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Introduction
There’s business, and then there’s big business. What’s the 
difference between the two? 

Besides a couple zeros in the valuation… a whole hell of a lot. 

Lucky for you, this book is here to help you bridge the gap.

Whether you have a new idea you’re struggling to get off the 
ground or an existing business that’s ready to reach the next 
level, the information included here will cover everything you 
need to grow, succeed, and win. 

You’ll hear from 10 of the most prominent startup founders in 
the game as they share their journeys from small operation to 
huge success. They’ll break down every important insights, 
invaluable lessons, and mistake made to show you how to 
take your business to the very top. 

Each offers a unique perspective, but the core values are all 
surprisingly similar: Work hard, move fast, be persistent. And 
oh yeah, don’t hire your best friend. 

Good luck.  

- Bobby Durben + Sam Parr The Hustle 
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Genome-Sequencing Your Company 
By Tim Westergren, Founder of Pandora

Tim Westergren is a Stanford grad who spent twenty years working as a record 
producer and composer before co-founding Pandora with Will Glaser and Jon Kraft. 

At one point, the music streaming service had a valuation of $8B and Westergren 
was named one of Time magazine’s 100 Most Influential People of 2010. Pandora 

went public in 2011 and sold for $3.5b in stock to Sirius Radio.



From Piano Manny to Music Man 
For my undergraduate degree, I studied political science, which is Stanford’s shortest 
major. That allowed me to do a lot of different things as an undergrad. 

I had a lifelong passion for music and it really burgeoned when I was in college. When I 
graduated, I knew I wanted to be involved with music in some capacity. I didn’t know how I 
was going to make a living doing it, and I was completely unprepared for any kind of “real 
world” job, given my degree. 

I hunted around and wound up getting a job as a nanny – actually “manny” is the proper 
term for it – which is a respectable profession, in its own right. It’s not really what my 
parents expected when I graduated college, but working with kids is my other lifelong 
passion.

So, for five years after I graduated, my life consisted of getting up in the morning, sitting 
down to play piano until about 1 p.m. and then driving over to pick up the two kids I 
watched from their elementary school. I’d hang out with them in the afternoon (usually 
playing wiffle ball in the street), make sure they did their homework and then I’d cook 
dinner for the family. When I got home, I played piano again until I went to bed. 

It was a pretty good life.

After doing that for a while, I ended up getting involved in rock bands. 

I spent seven or eight years living out of a van, being a part of this sea of talented, but 
completely invisible, working musicians. I eventually tired of lifestyle, and began working as 
a film composer, writing music for a variety films. I started with short, student projects and 
worked my way into writing for independent features, which took a few years.

During this time in my life, ideas began to accumulate in my head. One was that there 
was all this incredible, undiscovered music out there in the world. Another was that my job 
as a film composer, first and foremost, was to figure out the taste of a film director. My 
methodology for doing that was to sit down with the director and watch the completed, 
blocked picture, with sound effects and dialogue, but no music. 

Afterwards, I would take out a stack of CDs I’d brought with me and play songs for them. 
We would talk about the music and they would give me their feedback on it. I used that 
time as a sort of personality interview, like a musical Myers-Briggs test, to glean from them 
what they wanted in a score. 

Essentially, I developed a musicological profile of their taste. 
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One day, a light went on in my head. I realized I could codify this taste profiling and turn it 
into a technology that would allow people to discover songs based on their musicological 
attributes. I would write down the taxonomy I had been forming in my brain as a film 
composer and use that as the connective tissue. In turn, that could become the solution for 
people to discover all these great bands that nobody knew about. 

Profiling Musical DNA
In 1999, at the apex of the dotcom boom, I shared the idea with John Kraft, a friend of mine 
who had already started and sold a company. 

He said, “That sounds like a great idea! Let’s start a company.”

“Well how do you do that?” I asked. 

He said, “Let’s write a business plan. I’ll show you how.”

So, we spent a weekend putting together a business plan, and about two months later had 
$1.5 million – that’s how you launched a business back then. Crazy, right?

The cornerstone of our idea was what came to be called the Music Genome Project, which 
was an enormous taxonomy. The Genome is a 450-attribute list of musical taxonomy that 
captures every infinitesimal detail of melody, harmony, rhythm, form, instrumentation, voice 
and so on. 

It’s like musical DNA. 

We wrote it out and then we hired three dozen musicians to come in, listen to songs one 
at a time and manually analyze them, attribute by attribute. Then, they would assign a 
number to every song to collect its musical DNA. We also hired a set of computer scientists 
to attach an algorithm that could use the information to connect songs based on their 
musical proximity.

It took us a year to build the first prototype. 

I kid you not, we literally did it with pencil and paper on the first go-around. 

We had about 75 musicians scribbling down their thoughts paper, and then we transferred 
that data into Excel.

A year into this project, we had analyzed about 10,000 songs, and our founding CTO, Will 
Glaser, wrote an Excel macro that would allow us to compute the distance between any of 
these 10,000 songs. You would simply pick one of the songs, enter it into the search box and 
hit “Rank.” The macro would then rank-order these 10,000 songs by musical proximity to 
your source song.
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Using the macro, we gave this thing its first spin. 

We typed in a Beatles song and waited three or four minutes for the macro to do its 
calculation. It finally spit out a list and the first song is a Bee Gees song – oh, fuck. (If you’re 
an entrepreneur, believe me: you will have many moments like this.) 

But, I listened to the track, and it was uncannily similar to the Beatles song we’d entered. It 
turned out to be a very, very early Bee Gees song, at a time when they were more or less a 
knock-off of the Beatles. So, the project had actually found the perfect match for it among 
these 10,000 songs. We went from despair to elation in a matter of minutes. 

With that, we forged ahead, analyzing even more songs and continuing our refinement on 
the front-end of this matching engine. 

Mo Money -- Er, No Money -- Mo Problems 
It was 2001. Everything had gone to hell in a handbasket. The dotcom bubble had burst, 
the music industry was completely in shambles and Napster had hit its apex. 

In our first efforts to raise money, we saw clearly it was going to be no easy task. 

Realizing we were going to have to stretch our money, we began asking our employees 
to work for a smaller share of their salary. By the end of 2001, we weren’t paying our 
employees at all. We called that “salary deferral” back then. (Incidentally, this is illegal in 
California; however, we also couldn’t afford an attorney at the time, so we had no idea we 
were breaking the law.) 

About 50 people worked without a salary for over two years to keep us afloat. 

Somehow, we managed to make it through the worst of the dotcom bubble, largely due to 
the hard-working group of people who stuck it out with us.

By the end of 2003, I had maxed out 11 credit cards. I owed about half a million dollars in 
personal debt, and we were on the hook for nearly $2 million in back salary to our staff; 
five of them were even suing us for that.

I also had a personal obligation for five years on a large, commercial office space in 
Oakland – and let’s not forget, I was a musician – so it wasn’t like if it didn’t work out, I 
could go back to my lucrative band days and pay it all back quickly. 

If we failed, I was done for.

But we stood strong, and after I’d pitched Pandora 348 times (yes, 348 times), I found a 
Series B investor. In March 2004, we raised a $9 million round. I still don’t quite know how it 
happened.
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We paid out the $2 million in back salary that day, in an all-hands meeting that I will never 
forget. 

These meetings took place bi-monthly, and they were generally a dreary affair, as I had 
to ask my staff to work for two more weeks without pay. For this one, no one knew that the 
money had come in the night before. When I sat down, rather than give my usual, onerous 
speech, I pulled out this huge wad of envelopes from my back pocket and handed out $2 
million in salary checks to the entire room. 

They all thought it was a really bad joke – surely the checks were going to bounce. But they 
didn’t, of course, and we were finally able to pay everyone in full. 

Opening Pandora’s Box
Once we’d settled up, we tackled the business with a new sense of purpose, even though 
we still hadn’t figured out how to turn a profit.

But, we knew we’d built this really cool piece of IP: a gigantic musical taxonomy and a killer 
matching engine. You fed it a song and it would send you back five remarkably similar 
tunes and maybe three or four you’d never heard before. It was like a magical music box!

Knowing we needed to shake things up, we took a big right-hand turn in our business 
strategy.

We repurposed the whole underlying technology in our music box and built a brand-new 
thing that we came to call Pandora. In November 2005, we created a prototype with some 
friends and family, and then launched it as a fully-blown, free streaming service to the 
public a month later.

It took off like a rocket. 

In a flash, we went from living a bizarre, nightmarish (and let’s be honest, penniless) 
existence to sitting courtside for a viral explosion that was propelled by the smartphone 
revolution of 2007. Our employee count grew from 50 to 1,700, scattered among 50 offices 
in three countries around the world. 
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Respecting the Music, Artists & Each Other
People ask me a lot how we survived. One of the key reasons we did is because we always 
had a very clear sense of purpose inside the business. There was a reason why we were 
doing this, one that we all really believed in. 

And, there were two sides to that coin. 

One was that music is a magical thing that we all love, but most people have a very hard 
time staying connected to it. Especially as you get older, radio no longer seems to play 
the music you love, and it can be time consuming to interact with it. Eventually, you just 
get disjoined from it. But when you do come back to music, or it finds you again, that’s a 
powerful thing. 

We really believed in the good we could bring to people by helping them enjoy that.

The other side of the coin, and just as important, was what we could do for artists. We’d be 
providing a platform that, for the first time, would start surfacing music and playing it in a 
way that was completely blind to popularity. 

When the Genome Project connects one song to another, it doesn’t know if the song it’s 
playing is from a well-known, established artist or from a brand new band; it creates a 
completely level playing field.

We play about 140,000 artists in our catalog, and just about every single artist plays every 
month on this service. 

There are now 12,000 artists on Pandora that have at least 350,000 unique listeners on 
the service that have created a station using their own music. And of those 12,000 artists, 
80% have never played on any form of radio. So, it’s a huge sea of the future musician’s 
middle class, that has been out there all this time, but no one’s been able to find them. Our 
ambition is to surface them and give them a future. 

Throughout this journey, even in our darkest moments, that was something that 
kept us all together. 

When Pandora started to really grow, post-launch, I saw the company begin to evolve 
in lots of exciting ways. But, I also knew that we needed to hang on to something special, 
the taproot that had kept us alive during those tougher times. I wanted to maintain the 
integrity of the business. So, we sat down and crafted the seven “Pandora Principles”. 
These principles are a statement about why we’re around, who we are, what we care 
about and how we treat each other – the cultural values, if you will, of the company. 
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Among these principles are: 

 > We value music and those who create it

 > We are not the arbiter of cool

 > Be smart, self-motivated and passionate in your work and hires

 > Decisions are made with the best interest of Pandora in mind

 > Treat each listener as an individual, spoken to as a friend

We really do take pains to hire, fire and promote based on these principles. We hire 
between 70-80 people a month, and every one of them goes through Pandora University, 
which is a day-and-a-half set of sessions. The capstone session is the Pandora Principles, 
where we talk people through each principle, ensuring that they are absorbed and 
adopted by all new hires.

I believe that no matter how much of a head start you have, no matter how strong your 
brand is and no matter how good your fundamentals are as a business, if you don’t have 
a firm grasp on the core principles and culture of your company, you will eventually hit the 
rocks.

That’s true of companies at any stage. 

Certainly in small startups with two or three founders, there’s ample opportunity for things 
to go south. It’s really important to do good housekeeping and keep your house’s culture in 
order. That remains a big strength of Pandora.

I encourage all of you, as you build and grow your companies, not to underestimate the 
power of culture. Even with exciting prospects ahead, do not forget how important the 
fabric of your business is and how you treat each other. 

Ultimately, that’s what will sustain you. 

Stories of Startups Early Days     |     www.hustlecon.com 10



Making Meaning, Not Money 
By Brian Scudamore, Founder of 1-800-GOT-JUNK

Brian Scudamore started his first side hustle with just $700 after dropping 
out of high school … and turned it into the multi-million dollar junk hauling 
empire we know today. He is the CEO of O2E brands, a published author, 

and a regular contributor to Forbes. 02E Brands earns over $500million in 
revenue and Brian owns 100% of the business.



Getting Weighed Down By Junk
I would like you to think for a minute about your most recent failure. 

Seriously, I want you to think about that for a second, and then I want you to think about 
the biggest flop you’ve ever had in your career or in your life. 

Now, imagine for a moment that you take that learning, those failures, as stepping stones 
towards your success. That’s the journey I have been on for the last almost 30 years and I 
want to take you on today. 

When I think of my business and the journey that I’ve taken, my willingness to fail has been 
so important – I call it a WTF mentality. I haven’t walked in a straight line, and I bet you 
won’t either. 

Whoever said overnight successes take a long time was absolutely right.

I’m a Canadian, but I was born in San Francisco. 

My grandparents had an Army Surplus store, South of Market. I used to go down every 
Christmas and during summer vacation to work in the store and get a taste of the 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

When my grandmother passed away – and I loved her more than anyone on this planet 
– I was about 30. We went through her stuff and found this picture in a binder that said, 
“Brian’s drawings.”

I really remember in that moment connecting with this illustration and going, “That’s me. 
I remember drawing it.” I look at that. I’m in a uniform. Same blue colors for 1-800-GOT-
JUNK?, cleaning up trash. How could that have happened? It was destiny. Who thinks of 
becoming a junkman and actually becomes one?

But I look at that picture and one part perplexed me when I saw it. 

On the road I drew behind me, there’s a little broken heart. 

WTF? Why a broken heart? Did I have a bad childhood? Hell, no.

So, let me take you to 20 years ago. What am I, 48 years old? I start this business and I’m 
about eight years in. I’m at a million in revenue. Maybe not as fast growth as many of you 
are going through, but I was proud enough. 

Still, I said, “Okay. I’ve got this successful business. But I feel like I’m not happy.”
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And I wasn’t. I started to do some self-reflection at that point. I was at a million in revenue, 
but I had anxiety and panic attacks every day for 10 years. Why was that happening? I 
don’t know, but I realized I was a business owner. I was no longer this ADD – well, I’m still 
ADD – but I was no longer this ADD junkman who dropped out of high school and started 
this business. I was a real business owner. But what I wasn’t anymore was an entrepreneur. 
I wasn’t a creator.

I was doing a day-to-day job and I felt stuck.

So, I decided to do something a little bit differently.

I approached the Young Entrepreneur Organization for help. We all got old so they 
shortened it to EO instead of YEO. But I digress – the Entrepreneur Organization. My 
business would not be half of what it is today if I didn’t get that peer support.

However, I made a mistake when I joined EO and if you’ve ever done the same thing, it’s 
painful: I compared myself to others. I was looking at other entrepreneurs, but I wasn’t 
seeing their mistakes. I was looking at their successes and telling myself, “You know what? 
I want a $10 million business. I want a $100 million business.” I was putting pressure on 
myself. Let’s face it, I’m not in the sexiest business in the world, so I compared myself to 
others and it hurt. 

There I was, on a downward spiral, and I learned in the EO organization if you need to 
solve a problem and want to be creative, you take a retreat. 

So I did that.

