Peter and Lorraine Kornafel 

     Peter and Lorraine Kornafel share a passion for the automotive parts business and for helping young minds to achieve their greatest potential.    From 1970 to 1996, the entrepreneurial couple grew Hatch Grinding Company’s distribution centers for automotive parts in Denver and Albuquerque which served more than 100 CARQUEST Auto Parts stores. With Peter serving as President and Lorraine as Vice-President, the company grew from fifteen employees to over 225.   

     That growth earned Hatch Grinding the recognition of Small Business of the Year by the city of Denver and the state of Colorado in 1984.  The next year, Peter was the Small Business Person of the Year for the State of Colorado.  Both Peter and Lorraine served as Chairmen of the Automotive Warehouse Distributors Association. Peter in 1986 and Lorraine in 1994.  They have also served as members of numerous other associations and boards in the automotive industry.

    After selling Hatch Grinding Company in 1996, Peter Kornafel served as president of CARQUEST from 1996-2001, and was responsible for products, advertising, marketing, and training programs for its members. Today he serves CARQUEST as Vice Chairman. 

Lorraine went on to work as Vice-President of General Parts, Inc., and has now retired but remains active as an investor, renovator, and property manager for twelve residential and commercial rental properties.

The couple’s “hobby” is giving college scholarships, and currently twenty students are receiving the honor. There are seven endowed scholarships offered at several universities including Northwood.  In addition, they are helping other students who are relatives of former employees, and they are assisting with the Global Automotive Aftermarket Scholarship Fund.

How do you define business growth?

First, it’s the ability to see and achieve success and growth in a business with an established business model by optimizing your ability to fulfill your customers’ existing needs.  Real success is obtained when you can do this better than your competitors, and achieve a sustainable differentiation. Beyond that, it is the ability to create new products or services that expand your company’s opportunity with evolutionary or revolutionary new business models.
Who is the best corporate leader in terms of business growth?

I would pick Warren Buffet and Bill Gates.  Who else on the planet built businesses basically from scratch in about thirty years to ones that made more than $10 billion income last year?
What were the pivotal growth points in your company? What caused them?

For Hatch Grinding Company:

1. A conscious decision in 1970 to aggressively grow the business.
2. A continuation of a very strong employee profit sharing program begun in the 1960s.

3. Multiple “bet the company” decisions were successful, including changes to the core business strategy and several acquisitions.
For CARQUEST, the key has been member companies who collaborate to focus 100% of their efforts on the success of the CARQUEST Auto Parts Stores.
To whom did you turn for help or guidance?   

For many years the CARQUEST members have helped each other.  Some brought experiences from other industries, and all shared their successes and failures openly with the group.
At Hatch Grinding, we had the opportunity to work with my mother for almost twenty  years, and she was a great source of wisdom and good judgment.  She and my father grew Hatch Grinding from four employees starting in 1951.
Were there any resources valuable to you?

For a long time, one trade association, Automotive Warehouse Distributor’s Association, was very helpful with educational programs, market research, and “one on one” meetings between customers and suppliers.  Our suppliers were always ready to help us grow our businesses.
What are common mistakes made when growing a company?

It is a constant challenge to keep marketing/sales efforts, staff development, business capacity, and financial capability “in sync” as a company grows rapidly.   I believe failure to do that is the biggest mistake most growing companies make.  An excess or deficiency in any of those areas puts the entire company at risk.  Some companies outgrow their finances or staff capacity.  Others increase capacity faster than sales growth occurs.  A dynamic computer information system is critical, too.
Is manufacturing finding fertile ground in the United States?
Some types of manufacturing are growing in the U.S.   But, the emergence of low labor cost countries-first Mexico, and now principally China and India-have shifted a great deal of labor intensive manufacturing and services out of the U.S.  
Products or services which require immediate or face-to-face delivery, and those which have relatively low labor cost content are still growing along with the overall US economy.

What advice would you give to future entrepreneurs at Northwood University?
First, get a regular job for a while.  That gives “street” experience-on someone else’s money.
Then, build a plan for something you’re willing to do 24/7-very few “hands off” entrepreneurs are successful.
Be ready to invest all your time and money.  Be sure your family will, too.
Then, gather enough resources to make success likely before you begin a venture.  

Finally, keep lots of your own “skin” in the game.  You’ll have a lot more focus when you’re “betting the farm,” and others will be much more willing to work with you if they know you won’t just walk away at the first stumble.
