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			INTRODUCTION

			Is There a Business in You?

			Yes! There are millions of American women who started and are running their own companies. How does it happen? Could you become one too? This book is for all of those women, like me and the women I interviewed, who never dreamed of becoming the CEO of their own company. We never went to business school and for the most part none of us had any professional financial services experience either. We started our companies for a variety of reasons: Some of us found ourselves saying, “I can do that, and I can do it better!” In other instances, we felt we needed more flexibility in our schedules. Still others of us sought extra cash or wanted a way to fill our free time.

			We learned the most important lesson early on, though: Once you have your own business, whether you’re running your enterprise off your dining room table, out of your basement or garage, or from professional office space, there are a crucial set of steps to follow that can help you make smart business decisions all along the way. In hindsight most of us wish we had known the necessary steps to operating a solid, stable business—even a small one—and what can go wrong when you don’t follow them. That’s what this book is all about. In it, more than eighty women entrepreneurs share their start-up stories, telling you what steps they mastered and where they tripped in the process of turning their little business idea into serious money. These entrepreneurs also talk candidly about the challenges unique to women entrepreneurs: understanding the importance of and obtaining professional financing, from bank loans (even if you don’t need one), to accessing venture capital; balancing business and babies; appreciating the value of a good mentor and networking successfully (like the “old boys” do); and learning how to build and position your company successfully in the marketplace, so that if and when the time comes, you’re prepared and ready for the deal of a lifetime. By reading these inspiring, exciting, and sometimes turbulent stories, you’ll learn how to transform your fledgling company—or even your pipe dream—into a profit machine that rewards you financially, and allows you to achieve your personal and professional goals. And who knows, maybe one day you’ll do as some of us did: We found the business within—and became millionaires along the way!

			—Ann M. Holmes

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			How Do You Know if There’s a Business in You?

			How do you know if you have a business in you? And how do you find it? Interestingly, after talking to many women from around the country, it’s clear to me that businesswomen are born every day in every type of business; only the particular circumstances that led each woman to start her own firm varies. In the United States alone, approximately 11 million women own or are equal partners in their own companies, contributing nearly $2.5 trillion annually to the American economy and providing jobs for more than 19 million people (see figure 1). Despite this financial heft, most of us started out as ordinary “working Jills”—teachers, nurses, meeting planners—when we decided to try it on our own. In the beginning, many of us ran our budding enterprises from home before going out to compete in the business world. Whether or not you know it, you have a business in you—if any of the following sentiments sound familiar to you:

			         

			[image: image]I can make that product better than the people who make it now

			[image: image]I don’t see what I need on the market, so I’ll create it

			[image: image]I know how to save my husband’s company

			[image: image]The family firm needs my help

			[image: image]Forget corporate life. I want a day job I love!

			[image: image]Now that I’ve been laid off, I’d better get a new job fast

			[image: image]My clients are encouraging me to go out on my own

			[image: image]I need more flexibility in my schedule and a solid income

			[image: image]To support my family, I have to make more money

			[image: image]I’ll let my husband stay home with the kids

			[image: image]I need something to do to keep boredom away

				
[image: image]Going Out on My Own

			My own career as an entrepreneur began inadvertently. After working for nearly a year for a political science journal where I learned basic editorial work, I realized that I was itching to try something else. I began my job search by registering with a New York editorial and publishing placement agency, which lined up my first interview at a major publishing house. Despite my excitement, I failed to get a job offer by misspelling the word “embarrassed,” an embarrassing mistake I never made again. Next, the agency sent me out to a small medical communications company. I had no clue what such companies do, nor was I confident that my college biology course work would see me through an in-depth medical-editorial interview, but I went nevertheless. It was a buzzing office, filled with young, enthusiastic medical writers, staff physicians, and production workers, and run by a managing editor who herself was barely thirty. I knew right away that I wanted the job, and I was delighted when the offer came in.

			After four years there I went to work as a managing editor at a New York City medical magazine. From there, I moved to a managerial position in another, larger medical communications company. Another four years passed, and I decided that I now knew enough to run such a company on my own. For me, the advantages to starting my own firm seemed clear: more control over my own schedule and the opportunity to earn a lot more money. I resigned my management post and joined forces with two partners to start my first medical communications company, TransMedica, Inc., in May 1981. We sold our company to CBS, Inc., in 1984, for millions.

			This turn of events was about as unplanned a professional course as one could imagine. I certainly never set out to start, build, and sell medical communications companies. I simply stumbled into a field of business I had never even heard of before my job interview. Despite the random nature of this chance, and notwithstanding my lack of a graduate medical or business degree, I managed to start and sell my first medical communications company with nine years’ experience, and to sell it within three years. I went on to start three more companies in the same field, and sold two of them.

			Is my story unique? Not really. What I discovered when I set out to write this book was that there are millions of women out there who have career paths and success stories similar to mine, and no doubt many more entrepreneurial women are waiting in the wings, dreaming about the day they will launch their new ventures. As such, I thought it worthwhile to draw upon my professional experiences starting and selling companies, as well as the experiences of successful women business owners around the country, and put together a book for women entrepreneurs to help them navigate the steps to business success.

