
12           ICM May/June 2017

One thing fuel companies can agree on is that this 
business isn’t getting any easier. Oil companies to-
day face challenges that include shrinking gallons, 

fewer customers, changing consumer 
behavior, shortages of qualified drivers 
and technicians, changing government 
regulations and fuel quality. They also 
see opportunities to diversify their busi-
nesses, leverage technology for greater 
productivity, be more effective at sales 
and marketing and differentiate them-
selves with “new school” thinking. 

Faced with all this, it only makes 
sense that fuel dealers would want to 
learn lessons from each other. Enter 
Warm Thoughts Communications. Sev-
eral years ago, it launched a program 
called Breakthrough Groups™. These 
are benchmarking groups that bring 
together non-competing fuel compa-
nies to share what’s working, what’s 
not and what can be done to build a 
better future. It now has over 60 par-
ticipants from 12 states. ICM sat down 

with two of their facilitators—Rich Goldberg (RG) and 
Ed Cardell (EC)—to see what lessons they could share 
with us.

ICM: How did this whole thing get started?
Rich Goldberg: Several years ago, three of the most im-
pressive fuel dealers I knew—Jim Townsend, Sam Gault 
and Craig Snyder—approached me about facilitating 
meetings they were having with each other to share their 
best ideas. They wanted my help 
to bring other progressive com-
panies into the mix, add struc-
ture and facilitate the meetings. 
I jumped at it.

ICM: Why?
RG: This had actually been on 
my to-do list for Warm Thoughts 
for a while, but I was always 
swamped with work (not un-
like our group members). I was 
actually in an Entrepreneurs 
Organization “Forum” group for 
10 years, and it helped me im-
measurably. I was elevated to 
its International Board in charge 
of the program worldwide, so I 
gained some great insights into 

how these groups work best. I saw amazing potential to 
help fuel companies create real breakthroughs in their 
business, which is why we called them Breakthrough 
Groups. 
  
ICM: You mentioned how these groups work best. 
What do you mean?
RG: I felt it was very important to keep participation to 
no more than 10 or 12 members per group, so members 
could develop trusting relationships. They needed com-
plete confidentiality. They needed to know going in that 
this was different than an association meeting. We have 
to be willing to open up about what’s really happening, 
not just show off the shiny veneer, and we have to be 
willing to show up for each other and be helpful. I also 
felt it was important to make it fun and to have compa-
nies who were similarly sized. 

ICM: How many people are now participating and 
how often do they meet? 
Ed Cardel: We are running five groups now and plan 
to add a couple more this Spring. Generally, they meet 
two or three times a year for a couple of days each time 
and supplement that with phone conferences on specific 
topics of interest. 

ICM: What  has surprised you most about it?
EC: I’ve been at this a while, so nothing surprises me 
too much. However, I have been pleasantly pleased with 
how much everyone looks out for each other and leaves 
the “BS” behind. There’s a real comradery and willing-
ness to help others succeed, especially by avoiding mis-
takes they’ve made.
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ICM: Can you give me some examples?
EC: Often, what happens after the meeting is as impor-
tant as what we discuss during the sessions. We have 
members calling each other all the time. Many times, 
they’ll do site visits with their team, especially if they 
hear that someone is doing something smart they want 
their guys to learn about. For instance, we have a lot of 
guys who are trying to diversify into propane or broaden 
their HVAC services. Doing either of these things can be 
very tricky, and it helps to hook up your service manager, 
dispatcher or safety manager with someone you know is 
doing it right. 
RG: Here’s one: A few years back, some areas had a very 
serious propane shortage and it was a bear getting prod-
uct. One of our members had significant storage and ar-
ranged for two other members to pick up from him. It was 
a long haul, but at the time, everyone nearby was dry. 
The same thing happened with another guy who couldn’t 
get his oil barge up river because it was frozen over. One 
of the members with a terminal basically bailed him out. 
EC: Normally, the support isn’t that ex-
treme. In my last meeting, we focused on 
the sales process—from lead generation 
to sign up—and how the sales team could 
streamline procedures and improve effec-
tiveness. They shared equipment propos-
als and there were more than a couple of 
exclamations of, “Wow, I need to do some-
thing more like this.” We  did a deep dive 
into service department profitability and 
had a big discussion about insurance op-
tions, weather hedges and bio. 

ICM: Who participates?
EC: Principally, the participants are own-
ers or general managers of companies. 
Most of them are very experienced at 
what they do, but we also have some “next 
generation” members—the kids who are 
going to take over the business in a few 

years. Ninety-five percent of the members are 
renewing every year, which says a lot about 
the experience. 

ICM: Do you set the agenda for the group 
and is it the same for each group?
RG: No, we base the agenda on what that 
particular group wants/needs to discuss. We 
reach out to each member and ask whether 
they are facing anything they’d like feedback 
on. It could be a question around structuring 
the company, a better way to handle acquisi-
tions or a problem with a partner. It’s really 
about helping each member deal with their 
stuff. We then supplement that with broader 
topics that we know are important to look at: 
safety, technology, sales and customer reten-
tion, etc. We will also benchmark important 
key performance indicators (KPIs). Each of 
us consults with companies so there’s a fair 
amount we bring to the table from our own 
experience. 

