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DICK YOUNGBLOOD

Her daughter’s 4H project raising Angora rabbits led Vick Johnston into a

thriving woolens manufacturing business. Coming Wednesday.

DAVID BREWSTER - dbrewster@startribune.com
Solutia Consulting officials met Thursday in a rented conference room in Roseville. From left: Gloria Sharp and Tom Dick, both managing directors/partners; Rick Kuula, presi-
dent, and Michael Possehl, consulting director. Managing director/partner Dean Swan was absent.

Virtual office is Solutia’s solution

® Rick Kuula, president of Solutia Consulting, wants to
spare his employees from industry turmoil as they help

clients find new ways to work.

By TODD NELSON
Special to the Star Tribune

As a management consul-
tant, helping other companies
change is Rick Kuula’s busi-
ness. Protecting his compa-
ny and its employees from the
changing fortunes of their in-
dustry is his business, too.

Kuula, 46, opened Solutia
Consulting in 1997 after more
than 20 years in business and
information systems consult-
ing. In that time he learned
what he liked — a stable, open
workplace culture with oppor-
tunities to grow — and what
he didn’t: long hours, travel
and above all, the “acquisition
mill” of companies merging or
getting bought out.

So Kuula set out to build
a different kind of consulting
company. While Solutia, as its
motto says, helps clients “take
charge of change,” his focus
has been on developing a com-
pany that will stay true to the
direction he and his team have
set even after he moves on.

To that end, he hires only
salaried employees, not inde-
pendent contractors or hour-
ly workers. He carried six
employees “on the bench” to
wait for better times rather
than laying them off when the
economy soured in 2001. Every
month, employees get a score-
card reporting how the pri-
vately held company is doing,
including profits and losses.

Solutia’s services include
project management, busi-

ness analysis and developing
applications written in Java,
Microsoft.Net and other pro-
gramming languages. It also
helps clients install applications
and provides quality assurance.
It works with clients in finan-
cial services, health care, manu-
facturing, telecommunications
and other industries.

A virtual office

Solutia operates as a virtual
company, with no home office;
employees work from home or
at client sites and stay in touch
by cell phone and e-mail. Kuula
promotes team spirit at month-
ly staff meetings and at sum-
mer weekends at lakeside re-
sorts, inviting employees and
their families.

“As consultants, we're go-
ing out and helping our cli-
ents change all the time,” Kuu-
la said. “It’s nice to have ahome
base that isn’t changing all the
time, having gone through ac-
quisitions and seeing what that
does to the company culture.”

Kuula, previously the sole
shareholder, also has begun
giving away part of the compa-
ny through a partnership pro-
gram similar to those at much
larger consulting agencies or
law firms. The goal is to po-
sition Solutia to grow while
maintaining the culture. In
January, Kuula named three
key longtime associates —
consulting directors Tom Dick
and Dean Swan, and resource
director Gloria Sharp — as So-
lutia’s first managing directors

Rick Kuula, President of Solutia Consulting

small business calendar

TUESDAY, JULY 11

Export/import counseling. 9 a.m. to
noon, Small Business Administration,
210-C Butler Square, 100 N. 6th St., Min-
neapolis. Free. Call 952-938-4570. Spon-
sor: Minneapolis SCORE.

Top 10 tips for building a business.
12:15to 1:15 p.m., 2324 W. University Av.,
St. Paul. Free. Call 651-646-3808. Sponsor:
WomenVenture. Advice from successful
loan entrepreneurs on best practices for
small businesses.

Smart start your business. 4 to 6 p.m.,
46 S. 11th St., Minneapolis. $20. Call
651-962-4500. Sponsor: University of St.
Thomas Small Business Development
Center. Feasibility analysis for the entre-
preneur and business planning basics.

WEDNESDAY, JULY 12

Entrepreneur advisory council meet-
ing — meet with other business own-
ers and executives so you can take
control of your business, improve
your profitability and create your vi-
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sion of success. 7:30 to 11 a.m., Minne-
apolis Marriott Southwest, 5801 Opus
Pkwy., Minnetonka. Free for members,
$99 non-members. Call John Kurth, 952-
942-8560. Sponsor: The Meridian Group.
Business plan workshop. 6 to 9 p.m.,
2324 W. University Av., St. Paul. $65.
Call 651-646-3808. Sponsor: WomenVen-
ture. Translate your passion into a work-
ing plan. Review basic components of a
business plan, learn why a plan is an es-
sential tool for success, and more.

THURSDAY, JULY 13

Business planning counseling. 9 a.m.
to noon, Urban Ventures, 3041 4th Av. S.,
Minneapolis. Free. Call Ralph Bruins, 612-
822-8628. Sponsor: Minneapolis SCORE.
Cash flow lab. 6 to 9 p.m., 2324 W. Uni-
versity Av., St. Paul. $45. Call 651-646-
3808. Sponsor: WomenVenture. A cash-
flow expert will explain how cash projec-
tions work; remainder of class is a hand-
on opportunity to work on your own busi-
ness cash-flow files.

