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Local Agent | ProgressiveCommercial.com

Small business is no small task.
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→ OVER ON THE UNDER 

Cami Téllez’s underwear 
company, Parade, has 
raised $23 million.
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→ A NOGGIN FOR NUGGS 

Ben Pasternak’s plant-
based “chicken” nuggets, 
Nuggs, projects $40 million 
in revenue in 2021.
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Vistage is the world’s largest executive coaching and peer advisory organization for 

CEOs and owners of small and midsize businesses. We help executives at all levels 

make better decisions and get better results.  

Learn more and join the climb at vistage.com. 

Climb with Vistage

“I was stuck. Pulled in all directions, buried in the weeds and making all of my 

company’s decisions. We hit $1M in sales, but something had to change. That’s when 

I became a Vistage member. Among many things, I learned that the best investment 

I could make was to hire great talent I could trust. Removing myself as the “go-to 

bottleneck” was a game changer. 

Since then, my business has grown to nearly $15M, and our products are carried in 

stores across the country, including Whole Foods, Target and Walmart. I learn and grow 

every day. I empower others to make decisions. 

I’m Chris-Tia, and I live a life of climb.”

Chris-Tia Donaldson 

CEO, Thank God It’s Natural, Chicago, IL 

Vistage member since 2017

Chris -Tia Donaldson
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AS AN EDITOR, I think a lot 

about language. But as a person 

living in the world, I often over-

look its importance—just as I’m 

sure you do.

That’s a missed opportunity. 

Language isn’t only the articu-

lation of our thoughts; language 

helps shape how we think. 

Linguists have studied this for 

decades and have endless fas-

cinating examples. Here’s one I 

love: When you and I give direc-

tions, we use common English 

words—we say “left” or “right,” 

and “forward” or “back.” These 

directions are centered on our-

selves or other objects; we are 

often talking about something to 

the left of us. But an Aboriginal 

Australian community called 

the Thaayorre have no words 

like these. They instead use fixed 

orientations: north, south, east, 

west. Arranging furniture, they 

might tell you to move the couch 

southeast a little.

Consider what those words 

do to their minds. For basic 

directions to make sense, they 

must always be aware of their 

orientation in the world—

something English speakers 

rarely are. In this way, language 

creates a prism through which 

we see our existence.

How can this insight be help-

ful to us? To start, here’s how  

I started using it.

For the longest time, I relied 

on the word enjoy. If I sent 

somebody a thing I made, I’d 

say, “I hope you enjoy it!” If 

the word enjoy. I instead started 

using the word useful. Now when 

I send someone my work, I say, “I 

hope you find this useful.” When 

someone compliments me, I 

reply, “I’m so glad this was useful.”

It’s one simple word change. 

But the impact on me has been 

profound. 

When I engage with some-

one, I constantly catch myself 

using the word enjoy and 

course-correct to useful, which 

in turn reminds me of the role 

I should play in other people’s 

lives. Whenever I write some-

thing, I speak to myself with a 

greater mission. I ask myself 

things like, What subject will 

be most useful? What will my 

reader learn from this? 

You can do this, too, no matter 

your role. What actions do you 

take, relationships do you foster, 

or goals do you work toward 

that rely upon unconsidered lan-

guage? What small change could 

shift your perspective, forcing 

you to think about your world 

differently? It’s impossible to 

consciously change our whole 

worldview, but we sure can 

change one simple word—and 

see how the implications of that 

change ripple outward. It’s as 

small but significant as the dif-

ference between telling someone 

to go “right” instead of “east.”     

Language matters. Words 

matter—and one word at a 

time, we can shift them to our 

advantage. That’s why I hope 

you found this column  

enjoyable useful.

Jason Feifer

jfeifer@entrepreneur.com

  

@heyfeifer

SUBSCRIBE : entm.ag/subscribe

someone complimented me on 

an article or a podcast, I replied, 

“I’m glad you enjoyed it!”

That made sense, in a 

way. I want people to enjoy 

my work! Enjoyment struck 

me as the highest level of 

accomplishment.

But recently, I started to 

rethink this. I did a survey of 

my Build for Tomorrow podcast 

audience, and I discovered that 

people don’t say they “enjoy” the 

show—they say it helps them 

feel better about the future. 

Then I started to think about 

why people read Entrepreneur 

magazine. Are they (are you?) 

reading for joy, in the way some-

one eats cake for joy? Unlikely.  

I suspect that many people don’t 

read this magazine because they 

want to read a magazine. They 

read Entrepreneur because they 

expect it to have knowledge that 

they find valuable.

Therefore, you are not 

here for joy. You are here for 

enrichment—and sure, it’s nice 

to enjoy that enrichment, but 

enjoyment alone is not the goal. 

If you wanted pure enjoyment, 

you’d probably do something 

else with your time.

I should always be aware of 

that. I build better relation-

ships with my audience—and 

do my job better!—if my work 

is valuable rather than simply 

enjoyable.

How could I drill this into 

my head, and start seeing my 

role differently? I stopped using 

Change the 
Words You Use
It ’s one of the simplest ways to shift your mindset. 

And it can start by changing one simple word.
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“I Hired People I Could Lose With”
Maria Sharapova’sapproach to business and sports is the same: Losing leads to winning.  b y J A S O N F E I F E R
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W
hen Maria Sharapova was a global tennis star, she was bombarded with new fitness 

gadgets, trackers, monitors, and more. “I was like a guinea pig,” she says. She took 

advantage by trying as many as she could. When she retired from the game in February 

2020, she wanted to help promising startups build the next generation of those 

tools—and due to the pandemic, that work began mostly over Zoom. “I got in front of my 

computer and tried to meet as many founders as I could,” she says. “I wanted to listen to 

their stories, hear about their inventions, and see how and where I could help.”

While she intimately understood the fitness world and had brand-building experience through her 

premium candy company, Sugarpova, she was less practiced as an investor and a strategic adviser—

which excited her. After all, tennis taught her that while preparation is important, some things can only 

be learned by doing. “I think it’s OK, and absolutely human, to know your strengths and weaknesses,” she 

says. “Ask questions and understand that you don’t know everything.” Today her portfolio includes Bala 

(which she invested in during a guest appearance on Shark Tank), Tonal, The Skills, Naked Retail, and 

Therabody. Here, she discusses the power of adversity, and what an investor like her really wants.

Q&A

Entrepreneurs often put 

themselves in situations  

in which they have no  

history or mastery, and  

now you’re doing that, too. 

What has the transition  

been like?

When I was playing my 

sport, the idea of learning 

something new—of challeng-

ing myself, of putting myself 

in the position of coming out 

on top when I feel these pres-

sure moments—was actually 

when I performed my best. 

You have to figure it out in 

→ QUALITY CONTROL 

Sharapova with products 
from Therabody, a 
company in her portfolio.
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the moment. You try to learn 

as much as you can, and 

you become a sponge. Sport 

taught me how to handle 

those situations. 

So when I made the bigger 

transition, I really enjoyed 

knowing that I wasn’t great 

at this one thing. When I 

had a year and a half off 

from the game, I took a few 

courses at Harvard Business 

School and was never so 

intimidated in my life. I was 

intimidated to raise my hand 

and ask a question, because 

I didn’t know a lot of the 

answers. But once I got com-

fortable not being the smart-

est one in the room, the 

fact that I was learning and 

growing was so fulfilling. 

Your answer challenges an 

assumption that was built 

into my question. I was 

thinking of tennis as a space 

that you’d mastered, but you 

thought of it as a place of 

constant challenges, where 

you learned that you thrive 

in moments of uncertainty. 

That’s a powerful thing to 

know about yourself.

Yeah. As I stepped away from 

the game, so many friends 

would tell me, “You’re going 

to be even more successful 

in business than you were in 

your sport.” And I’d say, “How 

do you know?” It took me 

over 25 years to get to that 

level in one sport. A majority 

of those years were practic-

ing on the back courts where 

no one was watching, where 

I had failed so many times, 

and I was just trying to find 

my way with different people, 

with different coaches, with 

different methods. It’s the 

only way to get to success.

So when I start this new 

chapter, there are questions I 

have to answer myself. Am I 

being realistic? Do I want to be 

involved? But I’m intrigued.  

I like that feeling of uncertainty. 

Whenever people transition 

from one career to another, 

they tend to discover skills 

they had no idea were  

transferrable. Have you found 

any others—like, maybe the 

focus that athletics requires?

It’s an interesting subject. 

When I opened the gate to a 

tennis court and I walked in, I 

was in my zone. No matter how 

many great or bad things were 

happening with me or around 

me, no matter how successful 

or how down I was, everything 

went out, and I would just 

focus on the ball with my team.

There’s nothing quite like 

that now. So I give myself 

time—whether going out-

side and being in nature, or 

spending an hour doing cer-

tain things—to remind myself 

of my passion and drive and 

focus. It transitions me into a 

mindset that I bring into my 

meetings. I become a clearer 

thinker. If I get on an investor 

call, I’m kind, but I’m tough! 

This is business, and you’re 

there to get an investment.

You’re pitching investors  

with the founders you work 

with, but you’re also an  

investor yourself. So let’s talk 

about that from both sides. 

First, when you go into pitch 

meetings with founders,  

what have you seen be a 

difference-maker?

When entrepreneurs pitch  

you for an investment or  

a partnership, what  

catches your interest?  

And what doesn’t?

I feel like presentations and 

decks are becoming longer 

and longer. By the time I’m 

on page 15, I’m like, I don’t 

even know what this business 

is! Clean, crisp, and short is 

preferable. But also, I love 

hearing someone’s authentic 

human story. Don’t start with 

the business. Because when 

challenges come—which they 

will—it’s not about the busi-

ness; it’s about the person 

who’s handling it. 

In my sport, I hired peo-

ple I could lose with—who I’d 

be comfortable losing with—

because they’re who would 

give me the best support. I 

mean, they took the losses 

hard. You want them to take 

them hard because you want 

them to be competitive. But if 

they’re people you’d want to be 

with when you lose, then I’m 

sure you’ll be able to celebrate 

well with them.

That’s powerful to hear, 

because I would imagine  

that if somebody has a limited 

amount of time to pitch  

someone like you, they might 

think, Well, she doesn’t  

care about me; she cares 

about the opportunity, so I’ll 

skip straight to that. But 

you’re saying that’s a mistake.

Yeah, absolutely. It’s not just 

about business or dollars.

Even if you have a fantas-

tic-looking deck and great 

numbers, and you’re the 

best of the best on paper, 

the investors know it’s not 

all perfect. I’ve been on 

calls where founders are 

honest about their disad-

vantages and some of the 

qualities they’re lacking, 

and it’s almost like they’re 

doing the investors’ home-

work for them. It builds an 

initial trust. That’s import-

ant in every type of rela-

tionship, personally and 

professionally. 

That’s a scary leap of  

faith—the idea that  

sharing weaknesses can 

actually be an asset.

I guess there’s a right amount 

of everything. If your com-

pany is particularly strong, 

you could share your own 

personal stories of chal-

lenges you faced. It’s a way 

to be more personable, more 

human.

I have a very good under-

standing of losing and win-

ning, and the feelings that 

come with that, and doing 

it in front of hundreds and 

thousands of eyeballs, and 

having to face up to it—get-

ting up on the podium and 

saying, “Today was a tough 

day, and this is what hap-

pened, and this is what I’m 

going to do to overcome it.” 

There’s something valuable 

about sharing your own per-

sonal journey.
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IT TOOK ME 25 YEARS TO GET TO THAT LEVEL IN ONE SPORT. I HAD 

FAILED SO MANY TIMES, AND I WAS JUST TRYING TO FIND MY WAY 

WITH DIFFERENT PEOPLE, WITH DIFFERENT COACHES, WITH 

DIFFERENT METHODS. IT’S THE ONLY WAY TO GET TO SUCCESS.”
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Six Ways

Illustration  /  P E T E R YA N

1/ Don’t spin mistakes.

“Everyone on our team will tell you they’ve heard me say, ‘I effed 

that up’ many times. I am my harshest critic, and I certainly don’t 

try to spin my mistakes as anything other than ‘my bad.’ Recently, 

I sent our warehouse incomplete paperwork. When a distributor 

picked up a PO, it ended up costing us money. If I didn’t own up to 

the mistake, my team wouldn’t trust me in the future.”

—LUKE CHRISTIANSON, cofounder, Marco Sweets & Spices

2/ Brace yourself for tough feedback.

“The first and most vital step is to take ownership of what went 

wrong—and communicate that to the people who felt the ripple 

effect. But the next step is to brace yourself for when they 

agree that you screwed up. If I don’t brace myself, I can get into 

a cycle where I may initially own up but then harden myself or 

become defensive when I receive their feedback.”

—ALEX IWANCHUK, cofounder, Feals

3/ Step back and listen.

“Admit the mistake, explain what happened, correct it. An example 

of this was early at Humu, when I realized that I didn’t focus on 

winning the business of midmarket companies early enough. That 

was a mistake because there was a greater need for what we 

were building with smaller businesses. Once I realized my mistake, 

I was vocal to the rest of the company about it. Part of the learn-

ing was realizing that I needed to listen more and give more peo-

ple channels to shape how we build our product and company.”

—LASZLO BOCK, CEO and cofounder, Humu

4/ Give credit where it’s due. 

“Failure is a part of achieving anything, and as a leader, the best 

thing you can do is own up to your mistakes. At our last board 

meeting, I went against an employee’s recommendation and made 

what I thought was a ‘safe’ decision. But ultimately, my decision led 

to sharing misleading information with the board. At our internal 

meeting the following week, I publicly apologized and recognized 

the employee who had advised against that decision.”

—Colleen Cutcliffe, cofounder and CEO, Pendulum Therapeutics

5/ Explain your process.

“I make risky bets a lot. Sometimes they pay off; sometimes they 

don’t. When they don’t—for example, making a big investment in 

a marketing channel that ends up not paying off, or even making 

a high-level hire that doesn’t work out—I have gotten the team 

together and explained why I thought it was a good idea and 

why I now think I was wrong.”

—MELANIE TRAVIS, founder and CEO, Andie

6/ Get vulnerable.

“Years ago, my approach to handling hot topics was to avoid 

talking about what didn’t work and instead focus on what was 

working well. But one time, something happened that I didn’t 

expect. Someone brought up a small failure, so we discussed it 

openly. That conversation sparked someone else to bring up 

another area for improvement, and then another. I worried the 

discussion would tear teams apart. But the opposite happened. 

Once we became comfortable talking about our failures, we felt 

safer trying new things that could have a huge impact.”

—EDWARD “EDDIE” KIM, cofounder and CTO, Gusto

So You 
Screwed Up
Failure is part of leadership. What do you do when you 

make a decision for your company and it goes badly? 

Six entrepreneurs explain how they own their errors.
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I
have 45 employees. Ten 

of them are part-time. 

A handful are super- 

powerful vice presidents 

whom I rely heavily upon. 

And three of those very 

people—  my COO, my VP 

of marketing, and my VP of 

community and events—were 

about to go on maternity leave 

at the same time during the 

craziest business year of my life.

It was ironic, because these 

wonderful women were the 

people I’d created my company 

for. I’m the CEO of Hatch, a 

lifestyle brand for new moth-

ers and moms-to-be. We make 

maternity wear, for crying out 

loud! I wanted to feel pure joy 

and bliss for them. But at the 

same time—and this is hard 

to say—there was a real fear of 

What am I going to do with-

out you? 

Now that I’m on the other 

side of this experience, I can 

confidently say that your com-

pany can grow even while your 

most important team mem-

bers are away growing their 

families. It just takes planning.

I’ll also say that planning for 

three high-ranking maternity 

leaves during a pandemic was 

especially interesting. As with 

so many businesses, COVID-19 

sent us scrambling. We closed 

stores, negotiated tumultu-

ously with landlords, grappled 

with declining retail revenue, 

tried solving our sudden supply 

chain issues, and doubled 

down on e-commerce. While 

we were fortunate to land huge 

partnerships with Target and 

Keds, those programs required 

exactly the kind of talents my 

three pregnant leaders had, 

and they’d be gone for the most 

intensive parts.

As I prepared for these 

maternity leaves throughout 

the spring of 2020, I was wor-

ried. How would we stay afloat 

as a business, keep up the 

morale and productivity of the 

team, and manage these amaz-

ing opportunities? There was a 

lot on the line.  

One thing I’m not afraid of, 

though, is asking for help. So 

I started working with a CEO 

coach, who suggested making 

“maternity-leave road maps.” 

Here’s how it went. That 

May, half a year before these 

senior women left, I met with 

each of them, and together 

we plotted out exactly what 

would happen during their 

maternity leave. Everything 

went on a Google spreadsheet. 

We created a category called 

“Business as usual,” which 

listed everything that leader 

was responsible for every 

week. In cells next to each 

task, we’d enter timing, part-

ners involved, and the name 

of someone at the company 

who would cover it. Separately, 

we listed special projects like 

Target and Keds with week-

November maternity leaves 

arrived, we were feeling like 

We got this.  

And we were right! The 

team went above and beyond, 

and the road maps we created 

together guided us through to 

February, when each woman 

came back. We launched 

our Target line, The Nines 

by Hatch, and reopened two 

stores. We will be adding a 

third store in September, with a 

bigger retail strategy for 2022.

I always say being an entre-

preneur is like a dodgeball 

game—you’re either getting 

hit in the head or ducking. 

But I’m proud that one of the 

scariest moments in my career 

turned out to be one of my 

greatest learnings. After clos-

ing the chapter on this past 

year, I feel that I can handle 

almost anything. Almost.

by-week timelines of what 

needed to happen and when. 

We’d ask questions like “Who’s 

going to talk to PR about the 

Target launch? Who’s going 

to handle gifting for micro- 

influencers?” Our answers 

went in the spreadsheet.

From then on, each leader 

and I would meet weekly to 

walk through their plan and 

find the holes. What if this 

happens? What if that goes 

wrong? We’d think through 

what we’d do in any given sit-

uation and bring in other peo-

ple on staff to get their buy-in.  

I was skeptical that this 

would work. (And to add more 

stress, my husband, a cine-

matographer, had a three-

month job away from home 

during those same months, so 

I also had to manage our two 

girls.) But by the time those 
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Personal

Baby Boom  
in My C-Suite
When three top executives took maternity  

leave during the pandemic, I froze. Then I started 

making a road map.  b y A R I A N E G O L D M A N
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1/ Find a pilot company. 

Lindsay didn’t want to build this 

product in a vacuum. “Having a 

customer, where we could hear 

visceral feedback of ‘I need this,’  

‘I don’t need that,’ is so much bet-

ter,” he says. But how do you have 

a customer for a product that 

doesn’t exist? He heard that a 

tech company was looking for 

someone to create its intranet, 

and convinced its team to let him 

build it as a pilot project. Begin-

ning in November 2019, the first 

two months would be free, then  

a paying contract would kick in.

2/ Fake it till you make it. 

Even though Lindsay and Zhao 

got a head start, they quickly 

realized their timeline was off as 

far as completing the final prod-

uct. “So we mocked up the  

whole experience in Figma, a 

Photoshop-y design tool, while 

Haibo was building out the engi-

neering,” says Lindsay. “I was just 

convinced that if we could get 

the contract, we could kick the 

can down the road.” By the end 

of the free period, they did have 

an MVP product and some of the 

employees were testing it, but 

just as they were about to launch, 

the company got acquired and 

decided to use its new parent’s 

system. “It was a harsh blow.”

3/ Make them pay for it. 

Almost right away, Lindsay discov-

ered that NerdWallet was also 

looking for an intranet and sold it 

on the same pilot program deal. 

But a weird thing happened. As 

NerdWallet employees used the 

product, they offered almost no 

useful feedback. Then the free 

part of the contract expired, 

Haystack started charging, and 

“the requests came up and the 

and communications they didn’t 

want to leak out, so Haystack 

developed features to prevent 

shareable screenshots. Other 

features developed similarly.

5/ Start with shorter 
contracts.

At first, Lindsay had no idea what 

to charge for his intranet—but his 

initial one-year contracts proved 

to be helpful there. “It gives you a 

full year of learning to figure out 

where your price point sits after 

that,” he says. “Thankfully, we’ve 

now reached the phase where 

I’m preferring two years for 

stability— and just so it’s easier 

to sleep at night.”

tolerance level went down,” says 

Lindsay. “It was an interesting 

insight: When it’s free, there’s this 

expectation that things can be 

buggy. But when customers are 

paying for it, they’re going to ping 

you about every little thing.” 

4/ Obsess over the feedback.

NerdWallet helped Haystack land 

Chime as its second big cus-

tomer. The critical comments 

kept coming. “You really have to 

check your ego at the door,” says 

Lindsay. But he and Zhao finally 

had the gold mine of information 

they needed. One nugget they 

mined was the importance of 

security. People had documents 
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Need Feedback? Charge Money!
To build a modern intranet platform, Haystack cofounder Cameron Lindsay needed users to share 

their criticisms. But at first, they wouldn’t. Here’s why.  b y L I Z  B R O D Y

T
he idea for Haystack came swift and easy. A way 
to build Haystack took more work. 

Cameron Lindsay, 27, was sitting at his last 
job in 2018 when he noticed that 99 percent of 
Fortune 500s have intranet products—and  
99 percent of people who use them hate them. 
In those two 99s, he saw 100 percent opportu-

nity. The incumbents making these internal corporate 
communications systems were “all older-school,” he says. 
“Employees today want it superfast, super connected, 
and delightful.” He teamed up with cofounder Haibo 
Zhao, a former tech lead at Google and Snap, to reimag-
ine a sleek, nimble sports car of an intranet.

Building it would be like planning a subway system 
for a city you’ve never visited—so they realized they’d 
need an innovative approach. They nailed it: When they 
announced their official launch this March, they did so 
with $8.2 million in venture backing and NerdWallet 
and Chime as clients. Here’s how. 





I
n order to get something 

done, maybe we need to 

think less.”

So began an innoc-

uous post on the oth-

erwise obscure blog 

Nothing But Words in 

July 2020 that managed to 

make headlines from MIT 

Technology Review to NBC. 

Why? Because while scores 

of humans debated its con-

tent, it turned out most of 

the words weren’t actually 

written by a human at all. 

They were penned by a new 

artificial intelligence model 

called GPT-3, and posted 

by Liam Porr, a student at 

UC Berkeley at the time. 

The way he saw it, GPT-3 

is about to change the way 

we write, and this blog post 

became high-profile proof.

Many people agree—and 

that’s now raising some 

interesting business ques-

tions. When software can 

write almost as well as a 

human, how will that alter 

the way marketing copy 

is created, how brands 

communicate, and per-

haps even how they inter-

act with customers? Some 

entrepreneurs, like Dave 

Rogenmoser, founder of a 

marketing company called 

Jarvis, are already exploring 

that answer. His software, 

powered by GPT-3, writes 

just about anything for his 

clients—from emails to web-

site content to full-length 

books. “GPT-3 gets you  

80 percent there,” he says.

