
INSIGHTS INTO THE PSYCHES OF THE EIGHT FLORAL INDUSTRY LEADERS 
MENTIONED BELOW OFFER USEFUL CLUES TO HOW THEY’VE ACHIEVED 
SUCCESS AND HOW THEY PLAN TO REMAIN SUCCESSFUL.

By Cindy Hanauer

HOW I DID IT

MARLA O’DELL (Page 24)
Vice President of Sales and Marketing, CSS Industries, Inc. 
An alumnus of  the University of  Wisconsin-Madison, 
with an MBA from Indiana University, Marla brings both 
a business sense and an artistic aptitude to CSS Industries 
(Berwick Off ray, Lion Ribbon and Hampshire Paper 
brands). She manages the retail and wholesale channels, 
including sales and marketing activities and key account 
management. Prior to joining CSS Industries, Marla was 
with Syndicate Sales, where she learned “fl oral” and fell 
in love with the industry! She has always been on the 
hard-goods side of  the industry, but she knows about 
fl owers and how her customers use them so that CSS 
Industries can develop and market complementary 
products for them. 

MARCELLA LUCIO-CHINCHILLA (Page 25)
Vice President of Sales and Marketing, Silver Vase, Inc.
Marcella leads the marketing and sales teams at Silver 
Vase, establishing sales/marketing plans and developing 
and recommending product positioning, packaging and 
pricing strategies. Prior to this, Marcella was the fi nancial 
manager for an import/export company in Miami that 
produced private-label grocery goods for grocery stores 
in Haiti and the Dominican Republic. 

ELISSA MAST (Page 26)
CEO, E&R Sales, Inc.
As the company’s CEO, Elissa oversees E&R Sales, a 
national balloon distributor headquartered in Virginia. 
She’s an active volunteer, sitting on several boards and 
committees. She served as president of  the International 
Balloon Association from 2008 to 2009. Elissa married 
her high-school sweetheart, Chris. They have two 
children, Ellie and Sam, who are two of  the best balloon 
merchandisers in the nation! 

WILLIAM (BILL) J. BYLAND JR. (Page 27)
Vice President, Micky’s Minis Flora Express 
Bill “married into the fl oral industry,” so to speak. It was 
originally not his intention to get involved in his wife’s 
family’s business when they were fi rst married. However, 
the right opportunity came along, when Bill’s father-in-
law, Norwin Heimos, gave him the initial opportunity 
and the freedom to do things his way. Bill’s brother-in-
law, Bernie Heimos, eventually became president of  the 
company and has continued to support Bill’s leadership, 
along with Bill’s wife, Micky. 

LANE DEVRIES (Page 28)
President and CEO, The Sun Valley Group 
Born and raised in Holland, Lane DeVries grew up 
in a family that had been in fl ower farming for four 

generations. He received his bachelor’s degree in 
horticulture in Holland and then immigrated to the 
U.S. in 1983 – with $160 in his pocket. Securing a job 
at Sun Valley, Lane built the fi rst Dutch glass green-
house. In 1991, he purchased the company with two 
partners from Holland: Jacob Rooyakkers and Jan van 
der Wereld. Lane and the partners have since built Sun 
Valley into the largest commercial cut fl ower growing 
operation in the U.S. Lane also is, and has been for 
years, active in many industry organizations. 

MIKE BLACK (Page 29) 
President, Jet Fresh Flower Distributors 
and Jet Fresh Flower Growers
Mike has worked in the fl ower industry his entire life, 
starting his career at New York City’s 28th Street fl ower 
market. He’s managed various divisions from wholesale, 
bouquets and mass market, and is now growing roses in 
Ecuador. Mike has been an infl uence on Miami’s fl ower 
import business, distribution and Internet fulfi llment. 

LAURA SHINALL (Page 30)
President, Syndicate Sales, Inc.
The third-generation of  a family-owned business, Laura 
serves as president of  Syndicate Sales, Inc., a Kokomo, 
Ind.-based manufacturer, importer and distributor of  
fl oral hard goods. A graduate of  DePauw University, 
Laura is an entrepreneur at heart, running her fi rst small 
business at the age of  16. She also served as the athletic 
director for a small school in southern Georgia. Today, 
she serves on the Society of  American Florists (SAF) 
board of  directors and is the treasurer/secretary of  the 
American Floral Endowment (AFE) and is chairman of  
AFE’s PR/Development Committee. 

