~~~- When the Rubber Hits the Road

While Rubbermaid Inc. is recognized as one of the
world’s most innovative companies, its employees
show similar flair. When Janine DeFreitas,
Rubbermaid Canada’s sales and merchandising
manager, saw Rubbermaid’s first-ever complete
housewares display sell out at Kmart in four
weeks, she decided to do what no one had tried
before. In September 1996, with a 100-page busi-
ness plan and a $180,000 loan (from the third
bank she approached), DeFreitas opened The
Rubbery, North America’s first independent, full-
line Rubbermaid store.

Almost instantly, her Mississauga, Ont. outlet
proved too small. "It was just crazy,” she says.
“Every week we were backlogged.” Eight months
after opening, the 34-year-old DeFreitas doubled her
floor space to 20,000 square feet. After 11 months,
The Rubbery had done more than $3 million in sales
— twice DeFreitas’s initial projections. And she
says she hasn’t even begun to grow.

Strategically situated in a “power centre” near
Price Club and Home Depot, the colorful store
offers products from all seven Rubbermaid divi-
sions: housewares, Little Tykes toys, office products,
Graco infant products, home health-care supplies,

commercial products for industry, and specialty
products such as sheds and lawn carts. “I’‘m doing
what no other retailer can do,” says DeFreitas. “I’m
showing the breadth of the product.”

The only threat DeFreitas sees is the big dis-
counters who price Rubbermaid products to lure
customers. “Rubbermaid is typically used as a
loss leader. We try to price ourselves about 10%
lower than the average retailer, but my strength is
the selection.”

Now DeFreitas plans to roll out her concept
across Canada. “You've got to admit the retail
industry is kind of stale,” she says. “This is a great
new concept that’s proven to work.” First step: a
store next spring in Toronto’s east end, and a tad
more emphasis on the bottom line. So far the
Rubbery’s profit margin is running about 6%, but
for next year she’s targeting 8% to 10% —
enough, she hopes, to begin attracting equally
innovative franchisees.

Source: Donna Green, “When the Rubber Hits the Road,”
PROFIT, September 1997, p. 38. Reprinted with permis-
sion. Donna Green specializes in small business and
personal finance.






















































