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GMi Evolves
Though its brands reach back
decades, GMi Companies acts a
lot younger. Its hunger to
innovate is palpable.
STORY BY ROB KIRKBRIDE
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eep in the research and development department of GMi is a rock you can use as a dry
erase board. A bunch of fall leaves covered
in a material that makes them dry erasable is also
there. No, this company with a long history based
in Lebanon, Ohio, is not marketing a “natural” collection of dry erase products. But it is pushing the
outer limits to see what’s possible when it comes to
visual communication.
The company, founded as Ghent Manufacturing in 1976, is
not afraid of taking chances, pushing what’s possible and doing
whatever it can to help its customers.
Though its brands reach back decades, GMi Companies acts
a lot younger. Its hunger to innovate is palpable. Though the
company has only strategically focused on the contract furnishings market since 2013, it is already making a mark with its
outside-the-box thinking, smartly designed products and obsession with customer service.
“Our company is based on service,” says Chairman George
Leasure. “We believe in service to our customers, service to our
employees and service to our community.”
Along with a strong company culture and world-class manufacturing, GMi Companies has found a recipe for success. If you
don’t know the parent company, you probably do know one of
the three brands that fall under its corporate structure.
Ghent: The flagship brand of GMi companies, Ghent visual
communication products help people communicate, collaborate and learn. Ghent’s products include glass boards, mobile
whiteboards, tackboards, easels, enclosed message centers
and signage.
VividBoard: VividBoard creates graphically enhanced custom whiteboards. You’ve probably seen VividBoard products in
places like hospital rooms, where nurses use their products to
keep track of the progress of patients, though that is just one of
the myriad of uses. What makes VividBoard special is the process in which the customer’s graphics are embedded directly
into the dry erase surface.
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Waddell: Waddell is the oldest of the brands
and it is known for display cases and increasingly, specialty furniture. If you’ve been in a
school with a trophy case or a company that
has a display case with awards, there is a good
chance it was made by Waddell. The brand is
evolving as well and the company will feature
Waddell’s new display furniture at NeoCon.
Each of the brands believes in personalized
customer service, according to Vice President
of Sales & Marketing Jim Harter, which is why
GMi Companies enjoy such long-term relationships. It is building those relationships in the
contract industry as well and finding success.
“We needed to find another market that appreciated quality,” Harter says. “That’s why we
are deliberately going after contract. We have
scaled up our design, and we are finding that
when a company outfits a conference room
with a table that costs thousands of dollars
and chairs that are $900 each, they don’t want
a $300 aluminum frame marker board. They
want something better.”
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The company isn’t just announcing it is active
in the contract furnishings business. It is putting its effort (and money) behind new product
development and design. Harter describes
GMi’s commitment this way: “If you knew who
we were, you would probably say, ‘Wow, you
have come a long way.’ If you didn’t know who
we were, you’d probably say, ‘Wow, where
have you been?’ ”
GMi Companies has a pair of manufacturing facilities. One is for Waddell in Greenfield,
Ohio, a small plant about half way between
Cincinnati and Columbus. It is the smaller of
the two, but filled with skilled craftspeople with
years of experience, most working with wood.
The main plant and the company’s headquarters is in Lebanon, just northeast of Cincinnati. It features a 180,000-square-foot plant,
20,000-square-foot office and is home to the
Ghent and VividBoard production.
The plant has the latest state-of-the-art
equipment and makes products to order using just-in-time manufacturing methods. Since
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it makes products that can be easily damaged
— at least until they are mounted on the wall
— GMi is serious about quality control. The
company is proud of its “Arrive as Expected”
program, which GMi claims gives it the lowest
damage rate in the industry. “Our promise is
on-time and damage-free,” said Chief Operating Officer, John D’Agostino. “If we fail, we know
we are letting a lot of people down.”
The company has invested heavily in its production process. A new paint line is being built
to give GMi the opportunity to add custom colors for glass board products. It has eight standard colors, but the new paint line will allow it
to make any color the customer specifies. “It
is functional artwork, not just a glass board,”
D’Agostino says.
The company has a lot to celebrate as it
enters its fifth decade in business. Ghent was
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founded in 1976 by George Leasure to make
blackboards. The company evolved to add
chalkboards, whiteboards, glassboards, mobiles and a variety of other communication
products. Waddell was purchased in 1986 and
in 2006, VividBoard was added. Last year was
the best in GMi’s history, says Chief Executive
Officer Mark Leasure. He attributes that success to the company’s culture. Of the 150 or
so employees there, more than 10 percent of
them have more than 25 years with the company. When employees reach 25 years at GMi,
they get their own parking place.
“You spend a third of your life at work, so it
should be a place you like to go,” Leasure says.
“We invest in morale.”
When the company built its plant, it added
windows to give workers natural light. Yes, it
was more expensive, but Leasure says, “We
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pay attention to the details.” GMi also publishes a yearbook to keep employees connected.
For a company with so many “moving parts”
and with such a long history, it feels surprisingly fresh. Its management team is focused
but eager to expand the business and branch
out into new markets. GMi is not complacent.
“Customization is the thing that is going to
drive us forward,” Leasure says.
Though they are closely watching how technology is changing communications, GMi’s
leadership believes there will always be a need
for the written word, whether in the office,
health care facility or school. The company is
rock solid, but wants to boldly move forward,
believing it has an opportunity to make a
splash in contract, especially since the acquisition of VividBoard and its move into glass
boards. It is possible to be smart about the
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business side of a company without becoming
set in its ways. “GMi is a conservative, risk-taking organization,” D’Agostino says.
Its Link family of powder-coated steel products is a good example of that philosophy. The
products are well-designed and cool, but still in
the company’s wheelhouse. “We are ready to
break out,” Harter says. “People are talking to
us about doing more and larger products.”
Back to the dry erase rocks and leaves. That’s
the work of Scott Bowers, director of product, and his research and design team. They
are planning what’s next for GMi. Though the
company is quiet about new products, look for
“dynamic” glass boards and a wider breadth
of offerings from Waddell that will expand the
definition of “display.” “How can we keep challenging ourselves? That’s what we are always
asking around here,” Bowers says. BoF
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