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Bryan Hunt (left) and Ray Post of Inland Truck Parts & 
Services inspect a transmission. Post joined Inland as 
a janitor; now, he’s a general manager in Olathe.

From the Kansas City Business Journal:
http://www.bizjournals.com/kansascity/news/2017/03/03/the-power-of-the-esop-the-perks-of-
employee.html

The Power of the ESOP: The perks of 
employee ownership
 SUBSCRIBER CONTENT: Mar 3, 2017, 5:00am CST 

Inland Truck Parts & Service had a choice: protect its bottom line, 
or protect its employees.

It chose the latter.

The Overland Park-based company isn’t laying off employees, 
despite significant downturns in the oil and agriculture markets. 
It’s weathering a temporary drop in profits in favor of a long-term 
approach that fiercely protects company culture. The company’s 
internal newsletter stressed that the move aims to “protect your 
jobs and your benefits.”

“They know it because I hear it when I go to the field,” Inland 
Truck President Greg Klein said. “They thank me for not just going out with a hacksaw and cutting jobs.

“You have to look at it longer term. ... If you say what’s going to make me the most money, sometimes 
that conflicts with what would be best for our employees. I can think of many times, from a business 
standpoint, of something that would have been a good idea, but we knew from a cultural standpoint 
that our employees wouldn’t have liked it, and we won’t do it because of that.”

To understand the approach, look no further than the company’s slogan — which employees created: 
“We act like we own the place, because we do.”

Inland Truck isn’t alone. More than 6,700 companies nationwide, and roughly 300 in Kansas and 
Missouri, had employee stock-ownership plans in 2014, the most recent figure available from the 
National Center for Employee Ownership.

Studies by the Employee Ownership Foundation show ESOPs to be good for employees — who were 
four times less likely to be laid off during the Great Recession — and for companies — which had higher 
rates of sales growth and sales per employee than non-ESOP companies.
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‘Everyone is important’

Burns & McDonnell is one prominent local ESOP success story. Since becoming an ESOP in 1986, the 
Kansas City-based engineering and architecture firm has grown from 600 employees to 5,700, and 
revenue has grown from $43 million to $2.7 billion.

“That’s a lot of growth,” Burns & McDonnell CEO Ray Kowalik said. “Without a doubt in my mind, the 
building block and cornerstone of that success is us being an ESOP and a 100 percent employee-
owned ESOP.”

Although some ESOPs reserve employee-ownership for those who reach a certain level in the company, 
Inland Truck, Burns & McDonnell and Overland Park-based MMC Corp. make employees eligible after 
one year of service.

“We feel everyone is important here; it doesn’t matter what your job is,” Burns & McDonnell CFO Denny 
Scott said. “Not one person owns more than one half of 1 percent of this company.”

That spreads the motivation to succeed, he said.

Inland Truck’s Klein likens it to owning a house vs. renting an apartment. When you own it, you view and 
treat the asset differently, he said.

“What I think it’s done (for us) is taken a good company and allowed it to become a great company,” 
Klein said. “It just provides an extra ingredient that really can allow a company to become a stellar 
performer.”

Inland Truck now employs 650 and has experienced steady revenue growth. Its stock also outperforms 
the S&P 500, Klein said.

MMC Corp.’s stock has increased in value annually for more than a decade and was up nearly 12 
percent last year. MMC is the parent company of five units involved in commercial construction. CEO 
Tim Chadwick said the company’s conversion to an ESOP in 2002 enabled it to pursue acquisitions. In 
that time, the company’s employee base has ballooned to more than 1,280 in a dozen offices.

No 9-to-5 attitude

Natalya Steinke said she didn’t fully understand what it meant to work for an ESOP when she joined 
MMC’s MW Builders unit in 2003. But during her second week, she attended a staff meeting in which 
employees offered suggestions for improving products, saving money and being more productive and 
efficient.

“They were engaged,” said Steinke, a senior estimator. “It was above their position description, but they 
were doing it willingly and were enthusiastic about it. ... Suddenly the whole picture changes: It’s not 
just my performance that matters. It’s the performance of my co-worker that matters, and I am 
interested in my co-workers succeeding.”

Shawn Flynn, an estimator who joined MMC’s MMC Contractors unit in 2009, attributes a culture of 
accountability to being part of an ESOP.

Whether it’s business-trip meals or purchasing office supplies, the employees “tend to make the best 
decision, as if they were buying for their family,” he said.
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“With this company and my position, I understand that I’m not just here for the 9-to-5. I’m here to put in 
whatever it takes to get the job done, and I don’t necessarily think that would be the case if we weren’t 
employee-owned,” he said.

Ray Post, general manager of Inland Truck’s Olathe location, sees the same thing at his company. Post 
joined the company 40 years ago as a warehouse janitor. When Inland Truck transitioned to an ESOP, 
he said he noticed that employees took a greater interest in their jobs and looked for avenues to make 
the company more efficient and productive. It created a team environment in which “that’s not my job” 
no longer was uttered. He’s seen technicians voluntarily sweeping the floors or cleaning the front 
windows because it needed to be done — everyone pitches in.

“I think the company really took off when we did that,” Post said of becoming an ESOP. “You can see it 
with the interactions we have with our employees and our customers.”

At Burns & McDonnell, the ESOP structure has led to a team-centric and entrepreneurial approach, in 
which employees are encouraged to pitch ideas. There’s also accountability for turning those ideas into 
successful initiatives, said Scott Feuerborn, business consulting director for the firm’s business and 
technology services group. It spurred his group to develop a web-based portal that provides real-time 
feedback on a project’s status and costs for clients. That has led to new clients and additional work with 
existing clients.

“You realize that everything you do is so important to the company’s outcome and your personal 
outcome,” said Regan Teel, a staff structural engineer with Burns & McDonnell’s global facilities group. 
“Employee ownership really is a way of life here at Burns and Mac. ... For this to work, everyone has to 
succeed.”

Employee tenure and retirement

Long tenure is a staple at many ESOP companies. Inland Truck boasts a number of 20- to 40-year 
employees and gives a special award annually to employees who reach the 40-year mark. At least one 
to two qualify each year.

“When I said I’ve been here 22 years, I finally feel like I’ve reached kind of the middle of the pack in our 
tenured employees,” Klein said.

That tenure creates a valuable knowledge base, delivers consistent product and service, and preserves 
the company’s culture. It also helps retain customers because there’s a comfort level and sense of 
familiarity with employees, he said.

MMC Contractors’ Flynn said he wants to retire from the company; the idea firmly materialized for the 
millennial during an annual celebration highlighting the company’s financials and stock growth. Flynn 
saw what an estimator’s retirement account could look like 20 years down the road.

“It made me want to be a lifetime employee. It made me want to put in the effort to see those types of 
rewards,” he said.

But it’s not just for himself. He wants to build a high-quality retirement for future employees.

MW Builders’ Steinke immigrated to the United States from Russia with one suitcase and $100. She said 
she’ll retire a millionaire.
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“The American dream is alive and well,” she said. “If you want more people to experience it, we need to 
have more employee-owned companies.”

Leslie Collins
Reporter 
Kansas City Business Journal
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