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In the spring of 2013 Jim Cammarata, RPh, was 
at a crossroads. The retail pharmacy he had owned 
for more than 20 years was facing a steady decline, slow-
ly being eroded by mail order and shrinking margins. On 
a personal level he had been reeling, as his wife had died 
a few years earlier after a long illness.

“I was in a funk. I had no purpose. I had nothing,” he 
says. “I was just kind of plodding along and letting 
things happen instead of making things happen.”

Around the same time, though, there was still an 
opportunity for a lifeline. Cammarata, owner of Valley 
Pharmacy in Bedminster, N.J., had negotiated an agree-

ment to expand the space at his business. The strip 
mall his pharmacy was part of was about to undergo 
a long overdue renovation, and he saw a chance to 
reinvigorate himself and his business. However, at the 
11th hour, just before he was going to sign the papers, 
the deal fell through.

“I thought, ‘You know what, maybe somebody’s telling me 
to leave,’” Cammarata says. He contacted a broker friend 
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and was starting the process of selling his pharmacy and 
moving on from that life. But as that was happening, he 
received a call from an integrative pharmacy consultant 
on the West Coast. Cammarata always had an interest in 
complementary and alternative medications, dating back 
to his early days as a pharmacist more than 30 years ago.

“I thought, ‘Okay, maybe there’s a reason I got this call,’” 
he says with a laugh. “I knew at that point right then 
and there that it was either time to jump in or jump out. 
You just can’t do what you are doing. Either do this now, 
and invest yourself completely in it, or you leave. So the 
decision I made was to do it.”

So in the summer of 2013, Cammarata went all-in, starting 
the process of re-inventing his pharmacy, moving away 
from the traditional prescription product-based retail store 
to a more service-oriented model with a heavy emphasis 
on natural medications, vitamins, and supplements. The 

physical renovation began on Jan. 2, 2014 on his existing 
3,500-square-foot site, and two months later, on March 13, 
the newly christened Valley Integrative Pharmacy (VIP) 
(www.valleypharmacyrx.com) held its “Grand Re-Opening.”

“It was a cold and blustery evening, but it was a successful 
opening night,” Cammarata says. “The pharmacy was com-
pletely new. Nothing remains of the former store except 
an old office desk and a small metal clothes closet. We 
had the ‘fresh start’ which the business and I personally 
desperately needed.”

The transformation was recognized by the New Jersey 
Pharmacists Association, which named Cammarata 
its Innovative Pharmacist of the Year for 2014. As he 
explains, going from Valley Pharmacy to Valley Integra-
tive Pharmacy was much more than simply adding an 
extra word to the name; the entire focus of the business 
changed dramatically.
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“Our business model emphasizes the patient as the center of 
our practice,” he says. “We combine the services of a tradi-
tional pharmacy with the principles of what has been termed 
‘alternative, or complimentary’ medicine.”

Cammarata says sales have been somewhat slow, but are 
steadily increasing, especially in the early part of 2016. “That’s 
a very good sign, given the present challenges of a brick and 
mortar business,” he says. “We have created a new business 
model which will take time to market to and also educate 
not only our current customer base, but a completely new 
demographic which is seeking to take charge of their personal 
health and wellness.”

AN EARLY INFLUENCE
Cammarata was born in Brooklyn and grew up in Hillsdale, 
N.J. After attending Northwestern University for his first year 
in college, he transferred to Rutgers University and obtained 
his pharmacy degree in 1976. 

From 1980 until 1990 Cammarata worked in what he consid-
ered a “non-traditional” pharmacy, in the sense that it was 
similar to a health food store. 

“We had several extensive lines of vitamins and supplements, 
and also had food items such as various nuts, fruits, and 
grains,” he says. “It was there that I first became interested in 
vitamins, supplements, and nutraceuticals.”

Cammarata says the owner of the store was ahead of his time. 
In the late 1970s a New Jersey-New York regional chain called 

Drug Fair was selling some of its stores, and Cammarata’s 
boss acquired one. 

