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t’s the type of old-line business that is sometimes 
easily overlooked in the current economy. But step  
inside Action Bearing Co.’s 26,000-square-foot ware-
house in Boston, and you’ll find ample evidence of 
an industrial distribution business that keeps rolling 
along after more than 50 years.

Shelves are lined with product — the company  
inventories between 15,000 and 20,000 items,  

according to President Steven Katz. Its primary product of-
ferings are ball and roller bearings that Action Bearing and 
its sister company, Emerson Bearing Co., sell mainly to 

original equipment manufacturers, and maintenance, repair 
and operations organizations in New England and nationally 
and, in some instances, internationally. Both entities operate 
under the umbrella of Bearing Enterprises Inc.

The company sources the product from a core group 
of between 25 and 30 manufacturing outfits in the U.S.,  
Europe and Asia. End-user applications for the bearings are 
as far-ranging as golf carts for the recreation industry and 
gear boxes for the U.S. Navy.

Its longevity and geographic reach are no small feat con-
sidering that changes in the marketplace have forced the 
21-employee company to reinvent itself continually over the 
last 20 years.

“We rethink the business every day,” said Katz, 62.

Omigod. Heidi doesn’t use 
Twitter. 

She doesn’t use Linked-In 
either. Or Facebook.

And you know what? That’s 
OK.

Heidi only has a few employ-
ees. She doesn’t have all the 
time in the world. Heidi also 
doesn’t have the budget. 

Social networking tools 
aren’t free. Sure, there’s no 
cost to register. But many 
business owners who have 
jumped into the world of social 
networking have found that it 
takes a huge time investment 

to keep their 
site active, 
relevant and 
up to date.

There are 
20-plus mil-
lion small 
businesses in 
this country 
and the vast 
majority of 
them are not 
having any-
thing to do 
with social 
networking. 
These are 

retail stores, car repair places 
and pizza shops. Like Heidi, 
they all have their methods 
for marketing to prospective 
customers and servicing their 
existing customers.  

Social networking sites only 
make sense to a business own-
er when there exists a com-
munity of her customers. “If 
I knew there were hundreds 
of my customers on Facebook 
and that these people would 
actually have an interest in 
getting updates from me then 
I’d be on Facebook.” Heidi said.  
But there isn’t. No big deal. 

Social marketing is just 
another way to service and 
market to your community 
of customers and potential 
customers. Heidi does this 
without going on the Internet. 
And that’s OK. 

GENE MARKS heads The Marks 
Group, which provides technology 
and financial consulting in Bala 
Cynwyd, Pa.

Rolling along
A c t i o n  B e a r i n g  C o .

l   LESSONS LEARNED   l

What’s the most important skill an entrepreneur should foster?

Decision-making. Running a 
business produces myriad 
decision-making opportunities 
about employees, finances, eth-
ics, policies and more. An en-
trepreneur must be comfortable 
choosing his/her own adventure 
without apology or regret.

To tweet or 
not to tweet, 
it’s up to you

Rich 
Polt
Louder Than 
Words

The greatest skill is to create 
a culture of engagement by 
vividly communicating the 
company’s vision, mission and 
values while empowering oth-
ers with the opportunity and 
responsibility to achieve it.
 

Bonni Carson 
DiMatteo
Atlantic 
Consultants

Effectively motivating people is 
one of the most important skills 
for an entrepreneur. The best 
ideas and concepts can’t go 
anywhere without the support 
and energy of many people 
working towards a common 
goal.

James 
Tenner
Broadleaf 
Services
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✮ Next week’s Lesson Learned: What’s the most valuable mistake you made in getting your business off the ground?
✳end your answer in 25-30 words to cmahoney@bizjournals.com. Be sure to include a high-resolution headshot.
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Bearings distributor sustains business through niche-marketing strategy
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Steven Katz implemented a national niche marketing strategy after some of Action Bearing’s core industry markets in New England dried up.
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The company was co-founded in 
1957 by Steven’s father, Justin Katz, 
and Edward Greene, who continues to 
serve in an advisory capacity. Greene’s 
son, Steven Greene, currently serves 
in a sales and marketing role. It began 
primarily as a distributor of bearings to 
New England businesses that built or 
repaired machinery. Simultaneously, 
under the name Emerson Bearing, it 
sold wholesale to other bearing com-
panies nationally the product it was 
importing from Japan. This was a far 
smaller piece of its business.

This strategy 
worked well for the 
company until the 
1980s, when cer-
tain New England  
industries it had 
relied on, such as 
leather, shoe and 
paper, began to 
evaporate or moved 
to other parts of the 
country or offshore.

