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2018 S560 Sedan shown in Iridium Silver metallic paint. Optional equipment shown and described.  ©2017 Mercedes-Benz USA, LLC  

Never before has an S-Class existed in more complete harmony with both its driver and its surroundings. With a single 

selection, you can adjust the 64-color ambient lighting, cabin climate, fragrance intensity and Burmester® Surround 

Sound System to match your mood. All while an advanced suite of driver assistance systems intelligently monitors the 

road ahead and micro-adjusts the drive— reenergizing the driver and an industry. MBUSA.com/S-Class

It soothes the five senses. It drives with a sixth.
Introducing the new 2018 S-Class.



For more information, call 1-800-FOR-MERCEDES, or visit MBUSA.com.



Start Earning

UNLIMITED   
2% CASH BACK

Credit approval required. Off ered by Capital One Bank (USA), N.A. ©2017 Capital One



With the Spark® Cash Card from Capital One,® you earn UNLIMITED
2% CASH BACK on equipment, inventory, advertising, and everything

 in between, which could add up to thousands of dollars for your business.

Learn more by visiting CapitalOne.com/SmallBusiness

...To Keep Your

 BUSINESS
GROWING



CHARTER FOR LESS 
THAN YOU EVER THOUGHT POSSIBLE

Our members charter to major destinations worldwide and enjoy

never-before-seen low pricing, guaranteed availability, zero upfront

commitment, and year-round service reliability.



DISCOVER A SMARTER WAY TO FLY

+1 (866) 854-0963 • INFO@JETSMARTER.COM

USE PROMO CODE

INC17

Purchase of membership is required. JetSmarter offers a number of programs including private charters, for which JetSmarter acts solely as your agent in arranging the 

fl ight, and Public Charters, for which JetSmarter acts as principal in buying and reselling the air transportation. JetSmarter does not own or operate any aircraft. All fl ights are 

performed by FAA-licensed and DOT-registered air carriers. Prices displayed above are for a select number of seats on a custom shared fl ight. Additional restrictions may apply.

From $1,990

NEW YORK

SOUTH FLORIDA

From $7,950

NEW YORK

LOS ANGELES

From $1,110

SAN FRANCISCO

LOS ANGELES



Kaspersky for Business

Mission 
Secure

True Cybersecurity for Business
Your mission is clear: protect your business against every type 
of cyberattack. 

Only Kaspersky Lab’s True Cybersecurity gives you the expert 
analysis, machine learning and big data you need to stay ahead 
of cybercriminals. Secure your business—at the endpoint and 
beyond—with the world’s most awarded cybersecurity.

Discover our next generation solutions at 
usa.kaspersky.com/nextgen
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“People were
revolted or

they absolutely
loved it.”

—JUSTIN WOOLVERTON,  
co-founder and CEO of Eden 

Creamery, on a recent ad 
for  Halo Top, its $100 million 

ice cream brand with 
a cult following 
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By Tom Foster
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Crosstrek. Well-equipped at $21,795. 

The all-new 2018 Subaru Crosstrek® means the weather won’t slow you down. 

Standard Symmetrical All-Wheel Drive + 33 mpg,* 8.7 inches of ground clearance, and 

available X-MODE® help get you out there. And with increased interior volume, you have 

plenty of room to bring your gear. Love is out there. Find it in a Crosstrek.

Subaru, Crosstrek, and X-MODE are registered trademarks. *EPA-estimated highway fuel economy for 2018 Subaru Crosstrek CVT models. Actual mileage may vary. †MSRP excludes destination and 
delivery charges, tax, title, and registration fees. Retailer sets actual price. Certain equipment may be required in specific states, which can modify your MSRP. See your retailer for details. 2018 Subaru 
Crosstrek 2.0i Limited shown has an MSRP of $28,390. Vehicle shown with accessory equipment.

Skip the long 
winter’s nap.



4 Ways Taking a Vacation  
Will Make You More Productive
You’re not going to get more done by working through 
your vacation, says Inc.com columnist Jon Levy. Here’s 
how taking time off will ultimately benefit your business

INC.COM/BIG -IDEAS

Inc.com

4
—
YOU’LL GAIN NEW
PERSPECTIVE

By exposing 
yourself to new 
cultures, you 
broaden your 
worldview and 
become more 
valuable to  
your team. 

2
— 
FRESH AIR DOES
YOU GOOD

Time spent in 
nature can help 
performance 
and focus, a 
University of 
Michigan study 
found. 

3 
—
IT RESTORES YOU

Lack of sleep  
negatively  
affects your 
alertness,  
cognitive  
processes,  
and decision 
making. Rest 
up so you can 
return to work  
refreshed.

1
—
IT’S LESS FAMILIAR

Research has 
shown that 
breaking your 
routine makes 
your brain push 
you to explore, 
increasing your 
creativity. 

TOP VIDEOS 
 —

INC.COM/INC-LIVE

Sara Blakely
Founder of Spanx

“Being underestimated 
gives you a competitive 
edge.”

INC.COM/DRINKS-WITH

Sarah Kauss
Founder and CEO of S’well 

“I convinced myself that 
whatever was the worst 
thing that was going to 
happen, it wasn’t really 
that bad.”

INC.COM/LIFT

Tony Robbins
Life coach

“When fear isn’t  
dominating you, there’s  
very little you can’t  
accomplish in business 
or in your personal life.”

“Don’t wait to get sick or have some dramatic  
life-changing event. Build a life, not just a business.”
Angela Benton, founder of NewMe • inc.com/women-who-lead
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4 Ways Taking a Vacation  
Will Make You More ProductiveWill Make You More Productive
You’re not going to get more done by working through You’re not going to get more done by working through 
your vacation, says Inc.com columnist Jon Levy. Here’s your vacation, says Inc.com columnist Jon Levy. Here’s 
how taking time off will ultimately benefit your businesshow taking time off will ultimately benefit your business



For more than 40 years, the Owner/President Management program has 

helped the world’s top executives and entrepreneurs take control of their 

enterprise, grow their skill sets, and fuel the passion that drives their business 

endeavors. The intensive three-unit format expands your entrepreneurial 

mindset, business acumen, and industry insights over 24 months. You will 

emerge as a lifetime member of OPM’s global alumni network—equipped  

with the strategic vision to transform your company and your career.

OWNER/

PRESIDENT

MANAGEMENT

BUSINESS MEETS PASSION.

PASSION MEETS PURPOSE.

OWNER/PRESIDENT MANAGEMENT

09–27 SEP 2018 (UNIT 1 ONLY)

LEARN MORE AT WWW.EXED.HBS.EDU/INC-OPM



W E L C O M E

OMEWHERE IN THIS AUDIENCE is the founder of the next Facebook, 

the next Google, the next Apple.” So said Steve Blank, Stanford 

professor and one of the brains behind the Lean Startup tech-

nique, to an auditorium full of young founders at the Web  

Summit in Lisbon this fall. “Which of you is it?” A few hands 

poked up. “The rest of you,” he said, “instead of trying to be 

entrepreneurs, should be working for them.” 

Starting a company is an overt act of overconfidence. It requires 

willful blindness to the odds against you and a conviction—based 

on little or no evidence—that you are different from the vast major-

ity of would-be entrepreneurs who’ve come before you. Among 

the young entrepreneurs whom Blank was addressing, those who 

kept their hands in their laps were the ones with the firmer grasp 

of logic and the laws of probability.

LEAP  
 YEAR

S
And yet. Researchers in decision science know 

that emotion, not logic, is the trigger to action. No 

amount of thinking will tell you whether your com-

pany will succeed or fail. Eventually, you just have to 

take the leap, and then trust that your idea—the one 

you feel so passionate about, you can’t not try it—will 

be one that thrives.

If you’ve resolved that 2018 will be the year you 

stop thinking about your idea and finally take the 

leap, then the special report that starts on page 17 is 

intended for you. Inc. editor-at-large Leigh Buchanan 

and executive editor Kris Frieswick decided to 

concentrate on the crucial first 90 days of a startup’s 

life. The actions you take out of the gate—forging 

your team, testing and retesting hypotheses about 

what your customers want, setting risk parameters 

with your spouse, and so on—will lay the ground-

work for victory or defeat. For inspiration, you’ll 

hear from the likes of Richard Branson, Arianna 

Huffington, and even Steve Blank himself. You’ll find 

a checklist of must-do tasks that will save you heart-

ache down the road, and even a decision tree to 

guide you through a handful of existential, early-

stage questions. 

To echo Blank’s challenge, maybe you, holding 

this issue of Inc. and steeling yourself for a leap  

into the unknown, will found the next Facebook or 

Google. The odds against it are pretty strong, to say 

the least. But if you don’t take that leap, you’ll never 

know, will you? There will never be a better time 

than now to bet on yourself. So go ahead. Change 

the world. We’ll be with you.

Eric Schurenberg   erics@inc.com

EDITOR’S LETTER
14 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018

S



General
Liability

Workers’ comp

Commercial
auto

General
Liability

Workers’ comp

Commercial
Auto

featuring

over 30
coverage options!

featuring

over 30
coverage options!

Workers’ compWorkers’ compWorkers’ compWorkers’ compWorkers’ comp

over 30
verage options!over 30over 30over 30over 30over 30
verage options!
verage options!
verage options!
verage options!
verage options!
verage options!
verage options!
verage options!

we’ve got you
covered!

No matter what kind of business you run,

protect your business with proGressive today!

Visit ProgressiveCommercial.com.

Progressive Casualty Ins. Co. & affi  liates. Business insurance may be placed through Progressive Specialty Insurance Agency, Inc. with select insurers, which are not affi  liated with Progressive, 
are solely responsible for servicing and claims, and pay the agency commission for policies sold. Prices, coverages, privacy policies and commission rates vary among these insurers.
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LH.com

Air travel
engineered
around you

Forget 
rooftop bars.

Experience a fl ight that transforms ordinary into 

exceptional: An atmosphere as tranquil as a rooftop 

bar that encourages optimal relaxation. Enticing 

cuisine served in the style of a fi ne restaurant with an 

impressive view above the clouds. A spacious offi ce, 

with high-speed Wi-Fi and diverse entertainment 

options. Refresh, dine, work, delight, sleep: the choice 

is always yours.

Air travel
engineeredengineered
around youaround you
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Launch
Start. 

Scale.

Thrive.

••••

Dealing with your big-data delusions PG.46

•
ON TOP

Dan Kurzius, 
co-founder and chief 

customer officer of 
MailChimp—Inc.’s 

Company of the Year.    

the  
ultimate
startup

guide
•
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READY, 
SET, 
LAUNCH 
In 2018, you 
have the green 
light to pursue 
your dreams. 

18 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018



THE ULTIMATE STARTUP GUIDE • LAUNCH

the

The dreaming is over. 
The launching begins. 
The decisions you make in 
the first months of your 

startup can make the differ-
ence between profit and loss, 
joy and heartbreak. We have 
what you need to  start right, 
including a plan for the first 

90 days, real-life advice from 
successful founders, a check-
list of things to do now that 
will save you money later, 
and the answers to key 

startup questions. We can’t 
wait to see what you build.

fir
s
t

90
days

fir
s
t



T
HE LIKELIHOOD that 

your startup will 

be profitable  

is influenced 

heavily by the 

speed at which 

you launch. The 

number of tasks 

you do in those 

early months is 

more crucial to 

success than the type of tasks you 

do, although anything involving 

customer contact helps, according 

to the Panel Study of Entrepre-

neurial Dynamics, which tracks 

samples of new entrepreneurs. 

“Those implementing more start-

up activities faster are more likely 

to see profits,” says Paul Reynolds, 

the study’s coordinating principal 

investigator. 

 Beyond the specific tasks that 

PSED examines—things like devel-

oping financial projections and 

obtaining supplier credit—startup 

activities tend to fall into two 

categories. The first is open- 

minded discovery. Initially, every-

thing is assumption: financials, 

customers, go-to-market strategy. 

The only thing you know for  

certain is your own strengths, and 

even there you may be surprised. 

This exploratory approach is 

at the core of Lean Startup. It  

is responsible for the disdain, in 

some quarters, for business plans. 

It is behind what’s called “effectual 

entrepreneurship,” a research-

based approach that considers 

launching a business to be largely 

an act of improvisation.

The second type of startup 

activity recognizes that entrepre-

neurship is social. Doubtless you 

have lived with your idea for a long 

time. Now that you’re launching, 

you have to get out of your  

head. Figure out whom you will 

draw on, in what capacity, and 

how those relationships will work. 

Input from partners, advisers, 

potential customers, and others 

brings new perspectives and shape 

to the enterprise. Networking is 

like raiding the fridge: seeing who 

might offer you warehouse space 

or logo-design services or an intro-

duction to a potential customer.

To help you fulfill this most 

exciting of New Year’s resolutions, 

we compiled a list of the key steps 

you must take in your first 90 days. 

Walk a mile in your  

customers’ shoes

The idea behind minimum viable 

product is to get your offering as 

quickly as possible into the hands 

of customers to generate feedback. 

But first, you have to make sure 

you are solving the right problem. 

Market data and surveys won’t tell 

you that. For those insights, you 

have to get as close to the customer 

experience as possible. Doing so  

before you commit to a solution 

may save you a lot of frustration.

Jon Kolko is founder of the Austin 

Center for Design. His most recent 

book is Creative Clarity: A Practi-

cal Guide for Bringing Creative 

Thinking Into Your Company.

•
YOUR FIRST JOB is to know your cus-

tomer. Not just who she is but also 

what she wants, what she does, 

and how she feels about what she 

does. That means embedding in 

customers’ lives or work.

Ideally, you will develop a kind 

of master-apprentice relationship, 

in which you are the apprentice. 

Ask the customer-master to let 

you observe her in action. Even 

better, have her take you on a tour 

of the relevant section of her 

world. Reach out to friends and 

family on Facebook for permission 

to watch them do laundry or 

winterize their boats. Or ask  

potential customers if you can 

spend time in their offices or on 

their factory floors. 

Once there, ask open-ended 

questions about the experience 

and workflow. Can you show me? 

Why? Can I try that? Maybe the 

answer to that last one is no. But  

if it’s yes, think how quickly you’ll 

build empathy with the person 

who does it all day long, whose life 

you are trying to improve.

This process provides a prag-

matic understanding of pain points 

and an emotional context that lets 

you see things through your cus-

tomers’ eyes. Simply interviewing 

them isn’t enough. People who do 

something repeatedly may develop 

a kind of expert’s blindness that 

leaves out or obscures critical 

the plan

It’s 2018, and you are really doing it. You have long 
imagined your product on the endcap at Walmart 
and practiced what you’ll say when Mark Cuban 
grills you about your competitive edge. But this year, 
you are finally launching a business. Where do  
you start? Leigh Buchanan asked some of the top 
business minds what you should do in the first  
90 days, a crucial time in your business’s life. Get 
these early steps right and you’ll create a sound 
foundation for a profitable, growing business.

20 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018
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THE ULTIMATE STARTUP GUIDE • LAUNCH

lead  
with your  
com petitive  
advantage  
•

ARIANNA HUFFINGTON  
co-founder, HuffPost,  
and founder and CEO, 
Thrive Global

Ð
For both HuffPost and Thrive  
Global, the first question was 
“What problem are you solving and 
what are you bringing to the mar-
ket that’s not already there?” For 
HuffPost, the answer was a desti-
nation website where both well-
known and lesser-known people 
could share their views on the news 
of the day or on culture, entertain-
ment, and every aspect of life. 
Blogs were around, but they were 
not yet widely respected as a way 
to express views and communi-
cate. Before we launched, I emailed 
every person of note I knew and 
said, “If you have a thought and 
you can interrupt your day for 10 
minutes to share it, send it to us—
we’ll post it and make it incredibly 
easy.” Within the first week, we 
had Larry David, Ellen DeGeneres, 
Walter Cronkite, John Cusack, and 
many more. A lot of these people 
could’ve written an op-ed for The 

New York Times, but the difference 
was with us, it didn’t have to be a 
heavy lift. We wanted their real and 
unvarnished voices.

We made a commitment from 
the beginning to be both a plat-
form and a journalistic enterprise in 
a way that no one else was at the 
time. We also created a dashboard 
for our editors where they could 
see how a story was performing 
and do A/B testing with headlines. 
People talk about content plat-
forms all the time now, but when 
we started, that was a new propo-
sition. —As told to Sheila Marikar

SHE’S  

THRIVING 

After launching 
HuffPost, Arianna 
Huffington turned 

her attention  
to wellness, with 

multiplatform  
and consumer-

products startup  
Thrive Global.

lead  
with your  with your  
comcompetitive  petitive  
advantageadvantage



parts of their descriptions. 

You should still do this even  

if you think you already know how 

you will solve the problem. Go  

in with an open mind. Don’t be a 

hammer on a nail hunt.

Line up your mentors

New founders seek copious feed-

back on their products or services. 

But getting the business itself right 

is just as critical. To do that, you 

should develop relationships with 

veteran entrepreneurs. Although 

it’s too early to be thinking about a 

board of advisers, setting up a kind 

of proto-board comprising folks 

who’ve been there and done that 

will help you head off mistakes. 

Nathaniel Ru is co-CEO of  

Sweetgreen, a healthy, fast-casual 

chain with 83 restaurants and  

4,000 employees.

•
IN THE FIRST DAYS of being an entre-

preneur, you need guidance and 

advice from other entrepreneurs. 

They’ll tell you if you’re on the 

right track. And they’ll compel you 

to think beyond your immediate 

survival to the company you want 

to have two years from now.

At the very least, you’ll want an 

experienced eye to look over your 

business plan, if you decide to do 

one. At Sweetgreen, our mentors 

(the three of us each had three to 

five) asked a lot of tough, helpful 

questions–about our financial 

model, our brand positioning, our 

restaurant design, and more. 

But they also urged us to look 

up from the frenetic day-to-day 

activity and think more long term 

about our mission and the lan-

guage we’d use to communicate  

it. They started us thinking early 

about the kinds of people we’d 

want to bring on board one day, so 

we’d be able to spot great talent 

even if we weren’t ready to hire.

University faculty often make 

good advisers (many business 

A LIFETIME OF 
LAUNCHES
To date, Sir Richard 
Branson, through 
his Virgin Group 
conglomerate, has 
started, controls,  
or has an interest  
in more than  
400 companies.

the plan

22 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018



THE ULTIMATE STARTUP GUIDE • LAUNCH

school professors have previous 

entrepreneurial experience), and 

you can meet people through 

entrepreneurship organizations 

and conferences. You can also just 

email someone you admire. Save 

up your questions and ask them all 

in a weekly or monthly conversa-

tion, so you don’t pester anyone. 

And when you do talk, don’t just 

talk about the business. This isn’t  

a transaction. It’s a relationship.

Stress-test your  

assumptions

Numbers are beguilingly concrete. 

It’s natural to want stats on mar-

kets, pricing, and competitors from 

the start. But market data would 

not have explained why Red Bull 

charged while the “lava lamp” soda 

Orbitz succumbed to gravity, or 

why Instapot commands twice as 

much as Crock Pots at retail. More 

important, in the very beginning, 

are insights about your own pro-

posed business that you achieve by 

stress-testing your assumptions. 

The emphasis is on what you can 

learn not about your industry, but 

rather about your idea.

Randy Komisar is a partner at 

venture firm Kleiner Perkins  

Caufield & Byers, and co-author  

of Getting to Plan B: Breaking 

Through to a Better Business 

Model.

•
START WITH THE history. No  

matter how disruptive your idea, 

precedent exists for it. So once 

you’ve identified your value propo-

sition, go back and look at real 

companies that have done some-

thing at least roughly similar. You’ll 

want to find examples that have 

been successful. (If none have been 

successful, you should seriously 

question whether this is something 

anyone wants.) Study them and 

draw lessons about what worked. 

Then, research companies that 

tried something similar and failed. 

What did they do wrong? How  

do you avoid those mistakes? 

Next, identify your leaps of 

faith: what you don’t know but 

assume about the market. These 

are things that, if they are wrong, 

mean you don’t have a business. 

Devise quick, cheap ways to  

test those assumptions. Run a 

Facebook ad and see how many  

responses you get. Go stand in an 

aisle at Whole Foods next to a 

competitor’s product and question 

shoppers about it. What do you 

like and not like about this prod-

uct? What would you do to  

improve it? If I offered you an 

improved version for $1 more, 

would you buy it?

You will do market research, 

but that comes later. Before trying 

to figure out how big your market 

is, you need to know that people 

have accepted and will continue to 

accept the gist of your value propo-

sition. Otherwise, you’ll be piling 

assumption on top of assumption.

Cautiously harvest  

low-hanging money 

For most founders, banks and 

professional investors are later-if-

ever capital sources. In the begin-

ning, it’s you, your family, and 

friends. Self- and personal-circle 

funding requires you to jump 

through fewer hoops than other 

sources. But it is almost always 

more fraught, and in some ways 

the risks are much greater. 

Meg Cadoux Hirshberg is the 

author of For Better or for Work: 

A Survival Guide for Entrepre-

neurs and Their Families. Her 

husband is Gary Hirshberg,  

co-founder of Stonyfield Organic.

•
IN ALL THE EUPHORIA of a startup, it’s 

easy to discount that you’re putting 

your family’s financial well-being 

in jeopardy. People talk about 

entrepreneurs starting their busi-

nesses with “personal savings.” But 

go where  
opportunity  
points you
•
RICHARD BRANSON  
founder, Virgin Group, and 
author, Finding My Virginity

Ð
When I began, I didn’t know anything 
about business. I was excited about 
starting Student magazine, and then 
we had the idea to use the publication 
to sell music, too. I didn’t create a 
formal business plan. That seemed 
really boring to me. I just thought 
about the high cost of records and the 
sort of people who bought Student; we 
believed we could sell cheap mail-order 
records through the magazine. We 
made enough money from mail-order 
to open a record shop. 

In 1971, music retailing in the U.K. 
was dominated by WHSmith and  
John Menzies, which were both dull 
and formal. We decided Virgin Record 
shops would be where people could 
meet and listen to records together. 
We wanted to relate to customers, not 
patronize them, and we wanted to be 
more affordable than our competition. 
Word of mouth spread, and people 
came to us rather than the big record 
stores. Cheaper records brought in a 
flood of inquiries and more cash than 
we’d ever seen. Virgin Records became 
very hip. People would stop by, lie  
on beanbags, meet friends, and listen  
to the best new music. There was  
no better place for a self-respecting 
21-year-old to be. We aimed to open  
a shop every month in 1972. 

We soon realized the industry was 
ripe for further disruption. There was 
nothing overtly rock ’n’ roll about the 
way artists were treated or records 
were produced. So we bought a prop-
erty, the Manor, turned it into a record-
ing studio, and launched our Virgin 
Records label in 1973. Mike Oldfield 
was our first artist. His album Tubular 

Bells became one of the biggest sellers 
of the decade and the soundtrack to 
The Exorcist. The Virgin brand and  
its global impact today all grew from 
those roots. —As told to S.M.P
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those savings are often held in 

common with a spouse, who may 

have wanted them for vacation or 

to draw on while he returned to 

school. The spouse is also affected 

if the founder leaves her job and  

a chunk of the family’s income 

disappears. Even if the founder is 

nonworking, she may have been 

responsible for child care. 

You and your spouse must 

determine on day one (if not 

before) how much you can afford 

to invest and how you’ll make up 

lost income and maybe benefits. 

Schedule regular business meet-

ings between the two of you. And 

when the business needs more 

money than expected, you should 

resist pushing too far beyond 

your spouse’s comfort level. 

Another $25,000? OK. A second 

mortgage? No.

When pitching friends and 

family, be confident but also lay 

out the worst-case scenario: “I 

don’t know when you are going  

to get this back. You may lose it all. 

I may need you to up the ante in 

order to prevent dilution.” Insist 

on drawing up shareholder agree-

ments. Explain that you’re doing 

so because you care about the 

relationship. There should be no 

ambiguity, no cause for recrimina-

tions. Don’t take advantage of their 

eagerness to help. They may offer 

to dip into college or retirement 

funds. Don’t let them.

Your investors’ hope is that  

this launch will be an exciting and 

profitable ride. Your role is to be 

the sober designated driver and 

bring everyone home safely.

Forge a functional  

founding team

The hang-together-or-hang-

separately adage applies to start-

ups, only one in six of which is  

a purely solo venture, according to 

Reynolds. There can be just one 

page. You and your co-founders 

must all be on it. Though equity 

stakes are on everyone’s mind, at 

90 days that discussion is prema-

ture. But you must clarify roles, 

expectations, and responsibilities, 

and then revisit those repeatedly.

Phillip H. Kim is an associate  

professor of entrepreneurship at 

Babson College.

•
IT’S RARE THAT all founding partners 

are equally committed. How much 

time each will invest, what oppor-

tunity costs each will accept, and 

the level of ambition each has may 

differ. That’s especially true if 

one founder had the original idea  

and brought on the others, or if  

one founder devotes himself to the 

business full time while his 

co-founders hang onto their day 

jobs. You should all acknowledge 

disparities up front and address 

them to avoid disappointment.

You also need to hash out how 

you will work together during the 

first 90 days. Over the long haul, 

Bill will handle sales and market-

ing while Marla does tech and 

Kathy handles finance. But a start-

up’s first days are chaotic. Every-

one does everything and may 

switch roles on a dime. In particu-

lar, people coming in from senior 

be creative  
about getting  
your name out 
•
PAYAL KADAKIA
co-founder, ClassPass

Ð
One of the crucial things that we had to 
figure out when we launched our product 
was how we were going to reach our 
target audience. Most of the fitness 
market was targeting performance ath-
letes. It was about results. Our platform 
was about discovery and education, and 
we thought the average Lululemon shop-
per might identify with that. So, over the 
first year, we gave out $100 Lululemon 
gift cards to get people to commit to  
a ClassPass six-month membership. We 
also had a one-month subscription  
option, but it didn’t make sense to give 
away $100 for a plan that cost less than 
that. We started the campaign at the end 
of 2013, and at that point, people didn’t 
even know what ClassPass was—they 
were just excited about getting $100 to 
spend at Lululemon. But they became 
our ambassadors, and that helped start 
virality for us. Over the course of about 
six months, we gave out about 500 gift 
cards. We had no rank, and no clout,so  
we had to find a way to get people to 
know who we were so they could fall in 
love with us. —As told to S.M.

