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To My Mother. And All the Women Who Dared.



INTRODUCTION

BECOME A MILLION DOLLAR WOMAN
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“What are your gross margins?” Jeff asked me. I froze. Jeff and his colleague, venture capitalists (VCs), in button-down shirts and jeans, were asking about my company’s financials. Despite their just-out-of-college look, I knew they could write my company a check for millions. Jeff looked at me expectantly.1

“That is a good question. I’ll have to get back to you on that,” I answered with as much confidence as I could feign. I knew what my margins were.2 Were gross margins the same thing? Or was that something different? I certainly couldn’t ask Jeff. I wasn’t sure I had the skills or the swagger to get through this meeting, nor the dozens like it I had coming up. But I knew that if I wanted to get my business funded I had better figure it out, and fast.

Needing money for your business and not knowing how to get it is a situation women are facing in increasing numbers. Over the past twenty years, American women started close to twice as many businesses as men,3 but we still tend to stay small. Only 3 percent of female business owners ever make north of $1 million in revenues, which is considered just getting off “Go” in the business world.4 By comparison, 6 percent of businesses founded by men make over $1 million in revenues. Most women entrepreneurs are running kitchen-table businesses, just getting by or, worse, running out of cash and shutting down. When my company passed the $1 million mark a few years ago, I got a call from a journalist who wanted to profile me along with other women whose businesses were making “high revenues.” I was partly flattered, but I was mainly stunned. Why are so few women running businesses that make bank? I decided to find out and to help push that 3 percent number into the double digits. The year after I got that call, I raised $2.1 million in venture capital, exceeded our prior year sales by 85 percent, and on weekends started teaching other women how to raise angel and venture capital in my conference room.

I believe that financial freedom is one of the last front lines of feminism. It’s shocking to think that even though we won the vote in 1920, until the Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974 we could still be turned away when we tried to buy a house or get a credit card in our own name.5 We still have a long way to go to achieve financial parity with men, whether it’s surpassing 77 cents on the dollar or earning six-figure salaries as CEOs. Today the average revenues of women-owned businesses are still just 27 percent of the average revenues of men-owned businesses.6

Recent books written for women who want to excel professionally, like Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In and Mika Brzezinski’s Knowing Your Value, offer road maps for women in corporate America to ascend to the corner office. Now it’s time to meet women who, instead of leaning in, simply left corporate America (or never entered) and marched in to the world of entrepreneurship. They have raised capital, developed powerful networks, and generated multimillion-dollar companies from scratch. We are the Million Dollar Women, and I will show you how to become one of us.

I say “us” because, after meeting with dozens of Jeffs (and very few Janes), I learned the “fundraising dance” and raised $2.1 million in venture capital, which enabled me to turn my small business into one with multimillion-dollar revenues. When I started Little Pim, a company that produces a program for young children to learn a foreign language at home, I wanted to create an exceptional language-learning experience for young children. I knew it could be more than a “lifestyle” business, but I wasn’t sure how big I could take it. At one point I hit a wall and even considered shutting down. Instead I doubled down on my dream. I realized that I had to think and behave differently in order to become the CEO of a multimillion-dollar company.

To get my business to start producing different results, I had to change my mindset, get new skills, and raise capital. I had to seek out experts and coaches who could help me tackle my greatest fears and help me evolve from a creative person with a business idea into a CEO running a business with a creative idea at the center of it. Million Dollar Women will give you a mirror to look at your own mindset and skills and will help you accelerate the process of taking your business past the million-dollar milestone.

When I was trying to get to $1 million in revenues, I wished I could have learned from women who knew what it took. I have worked with incredible advisors, coaches, and mentors—and just about all of them are men. I knew there had to be women out there building big companies, but I rarely read about them in the press and didn’t have access to any million dollar women to ask how I could get there too.

Despite all the media hype around entrepreneurship, the only women entrepreneurs most people can name are Oprah Winfrey and Martha Stewart. They may also know of Sara Blakely, whose Spanx undergarment empire made her one of the wealthiest women in America. Then it’s usually “Um . . . who else?” I believe the one thing we can all do to help women get farther faster is to share our stories so that we can help our entrepreneurial sisters think big—and learn from one another’s milestones and mistakes.