By the time Katz 
became president 

in the early 1990s, the company faced 
a serious question: Would it need to 
downsize? But Katz, who said most of 
his employees had at that point been 
with the company for 15 years or more, 
considered their collective experience 
too valuable to lose.

Instead, the company decided to  
implement a niche marketing strategy 

U.S. Navy.
Its longevity and geographic reach are 

no small feat considering that changes 
in the marketplace have forced the 
21-employee company to reinvent itself 
continually over the last 20 years.

“We rethink the business every day,” 
said Katz, 62. 

The company was co-founded in 1957 
by Steven’s father, Justin Katz, and 
Edward Greene, who continues to serve 
in an advisory capacity. Greene’s son, 
Steven Greene, currently serves in a 
sales and marketing role. It began pri-
marily as a distributor of bearings to 
New England businesses that built or 
repaired machinery. Simultaneously, 
under the name Emerson Bearing, it 

sold wholesale to 
other bearing com-
panies nationally 
the product it was 
importing from Ja-
pan. This was a far 
smaller piece of its 
business.

This strategy 
worked well for the 
company until the 
1980s, when  cer-
tain New England 
industries it had 
relied on, such as 
leather, shoe and 

paper, began to evaporate or moved to 
other parts of the country or offshore.

By the time Katz became president 
in the early 1990s, the company faced 
a serious question: Would it need to 
downsize? But Katz, who said most of 
his employees had at that point  been 
with the company for 15 years or more, 
considered their collective experience 
too valuable to lose.

Instead, the company decided to 
implement a niche marketing strat-
egy that would enable it to broaden its 
business by targeting and selling di-
rectly to certain industries it had had 
success with in New England on a na-
tional level.

Today, the company focuses on about 
16 niche markets, including electric 
motor repair; machine tools; material 
handling; metal processing; packaging/
food processing; pump, compressor and 
oil fi eld; recreation; robotics and auto-
mation; and transportation. 

The strategy required a shift in mind-
set for his sales team, as they’d each be 
responsible for actively marketing to a 
handful of key industry segments.

“That was a bit of a struggle at fi rst — 
to get people used to not just be order-
takers, but order-makers,” said Katz.

The company then gradually built its 
national customer base through a mix 
of efforts — cold calling, direct mail, 
trade magazine advertising, trade 
shows and the Internet. The company’s 
website underwent a major revamp 
late last year to become more of what 
Katz refers to as an “engineering cata-
log,” detailing the company’s products 
and addressing technical questions.

Dave Scaltreto, inside service man-
ager at client Williamson New England 
Electric Motor Service Corp. in Chelsea, 
said a couple of key things stand out 
to him about Action Bearing: “Their 
knowledge of the products they sell. 
And, they have a fantastic inventory.”

Today, the company is seeing a 50/50 
split in business coming from Action 
Bearing and Emerson Bearing. Those 
ratios were about 70 percent Action 
Bearing and 30 percent Emerson Bear-
ing a decade ago, said Katz.

“We’ve stayed in business by spread-
ing our wings around the country and 

trying to be experts in (certain) mar-
kets,” said Katz.

At the same time, the company has 
not been immune to the impact of the 
recession on its bottom line. Total rev-
enue for the company dropped to $7.65 
million in 2009 from $9 million in 2008. 
For 2010, Katz is projecting approxi-
mately $8.1 million.

Ann Arnott, vice president of programs 
and services at the Chicago-based Pow-
er Transmission Distributors Association, 
said that distributors  have a key value 
proposition, even in a down economy.

“Distributors have their feet on the 
ground where the customer is,” she 
said. “They’re not actually making the 
product, but they’re helping the cus-

tomer use the product in a way that 
provides effi ciencies to the end-user by 
providing that technical expertise.”

Katz said his company is emphasiz-
ing the service aspect of its business 
by maintaining a high level of knowl-
edgeability about its products, catering 
inventory to its key industry segments, 
and having a warehouse manager on 
call 24 hours a day for emergency ser-
vice. 

“We don’t want our products to just be 
a commodity,” Katz said. “We’ve tried to 
overcome that by backing up the pric-
ing with tons of service.”

SEAN MCFADDEN can be reached at 
smcfadden@bizjournals.com.

The leading business development, 
marketing, and management 
conference designed to educate  
and connect A/E/C industry leaders. 

