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Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.
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The Oxford dictionary defines an entrepreneur as “a person who undertakes or controls a business or enterprise and bears the risk of profit or loss.” My definition is “someone who has the vision to create something that others want.”

When I launched my cosmetics company, I didn’t reinvent the wheel. I just modernized what was the standard. My lipsticks looked natural (rather than fake and garish), they felt great on the skin, and they smelled good. Similarly, my business role models have all reimagined existing products. From Apple’s Steve Jobs and Virgin Group’s Richard Branson to Celestial Seasonings’ Mo Siegel and Starbucks’ Howard Schultz, successful entrepreneurs give consumers what they want—a better, more modern product. A great idea is just the beginning. To be a successful entrepreneur, you have to be able to bridge the gap between your vision and what is feasible. Some people call this a business plan. It entails everything from figuring out how to fund your project to how to make your product, how to spread the word about your product, and, finally, how to sell your product.

Whether it’s a small business or a big business you want to start, always stay true to your vision. Start small (that way you make only small mistakes). And always listen to your gut—it will never lead you astray. I hope that my story, along with the other advice in this book, empowers you and helps you bring your ideas to fruition. All my best.

[image: ]
Founder, Bobbi Brown Cosmetics
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We’ve never met you, but, because you’re reading this book, we know something about you that you may not have shared with anyone else—not even the people closest to you. We know that you have a dream. And not just any dream, but an enterprising, entrepreneurial one! This dream of yours may be modest—or it may be big and bold. It may be brand new or a goal that you’ve secretly harbored for years.

Think about it! Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a business of your own, do work you really love, and feel fulfilled? No more burnout. No more corporate politics or day-to-day indignities. No more useless meetings. No more pink slips or career plateaus. Instead, you’d have the freedom to design your own destiny and exercise greater control over your time and talent. The chance to create a product or service that you’re passionate about. And the opportunity to grow, not just wiser but wealthier as well.

Sounds appealing, doesn’t it? All this and more can be yours as an entrepreneur. Achieving the rewards that a small business offers isn’t an impossible dream. Yes, it’s risky and demanding: many startups never take flight and truly prosper. Then again, many of them do! But beating the odds isn’t easy. To do it, you’ll need help—and lots of it—because the biggest challenges you’ll face aren’t about your pocketbook or your prospects—they’re about your psyche.

Helping you figure out how to reinvent yourself, go after what you want, and survive the emotional roller-coaster ride you’ll experience in starting a new business is what this book is all about.

Birthing the Elephant is not your standard start-up guide. It won’t tell you how to write a business plan or talk to your banker. Instead, it’s a portable success coach. We think of it as a What to Expect When You’re Expecting for women making the leap into entrepreneurship. It will take you step-by-step through the life cycle of a small-business launch and give you a practical road map to help you navigate the rocky emotional terrain you’ll face. It will also show you smart moves to make and alert you to predictable patterns and problems you’ll encounter so that they won’t distract, derail, or discourage you.

Launching a start-up is both exciting and intensely demanding. In fact, it’s a lot like birthing an elephant! It’s a huge undertaking, it takes about twenty-two months, and, if you stay with it, you’ll end up with a healthy, lovable, bouncing business to call your very own!

Of course, getting there takes tremendous staying power and the right tools. Unless you can find the skill and will to tap your strengths—and manage your fears—the best business plan, the biggest bank account in town, and the savviest marketing strategy won’t help you when the going gets tough. And, as the women in this book will tell you, it will get tough. Clients and suppliers will fail you, the phone won’t ring for days, and for weeks (and even months) on end your bank balance will look more like Mother Teresa’s than Madonna’s.

At the same time, you’ll enjoy newfound strength and confidence every time you soar over an obstacle. Surviving your start-up will put you in touch with talents you never knew you had—and inspire you to draw upon inner wellsprings of energy and creativity to boost your success. With the advice and support you’ll find on every page of this book, you’ll soon learn how to navigate even the choppiest of small-business seas.

We know exactly what the tough times are like. We both launched our own independent consultancies so that we could take charge of our work lives and our financial destinies. We’ve had fat years—and lean ones. We know what it takes to succeed and how vital it is to have a support system. That’s why we’ve teamed up to write this book—and why the gifted women entrepreneurs you’ll meet in these pages are so eager to share their own ups and downs with you.

