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ZirMed charting path for growth

Bill Wolfe
November 24, 2008
In the nine years since it was founded, medical billing firm ZirMed Inc. has been a well-traveled company -- repeatedly outgrowing its offices and moving from an address on Poplar Level Road to four successive locations in downtown Louisville.

At 10 this morning in a "topping off" ceremony, ZirMed will draw a step closer to its newest digs -- the ZirMed Gateway Towers at Roy Wilkins Avenue and Market Street across from Glassworks, where ZirMed currently has offices. The event will mark the pouring of the top floor of the $25 million project, which is expected to be ready for at least a partial move-in by the end of March.

ZirMed is proud to be a company on the go, Chief Executive Jerry Merritt said. But Louisvillians don't have to worry that the expanding company will move from its hometown.

The privately held firm is owned by investors from Louisville and Southern Indiana. Whenever Merritt talks to people interested in partnering with ZirMed, "I make it perfectly clear that we're staying in Louisville," he said.

What's more, "I tell anybody that will listen to me, we plan at least on being the Microsoft of the Mid-South, if not something more special than that," Merritt said.

A lofty goal -- but one that that current growth rates suggest isn't all boast. The company's revenues grew 465 percent from 2003 to 2007 and are expected to hit about $35 million this year.

ZirMed has been recognized for its growth the past two years by Inc. Magazine and recently placed 77th in the Healthcare Informatics Top 100 Largest Healthcare Information Technology companies in the United States.

The company was founded in 1999, spent its first few years on a roller-coaster ride of growth and retreat, "and flat-lined a couple of times," said Merritt, who joined ZirMed four years ago.

"In 2004, the board of directors brought me in," he said. "At that point, the company was relatively stable but was not experiencing the kind of growth that they wanted."

Merritt and Jim Lacy, who came in with Merritt as chief financial officer
The new management team "re-engineered the marketing approach" and decided to be "fairly aggressive" in growth efforts, Merritt said.

ZirMed's business, revenue cycle management, provides most of the functions a doctor's office or other health-care provider needs to manage payments. Services range from running a quick online insurance check on new patients to processing checks and credit-card payments and collecting from insurance companies or other parties.

The field is dominated by much larger companies like McKesson Corp. and Emdeon Corp., the parent company of WebMD, Merritt said. "We knew in order to survive, we couldn't do 200,000 or 300,000 transactions a month. We needed to do 10 million transactions a month," he said.

Lacy had worked for EPI Corp., a Louisville company that developed hospitals and nursing homes, where he saw up close the struggles health-care providers encountered with billing and collecting payments. That background helped the company grow rapidly.

"To be quite honest, some of it is that we have the right product at the right time," Lacy said. "Health-care providers have lagged in deployment of technology for a long time," and ZirMed, with proprietary software and a team of developers at work on upgrades, can stay on the cutting edge, he said.

ZirMed's work force has climbed from 40 in October 2004, when Merritt and Lacy arrived, to more than 220. "We are still hiring," Merritt said, adding five to 10 employees a month, mostly in areas such as information technology, tech support and help-desk staffing.

"Growth is wonderful," he said, but "hypergrowth is a challenge all of its own." It can be tricky to make sure each newcomer is trained and "ready to provide the kind of quality that you need to sustain that growth."

The company operates what it calls ZirMed University for nearly constant training and retraining. "For an organization our size to emphasize training as much as we do, it's at the core of who we are," Merritt said.

ZirMed has also established a reputation as an attractive employer, placing 17th statewide in the Small/Medium Companies division of the 2008 Best Places to Work in Kentucky, presented by Humana. In 2007, ZirMed ranked 25th.

Despite increasing its annual revenues by more than 45 percent for four consecutive years, Merritt said he's far from satisfied.

"People will often say, 'Gosh, you guys are doing great.' But we're still disappointed in our pace of growth. We're only 4½ percent of the market" nationwide.

"We're looking at ways that we can grow even faster, and we're hoping that we have a breakout year next year," he said.
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