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 Praise for The Risk Takers

“Don and Renee Martin want to remind you that even in these tough times, the American dream is alive and well. The accomplished entrepreneurs they have interviewed for The Risk Takers will teach you, in their own words, how persistence and creativity can lead to success. Trust your gut and read this book!”

—Ken Blanchard, coauthor of The One Minute
 Manager® and The One Minute Entrepreneur™

 

“The Risk Takers is a must-read, particularly as our economy goes through its current strains. It is, after all, the entrepreneurs, such as those documented in the book, who will lead our economy out of the darkness and back to the sunshine. It is an easy read, with great lessons throughout.”

—James G. Ellis, Dean Marshall School of Business,
 University of Southern California

 

“The Risk Takers delivers a treasure chest of ideas and strategies that make it an essential tool for those seeking to start or grow their own business. A great read filled with engaging stories of some of America’s most successful entrepreneurs.”

—Peter V. Ueberroth, “Man of the Year,” Time Magazine 1984;
 President and CEO, Los Angeles Olympic Organizing Committee;
 Former Commissioner of Major League Baseball in U.S.

 

“What amazing stories of hope, tenacity, and courage by some of America’s greatest entrepreneurs. You’ll be entertained and inspired by these remarkable men and women who defied conventional wisdom and overcame significant adversity on their way to success. The book will encourage any budding entrepreneur to just start.”

—Linda A. Livingstone, Dean and Professor of Management,
 Graziadio School of Business & Management, Pepperdine University 

 

“The Risk Takers tells the story behind the story of some of America’s most successful entrepreneurs, from humble beginnings to dreams come true. Renee and Don Martin will surely inspire entrepreneurs at any age or any stage. Wonderful, well-told stories show you how to turn your dream into the American Dream. This book is a must for anyone ready to trust their gut!”

—Harvey Mackay, New York Times #1 bestselling author
 of Swim With The Sharks Without Being Eaten Alive

 

“Not since Napoleon Hill (Think and Grow Rich) has anyone captured the secrets on how real people become successful. A must-read for anybody that has dreams about becoming an outstanding entrepreneur.”

—Stephen Alan Odell, Co-Owner & CEO,
 Sugar Foods Corporation (Sweet ‘N Low®)

 

“The future belongs to the risk takers, not the security seekers, and these stories will inspire you to take intelligent risks in the directions of your dreams.”

—Brian Tracy, New York Times bestselling author

 

“There has never been a time in history that was hungrier for the entrepreneur’s creativity and passion to serve others’ needs than today. At just the right time, Don Martin has captured the nuts and bolts of how entrepreneurs think and act with stories that inspire and empower those who have dreamed of creating something special. It is a book whose time has come. It should be on the reading list of anyone who is seeking direction for a time of peril such as the opening decade of the 21st Century.”

—James R. Wilburn, Dean, School of Public Policy,
 Former Dean, Graziadio School of Business and
 Management, Pepperdine University

 

“Don Martin has lived the quintessential American Dream and has written a powerful and inspiring story of entrepreneurship, ingenuity and perseverance. In this post Great Recession era, his timely and enduring advice is more relevant than ever.”

—Anil Puri, Dean, Mihaylo College of Business and
 Economics, California State University, Fullerton
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“Wherever you see a successful
 business, someone once made
 a courageous decision.”

—Peter F. Drucker, university professor  
and author of thirty-nine books, including  
Managing for Results: Economic Tasks  
and Risk-taking Decisions (1964) and  
The Effective Executive (1966)






 CHAPTER 1

The American Dream

“I believe that entrepreneurs all have sort of the same soul and that they are self-starters, unafraid, willing to take risks and accept the consequences. Sometimes they win, sometimes they lose. But they are always able to bounce back. Every entrepreneur I know is cut from the same cloth.”

