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P
eter Parker can’t help you. Neither can 

Clark Kent. No, the fictional alter egos of 

Spiderman and Superman are useless when it 

comes to real-world problems — employees 

who don’t show up, customers who aren’t loyal 

and competition that gets more intense each year. It’s a tough 

world out there, filled with more enemies, tricks and false 

starts than any comic book hero could face down on his or 

her own, but that’s exactly what industry members are doing, 

each and every day. Floral Management recently talked to 

several business owners who, despite every challenge that 

the market has hurled at them, are flourishing — growing by 

double digits, hiring new people and expanding their physical 

spaces. How are they doing it? As it turns out, there’s no silver 

bullet — no super-human answer — just hard work, patience, 

intuition and, well, more hard work.

The Inspiration: Mr. Fantastic
Your Secret Weapon: Intelligence and creative thinking.  
Be more strategic than the competition.
Not long ago, Jennifer Kramer and Larry Kramer, AIFD, were 

running two businesses — a bustling family-owned flower 

shop and greenhouse operation in Bozeman, Mont., and a 

smaller shop, Big Sky Florist and Design, in Big Sky, a resort 

town about 40 miles away. The stress of running both busi-

nesses was intense, Jennifer explains, and something had to go.

“We walked away from the Bozeman business four years 

ago,” she says. “When we did that, we walked away from a 

lot of headaches. I took a year off at that point because I had 

been going nonstop for 15 years. I didn’t realize how much of 

my life was going into the business.”

When her self-imposed sabbatical ended, Jennifer was ready 

to go again. This time, she and Larry moved in a very specific 

direction. One of their first steps was to relocate. Since open-

ing the Big Sky shop about 13 years ago, it had been in two 

locations, starting with a cramped, 500-square-foot area and 

Why hard work may be the only 

trick you need to supercharge 

your business’s growth. 

By Mary Westbrook



ending with a comparably roomy space 

— just under 1,000 square feet — on 

the backside of a building. A year ago, 

however, a centrally located space with 

about 600 additional square feet came 

available, and the Kramers jumped.

“This new location is front facing, 

and I guess it goes back to the old 

adage, ‘location, location, location,’” 

Larry says. “We wanted more foot traf-

fic, and since the move, that’s gone up 

50 percent.”

The additional space allowed the 

Kramers to act on other ideas, including 

a 500-square-foot open design center at 

the rear of the shop and a coffee shop 

with tables, chairs and complimentary 

wireless fidelity (WiFi) in the front.	

“If you go to any city, there are cof-

fee shops on every corner, and everyone 

has their own particular coffee shop,” 

Jennifer says. “We had that kind of 

vision. We wanted to create a space 

that would be inviting to young and old 

people.”

The Kramers invested about $30,000 

in the cafe, which they named Cafe 

Flora, a cost they recovered in coffee 

sales alone in the first three quarters 

after opening the cafe. The initial 

investment paid for everything from 

the espresso machine to the signage 

and cups, and the advice of an exist-

ing customer with inside-knowledge of 

the coffee industry helped temper the 

learning curve, Jennifer says. Coolers 

of fresh flowers around the cafe’s eight 

tables remind customers that they’re in 

a flower shop, and year-to-date fresh 

flower sales are up 30 percent, putting 

the business on track to break $300,000 

in annual sales, up from $218,000 last 

year. (Flowers are 50 percent of the 

shop‘s sales. Coffee sales account for 25 

percent, gift sales are about 15 percent 

and the shop’s videography services 

account for about 10 percent of sales 

— more on that later.)

 “We’ll have people come in and 

while we’re wrapping the flowers, 

they’ll say, ‘I’ll have a coffee, too,’” 

Jennifer says. “People have job inter-

views and meetings here or they watch 

Larry design as they drink their coffee... 

They stay in the shop longer because 

there’s more to do.”

(To see photos of the shop’s cafe area, 

see Photos to Go.)

The Inspiration:  
Fearless Wonder
Your Secret Weapon: Get outside of 
the ordinary. Try something new.
As the Kramers moved from two loca-

tions to one, they also changed their 

philosophy on staff needs and inventory, 

embracing a “less is more” attitude. 

