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Garaga Doors...
...A Dream Come True
Since his formative years,
Michel Gendreau had
a dream that he would
someday own and operate
his very own manufacturing
business. As a teenager,
his vision was to become a
successful entrepreneur. This
vision was as important and
vivid to him as was hockey or
soccer among the majority
of his peers.
In 1983, at the age of 26, the
opportunity for him to realize his
dream was presented. He discovered
that he could purchase the assets of a
garage door manufacturing company
located in Saint-Georges, Quebec,
Canada. On the surface one would
think that he would have received
support from his associates to take
full advantage of the opportunity.
However, one must remember that
in 1983, the United States was in the
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midst of what some refer to as “The
Regan Recession”, and the economy
in Canada was suffering as well. The
GDP of both countries was ﬂuctuating
up and down and not trending in
either direction. Investment purchases
continued downward until the end of
1982. Unemployment in the United
States ranged from 10.8% in 1982 to
8.3% in 1983. It was a bleak period
and one in which many investors
hesitated to take a modest step
forward much less a giant leap. Not
Michel Gendreau.
After talking with his wife, Elen, who
at the time was an elementary physical
education teacher, Michel bought the
assets of Garaga, and initiated plans
to build the company. At about the
same time, two studies recommended
that he liquidate the business, and ﬁnd
a new job. He recalled that Garaga
managed to achieve $400,000 in sales
the ﬁrst year with only ﬁve employees.
“We didn’t need emails to talk with
each other as we were all working at
the same desk,” noted Michel. “I was
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playing the roles of sales manager,
production manager, purchasing
manager, ﬁnance manager, and so
on, and Elen assisted with credit and
collections,” he added.
In the earlier days, Michel was
involved with the Canadian Door
Institute and would travel to their
meetings in Montreal, visit with
dealers, and drive back to SaintGeorges all in the same day. Many of
his peers would make fun of him, and
called him the ‘Joke from Beauce’. I
doubt that too many of these people
are laughing today. As a matter of fact,
the Chamber of Commerce of SaintGeorges stresses the fact that among
the important industries in the city
today is garage door manufacturing.
The Quebec Chamber of Commerce
awarded Garaga with its New Business
of the Year Award, and, in 2004, the
IDA recognized Michel’s business
achievement, leadership and industry
contributions by presenting him with
the prestigious IDA Distinguished
Service Award.
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Within about two years of becoming
the owner of Garaga, Michel and Elen
had twin sons, Martin and Maxime, and
daughter, Isabelle…three more incentives
to continue growing the business. And
grow the business, he did. Using the
same hands-on approach he applied 25
years ago, the family business today does
nearly 75% of its sales in Canada, 20% in
the United States, and 5% overseas. The
company employees 200, and operates
manufacturing facilities in Saint Georges
(128,000 square feet) and Barrie (75,000
square feet).
I found it interesting to learn that
an unusual project was very helpful
in the early growth stages of Garaga.
In 1991, the company landed a $2.5
million contract to produce insulated
panels used for thermal reinforcement
of a hydroelectric dam in Northern
Quebec. Yes, they were insulated
garage door sections! When I asked
Michel earlier about his original
expectations as a new business owner,
he said that as a teen he dreamed of
operating a business with $1,000,000
in annual sales, and making a good
living for his family. With this one
contract, he far exceeded his early
day expectations. He also informed

me that he was a realist and didn’t
set goals that were unattainable
unlike some business management
consultants who tell you to always
set your goals high. He stressed
the fact that he isn’t willing to take
huge risks because he and his people
have worked very hard to attain the
success the company enjoys today.
“The road may change along the
way, but I always try to achieve what
I’ve established as realistic goals,” he
stated.
Sons Martin and Maxime are now
active in the ﬁrm. Martin is Director
of Sales, and Maxime is Director of
Marketing and Customer Service. In
April, 2009, they celebrated their 25th
birthday…just about the same age
as their father was when he assumed
ownership of the business. After
graduation from the University of
Michigan in 2009, daughter, Isabelle
will join the ﬁrm and serve in the
important area of ﬁnance.
As I’ve asked other door
manufacturers, I posed the question,
“How does the professional door
dealer ﬁt into your current and future
distribution plans?” Michel noted

that although Garaga produces
a good product, the equation to
satisfy customers is incomplete
without professional installation
and service. The company uses the
following equation to illustrate their
marketing strategy: Good product +
Good installation + Memorable Buying
Experience = Satisﬁed End User. “This
is why the professional door dealer
plays an essential role in our strategy,”
asserted Michel. According to their
strategy, Garaga seeks to partner
with professional dealers that will
provide consistent quality work and
memorable buying experiences for
their clients. Garaga and their dealers
stand behind the ﬁrm’s motto, Garaga,
A Choice You’ll Never Regret. It is
important to note that Garaga was the
ﬁrst manufacturer of garage doors in
North America to achieve ISO 9002
Certiﬁcation in 1997.
According to Michel, he and his sons
regularly visit dealers and attend industry
events to stay in touch with trends and
the day-to-day realities their customers
face. “We consider our dealers as Business
Partners,” states Michel. One of the
industry events important to him is the
Continued on page 43
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“I’ve faced challenges
like they have, and
feel that by being
a conservative
businessman, I will
make sure that
Garaga is not only
successful during the
good times, but also
the bad.”