In that spirit, I am delighted to introduce you to inspiring women from across America who run successful companies they built from scratch. The entrepreneurs in the sidebars of these pages are not yet featured in Forbes Most Powerful Women. These are stories of women who are five or ten years into their journey as successful business owners. They are not that far ahead of you on the hike up the entrepreneurial mountain, and you can learn from their every move. We are at what I like to call Mount Everest Base Camp. A tiny percentage of hikers who set out to climb to the top of Everest, which is at an altitude of 29,000 feet, actually make it. Most never even make it to Base Camp, at 18,000 feet. It is widely documented that 50 percent of all new businesses fail within the first five years. Getting to Base Camp is a huge achievement. It’s a staging ground for the determined, where they can share war stories and get ready for the next part of the climb.

Not all of the Million Dollar Women featured in these pages will go on to reach the peak, but they have all built thriving companies—and they’ve done it, by and large, without attending business school, marrying into money, or benefiting from a trust fund. They will save you many blisters by letting you in on how they made the climb to 18,000 feet and which trails to take. They are running companies in tech, aviation, fashion, education, and e-commerce, creating amazing work cultures, raising children, giving back to their communities, and loving (almost) every minute of it. They are powerful examples of what’s possible if you think big. We all got to witness firsthand what is possible for the determined when swimmer Diana Nyad became the first person in the world to swim continuously from Florida to Cuba, at the age of sixty-four, after four previous failed attempts (check out her TED Talk to hear the whole inspiring story). “I’ll find a way” is what she said to her team on the day she finally succeeded and swam nearly fifty-three hours to victory.

    • • •

    The past decade has seen an explosion of women starting businesses. In fact, we have started twice as many businesses as men have! We too are trying to “find a way” despite swimming through cold and predator-filled waters. There are over 120 million of us worldwide and close to 10 million here in the United States. We are responsible for $1.4 trillion in revenues every year and have a collective 7.9 million employees in the United States alone.7 Women are also getting advanced degrees in ever higher numbers and are emerging confident in their abilities. Starting in 2010, for the first time ever, women earned more advanced degrees than men.8 Around the world, 60 percent of undergraduate students and 30 percent of students at the top business schools are women. Young women used to pursue higher education wanting to be lawyers or doctors; now many want to be founders and CEOs.

You probably know a woman starting or running her own business. She might be a high-energy woman in her thirties who saw her mother fight against glass ceilings and vowed that she would never experience that frustration. She might be a “mompreneur” who wondered why a product she wanted for her child didn’t exist and decided to go out and create it. She might be a driven twenty-something who grew up programming code, started her own tech company, and is launching a new app or platform. We are everywhere. Free and low-cost business tools are more readily available than ever before, and emerging entrepreneurs are inspired by wanting to solve problems in new ways and by seeing peers take companies from zero to $100 million in the space of a few years.

    And yet I worry. Where will the women who are starting businesses today be in five years? Will they be running the next Dry Bar or Care.com? Will they be Million Dollar Women? Or will they be filing for bankruptcy, selling their office furniture, and revising their LinkedIn profiles? Close to 97 percent of women who own a business are solo practitioners with no employees. Women are twice as likely as men to shut down their business because they run out of money.9 I want to help more women see that raising capital in order to grow high-revenue-generating businesses is within their reach. Having investors often provides the runway and the right partners to achieve success.

The precarious state of affairs for women entrepreneurs is not the result of women working less hard than men or being less capable. It’s largely because most women are still not thinking big enough or going out to raise the dollars that will fuel their business. Women start their businesses with half as much capital as men do, and this trend is not changing fast enough. Recently I was speaking with a woman entrepreneur who has a fashion consulting business. She told me she was having a great year with her company but was also having trouble getting the business to grow beyond what she could take on herself. I asked if she’d considered raising money to hire new staff, scale up, and go after a bigger market. She hadn’t, and what’s more, she hadn’t even realized that having more money could solve nearly every problem she identified. If she had capital, she could hire additional staff, invest more in marketing, focus on the parts of her business that are the most profitable, and work on the big-picture plan.

