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Welcome!
First things first: how was Implementation 
Week? Feeling energized and ready for more? 
Good! So are we. In this PDF (the fourth in 
our series for B-Schoolers with product-based 
businesses) we’ll walk through tried-and-true 
strategies with a special focus on applying these 
ideas to your business and goals. From wooing 
big shots your way to list-building best practices 
everyone should know about, we’ll cover all the 
tough stuff.

In addition to stories and insights from other B-School grads, 

we’ve also collected four more in-depth case studies. One 

includes a great story on how to creatively drive sign-ups 

quickly—you won’t want to miss it. As always, feel free to jot 

down your notes and brainstorms in the back.
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As a product-based business owner, I’m struggling with wooing big shots. 
Nobody is writing back! You said to offer something of value to big shots. Since 
I don’t know any other big shots to introduce them to (like in the example you 
gave), is offering something like a big giveaway of my stuff enough? Or would 
it be a better idea to send them a product in the mail to show the quality of my 
products and my personality?

“The way I’ve done it is to write to them to introduce myself after telling them why I 
like them/their blog/their stuff and offer to send them some items, no strings at-
tached. Include a nice handwritten note with the package and follow up with them 
after a reasonable amount of time, to make sure the package arrived safely. No expec-
tations. If they love you, they will tell the world.”

- Jessica Stark

“For product-based ‘big shots,’ for example a retailer you admire, I would suggest 
building the relationship if you can offline. Never send anyone unsolicited product—it 
could be a waste of time and money for you. Real relationships are built on mutual 
trust and value, not through giving away free product. If the big shot is in your city, 
why not show up to an event they are speaking at and introduce yourself, or see if 
you can get an introduction via a contact on LinkedIn? Often, online product retailers 
may feel like the trust is not there yet as there are a lot of trade secrets that many do 
not want to expose.”

- Kristi Soomer

“I have worked with several fashion bloggers, and giveaways or free items for prod-
uct reviews are often enough value. Additional options can include writing quality 
guest posts (that aren’t essentially advertisements for your products), and offering to 
promote their platform on yours.”

- Megan Petersen

QueStion 1

anSWerS

marie SayS: 
Hallelujah!
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answers
Question 1

“Realize that the big shots are inundated. In the case of products, celebrities are 
especially overwhelmed. You could do a few things in this scenario. First, start lower. 
Don’t try to go after Britney Spears. Settle for the Bachelorette who was on three sea-
sons ago. She’s gotta have some remnant of star power, and that might be all that you 
need to get going. Second, realize that for every ‘yes’ you get, you’ll probably receive 
50 ‘no’s.’ Up your outgoing efforts. Third, improve your pitch. I recommend a book 
called Recipe for Press by Amy Flurry. Finally, improve your product. If it’s just not 
resonating with anyone, it may be time to wave the white flag. If it is resonating with 
some folks, just keep at it.”

- Whitney English

“I wouldn’t recommend sending samples cold. Find a connection point. Send an 
email. Develop a relationship first. You’d be surprised how many big shots answer 
their own emails!”

- Allison Rivers Samson

“Offering a giveaway or an exclusive discount for your big shot’s readers is a great 
way to woo them! Also, offering them your product to test or try can go a long way, 
too! I don’t recommend sending unsolicited products, especially if it’s someone at 
a magazine. It’s better if you email first and ask if it’s OK to send your products and 
only send it if you get the OK. Otherwise, they’ll feel obligated to write about it or 
guilty if they keep it without writing anything.”

- Andreea Ayers

“Persistence, persistence, persistence—without being annoying.”

- Amy Campbell

“The best way to woo a big shot before you have a recognized name within your 
industry is to send product.  If your product is amazing, they will eventually want it 
and get in contact with you. We have sent out so much product over the months and 
slowly but surely, we’ll hear back. We have gotten the best contacts by this approach.”

- Robin King & Lynn Flanagan-Till

“Yes. Send them your product if you can, but don’t worry about getting ‘no’s.’ Knock 
on many doors. Maybe start with smaller big shots first? Of course we all want Oprah. 
But what if you started with local celebrities first, like local newscasters or local 
sports figures or radio hosts, etc.? Keep building up and up until you get to Oprah.”

- Melissa Camilleri
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answers
Question 1

“With big shots and product, you have to decide if you are OK with sending them free 
product without any guarantee of response. I wrestled with this for quite some time. 
It is common for jewelry companies to send free jewelry to celebrities, and I never 
had the funding to do that. The solution I came up with was to create a hand-paint-
ed rendering of an incredible piece of jewelry that I might make for them, totally 
customized, with an explanation of why I chose the design and materials. While I 
haven’t made a sale directly from this practice, I know that some of the renderings 
have been hung on walls. I have definitely been noticed because I have received notes 
and phone calls from their assistants. There are some celebrities that are known to be 
generous in thanking their gifters on social media.”

- Natasha Wozniak

“Firstly, you must make sure your big shot will love and appreciate your product. 
Secondly, does your ideal customer look up to, admire, and respect this big shot? If 
yes, perhaps you can try social media to get in touch? Or contact them via their PR or 
publicist to get their address to gift them your product.”

- Natalie Long

“I do not have the perfect answer to this, but unless your big shot is specifically look-
ing for doing giveaways most likely offering a giveaway is not going to be perceived as 
‘value’ by them, but rather as something you are asking them to do for you. It’s pretty 
much the opposite of what you are trying to achieve. The same thing probably goes 
for sending products in the mail to them. Unless you already have a somewhat estab-
lished relationship with them, this might be perceived as a pitch, nothing else. 