So what exactly is GPT-

3? It’s the third iteration of 

an AI language model called 

generative pre-trained trans-

former (or GPT), which was 

created by OpenAI, an AI 

research lab whose founders 

include Elon Musk. GPT-3 

was released in June 2020 
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The Big Idea
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Will a Robot Write  
Your Marketing?
A new AI model called GPT-3 is spitting out content like nothing before.  

Some say that as far as business tools go, it’s the last word. b y L I Z  B R O D Y



after being trained on hun-

dreds of billions of words 

from the internet and vol-

umes of books. 

It works by being given 

prompts. A user could type a 

few sentences into GPT-3—

say, the beginning of a blog 

post or a sales pitch for a 

product—and then define 

some parameters, like how 

long GPT-3 should go for. 

With that, the software lit-

erally writes the rest, using 

deep learning to produce 

human-like text. “It’s good 

at understanding the struc-

ture of what should come 

next after the input you pro-

vide,” explains Mira Murati, 

OpenAI’s SVP of research, 

product, and partnerships. 

GPT-3 is also good at things 

like answering trivia ques-

tions, summarizing text, per-

forming complex searches, 

and even, to Murati’s sur-

prise, coding. “We didn’t 

expect that,” she says, “but 

you can imagine that in the 

internet, there was probably 

JavaScript, and it must have 

just been enough to give it 

some capability.” 

The model is still in pri-

vate beta, but over the past 

year, OpenAI has been care-

fully pipetting access to busi-

nesses and researchers so 

they can observe “how it’s 

used in the wild,” as Murati 

puts it, while building out 

standards and safety proto-

cols. Among the 300 appli-

cations using GPT-3 at press 

time, entrepreneurs have 

put it to work pumping out 

marketing content, making 

sense of data to drive prod-

uct development, and cre-

ating dialogue for gaming 

characters. And of course, 

some have started new busi-

nesses with it.

Typeform is one early 

adopter. It’s not having GPT-3 

write anything, but it does 

use the AI in its latest prod-

uct, VideoAsk, to figure out 

what people who interact with 

the tool need. VideoAsk cre-

ates customizable “human 

chatbots,” which have the 

functionality of a text-based 

chatbot (ask questions, get 

answers), but information is 

delivered via video snippets 

from a human who filmed 

him- or herself giving many 

different responses. GPT-3 is 

used to understand what cus-

tomers say to the bot and send 

them to the most relevant 

next step. “It’s a really good 

match for what we do,” says 

founder David Okuniev. 

GPT-3 isn’t good at every-

thing, of course, and early 

users are quickly discovering 

its strengths and weaknesses. 

Quizlet, an ed tech innova-

tor with 250 employees and 

60 million student users a 

month, was excited to explore 

GPT-3. It already uses a lot 

of machine learning to per-

sonalize study tools like dig-

ital flashcards, and it found 

that GPT-3 excelled at com-

ing up with examples for how 

to use words in sentences for 

teaching vocabulary. “We fed 

it five or 10 examples, and it’s 

really good at learning from 

them to create new interest-

ing ones,” says Ling Cheng, 

Quizlet’s director of data sci-

ence. But, as is common 

among all machine learning 

tools, it wasn’t always great 

writing. He advises them 

to take GPT-3’s copy as a 

starting point—“and then 

you’re mixing and matching 

what you like and piecing  

it together, adding your 

own stuff, so you still have 

to know what looks good. 

But what you don’t have 

to do is stare at this blank 

screen anymore and start 

from scratch.”

Many people, it seems, 

are happy to not have a 

blank screen. In Jarvis’s 

first six months, it attracted 

20,000 clients, mostly mar-

keters and small businesses, 

and raised $6 million. 

When competitors started 

springing up, Rogenmoser 

acquired two of them.

He is now convinced that 

GPT-3 will be life- changing 

for entrepreneurs, revolu-

tionizing writing the way 

the no-code movement 

changed engineering. “We 

see a ton of small businesses 

that are using it to build the 

website they’ve never built, 

email customers more often, 

start doing social media 

posts,” he says. “Maybe they 

don’t have the money to hire 

a marketer, but with this, 

they can get pretty close. It 

lowers the startup costs to 

really go out there and com-

pete right out of the gate. 

Honestly, GPT-3 is going to 

mean a paradigm shift.”

GPT-3 didn’t write that 

last line—or any of this.  

We promise.

at being sensitive to Quizlet’s 

young audience. “We did find 

some of GTP-3’s sentences to 

be a little biased or offensive, 

so we used its content filter 

[which classifies text as safe, 

sensitive, or unsafe] and were 

surprised that it was pretty 

good,” says Cheng. “There’s 

a lot of research on reducing 

bias in these models, but it’s 

something we think about all 

the time.”

OpenAI is working on that, 

as well as on another com-

mon problem with machine 

learning models: Sometimes 

they just spit out gobbledy-

gook. “Like, they might make 

up stuff,” Murati says. “You 

provide an input and they can 

generate something that’s not 

in touch with reality at all.”  

She says OpenAI will con-

tinue selecting applicants to 

use GPT-3; pricing is based 

on usage. (Meanwhile, they 

have licensed it to Microsoft 

for its products and services.) 

And waiting in the wings? 

OpenAI has a new AI model 

named DALL-E that turns 

text input into images.  

Meanwhile, Jarvis’s 

Rogenmoser says he just has 

to set expectations: GPT-3’s 

writing isn’t perfect, but it’s 

close enough to be a mas-

sive time-saver. Rogenmoser 

launched Jarvis (originally 

called ConversionAI) to auto-

matically write Facebook ads 

for his clients, but then he 

saw them use it for almost 

every other form of marketing 
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YOU’RE MIXING AND MATCHING WHAT YOU LIKE AND PIECING IT 

TOGETHER, ADDING YOUR OWN STUFF. YOU STILL HAVE TO KNOW 

WHAT LOOKS GOOD. BUT WHAT YOU DON’T HAVE TO DO IS STARE 

AT THIS BLANK SCREEN ANYMORE AND START FROM SCRATCH.”



K
rista Regedanz is a 

psychologist in Palo 

Alto who specializes in 

working with business 

leaders. She often sees 

them struggle with dis-

tressful thoughts, feel-

ings, and behaviors—thinking 

they’re not good enough, or that 

they’re failures—particularly 

at the nexus of an accomplish-

ment, like a round of fund- 

raising, or when they’re teeter-

ing on the verge of burnout.

“A lot of the intellectually 

astute people I work with come 

to me knowing, on paper, that 

they are not a failure, that they 

are good enough, normal, OK, 

or free,” she says. “And yet, there 

is a sense that these positive 

thoughts are not believable.”

How, then, can people bridge 

that gap? Regedanz says it’s 

important to grasp the dif-

ference between implicit and 

explicit knowledge. Explicit 

knowledge is consciously 

learned and can be verbally 

articulated, like knowing the 

capital of Alaska. Implicit 

knowledge is unconsciously 

learned as a felt sense, like riding 

a bike. Our emotional reactions 

are learned implicitly through 

formative experiences, which 

makes it hard to unlearn them 

through rational thinking alone.

That’s why, when Regedanz 

works with clients to overcome 

their feelings of inadequacy, 

part of the process is helping 

them figure out what trouble-

some emotional responses they 

have learned implicitly.

The first step is for clients 

to identify a recurring pat-

tern they want to change: a 

negative bundle of emotions, 

body sensations, behaviors, 

and thoughts. This is uncom-

fortable work, Regedanz says, 

because “you’ve got to really sit 

with it and let your body be the 

guide. Search for what it feels 

like, and when and where you 

felt that way before. Ask your-

self, What are the emotions? 

What does this remind me of?”

In this way, people can 

gradually work toward identi-

fying moments from their past 

where they may have learned 

to respond in a destructive 

way. “The memories we target 

have emotional resonance,” 

Regedanz says. “When the per-

son remembers them, they feel 

a twinge or an uncomfortable 

feeling in their body. There is 

something about these mem-

ories that’s sticky. Often they 

have a sense of not being over.” 

One example might be a 

childhood moment when a 

person had more responsi-

bility than they could handle. 

“A 7-year-old who is asked to 

take care of their 5-year-old 

siblings—they can’t do that,” 

Regedanz says. “They’re not 

going to succeed. And if they 

succeed, that’s almost worse 

because then they think they 

should be able to do it again. 

And they will fail.”

that memory is not “you.” 

This can be painful work, so 

it’s important to be in the right 

headspace. “If you can approach 

the part of you that thinks I am 

a failure with curiosity and com-

passion, and without judgment, 

go for it,” Regedanz says. “But 

if a person is stuck with their 

current reality not shifting to 

believable—to I am OK or good 

enough, free to make healthy 

choices for myself, safe—they 

may want to pursue therapy.”

The ultimate goal of process-

ing sticky memories, Regedanz 

says, is to shift them from 

“short-term, active memory to 

long-term storage, so when the 

memory is recalled, it will feel 

like it is over.” Ideally, grasping  

the truth that these experiences 

happened in the past will help 

you believe, implicitly, that you 

are good enough right now.

When someone has identified 

a sticky memory like this, the 

goal is to build distance between 

it and the present. “We want 

to unburden that younger part 

of you and let her know, You 

couldn’t have taken care of all 

your siblings. You weren’t ready 

for that. It doesn’t have anything 

to do with your being a failure,’’ 

Regedanz says. “This can take a 

while and might require a per-

son to come back many times.”

To begin exploring this 

outside a therapist’s office, 

Regedanz suggests building 

small moments into your  

day—30 seconds, a minute,  

10 minutes max—to sit with 

that part of yourself. Look in the 

mirror or down at your hands 

and ground yourself in the pres-

ent moment. Remind yourself 

that you’re an adult now, and 

the meaning you attached to 

Closed-Door Session
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You Know You’re Good Enough.  
Why Don’t You Believe It?
Entrepreneurs know they’re not failures, but sometimes they struggle to believe it . A therapist  

explains why—and how the solution may lie in our unprocessed memories. b y  F R A N C E S D O D D S
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W
hen Eric 

Sanchez first 

bought a Tile—a 

Bluetooth-

connected track-

ing device for 

absentminded 

consumers—he initially did 

what many people do: He 

stuck it on his wallet. “I’ve 

been late to meetings because 

I can’t find my keys or wallet, 

and that’s terrible,” he says.

Then Sanchez realized Tile 

might solve an even larger, 

more personal issue. He is the 

CEO and cofounder of Revl, 

a video company that uses AI 

to record personal highlights 

in fast-moving environments 

like skydiving, and he has done 

more than 200 jumps himself. 

Now he plans to stick a Tile on 

his parachute so he can find 

it if he ever has to cut the line 

and use a backup.

“It means less anxiety and 

more productivity,” he says. 

Everyone has some version 

of Sanchez’s anxiety—whether 

it’s losing a parachute or just 

a laptop or phone. That’s why 

multiple electronics compa-

nies are now releasing a track-

able device.

They all work in roughly the 

same way. The device, which 

is the size of a button, sticks 

onto any object and connects 

to an app, allowing a user to 

pinpoint the item’s exact loca-

tion with a smartphone. But 

they have differences, too. 

When you double tap a Tile 

tag, for example, it will make 

your phone ring, even if it’s 

on silent. (I tried it. It’s very 

useful.) Apple’s version, called 

AirTag, can be located simply 

by asking Siri where it is.

The products offer more 

than convenience, which is 

why many tech experts expect 

the tool to catch on. “How 

can we measure ‘peace of 

mind’?” says Horace Dediu, 

analyst and cofounder of 

Micromobility Industries. “You 

won’t spend as much time 

looking for things, but you also 

won’t waste time worrying 

about where things are.” 

But the benefits come with 

a trade-off: There are gen-

uine security concerns. You 

may not realize if someone 

plants an AirTag on you, and 

manufacturers are grappling 

with how to stop abuse. Some 

devices are programmed to 

buzz after eight to 24 hours, 

for example. With Apple, 

your iPhone will alert you if 

there’s an unknown AirTag 

close to you. But many holes 

in the system remain. (If you 

see an AirTag in your bag 

or car that you didn’t place 

there, call the police.) 

As with every new prod-

uct, predicting exactly how 

these tags will do in the mar-

ket is difficult. “There are 

some products that AirTags 

are just not a good fit for, like 

eyeglasses,” says Ross Rubin, 

a technology research analyst. 

“That said, they are relatively 

inexpensive devices in the 

Apple ecosystem, and it’s easy 

to see them being purchased 

almost as an impulse buy.” 

While the future of tags 

isn’t certain, one thing is for 

sure: The next time Sanchez 

leaps from an airplane, losing 

his parachute will be one less 

worry on his mind.

26  /  E N T R E P R E N E U R . C O M  /  September 2021

What’s Next?

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

S
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 T

IL
E

; 
A

P
P

L
E

; 
C

H
IP

O
L

O

Time to Tag Yourself?
As you rush between meetings, losing your stuff is no longer something to 

worry about. Just use a tracking device.  b y C H Y E L L E D V O R A K

Three 
Trackers

Tile Sticker 
Cost/ $40 for a two-pack

Best feature/ They’re 

designed with an adhesive 

side that sticks easily to 

bikes, electronics, and 

even remote controls. 

Apple AirTags 
Cost/ $29 

Best feature/ The 

“precision finding” feature 

allows you to see arrows 

on your phone, pointing 

you to the exact location of 

your AirTag. 

Chipolo One Spot 
Cost/ $28 

Best feature/ It works with 

Apple’s Find My network, 

so you’ll be notified if 

someone with the app 

walks by your missing tag.



An Envoy workplace flexes to balance both people and 

mission in ways the old-school office simply can’t.

Back 
together, 

even 
better

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Welcome
back

In an Envoy workplace, you’re not just bringing 

employees back. You’re bringing them back to better.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Re-do 
desks

In an Envoy workplace, you can sit where you like

and like where you sit.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Reserve 
rooms

In an Envoy workplace, there’s no such thing 

as wasted space.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Revisit 
visits

In an Envoy workplace, you not only know when visitors 

arrive — you know their temperature when they do.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Repackage 
deliveries

In an Envoy workplace, every package finds its 

person and every person finds their package.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Reassess 
safety

In an Envoy workplace, employee happiness and 

safety go hand in hand.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 



Rework 
work

With Envoy’s people-centric platform, you can manage  

hybrid scheduling, flex your space, welcome visitors, and  

ensure everyone is safe — all from a single dashboard. 

It’s time to welcome hybrid and create a workplace people love.

Make hybrid work

Desks  |  Rooms  |  Visitors  |  Deliveries  |  Mobile  |  Protect 
21-ENV-007-14-146281-1
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SURE, you can buy sales. That’s 

what paid media is—it gives 

you access to a large audience 

and helps you test your mes-

saging. But there’s a downside 

to it. Paid media can trick peo-

ple into conflating sales with 

demand. It can also make 

entrepreneurs with smaller 

budgets feel like they have no 

shot at truly connecting with 

their audience.

I’m here to tell you that’s 

not the case. You can buy your 

way into sales, but you can’t buy 

your way into product-market 

fit—and that is the thing you 

should be most focused on.

A company that has achieved 

product-market fit (PMF) is 

likely doing great with sales, 

but that’s not to say PMF is 

about making money. It means 

what it sounds like—that 

your idea is in demand, and 

it changes people’s reality for 

the better. No amount of paid 

media can replicate that.

So how do you know if you’ve 

found it? When companies 

come to my consultancy, Pen 

Name, for guidance, we help 

them answer that question by 

focusing not on their product—

but on their customer.

You should be obsessed 

with understanding the inner 

emotions and pain points that 

drive your customers’ behav-

iors. What leads them to 

action? Survey data is a fine 

place to start, but it won’t con-

tain all the answers. You must 

go deeper to consider their 

mindset and actions, look at 

current behaviors, and sug-

gest alternative options to 

assess how they react.

When targeting your cus-

tomer, we recommend taking a 

very narrow and specific view 

of who will get the most value 

out of what you created. By 

identifying a smaller audience, 

you make it easier to deter-

mine when (or if!) you find 

PMF. Plus, it’s cheaper.

Here’s how to start. First, if 

you have a product, get it into 

your customers’ hands. Ideally, 

they’ll pay you for it, but you 

can start free, too. Heck, even 

PayPal started out by paying 

for their early customers.

Next, interact with them 

directly. Ask questions that 

give you insights into current 

behaviors, their level of satis-

faction with what they do now, 

and the importance of the cat-

egory you’re trying to solve 

or improve. For example, you 

could ask, “What are you doing 

for [the problem] right now? 

How big of a priority is [the 

solution] for you right now?”

Your ideal consumer will 

already be doing something to 

solve the problem you’ve tar-

geted, will have a high level of 

dissatisfaction with that cur-

rent option, and will greatly 

desire and highly prioritize a 

new alternative.

Once you’ve collected 

answers, you can start to assess 

how much they need your 

product. You can even explain 

what you’ve created (or are cre-

ating) and ask how much they 

would pay for your offering. 

While this is not a foolproof 

method, you’ll be surprised 

what you find out. Because 

when you find PMF, your ini-

tial user base is insatiable. They 

get it, love it, and need it. Then 

they’ll tell others—and their 

advocacy will lead to a second 

tier of consumers who might 

overlap with your initial narrow 

scope, or expand who you help. 

Whatever you do, do not 

become so obsessed with the 

idea of growth that you over-

look consumer insights and 

leverage. It costs less and is 

worth much more to the short- 

and long-term goals of your 

business. And the payoff is 

something you could never buy.

Adam Bornstein is the founder 

of Pen Name Consulting,  

a marketing and branding 

agency, and the creator of 

two12, a mentorship experience 

for entrepreneurs.

What’s Your Problem?

You Can’t Buy Product-Market Fit
You can buy marketing. You can buy sales. You can buy attention. But don’t confuse those  

things for what’s most important  b y A D A M B O R N S T E I N

HAVE A PROBLEM WE CAN SOLVE FOR YOU?  

TELL US AT HELPME@ENTREPRENEUR.COM 

“I want to increase my sales.  

Does that mean I need to buy ads?”  

—EDWARD, ST. LOUIS
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THE
FUTURE
IS
BRIGHT



T H E  N E X T  

G E N E R A T I O N  I S  

M A K I N G  T H E  

W O R L D  A  K I N D E R — 

A N D  M O R E  

F U N ! — P L A C E .  

F R O M  S U S T A I N A B L E  

N U T R I T I O N  A N D  

S A F E R  S C H O O L S  T O  

R E P R E S E N T A T I V E  

R O M A N T I C  C O M E D I E S  

A N D  R O L L E R  S K A T E S 

T H A T  A C T U A L LY  

R O C K ,  H E R E ’ S  H O W  

1 5  F O U N D E R S  

U N D E R  2 7  A R E  

M A K I N G  

A N  I M P A C T. 

Photographs  /  C A R A R O B B I N S

→ HAPPY PLACE

François Reihani founded 
La La Land Kind Cafe, 

which hires foster youth 
aging out of the system. 
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 F
or François Reihani, one revelation changed every-

thing: “I had, frankly, become a dick,” he says. “Like,  

I wasn’t being a good person.” 

Reihani was only a teenager at the time, but once he 

saw himself clearly, he knew he had to make a change. 

“I really wanted to go back to my core and just work on 

myself,” the 25-year-old explains. So he took action— setting him-

self on a course for a new life in a new city, and ultimately building a 

company that stands by one simple slogan: “Don’t be a dick.”

That company is La La Land Kind Cafe, a Dallas-based coffee café 

chain that hires teenagers and young adults as they exit the foster 

system. The café helps them develop skills they need to build careers 

rather than slip into addiction and homelessness. And yet, there is no 

mention of this in the cafés themselves. No signs. No pamphlets. “We 

just believe that when you do the right thing, magic happens,” Reihani 

says. That belief is paying off: La La Land Kind Cafe has opened five 

locations and already crossed $6 million in revenue.

In Reihani’s view, all this was made possible thanks to a charac-

teristic that often gets a bad rap: impatience. “I’m a very impatient  

person,” Reihani says. When he sees a problem—whether it’s in him-

self or the world at large—he does not wait to solve it. “Before I die,  

I want to make sure I got full value out of life. The only way to actu-

ally achieve something great is by taking crazy risks.”

Where does this perspective come from? Reihani attributes it to 

his diverse upbringing. His parents were born in Iran, lived in France 

(hence naming their son François), and raised him in Mexico, where 

his dad ran a small clothing print shop. “It was a blessing for me,” 

he says, because he absorbed the Mexican culture’s love for family 

and neighbors. But at age 12, his family fled the violence of Mexico’s 

drug wars and settled in Los Angeles, where he absorbed a very dif-

ferent culture of money and entitlement. “I felt like everything was 

a competition,” he says, and so began his “dick” phase. By his senior 

year of college at University of Southern California, he’d had enough: 

Reihani transferred to Southern Methodist University in Dallas to be 

in an area with more Mexican culture. 

One day in 2015, a friend from California visited him in Dallas and 

suggested they go out for poke, the bowls of raw fish that had become 

popular on the West Coast. Reihani was surprised to discover that 

the meal hadn’t made its way to Dallas yet, and that’s when his nat-

ural impatience kicked in. He was only 20 at the time, and had no 

experience in hospitality, but why wait to seize this opportunity?

“I just started going as if it were actually going to happen,” he says. 

“I was looking for spaces to lease and making the business plan and 

putting together numbers before I actually had any sort of a deal. It 

wasn’t real, and I couldn’t fund it, but I acted like it was real.”

Reihani persuaded a friend’s parent to invest, then persuaded a 

landlord to lease him a property, and then persuaded a chef from the 

luxury sushi chain Nobu to join. (How? “Provide a vision and give a 

purpose to people that’s much greater than just being a part of a reg-

ular chain,” he says. “Because at the end of the day, what are you really 

doing with your life?”) Soon, Reihani was a legitimate restaurateur. 

His poke spot, Pok, quadrupled its estimates within its first year and 

drew a line of young people that snaked around the block. Shortly 

after, he revived a dying bar called Bar Stellar, and that was also a hit.

But that’s when his impatience kicked in again—and he came to 

terms with something many people fail to grasp until later in life.  

“I realized, There’s so much money coming in, but what am I doing?” 

he says. “Like, I’m just serving raw fish and collecting money. If I’m 

90 years old and dying, what did I do?”

That’s when his sister’s friend told him about a local nonprofit 

where she volunteers to help foster youth. Reihani visited and 

learned that more than 50 percent of the homeless population had 

been in foster care. “I went home, and I was like, I’m never doing 

a restaurant again,” he says. “I’m going to start a nonprofit.” He 

launched an initiative called We Are One Project to, among other 

things, help this at-risk population get jobs—but a year later, data 

showed that the kids he supported weren’t keeping their jobs. He 

realized he needed to do more than find them jobs; he needed to 

teach them how to hold one.

The solution: He fused his entrepreneurial instincts with his 

newfound cause and created La La Land Kind Cafe. It would be the 

place where foster youth learn and serve.