ICM: Do members have to be Warm Thoughts customers?
RG: Well, we love it when they are, but no, they don’t, 
and many aren’t. I decided early on that this wasn’t going 
to be an advertisement for Warm Thoughts’ marketing 
services. If companies want to go there, great, but this 
is all about adding value through the group experience. 

ICM: Have your groups been discussing anything 
recently that would be worth noting for our readers?   
EC: Absolutely. Our members run the gamut from as 
small as 1,500 customers to as large as 70,000, although 
they belong to different groups. Since we’re in 12 states, 
we see a wide range. 

The margin for error is shrinking along with degree 
days, so finding ways to use technology to track and react 
to key performance metrics is gaining ground. You have 
options like BRITE  (briteinfo.com) business intelligence 
software that seems to be making a big impact. Tank 
monitors are starting to come up more and more in dis-
cussion as ancillary heat sources are throwing k-factors 

14           ICM May/June 2017

Joe Wills, SMO Energy, MD.; Bob Williamson, Moyer Indoor/Outdoor, PA.; Steve 
Bridge, Shipley Energy, PA.; Rich Goldberg, Warm Thoughts; Jim Townsend, 
Townsend Energy, MA.; Craig Snyder, Wesson Energy, CT.; Sam Gault, Gault En-
ergy, CT.; Ken Davenport, Heritagenergy, NY; David Singer, Robison Energy, NY

Ray Tomasso, Tomasso Brothers Energy, NJ; Ed Cardell, Warm Thoughts Com-
munications, Roy Rucci, Rucci Energy, NY; Jennifer Tracey Carlo, Tracey Energy 
Services, CT; Mark Brideau, Brideau Energy, MA; Nick Warren, Fisher Churchill, 
MA; Jorge Castillejo, Snows Energy, MA; Shane Casey, Casey Energy, CT; Steve 
Ohlert, Oehlert Brothers, PA and Chris Behrens, Dowling Fuel, NJ.



16           ICM May/June 2017

out of whack more. It is also becoming 
more difficult to attract drivers who 
can pass various requirements, so 
getting more productivity from every 
truck and reducing the number on the 
road seems like a new focus.
RG: The impact of 15ppm and Bio-
heat® played a big role in discussion 
very recently. States where sulphur 
content has gone down for a couple 
of years are pointing out a dramatic 
drop in service calls, including night 
calls, that have big implications. 
Should this new reality change your  

strategy around service plans? Can 
you go from an annual tune-up to one 
based on gallons? Can you rethink 
your tech/customer ratio and get by 
with fewer techs, or is this an opportu-
nity to increase the time the tech can 
spend with each customer to generate 
leads? And if you sell Bioheat®, there’s 
definitely a need to make sure your 
additive package is tuned right if the 
sulphur content is low.  
EC: Yes, that’s coming up for my 
groups a lot. We are clearly seeing 
fundamental changes—fuel quality, 

shrinking oil base, new consumer hab-
its, etc. However, there are also some 
head fakes. For instance, there’s been 
a new wave of fear that the full ser-
vice base is quickly evaporating, par-
ticularly as millennials start buying 
homes. However, as we look at chang-
es in auto numbers and customer 
base, there isn’t any shocking drop. A 
lot of the growth that companies may 
be seeing in discounts may simply be 
cannibalizing other, less sophisticated 
discount brands. Change is coming, for 
sure, but it is more gradual than some 
have been saying, and an appropriate 
response needs to be thoughtfully vet-
ted. 

ICM: Anything else? 
RG: Improving sales is a big focus in 
my group and I think we have a grow-
ing awareness that, while we focus a 
lot on our advertising, websites, direct 
mail—stuff we can touch and track—
fuel companies are often awful at sell-
ing. My guys know that one of my fa-
vorite things to do with new members 
is to ask them how calls are handled, 
especially what happens when some-
one asks “what’s your price?” We’ll 
then often hear members say how 
their guys are really good at asking 
questions, not quoting price before val-
ue, getting info, etc. I then take out my 
phone, put it on speaker phone, and 
call them up.
EC: That’s very sadistic of you, 
Richard.
RG: I have that streak, yes, but this 
is really eye opening and we have fun 
with it after. However, what’s not fun 
is how often the person handling the 
sales inquiry completely bluffs it up. 
It’s a huge hole in the bucket. Every 
company should focus more on how 
sales are being handled and how peo-
ple are paid for new business, etc. 

ICM: You mentioned earlier that 
you thought it was important that 
you have fun. How do you do that? 
RG: Last week, one of our groups did a 
New York City experience—we walked 
the High Line, went to a cool restau-
rant and then to a Broadway show. 
We’ve visited wineries, met at mem-
bers’ homes overlooking lakes and 
oceans, gone to mountain top retreats. 
We even sailed around Annapolis on 
the boat they used in the movie Wed-
ding Crashers.   

Life is short. We need to evolve and 
that will take hard work, but there’s 
no reason we can’t enjoy the ride.  ICM 