—Alan Rypinski, founder of Armor All

 

Americans are worried. Jobs once viewed as secure now seem vulnerable. Plans for starting a business have been put on the back burner. Unsure how to react to their current reality, most Americans just wait.

We have always been a nation of entrepreneurs, and if we are to rebuild our economy, we must reinvigorate the culture and mind-set that have built that tradition. My wife, Renee, and I wrote The Risk Takers because we want to remind readers about the power of the entrepreneurial spirit, the promise of the American Dream. What better way to ignite that spirit than to showcase the inspiring stories of the sixteen remarkable men and women profiled in The Risk Takers? These were ordinary men and women who started with very little, opted to strike out on their own, and struggled with disappointment and failure yet managed to overcome adversity and build hugely successful multi-million-dollar companies.

We personally interviewed some of the most successful entrepreneurs in America today. You’ll meet the fascinating founders of companies most Americans will recognize, including Amy’s Kitchen, Curves,  Geek Squad, Kinko’s, Liz Lange Maternity, Paul Mitchell, Spanx, and nine others. They started with just a good idea, defied the conventional wisdom time and again, and trusted their gut when nobody else would. Along the way, they took both great strides and costly missteps, all part of the learning process. Each believed in his or her company and willed it to succeed. Together, their stories prove that even in the bleakest of circumstances, inspired business ideas can prevail when a risk-taking entrepreneur has enough faith, drive, and resilience. We wrote The Risk Takers to ignite that same spirit and faith in you.

The idea to write my third book came to me shortly after I sold my own business. My personal path toward entrepreneurship had begun more than four decades earlier with a part-time job. As a young man with no money, I’d worked to pay my way toward a college degree by selling insurance. After graduation, I convinced the owner of the tiny, one-man insurance agency to sell me his business. Because I had no funds, he accepted my signed note for $10,000 with the promise to repay him from my future earnings.

Over the next several decades, I built that little agency into an insurance brokerage that generated over $200 million in annual revenue. Then forty years later, I sold my privately held business, The Cal-Surance Companies, to Brown & Brown, a New York Stock Exchange company, for $64.5 million in cash.

Shortly after, I was having a discussion with one of my best friends and a member of my board of advisors. He asked, “Now that you’ve sold the company, what are your plans?” I knew I didn’t want to start another business. I had just spent forty years running one and needed a change. My friend said to me, “Don, you’re a hammer looking for a nail. With your energy level, if you don’t find something meaningful, you’ll drive Renee crazy.” I realized he was right and told myself something would present itself.

A few weeks later, I stopped by to visit with my daughter and her husband one Saturday. Nick, my son-in-law, had just turned thirty and happened to be hosting several of his business-school fraternity brothers that day. Just a few years removed from graduate school, they had all begun careers of their own. By way of introducing me, Nick told them about the recent sale of my company, and they started to ply me with questions and wanted to hear my story.

I told them how I’d grown up in poverty in a small town in the Ohio Valley, where most of the men worked either in the coal mines or the steel mills, and how my business journey had culminated in the company’s sale. Nick’s friends loved the story—a small-town kid with nothing goes on to hit the big time. But instead of finding inspiration from my success, they lamented that a rags-to-riches story like mine was no longer possible in today’s economy. In their eyes, the opportunities that I had as a young man simply weren’t available to them. They saw my anything-is-possible tale as a relic of a bygone era. It was as though they believed that the great days of America’s trailblazing innovation and dominance were long gone, and I was lucky to have been a part of that.

When I returned home, I told Renee about their response to my story. Nick’s friends were all bright, educated young men. Their potential for success was unlimited—if only they believed that. Both Renee and I were deeply troubled by their gloomy perception and forecast that our rags-to-riches entrepreneurship was no longer possible. We both knew that our own success was rooted in a spirit of optimism that allowed us to dream bigger and push ourselves further.