So think of Birthing the Elephant as your own personal start-up survival kit. Inside, you’ll find an upbeat yet practical guide to the first eighteen to twenty-four months of your venture, when the pressures of building a new work life make you most vulnerable. We’ve also packed your kit with quick tips at the end of each chapter to crystallize the takeaway points, and checklists to spur you to action on key start-up challenges. We’ve even included Resources with more helpful tools (see this page). And throughout the book are inspiring success stories from entrepreneurs. These women are going to act as your mentors. You’ll learn how they launched their businesses, how they handled obstacles and problems, what they did that worked—and didn’t. They’ll give you a head start on the road to success by helping you avoid the mistakes they made and inspiring you with their grit and staying power.

You’ll meet Bobbi Brown, the cosmetics company founder; Lisa Druxman, a fitness pro and franchiser; Sarah Levy, a pastry chef and chocolate maker; Suzanne Lyons, an award-winning independent filmmaker; and Brenda Newberry, a high-tech entrepreneur—all of whom launched businesses in the industries where they had started their careers. You’ll also meet women who catapulted themselves into entirely new fields, like Liz Lange, who never studied design yet started a breakout maternity clothing business; Ronnie Fliss, a finance exec who dove into the pet-food industry; Cathy Kerns, who left marketing for manufacturing; and Patricia Scribner, who moved from corporate life to crafts.

Armed with the insider advice these women will be sharing with you, you’ll be well equipped to succeed. With their help, we’ll discuss timing your move, the stages you can expect to go through, and the pitfalls you’ll want to avoid. Along the way, we’ll also explore the rich rewards that you’ll reap as you craft a way of working that’s uniquely your own—one that truly expresses your values, talents, and dreams.

“Starting your own business is really about being your own hero.” That’s how one woman described her personal quest for independence. After talking to many incredibly talented and resourceful entrepreneurs about their trials and triumphs, we’ve learned just how right she is. What bold adventurers they are! If there is one thing the world needs today, surely it is more heroic dreamers—and doers. Why not read on—and join them?

Your dream awaits!


Chapter 1
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Design
Your Destiny


Having a business isn’t really about control,
but I get to design my own destiny.

—SUZANNE LYONS



You’re ready to strike out on your own. Finally, you’re going to do work that you love—work that reflects your personality and passions and is in harmony with your family’s needs—and, oh yes, you’re going to make lots of money while you’re at it! It’s time to run your own show. You’ve paid your dues. You’ve earned this chance, haven’t you?

Come down from that castle in the air for just a minute! It’s true that being your own boss offers many potential rewards. But it will also make some startling new demands on you: the need to do more with less, assume unfamiliar risks, wear many hats, and, at least for a while, give up the trappings of success. Still want in? Of course! We all do.

In making this decision, you’ve set an ambitious but totally achievable goal. All around you, women are reinventing themselves as entrepreneurs and transforming their personal visions into fulfilling work. Every sixty seconds, five women launch new ventures somewhere in the United States. That adds up to more than seven thousand start-ups per day—and more than 2.5 million a year.* Astounding, isn’t it?

What’s fueling this surge in women-owned start-ups? First and foremost, there’s the turbocharged Internet, which has boosted small-business owners’ power and reach in amazing ways. In just a few short years, the Web has triggered a small-business explosion by creating dynamic new sales and marketing channels—and providing niche sellers with easy access to millions of niche buyers. It’s also leveled the playing field by enabling small businesses to compete for profits and court customers on a 24/7 basis. One entrepreneur described the awesome experience of standing in an Internet cafe in Hong Kong, watching her website pop up—and realizing that at that very moment she could order her product halfway around the world from her homebusiness base in Orlando!

The Internet is also a vast ocean of information, with many an island of advice created especially for entrepreneurial women. Online “e-zines,” networking groups, funding sources, training tools, and market data are all just a quick click away. These resources offer not just valuable facts and figures but also a sense of community: today, women-owned businesses are building support systems that are both vibrant and enormously diverse.