I have had dozens of conversations like this. Women entrepreneurs often don’t pursue the capital they need to properly execute a big vision. While raising money is tough for any entrepreneur, regardless of gender, it’s exponentially harder for women. Less than 12 percent of all growth capital in the United States, and less than 7 percent of high-dollar venture capital, is invested in women-run businesses.10

Men tend to raise more money than we do, take more risks, network more aggressively, and own more of the high-revenue-generating businesses. So how can we learn to do this, and do it our way? If you follow the steps I outline here and read my interviews with top business and investment industry insiders, you will be giant strides closer to becoming one of the Million Dollar Women you’ll meet in these pages. If you want to go deeper into one of the topics, such as how to determine if you have a “fundable” business or more of a “lifestyle” business, how to raise money, or how to break through limiting beliefs you may have about yourself as a CEO, head over to juliapimsleur.com. You’ll find free resources, online courses, and tools to help you get to the next level—faster. I truly believe you can get there on your own, but I can help you get there faster, and with fewer fires to put out along the way!

THE TRIPLE WIN

I am passionate about helping more women build multimillion-dollar businesses because it gives us access to what I call “the Triple Win”: Money, Meaning, and Mobility.

Men traditionally gauge “success” by the number of zeros at the end of their annual revenues or what they sold their companies for. As women, we want the big financial win, but not just that. We know Money gives us the ability to make decisions about where we live, where our kids go to school, and whom we marry (or whether to marry). As women entrepreneurs, we also want to do work that has Meaning and that provides solutions to problems we have grappled with in our own lives. We want the work that absorbs so much of our time and energy to count for something beyond just a paycheck, especially when it takes us away from our children and family. We want to run a business that puts our talents to the best and highest use.

Last but not least—and sometimes it comes first in our priorities—is Mobility. As entrepreneurs we are willing to work twenty-three of twenty-four hours each day, but we want to choose which twenty-three and from where! Our work is what gives us the mobility and flexibility to stay home with a sick child, to travel, to see our kids’ school plays, to work remotely, or to serve on nonprofit boards. As a CEO I cherish having the freedom to work how, when, and where I want. Yes, every so often I envy my friends who work for large companies when I see them able to leave their work at the office. But I also know that the corporate jobs that look secure really aren’t. Workers today can expect to change jobs fifteen to twenty times in the course of their lives.11 Those “safe” corporate positions are less secure than ever. In the 2008 recession, 19 percent of senior-level women lost their jobs, compared to 6 percent of senior-level men.12

As Million Dollar Women we can model this Triple Win and create a new definition of success. We can show our children that it’s possible to work hard at something we love, to excel at it, and to still be a mom, friend, spouse, or auntie. We can run our board meetings, fly to China to visit our manufacturers, sell our products on TV, train for a marathon, get to curriculum night at school, and create an office culture that doesn’t penalize workers for taking maternity leave.

Some women say they don’t want to “go big” because it will come with too many responsibilities outside the home, like overseeing a staff and managing outside investors. At first, it may seem overwhelming. But Million Dollar Women know that running a high-earning company means having a senior-level team who handle most of the day-to-day operations and who help you successfully implement your vision. This gives you more time to work on the parts of the business you love, become a better manager and cultivator of talent for your staff, and, ultimately, gain more freedom in every respect.

Here’s some good news: you do not need a business or finance background to put the lessons in this book to work right away. I did not go to business school, and neither did most of the women interviewed in this book. The Triple Win requires that you master just two things: the right mindset and the right skill set. It’s that simple, but it’s not easy. I am here to show you the difference between running a business that works and running a business that works for you.

I want you to get to $1 million, and then wave at it in the rearview mirror as you cruise to $5 million, $10 million, and beyond. It may require raising capital, even though that could be the furthest thing from your mind today. It may require changing how you structure your work and personal life. Even if you’re not striving to reach a certain dollar milestone in revenues, you can work more efficiently and effectively in whatever size business you have. The time you’ll free up will be yours to read novels, learn Spanish, play with your kids, binge-watch your favorite series—or go change the world.

The exercises at the end of this book—which you can complete here or download at juliapimsleur.com—will help you customize the teachings for your business and put them to work right away. This book is for women who want to run a business that makes at least $1 million, women founders considering fundraising, solo practitioner consultants who want to up their game, or young women curious about the entrepreneurial life. I’ve included a glossary too in case you get stuck on any terms.

Ten key Million Dollar Women mantras are represented throughout this book in illustrated form as cuff bracelets—these are like virtual bracelets you can wear whenever you need an extra boost. Why cuffs? Because when I was workshopping this book with some of my most cherished entrepreneurial sisters—the Million Dollar Women Brain Trust—I learned that we all have personal mantras we rely on to keep forging ahead. All of us described these mantras as instruments of self-protection, like the bullet-proof cuffs worn by Wonder Woman. When I was raising money for my company, I would mentally run through mantras to shore myself up, especially before going in front of rooms packed with men in suits who were my potential investors. These mantras included “If it were easy, everyone would do it” and “Have the fear. Do it anyway.”