Reihani believed that if the café was preachy about its mission, 

customers would treat it like a charity and his staff would feel on 

display. So he instead focused on making a hip café that would rival 

Starbucks, with an ethos that was felt in a different way. “I wanted to 

create a place where people just generally loved each other,” he says. 

The aesthetic is all white, as if it’s heaven on Earth. The cups are yel-

low because of its association with happiness. Coffee flavors, like the 

“campfire latte” with graham crackers and marshmallows on top, are 

meant to evoke nostalgia. And the staff is trained to tell customers, 

“I love you” (which sounds weird, but he insists it works).

The concept has been a hit, getting strong local press and many 

expansion opportunities. This summer, he opened a location in 

Santa Monica, and he is aiming to build seven more in 2021. “We’ve 

never paid for an ad,” he says. Invisibly, on the back end, the café 

executes its true mission: Reihani has partnered with local organiza-

tions to build a mentorship program for foster youth, which he has 

started to export to other companies so they can join the cause.

Reihani also wants to share his impatience with others—because 

he believes his generation can make a massive impact, if only his 

peers are willing to move now. “Otherwise, by the time we’re older,” 

he says, “we’re going to realize something, and then there’s almost no 

time left to get it together.” —Jason Feifer

“ W H E N  Y O U  D O  T H E  R I G H T  T H I N G ,  M A G I C  H A P P E N S ”

François Reihani, 25
F O U N D E R ,  L A  L A  L A N D  K I N D  C A F E
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“ I  W A N T E D  T O  T E L L  A  N E W  K I N D  O F  U N D E R W E A R  S T O R Y ”

Cami Téllez, 24
F O U N D E R  A N D  C E O ,  P A R A D E

E
veryone has an underwear story,” says Cami Téllez. “It’s the 

first piece you put on to create the foundation for your day. It 

touches the lines of gender and sexuality; it’s a strong expres-

sion of our identities.” Téllez grew up in New Jersey, where her par-

ents settled after immigrating from Colombia. Like most American 

teenage girls in the past 20 years, Téllez went to Victoria’s Secret 

when it came time to buy “grown-up” underwear. “I was a 32A cup,” 

she says. “So I’d look at the bombshells and ‘Angels’ and think, Is that 

what I’m supposed to be?” 

The answer became clear in college, when Téllez drilled into the 

disconnect between Gen Z’s values of diversity and self-expression and 

the “sexy,” exclusionary, unsustainably produced (and rapidly declin-

ing) Victoria’s Secret brand. So in 2019, her senior year, she dropped 

out to found Parade. “I wanted to tell a new kind of underwear story,” 

she says, “with bold color, dynamic design, and sustainable fabric 

innovation.” Parade’s aesthetic is fun and irreverent, featuring diverse 

models with every kind of body. Its fabrics are certified recycled with 

compostable packaging, and the company promises to be carbon- 

positive by 2025. Parade has raised $23 million and is now valued 

at $70 million. “I’m the youngest Latina founder to have raised that 

amount,” says Téllez. “Our impact in such an emotional category takes 

my breath away. And we’re just getting started.” —Frances Dodds 
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“ O U R  D I G I T A L  A D V E R T I S I N G  S K I L L  S E T  W A S  

A  C O M P E T I T I V E  A D V A N T A G E ”

Oliver Zak and Selom Agbitor, 24
C O F O U N D E R S ,  M A D  R A B B I T  T A T T O O

F
or some founders, getting a wave of orders before you’ve developed a product 

might be a nightmare. But for Mad Rabbit Tattoo founders Oliver Zak and 

Selom Agbitor (from left), it was their whole game plan. In 2019, the seniors 

at Miami University in Ohio identified a potential opportunity after Zak got a tattoo 

and was looking for natural after-care products. “Tattoo after-care brands weren’t 

doing a good job of branding themselves digitally,” Zak says. “They were trying to 

develop their sales through contracting with tattoo shops—whereas our digital mar-

keting skill set was a competitive advantage.”

To see if their hunch would pay off, Zak and Agbitor built a brand called Mad 

Rabbit before making the natural balms, sunscreens, and gels they would eventu-

ally produce. “We started running ads to the website,” Agbitor says. “Within the 

first few days, people were buying. Since we didn’t have inventory for those  

orders, we had to cancel them. But I think we knew then that this was going to 

work.” This March, the Mad Rabbit founders appeared on Shark Tank, where  

they earned a $500,000 investment from Mark Cuban, and they’ve already done 

more than $4 million in sales this year. “It’s not just about driving sales for us,” Zak 

says. “It’s about improving other things, like customer service and the value we 

bring to the tattoo market.” —Matthew McCreary

“ T R U S T  I S  T H E  F O U N D A T I O N  

O F  E F F E C T I V E  

T E A M  P E R F O R M A N C E ”

Corine Tan, 21
C O F O U N D E R ,  K O N A

C
orine Tan’s first internship was at her 

parents’ staffing company in the Bay 

Area, and as it came to an end, her mom 

sat her down for a talk. “When you leave our 

office, just know that it’s not OK to cry at work,” 

her mom said. “Folks will discount you if you 

do that once, because as Chinese-American 

women, we’re always seen as weak and feeble.” 

That message never sat right with Tan—

because, even harmful stereotypes aside, it just 

seemed unhealthy for workers to hide their emo-

tions. “As Gen Z, we pride ourselves on being 

open about who we are,” says Tan, who also came 

out as queer last summer. “Tears are a sign of 

what it means to be human at work.” So she set 

about opening those lines of emotional commu-

nication. In 2019, she founded the startup Kona 

with her friends Siddharth Pandiya and Andrew 

Zhou. It makes a Slack-based app that, every 

day, asks teams, “How are you feeling today?” 

People respond with a green, yellow, or red heart 

emoji to indicate their mood, which they can 

then choose to explain to their colleagues. If that 

sounds scary, it’s supposed to be. “Folks owning 

up to their emotions aligns with the kind of trust 

and vulnerability that we’re trying to create, 

because trust is really the foundation of effec-

tive team performance— especially remote team 

performance,” Tan says. It also gives managers a 

valuable snapshot of overall team engagement. 

In December, Kona raised $1.2 million in pre-

seed funding, and it already serves clients like 

Coffee Meets Bagel, The Athletic, and Happy 

Money. —Frances Dodds
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“ I  W A N T E D  T O  H E L P  P E O P L E  

G E T  T H E I R  L I C E N S E ”

Brandon Wang, 24, Athena Kan, 23, 
and Shiroy Aspandiar, 33

C O F O U N D E R S ,  D R E A M B O U N D

A
thena Kan (center) grew up watching her dad juggle his day job as an 

insurance actuary with nights of studying to become an electrical inspec-

tor. As a kid, she couldn’t wrap her head around it. “I just didn’t really 

understand,” she says, “Like, why would he not just hire someone to do that?”

The answer, she now appreciates, is because outsourcing skilled help is expensive. 

As immigrants to America—her father arrived from Malaysia, and her mother from 

post-Mao China—times were lean. “With that mentality,” Kan reflects, “you think 

more about survival and less so how you can pay your way through the problem.”

Two years ago, as a senior at Harvard, she began channeling that awareness 

into the concept of Dreambound (initially called Ladder). It’s a gateway to gain-

ful employment, which helps workers secure funds for job certification train-

ing and then placement in occupations like certified nursing assistant or truck 

driver. Then she assembled the right team to make it happen: Her friend Brandon 

Wang and his friend Shiroy Aspandiar (from left) had both worked with Teach 

for America and saw a lot of opportunity to build upon that work. The three 

cofounders launched Dreambound in early 2020, have since raised $4.3 million 

from investors including Union Square Ventures, and hired a staff of 20. “One of 

the big advantages of being venture-backed is that we’re able to leverage all these 

resources that nonprofits are just not able to,” says Wang. 

For Kan, it’s crucial that their employer clients carry most of the up-front edu-

cational costs, allowing Dreambound to, as she puts it, “reengineer incentives” 

that make entry into the workforce more accessible. “There was this one customer 

who told me about how she wanted to be a phlebotomist,” Kan says. “But that class 

costs $300, and she wasn’t able to afford it, so she had to work seasonal jobs. That 

kind of clicked in place for me: This is the same pathway my father took. I wanted 

to help people get their license.” —Kenny Herzog

“ T H E  P R O C E S S  O F  F I N D I N G  

C A R E  S H O U L D  B E  T H E R A P E U T I C ”

Mackenzie Drazan, 26
C O F O U N D E R ,  M I R E S O U R C E

D
uring Mackenzie Drazan’s freshman year 

of college, her worst fear came true: Her 

younger sister, Shelby, who had strug-

gled with depression and an eating disorder, 

died by suicide. “I was beside myself,” Drazan 

says. “Why weren’t we able to get her the right 

care?” It wasn’t for lack of trying on the Drazan 

family’s part, or willingness on Shelby’s part. “We 

were ping-ponged around the mental healthcare 

system,” Drazan says, “going from residential 

program to residential program, three different 

psychologists, three different psychiatrists.” 

While physical health providers typically 

handle mental health referrals, there’s often 

a frustrating disconnect between the two sys-

tems. In the years following her sister’s death, 

that’s what Drazan zeroed in on. She met 

cofounder Gabriela Asturias in a dorm room 

at Duke University, and in 2017 they founded 

MiResource, a service that helps patients find 

the right mental healthcare for their unique 

needs. “We empower health institutions,” Drazan 

says. “Historically, that’s been university counsel-

ing centers. We help them make better connec-

tions between students and local mental health 

providers. We’re creating a system that guides 

you through that process of finding the right 

care. We try to take all the complications out of 

it, like understanding insurance, so the process 

of finding care is therapeutic in and of itself.”

MiResource recently raised a $3 million  

seed round from investors including Blue  

Cross and Blue Shield of Kansas and Tim 

Draper. They also recently received a $1.2 mil-

lion NIH grant, and are starting to work with 

insurance companies to connect members with 

in-network care. —Amanda Breen
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“ I  L O O K E D  F O R  A  D I F F E R E N T  P E R S P E C T I V E ”

Adrienne Cooper, 26
F O U N D E R ,  M O O N L I G H T  R O L L E R

W
hen Adrienne Cooper told her boss at a catering company in Chattanooga 

that she was quitting to build an adults-only roller-skating rink, he said, 

“Okaaaay. Let me know if you need your job back.” But between two inves-

tors, a Kickstarter, and her own savings, Cooper rustled up $100,000 and, in March 

2019, founded Moonlight Roller. That was the most straightforward part of her 

soon-to-be wild journey.

While designing her dream roller rink with a bar-slash-lounge, she worked with 

a factory in China on rental skates; she wanted them to be comfy around the ankle 

and body-positive for all sizes. “When I started skating, I weighed 220 pounds,” she 

explains. “Our boot is wide, with an aluminum plate, so no one has to worry about it 

breaking.” To jump-start revenue, she did mobile pop-up roller parties, and she was 

booked for the Atlanta Comic-Con and Bonnaroo when the pandemic hit. “Everything 

just stopped,” Cooper says. “Thank God we weren’t under contract yet with the rink, 

because I would have gone bankrupt.” Thinking quickly, she turned the 1,500 pairs of 

rental skates she’d started in production into Moonlight Roller’s first retail line. 

Then she sought guidance. “The big roller-skate companies are all run by white 

men,” she says. “As a 25-year-old Black girl, it was really hard to make headway. So  

I looked for a different perspective and used the sneaker industry as my example.” 

One tactic she borrowed was teasing a drop. She would do an untitled Instagram 

post or story, “something that people can screenshot and share around to get them 

excited,” she says. She tried it before launching her skates, The Moon Boot, on May 

15. “They sold out in, like, four minutes, all 1,500 pairs,” she says. “We did $200,000 

in sales in one day.” 

That’s when she hired her first employee. As the skates kept selling, Cooper diver-

sified her revenue. Taking another page from the sneaker industry, she looked for 

partnerships with brands she could see her customers connecting with. Now the 

company has done everything from giveaways with GoPro to a skate collaboration 

with Coach. Despite COVID-19, it did nearly $5 million in revenue in 2020, and 

Moonlight Roller—which now has three stores, a thriving mobile business, and  

28 employees—projects $10 million for 2021. As for the bar and rink? It’s finally set 

to open in early 2022. Cooper’s toddler, Emmett, won’t be able to come, but he got his 

first pair of skates this Christmas. “He’s obsessed,” Cooper says. “Now I have a three-

nager human and a terrible- twos business.” And they’re all on a roll. —Liz Brody

“ P E O P L E  U N I V E R S A L L Y  R E A L L Y 

L I K E  C H I C K E N  N U G G E T S ”

Ben Pasternak, 21 
C O F O U N D E R  A N D  C E O ,  S I M U L A T E

W
hen Ben Pasternak founded his com-

pany, Nuggs, in 2019, the then-18-year-

old Australian tech whiz had grand 

plans for the humble chicken nugget. “I wanted 

to create a techno-optimistic nutrition company 

that would protect the intersection of food and 

tech,” he says. Translation: Pasternak had noticed 

an anti-tech sentiment in the food sector, and he 

wanted a plant-based, alternative meat product 

to build a bridge. “People universally like chicken 

nuggets, but it’s also universally agreed that what-

ever is in them is probably not so great,” he says. 

“Their negative reputation meant there was a low 

barrier to entry for people to try an alternative.”

This wasn’t Pasternak’s first big idea. Back in 

2016, venture capitalists spotted a mobile app 

game he’d created and paid him half a million 

dollars to drop out of high school, move to  

New York, and build whatever he wanted. He 

created the buy-and-sell app Flogg, and then a 

social networking company, Monkey, which he 

sold to Holla. That’s when he set his sights on 

nuggets. “For most Americans, their first meat 

product is either a chicken nugget or a chicken 

tender,” he says. “So getting them in at the ground 

floor is really important in the transition to sus-

tainable nutrition. Plus, the nugget was really 

big in meme and internet culture.” Nuggs, now a 

product of parent brand Simulate, was an instant 

success. It raked in $8 million last year, and cur-

rent reports project $40 million in revenue by 

the end of 2021. In June, Simulate announced 

that it raised $50 million in Series B funding. 

“Being super young, you’re super naive, which 

enables you to take risks perhaps someone older 

would not take,” Pasternak says. “That’s served 

me really well.” —Chloe Arrojado
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“ S E C U R I T Y  S Y S T E M S  P R O V I D E D  T O  S C H O O L S  H A D N ’ T 

R E A L L Y  C H A N G E D  S I N C E  C O L U M B I N E ”

Aaron Coles, 22
F O U N D E R  A N D  C E O ,  D R I F T  N E T  S E C U R I T I E S

W
hen Aaron Coles was in high school, school shootings were often on his 

mind. “I was always one of those kids who would look around and see 

where the exits were, where all my classmates were, where my siblings 

were, and I’d think about what I’d do if something happened,” he says. On Feb-

ruary 14, 2018, when he heard about the shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

High School in Parkland, Fla., his heart dropped. But Coles, who was 19 at the 

time, felt like he could do something to help: He had taught himself to code at age 

12, and he set about building the robust security system he wished every school 

had. “The security services provided to schools—school resource officers and 

CCTV cameras—really hadn’t changed since Columbine,” he says, “and I saw that 

as one of the reasons we were getting the same results as in the ’90s.”

Coles’ work would quickly evolve into the company he formed, Drift Net 

Securities. Its core product, KnowWhere, uses a combination of HD and ther-

mal cameras, as well as artificial intelligence and mapping technology, to show 

school staff and law enforcement exactly where students and staff are in the build-

ing, and how many people are in each area. (He holds two patents on the prod-

uct.) KnowWhere struck a nerve immediately— the parent of a Parkland victim 

made Coles an offer in the “double- digit-million dollars” to purchase it outright 

before Coles even had major customers or patents. But he turned down the offer, 

instead raising $7 million in seed funding through a group he was introduced to 

by a church acquaintance. “I was always scared of someone wanting to purchase 

KnowWhere, because I very much believe it’s not about the number of dollars 

collected but the number of lives protected,” he says. “We price our system to be 

incredibly affordable so that schools don’t have to choose between safety and other 

things they need. That’s led to some difficult conversations with our sales team.”

In the nearly four years since, Drift Net Securities has grown to a team of  

102 employees, and KnowWhere has been installed in hundreds of schools across 

the country. For his part, Coles is more passionate about his work than ever  

before. “I’ve always been a problem-solver at heart, which is what I think entre-

preneurship is,” he says. —Jessica Thomas

“ G E T  R E A D Y  I N  F I V E  

M I N U T E S  O R  L E S S  A N D  D O  

S O M E T H I N G  A M A Z I N G  

F O R  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T ”

Jamie Steenbakkers, 24
C O F O U N D E R  A N D  C O O ,  B U S Y  C O .

W
hen Jamie Steenbakkers was a col-

lege freshman, she sat in business 

class brainstorming a solution for 

every party girl’s greatest dilemma—how long it 

takes to get ready. She and a classmate, Michael 

Leahy, started thinking about a number of prod-

ucts that could help, including disposable wipes. 

They’re great when someone needs to freshen 

up quickly, but the duo soon learned that they’re 

terrible for the environment. “No one was really 

doing anything about it,” Steenbakkers says. 

“So we saw this huge white space in the market. 

We could help people get ready in five minutes 

or less and do something amazing for the envi-

ronment at the same time.” Thus was born Busy 

Co., a zero-waste beauty brand launched in 2018 

that specializes in biodegradable wipes made of 

upcycled fabric scraps.

Now 24 and 25, respectively, Steenbakkers 

and Leahy are business partners and have raised 

more than $3 million in funding and made more 

than $2 million in revenue. The product has been 

picked up by major retailers including Kohl’s and 

Macy’s, and Busy Co. soon plans to launch a first-

of-its-kind metal container for multi-packs. “It’s 

really just about being committed to something 

and jumping in with full force,” Steenbakkers 

says. “If you put all your effort into it, then you 

can make something happen.” —Emily Rella
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“ I F  Y O U  C R E A T E  V A L U E ,  T H E Y  W I L L  

L I S T E N  T O  Y O U ”

Dmitry Dolgopolov and Kesava 
Kirupa Dinakaran, 21

F O U N D E R S ,  D I G I T A L B R A I N

M
any Bay Area programmers put their pride on the line during hackathons. 

But in 2019, Dmitry Dolgopolov and Kesava Kirupa Dinakaran (from left) 

had much more to lose than that. “There was a point when it was almost 

like life or death,” says Dinakaran. Both he and Dolgopolov were newly arrived 

immigrants—Dinakaran from India, Dolgopolov from Russia—without legal full-

time working status. Hackathon prize money is paid in cash, so for seven months, 

that’s how the then-19-year-old friends (who met at, yes, a hackathon) scraped by. 

At one hackathon, they built what would become DigitalBrain, a program 

that sits on top of customer service software to help representatives process tick-

ets more efficiently. They were sure their product solved a real problem, but they 

weren’t getting interviews with investors or accelerators. “You can’t do hackathons 

all the time,” Dolgopolov says, “because you stay up all night. It was exhausting 

and stressful.” They were at their breaking point when they finally got an invest-

ment from immigrant- focused fund Unshackled Ventures. Two months later, they 

were accepted into Y Combinator, and they’ve now raised $3.4 million. “It was 

much harder than we expected,” Dinakaran says, “but we realized if we did well, 

this country would welcome us.” Dolgopolov agrees. “The Bay Area is filled with 

strange kids who didn’t fit in where they grew up. The wonderful thing about peo-

ple here is that if you create value, they will listen to you.” —Frances Dodds

“ T H A T ’ S  E I G H T  B I L L I O N  

R O M - C O M S  T O  T E L L ”

Naomi Shah, 26
F O U N D E R ,  M E E T  C U T E

G
rowing up in the ’90s and early 2000s, 

Naomi Shah had her favorite romantic 

comedies: Bend It Like Beckham, She’s 

the Man, Legally Blonde, How to Lose a Guy in 

10 Days. “It didn’t dawn on me until later that 

the characters in these stories all looked the 

same,” Shah says. “And they didn’t look like me.” 

Shah’s parents immigrated from India in their 

20s and went on to found a software consulting 

firm in Portland, Oreg. But still, for many years, 

it never occurred to Shah that she could be the 

one to tell a different kind of rom-com.

After college, Shah began working at 

Goldman Sachs before moving over to VC firm 

Union Square Ventures. “I realized there was an 

underfunded area in media and entertainment,” 

she says. The pitch sold itself: a production stu-

dio for rom-coms with diverse leads. “I started 

building out the business plan so I’d know this 

company when I saw it and we could invest.” 

But by mid-2019, Shah still hadn’t found that 

company. Apparently, it didn’t exist. So the part-

ners at Union Square Ventures asked if she’d be 

interested in founding it. She was.

In the months that followed, she built Meet 

Cute: It’s a modern rom-com studio that tells 

stories through 15-minute podcasts, and so far 

its 300 podcast episodes have been listened to 

more than two million times. With $9.25 mil-

lion in funding, Shah is now focused on mak-

ing Meet Cute a go-to source for millennial and 

Gen Z listeners looking for inclusive, diverse, 

creative stories. “Something I love to think 

about is that there are meet-cutes happening 

millions of times a day,” she says. “That’s eight 

billion rom-coms to tell.” —Jessica Thomas
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THE  

R e a l  S t a k e s
OF THE 

“ F u t u r e  o f  Wo r k ”
DEBATE

As companies and employees decide how, when, and where they should 

work in a post-pandemic world, let’s not forget this overlooked fact:  

If you harm your company culture, your customers will feel the impact.

b y  E R I C  S O L O M O N  

a n d  

C AT H Y  C A R T I E R



e had a group of friends over for 

dinner the other day, and the  

conversation turned to work, as  

it sometimes does. “I can’t wait 

to go back to the office,” said one 

friend, who works at a technology 

company. “No way,” said another, 

who works at a midsize law firm. 

“I’ll quit if they make me go back.” 

“Well,” piped in a friend who 

leads a customer experience 

team, “I think what we really 

need is flexibility. I’m exhausted. 

My team is exhausted. I know 

our customers can tell, and it’s 

starting to hurt the business.”

Our friends around the table 

nodded. This, we realized, was 

the real stakes of the debate. 

People have spent the past year 

and a half arguing over whether 

remote work would remain per-

manent, but that has largely 

ignored a more existential ques-

tion. This isn’t just an issue of 

how people work—it’s that the way people work impacts their 

customers, and whether those customers stay loyal.

We are two former CMOs for very different organizations—

Eric has overseen marketing at consumer-facing companies 

such as Bonobos, and Cathy for localities such as the Las Vegas 

Convention and Visitors Authority. We understand the complexity 

that surrounds brand perception, and we believe that the health 

of a company’s internal culture is one of the most important fac-

tors. This should add a new dynamic to the conversation we’re all 

having about work—because the decisions companies make today 

will define their culture, and therefore their relationship with 

their customers, for years to come.