I went to my parents’ cabin alone on the water and sat there on the dock. I said to myself, 
“You know what, Brian? I’m failing. I’m making mistakes. I have to shift my thinking or I’m 
not going get through this and I’ll never be an entrepreneur.”

I took out a sheet of paper, one page, double-sided. I said, “Okay. What if I stop thinking of 
the bad and the challenges? What if I think of pure possibility? What could that look like?”

If you’ve ever seen the movie Jerry Maguire, it was one of those moments. I’m feverishly 
writing things like, “We will be in the top 30 metros in North America by December 31st, 
2003.”

That was a five-year vision. 

I said 30 because we’d been in 30 cities bigger than where we started in Vancouver. There 
were 30 cities bigger. We were going to make this happen. We’d be the FedEx of junk 
removal, with on-time service, upfront rates, clean, shiny trucks and friendly uniformed 
drivers. We’d even be on the Oprah Winfrey Show. A bunch of nonsense to anyone else that 
might potentially read that, but to me, I went back to being an entrepreneur. 
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My anxiety evaporated because I now had a vision for the future. 

I started sharing my ideas with others, and people ended up in one of two camps: I had 
both supporters and naysayers, split right down the middle. 

For those who couldn’t see my vision, they left and I let them go. The rest of the group 
pulled together and made magic happen. We actually got on the Oprah Winfrey Show; I 
remember being a guest. We also got a bunch of great media attention and managed to 
hit the top 30 cities two weeks before December 31st, 2003. 

It wasn’t an accident. We had a crystal-clear vision of where we were going. 

WTF Moment #1 
Let me share with you some of my favorite WTF moments. The first one was a couple of 
years in, when I had 11 employees. I remember sitting with all of them one day and I said, 
“I’m not happy again. This isn’t working. I don’t think I’ve recruited the right people.”

In short, they weren’t happy, hard-working, hands-on, hungry people that wanted to be a 
part of my vision. 

So, I got rid of everybody. I said to all 11, “This isn’t going to work out. I’m sorry.” Some of 
them were very tall and big. It was intimidating. I said, “I, as the leader, as the founder, 
have let you down. I might not have hired the right people, trained you properly or given 
you the love and support you needed. The only thing I can see to do is start again.”

The learning curve for me was that I had five trucks and half a million in revenue. I went 
down to one truck, one person and one big brick cell phone. I alone was taking all my calls, 
hiring, dispatching, booking, everything. It was a nightmare. I think it took three months to 
rebuild, maybe longer.

What it eventually taught me is that you have to make a company all about people. 

All you have in any brand, in any business, is people. 

Find the right people and treat them right. That became the new mission for company. 
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WTF Moment #2 
What’s the expression? “Don’t hire your friends”? Yeah, I’m an entrepreneur; I don’t listen to 
that kind of garbage. 

Instead, I recruited my best friend, Cameron Harold. He had built up a franchise company 
with College Pro Painters and done some great work. Together, we grew the business from 
$2 to $106 million in six or seven years. Hyper growth – it was awesome!

Despite our success, I came to realize that we were like nitro and glycerin, and in the end, 
it wasn’t going to work. Therefore, I had to end that friendship and fire my best friend. I 
mean, I was the best man at his wedding a year prior. Who fires their best friend?

Thankfully, Cameron and I are still really good friends and we see each other often. We’ve 
supported and helped each other in our journeys, and, while it was hard in the beginning, 
he ultimately understood my decision. He would say to anyone here, “It was the right move 
for both us and the business.”

WTF Moment #3
Once Cameron left the business, I realized I was alone again. 

I thought, “Okay, now what? How do I continue to grow this by myself? I’m not a good 
manager. I’m now the guy in charge. I don’t know if I can do this.” 

So, I went out found an ex-president of Starbucks who wanted to move from the Seattle 
location back home to Vancouver, where she was from. Little did I know that recruiting her 
would become my biggest WTF moment of them all.

I thought, “Oh, my gosh, this is unbelievable. This person is loved by everyone in the 
business.” As things started to build and grow, I slowly realized my vision and hers were 
different, and I don’t think she believed in a crazy, ADD, high school dropout entrepreneur. 

So, I let her go, and had to start over yet again.

In that moment, I had made a decision based on my intuition. However, no one else in my 
company saw what I saw at the time. Soon after, I got hit with a lawsuit for constructive 
dismissal. All sorts of bad things started to happen. 

It went from bad to worse, but somehow, I made it through.

Looking back, I feel still feel some of that old anger. 
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It was hard, I almost went bankrupt and it even caused family issues. But, I’ve learned 
to feel grateful, and I mean a truly heartfelt sense of gratitude. Because I needed that 
experience. I needed to fall flat on my face by hiring the wrong president for my company. 
She’s gone on to be incredibly successful, leading a massive financial institution in Canada. 
She’s doing great; she was just the wrong person for me. 

Take Me to Church
I sat down with a sheet of paper and asked myself, “What do I love to do as an 
entrepreneur in my company? What am I great at? What do I hate to do on the other side? 
What am I bad at?” 

And, yes, the bad side was a lot longer than the good side, but what I was able to clearly 
recognize what I don’t like to do: hiring, finances and metrics. I had to recruit someone that 
would come into my business to partner on that side.

Eventually, three people in my network sent me one person’s name back. They all said, 
“This is your guy. I know exactly who you’re looking for and it’s Erik Church.”

I found myself grateful, again, for the Starbucks experience, because it led me to Erik. 
Today we have almost a half a billion Canadian in revenue (so like, four dollars). We have 
four brands all under the O2E Brands family. I have never been happier. 

We’ve got this great culture and we’re building something really special.

When I look at where we are now, one of the things that I figured out is, I believe 
in making meaning, not money. 

What really motivates you? When I talk to different entrepreneurs, sometimes I’ll hear them 
say, “Oh, I want these toys and cars and dream trips.” Freedom is fun, don’t get me wrong. 
It’s nice to have some money. But I think when someone’s motivated mostly by money, it 
becomes harder and harder to actually reach that goal.
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Creating an Emotional Connection 
By Shan-Lyn Ma, CEO of Zola

Shan-Lyn Ma is a Stanford MBA who held senior roles at Yahoo, Gilt Groupe, and 
chloe + isabel inc., before launching Zola in an effort to refresh wedding registries. 

After starting with a single vertical, the company expanded to cover all aspects of the 
wedding industry and has secured over $100M+ in funding to date. 



Registry? More like Stress-is-try 
If you aren’t yet acquainted with Zola, I hope that you soon will be. For those of you who 
don’t know what we do, we are the fastest growing wedding registry and wedding startup 
in the country.

We are also one of the fastest growing e-commerce startups in the country. 

We started 4 years ago and set out with a mission to use design and technology to 
reimagine the wedding registry experience for couples getting married today. Those 
couples just happened to be the millennial generation.

We’re different to any other registry you might know of, in that we work directly with 500 
brands, many that you’re already familiar with like KitchenAid, Cuisinart and Vitamix. 
We also partner with brands that you might be less familiar with, that are more up and 
coming, like Lease A Mattress, Parachute Home and Sonos, as well as experiences such as 
Blue Apron and SoulCycle.

Since we’ve started, it’s been a four-year hustle. We’ve raised over 40 million in VC funding, 
last year we did our series C of 25 million and I was one of the depressingly tiny 4% of 
female founder CEOs who raised the series C in 2016.

Learning from the Greats, Working with the Best
I want to tell you how we’ve seen explosive growth in the business, and to do that I wanted 
to start at the beginning. 

When I was growing up, I was not like other little girls. Many of my friends wanted to be 
pilots or astronauts or firefighters or teachers – but me? I wanted to be Jerry Yang, the 
founder of Yahoo.

While today I know most of us here are probably Google users, Yahoo really began as 
the company that helped us access the Internet for the first time. Jerry Yang started Yahoo 
with the idea that he wanted to make the Internet a friendly, accessible and fun place. 
If it weren’t for Jerry Yang starting Yahoo, there wouldn’t have been many of the great 
companies that exist today like Google and Facebook; he really set the stage for all of us.

Growing up, I idolized and wanted to be like Jerry, and when I looked at him, I saw another 
immigrant who started with very little, but worked really hard and has now made a lasting 
impact on the world. 

I was reading a lot of articles at the time and discovered that Jerry and other great Silicon 
Valley founders went to Stanford, so I thought, “I guess I have to go to Stanford.”
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I was lucky enough to throw my application into the ring, get accepted and go there for 
two years to get my MBA. After my MBA, I, of course, went to work at Yahoo and the best 
day of my two years at Yahoo was when I passed Jerry Yang in the corridor – and he didn’t 
see me but I definitely saw him – and I silently freaked out.

Most importantly, I learned at Yahoo from the best product people, who now run product 
at some of the best companies in this country.

I took those skills and moved to the east coast to join Gilt Groupe as the first product 
person there. I learned a great deal and most importantly, I got to meet great people like 
Kevin Ryan, the founder of Gilt, who also founded Business Insider and Mongo, and Nobu 
Nagoguchi, who was the head of the user design team. Now, both Kevin and Nobu are my 
co-founders at Zola.

The Big, Fat Wedding Market 
At Gilt, I learned about how to build a great e-commerce engine, and what the 
requirements are for any explosive e-commerce company. Really, it came down to an 
easy-to-understand but hard-to-achieve equation, and that equation is you need to build 
in demand intent and virality into your product…but that’s not enough! You also need to 
create an emotional connection to your users. 

I’ll share a bit about how we saw this work, both at Gilt and how we iterated and improved 
upon that during our time at Zola.

As I mentioned earlier, Nobu was the head of the user experience design team at Gilt. 
What he and I learned together at Gilt was so crucial to the formation of Zola. We learned, 
first and foremost, how you create demand intent and how you define an e-commerce 
product that customers want to check out.

The way that we saw this work at Gilt was that Kevin had created a company that 
offered beautiful, designer brands at 80% off retail price, for a limited time only, in limited 
quantities. It was the first time anyone had seen this before, and it drove a great number of 
people to check out really quickly. 

When we were thinking about a new idea to start, it was 2013, and all my friends were 
getting married at the same time. I’m sure that many of you have had that same year, if 
not, you will. That was the year that I had to buy a lot of wedding presents from a lot of 
registries.

We saw a clear opportunity, and realized there was a ready demand built into the 
wedding registry market. Two million people get married each year and have to create a 
wedding registry – that’s a huge market. 
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Who knew that 19 billion dollars worth of wedding registry gifts are purchased in the US 
alone every year? For the entire global industry, it was a 300 billion dollar market. 

I think that surprised all of us, and still continues to surprise many investors.

Couples Counseling
Once we knew the market was big enough, we focused on our desire to build something 
that our friends getting married and similar couples deserve. 

We ended up doing a lot of research, spoke to hundreds of couples and learned that when 
they were going into department stores, they were faced with a sea of products, with no 
idea what they were doing. After awhile, everything started to look the same: the coffee 
makers, plates, pots and pans.

We asked couples what would they do if they could do anything with their wedding 
registry, and the same themes kept coming up again and again. 

Couples said, “We want to register for products, experiences and cash, without setting up 
three different registries to do so.” So, we built a registry that lets you register for anything 
you want, all in the one place.

A common complaint we heard was, when you registered with department stores, and 
people bought from your registry there, things would just start turning up at your house 
and you had no idea what was coming or who sent it. This was very easily solved using 
technology. All we did make sure that the couple wasn’t sent something until they were 
ready to receive it. We also heard that couples want to make their registry as beautiful as 
the rest of their wedding day. In this country, on average, couples spend $35,000 on their 
wedding day and they want it to be beautiful and to reflect who they really are – that 
extends to wedding registries. We let couples personalize what it means to have a registry 
and made it mobile because that’s where couples live today.

We let them designate anything as a group gift, because it turns out, people were kind of 
hacking this by registering for a lot of things they didn’t want, then taking it all back to the 
store when they received it, to return it for the thing they really wanted. You should just be 
able to register for the thing you actually want in the first place, and let people contribute 
to that.
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Helping You Say “I Do” 
Lastly, customer service kept coming up as a priority. 

Every single customer we interviewed told us, “I have no idea what I’m doing! I’m getting 
married for the first time, please help me understand what to do.” And that’s where our 
customer service really lends a hand and does what we say in our tagline: we do anything 
for love.

At Gilt, we became one of the first to really productize the idea of refer a friend, 
or invite a friend. 

We were one of the very first to launch the “invite a friend, get 25 dollars.” We were also the 
first to come up with something I’m really proud of, the personal invitation link, where we 
gave every member their own unique link and they could share with friends anywhere. We 
could track back to that person, see how many people they referred and give them credit 
accordingly. 

That drove a huge amount of growth at Gilt in the early days. It was virality that we had 
built into the product, and we knew we had to figure out a way to do it at Zola.

Fortunately for us, at Zola we have the benefit of having natural virality because when 
someone gets married, on average you invite 150 guests to your wedding. The way we 
think about building virality into Zola’s product is that if we can build a registry that is 
beautiful and user-friendly, the guests using it will notice.

Last but not least, perhaps the most important part of this e-commerce equation is this: 

How do you build an emotional connection? 

When I joined Gilt, the first thing I did was interview all the users in multiple focus groups, 
surveys and one-on-one interviews. I kept hearing the same things over and over again: “I 
love Gilt, I’m obsessed, I’m addicted, I cannot stop shopping.” For me, those words became 
the benchmark of what it meant to have a real emotional connection with users. 

The way that we thought about how to bring this to life within the Gilt product was in the 
Gilt mobile app. There’s a notification that goes off when the sales start, and that was 
something that we would hear users say, “Oh, the sales start at 9am on the west coast 
and I’m driving to work, but when I hear that notification, I pull over to the side of the 
road because I have to start shopping right then and there, otherwise, I might miss out on 
something.” 

That kind of emotional connection and commitment was something that we thought about 
bringing to Zola in some way. 
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For the first four years of our business, we’ve been laser-focused on solving the painful 
parts of wedding registry, but we’ve also had users ask things like, “Could you help me 
with my baby registry?” or “Could you help me furnish more of my home?” or “Could you 
help me plan more of my wedding?” Only in the last few months did we decide to expand 
beyond registry, to attack a bigger market. We really wanted to help people plan their 
wedding from the day they get engaged through their first year of newlywed life. 

We launched solo weddings two months ago, with the idea that we could help couples 
create a checklist, a guest list and a wedding website – all for free – because our 
business is registry. During the months since we launched solo weddings, we’ve had an 
overwhelmingly positive reception from the couples that are using the tools to make their 
wedding planning easier. Our goal is to continue finding more ways to help couples, 
making what used to be a stressful time in your life into an easy, simple and fun time.
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The Luck of the Joke, A Life of 
Hustle in Seven Acts 
By Casey Neistat, Founder of Beme

Casey Neistat is a filmmaker and vlogger with over 2.7 billion YouTube 
views. After selling his own HBO show for $2 million, he founded and led 

the multimedia company Beme (which was later acquired by CNN), before 
starting 368, a creative collaboration space.



Every Day I’m Hustlin’
The beauty of hustle – the beauty of work – is that it will truly never let you down. 