FRIDAYS IN THE PAPER.
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and partners.

The company’s compensa-
tion plan provides employees
who have been strong long-
term contributors, and who
pursue a partner role, with eqg-
uity through a “phantom stock”
plan that converts shares to So-
lutia stock at the end of a speci-
fied period, Kuula said.

Retaining the culture

“It was never my intention to
build it up and sell it to some-
one,” Kuula said. “My intent is
to continue to give away piec-
es of the company over time.
This is the only way to retain
the culture. Turning this into
a public company or being ac-
quired ... removes the control
that we have in terms of our
destiny long term.”

In part, Kuula hopes the
partner program will spare
his employees what he went
through when the small, in-
dependent firm he was work-
ing for got acquired by a larg-
er company and then by a giant
one. “I was sad to see this small
company that we’d grown be
acquired,” Kuula said. “Inevi-
tably things change as you be-
come part of a larger company
and you have corporate goals
and public goals to meet.”

The partner program, Kuu-
la said, also puts Solutia in a
better position to carry out
aggressive growth plans. The
company hired 20 people last
year, doubling to more than 40
employees. In five years, plans
call for having 250 employees
in three cities in other states.

”My intention is to build a
multi-branch national consult-
ing organization with groups of
partners in each location that

“MY INTENTION IS TO BUILD A MULTI-BRANCH NATIONAL
CONSULTING ORGANIZATION WITH GROUPS OF PARTNERS IN
EACHLOCATION THAT SHARE OWNERSHIP IN THE COMPANY.”

SOLUTIA CONSULTING INC.

Business: Management consulting company works with
clients in financial services, health care, manufacturing, tele-
communications and other industries to manage projects, do
business analysis, develop or select applications and install
them. Operates as a virtual agency, with no bricks-and-mortar

office.

Founded: 1997
Headquarters: Stillwater
2005 revenue: $7 million

Executives: President, Rick Kuula; managing directors and
partners, Tom Dick, Gloria Sharp, Dean Swan; consulting direc-

tor, Michael Possehl

Website: solutiaconsulting.com
Strategy: Maintain an open, collaborative culture while grow-
ing in Twin Cities, planning to expand to other states

share ownership in the compa-
ny,” Kuula said.

Kuula used the stock and op-
tions he got when the smaller
firm he worked at was acquired
to help finance Solutia, and he
didn’t draw a salary while he
got the company going. Reve-
nue last year was more than $7
million, up from $150,000 in its
first year, and it has been grow-
ing at 25 percent to 40 percent
ayear, he said.

Sharp said the partnership
program gives employees an-
other way to grow profession-
ally, something she said Kuula
has stressed.

“The culture has been such
a key for us, being an open
culture that allows people to
grow,” she said. “A lot of com-
panies ... start out that way but
don’t instill that as they grow.
‘We want to maintain that.”

Rob Duran of direct market-
er MRM Worldwide in Minne-
apolis said his firm hired So-
lutia last year to help develop
a Web-based marketing tool
for a client. “They’re quick,
they’re smart, they’re great to
work with,” Duran said. “They
do great things. They delivered
avery high-end product.”

The expert says: Thomas Ly-
ons, president of Faelon Busi-

ness Brokers in St. Louis Park
and a longtime business con-
sultant, praised Kuula for “do-
ing a great job of building his
company without bricks and
mortar, and finding ways to
hire and keep his employees
happy and pulling together on
behalf of the firm.”

Pressure to have a Solutia
corporate office might grow if
the company expands to other
markets, he said, but “there’s no
reason he can’t duplicate what
he’s done in other cities.”

Lyons, who has written a
book on exit strategies and
conducts seminars on the top-
ic, said business owners such
as Kuula have a number of op-
tions to help employees gain
ownership in a firm while also
getting value for their compa-
ny. Employee stock ownership
plans, or ESOPs, which some
companies adopt so employ-
ees can end up owning and op-
erating a firm, can offer busi-
ness owners tax deferral ad-
vantages and help the compa-
ny retain employees.

Todd Nelson is a freelance writer in
Woodbury who also has written for the
St. Paul Pioneer Press and the Raleigh
News & Observer. His e-mail is todd_
nelson@mac.com.

sourcestyle

Catch up on fashion and lifestyle trends, online 24,/7 and in the paper on Thursdays.

outside
consultant

Q My small business has
forged a relationship with a
company that serveslarge
pharmaceutical corporations
to handle the packaging, ster-
ilization and distribution of
my medical product, but we
have had trouble moving the
process along. Though I have
connected with the company
in person, they have been
slow to return my e-mails
and rarely return calls. How
canI capture their attention
and improve the relationship
despite being a small fishina
big pond?

DAVID TAYLOR
A Some of the toughest chal-
lenges in business are inter-
personal, and it’s usually best
to address them interperson-
ally as well as contractually.