This is a delicate moment. Businesses are deciding how their 

teams should operate and interact, including whether or how 

often employees must be in their physical offices, and they’re mak-

ing it up as they go. Some, like Twitter and Shopify, are allowing 

employees to work from anywhere indefinitely (at least at the time 

of this publication). Others, like Nike or Google, are investing 

in reengineered office spaces. Whatever happens, no one seems 

to think work will return to its pre-COVID form, with people 

stuck in a physical building nine to five, Monday through Friday. 

McKinsey Global Institute’s The Future of Work after COVID-

19 report estimates that 20 to 25 percent of the workforces in 

advanced economies could work from home between three and 

five days a week—without a loss of productivity.

As all this happens, we couldn’t stop thinking about the com-

ment our customer service friend made at dinner. When teams 

are exhausted, customers notice and the business suffers. We 

wondered: As work cultures continue to shift, how will consum-

ers’ perception of brands shift along with it? When we raised this 

with our extended network of acquaintances, colleagues, and 

friends, we found few people thinking about the question. But 

once we brought it up, everyone wanted answers.

To get out of our own heads, we contacted several of our col-

leagues who serve in various senior or C-suite leadership roles. 

That included the former CMO of OpenTable, a managing director 

at Google, the CEO of H&R Block, the CMO of Penguin Random 

House, and the CEO of Bonobos. We spoke to them about what 

specific cultural changes they’re seeing at their company and how 

those changes might influence perceptions of their brand. While 

no one has definitive answers, they helped us identify key things 

for leaders to consider as they strike the balance between what 

employees say they want and what will be felt by their customers.

This is an issue every leader should be thinking about. There 

are no right answers, but there is a right outcome. Everything 

may ride on it.

It may be hard to see a direct line from corporate culture to  

consumer perception. So let’s start with two examples.

First, there is the most obvious arena: retail. Employees who 

meet with customers are also responsible for representing a brand’s 

values, and unhappy employees will deliver unpleasant experiences. 

At H&R Block, for example, CEO Jeff Jones became worried that 

after a year of not directly interacting with people, his staff “may 

have lost some of those skills.” It’s why he now thinks a lot about 

“the basic human things” he needs to foster among his team to 

ensure that his tax professionals live up to consumers’ expectations.

The same holds true in nonretail environments—because while 

these workers may not directly interact with consumers, they do 

make products that consumers use. At Google Travel, which is the 

department that builds the search giant’s travel tools, managing 

director Rob Torres always believed that Google’s workplace expe-

rience is key to its success. People from different teams interact 

and inspire each other, feeding off their shared mission to make 

users’ lives easier. “How do you re-create that in the ‘new normal’ 

if people don’t come back?” he asked. Sure, his team members will 

be able to execute on ideas, but will they be as inspired to identify 

new opportunities? Or will stagnation develop inside the com-

pany, and then be felt outside it?

These two examples raise questions about the way we work, 

and for many people, that’s defined entirely by where and how 

we work. Should we work in an office? Are we on fixed hours? In 

Iceland, researchers recently shortened people’s workweeks to  

35 or 36 hours—and found that they were happier and more pro-

ductive as a result. Maybe that’s our future?

But hold up. Before we start building the structure of work, we 

have to understand the foundation—and the foundation is not 

about hours or offices. It is about people. Business leaders must 

first build, rebuild, or preserve human relationships.

This might be like saying water is wet, but consider what we’ve 

collectively been through. Over the course of the pandemic, we dis-

covered what Zoom was good (and not so good) for. It turns out 

that many meetings could be conducted remotely, instead of requir-

ing cross-country flights, and well-functioning teams could stay in 

touch easily and enjoy added flexibility. But new connections some-

times became harder to make. Interviewing or starting new jobs was 

awkward. Corporate team-building exercises were dicey at best.

As a result, HR experts told us, work culture has changed. 

Many employees feel disconnected from their employers and col-

leagues. Now companies are making policies that apply to both 

new and existing employees—without always thinking about how 

to strengthen the weak ties in their organization and ensure that 

the next wave of new hires feels connected.

Solving this problem requires new work models, with an inten-

tional focus on collaboration and spontaneous discovery, and in 
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alignment with the greater vision, mission, and values of the  

organization at large. Some of the most impactful customer innova-

tions have happened during “watercooler” moments, when people 

have stepped away from their workspace and are able to inter-

act with others. Purposely re-creating the space for those random 

interactions can be accomplished by creating shared organizational 

goals fueled by opportunities to interact with various team mem-

bers. Lunchroom interactions with other teams is what has led  

to some of the Google Travel team’s success, Torres said, and find-

ing ways to continue those random interactions is important to 

continued innovation.  

But the solution must also come from something more fundamen-

tal: This is a prime time for brands to strengthen their vision and 

mission, and to make sure that everyone at the company feels con-

nected to it. “People are looking for that North Star,” Bonobos CEO 

Micky Onvural told us. “Brands have a responsibility to use their 

voice, and this is truly an opportunistic moment. I think this is the 

time to double down on your brand story and your brand message.”

A brand’s mission is ultimately the thing that ties its people 

together, and it will be crucial as companies renew the emotional 

connections with their employees and their customers. Together, 

organizations must understand the heart of who they are—along 

with their end goal (vision), approach to reaching that end goal 

(mission), beliefs and behaviors (values), and how these elements 

influence the way they communicate with people, 

employees, and customers alike. 

This goes beyond trotting out an old mission 

statement. Values have changed in the past year 

and a half; what mattered to employees and 

consumers in early 2020 may not match late 

2021. Instead of simply giving them a statement 

of values, bring them in on the conversation 

so that, together, your entire team can create 

buy-in for a renewed mission.

Recently, we spoke with a friend who did just 

that. She spent the past year and a half trying to 

keep her company afloat, and she and her team 

were exhausted. As she began to look toward the future, she sur-

veyed employees on what mattered to them most now. She was 

surprised by one of the top new needs: People wanted the com-

pany to provide pet care, like daycare, to address the separation 

anxiety pets are feeling. At first, she thought this sounded ridic-

ulous. What do pets have to do with the company’s values? Then 

she understood it: Many of her employees spent a year at home 

caring for their pets (and acquiring new ones), so a company 

that cares about them is now also one that cares about whatever 

they care about. The pet care issue also reveals how, since March 

2020, different employees developed vastly different needs. Many 

corporate leaders scrambled to keep their business operating, 

while employees may have hunkered down in new surroundings 

with family or friends, or suffered personal traumas and loss. A 

leader cannot ignore this reality, or else these teams will feel dis-

connected from each other. Instead, everyone must be brought 

together with a set of values that acknowledges everyone.

If this sounds like hard and complicated work, that’s because it 

is. But the leaders we spoke to kept emphasizing a simple starting 

point: listening. Listening to employees will require those in leader-

ship to put aside their own biases and to open themselves to new ways 

of achieving overall company success. The path to brand health and 

ultimately brand growth rests in the hands of the very people who are 

responsible for it on a daily basis. Building and sustaining the link 

between what employees need and what a company can truly offer 

requires curiosity and willingness to view employee culture through a 

brand lens. Brands are, after all, built from the inside out.

Now that we’ve looked internally, let’s look externally. What 

are our customers experiencing? Jessica Jensen, former CMO of 

OpenTable, shared a helpful way to look at it: emotional distance.

This is a concept she used to think about a lot. “OpenTable,” she 

said, “is really based on relationships. People are emotionally con-

nected to the brand, and we have a close tie with restaurants and 

their customers.” But OpenTable is owned by Booking Holdings, 

which historically does not work with small businesses on the 

ground. This may put them further away from their customers, 

emotionally speaking. “I think that emotional distance from the 

customer matters,” Jensen continued. “The closer the internal 

emotion is to the end user or customer, the greater the impact.”

What a powerful idea. Customers can feel emotionally invested 

or emotionally distant—and the difference has nothing to do with 

marketing or product. This is precisely where the connection 

point is between internal employee morale and customer brand 

perception. Strong teams, who feel supported by their organiza-

tion and inspired by a shared mission, will connect better with 

customers and solve their problems through innovative products 

and services. When those customers feel sup-

ported, their emotional distance shrinks. 

Think about it like a journey that employees 

and customers take together; we like calling it the 

brand relationship arc. All relationships begin 

with acknowledgement: Customers and employ-

ees see each other and say, “I know you exist.” The 

relationship then moves up the arc to understand-

ing: A company’s employees understand their 

customers’ needs, and customers are aware of (or 

better yet, care about) the company’s solutions. 

From there the relationship can deepen more—

to the point where it becomes a core part of peo-

ple’s identities. This is when passionate employees stick around 

for decades, and when customers champion a brand the way, say, 

Nike fans proudly wear giant swooshes on their shirts.

How can leaders move everyone along that arc now? The 

answer is ever evolving. Customers, especially younger ones, may 

care more about what a brand stands for than what it actually 

sells. Customers (and employees!) are no longer the same people 

they were in early March 2020. Above all, leaders must respond to 

this by being flexible and creating a trusted environment.

Sound unpredictable? Many of the leaders we spoke to said 

it sounds liberating. “Our future has to move in waves,” Penguin 

Random House CMO Sanyu Dillon told us. “The opportunity for 

redesign and reimagination has never been greater than it is now.”

What was once thought impossible may now be possible. We 

can reimagine how a company functions, how it creates a work-

life balance for its employees, and how it becomes meaningful to 

its consumers. This cannot simply be a conversation about where 

and when we work, because that will take us nowhere. This is a 

conversation about relationships. It starts with people.    

Cathy Cartier is the president of Cartier Global Strategies,  

and Eric Solomon, Ph.D., is the founder and chief brand officer  

of The Human OS.
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ANKUR JAIN  

wanted to  

create a rewards  

program  

that helps people  

buy a home.

Nothing like it existed. 

To become the first,  

he’d have to  

first fail over and  

over again.

by N AT E  H O P P E R

HOW TO  

DO  

SOMETHING  

NOBODY  

HAS  

EVER DONE
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In 2017, Ankur Jain had sold a company to Tinder, had become its  

VP of product, and was hating the conversations he was having. He was 

living in San Francisco, where Silicon Valley types would talk about 

solving big problems and bettering the world—“and then the kind of 

stuff I would keep hearing about was, like, ‘We’re building crypto stick-

ers,’ ” Jain says. This in a state where the median household price had hit 

twice the national mark, and in a city that over the past five years had 

seen median home prices nearly double. And it wasn’t as if the housing 

stock had astronomically improved. “The more these things became 

expensive, the less you got as a consumer,” he remembers realizing. “In 

what world of private sector markets does that make sense? And that, to 

me, spells opportunities to change a whole model.”

Even some highly educated, relatively well-paid San Franciscans—

buoyed by lucrative jobs yet awash in student loans—could not afford 

to buy a house there, and homeownership nationwide had been largely 

dropping for more than a decade. “Then the worst part is, everyone 

tells you that the only way to ever build wealth in your life is homeown-

ership,” Jain says. This was made even more annoying by the fact that 

what people did spend to put a roof over their heads—often, especially 

for young people, paying rent—helped their homeownership hopes 

very little, even as nearly half of American renter households paid more 

than 30 percent of their income on the expense. As far as Jain could tell, 

reliably paying rent only sapped one’s savings. Since few renters could 

pay rent via credit card, their reliability rarely, if ever, translated into 

an improved credit score despite rent being so many people’s largest 

monthly expense. It didn’t even earn you cash back or points like buying 

gas or groceries or airplane tickets did. Rent was an exceptionally big 

drag—which was, in its way, exciting.

Jain had been developing a theory of profitable betterment: Take 

young people’s biggest problems—ones surrounding massive sums of 

expenditure, like student loans and healthcare costs as they and their 
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parents age—and see if entrepreneurs could reshape them to 

actually improve one’s life trajectory. “It’s like the age-old adage of 

‘Follow the money,’ ” says Jain. “Where are people having to spend 

money? If you give consumers a better experience, you can dis-

rupt legacy markets.”

That was the guiding principle behind the venture studio, called 

Kairos, he began as he departed San Francisco and moved to New 

York. (The incubator shared the name with the wildly popular 

networking society for aspirant entrepreneurs Jain had founded 

while a student at Wharton. This had made him a darling to some 

of the world’s most powerful business elites as they sought out 

connections to bright, young talent.) And that experience-centric 

principle drove two of Kairos’ first companies: Rhino, which cre-

ated a system that allowed renters to avoid paying an enormous 

up-front security deposit on an apartment and instead contribute 

a small monthly fee as insurance; and Cera, which aims to make 

home care for the elderly more affordable and is currently oper-

ating across the U.K. “People thought it was, like, a nice-to-tell 

story,” Jain says of Cera. But he says that, today, both it and Rhino 

are $500 million businesses. “It’s actually both helping people and 

making a lot of money because you’re solving a real problem.”

Yet rent—useless, savings-sapping rent—remained Jain’s most 

loathed nemesis. He had his question, which was ambitious yet 

simple, as he liked one to be: What if there were a way to help turn 

renting into a pathway to homeownership? He just couldn’t pic-

ture what the answer would look like.

Jain likens building a startup to putting together a puzzle. 

There’s a mess of pieces—hundreds of them. But at any given 

moment, a founder and their team have to focus on where to put 

whichever they believe at the time is the most important piece. 

Only once that’s set should they move on and look at what seems 

to be next. “If you try to piece it all together from the begin-

ning, you’ll be lost with where to even begin,” says Jain. “There 

are so many issues that will happen, you’ll never build the foun-

dation.” And while an entrepreneur may have an initial idea, a 

startup actually doesn’t know in the beginning what it will build. 

“Imagine a puzzle where you don’t have the image,” he explains, 

“but you have to imagine what that image is.”

Jain started asking around to see what was already happening 

in the homeownership space. He leaned on his formidable, possi-

bly unparalleled-for-his-age network (he’s now 31), asking for con-

nections and conversations. Most of what he saw were techy takes 

on rent-to-own systems—which seemed innovative and cool, until 

they seemed useless and even sinister. He felt that the programs 

preyed on lower-income people by using nearly incomprehensible 

math to increase the prices over time. “You would never use these 

programs unless you absolutely had to, and that is the first sign 

something is predatory,” he says. That clashed with Jain’s ideals. 

“Technology companies, at their best, improve the quality of what’s 

best-in-class and democratize access,” he says. “Meaning, if you are 

someone with high income, you would want this product because 

it’s better and more affordable. And if you are low-income, you also 

want it because it’s better and more affordable.”

So he kept having talks and leaning on his network, and even-

tually he developed what seemed like a vision worth pursuing: a 

rewards program. He spoke with Barry Sternlicht, founder, chair-

man, and CEO of Starwood Capital Group, who told Jain about 

Starwood Preferred Guest, the beloved hotel rewards program 

that Marriott International acquired when it purchased Starwood 

Hotels & Resorts Worldwide in 2016. Jain learned about how 

hotel groups and airlines thrived off not individual bookings but 

their loyalty programs. 

Consumers know the basics of a loyalty program. It creates a 

form of currency, often called “points” (though airlines typically 

call theirs “miles”), which have a particular value. Sometimes  

that value is assigned essentially internally; a Starbucks Rewards 

card awards points that can be redeemed for Starbucks prod-

ucts. But the value of points can also be agreed upon by a pair of 

partners— including two distinct rewards programs. A hotel pro-

gram could create partnerships with airlines in which the hotel 

members exchange hotel points for a certain amount of those 

airlines’ miles. The customer doesn’t see that once that exchange 

occurs, those points are actually sold from one company (the 

hotel) to the other (the airline). 

Such systems have been invaluable to airlines during the pan-

demic, when United, Spirit, Delta, and American Airlines all col-

lateralized their loyalty programs to raise billions while flights 

were grounded. American Airlines’ offering this past March 

reportedly set an aviation industry record by raising $10 billion.

Jain saw a direct application to renters who wanted to one day 

own a home, by way of the people to whom they paid their rent. To 

landlords, renters have costly commitment issues. According to 

the institutional multi-family real estate scion Mitchell Moinian 

(who is a principal at The Moinian Group and an investor in 

Rhino, and became an early partner in helping Jain shape the 

real estate side of this nascent business), about a third of leases 

in higher- tier buildings aren’t renewed, and that figure expands 

to about 50 percent of leases nationwide. The costs of that 

turnover— the vacancies not earning anything, the marketing to 

find new renters—are substantial. “If you can get an extra hand-

ful of people to stay one more year, two more years—massive dif-

ference,” says Jain. And a reward program is a proven, popular 

way to inspire commitment. Jain imagined creating a program 

that would sell its points to landlords, who could then offer those 

points to renters as incentives to sign or renew leases or for mak-

ing a rent payment; at the same time, Jain figured, the rewards 

program could make it so its points could be cashed in for a down 

payment on a mortgage—which he thought he could also make 
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money from by eventually getting a mortgage originator license. 

Landlords would see less turnover; renters would finally get some-

thing back for paying rent. All he thought he had to do was get 

real estate owners to sign up for this program and build from 

there. “It seemed like a no-brainer,” he says.

He called in the lawyers and asked how he had to set this up. 

“Then our lawyers come back and say, ‘Hey, love the idea. It 

might not be legal,’ ” says Jain. “And I was like, ‘Sorry—what?’ ” 

Apparently, legally, Jain needed explicit approval from the Federal 

Housing Administration and Fannie Mae in order to allow people 

to put points toward a qualified mortgage, just as they can legally 

use personal savings or gifts from their parents. (“Why, by the way, 

gifts from your parents?” Jain says. “I mean, like, so rich kids can 

get benefits, but nobody else?”) What had seemed simple now 

seemed impossible; the regulatory issues felt like a lethal blow. 

“Suddenly, my picture I’d imagined no longer worked,” he says.

Jain set his sights elsewhere—including on seeking regulatory 

reforms around the country for Rhino so local governments man-

dated that all renters in the area have access to its security deposit 

alternative. Through that process, Jain found, to his Silicon 

Valley–jaded surprise, that politicians actually wanted to be of 

service. “We were not just saying, ‘Move fast, break things, and 

screw you, government’ but actually asking for help,” says Jain. 

And Rhino received it. It was around this time that Jain recon-

nected with Tim Mayopoulos, who had recently ended a six-year 

tenure as president and CEO of Fannie Mae and who agreed with 

Jain’s earlier thinking: Why should loyalty points earned from 

paying rent be any different from personal savings? Earnings 

should be earnings, regardless of the currency. 

That renewed Jain’s confidence in what had gained the internal 

code name of Project Casa, and he traveled to a meeting with the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development in Washington, 

D.C.—to find a roomful of high-powered officials, including the 

head of the FHA and the then HUD secretary, Ben Carson. It 

seemed that the government not only wanted to help but needed 

help. Young people were missing out on building wealth through 

homeownership— risking both a further rise in inequality and an 

economy in which boomers may soon struggle to liquidate their 

investments as they retire. “I get to this meeting, and I start to 

realize how big of an issue this is,” Jain recalls.

September 2021  /  E N T R E P R E N E U R . C O M   /  55Illustration  /  N I C O L Á S O R T E G A



So began a nine-months-long gauntlet of working with federal 

policy and risk teams, asking and answering endless questions, 

and making adjustment after adjustment to ensure the program 

would be safe for consumers. The key was to balance conviction in 

the larger vision while maintaining the humility of knowing it was 

only a vision—maybe even an ill-informed one—and that reality 

would fracture it over and over again in instructional ways. “You 

feel excited and confident that other people share that [vision], 

but you’re also scared shitless because in the back of your head, 

you know that you’re trying to figure out the puzzle piece in real 

time,” he says.

Finally, Jain sent a letter requesting formal regulatory approval. 

Convinced that his team had done everything it could to get a yes, 

he flew to Chicago to meet with the Pritzker Realty Group and, at 

long last, pitch the no-brainer—that it should offer a loyalty pro-

gram to its renters. But as he sat alone in his hotel room the day 

before, an email arrived from the FHA with a scanned PDF of 

its decision: Jain’s request was denied. He would have to cancel 

the Pritzker meeting. He recalls texting the team, “Guys, I think 

Project Casa just died again.”

Jain called everyone he had been in touch with—people who 

had helped guide him through the process but had no say over 

the ruling. He pleaded for another meeting with the government 

so he could explain the project’s intentions; he was certain some-

thing must have been miscommunicated. Soon he had his meet-

ing, in which he made an impassioned case. And soon after that, 

he got official approval from the FHA. The months of work had 

actually paid off. “And the irony is,” says Jain now, “if you look back 

today, that’s such a tiny piece.”

At long last, around September 2019, it was time to talk 

with the real estate companies. Beyond what Jain believed to be 

the program’s obvious appeal, he had built a rapport and some 

credibility with several real estate owners through his work with 

Rhino. Friends in the industry had encouraged him when he’d 

soft-pitched them the concept. That made it all the more surpris-

ing when, Jain says, the first people he officially met with told him 

that it was just about the stupidest idea they’d heard.

Reflecting on his mistakes from those early pitches, Jain sees 

where he erred. For one, he forgot his audience. His early pitches 

played up the value the rewards program would provide rent-

ers but took the benefit to landlords (decreased turnover) a little 

bit for granted. He was gobsmacked by their skepticism; worst 

of all, some wondered aloud whether they wanted to encourage 

homeownership at all. (Their thinking went: More homeowners 

equals fewer renters.) But over about three months, he refined his 

presentation and worked through landlords’ abundance of con-

cerns. They began to see the promise, even though the mechanics 

needed refining. But still they wouldn’t sign up. “Nobody wants 

to be first, except for a very rare group,” says Jain. So he leaned 

on owners who were involved in Kairos—people like Barry 

Sternlicht—to get on board, and once they were, he let FOMO 

slowly convince others. 

Jain also knew that for any of this to work, he would need 

renters to really buy in on a program where rent earns points 

that can be spent on mortgages. But while homeownership may 

have been a deeply held goal, it was also the sort of thing young 

people typically put off. The team heard from potential custom-

ers that the program seemed interesting, and that they may  

sign up—when they were older. This got Jain wondering, Why 

do we need to tell you what to do? Yes, the program could enable 

someone to earn unprecedented points on an enormous expen-

diture; that would not be nothing. But why design a program in 

which you must use those points on homeownership—instead  

of one where you can do so? He wanted to offer not a command 

but an option.

Jain needed to find other things for which people could redeem 

the program’s points, but the greater rewards ecosystem was yet 

another unknown he would have to explore. He reached out to 

Dave Canty, a rewards-program veteran who had helped design 

the SPG program, build AutoZone Rewards, design and helm 

the loyalty side of JetBlue’s TrueBlue, and lead InterContinental 

Hotels Group’s loyalty programs globally, each of which has mil-

lions of members and brings in billions in revenue. “I think within 

two minutes of listening to what the vision was, I was fully on 

board,” says Canty, who joined as the project’s director of loyalty.

