (TIRM).
Both our corporate staff and store managers have been very pleased with our

decision to entrust our business to Ideal Software.,,Robert Briley • RENT CITY / ABILENE, TX
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APR:) Associate Member I 2004 approved TRIB Group vendor

'" .deal products

Rent to Own Jh..
Retai I Furnrture \__)
Check Cashing
Family EntertaiJlment
Pawn

'deal Services

24,�lr,'r"Ch Support
R: �:'::i:';'i��'hili-'

Contact us today!
Tel 800 964-3325 x153

www.idealss.com

Software Systems, Ine.



DO, or don't do. There is no "try."
There was a time when achievement was the
effort to please yourself. Winning was not

about profit, or promotion, or product. It was

challenging yourself to do better, do more.

Saying to the world, "I'm going to win," and
then going out and doing it.

At TRIB Group, we still approach our business
with these goals. We're looking for the best

products, the best deals, the best returns for
our member companies. We're working with
the most popular vendors and manufacturers
on programs designed especially for the rental

industry. We're looking for the exact right
moment to kick the ball in ALL THE TIME.

We're so confident we'll even offer you a

money-back satisfaction guarantee.

tors.com. A vehicle can

be enabled via the Inter­
net once payment is

brought up to date.

According to the com­

pany' the markup on

each vehicle is 100 per­
cent and financing is 29

percent per year for a 36-
month loan, providing a

200 percent return. Ham­

pden Group will be using
the infrastructure of

already existing dealer­

ships to sell and finance
cars, trucks and SUVs.

* If. after 90 days, you do not perceive significant
benefits from membership, we will refundyourjoining
fee in full. You must be in good standing at the time of

the refund .

...and golf clubs
According to the Min­

neapolis Star Tribune, a

local company claims to

have 100 clients who are

paying $25 to $60 a

month to rent the latest

golf clubs. TopSwing
Leasing was founded in

September and offers

Callaway, Cleveland,
Mizuno, Ping and Taylor
Made brand clubs. With
the costs associated with
new clubs running
upwards of $2,000 and

technology changing
"faster than you say
'trampoline-faced bi­
metal;" this arrangement
allows golfers to upgrade
their gear easily, says
TopSwing founder
Damian Novak.

The clubs can be
leased only through the

company's Web site

[www.topswingleasing
.com] for now. Twelve­
and I8-month leases are

available with monthly
charges of 6 percent of
the retail price for 12

TR1B Ciroup � 2775 cruse Road #2401 � Lawrenceville, CiA 300M
phone 770-451-4302 if!!] TOLL FREE 846 - 800 - TRIB � fax 770-451-4312

Q www.tribqroup.com
APR:) Associate Member since 1983

WIN A FREE REGISTRATION
TO THE APRO 2005

CONVENTION AND BUYING
SHOW IN AUGUST AT

MANDALAY BAY, LAS VEGAS!
Help your friends and employees stay on top of the RTO

information curve with a subscription to AFRO's online newsletter,
Rental Viewpoint. The person who submits the most e-mail

addresses will win a free registration to the 2005 AFRO

Convention and Buying Show at the fabulous Mandalay Bay Hotel

and Resort in Las Vegas, August 8-11! Visit www.AFROVision.org
and follow the link on the bottom of the home page.
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WHEN YOUR ACCOUNTANTS
DON'T KNOW "BaR" FROM "IRS,"

THAT CAN SPELL "TROUBLE."
has been at the heart of the industry's

,-------------, efforts to standardize and improve
accounting practices. They've
represented RTO interests before

tax and regulatory agencies. They've
worked side-by-side with RTO

clients of every size, offering
informed advice on finan­

cial matters of every sort.

It's your money. How much you get to keep
depends in part on how smart your
accountants are. The people at

Kirkpatrick, Sprecker know their

business. But just as important,
they know yours, too.

From the inception of

RTO over 30 years ago,
this Wichita, Kansas,
firm has included among
its clients some of the

industry's most

prominent players.
Kirkpatrick, Sprecker

No CPA firm in the

country knows more

about Rent-To-Own.

Call 877-299-1532 or

e-mail jim@kscpa.com.

/,L. KIRKPATRICK, SPRECKER
r\/ & COMPANY, LLP
311 South Hillside • Wichita, Kansas 67211-2195

Phone: 877-299-1532 • Fax: 316-685-4575 • On the Web at www.kscpa.com
Associate Member AFRO
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months and 4.5 percent
of retail for 18 months.
The clubs are shipped
directly to the customer

from the manufacturer.
''A lot of golfers who

hold on to their clubs for
five to 10 years will now

have the means to switch
out their clubs more

often;' says Novak.

Michels & Co.
to close Pilliod
factory

For those who follow
the furniture industry, it
should be no surprise
that U.S.-based retailers
and manufacturers have

experienced significant
change. Michels South
Carolina, the parent
company of Pilliod Pur-

. niture, like many others,
has experienced adverse
results from the chang­
ing marketplace.

Effective November 3,
the company will cease

all major operations at

the Nichols, SC, facility.
Pilliod has experienced
significant change in the
recent past and the deci­
sion to close the business
at this time is driven by
.difficulties in obtaining
raw materials as well as a

significant and unexpect­
ed downturn in business.
Pilliod had been actively
exploring new business
models, revised product
offerings, changes to the
sales organization and
new financing that
would allow the compa­
ny to continue. Unfortu­

nately' those efforts have



been unsuccessful. O'Rourke Sales Co. will Rent-A-Center Statute, including viola-
"Michels & Co. will now offer a variety of

reaches tions of type size
continue to ship APRO Yamaha home theater requirements, violations
accounts from their Lyn- products to its growing tentative concerning the deriva-
wood, CA, facility as in base of RTO dealers. settlement in tion and disclosure of
the past and intends to "Yamaha and the

California case
the cash price, violations

open a distribution facil- O'Rourke Sales Co. are of various statutes

ity in the eastern United joining forces behind Rent-A-Center report- through the company's
States," says Michels'Vice decades of consumer ed in its third quarter club program and an

President of Sales Robe electronics industry 2004 results that it has assortment of other
Kramer. experience to provide a reached a tentative settle- claims. The suits claimed

variety of rent-to-own ment in the class action as a class all customers of
home theater solutions," lawsuits it has been the company going back

Yamaha home says Bob Goedken of defending in California. to 1999 and the potential
Yamaha. O'Rourke RTO Plaintiffs Grigio and number of plaintiffs

theater systems customers can now enjoy Carillo filed two separate was in the hundreds of

now available to Yamaha home-theater- actions in state court in
.

thousands.

RTO market
in-a-box systems, each California in early 2002. The proposed settle-

combining performance The suits alleged numer- ment will require RAC to

RTO consumer matched components to ous violations of the Cal- pay $37.5 million in cash
electronics supplier meet a variety of needs. ifornia Rental-Purchase into a fund against which

COMPLETE POINT·Of·SALE SOfTWARE
fOR REN� LAND RETAI STORES ONLY

•NOVALIGHTING

RENTAL LAMPS
FOR THE RENTAL INDUSTRY

RTO Pro includes:

.;;134.)%[.' CALL [800] 351-6299

OR VISIT OUR WEB SITE FOR MORE INFORMATION

OR TO DOWNLOAD THE DEMO

-"'",,''''4;i i.) ¢ ;{.SS·),U'

Complete inventory, including depreciation
Retail sales I Complete rental I Check cashing

Collection and overdue reports and on-screen account

Management I Billing I Airtime accounts
Contract laser printing I Cash-advance transactions

Data conversions from other software available

For Windows 95, 98, ME, NT, 2000 and XP-single and network versions

NOVA
LIGHTING

MEMBER OF
TRIB & APRO

HOME OFFICE SOFTWARE AVAILABLE!

FUTUREWARE ENTERPRISES INC.
2503 Gables Drive, Eustis, Florida 32726WWW.NOVALAMPS.COM

800.835.6682

APR:) Associate Member since 1995 APR:) Associate Member since 2000
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'Product specs may vary by model

Projection TVs - LCD TVs- - Plasma
Home Theater Projectors - DVD Players

VCRs - Camcorders - Full Line Audio

Desktop Computers - Notebooks
PDAs - Digital Cameras

Photo Printers - AII-in-One Units

i n v e n t

tlM+llhi$> TOSHIBA

CanOll OLYMPUS�

BDILaguna
www.bdiloguno.com/rto
Call 800.241.5641

404.696.9996

COMPAQ SHARP. DXGUSA

Panasonic·

SYLVANIA

APR:) Associate Member since 1997



individual class members
can make claims, plus an

additional amount for

plaintiffs' attorneys fees
and costs. In addition,
the company will issue
vouchers for two weeks
free rent to qualified
class members. The pro­
posed settlement will
allow the company to

reclaim up to $8 million
from the settlement fund
after a period of time if
claims from consumers

do not empty the fund.
Rent-A-Center reported
that it is taking a $47
million charge in the
third quarter of 2004 to

pay for all of the costs

and expenses related to

this litigation.
The proposed settle­

ment still awaits a defini­
tive agreement among
the parties and court

approval before it will
become final, but ordi­

narily' courts will

approve settlements
reached in arm's length
negotiations between

plaintiffs and defendants
in these kinds of cases.