Wonder Woman cuffs may seem goofy, but all of us in the Brain Trust sort of adore this kitsch symbol of power. In Wonder Woman folklore, it was her mother, the Queen of the Amazons, who gave her the bracelets, made from the shield of the Greek goddess of wisdom and strategy, Athena. The cuffs made Wonder Woman indestructible. She could even slam them together to create a force wave that repelled her greatest adversaries, a neat trick that Million Dollar Women have borrowed, especially in venture capital negotiations!

I hope that when you go to pitch for funding in rooms full of “suits” (and by the time you read this, I hope that more of those suits will be worn by women), you will virtually slip on your favorite cuffs and let them unleash your entrepreneurial superpowers. Your Million Dollar Women sisters have been in those rooms, and we are right there with you. Once you’re done with the book, go to juliapimsleur.com to share your own mantras with me and other women entrepreneurs. My goal in writing this book is to help one million women get to the one million in revenues mark. Whether you are currently making $50,000 a year or $500,000, have a business you just launched or are contemplating your first fundraising round, you are already on your way. It’s time to get your gear together for the thrilling and will-testing climb ahead.

One of the cuffs I turn to the most when I’m feeling daunted is: “Fortune favors the brave.” (Fortes fortuna juvat.) When you summon your courage and decide to do what you have never done before, amazing things can happen. So let’s get brave, and let’s get started.
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HOW I GOT OFF THE ENTREPRENEUR’S HAMSTER WHEEL
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To be successful at running a small business, we need to work hard and keep driving forward. And yet positive traits like perseverance and diligence may turn us into little hamsters, turning the wheel with increasing speed but not getting anywhere. This attitude of “I’ll just work harder” is a very female approach to getting ahead and may be the very thing that prevents us from taking our businesses big.

I myself was on that wheel for four years, running as fast as I could as a small business owner. Until things started falling apart, I didn’t even stop to ask whether that exertion was taking me where I wanted to go. The wake-up call came when one of my advisors told me, “You can be low on cash for a long time, but you can only run out of cash once.” I had bills that were starting to exceed the incoming checks, and we hadn’t found a way to turbocharge our sales.

In the end, I managed to avoid running out of money, and I ultimately went on to raise capital and build a multimillion-dollar company. But before I explain how all that happened, I need to rewind a bit. My entrepreneurial story actually starts way back, in a time that most of us would prefer to forget: middle school.

DIAPERING FOR DOLLARS

On the first day of my summer vacation at the end of eighth grade, I rode in the backseat of an Audi with two little boys to the Hamptons, where many well-to-do New York families spend summer vacations.

I was to be a mother’s helper, working for an exasperated Manhattan mom, Marilyn. She was happy just to have help, any help, with her rowdy three- and five-year-old boys, even from a fourteen-year-old girl with little actual experience.

The job entailed living in their unfinished basement and spending endless hours on the floor crashing Matchbox cars while making explosion sound effects. I was at the beck and call of frazzled Marilyn and weathered verbal abuse from her husband, a disgruntled day-trading dad who joined us on weekends. This job wore perilously thin after about two weeks.

On the beach I met up with other indentured servants like myself, teenage girls doing one of the only money-making jobs available to us: diapering for dollars. After the first month, three of the girls had quit, preferring to go back to Manhattan and dodge cockroaches and piles of smelly garbage in the city streets rather than suffer one more day of little Michael’s fits when his chicken wasn’t cut up the right way.

By August it was down to just one other mother’s helper and me, commiserating on beaches over sand-laced French fries. I did feel quite grown up, having two young children in my charge, and I did have my first make-out session on a waterbed, but overall I was pretty miserable. I remember when my last remaining mother’s helper friend decided to bail. I wanted so much to follow her! Even though the boys insisted on playing the soundtrack from Annie on a twenty-four-hour loop and the day-trading dad said inappropriate things to me like “You will probably be fat by the time you are eighteen,” I still stayed. I simply didn’t want to be a quitter.

