SEASONS GARAGE DO

ily-built Minnesota door dealersh
celebrates 45 years

By Vicki Jones, Editor

Editor’s note:

All Seasons Garage Door Company is approaching its 45th year in business, with three generations of family leadership behind it. The company credits
its longevity to diversified services, strong company culture, and customer trust. In this article, sibling co-owners Kaarin and Neil Northfield share
insights on growing a successful door dealership and sustaining a family-run business.

All Seasons Garage Door F,‘ompany ['AIlI Seasons) is a family- A balanced partnership

owned and operated business providing garage door repair and . . o

replacement services, garage door openers, and dock leveler Many owners in the garage door industry pass their business down to

equipment to Minneapolis, St. Paul, and the Twin Cities, Minn. their children, but All Seasons is unique in that two siblings operate the

metro area. The company officially opened its doors in 1981, but builness together seamlessly. .

like many family-run businesses, its story began long before that. We work very well together. Our strengths are complete opposites,
D+AS spoke with the current co-owners of the company, Kaarin so we complement each other,” said Kaarin. The siblings believe their

and Neil Northfield, to learn more about the business and gain partnership works because they bring different perspectives while

their perspective on running a successful garage door dealership. maintaining mutual respect. Their contrasting strengths have become an

Two key factors stood out; offering a broad range of services and asset in managing a growing and diversified business.

maintaining a strong team-focused company culture. L.
Transitioning into the company

All Seasons Garage Door’s origin They both started at the battom and worked their way into leadership
Unofficially, the family garage door business began when Wayne positions. “When we started, there were very few people who worked
Northfield started installing garage doors on the side in the 1960s. Tere, about 8-10, so everyquy was doing evgrytlhlng, Kagrm said.
All Seasons Garage Door, then Northfield Garage Door, officially Betwegn the two Of. us, we ve done everythlnglln the bLIJSIHESS and
opened its doors in 1981. After working for his father for a time, worked in every position.” That hands-on experience ultimately shaped
Mark Northfield and his wife Dara purchased the business. howlthey apgroach Ieal.jershlp tgday.

Both Kaarin and Neil began working for the business a little Initially, neither Kaarin nor Neil planned to make the garage door
more than 20 years ago, but they grew up around the company business their long-term career. “l went to college for firefighting and
while their parents ran it. In 2018, ownership was transferred to spent that entire year snowhoarding,” said Neil. While realizing firefighting
Kaarin and Neil, and Mark retired three years later. might not be his path, he learned that the lead technician at All Seasons

was leaving. “So, my dad asked me
to come work for the company full
time, and I've never left.”

Growing up in the family business
made the transition natural for Neil.
And while his time in firefighter
school was brief, it proved helpful.
“ took the knowledge | gained and
pursued my fire door certification.
This opened the door for fire door
installations at a time when many
companies weren't specialized in
doing them.”

“In 2008, | was the youngest
person to become a Master Tech,”
said Neil. “I believe there were only

Passing the torch

When a family business transitions to the next generation,
the older generation often remains involved. “My dad loved
working here, and he loved to work,” said Neil. “There

was a time we didn't think he'd ever leave this place, but
when my dad stepped away, he handed us the reins and
embraced retirement.”

“He honestly should write a book on how to successfully
retire,” said Kaarin. While spending much of his time
volunteering in his grandkids' classrooms, traveling, and
spending time with friends, he still finds time to deliver
donuts to the office every other Friday, she added.

“My dad was a great manager and business owner. When
the time came, he transferred his energy and knowledge

and moved on to the next stage of life,” said Neil. For the 12 at that time.” Neil was in his early
Northfields, succession planning was less about stepping aside 20s, and that early specialization helped shape the company’s broader
completely and more about creating trust in the next generation. service strategy.
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WE'RE HAPPY TO PROVIDE
PRICING ONLINE AND OVER
THE PHONE, ESPECIALLY IF IT
PREVENTS FOLKS FROM
BEING SCAMMED.

Building a diverse portfolio

Fire doors are one of the many services All Seasons provides. The
company's business consists of roughly half commercial and half
residential work. Kaarin said that having a diverse portfolio helps

the company navigate seasonal changes. “If we don’t have a lot of
commercial work because it's the end of the year, we can run residential
service.” Likewise, if residential business slows down, they can rely
more heavily on commercial work.

All Seasons handles all types of commercial doors, including fire
doors, dock doors, high-speed doors, stock equipment, four-fold doors,
and more. Neil admits that they didn't intend to specialize in so many
areas. “But when you work in enough buildings, you realize that all of
these doors exist in commercial buildings. Maintenance managers would
tell us that they wish they had one company to call and use.”