APRO marketing
director named
"Show Manager
of the Year"

The Expo Group, a

national company repre­
senting exposition man­

agers, recently named
APRO Marketing Direc­
tor Cindy Ferguson
"Show Manager of the
Year." She was selected as

the "Show Manager of
the Year" in Tier II, a cat-

and CEO Ray Pekowski.
The Expo Group

received more nomina­
tions this year than in
the award program's his­

tory. Nominations were

submitted by co-workers,
vendors, exhibitors,
board members and
individuals. _

educational institution of
her choice. "This is our

way of honoring show
managers who exhibit
characteristics we value
at The Expo Group, such
as attention to detail,
creativity, discipline and
innovativeness," says The

Expo Group President

egory repre­
senting
151-300
booth
shows.

As part of receiving
this honor, The Expo
Group will make a

$1,000 donation in her
name to the charitable or

Overtime rules update
The

new overtime rules have become a political football this election

year [see related article in the September-October 2004 issue of Pro­

gressive Rentals]. In mid-September, the House and Senate attached

measures blocking the new overtime rules to the 2005 Department of Labor

Funding bill. Most observers expect the attachments to be pulled from the

final bill during conference negotiations. In late September, a stopgap spend­
ing bill was passed, which put off consideration of the DOL funding bill until

after the election. The stopgap bill funds DOL and other departments at cur­

rent levels without substantive restrictions until replaced by an appropria­
tions bill to be considered after the elections.

The conference negotiations have not taken place as of November 11. With

the advance of the Republican control of Congress in the recent election, it is

felt that the chances are even greater that the attachments will be pulled
when such negotiations occur. "Most observers expect the restrictions to be

stripped from the DOL appropriations bill, at the insistence of the House lead­

ership backed up by a veto threat from the White House if the bill contains the

restrictions," says attorney Harkins. "The same thing happened to last year's
[2003] appropriations bill."-Phillip M. Perry
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DOES MY APRD MEMBERSHIP
HAVE VALUE,?

ince assuming the chairmanship of the
APRO membership committee, I have
been asking myself if APRO provides a

real value to its members. The APRO
board and staff also have asked this

question. We have done surveys and
talked to members face to face during
the past year. The resounding answer has
been yes.

I h�ve been an APRO member for almost 25 years. In

that time, I have been an upstart franchisee, a parent rais­

ing two children inside our first store, a Washington State
Rental Dealer Association president, an APRO board
member for six years in the 1990s and APRO president for
two years. During my presidency, I began my term fighting
off the industry attacks by Henry Gonzalez, Congress and
the IRS. I am now serving on the board for a second time.

During all those years, the one constant value of being
an APRO member was-and is-its members. The shar-

Convention and Buying Show, the Mid-Year Conference
and the Legislative Conference. Also, you need to use all
the tools that APRO supplies. Some of these tools are

Progressive Rentals magazine, Rental Training Online,
APRO's RTO Almanac, legal advice and Rental Viewpoint.
If you would just make the effort to read and attend as

many of these meetings as you can, you will get a lot
more out of your APRO membership than doing noth­

ing at all. In the words of George Zimmer, I guarantee it!

Recently, APRO lost two of its largest dealers. This was

a loss of a lot of revenue to APRO and the coverage of a

lot of stores. However, I want to remind you that these
are only two members and they were only involved in
one part of APRO-passage of federal legislation.

As stated earlier, I was APRO president when the
whole federal mess started. The attacks by the govern­
ment may not have ever happened if one of these mem­

bers had not sued so many of their customers in
Minnesota. This prompted a legal aide attorney named

By Kevin Quinn,
AFRO's Membership Committee
chairman

ing of information between dealers is irreplaceable. In no

other industry will you find this sharing of information
between people in the same business as you do in the
RTO industry. We also share the same concerns about the
treatment of our customers and how poor customer

service can affect the image of our industry.
As an APRO member, I have tried not to miss any

opportunities to talk to other dealers about their busi­
nesses and share my thoughts about mine. At my first
APRO meeting· in 1982, I learned about damage waivers
from one dealer and how to build a business foundation

by having your employees help you build your business

plan for growth. The knowledge I gained in that meeting
alone made our company 100 times more money than
the cost of the airplane ticket to the meeting and the

money I spent on APRO dues all these years. Just this

past year, I borrowed an advertising idea from another
APRO member that will bring our company a 14 percent
growth in revenue in 2005. I could go on and on about
what I have gained personally from my APRO member­

ship, but I think you get the picture.
APRO membership value is there for the taking. All

you have to do is get involved in as many APRO func­
tions as possible-functions such as the APRO
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David Ramp to file class-action lawsuits against this
member. Ramp was a friend of a consumer activist who
was the niece of Congressman Gonzalez. She brought
this to her uncle's attention. Ramp was also the friend of
an IRS agent who wrote a tax memorandum decision

against the RTO industry in the lease versus sale issue.
This member quit because it claimed that there was no

value in APRO.
I find it ironic that if this company would have lis­

tened to one of APRO General Counsel Ed Winn's semi­
nars where he warned us not to sue our customers the

industry may not have had a federal mess. Or maybe this

company found no value in the money, time, sweat and
fears that the grassroots movement of all

.

the smaller
dealers-who comprise the majority of APRO member­

ship-did during this time. A membership value is not

only worth what you receive at the time you need it, but
it is also what you might learn and receive in the future.
I am sorry to lose any member; but remember, APRO

membership gives you value ifyou want to use it and you
only get one vote no matter how much money you
spend. This is what makes all APRO members equal.

APRO will still have a solid framework of legislative
protection on the federal and state level. We must never



forget the lessons we learned in the 1990s. We must also
never forget the power our members have in this arena.

It is our members who stopped the attacks in the past
and today; it was not one or two large dealers with lots of
money. I hope one day that they can see the true value of
an APRO membership.

APRO members are what give this Association its true

value. We are growing in the number of member compa­
nies every day. We still have the second largest RTO com­

pany as a member. We also are getting more and more

members from all the franchise groups. They must see

sharing ideas with more dealers as good for business.
They also are independent dealers. Small dealers around
the country are seeing that this Association is not here
for or run by the big guys. We can all learn something
from each other. The two members we lost did not share

any ideas about this business; they only wanted to tell us

what we must do.
I want to leave with one thought: When you stop lis­

tening to other people's ideas you stop learning. When

you stop learning, you stop growing.
I think we all want to keep growing! Remember that

the time and money you spend at an APRO function or

the money you spend on dues may make your company
grow, but you will never know if you don't go and talk to

other dealers or try the tools your membership offers.
Those who have are still members today.

Thanks for being a member and an asset to APRO.•

This innovative online shopping
experience helps customers
find your stores and makes it

easy for them to order online!
The custom store front can be
maintained by your staff or

ours! Don't miss out on this
new sales tool that's already
proven successfu I!

Tell customers and employees
about the benefits of your
company and RTO - it's easy
with this custom 2-hour
in-store video playing on all

your televisions! Excellent

production, custom messages
and the latest music videos
combine for cost effective

marketing that works!

www.rtotv.com

We're Working
For Better RTO!

"" Find out about more effective marketing
\WI tools online at www.imageryadv.com

or call 314 835.0004.

APR:) Associate Member since 1998
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e are all limited by what we

don't understand. As an

owner, if you don't under­
stand the complexities and
details of the tax code, you
are limited in what advan­

tages you may be able to take in your tax planning
strategies. As a store manager or district manager,
if you don't understand that the company or

owner has entrusted an asset to you to grow-the
store or stores-you are limited in your ability to

increase the value of that asset and truly perform
your job. As an account manager, if you don't
understand that customers have a choice in what

Are you limited?
payments they make and don't make, you are lim­
ited in your ability to collect the most money for
the accounts for which you are responsible.

In this industry, we should not limit ourselves.
There are too many resources available to every­
one in this industry through your national asso­

ciation for anyone involved not to understand

anything. Where else can you go sit in a seminar
and listen to your competitor explain in great
detail-with charts, forms and written instruc­
tions-on how to grow your business? Where else
can you go to listen in on an educational confer­
ence to find out how to maximize your bottom
line by learning about the different ways and

advantages of treating your rental merchandise?
The people in this industry have an unprece­

dented history of sharing information
with each other. They share everything:
how to, how not to and even when to. I
was fortunate enough to attend the Al­

abama-Mississippi Educational Confer­
ence this fall and enjoyed a seminar on

customer service by Fred Pearson. Fred

By SHANNON STRUNK followed the chronological activity of his
APRO's President most loyal customers, Sherry and Earl,

very precisely. While being absolutely en­

tertaining, Fred made me aware that once again it
was time for my company to refocus our employ­
ee's attention on customer service. While we pride
ourselves on providing the best customer service in
our markets, it invariably becomes a thought and
not necessarily an action. Fred, an APRO member,
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brought it back home
for us and shared his

experiences for our

benefit.

