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Staffing firm grows by following own advice — hire a headhunter

By SHERRI BEGIN
CRAINS DETROIT BUSINESS

Aflter spending three years look-
ing at potential acquisitions of
small staffing companies in major
markels, Venator Holdings L.L.C. did
something unusual,

The Troy-based firm, which typ-
ically performs financial-account-
ing and techmical employee
searches for clients, hired an ex-
ternal headhunter to find the right
out-of-state manager for its own
coOmpany.

“We didn't pick Minneapolis,”
said Charlie James, executive vice
president, one of Venator's three
principals. “The guy we ended up
hiring was just in Minneapolis.
But it happens that it is also a
growth market.”

Venator expects its expansion to
Minneapolis, at a cost off about
$600,000, to boost its total revenue
by more than $2 million in 2009,
James said.

The company’'s new executive
administrative staff and call cen-
ter division, which launched Sept.
2, should bring in another $£500,000
in revenue, said F. Cedric Corera,
CEQ of Venator.

Since 2002, when James, Corera
and Karl Roehrig, executive vice
president and COO of the company
and its third owner, left Alllon FI-
nance in Troy tostart Venator with
equity from their homes, the com-
pany has grown by leaps and

bounds.

The firm's revenue increased
from $1.1 million in 2003 to a pro-
jected $11.5 million this vear.

Twao things are driving revenue,
James said. The first is that more
people are exiting the workforce
than are coming in with skills in
accounting, finance, engineering
and information technology,
which creates greater demand for
headhunting services.

The need for a temporary, flexi-
ble workforce also is increasing de-
mand for contract placements at
companies that don't want to take
on the legacy costs associated with
permanent employees, James said.

“Our machine here at Venator is
hitting its stride,” he said. "It
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takes a while to gain name recog-
nition in the marketplace, but I be-
lieve we have.”

Venator was included among lne.
magazine's ranking of the 5,000
fastest-growing private companies
in America this year and last year,
after being named to Michigan's 50
Companies to Watch in 2005 by the
Edward Lowe Foundation.

Today, about 90 percent of the
company's customers are In
Michigan, James said.

The other 10 percent are Mid-
western based companies, includ-
ing Goodyear Tire & Rubber Co. and
Owens Corning in Ohio and Chica-
go-hased utility Exelon Corp.

“We get calls from people (want-
ing) to buy us,” said James.

“But in talking to some invest-
ment bankers and private-equity
firms, we're always told the value
of a staffing firm increases expo-
nentially with multiple locations,
especially staffing firms here in
Michigan,”

Venator is growing because it's
meeting clients' needs for profes-
sional staffing, the area of the
staffing industry growing current-
ly, said John Niehaus, an invest-
ment banker with Growth Capital
Partners in Dallas, which special-
izes in professional staffing firms.

Those areas include: account-
ing-finance, engineering, informa-
tion technology, health care and le-
gal staffing.

“What buyers are looking for is
the company scaleable? How do
you grow after you acquire it?”
Niehaus said.

Further penetration within its
home market or expansion into
other markets, as Venator is do-
ing, are both good growth strate-
gles to Increase the size and multi-
ple, he said.

Having offices outside of Michi-
gan has helped Grosse Pointe
Park-based ETS Staffing diversify
its revenue, said President David
Lockhart.

The company opened its first of-
fice outside Michigan 15 years ago
in Rochester, N.Y. Today it has
eighi offices across Michigan, up-
state New York, Massachusetis
and Florida.

“Obviously, in the metro Detroit
area ... the economy has been un-
der cnnsiderahle stress, as is our
business,” Lockhart said.

“Operations in other markets
that are unrelated to the automo-
tive industry have supplied a
buffer.”

Currently, about 70 percent of
ETS' annnal revenue of about.$20
million comes from its operations
outside Michigan, he said.

A decade ago, it was just the op-
posite, with nearly three-quarters
of the company's revenue coming
from its 10 offices in Michigan,
Lockhart said.

But today, the company has only
three Michigan offices, with about
20 of its 45 direct employees.

Like Venator, ETS hired a head-
hunter to find a suitable manager
for its first out-of-state office, and
that turned out to be in Mdssar:hu—
setts, Lockhart said.

“Good managers are very im-
portant,” he said.

A continuous challenge can be
finding employees who are invest-
ed in vour company and don't feel
so disassociated that they decide
they want to open their own busi-
ness and do it for themselves,
Lockhart said.

“I spend a great deal of my time
personally traveling to our out-
state operations so that they feel
invested In the company,” he said.
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