Indiana Companies to Watch

ChamberRoundtable

Seeds of Success

Company Leaders Share Growth Formulas
By Charlee Beasor

F

armers, gardeners and anyone who ever took a basic science class understands how
seeds grow into plants. The formula is pretty basic: Start with fertile ground, plant a
seed, water it, give it plenty of sunlight, clear out the weeds when necessary, pluck
the harvest when it’s ripe so it can continue to bear fruit and watch it grow.
Adjust the terminology for the business world, but a similar formula can be
applied to the process for cultivating a successful Hoosier company.
BizVoice® traveled to Northern Indiana to discuss how four organizations have applied those
basic steps and theories to growing their companies. Each is a member of the 2011 class of
Indiana Companies to Watch (CTW).
Participants:
• Gregg Fore, president of Dicor Corporation, Elkhart
• Rex Robison, president of RapidView, LLC, Rochester
• Samuel Tippmann, president of Tippmann Engineering, Inc., Fort Wayne
• Bernie Veldman, CEO of Midwest Orthotic Services, Inc., South Bend

Dealing with drought

INFORMATION LINK

Resources: Gregg Fore,
Dicor Corporation, at
www.dicor.com
Rex Robison, RapidView,
at www.rapidview.com
Samuel Tippmann,
Tippmann Engineering, at
www.tippmann
designbuild.com
Bernie Veldman, Midwest
Orthotic Services, at
www.midwestorthotics.com
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The companies and business owners are part of a wide array of industries – recreational vehicle
accessories, custom orthotics, cold-storage design/build and sewer pipeline inspection – and
have existed for varying timeframes, (from 1984, 2000, 2006 and 2007, respectively). Each has
faced different trials and tribulations to get to where they are today. In fact, the CTW recognition
comes in part because of what has been done in the face of those challenges.
Many of the recent difficulties stemmed from the “Great Recession.”
Dicor wasn’t the only RV company hit particularly hard during that time. The city of Elkhart,
often referred to as the “RV capital of the world,” made national headlines for having the highest
unemployment rate in 2009. Fore indicates, however, that his industry had experienced
downturns previously, and says that a little forethought and planning can help keep companies
afloat in tough times.
“There are a number of things you can do. First of all, you always keep that in your
thoughts and in your planning that it’s going to happen again, because it’s outside our control,”
he explains. “So, you always plan with that thought in mind, ‘What happens if?’ ”
Fore acknowledges some employee and compensation cutbacks during the economic
downturn, but notes that the company also focused on new product and market share and was
able to maintain profitability.
“It was a difficult time, but again, we protected our core, we focused on product development.
There is never a time not to do something. Ever,” he declares.
“You have to have a strong cash position. You do all of the things financially you can do and
you keep your core competency on the table, so when business does return to some level of
normal, you’re ready, and you can take advantage of it, which we’ve been able to do.”
A strong cash position has contributed to Tippmann Engineering’s success. While Tippmann
recalls that it wasn’t easy to start off with no debt and no investors, he and his brother, Dan,
worked hard to get the company into a position where they get to call the shots.
“Over the years we saved and scrimped to get to where we needed to be financially to take
off down this road,” he emphasizes. “Project sizes got smaller (during the recession), and we had
to be lean and mean again, so that was a huge benefit at the end of the day – not having someone
knocking on our door once a month saying, ‘Pay up.’ We didn’t take home as much that quarter,
or whatever the case may be, but we’re frugal and it paid off.”
Robison’s company works through a different set of challenges – his products, while able to
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inspect more pipeline than those of competitors – are often
getting it done. And it has helped. I think our total potential
more expensive.
savings over five years between the state and local government
“When we talk about the downturn, we were able to
is $180,000.”
actually capture more of the market at that time because cities
The workforce is also an integral part of any successful
were looking at ways of inspecting their sewer pipelines at a
business. However, some organizations are having trouble finding
lower cost. One of our robotic systems can inspect between
a sufficient stream of hardworking employees – especially with
three and five times the amount of one of our competitors. So,
the current state of unemployment benefits.
they could look at the initial purchase price maybe with 60%
Not only is it a troublesome system for employers, but Veldman
more productivity,” he notes.
also notes how staying on unemployment for two years can
At Veldman’s company, products and services are only
negatively affect the employee.
sold to other orthotists. The process of catering to a select few
“The two years sitting at home
has rewarded the company with outstanding loyalty.
also is going to destroy their sense
“If you don’t have a certified orthotist on staff, you can’t
of self-worth. I mean, the motivation
buy our product. Period,” he
to get back out there two years down
explains. “And, I think when
the road and find a job is … the
“In our industry, it’s
we did that, we dropped
motivation is gone,” he indicates.
all networking. It’s
about two-thirds of our
Adds Fore, “And then it creeps
very close-knit. Everyone
business. Just right off the
into the rest of the family. So our
knows everyone. And
bat. It was gone. And (now),
young people have that ideal that –
it’s all bounced back and then
‘Well, we’ll just get food stamps.’
so networking is
some. It’s climbed incredibly
It’s easier to get food stamps than it
everything. We spend
for us. It’s been phenomenal
is to go earn a living. And that’s
very little on marketing. This year
for us, in terms of our
unfortunate in our society. We didn’t
we’re spending quite a bit more, but as grow our communities and we didn’t
reputation. Certainly we
part of taking that next step.”
could get more sales out of it,
grow the national economy by
but not everything is just
disincentivizing people.”
Samuel Tippmann
about sales. That will all be
When asked what the entrepreneurs
Tippman Engineering, Inc.
there. But, I think the name
would change from a government
we are building in this field will set us up for decades of success.”
standpoint if they were “kings for a day,” Fore was the quickest
to respond with a simple, “Get out of the way. Get out of the
You can’t control the weather
way and we’ll do fine.”
Just like any successful entrepreneur, these four understand
“One of the problems that we face … is that agency control
that some things are simply out of their hands – state and
of regulations has gotten out of hand,” he remarks. “So in my
federal resources (or potential roadblocks), and the state of the
meetings with congressmen, I have encouraged them to please
workforce and economy.
stop the agencies, to put the brakes on and to take their
In this case, however, the panel agrees that location plays
responsibility back. And, let’s stop these people interfering with
into their favor as business owners.
our lives when it’s not necessary.”
“I think the Midwest brings some really good things, and
Robison concurs: “I would like
Indiana in particular,” Veldman observes. “There is a Midwest
the recognition that low bid isn’t the
value system that you don’t see on the coasts. I’ve been to both
way to go for municipalities and
coasts, and I have spent a lot of time there, and I think that the
cities; they need to look at the cost
Midwest family values that we have here in this area gives you
of ownership and what kind of
a better workforce.”
Tippmann lists the low costs of living and tax rates, as
“People-wise, we are
well as streamlined local entities, as positives. Fore agrees that
much stronger than we
those entities can play a key role, such as the case in Elkhart.
were then (before the
“When we started Vixen (Composites, a new affiliate), we
recession) because
went to the city of Elkhart and to the state for tax incentives
because of the size of the investment we were making. The city
lessons are good for people. It makes
responded with a five-year personal tax abatement phase-in – I
them tougher. Makes them plan better.
would really rather call it a phase-in than an abatement – and
Makes them react differently. They
the state responded with some training and some payroll
understand the tribulations of the
benefits over a similar period,” he summarizes.
downside better.”
“I have to say that the process was relatively easy. It’s not
Gregg Fore
easy to get tax incentives, but the process itself was relatively
Dicor Corporation
easy, straightforward. There weren’t 47 people involved in
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quality they are getting for the low bid. And, that’s it.”
Veldman, whose industry is tied into the health care market, also takes issue with the
insurance industry.
“The government is not so bad for us. It’s the insurance industry. They just – they run the
medical field. They choose how much they’re going to charge you for
insurance, they choose how much they’re going to pay our doctor,
how much they’re going to pay us,” he exclaims. “And they’ve gotten
so big that they are calling all the shots.”