That same sense of optimism had driven me to move to California, enroll in college, learn the insurance business, and start my own company—even though I had barely a dime to my name. That same optimism had also prompted Renee’s parents to emigrate from the Ukraine to America, enduring that long ocean voyage in the ship’s steerage. Renee carried on the tradition when she moved from her family’s Ohio home to California and became a successful real estate broker in the hypercompetitive Los Angeles market.

Renee was always just as driven and ambitious as I was. After working as a high-volume real estate broker for Coldwell Banker, she launched her own business specializing in handling sales for high-end residential developers. In the early 1980s, when interest rates spiraled out of control and the real estate market tumbled, she sought the advice of an occupational counselor at the University of California, Los Angeles. Renee’s test results pointed to a career in public relations, and she shifted her focus to selling ideas instead of houses.

By the 1980s, my insurance business was thriving. That gave Renee the freedom to pursue jobs that sparked an altruistic passion in  her, jobs that allowed her to make a difference in the community—even if the salary was considerably less than what she’d earned in real estate. Over the next several years, she held a number of positions that showcased her communications and problem-solving skills. Her employers included such organizations as the American Cancer Society and the Children’s Bureau of Los Angeles. She worked as a rape counselor at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center and as a child advocate for Court-Appointed Special Advocates.

Despite the demands of her own career, Renee always found time to act as a sounding board for me. She was my secret weapon, my behind-the-scenes muse and collaborator. The Cal-Surance Companies stayed a few steps ahead of competitors by developing new specialized products and services. That was my strong suit. But I always brainstormed with Renee before proposing new ideas to my board of advisers. Working together, we could always take a good idea and make it even better. Renee was also my human resources guru/safety net. Before hiring someone new to a major company position, I’d always arrange a dinner, with the spouses invited. Renee inevitably found a way to draw out the job candidate’s personality in a way that I couldn’t in a traditional job interview. She was the consummate judge of character, too.

Our entry into the publishing world came quite by accident in the early 1990s. After a friend was suddenly widowed, Renee and I offered to help her get her financial affairs in order. Like many women, our friend had always deferred money-related matters to her husband and remained in the dark about the family finances—which left her vulnerable in many ways, as we came to learn.

Realizing that many women find themselves in a similar predicament following a death or divorce, Renee and I decided to take what we’d learned from the experience and organize a presentation titled  The Survival Guide for Women. We made the presentation to a group of business people and their spouses one day. The talk included some practical advice on how women could get their own credit ratings, borrow money, deal with a cash emergency, and so forth. The response to this talk was overwhelmingly positive. Later, a radio talk show host asked us to appear on his program, and the station was flooded with requests for our book—the only problem being that we didn’t yet  have one. So, as there was clearly a need, we decided to write The Survival Guide for Women, which was published in 1991, and Renee and I embarked on a book-publishing side business. A couple years later, we collaborated again on TeamThink, a book exploring how sports-management concepts can be applied to the business world.

After TeamThink, we hadn’t really felt compelled to write another book. I guess you can probably figure out what happened next. After my encounter with Nick’s friends, I kept mulling over our conversation and what it meant in the broader context of our country’s future. Then, a few weeks later, I had an epiphany and broached my idea with Renee. “We’re going to write another book,” I declared. I proceeded to elaborate passionately on the need for this book. When I had finished, she looked me in the eye and asked, “When do we start?”




Why the Entrepreneurial Spirit Is So Important Now 

We both believe that, as a nation, we need to remind ourselves of who we are. Sure, we face daunting challenges today, but we have a brilliant and enduring base. We must tap into that brand of hope that’s uniquely American, that “can do” spirit that gathers strength during challenging times. We believe the entrepreneurs we interviewed for this book personify that spirit.

It’s never been easy to start your own business and steer it through all the inevitable potholes to ultimate success—not in any economy or any era. It’s easier to romanticize the past, bemoan the present, and let fear of failure prevail—but business opportunities present themselves in any economy.