Big shots get pitched a lot. They get stuff sent to them a lot. If you want to offer value 
to the big shot, try to step into their shoes. Imagine you get ‘pitch’ emails everyday 
with giveaway offerings, guest post offerings, stuff sent in the mail, etc. What would 
stand out among these pitches in a positive way? What would put a smile on your 
face? I do not have the answers to these questions, as this is a hard topic and the 
answers will differ for each big shot, but I hope that this will help to get your ideas 
flowing and see it from a different perspective.”

- Ursula Markgraf

marie SayS: 
Solid. Gold.
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answers
Question 1

“Can your product help your big shot in any way? How can you help them through 
your product? I have sent my book to big shots and had no replies. Either it doesn’t 
get to them or they are just too busy. I continue to send them anyway, and every now 
and then I do get a response. Remember to ask for what you are looking for in a short 
and concise way and offer to help them in some way too. Today I just heard back 
from a top-notch cardiologist and author whom I have been wanting to interview for 
my online challenge–you see it pays to never give up. As Marie says, ‘Be a peer not 
a fan.’ Can you meet them in person at an event? Can you help them on Twitter or 
social media?”

- Shirley Plant

“Absolutely. Send your stuff out! How many times have you heard a celebrity say, 
‘Someone sent me this…’ and they are showing it off? Also send your stuff out to blog-
gers and offer giveaways if you can afford to do that.”

- Jenny Hansen

“This book changed the way I correspond. Maybe you aren’t being persistent 
enough? Are you contacting the same person every two weeks or do you give up after 
two attempts? This book taught me that 65% of people give up after two ‘no’s.’ Less 
than 1% will try to get a ‘yes’ four times. It also teaches you that you will be unrecog-
nized unless you stand out and there are examples of that in the book too. His com-
pany offers consulting but it is super expensive, so $15 is my first recommendation.”

- Bethanie Nonami

http://www.amazon.com/The-Ultimate-Sales-Machine-Turbocharge/dp/1591842158
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My business serves both the local community (brick-and-mortar store) and the 
global community (online store). Should I build a list for each separately and if 
so, how?

It’s not a separate list, but a segmented list. Remember that you can segment your list 
upon sign-up. You can include additional fields besides just name and email. You could 
include a zip code field or something like “I’m local” or “I’m interested in your local 
offerings.” Retroactively, you can also email your entire list and have them click on a 
link if they’re local and they want to hear about in-person classes, workshops, sales, or 
happenings. Talk with your email list service provider about list segmentation and the 

most effective ways to do that given the system you’re using.

xoxo
Marie

“You should have one list. You could tag the people who shop at your physical store 
so that you can target them specifically with featured store-only promotions or 
events, but everyone should roll up into one list as you will generally want to serve 
everyone similar content.”

- Kristi Soomer

“Depending on your email manager, you can segment your list into two sections. That 
way you can send newsletters to both sections when they are all-encompassing or to 
individual sections when they are more specialized.”

- Megan Petersen

“I’ve done that before, and it’s tricky. Not only is it hard to maintain the actual list, 
it gets exhausting trying to create all that content. Essentially you have two client 
avatars and that could get complicated. Having been down that road, if I were you, I’d 
try to keep it to one list with little paragraphs addressing each client base. Seth Godin 
wrote in a recent blog post, ‘You’ll sell more with two emails to 100 folks than you 
will with one email to 200 folks.’ It’s all about consistency. You are stretching your 
ability to remain consistent by diversifying your audience.”

- Whitney English

QueStion 2

anSWerS
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anSWerS
Question 2

“If you have one website, you should have one list. If you have two separate websites, 
you can have two separate lists. If you have one list, you can ask your readers if they 
live in your local area and tag them as local in your email list. That way, when you 
have a local offer, you only email those people who are local.”

- Andreea Ayers

“Having your list segmented can be valuable for hosting local events and promotions, 
and it’s typically very easy to do. I feel like there is value in taking the extra time to do 
it.”

- Tania Reuben
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Should I get all of my products up on my site before I start generating traffic and 
building my list or can I add new products as I go?

“Having a shop with a reasonable amount of product will obviously look better than a 
shop that’s empty; however, instead of waiting to fill the space, I would go ahead and 
launch and fill the gaps as you can. You may look incomplete at first, but at least you 
have an opportunity to sell. If you wait until your shop is built, you’re losing out on 
opportunity to sell.”

- Dave Conrey

“Start now. Get your products up, build your traffic, blog, build your list, and add new 
products as they come. Doing this will help you build a baseline of traffic and revenue 
that can help potentially fund future products.”

- Kristi Soomer

“The sooner you can start to build traffic the better. Plus, having the constant addi-
tion of new products gives your customers a reason to keep checking back. Imagine 
if your favorite clothing store only stocked the same items, month after month. You’d 
eventually quit going there, right? The same principle applies to your online store.”

- Megan Petersen

“I have three words: Go. Ugly. Early. Seriously. Start before you’re ready. Evolve as 
you go. The timing will never be perfect, so why not now?”

- Whitney English

“You can always add more products! Be sure to capture those email addresses so that 
when you add new products, you can communicate with people who have been to 
your store before.”

- Allison Rivers Samson

“Creating new products always entices customers to have a look and try something 
new. By all means, keep adding to your site. Customers love ‘new’.”

- Elise Muller

QueStion 3

anSWerS

marie SayS: 
Ohhhh Yeah

marie SayS: 
This Is Amazing! Yes!
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anSWerS
Question 3

“It’s never too early to start generating traffic and building your list! You can add new 
products as you make them and that’s a great way to communicate with people who 
are already on your list. You can let them know about all of the new stuff you have on 
your site!”

- Andreea Ayers

“Build your list as you create new products. As Marie says, ‘Start before you’re 
ready.’”

- Robin King & Lynn Flanagan-Till

“Start building traffic now. Add new products as you create them and announce it in 
your newsletters to continually drive more traffic to your site.”