			The Story of Finding the Business Within

			A job finding jobs for others. Suzanne Collins, for instance, never thought much about starting her own company. Burned out from selling cosmetics for Estée Lauder and other beauty companies, Suzanne had no idea what to do next. A colleague working in the professional recruitment industry put Suzanne in touch with a headhunting firm, which hired her for its Dallas office. Soon she was placed in charge of a new venture, a human resources consulting group to be test-marketed in Dallas. Her boss gave her a corner of the office, a desk, and some rudimentary office supplies, and told her to get started. That experience taught Suzanne that she could run her own business. With these scant resources, she built an internal staff as well as a database of clients. “One day,” Suzanne says, “I simply woke up and realized: I may as well try this on my own. I can pay myself the same measly salary, and get the same uncomfortable chair, and do it on my own.” With that, at thirty years of age, Suzanne opened Career-Link in February 2000. Today, Dallas-based CareerLink does more than $5 million in annual revenue and has twenty full-time employees.

			         

			Car-accident karma. Judy Wicks’s path was even more serendipitous than Suzanne’s. After college, Judy married her childhood sweetheart and moved to Alaska with him to be a VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) volunteer. When their tour of duty was up, they went to visit friends in Philadelphia, where they noticed a lack of good stores for students. With $3,000, they opened the Free People Store, living in the back of the shop to hold expenses down. (The store later grew into the national retail chain Urban Outfitters.)

			But Judy soon realized that she had to leave her husband, whom she had known since she was ten years old. She loaded up her car and began driving away. A half a block later, Judy got into a car accident. She wasn’t hurt, but the car was useless. Another driver stopped to ask her if she wanted a ride. What she really needed, she told the stranger, was a job, as she was now homeless, carless, and nearly penniless. The man told her that the restaurant where he worked was looking for another waitress. “So when anyone asks me how I got into the restaurant business, I always say by accident,” Judy says.

			In her new job Judy went from waitress to general manager, ultimately running the restaurant for ten years. Then she left and started White Dog Café, a small muffin and coffee takeout shop on the first floor of her house in Philadelphia. Judy’s new business provided her with an income, and let her spend time with her then two-and four-year-old children. Today, Judy owns five houses: three for White Dog and two for her second venture, the Black Cat Gift Shop. The two companies now employ more than 100 people, serve 200 customers in the restaurant daily, and gross north of $5 million a year.

			         

			Inventing an industry. At the age of twenty-five, Angela Drummond turned an office job into her own business in a new market. Trained in fashion merchandising, the Virginia native decided to stay close to home after college rather than move to New York, as she had planned. She began a career in consulting in the Washington, D.C., suburbs, where she first heard about collaborative meeting software. An innovation at the time, the early 1990s, such software allowed people to hold meetings online, cutting down on travel and allowing greater project collaboration. Angela and two female colleagues saw this technology’s promise, and after testing the software on a consulting project for the U.S. Army, they saw that it worked well as a way to foster consensus on tough internal issues, such as those among different ranks of soldiers. The three women built a case for starting a new company based on the collaboration software and presented it to their firm’s management. But the bosses dismissed the idea: “No, girls, there’s no market there.” Angela and her colleagues looked at each other and said, “They’re crazy! We can do this!”

			Rather than give up on their idea, the women began meeting at night and on weekends to plan for their new business providing the software and consulting services. They incorporated in August 1992 as Structured Solutions, Inc., and landed their first government contract, with the Department of Defense, three months later. After twelve years in business, Angela is still president and CEO of the company, now called SiloSmashers.

			Creating the Product You Need

			From the Post-it note to the all-inclusive diaper bag, all of us have at one point thought that we could have invented a useful product ourselves. We all dream of being entrepreneurs. Many women, frustrated at not finding something that fits their needs, come up with their own solution, and then turn their idea into a profitable business. If you have an idea but think you can never turn it into a successful business, consider how these women spun an inspiration into a company.

			         

			A runner’s best friend. Hinda Miller’s story typifies how some women can see a market need and from there create a booming business, one that was never on their radar screens when they first went to work. A costume designer by training, Hinda was living in Vermont, where she designed costumes for the University of Vermont’s Champlain Shakespeare Festival. This was during the late 1970s, as the jogging craze was sweeping the country. One day, she and two women friends, back from a jog, wondered aloud why a better bra wasn’t available for women runners. From South Carolina, where she had moved to teach costume design for two years, Hinda and her partner, Lisa Lindahl, developed a prototype running bra from a pair of men’s jockstraps sewn together, and lined up a manufacturer. (A third partner left after the design stage and wound up designing costumes for the Muppets!)

			In 1978, Hinda, then twenty-eight, and Lisa, twenty-nine, went to their first trade show, the National Sporting Goods Association Show in Chicago, to exhibit their new product. They pinned up the JogBra on a piece of canvas that they draped and secured across a coat rack, along with an article that had recently appeared in the New York Post, picturing a Playboy bunny wearing a JogBra.

			In the company’s early years, the pair tried to move from such improvisations to a more rigorous and formal business structure. Hinda borrowed $30,000 from her father to start the company, SLS, Inc., which later became Jogbra, Inc., and then JBI, Inc. She and Lisa secured loans from the Small Business Administration. They also agreed that product design and manufacturing was Hinda’s bailiwick while Lisa would cover sales. Overall, they developed eight different JogBra styles. Playtex bought the company for millions, after Hinda and Lisa were in business twelve years.

			Hinda didn’t set out to make a product, build an empire, or earn millions. What she did do was zero in on a market niche, centered around one of her passions—jogging—and develop a product that would make jogging more comfortable and enjoyable for women.