"The people in this

industry have an

unprecedented
history of sharing
information with

each other."
Every time one of

us in this great industry gets exposed to another

industry, we quickly become aware of how much
RTO dealers share information compared to

other industries. It is even more apparent to out­

siders; when someone from another industry is

exposed to this industry, it is even more remark­
able to them how much we share, even though
many of us are competitors. I believe that by shar­

ing information with our competitors, they get
better and make us better, because we are all com­

petitive by nature. If a new competitor comes into
our markets, we instinctively figure out how to

improve our appearance, customer service or

even pricing. In a big picture sense, we should

encourage competition simply to improve our

stores and our employees. _

As an APRO member, you have several oppor­
tunities every year to experience the sharing of
information, education and networking that we

offer. Events such as the Legislative Conference

encourage us to develop relationships with our

congressmen and senators so that they might bet­
ter understand our business and consider it while

making decisions in Washington. The Mid-Year
Conference, while providing more time to enjoy a

great destination, allows us the opportunity to

participate in round-table discussions with fellow
rental dealers to discuss everyday operational
issues, as well as great speakers. Everyone of us

should take the opportunity to attend APRO­

sponsored state association meetings, APRO­

sponsored regional expos and, of course, APRO's
national Convention and Buying Show.

Speaking for myself, I have always received
more than I gave. I encourage everyone of you to

attend as many meetings as possible and ask as

many questions as you can muster whenever you
have the opportunity. I encourage every owner to

send employees to as many APRO-sponsored
educational conferences and APRO-sponsored
seminars as possible. We need to increase the edu­
cation of our employees so that they will not only
perform better, but also increase the bottom lines
of our stores and companies.•

Shannon Strunk is the president ofBaber's Inc. in

Pascagoula, MS.



Count on sub-prime consumer information from Teletrack to keep from being bitten.
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he one constant in our industry
over the past 25 years has been

your trade association, APRO.

Companies have come and gone,
individuals have come and gone,
but APRO has always been there.

Allow me to explore APRO's role in the develop-
ment of this industry.

When a few entrepreneurs created the concept
of renting consumer products to people and to

allow for eventual ownership of these products,
the concept proved to be viable. Some of these

companies started growing and prospering. It
occurred to some that to

WhY APRO?
build their companies, they
needed to help develop the

industry. There were rental
dealers who decided that a

viable industry was good
for their companies. These founding fathers met

in Dallas to discuss the possibility of forming a

trade association, giving all rent - to-own entre­

preneurs a vehicle to promote the industry.
As some of you no doubt remember, one of the

first issues facing these early companies was prod­
uct development. There were manufacturers who
didn't want their products to be "rented" and were

not selling to these early RTO companies. At the
same time, the legal status of a transaction that

provided a way of renting consumer products and

providing ownership was uncertain. No single
company had the resources to lobby state legisla­
tures to create a legal, protective environment for
such a unique transaction nor did any single com­

pany have the economic clout to approach and
convince manufacturers of consumer products

that this new industry could be a prof­
itable market for their goods.

However, by joining together to pur­
sue common goals through a trade asso­

ciation, these entrepreneurs believed,
and rightfully so, that there was strength
in unity and, hence, APRO was born.

By BILL KEESE During the intervening years, this
APRO's Executive Director commonality proved to be highly sue-

.................. cessful and led to prosperity for all in the

industry. In the 1980s, a common program of es­

tablishing favorable state laws was initiated. Today,
46 states have such legislation that creates a safe
harbor for companies operating in those states.

The 1990s was a pivotal decade for the health of
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"Federal legislation
will not be the last

hurdle for RTO. Even

RTO. The three major
finance companies,
Chrysler First, Mc­
Donnell Douglas and
Transamerica with­
drew their financing
of the industry. APRO
led the way in devel­

oping common terminologies that new lending
institutions could understand that allowed them
to measure their risks in providing capital for our

industry. APRO led the way in collecting valuable
financial data that these lenders could use to eval­
uate their investments.

Then the Internal Revenue Service concluded
that the RTO transaction was a disguised install­
ment sale and not a lease and set out to audit

companies across the United States to prove its
case. Fortunately, APRO was prepared to prove
them wrong and rental dealers across the country
united behind this effort to reverse the IRS's ini­
tial belief. It is interesting to note that the big
companies, at that time, paid little attention to

this threat and didn't directly participate in this
effort. The small- and medium-sized companies
fought this battle and the result was savings of an

estimated $1 billion in unfair taxes.

At the same time, the industry was forced to

fight a more egregious battle of a negative public
perception. The Wall Street Journal ran a long,
damaging diatribe about one company that
affected all RTO companies. Again, rental dealers
banded together under the APRO umbrella to

reverse the damage done by this public relations
disaster. Today, we all benefit from the efforts to

become a more professional industry.
These are but a few of the problems we have

been able to overcome by working together. But

what, or who, is APRO, you ask?
APRO is you-rental dealers who a common­

ality of goals.
We will miss those who have left APRO. They

say they didn't get value for their dues, but there
will be future problems facing our industry. Fed­

erallegislation will not be the last hurdle for RTO.
I pose the proposition that, even after 25 years, no

company is strong enough to meet the challenges
of the future alone. Regardless, RTO will contin­
ue and so will APRO.•

after 25 years, no

company is strong

enough to meet the

challenges of the

future alone."

Bill Keese's e-mail address is bkeese@aprovision.org.
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ith the recent and sudden
withdrawal of two of its

largest members, the Asso­
ciation of Progressive
Rental Organizations may
be called upon to reinvent

itself. It is not the first time that the "big guys" and
the "little guys" have not seen eye to eye on Asso­
ciation and industry matters. This struggle be­
tween large dealers and small dealers has existed
for as long as APRO has been around and proba­
bly longer. Small dealers are instinctively threat­
ened by the large dealers with superior competi­
tive resources and the large dealers have never

Large and small
suffered small dealers gladly, since they are small
and therefore of less note.

Early on, the larger dealers (Remco with 50
stores was the largest) wanted to clean up the
business, raise the profile of the industry and cre­

ate a safe legal environment for RTO. Some of the
smaller dealers at the time were less ambitious,
content with life and, in their words, "under the
rock and out of view." They were unsupportive of
efforts to rock the small and as yet unnoticed boat

they were all in. Quarrels at that time centered on

whether the business could survive if rental deal­
ers were to disclose the total RTO price to cus­

tomers instead of just the weekly rental rate.

Some small dealers were genuinely terrified at

such a prospect. Larger dealers took a longer view
and knew that proper disclosures to

consumers would finally help the indus­

try, not hurt it. Dealers also quarreled at

the time over the role of the Association
and whether it ought to be a vehicle for

helping people get into this delicious
new business or whether it ought mere-

By ED WINN III ly to assist existing dealers in keeping
APRO's General Counsel out of trouble.
............................................................. Quarrels have broken out periodical-

ly since then over any number of issues, including
the value of the federal effort, with larger dealers

generally championing the cause consistently and
some smaller dealers questioning the cause and
its value.
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"That quarrels
persist among

competitors
As the industry has

evolved, the topics
that have separated
rental dealers along
the large-versus-small
divide have changed.
Today, if I understand
the debate and set

aside the personality
conflicts that always
occur in rooms full of competitors with healthy
self images, it seems to be about money. It is still,
as I suspect it ever will be, a quarrel between the

big guys and the small guys. The smaller dealers
think that all companies ought to pay their fair
share, which is based on a per store assessment.

The large dealers are willing to pay their fair
share, to be sure, but they view fairness different­

ly and want to pay less per store than the current

rules demand. How much less remains to be seen.

That quarrels persist among competitors is no

surprise. Nonetheless, competitors in all kinds of
industries co-exist in trade associations-there
are 30,000 or so such organizations in the United

States-presumably for their mutual benefit and

protection. We in RTO are finally no different.
The more companies and stores that APRO has as

its members, the stronger the association. The
numbers give us credibility and the dues give us

the revenue to perform our good works on behalf
of the members.

And so, we miss those two large non-members

already. We want them back for the industry's
sake and, we hope, for their own sakes as well.

In the meantime, we are tightening our collec­
tive belts, retooling our resolve and recommitting
to the members that we still will strive to be the very
best trade association that we can possibly be. _

is no surprise.
Nonetheless,

competitors in all

kinds of industries

co-exist in trade

associations."

Ed Winn's e-mail addressisedwinn@e-bylaw.com.



Nothing beefs up your profits as quickly as cutting overhead costs.

!.A,I;;,"II�;'&&&""" feature of High Touch software products feeds your

bottom line by producing professional, up-to-date forms on your laser

printer less expensively than carbon, continuous fed paper.

Prints Rental Agreements, Waiver Forms, Delivery Check Lists,

manuals and other documents, as needed

Eliminates outside printing and shipping costs for preprinted forms

Reduces costs associated with warehousing documents

Produces timely documents automatically

Provides the ability to easily and instantly change documents

with little expense

If you're hungry for increased productivity

and higher profits, call High Touch.

APR:) Associate Member since 1984



n September 2003, the APRO board of
directors asked the ethics committee to

write a philosophy statement for our

Association. The ethics committee wel­
comes any suggestion to this work-in­

progress. Once we have finalized our

philosophy statement, the full board will approve
and provide it to our members, staff and vendors.
Your ethics committee for 2004-05 includes
Robert O. Briley, chairman, Rich Bartel, Sydney
Burton, Kevin Quinn, Richard Rose, Mark Wind­
sor and APRO President Shannon Strunk. If you
have any ethics issues, please contact the APRO
office or any of these committee members.