IMA

the plan

FORWARD  
PASS  

People with 
ClassPass’s 
“unlimited” 

memberships 
took so many 

classes that 
costs soared. 

Payal Kadakia 
ended the 

membership 
type, a move 

that has  
helped revenue  

ever since.
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Prototype shown with options. Production model may vary. *Drivers are responsible for their own safe driving. Always pay 

attention to your surroundings and drive safely. Depending on the conditions of roads, weather and the vehicle, the system(s) 

may not work as intended. See Owner’s Manual for additional limitations and details. ©2017 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc. Owner’s Manual for additional limitations and details. ©2017 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A., Inc. Owner’s Manual

Toyota Safety Sense,™* standard on the 2018 Camry. 
toyota.com/camry  



THE ULTIMATE STARTUP GUIDE • LAUNCH

positions who are accustomed to 

structure may struggle in this 

volatile milieu. Establishing  

temporary—possibly shared—roles 

for the first few months is wise.

Finally, you will need to decide 

how to decide. Even if you have 

known one another for years, it  

is unlikely you’ll have made these 

kinds of high-stakes decisions 

together. What will be the deci-

sion-making model? Consensus? 

Democracy? Is there a third party 

to break a stalemate? It’s best to 

designate a single arbiter for each 

type of decision.

Make them pay  

for something

For entrepreneurs, this may be the 

greatest shock: Within 90 days, 

you should be pursuing sales. It’s 

not about the money, although 

money is nice. Rather, selling is the 

best possible indicator of whether 

someone wants what you’re  

making. The challenge is getting  

creative about what, so early in  

the process, you are able to sell. 

Craig Wortmann is founder and 

executive director of the Kellogg 

Sales Institute at Northwestern 

University.

•
ON THE FIRST DAY of your company, 

your only product is you. You can 

sell that. You can sell your time, 

and you can sell the knowledge or 

insight that will eventually power 

your product or service. 

I know the founders of a com-

pany that, years ago, was develop-

ing an app to help high school 

athletes optimize their choice of 

college. They did what most 

founders do: went into their cave 

and worked on the product. And 

when they finished, people looked 

at it and said, huh. Instead, the 

founders should have offered to sit 

down with students and their 

parents and, for a price, build 

spreadsheets with all the variables 

E ST

the plan

To excite investors,  
focus on the big picture,
not the details
•
PHILIP KRIM
co-founder, Casper

Ð
When we started to raise money, we were told no dozens and dozens of times. 
We were really focused on the specifics and also trying to get every part of  
our story into the conversation. With early-stage fundraising, you’re lucky if 
you get 30 minutes with someone, and all five of us founders were talking 
about our expertise, our pricing strategy, the product we were going to build. 
We learned to take a step back and say, “What’s the vision we all share?”  
It was creating the world’s first sleep brand and changing the way people buy 
sleep products. You don’t need to tell your entire life story in an investor pitch.

Early-stage investors get excited about hearing your story, and how you’re 
going to change the world and why, as opposed to your saying, “Tactically, 
here are the next six steps we’re going to do, and this gets us to launch.” That 
tactical conversation—you need to have a keen grasp of it, but it’s not what 
sells the dream. It’s important to build your 12- or 18-month projection and 
build a spreadsheet that shows a driver of the business, but ultimately the 
only thing that’s certain is that that spreadsheet probably won’t be right, so 
the only thing they’re betting on is you as the founder.

So as we were figuring out how to focus more on the big-picture vision 
and not get so much into the weeds, Red Antler, the agency we’d hired to  
create our branding, made an introduction to Ben Lerer. He and his team got 
our vision. —As told to S.M.

A SLEEP  
EMPIRE  

Philip Krim and  
his four co-found-

ing partners are 
aiming to turn 

Casper into a 
“sleep brand” that 

sells products  
for every aspect  
of the snoozing 

experience.
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they meant to include in the app. 

Doing so would have helped 

the founders hone their sales  

message, focus their value propo-

sition, and develop sales disci-

pline. It would have also earned 

them candid, reliable feedback. 

Just because somebody is willing 

to take something rudimentary 

from you for free is not proof you 

have a customer. But when some-

one commits financially—even at 

a major discount—that person is 

serious. And he or she is going to 

evaluate your product or service 

much more critically. That’s the 

kind of feedback you need.

You can also try to get upfront 

sales, though that’s a risk if you 

can’t deliver. Still, people are 

getting more comfortable with 

that model, thanks to Kickstarter 

and Amazon. Offer a deep dis-

count because they’re willing to 

sign on early.

Selling is the best indication 

that you have a viable business.  

A yes is great. No is fine too. That 

tells you to move along.

Don’t pull the plug on 

learning too soon

There are things you should do  

in the first 90 days. Other things 

you should postpone, like trying 

to raise money for your product 

on Kickstarter or another crowd-

funding platform. The money  

is tempting, but why ask people 

to fund something you don’t 

know is the right thing to make?

Steve Blank is a Silicon Valley 

serial entrepreneur and Stanford 

professor whose customer-devel-

opment methodology launched  

the Lean Startup movement.

•
KICKSTARTER AND Indiegogo are 

world-class inventions that 

changed the nature of funding 

for startups. But don’t use such 

platforms prematurely. If you’re 

trying to crowdfund your initial 

idea, that almost guarantees you 

are working on the wrong thing.

New entrepreneurs misun-

derstand what Kickstarter is  

for. They think it’s a way to do 

customer discovery, to test their 

product’s appeal. In fact, going 

on Kickstarter freezes customer 

discovery in its tracks. The min-

ute you commit to Kickstarter, if 

you get funded, you are entering 

two years of indentured servi-

tude until you deliver that prod-

uct. The money isn’t worth the 

sacrifice. Instead, do the hard 

work of customer discovery, 

which will likely take more than 

90 days. Potential customers 

should be grabbing your mini-

mum viable product out of your 

hands and writing a check on the 

spot. Once you have a product 

you know solves a real customer 

problem, then Kickstarter can 

help you scale demand. 

Kickstarter before customer 

discovery is the lazy entrepre-

neur’s approach to starting up. 

Don’t be a lazy entrepreneur.

LEIGH BUCHANAN is an Inc. editor-

at-large. SHEILA MARIKAR is an Inc. 

contributing editor.
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Find ideas  
in inefficiencies  
•
PIERRE OMIDYAR
founder, eBay

Ð
I have always been interested in what drives 
financial markets and the idea that trans-
parency and access to information create  
an equal playing field for regular people. 
Ultimately, if everyone has access to the 
same information, goods and services will 
trade at fair value. With eBay, I saw a real 
opportunity to create a place where we could 
bring the power of an interactive and egalitar-
ian marketplace to the general public.

This idea of a level playing field became 
apparent to me when I had a little bit of extra 
money and had decided to invest in a gaming 
company called 3DO. I called my broker and 
said I wanted to buy into this IPO coming  
to market—the fact that the first step was 
having to get on the phone with my broker 
says something. The IPO went public at $18 
per share, but I had to pay closer to $24. This 
seemed kind of imbalanced, and when I put  
it together that individual investors can get 
locked out of our most efficient markets, I 
began to think more about how this applies 
to other areas of commerce. In the end,  
one great thing about eBay is that we tied  
the company’s success to our constituents’ 
success. We wouldn’t make a dollar unless 
our sellers did. —As told to S.M.

FINDING  
THE FLAW 

The genesis of eBay 
was AuctionWeb, 

which Pierre 
Omidyar created 

during a coding 
session on his 

personal computer 
over Labor Day 
weekend 1995.    

28 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018

M
IC

H
A

E
L

 L
E

W
IS



Off er the right benefi ts. Keep the best employees.

RETENT ON

At Afl ac, we know the best businesses understand the importance of keeping 

top talent. When our products are off ered as part of a total benefi ts package, 

employees can get help with costs not covered by major medical insurance — with 

cash benefi ts paid directly to them.* And with One Day Pay,SM we make it a priority to 

pay claims as fast as possible.** In 2016, Afl ac paid 1.8 million One Day PaySM claims. 

All so employees and businesses can stay focused on success. See what Afl ac 

can do for your business at afl ac.com/retaintoptalent

Z170343                       EXP 3/18

*Afl ac pays policyholders directly, unless otherwise assigned. **One Day PaySM available for most properly documented, individual claims submitted online through Afl ac SmartClaim® by 3 p.m. ET. 
Afl ac SmartClaim® is available on most Accident, Cancer, Hospital, Specifi ed Health, and Intensive Care policies. Afl ac processes most other claims in about four days. Processing time is 
based on business days after all required documentation needed to render a decision is received and no further validation and/or research is required. Individual Company Statistic, 2017. 
Individual coverage is underwritten by American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus. In New York, individual coverage is underwritten by American Family Life Assurance 
Company of New York. Worldwide Headquarters | 1932 Wynnton Road I Columbus, GA 31999. 



THE ULTIMATE STARTUP GUIDE • LAUNCH

the checklist

1
Decide if you 
want to be a  
small, indepen-
dent business  
or a high-growth 
startup.

This is a binary,  
critical, fundamental 
decision that will 
immediately answer 
over a dozen other 
questions. It will  
determine what type 
of corporate structure 
you use, which state 
you register in, what 
kind of financing you 
will be able to receive, 
how you will compen-
sate your employees, 
and much more. A 
good test is to ask 
yourself, “Will I try  
to raise money from 
outside investors?” 
and “Do I plan to offer 
stock options to any 
of my employees?” If 
the answer to either  
is yes, you have no 
choice but to head 
down the more com-
plicated, high-growth 
path. Switching from 
one to the other later 
is possible, but that 
can be very expensive.

2
Figure out who 
The Entrepreneur 
is in the company.

It’s tempting to say 
that “anyone can be  
a founder,” and “all 
founders on the team 
are equal,” but in  
the real world, that’s 
just not true. While 
experience has shown 
that founding teams 
of two people (what 
serial founder and 
venture capitalist Paul 
Graham describes as “a 
hustler and a hacker”) 
tend to be more stable 
and successful, in 
every case one person 
is the primary driver. 
This is the person who 
is prepared to do any-
thing for the business, 
give up work-life  
balance, and be the 
one whom investors,  
employees, and part-
ners look to. The buck 
has to stop some-
where, and if you don’t 
figure that out before 
you start, you are  
in for a world of hurt.

3
If you have more 
than one founder, 
all of them must 
have vesting 
schedules for 
their equity.

While it is tempting to 
assume that “vesting 
is for everyone else,” I 
have seen far too many 
startups crash and 
burn when one founder 
leaves a company—
along with half of that 
company’s equity. 
Vesting protects  
everyone, including  
a startup’s founders,  
so be sure that every 
employee’s options 
vest, and every found-
er’s stock reverse-
vests from the very 
beginning. (Reverse 
vesting gives the  
company the right, 
decreasing over time, 
to buy back a founder’s 
stock.) Trying to fix this 
one down the road  
will be very costly— 
and possibly a com-
pany killer. 

4
Whatever you  
do, do it with a 
professional.

A penny saved on 
professional advice 
today is $100,000 lost 
in cleanup expenses 
down the road. While 
there are plenty of 
books and internet 
postings claiming that 
you can incorporate 
yourself and download 
forms from the web, 
you can’t! Or, at least, 
you shouldn’t. Every 
single serial entrepre-
neur with whom I have 
spoken has told me,  
“If only I hadn’t tried to 
do it myself, I would’ve 
saved $100,000!” 
There’s a reason law-
yers and accountants 
go to school for this 
stuff. While starting  
a company might not 
be quite as difficult as 
brain surgery, I guaran-
tee if you try to do it all 
on your own, you will 
screw it up—and then 
pay 10 times as much 
to get a professional in 
to clean it up.

5
Don’t start by  
raising money.

Although it may come 
as a surprise to a lot of 
ambitious entrepre-
neurs, investors do not 
fund ideas, no matter 
how good or how  
potentially profitable 
they are. A typical 
angel investor looks  
at 40 opportunities  
for every investment 
made; a typical VC 
looks at 400. And  
the investments they 
make will be in compa-
nies, not ideas. Spend-
ing months trying to 
raise funds for an idea 
is fruitless and dispirit-
ing. Do not even think 
about raising money 
from outside investors 
until you have devel-
oped your product and 
have at least a handful 
of pilot or beta cus-
tomers. Other wise, it’s 
like trying to teach a 
pig to sing: All it does  
is waste your time and 
annoy the pig.

Five things to do now that  
will save you TONS later

DAVID S. ROSE, ENTREPRENEUR, INVESTOR, mentor, and author of The Startup Checklist:  
25 Steps to a Scalable, High-Growth Business, has been present at the birth of  
businesses for decades. He knows what makes them grow—or not. Rose shares the 
simple, practical things you can do right from the start of your business that will  
potentially save it lots of money later, and will give you the best chance for success. 
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It can take up to 1,000 years for Mother Nature to make one inch of topsoil. 

Researchers are evolving digital tools that can help farmers measure, 

track and protect this vital resource 24/7. Learn how big ideas help us have 

a smaller impact at ModernAg.org



DECISIONS, DECISIONS

So Many Q’s. Here are Some A’s
WHEN YOU BEGIN MULLING the idea of starting your own business, you’ll have so many questions 
that it’s easy to get analysis paralysis and end up not doing anything. Here are some answers 
to some of the most common questions that can hang you up and delay your entry into the 
world of entrepreneurship. These answers and more are in Start a Successful Business: 
Expert Advice to Take Your Startup From Idea to Empire, by Colleen DeBaise, to be published 
in February by Inc. Media and Amacom, a division of the American Management Association. 

Is my 
business 
idea any 

good?

Should 
I write 

a formal 
business 

plan? 

Does your idea 
solve a problem 

or address an 
issue that has 
affected you 
personally? 

Are you borrowing money 
to start your business?

It’ll be a lot 
easier to stick 

with this if it’s a 
passion project.

Do you want to start 
your company anyway?

Is your product or service 
differentiated by a lower cost or 
price point, its unique quality, or  

its appeal to a niche?

Focusing on solving 
a problem is a great 
way to keep moti-

vated when the going 
gets tough. And if 

you’ve had the 
problem, others 

probably have as well. 
Before going further, 

make sure that 
assumption is true  

by testing your ideas 
with potential 

customers.

YES!

NO.

sara blakely founded Spanx because she 
wanted to look better in her favorite pants. Warby 
Parker’s founders were fed up with overpriced 
prescription glasses. Airbnb’s founders hosted 
guests on air mattresses in their apartment to 
make money when a conference came to their city.

alexa von tobel,
founder of LearnVest, 

wrote a 75-page 
business plan that she 
never showed anyone, 
but she claims it was 

invaluable in helping her 
develop a clear vision. 

Yours needn’t be 
that long.

There’s plenty 
of time to find that 
blockbuster idea. 
Pay attention to 
your daily life and 

keep a list of 
everyday products, 

services, and 
situations that 

don’t work the way 
you think they 

should. This is your 
idea list.

Banks, angels, 
venture capitalists, 

and friends and 
family will want a 
formal business 

plan that includes 
a comprehensive 
financial overview 
with projections  
of expenses and 
your marketing 

strategy. 

You can get away 
with not having 

one, but at the very 
least, write an 

informal plan that 
outlines your ideas 
for the business, 
and make a list 
of milestones. 

And accept that 
it will change.

NO.

YES!

You can try, but this will be 
a lot easier if you wait until 

you get a better idea. 

YES!

Write the plan. 
It can serve as a 

valuable road map 
when the fog  
of startup war 

moves in.

M
A
Y
B
E

M
A
Y
B
E

NO.

YES!
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I have 
a unique 
product 

or business 
method. 

Should I get 
a patent? 

Do I  
have what 

it takes  
to be a 

founder? 

Before you 
jump in, ask, 
“What’s in
the pond?”
Almost 40 years ago, 
famed Harvard econo-
mist Michael E. Porter 
identified these five 
questions as crucial  
to determining your 
company’s strengths  
and weaknesses in  
your industry.

How big is the threat 
of new entrants? 
If it was easy for you  
to get into the industry,  
it’ll be easy for your 
competitors as well. 

How big is the threat 
of substitute products 
or services? 
Beware of cheaper, 
faster, or more  
entrenched substitutes 
for what you make.

How much bargaining 
power do your 
customers have 
on price? 
The bigger they are, the 
more they can squeeze 
you on price, or even 
force you to give away 
product as a “loss  
leader” to get in the door.

How much bargaining 
power do your suppliers 
have on prices?
The fewer the suppliers 
of what you need, the 
more you’ll pay.

How many powerful 
competitors operate in 
your space? 
Are they civil or warlike? 
The more vicious the 
competitors, the more 
money it will cost to 
compete. 

Are you borrowing money 
to start your business?

Is it crucial to you 
that everyone is 

on board with your 
ideas before you 

take action? 

Investors tend  
to favor companies 
that hold patents 

and other forms of 
intellectual prop-
erty, but getting 
them can be very  

expensive and 
time-consuming. 

Spend your time 
and money build-
ing a market. You 

can also file a 
provisional patent 

application now 
so that you can do 

a full patent 
application later. 

tesla founder elon musk said in 2014 that  
he wouldn’t sue anyone who used Tesla’s patents  
because, he wrote at the time, “Tesla, other companies 
making electric cars, and the world would all benefit 
from a common, rapidly evolving technology platform.”

YES!

NO.

Research shows 
that the most 

successful founders 
are relatively 

unconcerned with 
getting consensus 
before acting. They 

tend to focus on 
solving business 

problems and 
vaulting roadblocks. 

This is a good sign: 
85 percent 

of Inc. 500 CEOs 
are risk takers—but 
they’re also good 
at identifying and 

mitigating that 
risk before it burns 

them down.

Are you 
a risk 

taker? 

of Inc. 500 founders have a “relational” 
leader ship style, compared with 40 percent of 
founders who aren’t in this fast-growth club.

 You might 
make a better 
employee than 

founder. 

YES!

16 
percent

NO.

NO.

YES!
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Ben Chestnut and his  
team at MailChimp built an  
amazing business and becAme  
Inc.’s Company of the Year.  
IT only TOOK THEM 17 YEARS
by Maria aspan 
Photographs by jake Chessum
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mail
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GOING APE

 MailChimp co-founder 
and CEO Ben Chestnut. 

His company went 
through several  

permutations before 
focusing on the  

email marketing it’s  
now virtually  
synonymous 

 with. 
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LATE-AFTERNOON SUN IS SHINING on Atlanta’s BeltLine, an  

abandoned train track converted into a green pedestrian path. 

Children cluster at a cart selling small-batch raspberry-lime 

Popsicles. Commuters swarm past on bikes and boards and 

feet, the city’s gleaming towers at a picturesque remove. And 

Chestnut, a slim and sober presence in near-monochrome 

navy beneath his mop of black hair, is contemplating a bicycle. 

“You start a company, and then you wake up one day and 

realize you don’t remember what any of your hobbies are,” says 

Chestnut, 43, the co-founder and CEO of MailChimp. “It gets 

scary when you don’t really understand what it is that you like.”

He’s had some time to figure that out recently. MailChimp, 

which spent the first half of its life figuring out what exactly  

it could do well—which turned out to be handling companies’ 

email marketing—today is one of the most successful small 

businesses in America. Except it hasn’t been small for a while, 

not with more than 700 employees and 16 million customers 

and 14,000 more signing up every single day. 

Chestnut, who’s watched his company grow “from startup 

to grownup” with a parent’s mixed emotions, has some free 

time now that he’s no longer always worrying about survival. 

His father recently reminded him he was once a good cyclist, 

so now Chestnut has a group of mountain biking friends, a 

Peloton at home, and a Strava addiction. He has a couple of 

weekend racecars, too, to go with the Tesla he drives to work. 

Tonight, he’s riding a cheap, lightweight company bike that 

someone at MailChimp, in-house quirk firmly in place, has 

named the Batmobile. It’s somewhat apt: Take away his quick 

and slightly goofy grin, his ready embrace of the absurd, and 

what one employee calls “the Mister Rogers look,” and Chest-

nut sometimes seems like he could outbrood Bruce Wayne. 

“People will ask me, ‘Your business is doing so well. Aren’t 

you happy?’ No. I’m in pain,” he says. “But that’s how you 

know you’re growing.”

IT’S AN EXCELLENT PROBLEM to have, of course—one Chestnut 

and his co-founder, chief customer officer Dan Kurzius, have 

learned to embrace over the almost 18 years that they’ve 

devoted to their company. MailChimp, which grew out of  

a discarded web business, is profitable, still entirely owned 

by its co-founders, and growing by more than $120 million 

every year; Chestnut estimates that in 2017 it will post  

$525 million in revenue. 

That’s despite the fact that some undisclosed percentage 

of his customers never pay MailChimp a cent. In fact, 

MailChimp started succeeding when it stopped charging 

everybody—when it deliberately tied its fortunes to the small 

businesses that make up its core customers. It’s kept growing 

at a torrid pace for years—this, while many more prominent 

tech companies are losing money, customers, CEOs, and 

credibility. MailChimp has never taken a dollar from venture 

capitalists or other outside investors. And long before entre-

preneurship was cool, it made itself crucial to the ecosystem 

of new and emerging businesses. For all those reasons, in 

2017, MailChimp is Inc.’s Company of the Year. 

It’s a beautiful day 
in his neighborhood, 
and Ben Chestnut is 
thinking about pain.

company of the year
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Still: Email? In an era of Instagram stories and Snapchat 

filters and Facebook ads, Inc.’s 2017 Company of the Year is 

focused on email?

It is. And for a good reason. “It’s not the shiny new thing, but 

more the steady thing that actually works,” says Neeru Paharia, 

who was on the founding team of Creative Commons, which 

developed standards for internet publication, and is now an 

assistant professor of marketing at Georgetown’s McDonough 

School of Business. Maybe that’s why small businesses still 

allocate about 10 percent of their 

marketing budgets to direct market-

ing, including email, according to 

Forrester, which estimates that U.S. 

business spent $2.8 billion on email 

marketing in 2017. 

“It is a little surprising that in 

the age of all this other communica-

tion media, email marketing is still  

a big player,” Paharia continues, but 

for many startups, “email marketing 

and content marketing are a bit 

more affordable and have a bit more 

return on investment” than things 

like Facebook ads and Google paid 

search results.

Speaking of: Through a series  

of ambitious partnerships with Facebook and Google, plus  

an array of new products, MailChimp hopes to become the 

answer to all of your business’s marketing needs. 

You may think all of this expansion and recognition would 

make its CEO happy, given that the company spent its first 

several years trying not to go out of business. But Chestnut 

isn’t wired that way. He’d rather focus on the next headache. 

“We’re misfits. I’ve always been out of place wherever  

I lived. And you just kind of have to embrace that,” he says. 

Email? Yes, 
email. “It’s not 
the shiny new 
thing,” says an 
expert, “but more 
the steady thing 
that actually 
works.” As 
MailChimp keeps 
demonstrating. 
•

BOARDROOM

MailChimp co-founder 
and chief customer 
officer (and lapsed DJ 
and avid skateboarder) 
Dan Kurzius.



“That’s the thing that makes you different. That’s the thing 

that’s going to make you brave.”

IF YOU’RE NOT ALREADY A CUSTOMER, you probably know 

MailChimp from its quirky ads on the Serial podcast (“Mail. 

Kimp?”), from its nearly nonsensical recent ads (convicts 

escaping a “JailBlimp”), or maybe from just the bottom tag 

on emails you get from everyone. A quick search of my inbox 

turns up MailChimp-powered missives from local bookstores 

and artists, restaurants from San Francisco to Copen hagen, 

New York City’s Citi Bike program, various online retailers, 

writers, and all sorts of professional organizations.

E-commerce businesses account for about a fifth of 

MailChimp’s customers, distantly followed by nonprofits  

and educational organizations. John Foreman, a company 

veteran who’s now its vice president of product manage-

ment, says that MailChimp’s typical business customer “has 

a company of maybe eight employees, no marketing team, 

and their budget is their checkbook. They’re asking, ‘I just 

quit my day job. How do I make this work?’ ”

Cheaply and simply. Ease of use is MailChimp’s calling 

card, and the service is free at first. As long as you’re trying 

to email only up to 1,999 people at once, MailChimp won’t 

charge you. Once you hit that 2,000-recipient mark—or  

if you want more features for a smaller list, or to send more 

than 12,000 emails per month—MailChimp charges start at 

$10 per month.

A little over a year ago, Amanda Brinkman was working  

at an arts-related nonprofit and dabbling in T-shirt design on 

the side, when she watched one of the presidential debates. 

After Donald Trump interjected that Hillary Clinton was 

“such a nasty woman,” Brinkman whipped up a pink-hearted 

“Nasty Woman” T-shirt design and posted it for sale online, 

promising to donate half of the proceeds to Planned Parent-

hood. The shirt went viral, earning more than $260,000 so 

far and launching her advocacy-oriented e-commerce busi-

ness, Shrill Society. 

As her business has grown, Brinkman says that email—

even more than social media channels—has been her “most 

effective and direct marketing.” And email, to her, means 

MailChimp.

“While I do use Google AdWords and occasionally run 

Facebook ads, those typically don’t have a high ROI for me,”  

she says, whereas MailChimp, whose features include A/B tests, 

“helps me really test and refine what I should be messaging.”