- Melissa Camilleri

“It is better to start generating traffic than to get lost in trying to have the site perfect 
with all the products listed. Just get a core group of products listed and add as you 
go. The addition of new products is something that you can promote through your 
newsletter or social media, giving people a reason to visit again. In fact, it is better to 
have periodic updates of product offerings than to have it remain the same selection 
for a very long time.”

- Natasha Wozniak

“Yes you can add new products as you create them, but I would recommend an ini-
tial capsule offering be ready and online before doing a launch. You will want to be 
spreading the word and getting as much publicity around your launch as possible. 
You want your store to be an exciting representation of your brand with a great offer-
ing so people are encouraged to opt in and buy from you.”

- Natalie Long

“We don’t have a big product line at all but we did it gradually.”

- Nell Foster

“I started out with two designs and made my first sale within a couple of weeks. I 
now have over 500 designs and I add more each week. Start with what you have and 
build. Use the building process as a way to create content for your emails and blog. 
Fans will enjoy watching your business grow and you will always have new stuff to 
talk about.”

- Gretchen Cawthon
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I really connected with the idea of being a guest expert or offering free 
information to someone else’s list. How would you interpret that advice for a 
product-based business owner like me?

“You probably have a tremendous amount of experience about how to do things like 
accessorize with your product, appropriate uses for products like yours, what the 
best time or situation is for your product, etc. It’s likely you’ve run across problem 
scenarios with customers or in different testing modes of your product creation. 
Perhaps there are lessons to be taught to other product-based business owners from 
your experience? The trick is to think beyond the product itself: how does it affect 
and alter your life and the life of your customers? Therein lies the answer.”

- Dave Conrey

“I will provide an example of how I’ve done this. I sell versatile women’s apparel, 
perfect for travel and life. I’m actually a frequent flyer in my life and travel extensive-
ly for work and pleasure. Recently, I partnered with an online lifestyle magazine that 
agreed to do a free review of my product. In exchange, I offered my expertise to write 
an article on ‘packing light.’ They agreed. Mutual win! Think about what you are an 
expert in and how that can add value to someone. For example, say you manufacture 
personalized pot holders (the perfect gift!). You could write a blog post or article on 
selecting the perfect kitchen gifts, or decorating your new home. Stretch yourself!”

- Kristi Soomer

“You are an expert in the field your product is a part of, and you are more than qual-
ified to give advice pertaining to your product. If you sell jewelry, for example, you 
can offer to give advice on fashion blogs regarding the different ways you can layer 
necklaces, or which earrings go well with what face shapes and hair styles. Likewise, 
if you sell health food products, you can give generic or even specific advice on com-
mon health myths, and what specific steps readers can take to improve the scores at 
their next doctor’s visit.”

- Megan Petersen

“Position yourself as an expert on your product, and go from there.”

- Whitney English

“Think about the whole picture of your customer’s life as identified in your Ideal 
Customer Avatar. What else is of interest and how else can you give value?”

- Allison Rivers Samson

QueStion 4

anSWerS
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anSWerS
Question 4

“What area/field is your product in? If you have a health food-related product, you 
could write about healthy eating tips or recipes. If you have a homewares label, you 
could give tips for styling a master bedroom or making a small space feel bigger. If 
you have a fashion business, you could write about the latest trends.”

- Natalie Long

“I get asked to guest post frequently and they always want to know how I got started 
with Girls Can’t WHAT? and where I get the inspiration for certain characters, etc. 
Connect with people who are looking to tell your story, not pitch your products. Let 
their readers be curious enough to visit your site and become customers.”

- Gretchen Cawthon

“Think about the benefits or the service you are offering, or your experience as an 
expert, or how you built your business. I am asked to speak often about how I built 
my business and came back after the first one failed. It gets my name out there, and it 
doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with my products.”

- Tracy Matthews

“I struggled with the same thing. My product (gas additives) was created to lower 
nasty emissions and try to slow down the deterioration of the ozone layer. But guess 
what—my target market doesn’t have the time or desire to fix that problem. What 
they do care about is saving money. OK. My product saves you money on gas, check. 
What else? Tons! 

I can show them market data that people will buy from a company that supports a 
cause more than a company that doesn’t. So, can I help them make more money? You 
bet I can. I can help them craft the message to their clients and prospects that they 
care about the environment and they are going green, even though when I initially 
asked them if they cared about the environment, they said ‘no.’ Now, I don’t even ask 
that question. The statistics are showing them that they can support a cause and get 
better brand recognition, or they can continue business as usual and they can spend 
money on gas and wonder why they lose their customers. It’s their choice.”

- Bethanie Nonami
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I’m having a difficult time figuring out what I should give away for free and 
what I can turn into a product and sell. Any advice?

This question is often rooted in a fear that if we give away the really good stuff, we won’t 
have anything left to sell. The deeper fear is that we’re going to run out of ideas. That 
fear is unfounded. When it comes to money, love, and creativity, remember this: there’s 
always more where that came from. That’s the first mindset shift that you’ll need to 
make. 

For example, in the food world there are a ton of foodie bloggers. Many of those people 
are also cookbook authors. You can go on their blogs and they’ll have 100 recipes on 
there and they’re all free! Yet they also have a cookbook that thousands of people buy, 
often with overlap between the two. 

When it comes to your free stuff versus your paid stuff, think about your free stuff as an 
amazing appetizer. It’s just a little taste. It’s something that you could offer someone 
that would give them an experience of your business. It’s just like what we talked about 
in this module: you don’t want it to be a “happy meal.” Even if it’s a smaller, bite-sized 
taste, make it extraordinary. 

