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Accolades for Tales from Under the Rim

“The perfect business gift . . . Like its subject, it is comfortable, friendly, and a predominantly pleasant experience — Christmas morning or any other time.”

— Financial Post

“The book’s subtitle is bang on. Tim Hortons is many things to this country, but it’s above all else a triumph of marketing. . . . Buist’s version of the rise of Tims holds a lot of common sense lessons that Canadian marketers of all stripes and sizes would do well to commit to memory.”

— Marketing Magazine

“The ‘mother’ of invention . . . A name that is on the lips of most Canadians — though they don’t even know it. Along with other brilliant Canadians who’ve enriched our lives with light bulbs and TV, we raise a cup to you.”

— The Toronto Sun

“A celebration of the results of marketing at its best.”

— The Fredericton Daily Gleaner

“Buist’s Tales from Under the Rim: The Marketing of Tim Hortons really does reveal the truth behind Tim Hortons success. That is, there is no mystery.”

— The Halifax Chronicle Herald

“The perfect coffee-table book — a book about coffee.”

— The Edmonton Sunday Sun

“Enlightening peeks into the building of a business empire.”

— The Canadian Press

“A readable and colourful account of the marketing successes that kept Tim Hortons in the forefront of the public mind . . . an interesting and accessible text for students of marketing.”

— British Journal of Canadian Studies

Accolades for RON BUIST presentations

“We were extremely pleased with Ron Buist. The pure entertainment of the Tim’s story plus his own style, his common sense approach to marketing, and the fact that he tailored his remarks to us was the perfect kickoff to the day.”

— Yellow Pages Group

“Fantastic, a superb presenter. Very informative, well delivered.”

— Canadian Marketing Association

“Ron was great. He is a wonderful speaker, has a great story and he makes it very interesting and humourous.”

— Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science and Technology
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WRITING A BOOK OF THIS NATURE involves a lot of help from so many. In over two years of putting this book together, all of the following people became part of my story. Through recollections, phone conversations, and personal interviews, they all have helped to make this book a reality, thereby helping me preserve one of Canada’s greatest business success stories. Most of these people are mentioned in the following chapters, with their proper titles and experiences. All are important, and if any are not mentioned directly, it’s because they supplied some of the background material and gave personal assistance.

With the exception of Ron Joyce, I have listed everyone alphabetically. Without Ron, there would be no Tim Hortons story.
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It takes more than those employed directly with the company to make it work. I want to thank the following people, whose specific contributions, both big and small, either to my personal career or directly to Hortons, are part of this book: the Blacks — Eddie, Bill, Bob, Barry, and Bruce; Terri Black, Spencer Brown, Michael Cerny, Bill Cluff, Jim Charade, Trevor Collier, Dennis Griggs, Jeannine Hillier, Bill Huntley, Barry (B.J.) Jones, Jack Kuper, Donna Lloyd, Natalie MacMaster, Darcy Maloney, Angelo Mosca, Don MacKay, Donna McPhail, Barry McSween, Joanne Stewart, Pat Quinn, David Wallen, Casey Weilhower, and Roger Wilson. I am especially grateful to Barry Van Horn, who always emphasized staying focused on the desired result. “Just write the book, Ron, write the damn book,” he would say, and I did. Thanks, Barry.

Two companies deserve special mention for their “behind the scenes” support. An article in Marketing Magazine first got me interested in Hortons, and when this book was going together, Jim McElguinn, formerly with Marketing Magazine, responded again and again to my phone calls for historical clarification; as well, Marketing Magazine reported on my book venture. When I needed help with a specially designed hot drink cup to promote this book, Mary Legge, Jason Monck, and Don Bell of Conference Cup came through, as they always do with Hortons cups, on time and magnificently.

I am most grateful to my publisher, Susanne Alexander, of Goose Lane Editions, for believing in my book and giving me the opportunity to share my memories. I owe special thanks to Susan Renouf, my initial editor, who performed literary surgery on my manuscript and added her advice and suggestions while exercising a heavy-duty blue pencil. Laurel Boone, Editorial Director of Goose Lane Editions, used her expertise to make my manuscript into a book, and Paul Vienneau worked diligently on the interior and exterior design of the book.

Above all, I offer my heartfelt thanks to my wife, Mary Ann; Kevin, our son, who did the initial design for the book cover and the promotional cup; Suzanne, our daughter; and my sister, Patricia June Smith who was the original “editor” of the first few chapters and gave me the confidence to continue with my writing. They lived these times just as much as I did, and they supported my crazy ideas and my ups and downs over all the years.

And special thanks to my friend, John Green, for always being there.


“The kind of business to get into is selling

a consumable product that everybody wants.”