Some founders of more established businesses complain 

that MailChimp’s software is difficult to customize for  

more advanced design, and express incredulity that the  

company still doesn’t provide telephone-based customer 

service: “I spend a lot of money with them, and I don’t even 

get an account rep?” pointedly asks Jenna Tanenbaum, the 

founder and president of smoothie-subscription service 

Green Blender. Still, she acknowledges, it would be more  

expensive to switch to a MailChimp competitor like Sailthru 

or Constant Contact—and a huge headache to migrate hun-

company of the year HOW MAILCHIMP  
(FINALLY) MADE IT
MailChimp’s path  
was never easy or 
straightforward. 
That’s why there’s so 
much to learn from it 
Ð

Keep Your Eye on New Opportunities 
Since its early days as Rocket Science Group, 
the company has shifted from specialized 
web development for many kinds of big 
corporate customers (first tech companies, 
then travel companies, and then real estate 
companies) to, finally, email marketing 
software for startups. 

Be a Hoarder 
Early on, Chestnut and Kurzius worked on  
a failed e-greetings project and then shelved  
it for years. When small businesses started 
asking them for help with email, their solu-
tion was in that project that they’d set aside. 
Chestnut still encourages staffers to save 
such ideas. “Anytime there’s been a threat or 
an opportunity,” he says, “we have parts i 
n the bins that we could just assemble really 
fast. That speed is so important.” 

Free Is Your Friend
MailChimp’s tipping point, in Chestnut’s view, 
came when it introduced a freemium model, 
which lets customers use MailChimp’s s 
ervices for free. Initially, Chestnut wanted to 
give away one product (collecting subscribers) 
and charge for another (sending emails),  
but “it was really, really difficult to break our 
product into two pieces,” he recalls. So the 
company decided to “just make the whole 
thing free.” Customer numbers shot up. So 
did MailChimp’s revenue. 

Above All, Stick to It 
It took more than five years for MailChimp  
to find its sweet spot, and about a decade 
for Chestnut to feel like it was starting  
to succeed. That experience influences how 
he chooses which founders he mentors  
now. “If they say, ‘These hackathons are 
hard. Do you have advice on how to build  
a deck?’ I don’t want to talk to them,” he  
says. “When they’ve hit some really tough 
time—struggling to deal with a partner 
who’s uncooperative, the real struggles of 
the small-business owner—those are the 
ones that I invite in.” 
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dreds of thousands of email addresses to a new service. 

MailChimp won’t disclose its customer-retention rate, so 

it’s unclear how many of those 14,000 daily new customers 

are sticking around. But Chestnut seems uninterested in 

building out services for bigger customers. Instead, MailChimp 

is expanding by offering more marketing services to its  

existing universe of small businesses. After two years spent 

working on this project, in 2017 MailChimp unveiled  

partnerships with Facebook, Instagram, and Google. The 

way they’ll work: If you’re already sending out emails using 

MailChimp and you want to buy a Facebook ad or Google 

retargeting ad, now you can do so within your existing 

MailChimp software, using the contacts or images or text 

you’ve already uploaded for your email newsletter. You won’t 

pay MailChimp anything more for the service—and Chestnut 

won’t take a cut from the tech giants, either. 

That means Facebook and Google “have no leverage  

on us,” Chestnut says. “They can’t squeeze.” So the original 

formula applies: Make it easier for entrepreneurs to buy  

Facebook ads, to reach more customers, and to build their 

customer lists, and MailChimp can charge more for the bigger 

lists. As its customers’ reach expands, so does MailChimp’s. 

The company isn’t stopping there. At presstime, 

MailChimp was readying to launch landing pages, essentially 

stripped-down webpages that you can build within its soft-

ware, to promote your business. He’s planning a platform  

that will put a small-business spin on the enterprise-sales 

software Salesforce is known for. And 

MailChimp, which sends more than  

a billion virtual messages a day, is even 

testing a service that will let you ship 

postcards around the world. Yes, old-

school direct mail, sent to the homes of 

people who shopped at your online store 

and perhaps left something behind in 

their digital shopping cart. 

Might that seem a little bit creepy and 

intrusive? “It’s a fine line,” Chestnut says, 

“and we’re good at doing that.” 

 I
NEED TO SHOW YOU MY suffer score!” Over dinner, 

Chestnut is excited again about pain—this time 

inflicted during his morning run, tracked and rated 

for “suffering” by the Strava app. (He’s paying more 

attention to his health, which he says he sacrificed 

for the business for years; after surveying the heavy 

meat and cream sauces on the menu of a local 

Italian joint, he quietly announces that he’s recently 

switched to “a plant-based diet.”)

The next morning, Chestnut regrets the loaded 

language. He’s not, he wants to clarify, “a real  

sadomasochist,” he says. “I didn’t mean real pain 

and suffering. I love when there’s a problem to solve. I love it 

when my brows are furrowed.” 

Still, his attraction to suffering, however figurative these 

days, reflects an upbringing that had its share of real pain  

and alienation for one of the few children of a Thai Buddhist 

to grow up in the small town of Hephzibah, Georgia (popula-

tion 3,900). 

Chestnut’s father, an Army code breaker sent to Southeast 

Asia during the Vietnam War, met his mother, a Thai cook,  

in Bangkok. The couple eventually moved stateside, bringing 

with them two of Ben’s mother’s four children from a previ-

ous marriage; her ex-husband kept the other two in Thailand.  

(Ben reconnected with his distant half-brother as a teenager, 

over MSN Messenger; now that branch of the family runs a 

business that supplies some of the knitted monkey hats that 

MailChimp routinely gives to employees.)

In Georgia, Chestnut’s father taught on  

base at Fort Gordon and his mother set up a  

hair salon in the family kitchen. That business 

inspired both Ben and one of his sisters, who 

eventually tried to set up her own salon with 

some partners. The partnership faltered,  

the business failed, and Ben’s sister eventually 

had to declare personal bankruptcy—in the 

1980s, when that could mean a lifelong  

stigma. “It hurt her really bad,” Chestnut 

recalls. “Now bankruptcy’s a rite of passage 

for people, but back then it ruined you.”

Growing up in such an environment 

shaped Chestnut, but so did growing up Asian 

at his mostly white school, where he was 

bullied for looking different. “That’s why  

I took karate lessons,” he says now, matter- 

of-factly. Karate brought him more than  

self-defense; it was through karate, during 

high school, that he met a fellow student 

named Teresa Urch, who would eventually 

become his wife. 

After studying design at the Georgia 

Institute of Technology, Chestnut went to 

work for the Cox media group in Atlanta  

in the late ’90s, and wound up working on  

an early MP3 service there. Needing to  

hire a coder, Chestnut asked friends for 

recommendations. Dan Kurzius, a lapsed  

“VCs started 
knocking on our 

door” when a 
competitor IPO’d,  

Chestnut says. 
“We were just 

utterly confused 
by them.” 

 I 
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DJ then working in real estate, thought it was a music-related 

job—and didn’t immediately admit that he programmed  

DJ sets, not computers. He taught himself how to code, and 

went on to become Chestnut’s tech and real estate partner. 

He’s also Chestnut’s “human whisperer.” “I’ve always 

been the people person, whether employees or customers,” 

says Kurzius, a soft-spoken skateboarder whose rumpled 

shirtsleeve mostly hides an elaborate, autobiographical  

tattoo snaking down his left arm. Like Chestnut, Kurzius 

grew up in a struggling small-business family; his father ran  

a bakery-deli in Albuquerque that was eventually forced out 

of business by big bakery chains. Kurzius blames the stress  

of that failure for causing his father’s fatal heart attack a few 

years later, when the MailChimp co-founder was 12. 

If you remember what MP3s are, you won’t be shocked  

to hear that the Cox business didn’t prosper. After getting 

laid off in 2000, Chestnut started Rocket Science Group,  

a company originally focused on web design, and later 

teamed up with Kurzius and one of Chestnut’s college 

friends, a tech guy named Mark Armstrong. Initially, they 

focused on selling to tech companies. Cue the tech bubble 

bursting. Then they pivoted to airline and travel companies, 

“which worked great until 9/11.” Then they pivoted to  

real estate. “For a few years, we were calling ourselves cock-

roaches,” says Chestnut. 

His wife’s steady salary as a registered pediatric nurse 

sustained Chestnut and their two sons during the worst of it; 

Kurzius, married with two daughters, scraped by. (In 2008, 

Chestnut and Kurzius bought out Armstrong, who did not 

respond to requests made through LinkedIn for comment.)

One recurring problem: Neither Chestnut nor Kurzius 

enjoyed sales—or dealing with the Deltas and Coca-Colas and 

other formal, bureaucracy-laden corporations dominating 

Atlanta. “We were horrible at it,” Chestnut recalls. “The  

only companies we could relate to were small businesses,  

and they always asked for email marketing.”

That jogged something in Chestnut’s memory. There  

was an old product feature that Rocket Science Group had 

developed, as part of an abortive email greeting card project,  

that had been abandoned to “the parts bin,” a concept  

Chestnut now regularly name checks with employees. (Are 

you working on something that doesn’t immediately fit  

into a MailChimp project? Don’t trash it—file it in your parts 

bin, and wait until you need it.)

The founders pulled out the old marketing software, 

dusted it off, and started shopping it around to their smaller 

customers. “Our day jobs felt like going to these big organiza-

tions and pitching to them, and it was miserable,” Chestnut 

says. “But we really loved our nighttime jobs, which were 

helping the small businesses use this email marketing app.”

By 2006, the checks from such side gigs—$10,000 here, 

$20,000 there—were starting 

to add up. Chestnut and 

Kurzius decided to go all in on 

email and on small businesses. 

Under the MailChimp name—

which Chestnut attributes  

to, variously, his parents’ pet 

monkey in Thailand; a puppet 

from his childhood, an albino  

monkey named Albert; or  

the popularity of monkeys  

on the e-greeting cards  

they’d formerly designed—

they bore down. 
But they didn’t bother 

seeking out funding, a decision Chestnut attrib-

utes to ignorance more than principles. Having 

lived through the dot-com bust, and seen once 

seemingly successful startups collapse, “we just 

didn’t understand the finance thing,” he says of 

his company’s earliest days. 

In 2007, when competitor Constant Contact 

filed to go public, “VCs started knocking on 

our door,” Chestnut remembers. “We were just 

utterly confused by them.” (Eschewing venture 

backing enabled MailChimp to focus on its 

small-business base; investors always wanted 

Chestnut to pivot to enterprise software, he 

says, because customers and immediate returns 

would be much larger.)

MailChimp’s tipping point came in 2009, 

when Chestnut made a somewhat counter-

intuitive decision: “Let’s just make the whole 

thing free.” If your customers are small busi-

nesses, make it easy and cheap for them to try 

you out, his thinking went. That means they’ll  

company of the year

Early on,  
the founders  
focused  
on bigger  
companies. 
“We were 
horrible at it,” 
says Chestnut. 

•
THE MAILCHIMP’S NATIVE HABITAT (WITH HUMAN)  
The company’s offices, seen here, are a riot of color and kitsch 
and—no surprise—monkey and chimpanzee iconography.

42 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018



As the automotive world moves toward fully connected and self-driving cars, it’s no surprise who’s driving 

the future of the industry. Michigan. Home to the world’s fi rst and only real-world testing facility for 

autonomous vehicles, Michigan leads the country in research, development, innovation and technology. 

And it all makes up the epicenter of mobility known as PlanetM. Find out why Michigan is the hands-down 

choice for your business at michiganbusiness.org/planetm

PURE MOBILITY



THE ULTIMATE STARTUP GUIDE • LAUNCH

be happy once they have to pay for your services, because it 

means their business is growing. 

The freemium plan was the first time MailChimp directly 

tied its fortunes to those of its small-business customers. 

And in terms of sheer volume, it was a swift success. “We  

had about a few hundred thousand users on the system, and 

within a year it was a million,” Chestnut recalls. “Within 

another year, it was two million. And it just kept growing 

from there.” Freemium–and focus—had worked. 

AFTER A DAY AT MAILCHIMP’S headquarters, I wanted to go  

stare at a blank white wall somewhere. The offices are hyper- 

decorated, with the sensibility of a Munchkin on speed and 

more than a hint of bro culture: One conference room has 

tiki-style palm fronds; another has rows of Kurzius’s skate-

board collection; yet another 

has neon signs modeled after 

the ones at the Clermont Hotel, 

home to a famed, long-running 

local strip club. Gigantic tea 

cozies are knitted around the 

columns holding up the con-

verted warehouse’s ceiling, and 

every spare space seems deco-

rated with chimps: big statues, 

small figurines, larger-than-life-

size posters made from crayon, 

cake frosting, and dyed basmati 

rice. Chestnut has chimps on a 

fake movie poster behind his 

desk, showing a human-ape kiss 

(“I love that it just throws people off”), and even on his 

socks. “Not MailChimp socks,” he swears. “When you run a 

company where the chimp is the mascot, people give you 

chimpanzee-related things all the time.” 

But the riot of color and decor and stuff underscores 

MailChimp’s long-standing cultivation of artistic types. The 

co-founders and their employees still talk a lot about hiring 

artists and reaching out to the creative community. Mark 

DiCristina, a top MailChimp marketing executive, used to 

troll Kickstarter for arts-related crowdfunding campaigns 

that were falling short of their goal; shortly before the 

campaign deadlines, he’d use his company credit card to 

make up the difference. 

But MailChimp is far past such guerrilla campaigns  

these days. After the Serial sponsorship, which cost  

the company all of $300,000 and got its name mentioned on 

Saturday Night Live in 2014, MailChimp now spends more 

than $10 million a year on marketing. Chestnut, characteris-

tically, has mixed emotions about the Serial effect and the 

new level of growth it touched off. “It was our best quarter 

ever,” he says, but his reaction to the SNL mention lacks a 

certain jubilation. “The world knows about our brand, but 

we’ve got to really step it up now. It wasn’t a happy moment.”

Around the same time, Kurzius and Chestnut started 

hearing from customers that wanted to do more than send 

out promotions to mailing lists. 

“It’s never been about email,” says Foreman, the VP of 

product management. “It’s been about small businesses, 

helping them create customers and grow their business. So 

what other channels can we provide?” It’s innovation out of 

necessity: MailChimp still avoids cultivating big customers. 

But, Chestnut says, “when you serve small business, the 

churn rate is awful. Fifty percent are dead within five years. 

You’re constantly having to innovate really, really fast. You 

just have to tinker, tinker, tinker, tinker, tinker.”

As MailChimp looked to move beyond email, it spent 

years trying to get meetings with Facebook and Google—and 

then convincing the tech giants that it could deliver them 

more small-business customers. “The thing about Google, 

Facebook, anyone we partnered 

with: None of them care as much 

about small business as we do,” 

Chestnut claims. (A Google 

spokesperson declined to com-

ment; a Facebook spokesperson 

said the company has spent  

$1 billion supporting small busi-

nesses since 2011.) 

Meanwhile, MailChimp still  

has plenty of issues to work on as  

it figures out what it means to be  

a grownup. Diversity is a big one,  

as Chestnut and his employees 

acknowledge; despite the com-

pany’s headquarters in a majority 

African American city, Chestnut  

is the only nonwhite face in a 

seven-person C suite, one that has 

two women. Rapid expansion has 

created some other growing pains. 

A few years ago, Chestnut’s invite 

to an all-hands meeting told cus-

tomer-service workers to shut off 

chat, leading many to believe they 

were about to be fired. “You need 

leadership training,” one of his 

employees told Chestnut afterward. He got some, and eventu-

ally hired a raft of professional executives to take over much of 

the company’s day-to-day oversight. 

Handing off those responsibilities caused some of the 

recent listlessness that sent Chestnut searching for hobbies, 

but also put him back where he’s most comfortable. 

“Every time there’s new strategy you have to get rid of  

old dogma. I love doing that,” he says. “I go around and I tell 

people, ‘Remember what I said? I was wrong. It’s time to 

change.’ ” Suddenly, Ben Chestnut is beaming, aglow with the 

anticipation of that next beautiful headache. 

MARIA ASPAN is an Inc. senior editor. 

company of the year

The thought 
that made 
MailChimp 
soar? “Let’s 
make the 
whole thing 
free.” 
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When Big Data Runs  
Into a Little Reality
If you don’t build a capability 
early in your startup, you’re  
unlikely to get to it later 

tation, security, agriculture, and finance. Angel List 

tracks nearly 5,000 big-data startups in its database. 

The trouble is that many of these companies got 

distracted, you know, starting up a company, so the 

data and analytics projects were back-burnered, and 

then allowed to go cold. “Big-data confessional”  

is one of my favorite startup parlor games—getting 

other founders to admit they never got around to 

creating the intelligence engines they had once 

dreamed of. Time and again, short-term demands 

superseded long-term data dreams. 

I’ve come to believe that the only way to do big 

data right is to do it from day one. At Iodine, we 

had a long list of data-driven ambitions, many of 

which never saw the light of day. But we did, 

thankfully, build out some analytics capacity in our 

early days, and since then we have often gone back 

and improved or fixed our data warehouse and 

infrastructure. It helps that my co-founder’s pedi-

gree is indeed exceptional. He spent time building 

data tools at Google. But our success here owes  

as much to just doing the work when there have 

been so many competing priorities.

And there’s the rub: As easy as it may be to talk 

big about big data, the actual doing is a slog—

plumbing and janitorial tasks that take a lot of effort 

and yield marginal benefits. For many companies, 

that work seems less rewarding than doing the stuff 

that actually might drive hockey stick growth. 

Which is pretty rational, when you think about it.

These days, big data doesn’t quite have the buzz it once did, but its progeny—machine 

learning and deep learning and artificial intelligence—are sown into pitch decks and business 

plans like magic beans. The same story applies: If you’re planning on using one of them 

someday, then it’s probably never going to happen.

And this goes beyond data and analytics. Any startup with some sliver of change-the-

world ambition has a two-step strategy. Today we’re doing X, but tomorrow we’ll be doing 

Y—that’s what we’re really building, they whisper. Trouble is, tomorrow is a long way  

off. And if X starts to drive revenue and growth, it’s almost impossible to shift to Y without 

jeopardizing any current success.

If you really want to be driven by data or A.I. or deep learning or whatever, the best time 

to create that capacity is on day one. Figure out how it aligns with your business plan and 

revenue strategy. And if it doesn’t, either change the business or stop kidding yourself that 

you’ll get around to it. The best time to build the startup of your dreams is before you’ve 

started building anything else.

I
N 2013, WHEN MY CO-FOUNDER AND I started Iodine, we—like 

pretty much any startup—suffered from certain delusions 

of grandeur. Our slick slide deck touted our esteemed  

pedigrees, our unfair advantages, and our uniquely brilliant 

business idea. We were talented, experienced, and  

absolutely original. 

In truth, we were riding in on a pretty crowded band-

wagon—one called big data. We, like a lot of others, saw an 

opportunity to gather large amounts of information (in our 

case, about people’s real-world experiences with medications) 

and put computation to work. Data would go into our black box, 

analytics would happen, and out would pop insights and predictions 

that correlated to better outcomes. Lives would be saved. Money 

would be made. Particularly for health care, data is widely seen as an 

elixir that will revolutionize an ossified industry, rooting out waste and 

failure and bringing intelligence to the marketplace. But the same 

big-data demos were being done in many sectors, including transpor-

Thomas Goetz is a co-founder  
of Iodine, a digital health startup 
based in San Francisco. Follow him 
on Twitter: @tgoetz.
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 “Method provides  
several examples of 

how integrating 
society and  

environment  
actually produces 

better financial 
conditions.”

—Adam Lowrey, co-founder  
of chemical-free household  

products company Method, making 
the case against a “profit-first- 

and-only” business model
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 “The hardest 
thing is that  
it was such a  

long slide.”
—NICK WOODMAN,  

founder and CEO of camera 
company GoPro, reflecting  

on the tough times his  
company has gone through
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IMMIGRATION 

••••

WHEN AN OMINOUS-LOOKING letter  
from the Department of Homeland 
Security arrived, Ximena Hartsock 
felt nervous. The co-founder of 
Phone2Action, a civic-engagement 
startup based in Washington, D.C., 
had helped a few of her 65 employ-
ees obtain visas, but now the DHS 
was retroactively reviewing one 
worker’s status. The letter—known 
as a Request for Evidence—demand-
ed additional documents within  
90 days. “Don’t worry, we’re handling 
it,” Hartsock, who emigrated from 
Chile in 1997, told her employee. “But 
to see this person’s eyes—it’s tough,” 
she says. “It’s very close to the 
anxiety and anguish you feel when 
someone is very sick.” 

For many businesses, 2017 was 
a year of immigration anxiety. If you  
employ immigrants, uncertainty is 
likely taking a toll on them and your 
business. You obviously don’t want to 
lose talented employees, but you also 
can’t afford to run afoul of the law. 
It is illegal to knowingly employ some-
one whose work authorization has 
expired, and companies that do could 
face civil fines or their executives 
might do time. With immigration 
policy in flux, it’s important to know 
about managing—or helping—any 
affected employees. —ANNALYN KURTZ

• Beware of expiring visas 
Some workers present an Employment- 
Authorization Document when they fill out 
their I-9, a form that verifies a worker’s iden-
tity and legal authorization to accept employ-
ment. The EAD is granted to a variety of for-
eigners, including refugees, Dreamers, some 
college students, and even some spouses of 
exchange students, and it includes an expira-
tion date. Careful: It is illegal to rescind a job 
offer because someone’s work authorization 
may expire. Also illegal: selectively asking 
workers to resubmit an I-9 without a good 
reason or asking them to submit more docu-
ments than are required by the I-9 at hiring. 
That said, it is not illegal—indeed, it is recom-
mended—to keep track of expiration dates 
and gently remind employees they need to 
present new proof of work eligibility by those 
dates. “It’s OK to give them a heads-up that 
they’re set to expire,” says Daniel Brown, a 
D.C.-based immigration lawyer and former 
Homeland Security official. He recommends 
giving them 180 days’ notice to renew. 

Despite the political rhetoric, 
our economy needs foreign 
workers. You need to know  
how to protect yours 

TIP SHEET HIRING 

A WORK  
FORCE STILL  
POWERED BY  
IMMIGRANTS 

• 27 million 
Number of U.S. workers who  
are foreign-born—about 17  
percent of the labor force. 
SOURCE: U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS

Portion of the 
work force—
eight million 
employees—who 
are unauthorized 
immigrants.
SOURCE: PEW RESEARCH CENTER

•5%

• The rules vary by visa type  
There are many types of visas, and in some 
cases you will not know the specifics of  
workers’ immigration statuses. So-called 
nonimmigrant visas grant temporary au-
thorization and are not a conduit to perma-
nent residency.  These include the H-1B, 
common in the tech industry, which can be 
extended up to six years; the H-2A, for 
agricultural workers; and the H-2B, often 
used for hospitality and tourism workers.  
In these cases, you act as sponsor and need 
to stay on top of any required renewal proc-
esses. You can hire holders of other immi-
gration statuses—such as Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals or Temporary Pro-
tected Status—based on their job qualifica-
tions. But you can’t ask certain questions 
about their particular work authorization. 
Indeed, bosses who single out certain  
employees with questions such as “Are you 
a DACA ‘Dreamer’?” or “You have a strong 
accent—where are you from?” may find 
themselves triggering a discrimination 
complaint, says Greg Siskind, an immigra-
tion lawyer and founder of Memphis-based 
Siskind Susser. The questions can imply  
an intent to discriminate in the workplace.

IMMIGRATION 

5%5%
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ANXIETY

Photograph by 
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WHEN AUTHORIZATION EXPIRES
—
KNOW THE RISKS OF TURNING A BLIND EYE  
Once renewals are no longer possible for some workers, 
including Dreamers, you’ll face a hard choice: Fire them or risk 
breaking the law. The truth is, enforcement on employers is 

pretty rare. Given that the annual number of I-9 
inspections averages just 2,095, odds are low that you’ll 
be caught if you employ an unauthorized worker. But 
if you are caught, you can face civil penalties, or even jail 
time for a persistent pattern of violations. Although 

President Trump has pledged to increase the number of 
U.S. Customs and Border Protection agents and Immigra-

tion and Customs Enforcement agents, there is no indication 
that his administration will bring back the disruptive work-
site raids that were more common under President George 
W. Bush. “It’s rare to have employers be caught no matter 
what,” says David Bier, an immigration policy analyst at the 
Cato Institute. “But if there was a situation in which employ-
ers decided to knowingly continue to hire someone illegally—
for example, as an act of civil disobedience—then they could 
be prosecuted for a felony for harboring illegal workers.” 

PAY OUT ACCRUED SICK AND VACATION DAYS  
Workers who lose their authorization are ineligible for unem-
ployment benefits and could face a sudden loss of income. 
That said, in many states, these employees are still entitled 
to any accrued money owed for vacation and sick leave. You 
should pay out these balances as quickly as possible. “Just 
because you’re terminating someone because they’re not 
work authorized anymore doesn’t mean you get out of your 
obligations as an employer,” says Siskind Susser’s Greg 
Siskind. Likewise, workers are entitled to keep any vested 
portions of an employer-sponsored retirement account 
when their work authorization ends. There’s no law against 
offering severance payments consistent with your employ-
ment policies to help cushion the blow as well. 

KEEP THE DOOR OPEN
With the labor supply tightening, you might want to offer  
an unpaid leave of absence and hold a worker’s job while  
he or she seeks other forms of work authorization. If not, 
writing a strong recommendation letter can help your 
departing employee seek work elsewhere. Alternatively, 
companies that already have foreign offices can relocate 
employees. Zendesk, with locations in Europe and Asia, 
will consider relocating immigrant employees who are 
unable to renew their work permits, says SVP John Geschke. 
And even smaller companies can now consider setting up 
a telecommute for a valuable employee.

85k 
Limit on H-1B visas in fiscal  
2018, including 20,000 for  
workers with advanced degrees. 
SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY

450,954
Number of people deported last 
year by DHS. About 22,550 of  
those fell under the category that 
includes “significant visa abuse.”
SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY

$4,384
Maximum penalty for first-time 
offenders for each unauthorized  
worker they’ve hired.  
SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

• 
FLAGGING THE 
TROUBLE SPOTS  
There are different 
types of visas and 
work authorization 
for different kinds  
of workers. 

