
University of 
Arkansas wins 
Student Business 
Plan Competition
 

by Chris Linville

36 America’s PHARMACIST | July 2016

Ownership
Planting the

Seed with an
Entrepreneurship

Elective

A shared passion for the entrepreneurial side of pharmacy and 
a legacy of past success help bring four students from the Uni-
versity of Arkansas for Medical Sciences College of Pharmacy 
together to compete in the 12th annual 2015 Good Neighbor 
Pharmacy NCPA Pruitt-Schutte Student Business Plan Compe-
tition, held last October at the NCPA 2015 Annual Convention 
in National Harbor, Md., just outside of Washington, D.C.

Team members Luke Morrison, Christina Watkins, Kristen 
Belew, and Brooklyn Pruett, all May 2016 PharmD grad-
uates, were drawn to pharmacy in varying ways before 
bonding together for success.
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Morrison says, “I became interested in pharmacy after 
hearing a pharmacist speak in a medical professions elec-
tive in high school, and also after shadowing a pharmacist 
from my church.”

Watkins says her high school chemistry teacher introduced 
her to the profession. “She brought in speakers from the 
UAMS College of Pharmacy and did a great job of sharing as-
pects of the profession throughout the school year,” she says. 

Belew says her interest in chemistry helped push her to-
ward pharmacy. “It developed in high school with a creative 
teacher, which then turned into a college major where I 

met more caring professors,” she says. “With their guid-
ance, I applied to pharmacy school, as it was an opportuni-
ty to further my chemistry interest but serve other people. I 
am very thankful for the teachers and professors that have 
influenced my career for the better.”

Pruett says she learned about pharmacy after shadowing a 
good friend’s mother, who is a pharmacist in her home-
town. “I had always been interested in science and math in 
high school, and I wanted a career that was different and 
challenging every day,” she says. “Pharmacy is the perfect 
mix of sciences, a challenge, and patient interaction.”
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The 2014 UAMS team knocked on the door, finishing third 
in the business plan competition, and the school has con-
sistently has had a number of top 10 finishes in the event 
over the years, so the 2015 team had extra motivation to 
continue the tradition.

“UAMS has a well-established legacy of teams that have 
scored well in the Pruitt-Schutte competition,” Belew says. 
“I watched every business plan team present during my 
first, second, and third year of pharmacy school. I was 
impressed with their creativity and business tactics.”

And in 2015, the judges were equally impressed with 
UAMS’s tactics, as it was named the winner of the event. 
Its proposed business was Rhea Drug, LLC, a specialty 
pharmacy based in Little Rock, Ark. 

The first national competition of its kind in the pharmacy 
profession, the Pruitt-Schutte Student Business Plan 
Competition was created in 2004 and was named in honor 
of two champions of independent community pharmacy, 
the late Neil Pruitt Sr., and the late H. Joseph Schutte. The 
competition’s goal is to motivate pharmacy students to cre-
ate a business model for buying an existing independent 
community pharmacy or developing a new pharmacy.

UAMS’s team advisors were Dr. Seth Heldenbrand and Dr. 
Schwanda Flowers, along with the school’s dean, Dr. Keith 
Olsen. Their NCPA chapter received $3,000, and $3,000 was 
contributed to the school in the dean’s name to promote 
independent community pharmacy. The team members, 
team advisor, and the dean also received complimentary 
registration, travel, and lodging to NCPA’s 2016 Multiple 
Locations Conference in February in Fort Myers, Fla.

The two other 2015 finalists were a team from the South 
Carolina College of Pharmacy (second place), and another 
from the University of Minnesota College of Pharmacy. 

In the following interview, the team members discussed 
how their plan for Rhea Drug, LLC, came together, what 
they learned about the business of pharmacy, and what 
pharmacy ownership means to them.

WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO ENTER THE PRUITT-
SCHUTTE COMPETITION?
Luke: I enrolled in an entrepreneurship elective where I 
knew the competition would be the focus of the semester. 
I wanted to take the class and compete because I desired 
to learn as much as possible about ownership and phar-
macy business. It is a dream of mine to own pharmacies 
in the future.

Rhea Specialty Drug, LLC was the winning proposal from (L-R) Cristina Watkins, Luke Morrison, Kristen Belew, and 

Brooklyn Pruett.



2016 Business Plan Live Competition Set for Oct. 15

To see more inspiring future pharmacy owners and and hear 
their innovative ideas, join us at the 13th annual 2015 Good 
Neighbor Pharmacy NCPA Pruitt-Schutte Student Business 
Plan Competition on Saturday, Oct. 15, at the NCPA Annual 
Convention in New Orleans. The three finalists will present 
their winning pharmacy concepts and strategies for suc-
cess. Find out more about attending the convention at www.
ncpanet.org/convention.

Christina: The college offers an entrepreneurship class as 
part of the elective curriculum. Before coming to pharma-
cy school I had earned a BBA in finance, so the business 
aspect of pharmacy really piqued my interest. Also, as a P1 
and P2, I watched the UAMS business plan teams make pre-
sentations, and knew I would enjoy being a part of the team.

Brooklyn: As a P1, I remember watching the UAMS busi-
ness plan team present at our local student NCPA meet-
ing. The presentation was amazing and the business idea 
was genius. I knew then that I wanted to try to compete in 
the competition. I enrolled in the entrepreneurship class 
and was lucky enough to be put on a team with friends. We 
each have a competitive spirit and from the beginning we 
knew we wanted to make it to Washington, D.C. (by finish-
ing in the top three).

HOW DID YOUR TEAM COME TOGETHER?
Luke: Our team came together on the first day of the entre-
preneurship class. Our professor told us at the end of the 
lecture to divide into teams on our own and to be ready to 
present potential pharmacy ideas by the next class period. 

We decided on one another as teammates because we all 
really liked each other.

Christina: We were told that preparing the business plan 
would require a lot of time and effort outside of class time. 
Therefore, students who were friends outside of class and 
spent time together outside of class generally formed the 
most successful teams. This was an easy decision for our 
team as two of my close friends, Brooklyn and Kristen, 
were also in the class. Luke was an excellent fit as well.
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Kristen: When it was time to select our groups, Dr. 
Flowers suggested that we select business partners that 
will work well together. Thankfully, two of my best friends, 
Brooklyn and Christina, were in the class along with 
Luke, who had a reputation of being a hard worker. It was 
a perfect dynamic as we solved problems together and 
encouraged each other.

Brooklyn: We each entered in the entrepreneurship 
elective offered at our school. The class teaches different 
aspects of owning a business and the main project is to 
create a business plan. It worked out really well because 
we were all friends before the class and when the profes-
sor said we could pick our own teammates, we knew we 
wanted to work together! Working together was easy and 
we found ourselves talking about the business plan even 
when we were just hanging out. 

WHEN DID THE GROUP START DEVELOPING THE 
BUSINESS PLAN?
Christina: We started developing the business plan in 
January of 2015. We turned in our written plan toward the 
end of the semester and then prepared to present it to 
classmates, faculty, and local pharmacy entrepreneurs in 
hopes of securing the prize of claiming the submission to 
the national competition. 

Kristen: We spent the first two months brainstorming 
ideas and meeting with a variety of pharmacists. Creating 
the idea was the hardest part. Once we settled on the main 
idea of creating a specialty pharmacy, the plan developed 
at a rapid speed.

Brooklyn: We worked all semester during the entrepre-
neurship elective to create our plan. At the end of the 
semester we presented to compete with others in the en-
trepreneurship class. We were thrilled when our plan was 
chosen to submit to NCPA in May 2015. 