You may be surprised to learn that several successful businesses that still endure and thrive today were established during the Great Depression. Included among them are Ocean Spray Cranberries, Yellow Book USA, and Hewlett-Packard. Bill Hewlett and Dave Packard, both engineers, self-funded their business in a rented garage in the mid-1930s. By 1939, the Hewlett-Packard Company had produced its first product—a sound-test device sold to Disney Studios, another Depression-era innovator.

As the stories in this book demonstrate, an entrepreneur’s level of commitment and willingness to buck convention often outweigh all other factors in determining whether a business ultimately succeeds  or fails. Successful entrepreneurs fully believe in themselves and their ideas and will work their butts off to prove that faith justified. Naysayers’ predictions of failure just fuel their passion to succeed. It’s the same competitive drive and confidence you see in the world’s most accomplished athletes.

Renee and I aren’t career journalists. We didn’t write this book to further our own careers. We’re entrepreneurs who have already realized our dreams and are now eager to inspire others to pursue theirs. We hope the stories of these sixteen entrepreneurs will help provide that spark of inspiration and convince you that your dream of running your very own business is indeed attainable. Perhaps you’ve already started your own business but want more guidance on how to be successful. Why not learn from those who’ve been there and done that?

Conventional wisdom might tell you that working in the corporate world is less risky, especially during times of economic instability. But corporate job security has proven an illusion. Given recent headlines, there are no guarantees that either your employer or the pension plan it promises will be there tomorrow or next year or at any point down the road. Why place your career and future in the hands of others? You are supremely more qualified to make decisions in your own best interest. You can create your own job, your own career, your own American Dream.

In fact, you might be especially well suited for entrepreneurship. Studies suggest that’s particularly true for many members of Generation Y—the children of baby boomers—who are now in their twenties. They want to build in a kind of work/life balance that their parents never had. They desire a more free-flowing, collaborative work environment. They’re willing to take risks to customize a career that’s right for them. Does that sound like you?




Why These Sixteen Entrepreneurs’ Stories Are Worth Reading 

In planning the book, we decided to personally interview men and women who, when they started out, weren’t that different from you. The entrepreneurs we selected and interviewed came from a range of backgrounds and work in different fields and in different regions of the country. Some launched their business while they were still  in college; others became entrepreneurs in middle age. Some built their business from the ground up; others acquired and reinvented an existing company to make it their own. The criteria we established were these:• The entrepreneur started with very little cash. (Most of our book’s entrepreneurs launched their business with less than $10,000.)
• The entrepreneur struggled with failures and overcame adversity.
• The entrepreneur’s story isn’t just inspiring or motivational—it’s entertaining.



After two years and many traveled miles, we now feel privileged to have met the incredible men and women who spoke to us with openness and candor. They shared their stories with the honest hope that they would bring something of value to aspiring entrepreneurs. We think they do and hope you’ll agree.