July 14 – 16, 2010
Boston Marriott Copley Place
Boston, MA
www.buildbusiness.org

Build Business: “Reinvent. Retool. Rebound” will bring 
together marketing and business development professionals who are 
responsible for developing relationships and building business for their 
design and building companies. 

This intensive 2.5-day conference will explore the lessons learned and 
strategies companies put in place to respond to and overcome current 
challenges in the A/E/C industry. The program also will examine the  
impact and potential that social media and digital marketing offer 
marketers and business developers as we enter the Web 3.0 world.  
Come away from the conference equipped to reinvent your firm’s  
business model for survival and success in the new economy.

Details about the educational program and networking opportunities  
are posted now on www.buildbusiness.org and updated as 
information becomes available. 

Register Early to 
Maximize Savings!

Keynote Speakers 
Erik Wahl, President, The Wahl Group
As the landscape for business continues to change, a clear vision is  
the key to successfully navigating tomorrow’s uncharted waters. By 
breaking apart traditional thinking, Erik Wahl will challenge attendees  
to redefine commonly held assumptions about creativity, goals, and 
success and to rethink vision and purpose. The principles in this uplifting 
and highly practical program will redefine the role of a leader as an  
artist as well as an architect.

Chris Brogan, President, New Marketing Labs
A 10-year veteran of using social media, Web, and mobile technologies  
to build digital relationships for businesses, organizations, and individuals, 
Chris Brogan works with companies to improve online business 
communications including marketing and public relations through  
the use of social software, community platforms, and other emerging 
technologies. Brogan is co-author of the best-selling book Trust Agents.

Hosted by

www.smps.org

Register at www.buildbusiness.org  
by May 15 to save $100!

Firms registering three or more staff members for 
Build Business benefit from additional discounts.
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Growth chart
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Bearing/Emerson 
Bearing

Business: Industrial 
distributor of ball and 
roller bearings
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Boston

Revenue: $7.65 
million

Principal: Steven 
Katz, president
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Today, the company focuses on about 
16 niche markets, including electric 
motor repair; machine tools; material 
handling; metal processing; packaging/
food processing; pump, compressor 
and oil field; recreation; robotics and 
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The strategy required a shift in mind-
set for his sales team, as they’d each be 
responsible for actively marketing to a 
handful of key industry segments.

“That was a bit of a struggle at first — 
to get people used to not just be order-
takers, but order-makers,” said Katz.

The company then gradually built 
its national customer base through a 
mix of efforts — cold calling, direct 
mail, trade magazine advertising, trade 
shows and the Internet. The company’s 
website underwent a major revamp late 
last year to become more of what Katz 
refers to as an “engineering catalog,” 
detailing the company’s products and 
addressing technical questions.

Dave Scaltreto, inside service man-
ager at client Williamson New England 
Electric Motor Service Corp. in Chel-
sea, said a couple of key things stand 
out to him about Action Bearing: “Their 
knowledge of the products they sell. 
And, they have a fantastic inventory.”

Today, the company is seeing a 50/50 

split in business coming from Action 
Bearing and Emerson Bearing. Those 
ratios were about 70 percent Action 
Bearing and 30 percent Emerson Bear-
ing a decade ago, said Katz.

“We’ve stayed in business by spread-
ing our wings around the country and 
trying to be experts in (certain) mar-
kets,” said Katz.

At the same time, the company has 
not been immune to the impact of the 
recession on its bottom line. Total 
revenue for the company dropped to 
$7.65 million in 2009 from $9 million 
in 2008. For 2010, Katz is projecting  
approximately $8.1 million.

Ann Arnott, vice president of pro-
grams and services at the Chicago-
based Power Transmission Distributors 
Association, said that distributors have 
a key value proposition, even in a down 
economy.

“Distributors have their feet on the 
ground where the customer is,” she 
said. “They’re not actually making the 
product, but they’re helping the cus-
tomer use the product in a way that 
provides efficiencies to the end-user by 
providing that technical expertise.”

Katz said his company is emphasiz-
ing the service aspect of its business 
by maintaining a high level of knowl-
edgeability about its products, catering 
inventory to its key industry segments, 
and having a warehouse manager on 
call 24 hours a day for emergency ser-
vice.

“We don’t want our products to just 
be a commodity,” Katz said. “We’ve 
tried to overcome that by backing up 
the pricing with tons of service.”

Reprinted for web use with permission from Boston Business Journal. ©2010, all rights reserved. 
Reprinted exclusively by Scoop ReprintSource 1-800-767-3263.

201 Brighton Avenue
Boston, MA 02134

1.800.225.4587 • 1.800.252.1996 fax
info@actionbearing.com