HOW WAS THE PLAN FORMULATED? WHO CAME 
UP WITH THE IDEA?
Luke: We knew we wanted to buy out an existing pharma-
cy as opposed to doing a startup business. Kristen was 
a pharmacy intern at a local independent pharmacy that 
had an interesting patient niche. We all decided our best 
option was to open a specialty pharmacy within the exist-
ing store and also to update several aspects of the retail 
business as well.

Kristen: If we could buy an existing store, our business 
plan would appear more successful or realistic. I worked 
at an independent pharmacy that already had a niche 
with HIV patients. In the 1980s, an HIV shelter opened in 

a nearby neighborhood, and Rhea Drug filled all support-
ive medications. Rhea Drug remained the word of mouth 
recommendation for HIV patients for decades to come. HIV 
support was a real need of this community, and we wanted 
to improve the service they were receiving.

Brooklyn: On the first day of class we started brain-
storming ideas. We knew we wanted to “buy” an existing 
pharmacy and make changes to better serve the patients 
and increase profits. Many of our patients had specialty 
pharmaceutical needs and we knew a specialty pharmacy 
would better serve them. We started researching specialty 
pharmacies and ran with that idea. 

HOW DID THE PLAN EVOLVE? WHAT WERE THE 
KEY STEPS YOU TOOK?
Kristen: In January, we started to brainstorm ideas that 
served a unique need of the community. We met with 
a variety of pharmacists and researched pharmacy 
business. In March, we started to write the content of our 
business proposal, and evenly split up the work among 
us. In April, we worked on the appearance and visual 
graphics of the proposal before sending in the 70-page 
PDF for the competition. We were named to the top three 
in July, and quickly started to prepare for the oral presen-
tation. The PowerPoint presentation required thoughtful 
creation so that we could visualize our professional yet 
innovative ideas. We met twice a week to present to 
college faculty, students, family, and pharmacists, and 
always welcomed constructive criticism. When we pre-
sented in Washington, D.C. at the NCPA Convention, we 
could say those lines in our sleep. We were very proud of 
our performance, and thankful to see all of the hard work 
come to completion!

Luke: The written plan evolved over four and a half 
months from January to May of 2015. I was responsible 
for the specialty pharmacy portion of the plan as well as 
corporate structure.

WHAT WERE THE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS TO 
ADDRESS EARLY? WHAT CAME LATER?
Luke: The first things we addressed were who was respon-
sible for different portions of the plan. We felt it worked 
best to divide and conquer. We would then discuss and 
give feedback on one another’s work.

Brooklyn: I think the most important thing we did in the 
beginning was dividing up different parts of the plan 
for each person to work on. Someone was in charge of 
location analysis, marketing, the specialty pharmacy, the 
retail pharmacy, the front end, and other details. We each 
worked on our assigned parts for the rough draft. When 



it came time to edit the plan we all sat down together and 
went through each part, changing things as a group.

Kristen: Dr. Flowers always pestered us with the question, 
“How will you get paid?” She strongly recommended that 
every service offered came with a reimbursement. We first 
researched 340B pricing, but felt limited with the popu-
lation requirements. Next, we started looking into buying 
groups for specialty pharmacy, and realized their buying 
power for HIV drugs.

WHAT WOULD YOU CONSIDER TO BE THE BIG-
GEST HURDLES OR CHALLENGES?
Luke: The biggest challenge for our business model was 
going to be getting the specialty pharmacy in network with 
third parties and their PBMs. We provided financial predic-
tions conservatively knowing that we would not be able to 
obtain every single customer.

Brooklyn: There were many unknowns, especially with a 
specialty pharmacy. We had to do a lot of research about 
specialty pharmacy, regulations, and accreditation. I think 

that was the hardest part because none of us had ever 
worked in a specialty pharmacy. We wanted this plan to be 
as real as possible. 