MICHELE SUTTON (Page 31)
President and CEO, Sutton Ferneries Inc.
Raised in Kingston, Jamaica, Michele began her adult 
career as a tennis athlete, representing Jamaica nation-
ally and internationally. After attending the University 
of  Miami, Michele returned to Jamaica where she won 
the Miss Jamaica beauty pageant and placed as a semi-
fi nalist in the Miss World beauty pageant in London, 
England. She later traveled and modeled nationally and 
internationally. Michele fell in love with fl oral designing 
after a family member sent her some fresh cut foliage 
to try to market. She began distributing to local retail 
fl ower shops and discovered the supermarket bouquet 
industry, eventually selling prepackaged greens to 
supermarket buyers. Michele has created and launched 
several cut foliage product lines under the brand “Ready 
To Go Greens.” 
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What are the most important 
character traits one must have  
to be successful in business?

Ambition, intelligence, reliability 
and integrity. You might ask, 
“Not leadership?” No, not  
everyone is a leader. But you 
need ambition, intelligence,  
reliability and integrity to be  
successful at any level.

How would you describe your leadership style?

I like to think I lead by example. I don’t ask anything 
of  anyone that I don’t do, haven’t done or wouldn’t do 
myself. I am also a firm believer in listening. You can’t 
adequately solve a problem or offer solutions without 
listening to all sides of  a story first and then basing  
decisions on everything you learn.

What is your most significant  
business accomplishment?

Several years ago, I received a handwritten card from 
a woman who had worked with me years prior. In the 
card, she said how she was inspired by working with 
me, considered me a mentor, and often found herself   
in business thinking, “What would Marla do.” That 
note continues to be an inspiration to me, that I made  
a difference in her life and career.

How did you get into the floral industry?

I had been working in the craft industry for several 
years and was hired by Syndicate Sales when they  
were still in the Plastifoam business and trying to get 
more into the craft industry. Not long after joining the 
company, they decided to exit the Plastifoam business 
and the craft industry. I had been learning “floral” 
while with the company and fell in love with the  
industry! From Syndicate Sales I went to CSS  
Industries, Inc. (Berwick Offray, Lion Ribbon  
and Hampshire Paper brands). 

What do you find most inspirational  
about working in the floral industry?

Honestly, the people and the products. Maybe it is the 
products (an SAF study says flowers have a positive  
effect on people, right?) that make the people so  
pleasant to work with and be around. The industry is 
filled with really bright, hard-working, compassionate, 
humble and happy people.

Who would you consider a mentor, and how did  
that person help you achieve your success?

Peter Russo. Peter is “numbers guy” who is also super 
creative, has developed a plethora of  products, started 
several businesses, consulted and taught college business 
classes. We worked together on some product launches 
when I was in my 20s and got to know each other well. 
He taught me a lot about manufacturing, marketing, 
importing, networking and the importance of  continued 
personal growth. Peter was the impetus for me getting 
my MBA and accepting a position on the CHA board 
of  directors, which has led me down the path of   
continuous industry volunteerism.

What is the most important advice you can share  
with younger people in the floral industry?

Get involved, and use creativity to solve problems.  
By networking, attending industry events, joining social 
media groups and volunteering within the industry, you 
will meet people you otherwise wouldn’t and expand 
your knowledge exponentially. Remove yourself  from 
your everyday environment, talk with and ask questions 
of  different people, and listen to speakers or mentors, 
and you will become more creative in your problem-
solving and decision-making processes. 

How do you plan to remain successful?

To maintain success, we must continually learn; grow; 
and challenge and change ourselves, our ideation and 
our processes. I shared a quote with my team recently: 
“Change is difficult. Not changing is fatal.” That 
couldn’t be truer. We aren’t going to be right 100  
percent of  the time, but we have to embrace and  
attempt newness, or we risk becoming irrelevant.

What is the most important challenge facing the floral 
industry currently, and how can it be resolved?

Two issues I hear discussed most often are freight  
(specifically air freight from South America) and labor. 
The labor shortage issue affects every segment of   
our industry. We can support SAF in continuing to 
pressure Congress to pass fair immigration reform. 
AFE has done a great job establishing intern programs. 
WF&FSA uses its “Emerging Leaders” group to engage 
the younger generation. Additionally, we all should use 
our own personal and business social media sites to 
share the benefits and availability of  jobs and careers  
in the floral industry. We are stewards of  the industry 
and have a responsibility to spread the word! 