— William J. (Bill) Huntley, Vice President Finance,

Black Photo Limited (retired)
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This cartoon was first published in The Montreal Monitor. © STAN ROACH
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PLAY A WORD GAME WITH ME.

If I say “service station,” what comes to mind? Probably “a place to buy gas.” The phrase “service station” doesn’t say anything about gas, but after years of hearing it, we just recognize that a service station is a business that sells gas.

Try this one: “air conditioning” — “cool air,” right? Somebody, somewhere, at some time thought the phrase “air conditioning” would be an appealing way to say “cool air,” and now that’s our automatic understanding of the term.

Here’s another: “Tim Hortons.” Yes, the instant association is “coffee,” and has been for many years. In 1996, though, after I had been working in the Tim Hortons marketing department for over thirteen years, I wondered, why was Tim Hortons so closely associated with coffee? Although sales of our coffee exceeded the coffee sales of all our competitors, we also sold uniquely fresh and tasty donuts. Our Timbits had become so popular that “Timbit” had almost become a generic term. Our soups, sandwiches, cakes, and pies had become national favourites. Yet our coffee remained our number-one attraction. How could we best define this success in advertising that would encapsulate the excellence of our products and our stores?

To help develop a picture of our success, my colleague Bill Moir, Executive Vice President of Marketing, introduced me to Trevor Collier Research, a professional market research company. We wanted to know, not just what our own customers liked and disliked, but also what the customers of our competitors had to say about us. Trevor Collier took us across Canada, conducting focus groups everywhere we went. The groups consisted of people who bought “a cup of coffee from a coffee shop every day, once a week, or once a month.” These men and women sat with a moderator around a table in a room with a panel of one-way glass. Seated behind this glass, we could watch them and listened to their comments without disturbing their concentration. Each group discussed both Tim Hortons and our competitors. At the end of the evening, we asked the members to tell us how they would define Tim Hortons in general and, more specifically, Tim Hortons coffee.

What a surprise these generous people gave us. They liked the coffee’s flavour, they liked its freshness, they liked the consistency of our service. But they didn’t relate only to flavour, freshness, and service. Tim Hortons coffee, they told us, was actually a part of their lives. Going to one of our stores for a coffee break was part of their daily ritual. We heard about a woman in labour who insisted that her husband take her through the drive-through to get a Tim Hortons coffee en route to the hospital. We heard from expectant fathers who needed their Tim Hortons coffee before heading for the delivery room. We found some stories hard to accept, but one of the strangest proved to be true: a man wrote in his will that his funeral cortège was to go through the Tim Hortons drive-through, and all members of the funeral party were to have a cup of coffee, on him. One member of the Halifax focus group explained in careful detail about an elderly lady who, each day, would walk with her cane up the hill from her house to Tim Hortons for her morning coffee. It was part of her daily ritual, part of her life, our informant said. She always had time for Tim Hortons.

Our focus group sessions produced two dramatic changes for Tim Hortons. First, “You’ve always got time for Tim Hortons” became our advertising slogan. Second, Lillian, the elderly lady who walked up the hill to Tim’s, became the star of the first of our “True Stories” television advertising campaigns. The commercial featured Lillian herself and a Tim Hortons store outside Lunenburg, Nova Scotia; her own Lunenburg store was just too small for all the production gear and crew. This commercial embodied the warmth and friendliness people described to us in their stories about Tim Hortons. Between 1996 and 2001, nine True Stories were filmed, and they are still being produced from stories submitted by our customers and store owners. The combination of excellent products and neighbourly stores so treasured by the participants in our focus groups became the heart of the Tim Hortons marketing program.
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A cartoon from The Halifax Chronicle-Herald. BRUCE MACKINNON / ARTIZANS.COM
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NOVEMBER 13, 1977.

9:00 a.m.

I have been in my new office at Tim Hortons for half an hour. It’s my first day on the job. The phone rings — my first phone call.

“Are you the advertising manager?”

“That’s right.”

“Where is it?”

“Where is what, sir?”

“The advertising.”

I remember that first call as if it happened yesterday. My caller was Gary O’Neill, the largest single franchisee in Eastern Canada, who had several stores in Moncton, New Brunswick. He had not received any advertising from head office for several months. He had been paying into the store owners’ national advertising fund, and he expected to see some results. Made sense to me. When I investigated the situation, I found out that, since no one had been running the marketing department, the money had not been going anywhere. The advertising fund contributions had accumulated in the bank, while six months’ worth of unpaid bills for the seventy-nine-store chain had accumulated in the “in” basket that now belonged to me.

