
Letting the Lab Lead
How a multilocation optical business uses its finishing labs to propel its success
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on’t let the name fool you—
Lenses Only sells plenty of frames. 
In fact, thousands are on hand at 
its three Connecticut locations. 
But it’s what’s inside the frame 
(and, more accurately, how it gets 

there) that puts Lenses Only in a unique category.
The business, started by best friends Tom 

Gonthier and Steven Abbate just 2 ½ years ago, has 
already grown from one to three retail shops plus 
dispensaries inside two ophthalmology practices. 
Their goal is to get to 10 stores within five years.

The secret to their success? Their lens business, 
pure and simple.

Gonthier left a long career in optical retail and 
lab work to team up with Abbate, who spent 30 
years as an HR executive and has experience grow-
ing businesses. Gonthier says he challenged himself 
to come up with a concept of how to start an opti-
cal business based on...well, lenses only.

One top-quality in-house finishing lab later, 
and Lenses Only was born. At 
the beginning, the focus was on 
serving customers who couldn’t 
or didn’t want to be without 
their frames while getting 
replacement lenses, and using 
the finishing lab for on-the-spot 
turnaround service.

“I wanted to be able to take 
the measurements needed, 
order lenses from a surfacing lab, 
and let the patient go home in 
their existing eyewear,” Gonthier 

says. “Then I can call them up a few days later and 
say, ‘Hey, your lenses are here. Come on in and we’ll 
take care of you while you have a cup of coffee.’”

The result?
“People absolutely loved it,” he said.
With a couple of highly experienced lab man-

agers making sure the finishing operations run 
smoothly—and, for those customers who need 
them, a large frame selection offering moderately 
priced to luxury brand lines—the business partners 

d

Whatever it takes 
to make the 

customer happy, 
that’s what 

we do.”
—STEVEN ABBATE, 

co-owner, 
Lenses Only

Business: Lenses Only

Owners: Steven Abbate and Tom Gonthier

Time in business: 2 ½ years

Locations: 3 retail storefronts, 2 ophthalmology 

dispensaries in CT

In-house labs: 1 in each of the 3 stores, with the largest 

acting as a central lab for online lens replacement orders

Edging or Surfacing? Edging only

Equipment: Coburn Technologies Exxpert edging systems 

(including blocker/tracers)

Lens Jobs: 30-50 per day (retail stores only)

Specialty Equipment: Tint stations, shape editing software

Specialty Work: Custom lens shapes and tints for 

3-piece mounts

Lab Tech Tip: Every employee can and does run the 

edging equipment

Snapshot of Success

The eye-catching storefront 
of the Hartford, CT location
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have created a three-pronged approach  
to their success:

1. CULTURE OF SERVICE 
Gonthier and Abbate have 

cultivated a very specific employee 
culture in which customer service rules 
the day. Employees are empowered to 
make whatever decisions they feel they 
need to satisfy the customer in front of 
them. “Whatever it takes to make the 
customer happy, that’s what we do,” 
Abbate says.

A great addition to the reputable 
customer service? A low employee 
turnover rate, they say.

2. CUSTOM PRODUCT  
One of the top benefits of a 

high-quality edging system is the 
ability to turn simple shape edit-
ing software into a niche “custom” 

design business. Lenses Only reaps the 
benefit of its customers’ desire for custom-
shaped, tinted, and “blinged-out” lenses.

“Word is out on the street that Lenses 
Only is the place to come to,” Gonthier says.

 

3. DISCOUNTED PRICING 
Buying semi-finished lenses from a 

surfacing lab to be finished in-house allows 
Lenses Only to pass some of the savings on 
to the customer, and to offer high-quality 
lenses at a lower cost than the competition.

Because Lenses Only’s three shops are 
located in a mix of urban and rural areas, 
Gonthier and Abbate are proving their 
concept will work anywhere. More stores 
are planned, including one in an affluent 
suburb of Connecticut’s capital city.  

—Susan Tarrant

Online Sales: 
Boxing up 
Business

Business partners Tom Gonthier 
and Steven Abbate have figured 
out how to get even more 
revenue out of their in-house 
labs while satisfying a growing 
consumer desire for convenient, 
online shopping. 

For customers seeking only 
replacement lenses or who 
already have a frame to be 
filled, Lenses Only offers online 
service, with a box.  
(lensesonlyoptical.com)

Customers scan their prescrip-
tion into the website, along with 
PD measurements, and then 
ship the frame to Lenses Only in 
a box that is supplied to them. 
The appropriate semi-finished 
lenses are then edged in-house, 
fit into the frames, and it’s all 
returned to the customer within 
five to seven days.

(A collection of house-brand 
frames is also offered on the site 
should a customer need frames 
as well. A virtual try-on system 
and online PD measurement 
system is available.)

Approximately 40% of Lenses 
Only’s business comes from 
online lens-only sales. Those 
jobs are handled in the com-
pany’s largest finishing lab.

Optician Tim Grant works in the finishing lab 

in the newest Lenses Only location in Meriden, CT 

Apprentice optician Danielle Leone at the reception coun-ter of Lenses Only, which features a window into the lab

Lenses Only credits its success and 
swift expansion, in part, to the 
caliber and features of its in-house 
finishing equipment.

Co-owner Tom Gonthier has 
worked around finishing equipment 

for nearly 30 years, and says the 
evolution of the technology is like 
“going from The Flintstones to The 
Jetsons.” The finishing labs in each 
of the Lenses Only stores boast new, 
state-of-the-art equipment (from 

Coburn Technologies) that is at once 
complex and easy to use.

“The technology that these 
machines offer is really amazing,” 
notes co-owner Steven Abbate, and 
outputs high-quality work with very 

little operator training.
Every Lenses Only employee is 

trained on the equipment so that any 
job can be serviced any time, no mat-
ter who is “on” that day. The training 
takes less than a day.

Cutting-Edge Tech = Cutting-Edge Business