“He pretty much created a health food store within a pharma-
cy,” he says. “He was the first one to have traditional health 
food type vitamin lines. He had developed a unique niche 
within retail pharmacy, and it did have an influence on me as 
far as what we are doing now.”

In 1990, Cammarata moved on when he had the opportu-
nity to purchase Valley Pharmacy in Bedminster, about an 
hour west of Manhattan. Under the previous owner it had 
been a traditional retail pharmacy, and Cammarata kept it 
that way, building a robust card and gift department and 
busy prescription business. However, as the years passed, 
sales and profits started to steadily decline. In late 2005, 
Cammarata decided that adding compounding might help 
give the pharmacy a boost. But not long afterward his wife 
was diagnosed with a terminal blood cancer, which would 
ultimately take her life in January 2011. Not surprisingly, 
Cammarata says, “My focus was lost in this process, and so 
was my desire and determination.” 

It took that fateful phone call three years ago for Cammarata 
to regain his balance. He had a general vision of what he want-
ed his new store to project—open, spacious, welcoming—but 
knew he needed help in executing his plan. 

“I’m one of those people who likes to do everything on my 
own, but I knew there was no way I could do this on my own. 
I still had a business to run,” he says. Cammarata hired a 
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consultant to provide the expertise and guidance necessary to 
ensure a successful transformation. 

“I allowed him to guide us and control the planning and 
execution phases of the project,” he says. “He in essence ran 
the project yet conferred with me on all matters beforehand. I 
deferred to him for most of the decisions because he had the 
expertise and I did not.”

To finance the project, he invested some of his own money 
and also took a five-year capital lease for $350,000. He says all 
told the cost was about $500,000.

“The benefit of utilizing a capital lease is that in 2013, when 
I had some profits, I was able to write off those profits I had 
and can also do so going forward,” he says. “I’m not making a 
profit yet due to the loan, so I am able to write off that expense 
going forward to minimize any tax liability.”

BRAND NEW PHARMACY
When the project was done, Cammarata basically had a brand 
new pharmacy. Although traditional prescription revenue still 
brings in the most dollars (about 75 percent) in large part due 
to the sheer volume, VIP is nothing like the old school retail 
store it once was.

“The holistic natural community around us is genuinely 
thrilled to have a pharmacy involved which immediately lends 
credibility to such a paradigm shift,” he says. “I have to admit 
that the East Coast is significantly behind the West Coast in 
this regard, but it is very obvious that the younger generation 
is much more tuned into this movement and obviously are the 
customers and patients of the present and the future.”

Giving a description of the new layout, Cammarata says, 
“When you walk in, there is a checkout area in the front 
center of the pharmacy. The fixtures have a nice oak-colored 
wood-textured finish and create a series of bays, or U-shaped 

areas, which allow for product or ‘functional’ categories. It’s 
very open, which is great.” The store has five 16-foot gondolas 
containing traditional pharmacy items, with natural alterna-
tives mixed with them. “For example, in our digestive area, we 
display natural fiber products interspersed with the traditional 
pharmacy items.” 

Cammarata says that the left side of the store displays 
vitamins and nutritional supplements, pharmaceutical grade 
nutraceuticals, a ‘natural and locally-sourced’ food pantry, a 
probiotic refrigerator, and a VIP private label nutraceutical line. 
The front right side has an eye-catching display of high-end 
natural cosmetics which is easily visible from the outside; 
further along that wall are the natural health and beauty lines.

“So when the customer comes in they know what’s what, 
it’s very clear where things are, and it’s very definitive,” he 
says. “They don’t have to search and look; they can find 
things very easily.”

As for the fixtures, Cammarata’s consultant suggested 
keeping them no higher than 60 inches, and having noth-
ing above that. 

“You have visibility throughout the pharmacy; you can see 
everywhere,” he says. “In the past I had always stacked 
merchandise as high as possible on the shelves, trying to 
maximize sales. You attempt to utilize every square foot in the 
store, and you actually wind up making things worse.”

