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creative business
insights into founding and growing innovative companies

By Michael j. McDeRMOTT

Time for Renewal

Spring is a time for fixing up 
and freshening up, whether 
it’s our homes, our cars, or 

even our bodies. While these two 
companies are busy all year long, 
both see business start to pick up 
when the crocuses make their an-
nual debut.

TheRe When yOu 
neeD TheM
For drivers in St. Paul, Minnesota, and 
other parts of the country where harsh winters 
are a fact of life, gravel and salt spreaders on 
ice- and snow-covered roads are a reassuring 

sight. An unavoidable side effect of all that 
traction-providing material getting kicked up 
by the tires of passing cars and trucks is an 
increase in the number of cracked wind-
shields. With the onset of spring, many drivers 
finally decide to get that damage repaired.

“Actually, we wish they wouldn’t wait to 
get those small windshield cracks repaired,” 
says Brad Hapka, a partner in Only 1 Auto 
Glass in St. Paul. “The sooner you get a 
cracked or damaged windshield repaired, the 
better your chance of avoiding a bigger repair 
problem down the road.”

What prevents many car owners from doing 
just that is the inconvenience of having to take 
the vehicle to a repair shop and either wait 
around for hours while the work is done or 
find an alternative means of transportation to 
drop the car off and come back later to pick it 
up. Hapka and his partners came up with a 

creative solution to that problem: 
Instead of making customers come to 
them, they go to where their customers 
are.

To be sure, Only 1 Auto Glass is not 
the first, nor the only, provider of 
windshield repair services to perform 
its work onsite at the customer’s loca-
tion. What sets it apart from the com-
petition, Hapka says, is its dedication 
to customer service and its willingness 
to do whatever it takes to earn a cus-
tomer’s business.

“The concepts of quality and service 
are extremely important to running 
our business,” he says. “Our fleet of 
mobile service vehicles is available 
wherever it is most convenient for 
you—at your home, your office, or our 
shop in St. Paul. But what really makes 
us different is the depth of experience 
we have to put behind our commit-
ment to quality and service. The staff 
at Only 1 Auto Glass has a combined 
150 years of work experience in the 
auto glass industry.”

Many companies pay lip service to 
the idea of high quality and outstanding 
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customer service, but Hapka 
and his partners have taken 
steps to make sure those con-
cepts carry over into the day-
to-day running of the business. 
From the beginning, this four-
year-old company has estab-
lished formal training pro-
grams to inculcate those values 
into all of its employees, and it 
has developed teachable, 
repeatable processes for per-

forming its work that provide measurable 
results. “Everything we’ve done since day one 
has been designed to allow us to deliver effi-
cient, top-quality auto glass services to all new 
and existing customers,” he says.

The human resources aspect of such a 
 customer-centric business is critical, and it’s 
one area where the entrepreneurs encountered 
some growing pains. They learned hard les-
sons early on from hiring some employees 
who were not a good fit for the company, pri-
marily because they lacked the work ethic 
everyone else shared. “We view all our staff as 
a team,” Hapka says. “Each team member is 
important and needs to uphold his or her posi-
tion to keep our company going forward. The 
upside of the experience was that we now have 
a better vision of what to look for when hiring 
new employees.”

Hapka expects creativity to continue to 
play an important role in his business going 
forward, especially when it comes to branding 
the image he wants Only 1 Auto Glass to pro-
ject via social media, online advertising, and 
logo and graphics designs for its vehicles. “We 
want creativity to drive everything we do,” he 
says, “from finding new ways to deliver qual-
ity service and customer satisfaction to finding 
innovative ways to market and promote our 
business.”

PT PaRTneRshiPs
The first hints of warmer weather and 
 longer days to come prompt many folks to 
start thinking about getting back in shape. 
Bikes, running shoes, tennis rackets, and golf 
clubs get pulled out of storage, and winter-
creaky bodies are asked to resume a level of 

physical activity they haven’t seen in a while. 
Often, the result is a strain or a sprain—or 
something more serious—that requires treat-
ment with orthopedic physical therapy. For 
injured weekend warriors in the Greater New 
York area, chances are good they’ll end up at 
one of Professional Orthopedic and Sports 
Physical Therapy’s dozen locations.

If they do, they might run into a familiar face. 
Along with the city’s hoi polloi, Professional 
Orthopedic and Sports Physical Therapy also 
treats some of New York’s top professional ath-
letes, and it is the official physical therapy pro-
vider to the New York Islanders, one of the 
three National Hockey League teams that call 
the area home. It has training contracts with a 
number of elite high school athletic programs, 
and several of its facilities are located in 
Equinox fitness clubs, a chain of upscale gyms 
with a nationwide footprint. Not bad for a 
business that started with a single facility in 
1999 and will number 15 outlets by the end of 
2012.