MARLA O’DELL
Vice President of Sales and Marketing
CSS Industries, Inc. (Berwick Offray, Lion Ribbon and Hampshire Paper)
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What are the most  
important character  
traits one must have to  
be successful in business?

Just as it takes a village to 
raise a child, it takes several 
traits to be successful in  
business, including courage, 
confidence and passion. 
You might be passionate 
about something, but if  you 

don’t have the courage to do it, you could stop before 
you get started. I always tell the sales and marketing 
team to “be sharp”: Being sharp means not leaving 
anything to chance. Every meeting with a customer 
or supplier has to be treated as a very first. 

How would you describe your leadership  
style, and who influenced it the most? 

I believe in the philosophy of  inclusion. I encourage 
my team members to speak their minds and not  
be afraid of  making mistakes. I learned this from  
Andrew Bartha, the owner of  Silver Vase, who gave 
me an opportunity when I was a new college gradu-
ate. He gave me the freedom to challenge myself   
and fail on occasion, and to get up and try again. 

What is your most significant  
business accomplishment?

My biggest accomplishment is having built the  
Silver Vase brand – opening markets and finding  
that orchids could be sold alongside bouquets  
and cut flowers.

What motto do you live by most in your professional 
life, and how has it contributed to your success?

I once heard a speaker say, “You have to feel comfort-
able feeling uncomfortable.” That phrase has helped 
me grow and do things I may have been afraid to do. 

How did you get into the floral industry? 

I was looking for a career change, and I wanted to be 
in an organization where I could make a difference. 
I was ready for something challenging, and that is 
exactly what I got when I accepted a position with 
Silver Vase. I started with Silver Vase when it was a 
young and growing company, where fresh ideas were  
and still are encouraged. 

What do you find most exciting about  
working in the floral industry?

It is similar to fashion and home décor industries.  
We work with color, tastes and emotions. We  
celebrate everyday life occurrences. We work with 
products that spark emotions, are bought with a 
sentiment in mind and provoke a feeling once they 
are received. Even in a world full of  technology, we 
still receive handwritten cards from people thanking 
us for our beautiful products that brought joy to their 
lives in moments of  grief. This is gratifying and  
reassures me we make a difference. 

How have mentors help you achieve  
success throughout your career?

Throughout our lives, we encounter different men-
tors as we face different opportunities and projects. 
The idea is to listen to what they have to say and 
mold that to suit your specific situation; this is how 
you grow. Becoming a mentor to others – paying it 
forward – is the gratifying part. 

What is the best advice you’ve ever  
received, and who gave it to you?

The best advice came from my husband. I was feeling 
overwhelmed with several projects and unsure of  
their outcome. He told me to focus on the process 
and that the outcome would take care of  itself.

What is the most important advice you can share  
with younger people in the floral industry?

Today, with all the social media platforms and flow 
of  information, we can easily lose sight of  what is 
important in life. Keep a good balance between  
work and family.

Looking back, what advice would you give yourself 
that would have been a great help at the time?

Never doubt yourself. Each one of  us has a gut feel-
ing that we tend to ignore due to doubts, fears, etc. 
Don’t let yourself  doubt yourself. Only you know you!

How do you plan to remain successful?

By doing what I do every day: trusting in myself. 

MARCELLA LUCIO-CHINCHILLA
Vice President of Sales and Marketing
Silver Vase, Inc.
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What are the most  
important character  
traits one must have to  
be successful in business?

Hands down, active  
listening and concern  
for people. Our customers 
have overwhelming to-do 
lists, and no matter how 
many hours they work, 
there is always more they 

want to do. By anticipating their next questions and 
solving their execution challenges, we can help them 
reduce their workloads. Listening to the issues they 
face and offering solutions helps them and keeps our 
work meaningful. Their appreciation and loyalty 
make our efforts tremendously gratifying.

Who are your mentors, and how did  
they help you achieve your success?

I learned a lot watching my parents build our  
company from our living room into our current  
facility in a former Safeway store. My dad was 
customer obsessed. He demonstrated that customer 
service isn’t a department but an attitude. He showed 
my sister and me how to navigate trade shows when 
we were teenagers. He showed me how important it  
is to do store visits, work stores and think like a 
retailer. Whenever we were traveling, even on road 
trips from Virginia to Florida to visit family, he often 
pulled off the road to look at supermarkets and visit 
customers. I do the same things with my kids now.  
We head out for vacation, and I drag my husband 
and kids in to stores. They know I won’t leave the 
store until we merchandise the micro racks and  
check in with the manager. 

