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Renting a bit has turned into a lot

W For Tom LaFree, the
ided of remiing compui-
ers was only a siari
Helping businesses
manage the “soft costs ™
has become the hard
drive of his service

By JAN 0. SPALDING
Tribma Barsiness Wisakly

OSCEOLA — Therc was no
market survey. No rescarch
Mo proverbial “drawing board.”
There was never a business
plan and there probably never
will b

Rent-A-Bit was prograommed
by the most basic chip of moti-
vation — a need in the market-
tnlmn Teday, =uys founder Tom

Free, Rent-A-Bit is powered
by the service that accompa-
nies that now-catablished need.

“We  revolve around the
equipment we rent, bul our
busineas is the serving, the
availability and the support of
the equipment,” LaFree said,

It was in 1983 when South
Bend Controller Mike Vonce
wanted to rent a personal com-
puter for a short-term city pro-
Ject — a notion simply unheard
of at this early stage of the PC
industry.

LaFree, who worked in com-
puter servicing, knew of no
options, but said he would be
willing te rent hia home som-

ter Lo Vance. Then, when

ance needed a second PC,
LaFree called Ed Levy, a busi-
ness acquaintance, and con-
vinced him to rent his home
computer to Vance.

“So that was our first inven-
tory of products, mine and
Ed's,” LaFrec said.

Asll side hunine:ksiymnm
populanty grow qui an
1885 LaFree and Levy were
ready to take their business
full-time. LaFres serves ag
president and primary manag-
or of the business. Levy, an
equal partner and
secrofary/treasurer of Hent-A-
Bit, is also the owner of
Freeman-Spicer Finance and
Leazing. He stays invelved in
the marketing and financial
issues of Rent-A-Bit, while
LaFree takes over the day-to-
day managing,

At first, the business lived on
the life of its cash flow, LaFree
said. More simply, the purchase
of new equipment was based by
what cash would allow.

“Ewventually we were able to
shift from keeping up with cash
flow into a profitable situa-
tion,” LaFree said

Today, among its three
offices, Rent-A-Bit owns B0d
PCs, including rnotebooks and
desktop computers, and 300
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Ed Levy, left, and Tom LaFree, equal pariners of Osceola’s Rent-A-Bit, discuss one of the newes! awdio visual
computer panels they rent to businesses lo use for presentations.

projection unite, an area of
their business that is growing
rapidly. LaFree and Levy esti-
mate that, on average, nearly
G percent of that equipment is
rented out at any given time.

LaFree and Levy are quite
aware that their "go with the
flow” business strategy is some-
what against the grain of other
entreproncurs. Still, they have
created o prospering business
ane Qlfﬁ:ll o Hme.

In beginning, LaFres
would take the time to drive to
Fort Wayne for deliveries,
sometimes it was for nothing
more than to deliver o printer
for which he charged only $35
In 1985, as the miles added and
Fort Wayne businesses bocame
increasingly more interested in
Hent-A-Bits service, a second
office was opened to serve that
market. The Indianapolis
office opening grew out of the
same need.

For LaFree, providing sup-
pori for the computers he rent-
od seomed a natural. [t wasn't
until he was driving to Chicago
one day to help out o customer
that he realized Rent-A-Bit
was offering much more than
part-time hardware, they were
offering a bona-fide service and
ahould be charging as such,

As LaFree and Levy began to
form this new idea of their com-
pany &8 A service ider, the
company continued to grow, It
ia on what the industry has
come Lo know as the “soft costs®
that the partners make their

appeal m market.

o VOUr mMOney goes
into hardware, it doesn't.
goes into everything else. How
to use, how to fix — those arc
the soft costa. Purchasing
departments often don't see the
poft costa, they see the cost of
the hardware” LaFree said.
*“There are a lot of places where

you can buy a computer real
i:hl:ra.p. but those places aren't
utnphmwymﬂwauﬂm

L& what we do”