Canty knew that the major rewards programs heavily relied on 

people older than 50. Given the comparatively youthful demo-

graphics of renters, that presented an opportunity to build some-

thing for a new generation and guide it into the more established 

stages of adulthood. “How I’ve approached this program is: How 

can I put together a program that is relevant from your very, very 

first rent payment all the way to homeownership?” says Canty. 

Whereas some companies may see a loyalty program as a cost of 

doing business and build out their portfolio of offerings by see-

ing what their peers had already done, Canty wanted to be more 

selective and build from what these prospective customers would 

want to redeem the most. “Redemption breeds loyalty,” Canty 

says. He would ask himself, What would I want? Or he would ask 

his Gen-Z daughter what she would want.

One obvious space was travel, and so Canty leaned on his 

past contacts to start pitching. Jain also brought in Brian Kelly, 

founder of the website The Points Guy, as a senior loyalty adviser. 

Kelly saw two particularly attractive targets: American Airlines 

and Hyatt Hotels, which have some of the most valuable points of 

any independent airline or hotel, according to The Points Guy’s 

analysts; he brokered introductions and meetings. Jain, Canty, 
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Kelly, and Tina Moore, who was hired to be a senior director of 

loyalty and partnerships, divided and conquered.

It was the sort of sell that required the partners to look toward 

the future. But by wanting to help younger people in particular, 

Jain says, “we were building a distribution channel to reach  

millennials and Gen Z that nobody else had access to, around 

their largest expense, with a program they were going to earn 

a lot of points on.” Ultimately, it was a convincing proposition. 

Some of the largest hotel and airline programs partnered up 

with the rewards program, including American Airlines and 

Hyatt. The array of choices for how to use the points—on rent, 

on a down payment, on travel, on fitness classes—expanded and 

started to feel like a central hub for not just renting but living. 

They stopped calling the program Project Casa and gave it a 

proper name: Bilt.

At the same time, the Bilt team wanted to go even bigger—to 

create not just a rewards program but also a credit card through 

which those points could be earned even faster. That would add a 

revenue stream: Bilt would make money whenever someone used 

the card on any purchase, via the merchant fees that stores  

pay to credit card companies for processing a purchase. It would 

also accelerate, beyond the baseline rewards program, how 

quickly customers would accrue points. That would both make 

money and, if launched simultaneously with the rewards pro-

gram, be an immediate aid in creating the “brand stickiness” Bilt 

sought to create in a space that had little to no brands—unlike 

just about every other market on Earth, be it sports, beverages, or 

sports beverages.

To make a Bilt-branded credit card, among the multitude of 

organizations it would need to work with, Bilt particularly needed 

a bank and a credit card issuer. Jain got a meeting with U.S. Bank, 

in part by way of a connection made by Roger Goodell, the com-

missioner of the NFL and a board member of the Kairos venture 

studio. Jain and his team went in and once again passionately 

pitched until they learned exactly how wrong they were about 

something, at which point they would go back to the proverbial 

(or sometimes literal) whiteboard, rework what they had, then 

repeat. “It was, like, months of the U.S. Bank team being very nice 

to us, entertaining the conversation, while clearly recognizing we 

didn’t have our financial models straight,” says Jain. Over time, 

things started to align.

A similar process happened with Mastercard. Via a mutual 

business partner, Jain was introduced to Sherri Haymond,  

executive vice president of digital partnerships at Mastercard, 

whom Jain describes as Bilt’s “fairy godmother.” They met not 

long before the pandemic began and developed a partnership 

almost completely over phone calls and FaceTime. Slowly, the 

two companies worked out a payment flow—one that would 

enable people to pay their rent with the card for no fee. That 

would also be a boon to helping people better their credit score; 

counting rent could dramatically improve one’s score, which 

could enable them to receive a better rate on a mortgage, poten-

tially saving up to tens of thousands of dollars in interest (in 

addition to potentially redeeming points for the down payment). 

Conveniently enough, Mastercard had acquired SessionM, a loy-

alty platform used by partners like Starbucks, and would soon 

acquire Finicity, which had a wealth of experience in data aggre-

gation for mortgages.

There were seemingly endless more things to figure out. The 

landlords needed Bilt to sync up with their various aging pay-

ment processing and accounting software systems. The company 

came up with a way of ensuring that people weren’t going into 

debt due to their rent payments. It had to physically build a card—

including a custom baby-blue magnet stripe—amid a global chip 

shortage. It needed an app that actually explained how to use the 

points. It created a program where specially selected young art-

ists could sell exclusive art for points within that app, as well as an 

exclusive home decor collection. It kept pitching and expanding 

the number of real estate owners and rewards partners involved, 

who often had their own corporate or legal requirements and 

data-privacy restrictions and you-name-it.

Along the way, Jain was reminded of a lesson taught to him 

when he was a child by his father, Naveen, who founded the com-

pany InfoSpace during the nineties dot-com bubble and report-

edly became a multibillionaire. (He is now CEO of the health-tech 

company Viome, which he founded.) Ankur recalls, “I was learn-

ing and just going to the office, and he was like, ‘In every partner-

ship, every stakeholder has maybe two or three things they really 

care about, and the rest are fungible. Sometimes they’ll tell you 

what those are; sometimes they won’t. Ninety-five percent of the 

time, two out of the three [things they care about] are at direct 

odds, so you just focus on the one, and the rest flows.’ ”

In Bilt’s case, it wasn’t just each individual partner’s possi-

ble internal contradictions. It was a vast collection of competing 

needs. But it turned out, if you responded with a very clear yet 

ever-adaptable hypothesis and kept trying to rotate each piece 

of the puzzle in just the right way (and, sure, maybe tossed or 

tweaked a piece if absolutely needed), a simple yet complex pos-

sibility could appear: Everyone could stand to make money by 

rewarding reliable renters for doing what they already did. 

Most people look back at how smart they thought they 

were a few years ago and laugh. It’s a kind of reflection that one 

undergoes only occasionally. But as Jain puts it, he’s spent the 

past three years looking back just about every week and realizing 

how naive he’d been a few days prior. Then, energized by those 

epiphanies or some new information or an exciting idea, he and 

his team would sprint off, only to collide with another brick 

wall. They’d rub their heads, plan what seemed like a wiser path, 

then—thwack.

But over time, the Bilt team could smoothly run a renter, a regu-

lator, a bank, a reward program partner, and a credit card company 

through the value proposition. The brick walls eroded into predict-

able bumps—or at least ones the team was now informed enough to 

know it could manage without losing too much momentum. “That’s 

the time when we felt, I think we’re ready to launch,” Jain says.

On June 22, Bilt Rewards and Bilt Mastercard debuted with 

points that could be redeemed through more than a hundred 

airlines and hotels, in addition to fitness class partners and 

other redemption options, including, yes, a down payment on 

a mortgage. It boasted a relationship with a collection of real 

estate owners whose properties added up to two million rental 

units that would roll out the program through the summer and 

into the fall.

It was a success—and just the start. Jain maintained his con-

viction, and his uncertainty. A couple of weeks before the debut, 

exhausted but exhilarated, he predicted, “At launch, our hypothe-

ses will be wrong in five other ways. But we’ll adapt then.”   

Nate Hopper is a reporter and an editor.
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A View from Both Sides
Vinay Rama’s experience as a hotel franchisee set him up for success when he unexpectedly  

became a franchisor—in the restaurant industry.  b y C H L O E A R R O J A D O

Franchisor
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V
inay Rama planned on a lifelong career in hotels—and that made sense, for a while. It 

began in childhood, with his family’s motel businesses in Tennessee and South Carolina. 

Rama spent his teen years at boarding school in India but returned to the U.S. for college, 

and stayed. In 2015, he began developing a Marriott and a Holiday Inn Express in 

Orlando, Fla. Eventually, he’d open three more Marriotts in the area, plus two in Miami.

Rama had no plans to branch out from hotels, but in 2016, an unexpected opportu-

nity presented itself. Ruby Tuesday was selling Lime Fresh Mexican Grill, a casual, made-

to-order restaurant that had seven units in South Florida. Rama and four friends decided to go in 

on the $4.6 million deal together. At the time, he saw it as a passive investment to raise capital for 

future hotels. But when he didn’t like the way his friends were operating Lime, he bought out three 

of them. Now he expects to grow the franchise to 17 units by the end of 2021, and he credits much of 

his success to the lessons he has carried from one side of the franchising world to the other.

but nobody sees it.” So the 

new prototype is an exhibi-

tion kitchen. It’s like this big 

glass that you look into. We 

see that at upscale Chinese 

restaurants or Michelin-star 

restaurants, but you don’t 

see it in the fast-casual seg-

ment. It’s just about being 

open-minded and careful in 

decision-making. 

What’s it like shifting 

between the franchisee and 

franchisor mindsets?

As a franchisee, you’re exe-

cuting on a brand’s vision and 

promise. It’s nitty-gritty. As 

a franchisor, you’re defining 

things in detail, but you’re not 

actually doing them. You’re 

depending on a franchisee, 

and you’re just quality con-

trol. You’re more on the cre-

ative side of things, which I 

love. Frankly, as a hotel fran-

chisee, I was reaching a little 

bit of an intellectual plateau. 

It was like, Buy another piece 

of land, find a brand, do the 

same thing, raise the capital. 

So when the franchisor stuff 

came up, it added to my skill 

sets. I’m learning more, and 

our hotel teams are learning 

more, too.

What are the hallmarks of a 

good franchise?

The number-one answer 

that comes to mind is that 

the brand is ever-evolving. 

Everybody wants to define a 

brand and then replicate it. 

To me, that’s antiquated. I 

want to create a brand that’s 

dynamic. The other big one is: 

If you don’t take care of your 

people, good luck. I’ve been 

fortunate to work with brands 

like Marriott and Hilton, 

which are franchisee-centric. 

It’s a partnership. They know 

that without the owners, they 

can’t be successful.

Franchisor

When you took over leader-

ship at Lime, you had never 

run a restaurant. Did you get 

any good advice?

I call myself an accidental 

restaurateur because I never 

planned on getting into the 

business. We hired a consul-

tant, and I’m glad we didn’t 

restaurant, it feels different. 

It feels elevated in a nonfussy, 

comfortable way.

But there were a couple of 

bullet points from [the con-

sultant’s report] that kind of 

drove what we see today. They 

mentioned, “You’re cook-

ing everything from scratch, 

listen to some of their report. 

They said things like: “Put 

freshness cues into the design. 

Hang up posters that teach the 

customer about your brand.” 

As a guest, do I really want to 

read all your propaganda and 

marketing? No. That’s why 

when people walk into our 

→ FRESH TAKE 

Chicken tacos at  
Lime Fresh Mexican  
Grill in Lake Nona,  
Orlando, Fla.





Was there something specific 

about Mr. Rooter that sold  

you on converting the family  

business into a franchise?

Hearing about Mr. Rooter’s 

customer focus and the values 

they have for their company 

really struck both Jon and me. 

That was very important to 

us—having integrity and being 

honest. We wouldn’t have 

done it had those values not 

been part of the package, and 

we really focus on that when 

we talk to people in the com-

munity. It’s still us. The name 

changed, but the values didn’t. 

What were your concerns 

about growing the business 

independently?

Scaling up was a big chal-

lenge. There were a lot of 

trial- and-error type things we 

would have to work through if 

we did it on our own. We felt 

like going with a proven model 

would be a better way to make 

sure we weren’t wasting time 

and money in growing our 

business. We work with a rep-

resentative to develop a mar-

keting plan and a budget. We 

got a new software system that 

helps us with our scheduling 

and invoicing. If we hire peo-

ple in between the live train-

ing, there are online modules 

that explain our values and 

every step of our process. 

What was the most difficult 

thing about transitioning?

It may sound silly, but the 

name change and losing our 

logo was the hardest step for 

you don’t have a business—you 

have a job. That was a big aha! 

for us. So our ultimate goal is 

to own a business we can step 

back from and still have it run 

efficiently.

What are some of the pros 

and cons of being a franchi-

see versus being an indepen-

dent small-business owner?

The biggest pro for us is the 

community and the support 

we get—not just from the 

company but from the other 

franchise owners. When you’re 

a small-business owner, you’re 

working hard for yourself, 

and at times it can feel a little 

bit lonely or isolated. Now we 

make better-informed deci-

sions, but they’re still our deci-

sions to make.

us. It was so personal, hav-

ing our name on the business. 

We’d hired a marketer and 

spent a lot of time develop-

ing our logo. But the most 

important consideration in 

the long run was for us to have 

a family life outside of the 

business, and the franchise 

really helps us do that. When 

it was a family business, we 

were on 24 hours a day, seven 

days a week.

What goals do you guys have 

for the future?

Our immediate goal is to find 

another journeyman plumber 

who wants to learn with us. 

We were told when we were 

first looking at the franchise 

that if you are required to be 

on-site for the business to run, 
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From Family Business  
to More Time for Family
For Jon and Kari Murdock, letting go of their family business was a tough but necessary  

step toward scaling up and building a better work-life balance.  b y C H L O E A R R O J A D O

Franchisee

J
on and Kari Murdock wanted to expand their 
plumbing business but weren’t sure what to do 
next. The Kalispell, Mont.–based couple opened 
their company in 2015 as an independent 
operation—so when Mr. Rooter reached out at the 
beginning of 2020, inviting them to convert it into 
a Mr. Rooter and join its 200-plus North 

American locations, the Murdocks were conflicted. 
They decided the franchise aligned with their values, 
but giving up their business’s branding and identity was 
tough. Ultimately, though, they made a decision based 
on their family: They knew it would take years to scale 
on their own and felt Mr. Rooter had the right model to 
help them grow. Becoming a franchisee would give 
them more time with their two daughters. Here, Kari 
explains how the transition went.



A Franchise Opportunity 

to Make healthy gains

*This information reflects the Average Revenue and Average Contribution for the Top 25% of The Vitamin Shoppe company-owned stores which were open for at least one 
full year as of fiscal year end 2020. Of these 171 stores, 65 attained or surpassed the Average Revenue and 82 attained or surpassed the Average Contribution described 
above. We refer you to Item 19 of our 2021 Franchise Disclosure Document for additional information. A NEW FRANCHISEE’S RESULTS MAY DIFFER FROM THE REPRESENTED 
PERFORMANCE. This is not intended as an offer to sell, or the solicitation of an offer to buy, a franchise. Offerings made by prospectus only and in compliance with the 

applicable pre-sale registration and disclosure requirements in your state. © 2021 The Vitamin Shoppe® . All rights reserved

OwnaVitaminShoppe.com

Partner with The Vitamin Shoppe
®

, a global omni-channel wellness 

brand with over 40 years of demonstrated success.

Average revenue per store for 

top 25% of stores*

Average contribution per store 

for top 25% of stores*

$300,717$1,710,624
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The nationwide hiring crisis is having an especially large impact on  

fast-casual restaurants. Owners are trying all kinds of tactics to attract 

and keep employees—and their efforts may change the industry forever.  

by M A G G I E G I N S B E R G

Hiring 

 HELP 
WANTED!
(WHERE IS EVERYONE?)
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Meanwhile, all over 

Nashville, help wanted 

banners fluttered over drive-

throughs, touting signing 

bonuses and beefed-up pay 

not typically associated with 

fast-casual jobs. Nationwide, 

media reports were rife with 

stunts to lure in workers—a 

$10,000 hiring bonus for 

an assistant manager at a 

California Jersey Mike’s, free 

college tuition for Chipotle 

employees (even part-timers) 

after only four months on the 

job, massive “hiring parties” in 

Taco Bell parking lots.

Day was opening new 

restaurants—five since 

October 2020—but he’d found 

that he had to start the hir-

ing process twice as early to 

attract a qualified applicant 

pool. Now he was beginning to 

worry about keeping the work-

ers he already had.

“How do we compete to pre-

vent them from going up and 

down the street?” Day remem-

bers thinking. “Because you 

have to realize that anyone is 

going to hire them in two sec-

onds if they walk out the door.”

He had reason to worry. 

The “quit rate” for food- service 

and accommodations work-

ers nationwide hit 5.6 percent 

this April, the highest it had 

ever been and twice the rate 

of other sectors. April also 

marked a year of the ongoing 

federal government’s extended 

unemployment insurance, 

which added $300 to $600  

a week to existing state  

benefits—  a critical safety net 

for millions, but something 

many employers believe has 

dragged on far too long and 

helped create the worst labor 

market they’ve ever seen. 

That includes people like 

Dawn Nielsen, COO and 

second- generation owner of 

the bakery and café brand 

Kolache Factory, which has 

56 locations, mostly in Texas. 

When the pandemic hit and 

sales tanked but labor costs 

remained, Nielsen says she 

did everything she could to 

keep people employed—but it 

was impossible to recoup that 

cost on such thin margins. 

“There’s only so much we can 

charge for a kolache,” she says. 

federal unemployment ben-

efit is expiring in September, 

many believe the labor issues 

the pandemic has high-

lighted are here to stay. This 

leaves franchisees, particu-

larly in fast-casual restau-

rants, between two opposing 

forces: an influx of customers, 

still expecting a cheap, quick 

meal—and a dearth of work-

ers showing up to serve them.

So what’s the solution? 

Entrepreneur spoke to fran-

chisees and franchisors on 

how they’ve approached staff-

ing throughout this time and 

where they think the indus-

try is headed. Some wonder 

if franchise brands can sim-

ply wait it out. Others believe 

the hiring crisis has revealed 

seismic shifts—and that for 

QSR franchises to attract and 

retain workers, much more 

change is needed.

ROSEMARY BATT is a human 

resource studies and inter-

national and comparative 

labor professor at Cornell 

University, and she makes no 

bones about her assessment: 

The restaurant industry is 

overdue for an overhaul.

“My question to you: Why 

would workers want to return 

to restaurant jobs?” she says. 

“Employers need to com-

pletely rethink their employ-

ment policies for restaurant 

workers and be creative about 

a range of policies.”

In 2020, Batt and three col-

leagues published a paper in 

“When the government is giv-

ing them $14, $15 an hour, 

we’re losing people.” 

David Barr, a franchi-

see of 39 Taco Bell and KFC 

locations across Georgia, 

Alabama, and South 

Carolina, agrees—but says he 

doesn’t blame the workforce. 

“They’ve made economic 

decisions that are smart for 

them, and I don’t begrudge 

them,” he says. “What I 

begrudge is that the compe-

tition for our employment, 

for the first time ever, turned 

into the federal government. 

I can compete for applicants. 

I can’t compete against a fed-

eral government that incen-

tivizes people to sit home.”

In April, the International 

Franchise Association sur-

veyed more than 30 franchise 

brands and found that around 

60 percent were still struggling 

to rehire workers. That same 

month, job openings were at 

a record 9.3 million high, and 

eating and drinking establish-

ments were short 1.7 million 

workers. And yet, 9.3 million 

Americans remained unem-

ployed in May. Some of it is 

likely due to the unemploy-

ment benefit, experts say, but 

there’s also the childcare strug-

gle, fear and trauma among a 

workforce disproportionately 

impacted by a deadly virus, 

and the ongoing battle over the 

federal minimum wage, which 

hasn’t seen a raise in 12 years. 

Now we’re heading into 

fall, and although the current 
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MY QUESTION TO YOU: WHY WOULD WORKERS WANT TO RETURN 

TO RESTAURANT JOBS? EMPLOYERS NEED TO COMPLETELY 

RETHINK THEIR EMPLOYMENT POLICIES FOR RESTAURANT 

WORKERS AND BE CREATIVE ABOUT A RANGE OF POLICIES.” 

J
ason Day’s restaurants were packed. But 

back in April, he saw trouble coming. 

Day is a Penn Station East Coast Subs 

franchisee in Nashville, and after a year 

of pandemic cabin fever, his newly vac-

cinated customers were out in force. 

They had stimulus checks in their 

pockets and were thrilled to be stuffing 

their mouths with Philly cheesesteaks. 

But Day’s staff? Not so much.

“You could see the stress getting to some of the 

employees,” he says.



THE DRIVE-THRU RESTAURANT OF THE FUTURE IS ALREADY HERE

Q  An exciting growth opportunity with a proven national 

brand, plenty of territory available to expand and grow 

affordably, utilizing smaller footprints, efficient buildings 

and compelling unit economics.

Q  A proven, resilient concept with the format, systems, and 

culture built to withstand multiple disruptions, from pandemics 

to hurricanes. Willing to adapt to new opportunities.

Q  Accessible, supportive Franchisor with an operator’s 

mindset, systematic approach to the business, and an 

appreciation and respect for our franchisees.

Q  Crave-able fun food that people love and come back for

time and again.

WE WIN & GROW WITH OUR FRANCHISEES

Innovative Building Design with Contactless Kitchen

 Drive-Thru Only with an E-commerce Lane 
and Walk-Up Window

 Outdoor Seating and No Dining Room

 Effi  cient Labor Saving Kitchen Design

 Real Estate, Site Selection and Construction
Support From Vested Franchisor

 Modular Building Design That Accelerates
Construction to Opening

 Smaller Building (+/-) 1100 sq. ft. Fitting
on 1/2 Acre Lot

 Overall Cost to Build Far Less than
the Competition

MAKING A BETTER BURGER
STARTS WITH BUILDING A BETTER BUILDING

Visit CheckersFranchising.com or Call 888-913-9135 Today.

©2021 Checkers Drive-In Restaurants, Inc. 4300 W. Cypress St., Suite 600, Tampa, FL 33607. This advertisement is not intended as an off er to sell, or the solicitation of an off er to buy, a franchise. It is for information 

purposes only. The franchisor, Checkers Drive-In Restaurants, Inc. is located at 4300 West Cypress Street, Suite 600, Tampa, Florida 33607, and is registered as fi le number F-4351 in the state of Minnesota. 

In New York, an off ering can only be made by a prospectus fi led fi rst with the Department of Law, and such fi ling does not constitute approval by that Department. 20210798

FRANCHISE TIP #4
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the MIT Press that surveyed 

a random sampling of 1,150 

restaurants—the first national 

survey of human resource pol-

icies in restaurants that they’re 

aware of—with government 

and industry data, academic 

research, and investigative 

reports. The conclusion was 

bleak: “Eight out of the 10 

lowest- paid occupations in the 

country are in restaurants,” 

they wrote. “The Department 

of Labor has singled out fast-

food franchisees as among 

the worst violators of wage 

and hour laws…Many work-

ers also face understaffing, no 

paid sick leave, erratic sched-

ules, occupational segregation, 

sexual harassment, job insta-

bility, and barriers to career 

advancement.”

One factor is that so-called 

entry-level jobs were once pri-

marily occupied by teenagers 

looking to make pocket money. 

Now they’re filled by adults, 

many of whom are trying to 

support families. Between 

2005 and 2017, the median 

age for restaurant workers 

rose to 29. Batt says there’s 

been a dramatic drop in teen-

agers who are willing to work 

in fast food, plummeting to 

17.8 percent of the restaurant 

workforce before the pandemic 

and helping set the stage for 

the current hiring crunch. This 

shift in the QSR labor force—

from teenagers to adults—is a 

crucial piece of the equation, 

though the causes are com-

plicated. One is that college 

has become unaffordable for 

many families, so competition 

for scholarships has driven an 

increased focus on education 

and extracurriculars. 