Of what business accomplishment  
are you most proud?

I’m most proud of  the company we’ve built and the 
staff we employ. We have a unique philosophy at our 
company: Employees choose their schedules. This 
attracts a lot of  smart women interested in bus-stop 
hours, retirement hours, nursery-school hours, etc. 
We hire folks with great attitudes and find that if   
we accommodate their schedule requests instead  
of  pigeon-holing them into set schedules, we get  
associates who really give their best efforts and  
enjoy being at our place. They never have to  
choose between being a parent and having a mean-

ingful job. I believe our customers feel that and see 
that on every phone call and every order shipped. 

What are the best decisions you’ve  
made for your company?

Over the last 25 years, my best decisions have been: 

1. Investing in super-cool robust software that would 
help us provide insights and expertise to our retailers. 
That was money well spent because our customers 
appreciate that we are data driven.

2. Ending a relationship with a manufacturer that 
wanted to control what products we offered and 
didn’t seem to value our relationship. The decision 
to part ways enabled us to allocate resources to other 
vendors that had a stronger culture of  “yes,” and 
those partners helped us grow our business.

3. Hiring Peggy Williams as our director of  education. 
No one motivates floral associates like Peggy. She’s 
our love letter to our customers. I fill with pride and 
gratitude when I watch her wow our customers. 

Tell us about a bad decision you’ve  
made and what you learned from it.

Naming our company E&R Sales was, in hindsight, 
not optimal. I was certainly flattered that my parents 
named it after my sister and me in 1986, but it’s really 
a boring name, and we are anything but boring! And, 
it doesn’t represent that balloons for supermarkets 
have been our primary focus for 32 years. 

ELISSA MAST
CEO
E&R Sales, Inc.
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What are the most important 
qualities or character traits 
one must have to be  
successful in business?

I don’t believe there is one 
style that is a guarantee of  
being successful in business. 
I think it’s more important 
to be yourself, honest and 
trustworthy.

What is your most significant  
accomplishment in business?

Creating and building a niche in the floral category – 
miniature potted plants.

What principles do you live by most in your  
personal/professional life, and how has  
adhering to that contributed to your success?

A long time ago, I read about building your life on 
seven principles or pillars – pillars being things that 
support who you are. The seven pillars all start with 
the letter “f ” –– faith, family, financial, fitness, fairness, 
forgiveness and focus. I think each of  these pillars  
is important for living a good life and running a  
successful business.

How did you get into the floral industry? 

I married into the floral industry. It was not my  
intention to get involved in my wife’s family’s business 
when I married her, but the right opportunity came 
along, and I thought I would give it a try.

What do you find most interesting or inspirational 
about working in the floral industry?

Our industry offers great “health benefits,”  
psychologically (mentally, floral has a positive impact) 
and physically (plants produce oxygen, something we 
all need). How many industries can say that?

Who would you consider your mentors, and  
how did they help you achieve your success?

I have three mentors. My father-in-law, Norwin  
Heimos, gave me the initial opportunity and the  
freedom to do things my way. My brother-in-law, 
Bernie Heimos, who became president of  our  
company and took over for his father, has continued  
to support my efforts. But most of  all, my wife, Micky; 
she has provided endless support.

What is the best advice you’ve ever  
received, and who gave it to you?

“First lost is your least lost,” from my father-in-law, 
Norwin Heimos. In other words, don’t throw good 
money after bad money, and don’t dwell on your  
mistakes. Learn and move on.

What is the most important advice you can share  
with younger people in the floral industry?

Listen and connect to everyone you can – business  
associates, fellow team members, customers,  
consumers, etc. You never know where the next  
big idea will come from. And don’t be afraid to fail.  
I would give this advice to anyone.

How do you plan to remain successful?

Continue to work as a team. You cannot do it all  
yourself, so build a great team. Show you care as  
much about your team as you do your business.  
The results will be a team that can rise to the  
challenges your business will face. 

What is the most important challenge facing the  
floral industry, and how can it be dealt with?

The most important issue to my business and to the 
floral industry is connecting to the next generation.  
In my business, we are looking first internally to find 
our next leaders. But we also are willing to look outside 
our company for the right leaders. For our industry, we 
must keep an eye on the future by connecting with the 
next generations. Connecting with the future leaders 
and consumers will guarantee our future success. 