La.'F'ree gabd that while some
of the hig players, like General
Electric and AT&T, have since
acquired inventories for leasing
purposes, support for their
products is not part of the

pm.'ka

?innl—ﬁn Bit, the core busi-
nuu. is still in computer
rentals. But another part of
the business has turned out to
be amagingly complementary
and has been grawing rapidly

“Wou've pot the audio-visual
warld and you've got the com-
puter world. The AV warld has
always rented; the computer
waorld never rented. Right now
what you are seeing is comput-
ers becoming AV monsters and
AV equipment becoming com-
puter monsters, The two arsas
are merging together and we
call it CVA for computer, visual
and audio services,”" LaFree
said.

For the t few years, Hont-
A-Bit has Eldﬂ.ll. making it thoir
business to show businesses
the new world of CVA and the

any presentation benefita it
ﬂITEI'E Despite “the g'idgaul:!'
it all,” Lal maintains that
the bottom line is still service,

Businesses must see the pro-
jection equipment and software
for what it is — "an enhance-
ment of their communication
akills,” he said. Still, Levy and
LaFres believe that for making
an impact, the group that has
the communicative edge in a
presentation may determine
who's going to be remembered.

It used to be a company
would take months prepanng a
general presentation. Rent-f-
Bit recognizes today’s “drive-
through™ mentality of “person-
alTngun the run” — that is, of
tailoring a presentation to a
ﬁurtml:igur chient or group and

aving it ready by tomorrow.

“We are coming in and taking
over the CWVA department,
which is everybody's short-
term necds for computer pre-
sentation equipment and the
support to make it go,”

Their selling concept is that
it fs more cost- and time-effi-
clent o hire Rent-A-Bit than to
invest in technology that not
only requires maintenance and
in-house coordination, but also
changes by the year,

Ultimately, Levy and LaFree
wanl to continue to educate
businesses Lo what is available
audio visually through open
houses and seminars,

“We want to be a company’s
CVA depariment and we see
ourselves going more and more

PORTRAIT

TOM LAFREE
RENT-A-BIT

toward thot.

LuFree tracks each Rent-A-
Bil customer through fllow-up
surveys. He makes sure the
majority of check marks end up
in the "excellenct™ range, allow-
ing a few “goods” here and
there, When the rare dissatis-
fied comment shows up, you
can bet LaFree is on the phone,
talking with that customaer to
discover exactly what could
have been done differentiy.

“We know we have to stay
alive with service,” he said.

As for growth, LaFree says
he and Levy will continue
building their inventory as long
as cash-Nlow allows, which this
year meant  more  than
F300,000 worth of new equip-
ment purchases. '

You can't miss the Rent-A-Bit
office on Third Street in
Osceala — just turn left at the
red, yellow and blue jungle
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Cine of the true advantages of
having hir own company
heen being able to have his two
children, Jessie and Patrick,
along with his wife, Lynn, 'b_-,,-
his side daily. LaFres and th
employees whe have children
chip in for a full-time it
ter, who watches the chi
on-gite, in an area
specifically as a play suite,

For LaFree, having to be
away from his children  all
woek was simply not the way
he wanted to raise his family.

So, his day is spent with the
people he cares most about,

that is impartant to him,
especially since much of that
day Is also spent in o wheel-
chair. About 10 years ago
LaFree was diagnosed with
muscular darsl.mpﬁ; and it is
only in the past year or so he
began relying more on his

i dl:::a..td

s, o are some-
times taken aggucglwhlm thay
meet him in person after know-
ing him only through telephone

conversations. And vyes, he
said, sometimes people can
even be rude.  But LaFree

refers Lo his disability candidly,
“to help break the jce.”

Still, there are times when
the situation calls for a little
extra clever candor. One time,
when LaFree wheeled into a
seminar he was hosting, a par-
ticipant looked at him and
skeptically asked, "What is
your position at Rent-A-Bit™

GQuite cooly, LaFree re .FIIE{’

"Why, I'm the chair-man