I always say that the guaranteed recipe for success is to dedicate your entire life 
to something.

And one of two things will happen. It’s absolute. This is objective. This is not an opinion. 
You either achieve that something, or you die trying. And those are kind of the same thing. 
Obviously, one’s slightly better than the other. But hustling is a guaranteed path to ensuring 
focus on what you want. 

I want to take you on a journey through the story of my life, my career, and how it landed 
me where I am right now, with a narrow focus on the hustle part of things, which is 
something that I haven’t really, really pulled apart before. 

I never really understood the hustle until I found something that was worth hustling for. 

In high school, my goal was to maintain a straight D+, C- average, which was the bare 
minimum required to graduate. And I would say this goal out loud. I would tell it to my 
guidance counselor. And when she would ask me about it, I would explain it as frankly as 
I just wrote it. “That’s terrible,” she’d respond. And I would tell her that I wasn’t really into 
school, but I would show up, so she should just give me the diploma so I could get past it. I 
just didn’t care. 

I never got my C-, D+ diploma. 

I ended up dropping out when I was 15, but I don’t want to glorify dropping out of school. 
My son Owen is a sophomore in college this year, and he’s a sophomore because he 
wants to be and he has to be. For me, it was a very different situation. 

I ran away from home, my girlfriend was pregnant, we lived in a trailer park. I didn’t have 
the option to finish school. I started working. Work then was very different from work now 
– work then was tough. I spent 45-60 hours a week working… I spent 45-60 hours a week 
doing something I hated. 

That four years of my life was the most instrumental part. It’s the time that I call my “phase 
of arrested development.” 

No matter how much I grow, no matter what success I find or happiness I find or struggles 
I have, for the rest of my life, I will never get past being that kid. That kid was 16-20 – those 
crucial, formative late-teen years. I worked in a restaurant scrubbing dishes for a living. I 
had a whole bunch of bosses and a whole bunch of cooks in the kitchen that gave me a 
hard time, and then at home, I had a baby and I lived in a trailer park and barely scraped 
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together enough money to get by. No matter what happens to me, no matter where I go or 
how successful I am, when I think, “Who am I?”, when I have these moments of existential 
crisis, that is what I identify with. That’s what affected me the most. 

When I was a dishwasher, when I scrubbed pots for a living, I was the best fucking 
dishwasher that restaurant ever had. 

Because unlike in high school, I understood for the first time that the more hustle 
I poured into the job, the more I got back. 

So I was the best dishwasher. I had a system. Nobody could beat my system. Dishes were 
always clean. I’d sit there on a Saturday night, the whole sink completely cleared. “What? 
That’s all the dishes you got for me?” Because I knew the harder I worked, the more I’d 
back. 

Sure enough, before I left that kitchen to move to New York City to become a filmmaker, I 
was a line cook. I had two promotions. Pretty big deal. I was making salads. But that was 
where I understood the meaning and value of hustle. It was the fairest transaction ever. 
You put a lot in, and you get a lot out. 

That rudimentary, fundamental understanding was something that I first tasted in the 
kitchen. And it’s something I have never let go of. 

Let me get personal for a moment. When my wife Candace and I went in for marriage 
counseling, I tried to equate my work ethic to my marriage and my “relationship ethic.” I 
told the counselor, “I don’t understand! I’ve worked so hard for this marriage. Why isn’t it 
yielding dividends?” Both my wife and our counselor looked at me like, “What the fuck is 
wrong with this guy?” 

So I moved to New York City with $800 to my name. No high school diploma. The only work 
experience I had was in the back of the kitchen – and not even a great kitchen. The hustle 
in New York City really sucks. It’s super easy and fun to romanticize, especially now, but the 
reality of those days was absolutely miserable. I had a futon in my apartment bedroom, 
and the bedroom was so small I couldn’t lay the futon flat. I had to sleep on an upright 
futon. It’s not a big deal in itself, but I also had a 2-year-old at the time and a shared 
bathroom in the hallway in my building. It always keeps you humble when you have to 
take a leak in the middle of the night. You put on your shoes and walk down the hallway 
like it’s a college dorm room or a summer camp; but instead of sharing it with your camp 
mates or your roommates, you’re sharing it with ex-cons and undocumented immigrants. It 
was a gnarly situation.

In the meantime, I had a job as a bike messenger that barely paid anything. 

This was 2001, so you paid for your cell phone by minutes. You couldn’t make a call until 
8 p.m., when your minutes were unlimited. I’d get all my bike messenger assignments on 
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my phone, and at the end of my first month as a bike messenger, my cellphone bill was 
exactly $40 more than my income for the entire month. It cost me $10 a week to be a bike 
messenger. 

That’s a pretty shitty job.

Then I got my first real job working for an artist in New York City. Tom Sachs was an artist 
who made sculptures out of all kinds of things. One of his favorite materials were those 
wooden “POLICE LINE – DO NOT CROSS” barriers. A friend of a friend told me he was a 
cool artist and he had a bounty of $10 per barricade. I thought, “Shit. Those things are all 
over the city. Free money.” 

So the next day, I wheeled into his office with 25 of them. He offered me a job on the spot, 
and I started working for him. That was tough as well.

I was kind of a nobody. I was paid $10 an hour to work in a warehouse and cut cardboard 
squares out of slightly larger cardboard squares. Not a super challenging job, but a lot of 
work. For me, that’s where the hustle began. I looked around this foreign place called New 
York City, and all I saw were people who were doing everything they could to chase down 
what they wanted. 

The magic of New York City is that no one – at least no one I’ve been exposed to – no one 
lives in lower Manhattan because they have to. People only live there because they want 
to. And they pour that want into their hustle; otherwise, they’ll just get chased out of it. It’s 
just so hard there. There’s no relaxation.

You cannot have a comfortable life in New York City doing something you don’t really love. 
You’re either chasing after it, or you’re leaving. 

When I started working for Tom, I felt that for the first time. 

And the hustle went in a million different directions. I was working for him from 10 a.m. to 
6:00 p.m., and after 6:00 p.m., I would sneak around his office filming stuff with my camera 
with my big brother, and then we’d go edit little videos about our job. 

One day he accidentally saw those videos. “You made these?” he asked. I thought I was 
about to get fired. He said, “This is all I want you doing from now on – making these 
videos.” ‘

Perfect. I’m really good at making videos. 

One of his art collectors, a fancy, distinguished-looking guy – the kind of person you make 
eye contact with and then look away because you don’t want him to see you because 
you’re scared – saw the videos and asked if we would make a birthday video for his 
husband. And I was like, “Funny you should ask… birthday videos are my specialty.” 
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Internally, I was thinking, “I don’t know what birthday videos mean to him, but whatever he 
wants, I’m sure I can do it well.” That was the first time that my brother Van and I got paid 
to do something with a camera. So we were making $10 an hour to make silly videos for 
Tom Sachs. We didn’t understand what they could have been or what they were. But this 
birthday video was a real transaction. 

The distinguished-looking gentleman asked, “How much will it cost?” I told him I’d have to 
get back with him. And I was like, “What the fuck do we charge this guy.” 

When it came time to make the video, he gave us a list of the people he wanted to have in 
the video wishing Freddy, his husband, a happy birthday. The first person on the list was 
former U.S. President Bill Clinton. (There were about two dozen people of great stature in 
that video. Heads of companies. Heads of state. His husband, Fred Hochberg, was a huge 
politician in the Clinton administration and the Obama administration. I didn’t know that at 
the time.) 

When we went to interview President Clinton, I had a really funny joke that I was excited 
about having him deliver. And we went in there, and I looked like an actual bum. Secret 
Service guys were talking into their hand: “We can’t let these fucking guys in here. Who are 
these people?” 

We finally got in, a woman comes into the conference room. “Okay, the president will be 
right out. This is going to be 30 seconds. This is what he’s going to say, and that’s it.” I told 
her I had a joke, but she wasn’t into it. Five minutes went by. Ten minutes. We’re still alone 
in the room. And I’m looking at the teleprompter setup thinking, “God, this is such a lame 
shot.” I started messing around with the teleprompter, and I realized it is just a simple word 
processor. So I pressed a couple keys, and the whole thing shuts down. 

Just as that happened, in walks the Secret Service. The doors swing open, and they position 
around the room. In walks the President, and he sits down. 

He’s Bill Clinton, the inimitable king of cool. And he sits down and looks into the 
teleprompter and says, “Alright, I’m ready.” The woman tells him, “Okay, Mr. President, look 
right into the camera and read the teleprompter ... just a second, Mr. President.” I go over 
to the president and I’m like, “Mr. President…” As I’m approaching him, hands outstretched, 
the Secret Service is wondering what to do about me. I said, “Mr. President, I have this 
funny joke.” And he says, “Alright boys, I love that.” I hit record. He delivers the joke, we stop 
recording, pack up the cameras, and we’re out. 

When we played the birthday video, it was very well received. And that was the 
beginning of bigger things. 

We showed the video to a roomful of important people. Other people started asking, “Who 
are these guys who made that video? How the hell did they get Bill Clinton to say that?” So 
we were given other opportunities. 
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That same art collector told us he wanted to do a project with us. We told him, “Great. We 
have this art series we’d love to do.” He bankrolled the project. For our script, we used Mr. 
Wizard’s World Book of Experiments to Do at Home. We called it “Science Experiments.” We 
couldn’t afford any sets, so we shot the series in the bedroom of my apartment, up against 
the wall. We couldn’t afford a lot of footage. We couldn’t afford anything. But we had these 
little interesting stories shaped around science experiments. 

When that same art collector saw the video, he said, “This is incredible. This is going to stop 
traffic.” We started showing it around. The chief curator of Miami Art Basel, Jacopo Visconti, 
saw it. He was also the chief curator of the Sao Paulo Biennial, the National Art Show of 
Brazil. He invited us to show Science Experiments at the National Art Show of Brazil. I was 
23 at the time. It was a huge honor. 

All of a sudden, Van and I were sort of catapulted into the realm of fine artists. On our way 
to the Sao Paulo Biennial, we were stuck in a gigantic traffic jam trying to get to that art 
show. It’s a bit of a reach, but the guy told us that our movies would stop traffic… so it kind 
of counts. 

I was the youngest-ever artist invited to the National Art Show in Brazil. I wore a suit. I was 
special. But this is where the hustle comes in. I got back to New York City, and my rent was 
still $1,100 a month. I still couldn’t quite figure out how to make ends meet. I still had a day 
job. 

That’s the reality of the hustle. 

The unromantic part is so easy to gloss over when telling the exciting stories of being a 
young artist and getting to do wonderful things. The hustle was omnipresent. It never 
faded, it never went away. 

I still struggled every week to come up with the $110 for the round trip-ticket to Connecticut 
where Owen was going to school. I would stay in the attic of my dad’s coffee shop there. 
It was so unfinished I stapled tablecloths to the beams to create a makeshift room for my 
kid and me. We slept in the same bed. Those are the two sides of the very same coin. One 
week I’m in Sao Paulo being celebrated. I’m a big deal and giving interviews and showing 
my art. The very next week, I’m asleep in the attic of a coffee shop with a baby. That is the 
struggle. That is the hustle.

It forced me to look around and ask, “What are my priorities here? What do I 
want?” 

In 2006, I was given an opportunity by an entrepreneur named Tom Scott. He’s started and 
sold Nantucket Nectars. He started a TV network, and now he’s running something entirely 
different. He’s a serial entrepreneur. He’s one of the few people I’ve referred to in genuine 
sincerity as a mentor of mine. I met him when I was young and he loved what Van and I 
did, and we did some fun things for his little TV network. He said, “Let’s do something big.” 
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That something big manifested as an HBO show Van and I did. The experience of 
making that was amazing. But the experience of selling it to HBO was an even more 
amazing experience. I was 28. We sold the show to HBO for over $2 million. It was a huge 
achievement. There was a piece in Variety about HBO buying our show. I was a big fucking 
deal. My home newspaper wrote about it, and my high school guidance counselor had to 
read about it. 

I made it. I had made it. 

But this is the part of the story when I let go of the hustle. For the first time ever, I took a 
big step back. I had money. I achieved success. I had everything I needed. I leaned back, 
because I didn’t have to hustle anymore. I didn’t have to pay rent on my trailer anymore. I 
just chilled out. 

From 2008-2010, I didn’t make anything. 

I didn’t do anything. Those years were the most depressing time in my entire life. It took 
two years for the HBO show to air. When it finally aired in 2010, there was a vivid, visceral 
moment for me. I was in Los Angeles. A feature film I had produced won an Independent 
Spirit Award. I was on stage and on TV receiving the award, and my parents saw it. At the 
same time, I had show that was premiering every Friday night on HBO. 

It was the pinnacle of what I thought was success. And I was miserable. 

Instead of hustling, instead of fighting, instead of chasing down what it was that I was 
into, I was basking in the sunlight. I was taking a warm shower. The water running over 
me I was an introspection: “Look what I did. I made it. I’m good.” I was miserable. I had 
lost touch with what I was so passionate about. I had lost touch of what the hustle was 
about for me. And that was when I stopped everything. That was when I went back to the 
drawing board. I decided to focus on YouTube. YouTube to me at the time was the purest 
form of hustle. I was a guy who liked to share perspectives and ideas using video. YouTube 
ensured that it wasn’t about the politics of HBO and that article in Variety. 

It was certainly not about standing on a stage and winning an award surrounded by A-list 
celebrities. It wasn’t about telling my parents and my teachers in high school, “Look what I 
did.” It was just about me busting my ass for the craft when nobody was watching. Nobody 
was paying attention. Nobody was making me do that. Only I chose to click upload. That 
was the rebirth of my career – when I really invested myself in YouTube. 

That led me to all kinds of places. Three years and 150 million YouTube views later, I had 
carved out a career for myself that wasn’t the career I built with my brother. It wasn’t the 
career from HBO. It wasn’t a career in feature films. 

It was mine, and it was based purely on the hustle, which meant the world to me. 
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In 2013, I was invited to go to MIT on a fellowship that was a collaboration between the 
Rockefeller Foundation, which paid for it, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Media Lab, which sponsored it. 

The Sundance Institute chose the candidates for it, and they chose me. I remember 
thinking what going to MIT would mean for me as a high school dropout; I needed that 
so my dad would have something else to talk about. But it also meant shutting down my 
company, dropping everything, leaving a new, pregnant wife and moving to Cambridge. It 
was a gigantic risk. 

In success, this was a major crossroad for me. It forced me to reset. It forced me to go back 
to my questions: “What is it that I want? What am I willing to do to chase down? what is it 
that excites me in life?” 

So I did it. 

I dropped everything, I shut down my company, and I went back to school. 

I spent a semester at MIT working out of the media lab. I came away with a new 
understanding of what happens in the world of technology. I had only ever understood 
media. Because of that education, I thought, “Fuck it. I’m starting a tech company. I can do 
this. I’ve never written a line of code in my life, but I think I’ve got some good ideas and I 
can find people who can write code.” And that was Beme. 