			         

			A shooting epiphany. When Doreen Marks was a high school junior in 1985, her father took her on a hunting trip one Saturday afternoon in upstate New York. Doreen started out trailing after her father in the damp, snowy woods, and it wasn’t long before she took a tumble, plunging her firearm into the snow and mud. Her father hadn’t brought any gun-cleaning equipment, and when she returned to the hunting camp, she found no supplies for getting the dirt off her gun.

			At home, she looked around for her grandfather’s old World War II gun accessories, focusing in on a chain with a weight on the end. She took this tool along on her next hunting trip, packed in a shoe-polish tin, and used it to clean her gun in the field.

			Doreen continued to tinker with different parts and she soon came up with a new concept for a field cleaning system. By the time her father went to the Shot Show, the industry’s largest trade show, a short time later, Doreen convinced him to take a booth for her so she could test-market her eight prototypes. He got a ten-by ten-foot booth, and Doreen’s mother agreed to go along and staff the booth with her daughter. But the show’s organizers stopped Doreen at the door, telling her that no one under eighteen could enter. Undeterred, Doreen went back outside, put on too much makeup, and smiled her way back into the show.

			The kits attracted the attention of several large distributors from around the state, who placed orders for the product. By the end of the show, her father told her, “You’ve got to start making and selling those things.” Doreen hired four high school friends to make the kits at her parents’ kitchen table. Even after she graduated early from high school and started college, she spent her nights attending class and her days running the business, which she named OTIS Technology, a family name that coincidentally stands for Outstanding Technology, Innovation, and Service. With help from the Small Business Administration she secured a patent for her kit. By 1990, Doreen moved the company out of the kitchen and into a horse barn on her parents’ property.

			Today, thirty-nine-year-old Doreen is raising two teenagers while running OTIS, where she remains president and CEO. OTIS has more than sixty full-time employees, 150 sales representatives nationwide, distributors in several countries, and more than thirty patents. In 2005 the Small Business Administration recognized Doreen as one of its five top U.S. women small business owners.

			Helping Your Husband, Boosting Your Own Career

			Sometimes the catalyst that turns women into CEOs is a crisis involving their husbands’ jobs. Frequently it is the wife, not the beleaguered husband, who has the spark to start a company using her own marketing and administrative skills coupled with her husband’s expertise to create a new business.

			         

			Building a modular business. When Wayne Lawrence arrived one morning at a construction company he owned with a partner to find the doors padlocked, his thirty-seven-year-old wife, Gail Warrior, faced a family dilemma that would reshape her professional life. An accountant by training, Gail had been at Mobil for eight years while Wayne worked in the construction industry, eventually launching his own firm, with a partner, to do underground jobs, such as laying fiber-optic cable. Gail had seen signs of trouble in the partnership, and she had tried unsuccessfully to persuade Wayne to abandon ship. But Wayne stuck with it until the day he found the company had gone under without his knowledge.

			The couple was at a loss: Gail hated her Mobil job, Wayne wasn’t sure what he should do next, and both were worried about paying their bills. Then Gail had an idea. They could start their own company using Wayne’s sales skills and expertise with modular buildings and her own marketing and accounting skills. In early 1999, Gail and Wayne took 750 square feet of space, hired their first full-time employee, and formed The Warrior Group, with Gail as president and CEO. Today the DeSoto, Texas, company occupies a 10,000-square-foot modular building and generates more than $50 million in revenue with twenty-two employees. Unique among modular contractors, The Warrior Group is certified as both a minority-owned and woman-owned business. (These designations allow businesspeople to compete for contracts from the government or from companies that have diverse-supplier policies.)

			         

			A family company that both spouses enjoy. Beverly Gray dropped out of college after her sophomore year to keep her summer job at the long-distance provider MCI. In five years she doubled her salary; MCI was so impressed with her, they paid for her to take additional computer classes. But when she and her husband, Mike, decided to start a family, Beverly chose to quit her job. The couple cut back on expenses and refinanced their house so they could afford to live on Mike’s salary from his job managing exhibits for clients.

			But Mike’s job became increasingly stressful, and he grew unhappy. One day in August 1992, Mike came home and announced to his wife that he had quit his job. He took on housepainting projects and other short-term gigs, but it was clear to both of them that he needed a new career. Then, a former client called to ask Mike to manage an exhibit. Mike’s former employer got wind of it and didn’t want Mike to do it. But Beverly and Mike discussed it, and in the end decided to start their own exhibit-management company. Beverly knew this meant that Mike would be traveling a good deal, but she felt that her corporate experience, coupled with her organizational and computer skills, would make theirs a good partnership.

			Despite having fallen into entrepreneurship when she had planned to stay home with her two children, Beverly has become the driving force behind the Fairfax, Virginia–based Exhibit Edge, Inc. The couple’s children will leave for college soon, but Beverly feels her career is just beginning. While Mike would be happy maintaining the company’s revenue at its current $3 million level, Beverly says she’s “gearing up to grow Exhibit Edge to a $10 million business within three years.”

			A Job That Gives You Your Soul Back

			Many women dream of the perfect corporate job. For those who snag it, many later wish they could do something more independent, something that stirs their passion. Companies are born from this desire.