APRO's philosophy
Our members: We recognize that the association

with our members is our single most important
relationship. We value each individual relation­

ship and will treat each member with respect,
integrity and honesty. We are committed to creat­

ing value for our members. We will serve our

members and respond to their needs in a cheerful
and enthusiastic manner.

Our staff: We recognize that each staff member
is an integral part of our existence and success

and participates by choice. This choice means

each staff member is responsible for integrity in
the organization, open and truthful communica­

tions, producing positive results, acknowledging
the contributions of others to the Association and

understanding and being supportive of the pur-
pose, philosophy and code of ethics of
the Association.

Our vendors: We view our vendor and
member relationships as a vital part of
our success. We expect vendor dealings
with Association members to be charac­
terized with respect, integrity, honesty,

By ROBERT O. BRILEY professionalism and mutual profitability.
Our business: We are in business for

the long term. We will always give greater consid­
eration to long-range goals as opposed to short­
term benefits. We believe that we must continue
to be innovative, unique and distinctive in the

things we do. We will emphasize these character­
istics so that we may be a leader in the industry in
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"We recognize that

the association

with our members
which we operate. We
will be responsible cit­
izens to the commu­

nities in which we op­
erate while being
sensitive and respon-
sible in our relationship with others.

is our single most

important

relationship."

APRO's Code of Ethics:

The following represents a guide for our

conduct and behavior that we believe best
serves the needs of our customers and our

co-workers:
• If at all possible, do it now with the best pos­

sible quality.
• Be open and receptive to ideas, opinions and

change.
• Constantly strive to improve upon all that we

do and to direct our energy toward creating
solutions and making things possible .

• Keep a positive attitude.
• Be forthright and honest in all our commu-

nications, dealings and relationships.
• Keep all commitments.
• Acknowledge others for their contributions.
• Act with a positive attitude toward all Associ­

ation staff, members and vendors.
• Do whatever is necessary to get the job done

even if it means doing someone else's job.
• Think, then act. _

•

Robert 0. Briley is APRO's Ethics Committee
chairman. He can be contacted at 325/698-1501
or via e-mail atrbriley@rctx.com.



Sandberg Furniture.

Often imitated.
Never duplicated.

It is said that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. Well then, consider us at Sandberg
flattered. But, don't play follow the leader! With unique features and special touches, Sand­
berg Furniture is head and shoulders above the copycats. Not only is Sandberg Furniture
known for up-to-the-minute, fashionable style, we're famous for bringing your
customers the looks they want and the prices they'll love, with no waiting!
• Exclusive Ultra Gloss on most styles
• All merchandise in stock for immediate

delivery
• Master Bedroom, Youth Bedroom and

Entertainment Systems all from one

source and all delivered on one truck

• Replaceable tops
• Replacement parts shipped within 48

hours of notification
• Steel Mirror supports supplied with

every mirror

Contact: Wayne Harris or Gary Catarina
ph: 863-534-8915 fax: 863-534-3009

323.582.0711 • www.sandbergfurniture.com
APR:) Associate Member since 2003



A new year is upon us and it's time to look into our crystal ball for a view of the next 12 months. How

will the economy affect consumer spending and what will the impact be on traditional retailers and
RTO dealers? Several factors come into consideration when trying to determine whether future eco­

nomic conditions will positively impact RTO transactions and/or traditional sales. And when one

thrives, will the other suffer? While there are no economists who traditionally evaluate the RTO mar­

ket, what we can do is take a snapshot of the retail forecast in order to determine how those industry
predictions could impact the RTO market in the coming year. ... To find the answer, we spoke with

a number of experts around the country. Their comments share one common characteristic: a

more subdued outlook than the hopeful optimism of 12 months back when many were predicting
a robust 2004. For most parts of the country, the past year has simply not brought a rebound in

cash register activity to the extent anticipated. When evaluating the performance of RTO industry
over the past nine years, however, the business has witnessed revenue growth at a compounded rate

of 6 percent without a single down year.
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ost forecasters believe
that the more sub­
dued sales environ­
ment for retailers will
continue well into
2005. There is an im­

portant bright spot,
however. Consumer
confidence continues

to stay relatively high. Nimble retailers and RTO
dealers can capitalize by learning more about their
customers and meeting their needs through new

offerings of merchandise and services. On the flip
side, according to a recent industry analysis report
on RTO by Legg Mason Wood Walker Inc., "The
RTO industry is healthy, growing, very profitable
and, we believe, relatively impervious to swings in

the economic cycle. For example, industry rev­

enue grew 5.7 percent in 2001 despite a recession."

SALES GROWTH SLIPS

"The beginning of 2004 was very strong, but
retail sales started to ease off in the summer," says
Rosalind Wells, chief economist for the National
Retail Federation in Washington, D.C. That soft­

ening trend is expected to continue as most or­

ganizations join the NRF in forecasting a moder­
ation in the growth of spending. "It's very clear we

had a boom in retail sales in the first five months
of the year;' says Scott Hoyt, director of consumer

economics at Economy.com, an independent re­

search organization based in West Chester, PA.

"We are looking at a 2005 retail sales growth that
is somewhat slower than the past 12 months."

The RTO public companies also performed
well in 2004, posting gains for the past three

quarters ranging from 3.6 percent to 23 percent.
Independents will continue to face special

challenges. "The past 12 months have been a

rocky ride for smaller business owners," says Jim
Dion, president of Dionco Inc., a Chicago-based
retail consulting firm. "The power of the major
chains continues to increase as the big get bigger
and stronger. That puts tremendous pressure on

independents."
That is also true for RTO. While thousands of

"mom-and-pop" RTO operators still exist, there

is a dearth of meaningfully sized RTO companies
that remain independent, resulting in increased

competition and rising acquisition valuations,
reports Legg Mason.

SOFT EMPLOYMENT

Jobs-and the lack of enough good ones-is
the No. 1 restraint on consumers. Employment
growth began to taper off in the summer of 2004

32 PROGRESSIVE RENTALS

after a strong start earlier in the year. Stubbornly low employment not

only dampens consumer confidence, but also reduces spending power.
"Retail sales are really driven by income growth;' says Wells. ''And income

growth depends on employment growth. That's been disappointing."
In a robust economy, Legg Mason expects a slight lift to the RTO in­

dustry. Likewise, in a recession with high blue-collar unemployment,
there would be some dampening demand. So while the RTO industry is

not counter-cyclical, it is recession resistant.

Furthermore, forecasters are concerned about the quality of the jobs
being created. "My concern is that even if the employment rate picks up,

are the new jobs the ones people
need for their required income
and benefits?" says Deborah
Fowler, director of the Center
for Retailing, a research and ed­
ucational resource at the Uni­

versity of South Carolina, Co­

lumbia, Sc. "I am hearing about
a lot of people losing well-pay­
ing jobs only to discover there
are no new jobs similar to the
ones they left. People who have
lost $100,000 jobs are taking
$30,000 ones. As companies
and families downsize, they lose

discretionary income and so

they cannot buy the things they
want." This argument would
tend to fuel the potential for at­

tracting new and existing RTO
customers to stores. Unfortu­

nately, the RTO industry has
been unsuccessful for several

years in boosting its customer

count.

Is there hope for a turn­

around? Some observers are

still waiting for the hiring pick­
up that most were anticipating
a year ago. One enthusiast is
Scott of Economy.com. "We are

expecting a gradual pickup in

employment growth. Business­
es seem well positioned and de­
mand is strong enough that we

expect some hiring." A long­
overdue rebound in hiring
would certainly be a welcome

phenomenon and might turn

the coming year into a major
win for business owners.

For the time being, though,
employers are holding their ground because of an ability to wring more

revenue out of the same investment in workers and assets. "Productivity
is still growing strongly, if not as fast as before," says Scott. "That's good
for the long run, but in the short term businesses can get by with fewer

employees." And taking on new hires is costly: "Employers are cautious
because of high benefits costs."

"THE RENT-TO-OWN
INDUSTRY IS
HEALTHY,
GROWING, VERY
PROFITABLE AND,
WE BELIEVE,
RELATIVELY
IMPERVIOUS TO
SWINGS IN THE
ECONOMIC CYCLE.
FOR EXAMPLE,
INDUSTRY
REVENUE GREW
5.7 PERCENT IN
2001 DESPITE A
RECESSION."



STIMULI DISAPPEAR

Retailers are affected by more than a weak employment picture. "We
are seeing the disappearance of a number of economic stimuli that were

important factors supporting sales in 2004;' says Wells. Perhaps the most
effective of these were the tax cuts of late 2003 and the ongoing rounds
of mortgage refinancing. Consumers have mostly spent the cash gained
from both phenomenons, neither of which is expected to playa role on

the economic stage in 2005.

Indeed, with interest rates gradually rising, some market observers
are worried about the prevalence of adjustable rate mortgages. "We have
not yet seen the effect of adjustable rate mortgages. But I have started
hearing people say their rates are about to go up and that causes some

negative anticipation. Ifyou have to spend more money on a house, that
affects your discretionary spending;' says Fowler. This can also have a

negative impact on RTO dealers across the country.
Dion also sees a potential danger. "There are a record number of

adjustable rate mortgages," says Dion. ''And they are ticking time bombs.
If any of the regional housing markets burst, there will be a couple of
million people with houses worth less than their mortgages."