Beme was a great departure for me. It was the only thing that had no semblance of 
relationship to what I’d been building my entire career around. It was pure technology. It 
wasn’t about media and leaning into personalities and using other facets that I would say 
describe my career in media. 

The most interesting part about Beme is what happened a year and a half in. We had 
raised several million dollars and assembled a big team. I was able to leverage my 
footprint in the social space and bring a lot of people in for an exciting idea, but the 
product itself didn’t quite deliver. We were just about out of money. We had just enough 
money to pay our bills and payroll. We weren’t growing at a rate that made it easy for us to 
raise more money, and we had no idea what to do next. 

I made a decision then that my lead investor supported, although most people on YouTube 
didn’t really understand. I thought we should take the entire team on vacation. So we all 
went on a big vacation to the Dominican Republic and sat in the sun for a week. 

It still sounds crazy and stupid, but what came from that was an understanding 
that the most valuable thing we had was a team. 
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Because we worked together so well, and we loved each other, we made incredible products. 
The vacation showed us that we had an incredible team, a great show in my vlog, and a 
whole lot more. We had so much more than the one product that didn’t make it. 

The trip made me go back rethink what we had – what the value prospect was on our 
company. And that ultimately manifested in a sale to CNN. 

Now, for the first time in a really long time, I’m sitting at the bottom of a mountain that’s 
higher than any other mountain I’ve ever looked up at, trying to figure out how the fuck to 
summit it. CNN just bought my company. All of a sudden we have tremendous resources. 
We have an unbelievable team. And we have all these eyeballs looking at us, wondering 
what we’re going to do now. While I look at it and try to figure out how to build a really 
successful company and how to build it under such scrutiny, I don’t know how to do it. But I 
know the number one most important ingredient to making it happen: hustle. 

The thing about the hustle is that so few people are actually willing to do it. So few people 
are willing to put in what it takes to get up the mountain. Every time you see somebody 
drop off or take the safe route or do something that is a huge compromise because it’s less 
risky, that’s just one less person that you’ll have to climb over on your way to the top. 

Never forget that. 
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Why Start a Luggage Company?
When we started working on this in January 2015, everyone was making all of their home 
goods and objects “smart.” There was a big push toward the internet of things. We just 
decided to take a step back and take a little bit of a different approach. 

It basically started with my luggage broke and I was asking my friends for 
recommendations. There just wasn’t anything out there that anyone was really passionate 
about. It’s just not really a sexy thing to think about. 

People love thinking about travel, but they don’t actually want to think about what they’re 
packing their stuff in. Everything out there was either really cheap and flimsy, or super 
expensive and costs $1,000 for a suitcase… the luggage buying experience just completely 
sucked and we knew there just had to be a better way. 

What we did is we dove in, did a ton of consumer research, focus groups. We just sit in 
people’s houses and watch them pack, which is really creepy now that I think about it. We 
really just got to the core of how people travel, what their pain points are, what they really 
need in a suitcase. 

That’s how we came out with one perfect suitcase for everyone. Everything you need, 
nothing you don’t. 

We like to say we have a thoughtful luggage brand, not a smart luggage brand. At the 
core of what we’re doing, it’s pretty simple. 

We’re a direct-to-consumer company that sells one product: rolling suitcases.

 And last year, we launched with just one suitcase. It just came in a carry-on size, and 
four colors, and it only has one “tech” feature, which is a USB charger built into the bag to 
charge your devices while you’re on the go. 

“You came from Warby Parker, where they took glasses, which aren’t 
incredibly sexy, and they made the brand really cool. Now everyone wants a 
pair of Warby Parkers. Luggage is the same way. You don’t exactly Instagram 
your new luggage, but AWAY has somehow managed to get people to give 
a shit about something that was typically so boring. How did you define your 
brand early on?”

Context is everything. 

We started out with an idea for a luggage company. But early on, we realized that there 
was a huge gap in the travel space. 
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Everyone loves going on vacation and taking trips, but the actual companies involved in 
the travel space suck from a brand perspective. They just don’t care about the experience. 
There was a big gap for a brand that thinks and talks about travel and experiences the 
way we like to travel – the way you probably like to travel. A brand that cares more about 
experiences than things and ratings and reviews. That’s how we thought about starting the 
company. 
We wanted to build a travel brand, and we just happened to start with luggage. 

Since we launched, we’ve been labeled with the holy grail of marketing buzzwords: 
a lifestyle brand. It’s because from day one, we’ve really thought about context and 
storytelling. 

If you think about other luggage companies out there, their imagery is all about zippers 
and wheels and materials. They don’t give you any insight into what this luggage is 
supposed to help you do better or what it enables you to do. From day one, we wanted to 
take a different approach, even if it was just starting with our first photo shoot. 

In terms of starting a lifestyle brand, the first product we ever sold wasn’t 
actually luggage. It was a book. 

Back in November 2015, having worked for direct-to-consumer brands and fashion brands, 
we knew that the holidays were a big moment that we didn’t want to miss. We knew there 
were a lot of big press beats we wanted to hit. But the luggage just wasn’t ready. We were 
working with our factory and they were making it as fast as they could, but we didn’t want 
to rush that process. 

We thought to ourselves, “How do we get in front of all these people? How do we get into 
these gift guides that we know would make a huge impact on our business? How do we do 
it without crowdfunding or doing pre-orders?” We wanted to be a brand, not just a one-hit 
product, so that route was very much not part of our strategy; it works for some people, it’s 
not something we wanted to do. 

So we did what probably all of you would do in here: We wrote and published our own 
book. 

We hired a writer. We interviewed 40 influencers. They weren’t celebrities or household 
names, but people at the top of their fields in fashion, in art, in music, in food. The writer 
interviewed them about travel, and wrote a book called The Places We Return To. We 
turned it into a beautiful gift set and sold it for $225. Inside, there was a gift card for our 
luggage that was set to launch in a few months. We were like, “Okay, this is either brilliant, 
or just a really weird convoluted idea that is definitely not going to work.” 

That Christmas, we were in over 100 gift guides and in all the top publications. It was the 
perfect gift for every traveler in your life. We sold out of thousands of the books and gift 
cards in a few weeks – all before our luggage had even launched. 

Stories of Startups Early Days     |     www.hustlecon.com 34



“You tinkered with and tested the first luggage piece for a year. Then you 
raised a seed round about 15 months ago. Starting around that time, AWAY 
was in a lot of outlets, and a lot of journalists were writing about you. How 
were you able to get all that press so early on?” 

Having a great product isn’t enough to keep the good press going. We were really lucky 
in that we had really solid PR and press around our launch, but someone can only write 
about suitcases for so long before it gets really boring. 

Once we had been in all the big publications, we realized very quickly that you have to 
consider every single moment to be a storytelling moment. 

Let me give you an example. A couple of months after we launched, we started thinking 
about launching monogramming, which is a pretty standard offering when it comes to 
luggage. It’s just putting your initials on your bag. We were thinking about how to turn 
it into a press moment. So we hired three Brooklyn-based artists who each had their 
own monogramming style. For one month only, we said that we were going to offer 
monograms, hand-painted by these artists in our studio. 

The New York Times wanted an exclusive on the story, and all the fashion magazines 
picked it up. When you really think about the concept, we did not optimize for scalability or 
operational ease. You can just ask our office team, who still hate me. We optimized for the 
story and for something that people would talk about. 

We actually tried to end the promotion after a month, but it was in such high demand 
from editors, influencers, and customers that to this day, we have a hand-painted 
monogramming studio in New York with a dozen artists just painting initials on bags, all 
day long. We were just thinking about the features we were putting out there and how we 
could write a bigger story around them. It didn’t have to be something that we built out 
with our company, we did with monogramming, but it’s definitely a big part of something 
that it gives people something to talk about. 

Another huge part of our growth has been collaboration. 

We are lucky that travel is a field that spans different industries. We look into each of 
these verticals that we want to hit, who have people that we want to engage with, and 
we find the best people and the best companies to work with – the ones that have loyal, 
engaged audiences. We launched a pink suitcase with Suki Waterhouse and Poppy Jamie’s 
accessories line. We did a suitcase for Charity: water. We launched one with Madewell. Just 
this week, we did a yellow suitcase for Despicable Me 3, which was an inbound request 
from the studio, because they’d seen all the other collaborations we have done. All of these 
collaborations have sold out within a few days. 
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The biggest benefit is just the spread of awareness. Even if someone’s not going to buy a 
yellow suitcase or a pink suitcase, they see the press. People are talking about it, and we 
actually see sales of our number one product – a navy carry-on – go up when we launch 
these collaborations. 

We use a lot of data to identify other key business moments for our company. 

There’s a big gifting moment in luggage for holidays and birthdays. We decided to 
capitalize on that in a brand-lead fashion. For this Father’s Day, now with an in-house 
editorial team, we wrote another book. In it, a lot of influential dads talk about their first 
trips as fathers or with their fathers. We partnered with Harry’s to provide a shave set for 
every luggage purchase for Father’s Day. Again, we were in tons of gift guides, got tons 
of press, were featured in big events, had lots of mentions from influencers as a perfect 
Father’s Day gift.

The focus has been on capitalizing on those moments that we know, as a business, work 
for us, but that we need to make a little more exciting for our consumers. 

Then lastly, there are a lot of big cultural events. 

Whether it’s South by Southwest, Coachella, or Art Basel in Miami, a lot of companies think 
that you need a huge marketing budget to go to those events and be relevant. When 
we decided to go to Art Basel in Miami last year, we didn’t really have the experience, or 
the connections, or the budgets to go in and make a huge splash the way a traditional 
company would, but we did know two things: We knew that there would be cool people 
there, and we knew that their phones would die. 

Som we built a bicycle charging station. 

We parked it at the best parties. People talked about it. It was a low-cost, super-effective 
way to get people talking about something. It was more effective than just putting a 
charger in a gift bag, and way more effective than just throwing a big party with our logo 
splashed all over it. 

If you provide utility and create a moment around it that’s cool enough for people 
to talk about, they will. 

Basically, if storytelling is what’s driving you and your business, people will write about it. 
People will write about your company, your product, your tactics, you. We’ve been lucky 
enough to be in hundreds and hundreds of top-tier publications in less than two years. A 
lot of our growth can be attributed to word of mouth and earned media. We don’t take that 
for granted. We know that if we just stop what we’re doing, there really won’t be anything 
to write about. The bottom line is thinking about how can you make your company into 
something that people will want to talk about when they’re out to dinner with their friends. 
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“You didn’t have a PR team for that, did you?”

We did – that was one of the biggest investments we made early on. We knew that even 
before we spent a dollar on paid marketing, we wanted to find a great PR agency to 
partner with. We drove our strategy in-house and decided which stories we would tell, then 
we used a PR agency to distribute those via their editor relationships. 

“You talked earlier about how influencers helped you selling out of the first 
book you printed, and I know they still do that with the luggage. Can you talk 
more about how you’ve been able to get people to share so much?”

We talked about this earlier, but we’ve really created this culture and this community that 
loves to travel, takes incredible photos, and will photograph their luggage in some pretty 
unnatural situations. 

When you have taken the steps to create a brand that people want to be 
associated with, it organically creates brand ambassadors for you. 

99% of our Instagram is user-generated, which breeds more amazing content. We’ve 
have two full-time people on our team dedicated to building those relationships, finding 
out when people are going on cool trips, making sure they have the latest luggage, and 
getting content back from them. It’s a cycle that continues to fulfill itself. 

At a higher level, we have tons of celebrities who have come to us or have been seen 
with our luggage. We also have celebrities who pay for their luggage. It’s been seen on 
everyone from Karlie Kloss to Adrien Brody to Jessica Alba. We look at who’s actually using 
our luggage or who’s asking for it. We talk with them about ways we can partner and work 
together, versus what a lot of other brands do, which is throw some money at a celebrity to 
walk around with the product when they don’t really give a shit about it. 

The most important thing for us has really been our customers and the other influencers 
we engage with. 

“You guys have come a long way in 15 months. What comes next?”

One of the things we’re going to do next – surprisingly, to a lot of people – is retail. I think a 
lot of people conflate “direct-to-consumer” with “online only.” The physical experience – the 
offline experience – is a huge part of what we’re doing. 

Even though our luggage is relatively affordable and has a high quality-to-price ratio, it’s 
something that people still want to see and feel. More importantly, they come to our store 
to interact with the brand. 

Last year, we launched pop-up shops as data points in New York, London, Los Angeles, 

Stories of Startups Early Days     |     www.hustlecon.com 37



and Berlin. That gave us a real sense of how, where, and why people want to interact with 
AWAY offline. This year, we’re opening an East Coast flagship in New York and a West Coast 
flagship in LA, as well as stores in San Francisco, Austin, and London. We have events and 
workshops and classes and talks in all of our locations. 

Right now, we are just a one-product company. But we are expanding into a lot of other 
content. Last month, we launched a podcast called Airplane Mode. This month, we’re 
launching Here magazine, which will be released in digital, print, every AWAY suitcase, and 
specialty stores. There’s a TV series in the works. 

Because we’ve built this product in a really thoughtful way, people have come to trust us as 
a real travel brand, and they’re asking for more from AWAY.

“Anything else you want to say to the audience?”

We approach brand-building the way luxury fashion houses do, but we run our company 
like a lean tech startup. That, coupled with our obsession with the customer and the 
experience, is what’s really driven our growth so far. 

The numbers we have achieved have been really humbling and really exciting. Over 
100,000 suitcases sold, and $20 million in sales. A year ago, we were five or six people. 
Now, we’re almost 70. 

Here’s the most important lesson we’ve learned: You need to be more than your 
product. 

You need to focus on what your product can enable people to do. We’re not selling 
suitcases. Well, we are selling suitcases – a lot of them – but primarily, we’re selling travel. 
As we launch more products, as we go into media and content, I think that at our core, we 
are a company for travelers, made by other travelers.
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How to Win No Matter What 
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By Kara Goldin, Founder & CEO of Hint
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AOL, CNN, and Time, Inc. She was named one of Fast Company’s 

Most Creative People in Business in 2017, one of Forbes’ 40 
Women to Watch Over 40 in 2013, and one of Fortune’s Most 

Powerful Women Entrepreneurs in 2011, 



Using Beverage as Leverage
Great entrepreneurs don’t begin by saying, “I want to start a company.” They begin by 
saying, “I want to solve a problem.” 

Mark Zuckerberg, for example, was not out to develop Facebook – he was looking for 
a way to connect an online community. Sara Blakely, one of my favorite entrepreneurs, 
disliked the seamed foot of her pantyhose but appreciated the feel of shapewear. As a 
result, she ended up launching Spanx, an intimate apparel line that offers a convenient, 
modern alternative for women to wear – problem solved (and lots of money made *cash 
register sound*).

I started Hint, a flavored-water company, in 2005 to confront an issue I had with 
Diet Coke. 

Thirteen years ago, I was drinking Diet Coke religiously; no lie, I was a Diet Coke addict. 

I was also 50 pounds overweight, I had zero energy and for the first time in my life, I had 
developed terrible adult acne. So, I finally sought the help of a number of doctors to try 
to figure out what was wrong with me. However, once I eliminated my daily intake of Diet 
Coke and started drinking plain water, I noticed a big difference. 