On my last day Marilyn came down to the basement and handed me a $100 tip. On top of the $85 per week I had made, I had cleared nearly $1,000. It was a heady feeling for a girl of fourteen, and I was hooked right then on financial freedom. I went back to the Hamptons the following two summers and racked up several thousand dollars, which I saved to spend in part on a four-week trip to Italy with my best friend at age seventeen. I managed to pick better and better families each time I went back to the Hamptons, and those summers turned out to be a terrific first business school. On those beaches I learned some of the most important skills I needed to set me up for my career: hard work, patience, and keeping the clients happy.

I had also stumbled on one of the most important ingredients of entrepreneurship, the one that would later allow me to create a company, narrowly avoid bankruptcy, and fire people who had to go: grit. Without grit, of which a key part is resilience, no one has any business going into business. As any entrepreneur will tell you, whatever can go wrong will—and usually within the first year. Those who have grit keep on going and, like water around rocks, find a new way forward. Those who don’t pack up and go back to their cubicle.

Grit got me pretty far in life. I had always prided myself on being a hard worker who cruised down long task lists. Even as a young mother with two kids, I was the one who created the class contact list and ran the parent book club. I loved to think I was the walking example of “Ask a busy person if you want to get something done.”

But over time I realized that grit had also become a liability. I was so good at hunkering down and getting the job done, so focused on taking care of others, that I couldn’t see the bigger picture. Grit wasn’t going to give me the confidence to take the greater risks I needed to take to scale up my business. Grit wasn’t going to convince institutional investors to bet on me. How could I take my $150,000-per-year company and turn it into a $1.5-million and eventually a $15-million-per-year company? Not by buckling down and working eighty hours instead of sixty. I realized I needed to change how I was working, not just how much.

One of my coaches, Gina Mollicone-Long, likes to invoke an old proverb about change: “You can’t cross a twenty-foot chasm in two ten-foot leaps.” Sometimes you have to come up with a totally new plan to catapult yourself to the other side—or risk falling into the abyss after your first big leap.

THE BIRTH OF LITTLE PIM

Fast-forward twenty-something years from middle school. When my first son, Emmett, was born, teaching him French was high on my priorities list. I was raised bilingual in French and English, and this led to what I considered some of my most valuable experiences: scholarships to top schools, the confidence that comes from being effortlessly good at something, living and working in France, and jobs in international film production. I was determined to give Emmett these same advantages in life. Besides, language education runs in our family. My father, Dr. Paul Pimsleur, created a language-learning method that’s still widely used today. He passed away when I was eight, but has left behind a legacy I have always been extremely proud of: the Pimsleur Method. I love meeting people all over the world who have used Pimsleur to become conversational in French, Spanish, or Chinese and can say “Will you have a drink with me at seven o’clock?” in multiple Pimsleur languages!

I was lucky that I became fluent in French at age six and don’t even remember learning. We were living in Paris for my father’s work, and I attended a French public school. My brother and I became bilingual in a matter of three months, and this has paid off over my entire lifetime. How was I going to give this gift to my son Emmett here in the United States? I sang him traditional French lullabies like “Frère Jacques” and spoke to him in French whenever we played, but I knew it would require far more exposure for him to grasp the language. My husband didn’t speak French, and we had plans to hire a full-time sitter when I went back to work. She was great with babies, but she didn’t speak French either.

As I watched Emmett’s fascination with anything involving a screen, whether it was my phone, Sesame Street, or made-for-children DVDs, it dawned on me: Would he know the difference if I put on a French video instead? I wanted to start exposing him to the sounds and accents of the French language but still keep him entertained. I searched the Internet and bookstores for language-teaching materials and found a French DVD made for babies, which I played for him. It had low production values, and even worse, was riddled with translation mistakes.

Still on maternity leave, I had some time on my hands and started researching the impact of learning a second language at an early age. I knew intuitively and from my own experience that young was the best time to learn, but was still surprised when I started finding study after study showing that zero-to-six is a critical window during which we can learn up to three languages with ease. After age six there is a steep drop-off in our ability to learn a second language, and another after age ten. And meanwhile, try as I might, I could not find a language DVD for Emmett that I didn’t want to fling across the room after five minutes.

In the made-for-TV version of my story, I would then have gone out and raised $3 million, created an award-winning series, opened offices with a staff of ten, and grown the company to $15 million in revenues within two years.

What really happened was this: while breast-feeding, going back to my full-time job, and being semi-delirious from lack of sleep, I couldn’t get the idea out of my head that someone should create a better way for kids to learn languages. It should be a video series specifically designed for young children, with a toddler-friendly character and rich content. Someone who cared about languages. Someone who could make high-quality videos. It took a full three months to realize that someone was me.