			         

			Staffing herself. Lynne Marie Finn’s father always impressed upon her that a woman should be able to take care of herself financially. She always planned to become a doctor or a lawyer in order to be self-sufficient. Her first job after law school was as a litigator in a Buffalo, New York, firm, followed by a stint in the district attorney’s office. As she rose higher in the legal ranks, her father tried to convince her to join a small group of companies he had started. Lynne was tired of litigation, and decided to join her father’s company as legal counsel. She soon realized how much she liked working for one company and seeing it grow, rather than working as a hired gun for a long roster of clients.

			As Lynne was working for her father, her mother used a small inheritance to buy one of the companies in the group, Superior Staffing Services, a clerical and administrative worker placement firm. She hired a female executive to run it for her, giving her a 5 percent stake in return. In 1987, after three years as the parent company’s general counsel, Lynne herself became president of Superior Staffing. Under her leadership the company has grown from $2 million in annual revenue to many times that amount, with more than 150 full-time employees in twenty-five cities nationwide.

			         

			Business with a gourmet flair. Nancy Milby always loved cooking. But in her day job, she was a CPA, working at KPMG for seventeen years. Tapped to become chief financial officer of a small venture-capital-backed health care firm, Nancy helped the company grow from $1 million to $20 million in revenue. Then she asked the venture capitalists for a new challenge. They found her a new job restoring financial discipline to another small, growing company. There, Nancy realized what she needed: a position that not only let her enjoy the thrill of a start-up business, but also meshed with her own passions. Nancy concluded that life was too short for her to neglect pursuing her dream—in her case, cooking. She quit her financial job to start a culinary school in the resort town of Laguna Beach, California.

			Rather than simply providing demonstration cooking classes, Nancy thought it would be more attractive to offer hands-on cooking experiences in a kitchen. She found a location overlooking the ocean and hired chefs to teach courses. Today Laguna Culinary Arts has eleven employees and thirty part-timers. The company offers professional chef training programs, caters corporate team-building exercises and incentive-rewards events, and teaches cooking to students. Overall, more than 8,000 students have taken classes. Revenue is more than $1 million per year, and Nancy, the CEO, is much happier now than she ever was in her two decades of working as an accountant.

			         

			A sweeter deal. In her twenty years in commercial banking, Joan Coukos kept with her the memory of her first job, as a banker to entrepreneurs. As a young M.B.A., she admired “the independence they had, pursuing their dreams. Even back then,” she says, “I registered that I really wished I could do that someday, but I was never sure I would have the means, or the guts.”

			Instead, she followed a corporate path, moving around the world, working at four banks, and living through three layoffs. She spent time at Barclays, worked as a consultant to companies trying to do business in Russia, and moved to Moscow to work for Chase Manhattan. When her position was eliminated three years later, she landed at a German bank in Moscow. At the end of that job, she moved back to New York to take a private banking job at Chase. The new position didn’t seem terribly exciting after her years in Moscow; she felt “like a cog in a wheel,” she says, especially when, on her first day, the company issued her a cell phone, pager, and Palm Pilot. Within four months of her return to New York, Chase announced plans to merge with JP Morgan. As a new hire, and a fairly expensive and senior staffer, Joan knew she was vulnerable to another layoff.

			She took off on vacation to Brussels in December 2000 as Chase began laying off workers in New York. On her first day touring the city, Joan visited an antiques market and came upon a stall of silvery metal chocolate molds. Intrigued, she couldn’t put the 100-year-old molds down. She had to learn how to make chocolates. As she ran her fingers over the molds, she imagined herself running her own store. Perhaps she could be a high-quality chocolatier. A friend snapped her photo next to the stall, marking what became a new chapter in her life.

			Although Joan managed to hold on to her banking job for another ten months, she began making chocolates at home once a month. A week after she was laid off, Enron declared bankruptcy, making her $18,000 investment in the energy company’s stock worthless. Joan was sick of other people controlling her destiny. It was time to start her own company. After spending the following year doing research, taking courses on how to start a food business, and learning more about chocolate making, in November 2003 Joan launched her business, Chocolat Moderne, in New York City.

			Lynne, Nancy, and Joan are the only women featured in this book who set out to earn formal degrees in business subjects and enter a specialized, professional field. But rather than stick with their planned paths in law, accounting, and finance, all three chose instead to leave the corporate world and risk entrepreneurship, making their education just another line on their resumes rather than a career qualifier. You don’t need a business degree to run a business. Even with one, Joan is still growing her company the way all entrepreneurs must: by turning hard work into profit.

			Life After Layoffs

			When you work for someone else, getting laid off or fired is always a lurking threat, but it doesn’t have to be the end of your career. Some women have turned their newfound unemployment into an opportunity to start something new.

			         

			Fired but fearless. When Sandy LeTourneau left Minnesota after a nasty divorce, she landed in Beaumont, Texas, where she stayed with friends until she could rebuild her life. A friend, Tom, got her an office job in the orthotics and prosthetics company where he worked. Although she was working as a secretary, Tom taught her about the business, a completely new field to her.

			Then, one week in the spring of 1994, Tom’s wife left him. That same week the company where Sandy and Tom worked was sold, and they both got pink slips. In the midst of a frantic job search, Sandy and Tom decided to gamble on their own ability to start a company doing what they had been doing all along. Tom had $5,000 in severance pay, and Sandy had an American Express card. With these meager assets, and no business expertise, they established LeTourneau Lifelike Orthotics & Prosthetics, Inc.