Finally, there is no formula here about what you should give away for free versus what 
should be paid. I want you to trust your own instincts and be willing to experiment and 
adjust as you go. You also have to realize that people often happily pay for things that 
are available for free online. I’ve seen authors offer their ebook for free ( for a limited 
time). That strategy can drive up sales of the printed version, given that the content is 
great. Bottom line—make it your objective to ensure that everything you create is as 
high quality as it can be. Offer people a taste of your products or services for free (and 
make sure it is truly helpful and adds real value to their lives) and the right people will 

be happy to pay you for the full experience.

xoxo
Marie

QueStion 5

anSWer
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If someone purchases a product from your site but doesn’t opt in to your list, is 
it legit to add that person to your weekly newsletter email list? Do you need to 
inform them?

I’m launching a product in a few months and I have no list. What’s the fastest 
way to get a good list prior to launch even if it’s small?

No, it’s not. Upon purchase, invite people to also receive your newsletter. Make it enticing. 
Perhaps you could offer them 20% off their next order over $100? Allow them to build up 
loyalty points, or gain access to an exclusive piece of content, etc. Get creative. But you 
must tell people they’re being added to your newsletter and make it clear they can unsub-

scribe at any time. You must have a clear unsubscribe link in every email you send.

xoxo
Marie

Derek Halpern and I did a great video about this. Truthfully, I don’t believe you can rush 
building a high-quality, responsive list. Trust takes time to build. Everything we shared 
in this module is what it takes to build your list organically and with heart. One of the 
biggest mistakes entrepreneurs make is rushing and doing everything last minute. That 
kind of chaos and last-minute stress is deadly for you, your business, and building up a 
solid network of partners and people to support you. If that’s you, work on breaking that 

habit now.

xoxo
Marie

QueStion 6

QueStion 7

anSWer

anSWer

http://www.marieforleo.com/2012/10/get-more-traffic/
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I know there are a lot of product-based business owners in this program but at 
the same time, the market that I am targeting is a very niche and unique group. 
In this market, I don’t see many successful brands relying on newsletters or 
offerings both of which are a big part of B-School. I am starting to think these 
things are not related to what I am trying to do. Instead, social media is a huge 
aspect of this niche market and there is not a lot of emphasis on that in the 
program. How are Modules like this one and Module Five: Offerings relevant to 

“Ask yourself this: if sites like Twitter, Facebook, and Pinterest shut down tomorrow, 
what would happen to your business? If you had an email list of highly-targeted, very 
attentive customers, having your social media account shut down wouldn’t hurt you. 
Maybe having newsletters isn’t the norm in your niche, but that doesn’t mean the 
newsletter won’t work. In fact, I argue that in highly-specialized niches, newsletters 
work best.”

- Dave Conrey

“I’m skeptical on this comment as it’s very rare to see a successful product-based 
brand that doesn’t have a newsletter. While they may not appear to rely on the news-
letter, it is likely a significant revenue generator. I know of retail brands that make 
$35-$200K per newsletter they distribute. 

Think of the newsletter as another way to promote content. Perhaps you’re not al-
ways promoting blog posts or coupons, maybe you’re highlighting the top Instagram 
posts of the week featuring your product? Think about tailoring your content to your 
audience. Also, your ‘big brands’ may be missing out on something if they don’t have 
a newsletter. Why would you want to be like them and not have one! Try something 
different. The same principles will apply to creating social media content as they do 
to blog posts and newsletters, it’s just that social media is a shorter moment and an 
opportunity to create a dialogue.”

- Kristi Soomer

“Email marketing is not only just as relevant to product-based businesses as it is to 
service-based ones, but the concepts taken from it can also be applied to your blog, 
social media marketing, product descriptions, and more.”

- Megan Petersen

QueStion 8

anSWerS

marie SayS: 
Read This Twice—
Super Important!

marie SayS: 
Yes—So True
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anSWerS
Question 8

“I have an Etsy shop, and I love the site and the connections I’ve made there. How-
ever, they are a business, and they make changes to their site that will benefit them. 
Sometimes those changes won’t be beneficial to each seller. Also, take a look at 
the bottom of one of your item listings. You’ll see that each of your product tags, if 
clicked on, leads to all of the other items on Etsy with that tag! Before your customer 
even hits the ‘add to cart’ button, they could be taken far away from you. 

Use Big Cartel or Shopify (or another e-commerce choice) for your shop. They can 
be integrated and your customer will not have to register to make a purchase. They 
can buy right from you without being tempted to go to other shops. If you’ve ever 
purchased on Etsy, you’ll see that once you’ve completed your transaction, lots of 
other items pop up to tempt you to buy again, keeping you on the site! Once someone 
buys from your shop, they see a lot of items from other sellers too. I still have my Etsy 
shop, but I don’t send anyone there from my own site.”

- Laura Jacquemond

“Social media is a way to drive customers to your website, just like newsletters are. 
The intention is to engage in conversation. Every business wants to connect with 
potential customers and this is a great way to do so online. If not these methods, then 
what are the ways your target market can find you? These tools can still be applicable 
in those mediums.”

- Allison Rivers Samson

“If your competitors are not using email to get their message out, this is a perfect 
opportunity for you to be different and stand out by providing a lot of value through 
your emails! I am not sure what niche you are in, but I am very certain that having an 
email list and using that email list to really connect with your customers is one step 
to success. 

There’s always a new social media network popping up or closing down (or starting 
to charge for their services) and the only thing that’s really yours is your email list. If 
Facebook closed down tomorrow and you have no list, you could be out of business. 
You are focusing on building relationships through social media, but that should be 
only one aspect of your marketing efforts. Your email list, regardless of what your 
competitors are doing, is critical to your success!”

- Andreea Ayers

marie SayS: 
A-To-The-Men!
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anSWerS
Question 8

“Think of your newsletter as a form of social media. Especially with Facebook and 
Twitter, when you post something, not all of your followers see it. So hitting your 
customer base up through traditional forms of social media in addition to your news-
letter (to stay top of mind) can only be beneficial. You’re ensuring your customers see 
your offerings.”