Franchise executive coach 

Rick Grossmann saw this 

shift happen during his own 

career. His first job was as a 

McDonald’s crew member at 

age 15, and by 17 he’d become 

a manager. Eventually, he left 

to become a franchisee him-

self. “It was intended to be 

an entry-level job. It wasn’t 

really intended to be a life-

time career,” says Grossmann. 

“It’s kind of evolved into older 

adults staying in the job for 

a long time, and then that 

becomes a non-livable wage 

when they’re having children 

and a mortgage payment and 

things like that.”

It’s clear that the industry 

must adapt to this, but so far 

there’s no consensus on how. 

Luis San Miguel captures 

the tension well. He owns 

60 Auntie Anne’s, Cinnabon, 

and Carvel locations in spots 

along the Eastern United 

States. He thinks the “living 

wage” conversation is com-

plex, and includes components 

like public education, health-

care, and retirement. But in 

the near term, what he’s sure 

about is that he can’t compete 

with restaurants paying $15 

an hour—and especially the 

government unemployment 

subsidies. In some markets, he 

pays his lowest-wage employ-

ees just $1 to $1.50 above min-

imum wage. So instead, he 

invests in rewarding long-term 

employees with larger reten-

tion bonuses, and pays smaller 

bonuses for employees who 

step up to cover shifts. He also 

pays referral bonuses. 

“There’s a disparity taking 

place right now that we’ve tried 

to avoid, and that is ‘Here’s a 

erous employee discount on 

Mondays that extends to fam-

ilies and friends (especially 

popular during the early pan-

demic, when groceries were 

scarce and budgets were tight) 

and performance-based raises 

twice a year. “We had to love 

and respect the fact that peo-

ple wanted to work during 

that time,” Kennedy says. “We 

did everything we could to 

keep them.”

Kennedy herself started 

young, as a secretary for a Taco 

John’s and Burger King fran-

chisee nearly 40 years ago. She 

worked her way up and bought 

her boss’s company in 1999—

so she knows the value of 

investing in young workers.

“I have a fundamental belief 

that the best employee we’re 

ever going to have is some-

body who is just entering the 

workforce,” says Kennedy, 

who works with high schools, 

churches, and other local 

organizations to recruit teens 

looking for their first jobs—a 

group unaffected by the 

extended unemployment ben-

efits, she points out, because 

they have no job history. 

Kennedy also tries to offer 

as much flexibility as possi-

ble; that’s a rarity in hourly 

work but may become more 

common as employers look 

to stand out. Kolache Factory 

California-based franchisee 

Kathy Skaff also offers flex-

ibility and says it’s the most 

important tool in her tool box. 

“Sometimes it’s not about the 

$10,000 sign-on bonus for a 

guy to come in and manage a 

store,’” he says. “That’s fine and 

dandy, but what are you doing 

for the people who have been 

working for you? Are you pay-

ing them $10,000 bonuses as 

well? I suspect not.”

WHILE MANY restaurant jobs 

are now filled by adults, Taco 

John’s franchisee Tamra 

Kennedy still recruits teenag-

ers. It’s not just a cost issue, 

she says. It’s because teenag-

ers’ youthful energy has led to 

an overall positive culture and 

longevity among the 100-plus 

employees at her seven loca-

tions in Minnesota. She, too, 

invests in retainment more 

than hiring and says it has 

sheltered her somewhat from 

the worst of the labor crisis.

“Our goal is we have  

90 days to capture the hearts 

of our new employees. I have 

employees who started as crew 

people and have been here 

20 years,” says Kennedy, who 

never closed or laid off employ-

ees during the pandemic. Still, 

some staff left out of neces-

sity, and Kennedy came out of 

the pandemic with a 15 per-

cent hiring gap. It was scary, 

as other businesses touted big 

signing bonuses. Even though 

her average wage is $13.25 an 

hour, the unemployment bene-

fit was a tough competitor. 

But Kennedy didn’t imple-

ment any stunts; she just 

leaned harder on the systems 

already in place, like a gen-

IT WASN’T REALLY INTENDED TO BE A LIFETIME CAREER. IT’S KIND 

OF EVOLVED INTO OLDER ADULTS STAYING IN THE JOB A LONG 

TIME, AND THEN THAT BECOMES A NON-LIVABLE WAGE WHEN 

THEY’RE HAVING CHILDREN AND A MORTGAGE PAYMENT.”





money, although everybody 

thinks it is,” says Skaff. “I think 

for these hourly workers, that 

flexibility is underrated.”

Skaff has only one location, 

just 1,400 square feet—but she 

has 16 employees on the pay-

roll and builds her schedule 

around employees’ ideal shifts. 

Maybe someone wants to work 

only from 3 a.m. to 7 a.m. so 

they can be home to care for 

children throughout the day 

and still have dinner as a fam-

ily. Maybe someone is looking 

to bank as many hours as pos-

sible, or work only a few hours 

a night. It takes some juggling, 

but the shifts are covered and 

employees are happier. While 

businesses around her battle 

the hiring crisis like everyone 

else, Skaff has an employee 

waiting list. 

Of course, systems like this 

are difficult to scale. Kolache 

COO Dawn Nielsen, who 

oversees 27 company-owned 

locations, loves Skaff ’s flexible 

schedule but can’t implement 

it herself. 

“With the issues we have, 

being so short-staffed, and 

how hard it is for us to just 

get people who want to come 

in for an interview, we don’t 

have that luxury,” Nielsen 

says. “I hope one day we will, 

because that definitely is 

where the culture is going. 

Restaurants are going to 

have to figure out how we can 

EVEN WHEN government 

unemployment benefits go 

away, higher wages may not. 

In May, Chipotle (though not 

a franchise) announced it was 

raising average hourly wages 

to $15. McDonald’s raised 

average hourly wages to more 

than $13 in company-owned 

restaurants, with some restau-

rants getting to an average of 

$15 an hour this year, and all 

by 2024. That doesn’t apply 

to its franchises, but the com-

pany released a statement 

saying, “We encourage all 

owner/operators to make this 

become more flexible in a 

nonflexible environment.”

Instead, Nielsen has 

increased starting pay to $12 

an hour and added signing 

bonuses. She also imple-

mented a new program that 

pays bonuses for good grades 

earned by employees who’ve 

been with the company at least 

90 days. 

“We’re kind of a stepping 

stone for their careers,” she 

says. “We can have maybe a 

couple of really good years 

with them and help them 

on their path to the future.”   

THE WAGE SITUATION ISN’T GOING ANYWHERE. THIS WAS NOT A 

SITUATION LIKE, ‘OH, WE CAN HOLD OUT, EVERYONE WILL BE 

LOOKING FOR JOBS SHORTLY.’ BECAUSE I DON’T THINK THE 

UNEMPLOYMENT BENEFITS THING WAS THE FULL REASON.”

Hiring 



same commitment to their 

restaurant teams in ways that 

make the most sense for their 

community.”

As higher wages become 

the norm, some workers are 

likely to face another prob-

lem: They may get paid more 

per hour but struggle to get 

full-time hours. Batt says 

that while the average wage 

for nonmanagement work-

ers had grown to $13.14 an 

hour before the pandemic, 

the average hours worked 

per week was just 26 (in part 

because some employers are 

scheduling to keep workers 

below the 30-hour-per-week 

threshold that determines 

full-time status). By this 

math, a worker paid almost 

$6 higher than minimum 

wage would still only make 

$17,765 per year. For many, it 

just doesn’t add up.

That’s what Day, the Penn 

Station East Coast Subs fran-

chisee, is trying to solve for 

now. After he realized that his 

staff was at risk of burning 

out, he reworked his entire 

pay structure to reward people 

who worked the most hours.

“We looked at our crew and 

said, ‘The more you want to 

be in the building, the more 

we’re going to pay,’ ” Day 

says. All 156 current employ-

ees across his 12 locations 

received an hourly raise of 

about $2, bringing the lowest- 

paid crew members from  

$9 to $11. But the real shift 

was in how they were paid. 

Crew members who work 

more than 25 hours a week 

and managers who work more 

than 30 hours a week now 

make more than those who 

ployment benefits thing was 

the full reason. I think a lot of 

workers have gotten jilted by 

the industry in general.”

Craig Dunaway, president of 

Penn Station—which has 313 

locations in 15 states, all but 

one of which are franchisee- 

owned—applauds Day’s move. 

It’s up to each individual fran-

chisee to decide what’s best for 

their business, he says, but he 

thinks business owners need 

to be realistic about where  

the labor market is. “The days 

of $9 and $10 wages are long 

gone,” he says. “We’ll never  

go back to that.” It’s time to 

look forward, to where the 

industry is going.  

Maggie Ginsberg is a regular 

contributor to Entrepreneur 

and an associate editor at 

Madison Magazine.

work fewer hours— bringing 

shift leaders to that magic  

$15 wage at full-time hours. 

“We saw a big morale boost,” 

Day says. “People who have 

been with us for a while,  

I mean, they cried.”

Restructuring wages not 

only revitalized existing 

employees; it caused word 

to spread through the hiring 

pool. Within a month, Day cut 

his spending on Indeed ads by 

65 percent—even as he opened 

a new location in June (where 

new hires benefited not only 

from the higher pay but $500 

to $1,000 sign-on bonuses 

paid out after 45 and 90 days).

“The wage situation isn’t 

going anywhere,” Day says. “It’s 

not like, ‘Oh, we can hold out; 

everyone will be looking for 

jobs shortly.’ Because I don’t 

think the [extended] unem-
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$363K

46% HIGHER

PROVEN RESULTS WITH A PROVEN SYSTEM

GET RESULTS WITH 

HUNTINGTON!

©2021 Huntington Mark, LLC. Independently Owned and Operated. SAT and Advanced Placement (AP) are registered trademarks of the College Board. ACT is a registered trademark of ACT, Inc. None of these entities were involved in the production of, and do not 
endorse, this program. *Data are based on each company’s Franchise Disclosure Documents (FDD) for all franchise centers open in 2020, except for Sylvan, which are for centers open at least 24 months. We estimate Kumon revenue from its 2020 FDD and a 2015 
survey of its centers as average center enrollment multiplied by an average monthly enrollment charge of $120, plus registration fee of $50 and materials fees of $30 for half of its enrollments. **Results are based on surveys of 3,289 Huntington students graduating 
in 2019, using their initial Huntington Academic Evaluation and fi nal SAT/ACT test score. ***Grade level results are based on cumulative average grade level increases in reading and math for 17,445 students from 2010-2014 using the full set of available student data.

1.800.653.8400
Franchise@HLCmail.com     

www.HuntingtonFranchise.com

VETERANS

TOP FRANCHISE FOR

Join the #1 REVENUE PRODUCING tutoring franchise and MAKE A DIFFERENCE in your community. 

STUDENT AVERAGE INCREASES

229 POINT 
INCREASE 
ON SAT SCORE**   

2+ GRADE 
LEVELS 

IN MATH 
   AND READING*** 

5.4 POINT 
INCREASE 
ON ACT SCORE**

$71,000 
PER STUDENT

IN SCHOLARSHIP 
OFFERS**





Suppliers

hen you think of the franchise industry, 

you probably think of two groups: franchi-

sors and franchisees. But there’s another 

group behind the scenes that is just as 

essential to the success of franchising—the 

franchise suppliers. These third-party 

providers make it possible for franchise 

businesses to thrive, offering services and 

tools like consulting, financing, legal coun-

sel, real estate, technology solutions, mar-

keting, and more. And for the fourth consecutive year, we’re 

honoring the best of these backstage heroes in our annual 

top franchise suppliers ranking.

To determine this ranking, we surveyed more than  

750 franchisors, from emerging brands just getting started 

to well- established companies with thousands of locations. 

We asked them to tell us which suppliers they and their 

franchisees use, and to rate their satisfaction with those 

suppliers’ services in the areas of quality, cost, and value. 

We then used those survey results to compute a score  

for each supplier, with the 131 top-scoring suppliers in 

10 categories making up the final ranking, as seen on the 

following pages. 

Remember that this list is not intended as a recommenda-

tion of any particular supplier. But whether you’re a franchi-

sor or franchisee, it can serve as a starting point to your own 

research to find what products and services will work best 

for your business’s unique needs. For even more options, be 

sure to check out our franchise suppliers directory online at 

entrepreneur.com/franchises/suppliers-directory. 

From attorneys and marketing firms to technology services, here are the 

franchise industry suppliers getting rave reviews in 2021.
compiled by T R A C Y S TA P P H E R O L D
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Franchise  
Consulting/ 

Development/ 

P.82

Marketing/ 

P.88
Other Technology 

Services/ 

P.94

Real Estate  
Services/ 

P.102

Legal  
Services/ 

P.84

Public  
Relations/  

P.98

Merchant 
Services/ 

P.90
Banking/ 

Financing/ 

P.78

Accounting/  

P.76
Franchise  

Broker/Referral 
Networks/ 

P.80
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ACCOUNTING
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Deloitte is the oldest and largest professional services firm in 

the world, with more than 330,000 employees working in more 

than 150 countries and territories. So it’s no surprise that many 

of the oldest and largest franchisors in the world rely on it for 

their audit and other accounting services.

Deloitte

ACCOUNTING
ACCOUNTING SERVICES ARE essential for franchisors, who must include 

audited financial statements annually in their franchise disclosure docu-

ments and, of course, need tax and advisory services as well. Large, well-

known firms are popular among franchisors, but so are small firms that 

specialize in serving the industry.



Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.

1
Deloitte
Audit and assurance, tax, 

legal, risk and financial 

advisory, and consulting 

services

2
PwC
Audit, assurance, 

consulting, and tax 

services

3
BDO USA, LLP
Professional services firm 

serving franchises 

worldwide

4
Plante Moran
Audit, tax, wealth 

management, and business 

consulting services

5
The  
Franchise  
CPA
Financial statement audits, 

royalty audits, and 

part-time CFO services

6
Citrin  
Cooperman
Accounting, tax, and 

advisory services

7
Reese CPA
Audit services for the 

franchise industry

8
Kezos &  
Dunlavy
Full-service CPA firm 

specializing in real estate tax 

and accounting, franchise 

audits, and related issues

9
KPMG LLP
Professional services firm

10
EY
Advisory, assurance, tax, 

and transaction services

11
RSM US LLP
Audit, tax, and business 

consulting

12
EisnerAmper*
Accounting and advisory 

services for franchisors  

and franchisees

*  St. Clair CPA Solutions was 

the No. 12 company in the 

Accounting category based 

on our survey results.  

The partners and staff of  

St. Clair joined EisnerAmper  

in February 2021.

13
A&G
Full-service accounting

14
CliftonLarson 
Allen, LLP
Advisory, outsourcing, audit, 

tax, and consulting 

services

15
Grant  
Thornton
Professional services firm 

offering audit, tax, and 

advisory services

One Dashboard. Endless Opportunities.
Manage, grow and scale your business with the social 
PHGLD�SODWIRUP�EXLOW�VSHFL�FDOO\�IRU�IUDQFKLVHV�

Local Social Media  I  Social Media Ads  I  Listings Management 
Employee Advocacy  I  Reputation Management  I  Reviews Generator

https://www.rallio.com/free-strategy-session



IF FRANCHISEES can’t get funding, franchise systems can’t grow, so it’s incumbent on franchisors to know the best financ-

ing sources for their candidates. While some traditional banks made the list of our survey takers’ favorites, alternative 

financing providers—including some that focus specifically on the franchise industry—rose to the top. 

BANKING/FINANCING
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Suppliers
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1
Guidant  
Financial
401(k) business financing, 

SBA loans, unsecured 

business loans, business 

valuations and appraisals, 

and other business 

services

2
FranFund
Funding solutions including 

401(k) business financing, 

SBA loans, unsecured 

business loans, and 

equipment leasing

3
Benetrends 
Financial
401(k) rollover funding, SBA 

loans, and equipment 

leasing

4
BoeFly
Franchise financing

5
KeyBank
SBA and conventional 

financing, merchant and 

treasury solutions, 

deposits

6
Tenet Financial 
Group
Business rollover funding, 

SBA loans, unsecured lines 

of credit

7
ApplePie 
Capital 
Franchise financing

8
First Financial
SBA financing for franchise 

startups, working capital, 

construction, and 

acquisitions; equipment 

leasing

9
Chase for 
Business
Deposit accounts, loans, 

credit cards, cash 

management, and payment 

processing

10
Live Oak Bank
Small-business banking

11
Citi
Banking, credit, lending, and 

wealth management 

services 

12
DCV Franchise 
Group
Franchise financing and 

consulting services

13
Capital One
Banking, credit cards, 

loans

14
Wintrust
Banking, financing 

solutions, wealth 

management

“Guidant was eager to work with us and our veteran applicants. Our account manager 

kept me in the loop, helped us close a record number of deals in 2020, and, most impor-

tantly, treated our applicants who did not qualify for funding with respect, offering 

suggestions to improve their credit scores and hope rather than just ‘Sorry, you have 

terrible credit.’ ”—JACK CHILD, founder, G-Force, a parking lot striping franchise for veterans

Guidant Financial

15
Bank of  
America
Small-business banking, 

credit, and digital investing 

tools

Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.





1
IFPG
Membership-based 

franchise broker 

organization

2
FranNet
Franchise consultants that 

match clients to business 

opportunities

3
BAI Business 
Alliance Inc.
Brokerage services for 

franchise companies and 

prospective franchise 

buyers

4
FranServe
Consulting service to 

prospective franchise 

buyers

5
FranChoice
Free consulting service to 

individuals considering 

franchise ownership

6
The You  
Network
Franchise consulting and 

education for senior level 

executives seeking 

franchise opportunities

Suppliers

“We love working with IFPG and the consultants in their network. 

They are by far our highest converting source of franchise signings 

from leads, at more than 10 percent! We know when we receive a 

referral from an IFPG consultant, the candidate will be qualified and 

match our ideal fit profile.” —CHRISTINA CHAMBERS, EVP of franchise

development, shipping services franchise InXpress

IFPG

Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.
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     FRANCHISE BROKER/ 

REFERRAL NETWORKS
FRANCHISE BROKERS—often called franchise consultants—work with people interested in buying a franchise and help 

them find the opportunity that fits them best. Usually, their services are free to the prospective franchisee. The franchi-

sor pays them when a successful match (and sale) is made.

80  /  E N T R E P R E N E U R . C O M  /  September 2021

7
Franchise 
Brokers  
Association
Franchise broker training and 

membership organization

8
FCC, The  
Franchise 
Consulting 
Company
Free consulting service to 

prospective franchise buyers

9
The  
Entrepreneur 
Authority
Franchise broker network
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Suppliers

1
iFranchise 
Group
Franchise consulting and 

development services 

for emerging and 

established franchisors

2
SMB  
Franchise 
Advisors
Franchise consulting 

services for emerging 

brands

3
Big Sky 
Franchise 
Team
Franchise consulting, 

development, and 

marketing

4
Franchise 
FastLane
Franchise sales 

organization

5
Pinnacle 
Franchise 
Development
Franchise development 

services, including sales, 

strategy, and consulting

6
Fran Metrics
Franchise development, 

benchmarking, and 

bookkeeping for 

emerging brands

7
Global Talent 
Solutions
Franchise executive 

search, recruiting, and 

talent acquisition

8
Angela Coté 
Inc.
Solutions to improve 

franchise system 

performance

9
CGI Franchise
Technology, training, and 

coaching for franchise 

development

10 
Premier  
Franchise 
Solutions
Franchise development 

consulting and recruitment 

services

11
M Squared 
Franchise 
Consulting
Franchise development 

services on a contract 

basis

12
Franchise 
Performance 
Group
Franchise consulting firm 

specializing in franchise 

development

13
Fransmart
Franchise development 

company working with 

emerging brands

14
Raintree
Full-service franchise 

design, marketing, and 

sales

15
Franchise 
Growth  
Solutions
Strategic planning, 

franchise development, 

and franchise sales 

organization

“iFranchise Group was an 

exceptional resource as 

we rolled out our franchis-

ing program. Their insight 

and counsel were key 

drivers in our creating a 

great experience for 

potential franchisees. 

They also helped us really 

hone in on who we were 

specifically targeting and 

helped us shape our 

resources to market and 

speak to that specific 

‘customer.’ ” 

—LAUREN COULTER, director of

franchise development,  

fast-casual brunch franchise 

Biscuit Belly

iFranchise Group

     FRANCHISE  
CONSULTING/DEVELOPMENT

Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.

MOST ENTREPRENEURS don’t know where to start when it comes to franchising their business, and even experienced 

franchisors can use some help from time to time. From starting a new franchise program to improving sales and opera-

tions to hiring the right leadership, a variety of consulting and development services are available to franchisors.

82  /  E N T R E P R E N E U R . C O M  /  September 2021



OVER THE LAST THREE YEARS, 
HUNDREDS OF FRANCHISORS WERE ASKED 

WHO THEY WOULD RANK AS

THE BEST FRANCHISE
CONSULTING/DEVELOPMENT FIRM

...AND IN EACH OF THOSE YEARS, 
THE #1 RANKED FIRM WAS

iFRANCHISE GROUP

Once again, the best way to

FRANCHISE YOUR BUSINESS
is with a proven leader.

Request a FREE copy of the book

Franchise Your Business

The Guide to Employing

the Greatest Growth Strategy Ever

www.iFranchiseGroup.com

708.957.2300

info@iFranchiseGroup.com

Contact us to see why franchisors
continue to vote us THE BEST OVERALL



LEGAL SERVICES
A GOOD FRANCHISE attorney may be one of the most important service providers for both franchisors and franchisees, as  

navigating the unique legal ins and outs of franchising can be complicated and have far-reaching consequences if not done 

correctly. So it’s no surprise that this is one of the most competitive categories in our ranking year after year.
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Suppliers Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.

Continued on next page

“FisherZucker are true professionals who give back to the fran-

chising community and provide best-in-class service. I worked with 

one of their FDD specialists, who was as smart as I have seen a 

legal adviser to be in the franchising business. She was an abso-

lute pleasure to work with and was able to add great value to our 

FDD by addressing several compliance areas to protect the fran-

chisor while being sensitive to potential franchisee concerns.”  

—CHARLES J. BONFIGLIO, CEO, auto appearance services franchise Tint World

FisherZucker LLC

Others May
Follow the 
Stream.