• •

• Help with legal services 
Refer  workers to immigration attorneys,  
create a legal guidance hotline, or pay legal 
fees. Set up these services so workers  
can access them confidentially, says Siskind,  
though they’re free to share information. At 
Zendesk, some DACA recipients voluntarily told 
the firm of their status after President Trump’s 
September announcement that he intended  
to wind down the program. “This uncertainty is 
hard for employees,” says chief legal officer and 
senior vice president John Geschke. “We tell 
them we’re committed to finding a solution. 
It’s also crucial to have a vigorous antidiscrimi-
nation policy published for all employees, and 
to emphasize your commitment to that policy.”

ANXIETY

tion and Customs Enforcement agents, there is no indication tion and Customs Enforcement agents, there is no indication 
that his administration will bring back the disruptive work-that his administration will bring back the disruptive work-
site raids that were more common under President George 
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 • TIME TO REFOCUS

A GoPro Hero5 camera.  
Its launch was complicated  
by a quality-control issue.

52 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018



The untold story of how massive success 
made GoPro’s Nick Woodman lose his 

way—and how he plans to bring his  
company back from the brink

By Tom Foster

DOUBTS,

FEARS,
AND TWO  

VERY 
BAD YEARS

PHOTOGRAPH BY AMANDA RINGSTAD
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Red-tailed hawks wheel around the sky outside the wall of  

windows of the GoPro founder’s hilltop office in San Mateo, 

California. A few miles east and far below, the San Francisco Bay 

twinkles in the late-September light. Mementos of a life spent 

surfing around the world, driving racecars, and hanging out with 

his heroes, like surfing legend Kelly Slater, line the credenza 

behind Woodman’s desk.

A day ago, the 42-year-old Woodman stood center stage  

in the planetarium at the California Academy of Sciences and 

introduced his company’s latest cameras and services, along 

with virtual-reality videos projected onto the room’s domed 

ceiling to show off all the new tricks the products can pull off. 

Today, a bit bleary from the festivities that followed, Woodman 

is opening up about the long, difficult journey that led to this 

launch—one that saw his publicly traded company’s stock 

bottom out below $8 a share, down from the high of $98.

After a decade of breakneck growth, GoPro held one of  

the most successful tech IPOs of 2014, which earned Woodman 

comparisons to Steve Jobs. But the past two years have been a 

cautionary tale: botched product rollouts, sweeping layoffs, a 

giant new initiative shuttered. The company was profitable each 

year following its bootstrapped launch, but it has lost money 

every quarter from the end of 2015 until the third quarter of 2017.

The nadir came in late 2016. That September, after a devastat-

ing year of setbacks, GoPro announced a long-awaited new  

product, a drone called the Karma. Within a few weeks of the 

release, drones were losing power midflight and falling from the 

sky. The product intended to herald GoPro’s triumphant come-

back was, literally, crashing to the ground, and sooner or later one 

would hit somebody. Maybe a child. That thought, amid a long 

retelling of company woes, is what makes Woodman break down. 

The company that he dreamed up on an extended 2002 trip to 

Australia and Indonesia because he wanted to film himself surf-

ing, that created an entirely new product category and the world’s 

best-selling camera, that made him and his best friends who 

joined the company early on fabulously wealthy—that company 

NICK 
WOODMAN 
IS CRYING. 

PHOTOGRAPH BY MATHEW SCOTT

NICK 
WOODMAN WOODMAN 
IS CRYING. IS CRYING. 



•
CLEARING SKIES? 

GoPro’s Nick Woodman, 
photographed at his office 

in San Mateo, California. 
After a wildly successful 

decade-plus run, his 
company now must claw its 
way back from tough times.  

BUILD



was now a punch line, and maybe a threat to safety. As of the 

autumn of 2017, GoPro has delivered three solid quarters in a 

row—growing revenue, cutting costs, meeting or beating guid-

ance—and it claims it will return to steady profitability in 2018. 

Still, Woodman makes clear, the past few years have left scars. 

“The hardest thing is that it was such a long slide,”  

Woodman says. “If you gaffe it here or there, everybody  

does, right? But when you’re sliding down the hillside  

and wondering when you’re going to be able to stop, and  

at times you’re not even sure why you’re sliding in the  

first place, and then you factor in that you’ve been so suc-

cessful for so many years, you’re just like, ‘Wait. Where did 

we start to suck at this? What is going on?’ ”

 G
OPRO REALLY STARTED TO take off in the 

early years of this decade. Point-of-

view videos shot by GoPro cameras 

attached to surfboards, ski helmets, 

bike frames, and pets suddenly became 

ubiquitous on YouTube. Nobody had 

ever seen footage like 

this; it was a new, dizzy-

ingly personal, and mes-

merizing art form. 

Back then, Woodman 

talked about a virtuous cycle that, he believed, 

fueled the company’s growth. As people saw 

more GoPro videos online, they’d become  

inspired to buy GoPro cameras. The more that 

happened, the more videos would be created  

and shared online. The product created its  

own advertising, in other words, and Woodman  

intended to keep that going as much as possible. 

He also made clear that, to spin the virtuous cycle 

ever faster, GoPro would eventually have to  

become a media company, he figured. It was a 

great marketing concept. It was also a trap that 

would nearly kill his company. 

Fast-forward to 2014. Woodman and one of his oldest GoPro 

pals, Bradford Schmidt, went surfing at Greyhound Rock, a 

legendary break near Santa Cruz. Schmidt, who had met Wood-

man in Indonesia on the trip that seeded the company, was 

GoPro’s creative director, in charge of building out its YouTube 

channel and creating inspiring promotional videos. Now the 

company was considering investing heavily in media, and build-

ing an online platform for original, professionally produced 

video—akin to its own version of Hulu—to further stoke camera 

sales and build a whole new revenue stream around the content. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Schmidt asked Wood-

man as they sat on their boards waiting for a wave.

“If we don’t,” Woodman said, “we’re always going to sit 

and wonder why we didn’t.”

There was another important motivator. In the run-up  

to the IPO, the debate about GoPro’s valuation coalesced 

around two arguments. One camp argued that GoPro’s prod-

ucts could be easily replicated. The other camp argued that 

GoPro’s unrealized potential as a media company was huge. 

(Media companies’ stocks often trade at higher multiples 

than those of hardware companies.) When the stock took  

off, eventually valuing the company at nearly $15 billion,  

that second argument became the prevailing wisdom. 

“We couldn’t have a conversation about GoPro without 

everybody wanting to talk about the media side of the business,” 

Woodman says. And—in an apt reminder of how going public 

can warp a company’s mission—by whipping up all the excite-

ment about the media opportunity, GoPro created an impera-

tive to pursue it, or else not live up to investors’ expectations.  

“It wasn’t only like, ‘We should accelerate the build-out of our 

media business so we can maintain the stock price,’ ” Woodman 

remembers. “When your business is on fire and you have a high 

valuation, you want to take responsible advantage of that.” 

On top of that, GoPro’s virtuous cycle had been driven pri-

marily by users’ videos, even though offloading camera footage, 

editing it on a computer, and then sharing it on social media 

was, at best, cumbersome. The company knew that it needed to 

build better software to address those issues, but creating it was 

no simple task. “We had to build an entirely new software 

team,” Woodman says. “It was 

a major reset, and was going 

to take maybe two years to get 

the software to where it could start to contribute to this vision. 

So if we wanted to pursue a media strategy, we were going to 

need to shift to more professional content.”

In 2014 and 2015, GoPro hired more than 100 staffers to bulk 

up this nascent entertainment business, including a former CBS  

executive to run it. The company started spending millions of 

dollars to develop a slate of documentaries and TV-like series. 

Then the core business started to sag.

THE LEGEND OF GOPRO revolves around Woodman and his surfing 

buddies figuring it out on the fly. “There were about three of  

us in engineering,” remembers Meghan Laffey, the company’s 

33-year-old VP of product, who started almost eight years ago. 

“We used the contract manufacturers’ engineers.” When she 

discussed formal product testing with Woodman, she says, he 

demurred, preferring to strap a camera to somebody’s surf-

board or dirt bike—“just doing fun stuff with it.” 

“We didn’t know our ass from our elbow,” Woodman admits. 

“We just had ideas. I remember going to meetings with the CEO 

of the manufacturer of our first digital camera, and I would  

• SEA AND SKY 

GoPro’s portability, ruggedness, and ease of use 
gave the world an entirely new visual lexicon  
for amateur photography. The two photos on the 
opposite page were submitted to GoPro by fans. 
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just be blunt, like, ‘I don’t know how to do this, but if I explain 

to you what I want to do, can you help me figure it out?’ ” 

As the company grew, it hired more engineers and generally 

became more sophisticated. But before its IPO, and even after-

ward, it still didn’t always know what it didn’t know. The  

quarter before its IPO, GoPro reported a year-over-year sales 

decline: It had oversold cameras to retailers in the prior quar-

ter, which led to fewer reorders in the following one. “Poor 

inventory management,” Woodman concedes now. “We were 

still building out the infrastructure of our business.” 

Nevertheless, 2014 was a huge year for GoPro, with the 

fourth quarter alone hauling in $634 million, a 75 percent jump 

from the year prior. Even better, Woodman felt, he would soon 

wow the world with GoPro’s smallest and simplest camera yet.

On July 6, 2015, GoPro unveiled the Hero4 Session, a little 

waterproof cube with no screen and a single button. Its price: 

$399, the same as the far more powerful Hero4 Silver. Session 

was originally conceived as a $199 entry-level product. “But 

using it was so exciting and so simple,” Woodman recalls, “I felt 

this is the ultimate GoPro”—so he priced it like a premium 

product. Woodman was so confident that he didn’t make a big 

marketing push for the Session, figuring it would just go viral. 

He was wrong. The camera was so simple as to be hard for 

new users to figure out. The lack of marketing meant little buzz. 

And the price was way too high. GoPro dropped it by $100 in 

September, and then by another $100 in early December. 

“Everybody loved everything we were doing,” says Jeff 

Brown, GoPro’s SVP of communications, recognizing a classic 

case of hubris. “We thought we could just throw the thing out 

the door and charge $399—they’ll buy it because it’s a GoPro.”

W
HEN GOPRO’S VALUATION took off, so did Wood-

man’s. Published reports say he owns about 

30 percent of GoPro’s shares (and 77 percent 

of the voting shares); by September 2014,  

he was worth well over $3 billion. That year,  

he was the highest-paid CEO in America, 

according to Bloomberg. Over the years, he’s bought a  

180-foot yacht, a Gulfstream G5 jet, homes in Hawaii and 

Montana, a fleet of vintage sports cars. He’s always unapolo-

getically loved toys and adventures, so while all that rich- 

guy stuff might look gross on someone else, on Woodman it 

looked like whom he’d always been —just a bigger and badder 

version. “I’m being myself,” Woodman says, “living a big life 

and bringing friends and family along. If I drive a shitty car  

to work, who am I kidding?”

The company established some lavish spending habits too. 

“We went from around 700 employees at the time of the IPO to 

1,600 in 18 months,” says C.J. Prober, a former Electronic Arts 

executive who took over as COO earlier this year after several 

years building GoPro’s software strategy. 

In the media division, Brad Schmidt remembers, budgets 

increased 10-fold: “All of a sudden, we go from trying to get 

$10,000 to go do a shoot to somebody saying, ‘Well, how 

about $100,000?’ The company invested a massive amount.” 

(Woodman won’t divulge how much, other than to say “too 

much.”) Variety reported that the company was developing 

more than 30 series—including a travel show called Beyond 

Places, a family show called Kids Save the World, and a reality 

show about New York City motorcycle cops. The plan was  

to release them on the streaming platform the company was 

developing, and charge for premium programming, such as 

live events. 

The platform never launched. Neither did most of the 

shows. In the fourth quarter of 2015, GoPro announced its  

first unprofitable quarter since the IPO. Its share price sank  

to around $10—about a 10th of its onetime value—where it’s 

hovered ever since. Woodman finally started worrying about 

all the money he was dumping into media. “It was becoming 

clear this was increasingly expensive and, god, it would be 

nice to be investing this money into the core business.”

Most important, the shows didn’t stoke the virtuous cycle 

that Woodman had always relied on to sell more cameras. 

“From the beginning,” Schmidt says, “it was like we were 

empowering people to get up off the couch to use the cameras: 

‘We’re gonna show your videos on YouTube. We’re gonna 

supply you with a camera that enables you to do it yourself.’ 

When it went to the entertainment platform, we were creating 

content for you to watch passively.”

As GoPro continued to be unprofitable in 2016, Woodman 

realized something. “We went from being thrifty and scrappy 

and efficient and wildly innovative to being bloated and—

what’s the opposite of thrifty? It was undermining the 

strength of our brand and deconstructing everything we  

had built.” But when it comes to the entertainment division’s 

failures, he blames only himself. “Ultimately, the responsibility 

“IT MADE US LOOK
LIKE WE WERE  
COMPLETELY 
INCOMPETENT.” 
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falls on me to coordinate focus and our investments, to  

rationalize it back to the core business. I didn’t do a good  

job of that. I’m the one who put the cart before the horse.”

 S
TILL, GOPRO CONTINUED barreling toward unveiling 

its entertainment initiative by the end of 2016. 

Woodman felt he had a roster of new products 

that would reignite the camera business. GoPro 

had acquired several small software outfits that 

would make it easier to edit videos and built a 

service that made it simpler to offload footage 

from a camera. It had a new flagship camera in 

the works that would be waterproof without a 

separate case, and it was building its Karma drone, which would 

launch the company into a hot new market that many were 

predicting would rule the holidays that year. 

When the release date finally came that September, Wood-

man ran onto a stage at the Squaw Valley Ski Resort near Lake 

Tahoe, high-fiving a screaming crowd stocked with GoPro-

sponsored athletes and influential lifestyle vloggers who get 

free GoPro cameras. The past two years had battered the 

formerly charmed brand, but now he’d show the world that 

the company still had that old GoPro magic. 

Except it didn’t. A few weeks later, GoPro acknowledged 

“production issues” with its new Hero5 Black flagship (it was 

leaking when underwater, Woodman says now) and had to 

scramble to fix the flaw. Ultimately there were fewer Hero5 

Blacks on shelves for the crucial holiday season. Days later, a 

customer posted a YouTube video showing a new Karma drone 

plummeting to earth midflight. “It was hovering and just 

crashed,” the customer wrote under the video. “Battery was 

fully charged any [sic] everything.” At GoPro headquarters,  

an executive rushed into Woodman’s office to tell him they’d 

received multiple similar reports, and the company scrambled 

an emergency boardroom meeting. 

Only a few thousand drones had shipped, so they knew the 

situation was containable. But since nobody had a clue what 

was wrong with them, there was no quick fix. The only option 

was a total recall, which they issued within a few hours. “This 

wasn’t like somebody’s camera was freezing up and they’re 

not getting the shot,” Woodman says. “It was a [four-pound] 

drone that could fall out of the sky and hit a kid. And as soon 

as you say that, you’re just like … ” He chokes up and pauses to 

compose himself. “You pull it. It was like, ‘Fuck.’ 

“That launch and the perception that GoPro was rocking 

again,” he continues, “it was so good for morale. And then to 

have our reputation falling out of the sky, coupled with the 

Hero5 Black problem—it was absolutely crushing. It made us 

look like we were completely incompetent.” 

Teams of employees flew hundreds of the recalled drones 

above the company parking lot for weeks, and eventually 

learned that a simple plastic latch was coming loose, causing 

the battery connection to slip out of place. That meant the 

problem was easily fixable. But the Hero5 Black issue, too, 

stemmed from a lapse in quality control. The camera wall was 

only 0.2 millimeter thick in one spot, Woodman says, and 

water pressure blew it out. The real cause of both problems, 

BE CAUTIOUS WHEN  

TALKING ABOUT THE FUTURE

“Be very careful about sharing 
ideas about where you  
want to take your business 
tomorrow, because it’s the 
tomorrow that everybody is 
going to become fixated on. 
They’re not going to appreci-
ate enough who you are 
today, and you’re going to 
have immense pressure to 
realize tomorrow faster than 
you otherwise would have. 
You may inadvertently shift 
focus from what’s making 
you so successful today.  
Be warned that if you fail  
to continue to execute on 
today, you may not be 
around for tomorrow. That’s 
what happened to us.”

BEING GREAT AT ONE THING 

DOESN’T MEAN YOU’RE GREAT 

AT ALL THINGS

“One of the big lessons is 
that when things are going 
really well, you can be  
lured into thinking that 
everything’s easier than it 
is. Because you’re doing  
a really good job, you think 
you must be smart and good 
at this stuff. So, why can’t  
we go do this other thing?  
The reality is that you can’t 
expect your experience in 
your core business to trans-
late. Just because you’re  
a World Series–winning 

pitcher doesn’t mean you 
can go play quarterback.”

STICK TO WHAT YOU FEEL  

MOST STRONGLY ABOUT

“It comes down to how  
much authentic passion you 
have for something. When  
I look back, I don’t think  
that we had the authentic 
passion for being in the  
entertainment business. We 
did for being in the inspira-
tion business. I learned never  
to pursue a business oppor-
tunity if it goes outside  
of what you, as an individual 
and as a business, have  
passion for. Because if it’s 
not authentic to you, your 
instincts start to falter.”

SIMPLER IS BETTER

“As an individual, how you 
organize your day affects 
your productivity. As a  
company, how you organize 
your teams and your com-
munication affects your 
efficiency. What we did was, 
we structured ourselves as a 
much bigger business. But 
complexity breeds complex-
ity, and we learned that when 
the organization is struc-
tured that way, you’re not as 
nimble. You’re not as ath-
letic. When you have fewer 
lines of communication, 
things are less likely to break 
or get lost in translation.”

NICK WOODMAN: 
WHAT I’VE LEARNED
Company miscues and unforgiving 
public markets have taught 
Woodman bitter lessons. What are  
his takeaways from his wild ride? 
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he continues, was that “the teams were killing themselves to 

launch the products on time. We were doing too many things, 

and it was taking too long to make decisions because manage-

ment was juggling too many projects at once.” Brown puts it 

more bluntly: “We knew that if we didn’t figure out some way 

to reorganize, the company was just not going to survive.” 

WEEKS AFTER THE KARMA RECALL, GoPro announced layoffs. Then, 

in March 2017, a month after the Karma was finally reintro-

duced, came a second round of layoffs. All told, around 500 

people were fired—more than a quarter of the company. The 

entertainment division was shuttered, though a few dozen 

company stalwarts stayed on. Management took a big hit too: 

More than 40 percent of the people at VP level or higher  

departed, says Prober.

Before the IPO, GoPro had been a fairly simple operation, 

with sales, marketing, engineering, and design teams working 

on all of the company’s products. After the IPO, as GoPro tried 

to build new businesses, the company moved to a more siloed 

structure, where multiple divisions—software, hardware,  

media—ran largely as separate business units. This bred more 

bureaucracy and made communication and collaboration  

difficult—which, Prober contends, enabled some mistakes. With 

the layoffs, GoPro went back to its earlier, flatter structure. 

“We decided to simplify everything and get back to the business 

that we knew and loved as a private company,” Woodman says.

“We talk all the time about how a business really is like a 

person,” he continues, “and that if you are trying to live up  

to other people’s expectations, you’re going to live a miserable 

life. If you’re trying to be something you’re not, everybody’s 

going to know it, and nobody’s going to think highly of you 

for it. And the truer that you can be to yourself, the better 

chance you have of fully realizing your potential. As soon as  

I was able to think of [restructuring] in those terms, it was 

just like, ‘OK. Well, here’s what we’ve got to do.’ ”

Woodman started sharing his contrition with the entire 

company. Previously, GoPro had held quarterly all-hands pep 

rallies, called hangs, but now the company added more subdued 

monthly affairs, with Woodman standing in front of a few hun-

dred employees (the rest watched online) giving a speech and 

then taking hard questions for as long as two hours. “Nick is  

so charismatic, he has such a positive vibe,” says his old buddy 

Schmidt, “that it was hard to watch him sit for 30 seconds and 

try to compose himself to find the words to encourage people.”

There are indications that the new strategy is working. The 

Hero6 camera shipped to retailers early and was ready for sale 

the day it was announced. The company produces far fewer 

videos than a year ago, but they perform better. “The mean video 

views is up 65 percent,” Prober says. 

Woodman credits more realistic goals. “We used to try to 

hit home runs every year,” he says. “We would rather hit sin-

gles, doubles, and triples consistently.” It’s not as sexy as break-

ing into entertainment, but it is how you lead a more grown-up 

company toward measured, long-term growth.

W 
OODMAN KNOWS IT WILL TAKE TIME for GoPro to 

mend its reputation. “Say you have a friend 

who goes off the rails and isn’t very reliable,” he 

says, “and then he or she comes to tell you, ‘I 

recognize I’ve not been a great friend, and I’m 

changing that.’ You’d be very appreciative, but 

you’d be super suspect of that individual for a long time.”

Making a convincing case starts with the products. At the 

launch event this past September, the company announced 

many upgrades to its Hero camera, including a custom- 

designed chip that enables more stable and higher-resolution 

action shots. It made offloading, editing, and sharing videos 

easier than ever, thanks to a clever automatic editor that  

stitches clips together for you. And it announced a new spheri-

cal camera called Fusion, which can pull out any still or mov-

ing image from the spherical footage—a feature called 

OverCapture that essentially makes it possible to shoot in mul-

tiple directions at once and frame your photo or video after 

you shoot it. Which is a serious bit of innovation.

And yet the company faces many challenges. The 

worry for GoPro used to be that other electronics com-

panies would create cheaper action cams that might eat 

away at GoPro’s lead. That’s happened. Today the big-

ger threat may be to GoPro’s core mission. Woodman 

has long talked about how his company helps people 

“capture and share their lives’ most meaningful experi-

ences,” but now that idea is everywhere. Smartphone 

cameras are better than ever, Snap unveiled Spectacles 

in late 2016, and Google announced a wearable camera 

called Clips that aims to help people passively film their 

lives—and those are just a few recent developments. 

Woodman argues that GoPro doesn’t compete with smart-

phone cameras, but rather makes “untethered lenses” for 

phones. That is, GoPros are accessories that unlock possibilities 

for tech-enabled amateur auteurs. He foresees new forms of 

cameras and storytelling tools that change what’s possible—as 

the original GoPro did, and the new Fusion’s OverCapture does.

It’s a future Woodman will have to invent without all of 

his buddies around him. Since the IPO, most have retired and 

returned to the surfing life, just with a lot more money. 

“There are points when I look at what they’re doing and say, 

‘Wow, that looks pretty good,’ ” Woodman admits. “But I can 

tell that I’m doing what I’m meant to do right now. It feels 

good to be part of this team that’s turning GoPro around. 

This is my baby.” He’s surfing too. The waves are treacher-

ous. But he’s still standing. 

TOM FOSTER is an Inc. editor-at-large. 
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AS TESLA STRUGGLES to build 

enough cars to fill orders, 
other, independently  
funded companies, such as  
Karma, are gaining traction;  
and the revived Volvo is 
committed to producing only 
electric vehicles and hybrids 
beginning in 2019. BMW, 
Nissan, GM, and Toyota 
continue to launch EVs. 
Despite low gas prices, the 
logic and inevitability of EVs 
are becoming more apparent. 
EVs first hit the road in the 
19th century but lost the 
power struggle to internal 
combustion. Firms founded 
in the 21st century (far right) 
continue to advance the 
argument. Today, EV firms are 
making cars, vans, buses, and 
trucks—Tesla is launching a 
semi—as they rewire the auto 
industry. But which ones can 
generate enough juice for the 
long run? —BY STEVE GOLDBERG

THE LONG 
ROAD TO 
ELECTRIC 
CARS 

P OW E R  P L AYS

• FORD TOUTS EVs   
The Detroit Electric Car Co. produced 
13,000 EVs—that’s Tom Edison next  
to one—from 1907 to 1939. Henry Ford 
announced plans in 1914 to work with 
Edison to launch a Ford EV. He never 
did. Internal-combustion engines  
prevailed for the rest of the century. 

1914

• A CAR FOR A CRISIS 
Responding to OPEC’s oil embargo  

of the United States, Sebring- 
Vanguard’s CitiCar made its debut in 

1974 with a top speed of more than  
30 mph and a warm-weather range of 
40 miles. Founded by former Chrysler 

dealer Bob Beaumont, the Sebring,  
Florida–based outfit was, by 1976, the 

sixth-largest U.S. automaker. From 1974 
to 1979, when the company went  

under, 4,444 vehicles were built. Its 
successor, Commuter Vehicles, owned 

by Frank Flowers, built an estimated  
2,144 Comuta-Cars until 1982.

1974

250  
The range in miles of the  
Chevy Bolt, as tested by  

Consumer Reports—  
the best in its class. Range  
anxiety has been one of the  
biggest hurdles for drivers,  

but better battery  
technology is putting that  

issue in the rearview.

• EVs BECOME COOL 
Toyota’s U.S. entry established 

the market for EVs and gas-
electric hybrids. The Prius  

became a status symbol in  
Hollywood, evidence of your 

green cred. It set other car 
makers in motion—and some  

entrepreneurs to dreaming. 

2000

• ROGER SMITH 
GM boss Roger Smith backed 
the company’s first electric 
car, the EV1. GM would lease 
more than 1,000 EV1s before 
ultimately recalling them 
in 1999—and then junking 
them, along with the EV 
program. 

1996

• THE EV TAXI DEBUTS ON BROADWAY
Isaac Rice’s Electric Vehicle Company built and  
operated a fleet of 100 EV taxis in New York City.  
The firm imploded after he was bought out. Rice 
turned to submarines; his Electric Boat Company 
later evolved into General Dynamics.

1898
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RESTARTING HIS ENGINE 
Henrik Fisker is a great designer, but  
his first EV outfit sputtered. In 2016 he 
started Fisker Inc., which will try to erase 
that failure with the EMotion, a luxury 
sedan priced at $129,000—in line with  
the Karma Revero and Tesla Model S. In 
addition to style, Fisker is promising a 
fast-charging, 400-mile-range EV. The 
company is taking reservations ($2,000), 
but delivery isn’t scheduled until 2019.  

