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Introduction
Staples Inc. stands as one of the most recognizable names in American retail and
business services, a company whose journey mirrors the shifts in how America works
and shops. Established in the mid-1980s with a simple yet poignant idea—making
office supplies accessible and affordable for everyone—Staples was born out of the
frustrations of its founder, Thomas G. Stemberg. His vision, inspired by a personal
need, blossomed into a business model that would revolutionize the office supplies
market and transform the retail landscape.

The inception of Staples coincided with major economic and technological trends: the
boom of small businesses, the rise of personal computing, and a cultural embrace of
entrepreneurship. Against this backdrop, Staples emerged not only as a retailer but as
an enabler and supporter of business growth, making it possible for countless
entrepreneurs and enterprises to acquire the tools and resources they needed with
greater ease and efficiency. Early support from investment figures like Leo Kahn and
Mitt Romney, combined with an aggressive expansion strategy, propelled Staples from
a single Massachusetts storefront to an omnipresent brand across North America and
beyond.

Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, Staples captured and capitalized on the office
superstore concept, but its success was also marked by competition and regulatory
pushback, most notably in its repeated attempts to consolidate the industry through
mergers. These challenges, rather than stifling the company, served to refine its
strategy. Staples made deliberate moves to diversify through acquisitions, expand
globally, and leverage the burgeoning power of e-commerce, all while maintaining a
strong brand identity through memorable marketing campaigns and innovative service
offerings.

The onset of the digital revolution, shifts in work patterns, and the rise of online
competitors presented new challenges that forced Staples to reinvent itself. The
company responded by evolving its business model, emphasizing its B2B services and
undergoing significant organizational changes, including its acquisition by private
equity firm Sycamore Partners. Staples not only survived waves of disruption but
pivoted repeatedly—introducing new brands, service concepts, and technologies to
stay relevant in a rapidly changing world.

Today, Staples is far more than a retailer; it is a multifaceted organization that blends
traditional storefronts, digital platforms, and comprehensive business solutions. Its
evolution from a brick-and-mortar superstore to a private company with a robust B2B
focus reveals both the volatility of the retail sector and the power of adaptation.
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Staples’ story is also a reflection of broader themes in American business: innovation
born of necessity, the challenge of scale and competition, and the ongoing need to
reinvent in the face of economic, technological, and cultural transformation.

This book traces Staples’ journey from its invention and early expansion to its modern
incarnation and future prospects. By examining not just the facts and figures, but also
the personalities, strategies, and market forces that shaped its path, this story offers a
window into the challenges and triumphs of building and sustaining a major American
company. As Staples continues to transform and redefine its place in the market, its
legacy as a pioneering force in American enterprise endures—a testament to the spirit
of innovation, resilience, and adaptation.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Spark: Thomas G. Stemberg’s
Vision
Every colossal enterprise often begins with a singular, often frustrating, personal
experience that ignites a spark of innovation. For Staples Inc., that spark was struck in
1985, not in a boardroom filled with grand strategic plans, but in the mundane, yet
critical, act of needing a printer ribbon on a holiday weekend. Thomas G. Stemberg, a
seasoned supermarket executive with a keen eye for retail efficiency, found himself in
a predicament many small business owners and individuals faced: the inability to
procure essential office supplies when traditional retail channels were closed. This
seemingly minor inconvenience, however, proved to be the fertile ground from which
a revolutionary business concept would sprout.

Stemberg’s frustration wasn't just about a single printer ribbon; it was a symptom of a
much larger void in the retail landscape. The prevailing model for purchasing office
supplies was fragmented and often inconvenient. Small businesses, in particular,
lacked access to the bulk discounts and wide selections typically enjoyed by larger
corporations through direct suppliers. Local stationery shops, while charming, often
had limited inventories and premium prices. The idea of a dedicated, large-format
store offering a comprehensive range of office products at competitive prices was, at
the time, virtually unheard of.

Having spent years immersed in the world of supermarkets, Stemberg understood the
power of volume, variety, and accessibility. He envisioned a similar model applied to
office supplies—a "supermarket for office products." This would be a place where
everything from pens and paper to furniture and technology could be found under one
roof, readily available, and, crucially, at prices that made sense for businesses of all
sizes, especially the burgeoning number of small and home-based enterprises. The
timing was also serendipitous. The mid-1980s marked a period of rapid growth in
personal computer adoption, transforming how businesses operated and significantly
increasing the demand for peripherals, consumables, and software.

Stemberg recognized that the fragmented nature of office supply distribution
presented a significant opportunity. Businesses were growing, and with that growth
came an insatiable demand for the tools of commerce. Yet, acquiring these tools often
involved multiple stops, disparate pricing, and limited choices. He saw a chance to
streamline this process, bringing efficiency and affordability to a market ripe for
disruption. His supermarket background provided him with a unique lens through
which to view this problem. He understood supply chains, inventory management, and
the psychology of the retail shopper, all of which would prove invaluable in crafting the
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Staples model.

The vision was clear: create a retail environment that replicated the convenience and
cost-effectiveness of a grocery store, but for the world of paperclips, toner cartridges,
and file folders. This wasn't merely about selling products; it was about empowering
small businesses and individuals by making essential supplies more accessible and
affordable. Stemberg's concept went beyond merely stocking shelves; it aimed to
transform the entire experience of purchasing office supplies. He imagined a place
where selection wasn't limited, where prices were transparent and competitive, and
where the act of stocking an office became as straightforward as a trip to the
supermarket. This seemingly simple idea held the potential to fundamentally alter an
entire industry.
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