“We’ve seen both sides of the fence,” 

Jennifer says, explaining that the 

Bozeman shop she inherited from her 

parents was a traditional shop with 15 

employees and a healthy, but draining, 

holiday business. 

The Kramers now run a tight ship, 

with just one other full-time employee, 

Bruce Jordan, the barista for the cafe 

and sometimes delivery driver, and 

another delivery driver who helps  

during busy times and for event work.  

Far from holding the Kramers back, the 

streamlined operation has helped them 

pursue other opportunities, Jennifer 

says. Larry has been on design teams for 

the Rose Bowl, presidential inaugura-

tion and the Academy Awards.

“These opportunities may not have 

been as do-able if we had the larger 

store, more employees, etc.,” Jennifer 

says.

Another change has involved the 

shop’s attitude toward gift items. Now, 

when Jennifer heads to a gift or trade 

show, she leaves her credit card behind. 

(See “A Big Grain of Salt” on p. 35 for 

more gift buying tips.)

“Very rarely do I place an order at a 

show,” she says. “It’s too tempting and 

exciting. I go and collect ordering infor-

mation, but I wait until I get back to 

the shop to see what we really need. We 

have really focused on items that com-

plement flowers and coffee... I stick to 

what sells, keep it on a limited or small 

quantity and then bring in a different 

line or two, things that are inexpensive 

so we aren’t investing too much money.”

Another shift? Instead of relying on 

gift sales, the couple taught themselves 

Party of Three Jennifer Kramer and Larry 
Kramer, AIFD, attribute part of their success 
to a small, close-knit staff, which includes 
Bruce Jordan (pictured), a contract driver 
and occasional seasonal staff.

One-Man Show Customers of Big Sky Florist and Design 
in Big Sky, Mont., can watch owner Larry Kramer, AIFD, 
work in the shop’s open, 500-square-foot design center.Ph
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how to work another new service-

based sector of Big Sky, a videography  

business. The Kramers picked up film-

ing skills from Jordan, who already 

was dabbling in the work, having  

graduated with a degree in film and TV 

from Montana State University. 

“I just decided to help him one time 

and the next thing I knew I had a cam-

era, and we had a company,” Jennifer 

says, adding that Big Sky charges about 

$1,500 per wedding for video services 

and books 10 to 15 weddings a summer. 

“It’s a very easy sell for weddings.”

“Believe it or not, business feels fun 

again,” Jennifer adds. “I’m sitting at a 

table, drinking coffee, looking out at my 

business. It’s the middle of the day, and I 

couldn’t be more relaxed.”

 

The Inspiration:  
Saturn Girl
Your Secret Weapon: Telepathy. Know 
what customers want before they do.

Visitors to Rojahn and Malaney 

Company’s Web site won’t find high-

tech graphics or software, and that’s 

how the Milwaukee-based wholesale 

company and its customers like it, says 

Tina Rojahn Elsafy, a member of SAF’s 

board of directors.

“Having a big, fancy web-site isn’t 

a requirement,” Elsafy says. “I’m not 

encouraging people to turn away from 

progress, but don’t become stressed 

and overwhelmed about having a Web 

presence. Our strength is not there. We 

devote resources elsewhere. If we had a 

commodity, it would be different, but 

we sell a living, breathing thing and you 

need a salesperson for that.”

At a time when many wholesalers are 

struggling to stay relevant, Rojahn and 

Malaney has convinced customers that 

the company is indispensable: Sales 

are up by more than 10 percent, a feat 

Elsafy insists is rooted in the fact that 

the company simply knows its custom-

ers very well.

“Nothing we’re doing is rocket  

science,” she says. “It’s just good, old-

fashioned hard work.” 

That translates into a sales staff that 

pulls its own flowers for each customer’s 

orders and a company-wide focus on 

education through design shows and 

in-house displays. (For more on Rojahn 

and Malaney’s shows, see Info to Go.) 

It also means focusing on the smallest 

details — the ones that cost the least 

but can have the biggest effect. 