CONSUMER DEBT

Historically, when consumer debt tightens, the number of RTO

agreements increase. And while some mortgage refinancing money has
gone toward paying down charge cards, consumer credit still continues
at record levels. ''A lot of people have been delving into the lines of cred­
it on their equity;' says Dion, speaking of individuals who have refi­
nanced their mortgages.

At the very least, high leverage is a risk for big-ticket sales. "Clearly, con­

sumers are leveraged and debt burdens are high;' says Scott. "As interest
rates creep up, it will be difficult for consumers to borrow and spend. So
we are back to a key conclusion: Labor income will be the most important

HOW TO KEEP TABS
ON THE ECONOMY

Major
economic trends have a profound impact on your

cash registers. How do you keep tabs on the vital

factors spotlighted in the accompanying article?

Check out these relevant Internet sites:
• The Dismal Scientist, sponsored by Economy.com, is an

Internet site that reports trends in the national and

international economy. Analysis is presented in terms

understandable by non-specialists.
www.economy.com/dismal.

• The White House maintains an economic statistics briefing
room for easy access to current Federal economic

indicators. www.whitehouse.gov/fsbr/esbr.html.
• The U.S. Department of Labor capsulizes many vital

economic statistics maintained by the Bureau of Labor

Statistics. www.bls.gov.
• The Conference Board tracks consumer confidence.

www.conference-board.org.

determinant of spending growth next year."
Speaking of debt, many observers are leery

about the national deficit. "Consumers have to
start getting concerned about the deficit we are

building," says Dion. "They read about it in the
paper, but it has not yet hit home. We have had a

tax cut in a time of war-that is the first time the
nation has done that." Knowing that the deficit
will lead to either higher taxes or increased inter­
est rates is bound to have a depressing effect on

shoppers."At some point, people will start look­
ing at the numbers and saying, 'Whoa! I have to

start watching my pennies more.'"
Add to this litany of misery a number of other

factors such as higher energy and gasoline costs,
the continuing threat of terrorism and bad news

from Iraq. No wonder people call economics "the
dismal science."

WHAT YOU CAN DO NOW

Perhaps these aren't the best times for retail­
ers, but the RTO industry appears to be holding
its own. The good news so far is that both infla­
tion and interest rates seem to be largely under
control. Most important of all, consumer confi­
dence remains high despite a modest dip early in
the fall. That provides retailers and RTO dealers
with an important opening wedge: Thanks to the
public's willingness to spend, smaller organiza­
tions can finesse the larger economic issues by
smart maneuvering.

Fowler advises sharpening marketing skills by
redefining your own customers and taking spe­
cial pains to meet their needs. "Talk with shop­
pers and your associates to get a sense of who
your customer is. Then base your policies and
pricing and customer service upon the answer."

There are now two distinct consumer groups
in the United States, says Fowler. One seeks good
value; the other efficiency. "If your customer is

price oriented, then discounted or everyday low
prices are positive attractions. Time conscious
customers are looking for shopping convenience,
customer service and quality merchandise."
Know which group you serve.

Success, then, is customer driven-far more

so in 2005 than ever before in recent history. "In
2005, there will be some great independents who
continue to do good business because they
understand fundamentals and treat their cus­

tomers well," says Dion. "No retailer or RTO
dealer can control the global stage. But everyone
can manage their businesses as best they can and
be what they should be for their customers." _

Phillip M. Perry is a free-lance business writer
based in New York.
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he Cohen family still.owns 51 percent of the com­

pany's stock. Of those 352 stores, 103 are in the
United Kingdom, 106 are in Southeast Asia

(Indonesia, Malaysia' and Singapore), 50 are in
Africa and the Pacific (Fiji, Madagascar, Mauritius
and Papua New Guinea) and 93 are sprinkled

•

among 15 islands in the Caribbean. (The first I
Caribbean store opened in Kingston, Jamaica, in I1959.) The Caribbean operation is by far the most

'

profitable for the company. In 2003, it contributed
28 percent of the company's revenues and 88 percent of
the company's profits (£32.5 million in 2003).

Despite the success of the Caribbean stores, the com­

pany has fallen on hard times in recent years. The stores

in the United Kingdom have been a

drag on the company. Revenues have
fallen since 2000 and the company has

recently warned of a £24 million loss
for 2004. The company had shown

profits of £32.5 million in 2003 and
£30.9 million in 2002. There were

efforts last spring to sell the company,
but after being on the block for a few
months without any offers, the compa­
ny withdrew its offer to sell.

Whatever the company's overall

problems, life is good for the most part
in the islands. There is not a lot of reg­
ulation and the company enjoys a

good reputation among the locals.
Here is how one reported his shop­

ping experience on the Internet:
"Courts furniture is all reasonably

priced and depending on which time
of year you go there, they can have
some excellent offers on where a lot of
items are reduced below half-price. Even the items that
are not reduced this low still have a considerable saving
to be made.

"Delivery times are usually quite quick and they
charge only £20 regardless of the size of your order, even

if they have to deliver all the items separately on different

occasions, you will only ever be charged once. All items
that I have had have been handled with care and there
has never been a fault with them.

"I have spent mega bucks in Courts so they are obvi­

ously doing something right, as I am usually quite a hard

person to please. Although they are not the cheapest
store on a lot of items, you can always be assured of qual­
ity, modern design furniture and accessories ...

"

Customers can pay cash, use in-store credit or use a

hire-purchase transaction (the British equivalent of rent­

to-own). Good customers can qualify for the company's
own "Ready Finance" card with a $10,000 credit limit
and with interest rates running around 22 percent. Or

they can rent. And they can rent literally anything in the
store. A recent catalogue had a 42-inch plasma TV for
$235 per week and a hair dryer or an iron for $2 per week

and everything else in between. Keep rates are reported
• to be high and skips are few (where can you go on an

island?). Returns are mostly due to customers moving
away rather than because of non-payment. Part of the
reason for this may be that when customers do have mer­

chandise picked up, they cannot rent again for one year.
And on a number of islands, Courts is just about the only
furniture, appliance and electronics game in town. Stores

in tHe Caribbean average nearly $£2 million per year in

average retail space of 6,000 square feet. However, it is
not possible to break out rental revenues from sales rev­

enues from the annual report.
Part of the challenge to doing business on the islands

has been finding a steady source of quality furniture for
customers to rent. Courts has involved
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l P�B�MS, ua
�
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COMPANY ENJOYS A
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AMgNG TtlE (gCA�.

itself in local initiatives on several
islands to train and hire islanders to

make assembly-line furniture locally.
Although Courts does not manufac­
ture any products itself, it has lent its

expertise and credit' lime te> local start­

up furniture manufacturers. On the
island of Guyana, for example, Court

guarantees orders to local firms which
turn out solid wood pre-arssembled
furniture using company specifica­
tions. There are 50 furniture makers
on Guyana involved in this project,
which has resulted in 750 new jobs on

the island.
As good as business is on the

islands, it is not all good. In September,
the company issued a press release not­

ing that Hurricane Ivan had just devas­
tated the island of Grenada where the
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company has three stores. Jamaica was

also hard hit. The company reported that there was not

loss of life among store employees or customers, but that
the storm and flooding would cause a loss of $£4 to $£7
million in profits from the region for the year.

Courts is the main rental company in the islands, but
not the only one. Rental veteran Bob O'Connor, who

currently resides on St. Thomas, Virgin Islands, has

opened up a few traditional U.S.-style Dial Rent To Own
stores and sees the potential for huge growth in the
Caribbean. O'Connor also has stores in Guam and

Saipan in the Pacific. He does take his hat off to his chief

rival, Courts, and acknowledges that as a competitor they
do a lot of things very well.

The next time rental dealers are on vacation in the
Caribbean, they may want to take a look around the
nearest Courts store to see how the rental business looks
in the islands. For a flavor of stores in the Dominican

Republic, complete with island music, go to www.courts

.co.dm. _

Ed Winn III is APRO's general counsel. His e-mail address is

edwinn@e-bylaw.com.
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The International CES is the world's first look at the hottest

technologies under the sun. Featuring 130,000 potential partners,

competitors and market makers, and new products from

2,400 exhibitors. Make the connections that will make

your year, and watch your business grow. Register today

at www.CESweb.org.
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few mon s ago, Rent One customers got their first glimpse t e rent­
to-own chain ewest product line and it was like nothi ey had ever

seen before in the sto . 0 dis la next to fridges and sofas, televi­
sions and home computers, were custom built gaming machines. These
super-fast computers were tricked out with flashing lights, fresh paint
jobs and the latest and greatest in audio and video components.

"People are accustomed to computers that look like an ugly gray box
that you stick in a cupboard and hide away:' says Bruce Venters, who
customizes the computers for Rent One. Rent One is a 34-store chain
based in Mt. Vernon, IL, and owned Larry Carrico. "When the gaming
industry started taking off, the look of the computers started changing
because high school kids wanted to modify them the same way they like
to add flash and speed to their cars."
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arrico remem­

bers the impact
the new com­

puters made the
first time he saw

them in Venters'

shop. "When Bruce
started working on

these gaming machines,
saw these boxes on the

floor that were flashing and thought
they looked like boom boxes from the
old days;' says Carrico. "Well, Bruce is
able to create that same kind of excite­
ment with computers and the gaming
guys love it."