The entrepreneurs whose fascinating stories we tell here include:• Gary Heavin, founder and CEO of Curves International, the world’s largest fitness franchise company. He found an overlooked customer niche of forty- to seventy-year-old women who felt intimidated by large, snazzy gyms with all their frills and spandex-clad patrons. Curves, which caters to women only, has 10,000 franchises worldwide—7,000 of which are in the United States.
• Linda Alvarado, founder and CEO of Alvarado Construction. In a male-dominated industry in which most Hispanics are viewed only as laborers, she ignored the naysayers, became a general contractor, and built the largest Hispanic-owned construction company in the United States. She also became the first Hispanic owner of a Major League Baseball team.
• Paul Orfalea, founder and former CEO of Kinko’s, the one-time retail leader in copying, printing, and binding services. Struggling to get through college because of his undiagnosed attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and dyslexia, Paul decided he needed to run his own business to ensure his own job  security. He grew a one-hundred-square-foot copy shop into a company with sales of $1.5 billion a year, which FedEx eventually bought for $2.4 billion.
• Liz Lange, founder of Liz Lange Maternity, the leading design firm of maternity fashions in the United States. Her designs changed the look of maternity clothes for every pregnant woman in the country. In addition to her upscale line sold in boutiques, she designs an affordably priced line sold at Target stores. In late 2007, Liz sold a majority stake in her company to Bluestar Alliance for an estimated $50 to $60 million.
• Robert Stephens, founder of Geek Squad, North America’s leading technology-support company serving owners of home computers and home-theater systems. Without big bucks, he built his company’s brand using ingenuity and chutzpah. In 2002, he sold Geek Squad to Best Buy for millions.
• Barbara Corcoran, founder and former chairperson of The Corcoran Group, a $5 billion residential real estate company based in New York City, and founder of the prestigious Corcoran Report, the real estate bible for New York City. Labeled as stupid by her teacher when she was in the second grade, Barbara struggled with dyslexia as a child. But the learning disability sharpened her creative skills, and she became a masterful marketer as an entrepreneur. In 2001 she sold her company to real estate conglomerate NRT for $66 million.
• David L. Steward, founder and CEO of World Wide Technology Inc., the nation’s largest African American-owned company. Subjected to prejudice and segregation as a youth, David learned all about maintaining optimism in the face of adversity at an early age—a strength that ultimately served him well as an entrepreneur in the information technology industry. Starting on a shoestring in 1990, he built a privately held, billion-dollar company that provides technology solutions to companies in many industries.
• Maxine Clark, founder and chairperson of Build-A-Bear Workshop Inc., a retailer specializing in customer-made teddy bears and other stuffed animals. She reinvented the teddy bear as an entertainment commodity that reached $468 million in total  sales in 2008. The company operates more than four hundred stores in the United States, Puerto Rico, Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and France. There are also franchise stores abroad.
• John Paul DeJoria, cofounder and chairman of John Paul Mitchell Systems, maker of Paul Mitchell-branded hair and beauty products. The company has annual salon retail sales of over $900 million. John Paul is also the cofounder of the spirit company that produces Patrón tequila. He went from broke and sleeping in his car to owning several businesses and residences, including a home in Hawaii.
• Sara Blakely, founder and president of Spanx, a body-shaping hosiery manufacturer that offers more than 150 styles and generates $350 million in annual sales. Told she was crazy when she first tried to manufacture her footless pantyhose design, she has transformed the hosiery industry.
• Andy Berliner, cofounder and CEO of Amy’s Kitchen, a leading producer of organic frozen foods distributed in health-food stores and supermarkets. He identified a growing trend in America’s eating habits and pounced on it. Since its launch in 1987, the company has grown an average of 20 percent each year. Annual sales top $270 million.
• Joe Liemandt, cofounder and CEO of Trilogy Inc., a company that pioneered development of product-configuration software systems in the early 1990s. Just as he was entering his senior year at the prestigious Stanford University, he blew off his degree to pursue a dream and was worth an estimated $500 million before his thirtieth birthday.
• Mal Mixon, chairman and CEO of Invacare, the world’s leading manufacturer and distributor of wheelchairs and home-health-care products. He was thirty-nine years old when he decided to quit his secure corporate job and purchase a struggling business in need of an overhaul. Since acquiring Invacare in 1979, he has led the company to grow its annual sales from $19 million to $1.8 billion.
• Tova Borgnine, founder of Tova Corporation, a multi-million-dollar direct-marketing beauty-products company whose line  includes best-selling fragrances and skin-care products. Speaking no English when she and her mother emigrated from Norway to the United States, Tova grew up as a housekeeper’s daughter. After working as a makeup artist, she eventually launched her own brand of beauty products, which she personally helped develop. In 2002 she sold her brand to cable TV’s QVC network for an eight-figure price tag, but she remains the brand’s spokeswoman.
• Florine Mark, founder and CEO of The WW Group, the largest Weight Watchers franchisee in the United States. As a struggling mother with five children, Florine parlayed her own personal weight-loss success into a thriving business. In 2003, she sold 75 percent of her franchises back to Weight Watchers International for $181.5 million but remains the system’s biggest franchisee in the nation.
• Don Martin, founder and former CEO of The Cal-Surance Companies. I tell my own story—how I built a global insurance brokerage, which generated over $200 million in sales, from one tiny strip-mall insurance office. Cal-Surance fetched $64.5 million when I sold the business.