			The new company quickly ran into trouble. In October, flooding hit the Houston area. Sandy and Tom—who later married—lost everything but a bed, a TV, a sofa, and a lawn chair. When Sandy put the sofa out in the sun to dry, scavengers stole it. After a summer with no furniture, working out of the trunks of their cars, Sandy and Tom rented an old house in the business district as their first office. The office was half-painted, with wiring dangling from the ceiling. Sandy cried a lot, but the company needed office space, and this space was what they could afford. At the same time, the new firm, held in Sandy’s name, hit delays in Medicare processing that delayed their payments. They sank $450,000 into debt. “I was scared to death,” Sandy says. What kept her going, she says, was her in-grained Minnesota work ethic: “If the cows come in to be milked, they just don’t go away. Do you have a broken leg or a cold? It doesn’t matter. You just have to go out to milk the cows.”

			Eventually things turned around for Sandy. The company now has several offices and more than $3 million in revenue.

			A New Venture to Satisfy Old Clients

			Sometimes you don’t realize you want to start your own company until your clients ask you to go out on your own. This avenue of entrepreneurship comes with a ready-made roster of customers, but it has its own challenges for women who have never run a business.

			         

			Research pays off. Jozi Legner began working for engineering firms when she was fifteen years old. She loved the deadline-driven research that civil engineering firms require. Her organizational skills and her ability to quickly ferret out what the engineers needed helped her build a reputation as a reliable retriever of information. When an engineering firm designs a wastewater treatment plant, for example, or works on plans for a new sewer line, the engineers need the parcel information about the tracts of land so that they can acquire easements from those who own nearby property.

			Jozi was happy working in the wastewater storm drainage department of a midsize Louisville, Kentucky, engineering firm, when she realized that she was getting increasing numbers of research requests from other departments within the company. When she answered their requests rapidly, her clients encouraged her to go out on her own and start a research-service company. She wondered, though, if she could handle the headaches of owning her own company. But then a thirty-eight-year-old colleague lost her battle with cancer, jolting Jozi into recognizing how short life can be. She also realized that although entrepreneurship can be stressful, her current job was just as taxing.

			Finally, in 1999, Jozi took her clients’ advice. At the age of thirty-four, she and a partner ten years her junior, civil engineer Matthew Linville, incorporated as J.Y. Legner Associates, Inc., a Minority Business Enterprise/Women Business Enterprise (MBE/WBE)–certified firm. Today their services include engineering support, human resources management, and staffing for engineering companies.

			Garbage In, Profits Out

			New to Sellersville, Pennsylvania, where she had moved to get married, Susan Daywitt took a job selling advertising space for Yellow Pages in 1984. When it became obvious that she hated the job, her largest advertiser, a waste management company, tried to poach her. In 1987 she finally took the company’s owner up on his offer, accepting a sales job with him. She worked there for three years until, dissatisfied again, she struck a deal with her boss to work part-time while she spent more time with her young child. She also set to work on her own business, which she ran out of her house and her car. The start-up, an independent waste contractor, handled small projects for larger companies, including her former employer. Then, in October 1992, Susan met Porter Bush, who worked for the fast-food chain Boston Market. He asked if she would like to handle all of the company’s trash and recycling business nationwide. It was an enormous jump in scale for Susan, who went from minor contracts at four locations to a master contract for 1,200 restaurants. “Whether it was California or Ohio or Pennsylvania, I became responsible for getting a waste hauler to provide services,” she says. Within a year Susan took on a partner and incorporated her company as Environmental Waste Consultants, Inc. She never planned a career in waste management, though it’s now her passion.

			A Company, an Income, and a Schedule of Your Own

			Starting a business is often a way for a woman to right her family’s finances, or to support her own desire for a flexible schedule.

			         

			Selling to salespeople. Despite a lack of typing or spelling skills, when Nancy Lauterbach moved home to Kansas City in 1978 after a divorce, she found an entry-level secretarial job at trucking giant Yellow Freight. A few months later she flew back to Texas to visit friends and sat next to another local secretary on the flight. After returning to Kansas, Nancy got a call from her seatmate, who was moving away and wanted Nancy’s help in finding a replacement. The woman’s boss, Dick Gardner, quickly talked Nancy into working for him at his firm, National Association of Sales Education, for less pay and fewer benefits than her Yellow job. “I went ahead and took the job, but it was a gutsy move,” Nancy says, “I had two young children and my financial future was far from certain.” Dick’s seven salespeople worked from his small home office, located in his basement, traveling the country organizing sales training events featuring motivational speakers and selling the events to real estate offices, car dealerships, and insurance firms. Nancy quickly found herself lining up speakers and organizing motivational sales programs as well. One of her first programs, in Kansas City, attracted 1,200 attendees. Nancy mastered the business, moved to another company for a few years, and gained more experience, and in 1988 she launched her own firm, Five Star Speakers and Trainers, LLC.

			         

			Creating beauty from desperation. Venezuela native Elena Caldera moved to the Washington, D.C., area in 1983, starting college and then working at Cartier, where she learned the jewelry business. When her husband moved the family to Boca Raton, Florida, Elena quit her job to raise her two small children. The family did well as her husband’s company prospered, with an expensive house, a housekeeper, and two Mercedes-Benz cars in the driveway.

			But suddenly the company began to fail. As her husband struggled to resolve his business issues, Elena had to let her housekeeper go, sell their high-end home and cars, and pull her children out of college. From the small house they rented, Elena drew on her past for resources, summoning up her skills from her Cartier days to start her own jewelry company. In December 2002, she borrowed $2,000 from her mother in Venezuela, the most her pride would permit, and used $1,000 to pay outstanding household bills. The rest she took to Miami to buy precious stones. What was left over didn’t go far toward producing a jewelry line, but she was in business. Soon a close friend came to her, pledged his support, and invested $10,000 in the new company. She named it ME, after herself and her daughter Melissa.