"We take the computer CPUs and put
on a nice, shiny coat of paint that ranges
anywhere from bright yellow to dark

black, with a high gloss;' says Venters.

"Then we take off the side panels and

replace them with Plexiglas so you can

see the magic that goes on inside:'
Instead of the standard green cards

and black processors, inside there are

flashing lights, chrome fans and glow­
ing cables. Though there are mechani­
cal reasons for the stylish components,
much is purely aesthetic.

"The fans help cool down the high­
speed processors, but they're also there
for show, so that everyone can see­

them," says Venters.

Buying expensive systems like these,
with prices that can reach upwards of

$2,500, and keeping them as the center­

piece of a home is probably a strange
concept to most computer users. So,
who exactly is buying the dazzling
computers?

The answer is young people and
other videogame enthusiasts. "Recently,
I had a young man, probably 12 or 13

years old, who bought a $500 monitor
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and a $2,000 computer system;' says
Venters. "He said, 'Mom, write me a

check,' and she did."
Chris Hartman, manager of a Rent

One store in Chester, IL, also purchased
one of Venters systems and is a serious

gamer. He plays graphics intense games
on the Internet and participates in com­

petitive videogame leagues. "I will not

buy a name brand computer because

they're junk-they just don't do what I

want them to do;' Hartman says. "My
computer needs to have the best video

card, sound card, memory ... everything."
Sentiments like Hartman's are com­

mon among garners because the newest

games, with their attention to detail
and high definition, are like interactive
movies that require more power than
basic home computers have to offer. "I

bought a game for my old computer

that I thought would be fun," says
Hartman. "Guess what? My computer
wouldn't play it!"

Although garners will always be the

driving force behind the sales of these

machines, Hartman believes it is

important for every customer to

understand that these computers can

do much more than play games.
''Advertising these computers as a

gaming machine is good for garners,
but you are also missing out on sales
from other customers;' says Hartman.

"They look at it and think this is an

XBox and say, "Oh, we don't want that."
So we need to market it as a high-end,
high-performance computer that can

run every program, better."
For Rent One, the best way to make

sure the super systems don't go unno­

ticed by a single customer is to display
their stunning power in the middle of
the store. ''At the store level, that flash is

what sells," says Carrico. "When you get
a system like that hooked up to a 50-

inch big screen TV with Surround
Sound and you're showing awesome

graphics, it's going to make a big differ­
ence in the eye of the customer."

As testimony to the powerful
impression the displays make on cus­

tomers, Venters enjoys telling the story
of a photo album he kept in the store.

"We had a book full of pictures of
"Mod Cases" (modified computers)
that we put together for people to flip
through, but somebody actually stole it
out of the sales room, believe it or not;'
says Venters. "The only thing we can

figure is that they wanted to brag that

they could build them."

BASEmEnli BEGlnmnGS
Custom - built gaming machines

might seem a world apart from the
standard fare of the RTO industry. Yet,
they landed on the shelves of Rent One
because of two questions common to

every RTO store. How can we reduce

computer repair costs and shorten
turnaround times? For Rent One,
much of the key to answering those

questions lies in the story of Bruce

Venters, who came to the company 13

years ago.
Rent One was growing quickly and

Venters used the opportunity to work
his way to the store management level.

Along the way, Rent One began renting
personal computers and Venters took a

keen interest. "He did really well man­

aging, but he liked the computers and

gadgets so much, he went in that direc­

tion," says Carrico.
In those days, computers were slow,

expensive and a luxury item. They were

also very difficult to clean, upgrade and



the store the following Tuesday 80 per­
cent of the time.

"Store managers have different lev­
els of expertise on computers, so some

guys may send Bruce only three com­

puters per month, whereas someone

else might send all of them," says
Carrico. "If it gets sent to Bruce,
though, we know everything has been
fixed right."

After taking over Rent One's com­

puter repair center, Venters expertise
and business sense continued to grow.
Early on, he discovered that sending
computers off to their manufacturers
took too much time for the fast-paced
world of RTO. Venters took the initia­
tive to become certified to repair war­

ranty issues on Compaq and Hewlett­
Packard computers. That way, Rent
One could save time and money by
repairing everything in-house rather
than sending units off to a third party.

repair. According to Venters, in lieu of
repairing them, the stores usually just
ordered new ones, which left moun­

tains of used PCs lying around the
stores.

"This stockpile of computers was a

disaster, so I started learning about
them and doing my best to clean 'em

up," says Venters. «I was running the
Fairfield location four years ago and

fixing computers in my spare time, but
that's when computers went from

being in one of every five households,
to now, when people have two or three
in the house."

For Venters, refurbishing computers
quickly became a full-time job and
could no longer be done in the back
room. When a space opened up in
Carrico's shopping center in Mount
Vernon, IL, Venters moved in. "Once a

week all the stores would send me their
returned, broken computers and I'd

clean them up and try to get them back
the following week."

Venters' dedication to service is pre­
cisely why Larry Carrico considers him
such an asset to his company. He says
its one of the most difficult values to

teach someone new to the RTO indus­
try. "The furniture or appliance repair
shops usually know this, but the com­

puter shop people don't always under­
stand the need for fast turnaround," he

says. "If our customer brings a comput­
er in and it's not repaired in a timely
fashion, they won't pay us and we have
to give them a loaner. Then, if we give
them a loaner and it takes three weeks
or a month to get it back, well. .. we've
lost a month of revenue on both units."

That's why Rent One's policy is a

one-week turnaround on computer
repairs. Though it doesn't always hap­
pen, says Carrico, if a computer gets to

Venters on a Tuesday, it is returned to
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Soon thereafter, the high volume of

computers coming into Venters' shop
necessitated the hiring of additional
staff. "When I first started this, we aver­

aged maybe six computers per week

coming in from the outside to about six

per day:' Venters says. "That's in addi­
tion to the 50 computers coming in and
out from the Rent One stores."

Today, Venters has hired a staff of
five to assist with repairs and the day­
to-day operation of the store and he's

considering hiring more. "He basically
started [the repair business] in the

basement," Carrico says, "and he hired
more help until, before we knew it, we

had PC Rescue and Sales."

PC RESCUE AnD SALES
PC Rescue and Sales is owned by

Carrico and managed by Venters, but it

IS a separate entity from Rent One.
"Bruce wanted to do PC Rescue
because I think he thought he would be
more valuable to the company-now
he's running a business:' says Carrico.
"He's been in the business a long time
and his mentality was that you had to

make a profit and that's a neat thing
because most service centers are not

profitable."
That quest for profit is what turned

a Rent One repair center into a sales
floor and ultimately what convinced
Venters to get into the business of

building gaming machines. "Larry set

PC Rescue up so that we don't do any
rentals, but we are close enough to a

Rent One store-just three store fronts
down-that if a customer can't afford
to buy one of our systems outright, we

can send them straight to Rent One,"
Venters says.

Despite focusing on retail, Carrico
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says PC Rescue and Sales still finds a

way to benefit Rent One stores. "At PC
Rescue we're just selling computers,
not renting, but Bruce helps out the
rental side because he can sell some of
our previously rented, reconditioned
units for $199, $299 and $399-or he'll
also get some back to the Rent One
stores to rent."

In addition to the two or three gam­
ing machines that are always on display
at PC Rescue, Venters keeps a regular
inventory of Compaq, Hewlett-Packard
and Dell computers. However, Carrico
and Venters both admit that they sell
few of the basic computer systems.

"Home PCs are so competitive­
customers will see a $599 package from
Dell and they won't know anything
about them," says Carrico, "so they'll
come in and talk to Bruce for half an

hour and then go over to Wal-Mart.
That's just the way it is."

Instead, Venters says most of the

profit that comes into the store is from
the sale of custom gaming machines
and component sales for those who

upgrade computers themselves.
"I have a gentleman at retirement

age-he does computer modifications
as a hobby-and he comes in and buys
components from me:' says Venters.
"He is not typical of the people usually
doing this kind of work because he's
older, but he spends many hours fine­

tuning cabinets and painting them.

Obviously, most guys doing their own

modifications and upgrades don't buy
the big systems from us; however, they
do buy our components. Gaming
machine sales are probably close to 50

percent of our sales, but I would say 90

percent of our component sales would
be for modification stuff."

FUliURE SUCCESS?
Down the road, Carrico hopes the

gaming machine craze will extend into
all of his Rent One stores, but, he cau­

tions, a lot of important work goes into

making a venture like that work.

Currently, four Rent One stores have
started renting the machines.

"The real trick is if you've got a

manager that's a gamer himself,"
Carrico says. ''A manager like that is

going to sell substantially more than a

typical manager because he can talk to

the garners on their level."
"We're looking to bring gaming

machines to all of the stores, but I think
there are two things we have to do­
one is experience and the knowledge of
our managers. They may know about
basic computers, but they would be in
over their heads talking to a gamer. Our

•

manager in Chester, IL, Chris, is a

gamer himself. He enlightened me on

the gaming machines-what I want to

do is duplicate that kind of knowledge
in all of our stores:' says Carrico.