The three founders of Professional PT, as it’s 
known in local sports circles, all came out of 
Fortune 500 backgrounds. When Adam Elberg, 
Rob Panariello, and George Papadopoulos 
decided to launch the venture, “None of us had 
any idea it would grow into what it’s become 
today,” says Elberg. The trio credits the com-
pany’s success to a creative business model  
that is unusual in the medical services field, 
where many factors, such as health insurance 
reimbursement rates, are outside a business’s 
control. 

The conventional model for companies 
such as Professional PT is heavily dependent 
on referrals from physicians for new clients. 
“It’s essentially a one-way street, with PT 
practices constantly courting doctors for new 
referrals,” Elberg explains. “But we envi-
sioned a model where the referral process 
would become a two-way street, and we set 
out to make that happen.” 

As Professional PT developed its wide- 
ranging relationships with high school athletic 
programs, trainers, and personnel associated 
with the Equinox clubs, its physical therapists 
found that people with injuries were asking 
them for recommendations for a good 
orthopedist. 

Secrets of Success
Only 1 Auto Glass

1	 Know	the	business	you	are	
going	into.

2	 Start	on	a	small	scale	and	
grow	as	success	allows.

3	 Be	available	to	your		
customers	24/7.
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JOHn	eMeRSOn

Secrets of Success
Professional Orthopedic and 
Sports Physical Therapy

1	 Surround	yourself	with	great	
people.

2	 Lead	by	example,	and	don’t	let	
anybody	outwork	you.

3	 Be	honest	and	loyal	with	people;	
you’ll	be	paid	back	in	kind.

“We created this unique environment where 
our relationship with many doctors is recipro-
cal in a completely ethical way,” Elberg says. 
“Through our interactions with the profes-
sional orthopedic community, we developed a 
knowledge base around which doctors had the 
most success and experience with various 
types of injuries, and they developed confi-
dence in us and the high level of quality care 
we provide.”

The second prong of Professional PT’s cre-
ative business model has proved to be a key 
driver of both its impressive growth and its 
reputation for outstanding patient care and 
customer service. The company has grown to 
its current size by making partnership posi-
tions available to the professional physical 
therapists who work there. Whenever the 
company opens a new facility, it recruits expe-
rienced people from within its own organiza-
tion to run it. 

“Every office is run by a partner who is 
steeped in our culture of providing an excel-
lent patient experience, which is the most 
important driver of our business,” Elberg 
says. “They all have a vested interest in mak-

ing sure that quality 
doesn’t deteriorate at all. 
Having ‘skin in the 
game,’ as the saying goes, 
makes a big difference in 
how someone runs a 
business.”

Another aspect of 
Professional PT’s creative 
growth strategy is the cal-
iber of talent it’s able to 
attract. Word gets around 
in any industry, and the 
physical therapy community is aware of the 
partnership opportunities Professional PT 
offers. As a result, it attracts talented, success-
ful, and ambitious practitioners in the field. 
It’s a self-sustaining cycle, since having that 
kind of personnel on board provides addi-
tional impetus for growth. And while adding 
partners does dilute Elberg’s own equity posi-
tion, he’s not at all concerned about that. “The 
way I look at it,” he says, “is that I’d rather 
have a smaller piece of a bigger pie that is con-
stantly growing than all of a smaller pie that is 
going nowhere.”

It hasn’t all been smooth sailing for 
Professional PT. The firm has had to deal with 
the same challenges facing health care providers 
of all stripes, but it’s done so successfully and in 
ways that have aligned nicely with its focus on 
growth and outstanding client experience. 

For example, as ancillary staff members 
play an increasingly important role in the 
delivery of all types of services, the company 
has developed a system in which licensed 
physical therapists “quarterback” each team. 
“That allows us to continue to deliver the elite 
level of care our patients and physicians have 
come to expect from Professional PT, but in a 
more cost-effective manner,” Elberg says. It is 
also making greater use of technology and has 
converted to electronic medical records as part 
of an effort to go completely paperless.

Elberg is optimistic about Professional PT’s 
future prospects, but he knows opportunities 
are always accompanied by challenges. “Every 
business has problems that arise from time to 
time,” he says. “You have to harness your cre-
ativity to meet those challenges when they 
occur.”
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