Stage-of-life shifts are also stoking the entrepreneurial engine. If fifty is the new forty, then there are vast numbers of women who have years of productive, high-speed living ahead of them. As they ponder fresh ideas about how to spend that time, many baby boomers who’ve made their mark in corporate jobs are exploring new work options more attuned to their changing self-images and aspirations. You may be one of them yourself!

All this growth creates enormous clout: today, as never before, women are attracting attention and resources from major companies who want their goodwill and, more important, their business. To woo women entrepreneurs, these companies are offering seed funding, running conferences, and showcasing the success stories of women business owners. This intense corporate interest is great news for you. All in all, there’s never been a better time to launch your start-up.

Winning the Small-Business Mind Game

Despite the promising climate for entrepreneurs, the realities of small-business ownership remain as daunting as ever. According to the U.S. Small Business Administration, one-third of all new ventures won’t survive their first two years and more than one-half won’t survive through year four. What separates those who make it from those who don’t? You might think it’s money. Most people do. While that’s a big factor, it’s not the biggest one. We’ve spoken to top entrepreneurs and small-business experts all across the country, and most people in the trenches agree that the real key to success is winning the small-business mind game.

Succeeding takes more than courage and business savvy. It also takes a whole new mind-set. To survive a start-up, you need to learn how to think and act like an entrepreneur.

In making this move, you’re not just changing your job, or changing your lifestyle, or changing careers. You are changing your identity. At a stroke, your office, your title, a regular paycheck, the rhythm of your workday, the deadlines, the business lunches, the built-in support system—are gone. Suddenly, you’re on your own: everything begins and ends with you.

Unless you can cultivate an entrepreneurial approach, even the strongest business plan and rock-solid expertise won’t be enough to ensure that your enterprise survives and thrives. And unless you can find the inner strength to rebound from the setbacks you’ll meet, you’ll find yourself down for the count no matter how promising your new venture is. Moments of doubt can be triggered by the loss of a client, a product disaster, or the incredible shrinking bank balance that plagues most start-ups.

How you respond to challenges like these makes all the difference to your success or failure. You can either collapse in a heap or find the staying power to land on your feet. This is the most demanding aspect of making a small business work—pushing past those times when you feel overwhelmed and everything seems to be falling apart.

Different Paths, Shared Goals

The gifted women you’ll come to know in these pages all have different backgrounds and have traveled different roads in building their businesses. Yet we found four themes running through their stories:


1. Seizing the moment: Almost all the women we spoke with experienced a sense of urgency once they committed to launching. When the drive to strike out on their own gathered momentum, it seemed to push them forward. Something clicked, something cracked, something sprang inside them—and they simply had to make a move.

2. Pursuing personal growth: The women we interviewed expressed a strong commitment to work as a way of achieving personal fulfillment. In many cases, they had found the conventional career paths they were on to be too narrow or sluggish. When opportunities for growth didn’t exist, their jobs quickly lost their luster—even if they were quite lucrative. In response, they felt compelled to challenge and stretch themselves in new ways.

3. Balancing work and life: Harmonizing values in their business and personal lives emerged as a key driver for many of the women we interviewed. Some of them felt drained by inflexible work situations and conflicts with family priorities. Others became disenchanted when their personal values and those of their employers proved to be seriously out of sync.

4. Realizing a vision: Nearly all the women we interviewed talked about building their lives around a vision. For some, this vision is clear and easily described: helping new mothers regain their fitness or creating elegant home decor. For others, clarifying their vision is an ongoing challenge—the original concept that inspired their start-up has proved to be a moving target, redefining itself as circumstances change or new markets emerge.



Finding the fulfillment that comes from achieving goals like these won’t come easily; you’ll have to earn it day by day. Is it worth the effort? Absolutely! Are there rewards a small business can give you that a corporate job can’t? Absolutely! Running your own show offers you the power to orchestrate all aspects of your work in a way that lets you express your personal values while creating a satisfying and profitable lifestyle. Above all, women who strike out on their own want more freedom and flexibility, according to a national survey by Ladies Who Launch, a networking group that runs incubators for entrepreneurs. “Launching is good for self-esteem, creativity, and happiness,” observes cofounder Beth Schoenfeldt.