			Drumming up business for her jewelry became a group effort. Melissa, who had returned to college, worked part-time as a hostess in a large steak house where she wore her mother’s designs. Elena pitched local magazines for publicity for her jewelry. She and Melissa lined up trunk shows in South Florida’s ritzy gated communities and she flew to a major jewelry show in New York. Finally, Elena secured an appointment at Swarovski, the oldest manufacturer of man-made crystals in the world. She showed their reps her designs and asked for their business. They agreed to work with her, adding a prestigious brand to her line.

			Today, the company, inspired by Elena’s memories of her entry-level job at Cartier, continues to grow, and the family is back to financial health. One day, Elena hopes, Melissa will take over the business.

			         

			Designing a new job. Melissa Epstein’s graphic design job at ad agency J. Walter Thompson in Chicago wasn’t making her happy as an artist. She also needed more flexibility in her schedule, a difficult perk to find in a corporate job. At a loss for what to do, the young mother of two decided to stay home with her kids while her husband worked. But her instincts as an artist never left her. For her daughter’s second birthday, Melissa made thirty party invitations by hand and sent them out. The response was immediate. Other parents called to inquire if they could commission customized invitations for their own children’s parties.

			Sensing a business idea, Melissa took her first order in September 2001. She turned her basement into a studio for her new venture, I Made This!, which specializes in invitations, holiday cards, and gift bags. When she needs extra hands, she calls on a squadron of other young mothers to pitch in. Running her own business allows her to make her own money and fulfills her desire to make art while her children are just upstairs.

			The CEO and Her Stay-at-home Husband

			One-third of married working women earn more than their husbands. Many of these run their own companies. Among them is Deborah Millhouse, a recruiting-firm CEO whose husband, Brian, is a full-time father.

			         

			Modern role reversal. Deborah spent only one year at college before family finances forced her to get a job instead. She ran a lighting store and helped grow a party-rentals firm before deciding that the scheduling demands of retail jobs were not conducive to raising a family. Thinking that real estate would be a better field, she went to work for a developer. She quickly became the company president’s top aide. She enjoyed the work, which also allowed her the time to complete her college degree on the side.

			Then her husband began searching for a new job as well. He came home with two offers: one in California, where they lived, and one in Charlotte, North Carolina. “Where is Charlotte?” Deborah asked him. “Do they have a mall there?” Her boss tried to convince her not to move. “You’re a general contractor in California, and California sets the economies of the world,” he told her. “Atlanta sets the economies for the South, and you’re not even going there.” But Deborah wanted to make the move with her husband, and six months later she joined him in Charlotte.

			Her new home proved a poor choice for career prospects. Interviews with local building contractors turned up no offers, until one finally said, “You’ll never have the job you probably should have because you’re female, but you can be a secretary.” As she could type fewer than thirty words a minute, secretarial work was out of the question. For a while she did some contract work, until she met a corporate recruiter who sold her on headhunting work and hired her for the firm. After three years there, Deborah moved to a competitor, CEO, Inc., in 1996, shortly before her second child was born. CEO’s owner wanted out, and he agreed to sell Deborah the business over five years.

			Just as her career was taking off, Deborah was also reevaluating her family life. Her husband’s job took him out of town five days a week. One day their young son, Benjamin, shrank back from his father when he came home from a trip. Startled, Brian began thinking about getting a job that didn’t require travel. The couple discussed what they wanted for their family, and both agreed that money wasn’t as important to them as seeing their children grow up. A few days later Deborah made an offhand comment: “If we wait until you get to a certain level, I’ll be one hundred before I can stay home with the kids.” It was two weeks before Brian came home and asked her if she was serious. He said he was thinking of quitting his job to stay home full-time while she continued to run her company.

			At first Deborah was concerned about what Brian’s family, a traditional Midwestern clan, would think of this liberated arrangement. But Brian didn’t care. She also made it clear that if he stopped working, he would also be responsible for running the house. She would not “be one of those women who brings home the bacon, fries it up in the pan, looks like Betty Crocker and gets it all done,” she says. They traded their expensive lifestyle for a better quality of life. Brian took over at home. This division of labor has worked for the last ten years as Deborah’s firm continues to grow.

			Not Ready to Retire

			From boredom to business. When Susan Schadt, a petite, charming Memphis native, moved to Southern California more than a decade ago, she and her husband, Chuck, planned to enjoy their retirement playing golf and socializing. But Susan quickly tired of her easy life. As Chuck was golfing one day in 1992, Susan browsed aimlessly through a flea market. She came upon a stall selling beeswax, with some women rolling candles. Susan watched and thought she could make much nicer candles than the ones they were selling. Susan bought up the beeswax planks, loaded them into her car, and hid them away at home. At first she planned to make candles just to decorate her home. But she quickly graduated to a professional’s tools, with mixing wax, wicks, and a paper cutter for cutting the wax spread out across the kitchen table. The scope of the project expanded beyond her own interior design needs, and Susan Schadt, Inc., was born.