We Dare 
To Be 

Different.



fisherzucker.com / 215.825.3100



1
FisherZucker 
LLC
Full-service law firm 

focusing on franchising 

and licensing matters

2
Spadea  
Lignana 
Franchise 
Attorneys
Full-service franchise  

law firm

3
Internicola  
Law Firm
Legal services for emerging 

franchise brands

4
Plave Koch PLC
Franchise legal services, 

including dispute 

resolution, transactions, 

and trademarks

5
Lathrop GPM
Full-service law firm with 

franchise and distribution 

practice team

6
DLA Piper
Legal services including 

franchise law compliance, 

mergers and acquisitions, 

and dispute resolution

7
Warshawsky 
Seltzer, PLLC
Boutique franchise law firm

8
Shipe Dosik  
Law LLC
Franchise legal services, 

including transactions, 

trademarks, and dispute 

resolution

9
Drumm Law LLC
Full-service franchise law 

firm

10
FranchiseSmith 
LLC
Nationwide and 

international practice 

specializing in franchise 

law

11
Franchise.Law
Legal services for 

franchisors

12
Manning, 
Fulton, and 
Skinner, P.A.
Franchise transactional 

and litigation representa-

tion

13
Cheng  
Cohen LLC
Full-service law firm 

exclusively representing 

franchisors

14
Larkin Hoffman
Full-service law firm 

exclusively representing 

franchisors

15
Quarles & 
Brady
Full-service law firm 

offering transactional, 

regulatory, and dispute 

resolution services

Suppliers

Continued from previous page 

LEGAL SERVICES

The Ad Agency 
for Franchises™

•  Franchise development marketing 

•  National marketing

•  Local marketing CURIOUSJANE.COM

PROUD TO AGAIN BE FEATURED ON 
ENTREPRENEUR’S TOP SUPPLIERS RANKING!
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Suppliers
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MARKETING

1
SOCi
Centralized digital 

marketing platform for 

multi-location brands

2
Hot Dish 
Advertising
Full-service strategic 

marketing agency 

specializing in franchising

3
TopFire Media
Full-service digital 

marketing and PR agency 

specializing in franchise 

lead generation

4
Integrated 
Digital  
Strategies
Digital marketing company 

specializing in franchise 

development and 

franchisee marketing

5
ClickTecs
Websites and digital 

marketing for franchisors 

and franchisees

6
Brand  
Journalists
Franchise development 

and lead generation 

marketing

7
Rallio
SaaS platform combining 

social media technology, 

artificial intelligence, and 

employee advocacy

8
Location3
Franchise marketing 

agency

9
Wheat Creative
Franchise lead generation, 

local consumer marketing, 

websites, digital and sales 

collateral

10
RevLocal
Digital marketing services

11
Scorpion
Digital marketing and 

technology solutions

12
DAS Group
Pay-per-click, search 

engine marketing, SEO, 

reputation management, 

franchise dashboard and 

integrations

13
Qiigo
Digital marketing for 

multi-location brands

14
C Squared 
Social
Full-service digital 

marketing agency

FRANCHISES NOT ONLY HAVE to market on two fronts—to prospective franchisees and to potential customers—but they also  

have to think about marketing at both a national and a local level while maintaining consistency brand-wide. So they turn to  

a variety of marketing and social media tools and services to help.

“SOCi was very hands-on, helpful, and informative during the sales process, and 

even during the onboarding process. I’ve worked with many companies in the past 

where that was the case, but once you were sold, the support dropped off. That 

has not been the case with SOCi. They are still very engaged and responsive, we 

have regular calls with our customer success manager, and their SOCi University 

portal is very robust with training and documentation.”  —KIM KLIETHERMES,  

marketing manager, building maintenance franchise City Wide Facility Solutions

SOCi

15
Curious Jane
Full-service advertising 

agency offering 

franchise-development 

and consumer marketing

Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.
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Suppliers Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.

Continued on next page

“We refer to Square as the ‘Apple’ of POS systems because of the 

ease of use of the back-end interface and sleek design. 

The Square POS system is so easy to use, the training process  

to teach a new employee how to ring up guests takes about  

five minutes. Our franchisees love the back-end reporting system 

to analyze their store’s data and also love the ability to see a 

snapshot of their business from the Square Dashboard app.” 

—ROSS FRANKLIN, founder and CEO, juice bar franchise Pure Green

Square

MERCHANT SERVICES
ACCESS TO SECURE PAYMENT PROCESSING tools and services is a necessity for today’s franchisees in every industry. 

Some franchisors require all of their franchisees to use the same provider, while others may make recommendations but 

allow their franchisees the freedom to choose for themselves.



Hot Dish is the leading full-service 

FranFocused™ ad agency, and for 21+ 

years our smart strategy and expertise 

have driven record-breaking success for 

over 500 of our client partners.

TOP FRANCHISE SUPPLIER 

FOUR YEARS RUNNING

It’s time to talk. 612.341.3100

dkane@hotdishad.com

HotDishAd.com  |  #franchstrong

FranFocusedTM BrandFocused

©���������	
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1
Square
Payment processing, 

reporting and analytics, 

POS software, and 

business services

2
Franchise 
Payments 
Network
Payment processing for 

franchise chains

3
Toast
Cloud-based restaurant 

point-of-sale and 

management system

4
Global  
Payments  
Inc.
Payment technology and 

software solutions

5
Intuit  
Quickbooks
Cloud-based software for 

accounting, payments, and 

payroll

6
Authorize.net,  
a Visa Solution
Payment processing and 

management system for 

businesses

7
Fiserv
Payments and financial 

technology

8
PayPal
Payment technology and 

software solutions

9
Elavon
Payment processing 

solutions

10
Stripe
Payments infrastructure 

and business applications

Suppliers

Continued from previous page 

MERCHANT  
SERVICES

The Carolinas’ 
leading franchise 
law firm 
for over 20 years
MANNING F U LT O N

Attorneys

manningfulton.com
franchisefeed.net

/HDGLQJ�EUDQGV�FKRRVH
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OTHER TECHNOLOGY SERVICES
TECHNOLOGY SOLUTIONS have become an indispensable part of running any business—and perhaps even more so for 

franchises, which often have to coordinate across multiple locations. The companies that franchisors identified as tops in 

this category offer a wide variety of tools for CRM, marketing, analytics, messaging, and more.

“FranFunnel has been the perfect solution for the needs of our brand. The app is dependable,  

affordable, and simple to use, and it keeps our leads management streamlined without  

any complicated extra steps.” —KARISSA JOHNSON, founder and CEO, fitness franchise Moms on the Run

FranFunnel

94  /  E N T R E P R E N E U R . C O M  /  September 2021

Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.

Continued on next page



Franchise
Payments
Network®

Scan and visit 
franchisepayments.net

There’s a reason we keep 

ranking higher than much 

larger companies...

We know your business 

and we care about you.

Contact us today and discover 

how we can help your Franchise.

Call: 866.420.4613 Option 3

Visit: franchisepayments.net

FPN has been ranked 
Top Franchise Supplier 
in the Merchant Services 
category for the 
Fourth Year in a Row!

FPN is an IFA
Preferred Vendor



FranFunnel

Continued from previous page 

OTHER TECHNOLOGY SERVICES

1
FranFunnel
Automated messaging 

software connecting 

franchisors with 

customers and leads

2
HubSpot
CRM, marketing, sales, and 

customer-service platform

3
Zoho
Cloud software suite and 

SaaS applications for 

business

4
FranConnect
Franchise management 

software

8
Salesforce
CRM, cloud computing, 

sales, service, marketing, 

commerce, and analytics 

apps

9
MINDBODY
Technology platform for 

the wellness industry

10
FRM Solutions
Software solutions for 

managing relationships 

between franchisors and 

existing/prospective 

franchisees

5
FranchiseSoft
SaaS-based franchise 

management software

6
serviceminder 
.io
Operating system for 

franchised home services 

brands

7
ClientTether
Lead response, sales, online 

review, client engagement 

automation, and CRM 

platform

11
Vonigo
Business management 

software for mobile service 

franchises

12
Revel Systems
Point-of-sale platform for 

managing restaurant, 

quick-service, and retail 

operations

13
Infusionsoft by 
Keap
CRM, sales, and marketing 

software

14
IFX
Franchise management 

platform
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Suppliers Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.



AS FRANCHISING EVOLVES,
OPPORTUNITIES ARRIVE.

St. Clair CPA Solutions worked with franchisors and franchisees

for decades, and helped more than 150 entrepreneurs start

their new businesses along the way. Now, as part of EisnerAmper,

this team of dedicated professionals have a rapidly growing,

national accounting, tax and advisory services firm behind them

to continue guiding clients through the complex accounting

and tax regulations of the franchise industry. Building you

Wherever you are heading, the accountants and 

advisors at EisnerAmper can connect market 

knowledge, industry experience, and personal support 

to provide solutions for your franchise business.

Moving forward…together.

Learn more at EisnerAmper.com

a customized approach to fit your specific business goals.



Suppliers
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PUBLIC RELATIONS
WITH THOUSANDS OF franchisors and millions of franchisees to represent, it’s no surprise public relations professionals 

have found franchising to be a prosperous industry to cater to. These agencies assist franchisors with attracting new 

franchisees, raising brand awareness, social media, crisis management, and more.
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“As an emerging brand, having vendors that can scale with us and provide amazing service is critical. 

Fishman PR is one of the best at delivering A+ service and A+ results. Their team consistently goes 

the extra mile for us, and they were an invaluable partner during the struggles of 2020. Coupled with 

excellent business results, their focus on making me and my team feel important while always priori-

tizing our needs has us committed to a long-term relationship.” 

—TIM WEIDERHOFT, CEO, Wow Wow Hawaiian Lemonade franchise

Fishman PR

Continued on next page





1
Fishman PR
PR and content marketing 

for franchise lead 

generation and brand 

awareness

2
Fish Consulting
Full-service national 

communications firm 

specializing in franchise PR 

and marketing

3
All Points  
Public  
Relations
PR, social media, content 

marketing, digital and lead 

generation strategy

4
Franchise 
Elevator PR
PR services for emerging 

franchise brands

5
919 Marketing 
Company
Brand strategy, PR, social 

media, and digital 

marketing programs for 

franchise brands

6
BizCom  
Associates
Publicity, social media, 

content creation, 

marketing materials, and 

crisis counsel

7
No Limit Agency
Full-service communica-

tions firm specializing in 

franchise brands

8
Powers Brand 
Communications
Strategic public relations 

and content marketing for 

franchise brands

9
Sanderson & 
Associates
Media placement, media 

coaching, social media, 

communications, crisis 

management, and 

consulting for franchisors 

and franchisees

10
Ripley PR
Strategic communication 

services, including media 

relations, digital content, 

social media, and crisis 

management

Suppliers

Continued from previous page 

PUBLIC 
RELATIONS

 Contact Joe Fittante 952-896-3256 | jfittante@larkinhoffman.com

We represent businesses in 

franchising. We’ll help you 

start franchising, handle 

registration and disclosure 

requirements, advise on 

relations with franchisees as 

your franchise system grows, 

and protect your brand all 

along the way.

Franchise 
Attorneys for 
Franchisors

www.franchising.larkinhoffman.com



There’s no better time than now to take 

your future into your own hands. Join 

us in person or online to learn about 

being your own boss. Learn about the 

leading franchise brands from industries 

including: Pet Care, Child Education, 

Automotive, Health Aids, Exercise & 

Sports, Janitorial Services, Elder Care, 

Food & Beverage and MORE!

Join us LIVE or ONLINE

START 

WRITING

YOUR NEXT

CHAPTER

2 DAY

LOCAL 

EXPOS:
OCTOBER 29-30, 2021   
Houston, TX

FranchiseExpoHouston.com

MAY 7-8, 2021
Nashville, TN

FranchiseExpoNashville.com

SEPT. 24-25, 2021
New York, NY

IFEinfo.com

SUPPORTED BY

3 DAY

REGIONAL 

EXPOS: RETURNING JANUARY 2022 
Miami Beach, FL

FranchiseExpoSouth.com

RETURNING MARCH 2022
Phoenix, AZ

FranchiseExpoWest.com

For more information, visit FranchiseExpo.com

ALL SHOWS SPONSORED BY

NEW! ALL SHOWS ARE NOW LIVE AND ONLINE!



Suppliers

FOR FRANCHISES that require a retail, office, or warehouse space, finding the right location at the right price can make a 

huge difference in the success of the business. Our survey takers identified the companies they and their franchisees rely 

on the most to help them find and develop the real estate that’s right for them.

REAL ESTATE SERVICES

Service descriptions come from respective suppliers.

“CBRE has learned the important details of our business and consistently helps our  

franchisees and company- owned clinics find ideal locations in a very tight real estate market.”  

—GREGG RONDINELLI, president, Anodyne Pain & Wellness Solutions franchise

CBRE
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1
CBRE
Commercial real estate 

services

2
RESOLUT RE
Analytics and brokerage 

services for tenants

3
Morrow Hill
Real estate technology and 

services for corporate and 

franchise organizations

4
Keyser
Commercial real estate 

tenant representation

5
LocateAI
Artificial intelligence and 

advisory services for retail 

site selection

6
Newmark 
Knight Frank
Commercial real estate 

advisory firm

7
Coldwell  
Banker
Full-service commercial 

and residential real estate 

brokerage services

8
Colliers 
International
Global real estate services 

and investment 

management company

9
Fischer
Corporate real estate 

services

10
Rep’M Group
Real estate and project 

management consulting 

for franchises

11
Windsor  
Realty Group
Target market real estate

12
Cushman & 
Wakefield
Commercial real estate 

services

13
JLL
Commercial real estate  

and property investment 

services

Digital Design

ress

BEYOND PR

214.458.5751 BizComPR.com

Fully-integrated marketing communciations programs for 

dynamic entrepreneurs, innovative franchise brands 

and other creative business leaders.

©BizCom Associates 2021





o
ver the past year, more people than ever have discovered the benefits—and challenges—of working from home. But for thou-

sands of franchisees, that way of life was already old hat. There are hundreds of franchise opportunities that can be run suc-

cessfully from home or from a car, a truck, or a van with no need for an outside office, a retail space, or a warehouse. Here, 

we’ve gathered the best of those opportunities in our ranking of the top home-based and mobile franchises.

The benefits of a home-based or mobile franchise don’t end at a short commute. Such opportunities also tend to have lower 

startup costs than retail- or office-based franchises. Almost a third of the franchises on this list can be started for less than 

$50,000, and the average initial investment for all companies in the ranking is less than $115,000. Plus, some of these oppor-

tunities can even require a smaller investment of time, making them perfect side gigs. (To see even more franchises that can 

be run part-time, check out our ranking of the top 50 at entrepreneur.com/franchises/top-part-time.)

Companies on this list are ranked based on how they scored in the 2021 Franchise 500 evaluation, which analyzes companies based  

on 150-plus data points in the areas of costs and fees, size and growth, franchisee support, brand strength, and financial strength and sta-

bility. Keep in mind as you read that this ranking is not intended as a recommendation of any particular franchise, but as a starting  

point for your own research. Always do your homework—read the company’s legal documents, consult with an attorney and an accoun-

tant, and talk to franchisees—before investing.
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The List

THE TOP 150 
HOME-BASED and MOBILE FRANCHISES

The value of being able to work from home or on the go has 
never been more evident, and these franchises have mastered the model.

compiled by TRACY STAPP HEROLD
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GLORY MARTINEZ WAS WORKING as a middle school vice 

principal in Texas when her dreams of owning a business 

led her to trade her education career for a Matco Tools 

truck. She started her tool distribution franchise in 

October 2019, and by the end of 2020, she had the 

top-performing franchise in her region, was ranked the No. 

11 Matco franchise nationally, and was named the brand’s 

rookie of the year. Now Matco is a family affair, with 

Martinez’s husband getting a truck of his own and her son 

looking into becoming a Matco franchisee as well.

7/ MATCO TOOLS, Glory Martinez

1
Budget Blinds 
Window coverings, window 
film, rugs, accessories

STARTUP COST

$125.6K–$192.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,279/0

2
Jan-Pro*
Commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$4.2K–$56K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

10,118/0

3
Anago Cleaning 
Systems*
Commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$11.3K–$68.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,711/0

4
HomeVestors of 
America*
Home buying, repair, and 
selling

STARTUP COST

$72K–$431.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,046/0

5
Cruise Planners*
Travel agencies

STARTUP COST

$2.3K–$23.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

3,150/1

6
Snap-on Tools 
Professional tools and 
equipment

STARTUP COST

$169.2K–$382.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

4,570/202

7
Matco Tools 
Mechanics’ tools and 
equipment

STARTUP COST

$78.1K–$274.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,808/1
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* Franchise can be run part-time.The List

�  3D Interactive Tours

���Virtual Reality Tours

���Virtual Staging

���Drone Aerial Video / Stills

���Floor Plans + Dimensions

���Ultra HD Photography

www.hommati.com  
(833) 466-6284

���Franchise Fee:  

 Only $26,900

���Start-up Costs: 

 As Low as $23,000

���Recurring Revenue Model

���Low Monthly Overhead

���Home Based, 

 Non-Brick & Mortar

���Fun, Exciting & Rewarding

SOAR
with this franchise opportunity

Provide Innovative 
Services to Real 
Estate Agents

7KH�%HQHð�WV�RI�D�
Hommati Franchise





8
The Maids 
Residential cleaning

STARTUP COST

$64.1K–$154.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,299/174

9
Kona Ice 
Shaved-ice trucks

STARTUP COST

$145.6K–$169.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,286/19

10
Palm Beach Tan 
Tanning

STARTUP COST

$624.4K–$926.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

319/223

11
Dream  
Vacations*
Travel agencies

STARTUP COST

$1.8K–$21K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,553/0

12
Transworld 
Business 
Advisors 
Business brokerages; 
franchise consulting

STARTUP COST

$74.9K–$97.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

321/1

13
Monster Tree 
Service*
Residential and commercial 
tree services

STARTUP COST

$397.4K–$550.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

148/4

14
Stratus Building 
Solutions*
Environmentally friendly 
commercial cleaning and 
disinfecting

STARTUP COST

$4.5K–$79.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

2,030/0

15
NextHome 
Real estate

STARTUP COST

$14.8K–$213.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

414/0

16
Rooter-Man 
Plumbing, drain, and sewer 
cleaning

STARTUP COST

$46.8K–$137.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

732/25

17
Lawn Doctor 
Lawn, tree, and shrub care; 
mosquito and tick control

STARTUP COST

$102K–$127.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

606/0

18
Mac Tools 
Automotive tools and 
equipment

STARTUP COST

$131.6K–$287.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

1,122/1

19
PuroClean 
Property damage  
restoration and  
remediation

STARTUP COST

$83.6K–$213.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

328/0

20
Mosquito Joe 
Outdoor pest control

STARTUP COST

$102.9K–$137.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

319/3

The List
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ELIZABETH DOMINGUEZ’S DREAM VACATIONS franchise started out as a side 

hustle in 2014 and transitioned into a full-time business when she and husband 

Gonzalo decided to grow their family. Then in 2019, the unexpected happened: 

Their 2-year-old son, Gus (pictured), was diagnosed with a brain tumor. Domin-

guez was able to continue running her business—now a welcome distraction—

without having to leave her son’s side during his treatments. She even planned a 

fundraising cruise to benefit the Pediatric Brain Tumor Foundation. Gus finished 

chemotherapy earlier this year and is looking forward to starting preschool.

11/ DREAM VACATIONS, Elizabeth Dominguez

* Franchise can be run part-time.





21
Cornwell Quality 
Tools 
Automotive tools and 
equipment

STARTUP COST

$59.5K–$272.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

705/0

22
Snapology 
STEAM education 
programs

STARTUP COST

$40.9K–$220.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

163/1

23
FirstLight Home 
Care 
Nonmedical home care

STARTUP COST

$112.9K–$199.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

190/0

24
911 Restoration 
Residential and commer-
cial property restoration

STARTUP COST

$70.1K–$226.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

220/3

25
Skyhawks 
Sports & 
Supertots Sports 
Academy 
Sports camps and 
programs

STARTUP COST

$27.5K–$71.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

135/65

26
Novus Glass 
Auto glass repair and 
replacement

STARTUP COST

$55K–$264.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

2,024/29

27
Home Helpers 
Home Care 
Nonmedical/skilled home 
care; monitoring products 
and services

STARTUP COST

$97.1K–$139.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

310/0

28
Made in the 
Shade Blinds and 

More 
Window coverings

STARTUP COST

$55.9K–$64.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

115/0

29
ASP, America’s 
Swimming Pool 
Company 
Swimming pool main-
tenance, repairs, and 
renovations

STARTUP COST

$101.1K–$138.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

299/0

30
Challenge Island 
Educational enrichment 
programs

STARTUP COST

$48.3K–$62.95K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

144/7

31
Chem-Dry Carpet 
& Upholstery 
Cleaning 
Carpet and upholstery 
cleaning, tile and stone 
care, granite countertop 
renewal

STARTUP COST

$68.1K–$191.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

3,577/0

32
Stanley Steemer 
Carpet Cleaner 
Carpet and upholstery 
cleaning

STARTUP COST

$117.2K–$207.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

214/55

33
MaidPro 
Residential cleaning

STARTUP COST

$57.6K–$222.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

275/0

34
Mosquito 
Hunters 
Mosquito, tick, and flea 
control

STARTUP COST

$73.9K–$96.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

116/4

35
STEM For Kids*
Biomed, coding, business, 
and engineering programs 
for ages 4 to 14

STARTUP COST

$49.5K–$83.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

117/5

36
Estrella  
Insurance 
Auto, home, and business 
insurance

STARTUP COST

$12.3K–$84K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

164/2

37
Restoration 1 
Water, fire, smoke, and 
mold restoration

STARTUP COST

$87K–$195K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

261/0

38
Qualicare 
Medical/nonmedical home 
care, concierge services, 
and patient advocacy

STARTUP COST

$84.6K–$194.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

62/3

39
CMIT Solutions 
IT and business services 
for SMBs

STARTUP COST

$94.5K–$127.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

239/0

40
Buildingstars 
Commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$2.2K–$53.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

899/7

41
Sanford Rose 
Associates 
Executive search and 
recruiting

STARTUP COST

$108.3K–$143.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

137/0

42
Fitness Machine 
Technicians 
(FMT) 
Exercise equipment 
service and repairs

STARTUP COST

$71.5K–$118.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

45/1

* Franchise can be run part-time.The List
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* Franchise can be run part-time.