- Melissa Camilleri

“It can be a huge advantage to use something like a newsletter, when nobody else in 
your industry is using it. For example, in the jewelry industry, the market is not satu-
rated with people sending out newsletters, making YouTube videos or adding testi-
monials to their site. That makes it very easy to stand out. Most jewelry newsletters 
are just announcements about sales, but don’t offer much of a personal story, which is 
very dull. 

Look for creative ways to use the same things as people with service-based business-
es. See how you can creatively adapt them to your niche. The thing is you will not 
want to follow their exact tips and tactics, but create your own. Don’t be afraid to try 
something out that might not work, because the key is to experiment.”

- Natasha Wozniak

“If in your niche or target market other successful brands do not work with newslet-
ters, this is an awesome opportunity for you to differentiate yourself. Imagine your 
niche market being bombarded with newsletters from everyone. This would make it 
so much harder for your newsletter to stand out, right? So I would say, this really is a 
good thing. If customers in your niche can be found on social media, even better. Find 
ways to get them from social media and onto your list. I think there is nothing wrong 
with connecting with your Ideal Customer Avatar on social media. Find them where 
they are, then get them onto your list so you can easily reach them.”

- Ursula Markgraf

“Although there seems to be a big separation between services and products, there 
really isn’t much difference. A product is a product, so really think about your Ideal 
Customer Avatar and what they want to hear about your product. B-School (for me) 
is about being successful online and using online tools to build and grow your busi-
ness, so use the online tools. Offerings and list building are part of using the internet 
for your business.”

- Jenny Hansen

marie SayS: 
Fist Bump!



© M arie Forleo Intern ation al   Pg. 19 m arieforleobscho o l .com

even deePer
More insights on  
Module Four

Why module Four matterS—even iF you have a 
Product-BaSed BuSineSS

“When product-based business owners hear the words ‘list building’ they immediate-
ly think that they don’t need to do it because they have a product. That is the farthest 
thing from the truth! Module Four not only taught me how to build an actual ‘list’ 
online, but it taught me how to build a customer base! I personally used the insights 
and teachings from this Module and applied them to building a customer base with 
people one-on-one. Having the clarity, insight, and confidence to speak with my 
customers changed my entire life—personally and professionally. Having the ‘list 
building’ focus and using the principles in the module gave me the clarity and focus I 
needed to follow through with customers that were interested in my product.

The information in this Module is where most of my success has come from! Psychol-
ogy of List Building taught me the psychology of my audience and gave me the confi-
dence to speak with potential customers. 25 Ways to Build Your List was basically 25 
ways to build a customer base. The principles in The Art of Wooing Influencers gave 
me the confidence to approach retail store owners, send my product to celebrities, 
and helped me land my largest sale to a company owner of a huge, well-known brand! 
Because of Marie and B-School my product will now be on the desks of that compa-
ny’s employees, reminding them to have positive self-talk as they go about their work 
day.”

- Jenny Hansen

marie SayS: 
Right On!
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kriSti Soomer

Fashion Designer & Founder 
of Encircled

www.encircled.ca

How did you start your business?

My bio on my website says, “I’m a fashion designer by passion, not by trade.” This 
is 100% true. I went to school for business/finance (undergrad and MBA), and have 
only taken a few fashion courses (illustration and sewing) in my lifetime. I am com-
pletely self-taught. I’ve always gravitated towards creative pursuits, particularly 
fashion because of the tangible nature of turning a sketch into a physical product.

The idea for my business, Encircled, started with a trip to Costa Rica. I was packing 
and my suitcase broke, and I had to take a load of clothing out to fit into a smaller 
suitcase I had on hand. I started questioning the usefulness and true versatility of the 
pieces I had in my bag. Why did I need a dress, a scarf, and a cardigan? When I re-
turned from Costa Rica, I started sketching out ideas, cutting up fabric on the floor of 
my condo, and sewing samples. This became my first design, the Chrysalis Cardi that 
can be worn over 10 different ways from a glamorous one-shoulder dress to a cozy, 
cocoon cardigan, to a classic infinity scarf. 

I’ve also always been passionate about doing more with less. I knew my business had 
to have a sustainability aspect to it: environmental, communal, and human. I pro-
duce all of my goods in Canada, from eco-conscious fabrics, and use only notions and 
fabrics bought from Canadian suppliers. We are trying to go 100% paperless by 2015. 
10% of our online sales go to our “Good Karma Kitty” every month and are donated 
to a worthy cause in the community.

I had massive fear when I started my business. First of all, what if I made products 
and nothing sold? Most fashion-based businesses face high minimums, so you must 
produce hundreds of pieces to start, plus upfront costs of fabric, inputs, etc. My 
biggest nightmare was over-producing and selling only a few. Was my pricing right? 
How will I manage cash flow? Are my margins solid? How will I drive traffic to my 
website? How will people find out about my product? Will they like my product as 
much as I do? I could go on, but you likely get the point. 

There are many fears unique to product-based business owners. B-School helped 
push me through my first year of business. The community support is unparalleled. 
Being an entrepreneur, from a family of non-entrepreneurs, can leave you feeling 
very alone at times. The fear that surfaces is self-manifested and just discussing it 
with someone can open up new solutions through perspectives you haven’t consid-
ered.

SPotlight caSe StudieS on B-School  
Product-BaSed BuSineSS oWnerS

http://www.encircled.ca
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kriSti Soomer What was your biggest B-School insight?