Another big question that needs to

be answered before Carrico will feel
confident rolling "mod cases" out to all
the stores is whether or not the
machines, once rented, will be
returned. At this early stage in Rent
One's gaming adventure, the answer

appears to be no. "So far, only one has
been rented and returned in the stores:'
says Carrico. "The people who are buy­
ing these know the internal workings of

computers and there isn't as much tech

support after the sale as there some­

times is with other shoppers." _

Stephen Schenck is a free-lance business
writer.
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RENAISSANCE MAN
When it comes to careers, the third time's a charm

for diverse and daring Paul Davis

Paul
Davis. Judging by his name alone, he sounds like just your ordinary, gar­

den-variety kinda fella, nothing too exotic here. But talk to Paul Davis­

president and CEO of Nations Rent-to-Own (www.nationsrto.com) and

president of Cal-APRO (the California Association of Progressive Rental

Organizations)-about more than the Southern California heat or the new

Lakers line-up and you'll discover a man who, while not exactly exotic, is definitely lead­
ing an extraordinary life. e Examples? How about putting himself through college one

night-school course at a time while working full-time until, 13 years later, he finally
earned his bachelor's degree in business management and economics (with a minor in
information technologies)? Or opening up his own rent - to-own business, financed

mainly through credit cards after only having worked in the industry for less than a year?
Or carving out and venturing into a new, highly successful niche of rental-purchase? e

No, Paul Davis is not someone who blends into a beige-colored background. His life is

developing as a vibrant mural-a fascinating collage involving three distinct careers, the
realization and subsequent destruction of a lifelong dream, a successful marriage/busi­
ness partnership, politics and the latest Japanese card game called "Yu-Gi-Oh,"

APROFILE by KRISTEN CARD



Born
in Phoenix, AZ, Davis moved as an

adolescent with his family to the Golden
State and has been a Southern Californian
since 1980. He took classes at the

University of Phoenix while working at

various financial institutions, ultimately earning his

way up from teller to senior assistant manager at

California's Morris Plan Thrift & Loan.
The world of finance seemed to be working out

fine, but at 21, Davis suddenly opted to abandon his

budding banking career in order to follow his child­
hood dream of becoming a law enforcement officer.

"I was one of those kids who grew up watching
Adam-12 and stuff like that and said, 'I want to be a

police officer when I grow up:" says Davis. "Even
when I was in elementary and middle school, I wrote

papers about how I was going to be a police officer.
And I did it. The proudest moment I ever had was

when I graduated from the police academy."
Davis spent more than five years with the

Riverside County sheriff's department and the
Riverside Police Department. Then, during the
Los Angeles riots of 1992, Davis' dream shat­
tered when he suffered a severe back injury
and was forced to accept retirement from the
force. Ten years later, he's reticent to talk about
it and when he does, it's with an unmistakable
sense of regret.

"It was a great job," says Davis. "You've got
everything in that particular job: the adrena­
line rush, the sadness, the happiness and the
comfort that you, on occasion, were able to

help somebody. It's a job where you can get
satisfaction all around."

Today, despite continuous discomfort from

spinal trauma and a bulging disk, Davis rejects the

option of surgery, as well as prescription medication.
He manages his back pain mostly through stretching
and strengthening exercises, as well as extreme care to

avoid re- injury.
"It was really difficult to accept the injury and its

consequences," says Davis. "But I guess it was a bless­

ing in disguise." A blessing that led him to his wife,
and-eventually-to rent - to-own.

Directly following his departure from his second
career, Davis returned to the first. He was a district

manager for Fidelity Financial Corp. when he met

May, a collections manager for the company and his
future bride-to-be.

"She didn't like me at first," says Davis. "But once

she got to know me, she thought I was a nice guy and
one thing led to another." They married in 1995.
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Davis moved on to work as a vice president and

regional manager for Nations Bank. But when Nations
Bank underwent a merger, he was offered either a

position in Buffalo, NY, or a separation package. Davis
took the package and some time off.

A few weeks into his compulsory "vacation:' Davis
received a call and a job offer from the operating com­

pany of Rent-A-Center. Davis accepted, even though
he "wasn't completely sure what the position was. I
was assigned to one of their regional folks out in
California. I toured with him to begin to understand
the business and what exactly rent-to-own was:' says
Davis. "Prior to that, I really didn't have a clue."

Not surprisingly, it didn't take too long for Davis to

understand the business and just in time for Rent-A­
Center to be acquired by industry veteran Ernie Tally
and his Vista Rent to Own. But rather than being dis­

couraged by the turnover, Davis was stimulated by the

industry overall.
"Once I grasped what the

business was-a relationship
business based upon econom­

ics-I persuaded the 'powers
that be' to put me in a store,"
says Davis. "They put me in a

store in Long Beach, CA, a

really rough area. It was like a

company joke: 'Hey, let's put

SA FETY FI RS T: Davis educates the
staff on proper safety techniques, as well as

wrapping, moving, loading and unloading of
merchandise to prevent damages to the
staff or products.



"WHAT WE'RE DOING [AT NATIONS RENT-TO-OWN]
IS CREATING AN OPPORTUNITY TO CHANGE THE
TRADITIONAL RENT - TO-OWN BUSINESS MODEL.

WE'RE NOT REINVENTING THE WHEEL; WE'RE JUST
ADDING A FEW NEW SPOKES TO IT."

the new guy out in Long Beach.' The store had all sorts
of problems. Well, I kept the same people who were

there and within two months we turned it around and
made it a profitable store."

Davis had spent only nine months in the rental­
purchase industry when May urged him to put
together a business plan for his own store. Initially
hesitant, Davis decided to go for it.

"I thought, 'I can do this thing better, on a smaller
scale, renting properly to the right folks;" says Davis.
"I wrote a business plan, submitted it to a few banks
and they said, 'You're going to go up against Rent-A­
Center? You're crazy. There's no way you're going to

compete with them.' And I said, 'OK, fine.' With my
financial industry background, I mustered up a cou­

ple of hundred-thousand dollars, principally on cred­
it cards, and opened up my company."

Nations Rent-to-Own in Riverside opened in

-�
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March 1999. A second store in Moreno Valley
launched in August 2002 and the company is current­

ly preparing for a third store in Corona, potentially
opening in late 2005.

"All that debt is paid off;' says Davis. "We own our

company free and clear."

The Nations niche

Despite
his rapid, rhythmic speech, Davis is no

fast-talking used-goods hawker. And despite
his natural ambition, he has no interest in

erecting a colossal rent-to-own empire or in van­

quishing Rent-A-Center or other big-time competi­
tors. Rather, Davis has crafted a new and different
path for his RTO business and it's getting him exactly
where he wants to go.

"Our stores are customized;' he says. "We custom­

order sofas or just about anything else. Our clientele
can come through our stores and, just like a regular
retail furniture store, sit down with us and design a

sofa and loveseat with all the swatches and all the
frames to select from. We'll have it custom-made to

coordinate with their wall treatment, flooring style,
the whole thing!'

"Our return ratio is very, very low;' says Davis.
"More than 50 percent of our clients are homeowners;
we have a high volume of 90-day payoffs. The people
who come to us trying to get these things have a strong
desire to keep them. These folks want nice stuff, not

the cookie-cutter 'what's on the floor is what you get.'
"What we're doing is creating an opportunity to

change the traditional rent - to-own business model.
We're not reinventing the wheel; we're just adding a

few new spokes to it."
It's this personalized attention and commitment to

the utmost in quality, along with the Davis' hands-on
approach to the business, that put Nations into a

league of its own. Davis and his wife, May-who serves

as the company's executive vice president and secre­

tary/treasurer-spend time in their stores daily, as well
as in the company's aptly named "home office;' an

addition attached to the side of their house. Both have
taken a series of interior-design courses, so they can

assist customers in making smart decorative selections.

May produces all of Nations' advertising, from concept
through publication, while Paul designs the stores and
showrooms, ensuring the foot-traffic flow, product
display and absolute lack of clutter he demands.

Davis believes the store environment plays an

essential role in winning over the right customers.
Nations Rent-to-Own stores have a deliberately
"homey" atmosphere, warm and inviting: soft music

plays, aromatic candles burn, everything is sparkling
clean and all products are fully installed, so that cus­

tomers can get a real feel of what it will be like to have
them in their homes.

"If the product is represented and displayed prop­
erly, then it will sell itself," says Davis. "People know
what they want; they've just got questions about
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design, warranties, what-have-you."
The Davis' work alongside their employees every

day, helping answer questions, write contracts and
otherwise "fill in the gaps;' says Davis. "It's great for
our working environment. Everyone sees I'm not just a

shirt and tie sitting behind a desk giving directions and

NAT ION S' TEA M : Phillip Randolph, account manager trainee;
Sherman Burns, store manager; Paul and May Davis; Carlos

Robles, account manager; and Isidoro Calles, delivery/installation
technician. Not pictured: Richard Martinez, delivery/installation
technician; and Fred Albright, account manager.

not doing much. I need to know everything there is to

know about my business and be willing to do what the
lowest-level employee does, without hesitation."

Davis says the hardest part of running Nations
Rent-to-Own may be recruiting and retaining excep­
tional employees to serve as account managers or

"concierges;' as Davis calls them.
"To do business the way we do it, you really need to

have five stores or fewer," he says. "Doing it on a large
scale would be extremely difficult, especially finding
the right people."