WILLIAM (BILL) J. BYLAND JR.
Vice President  
Micky’s Minis Flora Express
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What are the most  
important traits one  
must have to be  
successful in business?

Problem-solving skills are 
the most important trait 
you and your team need to 
be successful. The ability 
to think long term and 
strategically to address 
day-to-day problems has 

really been a key to our success. 

How would you describe your leadership style,  
and who or what has influenced it the most?

In the 1980s, I read Tom Peters’ book, In Search  
of  Excellence, in which he described “managing by  
walking around.” I have embraced that leadership 
style throughout my career. Being present in the 
organization is important to me. I walk (and ride  
the bicycle) through our headquarters facility in 
Arcata [California] every day, and I visit our Oxnard 
and Willow Creek [California] locations every week 
and our Niagara [Ontario, Canada] location once a 
month. Greeting and talking to the folks who make 
it all happen is crucial. In the process of  walking 
around, I inspect what I expect.

What principles do you live by most, and how has 
adhering to them contributed to your success?

At Sun Valley, we have 10 guiding principles: 

  1) Be the best that you can be. 
  2) Treat neighbors like you want to be treated. 
  3) Inspire others, and always keep learning. 
  4) Treat team members with respect. 
  5) Keep our workplace safe and clean. 
  6) Delight and amaze customers. 
  7) Foster a team culture. 
  8) Instill opportunities for all. 
  9) Continuously improve and innovate. 
10) Always remain humble and gracious. 

These guiding principles are the bedrock of  our 
company culture. Each day, we highlight one  
of  these principles in any one of  our company  
meetings. We live by these principles inside the  
company and in our own lives.

How did you get your start in the floral industry? 

My family grew flowers in Holland for four  
generations. My siblings ended up in either the  
legal or medical professions, and I was the only  
one to continue the family tradition of  flower  
farming, immigrating to America in 1983 with  
$160 in my pocket. I first worked in Oregon for  
three months, then moved to California, started 
as operations manager at Sun Valley, and in 1991 
bought the company with my two Dutch partners. 

What do you find most interesting or inspirational 
about the floral industry or working in it?

There is never a dull day; the challenges of  weather, 
labor, regulations and the market provide for  
continuous excitement. And I find the sense of  com-
munity in the American flower business inspirational. 
For those of  us who have been in it our entire lives, 
we don’t know any different, but outsiders coming 
into the flower business frequently comment on the 
camaraderie that is prevalent in the industry.

What is the best advice you’ve ever  
received, and who gave it to you?

The best advice came from my parents. They grew 
up in Holland during the Great Depression and 
World War II. They lived a humble life and instilled 
the values of  grace and humility into their children. 
My mom would often say, “Your needs may be great, 
but you get by with a little.” Both my parents instilled 
a work ethic and drive to succeed. If  we did not do 
things correctly, we had to do them over. 

What is the most important advice you can share 
with younger people in the floral industry?

The flower industry is full of  opportunities, and  
Thomas Edison once said, “Opportunity is missed 
by most people because it is dressed in overalls and 
looks like work.” In other words, it takes hard work 
and dedication to get ahead in this business.

How do you plan to remain successful?

Sun Valley has strong focus on innovation, our  
Guiding Principle No. 9. In the field, we breed  
new and better varieties of  flowers and botanicals. 
By offering our customers better products than are 
available anywhere else, we will always have demand. 
This idea of  innovation also carries into the coolers, 
greenhouses and warehouses. When we improve any 
aspect of  our business, the ship runs even tighter. 

LANE DEVRIES
President and CEO
The Sun Valley Group
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What are the most impor-
tant qualities/character 
traits one must have to  
be successful in business?

One must be loyal and have 
the ability to build healthy 
business relationships.  
No one should ever ask 
someone to do something 
they aren’t willing to do 
themselves. To be successful 

in this business, you have to be in it for the love of   
the sport and not just for financial rewards. You  
must be willing to work on-call, like a doctor, and  
put in extra-long hours.

How would you describe your leadership  
style, and what has influenced it the most?

I’m a hands-on leader from start to finish. My  
business is very personal to me, and I like to be  
involved in every aspect, putting 100 percent into  
my companies. I am usually the first person in the 
door and the last one out. Working for my family’s 
business as the “owner’s son” pushed me to work 
harder than everyone else. I felt like, as a young kid,  
I had to prove myself  within the company by out-
working everyone. I still try to be like that to this day.