“We had a great Christmas open 

house last year, and, after we reviewed 

it, we realized it came down to the fact 

that we had more shopping carts,” 

Elsafy says.“When a major competi-

tor went out of business, they offered 

their carts to us and we bought them, 

even though we didn’t have much extra 

room. Having the extra carts ensured 

that people had places to put things, 

and they bought more. Sometimes, 

with successful ideas, it’s not the wid-

get, or the EBay, it’s just common 

sense.”

Big Sky Florist and  
Design and Cafe Flora
www.bigskyflorist.com;  
www.caffeflora.com
Big Sky, Mont.
Number of locations: One — a 
flower shop and cafe combined
Annual sales, 2005: $218,000
Projected annual sales, 2006: 
$300,000-plus
Heroic traits: After adding an in-
house coffee shop, year-to-date 
flower sales are up 30 percent.

Engwall Florist and 
Greenhouse
www.engwalls.com
Duluth, Minn
Number of locations: Three retail 
flower shops; 1 garden center
Annual sales: undisclosed
Heroic traits: They’re fueling energy 
in the company with a new mission 
statement — developed, embraced 
and carried out by the staff. 

Rojahn and Malaney Company
www.rojahnmalaney.com
Milwaukee
Number of locations: one
Annual sales: undisclosed
Heroic attributes: Ask their retail 
customers — they’ll tell you they’re 
indispensable. 

Schneider’s Florist 
www.springfieldohioflorist.com
Springfield, Ohio
Number of locations: One
Annual sales: $750,000
Average sales increase: 3 percent 
to 5 percent
Heroic traits: Keeping “old florist  
disease” at bay with young, tech-
savvy professionals on staff.

Walter Knoll Florist
www.wkf.com
St. Louis
Number of locations: Seven
Annual sales: undisclosed
Average sales increrease: 14  
percent to 15 percent a year
Heroic traits: They never stop trying 
new things.

Beneva Flowers and Gifts
www.beneva.com
Sarasota
Number of locations: One
Annual sales: undisclosed
Average sales increase: Sales have 
doubled over the last five years
Heroic traits: A can-do spirit  
that’s inspiring customers and  
other florists.

Meet the ShopsPow!

Bang!
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The Inspiration: Superman
Your Secret Weapon: Integrity. Fix 
yourself before you demand changes  
from others.
There’s no shortcut to — or substitute for 

— understanding your entire financial 

situation, says Elsafy. Two years ago, 

the company, led by Walter Rojahn, 

began an exhaustive analysis to get a 

broader perspective on its fresh flower 

inventory.

“We never really had a good handle 

on fresh flower inventory,” Elsafy 

says. “I liken it to the retailer who 

doesn’t account for each stem in an 

arrangement — over time that adds up. 

Through a really close analysis, we were 

able to get a good handle on what we 

were getting in, what we were selling 

and what we were not selling.”

Once the company’s leaders under-

stood the analysis, they spread the word 

to buyers and salespeople. 

“Our sales staff has really begun to 

look at price points and the cost of 

extras, like overnight shipping,” Elsafy 

says. “As a group, we’re just being far 

more conscious about costs.”

The Inspiration:  
Jimmy Olsen
Your Secret Weapon: Teamwork.  
You can’t do it alone. Find — or build  
— a support team.
Overall, business is up at Engwall Florist 

& Greenhouse in Duluth, Minn., espe-

cially in garden center sales, but “the 

retail flower business is growing at a 

slower pace than we would like or than 

what we had experienced in the ’80s 

and ‘90s,” explains owner Rod Saline, 

SAF’s president-elect, who has three 

retail locations and a garden center. 

“We are really seeing growth in gar-

den center sales, but retail floral is about 

50 percent of what we do,” Saline says, 

adding that 25 percent of sales come 

from the garden center and 25 percent 

come from wholesale plant sales. “We 

know if we continue to do what we 

have done in the past that will not be 

good enough. The challenge is that 

anytime there is significant change in an 

organization, there is significant risk. 

To strike the right balance between 

change and tradition, Saline is looking 

within and outside of his company for 

help. In April 2005, Saline joined the 

Goodman Bottom Line Group, a peer 

group of more than a dozen non-com-

peting retail florists from around the 

country led by Paul Goodman, CPA. 