I had been a documentary filmmaker. I loved languages and spoke several and came from the Pimsleur family, considered language-teaching “royalty” in some circles. Plus, I was a mom. But I was making a significant portion of our family’s income at that time, and my husband, Darren, had just started a demanding new job. How would my starting a business affect our finances and our relationship? Besides, I hadn’t gone to business school. Not to mention, I had a baby at home and didn’t want to detract from being the best mother I could be. And—oh, right—I didn’t have the cash.

But as any entrepreneur will tell you, sometimes an idea takes on a life of its own; it keeps coming around like a stray cat for food until you take it in permanently. I talked to my family about the idea for a language-teaching DVD series, and my husband and mother both agreed that it sounded like a great business opportunity. Darren suggested I create language schools for young children, but that was far less appealing to me. I didn’t like the idea of managing dozens and ultimately hundreds of people or having to deal with finding locations and getting permits to hold classes. Plus, the DVD series called on my background as a filmmaker and felt like something I could start on the side, without quitting my job. I also knew instinctively what I didn’t yet have the business words for: that the media company was more scalable than the schools company. The margins were higher, and making DVDs would be a onetime sunk cost that could then be recouped over time.

My mother came up with the idea that the main teacher of the series should be a panda bear, which seemed like a toddler-friendly and original choice. We liked the idea of a panda in part because babies see black and white better than color, and panda bears come from China, introducing children to the idea of another country. I found an undiscovered illustrator online who created a rotund and delightfully mischievous-looking panda for a nominal fee. We named the character “Little Pim” and our little language teacher was born.

Bit by bit I moved on to other parts of the business: my lawyer friend Dominique Bravo helped me draw up contracts with the illustrator and file for a copyright. A neuroscientist friend of the family, Dr. April Benasich, who is well known for her research on how babies and toddlers learn languages, signed on as an advisor. I recruited two bright Columbia Business School students to help me flesh out a business plan. We began meeting every other Saturday for an hour and a half (they worked for yogurt parfaits at Le Pain Quotidien bakery), and they helped me map out how Little Pim could become a viable business. They used exclusive business databases at Columbia to research the trajectory of successful DVD companies and to find stats on the educational video market.

Still, I did not quit my job or even consider it. My husband was earning a decent salary, but not enough to support all three of us or fund a new business. We had nominal savings. Furthermore I loved my job as a nonprofit fundraiser, working with Echoing Green, an organization that granted fellowships to social change makers. I had good benefits, smart colleagues, meaningful work, and manageable hours. But I couldn’t get Little Pim out of my head. When Emmett was napping or if I couldn’t fall back asleep after an early-morning breast-feeding, I would sketch story-boards of Little Pim the panda and his adventures and pore over children’s books with titles like First Thousand Words in French.

The business research the Columbia grad students did suggested that there was a large and expanding market for kids’ educational videos. The family DVD market alone was $5.3 billion, and language learning worldwide was $85 billion. Rosetta Stone, the market leader in the United States, was making over $250 million per year. But it was harder to estimate how many parents cared about foreign-language learning for kids. I was passionate about it, and I knew other parents in New York and other major cities who felt the same way, but what about parents across the United States? And around the world? We realized we were likely going after a niche market of parents who cared, but I was convinced there was a broader interest in foreign-language teaching for kids that had not yet been tapped. Capitalizing on the Pimsleur brand, with a cute panda teacher and high-quality videos, I felt we could drive demand and expand the market for early-language learning beyond what it had been. I was also passionate about what I saw as “democratizing” early-language learning—why should this incredible benefit be available only to kids of the 1 percent whose parents could afford a foreign-born nanny or expensive language classes? Little Pim would be sold for the same price as other children’s videos and make language learning possible for millions of young children.

I decided to take the Little Pim idea to the publishing company that had bought the rights to the Pimsleur Method from our family some ten years earlier. It made perfect sense to me that a publisher would want to expand its language empire into selling a product for little kids, and I went to my first meeting full of optimism. The Pimsleur Method had become one of the best-selling methods for adults. My mother still received royalties, but otherwise we were no longer involved in the business. I was welcomed by the publishing executives, and that meeting led to more meetings. But six months later I had been through four rounds of meetings and had not yet gotten a real yes or no.

