hen Mike Akers pur-

chased Olson’s Tack Shop

in Bellevue, Wash., in

2003, he had a clear vi-
sion—to provide excellence in service
and quality products, and to bring the
store’s technology into the 21st cen-
tury with the most up-to-date system
he could find.

Akers has achieved his goal over the
past five years, by computerizing his
entire operation with a point-of-sale
(POS) system that integrated
all store operations, from
managing inventory to
accounting to building a full-
blown customer database, to
name a few capabilities. An-
other best-practices example
of Akers’ ambitious program
is how Akers uses the store’s
website to enhance the busi-
ness and increase sales.

“When | bought Olson’s,” Akers
says, “all the sales receipts were kept
in a recipe box. It was really a night-
mare. Sometimes they’d get out of
order, making it a challenge to find
the receipt you needed, when you
needed it. If a customer was returning
an item and they didn’t have their
sales receipt with them, we’d head to
the recipe box and hope for the best!”

As a new owner, the first thing Akers
did was to research POS systems. With

hundreds available, narrowing down
the choices was a daunting task. He
wanted a POS that could be custom-
ized for his store’s needs, especially
geared toward equestrian retail.
Akers found a company in
California, called Big Hairy Dog,
with a software package, Retail Pro,
that he thought could be adapted
to the store’s requirements. After
checking the company’s references,
paying particular attention to its tech-

Make a list of what you'd like a
computerized system to do for you.

Many software programs can address

a multitude of solutions.

nical support and training capabilities,
he was ready to make the financial
commitment.

Purchasing the system immediately
following the acquisition of the store
was an expensive proposition but well
worth the expense in efficiency gains.
Akers says: “We paid less than $20,000
for it, which included roughly 50
hours of training and service time.
Today, | can’t imagine running our
business without it. Over the past sev-
eral years the system has more than
paid for itself.”
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On the financial end, the system
includes bookkeeping data, which
keeps the accounts receivables and
accounts payables balanced, catching
mistakes like overcharges, and track-
ing returns, among other attributes.

The inventory management com-
ponent is extremely useful too, as the
computer will automatically gener-
ate a purchase order based upon the
minimum/maximum levels. In other
words, if a certain product drops
below the pre-established
minimum stock level, the
system flags it so that basics
are always kept stocked.

“We're able to determine
a good buying plan based
upon reports the system
generates,” says Akers. It
shows what types of items
had the best sell-throughs so
they can be expanded upon
in upcoming seasons, or if something
didn’t sell well, they readily know to
back off on those things.

Jason Weatherholtz, director of opera-
tions for Olson’s at the time Akers
purchased it (and now for Olson-
Mills), was instrumental in working
with the software company to get the
system operational for the new store.
“We needed to set up our inventory,
tax codes, consignment sales, video
rentals and manage our database, just



Olson-Mills' computerized POS system gives the company plenty of marketing options. Its robust customer database can target customers by discipline.

to name a few of the specialized needs
we had,” Weatherholtz says. And, of
course, you can'’t really take it for a
“test drive.” The amount of money
and energy it takes to install means
that once you make the commitment,
you’re in it for the long haul.

As with any new computer skill,
there was a little bit of a learning
curve. For the most part, however,
both Akers and Weatherholtz say the
program is fairly straightforward. “The
customer support and personalized
training we received from the compa-
ny made the whole process seamless
and easy for us,” Weatherholtz adds.

“Since the POS had been designed
especially for our needs at Olson’s, it
made it a natural for future growth,”
Akers says. And that played well for
him when, in 2006, he purchased
Mills Horse and Tack, also located in
Bellevue, Wash.

As the two stores morphed into
Olson-Mills Tack Shop—a single, cen-
tralized 4,000-square-foot store—Akers
was ready to take the next technologi-
cal step and expand the system’s ca-
pabilities. That included adding more
work stations, an upgraded server

and using the customer database to a
greater degree.

With a customized POS system, the
marketing possibilities have been end-
less. When Akers bought Olson’s in
2003, its customer database’s records
numbered 1,500; just five years later
at Olson-Miills, it’s more than 10,000.
The software allows Akers and Weath-
erholtz to target customers through
their riding disciplines and interests.
They know exactly who their hunter/
jumper and dressage riders are, as well
as their eventers and pleasure riders.

For example, if a vendor is com-
ing to the store for a trunk show, the
system identifies customers who have
purchased that vendor’s items in the
past year. Then Olson-Mills sends a
special invitation to those individuals
who they know are already fans of the
products being showcased.

If they’re taking their mobile unit
to a dressage show, the database will
identify dressage riders within a speci-
fied radius—say, 50 miles in any direc-
tion—so mailings can be sent to those
riders notifying them of the mobile

unit’s presence at the show. In addi-
tion, the system can indicate top-sell-
ing items for that targeted customer
base, in this case dressage riders, so
Olson-Mills is certain to have those
products in the mobile it brings to
the show.

Apart from the POS system, Ol-
son-Mills uses marketing technology
for its website. When Akers merged
Olson’s and Mills into one store, he
hired a marketing firm to create a
new brand identity, including a fresh
logo and graphics, store colors, image
photography and advertising tem-
plates. Once all the design elements
were in place, it was easy to take them
to a Web designer to create a branded
look that ties into everything else in
the store.

“We use our website for news
updates, information about upcom-
ing shows where our mobile unit will
be, store-wide sales, special vendor
appearances and trunk shows, saddle
sales, and most recently to announce
we’ve gone ‘green’ as a company, with
environmentally friendly products
and practices,” Akers adds.

Its site also offers an opportunity for
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