2016

• DRIVING TO GET TO MARKET  
Faraday Future’s FF91 prototype is similar to  
Tesla’s Model X crossover and boasts slick design 
and tech innovations such as the patented FF 
Echelon Inverter (not to be confused with a flux 
capacitor). But the company, started in 2014 and 
financed by serial EV investor Jia Yueting, has had 
the same executive turnover issues that Tesla 
once did—though without any sales. Production  
is slated to begin in 2018. 

BUILD

• GET ON THE BUS
Arguably the most Millennial 

of the new EV firms, Local 
Motors is combining crowd-

sourced design and 3-D 
printing into a nontraditional 

process called direct digital 
manufacturing, done in four 

mini factories. Co-founded in 
2008 by CEO Jay Rogers,  

an ex–Marine officer and 
McKinsey consultant, it 
prints EVs such as Olli, a 

driverless shuttle that runs 
on IBM’s Watson platform. 

2008

•TECH’S STAR CAR 
Elon Musk founded Tesla in 
2003, and five years later it 
released its $109,000 Road-
ster as bait: It was designed 
to attract interest and  
investment, enabling the 
company to build more  
affordable, mass-market 
cars. It did. In 2017, Tesla has 
some 450,000 orders for its 
$35,000 Model 3. And no 
profits. While Musk tries  
to unsnarl production prob-
lems, Tesla alumni are busy 
with their own creations. 

2003 195,000
Projected U.S. unit sales of EVs in 2017, another record 

year. Worldwide, EV sales should top one million,  
with China becoming the No. 1 global market.  

Source: GreenCarReports.com

• UPSTATE UPSTART 
The Bollinger Motors B1 was “developed,  
designed, and engineered in Hobart, New York” 
following the company’s founding in 2014 by 
serial entrepreneur Robert Bollinger. The B1 is 
an SUT—a sport utility truck, the first EV  
designed for off-road. It has the Spartan look of 
a Hummer made by Lego, and is geared toward 
the utility truck market. There are 10,000  
orders for the as-yet-unbuilt $60,000 SUT. 

2014

PARTS DEPARTMENT 
After departing Tesla in 2008, 
co-founder Martin Eberhard 
moved to Lucid Motors before 
launching InEvit in 2016. His 
firm isn’t a car maker. It will 
license and supply “chassis 
architecture”—power trains, 
energy storage, and manage-
ment systems—to EV makers. 
China’s SF Motors bought In-
Evit last October.

2016

• 
COMES WITH A VACUUM? 

Appliance designer 
James Dyson on why 

he’ll invest $1 billion to 
create a new EV:  

“We are starting from 
scratch. There isn’t one 

that is suitable.”

2017

• FAST AND  
CURIOUS

Lucid Motors’ 
$60,000 Air prototype 

can reach 235 mph, 
which may not be as 

fast as the rumors 
swirling around 

whether it will be 
acquired. A would-be 
Tesla killer when the 

company launched in 
2007, Lucid, previously 

known as Atieva and 
started by a Tesla 

alum, has run through 
two Chinese investors 

and is now seeking 
funding for a factory. 

2007

2014

2014

• KALIFORNIA KOOL 
The Karma Revero is gorgeous, fun to drive—and in pro-
duction. Karma Automotive is the successor to Fisker 
Automotive, maker of the Finnish-designed Fisker  
Karma hybrid, which debuted in 2012 and sold fewer than 
2,500 cars before production halted. Founder Henrik 
Fisker left the company in 2013. Reorganized in 2014 and 
restaffed, Karma is run by entrepreneur Tom Corcoran 
and former GM exec Jim Taylor with funding by Chinese 
auto parts giant Wanxiang Group. “It’s essentially a 
startup,” says Taylor. The solar-roofed, $130,000 Revero 
is being built in Moreno Valley, California. 
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WHEN IT COMES TO RETIREMENT PLANNING, timing is everything. 

You have to do some things as early as possible—like starting 

to put money away for retirement—but you also have to 

consider when to take on big pre-retirement expenses. 

Those can include starting a family (with all the daily and 

college tuition expenses that entails) or starting a business. 

Perhaps you want to do both. But that doesn’t mean you 

should let your retirement planning slide.

“The key is to start saving early,” says Ric Edelman,  

co-founder of advisory firm Edelman Financial. “The earlier 

you start, the more compound interest can work for you.”

Indeed, if a 25-year-old saved just $250 per month, he  

or she could expect to have more than $1 million at retire-

ment, assuming a 9 percent average rate of return. But  

a decade-long delay in starting that savings account would 

require that this individual save more than twice as much 

to have the same nest egg. 

That’s assuming you don’t tap those savings. But surveys 

conducted by the small-business marketing firm Manta found 

that 66 percent of entrepreneurs use their personal savings  

to launch their companies, while some 34 percent of business 

owners have no retirement plan at all. Follow these steps to 

avoid making the same mistakes. 

Postpone Parenthood if Possible

You might not immediately think of this as a retirement  

strategy, but nothing makes 

saving early quite as simple  

as having kids late. Just ask Ross 

Gerber, co-founder of Gerber 

Kawasaki Wealth and Investment Management. At 46, he is the 

proud parent of two preschoolers, ages 5 and 2.

“Often the easiest way to tell if somebody is rich or poor  

is to look at the age they were when they started a family,”  

says Gerber. “The later you start, the better.”

The Department of Agriculture estimates that the  

average middle-income family spends more than $1,100 a 

month raising a child. Each month you delay that expense  

Get ready for big life expenses,  
including retirement,  
with these tips 
BY KATHY KRISTOF

BALANCE SPENDING NOW 
WITH SAVING FOR LATER

•
FAMILY PLANNING
Almost half of Americans 
prioritize saving for their  
kids’ education over their  
own retirement, according  
to Personal Capital.

S I M P L E  S O LU T I O N S

BALANCE SPENDING NOW 
WITH SAVING FOR LATERWITH SAVING FOR LATER

The Fidelity Retirement ScoreSM

It’s like a credit score for your retirement plan. Answer just a few questions and we’ll give you
a numerical score that shows you how well you’re doing as you save for retirement, and help
you find ways to improve your score.
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puts you in a better position to save.

By the way, delaying parenthood is not just about saving. 

Professional women who wait until age 35 to have children 

earn an average of $50,000 more than those who have chil-

dren at 20, according to Elizabeth Gregory, author of Ready: 

Why Women Are Embracing the New Later Motherhood. 

Older moms also tend to have more work experience,  

often putting in more than a decade to establish their careers. 

That can give them the clout to structure postpartum jobs  

that wouldn’t be available to 20-year-olds with limited work  

experience. That leads to less time out of the work force,  

higher incomes, and more savings. 

And you’ll need more savings if you do have 

kids—especially for their college expenses.  

But having children or committing to sending 

them to the best schools money can buy 

shouldn’t derail your retirement planning.

Look at College as an Investment

The notion that college is an “investment” has 

been used to justify spending almost any amount 

on getting a degree. Instead, parents should  

evaluate an investment in college just as they 

would an investment in the stock market and 

consider how well it might pay off. Your chil-

dren “are going to college as a financial invest-

ment in their future earnings,” as Edelman puts 

it. “That means you have to apply financial crite-

ria to the decision—not just about whether to go, 

but where to go and how you do it. If your kids 

want to enter a profession that is not financially 

rewarding, you have to make sure that you  

obtain that education at the lowest possible cost.” 

That may mean going to a state school  

rather than a private one, spending two years  

at a community college and living at home,  

or delaying college for a year or two to work. 

Get a Bead on Where You Stand

Most people have no idea where they stand with retirement 

planning, because they’ve never done the math to determine 

whether they’ll have enough. That’s understandable to some 

degree, since retirement calculations are complex, requiring 

speculation about inflation, interest rates, and longevity, plus  

a bit of long-forgotten algebra. 

Web-based retirement calculators can help. My favorite of 

these online tools is Kiplinger’s Retirement Savings Calcula-

tor, because it is clear about the assumptions that are being 

made about your investment returns and how much you think 

you’ll need to live on. Better yet, if it turns out that you don’t 

have enough saved already, this calculator will tell you just 

how much you need to sock away each month from now until 

your projected retirement date to have the savings you’ll need. 

Consider Delaying Retirement

If the previous exercise leaves you depressed and certain  

that you’ll never be able to save enough, realize that delaying 

retirement, even by a year or two, can have a dramatic impact 

on your retirement readiness. That’s partly because Social 

Security pays an 8 percent bonus for each year 

you delay taking monthly benefits after your 

ordinary retirement age. But it’s also because this 

delay gives you more time to save and your money 

more time to grow, and reduces the number  

of retirement years you’re financing. (After all, 

delaying retirement doesn’t mean you’ll live 

longer. You’ll simply have fewer no-wage years  

to finance.) As a simple rule of thumb, for each 

year you delay retirement, you add nearly three 

years to your retirement security.

Curb Your Enthusiasm

Once the kids are done with school and out  

of the house, parents are likely to have far more 

money to spend if they’re still working, says 

Geoffrey T. Sanzenbacher, assistant research 

director at the Center for Retirement Research at 

Boston College. Normally, they do spend it, too, 

but instead of on the kids, parents now seem to 

be splurging on themselves—taking more expen-

sive vacations, remodeling the house, or buying 

better cars, for instance.

If you’re a little behind on retirement savings 

already, this boost in spending is likely to set you back even 

more. That’s because people tend to get accustomed to a 

lifestyle and feel the need to maintain it in retirement. The 

richer the lifestyle, the tougher it is to finance. 

“If you can take that time when the kids are gone to cut back 

on your household expenses even a little bit, it can help you in 

two ways,” Sanzenbacher says. “It can allow you to save a little 

more and get you accustomed to spending less.”

KATHY KRISTOF, author of Investing 101, is an award-winning  

financial writer and journalist.

COSTS OF LIVING, 
PRE-RETIREMENT
—

$29,800 
Average cost  
of standard 
childbirth
Source: Mercer

$233,610 
Average cost  
of raising a child  
through age  
17 for a middle-
income couple
Source: Department  
of Agriculture

$49,320 
Average cost  
of one year at a 
private four-year 
college, including 
room and board 
Source: College Board
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Gary Vaynerchuk

Gary Vaynerchuk is the  
chairman and CEO of VaynerX  
and VaynerMedia, a full-service  
digital media agency based in  
New York City. 

Why I Can’t Stop Starting 
New Enterprises 
Once you’ve mastered the  
fundamentals, your passion will 
lead you to the next venture

A metaphor I constantly return to is “You have 

to have the steak before you can have the sides.”  

I wouldn’t be partnering to release my own 

sneaker or building a sports agency or thinking 

about acquiring or launching other publishing 

companies if I didn’t have VaynerMedia as a base. 

Having a successful foundation allows me to do 

more. A lot of people, when they reach this level, 

start having other wants and needs, whether  

it’s sailing or buying a third home or meditating. 

Me, I’m hungry to build. Can’t help it. 

From the outside, it may not seem like all of my 

endeavors connect. But if you look closer, you’ll  

see I’m always trying to hack culture by studying 

consumer activity and understanding where,  

why, and how people buy and sell. I always try  

to remain relevant, and gather as much information 

as possible to then move into new things.

At this point, I believe I understand the funda-

mental aspects of launching a business well enough 

that I could launch anything. If you already own 

one company and are looking to start another, you 

have to first master these fundamentals: a great 

team, customer service, sales, and marketing.  

But you should start a business only if you believe 

in it. So many people sell products and services 

they don’t believe in and ultimately come up 

short. How can you expect to labor day in and  

day out for something you personally hate? It  

just won’t work. 

My serial entrepreneurship is largely a product of observing and reacting. More than a 

decade ago, I saw that social media was going to be the zeitgeist for human connection—a new 

way to storytell and build relationships. That’s why I started VaynerMedia, as a reaction  

to that reality and an insight into the market. It’s the same way Snapchat became huge. Evan 

Spiegel and Bobby Murphy observed that individuals like selfies, and they created a service 

around that idea. They reacted to a consumer phenomenon, and built their product into the 

established vertical of communication. Any entrepreneur can and should do this. 

I have a macro vision of “build more.” Build as much as I possibly can. Build, get bigger, bigger, 

bigger, and eventually have more opportunities to leverage, leverage, leverage. At the most micro, 

I’m never fully romantic or all in on anything. Everything is being audited every day. I’m very 

comfortable with the notion that, even though I built VaynerMedia as a communications company, 

if tomorrow I see an incredible opportunity in seashells or cryptocurrency, I won’t hesitate to 

change my mind. I will react to it, as any good entrepreneur should.

So, keep everything on notice, especially your assumptions. 

I
’M AT AN INCREDIBLY INTERESTING point in my life. I’ve  

built multiple businesses from the ground up, starting in 

the late ’90s with one of the first e-commerce platforms  

for wine. That helped me grow my family’s business from 

$3 million to $60 million in sales in less than five years.  

I’m an author, an investor, and a speaker, and I run one 

of the fastest-growing full-service media agencies in  

the world. Under my holdings company, VaynerX, I own 

Vayner Media and PureWow and additional businesses, 

including my sports agency, VaynerSports, all while  

managing and growing my personal brand.

So call me a serial entrepreneur. If you want to start 

multiple businesses, here’s something to keep in mind: You have to be 

self-aware. The problem with chasing multiple ideas without having  

a concrete base is that you get stretched thin. You don’t see things all  

the way through. You become half-in across five businesses instead  

of all in on one, which would have been more successful.
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B
usiness owners know that the failure rate for 

projects can be astonishingly high. This not 

only cuts into profi ts, it can spell disaster for a 

company just getting off the ground.

Project management solutions can provide a host of 

benefi ts—and, just as important, mitigate glaring risks—for 

businesses that implement them. Larger enterprises have 

been reaping project management’s rewards for years, but its 

advantages have been out of reach for many small and midsized 

businesses due to cost, complexity, and other factors. Now, a 

new generation of cloud-based solutions is changing all that.

A comprehensive project management solution is vital 

to success because it directly impacts the bottom line. 

“Project failure rates are astoundingly high,” says Michael 

Fritsch, vice president of project management at Confoe, a 

project management consulting fi rm. Only eight out of 100 

organizations have a project success rate greater than 80 

percent, according to research from the Project Management 

Institute. On average, less than 70 percent of projects met their 

original goals in 2016, 57 percent fi nished within their original 

budgets, and barely half fi nished on schedule.

Among the most signifi cant benefi ts Fritsch says project 

management solutions can provide are greater project success 

and reduced risk of failure; better visibility for project team 

members and management, leading to better decisions; 

reduction in “busy work,” emails, and meetings; and keeping 

everyone involved in the project on the same page.

The failure to adopt a project management solution leaves 

any business vulnerable to signifi cant downsides. For smaller 

companies, it’s “death by email, fi les, and spreadsheets,” quips 

Steve West, co-founder and CEO of Project Insight, a developer 

of project management software and solutions. In larger 

organizations, lack of a centralized project management tool 

leads to the creation of work silos and employees being walled 

off  from each other. “That makes it incredibly diffi  cult and time-

consuming to roll up the information for the decision-makers. 

Management has diffi  culty seeing what’s going on.”

Look for multi-tasking solutions

The best project management technology solutions are those 

that support collaborative work management, Fritsch says. A 

good platform should perform multiple project management 

roles, such as collaboration and communication, project 

scheduling, automation, and resource management. “They must 

be cost-eff ective and easy to use,” he stresses.

For growth-oriented SMBs new to project management, 

the best way to get their feet wet is to pick their three biggest 

challenges and go from there, West suggests. For example, a 

company challenged to know how busy its team is, because it 

has so many simultaneous projects underway, might benefi t 

most from a tool with strong resource-allocation capabilities. 

Robust time and expense tracking features might top the list 

for another business.

Recently, Project Insight released PI#team™, a free SMB version 

of its feature-rich PI#enterprise™ solution. PI#team provides basic 

project management functionality along with a library of paid add-

on tools for companies, allowing them to scale as they continue to 

grow. It also upgrades seamlessly to the PI enterprise version. 

Project Insight is also rolling out VirtualPM™, a “project 

concierge” that leverages AI to facilitate communications, 

updates, and insight delivery in corporate IM applications. 

Initially available for Slack, VirtualPM will also be available for 

Microsoft Teams and regular text messaging in 2018.

Fritsch advises that fi rst-time SMB users focus on cloud-

based project management solutions that let them “kick the 

tires” before they buy. “Cloud-based is important for ease of 

implementation and cost-eff ectiveness,” he says. 

Project 
Management: 
Not Just for 
the Big Guys 
Anymore
Aff ordable—even free—technology 
solutions give smaller businesses 
access to critical project management 
advantages.  
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Works. What’s 

Next.

PG.74

 “We were  
two kids coming 

out of college  
and tackling 
incumbents.”

—DINESH SEEMAKURTY, 
co-founder of Stasis Labs, which 

makes vital-signs monitoring 
systems for hospitals 

Augmented reality will turbocharge your marketing PG.88

•
ON THE MOVE 
Stasis Labs is U.S.-based  
but launched its product in  
India, where the need for it  
was greater. Bengaluru (shown 
here) is now called home by 
several of the company’s  
sales and business- 
development staff. 

HOW 
DRONES 
CAN HELP 
YOUR  
BUSINESS

PG.72
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IN LATE 2016, MICHAEL E. JORDAN wanted to boost holiday sales 
for his fledgling athletic-wear company, UNRL, which is 
based in St. Paul. So he hired a drone operator to shoot 
some sweeping aerial footage of the city—his hometown—
and created a video interspersing that footage with  
mannequins and people wearing UNRL clothing. 

The video went viral, getting 50,000 Facebook views, 
and, Jordan says, UNRL’s sales over that Black Friday week-
end tripled the prior year’s. The company now counts the 
NHL’s Chicago Blackhawks as a client. And Jordan continues 
to make videos with drones. “We’re not Nike and didn’t 
have $100,000,” Jordan says. For his first drone video, “I 
spent just $1,000—which included editing, shooting, and  
renting the drone.” Like other founders, Jordan has found 
drones can be used creatively, to make doing tasks faster,  
cheaper, and safer—even for businesses that don’t seem 
like a natural fit for the technology. —LAUREN BARACK

 Going underground
Hired by insurance companies  
to investigate claims, Jeremy 
Reynolds, COO of forensics  
investigation firm RTI Group,  
in Stevensville, Maryland, had a 
client that wanted a mine sur-
veyed. Underground, and presum-
ably unstable, the mine posed a 
problem: The site was too unsafe 
to send a person into, and a rolling 
robot could get blocked by debris. 
Reynolds’s solution? A drone.

Flying a drone underground is 
hardly simple: There’s no access 

to GPS and you can’t watch the 
drone as it flies. But it worked, 
says Reynolds, and he can’t 
think of another way the mine 
could have been surveyed.  
“With the UAV [unmanned aerial 
vehicle], we got around issues 
we couldn’t have otherwise,”  
he says.

• Drone cowboy
Cody Creelman, a veterinarian 
based in Airdrie, Alberta, travels 
hundreds of miles to visit cattle 
ranchers who are clients of  

Veterinary Agri-Health Services, 
where he’s co-owner and man-
aging partner. Creelman bought 
his first drone, a DJI Phantom 3, 
for about 800 Canadian dollars 
(roughly U.S.$600) in 2016.

Besides using the drone to 
shoot video blogs, Creelman 
puts the UAV out to pasture to 
make sure all cattle are rounded 
up while he runs medical exams 
such as pregnancy tests. 

Typically, a ranch hand is sent 
on horseback to double-check 
that all the animals are counted. 

But with his drone, Creelman  
can buzz a field in minutes.  
And the cows don’t mind the 
whirligig flying in their faces. 
“Cows don’t look for predators 
from above, so they react well 
and don’t even look up,” he  
says, “and the farmers love the 
technology.” Creelman also  
uses his drone footage, he says, 
“to develop training materials  
for my cattle ranchers, by creat-
ing customized management 
protocols based on aerial photo-
graphs of their farms.”

If you think drones aren’t for your business—
well, these founders once thought that too 

THE BIRD’S-
EYE VIEW

DRONE ON

Key facts and  
figures behind 
this trending 
technology

62,340
Number of remote-
pilot certificates 
issued by the FAA  
as of September 2017

TIP SHEET DRONES

$150
Typical fee test  
centers charge  
to administer the  
Part 107 exam

•2016 
Year the FAA first 
required remote-
pilot certificates

•

HE BIRD’S-
YE VIEW

E ON

6262,340 $150$150



WHAT TO KNOW  
BEFORE YOU FLY

Before launching your drone, you’ll 
need to keep a few rules in mind. Fear 
not, though—they’re not especially 
onerous. And, as Megan Gaffney, a 
spokesperson for the drone video site 
AirVuz, says, “very few places and 
events are not drone-able.”

FLYING COLORS Once you needed to 
spend thousands of dollars to earn a 
full-fledged pilot’s license before flying a 
drone for commercial work. Part 107 is  
the FAA’s compromise—a remote-pilot 
certificate, which requires only a simple 
written test and is designed for those  
who want to fly small drones.

NO-FLY ZONES The FAA has strict rules 
on where drones cannot fly: within a 
five-mile radius of airports—unless the 
airport is notified; stadiums an hour 
before, during, and an hour after major 
events; and certain dense urban areas. 
The FAA has an app to help you spot 
such no-fly zones. Above all, use com-
mon sense. “Not everyone is keen on 
having drones on their property,” says 
Jörg Lamprecht, co-founder and CEO of 
airspace security firm Dedrone. 

SIGN UP Hobbyists no longer have to 
register their drones, but businesses  
do. If you’re making money from your 
unmanned aerial vehicle, it must be  
registered with the FAA and assigned  
an N-number, says RTI Group’s Jeremy 
Reynolds. Luckily, that costs just $5.

KEEP IT IN VIEW A drone must stay in  
its pilot’s line of sight, unless you have a 
Part 107 waiver. Sending a drone a mile or 
so away could be a problem if someone 
sees it, jots down its ID number, and 
reports it. 

STAY LOW Flying above 400 feet is,  
for the most part, an FAA no-no. What’s 
up there: police helicopters, emergency 
responders, and commercial airplanes—
nothing you’d want to bother.

•
 THE FARMER  

IN THE DRONE 
A Canadian  

cattle farm, as 
seen from a  

drone owned by 
Veterinary 

Agri-Health 
Services’ Cody 

Creelman.

 Rooftop views
Clients hire Kevin McGrath, a  
Sylvania, Ohio–based home  
inspector, to ensure that the  
multimillion-dollar houses 
they’re buying are in good shape. 
But a fall on the job ripped up  
his ankle and left him hobbling—
and it’s hard to check on roof 
conditions when you’re on  
crutches. So he spent $2,200 on  
a drone. McGrath has found that 
his drone can operate so precisely 
that he can examine minute 
chimney cracks while staying 

safely on the ground.
McGrath’s next step will be 

attaching a thermal camera to the 
drone. During the Midwest’s blus-
tery winters, homes and factories 
lose a lot of heat if they’re not 
properly insulated. A thermal 
reading of a structure’s walls and 
rooftops shows property owners 
where repairs will save them seri-
ous money. “If you can offer a lot 
more than another inspector, 
you’re going to grab a bigger  
audience,” says McGrath. “People 
are going to love it.”

$10
Amount you can 
expect to pay, per 
hour, for on-demand 
drone insurance

million
Number of drones  
the FAA believes  
will have been sold in 
the U.S. by 2020

$1,499
• List price of a DJI  
Phantom 4 Pro drone, 
including a built-in camera

•
SOURCES: FAA, DJI, VERIFLY 

$10 



Going Global
The Art of Knowing Where to Launch 
Stasis Labs found its first market  
overseas. What’s its best next move?
BY LEIGH BUCHANAN

IN 2012, DINESH SEEMAKURTY was studying 

biomedical engineering as a prelude to 

medical school when his career plans 

jackknifed. Seemakurty, then a student 

at USC, was visiting relatives in India 

when his grandfather fell ill and checked 

into the hospital. But there was no medi-

cal supervision there, beyond nurses 

looking in every six hours, and no one 

noticed that his grandfather’s condition 

had destabilized until it was too late. 

As a former emergency medical  

tech nician, Seemakurty knew that lives 

often depend on the information medical  

workers get about a patient and how 

quickly they get it. “In these emerging 

countries—and even in impoverished 

areas of the U.S.—you don’t have that 

access to patient information,” says  

Seemakurty. “When you don’t know, you 

can’t conduct treatment.”

In 2015, Seemakurty, then 21, and his 

classmate Michael Maylahn, then 23, 

launched Stasis Labs in Los Angeles. The 

company makes systems that monitor vital 

signs and deliver data to clinicians’ smart-

phones. Stasis expects to offer products in 

the United States. But it first went where it 

was most needed—far from home. 

• The right features
U.S. companies that spy opportunities  

in developing markets often strip down 

products to make versions that can be 

produced cheaply enough to sell there, 

and Seemakurty and Maylahn thought 

they could succeed with an inexpensive, 

bare-bones machine. To make sure,  

Seemakurty asked the physicians he met  

in India a question. The top manufacturers 

of vitals monitoring devices are GE and 

Philips, whose products cost as much as 

$10,000. “We said, ‘If we gave you a Philips 

monitor for $500 rather than $10,000, 

would you buy it?’ ” says Seemakurty. 

The answer, surprisingly, was no.

The problem, physicians explained, 

wasn’t price. It was manpower. Vitals 

monitors track things like pulse rate, 

temperature, and blood pressure. That 

data means nothing unless someone sees 

it. In India and other developing coun-

tries, hospitals are often 

severely understaffed—so 

a patient’s condition can 

deteriorate for hours 

before a nurse takes note.

Seemakurty and  

Maylahn stopped pruning features that 

didn’t matter and doubled down on 

features that did. They developed a 

cloud-based system to deliver patient 

data directly to doctors’ and nurses’ 

smartphones.

Price still mattered—and would matter 

more should Stasis decide to expand into 

places like Africa. So the two looked for 

costs to cut. One idea: making monitors 

for use outside of intensive care units. 

