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Three pharmacies find 
success through hard 
work, innovation, and 

adaptability

by Bruce Kneeland

You may have seen blog posts and other articles 
published on the subject of grit. It seems some 

renowned psychologists have determined that one 
of the characteristics associated with success is 

the ability to keep on trying. The term implies that 
when people encounter a setback or obstacle, they 
have the ability to take a fresh look at the problem 

and come up with creative ways to succeed.

In September 2022, with the support of 
PioneerRx and Interlink AI, I was able to visit three 
remarkable pharmacies. The trip took me to Reno, 

Nev.; Chico, Calif.; and then on to Grants Pass, Ore.  
The three pharmacies could not be more different 

in regard to their location or service offerings.  
Yet, one thing they have in common is the ability  
to adapt and find ways to overcome difficulties.  

In short, the owners all have grit.

DOWN TO THE 
NITTY-GRITTY
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meeting David in the patient waiting 
area, I was taken into the training 
room where the staff was gathered 
to celebrate the retirement of a 
longtime team member. Two hours 
later, the room had been cleaned and 
was being used to train several team 
members. Seeing the importance 
they place on their team, I asked 
Brant about turnover and recruitment 
problems. He said, “I think Suzy 
retiring today is the only employee 
we have lost in the past three or four 
years.” When I pressed for details, 
Brant told me they treat people well, 
train them, pay competitive wages, 

This cash-only compounding 
pharmacy is located in a commer-
cial complex near Reno. It is part 
of a three-pharmacy operation that 
includes a closed-door pharmacy 
and a community pharmacy in 
Incline Village, about 30 miles south 
of Reno.

David Vasenden, RPh, and Brant 
Skanson, RPh, are partners in 
the enterprise. They both went to 
pharmacy school at North Dakota 
State University. While separated 
by six years in age, they knew each 
other as their families were friends 
in their hometown of Fertile, Minn. 
My visit focused on the compound-
ing pharmacy with a side tour of the 
closed-door pharmacy housed next 
door. When I entered the compound-
ing pharmacy, I noticed two things: 
first, the immaculately clean floors in 
the patient waiting area and second, 
the prominently displayed awards for 
being named one of the best places 
to work in Reno for the past three 
years.  

It was immediately clear how import-
ant staff is to Dave and Brant. After 

and try to provide them with the tools 
they need to do their jobs. 

Speaking of tools, in 2018 David 
bought scripClip, a tool his employ-
ees say they like. This innovative 
system, developed by InterLink 
AI, features small spring-loaded 
electronic clips that are attached 
to each medication tray as it moves 
through the lab. The clip allows staff 

SIERRA COMPOUNDING 
PHARMACY

David Vasenden, bottom left with 

Bruce Kneeland, is a partner with 

Sierra Compounding Pharmacy, part 

of a three-pharmacy operation that 

includes a closed-door pharmacy and 

a community pharmacy.
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to locate a specific compound at any 
point in its formulation by having the 
software application, which is inter-
faced with the pharmacy manage-
ment system, “ping” the clip. This 
causes a brightly colored LED light, 
embedded in the clip, to blink. Brant 
says the blinking light makes it easy 
to find the compound anywhere in 
the pharmacy.

The pharmacy employs two com-
pounding pharmacists supported by 
specially trained pharmacy techni-
cians. They perform their duties in 
modern, glass enclosed, environmen-
tally approved labs. They are up to 
date on the latest USP guidelines, but 
they do not do sterile compounds. 

With the retirement party underway, 
Brant, who manages the retail phar-
macy, was in the compounding phar-
macy to participate in the celebration. 
So, he, David, and I were able to sit 
and chat about a number of industry 
topics. During the conversation they 
shared a few business philosophies 
that have served them well. Brant 
says he believes too many pharmacy 
owners are reluctant to look at the 
financial numbers and make hard 
decisions based on the profitability 
of specific patients or other aspects 
of the practice. “It’s hard to pull the 
trigger and shut down an unprofit-
able part of the business,” he said, 
adding, “Another important thing is 
to be flexible and look for profitable 
niche markets to serve.”

To illustrate this idea, Brant says 
that several years ago he and David 
purchased a community pharmacy. 
Despite their best efforts they could 
not get it to meet their profit goals, 
so they made the tough decision to 
sell their files to a chain. But, Brant 
says, the pharmacy was serving a 
few assisted living facilities whose 
prescription files the chain did not 
want. So, they decided to venture 
into that business and today they 

have a profitable LTC pharmacy 
serving more than 1,000 beds.