In six months, I was 50 pounds lighter, my acne was gone and my energy was back up. It 
really was that simple! 

I had no idea that Diet Coke was doing such harm to me. When I started looking into the 
soda industry as a whole, I found out that both Diet Coke and Diet Pepsi are owned by 
large public companies who are really out to get you to drink soda — they’re not interested 
in helping you get healthier. To top it off, they seduce their consumers by spending millions 
of dollars a pop (pun intended) on a dazzling parade of celebrity endorsements and 
commercials. 

If I wanted to see a change, I knew I couldn’t rely on those companies to develop a healthy 
product for me. 

I was going to have to figure out how to create it and get it to market myself.

Even though I wasn’t the type of person who wanted to start the next big energy drink or 
soda company, I really wanted to make an impact – in my life, my family’s life and in a lot 
of other people’s lives. 

So that’s what I decided to do. 

Stories of Startups Early Days     |     www.hustlecon.com 40



Bubbling with Ideas
Once I’d developed my product, I tested the waters (again, pun intended) by bringing Hint 
to Whole Foods in San Francisco. 

After a few months, however, I realized that I didn’t really have a clue about some 
important manufacturing details – like shelf life and distribution. Hailing from the 
technological industry, I had previously launched AOL’s e-commerce business and 
developed it into a billion-dollar venture before leaving in 2001. 

Despite my success as a tech-savvy businesswoman, it wasn’t long before I thought 
to myself, “Oh shit, I have no idea what I’m doing.” Luckily, a friend of mine said, “Hey, I 
know an executive at Coke and he said he’d be happy to chat with you.” I jumped at the 
opportunity to get some advice from an industry insider. 

Once we connected, my plan was to ask how I could create a product with a shelf life 
of longer than six weeks. Over the phone, I described to him my idea of launching a 
beverage free of sweeteners. “I live in San Francisco,” I told him. “There’s lots of people like 
me who really want to drink water, but they just can’t get off of the sweeteners.” (Looking 
back, it was sort of a silly conversation for me to be having with someone who worked for 
Coke, especially a decade ago.) 

He flatly disagreed with me, droning on and on about how consumers actually really like 
sugary-tasting drinks, and that Hint’s key marketing strategy shouldn’t be about eliminating 
sweeteners, but emphasizing zero calories. In my head, I was shouting “You’re wrong!” but 
I let him continue to talk, realizing he actually believed all this bullshit.

In hindsight, this conversation became an important part of my business narrative, and I’m 
grateful for it. 

Ignoring the Haterade
It’s important to remember that with success comes obstacles, including pushback from 
competitors. 

Once larger companies start to see you as a threat, they’ll turn into your biggest naysayers 
and do everything in their power to bring your company down, even if it means walking 
into Target or Walmart and throwing your product in the garbage. 

While this can be discouraging (and downright annoying) what those industry titans can’t 
do is go back in time and be the first to fix the problem that you’ve already solved. 

With small, innovative companies, you’ll see this happen over and over again. 
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A great idea will emerge from a single problem-solving pioneer, leaving corporate giants 
in the dust. Suddenly they’re scrambling to figure out, “How do we turn this ship around?”

When I was first launching my brand, I received a fair amount of shade from the beverage 
industry, about how I was this “little, tech-arrogant chick from San Francisco” trying to play 
ball with the big kids. 

As much as I believed in my product and wanted it to take off, I started to internalize their 
negative comments. I began to think that if I could just hire a few people from the big soda 
companies, it would ultimately be the best thing for Hint. 

The Greater the Passion, The Sweeter the Juice
Despite my hopeful efforts, this was not the best hiring strategy. 

What I really I wanted was to gather a team of problem-solvers, individuals who would 
champion the brand and actually be excited at the idea of going up against these large 
corporations. As it turns out, those who came from the heavy-hitting soda companies had 
guzzled so much of the company Kool-Aid, I ended up spending a lot of time undoing the 
way they’d been programmed to think. 

To this day, my best employees are the ones who are willing to think outside the 
box, who identify with problem-solving techniques and are thirsty for a solution. 

Most people can be taught how to sell beverages – it’s not that complicated. What you 
can’t teach is passion and at the end of the day, passion trumps experience. 

When I speak to aspiring entrepreneurs, I often ask “Why do you want to start this 
company?” If the answer is something rote like they’re tired of “working for the man” or that 
they simply didn’t enjoy being at a large company, I question whether or not they’re in the 
right field. 

To be honest, starting your own company is not for everyone. It takes a lot of time, energy 
and chutzpah. You’ll have infinite battles to conquer, not to mention the often soul-crushing 
dirge of having to raise a ton of money. It’s a tough road to go down. 

But, if your dream is to turn around a few years from now and say, “My team and I actually 
solved this problem and without us there wouldn’t be this [company, industry, you fill in the 
blank]” then I think that’s the beginning of what it takes to make a great entrepreneur.
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I Work, You Work, We Work 
As an entrepreneur from the early dotcom days, I came from a time when, much like today, 
entrepreneurs were celebrated. 

Although I studied architecture in college, there was an almost ubiquitous feeling amongst 
my peers that anyone could start a company – no matter how smart or unintelligent, savvy 
or inexperienced – they were. 

I cut my teeth on creating something from the ground up when I started my first company 
in 1998.

It’s a social network and online curriculum for people who want to learn conversational 
English and slang. In fact, it still exists, so check it out: it’s called English, baby! 

Creating that site was an incredible, exploratory opportunity for me. I had no mentor to 
guide me or set of instructions to follow. I basically had to figure out everything for myself. 
It was definitely a “me vs. the world” kind of experience – my only real goal was to try to 
bring something new to life. 

When my partner and I first started WeWork – a company that offers shared workspaces 
– we wanted to create an environment that would eliminate some of that isolation. We 
hoped to provide an open, supportive place for people who wanted to do big things in the 
world.

Entrepreneurs, freelancers and small business owners often succeed through 
connecting and investing in each other’s journeys.

If there was a common space for that to occur in an ongoing way, whether through big 
events or just over a cup of coffee, building that kind of rich community would ultimately 
benefit all of us. 

We launched WeWork in 2010 and have grown significantly in size since then; we’re now 
in cities all over the world, with over 120,000 members. I think one of the coolest things 
that we’ve achieved is we have united a community all over the United States as well as in 
many parts of Europe, China, Korea, Australia, Tel Aviv, South America and India. Through 
WeWork, we’ve found that people like you (and us), who are committed to the idea of 
being creators – well, they’re everywhere. 

We started with small entrepreneurs and startups, and now we’re working with some of 
the biggest companies in the world, from large tech companies to banks. Our goal was to 
try and unite in the spirit of innovation, creativity and positivity for challenges that we’re all 
facing. 

At WeWork, you no longer need to go it alone. 
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What Makes You Different (Makes You Beautiful) 
To get my company where it is today, it’s been an adventure, to say the least; I’d like to get 
more specific about some lessons I’ve learned along the way.

The first one stems from the fact that my co-founder, Adam, and I are extremely different 
people. 

I rolled in to New York City from Oregon with a dream (and my cardigan – just kidding!) 
that I wanted to achieve something big in the world. I had no clue what it was, but my gut 
instinct told me that NYC was the place to do it. 

One Saturday afternoon, I happened to meet this brash Israeli guy whose overall manner 
was the complete opposite of my relaxed, West Coast vibe. He was hyper and excited, 24/7, 
with tons of exuberance, unwavering energy and zero chill. He displayed no sense of fear 
whatsoever and always seemed up for anything. In short, we were unalike in every way. 

Though our differences at first discomforted me, I also felt there were things he could do, 
especially in a business context, that I never could. One of those things was to sit in front 
of a group of investors and ask for money at a $100M valuation or a $5B valuation or a 
$10B valuation. I knew I would never be that guy, but I could see that Adam had that innate 
capability to swing for the fences. 

This profound dichotomy was attractive to me, but I also knew it would present challenges 
within a business partnership, as we would almost certainly approach things from far-
reaching ends of the spectrum. 

When we finally did come together to form the company, we developed a simple, but firm 
strategy on decision-making: 

We agreed to always agree. 

To us, that meant each taking time to consider the other’s perspective and making sure we 
were both comfortable with the final outcome. Adam and I did not anticipate the success 
of this mutual understanding, but our gentlemen’s treaty to cooperate definitely paid off. 
Knowing the other would have to agree, and that we’d be at a stalemate until then, we got 
to a point where we’d almost walk into a meeting offering the other person’s perspective 
before our own. 

Over the last decade, our working relationship has gradually transformed into a friendly, 
thoughtful game of chess that ends in a double checkmate every time: a win for us, and a 
win for our company! 
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When you’re scouting for a business partner, co-founder or close executive team member, 
I think it’s important to look for people who are different than you, specifically, those who 
will offer contrasting perspectives and those who will infill some of your deficiencies. With 
that in mind, you will also need to create a structure that respects your differences. Never 
leave a room without an agreement in place, and never let a conflict extend beyond that 
conversation. Once you come to a decision, be willing to live with it and move on so that 
your business can move forward too. 

Make Like John Lennon and Come Together
In the early stages of a company, there are a lot of people functioning independently. 

One founder or key team member might be solely responsible for an entire component 
of the business – like a single-person marketing, sales or finance department. While these 
roles are ultimately intertwined, it can be easy for each person to feel like they’re working 
on an island, alone. 

One of the first challenges we dealt with at WeWork was on our product side. We were 
outfitting our shared workspaces and wanted them to look really cool – with a beautiful 
design and the best furniture we could possibly get – but we also needed to build them 
extremely fast, as the success of our business model hinged largely on quick execution. 

We began asking, “How can we deliver the best experience to our members, while also 
ensuring that we open on the first of the month?” We decided to take an “all hands on 
deck” approach. In the beginning, we had a new location opening about every 6-8 
months; now, we have among 10-15 locations opening per month. That influx presented an 
opportunity to involve the entire team. 

We had employees from every part of the company take part, painting murals, filling 
shelves with mugs and even making coffee on the morning new members moved into 
the space. It allowed someone who was working in finance or legal to take part in the 
collective, and it truly broke down the silos around us. It felt like we understood each other 
better after we assembled in a different setting from our day-to-day work environment. 

Look for the challenges in your business where you can get everyone involved 
and experience working together in various ways. 
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What Do You Say, Partner? 
Adam and I were lucky enough to start WeWork with our own money and we felt pretty 
confident in ourselves and what we could accomplish. 

Our company did well in the beginning: the buildings looked great, membership was 
steady and the locations operated profitably. We were satisfied with our model and 
received support from a few early angel investors. 

One day, we got an inquiry. “Hey, I’m with Benchmark Capital. I was visiting one of your 
buildings today and I really loved the environment. Are you guys looking for investment?” 
And we’re like, “Benchmark Capital? I don’t know. We’ll look at their website.” Oh yeah – 
Benchmark Capital! They’re legendary VCs who happen to be supporting some of the best 
companies in the world. They were one of the earliest supporters of eBay, made billions 
and so on. 

Long story short, they invited us to come out to Silicon Valley and pitch to them. Adam and 
I thought it was a pretty cool offer, despite the fact that we didn’t feel like we needed them. 
We just took it as a sweet opportunity to visit Sand Hill Road and do the whole song and 
dance.

Apparently, they liked us, because shortly after our presentation they offered to invest. We 
started thinking, “What’s the valuation? What should we say?” I thought we should go with 
a round number, and we landed on $110M; Benchmark was thinking closer to $70-$75M. 
So, we had some distance between our numbers. 

There was a moment in the negotiation where Adam and I had returned to New York and 
the afterglow of sitting in front of them had worn off. We began to consider a ‘no deal’ 
response – that if they weren’t going to spot us $110M, maybe we just wouldn’t do it. If we’d 
impressed them so much, why not stick to our guns and try to get the full sum? 

Thankfully, this bravado did not last. 

I remember the moment when Adam and I sat down and something came over me. 
I realized that with all the ego and feeling that we should win this, we were probably 
missing what was really important, like the fact that the support Benchmark would provide 
as a partner was so much more meaningful than the valuation. So we said ‘yes’ and 
agreed with their valuation, and later achieved $100M post-money. 

For anybody who gets their company to a $100M valuation, I think you would feel pretty 
successful. But for us, thinking really big, we always believed it was just a small step toward 
something much larger. 
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Hustle vs. Health – A Balancing Act
When you’re a goal-oriented entrepreneur that’s focused on solving a problem, including 
(but not limited to) changing the world, you run on an inner compound of fire, fervor and 
fuel. 

That quality can be overwhelming, both for you and the people around you. Neither Adam 
nor I seem to have come equipped with an OFF-switch. I’ve been lucky enough to not 
require much sleep for the past 20 years, while Adam will catch a few Z’s here and there, 
depending on when his four kids will allow it. 

We realized early on that our unlimited energy and passion for the job at hand was 
inspirational to the people around us, and our employees loved being privy to it. 

However, anywhere from a month to several months into working closely with us, many 
of them would systematically (and often tearfully) break down and express (some version 
of), “My whole life is falling apart!” Also, due to my aforementioned West Coast chill, this 
conversation typically drifted to me. 

People would spill over when I was close by, telling me things like, “I’ve sacrificed my entire 
life for this company” and “I broke up with my boyfriend/girlfriend” and “my relationship 
with my family is strained” and “I haven’t taken a vacation” and “I’m overwhelmed by x, y 
and z.” Over and over, I found myself in the unenviable position of saying, “I’m sorry...I’m 
sorry this has become so hard.” 

From these experiences with my employees, I came to realize that no matter who Adam 
and I are personally, the culture of the company has to be healthy. It’s something you 
should think about from Day One. 

What kind of atmosphere are you trying to establish and how do you want the 
people on your team to feel? 

Creating an environment that helps support people of diverse backgrounds is a good start. 
As a company, it’s essential to establish a balance between health and hustle from the very 
beginning. 

When Adam and I decided to start our company, we had both done other things and 
pursued different careers. With WeWork, we felt like we had an opportunity to reach our 
full potential. Our aspiration was to create a company that reflected who we are. If your 
dream is to start a business, make it a forum for yourself to grow and change, to evolve 
and learn. Very few people in the world get to curate their own work environment from 
scratch. Almost everyone works for someone else, but if you start something, you can make 
it the best place for you.
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Smell Your Way to Success 
(and Get Shit Done!)
By Suzy Batiz, Founder of Poo-Pourri

Suzy Batis started Poo-Pourri in 2007 with $25,000 of her own money 
after months of experimenting with scent-controlling sprays and oils. 
The company is now valued north of $400m and has over 350 million 

combined views on its videos and commercials. In 2019, she was 
named to Forbes’ Richest Self-Made Women list.



When the Shit Hits the Fan 
You probably know me as the CEO of Poo-Pourri. 

Over the course of my life, I’ve been in deep shit and I’ve been in good shit. I’ve 
experienced the whole gamut of shit. Here’s what you don’t know: after my second 
bankruptcy, at 38 years old, I was done. 