Inside an ICU, a patient’s condition can 

change in seconds, so real-time data is 

critical. But for other patients, providing 

data in five-minute intervals is adequate, 

and costs significantly less. Also, the 

founders opted to charge hospitals an 

annual fee per device that includes all 

hardware, software, and connectivity. “It 

creates a partnership,” says Seemakurty. 

“We are incentivized to make sure this 

product is up and running.”

• A tale of two headquarters
At first, Seemakurty and Maylahn 

thought they could manage everything 

from California. But after Seemakurty 

spent 35 days visiting 33 hospitals across 

India to show off a prototype, he realized 

launching there required living there.  

A distributor or partner might succeed  

with a finished, proven product. But a 

product as new as Stasis Labs’ monitor  

“is very much driven by the market,” says 

• 
VITAL SIGN
Stasis Labs’ monitoring 
system is winning 
clinical customers, 
thanks to its simplicity. 

“In emerging  
countries—and  

impoverished areas of 
the U.S.—you don’t 

have access to patient 
information.” 
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Seemakurty. “Being in the hospitals, doing installations, 

training nurses, talking to doctors—that influences not just 

the design but the way your team thinks.” 

They also learned that founders on two continents can 

scout money in both. Stasis raised $5 million in a seed round 

for U.S. investors. But Indian venture capitalists also anted 

up. “We were two kids coming out of college and tackling 

incumbents,” says Seemakurty. “Having Indian investors was 

a sign that validated us with U.S. investors.” 

Seven Stasis employees, including Maylahn, work in Cali-

fornia; 18 are in India. Sales and business development reside 

in Bengaluru, because India is where the customers are. The 

founders divided engineering staff between the locations to 

maintain a 24-hour development cycle. They could have based 

technical staff in India, where programmers are cheaper, but 

did not like the message that sent. “Outsourcing is pretty  

common, but that is not the kind of 

organization we want to build,” says 

Seemakurty. “We want to be one 

cohesive company.”

Stasis expects to focus on India 

through 2018. Its size and relatively 

sophisticated tech infrastructure 

make it an ideal first market, says 

Seemakurty. And, he adds, most hos-

pitals are small: Eighty-four percent 

have just 50 to 100 beds. That means 

less bureaucracy and faster buying 

decisions—critical for any startup.

Seemakurty and Maylahn are still 

mulling ways to expand. Now that 

they have a finished product, they expect to sell through local 

distributors in new markets. They also expect to sell it online.

• The road back home 

Potential next markets include Africa, other parts of South-

east Asia, and the Middle East. Also: the U.S. With money in 

the bank and a solid track record, the company expects U.S. 

regulations will be easier to surmount.

“Each market has its own requirements and regulations,” 

says Seemakurty. “If it turns out the product we have makes 

more sense in emerging markets, that’s where we will expand. 

But if the product also has what is required for the full global 

market, there is no reason we can’t do developed and develop-

ing countries at the same time.”

The founders believe price will make it popular in poorer 

regions, and hope design will make it popular elsewhere. 

Indian doctors offered a key insight: Competing machines 

have complex interfaces with flashing screens, which may 

frighten and confuse patients. So Stasis designed a stream-

lined black box with six simple icons, each representing a vital 

sign. If the icon is green, all is well. If it’s yellow, something’s 

wrong. (Data delivered to clinicians’ phones is more detailed.)

That simple, nonthreatening device could serve a domestic 

niche unfilled by the company’s huge competitors. “Stasis  

was not built just for emerging markets,” says Seemakurty. “It 

was built to reinvent how you monitor patients everywhere.” 

Vijay Govindarajan
Distinguished professor at  
Tuck School of Business at  
Dartmouth College 

The cost of R&D can probably 
be recovered in India, at which 
point it may be possible to 
reduce the price for even 
poorer markets. Stasis may 
also be able to reduce the  
price further in some markets 
by delivering data every 20 or 
30 minutes instead of five. 
That’s still an improvement in 
countries where they don’t 
monitor at all.

I would recommend that 
before trying the U.S., Stasis 
go to other developing econo-
mies. Some hospitals in India 
have opened branches in 
Africa. Once you sell the prod-
uct in India, that would be a 
natural way to migrate. Coming 
to the U.S. is going to be 
tough. There are going to be  
a lot of regulatory approvals. 
Another option is to partner 
with GE and Philips and use 
their distribution channels to 
get products into the U.S.

-

Laura Sampath 
Vice president of programs  
at VentureWell, a nonprofit  
that supports innovators  
creating socially conscious  
businesses

If you are not willing to relo-
cate to the target market, 
then your likelihood of failure 
is much higher. Anytime I see 
an innovator who says, “I am 
just going to stay at home 
and do it from a distance,”  
I get really worried about the 
person’s commitment and 
ability to be successful. 

Dinesh understands that 
there are too many pieces of 
company building that he 
cannot manage overseas.

One reason Stasis has  
been successful is it’s working 
through the private hospital 
systems in India, which are 
much more open to innova-
tions and new technologies. 
What does that strategy look 
like as the company moves  
into markets like Africa and 
the Middle East? In some 
countries, you have to work 
with the public sector, because 
there is not a developed  
private sector.

-

Jane Chen 
Co-founder of Embrace  
Innovations, a San Francisco–
based business that makes 
blanket-like incubators for  
developing markets

If Stasis brought down the 
price by offering its monitor  
for a yearly fee as opposed to 
customers’ paying a lot more 
up front, then that is a really 
smart model for the Indian 
market. One of the most 
effective strategies in India  
is selling products like  
shampoo or soap in small 
packages. It is actually  
more expensive per ounce.  
But people consume less  
of it, so they feel like they are 
paying less. That makes it 
more palatable, and people  
are willing to try it.

The sales process is more 
challenging than you might 
think. And if Stasis hasn’t 
hired someone to oversee its 
regulatory affairs, it should  
do so soon. We did it fairly 
early, but we could have  
done it even earlier. It is 
something you should build 
into the organization from  
the beginning. 

• IN BALANCE 

Dinesh Seemakurty, 
co-founder of Stasis 
Labs. A family tragedy 
derailed his career 
plans—but inspired his 
business. 

•
WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY

TECH
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  Want to be
more productive? 

Step back, take a
deep breath, and

THERE’S 

AN APP FOR THAT

The high-tech 
productivity secrets 
of Box, Indiegogo, 
Birchbox, and more 

GET
STUFF

DONE

BY LEIGH BUCHANAN

TECH SPECIAL REPORT

ILLUSTRATIONS BY HVASS&HANNIBAL

PRODUCTIVITY TOOLKIT • TECH
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N 2006, AFTER I’D WRITTEN an article about  
outsourcing R&D, I received a reader email 
seeking sources for a book on mobile life-
styles. My correspondent, a guest lecturer  
at Princeton, wanted to know whether I was 
aware of any “employees who have ‘out-
sourced’ themselves to create more time in 
their lives? In other words,” he wrote, “have 
you heard of any employees who have paid  
a freelancer to perform their job function  
unbeknownst to the boss?”I

Productivity 
Resolutions 
for 2018
A CEO’s role  
comprises many 
big-picture respon-
sibilities not easily 
crossed off a to-do 
list. Some ways to 
think about produc-
tivity in the top job:

View delegation in 
terms of employee 
development
The most important 
productivity booster 
is delegating. But 
don’t just shove 
things off your plate; 
rather, consider how  
bestowing specific 
new challenges helps 
employees along 
their career paths. 
  —

Be the master of no 
Be choosier in  
accepting invitations 
and requests to 
participate in proj-
ects. Require invit-
ers to explain why 
your presence will 
make a difference. 
—

Conduct periodic 
employee and 
customer satisfac-
tion surveys
Think about  
productivity in 
terms of what you 
should be doing to 
get the best pos-
sible responses from 
your most impor-
tant constituents.  
If they are happy, 
then you are likely 
expending your 
energies wisely.
—

Get comfortable 
with the long term
Sure, today matters. 
But you should be 
just as focused on 
what your company 
needs to do this 
year—and how you 
will get it there. 
—

Help employees 
get productive
 Push down decision 
making, or limit 
meetings and  
attendees. Host an 
occasional brown-
bag lunch to discuss 
tools and tactics. 
–L.B. 

I had not, and I wasn’t able to help this  

unknown person. Some guy named Tim Ferriss. 

A year later, of course, Ferriss shot to fame 

with The 4-Hour Workweek, his have-your-cake-

and-eat-it-ideally-on-a-beach-in-Aruba best-

seller about upending the relationship between 

time and work. The book resonated powerfully 

with entrepreneurs, famously made twitchy by 

the word delegate. 

Back then, startup entrepreneurs typically had 

no one to delegate to. Today, founding teams are  

no bigger: In fact, a growing number of companies 

have no employees. But now there exists a slew of 

devices, services, and platforms eager to unburden 

the core competency that is you. Productivity tools 

organize you, facilitate tasks, or—thanks to the gig 

economy—lift whole responsibilities off your plate. 

The dividend they pay is time. 

In Ferriss’s philosophy, freed time should be 

used for living: ideally buff and large. But for many 

CEOs, time—like profits—is best plowed back into 

the company. More time enables entrepreneurs  

to work, as the saying goes, on the business rather 

than in the business. As the company scales, that 

freed time creates opportunities to concentrate  

on complex, open-ended issues such as strategy, 

innovation, culture, motivation, and vision. 

The earlier, blocking-and-tackling stage  

of entrepreneurship lends itself to traditional  

productivity measures. Many tasks required  

to launch a company typically fall under what  

Reb Rebele, a professor of people analytics and  

applied positive psychology at the University of 

Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, calls “decompos-

able problems.” Such problems “are best solved by 

breaking them down into constituent parts and 

tackling those parts one by one,” says Rebele.  

“A lot of productivity tools are built around that.” 

By contrast, the high-level work of CEOs is 

less decomposable. Does that mean leaders  

pursuing the big picture must think differently 

about productivity? Yes and no, say the experts. 
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TAME 
YOUR EMAIL
Stop getting sucked 
into your inbox, 
says Jocelyn  
K. Glei, author  
of Unsubscribe. 
—Kate Rockwood

•

Inbox When Ready
This Chrome  
extension allows you 
to temporarily hide 
your inbox with the 
click of a button,  
so you can handle all 
your email-related 
tasks without  
getting distracted  
by new messages. 

•

Batched Inbox 
Checking email just  
a few times a day 
makes you more 
productive, research 
shows. Batched 
helps by hiding 
incoming emails in  
a separate folder 
until predesignated 
times each day. 

•

Sende.rs 
When a stranger’s 
email pops into your 
inbox, Sende.rs vets 
the sender and sticks 
a summary at the 
bottom of the email 
with quick stats 
(LinkedIn job title, 
recent tweets, etc.). 

•

Boomerang
Prewrite Gmail 
messages and 
schedule them  
to be sent later, or 
use Boomerang to 
temporarily clear 
messages out of 
your inbox to return 
at a time and date 
you specify.

•

Calendly 
Kill the back-and-
forth scheduling 
emails with a book-
ing tool that syncs to 
your calendar.

W
HEN AN ENTRE PRENEUR acts alone  

or as part of a tiny team, her indi-

vidual productivity is essentially 

the same as the company’s produc-

tivity. In a business’s early days, 

the metrics are straightforward: “Today, I  

followed up on 10 sales leads and talked to three 

bankers and negotiated a lease for an office.” It’s 

a way of working that suits many entre preneurs, 

says Peter Shankman, author of Faster Than 

Normal: Turbocharge Your Focus, Productivity, 

and Success With the Secrets of the ADHD Brain.

Shankman is an entrepreneur himself—he  

is the founder of Chicago-based HARO, which 

matches journalists with sources. The connection 

between attention deficit hyper activity disorder—

Shankman characterizes the condition as having  

a “faster brain”—and entrepreneurship is well 

documented. (Many founders claim it as a badge 

of honor.) “An entrepreneur’s mentality is ‘I  

can do everything! I can run everything!’ ” says 

Shankman. “And it works, because they have 12 

PRODUCTIVITY TOOLKIT • TECH
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plates spinning in the air at one time.” 

Entrepreneurs—like most people—also thrive  

on completion. “Checking things off a list creates 

dopamine in your brain,” says Shankman. “You get 

a little rush. ‘Excellent! I finished that!’ ”

As a business scales, however, the nature of the 

job changes. The founder’s personal productivity 

no longer equals the company’s progress. Instead, 

the founder must internalize the company’s goals 

as her own. Those goals are bigger and take longer 

to achieve, and progress toward them is often hard-

er to measure than anything one person can accom-

plish. Imagine putting a check mark on your to-do 

list beside “develop culture” or “formulate vision.”

The slower, more deliberative approach that’s 

required may appeal less to entrepreneurs, says 

Shankman. Fast-brained people, he says, “have  

two types of time: now and not now.” Tasks that 

unfold over long periods with no defined deadlines 

qualify as “not now,” and that can devolve into 

“never.” Shankman recommends doing some-

thing—anything—to turn far-horizon responsi-

bilities into present-moment work. “Open up  

a document and put down some words,” he says. 

“It’s a start. And you need to get something done 

and get that feeling of completion.”

 E
NTREPRENEURS ARE also big on 

control. That impedes their  

ability to delegate—among the 

greatest determinants of CEO 

productivity, says Robert C. 

Pozen, a senior lecturer at MIT’s 

Sloan School of Management and 

the author of Extreme Productiv-

ity: Boost Your Results, Reduce 

Your Hours. The CEO “may in fact 

be the best person to do a certain 

function, which makes it hard to give it up,” says 

Pozen. “But it is no longer productive for the com-

pany or for them if they do it.” The best question 

the leader can ask himself: “What can only you, as 

the CEO, do?”

At the same time, delegating means dealing 

with people, “and that is inherently messier than 

doing it yourself,” says Pozen. In some cases, man-

aging someone you’re delegating to can itself take 

a toll on your productivity.

Pozen suggests that, rather than look to com-

pleted tasks, the CEO internalize indicators of his 

company’s success as metrics for his own perfor-

mance. “Is the company able to recruit and retain 

good people? That says a lot about how you are 

doing personally,” says Pozen.

Once they have established their own produc-

tivity practices, CEOs should turn their attention  

to the practices of their employees. “Things like  

STREAMLINE BASIC  
HOUSEKEEPING
Whether you’re signing paperwork,  
tracking passwords, or just organizing  
your day, these apps are a good start. –K.R.

•

Track your time
You can’t maximize 
your minutes if you 
can’t collect data  
on how they get 
devoured. Toggl lets 
you (or a team) track 
every second and 
assign that time to 
specific projects. 

•

“The Toggl timer 
forces me to think 
twice before multi-
tasking, which 
makes me more 
focused. Because the 
reports flow into my 
billing system, I’ve 
been able to cut my 
invoicing time in half 
each month.” 

KIM GROTTO 
President of Grotto 
Marketing and Now 
Swim

•

Never waste 
time resetting a 
password again
Who has time to use 
distinct passwords 
for every site and 
app you visit? With 
Dashlane, you do. 
The secure password 
manager tracks all  
of your logins and 
automatically enters 
your credentials  
as you surf your  
computer or 
mobile device.

Prioritize like crazy 
“OmniFocus is a place 
to dump all the ideas 
and tasks that pop 
up—in a meeting,  
in the shower, on a 
walk. Each week, I 
review my projects 
and reprioritize 
them, so I’m sure  
I’m focusing on what 
needs to be done 
first.” 

CAMERON SMITH 
COO of Kodiak Cakes
—

Save that stray 
thought for later

“I’m a late adopter 
but a total convert to 
Evernote. I used  
to leave little notes 
here and there, but 
then I would never 
be able to put my 
hands on them when 
I needed them most. 
Searching the app 
takes two seconds,  
if that.”

LEIGH RAWDON 
CEO of Tea Collection

RETHINK YOUR 
TO-DO LIST
Some entrepreneurs 
keep it in their head, 
others on their phone. 
But maybe there’s 
another way. –K.R.

Share your brain 
with an assistant

“Todoist frees me up 
to know that every-
thing is organized in 
one place. It syncs 
across all of my 
devices, and every 
morning I prioritize 
my tasks with colors. 
I really like that you 
can share it with 
someone, so you’re 
not wasting precious 
time on a chaotic 
day updating a 
colleague on what 
needs to get done.”

KEN PLASSE 
CEO of Fishpeople

— 

•

Automate  
everything
Stop doing the same 
manual tech tasks 
repeatedly. You can 
set up automation 
“recipes” with IFTTT 
(If This, Then That). 
For example, every 
time someone tags 
you in a Facebook 
photo, the image 
can be saved to 
Dropbox; or every 
time you reach your 
Fitbit goal, a few 
bucks can be trans-
ferred to a special 
savings account.

•

Sign faster
HelloSign lets you 
review and sign 
documents right 
from your smart-
phone. 

•

“I like to review big 
agreements, and I’m 
the only person with 
final signing author-
ity for a lot of them. 
But no one has time 
to print, sign, and 
scan—let alone  
be tethered to that 
equipment.” 

DAVID 

MANDELBROT  

Chairman and CEO  
of Indiegogo
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WHERE WORK HAPPENS SLACK.COM

Where
the next 
big idea
happens



A
nyone who’s had a project go awry knows 

that misunderstandings between co-work-

ers can cost a company as much time, 

money, and energy as unnecessary meet-

ings or poorly run processes. But getting aligned with 

people gets even harder as digital communication 

tools increasingly become the most common way to 

interact at work.

Considering how much of every day we spend typ-

ing—whether it’s blog posts, tweets, messages to big 

public channels, or in private conversations—it’s more 

important than ever that we’re able to communicate 

clearly in writing. 

But getting the words right every time? That’s hard. 

Making sure that people understand your intention 

and your tone? Also hard! To prevent this productivity 

quicksand from dragging you and your team down, 

here are some tips for bringing greater clarity and con-

text to your digital communications at work.

1. Meet people where they are. Before firing off  

your thoughts, take a moment to consider your 

reader. If you’re writing to someone who is typi-

cally pressed for time, keep your statements short 

and snappy. If you’re talking to someone who has 

less experience, you might want to approach the 

conversation as a mentor and provide a little more 

context or offer some words of encouragement. 

Knowing your reader and tailoring your message 

ensures your point isn’t just heard, but 

well received.

2. Be your own editor. If you’re writing a slightly  

longer missive, like a brief, a report, or a note  

that requires more explanation, don’t just write 

everything that comes into your head expecting 

your reader to dig out your point. Read  

what you’ve typed a few times over (and  

wonder out loud if you can’t get your message 

down by 40%, or better yet, 70%) before  

pressing “send.”

8 ways
to avoid misunderstandings, 
communicate better, and get 
more done at work

 I N C .  B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T  /  S L AC K



of humor, and they can also be used to convey 

concrete information like acknowledgments, ap-

provals, urgency, or congratulations. For example, 

use a pair of eyes to denote you’re looking into 

something, a green checkmark or a thumbs-up 

for approvals, a red circle to express urgency, or 

applause to say congrats on a job well done. 

8. Know when to take the conversation offline. The 

written word is best for relaying and documenting 

facts—who, what, when, and where. But when 

discussions veer into more nuanced or emotional 

territory, (i.e., the “why”), you might have a greater 

chance of being understood if you hash things 

out face-to-face, over video conference, or on the 

phone. Don’t hesitate to call a timeout on a digital 

conversation in favor of an in-person one—you 

can always summarize the discussion and the 

resulting action items in writing for everyone else’s 

knowledge afterward. 

Not only is clear communication a courtesy to your 

co-workers, it’s one of the simplest ways to prevent 

setbacks at work while also contributing to a more 

amiable and inclusive work culture. But sometimes 

communication—especially in writing—is anything but 

simple, so remember that practicing good writing isn’t 

about striving to be the next great novelist. It’s about 

striving for mutual understanding and alignment so 

that everyone can confidently move forward together.

3. Choose your words wisely. You have it in you to 

empower, educate, and delight with your words. 

You also have the power to exclude, alienate, and 

confuse. So, for example, instead of addressing a 

group of people as “You guys,” consider using a 

more inclusive term, like “Team,” or if appropriate, 

something a little more affable, like “Folks.” Be 

conscious of your words and use them to build 

community with your coworkers—it makes for a 

better work experience for everyone, which moti-

vates people to do their best work. 

4. Make sense. Words are important, but if you’re 

just having a conversation (as opposed to writing 

a formal report), don’t futz about wondering if an 

infinitive has been horrifyingly split, or whether 

you need a serial comma, a contraction, or an em 

dash. Being understood and responsive is better 

than being absolutely correct.

5. Define to align. ARR? KPI? TMI! When you find 

yourself working with people from other teams, 

departments, or outside organizations, it’s never 

a bad idea to break down business lingo and ac-

ronyms so that everyone’s operating on the same 

level of understanding. Don’t assume everyone 

knows exactly what you’re talking about. Be kind: 

define. 

6. Get specific with feedback. When you go beyond 

saying a generic “Good job!” and take the time to 

specify why something is good, or where it could 

be improved, it gives people the opportunity to 

adjust and learn every day, rather than waiting for 

the end of a project or the next feedback cycle, 

when those lessons are likely moot. Offering your 

feedback in writing is like a form of continuous 

coaching, and doing it in a public setting (courte-

ously, of course) means that other members of the 

team benefit from the learning opportunity as well. 

7. Use emoji. Really. Everyone loves the speed of tex-

ting, but when most human interaction is reduced 

to text alone, it can be hard to really connect. 

Emoji help you to be more succinct and more 

expressive at the same time. Your choice of emoji 

can help recipients infer your mood and level Learn more at slack.com

An emoji is worth a thousand words

This is urgent! Congrats! Good work.

I’m looking into it... Approved!



STOP THE BRAIN SWIRL
Whether you want to meditate, zone out, or focus, these  
apps aim to up your inner peace. “I’ve worked with some 
amazing leaders, and the most productive ones know when  
to take a breath,” says Shan-Lyn Ma, co-founder and CEO  
of Zola. “Penciling in time for myself has helped me unlock  
a new passion for my work.” –K.R.

•

Make time to  

meditate

“A couple of years 
into Birchbox, I took 
a meditation class, 
and I was blown 
away by how much I 
got out of the experi-
ence. I began using 
the Headspace app; 
it doesn’t take hours 
or setting up some 
sacred space, and it 
allows me to recog-
nize that there’s 
always time to calm 
the mind.”

KATIA BEAUCHAMP 
Co-founder and CEO 
of Birchbox

•

Minimize 

office noise

 “We recently 
took down the 
inner walls at 
my company, 
which makes  
it easy to get  
distracted. I 
use Focus@
Will to get in 
the zone and 
absorb infor-
mation more 
deeply. It’s  
a music app 
that uses  
neuroscience 
to play sounds 
that are  
neither too  
relaxing nor 
distracting.”
CARYN  
SEIDMAN-BECKER 
CEO of Clear

•

Listen and  

learn

“My commute is the 
only part of my day 
that’s completely 
mine, so I like to 
clear my head with 
podcasts. The Tim 

Ferriss Show is in a 
class of its own, full 
of ideas on how to 
be more productive.  
I love learning new 
time-management 
tricks and tips on 
sleeping or mindful-
ness hacks to help 
me focus, and I  
think part of being 
productive is staying 
open to new ways  
of doing things.” 

JEETU PATEL 
Chief product  
and strategy officer 
of Box

no emails between this hour and this hour, and this 

is the maximum number of people who should  

be invited to meetings,” says Dan Ariely, a professor  

of psychology and behavioral economics at Duke 

University, and co-founder of the productivity 

startup Timeful, since acquired by Google. “The job 

of the leader is to make people better than they are 

naturally,” says Ariely, “and that includes helping 

them with this.”

 I
F PRODUCTIVITY WERE a comic strip, the  

supervillain would be distraction. More has 

been written about managing email and 

social media than about the meaning of life. A 

whole category of productivity tools  

corrals wandering attentions.

CEOs are certainly not immune to the 

social siren. But some suffer from the opposite prob-

lem. They are so consumed by their companies—

their creations—that they become hyper focused 

while the world around them recedes. And that can 

be detrimental. Great leaders have lively minds: 

They are curious and empathetic. Engaging widely 

with the world, not bound by an agenda, they think 

the big thoughts that produce genuine change.

In the ’90s—before the universe coalesced at  

our fingertips—I visited a library-supply company in 

Wisconsin whose CEO practiced something he 

called “universal scanning.” Staff members regularly 

pulled intriguing articles from a vast array of publica-

tions and pinned them to the walls of a room. Peri-

odically, the CEO would enter and spend an hour or 

so simply browsing through the headlines. The 

practice, he said, broadened his frame of reference, 

inspired unexpected connections, and heightened his 

creativity. Distraction—or exposure, as he thought of 

it—made him better. “The enemy of productivity is 

that the world is really interesting,” says Ariely. “Hav-

ing lots to do and think about is a blessing.”

And, yes, technology can create space to indulge 

that blessing. My onetime correspondent Ferriss’s 

research on outsourcing eventually morphed into 

chapter eight of The 4-Hour Workweek, in which he 

recommends that employees hire remote personal 

assistants to handle scheduling, research, and online 

errands. Having someone in India handle the grunt 

stuff, he says, is not an expense but rather an invest-

ment, as it “frees your time to focus on bigger and 

better things.”

There’s another advantage to this tech- 

enabled outsourcing for any founder. The ability  

to “manage (direct and chastise)” your virtual  

aide, writes Ferriss, “is also a litmus test for entre-

preneurship.”

LEIGH BUCHANAN is an Inc. editor-at-large.  

KATE ROCKWOOD is an Inc. contributing editor.
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Slack takes the hardest part of all our jobs — communication — and makes it 

simpler, more pleasant, and more productive. Whether you’re collaborating, 

brainstorming, striking deals, approving expenses, standing up with your team or 

sitting down with a new client, you can do that all in Slack. And then everyone is 

in the loop, no one’s in the dark, and it’s all time-stamped and searchable.