			Susan was afraid to tell Chuck in case the fledgling business failed. While he was busy, she ferried her custom-designed candles around to local retailers. By the end of the first day she had sold out of all of her inventory. Susan didn’t know whether to attribute her sales run to beginner’s luck or the start of a thriving business, but she continued to make candles and take orders. A few months later, in December 1992, Chuck answered the doorbell to a man bearing Susan’s new business logo, and a bill. The company was no longer a secret.

			From the kitchen, Susan moved her work space into a guest bedroom, where she put her first few employees. Next the company took over the garage, where they worked late every night filling orders. After a year and a half, with revenue pushing $1 million, Susan took office space in nearby Del Mar. But the flush of having proven her product a hit was finished for her. When she and Chuck decided to move back to Memphis, Susan simply wanted to close the company, considering her project a success.

			         

			A homemaker’s new home. Susie Clendenen and her husband, Bob, planned a lifestyle similar to Susan and Chuck’s for their retirement. With their three children grown and Bob retired from his corporate job, they settled in to their oceanfront house in Rhode Island. Susie began by doing a major home renovation. But when that job was finished, she wasn’t happy. She needed something else to do, a bigger project. At a dinner party the following week Susie found herself seated next to a Realtor, whom she asked about a large home for sale in a nearby town. The Wakefield, Rhode Island, house, which had been the summer home of the Welch’s grape juice family in the nineteenth century, would be perfect for a bed-and-breakfast, Susie thought. She and Bob drove over to look at the colonial revival house and she outlined her idea for making it over into a small hotel. “I was comfortable with my homemaking skills and simply viewed converting the old home into a B&B as my final exam on domestic talents. While raising three children and moving around the country several times to accommodate Bob’s career, I learned a lot about operating a home efficiently,” she says. Susie could easily position and market the historic B&B as a sanctuary to corporate executives and their wives, a market she knew intimately. As the couple decided to scale down their living space, opening a B&B also solved the problem of what to do with their collection of antiques and family heirloom furniture.

			Susie and Bob bought the building and reopened it as Silver Lake Cottage in September 2001. They live in an apartment on the third floor, with their furniture scattered throughout the hotel. In addition to accommodating overnight guests, they also host weddings and private parties on their landscaped grounds, and donate the use of the house for nonprofit fundraisers four times a year. Now Susie, sixty-five, is finally happy: “I am finally doing what I want to do,” she says.

			Every entrepreneur you read about in this chapter followed a unique path into the role of CEO. What follows are the details of how some of these women built highly successful businesses, step by careful step, while others endured some minor to serious setbacks, ones you should avoid. The steps outlined here are the building blocks to a sound company, one that can provide you with a financially rewarding future and fulfillment of your professional goals.

			What It Takes to Turn an Idea into a Successful Business

			Some entrepreneurs find out by trial and error that even when you excel at something, say making chocolates, it takes a lot more than mastering one skill or developing one product to succeed in business. Having a viable idea for a business and being good at bringing it to fruition is just the starting point. But what else goes into making your product the best? Why are some businesswomen successful, while others act like they are driving a bumper car around and around in circles, with no clear vision or goal in view? Thriving entrepreneurs have several traits common to all successful business owners. These are the characteristics you’ll need to execute the seven steps to building a successful business. You may find out—as some of the women in this book did—that you don’t possess all of these traits. That’s okay, as long as you know where you fall short and fill in the gaps with a partner, a senior staffer, or a professional adviser who can complement your strengths.

			         

			Passion. The fuel that ignites a start-up company is the founder’s passion. Your enthusiasm can help inspire your team to reach your company’s goals. It can also work as an elixir to help employees ride out some very tough times. Beverly Gray calls passion “the fire in your belly,” a powerful energy that flows through your operations. When you’re in an office where there’s passion in the leadership, that passion permeates everything.

			Passion can be singular and quiet or contagious and ebullient. As the sole owner of my medical communications company, I ran the firm with robust exuberance for my business. I loved the business I was in, and I wanted every employee who walked through our office doors to embrace it with the same passion and gusto I had for it. But I was always struck by the passion my editorial director had for her work, which manifested itself as a thoughtful and focused resolve to turn out the best product, always. Our passions ran on equally important, parallel courses: Hers was a cool but relentless exactitude, while mine turned me into a cheerleader for the company and our ideas. I often would come up with an idea, and then race through to the global concept, sketching out in verbal brushstrokes a medical education program from beginning to end. She, on the other hand, would assiduously set about constructing the framework for the program, in exquisite block-by-block, line-by-line format. No piece of data went unquestioned, no reference went unchecked. My passion stemmed from the idea, the vision, and the thrill. I was aware that I occasionally created roller-coaster rides, but I always knew where we were going.

			         

			Adaptability. Sooner or later every businesswoman hits a wall. Successful businesswomen adapt quickly to setbacks and turn them into business opportunities where possible. Sandy LeTourneau turned an unexpected layoff into an opening to start her company. She also weathered a devastating flood and an onslaught of debt to bring her company to success within three years. Doreen Marks overcame her first business impediment when she had to charm her way into a gun show. As a sixteen-year-old, she also managed to juggle the demands of school and her company. Doreen went on to grow a profitable business that she still runs today.

			         

			Vision. Ideas for a new business are not hard to conceive. But translating those ideas into a viable enterprise that creates and sells a product is another matter. Both Hinda Miller and her partner Lisa Landahl temporarily lost sight of their vision for their sports bra company until a client’s rebuke helped put them back on track (see chapter 2).