David, who serves on the board of di-
rectors for the Independent Pharma-
cy Cooperative, says, “I enjoy serv-
ing with other IPC members as IPC 
is a buying group that is committed 
to making independent pharmacy 
successful.” He is also a member 
of the Professional Compounding 
Centers of America. Through these 
organizations, David says his com-
pany is exposed to new products, 
services, and technologies. 

Visiting Chico Pharmacy was a de-
light. This 1,000-square-foot pharma-
cy is located in a medical complex in 
the northern California town of Chi-
co. The front end is small, measuring 
just under 300 square feet. Behind 
the counter are four PioneerRx work-
stations, a compliance packaging 
area, delivery preparation area, and 
an office.

Entering the pharmacy, I immedi-
ately felt a positive vibe. The staff 
genuinely seems to like each other 
and enjoys serving patients. The 
ability to project that kind of feeling 
is a critical success factor every 
pharmacy should strive to attain.

Janet Balbutin, PharmD, owns the 
pharmacy and is the former owner 
of Paradise Drug. That location was 
destroyed in the Camp Fire, the large 
forest fire that devastated the town 
of Paradise, 15 miles from Chico, in 
2018. Janet also owns Chico Medical 
Supply, a separate business located 
across the street from the pharmacy 
that plays an important part in Chico 
Pharmacy’s success.

It's hard to talk about Chico Phar-
macy without referencing the Camp 

CHICO PHARMACY

Fire. Early on the morning of Nov. 
8, 2018, Amber Denna, Paradise 
Drug’s operations manager, learned 
of the emerging danger. Since she 
lived close to the pharmacy, she 
volunteered to retrieve the pharmacy 
management system. She got it out 
just minutes before the fire engulfed 
the building.  

Within 24 hours of the fire, Pio-
neerRx had a backup of Paradise 
Drug’s files uploaded into one of 
Chico Pharmacy’s computers and by 
mid-afternoon the staff began filling 
emergency medications, such as 
insulin, for patients who were forced 
to evacuate. Because both Chico 
and Paradise pharmacies operated 
on the same software it was possible 
for the Chico store to handle the sud-
den surge of patients from Paradise 
Drug.

They soon set up operations in the 
back room of the medical supply 
store and pulled reports listing pa-
tients whose refills were due in the 
next three to four days. Working in 
close collaboration, the Chico Phar-
macy, Chico Medical Supply and 
available Paradise Pharmacy per-
sonnel called patients and arranged 
for them to get the medications they 
needed.

Amber says the process was compli-
cated because all their patients were 
now living in emergency shelters, 
hotel rooms, or with friends or family 
members in nearby towns. Serving 
these patients meant mailing hun-
dreds of prescriptions and expand-
ing the pharmacy’s delivery service. 
She says she personally drove 100 
miles one day to make a delivery.

The Chico Pharmacy team faxed phy-
sicians to let them know they were 
open and serving patients from their 
temporary location. They worked with 
the board of pharmacy to secure per-
mits and then arranged for suppliers 



to make deliveries. They purchased 
new equipment and were soon oper-
ating from their new location.

Amber advises all pharmacy owners 
to create an emergency plan and 
practice it. Amber suggests that 
an emergency plan should include 
practical ways of finding extra help, 
as she says the pharmacy was fortu-
nate to be able to tap into the other 
resources of the company.

Shaun Sims, CPhT, is assistant man-
ager at Chico Pharmacy. To better 
serve its patients, the pharmacy 
provides delivery, has an adherence 
program, offers convenience pack-
aging using the Dispill system, and 
stocks a variety of vitamins and sup-
plements. Like many independents, 
Chico’s competitive advantage 
comes from knowing and calling 
patients by name. Shaun says being 
in a medical complex associated 
with the local hospital where many 
of the town’s doctors have offices 
is also a big help. With the medical 
supply store, the pharmacy can help 

patients with wound care, inconti-
nence, catheters or mobility aids, 
without the pharmacy needing to 
worry about accreditation or billing, 
all of which is done by medical sup-
ply store. Having prescribers know 
the two businesses work together to 
meet the needs of patients results in 
referrals and enhances the pharma-
cy’s goodwill and reputation.

Michele Belcher, RPh, owner of 
Grants Pass Pharmacy is something 
akin to Wonder Woman. My visit 
took place two days after her visit 
to the White House, where as then 
NCPA president, she attended a bill 
signing celebration with President 
Biden.