Cammarata says the lower shelves have made a difference in 
his customer’s view. “They love it! And I don’t know how many 
times people have said, ‘Wow, this place is bigger,’ or, ‘Did you 
expand?’ ‘Is this the same store that it was before?’ For many 
customers it appeared to be larger, even though it wasn’t.”

Cammarata says the demographics of his market made it 
easier to transition into a new type of business with higher 
end products. Bedminster is a township of 8,165 residents in 
Somerset County. The area is affluent, with horse farms and 
country homes, many owned by New Yorkers wishing for a 
quiet respite from the big city pace. He also estimates that 90 
percent of his customers for natural products are women. 

“Although the population density isn’t as much as I would like 
for what I’m trying to do, the demographics financially can 
afford to support it,” he says. “It’s a highly educated area with 
people who do have discretionary income.”

EASY BUY-IN
VIP has 16 people on staff, with three pharmacists (in-
cluding Cammarata), two technicians, and two interns in 
that mix. The pharmacy also employs a nutritionist and an 

“Our business model empha-
sizes the patient as the center 
of our practice. We combine 
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ternative, or complimentary’ 
medicine.”
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herbalist. Another nutritionist is sub-contracted, along with 
a homeopath. Cammarata says the staff was completely 
receptive to the new concept in large part because roles 
were clearly defined.

“The buy-in was easy because in the beginning we had 
the consultant and we had weekly meetings,” he says. 
“We had several sessions where we informed our staff 
exactly what we were going to do, why they were here, 
and what their role was going to be. I think everybody was 
significantly uplifted by the change. We were going from 
a typical, half run down non-inspirational workplace into 
something where everybody is involved. So I think it was 
received extremely positively by the staff. I think they see 
it as a little piece of their own. And that’s tough to accom-
plish sometimes.”

Cammarata was remarried in 2014, and his wife Janet handles 
all of the pharmacy’s marketing and social media. She also 
oversees the store’s on-site events, which are numerous. 
Cammarata says the pharmacy has about 6-10 functions 
per month. The educational events (most of which are free), 
revolve around natural and food-based products, nutrition, 
functional medicine, and alternative treatment modalities 
related to healthy living. 

“Social media has helped us get the word out,” Cammarata 
says. “We have close to 2,000 on our email list, and more 
than 1,000 following us on Facebook. I think Janet has done a 
phenomenal job in making that work.”

PRODUCT MIX
When asked about sources for product information, Cam-
marata says it comes from a variety of sources.

“It’s kind of a mix,” He says. “I receive product material 
and education from our vendors. I view webinars. I attend 
PCCA symposiums, the NCPA convention, and Garden 
State Pharmacy Owners Association events, which I’m very 
active with.” 

Cammarata says his vendors in particular are a reliable 
resource. “We deal with the highest quality pharmaceu-
tical grade, so we have about 5-6 lines that are strictly 
marketed only to practitioners and pharmacies. These 
brands are not sold in health food stores or traditional 
vitamin shops. These vendors’ products are the result of 
research-oriented and evidence-based medicine, so we 
are confident in recommending these products to our 
patients. We also hold periodic staff trainings where such 
vendors educate us on their products and provide us 
clinical studies to illustrate a supplement’s efficacy and 
functionality.”

Cammarata says his biggest selling category is probiotics 
“by far.” After that he says anti-stress/sleep aids are next, 
followed by fish oil.

When it comes to product fluency, Cammarata says he 
and his staff are fully capable of answering most pa-
tients’ questions. “I have a long history and fairly good 
knowledge base in this area, better than a majority of 
pharmacists,” he says. “One of my pharmacists is very 
well versed in this area as well, and the third pharmacist 
is a PharmD and she’s very sharp and learns quickly. All 
of our pharmacists can effectively counsel our patients. 
My pharmacy intern is from Germany and was trained 
this way, so her knowledge base is tremendous. In Ger-
many they train you in all the supplements and nutritional 
items. She is also readily available to counsel and is 
very highly qualified. Every hour that we are here there 
is someone who can assist a patient with their health 
questions and concerns.”

Part of VIP’s transformation included adding high-end 

beauty products.