I screamed to God and said, “Okay, I’m done with this shit!” 

In an attempt to find peace within myself, I went on a spiritual sabbatical. When I returned, 
I held absolutely no desire to ever get back into business. I no longer wished to live in that 
world; it was too painful. I couldn’t believe this was my second damn bankruptcy. I was sick 
of falling on my face. I was done. 

I’ll never forget the day I was at a dinner party, and my brother-in-law asked, “Can 
bathroom odor be trapped?” I felt this shiver go up my arm, and everything around me 
came into crystal-clear focus. “Yeah,” I told him. “It can be – and I can do that with oils.” 

Today, you see Poo-Pourri nearly everywhere. 

We’ve sold more than 40 million bottles, we’re a household name and Poo-Pourri is a 
breakthrough category creator. However, I never intended to accomplish any of that. 

All I did was follow an idea.

You see, I had the luxury of losing everything – and I say luxury, because we rarely get a 
clean slate, a chance to start over and build something new. 

When I came back into business, I said, “I’m going to do fun shit, because you never know 
when you’re going to lose it all, and the only thing worse than losing everything is losing 
everything and realizing that you didn’t even have a good time.” 

I decided that if it didn’t feel good, I wasn’t going to do it. It was not a strategy, per se. It 
was just an intuition that I developed. 
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Ideas Are Alive - No Shit
One day, a friend called me to do a video. 

“What do you want to talk about?” he asked. 

“I don’t want to talk about success,” I replied. “It’s boring.” 

After a few moments, he thought of a question. “How do you know which ideas to follow?” 

I tried to explain my intuition to him, without much luck. 

I knew that when we followed ideas we were excited and passionate about, they 
seemed to work out. They had some sort of weird resiliency. 

Suddenly, a theory popped into my mind: ideas are alive. 

I called Dr. Bruce Lipton, a former researcher and developmental biologist at Stanford 
University’s School of Medicine. 

“Are ideas alive?” I asked him. 

“Why do you ask?” 

“Because it seems like some ideas that I have are actually more inclined to work out. And I 
have a theory that the 75% of businesses that fail, fail because all they have is a good plan. 
They don’t have an alive, passionate idea inside of them. Also, aren’t viruses considered 
living?” (I’ve since found out they’re not.) “How can they travel from person to person, but 
an idea, meme or a thought that travels isn’t considered living? Where does life begin, and 
where does it end?” 

He said, “These are really great questions. There may be something to teach you here in 
physics. Everything is a living, energetic vibration, and every living thing is seeking more life 
force energy.”  Then he taught me about resonance and dissonance. 

“Dissonance is when you take two energy waves that are traveling at different speeds and 
different wavelengths. Those two together create less energy than they do apart.” So you 
have energy, you’re going along, and you hook up with someone who is on a different 
wavelength than you. You will literally have less energy than when you started. That’s 
dissonance. 

“Resonance is when you take two energy waves, and they’re traveling at the same speed 
and the same wavelength. You combine those, and they actually have more energy 
together than they do apart.” 
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Two people on the same wavelength literally have more energy together than they 
do apart. 

Somehow, they amplify each other.

I started thinking back to my life, prior to the bankruptcy when I was 38. Whenever I would 
make decisions, they were from my head up. There was no “alive” feeling in my body. The 
thought process was purely cerebral and I saw myself as a victim. I blamed everybody else 
and thought life was against me. I was worried every single second of the day and then it 
all ended in bankruptcy. 

I realized that that’s what happens when I’m making decisions not from my full body – 
when I’m not worried about what becomes alive. If everything’s just strategic, I end up 
bankrupt.

In our business, we practice this idea so much, that whenever we’re in dissonance 
(commonly referred to as “the struggle”), we notice it, and then make a half-assed attempt 
to deal with it over a glass of wine and an adult coloring book. 

We were going into the UAE, and my attorney calls and says, “We’re going to have to give 
the formula to the government of Saudi Arabia.” Of course, I asked him why. After all, I was 
troubled. I was going to have to give away the Poo-Pourri formula, which is the company’s 
trade secret, kind of like Kentucky Fried Chicken’s eleven herbs and spices. 

“It’s just legal. We have to. Don’t worry. I’m going to find you an attorney.” (When your 
attorney has to find you another attorney, he has to be careful not to rip a hole in the 
space-time continuum and travel backwards in time. Just FYI.) 

Ten minutes after the call was supposed to take place, my assistant phones me, panicked, 
to let me know it isn’t happening. “I don’t know what happened. I’ve tried every number. 
The call will not go through,” she kept saying. “Something’s not right. Just stop,” I said. “Call 
the attorney and tell them to find us another attorney. Something is dissonant. I can feel it. 
Something’s not right.” 

Two months later, my attorney called me again. “Suzy, you’re not going to believe this. We 
got the new attorney, and we don’t have to give up the formula.” I couldn’t believe it – had 
we disclosed the formula, it would have been public knowledge. 

What happened is, I identified the struggle happening in the phone call and I stopped to 
think, “Hold on. Something’s not quite right.” That’s the kind of intuition I’m talking about.

The opposite of that is resonance. Resonance is constructive interference. 

When we’re working on resonant ideas, things just feel alive. 
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Also, keep this in mind: when these two waves are combined, there’s even more energy. 
Suddenly, you’ll get an idea, and it’s like, “Oh my God.” You can feel it in the room. 
Everybody’s buzzing, working night and day and it doesn’t matter – because you’re pulled 
towards what I call an “alive idea.” 

That’s no anomaly. It’s physics. 

Before the alive idea, you’re just trucking along. When the alive idea comes, it’s amplified. 

It’s the same thing with people, within groups. If you’re struggling within a group, watch 
out. Get the group on the same wavelength and you’ll create a field of resonance. 
Whenever I’m in a resonant situation, and doing something that energizes me, life is for 
me. It feels like I’ve got a skip in my step. Everything just sort of works out. 

This Shit’s Going Viral
So, fast forward a little. Poo-Pourri is about eight years old at this point. Competition is 
flooding in, and I felt something inside of me change. 

I decided that we needed to get the show on the road. We had been sitting in boutiques 
for too long. I got a crew together and we camped out for two weeks. In that time, we 
banged out a script, built a website, cast the video and filmed it in four days. That video 
became the viral hit “Girls Do Poop.” 

We did what seemed like an impossible amount of work inside of a two-week period. 

This, my friends, is resonance. 

To create another music video, I took my team to Hawaii for a week. Nobody had made 
a consumer goods product with a music video. I thought, “Hell, if Virgin can do it for an 
airline, we can do it for a poop spray.” My team told me I was crazy, and maybe I was. 

When we got home a week later, my team tells me we still don’t have a song. I go, “We 
have 10 pages of rhymes. A song’s just a rhyme, right? Don’t worry. We’ve got this.” 

I was filming in LA, and was onsite at NBC studios. While I was sitting with the producer, 
I told him I needed a songwriter. Specifically, one who should be signed but wasn’t – 
because once you start dealing with that, it’s dissonant. He said, “You know what? I’m a 
producer on The Voice. I know the perfect guy. His name’s Jeff Lewis.” 

Once I met Jeff, we ended up making the video and it was another viral hit. It felt amazing. 
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There wasn’t all this strategizing and pulling numbers up and doing things because 
we had to. We were working through synchronicity and magic. It was a fun, vibrant 
experiment. 

Next, we snagged Cameron Duddy, who had just produced “Uptown Funk” (with a cool 
four billion views). He did it for a quarter of his price, telling us, “This is a dream job.” 
Suddenly, we had another hit music video on our hands, called “Imagine Where You Can 
Go.” 

Here’s the Real Shit
When I discovered the power of resonance and dissonance, I started trying to find out how 
you can tell whether you’re in resonance. 

I was able to identify four signs that tell me if I’m in a resonant situation. Here’s what they 
are in a nutshell: 

1. I’m absolutely lit up. 

Remember how I said that energy increases? That’s when you see yourself researching 
every night. I didn’t want a business again, but I never thought about it being a business. 
Everybody told me I was crazy, but I was obsessed about whether I could do this thing or 
not. Once I figured it out, I knew it had to come into the world, somehow. You don’t need 
caffeine and you don’t need sleep. You’re just going. 

2. Body sensations. 

Have you ever relayed an idea to someone and they go, “Oh my God, I’ve got 
goosebumps”? My body sensation comes as a shiver up my arm. Sometimes I’ll be sitting 
in a meeting, gauging the room for energy levels like a shaman. “Yeah, I don’t feel it. I don’t 
feel it. I don’t feel it.” Then, an idea will pop up. “Hold on. Let’s lean into that. I felt something 
right here.” Yours might be different. But when you can identify the body sensations, 
everybody can jump onto that. 

3. Signs of synchronicity. 

People used to call this “Suzy’s World.” When you’re in resonance, things just work out. 
There’s an old cartoon called Mr. Magoo. He’d be driving down a highway, and he had 
horrible eyesight. You’d be thinking, “He’s going to go off the bridge.” Then, a boat would 
pass underneath the bridge at just the right time, and he’d land squarely on it. Resonance 
is like that. You need a writer or a song producer, and all of a sudden he’s in the elevator or 
she’s sitting on the plane next to you. There’s no exhaustive searching. It will come to you if 
you stay open and look. 
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4. An idea keeps knocking on your door. 

It does not leave you alone. How many times have you heard somebody say, “I’ve had this 
idea for a decade, and it’s never left me alone. How I have never done it?!” That’s another 
sign of resonance. That idea and you are a perfect match, so it’s going to stick with you. 

We never used to talk much about intuition in business, but we’re starting to hear about it 
a little more. I explain it by using the metaphor of physics, because I think that helps our 
rational Western mind. 

Everyone is born with an internal, emotional GPS system that often gets abandoned when 
we’re young. We’re taught not to listen to it. But I’m here to say, that’s bullshit! Start clearing 
away whatever is keeping that from being alive in you. It is your power source. It’s going to 
guide you better than any fucking mentor in the world. Trust yourself. Do you really want to 
be rich as shit? Do you? Then get it together and drop the shit that’s dragging you down. 
Stop worrying about outside shit and trust that only you know your shit. Dive into the shit 
that turns you on. Focus on shit that lights you up. When that shit is resonant, go for that 
shit, and do not hold back. You are worthy as shit, you are powerful as shit, and you – you 
alone – can change this shit, because you are the shit. There is shit alive inside of you that’s 
the key to all of that shit that you desire, and if you just turn on, tune in and move towards 
that alive shit, then you’re going to be rich, too. 

No shit.
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Humans Are The Next Bonobos
By Andy Dunn, Co-Founder of Bonobos

Andy Dunn is a Stanford MBA who founded Bonobos in 2007 with his college 
classmate in an effort to reinvent men’s pants. Did it work? You tell us -- they were 

acquired by Walmart in 2017 for $310 million.



4 Steps to Career Success
As the son of a Hindu mother and a Christian father, I didn’t really have a religion I could 
attach to growing up, but I wanted to believe in something. 

So, I became a fan of the NFL – more specifically, of the Chicago Bears. Former Bears’ 
running back, Walter Payton, is my role model for the first of four traits you will need in 
order to succeed in your career. After every touchdown he scored, he calmly handed the 
ball to the referee. 

Whenever he took the field, Payton displayed tenacity, a relentless desire to win 
and tremendous resilience in the face of uncertainty.

The second trait comes from my company’s namesake, the bonobo. I call it the ability to 
evolve. 

If you ask someone to name the five great apes, they’ll tell you gorillas and chimpanzees. 
Probably orangutans. And eventually, bonobos. But they’ll almost never get to humans. 

But yes, humans are great apes, with opposable thumbs, language, fire and the ability 
to gossip. Bonobos, I would argue, are in some ways the most evolved of the great apes. 
They’ve developed natural societies, with no violent conflict. If you look around the world 
today, we could learn a lot from bonobos’ willingness to get along with each other. 

How do they do it? They put their women in charge. They tolerate and celebrate gay and 
bisexual behavior. They have adult males who play with their children, all the way late 
through adulthood. (They can be a bit pedophilic, however, so ignore that part). That 
aside, bonobos are the future of the human species. 

As human beings, I think we’re slowly evolving our society toward gender parity, with a 
true partnership between the genders. We’re treating minorities very differently than we 
have in the past. And, it’s happening slowly, but the past decade has been big in the U.S. if 
you’re gay or bisexual. Evolutionary ability is at the core of what you are going to need as 
a human being in life. 

The core to how you build a great company has to be the ability to evolve, learn, 
grow and change your mind. 

The third trait is authenticity. 

I like to say that my co-founder, Brian Spaly, is the superior entrepreneur between the 
two of us. Not only did he create better fitting men’s pants for Bonobos, but he went on to 
create a second company (after we had a co-founder divorce) called Trunk Club, and did 
an amazing job with it.
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We each brought something to the party. Brian brought amazing, better fitting pants. His 
basic observation was that men’s pants don’t always fit right. If they’re the American cut, 
they’re too boxy. If they’re the European cut, they’re too tight. So he developed a pant with 
a contoured waistband. 

If you take off your belt, you’ll see the way that your belt curves as you wear it. Our pant 
is built with that curvature in mind. For example, our Jetsetter Denim has that curvature 
at the waist and a more tailored fit through the thigh. We offer it across four different fit 
silhouettes, with 40 sizes for each silhouette. That level of per-product customization is only 
possible with a digital-native model, which is where I came in.

We’re really proud that Bonobos was, in 2007, the first digitally native brand. 

We spent four years pioneering that model, and then we discovered – shit, this model isn’t 
that profitable. How do we actually make money? 

We decided that there had to be a way to make great stores. Our stores are called guide 
shops. You come in, get fitted and styled, and then we offer you more fit and size choices 
than would ever be possible in a traditional retail environment. We also provide excellent 
one-on-one customer service. Think of it like a mini Apple Genius bar, on a day when Apple 
isn’t that crowded. Then, we ship the product to you. 

Our net promoter score is currently running around 80. If you look at our clothing options 
alone, we’re between 50-65, depending on the item. So, we’re adding somewhere 
between 15-30 points just from customer service, thanks to the ninjas in our guide shops. 

Part of the reason I’m so bullish on digitally native vertical brands, like Bonobos and Warby 
Parker, and this whole ecosystem, is that you can fundamentally bundle service together 
with assortment. 

We’ve found that providing great customer care is three-fold. First, it’s about the right 
technology enablement of service – so, fewer contacts. You actually want to drive down 
your contacts per order, through excellent web and mobile experience. Second, top-notch 
online service. If you look at the ninjas, they have an NPS of 90. Finally, it’s about having 
the offline be less about inventory management and more about customer service. Our 
authenticity – just wanting to make perfect pants and offer a great customer experience – 
is what has driven this company. 

Don’t think about a company that’s going to make you money. Think about a 
company that you would start in a world in which there was no money, and you 
may be on the right track. 

The fourth and final trait that you’re going to need is magnetism. Magnetism to attract 
talent, capital and anything else the company needs. 
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This is easy to do at the beginning, when it’s a bright-eyed dream. It’s harder to do later, 
during the difficult times, when you discover that things don’t always go exactly as you 
planned. 

