
COPA Excellence in Leadership: Doug Cowie 

There is no simple formula to become a successful leader, but this year's recipient of the 
Canadian Office Products Association's Excellence in 
Leadership Award, Doug Cowie, believes two things are 
paramount for any successful leadership philosophy. 

"Trust and respect," says Doug. "Without either everything 
becomes a struggle."  

Doug's introduction to the office products industry came through 
a part time warehouse job working for Grand & Toy more than 
forty years ago. He worked in their retail stores while attending 
the University of Toronto. But the real turning point for Doug was 
shortly after Cara acquired Grand & Toy and the introduction of 
a new vice president of marketing, Alan Berdowski.  

"Alan's approach to business strategy was focused and very different," says Doug. "He was very 
adept at managing budgets and when Alan promoted me to become a director of merchandising 
in 1995, my career began to flourish." 

Today, in his position as the general manager of merchandising for Grand & Toy, Doug is 
responsible for leading a team of approximately 20 people who report to him. In his experience, 
Doug has this advice to share with team leaders who want to see their people succeed: "You 
have to be genuine and open with the people you are leading," says Doug. "Without that, trust is 
impossible and respect is fleeting." 

Doug also believes that while it's important to enjoy your successes, the biggest opportunities 
for growth can come when things don't work out as planned.  

"It’s easy to pick out events or periods of time where things went well, but sometimes it’s even 
more satisfying to struggle through tough times, with difficult relationships and still manage to 
grow both personally and professionally."  

When thinking about the future of the office products industry, Doug says the growth 
opportunities will be for companies who can think creatively with their product categories. The 
traditional core categories may decline in years to come, but new categories in technology, 
furniture, and facilities supplies can present new opportunities. Customer expectations in terms 
of last mile delivery have changed in recent years because of online product shopping and near-
immediate shipping, so companies will need to find strategic ways to offer value to their existing 
customers so they don’t succumb to the temptation of these online giants. 

Doug's leadership skills have benefited his family life as well. While his three daughters were 
growing up, Doug spent years on the soccer field, volunteering his time to coach his now adult 
daughters, while finding time to play on a rec soccer team himself. Today his hobbies include 
golfing, spending time with his wife of 34 years, Sabina (who was his high school sweetheart), 
and enjoying the company of his two dogs and three rabbits.   

While he is a modest person when confronted with personal praise, Doug is very pleased to be 
this year's award recipient. 



"Initially, the idea of receiving this award was a little disconcerting," says Doug. "I’m not a 
spotlight kind of guy. Once I thought about it a little, I was thrilled. It’s an incredible honour to be 
recognized in this way by an organization and a group of individuals that are highly regarded 
and respected." 