Which is why, unlike most of his competitors,
Davis isn't terribly concerned about growing his busi­
ness. With an ultimate goal of only three to five
Southern California-based stores, Davis stresses qual­
ity over quantity and isn't afraid to let customers

know whenever their needs don't seem to be a "fit"
with the company.

"We are extremely honest with the customer," says
Davis. "If we haven't got the resources to properly take
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care of them due to their distance from our stores,
then we're going to tell them so and refer them to

someone else. We don't want to stretch ourselves thin,
because we want to make sure we always have the
resources to take care of the clientele we already have.

"Likewise, we want to give people what they want,
but we rent what's right for them,"
says Davis. "In this industry, stores

often will rent too-pricey mer­

chandise to folks who clearly can't
afford it. I don't agree with that

philosophy. We just flat-out ask
them, 'Can you comfortably afford
to make this payment?' When you
have these conversations and you
develop these kind of relation­

ships, then the customer believes

you really care."
And that, says Davis, is key to

rental-purchase success: building
trusting relationships. "This is a

relationship business;' says Davis.

"Building strong relation­

ships is just the basics of

doing business-being ap­
proachable, being respect­
ful and paying attention to

detail. One person can be
worth up to a half-million
dollars to you in repeat and
referral business. When

you take care of that one

person, then they appreciate it and they will talk about
it with other people."

The California connection

Connecting
with people is clearly one of Paul

Davis' fortes and definitely part of why, with

only six years in the rent-to-own industry, he's

personally responsible for having revitalized California's
statewide trade association for rental dealers.

''A couple of years ago, [former Association of

Progressive Rental Organizations president] Lyn
Leach called me up," says Davis. "I'd never met him,
but he invited me up to Washington, D.C., to talk with

my senators and congressmen about the industry's
legislative priorities. I went because no one from
California was going. I began asking around about

why California didn't have an association and the
answer I kept getting was, 'Well, nobody wants to put
it together, no one wants to run it.'"



"AN ASSOCIATION AS A GROUP OF INDIVIDUALS

TOGETHER, BE IT LARGE OR SMALL, CAN BE
EXTREMELY IMPORTANT. WHEN YOU COME TOGETHER

AS A GROUP AND YOU'RE ALL GOING FOR THE
SAME GOAL, IT REALLY SPEAKS TO PEOPLE."

So in 2001, Davis decided to do it himself. Serving
as the organization's president, with Mayas executive
director, Davis re-launched Cal-APRO, with a realisti­

cally limited objective: providing a vehicle through
which California rental dealers could improve com­

munication, both among themselves and with state

policy-makers.
"There wasn't a legislative cause for us to rally

around and, honestly, it's been difficult for us to get
people involved;' says Davis. "California's such a big
state; we're all so spread out. Also, we've got a lot of
small mom-and-pop shops, so it's hard for folks to get
away from their businesses for meetings or events.

"But we're all doing the same type of work," says
Davis, "and yes, we're here to compete, but we can

compete in an environment where everybody is com­

municating, we know what's happening with each
other and if someone has issues, then they've got

•
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somewhere to go to talk about it. Sharing information

helps us all be more successful."
Cal-APRO does hold a couple of meetings annually,

but the main means of communication come directly
from Davis in the form of a quarterly newsletter and

regular personal calls just to check in and see what's

going on with rent - to-own stores around the state.

Industry issues currently being monitored by Cal­
APRO include establishing fair, consistent standards
for assessing personal property taxes on rent-to-own

stores, clarifying language contained in the state's
Rental-Purchase Act and curbing skyrocketing work­
ers' compensation costs for California businesses.

''An association as a group of individuals together,
be it large or small, can be extremely important," says
Davis. "We all have the same common desires and
hurdles and associations provide the forum for us to

go as a group and address our issues with legislators.
And when you come together as a group and you're all

going for the same goal, it really speaks to people; they
tend to pay more attention."

Trade-offs andpayoffs

When
Davis isn't doing company or associa­

tion work, he enjoys spending time with

May and their sons, Triston, 8, and Tyler, 6.
Both boys help out in the Nations stores, polishing,
greeting and helping entertain customers' kids. When
the stores are closed-Sundays and Wednesdays-the
Davis family is off adventuring or haunting local
amusement parks to challenge each other at video

games (to stay competitive, Davis has even learned
how to play the complex Japanese card-dueling game,
Yu-Gi-Oh).

.

As for other pastimes, you name it, Davis is prob­
ably up for it. "I'll do anything;' he says. Travel, water

sports, snow sports-Davis is partial to adventure
and activity and is currently working on complying
with the weight requirements for solo skydiving.

Additionally, he keeps up his shooting skills with reg­
ular target practice for what one assumes must be
rather intense games of paintball with his friends still
on the force.

While missing the intrinsic thrill of police work is
an unresolvable reality of Davis' life, he has discovered
other avenues of self-fulfillment and other ways to

make his life complete and meaningful.
"My other proudest moment was when we opened

up our first store and we made our first dollar of prof­
it," says Davis. "I've still got that dollar to this day and
will keep it forever. It means I've achieved the
American Dream-owning my own business, doing
my own thing. And my family is part of it, too. I mean,
I've got an eight-year-old little boy who can accept
payments on the computer; he does it and the cus­

tomers love it. Y'know, it's really a family business and
that's a great feeling. I don't want to lose that." _

Kristen Card is an independent business writer in

Austin, TX.
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Appliances
The following list of appliance suppliers that cater to the rental-purchase
industry. All are either APRO associate members (*), advertisers in APRO

publications (+), APRO convention exhibitors (/\) or APRO-endorsed
member benefit program providers ( .....).

ALmo Corp. *"+

Ken LopoLito
2709 Commerce Way
PhiLadeLphia, PA 19154

215/698-4071
Fax 215/698-4095

CapitoL SaLes Co. *

Stephen Konsor Sr.
3110 NeiL Armstrong BLvd.

Eagan, MN 55121

800/467-8255, ext. 116

Fax 800/440-4077

CLimatic Home Products *"

Gilly Bailey
1001 Pinnacle Point Dr.

CoLumbia, SC 29223

803/765-2595, ext. 205

Fax 803/765-2725

ELectroLux Home Products "

Richard Mendicino
5886 EmeraLd Lakes Dr.

Medina, OH 44256

330/725-2887
Fax 330/725-2068

GE AppLiances * "+

PauL Eichberger
AppLiance Park, BLdg! 4, Rm.

200, Desk A21

LouisviLLe, KY 40225

800/782-8097
Fax 800/772-6704

Maytag AppLiances *"

Missy Hodges
403 W. 4th St. N.

Newton, IA 50208

641/787-8481
Fax 641/787-8779

RES Accessories * "+

MichaeL E. Gerwe Jr.

4909 Nassau St.

Tampa, FL 33607

800/444-7304, ext. 210

Fax 800/444-7312

Rug Doctor Pro * "+

Robert Payne
4701 OLd Shepard PLace

PLano, TX 75093

972/673-1492
Fax 972/673-1419

Sears Contract SaLes * "+

Craig Moon
3333 BeverLy Rd., E3-363A
Hoffman Estates, IL 60179

630/579-8661
Fax 847/286-1864

The Hoover Co. *

Brad NyhoLm
101 E. MapLe St.
N. Canton, OH 44720

330/497-5083
Fax 330/966-5448

Tritronics Inc. *

Kim Wagner
1306 ContinentaL Dr.

Abingdon, MD 21009

800/638-3328, ext. 1211

Fax 800/888-3293

WhirLpooL Corp. * "+

Brian Duke
2000 M 63N, MaiL Drop 3300

Benton Harbor, MI 49022

269/923-2479
Fax 269/923-7231



Make a positive
• •

Impression

m
Co' .-�..,

_:
� �:

�

. :._'
�

..,

__

-e
• '<�,'�/� <' .'

-
. -

.>'. ':>��,: '.>:.<
.

" .. '

on your customers and your bottom-line.
Take advantage of GE's stylish alternative to stainless­

Hotpoint" in Silver Metallic. The unique painted finish

e over galvanized steel is more affordable than stainless

and can be easily repaired if scratched with touch-Up

paint. Silver Metallic is incredibly durable, it resists

fingerprints for easy clean-up, which means fewer

returns and refrigerators even hold magnets.

HOTPOINt
In Silver Metallic

Best of all, its price point is lower than stainless, yet

still conveys a striking and stylish look to your

customers. GE offers 30" gas and electric ranges,

side-by-side and top-freezer refrigerators and a

microwave oven. Take advantage of this unique,

versatile and attention-getting design option-choose

Hotpoint" in Silver Metallic.

imagination at work

For more information on our complete product line and services offered to the rental-purchase industry contact:

Paula Allison 800.782.8093 Ken Mushrush 877.657.5636 Paul Eichberger 800.782.8097

© 2004 GE Appliances APR:) Associate Member since 1992



Wireless Handheld Barcode Readers

�ain a new perspective on your business!

Introducing.....

Designed for the Windows® operating system

Powerful new software from a trusted tvxre.; I

Simple Data Access From Microsoft® Applications
Complete Customer Tracking
Complete Inventory Tracking, Including Depreciation
Purchase Order System
Powerful Reporting
Easy To Train New Employees
Laser Printed Rental Agreements

Graphical Reporting Tools

800-863-7394
http://www.rentinfo.com

APR:) Associate Member since 1987