You have to somehow summon enough self-belief that you’re going to make it. 

In the midst of that, you need to be attracting more people, retaining the people that you 
have and, if need be, drawing capital to your venture. 

Money Business 
My dad is a great father, family leader, a dedicated history teacher and the most selfless 
person I know. All my life, I’ve admired his humility. A quote by Eastern Philosopher, Lao-
Tzu, reminds me of him: “A leader is best when people barely know he exists, when his work 
is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves.” 

However, while my dad has many laudable qualities, what he’s not good at is raising 
money. (Sorry, Dad.) So, let’s talk about something I’m good at. 

I’ve learned a lot about this through being the founding CEO of Bonobos. I’ve also been a 
board member at four other brands, including Interior Define, a digitally native furniture 
brand out of Chicago; Monica & Andy, a digitally native vertical baby brand I am building 
with my sister; Hinge, a dating company; and a brand called AYR, a women’s brand we 
spun out of Bonobos. I’ve also invested, both personally and through a fund called Red 
Swan, in about 50 other companies, a true privilege. (Having said that, I don’t recommend 
doing this kind of angel investing. It’s not that focused and there’s a lot going on.) 

Before you think about raising money, you have to build a great product. 

One of our first products was a lightweight pinwale corduroy with a great contrast 
pocketing liner and our curved waistband. We launched Bonobos featuring these pants 
in eight styling and color options. With just this one product, we got to about $50,000 in 
revenue, selling corduroy pants to our friends at Stanford. 

When you get a couple thousand dollars from selling stuff to your friends, you have nice 
friends. But when you have $50,000, and you’re not selling drugs, you might have a 
business. 

When we had product market fit, I had a moment when I thought I was done. Then I 
realized that there was another part – customer acquisition. 

One of the mistakes that I made was assuming that doing more marketing would help 
me turn product market fit into equally more revenue. Sometimes, if you’re not seeing the 
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business take off organically, it means that your product market fit is not a 10X of the next 
product. Bonobos spent four years growing the business quite nicely, but we were doing so 
by spending VC money on marketing, in a way that wasn’t sustainable long-term. It wasn’t 
until we invented the guide shop model, teamed up with our phenomenal partners at 
Nordstrom, developed a print catalog and did some contrarian things for a digital brand, 
that we really took off. 

So, sometimes you have to think about your product experience as being something you 
want to extend into new categories and channels, rather than just marketing the existing 
bundle of product and market that you have. See if you can get to $50,000 in trailing 
revenue in about six months. If you’re doing that, then maybe you’re onto something. 
(Obviously, if you’re building an entrepreneur software company, or a SaaS company, this 
doesn’t apply.) If you can get to $50,000, decide whether or not you want to raise money.

I think both bootstrapping and raising money are extremely viable paths. If you have 
an ambition or an instinct for controlling your own destiny more fully, bootstrapping can 
be the way to go. If you start to get a bigger vision for the opportunity, and you want to 
accelerate growth, then raising capital might be the best choice. Where you can get into 
trouble is if you end up making an inauthentic choice. A friend of mine started a business 
and went out to raise capital for it, even though he’s a bootstrapper at heart. The pressure 
of raising capital and the expectations that come with it ended up making him miserable. 

Let’s say you’ve decided to raise money, for inventory. If you can’t shake down your 
rich aunt for $20,000, or if you can’t find a way to get that first little slug of capital from 
somewhere, you’re probably unlikely to get to that second step, when you’re talking to 
people who aren’t related to you. 

The grandmother of an entrepreneur friend had a mantra: “Supply is infinite.” There’s 
an infinite supply of capital in this world and the number of rich people that live in it 
is staggering. It’s one of the smallest problems we have with society. We have plenty 
of rich people, which is a good thing. Rich people invest – and investment, from a 
macroeconomic perspective, is what drives our economy. 

Take the perspective that just because someone said ‘no’ doesn’t mean that everyone will. 

It probably just means that 53 more people are going to say no before someone 
says ‘yes’. 

Here’s where resilience and tenacity come back into play: you have to power through and 
keep going. 

At least a thousand people turned me down as I was building Bonobos. We had zero 
institutional capital support, so we raised our first $8 million from 104 people. Then, one 
day in 2010, for whatever reason, the infinite supply found us. 
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We were three years in. I saw two venture capital firms that were making investments in 
e-commerce, and they became our venture capital firms. Every venture capital round 
we’ve raised at Bonobos has required tremendous faith that we were going to find it 
somewhere, even in the face of significant rejection. 

Finally, here are two pieces of practical advice for finding angel investors: 

99.9% of angels don’t want to invest in your company. 

So, you’ve got to find that .1%.

I think the number one way to find the .1% is to look for people who’ve invested in similar 
kinds of companies. Then, you don’t have to filter for whether they will do a consumer retail 
investment. 

Second?

I think the best source of angel investor recommendations is other 
entrepreneurs. 

So whenever you meet an entrepreneur, ask them if they have any angels they really like. 
Write down those names, and then ask the entrepreneur if they would be open to making 
an introduction for you. 

On Culture & Core Values
So now you’ve got a product you’re passionate about, with traction and money. How do 
you build an equally great company culture? 

This step is a little bit like making a Mexican mole. Mole has a lot of ingredients that are 
really hard to figure out. A good mole usually requires between 20-25 ingredients. So, if it 
tastes bad, you don’t know why or how to fix it. 

Some of the ways you can adjust your company’s culture is to look at employee 
engagement scores, talk to people who are at the ground level in your organization, 
examine turnover and check out your ratings on Glassdoor. Then, you have to internalize 
all these problems as your own, and take ownership of the solution. 

Establishing a great culture from the very beginning starts with having a mission 
and a vision that people understand. 
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At Bonobos, we have a brand story and purpose that we like to talk about: the evolution of 
mankind, starting with pants. We reinvented how men’s pants fit. We carried that idea over 
into great-fitting shirts and suits – with products like our Daily Grind dress shirt, featuring 
an amazing foolproof elbow – and the Jetsetter suit. Then, since we didn’t think traditional 
retail stores were working, we decided to reinvent those too. 

Our story – our mission – is one of continual evolution. 

Your employees should care about your brand’s story, and use that as number one on the 
list of hiring criteria. 

Here’s a way to test it: Offer them one cash offer, with more stock, and then offer them 
higher cash, with lower stock. If they go for higher cash and lower stock, try to talk them out 
of taking the job. 

Another thing that helps create a great company culture is ensuring your 
employees are aligned with your core virtues, or core values. 

At Bonobos, we have five core virtues – human values that we look for in employees.

Positivity. 

Do they put in more goodwill than they take out? It doesn’t have to mean they are 
gregarious or sociable. They can be a positive introvert. You can feel this quality in 
someone’s spirit. I can usually tell, right when I meet someone, if they have a positive 
energy.

Intellectual honesty. 

I like to ask people in interviews when was the last time they changed their mind? – or, 
what’s the thing that they most passionately believed at one point in their life, that they no 
longer believe? If someone says, “Uh ... I don’t know…” that’s probably not someone you 
want to hire. You need people who can look at data reasonably and change their minds.

Judgment. 

The best way to evaluate judgment is by looking at all the decisions someone has made in 
their life up until the moment that you’ve met them. You don’t even need to meet someone 
to figure out if they have good judgment. You can usually tell if someone has good 
judgment just by looking at their LinkedIn profile. Does their career make sense? Are they 
making good decisions about where they go? Do they make good decisions in the face of 
uncertainty? 

Empathy.
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Do they think about the world from the perspective of other people? Most of us spend 
our lives inside our own heads. It’s remarkable how little other people actually think about 
us. Yet, we assume they do all the time. Most of us spend 99% of our energy thinking 
about ourselves. Bonobos teach us the ability to carve off 20% of your energy, and use it 
to imagine the world from the perspective of others. Although they have less language 
capability, they’re more empathetic, and they’re more likely to be imagining the world in 
which others live. 

Self-awareness. 

Research shows that other than being tall, white, male and named John, the most common 
qualities among Fortune 500 CEOs are two things: the ability to make good analogies 
and self-awareness. If you want to cultivate the one thing within your control that is likely 
to make you a great leader, it’s self-awareness. It’s the ability to be non-defensive about 
what makes you suck and to understand your weaknesses. 

This is the most elegant challenge in business: Can you build a company that is loved by 
your employees? Simply put, if your company is loved by your employees, customers are 
going to be happy and so will shareholders. 

Wall Street would like us to think that shareholders come first, customers second and 
employees third. 

But your employees are the only people who are thinking about what you  
do every day. 

They’re investing their entire livelihoods, outside of their families, in you. A customer might 
think about you once a day, if you’re lucky. And your shareholder thinks about you a lot – 
when quarterly earnings come out. 

So, I suggest we invert the Wall Street paradigm. Put employees at the top. Do a 
phenomenal job with them. They will serve customers well, and then shareholders will be 
taken care of. 

Words of Wisdom
Once you’ve had some success, don’t let it go to your head. This is advice for myself. 
There’s a pernicious force in human nature, called hubris, that comes with success. Don’t 
let your feet leave the ground; keep them firmly planted. Remember that the further along 
you get, everything you’ve done has less to do with you and more to do with the people 
that you’re attracting to your venture, and who are doing incredible work. 

Stories of Startups Early Days     |     www.hustlecon.com 63



Kendrick Lamar wrote a great song on his Emmy-winning album that talks about a beggar, 
and how that beggar might actually be God. I love that song, because it’s a mental trick. 
Just because you’re “powerful” and someone else is “powerless” that doesn’t mean it 
should change anything about your kindness toward them. 

Consider that other people who are successful and powerful are precisely the people that 
you need to be the least concerned about, and the people who have not had the privilege 
that you’ve had, you must think of in the inverse way. 

Be forgiving to yourself by being forgiving to others. You’re going to make huge mistakes, 
so you have to learn to forgive yourself, and you’ll learn to do the same thing to others. 
This becomes particularly important as a boss. You’re the shepherd of the way that 
other people feel about their performance. My sister is working through fundraising for 
her company, Monica & Andy. It’s every bit as tough as all the fundraises I’ve ever been 
through – and I’ve been through eight. I told her, “It’s like the Journey song, Don’t Stop 
Believin’. As long as you believe in yourself, you’ll get it done.” 

Finally, I want to pay tribute to my mom: Practice good judgment, without being 
judgmental. (I learned that from you, Mom!)
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From $0 to $100M: How Casper 
Built a World-Class Supply Chain
By Jeff Chapin, Co-Founder & Chief of Product at Casper

Formerly a designer at innovation firm IDEO, Jeff Chapin knows a thing or two about 
thinking outside the box -- which is what made it so surprising when Casper started 

putting their mattresses in one.  Casper IPO-d in 2020.



The Friendly Mattress… and Pillow… and Sheets
Just a raise of hands, how many people have heard of Casper? Hey, that’s pretty good. So 
for the ones that haven’t, I’ll give a little explanation. For those that have, this is probably 
how you know us as a fairly well-marketed company, focused on sleep. 

We sell one single mattress. We sell one pillow. We sell one set of sheets. 

I’m one of the co-founders (there were five of us). Background in product design and 
development, which I’ll get into in a sec. I spent a lot of my time in places much more like 
this than in the fancier world of marketing. 

This is a factory where we manufacture the covers. It’s a cut and sew facility in South 
Carolina. I’ve spent a lot of time here and in other factories, and today I want to talk about 
eight things that I wish I knew about building a supply chain. 

I don’t know how many folks in the audience think they’ll start a company or have started 
a company that involves any physical object, but building a solid operations platform is 
critically important. 

Quick background -- I actually studied civil engineering at Princeton as an undergrad, 
but I’m old enough that I didn’t have a digital camera, so I don’t have photos from that 
time. I am technical, but I don’t know how to program. I’m maybe a halfway fit for this 
presentation. 

I went on and studied product design, which is a mixture of art and mechanical 
engineering at Stanford. From there I moved to IDEO for a decade, did a lot of work in 
consumer products, a lot of work in medical devices. I left IDEO. I started my own company 
called Common Made. I spent a couple of years working in East Africa and Southeast Asia 
in clean water and sanitation, working with World Bank and Gates Foundation.

Oddly enough, through that world I came across a company called WaterWalla, which was 
doing clean water access in a slum in Mumbai.

It was started by the guy, Neil Parikh, who is one of the co-founders of Casper… and for 
folks who are familiar with the New York startup scene, a lot more of the consumer focus, 
single vertical branded companies. Warby Parkers, Bonobos, come out of New York, not 
out of San Francisco, and there’s some out of LA. 

So they were working together doing different startups, and all right, and noticed a couple 
things, one, amongst their peers and the people in the incubator they were working within, 
that people weren’t sleeping very much. The statistics are kind of sad. In 1942, we were in 
the midst of the world war, and people slept more than they do now when in the grand 
scheme of civilization things are really peaceful.
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There is also this kind of stuff where people just... I mean, the fact that you have your 
child laying in bed reading an iPad is not good for their sleep. It’s not good for our sleep 
when we do the same thing. And so that’s the general thing which Casper was started to 
address. 

Enter the Sleep Space
We needed to start somewhere by selling a product to get into the sleep space, and we 
started with the foundational product. 

From a consumer experience, purchasing a mattress is one of the worst things you could 
imagine in terms of what you get for the dollar, the actual shopping experience. There’s 
way too much choice. You’re ill-informed to actually know what you should be buying and 
if you’re getting a good product for your money.

So we boiled it all down through a process of product development iteration, testing many 
different types of mattresses on the market, developing our own, and had the idea that we 
would sell a single product to the market. 

We needed to convince somebody to fund us to start this company because it’s a very 
expensive product, and you’ll see it caused us some problems. 

When you want to build inventory when you’re starting a company, it’s hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to millions of dollars just to build initial inventory. So as we were doing 
our fundraising round, we actually gave away a lot of beds to venture capitalists to try to 
get them to give us money, and nobody would give us money until they could sleep on our 
product.

In the picture here, eventually Ben Lerer and Hippeau Lerer venture partners led our seed 
round. In the right picture here is the mattress that Ben Lerer had in his apartment. In the 
left is Philip, our CEO, and Luke, our CMO, delivering our mattress to his house. So we had 
to go in when he wasn’t there with his personal assistant, put in the new mattress, take out 
his old mattress and actually store the old mattress until he was convinced that he wanted 
to keep the new one. And he still sleeps on that prototype to this day, which is amazing. 
And I’m pretty sure he has a child now, and it was the first child ever conceived on a 
Casper.

So this is the product we sell. My talks are not meant to be about product design, so I 
won’t talk much about it, but just so you get a sense, for those who haven’t experienced it 
or aren’t familiar with it, that mattress gets compressed and rolled up and goes in a box. 
It’s about 20 inches by 20 inches by 40 inches. It’s delivered via UPS. In some cities, it’s 
delivered via courier. This is a bike courier in New York delivering it. 
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You get it to your house, you unpack it, and then you instantly turn into a stud. That’s our 
sales message.