A major small-business study by Intuit, a business-software developer, confirms this view. According to its findings, “American entrepreneurship will reflect a huge upswing in the number of women. The glass ceiling that has limited women’s growth in traditional corporate career paths will send a rich talent pool into the small-business sector. Among them: ‘mompreneurs’—mothers who start part-time, home-based businesses, often with the help of the Internet. These personal businesses will be launched by people who may not even consider themselves small-business owners.”†

What else do women want? Along with freedom and flexibility, two other powerful drivers—the desire for challenge and personal achievement—emerged as the prime motivators cited by two hundred women business owners in an ongoing study conducted by Babson College’s Center for Women’s Leadership.‡

“It’s clearly about personal achievement and autonomy, which, by the way, is not all that different for men,” notes Dr. Nan Langowitz, cofounder of the Center for Women’s Leadership and an associate professor at Babson College, which runs the country’s top-ranked program for aspiring entrepreneurs. “In many, though not all, corporate settings,” adds Dr. Langowitz, “as women progress in their careers, the opportunities they see ahead of them aren’t necessarily that exciting—and the trade-offs against their time and compensation may not work. So they choose to create their own businesses, their own opportunities, and their own compensation.”

Trading Comfort for Independence

Simply put, going into business for yourself means that you’ve made a decision to give up comfort for independence: you are choosing to forgo security for the ability to make decisions that put you at the center of your work life. “Starting a business is like being the general contractor of your own life,” says Karen Curro, co-owner of a Life is Good store. “And, although it’s a lot of work,” she adds, “it’s your life and you’re in control versus someone else running it.”

It’s an empowering, but challenging trade-off. Making the shift from employee to entrepreneur is one of the toughest career—and life—changes imaginable. It affects your self-esteem, your family, your finances, your health, your retirement plans, your future, your children’s futures, your hopes and dreams, your fears. Shaping an independent work life is, above all, an act of improvisation, one that takes both courage and ingenuity. Although this way of working offers enormous flexibility, it won’t give you total control over your time and resources. Especially during your start-up phase, your business controls you—you don’t control the business.

There’s also an enormous “cultural” gap between working for a corporation and working for yourself. It’s a lot like the difference between sleeping in a house and living in a tent. In a corporation you have all the comforts of home: people to confer with, support from other divisions, an office, perks, and a travel budget. In a small business, you’re camping out: patching together new work patterns, watching your budget like a hawk, making things up as you go, pushing yourself to get the next client or make the next call.

“Are you willing to give up that beautiful four-color copy machine that automatically collates and staples?” asks Cathy Kerns, the founder of Style Sticks, when she speaks about small business. “Are you willing to give up a supply room that has anything you could ever need? Are you willing to give up the casts of thousands there to support you and cover your back at all times? Just how much are you willing to give up that you’ve come to love and adore about the corporate world—and take for granted? The infrastructure of a corporation is very hard to live without if you’ve been supported by it for a long time. So, stop and think about that copy machine!”

Along with these practical concerns, emotional challenges and worries often move front and center when you start a new business. You may experience loneliness and the feeling that you’re no longer part of the business mainstream. Isolation is one of the biggest dangers that many entrepreneurs face: they have to force themselves to get out, network, be visible, and promote their ventures. Then, of course, there’s the Big M: money. Anxiety about holding everything together financially is a major issue. If you’re still a corporate employee or between jobs, then all the concerns raised here are ones that you’ll need to think long and hard about. Crafting an independent, self-structured life may sound romantic, but will this path really meet your needs, both professionally and personally, not just today but six months from now? What about in five or ten years? Is this a work option that makes sense for you—one that you’re prepared to commit your time and talents to?

Running a Small Business:
A Yen for Yin and Yang

If there’s one thing we learned from our interviews, it’s that if your psyche has a cold, your business will sneeze! Time and again, your strengths and weaknesses will be exposed and tested—especially in the early days of your start-up. No one knows this better than Roxanne Coady, the founder of R. J. Julia Booksellers, an award-winning independent bookstore and a beloved landmark in Madison, Connecticut.