My office consisted of solid brick walls on my left and behind me, a floor-to-ceiling glass wall on my right, and a glass wall in front of me punctuated by a glass door. The whole enclosure, no more than a hundred square feet in area, held one filing cabinet, three chairs (one of which I occupied), and my desk. It was nicknamed “the fish bowl.”

I had been with Black’s Camera Stores since 1964, when the company had fourteen stores in Ontario. Black’s had started as Eddie Black’s Appliances, but in 1939, Eddie Black, Sr., its founder, had an inspiration. King George VI and Queen Elizabeth visited Canada that year to drum up support for the war with Germany that seemed inevitable, and Eddie knew that the parade would go right by his store on Yonge Street in Toronto. He put a few Kodak and Bell and Howell cameras in a four-foot showcase in his store, and thus began the famous chain of camera stores.

I had worked for three years behind various Black’s store counters when President Bill Black, the eldest of Eddie’s four sons, asked if I would come to head office and work with Bob Black, his brother and the company’s vice president. Black’s had no advertising agency at that time. Bill knew that I had graduated from the Radio and TV Arts program at Ryerson Polytechnical Institute (now Ryerson University) in 1963, and that I was itching to work with their advertising program. I jumped at the chance to create and place advertising. The association was a happy one, and I stayed with Black’s for thirteen years.

Black’s had developed a very good photofinishing business. Their first plant was located behind one of their stores on North Yonge Street. In 1966, the plant became part of the new office building on Upjohn Road in Don Mills. In 1967, Bill Huntley, vice-president of finance, spearheaded the creation of a small pocket album in which to save the four-inch-square pictures developed from one of the popular films of the day. Both the photofinishing and the album sales were great. However, by 1972, forty per cent of all cameras sold were either Polaroids or the Kodak Instamatic type. Photofinishing lagged behind, and the machines were becoming antiquated. In those days, the average print from 35mm-film was three and a half inches wide. The rolls of paper to make these prints came in five-foot-high rolls, precut in three-and-a-half-inch strips. Bill and Bob Black, along with Bill Huntley, made a crucial and risky decision when they replaced their old machines with new ones that used four-inch-wide strips of paper. It sounds like a small change, but it had huge repercussions. All prints from Black’s would now be four inches by six inches, thirty-seven per cent larger than the three-and-a-half-by-five-inch prints everyone else was producing. Black’s Bigger Prints would require their own special albums; they would probably cut drastically into the five-by-seven and eight-by-ten enlargement business; and, just because they were different, they might cause a huge backlash from customers. It was a big gamble.

Black’s Bigger Prints was my promotional mandate for that year. We used stock photos in our advertising pieces to omit model costs, and an outline on the new, larger print showed how much bigger it was than the old, smaller print. The consumer got more picture for the same price. Rear bus boards and newspaper and radio advertisements all over the greater Toronto area kicked off the campaign. Working with Bob Black, I learned at an early point in my career that consistency counts in advertising. The newspapers and the bus boards used the same artwork, and the advertisements were adapted into point-of-purchase advertising displayed in the stores. The visual and radio ads all broadcast the same message. We would have extended this strategy to television advertising if it had been within our budget at that time. We tied everything together, we kept the same message throughout our advertising program, and when we got it right, we restrained our urge towards creative cuteness. The strategy worked. Sales of the larger 35mm print took off, pushing the photofinishing business up forty per cent for each of the next five years. By year six, the competition finally caught up, and the four-by-six-inch print became standard.
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I was not really looking for any change in my career with Black’s, but one day in September, 1977, I read an article in Marketing Magazine that would change my life. The headline read: “Howard Resigns Horton Account.” The Howard Advertising Agency had given up the advertising account of Tim Horton Donuts, of Oakville, Ontario. As I read on, I discovered that Ron Joyce, the president of Tim Donut Ltd., wanted to find someone to head up an in-house advertising department; then the company would determine what to do about advertising. I picked up the phone and called Tim Horton Donuts to see if they still had that opening for someone to “head up the advertising department.”

Why? Because of my eight-year-old son, Kevin. I was not pleased with the “open concept” education he was receiving in Toronto. I had grown up in Oakville. I liked the town and its amenities, and I knew the area and the school system. The idea of working in Oakville sounded good to me.

In the first week of October, I received a phone call from Linda Grieve, Ron Joyce’s secretary, asking if I could come out and meet with Mr. Joyce. We arranged a time, and I made my way to Oakville, armed with a portfolio that included audio tapes, layouts, scripts, and newspaper advertisements. I didn’t realize it at the time, but the fact that I had been producing print, radio, and television advertising for Black’s without the assistance of an agency proved to be very intriguing to Mr. Joyce. Black’s was comparable to Tim Hortons in several ways. Both were expanding Canadian retail companies, similar in size and with similar growth patterns; Black’s had grown from fourteen stores to forty-one in my time with the the company. Both were privately owned, and both produced a consumable product. Bob Black himself noted that “both Black’s and Tim Hortons had the discipline to keep the stores clean, attractive and updated. Also, the staff in both systems always seemed bright and cheerful and well informed.” Both companies did their advertising in-house, since neither could afford the services of an agency at that time.