Research, sell, forecast, design, negotiate, deliberate, merge, deploy, resolve, 

secure, facilitate, build and create in one place. Slack. It’s where work happens.

Try it with your team at

slack.com



Amy Webb is an author and futurist 
and the founder of the Future Today 
Institute, a leading forecasting  
and strategy firm that researches 
technology for a global client base. 
She is the author of The Signals 
Are Talking: Why Today’s Fringe Is 
Tomorrow’s Mainstream. 

••••

Forget Your Smartphone. 
What’s Next Is Even Bigger 
Augmented reality will turbocharge 
how you reach customers— 
if you use it correctly 

one-to-one marketing: delivering the best possible 

information, within exactly the right context, to 

each consumer, regardless of the device she’s using 

at that moment. It’s been talked about for years, 

but with a flood of investment and increased com-

puting power, major technology companies are 

finally zeroing in on creating a unique, personal 

experience for everyone. By combining locations 

and the objects within our view, along with our 

calendars, our contacts, and even our biometric 

data, the coming wave of AR will be designed 

specifically for each of us.

Once we have unfettered access to AR, we will 

no longer experience products in a store or on  

a webpage designed to elicit specific behaviors. 

Banana Republic’s fitting rooms have lighting and 

neutral paint that flatter consumers as they try on 

clothes, but the fitting room of the future is any-

where there’s a reflection. AR will let you try on 

clothes even in the office bathroom or in front of 

subway windows. 

This means that companies will need to consider 

what story they’re telling about their products under 

an infinite number of circumstances, because each 

person will experience AR individually. Health care 

and medical startups, hoping to deploy AR apps and 

glasses to train doctors, nurses, and technicians, will 

need to bear in mind that hospitals aren’t all built 

using the same floor plan, and that staffers aren’t all 

the same height. Those staffers won’t be able to be 

trained in procedures in true AR unless those factors 

are accounted for. Companies that make and sell 

tools such as construction machinery or kitchen equipment will find that AR offers consumers 

a great way to try their products—if these companies keep that level of customization in mind. 

The tech companies working on AR are also moving aggressively into conversational inter-

faces. Whether we’re talking to Amazon, Siri, Microsoft, or Google, we are training the system, 

with what we share with it, to better understand what we want. Already, the software powering 

the Amazon Echo has left the confines of our homes: We can use it to order Domino’s pizza 

while driving in our Hyundais. Soon, using connected earbuds and AR glasses, we will talk to 

Stubb’s about barbecue sauce while at the grocery store. As voice interfaces mature, consumers 

will expect to ask companies questions about their products—meaning that every consumer 

will become part of your company’s story, and in real time.

All of which is to say that, in the not-too-distant future, we’ll be making the physical and digi-

tal realms interchangeable. Think smartphones are addictive? You haven’t seen anything yet.

W
HAT IF I WERE TO TELL YOU that this is the 

beginning of the end of smartphones? That 

might seem bold, given the recent launch  

of Apple’s latest and greatest iPhones. But 

there’s already evidence of the next wave of 

computers, which we’ll wear and command 

using our voices. The transition from smart-

phones to smart wearables—earbuds that 

have biometric sensors and speakers; rings 

and bracelets that can sense our motion; glasses that record and dis-

play information—will forever change how we experience the world.

These smart wearables offer more than clever hardware. They 

promise a new kind of digital reality. Facebook, Google, Microsoft, 

Baidu, Alibaba, Snap, Tencent, and Apple have all announced sizable 

investments in augmented reality— a digital overlay atop the physical 

world. AR has already shown up on our mobile devices, in the form of 

Pokémon Go and Snapchat filters. But AR gets even more interesting 

once it starts drawing on our personal data. 

One of the most important trends emerging from this technology is 

L E A D I N G  E D G E

Amy Webb
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Invent.

Experiment.
Disrupt.

PG.94

 “It’s just Justin  
and I, sitting  

at home in our  
sweatpants, eating 

Nestlé’s and  
Unilever’s lunch.”

—DOUGLAS BOUTON,  
co-founder and COO of Eden 

Creamery, the Los Angeles–based 
company behind Halo Top ice cream

Which gurus are worth listening to? PG.106

•
FREEZER MADNESS 
Halo Top grew from a   
low-cal, high-protein 
experiment to one of  

the best-selling ice 
creams in the country.  

•••• PHOTOGRAPH BY EMILY SHUR

HOW TO 
HIRE THE 
CLOSEST 
THING TO A 
COMPANY 
FORTUNE 
TELLER

PG..92
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1.
USE 
INTELLIGENCE 
EXPANSIVELY

 -
“Rather than merely 
mitigating classic risks, 
our goal is to under-
stand the behavioral 
patterns of ideal  
customers,” says Weiss, 
who relies on his risk 
analyst to inform 
marketing campaigns 
for the firm’s retail 
clients. David Klein, 
co-founder and CEO of 
New York City–based 
CommonBond, says his 
chief risk officer mea-
sures such things as the 
volume of customers 
the alternative lending 
firm can expect to see 
on its website each 
week. “At the core, the 
role is all about data 
and models and finding 
insights,” says Klein. 
“But you can apply that 
to anything that would 
benefit from predictive 
power, including rev-
enue and profit.” 

2.
GET 
ORGANIZATIONALLY 
CREATIVE 

 -
Employees might run in 
the other direction once 
they find out a profes-
sional risk analyst has 
been unleashed. “Peo-
ple tend to roll their eyes 
and go, ‘Here comes this 
guy who will make my 

life a bloody misery, and 
ask a thousand ques-
tions until we can’t  
do stuff,’ ” says Claudia 
Iannazzo, the founding 
partner at New York 
City–based venture firm 
Alpha Prime, who spent 
years pricing risk at 
larger corporations. 
Instead of giving that 
person a title like risk 
analyst, she suggests 
rebranding him or her as 
a “policy director, com-
mercial director, or even 
director of emergent 
operations.” Insurance 
upstart Oscar Health, 
also in New York,  
applies that creativity to 
office design, physically 
stationing its actuaries 
and data scientists next 
to one another so they’ll 
interact. “Data scientists 
tend to be more open to 
crazy new ways of doing 
things,” explains Oscar’s 
chief risk officer, John 
Loser. “They’ll push on 
the actuaries to be more 
innovative, and the 
actuaries are pushing  
on the data scientists to 
make sure there’s a rock-
solid foundation.”

3.
CONSIDER 
INVESTOR  
PERCEPTION  

 -
Some investors view  
a company’s hiring of a 
risk analyst early on as 
an indicator of a mature 

founder. “We want to 
hear not just that there’s 
a risk culture,” says 
Iannazzo, “but also that 
the company has started 
to institutionalize how it 
thinks about risk.” But 
not all investors consider 
it a positive. Nihal 
Mehta, founding general 
partner with NYC-based 
venture capital firm 
Eniac Ventures, says 
he’s wary of startups 
that are too focused on 
risk from day one. “At an 
early stage, if we see 
any risk executives close 
to the company, it’s a 
pink flag,” he explains. 
“You want these found-
ers to think big, and  
you don’t want anybody 
artificially inhibiting 
their ambitions.” 

4.
TAKE WITH 
A GRAIN OF  
SALT

 -
Rick Stollmeyer, who 
recently hired risk ana-
lysts at Mindbody, his 
San Luis Obispo, Califor-
nia, cloud software 
company, urges entre-
preneurs to consider 
their advice—but 
thoughtfully, in the 
larger context of the 
business. “When your 
tool is a hammer, your 
whole world looks like  
a nail,” he says. “As  
the CEO, balance all the 
relevant information.”

Wish you could hire a  
fortune teller? The next 
best thing: a risk analyst

Into the Unknown
IT’S NOT SURPRISING that insurance startups 
employ actuaries. What’s more unusual: for 
them to deploy their scenario-crunching 
risk experts on what’s effectively a  
business-development exercise. Earlier  
this year, that’s what happened at Clover 
Health, when its co-founders Vivek  
Garipalli and Kris Gale wanted to figure  
out the near impossible: Which new  
markets were the least risky for the San 
Francisco–based insurer to enter?

Clover’s chief actuary, Judah Rabino-
witz, and his team typically model data like 
mortality rates or the likelihood of sickness. 
Now they were applying hypothetical 
future analysis to macroeconomics. In 
October, after raising $120 million, Clover 
unveiled its expansion plans—to San  
Antonio and Savannah, Georgia. “Without 
the quantitative analysis, we would have 
been flying blind,” says Rabinowitz. 

In the era of big-data analysis, flying 
blind is a gamble you don’t have to take. 
Companies are hiring all kinds of risk ana-
lysts (including actuaries) to look at new 
kinds of potentialities and how much they 
could cost their business, says Joshua 
Weiss, CEO of New Jersey social market-
ing software company TeliApp, which 
hired a risk analyst earlier this year. Arming 
yourself with someone who can determine 
the range and likelihood of possible future 
outcomes, says Weiss, is foresight you 
should consider. —ZOË HENRY

TIP SHEET DATA SCIENCE

The Future of 
Forecasting
Demand for risk  
experts keeps 
heating up 

$114k 
The mean salary  
of an actuary  
in 2016.
SOURCE: U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS

•
Automated Actuaries
Startups including Cytora  
(London), Winklevoss  
Technologies (Greenwich,  
Connecticut), and Origami  
Risk (Chicago) sell software  
that automates some  
aspects of actuarial duties. 

••••

Into the Unknown
TIP SHEET DATA SCIENCETIP SHEET DATA SCIENCE

$114k 
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Photograph by JOSH DICKINSON

The projected 
growth rate  
of actuary  
jobs from 2016 
to 2026.  
SOURCE: BLS22%•

RETAIL UNCERTAINTY

Abercrombie & 
Fitch, Walmart, 
and Amazon have 
all recruited risk 
analysts in the 
past two years.

RISKY BUSINESS 2.0

New Uses for  
Risk Experts
TRACKING PURCHASE PATTERNS
Given retailers’ razor-thin profit margins, 
risk experts can help them do everything 
from anticipating dips in the economy that 
could affect discretionary spending to  
keeping supply chains efficient. TeliApp CEO 
Joshua Weiss hired a risk analyst after real-
izing that his social creative agency and 
software service company could help its 
retail clients examine purchasing patterns. 
Once they do, explains Weiss, these clients—
including Walmart and Barnes & Noble—can 
decide what types of inventory to stock  
up on, and if they’re wrong, how much  
that will cost them and whether they can 
afford that loss.

POLITICAL RISK
Many fast-growing technology companies 
bump up against life-or-death regulatory 
issues, prompting them to hire political risk 
experts to help them determine what calcu-
lated risks are worth taking. Bradley Tusk, 
the founder of New York City–based political 
strategy and venture firm Tusk Ventures (and 
an Inc.com columnist), has carved a name  
for himself helping startups like Uber and 
FanDuel do just that. Recently, he worked with 
the marijuana-delivery app Eaze to expand 
its business across California, persuading the 
founders not to pursue smaller towns. “The 
legal effort would have been just as much  
as it was for a big market, and the reward 
wasn’t proportional to the risk,” he says.

ENHANCING CYBERSECURITY
With breaches affecting such corporate giants 
as Yahoo, Sony, and Equifax, businesses  
are increasingly looking to security analysts  
to model the likelihood of future hacks. After 
Mindbody was the victim of a cyberattack in 
2011—bringing the cloud software company’s 
services down for four days—CEO Rick Stoll-
meyer hired a new chief information officer,  
a new head of security, and, most recently, 
several risk analysts who could evaluate the 
probability of a future attack and whether it 
was worth investing in more security. Says 
Stollmeyer: “We got a lot smarter, very fast.”

•
THORN IN YOUR SIDE 

Companies like Facebook 
and Riot Games have hired 

risk experts to help them 
avoid dicey situations.

22%



The

Icemen Two former  
lawyers have 
turned the  
multibillion- 
dollar ice cream 
industry upside 
down. Inside  
the low-cal, 
high-drama  
saga of Halo 
Top’s freezer 
domination
BY BURT HELM

•

DESSERT HACKER 

Justin Woolverton,  
a disenchanted lawyer, 

followed the path of 
the aimless in L.A.—

improv, screenwriting, 
basketball—until he 

became obsessed with 
healthy ice cream. 
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•

COLD CASH

Douglas Bouton,  
a lawyer from 
Woolverton’s 
basketball league, 
eventually helped 
him build Halo  
Top into a $100 
million business.       

INNOVATE



O ON THE AFTERNOON Justin Woolverton 

almost died, he was driving home from Van Nuys with 40 

pints of ice cream in the back seat. The 101 was jammed as 

usual; he phoned a buddy to pass the time. As they spoke, 

Woolverton noticed he was having a little trouble breathing. 

His breath got shallower; his heart began pounding; his head 

started to spin. He tried to remain calm, but by the time he 

had reached West Hollywood, he was hyperventilating, on the 

verge of fainting. An ambulance happened to be in the next 

lane at a stoplight. He wildly panic-gestured to the driver, 

hoping he might save him. 

A few months earlier, Woolverton had founded the ice 

cream company Eden Creamery 

here in Los Angeles. A corporate 

lawyer by training, he’d taught him-

self the business—how to manufac-

ture ice cream, how to sell it to 

grocery stores. Yet for every lesson 

he’d learned about the temperamen-

tal frozen dessert, he tended to miss 

something glaring. For instance, he 

knew that dry ice—several pounds 

of which were also in the backseat—

was the coolant of choice for ice 

cream transportation because it 

turned into a gas as it warmed up, 

meaning no messy puddles. What 

he didn’t know: The gaseous form  

of dry ice, a.k.a. carbon dioxide, is 

toxic. Once carbon dioxide rises to 1 percent of the 

air, it can make the body feel drowsy. By 8 percent, 

the body sweats, then the vision dims, and then—as 

Woolverton was learning—the mind begins to lose 

consciousness. Subsequently, the body suffocates. 

The ambulance pulled over; Woolverton lurched 

out of the car. But by the time the paramedics had a 

stethoscope to his chest, his bodily functions had 

returned to normal—he had inhaled fresh air.

Air, it turns out, was becoming a recurring detail 

in Woolverton’s life. One of the ingredients that 

would eventually make Halo Top—as Eden Cream-

ery’s ice cream would come to be known—the most 

unlikely new brand to shake up the cutthroat ice 

cream category was air. Along with milk, cream, egg 

whites, thickening agents, and a stevia-erythritol 

cocktail packed into Halo Top’s calorie-defying 

flavors like Red Velvet or Pancakes and Waffles, 

Woolverton pumped some three-quarter cups of air 

into every pint. Which meant, like Los Angeles, 

where it was born, and Instagram, where it would 

prosper, Halo Top would become another beautiful 

illusion: With only 300 calories and 20 grams of 

sugar, and a whopping 20 grams  

of protein in every pint, Halo Top 

delivered on the promise that it 

was possible to somehow be both 

decadent and healthy. It was the 

ice cream equivalent of a toned 

woman in Lulu lemon inhaling a 

cheeseburger. And in the six years 

since Woolverton developed his 

first recipe, it has become one of 

the best-selling frozen desserts  

in America.

The company’s trajectory has 

been unlike any other in the pack-

aged foods business. Two years  

ago, its founders, Woolverton and 

Douglas Bouton, were broke and 

•
SORRY, NOT SORRY 
Many Halo Top die-hards buy a pint of the high-protein 
treat daily, rewriting the rules of consumer behavior  
in the ice cream category.
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INNOVATE

hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt. The co-founders 

made every possible mistake, from screwing up their ice 

cream formula, to developing a brand that had already been 

trademarked by a litigious competitor, to both of them almost 

killing themselves. (Bouton had a similar driving-with- 

dry-ice death scare. “I probably should have warned you,”  

Woolverton tells him now.) 

They’ve also managed to rewrite the rules of consumer 

behavior. Typically, people purchase a pint of Ben & Jerry’s or 

Häagen-Dazs every couple of weeks, guiltily dipping spoon-

fuls here and there. But Halo Top has stripped away the need 

for any self-consciousness about downing an entire $6 pint in 

one sitting. As it encourages them to do on its packaging—

“Stop When You Hit the Bottom”—its fans often buy a pint for 

practically every night of the week, leaving retailers scram-

bling to keep the stuff in stock and the company struggling to 

produce it fast enough. 

As a result, Eden Creamery’s revenue has exploded, from 

$230,000 in 2013 to more than $100 million this year. In 2017, 

the profitable company earned the No. 5 spot on the Inc. 500, 

with a 20,944 percent three-year growth rate. “Halo Top is one 

of the most disruptive stories I’ve seen in my 10 years in the 

industry,” says Wayne Wu, managing director and partner at 

VMG, an investor in food and beverage startups. “They turned 

an energy bar into an ice cream.” 

Nothing about the way Woolverton and Bouton run the 

company is traditional—not its product, its marketing, or even 

its workday. Halo Top produces ads that are purposefully 

strange and off-putting. It counts ripped fitness buffs, minor 

professional athletes, and svelte C-list celebrities among its 

•

ICING OUT COMPETITORS 

Eden Creamery couldn’t produce Halo Top fast enough, so it cut a creative deal with its  
manufacturers —one of which stores it in this freezer in Turlock, California.

PHOTOGRAPH BY RYAN YOUNG
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fans but doesn’t mind having detractors, too. The company has 

no office, behaving more like a software startup than a pack-

aged foods business. Its 75 full-time employees work from 

home, messaging one another via the chat app Slack, most of 

them meeting up in various Los Angeles WeWork conference 

rooms. Woolverton starts his business day at 10:30 a.m., but 

works only in three-hour blasts until midnight. In between, he 

surfs Reddit, plays Civilization III, and works out. Midday 

siestas are not uncommon. “It’s just Justin and I, sitting at 

home in our sweatpants, eating Nestlé’s and Unilever’s lunch,” 

boasts Bouton, who, like Woolverton, had no experience in the 

grocery business before starting the company.

The two former lawyers might be killing it in their lounge-

wear, but they are also now in the throes of discovering the 

consequences of irritating industry giants. In the past year, 

Unilever and Kroger have come out with their own stevia-

infused Halo Top copycats. Now, Woolverton and Bouton are 

pursuing their most aggressive growth strategy yet. In October, 

they introduced Halo Top’s new line of dairy-free ice cream.  

In November, they debuted the first of 10 planned retail loca-

tions. By spring, they’ll continue to roll out new flavors. The 

co-founders not only have to outpace their new competition, 

they have to upend the most stubborn tradition of all: the curse 

of the low-cal-food fad. 

IN 2011, JUSTIN WOOLVERTON was just another useless guy in 

Hollywood. His four years at the white-shoe law firm 

Latham & Watkins had crushed the notion that his career 

would ever measure up to his childhood dreams of strutting 

across a courtroom like the lead attorney in a John Grisham 

novel. At 32, the most glamorous thing the former Navy brat 

had done was fly to Hong Kong for a high-profile contract 

arbitration, where he then spent 10 days reviewing documents 

in a conference room, clicking a button in database software 

whenever one was relevant to the case. 

Fortunately, Los Angeles has plenty to offer the young and 

aimless: When he wasn’t working, Woolverton took improv 

classes, read screenwriting books, and wrote a pretend episode 

of his favorite TV show, FX’s The League. He did standup at 

open mics in coffee shops, telling bad jokes. “It was the cringi-

est period of my life,” he says. 

After burning out on comedy within a few months, he 

turned to the next best hobby in Los Angeles after performing 

and writing spec scripts: optimizing one’s diet. He had long 

been practicing intermittent fasting, limiting his caloric intake 

to certain hours of the day, and avoiding sugar and carbs. He’d 

regularly skip all food until 4 p.m., and then ingest two high-

protein entrées, such as a chicken burrito bowl from Chipotle 

and a pork shoulder omelet. He felt this kept his mind sharp 

and his beach body taut. But this disciplined lifestyle left his 

sweet tooth unsatisfied. The man needed dessert. 

Woolverton was hardly a chef, but he was determined to 

concoct a healthy and decent-tasting treat. He assembled his 

early recipes like crude equations, adding Greek yogurt to 

berries, then adding stevia—a low-

calorie, plant-based sweetener that 

had recently become popular—and 

hoping the mixture, once blended 

and frozen, would equal ice cream. 

It didn’t. It was hard and icy, like a 

yogurt Popsicle. He varied the 

amounts he combined, figuring out 

how much stevia was needed for 

just the right level of sweetness. He 

bought an ice cream maker, and the 

mixture tasted even better. Once  

he finally hit the perfect recipe, “I 

could barely sleep at night,” he says. 

Soon Woolverton was phoning 

independent manufacturers, known 

in the industry as co-packers. A 

small-time one in Van Nuys agreed to let him come in on the 

weekend and use the six-gallon mixer. Woolverton’s first batch 

of ice cream was slop. “Absolutely garbage,” he says. “It didn’t 

even freeze.” 

Making ice cream commercially was not so simple as  

multiplying his kitchen recipe by 50, as he’d thought. Ice cream 

is an odd and finicky product; it freezes soft, due to its high 

sugar and fat content. If you attempt to circumvent this for-

mula, you need to find combinations of ingredients, such  

as probiotic fibers and erythritol, as well as gums to stabilize it. 

But getting the balance of ingredients right is treacherous—a 

gum that might fix the texture can completely throw off the 

flavor. Woolverton went back to his internet research and 

developed a more methodical approach, listing all of his ingre-

dients in a notebook and tweaking the proportions, until, 

eventually, he found a balance of gums and fibers and milk 

proteins that produced a good taste. To reduce the calorie 

content of a pint, he spun his ice cream full of that air—a proc-

ess known as overrun. (All ice cream brands do this, but  

less expensive and low-fat concoctions contain significantly 

more air than brands like Häagen-Dazs and Ben & Jerry’s.)

After a year of trial and error, Woolverton finally had a 

•
WE ALL SCREAM 
“People are either going to like our voice or not like  
our voice,” says Woolverton of Eden Creamery’s  
polarizing marketing style, exhibited in a recent  
dystopian ad directed by YouTube star Mike Diva.

98 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 C
O

M
P

A
N

Y



Are you able to see the other car? At Lexus, we’re constantly
looking out for the driver. That’s why we create advancements—
like available Front Cross-Traffic Alert1—that actively help
detect an approaching car at an intersection. Better-informed
drivers get us closer to our ultimate vision: a world without
accidents. See more of our comprehensive safety system2

at lexus.com/safety. Experience driver-first innovation.
Experience Amazing.

LEXUS SAFETY SYSTEM+AINNOVATION THAT

HELPS SPOT A

DANGER BEFORE

IT BECOMES ONE. lexus.com/safety  |  #Lexus

Options shown. Illustration is for conceptual purposes only and is not an actual representation of Lexus Safety System+. 1. Do not overly rely on the Intuitive Intersection Support/Front Cross-Traffic Alert system.
Always visually confirm that it is safe to proceed. There are limitations to the function, detection and range of the system. See Owner’s Manual for additional limitations and details. 2. Drivers are responsible
for their own safe driving. Always pay attention to your surroundings and drive safely. System effectiveness is dependent on many factors including road, weather and vehicle conditions. See Owner’s Manual

for additional limitations and details. ©2017 Lexus
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product that satisfied him, even if it was 

temperamental: Straight from the freez-

er, the ice cream could still be chalky and 

hard as a rock. But after several minutes 

on the counter, it warmed a bit, and the 

consistency became smooth—as good,  

in his mind, as any full-fat ice cream.  

He paid a graphic designer $30,000 to 

develop the logo and the packaging, and 

spent over $100,000 more on raw ingre-

dients and materials, using up every last 

paycheck from his day job. He decided  

to call the brand Eden Creamery, to evoke 

the idea that such a good-for-you ice 

cream was a product of paradise, untaint-

ed by sin. (Not too long afterward, Wool-

verton realized he’d made a grave error 

with his company’s name—a corporation, 

Eden Foods, already held the trademark 

and he had to scrap everything, coming 

up with a new brand name—Halo Top—

and designing a new logo.)

Natural-food stores began buying  

into the appeal. The first supermarket  

to carry his ice cream was Erewhon, an 

L.A.-based gourmet chain that was also 

Woolverton’s local grocery store. Luck-

ily, the patrons were his people—the 

kind who loved pricey indulgence so 

long as they think it is healthy, too. 

When Woolverton flew up to San 

Francisco to pitch the Bay Area Whole 

Foods, the buyer put in an order for 225 

cases without so much as tasting the 

stuff. Tagging along with Woolverton 

was a lawyer buddy from his basketball 

league, Doug Bouton. Bouton had also 

wanted to leave law; after the Whole 

Foods meeting and a subsequent trip  

to a trade show, Bouton wanted in too—

as Woolverton’s business partner.

Woolverton would continue to be 

chief food scientist, and run marketing 

and finance. Bouton, a math and theology 

major who still enjoyed managing com-

plex fantasy football leagues, organized 

Woolverton’s mess of Excel spreadsheets 

into a supply chain and a sales operation. 

Bouton set his sights on mainstream 

grocery stores and raising money. 

But when Bouton began showing up at the headquarters of 

mass-market chains, he encountered resistance. “Every buyer 

was different, but the pushback I’d get was ‘Healthy ice cream? 

That sounds disgusting,’ ” says Bouton. 

Serving perfect ice cream to buyers became one of the  

co-founders’ primary challenges. Their product was still very 

sensitive to temperature, and if the pints arrived encased in dry 

ice they could take 45 minutes to thaw 

to the ideal smoothness. Bouton began 

showing up to meetings an hour or 

more early, looking for ways to inter-

cept the ice cream samples before the 

meeting so he could make sure to serve 

them himself—stalling the conversation 

or expediting it when necessary. If he 

could get a buyer to taste an ideal sam-

ple, the meeting almost always transi-

tioned to negotiating deal points. If not, 

he’d stumble. 

Bouton visited 75 buyers in six 

months. In 2013, the company signed  

up three more Whole Foods regions and 

several smaller chains. Halo Top’s 

distribution expanded into supermarkets 

across the country. Woolverton and 

Bouton finally quit their day jobs. 