“Not having to rely
on lines of credit and
the bank and
everything, we’ve
been pretty much
running on our own
cash flow. That sets
us up to be able to jump on
opportunities … we just see an
opportunity and we take it.”

Plowing through rocky soil

While it’s not easy for anyone to learn from their mistakes, being
able to pick up the pieces of a past failure or loss is something that
successful entrepreneurs do well.
“I failed in a company. I never want to do it again,” Fore says. “It
is certainly not a fun experience. It is a lifelong lesson. Whether it’s
totally your fault or an outside influence, it doesn’t make any
difference. The fact is that you didn’t do what you should have done to keep
that from happening. And you put your employees at risk and you put your
family at risk.”
Veldman and Tippmann share experiences of past partnerships that did
not work out.
Bernie Veldman
“We had a remodeling company years and years ago – it was 14 years ago.
Midwest Orthotic Services, Inc.
And I went into it with a partner. And this kid was a craftsman. He built some
of the most beautiful furniture. I mean, he could nail it,” Veldman recalls. “He was really excited
to have a business because it meant he could set his own hours. To him, that meant whether or
not he comes to work. For me, that means, ‘Which 22 hours a day do I choose to work?’ ”
He recalls getting phone calls reporting that his partner wasn’t on the job site when he should
have been. Getting out of that enterprise taught him some important points about owning a business.
“I think I learned how not to run a business. It made it so much easier for me to run things
correctly now. You know, surround yourself with good people. Don’t try to take it all on
yourself. Hire great people. Pay them well so they are not looking for another job. Let them buy
into it. Let them become partners in what they help you build. Things like that have been great
things for me to learn,” Veldman asserts.
For Tippmann, getting involved in business with a friend taught him that people aren’t
always what they seem to be.
“I guess it was about seven or eight years ago. I got involved with a longtime friend, and we
purchased some equipment and got into the excavating business … Well, I learned a hard lesson
very quickly that, you know, he wasn’t everything I thought he was and there was some dishonesty
at some point,” he explains.
“Thankfully, I was able to get out of it in time … actually, it didn’t cost me all that much
money at the end of the day, but it was a great eye opener, a great lesson that I won’t forget.”