FORGET ABOUT THE BIG BOYS

In the midst of the hurry-up-and-wait meetings with the publishing company that winter and spring, Darren and I decided to go to Vietnam for ten days, our first big trip since we had become parents. We left two-year-old Emmett with Darren’s parents in California and set off for Hanoi, the capital. In Vietnam there was widespread poverty; everyone seemed to be working so hard yet earning so little. As we traveled through the lush green countryside crisscrossed with rice fields, I thought about the lives of the young mothers I saw. Entire families were huddled around buckets of water, bathing and cooking. I felt deeply humbled when I thought about my own life and dreams for my son and realized that the greatest hope a young mother had for her son here was that he work in Hanoi as a waiter and escape the $1-per-day wages of the rice fields.

As we traveled south to the coastal town of Hoi An, I began to think seriously about the privileges I had back home (a job, a supportive family, degrees from prestigious institutions) and suddenly felt I had no excuse for not trying to create this new business. So what if the publishing company didn’t want to partner with me? So what if I hadn’t gone to business school? What was the worst thing that could happen? If it didn’t work out, I could always go back to fundraising for nonprofits.

I also thought about my great-grandmother Ada Goldwater, a Russian Jewish immigrant who had opened a cigarette and candy shop on lower Broadway in New York in the early 1900s. Her husband died at thirty-six of appendicitis, leaving her with six young children. Thanks to that shop, she provided for her children all through the Depression and beyond. Her daughter Meira, my maternal grandmother, went on to have an important career in the days when women rarely got past secretary; she was the chief of acquisitions for the law library at Columbia University for fifty years. Meira’s sister, my amazing great-aunt Beatie, who was four feet, ten inches tall and wore signature cat’s-eye glasses, used to always remind me that I come from a long line of enterprising women. “Just remember,” she’d say in her heavy New York accent, “Goldwater girls are smart!”

I finally realized I shouldn’t wait for the big boys in publishing to decide my fate. If Little Pim was going to happen, it was up to me, and me alone, to move ahead. To borrow one of my own metaphors from my nonprofit fundraising days: people like to board a train that is leaving the station. The Little Pim train needed to blow the whistle and get moving.

OUR FIRST OUTSIDE INVESTORS

I decided to produce a pilot of what a Little Pim video would look like, convinced that if people could see what I saw in my head, they would understand its potential to teach and entertain. Through contacts in the film and video world from my film-producing days, I found a freelance producer to manage the project for a small fee. My mother, who had once had her own small documentary company, volunteered to help. We put together a crew, recruited mothers and their kids to be in the pilot, and filmed in Emmett’s preschool and in my lawyer and friend Dominique’s playroom in Brooklyn. Working with the kids was challenging but also really fun, and we captured some adorable moments. We came away with hours of footage and couldn’t wait to get into the editing room.

I also formally incorporated Little Pim. I invested $10,000 and another $15,000 borrowed from my mother. I opened a Little Pim Corporation bank account and got an EIN number, and suddenly it all felt very official.

But we were running through our production money fast and editing took longer than expected, eating up cash to pay the editor. So I asked my close friends Mark and Jason to put in $20,000 as a loan that would convert into stock. They said yes and that infusion of capital really saved the day. With these funds we were able to add one more week of editing, commission music, and get to the end of the pilot production.

Once I had a pilot, things started to fall into place. I showed it over coffee to Rebecca, a friend from college. I had planned to ask her for advice or a small investment and was overjoyed when, after watching the five-minute video, she said, “This is a gold mine! I want to invest.” A few months later Rebecca invested $100,000 through her family’s trust, the first significant money I raised from friends and family.

Rebecca’s reaction helped give me the confidence to approach other people in my extended circle. My first big angel investment came from an unlikely source, via my mother’s yoga retreat buddy. Her friend’s daughter-in-law, Marion, had a four-year-old daughter who had learned sign language from a video series when she was a toddler. As a result Marion was a big believer in educational videos as teaching tools. She and her husband were well off, but Marion was no average wife of a man of means. She had worked as a professional investor and had graduated from a top business school. She wanted not only to invest but to help run the company, drawing on her business acumen and her connections in early education. It was time to get a start-up lawyer. Dominique introduced me to her friend Jonathan, who was willing to give me a favorable rate and had worked with many new companies raising capital. He helped me assess my options for taking in this first investment, understand all the legal terms I needed to know, and “paper” the deal with convertible notes (see glossary).

