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Firms find specialties profitable

BY SUSAN DEUTSCHLE | FOR BUSINESS FIRST

In the design-build world, a reputation
as a niche specialist can emerge from
serendipity or strategy. However, the spe-
cialist label can be a blessing as well as a
curse.

While it undoubtedly leads to getting
jobs of a particular sort, other opportuni-
ties may be lost if prospective clients have
anarrow perception of a firm’s full range of
capabilities. Fortunately, assertive market-
ing and business development efforts can
overcome that problem, so recognition as
aniche specialist usually does pays ofl.

Bill Heifner, founder and president of Re-
nier Construction Corp., didn’t conscious-
ly set out to become known as an auto deal-
ership specialist when he started his gen-
eral contracting firm more than two
decades ago. But an impromptu chat in his
driveway with neighbor and local car deal-
er Steve Germain led to the first of many
dealership projects, including a $16.2 mil-
lion Germain Mercedes and Cadillac deal-
ership under way near Faston Town Center.

“Once we did our first one in 1986, other
dealership owners started coming to us
with similar projects.” Heifner said.

Peter Krajnak also credits a fateful en-
counter for setting in motion a career path
that led him and his partner, Darryl Rogers,
to become recognized specialists in the de-
sign of worship centers. While still a young
architecture student at the University of
Cincinnati during the early 1980s, Krajnak
interned with a firm that was working on
St. Mary’s Catholic Church in German Vil-

lage. Everything about the project excited
Krajnak, who mostly observed, listened
and learned from the firm’s principal.

“My passion for the relationship between
architecture and liturgy grew out of this
first professional experience. said Krajnak,
principal of Rogers Krajnak Architects, Inc.

The evolution of Karlsberger Cos. into a
premier design firm and
a master planner of
health-care facilities was
much more strategic in
nature.

Bob Karlsberger, the
son of the company’s
founder, had a vision for
growth during the 1970s
that targeted hospital

projects — one of its sev- B, Heifner: It helps
eral core competencies—  tohave a passion
as the platform for forthe specialty.

launching into a nation-
al marketplace.

“Most architects at that time were gen-
eralists, but Bob firmly believed you had to
specialize in something in order to expand
beyond a local client base.” said Richard
Barger, president of Karlsberger.

Karlsberger made his vision a reality, in
part, by hiring health-care industry profes-
sionals into his company - including hos-
pital administrators and master planners.
That strategy continues to fuel company
growth today. A satellite office in Ann Ar-
bor, Mich., for example, houses an expert
who researches the impact of planning and

design on the health-care industry.

“In order to be a specialist, you have to
know the business youre specializing in.
Our clients value the fact that were a
knowledge-based firm,” Barger said.

DEVELOPING TARGETED SKILLS

Churches, car dealerships and hospitals
each have challenges that benefit from
leadership by a skilled practitioner. For in-
stance, worship centers are typically built,
renovated or restored with oversight from
avolunteer committee composed of people
who have little or no knowledge of the de-
sign-build process. Money for these proj-
ects usually comes in spurts through a cap-
ital campaign, long after the designs have
been developed.

“Presbyterians are known for ‘commit-
teeing’ things to death. It’s not an easy
process; that's for sure; said Rev. David Van
Dvke of Broad Street Presbyterian Church,
which used Rogers Krajnak Architects fora
major project in 2001, The end result in-
cluded a new entrance into the building
and required Krajnak’s ability to get the
committee members to “see beyond the
walls they know,” Van Dyke said.

“That's actually a very theological ap-
proach. he said. “I try to get people to see
beyond the walls they know every Sunday
during my sermon. Peter has a knowledge
and appreciation for sacred spaces that |
immediately recognized as a calling.”

SEE NICHE, PAGE B7
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Renier Construction Corp. is building the Germain Mercedes and Cadillacdealership on Morse Crossing Road.
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