“Our school system went
to New Tech, which
will hopefully spawn
some of the children to learn the skills
that we need in our business. They
might not be electronic technicians,
but at least they will have an idea
of how electronics, computers, things
like that work.”
Rex Robison
RapidView, LLC
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Planning for the harvest
Failing in the past shouldn’t curb future growth, however.
One way to plan for the future – and to stop failure in its tracks –
is to hire great people, affirms Robison.
“But not only do you have to hire people you trust, but you
have to trust them to do their job and you just have to step back
and … let go,” he observes. “And that has been probably one of the
most difficult things to do, to let go and not try to micromanage
everything. You should still be involved and know what’s
happening, but you don’t have to second guess every decision.”
Veldman agrees that the hiring process is key to running a
successful company.
“One of the biggest parts of an interview with our company
is dinner. We have dinner with six or eight of us, and we don’t
Continued on page 56
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talk business at all. We just talk,” he describes. “We get to know
the potential employee and their spouse and … who they are
and what kind of people are they in their heart. Are they good
people? Are they moral people that, you know, you could
leave your kids with for a weekend or something? Are they
that kind of person?”
The dinner “vetting” has a proven track record.
“We had taken them out, a guy and his wife … and he sent
his dinner back. It came back, he sent it back again. He finally
said, ‘That’s fine, I’ll just order something else.’ Just getting the guy
dinner was such a problem. And I – you know, I needed somebody.
I needed somebody bad. All our food was cold by the time his
got there. Everybody was like, ‘No, no, no,’ ” Veldman recalls.
“And I said, you know, ‘I need somebody. I’ll take the guy
even if he doesn’t work out.’ Sure enough, he’s the guy we had
to fire for fraud. I don’t think I would ever make the mistake
again of saying, ‘I’ve got to get somebody.’ I’ll just work 24/7
until the right person comes along.”

Many hands make light work
It’s unlikely that any business owner or entrepreneur
became prosperous entirely on his or her own. Whether it is a
family member, close friend or networking group, everyone
needs a little help to become truly successful.
“I would say my father is one of my biggest influences. I
started working with him when I was 10 years old, and he
produced my work ethic and entrepreneurial spirit, whatever
you want to call it. He’s definitely the one that taught me the
most about business,” Robison comments.
Tippmann, the youngest of nine boys, also credits his
family for his success.
“Most of my brothers – and my father – were all entrepreneurs.
And watching, learning from their mistakes periodically, it
really taught me that you have to have a good foundation in
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business,” he acknowledges.
For Veldman, his spouse is his biggest influence.
“She is involved in the business as much as I am. … She
has backed me with all my crazy ideas. Some of them have
turned out to be good and others not so great. But she always
stood there and pushed me to try something new, to see how
it works and step out on a limb a little bit,” he offers.
Another group that shouldn’t be left out of the equation,
according to Fore, is the people he employs.
“We had to write something a few years ago for the city of
Elkhart and one of the questions was, ‘What keeps you doing
this every day?’ It’s the people who work there,” Fore declares.
“They are the ones that I derive most of my strength from,
because we have a responsibility to provide them with normal
working hours, reasonable wages, acceptable benefits and they
rely on us to do our jobs so that they can reap the benefits of
theirs. If we don’t do that for every person, shame on us.”
That recognition of employees also plays into how the
panelists will use the CTW designation going forward.
“I don’t think any of us do what we do because we think
it’s going to gain us recognition. The thing it means to us more
than anything else is it is something that our employees can
celebrate,” Fore says. “They were part of it (the reason we were
selected). Nothing would have happened if it hadn’t been for
the support and the loyalty of them.”
Veldman used his staff’s input when filling out the CTW
application.
“I was – as I thought of that (question), what it means to
me – hearing not from somebody on the outside saying I did a
good job, but the people on the inside saying, ‘This is what
makes us a Company to Watch, this is what is special about
our company.’ And these are the people that get up every
morning and they don’t say, ‘Oh crap, I’ve got to go to work.’
They get up and say, ‘Let’s go do it again.’ ”
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