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Jim Miller: Find a niche. I believe that

the days when a small, single frame shop

could compete on price are gone. We

don’t have the buying power; we don’t

have the management expertise; we don’t

have the resources or knowledge at our

disposal to go head to head with “those

people.”

However, there is a place, and there will remain a place,

for us in the framing industry. And that is where customer

service is superior and where the breadth and depth of our

offerings in framing services is superior. In fact, in certain

economic climates we’ll do better than “they” will.

Bruce Dale: I agree with Jim and what

he said. I can also tell you that I still

believe that our biggest competitor—for

all of us at this table and for all of you

sitting out there—is ourselves. We cer-

tainly want to be great picture framers at

Aaron Brothers. We know the only way

we can grow our company is to do that

job well. But the bottom line is that

most Americans have never had custom framing done.

Our goal is not to take away any business because, quite

frankly, we’ll never be as good in most of our stores as Jim is

in his or as you are in yours. So we’ve got to convince Ameri-
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PFM, we will feature transcripts of this enlighten-

ing industry event.

QUESTION: 

As owner of an

independent frame

shop, how do I compete

against both national

and regional chain

stores?
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cans to buy real custom framing. Today you hear the numbers [indicating the

percentage of the population who have purchased custom framing] are 10%

or 20% or even as high as 25%, but the bottom line is that the vast majority

of people who live in America have never gone into a custom frame store.

And that’s the challenge we see for ourselves and for the industry. We want

to get people to come in to do custom framing who have never had it done

before. So I’ll say it again: our biggest competitor is ourselves.

Marc Bluestone: We all have ideas and thoughts

about what we can do to make our businesses better.

We also have a lot of opportunities everyday. And I

think it’s all about execution. 

If you want to prepare yourself for a competitor to

come to town, or if you want to compete better against

existing competitors, implement those ideas that you

have—those

things that

you think make sense for your

business, and then execute them

exceedingly well. Whatever level

our businesses are at, if we con-

tinue to implement things that

are smart, implement them well,

and service our customers very,

very well, then we will succeed

and there will be room for every-

one.

As Bruce Dale said, the pie

will keep getting bigger. Instead

of all of us fighting for a piece of

the pie, we can make the pie big-

ger and co-exist in a growing

market.

Jay Goltz: We are in an interesting business, especially

when compared to hardware stores and drug stores.

Our costs of goods sold—just the materials—should be

about 28%. When you say, “Oh, [the chain stores] have

the big buying advantages,” consider that even if they

buy at 30% less than the small frame shop they only

have a 10% price advantage. 

They don’t have cheaper employees. They don’t

have cheaper rent. So the reality is that if you own your

own frame shop, even if “the big guys” buy cheaper than you do, it’s not
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going to take you out of the game. They only have a

10% price advantage. 

So if you were to charge 10% more, and you’ve got

the customer service, the personality, a clean store, and

you do good design, [the price difference] is far from

taking you out of the market.

Custom framing may be one of the few small shop

industries left in the United States. The butcher shops

are gone or almost gone; the hardware stores are almost

gone; the drugstores are almost gone. But this is picture

framing and it’s not the same thing. We are more like

hair salons than any of those other places. When you

look at your local neighborhood, the hair salons aren’t

going away. The big chains are far from dominating that

industry.

The difference is that everyone gets his or her hair

cut. The chains in that industry

will survive because some of

those people want cheaper hair-

cuts. In picture framing, we only

see about 10% of the market, so

the future of the industry is

more consumers getting into it.

Don’t get freaked out by the

big chain stores. You could easily

make a case that they have done

more good than harm to the

industry simply because more

and more people are getting into

picture framing and this has

stimulated the market.

A similar thing happened in

the electronics industry. There

are a lot of very successful local stores—stereo places,

TV places—that compete with the big chains and are

doing well because the chains stimulated the market. So

the enemy is not the big chain stores.

The enemy is Bob, who works for you, but does a

bad job and you haven’t done anything about it. That’s

the enemy. Or it’s the storefront that you haven’t quite

gotten around to repainting because you’re busy. Or it’s

saying, “Well, I don’t really like computers so I’m not

going to get one.” That’s the enemy. The enemy is not

sitting at this table.

Steve Lowrey: It seems to me

that the biggest disadvantage the

independent has is just that: they

are independent. They are by

themselves; they are afloat. 

Our franchisees have a system

of mentors; at Aaron Brothers,

there are district managers and

supervisors—people who help

talk through the issues and can help you decide on the

right thing to do. In our franchise system, there are

marketing departments to help the franchisees create a

marketing plan.

I commend all of you for being here, because the

way to succeed is to continue to get education, informa-

tion, and learn more about this business. Those who

stay isolated and don’t come to events like this one are

the ones who have the future to fear.

Jim Miller: I’d like to follow up on something that

Bruce Dale said. He mentioned that only a small per-

centage of Americans have purchased custom framing.

One of the objectives of the larger companies is to bring

more Americans into our industry and into our market-

place. Even we, in the small end of the business, will

benefit. In a way, they are doing our marketing for us.

And for that, we thank you.  ■
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