Sprinting Out of the Gates
We started in April. We launched to the public in April 2014, and it was amazingly successful 
from day one. 

We did $1 million in revenue in our first month. 

We’ve raised $70 million through a Series B. In 2015, we did over a hundred million dollars 
in revenue, right about 150 people. We have our headquarters in New York. We have a 
design and supply chain office here in San Francisco. We have an office in LA and an office 
in Berlin. 

Why were we successful? Three things:

 > I think the product’s great, but I’m biased because I’m the one that designed it. 

 > We’ve had really creative marketing. Folks may have seen some of this marketing 
on the BART. This one’s my favorite. It was sleep like a narcissist because you’re 
dreaming of yourself dreaming of yourself.

 > There’s an incredible amount of social sharing of the Casper mattress and the 
unboxing experience online. There’s actually a video associated with this, which I 
won’t show.

But we had a problem. 

We grew so fast that we couldn’t meet our sales demands. 

Everyone says it’s a good problem to have, but it’s an incredibly stressful problem. 

To put numbers to it, we sold 139 beds on our first day. We had 100 beds in stock. 

Beds have a four to eight week lead time to get made. We reached 35 days of backlog by 
October. We promised in our marketing message you would get a mattress the next day or 
the day after. Some people had to wait five, six weeks to get a mattress. We actually stayed 
in backlog for 18 months, and we’ve only been around for 25 months. And still today on 
some individual products we run into backlogs. 

This is a huge problem. It actually slowed our growth. We had to pull back on our spend in 
order to allow our supply chain to grow.
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Only One Thing Missing
So I think we nailed product. We nailed marketing. We nailed brand. We nailed the value 
proposition, but we totally missed on supply chain, and it goes back to what our original 
team was. 

Five co-founders is a large co-founding team. Our first employees were in marketing and 
consumer support. We did not hire an operations person for a year. So we went a year with 
just me and Neil running our supply chain, and we didn’t know what we were doing. 

For those that have an ops or supply chain background, hopefully this will be obvious, but 
I’m just going to run through eight stories and eight quick learnings and some things that 
if I were to do it again, I would hopefully do better. Some are low-level points, some are 
high-level points.

First story:

When we went to what ended up being our main mattress supplier in Georgia, Neil and I 
flew down there. We shared a room in a Days Inn that was $30 a night, and we rented a 
car online. 

We could’ve rented a Chevy Aveo for $40. Or through Sixt, which is a German rental car 
company, we could’ve rented a BMW for $40. Clearly, we rented the BMW, but then we 
pulled up into the factory driving a really nice BMW, which is a terrible thing to do when 
you’re about to go into a negotiation about what you want to pay for a product. On the 
same trip to the southeast, we showed up at the sewing factory, which I showed before, 
and Neil’s wearing that shirt amongst people that are working their butts off to get $12 an 
hour sewing. They thought it was funny, but it was not a great first impression. 

My advice? 

You deliver it in how you dress, how you arrive, and what you talk about.

We all have very great, indulgent, luxurious lives. The people you work with on a supply 
chain probably don’t get $15 martinis. They probably don’t talk about going bowling and 
ping pong indoors and indoor mini golf. So when you’re at a supply chain site or you have 
people in your supply chain visiting you, remember that we live a very different life than 
most of these people that will be supplying products to us. 

Some of these are serious. 

Everyone will say they can do everything, but it’s not true. 
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This is the factory where we pulled in with a BMW. They make, from our opinion based on 
having visited tons and tons of foam factories in the US and overseas, probably the best 
quality raw material that we can find. They’re really good at it. 

They also said that they could fabricate mattresses. It turns out they had never really done 
it before, but we were in a rush to launch. We were burning money. And it turned out that 
we went through a huge amount of pain getting them up to speed to learn how to do this 
step in the process, which is convert this raw foam as it comes off of a production line into 
a finished mattress. 

It’s a really simple process. You cut the pieces to size, and you glue them together, and you 
put a cover on it. It shouldn’t be hard, but it’s very hard.

Supply Surprise
If you’re going to work in a manufacturing environment and hire a company, one of the 
things we learned is that you need to go step by step and make sure that they can actually 
and already are actually doing everything that you’re asking them to do. 

Every supplier or almost every supplier will tell you they can do far more than 
they can actually do. 

And you need to figure out what they’re actually really good at, what their core 
competency is versus what yours are and if you need to start bringing together multiple 
suppliers. 

This supplier, we also relied on them to do e-commerce distribution. Moving those large 
mattresses to like a third party logistics firm, which is where most e-commerce products 
are distributed from, is very expensive because they’re so large. If we’re going to sell shirts, 
I could fit thousands in a truck. We can only fit 200 beds in a truck, so it’s very expensive to 
move them from the factory to a distribution center just to get shipped again.

We had them do it. We estimate that they cost us around $30,000 to $40,000 a month in 
lost product or mis-shipped product because we were relying on them to do something 
which they were not good at doing.

If you’re on the factory floor, there’s a couple basic things to look for. Standard operating 
procedures. Force them to bring them out and show them to you. QA checks. Do they 
have stations where they’re monitoring quality? Do they actually have dedicated staff 
that’s focused on continuous improvement and quality? If you don’t see people walking 
the floor doing quality work, it means they’re not doing it at all in the factory. Inventory 
management tools and methods. I think depending on the industry you’re in, they’ll have 
different levels of sophistication of how they track the raw materials and the finished 
goods.
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We consigned covers and boxes and a couple of products that we purchase and give to 
our suppliers. Some of them maintain records through Excel spreadsheets, which is terrible 
because we have no access to their Excel spreadsheets. They’re not currently updated. So 
finding a supplier that has a good ERP, or enterprise resource tool, is important from day 
one. 

And a small last thing, just as we should be careful what we dress like, look at how they 
dress. Look at how their floor workers dress. There’s, in our experience, a really strong 
correlation between how neat the people are and the quality of work they produce. So if 
the management gives everybody a Polo shirt or a tee shirt that matches and people look 
clean, the odds are that the management cares more about the quality of what they’re 
going to produce.

Join a Good Company
There’s a step in the manufacturing process for our product where you apply a water-
based glue to a layer of foam, and then you put another layer of foam on top of it. 

If you put too little or too much, it causes problems. And so there’s a small step you see 
going on here where they put a sample piece, every 10 or 20 or 30 beds, they put a small 
piece of foam through, and you weigh it before, and you weigh it after. And you weigh the 
difference, and that tells you what the density of glue or the concentration of glue you’re 
putting on the mattress is. 

We have worked with factories that have done this, and we’ve worked with factories that 
haven’t. And one of the things we saw is that particularly for small companies like us, in 
the grand scheme, still small, small companies, find suppliers that are working for very 
reputable, established, big companies. In our industry the very best is Ikea. If we find a 
company that’s working for Ikea, we know that all of these things which have caused us 
problems before are taken care of.

When you show up at a new factory, ask for their list of clients.

If they’re working for somebody that you think is reputable, like Ikea, Nike, Nokia, they’re 
good. 

Generally European companies are better than American companies in terms of what they 
force their supply chain to do. So get the list of clients. 

Ask for testing and inspection criteria. As a new company you’re going to have to create 
a lot of processes and a lot of documents. If you can just borrow and adapt stuff large 
companies have already created, you’ll be in a much better place. 
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They won’t always share this with you because I don’t think Ikea would’ve been happy 
that our supplier shared their test document with us, but our supplier did do that. Same 
with product specifications. Writing a solid product specification document takes a huge 
amount of work, and that defines what you’re actually going to pay the supplier to make. 
So you want to make sure that it’s of utmost thoroughness in detail. 

Getting a good template to start with is hugely valuable.

If You Want to Be Green, Start Green 
The reason I bring this up is we as a company found that selling an ecologic story, it’s not 
very marketable. It doesn’t make you sell more product, but it’s important to us. 

What we’ve done is, on the side, gotten certification around components. So if we look at 
the raw materials that go in, any off-gassing that comes off the product, the harvesting of 
any of those raw materials, we look for certification around those individual things. 

We ran into a little bit of problem because we will be expanding into Europe. And in 
Europe, particularly in the German-speaking countries, finished product and ecological 
certification is far more important to the consumer. So we were like okay, we’re good. We 
have all the certifications specifically for a pillow.

We thought we would be good, and so we thought we could use the same supply chain 
and supply that product for Germany. The problem is this certification required for 
Germany requires certified finished product, and the factory that produces the finished 
product has to be certified. So we’re in the process of onboarding a totally new factory 
and totally new supply chain just to make a product for Germany because we didn’t think 
ahead enough to get this whole thing right for that market. 

Get finished goods certifications. Get factory level certifications. 

Again, follow industry leaders. 

If you follow a Nike or an Ikea or a Nokia into a factory, the odds are that they’re already 
going to be compliant with ecological or environmental certifications and restrictions.

We’re going through this right now. Some companies have done it. Doing a B Corp 
assessment or using it as a tool when you’re starting up is, for those that don’t know, it’s 
a benefit corporation. Pretty self-explanatory on their website. But it gives you a tool 
around community conditions, social conditions, environmental conditions. It’s a really nice 
checklist to start with.
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Suppliers are not your friends
This one’s once hard to remember. 

I hate to pick on Neil, but this is Neil again. I think we were drunk in a basement bar in 
Arkansas. So my advice to you on this with suppliers, buy your own dinner. Don’t get drunk. 
And if you’re going to Asia, don’t go to karaoke because it’s not really karaoke like it is back 
home. And for the guys in the audience, the girls there don’t actually think you’re attractive.

Unless you have spent 10 years in sales or a really gifted natural salesman, you are 
definitely outgunned by your supplier salespeople. 

They use all the tools, and they’re innate to them. They love closing the deal. They use all 
the tools as disposal to make you think that they’re your friend. 

I got invited to Las Vegas for free. They’re going to put me up in a suite in The 
Cosmopolitan. One guy invited me to his family’s house on the coast of Georgia to meet 
his wife. He wanted to go backpacking. I don’t mean to be negative, but they’ve all 
disappeared when we stopped doing business with them. 

They’re not real friendships. They’re friendships of convenience for the supplier, and it’s 
really hard when a supplier’s willing to spend 100 bucks or 200 bucks on dinner for you to 
not take it. My feeling is you’re better off buying them dinner because they’ll then become 
indebted to you.

Vendor Agreements

Again, this is like a really sticky legal document. 

The mattress shown on the left is our mattress made in a factory. The mattress shown 
on the right is a competitor mattress. When we started, we were, in our opinion, the first 
branded e-commerce company to enter the space. 

By last count, there’s 41 companies doing what Casper does here domestically. There’s 
some in China, some in India, some in Mexico, some in Australia. They pop up all the time. 
It’s super frustrating as we’ve worked with our suppliers to improve their processes to see 
small competitor companies come in and gather the knowledge that we’ve helped them 
build and we’ve built ourselves. 

A vendor agreement, for people that don’t know, is a legal contract between your 
company and your supply chain that governs how you guys work together and has all of 
these things. Who owns IP, meaning if you’re sitting talking with the supplier about how 
to improve your product or how to improve your manufacturing process, and a new idea 
comes up, do you own it, or do they own it?
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Exclusivity

Are they allowed to make the exact same thing for a different company? Are they allowed 
to make anything in your category of products? 

Data sharing

This one’s important for us. 

We closely monitor the quality of the raw materials that go into the product. We want to 
know on a day-over-day basis what the test data they’re getting back, but unless we’re 
contractually obligated to send it to us, unless they are, they’re less inclined to do it. 

Inventory management

This gets back to what I mentioned before. Do they regularly report this /And you can tie all 
this into a document that forces them? 

Change of control

Three of our main suppliers were purchased two weeks ago by a single private equity 
firm in New York City. That’s a change of control, allows us to renegotiate the contract, and 
there’s some clauses in there, which allow us to change our relationship with them

Charge backs 

You’re going to get poor quality products sometimes. Every business does. Who pays for 
those? Who pays for the consequences of those? 

Warranty

You definitely have to negotiate. And pricing transparency, which I’ll get into on the next 
slide.

This is very sad for us, these two charts. Price to an index. There are two major 
commodities that make a mattress. You can see the pricing trends of those two major 
commodities from when we launched until now. One’s down 16%. One’s down 31%. 

How much of that money do you think Casper saved? Zero. 

Two things we didn’t negotiate in because we were in a rush. We didn’t negotiate in 
volume discounts, and we didn’t negotiate in any automated pricing changes. For our 
particular product, and it’s going to be different for different products, it’s very easy to 
know what the raw material costs are going in because there are commodities that you 
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can track on the market. If we had been smarter in the beginning, we would’ve had price 
to the index. We won’t capture all the savings, but we should’ve captured half of it. 

I think the first talk, it talked about gross margins. If we had captured these, it would make 
our business two things. One, we’d be more profitable, or two, we could pass the savings 
on to our customers. We didn’t capture it, so the only people benefiting from this are our 
suppliers, which is now a private equity firm.

And then last, summing all this up, if I had had or somebody else on our team had had 
experience in operations, I wouldn’t have had to learn the previous seven things on my 
own. 

So my advice is if you’re going to have a physical product company, you’re going to 
distribute something, hire internal ops expertise early. It will pay for itself. 

And as an example, we obviously ship a lot of stuff through UPS. We spend millions of 
dollars a year because it’s not cheap to ship that box through UPS. We just paid the bills 
because they’d come into accounting. We had an outsourced firm. I forget what it was 
called. They paid the bills. We went back recently because we’ve recently hired a guy who 
came out of Amazon and Google Express and Black and Decker to run our ops team. He 
started digging back through the bills. There was a mattress that got shipped to Fiji for like 
$1,400 of shipping. There’s no way we shipped a mattress to Fiji, but it was buried in our 
UPS bill.

We hired an analyst just to look at this. 

We anticipate based on initial numbers that we’ll save like $200,000 to $300,000 
just by digging back through old bills and reverse charging UPS on those bills. 

So of the things to look at, the main things:

Sourcing, having a dedicated person just out there looking for multiple suppliers. When 
you’re in a rush like we were, you go to a smaller number because you got to make a 
decision and move fast. 

Logistics, keeping track of how your product moves around. 

Warehousing.You’ve got to know what’s in inventory, where.

Planning. You’ve got to know particularly things that are long lead time. If you’re going to 
be bringing anything in from China or Taiwan, you’re 90 days on the water just to get it 
here. So you got to plan four, five, six months out. You got to anticipate. And it’s impossible 
when you’re in a new company to get it right, but you could do it much better than we did. 

An analyst just to watch your bills. 
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All these people you can think about as being free because  
they will save you money.

Or you can do it the way we did it.

So, I leave with just one message. If you make a promise to your customers in terms of the 
quality of the product, the speed with which you want to deliver it, you actually have to 
deliver on that promise. 

As a startup, you get a lot of grace. People will forgive you for a while. We think the scale 
and the time we’ve been in the market, people are no longer going to forgive Casper for 
messing things up. And so you have a little bit of a free time there, and then it runs out for 
you to actually deliver on the promise. So I’ll leave you with that.
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