At the beginning of my business journey, I stumbled upon Marie Forleo through an 
interview with Gabrielle Bernstein. At the time, I was trying to “right” my person-
al life, and Marie just popped up. (This was pre-starting my business, in mid-2012.) 
Watching Marie’s videos is what propelled me to start my business at the end of 
November 2012. I even attended her live conference. I don’t tell many people this, but 
a few years before that I designed an entire collection of women’s yoga-inspired golf 
wear and never went ahead with production because I was scared. I had no support, 
and thought I couldn’t succeed. If it weren’t for Marie’s encouragement through Ma-
rieTV and the conference, I’m not sure Encircled would’ve even launched! 

The middle of my journey was around the time B-School launched. I had a couple of 
solid months of sales and in March 2013 my sales died. I literally sold two Chrysalis 
Cardis all month and was totally freaking out. I wanted to curl up in a ball and never 
leave my bed. But I was doing B-School, and I knew good things were on the horizon.

B-School helped build my confidence. At the time, I had spent way too much money 
on a crappy website, with a horribly complex platform built by a not-so-nice web 
developer. I thought I should keep it since I spent so much money on it. B-School 
helped remind me that my brand is important, and so is my content. I would never 
have flexibility with that platform. So I scrapped it and started again with Shopify 
as my platform, and built it myself from the ground up. I also started doing things I 
would never have had the confidence to do before B-School such as reaching out to 
wholesalers, pitching to press and bloggers, and blogging.

B-School helped me realize list building is critical. Before B-School, I had no email 
subscribers. I had an opt-in (which hadn’t been properly set up), so I invested in a 
pop-up, created a cool opt-in freebie, and slowly but surely built up my list which is 
now in the top five revenue generators for my website.

B-School helped me keep going. Product-based businesses experience huge swings 
in sales seasonally. Post B-School, I had one of my best months by far. But summer 
tends to slow down, and then into the fall, and then back up again for the holidays. 
Riding this ebb and flow of sales, and balancing this with inventory, is important for 
any product-based retailer. Of course the B-School forums are always good for input 
when things are not going so great, or to celebrate when they are.
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kriSti Soomer Any advice you would give someone else starting a product-based business?

•	 Don’t spend too much time or money on making anything perfect (your website, 
your product, etc.)—put it out there. Product development and business is an 
evolutionary process. Do as much as you can yourself and consult experts when 
you’re ready. Once you have customers, reach out to them for feedback on your 
products and adjust accordingly. Let the sales come in first prior to investing too 
much in business infrastructure.

•	 Invest in gorgeous photography and lifestyle content as this is what sells products 
and builds your brand.

•	 Be consistent with your messaging down to the font you use and the social media 
account names you pick. You are a new brand and need to make it as easy as pos-
sible for customers to find you, follow you, and fall in love with you.

•	 Managing inventory (selling it through, producing it, etc.) and cash flow will be 
critical to the long-term success and sustainability of your business. Measure this 
often and optimize. Sales will ebb and flow throughout the year. Proper planning 
and inventory forecasting will keep you in the black, while a solid community or 
network of entrepreneurs will keep you sane.

•	 Having an email and social media content calendar is important. For prod-
uct-based businesses, you need to keep in mind key retail holidays to build events 
and promotions around them.

•	 Don’t be afraid to test new business models and new revenue streams.

•	 Don’t let fear get in the way of doing anything. Surround yourself with the right 
people and let their positivity lift you up and through the dark times.

Is there anything else you want to share?

One-channel (i.e. online-only) businesses are becoming harder to find. This is the 
phenomenon referred to in the industry as omnichannel or total retail. It is the fact 
that traditional brick-and-mortar retailers are going online, and online retailers are 
going offline as well. So much so, that for many businesses there are a multitude 
of channels active and the retailer/e-tailer needs to be able to manage all of them 
to provide a seamless customer experience. For example, many B-Schoolers with 
product-based businesses sell wholesale to larger offline or online retailers, or to con-
sumers at tradeshows or craft fairs, or to pop-up shops etc. This brings about a whole 
new set of challenges, but also a ton of opportunity.
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kriSti Soomer One thing I’ve noticed is that a lot of product-based business owners over invest in 
tools that should be reserved for larger businesses, as they are dependent on reach 
and frequency (which a small investment will never get you!). Many are investing in 
initiatives that will not drive their business (for a business their size), such as SEO, 
print or online advertising, and press release services. They are spreading themselves 
too thin and just trying anything that comes up. There is no planning or forward 
thought. Focus on what drives 80% of your sales and invest your money and time 
there in your first year when you’re dealing with limited resources. Plan it out. Set a 
budget and stick to it. For me, that’s PR, blogger partnerships, Facebook (unpaid) and 
email.

Just because you can create a product doesn’t mean anyone will want to buy it. This 
may sound harsh but I’ve heard stories of businesses with four-year old inventory. 
Ideally, inventory should be turning two times (for seasonal collections), and four to 
10 times a year for faster-moving products. This starts with one of my points above: 
build a prototype of your designs and figure out how to get them manufactured in a 
small quantity. Test it out. Give some away for free. Get feedback. Adjust. If no one is 
buying, don’t go ahead. It’s okay to fail—as long as you begin again.

I watched a video from Derek Halpern (whom I like a lot) that spoke about why 
brands should not go on sale. While I agree from a theoretical branding perspective, 
many if not most brands in the marketplace do at least some clearance whether it’s 
trunk show, or sales, or clear-out sections on their websites. Over-promoting is a sin, 
but finding that balance as to when your Ideal Customer Avatar is looking for a “sale” 
is necessary as well. It’s a valuable means of clearing out inventory and keeping cash 
flow coming in especially for new businesses. I’ve sold to many repeat customers 
based on this because I targeted them with the right promotion, at the right price, 
and at the right time.

nataSha 
Wozniak

Jewelry Designer

www.natashajewelry.com

How did you start your business?