“We saw the demand and the advantage it could offer,” said Neil. “If
you go to enough training classes and learn about an area, you can add it
to your repertoire.”

Rethinking training curriculum

With such a wide variety of services, All Seasons debated how to train
its technicians. Initially, the company tried a “one-size-fits-all” approach
and with growth realized it wasn't realistic. “We can't train every tech on
everything. It has taken us a lifetime to learn all this stuff,” Neil said.
Within the past five years, the company has changed direction. “Now,
our techs work in designated commercial and residential departments
and can dabble in other departments if interested.” With technology,
it's become even more manageable. “We can get our eyes and brains on
every job site,” added Kaarin.

Investing in community and culture

While generating revenue is important, All Seasons values its team

and the work itself just as highly. “When you only think of it in terms

of dollars, you're missing the fun part,” Neil said. At a time when many
companies are selling to private equity, that mentality appears increas-
ingly rare. “We may be in the shallow end of the pool with this mindset,”
said Neil. “But connection, giving back to our community, and providing
opportunities for our employees and their families are our priority.”

Last year, All Seasons contributed $35,000 to its community
through donations to various community groups, families in need,
teachers, youth sports, and other local sponsorships. “That's one
of the awesome things we get to do as business owners,” said
Kaarin. “We get to put money back into our local community and into
programs that are important to us. | believe that is a responsibility of
all businesses in their communities.”

“My favorite part of running a small business is that if something is
not working and needs to be changed, we can come together, make
that change, and implement it immediately. The people who are doing
the actual work are making the changes here,” she added. “Large
donations, bonuses, and similar gestures don't always make sense on
paper, but you can't put a price on company morale,” added Neil.

Balancing small jobs and big opportunities

Architects often don't know exactly what they need, and All Seasons has
become adept at helping guide them. “That may actually be our biggest
strength,” said Kaarin. “We can adapt to unique circumstances on a job
because of our diverse experience.”

“There’s always a level of unknown with those jobs,” said Neil. “A
contractor knows that a percentage of the job is going to have to be
worked through on the job site, and that's when diversity is our strength.”

Gaining trust through transparency

Another key strength is that the company offers online booking, and all
their pricing is available upfront for potential customers. “Many other
companies don't give prices over the phone or online,” said Kaarin.

“There are a handful of common things that can go wrong with a
garage door, and we have been doing this long enough to know how much
those repairs are going to cost. So why not provide pricing upfront?”
Customers appreciate the company’s transparency. “Our Google reviews
always reference our pricing. Customers love it,” she added.

All Seasons has gained many customers who came to them after
having been scammed elsewhere. “We're happy to provide pricing
online and over the phone, especially if it prevents folks from being
scammed,” said Kaarin. “We're sick of old ladies calling us saying that
somebody charged them $2,000 for new springs.”

“Treating customers like that is not sustainable because nobody will
ever call you back,” she added. “We live in a hig market, but it's not an
infinite place. It will come back to haunt you at some point.”

When a company has a knowledgeable team, provides quality
service, and offers honest pricing, there’s no need to upcharge. “If you
just do what you're supposed to do, you can't beat the customers off
with a stick. It's not a hard recipe,” Kaarin said.

“If you can’t send your own mother to your company, then you know
it's not a good business,” said Neil. “I'm proud to be a business owner of
a good company in the community. When people come up and tell me
what a great deal they got and how happy they were with their door;

that’s the real reward.”
continued on page 58
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continued from page 57

Supporting the team

“We learned that when employees see a company’s commitment to them,
opportunities improve and the team becomes stronger,” said Neil. “Our goal
is to create an environment that is comfortahle for everyone,” said Kaarin.
“We're here every day working, so why not make it a great place to be?”

“Our parents set a great example. We watched them pay their employees
before they paid themselves,” Neil said. “As kids, we were like, ‘Why do we
own a business again? Why does anyone own a business?"”

After 45 years, the company culture has continued to evolve. “We try to
adapt the culture to our employees’ needs,” said Kaarin. For example, when
they recognized employees were beginning to value time over money, they
adjusted accordingly. “Twenty years ago, technicians didn't traditionally
share the responsibility of taking care of the kids, so time off wasn't as
critical. That's not the case anymore. Both parents are working, and it's
more of a 50-50 share.”

Apparently, their employees appreciate the culture, because the
company's turnover rate is nearly zero. “In many cases, we have entire
families relying on our business for their income, and we take that very
seriously,” said Kaarin.

