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Ok, here's how office supply stores operate.

They sell general supplies like paper, printer cartridges, file folders, report covers, and mailing supplies, as well as technology products. Some offer computer repair and copy-and-print services.

 A typical stores has $5 million of annual revenue, 4,000 square feet of space, and 20 employees.

Merchandising, that is, what mix of products to sell, and inventory management are the important activities. They may stock 5,000 different items that are bought from dozens of distributors. Inventories are large, equal to 45 days of sales.

Computer systems are heavily used to track inventory, replenish supplies, and identify slow and fast-selling items. Websites allow corporate customers to place orders for delivery. 

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Chains like Staples operate thousands of stores and set pricing in their markets. Smaller stores compete by carrying specialty items and providing same-day delivery to business customers.

As computers and digital files replace papers, pens and presentation folders, office suppliers have moved to selling more technology products and business services. General office supplies account for only half of sales at the big chains.

Large business customers by-pass office supply stores and buy supplies directly from distributors. So, store customers are mainly individuals and small businesses.

Office supply stores are very sensitive to poor economic conditions, when businesses downsize and there are fewer new-business start-ups. During the recession, sales fell 15 percent.
Here are some good talking points.
How large a store do they operate?

How many items do they stock?

What are the biggest sellers?

What percent of revenue comes from technology products?

What percent of revenue comes from copying and from repair services? 

How many distributors do they buy from?

How large an inventory do they carry, in days sales?

Do they have contracts to supply business customers?

Who is their main competitor?

How much were they affected by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now, you're ready.