43
Miracle Method 
Surface  
Refinishing 
Kitchen and bathroom 
surface refinishing

STARTUP COST

$84.5K–$180K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

159/1

44
Destination 
Athlete*
Equipment, apparel,  
fundraising, and  
performance solutions 
for youth, high school, and 
college sports teams

STARTUP COST

$28.3K–$93.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

151/0

45
Signal 88 
Security 
Private security guard and 
patrol services

STARTUP COST

$59.2K–$223.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

520/0

46
Totally Nutz*
Cinnamon-glazed almonds, 
pecans, and cashews

STARTUP COST

$59.9K–$216K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

50/16

47
Patrice & 
Associates 
Hospitality, retail, and sales 
recruiting

STARTUP COST

$90.6K–$108K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

173/0

48
CertaPro 
Painters 
Residential and commer-
cial painting

STARTUP COST

$133.3K–$169.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

373/0

49
British Swim 
School*
Swimming lessons for ages 
3 months and older

STARTUP COST

$93.7K–$125.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

121/0

50
Tutor Doctor*
Tutoring

STARTUP COST

$84.3K–$128.99K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

686/0

51
Five Star Painting 
Residential and commercial 
painting

STARTUP COST

$74.7K–$184.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

203/0

52
Color World 
House Painting 
Residential/commercial 
painting, repairs, gutter 
installation, power washing, 
holiday lighting

STARTUP COST

$83.9K–$166.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

85/1

53
Window Gang 
Window, gutter, roof, and 
dryer-vent cleaning, 
pressure washing, chimney 
sweeping

STARTUP COST

$80.9K–$118.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

112/111

54
Bio-One 
Crime-scene and trauma- 
scene cleaning

STARTUP COST

$85.5K–$133.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

103/0

FRANCHISES AVAILABLE

A franchise opportunity
for home and life. All for less than $50,000.

Pillar To Post offers the opportunity for you to create a business, a career, 

and the the life you want for yourself and your family. Joining a business 

where helping yourself and other people realize their dreams is one of the 

best decisions you’ll ever make.

franchise@pillartopost.com

877-963-3129
pillartopostfranchise.com



• More than 200 active locations from coast-to-
coast, and dozens more in development

• 600 in-network physicians caring for nearly  
3 million patients a year

• More than simply an emergency room 
alternative, AFC provides value-based,  
SDWLHQW�åUVW�KHDOWKFDUH

America’s #1 Urgent Care Franchise

$2.49M
Average Unit Sales

A high-growth
Recession Resistant Industry

47%
Year-over-year 

Comp Sales Growth

No medical experience needed. Prime territories and area development opportunities. 

Contact franchising@americanfamilycare.com or visit AFCFranchising.com
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55
Soccer Shots 
Soccer programs for ages 
2 to 8

STARTUP COST

$41K–$55.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

234/8

56
Pillar To Post 
Home Inspectors 
Home inspections

STARTUP COST

$40.4K–$49.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

557/0

57
Screenmobile 
Mobile window and door 
screening

STARTUP COST

$91.98K–$183.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

130/1

58
HomeTeam 
Inspection 
Service 
Home inspections

STARTUP COST

$50.1K–$76.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

190/0

59
Pop-A-Lock 
Mobile locksmith and 
security services

STARTUP COST

$96.9K–$130.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

593/7

60
Mr. Electric 
Electrical services

STARTUP COST

$103.6K–$239.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

171/0

61
National  
Property 
Inspections 
Home and commercial 
property inspections

STARTUP COST

$40.7K–$43K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

222/0

62
Property 
Management Inc. 
Commercial, residential, 
association, and short-term 
rental property 
management

STARTUP COST

$42.6K–$166.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

256/1

63
Sit Means Sit Dog 
Training 
Dog training

STARTUP COST

$24.3K–$123.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

139/0

64
Leadership 
Management 
International *
Leadership and orga-
nization training and 
development

STARTUP COST

$20K–$27.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

462/0

65
YESCO Sign & 
Lighting Service 
Sign and lighting service 
and maintenance

STARTUP COST

$65K–$352.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

57/39

66
Dippin’ Dots 
Specialty ice cream, frozen 
yogurt, ices, sorbet

STARTUP COST

$112.2K–$366.95K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

223/0

67
RSVP Advertising 
Advertising

STARTUP COST

$97.4K–$277.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

67/0

68
Sir Grout 
Grout, tile, stone, concrete, 
and wood restoration

STARTUP COST

$78.8K–$131.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

43/2

69
Assisted Living 
Locators 
Senior-care referrals and 
senior-living placement

STARTUP COST

$67.5K–$87.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

135/4

70
First Choice 
Business 
Brokers*
Business brokerages

STARTUP COST

$61.9K–$89.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

41/0

71
Bin There  
Dump That 
Residential-friendly 
dumpster rentals

STARTUP COST

$73.1K–$128.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

186/0

72
Spaulding 
Decon* 
Crime-scene, meth-lab, and 
hoarding cleanup; mold 
remediation; house buying

STARTUP COST

$122.9K–$139.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

43/1

FIND 
YOUR
FRANCHISE

Unleash your potential as a franchise business owner. At the 

International Franchise Association’s website, franchise.org, you 

can search, select and compare thousands of franchise businesses 

by industry, investment level and keywords. Start your journey 

today to being in business for yourself, but not by yourself.

AT FRANCHISE.ORG



73
Five Star Bath 
Solutions*
Bathroom remodeling

STARTUP COST

$90K–$110K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

61/1

74
Conserva 
Irrigation 
Irrigation repair,  
maintenance, and  
efficiency upgrades

STARTUP COST

$81.8K–$102.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

91/5

75
Spring-Green 
Lawn Care 
Lawn and tree care

STARTUP COST

$89.98K–$106.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

126/26

79
Outdoor Lighting 
Perspectives 
Residential, holiday, and 
hospitality lighting

STARTUP COST

$72.6K–$143.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

92/2

80
Maid Brigade 
Residential cleaning

STARTUP COST

$110.3K–$130.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

406/18

81
Weed Man 
Lawn care

STARTUP COST

$69.5K–$86.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

308/41

85
Painter1 
Painting

STARTUP COST

$70.9K–$133.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

23/0

86
1-800-Got-Junk? 
Junk removal

STARTUP COST

$241.8K–$289.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

152/1

87
ShelfGenie 
Custom pullout shelving for 
cabinets and pantries

STARTUP COST

$33.2K–$109.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

151/21

76
Pool Scouts 
Pool cleaning and  
maintenance

STARTUP COST

$85.4K–$138.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

41/2

77
Aussie Pet 
Mobile 
Mobile pet grooming

STARTUP COST

$153.3K–$161.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

342/0

78
Gotcha Covered 
Window treatments

STARTUP COST

$75.95K–$94.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

122/0

82
American 
Poolplayers 
Association*
Recreational billiard 
leagues

STARTUP COST

$20.99K–$29K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

326/5

83
Kitchen Tune-Up 
Residential and commercial 
kitchen and bath  
remodeling

STARTUP COST

$98.4K–$142.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

209/0

84
Money Pages*
Direct-mail advertising

STARTUP COST

$82.5K–$148.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

13/15

88
Heaven’s Best 
Carpet & 
Upholstery 
Cleaning 
Carpet, upholstery, tile, and 
wood floor cleaning

STARTUP COST

$59.6K–$110.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

849/0

89
Furniture Medic 
Wood restoration, repair, 
and maintenance

STARTUP COST

$80.8K–$90.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

342/0

90
Sculpture 
Hospitality 
Bar and restaurant  
management solutions

STARTUP COST

$40.9K–$69.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

320/12

* Franchise can be run part-time.

You are in the right location at the right 
time to be a HomeVestors® franchisee, 

what are you waiting for?

*Each franchise offi ce is independently owned and operated.

HomeVestorsFranchise.com | 800-237-3522

™©

A Proven Model for Success
With over a thousand franchise locations, we have a vast network
of knowledgeable professionals who help and mentor one another,
rather than compete.

Loans for Buying and Repairing Property
We make it easy to keep your business running smoothly by
providing loans for qualifying acquisition and repairs.

Generating Leads for You
Our nationally recognized brand and national advertising effort
helps make lead generating easy.

The Deal with Confidence
Chek™ software takes the guesswork out of estimating
d helps you steer clear from making costly mistakes.



91
Fibrenew 
Leather, plastic, and vinyl 
restoration and repair

STARTUP COST

$86.7K–$99.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

266/0

92
Jantize America 
Facility services and 
commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$8.4K–$49K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

125/0

93
Color Glo 
Leather, vinyl, fabric, carpet, 
and surface repair and 
restoration

STARTUP COST

$56.3K–$61.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

137/0

The List

94
IntegriServ 
Cleaning 
Systems* 
Commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$3.1K–$50K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

74/0

95
Zerorez 
Carpet and surface 
cleaning

STARTUP COST

$69.1K–$190.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

58/4

96
All County 
Property 
Management 
Property management

STARTUP COST

$66.95K–$98.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

56/2

97
Parker-Anderson 
Enrichment 
Enrichment programs

STARTUP COST

$15.98K–$81.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

19/1

98
Office Pride 
Commercial 
Cleaning 
Services 
Commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$67.5K–$112.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

148/0

99
Mint Condition*
Commercial cleaning, 
building maintenance

STARTUP COST

$4.6K–$32.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

409/0

100
Concrete Craft 
Decorative concrete 
coatings

STARTUP COST

$150.1K–$241.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

62/0

101
Bloomin’ Blinds 
Window covering sales, 
installation, and repairs

STARTUP COST

$82.6K–$140K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

65/0

102
AmeriSpec 
Inspection 
Services 
Home and commercial 
inspections, ancillary 
services

STARTUP COST

$53.6K–$72.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

267/0

103
Clothes Bin*
Clothing, shoe, and textile 
recycling bins

STARTUP COST

$156.1K–$199.97K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

35/5

104
Jet-Black/Yellow 
Dawg Striping*
Asphalt maintenance

STARTUP COST

$55.1K–$125.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

113/8

105
Lendio 
Small-business financing

STARTUP COST

$30.2K–$117.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

64/0

106
Acai Express 
Superfood Bowls 
Acai bowls, smoothies, 
juices

STARTUP COST

$107.9K–$359K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

15/6

107
Our Town 
America 
Direct-mail advertising to 
new movers

STARTUP COST

$63.8K–$86.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

63/0

108
Shack Shine 
Interior and exterior 
window washing, gutter 
cleaning, power washing, 
house washing

STARTUP COST

$67.6K–$129.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

42/0

Join the Experts in Wax. Visit waxcenterfranchise.com

Leading player in fast-

growing market

Strong center 

economics

Loyal 

guest base

Results-driven 

marketing programs

Comprehensive and 

ongoing training

Site selection and 

build-out support

Come Franchise With The 

#1 Personal Care Brand

We’ve got a record of growth and set our franchisees up 

for success with proven methods, training, support and a 

robust guest base that’s passionate about the brand and 

the services we offer. 

Discover why Entrepreneur named us the #1 waxing brand 

in the US—and come franchise with us today.

NOT EVEN 2020 COULD SLOW US DOWN

#1
waxing franchise

according to

Entrepreneur

#49
Franchise 500 

overall rank

800+
Centers

open

EWC Franchise, LLC | 5830 Granite Parkway, Suite 300 | Plano, TX 75024 | 469 270 6500 | Minnesota File No. F-7049 

This advertisement and the franchise sales information do not constitute an offering. The offer of an European Wax Center 

franchise can be made only through the delivery of a franchise disclosure document. The European Wax Center franchise 

has been registered under applicable state franchise law, as required. Such registration does not constitute approval, 

recommendation or endorsement by any state’s respective commissioner or department of state, nor is a finding by any 

commission or department of state that the information provided herein is true, complete and non-misleading.



109
Fresh Coat 
Residential and commer-
cial painting

STARTUP COST

$53.9K–$76.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

158/0

110
Card My Yard*
Special-occasion yard sign 
rentals

STARTUP COST

$4.7K–$13.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

356/2

111
InXpress 
Shipping services

STARTUP COST

$85.6K–$166.99K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

371/0

112
N-Hance Wood 
Refinishing
Wood cabinet and floor 
refinishing

STARTUP COST

$57.8K–$168.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

546/0

113
The Patch Boys 
Drywall repair

STARTUP COST

$48.4K–$75.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

92/0

114
Cousins Maine 
Lobster 
Lobster food trucks and 
restaurants

STARTUP COST

$187.2K–$815.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

33/4

115
i9 Sports 
Youth sports leagues, 
camps, and clinics

STARTUP COST

$59.9K–$69.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

158/1

116
Network In 
Action*
Professional networking 
and referral groups

STARTUP COST

$19.7K–$47.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

58/3

117
Supporting 
Strategies 
Bookkeeping and controller 
services

STARTUP COST

$77.9K–$103.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

103/0

118
Kidcreate Studio 
Children’s art education

STARTUP COST

$108.9K–$261.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

17/2

119
Acti-Kare 
Nonmedical home care

STARTUP COST

$32.5K–$52.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

134/0

120
Amazing Athletes 
Educational sports 
programs

STARTUP COST

$36.95K–$64.95K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

121/13

121
Hommati 
3D tours, aerial videos, 
photography, augmented 
reality, and other services 
for real estate agents

STARTUP COST

$49.9K–$64.99K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

105/0

122
WIN Home 
Inspection*
Home inspections

STARTUP COST

$33.97K–$36.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

188/0

123
United Water 
Restoration 
Group 
Water, fire, and mold 
restoration

STARTUP COST

$122.2K–$508.3K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

16/13

124
TSS Photography 
Youth sports, school, and 
event photography

STARTUP COST

$20.4K–$74.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

177/0

125
Apex  
Leadership Co. 
Elementary school 
fundraising and fitness 
programs

STARTUP COST

$79K–$109.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

98/12

126
Payroll Vault 
Payroll and workforce 
management services

STARTUP COST

$49.3K–$65.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

64/4

* Franchise can be run part-time.

The pent-up demand for vacations is at an all-time 
high and now more than ever, consumers are 
turning to travel agents to help plan their next
getaway. Dive in immediately with our virtual 
training and discover how you can start planning 
Dream Vacations today!

Get started for $3,500* down!

HOME-BASED TRAVEL FRANCHISE  |  LOW COST, HIGH VALUE

*Financing available for those who qualify.

Chart Your New Course Today!
www.DiscoverDreamVacations.com

800.822.6506

READY TO CHART A

New Course?
The Future in Travel is Bright 



The List

127
Footprints Floors 
Flooring installation and 
restoration

STARTUP COST

$75K–$97.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

56/4

128
HouseMaster 
Home  
Inspections 
Home inspections and 
related services

STARTUP COST

$61.1K–$106.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

305/0

129
Oxi Fresh*
Carpet, upholstery, hard-
wood floor, tile, and grout 
cleaning and odor control

STARTUP COST

$46.5K–$76.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

432/6

130
Hoodz 
Commercial cleaning,  
maintenance, and repairs

STARTUP COST

$62.5K–$179.8K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

131/6

131
Frios Gourmet 
Pops*
Popsicles

STARTUP COST

$84.9K–$172.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

49/1

132
Abrakadoodle 
Art-education programs for 
children

STARTUP COST

$38.1K–$81.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

490/2

133
Touching Hearts 
At Home 
Nonmedical home care for 
seniors and people with 
disabilities

STARTUP COST

$52.9K–$75.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

72/0

134
Just Between 
Friends*
Children’s and maternity 
consignment sale events

STARTUP COST

$38.5K–$54.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

154/12

135
Hi-Five Sports 
Youth sports programs

STARTUP COST

$20.9K–$413.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

19/1

136
360 Painting 
Painting

STARTUP COST

$99.1K–$139.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

119/0

137
Pet Wants 
Natural pet-food stores/
delivery

STARTUP COST

$59.8K–$202K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

106/0

138
Window Genie 
Residential window 
cleaning, window tinting, 
pressure washing

STARTUP COST

$104.5K–$190K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

130/0

139
Club Z! In-Home 
Tutoring  
Services 
In-home tutoring

STARTUP COST

$33.5K–$52.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

382/0

entm.ag/startyourownbusiness

OWN BOSS

BUY THE BOOK



140
Caring  
Transitions 
Senior transition and  
relocation, online auctions, 
and estate management

STARTUP COST

$58.9K–$82.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

212/0

141
CarePatrol 
Senior living placement, 
referral, and consulting

STARTUP COST

$77.7K–$99.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

137/0

142
Little Medical 
School 
Healthcare-themed 
after-school and summer- 
camp programs

STARTUP COST

$41.8K–$58.2K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

55/6

143
Vanguard 
Cleaning 
Systems 
Commercial cleaning

STARTUP COST

$5.5K–$37.1K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

3,118/0

144
Fleet Clean USA 
Mobile commercial-fleet 
washing

STARTUP COST

$160.3K–$715.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

30/3

145
Grasons Co. 
Estate Sale 
Services*
Estate sales, online  
auctions, staging

STARTUP COST

$48.9K–$73.6K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

25/0

146
Discovery Map*
Visitor-information maps 
and guides

STARTUP COST

$35.95K–$45.95K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

129/1

147
TruBlue Total 
House Care 
Senior home modification, 
maintenance, and repair 
services

STARTUP COST

$65.1K–$91.4K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

48/0

148
Drama Kids*
After-school drama 
classes and summer 
camps

STARTUP COST

$33.8K–$73.5K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

221/0

149
The Grout Doctor 
Grout, tile, and stone 
restoration, maintenance, 
and products

STARTUP COST

$20.6K–$33.7K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

79/0

150
Kinderdance* 
Children’s dance,  
gymnastics, fitness, and 
yoga programs

STARTUP COST

$18.2K–$47.9K

TOTAL UNITS
(Franchised / Co.-Owned)

173/2

* Franchise can be run part-time.

captaindsfranchising.com or call (615) 257-3022

OFF-PREMISE 
DINING

70�

OWN YOUR MARKET AND A BRAND 

WITH NO DIRECT COMPETITION

YOUR SHIP HAS COME IN 
WITH CAPTAIN D’S

*Top 1/3 of company-owned locations as reported in Item 19 of our Franchise Disclosure Document (“FDD”). Your results may differ. There is no assurance that you will do as well. Please review Item 19 of our 

FDD for further details.

**Captain D’s company-owned restaurants do not pay royalty fees (currently 4.5% of gross sales).

© 2021 Captain D’s, LLC. This is not an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to buy a franchise. The offer of a Captain D’s franchise may take place only through the delivery of a current Captain D’s 

)UDQFKLVH�'LVFORVXUH�'RFXPHQW�RU�SURVSHFWXV��1HZ�<RUN�5HVLGHQWV��7KLV�DGYHUWLVHPHQW�LV�QRW�DQ�RIIHULQJ��$Q�RIIHULQJ�FDQ�RQO\�EH�PDGH�E\�D�SURVSHFWXV�¿�OHG�¿�UVW�ZLWK�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�/DZ�RI�WKH�6WDWH�RI�
1HZ�<RUN��6XFK�¿�OLQJ�GRHV�QRW�FRQVWLWXWH�DSSURYDO�E\�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�/DZ�

$1,247,000*
COMPANY AUV:

$437,080**

EBITDAR:

dogguard.com/dog-guard-dealership/





OPPORTUNITY

One of these opportunities could mark the turning point to owning a business of your own, 

realizing your personal dreams and securing true financial independence. So go ahead, make 

your first move by considerw ing all that they have to offer in this Opportunity Spotlight. 

Then make your first call.

ADVERTISEMENT

 

OWN BOSS

visit entm.ag/startyourownbusiness

BUY THE BOOK



meet...

ignite spark encourage
a passion

for learning
ideas for

kid-friendly 
businesses

VWURQJ�ǔ�QDQFLDO�
literacy and

life skills



Buy today at entm.ag/socialmedia

Help set your child up for success and reach their 

entrepreneurial potential with Entrepreneur Kids, 

featuring a new book series, exclusive content,

and much more. 

/HDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�VSHFLDO�RǓ�HUV�

exclusive content, and exciting 

announcements and launches

at entrepreneur.com/kids
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 I
spent all my money buying my first 

flat—which meant I had no money 

to fix my first homeowner’s problem. 

This was 2007, and I was a broke 

20-something who’d pushed himself 

to the limit. I was sleeping on an air 

mattress because I couldn’t afford 

furniture. Boxes were everywhere. 

Then I noticed a leaky pipe under the bath, 

which created a soggy puddle. I couldn’t 

afford a plumber but didn’t want to introduce 

myself to the neighbors by crashing through 

their wet ceiling.

What to do? I took the bus to a nearby 

store and talked with the nice chap behind 

the counter. He explained how to fix it, let me 

try it out on some junk they had lying around 

the place, and sold me a pipe cutter and a bit 

of pipework. I went back home, pushed my 

head under the bath, and—admittedly, with a 

little swearing—got the job done.

It taught me a lesson that has since become 

a bit of a mantra for me: Upgrade your 

problems.

Having a soggy bathroom floor is a 

problem— and the day before I bought the 

place, I would have had a landlord to call.  

But once the place was mine, this became  

my problem. I saw this as progress: You must 

own your own property to take care of this 

sort of situation.

Years later, when I founded my profes-

sional services company, Ovyo, with my busi-

ness partner, Adam, this mantra became core 

to how we approach the business. There have 

been many problems, and there will continue 

to be new ones. However, we remember the 

reason we have these problems—it’s because 

we run our own business! A late-paying cus-

tomer is a problem, but it’s one we encounter 

only if we have paying customers. A mistake 

at our Bengaluru office is a problem, but 

it’s one we encounter only because we have 

offices internationally.

That is why I still keep my pipe cutter on 

my desk today. It reminds me that, no matter 

my level of frustration, I am fortunate to face 

the problems I do. The more I solve them, the 

more I upgrade to even better ones. 

WHAT INSPIRES YOU? 
Tell us about a story, person, object, or something else that pushes you forward, and we may include it in a future issue. And we may make you  
photograph or illustrate it, too. Email INSPIRE@ENTREPRENEUR.COM with the subject line “WHAT INSPIRES ME.”

Upgrade Your  
Problems
by Pav Kudlac, cofounder and managing director, Ovyo

→ STILL SHARP 

Kudlac holds up the pipe 
cutter that helped him 
solve an old problem.



Bundling your home and car insurance is super easy with GEICO. 

Not only could it save you money with a special discount, but you’ll 

also save time by having all your coverages in the same place.

We make bundling simple.

scan the code 
to learn more!

geico.com  |  1-800-947-AUTO  |  Local Offi  ce

Some discounts, coverages, payment plans, and features are not available in all states, in all 

GEICO companies, or in all situations. Homeowners, renters, and condo coverages are written 

through non-affi  liated insurance companies and are secured through the GEICO Insurance 

Agency, Inc. GEICO is a registered service mark of Government Employees Insurance Company, 

Washington, DC 20076; a Berkshire Hathaway Inc. subsidiary. GEICO Gecko® image © 1999–

2021. © 2021 GEICO 21_580819020



Every business is on a journey. Whether you’re expanding your clientele 
or hiring new employees, Dell Technologies Advisors are here to help with 
the right tech solutions. So you can stop at nothing for your customers.

YOU GO THE DISTANCE
FOR YOUR BUSINESS.
SO DO WE.

Contact a Dell Technologies Advisor at 
855-341-5261 or Dell.com/smallbiz

Intel and the Intel logo are trademarks of Intel Corporation in the U.S. and/or other countries. Copyright © 2021 Dell Inc. or its subsidiaries. All Rights Reserved. Dell Technologies, Dell, EMC, Dell EMC and other 

trademarks are trademarks of Dell Inc. or its subsidiaries. Other trademarks may be trademarks of their respective owners. 557798