Embracing new technologies

As along-established company, All Seasons admits that it was initially
slow to embrace certain technologies. “It took us a long time because
we had long-standing processes in place,” said Kaarin. Eventually,
however, the company recognized how much work newer technology
could help eliminate.

“Even something as basic as seeing pictures of the job site before we
get there made a huge difference,” said Kaarin. Instead of loading extra
inventory into trucks, technicians now know exactly which parts are
needed before arriving at a job site. The result is fewer return trips and
reduced labor costs.

However, keeping up with software advancements and evolving
hardware remains an ongoing battle. To stay current, the technicians
learn from one another. “Every morning, the techs do a group stretch
and share details about their projects,” said Neil. “There’s no right or
wrong way to use new systems. You just have to determine how they
work best for your company, and we learn from each other.”

Encouraging new ideas

The current leadership encourages employees to share new ideas, which
is a noticeable shift from the company’s early years. “When | started, I'd

constantly ask, ‘Why do we do it this way?' and the answer would be,
‘Because this is how we do it,” Neil said.

Today, if there’s a better way to do something, leadership wants
to hear about it. Neil said that employees are more willing to share
ideas and provide feedback when they believe management is open
to change. On the other hand, if nothing ever changes, employees

eventually stop offering feedback and innovation stalls.

Operating debt-free

All Seasons proudly operates as a debt-free business —an accom-
plishment achieved after more than 44 years of operation. “It gives us a
lot of flexibility,” said Kaarin. “If a big snowstorm comes through, we can
keep our employees safe at home and not worry because we don't have
debt payments we need to make.”

Neil said that they see many companies choose the opposite path
by taking on lines of credit and purchasing expensive equipment. “That
might work for them,” he said. “But we don't want to put ourselves in
a bad position. We want flexibility.” This is one example of the valuable
lessons the siblings have learned from previous generations.

Staying independent

The success and longevity of All Seasons have made the company an
attractive target. “ bet we get approached by private equity firms at
least twice a week,” said Kaarin. After three generations of building the
company, however, they have no plans to sell. “If you don’t have
along-term plan, you've got to make your money while you're init,”

continued on page 60
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she added.

Between their families, Neil and Kaarin have five children— the oldest
being 14 years old. While it is too early to know what the future holds,
their parents have established a framework for the next generation. “It's
clearly set up. No one can come in here and be the boss,” said Kaarin. One
stipulation is that their children must work somewhere else before joining
the company. “It can't be their first and only job,” she said. Neil admits he
feels some pressure carrying on the family business, while Kaarin feels a
strong responsibility to continue supporting the employees who rely on
the company.

Growing one opportunity at a time

Learning from previous challenges has helped All Seasons better prepare
for the future. Over the years, the company accepted difficult or less
desirable jobs to establish credibility and qualify for larger opportunities.

Early on, the company understood that turning down those less
desirable projects could jeopardize future opportunities. Today, after
years of building its reputation, All Seasons has more flexihility to decline
projects that are not a good fit.

Slow, steady growth remains the goal for All Seasons. Neil and Kaarin
said they aim for approximately 8% growth each year. New business
opportunities are always welcome, even when the jobs are unconventional.

“We're always trying to get in the door,” said Neil. For example, when
a customer called with a paper shredder issue, Neil accepted the job
because it could lead to a garage door opportunity later. In another
instance, large exterior vent panels fell off of a department store building,
and All Seasons responded by renting a lift and reinstalling the panels.

The largest unconventional job that All Seasons has accepted was
when they agreed to help break down a water park slide. They had the
equipment and liahility insurance required to do the job, so they took it.
The family benefited from the odd job, as the waterslide now resides in
Mark Northfield's backyard.

BONUS: When the All Seasons crew removed equipment from a local water
park, the enormous water slide became a fixture in Mark Northfield's (aka
grandpa’s] backyard.

Building and sustaining visibility

Marketing is an essential part of All Seasons’ business strategy. “We have
tried everything over the years, from TV commercials and billboards to
advertising in hockey arenas, hiring local TV personalities, investing in Google;
you name it, we've done it,” said Kaarin. “Maintaining a strong website also
helps establish credibility,” said Neil. Customers can view the showroom, see
the company'’s office, and get a sense of the team behind the business.

After more than four decades in business, All Seasons continues to balance
family values, steady growth, and customer trust.” For Neil and Kaarin, the
company's future depends less on rapid expansion and more on maintaining
the culture and reputation their family has built over generations. m
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