How This Book Can Help You in Your Business 

When we began working on The Risk Takers, we had no plan to write a business how-to book. Our goal was to motivate and inspire. However, after we had interviewed our first dozen or so entrepreneurs and written their stories, something surprising happened. After reading through all of the completed chapters one day, Renee came into my office with a look of excitement on her face. “Don,” she said, “it’s uncanny—I never focused on it until now, but so many of the traits that contributed to each one’s success are evident in all of our entrepreneurs.” She started to enumerate the shared traits she’d identified and cited examples of where they appeared in each entrepreneur’s story. I realized she was onto something incredible and totally unexpected. All I could say was, “Wow! You’re right!”

These traits had revealed themselves. They had not been preconceived, so we were truly surprised, yet delighted, by the important bond all these entrepreneurs shared. We highlight these common  traits, which we now believe contributed strongly to these men and women’s successes, in each chapter and present them together in our final chapter, “Strategies for Success.” It can’t be a coincidence that so many of these characteristics crop up in the stories of these successful entrepreneurs.

In The Risk Takers, you’ll meet contemporary entrepreneurs who, in most cases, had little more than a great idea and faith in themselves when they first started their businesses. They ignored the naysayers. They persevered despite setbacks and disappointments. They set out to create a thriving business and made it happen. So can you. You can reclaim the American Dream if you’re willing to embrace it and work harder than you have ever worked before. We hope the following stories will give you that hope, that belief, and that inspiration. We just want to give you a push in the right direction. Isn’t it time you got your business started?

 

—Don Martin





 CHAPTER 2
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Gary Heavin (Courtesy of Curves International)

Gary Heavin

Cofounder and CEO, Curves International

 

“I learned that I didn’t have to repeat the same mistakes.
 I learned that failure doesn’t taint you unless you let it.”

—Gary Heavin

 

A Texan through and through, multimillionaire Gary Heavin feels more comfortable wearing cowboy boots than Bruno Maglis. He’s an evangelical Christian who speaks freely about the time he spent in jail years ago and how that experience changed his life forever. He pilots his own Learjet and owns a ranch near George W. Bush’s spread in Crawford, Texas. He publicly supports pro-life groups without worrying  about his controversial stance’s impact on public relations or the bottom line. He’s a take-me-or-leave-me kind of guy with an independent streak as wide as the Rio Grande River. And, along with his wife, Diane, he founded the Curves International franchise company, one of the biggest entrepreneurial success stories of the past quarter century.




Starting a Business with $10,000 

Gary doesn’t really look the part of someone who leads a fitness empire. He’s slim but not muscle-bound, with thinning sandy-brown hair and a closely trimmed mustache. The fifty-five-year-old could more readily pass for an oil-rig worker or truck driver. In fact, those are two of the blue-collar jobs he held during his stint in college, before he entered the fitness business.

Curves was launched in 1992, when Gary and his wife of two years, Diane, took a huge risk and spent their entire $10,000 in savings to open a women’s fitness center in Harlingen, Texas. The idea for the business was simple but bucked conventional wisdom: Curves would cater to middle-aged and elderly women who needed a safe, nonthreatening place to unlearn a lifetime of unhealthy habits and finally get in good physical shape with a regimen of exercise and a balanced diet. Gary recognized this was an underserved niche in the fitness industry.