The group meets twice a year but com-

municates informally on a monthly or 

even weekly basis. Discussions range 

from marketing to financial targets.

“The group is helping us to really 

focus on key measures — cost of goods 

and payroll,” Saline says. “It’s just help-

ing to keep our feet to the fire.”

Saline and his management team also 

spent six weeks last summer updating 

job descriptions, employee manuals and 

rewriting the company’s mission state-

ment. The process began quietly but 

blossomed into a bigger affair, with rep-

resentatives from different departments 

weighing in. The framed mission state-

ment is visible in all stores and in break 

rooms throughout the company. 

“It’s an important focusing statement 

for me and everyone in the company,” 

Saline says. “Not everyone looks at it 

everyday, but it is important periodi-

cally to take a few steps back and make 

sure decisions are consistent with what 

you’re trying to accomplish.”

Likewise, Bill and Kathy Ardle of 

Schneider’s Florist in Springfield, Ohio, 

have found that giving employees a role 

in the decision-making process has ben-

efited the business. The shop, which has 

annual sales of about $750,000, has hired 

younger workers, including 26-year-old 

Amber Lasso, in sales and design, and 

23-year-old Kathy Graves, the office 

manager, in part to stave off what Bill, 

64, calls “old florist disease.” The Ardles 

weren’t looking, to hire young workers, 

Bill says, but they were looking to hire 

“smart people,” regardless of their ages. 

Graves and Lasso, who both came from 

jobs outside of the industry, fit the bill.

“After 36 years of running this busi-

ness we need to explore new ideas with 

the help of meetings, reading, technol-

ogy and employing smart people with 

enthusiasm for our industry,” says Bill, 

who points out that younger employ-

ees like Lasso and Graves have helped 

the shop stay on top of technological 

advances in order management, which in 

turn helps increase overall productivity.  

“From January 1, 2006, to November 

More Online
See additional photos of the  
businesses featured in this month’s 
story by clicking on the Photos to 
Go logo on SAF’s member Web site, 
www.safnow.org. 

Young Blood Bill and Kathy Ardle of Schneider’s Florist in Springfield, Ohio, say younger 
employees, including Kathy Graves (left) and Amber Lasso (right), keep them updated on 
technology.

Crunch!



30, 2006, Amber waited on 4,108 cus-

tomers; the next person on the list, my 

wife, waited on 2,300 customers in that 

same time period,” Bill says. “Amber 

just knows the RTI system … (She) 

probably takes so many more orders 

because she knows the tricks and short-

cuts and can just do it faster.”

The Inspiration:  
Plastic Man
Your Secret Weapon: Agility, quick-
ness. Be where the market is. 
If Walter Knoll III has learned anything 

from his St. Louis neighbor Anheuser-

Busch it is this: To stay current with  

customers, you must occasionally 

change your stripes. 

“All major companies morph them-

selves to stay relevant,” he says.

That includes Walter Knoll Florist, 

which has 150 employees and seven 

locations in the St. Louis area — man-

agement consolidated one shop in late 

2006 because it was only 5 miles from 

another location. The company, which 

is growing by about 14 percent to 15 

percent a year, has, like Anheuser-Busch, 

been playing with its branding and  

marketing messages to appeal to young-

er clients without alienating existing 

customers, Knoll says. 

“We’ve worked very hard on brand 

awareness,” Knoll says. “We changed 

the look of our logo, of our trucks and 

stores a few years ago. We looked kind 

of ‘Art Deco-ish’ before. Now, we look 

a little more modern.”

That’s a good thing, Knoll says, 

because the company is pursuing event 

work, particularly weddings, more 

aggressively than ever. 

Wholesale Design Shows
Find out how Rojahn and Malaney 
Company in Milwaukee keeps 
shows interesting by clicking on 
the Info to Go logo on SAF’s mem-
ber Web site, www.safnow.org.  
Or get it via SAF’s Fast Fax, by call-
ing  (888) 723-2000 and requesting 
document #897.

He’s Wired
Read more about the technology 
used at Walter Knoll Florist by clicking 
on the Info to Go logo on the home 
page of SAF’s member Web site, 
www.safnow.org. Or get it via SAF’s 
Fast Fax, by calling  (888) 723-2000 
and requesting document #898.

