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Joe Reynolds and Chris Keck
were trained as graphic artists, not
as businessmen.

So after they found themselves
as owners of an Ann Arbor sign
shop, it wasn’t surprising that
work began to dry up after the
busy summer season passed.

They spent one morning mull-
ing over the idea of selling the
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how to make signs.”

But they didn’t give up.

The two men, who had met
while students in the Washtenaw
Community College  graphic
design program, enrolled in the
school of on-the-job training:
They learned how to network and
market their business.

“We used to go to chamber (of
commerce) meetings, eat breakfast,
listen and then leave,” Reynolds
said. “We were shy, I guess.”

But with the help of the fran-
chise, they learned how to promote
themselves, speaking at meetings
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much we could do. And it gave us
confidence.”

So much confidence that Signs
by Tomorrow has logged double-
digit growth every year since
2001. Sales have doubled in the
last four years. They have gone
from having no staff to have two
full-time employees, a part-time
person and extra summer staff,

Today, Reynolds and Keck offer
the latest technology that allows
Signs by Tomorrow to make every-
thing from simple black-and-white
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Joe Reynolds, left, and Signs by Tomorrow partner Chris Keck. ROBERT RAMEY
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“For Sale By Owner” signs to full-
color banners for the University of
Michigan’s Museum of Art.

They make bumper stickers,
business card magnets, yard signs
for the real estate market, signs and
posters for trade shows, window
signs for businesses and the raised
letter and Braille signs inside the
new Willow Run Middle School.
They even printed an 8-foot Gumby
cartoon character for an employee
recognition dinner.

“We've dome single signs for
the Tupperware or Avon lady and
we've done all of the signs for the
Doan cement trucks,” Keck said.
They even dabbled in vehicle wraps
when they covered their Signs by
Tomorrow pickup truck in a color-
ful vinyl coat of graphic marbles.

But it was a rough start at first,
they remember.

Fresh out of the WCC pro-
gram, Chris Keck landed a job
at American Sign on Washtenaw
Avenue. Reynolds soon followed.
Two years later, when the owner
of the shop was gravely ill Keck
and Reynolds kept the business
afloat, They took over the shop
when the owner died in 1999 and
Signs by Tomorrow, a national
chain, merged with American Sign
shortly after. With the merger of
the 38 American Sign shops, Signs
by Tomorrow became a 160-store
chain, Reynolds said.

Sales slowed as they entered
their first winter.

“We weren’t getting a pay check

and we didn’t know what to do,”
Reynolds said.

They looked to the corporate
office for help. A representative
spent a week with Reynolds and
Keck. By the time she left, they
had a 12-month plan and some
marketing ideas. They joined the
Ann Arbor chapter of Business
Network International and learned
how to network. “It forced us to go
out every week and talk about our-
selves,” Reynolds said.

The merger with Signs by Tomor-
row also brought a push toward
more color. Until then, color was
added by layering cut vinyl. But
with the purchase of a color printer,
Reynolds and Keck were able to
offer full color. A few years later,
they purchased a larger color printer
that allowed them to make signs
and banners up to 60 inches wide,
even wider if the sheets are stitched
together. Today, about half of all
orders are for cut vinyl with the rest
for full color. Reynolds said.

Customers want bright and
bold color, Reynolds said. They
see graphics on the Internet that
they want to reproduce it in their
business signs. More changes are
coming.

‘While the current location off
of Carpenter Road offers enough

- space with 3,600 square feet, it's

hard to control the temperature of
the open space, Reynolds said.

In early August, inside tempera-
tures hit 97 degrees. Winters are
cold. The partners are looking to
move, perhaps this fall, with an
eye on a similar size location off
of Ellsworth Road.