What is your most significant  
accomplishment in business?

We have put together the best team in the world  
although some people would say we’re from the  
land of  misfit toys. We all click together. For a small 
company, with offices in Miami and Quito, I’m  
very proud of  our team’s international success.  
Our cutting-edge marketing, led by my son Ryan,  
has been greatly successful at making us a well-known 
name in the industry. Another big accomplishment  
is that I’ve combined all of  my work experiences 
under one roof. We are now a vertically integrated 
floral company combining importing, distributing, 
wholesaling, bouquet making and now rose growing 
under one company.

What motto do you live by most in your  
professional life, and how has adhering  
to that contributed to your success?

Someone once told me the “story of  the bulls” –  
that it’s better not to rush to achieve something 

when you can accomplish so much more at a slower, 
steadier pace.

How did you get your start in the floral industry? 

I got into the floral industry at age 16 working at  
my grandfather’s wholesale flower business, located  
in New York City’s 28th Street flower market. My 
work day began at 3:30 a.m., and I eventually started 
working full-time instead of  going back to school.  
I quickly developed a passion for the flower business. 
In the market, something was always happening, 
and I loved the action. I loved meeting all the diverse 
customers and working in a fast-paced industry that’s 
exciting and always different.

What do you find most inspirational about  
the floral industry or working in it?

It’s inspirational to watch our team grow within  
our company. I love seeing them help others succeed 
and grow, using their knowledge and experience  
and building new relationships in the flower industry. 
I love the culture we have developed.

Who would you consider your mentor, and how  
did that person help you achieve your success?

My father was my mentor. However, Derek and 
Kerry Dusharm encouraged me to overcome my 
fears and start my own business in 2008, and they 
gave me the support I needed to get started.

How do you plan to remain successful?

By continuing to think forward. I plan for the  
next five to 10 years, and not just the next five  
to 10 months.

What is the most important challenge facing the  
floral industry currently, and how can it be dealt with?

One of  most important challenges facing the floral 
industry is the cost and availability of  air freight 
cargo for importing flowers efficiently. Also, the floral 
industry has significantly changed because the supply 
chain has no clear path. Mass market has become  
the focus of  many Miami importers and wholesalers, 
which seasonally dries up the market, making it 
difficult for mom-and-pop shops. Roles are being 
switched constantly, and it’s more important than 
ever to find long-term ways to stay relevant in the 
flower industry. 

MIKE BLACK
President
Jet Fresh Flower Distributors, Inc. and Jet Fresh Flower Growers, S.A.



What is the most  
important character  
trait one must have to  
be successful in business?

The most important and 
valued character trait in 
business is integrity. It  
is the foundation upon 
which good companies 
are built. It is the internal 
compass that guides every 
good leader. 

How would you describe your leadership style,  
and who or what has influenced it the most? 

I would describe my leadership style as fluid.  
I say that because given today’s multigenerational 
workforce, one size doesn’t fit all. I believe strongly 
in collaboration and building an environment that 
supports not only our overall business goals but also 
our team members’ individual goals. I also have 
high expectations when it comes to my leadership 
team, and I work to empower them to do their jobs 
because they are the subject-matter experts in their 
respective areas of  responsibility. I don’t believe  
in micromanaging, but that doesn’t mean I don’t  
occasionally do it!

What philosophy do you live by  
most in your professional life? 

My business philosophy is simple: If  I cut the  
pie, you get the first piece. If  you cut the pie,  
I get the first piece. You can’t cut the pie and  
get the first piece.

What do you find most inspirational  
about the floral industry? 

The people in our industry are incredibly  
inspirational. From those who grow and those  
who manufacture to those who unbox and those  
who sell, to those who design and delight, you  
can feel the passion throughout the entire chain!

What advice would you like to share with  
younger people in the floral industry? 

Listen well to those who have experience, and don’t  
be afraid to fully share your gifts and talents. Your 
knowledge, understanding and skill-set regarding 

technology, social media and the buying habits  
of  emerging consumers is critical to the continued  
success of  our industry.

What is the most important issue or  
challenge facing the floral industry  
currently, and how can it be solved?