Before B-School, I was still trying to make a go of wholesaling my products through 
independent stores and galleries and was going to the expensive trade shows to 
generate business. I felt very dependent on what would happen at the show in order 
to make sales. Then, after the store had my jewelry, I was dependent on the store 
to know how to present the jewelry to the client so that they would have a reason 
to re-order. It was a very frustrating situation. I would do elaborate mailings, drive 
around entire states with my work making appointments with stores to try and inter-
est them in my jewelry, etc.

http://www.natashajewelry.com
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After I signed up for B-School, I started to believe that I could develop the skills I 
needed to sell my jewelry directly to clients. The biggest breakthrough was when I 
realized that what I talked about on my blog, and what the clients would be inter-
ested in, were vastly different. In the two years since, this knowledge of my clients 
has unfolded and I can now create marketing that is fun for me and inspiring for the 
client. A few of them have even thrown around the word “genius.” I also feel free to 
be more myself in my business, which is very liberating, and something I didn’t feel 
in the wholesale market.

The result has been that my margins have improved dramatically now that I am not 
putting all of my money into the trade shows and wholesaling. I also feel that if things 
start to lag, I have plenty of ways to take action and generate more business for my-
self. I don’t have to wait for the store owner to decide to stock my jewelry, and I can 
try a variety of experiments to see what my audience responds to.

Is there anything else you want to share?

List building has been a huge challenge for me, and I have not really found an opt-
in that made people sign up. I started with a discount offer, and then I switched to 
a very generic “sign up for my list” offer. I had more opt-ins with that than with the 
discount. What I came to realize was that people would only seek the discount when 
they were ready to buy, but in order for them to be ready to buy, they had to be on my 
list already. Catch-22. I also wrote a jewelry care guide, but I suspect it was deadly 
boring, and did not represent the story and adventure of my brand. 

One thing that I did this summer that created a large amount of sign-ups was to do a 
$100 earring special for four weeks. I used materials I had in my studio, and created 
30 pairs of one-of-a-kind earrings. Some of the earrings were worth $100, and some 
of them were made with stones that alone cost $80. (Some people had lucky deals.) I 
tried to spend no more than an hour on each pair, and I really appreciated my jew-
elry-making chops as I did this project! I talked this offer up through all of my social 
media channels and emphasized that each pair was a one-off, and that some were 
more valuable than others. I gave my email list first dibs for 24 hours, and within a 
half an hour, most of the earrings were sold. 

This resulted in more sign-ups to my list. More importantly though it offered people, 
who had not purchased a piece yet, a sample of my work. I made sure that each pair 
of earrings had a quality equivalent to the higher-end pieces that I make, and I used 
the same quality of packaging, and included a handwritten note with each box. This 
is an entry-level sale, and some of those clients will come back to purchase a high-
er-end piece now that they know more about the quality I offer. I sold every pair!

nataSha 
Wozniak

marie SayS: 
Great, Creative Way 
To Grow Your List!
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How did you start your business?

I’ve always been drawn to nature and the medicinal properties of plant material. Cur-
rently, I’m concerned about the demise of our ecosystems and it’s been my hope that 
my work raises awareness to the abundance (and to the fragility) of our resources. 

When my daughter was young I began making products to enjoy during our bath rit-
ual. They were glorious times to be sure. I have “failed” numerous times and learned 
valuable lessons—it’s just not in my character to “give up.” I’m proud of what I offer 
and I believe that my work makes the world a kinder, gentler place. My strength and 
compassion are blessings that I received from my mother. She was a grand woman, 
one who believed in me and always said “persistance pays off.” I’m still persisting, 
Mom.

What was your biggest B-School insight?

I’ve learned valuable marketing techniques along with inspiration to keep growing 
and moving forward. The networking and resources have been extremely valuable.

Any advice you would give someone else starting a product-based business?

Love what you do. Never compromise on integrity or ethics. Give great customer ser-
vice. Follow up. Never, ever change a formula to suit a customer’s personal taste. Do 
not try to be all things for all people.

eliSe muller

Founder of Mountain Spirit 
Botanicals

mountain-spirit-botanicals.com

http://mountain-spirit-botanicals.com
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How did you start your business?

I started BHAVA because I had worked for others in fashion for over a decade and 
actually developed an allergy to the product I was working with (toxic, made-in-Chi-
na, etc.). I knew that if I was getting ill from just being around samples, that workers 
overseas must be experience far worse symptoms. I decided to learn everything I 
could about eco-design and realized how important it was to me to educate and pro-
vide less toxic apparel options.

What was your biggest B-School insight?

There are so many important and crucial aspects in B-School that it’s important to 
see it as a key starting place to truly get into the point of not just having done it once 
but more importantly to create and establish the daily habits and actions necessary 
for success. Blogging, connecting, relationship building, etc. is what I see as key 
(apart from the amazing community).

Any advice you would give someone else starting a product-based business?

I say test with as little money in it as possible to see if there is a real customer (not 
your friends and family). Set up a stand on the street, do what you have to to see if 
there is a demand. Yes branding is important, but at this stage most entrepreneurs 
don’t have the budget to compete with LVMH. The product has to really stand out, or 
be super useful, etc.

Is there anything else you want to share?

I recently learned this: just because you launched with a bang doesn’t mean you’ll al-
ways have a hit. Be conservative in your spending and be aware that when you start a 
business you will have to fend off more sales pitches (PR, SEO, ads, trade shows, etc.) 
than you could ever imagine. Every dollar you earn is precious. Also, be prepared for 
factory mistakes and delivery issues. So much is out of your hands and keeping inven-
tory moving is not easy. This is the main difference between selling and coaching. 
Product/retail is riskier up front (traditionally).