PRACTITIONERS WELCOME
Cammarata has several practitioners who work with him on 
a part-time basis. They have their own outside practices, but 
spend about 15-20 hours a week at Valley Integrative Pharma-
cy. He figures it’s a win-win for all. 

“They are on the floor and available for quick consultations 
with patients, or helping people with their purchases,” Cam-
marata says. “It’s okay with us if they acquire clients from that 
for their own practice. So we have sort of a mutual relationship 
there. They come in and help us with their expertise, and if 
they want to schedule a patient outside VIP for a personal 
consultation in their own practice, it is okay with us.”

Despite Cammarata’s endorsement of natural medications, vi-
tamins, and supplements, he says it’s important to be honest 
about their place in the overall picture.

“I’ll state it this way,” he says. “Personally, if I feel that an 
alternative is better for the patient and better for the body 
system, why wouldn’t you do that? But just because it’s nat-
ural doesn’t mean it’s better. The vast majority of the public 
thinks that if it’s natural, it’s automatically better. We as 
pharmacists know that’s not necessarily true. That’s another 
reason why I did this. I wanted to point out that there is a lot 

of misinformation about the terms ‘natural’ and ‘organic’. It’s 
perceived as being beneficial if it just has those words on the 
label, and as pharmacists we know that’s not always true.”

He continues, “We carry a few lines that are excellent lines, 
but are not pharmaceutical grade, but you need to give your 
customers and patients a choice. Some people don’t want to 
spend $80 on a supplement, but they do want to address their 
health concerns.”

In that vein, Cammarata constantly stresses to his staff that 
the patient’s health and wellness come first, regardless of any 
impact on the bottom line.

“I tell my practitioners and my pharmacists, especially in the 
vitamin and nutritional area, that they are not on commission, 
and they are instructed to always keep the patient’s well-being 
in mind,” he says. “If that involves talking a patient out of an 
unnecessary purchase, then that is what we do. The whole 
basis of our philosophy is what’s best for the patient, and I 
stress that over and over again. I have talked patients out of 
purchases when I thought it wasn’t in their best interest. We 
provide the patient as much knowledge and information as 
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possible and in essence become a partner in their personal 
health care. As a result of this philosophy we build a founda-
tion of trust and a dedicated customer to VIP.”

LOOKING AHEAD
Even after placing the focus on natural products, Cammarata 
didn’t abandon the idea of compounding that he first consid-
ered more than a decade earlier. In fact, he says that aspect of 
the business has tripled in the last year due to marketing and 
establishing relationships with area practitioners.

“The bulk of our compounding is BHRT, and we’re always 
looking to expand,” he says. “I really enjoy it and it’s very 
rewarding, and it’s nice to make a difference and an impact 
on a patient’s well-being, so we’re constantly working on that. 
Because of our marketing and website, emails, and communi-
ty programs, more patients are finding out that we compound 
and they are seeking our services.”

Also in the works is a consultation room that will be built in 
the back end of the store. The goal is to bill for consultations. 
Screening programs such as micro-nutrient, hormone, and 
thyroid testing are now being conducted at VIP and have ele-
vated the pharmacy’s status in the eyes of its patients. 

For some people, the decision to completely remake your 
business this far into a pharmacy career might seem a bit 
risky. But frankly, Cammarata figured he had nothing to 
lose. His attitude was that if you feel strongly about some-
thing, why not give it a try?

“To tell you the truth, at this stage of my life (age 62) my 
motive was not financial, but rather a lifetime conviction 
in the concept of functional medicine and its benefit to 
the patient,” he says. “And the more I deal with integrative 
physicians and functional medicine physicians, the more 
convinced I am of its value. It’s a constant re-affirmation 
of what this process is and its benefit to patients. It is par-
ticularly rewarding to know that at least I didn’t sit on the 
sidelines and let others lead the way.”

And Cammarata is hoping that VIP remains a local landmark 
for many years to come.

“Eventually I would like contract with a junior partner who 
wants to continue with this vision and take over so I can even-
tually sail into the sunset.” ■

Chris Linville is managing editor of America’s Pharmacist.
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