The firm’s lack of response
might indicate that they are
overwhelmed and cannot get
their work done, or that your
business is a low priority.It’s
a good sign that they give
you proper attention when
meeting in person, but I sug-
gest a proactive approach.

First, because the “gentle-
man’s agreement” you have
isnot being completely hon-
ored, establish a formal con-
tractual relationship spell-
ing out delivery times and
reporting processes. A formal
legal contract might get you
to a workable place on their
priority list, plus it clearly
signals how important this
venture is to you.

Second, find another
producer that might offera
better partnership, or that at
least gives you some lever-
age. Though you've tolerated
the poor communication
because you think this com-
pany provides unique value,
your business should be
valuable to them. Sometimes
only the threat of leaving will
force companies to reassess
business relationships.

Third, speak to key mem-
bers of the company about
their poor communications
and how that affects your
business. Find out why mes-
sages haven't been answered
and then establish a commu-
nications plan that both par-
ties will honor. Understand
the demands and priorities
that are driving their busi-
ness, then take responsibility
for making the relationship
work more smoothly.

JACK MILITELLO
PROFESSOR OF
MANAGEMENT

DIRECTOR, HEALTH CARE
MBA

UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS
COLLEGE OF BUSINESS

Answers are provided by the

John M. Morrison Center for
Entrepreneurship at the University
of St. Thomas. E-mail questions to:
consultant@startribune.com.
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PURCHASING A NEW HOME? REFINANCING? CALL THESE LENDERS TODAY!

A weekly survey of the latest
mortgage rates

30-YR FIXED 6.125 1.63 6.336
15-YR FIXED 5750 1.75 6.118
30-YRJUMBO  6.500 1.12 6.630
5/1 ARM 5.880 1.00 8.000

80 W. 78th St.; Ste. #250 Chanhassen  www.lakesidemotgagecorp.com  Locally Owned &

Serving Entire Twin Cities. www.hmcincorp.com

30 20100-417 Operated since 1998  30-YR FIXED 6.250 1.50 6.436 30 20
30 20100-417 15-YR FIXED 5875 150 6.111 30 20
30 20 417-1.5M 3/1 ARM 5750 1.00 5910 30 20
30 20100-417 Code 6775 30-YRJUMBO  6.380 1.50 6.540 30 20

-
Mortgage Guide . soniatccomg mmapmoams naimoiero
4@ Minneapolis home buyers.
Program Rate  Points  APR  LockMinDown  Loan $ Comments Program Rate  Points  APR  LockMinDown  Loan $ Comments
LAKESIDE MORTGAGE CORP 952 934-1088 Free Preapprovals HOME MTG CONSULTANTS INC 763-595-1883 Open Wkends &

Holidays, flat fee
closings of $799
on selected prod.
800-488-4663
Code 6716

1-417
1-417
1-417
H7-1M

CITYWIDE MORTGAGE, LLC

30-YR FIXED 6.500 1.00 6.627
15-YR FIXED 6.250 1.00 6.457
5/1 ARM 5.880 1.00 6.850
5/1 JUMBO 5.880 0.50 6.770

3209 West 76th Street Suite 209, Edina, MN 55435 www.cwide.com Closing Costs

952-224-2424 Guaranteed
OO We’re on
45 20 20-417 100% Financing,
45 20 20-417 HELOC's & Fixed
90 20 20-417 2nd Mtg’s.
90 20 #17-1.5M Code 6782

MORTGAGE LENDERS:
REACH THOUSANDS OF HOME BUYERS!
To appear in table,

call 800-509-4636.

ickCall
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MORTGAGE LENDERS REACH THOUSANDS OF HOME BUYERS! To appear in table, call 800-509-4636.

LEGEND: Rates effective as of 7/5/06. (A) Mortgage Banker, (B) Mortgage Broker, (C) Bank, (D) S & L, (E) Credit Union. © Copyright 2006 by Bankrate Inc., 11760 US Highway 1, Suite 500, North Palm Beach,
FL 33408, which is not affiliated with any financial institution. Companies above pay a fee to appear in these tables and are required to provide accurate and timely information to participate. Rates are believed to be
accurate but are not warranted and are subject to change without notice. Conventional loans are based on loan amounts of $165,000; Jumbo loans are based on loan amounts of $417,001. The __ % down
indicates the smallest down payment required for that program. Fees reflect the cost of the appraisal and credit report. Points quoted include discount & origination. APR calculations include all costs payable
to obtain credit and P.M.IL. (Private Mortgage Insurance). Lock Days: 30-60. Refinance rates may be indicated with an “R” preceding the APR. FHA=Federal Housing Authority, VA=Veteran’s Administration,
CHB=Community Home Buying and REV=Reverse Mortgages. LTV=Loan to Value; NIQ=No Income Qualifier; NIV=No Income Verification. Call for Current Rates=rates not available at press time.
Internet: <http://www.bankrate.com> To appear in this table, call 800-509-4636. To report any discrepancies, call 561-627-7330, ext. 11410.
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