WHAT WOULD YOU CONSIDER TO BE THE BIG-
GEST FAVORABLE FACTORS?
Luke: We improved the pharmacy in many ways that would 
significantly improve the bottom line. Instead of buying 
specialty medications in the typical manner, we chose a 
specialty specific group purchasing organization that hap-
pened to be in network with our wholesaler for a generous 
discount. We also increased profitability on the retail side 
of the business by re-focusing our purchases with one 
wholesaler, installing a drive-thru, offering immunizations, 
and much more.

Christina: I believe acquiring accreditation and gaining 
access to specialty GPOs are the biggest factors in the 
success of the specialty pharmacy. These factors alone 
allow us to increase our profits on HIV medications even 
before the pharmacy acquires a single new patient, solidify-
ing the success of the specialty pharmacy. 



Kristen: Rhea Drug already had a target market and was 
proven successful in the community. Our plan would only 
enhance its niche while adding pharmacy services. 

WERE THERE ANY MAJOR THINGS THAT SUR-
PRISED YOU?
Luke: It surprised me at how well our group worked togeth-
er. Our advisors [Heldenbrand and Flowers] also meshed 
really well with the team. We all made the plan its best by 
contributing with our different strengths.

Brooklyn: I was surprised with the amount of people in the 
community that wanted to help us, even though this was a 
school project. Our professors put in so much time outside 
of the classroom to help us succeed. Pharmacy owners 
around the community were also very gracious. Each of 
them were always there to answer questions and offer up 
information to help us learn and make our plan better. 

IN TERMS OF FINANCES, WHAT FACTORS CAME 
INTO PLAY?
Kristen: We used a few raw numbers from the existing 
pharmacy, such as gross sales, cost of goods sold, average 
daily script count, and rent. We then extrapolated numbers 
based on the NCPA Digest sponsored by Cardinal Health 
for independent pharmacy owners. 

Brooklyn: Christina and I tackled the finances for our plan. 
We used the NCPA Digest to try to keep our numbers as 
realistic as possible. 

WHAT DID YOU LEARN THE MOST FROM THIS 
PROCESS? 
Luke: This process helped me to learn a lot about starting 
a business and also allowed me to network with many 
pharmacy owners. After the experience, I am really encour-
aged to open a store.

Kristen: This project reassured my belief in the old saying, 
“you get out what you put in.” After 10 months of vigorous 
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preparation, I was incredibly proud of our business plan. I 
can absolutely see how this is true of business owners too. 
When you dedicate your life to doing good business, you 
find satisfaction in creating a safe business culture and 
serving others.

Brooklyn: The business plan was a lot of hard work and 
a year of growth for me personally. I am grateful for the 
knowledge I gained toward the business side of pharmacy 
and pharmacy ownership. We learned a side of pharmacy 
that is not normally taught in pharmacy school. 

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE TO OTHERS?
Luke: The only advice I can give is to go for it. If you are 
willing to venture outside of your comfort zone and commit 
yourself to the work, the learning experience and the bene-
fits you will receive are immeasurable.

Christina: The business plan competition was definitely the 
highlight of my pharmacy school career. It requires a tre-
mendous about of time and effort, but the learning experi-
ences, networking opportunities, and other benefits are ab-
solutely worth the sacrifice. I would suggest that students 
decide from the beginning to be committed to winning and 
to form a team with others who share their passion. Be 
innovative and creative in your written plan as well as the 
presentation and believe in what you are presenting. These 
things will set you apart from the competition.

Kristen: Take one step at a time. Creating a business plan 
can be extremely overwhelming, but with teamwork and 
persistence, anything can be accomplished. 

Brooklyn: Pick your team wisely! You will be spending a 
lot of time with them. I think we were largely successful 
because of the great teamwork we had. Try to select team 
members that you get along with and will also carry their 
weight when it comes to putting in work for the plan. Our 
team worked great together and I think that showed in our 
final product. ■

Chris Linville is managing editor of America’s Pharmacist.

This process helped me to 
learn a lot about starting a 
business and also allowed me 
to network with many phar-
macy owners. After the expe-
rience, I am really encouraged 
to open a store.


