





Bearclaw’s business is percolating

Chelsea couple franchising their drive—through coffee shops
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White wings on logo a tribute to their son

“He’s been to Alaska 10 times
and he’s never seen a bear,” De-
bi Scroggins said, laughing.

The white wings on the
Bearclaw logo are a tribute to
their late son.

A thorough plan

The Scrogginses planned to
open four or five rustic-themed
Bearclaw coffeehouses and run
the group themselves, so they
spent extra time and money on
details like the logo, trademark
rights and the menu design, so
they could easily replicate il at
each of their stores.

The couple worked with cof-
fee consultants and spent time
choosing vendors and writing
their 110-page business plan.

Although they didn’t intend to
franchise at first, in essence, the
Scroggins’ atiention fo detail set
up a perfect operating model for
a franchise business - which
made Chelsea-based
Bearclaw’s move from mom-
and-pop to coffee chain a snap

“This was a well-thought-out,
well-financed plan,” Debi Scrog-
gins said. “We had a lot of good
advice from people.”

“It was really scary,” she
added. “You have to take your
491(k), your credit cards and
home, and put everything on the
line.”

Doug Scroggins found the
first location in Dexter. Despite
naysayers, the drive-through,

espresso-based coffee shop did
well, and the couple later
opened a second location in
South Haven on Michigan’s
west side, where they liked to
vacation in the summer.

Brenda Moore, owner of Perk
& Brew in Ann Arbor, was cho-
sen as the coffee roaster and
supplier. She said she knew
from the start that the Scrog-
gins’ plan would thrive.

“We met and I helped them
with getting (Bearclaw) open
and set up and, boy, they just
took off,” Moore said, “1 knew
they were somebody that could
really make it.”

Business balloons

Indeed, business — and the po-
tential to expand - came fast
and furious.

“It was really crazy. All of a
sudden customers were saying,
‘T'd like to open this franchise’,”
Debi Scroggins said. “It was
mushrooming, and that’s when
we start to think about the
whole franchise thing.”

Bearclaw opened {wo loca-
tions in 2003, ftwo in 2004 and
three in 2005, including the first
Ann Arbor shop. This year
Bearclaw will open 11 shops, if
not more, in places like Canton,
Brighton, Waterford and Gar-
den City. Chelsea was the first of
those 11 to open.

While’s Bearclaw’s business

focus is drive-through coffee, it

does have three sit-down stores.
Its Brooklyn location is a hybrid
of both, and ifs new Chelsea lo-
cation will have a walk-up
counter in addition to the drive-
through, but no seating.

“When I saw how successful
Bearclaw was, we wanted to get
involved,” said Diane Wright,
who opened the first Bearclaw
in Ann Arbor at the former Uni-
versity Bank ATM and old-time
gas station at the intersection of
Stadium Boulevard and Washte-
naw Avenue.

Wright and her husband, Don,
met the Scrogginses when Don
Wright coached their sons in
hockey. She’s not ruling out the
possibility her family will open
more Bearclaws.

“Bearclaw is filling a niche, I
believe, with the personal atten-
tion we give our customers face-
to-face,” Diane Wright said.

But the Scrogginses are the
first to admit there will be a
point when Bearclaw’s red-hot

_growth track will cool off.

Limit to growth

The couple spends a great
deal of time working on new de-
velopment, and Bearclaw gets
about 50 calls inquiring about
franchises a month. Still, the
couple makes a point to visit
every Bearclaw each week.

“We don’'t want to get big
enough where we stop having
fun at it. I don't know when that
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Bearclaw Coffee Co.employees from left, Jenna Gines, Jen Wright and Lois Hasey work to get the orders
out quickly at the Ann Arbor shop on Wednesday.

will be. I never thought we’d be
this big,” Doug Scroggins said.
“We are growing so carefully
because we know you can grow
too fast,” Debi Scroggins said.
For her part, Debi Scroggins
is no stranger to the food retail
industry. Her godfather and
longtime family friend, Doug
Raab, co-owns the Washtenaw
Dairy, and she spent many
hours during her childhood and
adulthood working there. Her
parents even met at the Dairy.
“Doug was such a mentor,”
Debi Scroggins said. “If I was

nervous, I'd call Doug.”

“She and Doug (Scroggins)
Lave pretty well done at this on
their own,” counters Raab. “It
seems like it’s going along pret-
ty good ... She’s probably better
atit thanTam.”

The Dairy’s longstanding pen-
chant for customer service is
part of what inspired the Scrog-
ginses when they were building
Bearclaw. The energetic and
genuinely friendly couple are
fussy about who they pick to
have franchises and stress thai
all employees be warit, outgo-

ing and welcoming to cus-
tomers. At the Ann Arbor store,
the employees greet customers
at their car door, many of whom
they already know by name.
“We feel people are out there
starving for attention,” Doug
Secroggins said. “We iry to engage
customers in conversation.”
“And we take a perscnal inter-
est in our employees - it’s all
about the staff,” he added.

Contact Stefanie Murray at
smurray@annarbornews.com or
734-994-6932.