FranciSca 
Pineda
Shoe Designer & Founder of 
BHAVA

www.bhavastudio.com

http://www.bhavastudio.com
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it’S “you” time!
This is your place to take notes, make observations, doodle, dream, and think about what 
you want for your life and your business. Don’t hold anything back—you can do this!
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noteS
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our amazing contriButorS
We could not have made this PDF without the help of the brilliant B-School grads listed 
here. A big thank you to them for all of their invaluable insights, strategies, and stories. 

When you have a moment, check out their websites and their work 
and don’t forget to look out for them in the member’s area and in the 
Facebook group.

alliSon riverS SamSon 
Vegan Baker & Founder of Allison’s Gourmet,  
http://www.allisonsgourmet.com

amy camPBell 
Founder & Owner of Brilliant Imports,  
http://www.brilliantimports.com

andreea ayerS 
Entrepreneurial Expert & Founder of Soaps to Live By,  
http://www.launchgrowjoy.com/

angie green 
Founder of Letters Across America,  
http://www.lettersacrossamerica.com

aPril demarco 
Jewelry Designer & Artist,  
http://www.demarcostudios.com & http://covetandadorn.com

Bethanie nonami 
Environmental Specialist & Founder of Enviro Global, 
 http://enviroimpact.com

Brandon Wagner 
Fabric Designer & Founder of Palette Fabrics,  
http://www.etsy.com/shop/PaletteFabrics?ref=pr_shop_more

dave conrey 
Graphic Designer & Founder of Fresh Rag,  
http://www.freshrag.com

eliSe muller 
Founder of Mountain Spirit Botanicals,  
http://mountain-spirit-botanicals.com

eliSheva manekin 
Founder of Loop Design Studio,  
http://www.loopdesignstudio.com

elzemieke de tiège 
Artist,  
http://www.elzemieke.com

FranciSca Pineda 
Shoe Designer & Founder of BHAVA,  
http://bhavastudio.com

grace kang 
Owner & Chief Buyer of Pink Olive,  
http://pinkolive.com

gretchen caWthon 
Founder of Girls Can’t What? Gifts & Tees,  
http://www.girlscantwhat.com

gunilla eiSenBerg 
Founder of Gunilla Skin Alchemy,  
http://www.gunillaskinalchemy.com

JenniFer gaBiola 
Brand Activist, Designer, & Poet,  
http://www.dawningsoul.com

Jenny hanSen 
Founder of Create Spring Water,  
http://createbeverages.com

JeSSica Stark 
Founder of Stark Skincare,  
http://www.starkskincare.com

kriSti hayeS-devlin 
Designer & Founder of Gypsy Mama LLC,  
http://wrapsodybaby.com

kriSti Soomer 
Fashion Designer & Founder of Encircled,  
http://www.encircled.ca

laura JacQuemond 
Accessory Designer & Founder of Blue Terracotta,  
http://blueterracotta.com

lindy Bragg 
Owner & Founder of Calypso,  
http://www.calypsoclothes.com

http://www.allisonsgourmet.com/
http://www.brilliantimports.com/
http://www.launchgrowjoy.com/
http://www.lettersacrossamerica.com
http://www.demarcostudios.com
http://covetandadorn.com
http://enviroimpact.com
http://www.etsy.com/shop/PaletteFabrics?ref=pr_shop_more
http://www.freshrag.com
http://mountain-spirit-botanicals.com
http://www.loopdesignstudio.com
http://www.elzemieke.com
http://bhavastudio.com
http://pinkolive.com
http://www.girlscantwhat.com
http://www.gunillaskinbutik.com
http://www.dawningsoul.com
http://createbeverages.com
http://www.starkskincare.com
http://wrapsodybaby.com/
http://www.encircled.ca
http://blueterracotta.com
http://www.calypsoclothes.com
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our amazing contriButorS
We could not have made this PDF without the help of the brilliant B-School grads listed 
here. A big thank you to them for all of their invaluable insights, strategies, and stories. 

megan PeterSen 
Jewelry Designer & Founder of Megan’s Beaded Designs,  
http://www.megansbeadeddesigns.com

meliSSa camilleri 
Jewelry, Stationery, & Gift Designer,  
http://www.shopcompliment.com

natalie long 
Designer & Founder of Bowerhouse,  
http://www.bowerhouse.com.au

nataSha Wozniak 
Jewelry Designer,  
http://www.natashajewelry.com

nell FoSter 
Accessory Designer & Founder of Joy Us garden,  
http://www.joyusgarden.com

nicki traikoS 
Artist & Founder of life I design,  
http://www.lifeidesign.com

nina huang 
Animal Artist,  
http://ninahuangart.com

Peta Serra 
Founder of Pilates Evolution Now,  
http://pilatesevolutionnow.com.au

rhonda lee 
Artist & Founder of Infusion of Life,  
http://infusionoflife.com

roBin king & lynn Flanagan-till 
Co-Founders of R.L. Linden & Co. skincare,  
http://lindenbeauty.com

Sara PociuS 
Jewelry Designer & Founder of Sara Pocius Jewelry,  
http://sarapocius.com

Satya tWena 
Milliner and Founder of Discover Pique,  
http://satyatwena.com & http://discoverpique.com

Shirley Plant 
Nutrition Expert & Founder of Delicious Alternatives,  
http://www.deliciousalternatives.com

Sonia ruytS 
Owner & Founder of Stash, a Yarn Shop with Soul,  
http://stashlocal.com

tania reuBen 
Founder of Pure Natural Diva Botanicals,  
http://purenaturaldiva.com

tracy mattheWS 
Jewelry Designer,  
http://tracymatthews.com

urSula markgraF 
Button Designer & Founder of The Crafting Gypsy,  
http://ursulamarkgraf.com

vicky oluBi 
Founder of My Curls haircare,  
http://www.mycurls.co.uk

victoria clayton 
Founder of Shave with Valor,  
http://shavewithvalor.com

Whitney engliSh 
Stationer & Designer,  
http://whitneyenglish.com
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