“When you start a small business,” Roxanne observes, “you are holding up a mirror to yourself. There’s nowhere to hide. If you have a problem, you can’t blame it on the shareholders. You can’t blame it on your boss. You can’t blame it on the corporate culture. You actually have less freedom than if you had a job. But you have a lot of autonomy: you can independently make decisions that impact your work or your family life. When you have your own business, it’s all about the yin and the yang, the ups and the downs. The good news is you have autonomy. The bad news is you’re accountable. The good news is you’ve got, not freedom, but choices. And the bad news is you’re going to have to live with the repercussions of your decisions.”

What You’ll Need to Succeed

To get your business up and running, you’ll need to see yourself as the composer of your own life—someone who can orchestrate a satisfying whole out of the unexpected events, disruptions, and emotional intensity that pursuing an independent work life involves. You’re going to have to be unstoppable! If you hit an obstacle, you’re going to have to go over, around, under, and through it. What other inner resources will you have to tap? Here’s a brief look at some of the essentials you’ll need in your start-up survival kit.

PASSIONATE COMMITMENT TO YOUR BUSINESS IDEA

If the real-estate mantra is “Location, location, location,” then the entrepreneurial mantra is “Passion, passion, passion!” Do what you love and love what you do: we heard this time and again from the women we interviewed. If you are lukewarm or conflicted, then think twice about taking this road. Without a deeply rooted belief in the importance of your venture and its potential for success, your business is not likely to thrive and probably won’t survive.

“Having talent was important for me,” observes Crystal Johnson, founder of Sienna at Home, “but the marriage of talent with passion is what has kept me going. It’s passion that drives persistence. If you’re passionate about something, you’re just not going to give up on it. And it will not give up on you either! There have been times when I’ve tried to walk away from design, I really have, and it just keeps coming right at me! There have been times where there are doors closed or obstacles come up, and instead of stopping or turning or retreating, I just go around them or find a different way.” Passion is the fuel that propels successful start-ups; without its power, you’ll quickly lose momentum when you hit a roadblock; with it, you can overcome whatever obstacles you encounter. “In any type of entrepreneurial venture, if you’re truly passionate, how can you possibly fail?” asks Dr. Rob Gilbert, a peak performance coach. “Look at what you’re competing against! You know the 80-20 rule: 20 percent of employees do 80 percent of the work; 20 percent of salespeople make 80 percent of the sales. Most people aren’t passionate; their heart isn’t in it, they’re not willing to do more than expected. Even many entrepreneurs are in business, but they’re not into it—they’re not totally committed. Or they maybe into it for the short term, but not the long term.”

COURAGE: THE STRENGTH TO MANAGE YOUR FEARS

“Courage is doing what you’re afraid to do. There can be no courage unless you’re scared.” That’s how Eddie Rickenbacker, an ace aviator in World War I, described his ability to face danger. General George Patton put it another way: “Courage is fear holding on a minute longer.” You may think of entrepreneurs as bold risk-takers who carve out market niches where others fear to tread. Although there’s some truth to this, courage and fear go hand in hand. Successful entrepreneurs don’t overcome their fears; they learn to manage them.

Doing what you’re afraid to do and holding on when you feel like letting go: that’s a pretty accurate description of the kind of staying power it takes to run a business. In talking to women of all ages and backgrounds, we found that just about everyone experienced some degree of fear when they launched their venture. Going into business isn’t about not being frightened or anxious. It’s about not letting fear stop you from following your dream.

THE WILLINGNESS TO INVEST HUGE AMOUNTS OF TIME

The classic definition of an entrepreneur is someone who will gladly work sixteen hours a day for herself to avoid working eight hours a day for someone else. During your launch stage, the demands your business makes can seem never ending. In fact, those old days on the job may seem almost leisurely compared to your new situation. That’s why loving what you do is so important, because you’ll be doing lots of


INGENUITY IN BALANCING WORK AND FAMILY



A LARGE DOSE OF RESILIENCE


A BURNING DESIRE TO SUCCEED


When It’s Good, It’s Great!











Quick Tips

Do what you love—and what you’re good at.


Know what you’re getting into.


Assess your yen for yin and yang!


Be prepared to invest huge amounts of time.


Reframe your notion of success.


Embrace the joys of entrepreneurship.
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