Along with her service to the profes-
sion, she and her staff run a remark-
able pharmacy in Grants Pass, Ore. 
The 5,000-square-foot pharmacy sits 
on the main downtown business 

street and provides the community 
with a variety of traditional and cut-
ting-edge pharmacy services. The 
front end is clean, well-organized, 
and artfully merchandised. It even 
has an old-fashioned soda fountain 
that attracts a large number of locals 
and tourists.

The store front features window dis-
plays that entice passersby to come 
in and peruse a variety of front-end 
items. The selection includes toys, 
cards, gifts, and interior decor, as 
well as OTC products, CBD, qual-
ity nutritional offerings, and other 
drug store items. Indeed, my wife 
contributed to the local economy by 
purchasing two children’s books for 
our grandkids.

But the real story is the way Michele 
is bringing the benefit of pharmacist- 
provided clinical care to Grants Pass. 
She is a leader in the CPESN® USA 
movement and works tirelessly with 
her team to live up to the pharmacy’s 
tag line; We’re In Business For Your 
Health. The pharmacy is supported 

Janet Balbutin, owner of Chico 

Pharmacy, with Shaun Sims, 

assistant manager. The pharmacy is 

located in a medical complex in the 

northern California town of Chico.
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by a PioneerRx pharmacy manage-
ment system, point of sale, a mobile 
app, an immunizations appointment 
system, and a website that presents  
the pharmacy’s benefits to the 
consumer in a simple and attractive 
manner.  

My tour of the facility included the 
clinical services/patient assessment 
room. Michele and a few other mem-
bers of her team are certified fitters. 
The pharmacy stocks and sells a 
variety of orthotics, home medical 
equipment, and patient aids. It also 
has a Parata Pass unit that does 
pouch adherence packaging. The 
pharmacy also does medication 
synchronization. Michele says 
she often hears pharmacy owners 
say they can’t find time to provide 
enhanced care services. To that she 
says, “Implementing a robust med 
sync program is one way to make 
the time.” 

All these services have provided the 
perfect launching pad for the newest 
offering Michele is providing. She 
and a network of other pharmacies 
she collaborates with are working 
with a health care firm called Assu-
reCare to provide, document, and 
successfully bill for clinical services.  

On the Friday before we met, Grants 
Pass Pharmacy performed eight 

patient assessments using the 
AssureCare web-based platform 
and payer contracts. Compensation 
for services vary but she says the 
reimbursement more than justifies 
the time. Offerings included immuni-
zations, medication therapy manage-
ment, assessments and prescribing 
per protocol for birth control, tobac-
co cessation, COVID-19 therapeutics, 
and more. Michele says the phar-
macy is currently doing a handful 
of assessments a week on both a 
walk-in and appointment basis.  

As she talks with peers about the 
new program, Michele hears them 
express concerns because the ser-
vices are not “done” in the pharmacy 
management system but need to be 
provided through a web-based por-
tal. To that she says, “If pharmacy 
wants to be reimbursed at the same 
rates as other medical providers, 
then we must be willing to bill like 
those providers.” 

With the constant erosion of 
third-party reimbursement and the 
recent issues involving the Tricare 
program, Michele says finding new 
ways to generate revenue is critical 
to independent pharmacy’s success. 

I have one final observation. With 
her dedication to the profession 
that requires her to travel so much, 
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Bruce Kneeland enjoys 

a beverage from the 

soda fountain with past 

NCPA President Michele 

Belcher, owner of Grants 

Pass Pharmacy. At left is 

technician Lisa Hull.

Michele has done a stellar job of 
surrounding herself with amazing 
people. It’s clear she has found ways 
to share her vision for pharmacy and 
to delegate in such a manner that her 
team can carry on when she is away. 

Here’s hoping this report will inspire 
you to try new things that will 
generate the profitability you need 
to succeed. None of this is easy and 
that’s why grit is so important. And, 
as these three remarkable pharma-
cies prove, it can be done. ■

Bruce Kneeland is a longtime friend of 

community pharmacy, industry consultant, 

and contributor to America’s Pharmacist®. 

He currently hosts a podcast show which 

can be heard at www.pharmacycross-

roads.com, and he can be reached at 

BFKneeland@gmail.com.

Thanks to these two trailblazers: 
Bruce Kneeland wished to express his 
appreciation to PioneerRx Pharmacy 
Software and Interlink AI. Their 
sponsorship made this 3,200-mile road 
trip possible. Kneeland notes both of 
these exceptional community pharmacy 
supporters have sponsored road trips in 
the past, earning them the designation 
of Pharmacy Trailblazers.