Marion and her husband and mother-in-law teamed up and invested more than $200,000. They negotiated a deal whereby they would own close to 30 percent of the company and invested through a convertible loan that would turn into stock when we raised our first official round of financing. It was a lot of equity for me to hand over, but it also meant that I could take the train even farther out of the station. I was eager to produce more videos and set up our website rather than spend many more months fundraising. I agonized over it a bit, but I took the deal.

Now that I had a lead funder, we could set the valuation of the company. The “valuation” is what the investor is willing to accept as the company’s worth. With Marion on board, we set the valuation at $3 million. I came up with this number by talking to advisors, my Columbia business students, and my lawyer. Even though we didn’t have a product yet, we knew the Pimsleur name had value and felt that we could also base the company’s potential earnings on the Baby Einstein success story (those DVDs were produced by a mom in her basement, who then went from $1M to $25M in revenues in five years and sold her company to Disney).

Jonathan advised me that while I might be able to find an investor who didn’t ask for as much equity as Marion did, having her investment in place would attract other investors. When I recently asked him whether he still thought that was the right decision, he replied, “Was your original deal with her a good deal? Yes, it was, because you gained a motivated, aggressive champion, and you gained credibility by having raised angel money.”

Jonathan was right that money attracts money. When I went out to raise capital a few months later, we had a lead investor, we had a national distribution deal with Barnes & Noble in the works, and we had revenues. Over the ensuing months I steered conversations with friends and family about Little Pim into conversations about capital and how they could help. I raised money in $10,000 and $20,000 increments until I had over $400,000, the amount I needed to produce the first three DVDs and launch our website. My background as a fundraiser really came in handy, as I felt relatively comfortable having conversations about money and pitching to potential investors. This was the first time I was asking for investments instead of donations, but the skills were transferable.

The people who did become investors included the parents of one of my son’s friends from the playground (both parents worked at major banks), a dear old family friend and his partner who had a family trust, a friend who was legal counsel for a large media company, and the brother-in-law of my friend Rebecca.

In addition to these precious yeses, I pitched to dozens of people who said no for a variety of reasons: they didn’t have enough disposable income, didn’t understand the kids’ video market well enough, or didn’t want to get involved in an early-stage company. I never took offense or made it uncomfortable for them if they said no. In some cases I found other ways to involve them, like asking them to bring their children to a film shoot or loan us their home for filming. As a former filmmaker, I had asked people for these kinds of favors before. I had seen that, far from being irked that I was asking for a favor, people generally enjoyed taking part in a creative endeavor, even if it meant having fifty toddlers and moms traipse in and out of their basement for a film shoot.

Some of the parents who invested had children who were featured in our pilot, so they felt tied to our project. That personal connection definitely helped to seal the deal. I had everyone sign a simple subscription agreement, which gave them a certain number of common stock shares in exchange for their investment.

Part of what gave me confidence to ask so many friends—and friends of friends—for money is that I truly felt, If I see such a big opportunity with Little Pim that I am willing to give up a lucrative career and work like mad to bring this to life, why wouldn’t I give my friends a chance to be part of it? I also took comfort in what my lawyer explained were the regulations about “accredited investors.” Everyone who invested would have to qualify as an accredited investor, which the Securities and Exchange Commission defines as an individual or couple with over $1 million in net worth or who earn over $200,000 in income per year for three consecutive years. In other words, friends who invested couldn’t be risking their nest eggs. The money they invested in Little Pim was part of their investment portfolio. If it wasn’t put to work growing my company, it would sit in their bank account or get invested in someone else’s company.

I did fear that if I took their investments and the company didn’t become the über-success I thought it would be, it could damage these friendships. But I also knew I would work tirelessly to see that my friends’ investments doubled, tripled, or more when the company sold. I was still the one with the most to gain or lose, and had every motivation to make this a big win.

I was also spending the money while I was raising it. I was still working full-time but visited the editing room as often as I could after hours to check in with my producers and approve final cuts of the three videos we were producing in Spanish, French, and Chinese. We hired two language advisors for each of the languages and spent hours poring over scripts and translations, making sure we had every accent and nuance correct. Dr. Benasich, my neuroscientist advisor, helped us ensure the method was effective and age-appropriate. Thank goodness I had free labor in my mother, who had worked closely with my father on the Pimsleur Method, and at home I had a very involved husband and a loving babysitter whom my son adored.
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