Finding and retaining talent. Not enough people 
know about our industry. We have so much to offer, 
and the career opportunities are endless, but unless 
you grew up in the business or you know someone 
who works in the business, you probably don’t think 
about the floral industry as a viable career path. As 
an industry, we are aging out and losing good people 
faster than we can replace them, and that concerns 
me. Several organizations are working to help resolve 
this through internship programs, including the 
American Floral Endowment (AFE) and the  
Produce Marketing Association (PMA). Working  
with universities, AFE has created several scholarship 
and internship programs that provide opportunities 
for college students with interests ranging from  
floriculture and horticulture to accounting and  
marketing to gain valuable work experience in the 
floral industry. I encourage all companies looking  
for talent to take advantage of  these programs.

LAURA SHINALL
President
Syndicate Sales, Inc.
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What are the most  
important qualities  
one must have to be  
successful in business?

Passion and vision. You 
have to really love what 
you do and be able to see 
what others do not; this will 
give you the determination 
to persevere through the 
rough times. We have been 
affected with multiple  

catastrophic natural disasters and other major obstacles 
that have severely affected our operation over the years. 
It is at those moments that you have to be proactive and 
focus on solutions, not the gloom and doom. Failure 
must never be an option. It is important to find the 
strength and courage to continuously inspire your staff 
and boost their morale by radiating positive energy. 

How would you describe your leadership style,  
and who or what has influenced it the most?

I practice servant leadership. I am very direct with 
my staff and try to instill in each the importance of  a 
good work ethic, responsibility, respect and, above all, 
integrity as core values of  our culture. My decisions are 
always made with the best interest of  the company in 
mind; they are never personal, and I expect everyone 
to do the same. The rules apply for everyone, and they 
must be treated equally no matter the job. My door is 
always open for any issue, and everyone has my cell 
number. I have a bachelor’s degree in education,  
majoring in foreign languages, and I am doing exactly 
what I was trained to do: teaching and coaching.

What do you consider to be your most  
significant business accomplishments?

Product development and relationship building. Twenty 
years ago, we launched our “Ready to Go Greens” 
product line, one item at a time. Over the years, we 
have invented, designed and developed innovative  
products to provide solutions to the challenges that 
many floral departments face every day. We work  
closely with our customers to align with their needs; 
make recommendations; and support them with educa-
tion, training and other services, and as a result, we 
have developed strong relationships with our customers. 

What motto do you live by most, and how has adhering 
to that contributed to your success?

My motto is “All for one, and one for all.” It takes a 
team to build a successful company, and we all have a 
responsibility to each other to do our parts. Different 
departments but one team.

Have you had mentors in your career?

As an accidental entrepreneur, I did not have a mentor. 
I learned everything by experience. Not having gone to 
business school, I always questioned my skills, business 
practices and processes because I made them up as I 
went. However, in the last 10 years, I have been awarded 
scholarships to Tuck School of  Business and Harvard 
Business School. These programs completely built my 
confidence as I realized that I was very much on track 
and just lacked a lot of  the business terminology. Next 
year, as part of  my scholarship, I will start my three-year 
course of  earning an MBA from Harvard. It’s never too 
late; always continue to learn and grow!

What is the best advice you’ve ever  
received, and who gave it to you?

My mom. She drilled into us as kids to be proud of   
who you are and where you come from, and to strive  
to be the best at everything you do. My parents also 
were the consummate entrepreneurs, and, unwittingly,  
I learned a lot from them.

What advice you would offer to young 
people in the floral industry?

Find your passion. In this industry, there are huge  
opportunities for growth in many directions, but  
there is no jumping to the top. Experience counts;  
it’s your foundation, all areas of  it, so focus on that  
in your early years. Have a vision for yourself, and  
define your personal goals.

How do you plan to remain successful?

By continuing to serve our customers with an unwaver-
ing focus on quality, innovation, integrity, cost-effective 
processes through advanced automations, and superior 
service. We can do this because our employees are  
dedicated and loyal, and they have unmatched  
experience in the industry.

What is the most challenging issue facing the floral 
industry currently, and how can it be dealt with?

Labor is definitely the most challenging and on- 
going problem within our industry. We need to have a 
structured guest worker program that works financially, 
makes sense, and is not overly bureaucratic and difficult 
to navigate. We need to have advocates constantly lobby-
ing for change that will benefit the entire industry. n

LAURA SHINALL MICHELE SUTTON
President and CEO
Sutton Ferneries Inc.
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