Sound Check
Hear a typical phone call from 
Walter Knoll Florist and read about 
how the shop evaluates such calls 
by clicking on the Info to Go logo 
on the home page of SAF’s  
member Web site, www.safnow.
org. Or get it via SAF’s Fast Fax, by 
calling (888) 723-2000 and request-
ing document #899.

Oof!
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“Our focus right now is to diversify 

and go after other components of the 

business,” says Knoll, who wants to 

increase the company’s wedding business 

from 10 percent to 20 percent of sales in 

the next year. Over the summer — dur-

ing an all-staff meeting and workshop 

that featured design demonstrations 

by out-of-town talent — the company 

shot its own wedding book because 

Knoll says brides want to see a florist’s 

own work, not generic pictures from a 

national company, and having managers 

and designers take pictures of their work 

on site simply wasn’t working.

“(The photos) looked amateur,” he 

says. “And that’s not our brand.”

At Beneva Flowers and Gifts in 

Sarasota, Fla., owner Art Conforti 

employs a similar philosophy — change 

or get out of the way.

“(Florists must realize) the changing needs 

of today’s shopper and adjust accordingly,” 

he says. “We should never expect to get busi-

ness, we have to earn business.”

About a year ago, Conforti, who has 

seen sales more than double in the last five 

years, launched his “Yes We Can” initia-

tive — a program that empowers his 38 

employees to accommodate virtually any 

customer request. In fact, only a manager 

can say “no,” says Conforti, who has dis-

tributed Yes We Can promotional packets 

(posters, pins and banners) to about 35 

shops across the country. (For informa-

tion, contact Conforti through www.bene-

vaenterprises.com; (941-308-3120.)

“Customers sometimes assume that 

you can’t do something or that you don’t 

have availability to get a product,” he 

says. “We encourage them to ask … It 

is an attitude. Sometimes the employees 

also need to be reminded that Yes We 

Can is the commitment and the goal.” 

The Inspiration: The Flash
Your Secret Weapon: Speed — the 
ability to be everywhere and see everything.
It’s not that Knoll doesn’t trust his 

employees; it’s just that he’s got a lot of 

them to keep track of — 150 in seven 

locations. And, for someone like Knoll, 

who believes interactions between his 

salespeople and customers go a long 

way in determining the company’s bot-

tom line, monitoring employee training 

and policy implementation easily could 

become a full-time job.

“It takes constant vigilance,” he says. 

“No matter how hard you try, people 

complain. So you try to learn from that 

and make sure it doesn’t happen again. 

Obviously, the most fertile area for 

growth is raising average sale.”

To help salespeople sell more  

effectively, the company brings in outside 

consultants for training sessions and regu-

larly has contests among salespeople and pri-

vate coaching sessions. About a year ago, Knoll 

even installed Tracer, a call recorder that records 

every phone call, so that he and his staff can 

review — on a daily basis — any customer  

service issues that may arise during a 

phone call. (To find out more, see Info to Go.)

The company also utilizes a secret 

shopping service at least twice a month 

to check on individual stores. 

“We inspect displays, look for cleanli-

ness and safety issues,” Knoll says “Are the 

employees friendly? Is everything in the store 

priced? Are the correct graphics up?”

Last but not least, each store has a 

four- to five-minute staff meeting each 

morning — a tip Knoll picked up at an 

SAF convention two years ago — to 

make sure everyone is on the same page, 

and several times a year, the company 

holds a mandatory all-staff meeting at 

its downtown headquarters.

“Communication is a big deal,” he 

says. “That can’t be overemphasized.”   

Mary Westbrook is a contributing writer and  

editor for Floral Management.  

Email: mwestbrook@safnow.org.

Zoom, Zoom, Indeed Walter Knoll Florist in St. Louis plans to replace more of its deliv-
ery trucks with Scions in the near future.  “They’re trendy and they’re noticed right away,” 
Walter Knoll III says. “They really appeal to young people.”

Yes Man Beneva Flowers and Gifts in 
Sarasota, Fla., launched its “Yes We Can” 
initiative to empower employees to accom-
modate virtually any customer request. 

Kapow!
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