But just as the founders began to  

get the ice cream on store shelves  

nationwide, the company’s finances 

were on thin ice. Early in 2013, the pair 

had raised $500,000 from family, 

friends, and old colleagues, which they 

hoped would sustain them until busi-

ness took off. But to get on new store 

shelves, they had to either give the 

retailer the first cases of product free or 

pay a slotting fee—as much as $150 per 

flavor, per store. For large chains, these 

fees could run into hundreds of thou-

sands of dollars, killing their cash flow. 

As if that weren’t enough, in 2014,  

growing pains with quality control had 

cost the company a huge account: 

Sprouts reduced its orders and eventu-

ally stopped carrying Halo Top in its 

more than 200 stores.

The founders struggled to make ends 

meet every month. Woolverton maxed 

out five credit cards, carrying a balance 

of over $150,000. Desperate, Woolverton 

applied for a predatory loan, which had 

an interest rate of 24.9 percent—and  

got turned down. Bouton applied for the  

loan instead, securing them another 

$35,000. When the money arrived, they 

cele brated. “That buys us like two more 

months,” Bouton said. 

BY THE END OF 2015, they had managed to raise $1 million from 

angels and the CircleUp crowdfunding website, which gave 

them a runway of 16 months. “Basically, 2016 was the make-

or-break year,” says Bouton. If they ran out of money this 

time, they would wind down the company and sell it for 

liquidation. “We’re not going to raise money again. It’s too 

out to pasture
Ice cream companies have  
been trying to cheat the  
dessert gods for decades.

Simple Pleasures 
Launched 1990

THE PITCH  The NutraSweet ice cream 
was powered by Simplesse, a newly 
approved fat substitute derived from 
egg whites and milk protein.

WHAT HAPPENED  After the stuff had 
received national buzz, the press tasted 
it: “Many reporters took a spoonful, 
grimaced and set down the rest of  
their free food uneaten—perhaps a  
first in the annals of journalism,” wrote 
Newsweek at the time. Two years  
later, the brand was shuttered. 

Skinny Cow 
Launched 1994

THE PITCH  Two-hundred-calorie ice 
cream bars and sandwiches sweetened  
with sucralose (Splenda).

WHAT HAPPENED  More than a decade 
after being founded by two New York 
City beer distributors, the brand was 
acquired by Nestlé-Dreyer’s in 2004. 
After hitting $325 million in 2011, sales 
started declining with the ascent of 
frozen Greek yogurt. In 2017, Nestlé 
announced it was reformulating  
its recipe to remove “unfamiliar 
ingredients” so that it would seem 
more natural. 

Breyers Carb Smart 
Launched 2003 

THE PITCH  Tailored to Atkins dieters,  
this ice cream with only 14 grams of 
carbs per serving uses a combination  
of sorbitol and polydextrose.

WHAT HAPPENED As Atkins-mania  
swept the nation, Carb Smart’s sales 
surpassed $137 million in its first year. 
But the market soon became crowded 
with competitors. Today, sales hover  
around $30 million.
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painful,” says Woolverton. 

By then, the co-founders had become scrappy. Bouton 

persuaded stores to discount their slotting fees. The savings 

were then used on ads that drove traffic to those specific 

stores. Woolverton continued buying hyper-targeted Facebook 

and Instagram ads aimed at people who liked ice cream and 

healthy foods and lived in the ZIP codes immediately sur-

rounding each new location. “I quickly figured out I could 

spend $150 on an in-store demonstration, or I could spend that 

on targeted ads that cost 10 cents per eyeball,” Woolverton 

says. “You drive a lot more traffic doing it that way.” 

Bouton and Woolverton reached out to fitness buffs with 

sizable Instagram followings, hoping they would talk up  

the brand for free in exchange for ice cream coupons. They 

became extremely responsive to anyone who contacted the 

company, whether by customer service or through an informal 

mention in Instagram. “The goal always was to talk to people 

the way we talk to our friends,” says Woolverton. Bit by bit, 

word of mouth began to spread. 

In the months that followed, serendipitous things began to 

happen. A West Hollywood personal trainer at a gym just a few 

miles from Woolverton’s apartment was working out with a 

magazine writer. The trainer had recently discovered Halo  

Top and couldn’t stop talking about it—the high of knowing he 

could eat a pint of the stuff a night and feel no guilt. In January 

2016, the writer went gonzo, writing a story for GQ.com chroni-

cling 10 straight days during which the only thing he consumed 

was Halo Top. The headline: “What It’s Like to Eat Nothing 

but This Magical, Healthy Ice Cream.” A little over a month 

later, BuzzFeed published an article emphasizing “I tried [Halo 

Top] and OMG. LIFE-CHANGING.” 

Halo Top couldn’t have orchestrated better timing. By 

then, Bouton had gotten Halo Top in nearly 5,000 grocery 

stores nationwide. Meanwhile, Woolverton’s team had built 

up the ice cream’s considerable following on Instagram and 

Facebook and had figured out how to use the platforms to 

promote positive articles and target specific groups. As both 

the GQ.com and BuzzFeed stories went viral, sales jumped. 

“Those two [stories] put millions of eyeballs on us,” Bouton 

says. “And the snowball started.” 

Over the next three months, Halo Top’s growth rate dou-

bled, with sales increasing an average of 78 percent a month. 

Eden Creamery turned cash-flow positive, and finally the 

company was on firm financial ground.

At Rex Creamery, the dairy that makes Halo Top’s ice cream 

mixes, executives wondered what was going on. “We were 

making 1,000 gallons every couple of months for them,” says 

Gary Ericks, who runs sales at Rex. “All of a sudden, they start-

ed ordering 3,000 gallons. And then it got to the point where 

we couldn’t believe what was going on—it got to 9,000 to 
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12,000 gallons a day.” Shoppers, it turned out, were buying 

Halo Top differently from how they’d bought ice cream in the 

past. Rather than purchase the occasional pint, many custom-

ers were scarfing down a pint of Halo Top every night. 

The behavior took both supermarkets and Woolverton and 

Bouton by surprise. Shelves went bare; inventory dwindled; 

Eden Creamery began having trouble filling its purchase  

orders. Its co-packer was reluctant to give it excess capacity  

at the expense of its other clients—a frequent problem in the 

industry, says William Madden, a food and beverage supply 

chain consultant. 

As the summer of 2016 approached, the founders looked for 

ways to make more ice cream. They worried that if  

they failed to fill their orders, a big competitor could clone 

their product, ramp up production, and push them off the 

shelves. Bouton and Woolverton decided to make a big bet. 

They did a deal with DariFill, a maker of ice 

cream–manufacturing equipment, and  

approached co-packers with an offer: If they 

built a new line dedicated to Halo Top, Eden 

Creamery would finance the new equipment 

purchases and guarantee a full production run 

for an extended period of time. By the summer 

of 2016, Bouton got two co-packers to agree to  

the deal. Halo Top now had its own dedicated 

assembly lines—factories within factories—giving the company 

the freedom to manufacture what it wanted when it wanted.

IN A LITTLE LESS THAN TWO YEARS, Halo Top’s relentless sales 

growth has afforded the founders something most entrepre-

neurs only dream of: They run a profitable company, at  

scale. They retain majority control. Their debts are paid  

off. “My credit score is finally above 600,” says Woolverton.

This summer, financial news outlets reported that the 

company had hired Barclays to shop it for a $2 billion  

acquisition. Woolverton and Bouton say that’s untrue. They 

acknowledge they’ve had conversations with bankers and say 

they’ve been pitched relentlessly by private equity firms and 

other would-be buyers, but they are having too much fun to 

sell. They opened their first shop, Halo Top Scoop Shop, in 

L.A., and they continue to add new flavors, both in their stan-

HALO TOP HAS FOUND ITSELF AT THE  
CENTER OF A DEEP PHILOSOPHICAL DIVIDE: 
THE ICE CREAM PURISTS VERSUS THOSE  
HUNGRY FOR A CHEAP CALORIE THRILL.
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dard and new dairy-free lines, in what-

ever varieties tickle their fancy. 

But the industry giants are starting 

to encroach with their own stevia-based 

desserts. In the past year, Breyers, the 

ice cream brand owned by Unilever, 

introduced a low-calorie, high-protein 

ice cream with the calorie count printed 

in big letters on the container, just like 

Halo Top. Kroger has also introduced its 

own private-label clone, Simple Truth 

Low Cow Lite Ice Cream. These new 

entrants join an existing Halo Top com-

petitor called Enlightened. 

In the battle for shelf space, Halo 

Top is taking the threat seriously.  

Bouton, armed with Halo Top’s strong 

sales figures, is pushing to expand its 

typical footprint in stores from two 

shelves to even more. The company now 

offers a free branded freezer chest to 

any store interested in stocking its prod-

uct on the floor. Meanwhile, the founders 

are working to stifle their competitors. 

They have exclusive deals with some 

16,000 stores, meaning no direct com-

petitor can advertise with displays in 

those stores or in their circulars unless 

they approve them first. 

“If they had introduced clones a year 

earlier, it could have been checkmate  

on us,” says Bouton, citing the slower 

demand back then and the company’s 

trouble filling orders. Now it’s a differ-

ent story. “When we go head-to-head  

in the freezer case we’re the best- 

selling thing by two, three, four times,” 

says Bouton. “Buyers have never seen  

it before.” 

To keep feeding that momentum, the 

company has hired seven people who do 

nothing but offer free ice cream to influ-

encers, be they pro athletes, designers,  

or Doug the Pug, a dog with an agent 

and 2.9 million Instagram followers that 

recently appeared in a photo lounging in 

a bathtub with a pint of Mochi Green 

Tea–flavored Halo Top. 

If all of this—the euphoric personal 

trainer, the celebrity dog on social  

media, the pints filled with air—has  

the ring of a bubble to you, you’re not 

alone. This has been the perennial prob-

lem of low-fat brands. The diet end of 

the freezer case has been something of  

a revolving door, with one faddish ice 

cream followed by the next (see “Out  

to Pasture,” page 100). 

But unlike the brands that came 

before it, Halo Top isn’t compet-

ing on calories alone. Like poli-

tics and religion, Halo Top has 

found itself at the center of a 

deep philosophical divide: the ice 

cream purists versus those hun-

gry for a cheap-calorie thrill. Two 

bites of Talenti or gorging an 

entire pint of “low-fat ice cream” 

(as Halo Top has been classified 

by the FDA)? It’s a heated debate 

that often plays out on social media . A 

keyword search of Halo Top on Insta-

gram yields endless close-ups of bare-

midriffed fans smiling with their favorite 

pint, while ranters like @joshkrugerPHL 

don’t hold back on Twitter: Halo Top is 

“ice cream for people who hate life.” 

But Woolverton’s a modern marketer. 

Rather than run from the criticism, he’s 

barreling Halo Top toward its center, 

stoking its cultish image. Recently, the 

company ventured into movie theaters 

with a disturbing 90-second commer-

cial. It’s a dystopian satire on the idea of 

eating nothing but ice cream, but in this 

version, a confused elderly woman 

awakes in a futuristic all-white room to 

find out that everyone she’s ever known 

is dead. To her horror, the only thing left 

to sustain her for the rest of her life is an 

ice-cream-serving robot. 

 “People were revolted or they abso-

lutely loved it,” says Woolverton of the 

public’s polarized response. Sure, part of 

his product’s staying power will be the 

science and flavors fueling its formula. 

But the way he sees it, if you want to 

outlive a fad, you have to be willing to 

make yourself part of the cultural con-

versation, good or bad. The riskiest 

thing you can do is play it vanilla.

BURT HELM is Inc.’s senior contributing writer.

THE DIET END OF THE  
FREEZER CASE HAS BEEN  
A REVOLVING DOOR,  
WITH ONE FAD FOLLOWED 
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Access to a New Asset Class
Prime Meridian Capital Management enables high  
net worth individuals to invest in the burgeoning  
field of online marketplace loans.

Davis says he was attracted to the P2P 

lending space after researching various 

alternative income products such as 

real estate investment trusts (REITs) 

and certain oil and gas products. At 

the time he was running Novus Invest-

ments, an alternative asset manage-

ment firm. He liked the online lending 

model because he says it was much 

more transparent and efficient than a 

bank. “If an individual wants to borrow 

money from a bank, to this day it’s still 

a very archaic process,” he says. 

“When you go to an online lender, 

they’re utilizing technology in a much 

more efficient way, and the whole pro-

cess can take two weeks or less. That’s 

why they’re so popular.”

Indeed, P2P loan originations totaled 

more than $23 billion in the U.S. last 

year, according to Deloitte, with Lend-

ing Club the biggest player. So far, 

Prime Meridian is finding robust inter-

est in its P2P-centric funds and claims 

assets under management have 

grown to $560 million. “We expect to 

be at $1 billion by next summer,” Davis 

adds. The company makes money by 

charging clients a management fee 

and a performance fee for the funds it 

manages. As he looks ahead to other 

types of lending in the P2P space, 

Davis says auto loans interest him, but 

student loans do not. 

“The interest rates are lower and also 

there are a lot of political issues 

surrounding student loans concerning 

extending payment cycles or giving 

students payment holidays,” he says. 

“That’s good for students and for 

society, but that also means there’s a 

lot of uncertainty in this space. And 

our objective at Prime Meridian is to 

give our investors the best risk-

adjusted returns.” 

Learn more at pmifunds.com

•BY THE NUMBERS

WHEN THE  SHARING  ECONOMY 

began to take off in the mid-2000s,  

it was almost inevitable that lending 

would become part of the mix. If 

individuals could rent or lend out 

things like homes, cars, and talent, 

why not money?

Indeed, online peer-to-peer (P2P) lend-

ing—or marketplace lending as it’s also 

known—started on sites such as Pros-

per and Lending Club as a way for bor-

rowers and lenders to come together 

without the need for a bank. By elimi-

nating banks as the “middleman,” bor-

rowers could get lower interest rates for 

typical credit needs such as refinancing 

a high-interest credit card or taking out 

a personal or small business loan. Lend-

ers could earn higher returns—typically 

in the high single-digits—than they 

would if they kept their money parked 

in a checking or savings account.

Prime Meridian Capital Management 

saw promise in this newly emerging 

asset class. The Walnut Creek, California-

based investment management firm 

was started in 2012 by veteran financial 

manager Don Davis to specialize 

precisely in the burgeoning P2P lending 

space. The company has a family of 

four funds that give investors access to 

short-duration, high interest rate loan 

portfolios by taking advantage of the 

efficiencies in the growing online P2P 

lending arena. Davis says the loans in 

Prime Meridian’s funds include 

unsecured consumer debt consolidation, 

small business financing, real estate, 

and more. The funds are attractive to 

Prime Meridian’s clients—mainly ultra 

high net worth individuals and asset 

management firms—because they are 

designed to create a steady stream of 

income. They also have a low correlation 

to other asset classes in a portfolio, 

meaning that they can perform 

differently than equities or bonds in 

the same economic climate.
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Attack of the Gurus
There has never been more 
free business advice. What’s 
worth listening to—and what 
should you ignore?

Whenever I get advice, the first thing I do  

is find out if the person giving it has ever done  

the thing being suggested. There are plenty  

of “gurus” out there telling you how to start a 

business who have never started one themselves, 

like business school professors who have spent 

their careers in academia.

If they haven’t done the thing, I dismiss the 

advice. I don’t want theory. I want practice.

If they have done the thing, then I find out when 

they did it. Was it years ago? Are they still doing it  

as they describe? I believe advice has an expiration 

date. For example, I’m the wrong person to ask 

about starting a business. Why? I haven’t started 

one for 18 years. You’re far better off asking some-

one who started a business a year ago.

Then, if they have done it, and they still are 

doing it, it’s good to know for how long. I put more 

weight into someone’s advice if that person has 

been following it for an extended time.

For example, my company, Basecamp, has been 

entirely self-funded and profitable for 18 years. I’m 

happy to explain why I think this has been a good 

path, how to make that path work, and how to keep 

it working. I’d be the wrong person to talk about 

what it’s like to take VC money. All my stories are 

other people’s stories I’ve heard. You’re better off 

talking directly to someone who’s taken VC money.

Another thing I consider is the motivation 

behind the advice. Is someone with experience 

trying to sell you something? If so, discount  

that advice. If it’s in the service of sharing and mentoring, and there’s no commercial connec-

tion, invest in that advice.

Last, I tend to look at how much advice a person gives. If someone is a professional advice 

giver—writing book after book in quick succession—I’ll take what he or she has to say with  

a grain of salt. It’s hard to be good at one thing, let alone dozens of things. So when someone 

tells you 100 things to do, be wary.

Here’s the most important thing to recognize about advice: It’s relative. It’s contextual. 

People love to share success stories, and suggest you follow in their footsteps, but most people 

really have no idea how they achieved what they achieved. They look back and connect dots 

that maybe weren’t there, lay it out for you, and encourage you to do the same thing.

That’s why I think you should ignore more advice than you take. Find your own way. Then, 

once you’ve been doing it long enough, maybe you can share your lessons with others—and 

they can decide whether that’s worth listening to.

T
HE INTERNET HAS BECOME a living, breathing, profes-

sional self-help platform. If advice on how to run 

your company isn’t coming at you 140 (or now 280) 

characters at a time on Twitter, you can get it from 

a homespun podcast, a Medium confessional, or 

someone’s TinyLetter personal newsletter. There’s 

hardly a CEO, an entrepreneur, or a cultural figure 

these days who doesn’t profess to hold some wis-

dom that will lead you to building a great business. 

I don’t think this proliferation of expertise is a 

particularly useful development (though it’s not 

lost on me that I’m guilty of dishing my own brand of advice). All of 

this counsel isn’t informing people. It’s overwhelming them. What 

happens when you read one thing one day and the next day you read 

something that completely contradicts it? What’s right, what’s 

wrong, what’s leading, and what’s misleading? 

So rather than give you advice on how to take advice, I thought I’d 

share my personal approach to filtering it. 

G E T  R E A L

Jason Fried

Jason Fried is a co-founder  
of Basecamp (formerly  
37signals), a Chicago-based  
software company. 
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FRANCHISE SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION

Franchise businesses anticipate healthy growth during the 

coming year, as a stable economy and continued good profits 

encourage investor interest in franchise opportunities.

Cruise Planners already has franchisees of its home-based 

travel franchise in all 50 states and anticipates further growth 

nationally in 2018, according to CEO Michelle Fee. The Coral 

Springs, Florida-based company offers a low-cost, no-

inventory business opportunity that franchisees can work at 

full-time or part-time.

“People are always traveling, and Cruise Planners trains 

franchisees with no travel industry experience and turns them 

into travel professionals who can book all types of vacations, 

not just cruises,” Fee says. The concept attracts both 

Millennials, who appreciate being able to work on the go with 

Cruiser Planners mobile apps, and retirees who are looking for 

an encore career that offers a flexible schedule, she adds. 

Cruise Planners also recently announced its first artificial 

intelligence initiative. The program will help its network of 

home-based travel advisors with voice-activated, virtual 

personal assistants compatible with Amazon Alexa devices. 

Another AI initiative is designed for consumers to help 

generate leads.  “Additionally, we have the support team in our 

business development department to hold franchisees’ hands 

every step of the way,” Fee says. 

Snap Fitness is a fitness club franchise business that 

features a simple, turnkey system, low startup costs, and 

comprehensive support from the corporate office. “We 

have a proven concept that makes it easy for franchisees 

to succeed,” says Peter Taunton, CEO and founder of the 

Chanhassen, Minnesota-based franchiser. 

By the start of 2018, Snap Fitness anticipates having 

approximately 3,000 locations open or in development in at 

least 26 countries. “We’re all over the world, with plans to 

continue expanding into new markets in 2018,” Taunton says.  

Mosquito Joe has 128 franchisees operating in 234 territories 

in 32 states and will expand to 33 states in 2018, according to 

Chief Operating Officer Lou Schager. The low-cost, scalable 

businesses service a high-growth market providing mosquito 

control to homes and businesses. 

Franchisees of Virginia Beach-based Mosquito Joe receive 

full training and support that allows them to succeed without 

previous pest control experience. “We feel operating as a 

seasonal business is of tremendous value since it provides a 

great quality of life, earning in seven to nine months an amount 

of revenue that would normally take 12 months,” Schager says. 

Dream Vacations has more than 1,100 travel agency 

franchise locations across the U.S. and anticipates adding 

100 more locations to that total, says Janet Harris, senior 

franchise development specialist with the Fort Lauderdale, 

Florida, company. 

Franchisees, who can also opt instead to do business under 

the CruiseOne banner, enjoy low startup costs, flexibility, a 

complete training program, and discounts on their own travel. 

“Being home-based also enables Dream Vacations franchise 

owners to set their own hours and create the ideal work/life 

balance that suits their lifestyle,” says Harris. The company 

offers special deals for military veterans, she adds.

Discovery Map has 132 locations, mostly in the East and 

West coast and Rocky Mountain regions, and President Peter 

Hans expects to add 8 to 10 more in 2018. Franchisees of 

the Waitsfield, Vermont-based company publish hand-drawn 

maps that direct visitors to local attractions. Discovery Map is 

a home-based business requiring a modest time commitment. 

“It’s very much a lifestyle business,” Hans says. 

Franchise Outlook 2018
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Your background is in technology, 
but in 2001 you teamed up with  
a fitness instructor, Alberto “Beto” 
Perez. How do you tell an idea 
that’s crazy from one that’s just 
out of the ordinary?
Zumba was already happening,  
but at a very small scale. It wasn’t 
totally out of left field. You have to 
always be listening. When you find 
something that’s hyperlocal but 
you’re seeing a bit of a fever around 
it, there’s an opportunity there.

How hard was it to convince other 
people that this was a solid idea? 
Early on, I was pitching the CEO  
of an infomercial company. He said, 
“This is cool, but does Beto speak 
English?” So I called and asked him. 
He said, “Dígale que sí ”—“Tell them 
yes.” For the next 60 days, we tried 
to teach Beto English. It wouldn’t 
sink in. So on day 58, he says, “Just 
teach me how to say, ‘Nice to meet 
you. Sorry, I need to go.’ ” The guys 
from the company came to watch 
him teach a class. Beto comes off 
the stage and says, “Nice to meet 
you. Sorry, I need to go.” Then he 
runs off and hides in his car.

Zumba charges instructors for 
licensing and teaching materials, 
but decided not to charge gyms or 
participants. When should you 
leave money on the table? 
We reached that decision in service 
of making the instructors success-
ful. We said they should be able to 
teach anywhere—why limit them? 
There was a conflict between taking 
more money and reaching more 
people. We chose reach, because  
we want everyone to be happy  
and fit. The answer is look at your 
mission. The brand has the answer. 
Ask the brand.

Zumba’s instructors are its cus-
tomers, and their passion has 
made the brand a global phenom-
enon. How do you create an audi-
ence that evangelizes for you?  
You don’t. They have to want to  
do it. Invest in making your prod-
uct authentic and something  
that people are going to want to 
share. Then you give them more 
tools and more outlets, and you 
celebrate the ones who do it. 

F O U N D E R S  F O RU M

Alberto Perlman

The co-founder of Zumba Fitness  
discovered a massive exercise craze—now  
practiced by 15 million people around the  
world—where no one else thought to look 
By JEFF BERCOVICI Photograph by LAUREL GOLIO

•
A DIFFERENT 
PERSPECTIVE 
Respect for others is a 
big part of the culture 
at Zumba Fitness, says 
co-founder Alberto 
Perlman. To drive  
that point home, the 
company has a saying: 
“Ego is not your amigo.”

PRINTED IN THE USA. COPYRIGHT ©2017 BY MANSUETO VENTURES LLC. All rights reserved. INC. (ISSN 0162-8968) is published monthly, except for combined July/August and Winter (formerly 
December/January) issues, by Mansueto Ventures LLC, 7 World Trade Center, New York, NY 10007-2195. Subscription rate for U.S. and  possessions, $19 per year. Address all subscription 
correspondence to Inc. magazine, P.O. Box 3136, Harlan, IA 51593-0202; 800-234-0999; icmcustserv@cdsfulfillment.com (U.S., Canada, International). Please allow at least six weeks for change of 
address. Include your old address as well as new, and enclose if possible an address label from a recent issue. Single-copy requests: 800-234-0999. Periodical postage paid at New York, NY, and 
additional mailing offices. Canadian GST registration number is R123245250. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Inc. magazine, P.O. Box 3136, Harlan, IA 51593-0202. Material in this publication 
must not be stored or reproduced in any form without permission. Requests for permission should be directed to permissions@inc.com. Reprint requests should be directed to The YGS Group at 
800-290-5460, ext. 128. Inc. is a registered trademark of Mansueto Ventures LLC.   WINTER 2017/2018 VOL. 39 NO. 10

THE LAST WORD112 - INC. - WINTER 2017/2018



©2017 Chubb. Coverages underwritten by one or more subsidiary companies. 
Not all coverages available in all jurisdictions. Chubb®, its logo, Not just coverage. 
Craftsmanship.SM and Chubb. Insured.SM are protected trademarks of Chubb.

What is Craftsmanship
SM

?

To be crafted is to meet exacting standards. 

It’s the human touch that combines art and science 
to create something unique.

We tend to think about craftsmanship in terms 
of physical things: fine wine, classic cars, custom 
furniture and iconic structures.

But what about the underwriting of insurance to craft 
protection for your unique and  valuable things? And 
the service behind that  coverage when you need it 
most — like claims  and loss prevention?

For your business.

Your employees.

Your home.

The people you love.

Things that need a particular kind of  
protection and service.

The kind Chubb provides.

Not just coverage. Craftsmanship.
SM

Not just insured.

Chubb. Insured.
SM

chubb.com
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You see an IPO on the horizon. 
We see the steps to get there. 
Think an IPO is a next step? Look again.™ An IPO is a process. Deloitte’s audit and IPO readiness services 

include access to knowledge, people, and programs to advise you on this journey. A Deloitte audit can 

help you see further and deeper into your business. See how at deloitte.com/us/egc.