International Garage Door Exposition
produced by the IDA. “The fact that this
industry event is conducted annually
makes it possible for us to economically
meet with our customers and vendors all
under the same roof each year,” stated
Michel.
Having been a small business, and
especially a family-owned business,
Michel feels that he understands the
pressure and needs of door dealers.
“I’ve faced challenges like they have,
and feel that by being a conservative
businessman, I will make sure that
Garaga is not only successful during
the good times, but also the bad,”

he stated. “This is critical for my
family, our employees, dealers and
customers,” he added.
In 1995, the company developed
a marketing program called Garaga
Experts. Today, 120 of their dealers
are Garaga Experts with more than
a third of these based in the United
States. The goal of the program is to
offer marketing support so that the
dealers will stand out from their local
competition. “We want our dealers
to demonstrate clearly to their clients
that they are THE professional garage
door guy in the community,” asserted
Michel. The program includes annual
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training in subjects such as sales,
marketing and ﬁnance.
For a number of years, dealers have
been concerned with Big Box Stores,
and product distribution models that
don’t necessarily include professional
door dealers. When asked about this,
Michel noted that the company has
created what they call the Garaga
Regional Program. The program is
designed to service lumber centers
and big box stores in partnership with
their participating dealers. The sales,
installation, service, and invoicing to
the store is made by the dealer, and
not Garaga.
Continued on page 44
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Certainly one frustration of doing business today is the
ﬂuctuation in raw material costs and petroleum products.
I inquired with Michel how his company assists dealers
with these unstable costs. “We are in the same boat and
in the same storm,” he responded. The ﬁrm apparently
works daily to be efﬁcient, but at times price increases are
inevitable. “We commit ourselves to informing our dealers
sixty days in advance before an increase is initiated,” stated
Michel. In some cases, Garaga personnel have joined with
the dealer to visit key customers and explain the necessity
for the increases.
Being one who is interested in Mission and Vision
statements, I inquired about those of Garaga. What I
was presented was quite extensive. The ﬁrm stresses the
importance of nine quality values with their personnel:
Integrity, Team, Improvement, Health and Safety, Customer,
Open-Mindedness, Respect, Accountability, and Quality. Each
Value is supported by a Guiding Principle such as Health
and Safety’s Guiding Principle that reads, “Acting in a way
that ensures my safety and the safety of others.” I must say
that I was impressed with not only the approach taken by
Garaga, but the apparent enthusiasm of employees to live
out the values.
Values and quality control are two important concerns that
Garaga personnel share. Monthly meetings are conducted
with all employees where Michel discusses the positive and
the negative aspects of the previous month’s operation. He
also addresses the opportunities and challenges for the month
ahead. Every two years, the company conducts a customer
survey so they can measure the effectiveness of the team’s
quality control efforts – team meaning Garaga employees and
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Safety in manufacturing
is of
utmost importance.
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Gendreau
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dealers. “Evaluating our performance
is part of our life at Garaga,” Michel
emphasized.
Michel shared with me that Garaga
doesn’t believe in making big changes
all at once, but instead prefers to
create gradual, steady change by
everyone in the company. As a family
business, he noted that the company
has an entrepreneurial culture. Their
25th anniversary slogan reads, Garaga,
a Tradition of Change. As an example,
Michel reviewed the company’s IT
System noting that it was created inhouse by Garaga employees. Since
joining the company, sons Martin and
Maxime have stressed the importance
of enhancing technology, and many
changes to the company website, and
communication programs have been
incorporated.

I asked Michel to share some of his
thoughts regarding what dealers need
to do to succeed. His ﬁrst response
was that dealers need to stress the
importance of installers, and strive
to continuously provide training and
educational opportunities for door
technicians. In his opinion the greatest challenge our industry will face in
the next ten years is ﬁnding qualiﬁed
people to install and service our products. He also emphasized the need to
be better in sales and management
(especially inventory, receivables, and
cost control).
We also talked about the fact that a
number of door dealer businesses are
being transferred to new owners as the
industry’s pioneers are retiring. Many
of the new people are the sons and
daughters of the owners. Michel told

“Evaluating our performance is part of
our life at Garaga.”
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me that one of the services Garaga
offers dealers is assistance with the
transition of a family-owned business
to the next generation. He suggested
that IDA should perhaps offer some
type of grant or assistance to dealers in
preparing them for business transfer.
At the conclusion of my visit, I asked
Michel if there was anything speciﬁc
he wanted to share with the readers.
He stated, “Do not let bad news lead
your action, but rather be positive
and innovative in this economy.”
“Make sure you have the best partner
(product provider) to help you
succeed, keep your customers happy,
and you will work through these
difﬁcult times and be stronger and
better,” he added.