That day, I met with Ron Joyce in Tim Donut Ltd.’s original office building on Sinclair Road in Oakville. It closely resembled the early Tim Horton Donut Shops: a one-storey building of dark brown brick, with a series of floor-to-ceiling gold-framed windows. The entire staff could not have been more than twenty, including the people working in the adjoining warehouse. Actually, the building was the third office for the company. The first had been in Tim Horton’s home in the Don Mills area. The second was converted from a house beside store #17 on Trafalgar Road in Oakville. (This building is now a retail store under different ownership.) The location represented a compromise: Tim Horton lived in Toronto and Ron Joyce lived in Hamilton, and they split the travel distance by setting up their head office halfway between their homes. In the late 1960s, they purchased land and eventually built the offices I visited that October afternoon. This building still stands, but it is completely surrounded by the other buildings that fill the large lot the two men had bought. In addition, the company owns about two city blocks across the road. Buildings there house more office space, a store, and a 55,000-square-foot warehouse, one of six Tim Hortons now operates.

In 1977, the office building on Sinclair Road was new and designed with few private offices. One of these belonged to Ron Joyce, and that’s where I first met him. I spread out the various examples of my work on his desk like a salesman spreading out his wares, looking for a sale. Ron sat behind his impressively large desk, on which sat an item that still stands out in my mind: a golden disc about the size of a quarter, mounted on an axle that allowed it to spin from front to back. On one side of the disc was a “head” and on the other a “tail.” On the base, a small sign read, “Decisions, decisions.” This ornament would follow him through each of his many offices as the years went on, but I never once saw him use it.

Ron was dressed in a dark blue blazer. With his no-nonsense facial expression, he carefully went over each piece I presented. I believe the fact that I did the work from creative concept to finished product myself was what intrigued him most. We discussed in particular some of the television commercials I had produced. I made these from a series of slides I had shot inside Black’s stores. The slides had been reproduced on the local television station’s telecine chain, a glorified movie or slide projector that could transfer the images to air or to videotape. They were accompanied by music that was in the public domain (and thus free from royalty payments), and a staff announcer did a voice-over. The particular station that aired the commercial — in this case, CHCH in Hamilton — would produce it for me as long as it ran on that station only. When the commercial was completed, I would then pack up my slides and scripts like a gypsy in the night and move on to the next station where I had purchased air time for Black’s and repeat the procedure. This strategy allowed me to get Black’s commercials on air without additional production cost, no small consideration for small retailers. Since the stores were concentrated at that time in a single broadcast marketing area, one advertising budget covered all twenty-four.

I particularly remember one question Ron asked me: “Do you mind flying?”

“No, I rather enjoy it.”

“But do you like flying in small planes?”

“Yes, in fact some day I would like to get a pilot’s license.”

“That’s good, because we have a small company plane for getting around.” I would learn very soon just how much “getting around” there was in this job.

I had cleared the first hurdle, and so I was invited back to a meeting in the boardroom with some of the members of the executive. Unlike later Tim Hortons boardrooms, this one was in the basement. Large, paisley-patterned chesterfields that had been moved from Lori Horton’s office and an oval Arborite-topped table for twelve filled what looked like an oversized living room. Questions about what I had done and why I wanted to move to Tim Hortons highlighted our conversation. I remember telling them that I was not a person
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“On a Rrrroll! You
may not be familiar
with Ron Buist,
but you know
his handiwork.”

— The Ottawa Citizen

Tales from Under the Rim chronicles the rise of Tim Hortons, from its humble
beginnings to a national institution. The recipe was simple: it took “one hockey
‘player, one favourite barber shop, one former drummer, and one police officer”
plus “the luck hard work brings” to transform a once unknown donur shop
into one of Canada’s leading franchise operations.

In this bestselling business memoir, Ron Buist shows how Tim Hortons became
a second home to millions of Canadians. It includes the grass-roots market-
ing strategy that defined the early years, the Tim Hortons habit of listening to
customers, and the whole story of Roll Up the Rim to Wi, the no-frills contest
that has become a defining feature of Canadian life.

RON BUIST was the marketing director for Tim Hortons for 24 years, where
he launched some of the best-known and most successful marketing campaigns
in Canadian advertising hiscory. An entrepreneur, author, marketer and thinker,
he is now a highly demanded morivational speaker.
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