NW Eye Care Network examines growth strategy

B CLAY HOLTERAN
STAFF WRITER

For three years now, Bellevue's
MNorthwest Eve Care Network has
enjoved strong growth, with 20072
revenue rising slightly more than 2040
percent over 2005,

With three branches, including a
home office just down the road from
the Microsoft Corp. campus in Eed-
mond, the vision care and evewear
company grew last year's revenue to
22 61 million from S3870,000 in 2005,
And Northwest Eve Care Network

was all set ta add a fourth lecation
early next year.

Then the econmmic crisis hit.

Mow, the company’™s expansion
plana are in a holding pattern as
consumer confidence erodes and
the ans needed to purchase capital
equipment become more challenging
bo secure.

While company founder and owner
Michael Chow said he expects this
years revenue to grow by about 25
percent, the rate is only & fraction of
what he has become accustomed ta.
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EYE CARE: [ Michael Clhow, aweer of Northwest Eve |
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sare Nerwork, has officts in

Bellisrue, Birkland and Bent. He's rethinking his immediate expansion strategy given the

curmenl CCLTHITETY,

“{Business) is not dead, but i is
not the way it was earlier in the year,”
Chow said.

Founded in 1999, Northwest Eye
Care Network emplovs 18 and has of
fices in Bellevue, Kirkland and Kent,
which was added in 2005,

The company sells eyeglasses,
frames and contact lenses, and pro-
vides eye care services, primarily ex-
ATE,

Chow, a Seattle native who traimed
and practiced in Southern California
for 10 years before returning to start
Morthwest Eye Care Network, recog-
nizes there is enly so much he can do
to insulate him=elf from the deepen-
ing economic downturmn.

“A Lot of it is out of oy contrel here,”
he =aid.

To be sure, Chow has taken some
steps to protect his company.

Earlier this year, he joined the Poct-
land-tased Professional Eve Care As-
saciates of America marketing con-
sulting group. Membership has given
him marketing and business develop-
ment assistance, as well as a place
to twrn to for advice on cutting edge
equipment.

The marketing group also pro-
vides its 20 member companies with
product discounts by buving eve-
wear in bulk on behalf of its mem-
bers.

That may be a major benefit con-

sidering Chow is seeing a decline of

about 15 percent in sales of high-end
products such as Prada frames.

“The number of units (zelling) is
OR. but it is the upper units that are
down a bit,” Choew said.

Appointments are steady compared
to last wear, although Chow =said he
finds himself {lipping through the
back more often in search of reas-
surance that business is still coming
thraugh the daeor,

DMscretionary spending may be
falling, but Chow =aid he is comiorted
knowing that eye care is something
consumers don't typically put off for a
vear like a new car or furniture.

“We are partially ane of those in-

elastic geodsz,” he said. "Peaple still
need to see”

Baut seme consumers may be put in
a position where they have no choice
but to put off eye exams ar perhaps
tape their broken glasses together,
Mearly 90 percent of all sales are cow-
ered in part by insurance, and Chow
=avs jobt losaes and even presidential
politics aver health-care plans could
ripple through his business.

With one-third of the company’s
sales oocurring between now and the
end of the year, Chow expects that
he will continue to sell well through
2008, One facter could be that con-
sumers, fearful their health plans will
change or be eliminated in January,
are rushing to buy now when they
can get insurance help.

With a clear picture of the eco-
nomic downturn coming inta focus,
Chow said he is hedging his revenue
expectations for the year and hoping
that it won't be long before business
bounces back up.

“I'd like to see us still continue to
grow a little hit. But 1 don't think we
will grow like we have,” Chow said.
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