			From the moment Angela Drummond learned about collaborative meeting software technology, on the other hand, her vision crystallized. She believed an entire business could be built around this model. When her managers said no, Angela was undeterred, launching her own company and proving its market potential. Similarly, Gail Warrior sized up her husband’s strong sales skills and knowledge of the modular construction market, then realized his shortcomings in running the financial side of a business could be counteracted by her strengths. She envisioned them both in the same business, and put a plan together to execute that vision, creating a multimillion-dollar firm in just five years.

			         

			Energy. Working for someone else can be a full-time job, but owning your own business takes even more time. You need boundless energy and devotion to make it work. Take Nancy Milby, the accountant turned culinary entrepreneur. Friends wondered whether her business idea was worth all the time it would take her. After all, they reasoned, owning a culinary business of any kind is extremely labor-intensive, likely consuming more hours per week than her old accounting job. But although she now puts in twelve-hour days, Nancy loves what she does and doesn’t mind the hours.

			         

			Stamina. Energy will help you get your company up and running, but stamina is what’s needed to keep it afloat. Joan Coukos calls on her reserves to persevere when she finds herself standing over chocolate batches late at night, trying to improve her mix. Judy Wicks, at fifty-eight, has a thriving business and a capable, supportive staff, but she logs long hours overseeing her restaurant, gift shop, newsletter, and community activities. Without endurance, no business can keep running.

			         

			Resourcefulness. Success also depends on drawing on all of your resources, including those you didn’t know you had. These resources include not only money and formal training, but also friends, family, untapped contacts, and long-forgotten skills. Elena Caldera dug into her personal store of ingenuity when her husband’s business collapsed, leaving her family in financial danger. She harkened back to her days working at Cartier, selling jewelry. Then she called on her connections, asking her family for start-up money, calling everyone she knew to set up jewelry shows, and going door-to-door for publicity. Entrepreneurship requires putting aside your pride and asking for help wherever you can get it.

			If you have, or can hire, all these traits, you can run your own company. All that’s needed to build and sustain a successful business is to follow the next steps carefully.

		

	
		
			PART I

			A 7-Step Guide to Discovering, Starting, and Building the Business of Your Dreams

			



			Men have been doing it successfully for centuries: starting and building companies, and then selling them for handsome profits, that is. The good news is that more and more women are catching on; today, nearly half of all privately owned U.S. companies are majority or 50 percent owned by women. According to the Center for Women’s Business Research, a Washington, D.C.–based organization that tracks women business owners, the number of women-owned firms increased by 11 percent nationwide between 1997 and 2002, or 1.5 times the rate of all firms. And the number of privately held companies owned by women of color grew by nearly 55 percent between 1997 and 2004. Furthermore, women-owned firms are as creditworthy and financially solid as the typical U.S. firm and in fact are more likely to stay in business than the average U.S. company (1). Women entrepreneurs have made tremendous progress, but many are still missing out on the opportunity to sell their companies, possibly for millions. Why?

			Too many women today simply don’t think that they can sell their companies. They think that others who achieve a high level of business and financial success have something special going for them that they themselves do not—that they’re all computer whiz kids who created and sold hot dotcom companies in the Internet heyday, or that they have highly specialized job training that puts them in a class by themselves, or that they’re all armed with M.B.A.’s. But nothing could be further from the truth (see box 1). In fact, only two women I interviewed who sold their companies successfully started technology-based companies (see their stories in chapter 10). Neither one had a degree in computer science or business. The others began as a grade school teacher, a nurse, a secretary, or an editorial assistant, or another non-high-tech job. In addition, even when women business owners are aware of exit possibilities, such as a sale or merger, they generally lack the professional network or the financial skills to put in place a successful business deal, and net millions.

			Finally, women are still catching up to men when it comes to negotiating deals. Women business owners need to stretch their thinking and enhance their vision if they want to play the business game to the max. According to the three successful women angel investors who wrote The Old Girls’ Network, for women starting as well as building their own businesses, “marketplace inequality” remains very much in place. As these authors point out, women today are still programmed to think that they simply aren’t entitled to succeed or win.

			

			

			BOX 1: IS YOUR PERCEPTION PART OF THE PROBLEM?

			Too many businesswomen owners think of their firms as small and unattractive to anyone but them, more akin to mutts than to purebreds. How do you see your company? Is your view accurate? If any part of this story sounds familiar to you, take another look at your business now. You may be able to turn your small firm into a successful exit vehicle for yourself someday, too.

			The office space for my second company, AM Medica Communications, was located in midtown Manhattan in a landmark building. All back-office space, with a few windowed offices overlooking the rooftops of neighboring buildings, it was far from glamorous. Almost all of our office furniture was secondhand. We paid close attention to holding expenses down, and worked hard to keep our sales and job deliveries up. I began with eight employees, and in our first year, sales topped $5 million. The company was under way and growing, but I didn’t think it was worth much to anyone but me.

			Two years into the business, a competitor approached me to discuss the possibility of his purchasing AM Medica. We actually went as far as a sales contract: He offered me $2 million in cash for my firm. I decided to turn it down because I did not want to commute to New Jersey twice a week to help run his office. But the proposal opened my eyes, and I became focused on building my business to enable a successful exit.

			A few years later, my accountant and I reviewed my company’s performance in detail, beginning with year one. I had always been careful about building up cash reserves. As a single woman and the sole owner of my business, I was keenly aware that I needed to keep
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