Curves catered to middle-aged and elderly
 women who needed a safe, nonthreatening
 place to unlearn a lifetime of unhealthy habits
 and finally get in good physical shape with a
 regimen of exercise and a balanced diet. Gary
 recognized this was an underserved niche in the
 fitness industry. Curves targets a demographic
 that competitors have written off or cast aside.



But to stay solvent, Gary and Diane needed to sell at least one hundred gym memberships in the first three months. A skilled marketer (with ten years’ experience in newspaper advertising and marketing),    Diane met that goal in just one week. Within three years, the couple operated two Curves clubs, and earnings topped $250,000. Within a decade of Curves’s launch, the company’s revenue hit the $2 billion mark. Yes, that’s billion. Today, Curves is the world’s largest fitness franchise and the sixth largest franchise company of any kind, according to Entrepreneur magazine.

“We never borrowed money to build Curves,” Gary says. “It’s a debt-free company. Nor did we take on any investors. What that meant was we were free to ‘do the right thing’ as we made decisions. We didn’t have to worry about quarterly profit reports or stockholders.”




Learning from Past Mistakes 

Gary’s entrepreneurial story shows how far a dream can soar with the right combination of innovation, calculated risk, and faith. But his story also illustrates how taking the wrong risks can doom a healthy business, triggering a reversal of fortune that can lead to the depths of personal despair. In the business world, fearless risk taking can lead to ruin, and it can lead to redemption. In Gary’s case, it has led to both.

“The real reason I’m successful is because of persistence,” Gary says. “I kept getting back up. And every time I got back up, I had new information. If I made a mistake, I’d never forget it. I’d get back up, and I’d apply the lesson.”

Curves wasn’t Gary’s first fitness business. In the mid-1970s, while just twenty, Gary ran out of money for tuition and quit college, abandoning his plans to one day become a doctor. Instead, he joined his brother David in launching a women’s gym called Women’s World of Fitness. The business thrived, and they began opening additional locations with amenities like tanning beds and saunas. Within ten years of its launch, the company had fourteen locations. “By the time I was twenty-six, I had a $1 million financial statement,” Gary says.

But to offset the expense of those extra amenities and the additional square footage needed to accommodate them, the brothers opted to open the gyms up to men as well—a misstep from which the business never recovered. It resulted in a loss of comfort for many of their longtime female clients, who dropped their memberships, and the company started losing money. Accustomed to living large, the two brothers didn’t heed all the signals and change course in time  to cut their losses. Having turned their backs on the feature that had made their business unique in the first place, they had adopted a growth strategy that alienated existing customers.

Losses continued to pile up, and bankruptcy followed in 1986. Gary lost everything: his marriage, his house, his private plane, his cars, his self-respect. He was $5 million in debt. After missing child-support payments, Gary was sentenced to three months in the Cameron County Jail in Brownsville. He wasn’t just a failed businessman; he was officially a deadbeat dad.

But that time alone in jail changed his life. He studied the Bible and became a born-again Christian. Upon his release from jail, Gary was eager to begin his new life and launch a new business. “I learned that I didn’t have to repeat the same mistakes,” Gary says. “I learned that failure doesn’t taint you unless you let it.”

“We never borrowed money to build Curves.
 It’s a debt-free company. Nor did we take
 on any investors. What that meant was we
 were free to ‘do the right thing’ as we made
 decisions. We didn’t have to worry about
 quarterly profit reports or stockholders.”






Starting Over by Focusing on an Underserved Market 

Gary wouldn’t let adversity defeat him. First, he took the steps to rebuild his life, working as a fitness-equipment salesman and gym consultant. Then, with the help of his second wife, Diane, Gary launched Curves. Despite his past mistakes, he trusted his gut that his new business could see long-term success because it tapped an underserved niche. “I knew the pain of failure, but I’m ambitious, and I had faith,” he says.

Gary had remarried shortly before serving his jail sentence. “It’s kind of a neat thing that we married then because he knew that I really loved him,” Diane recalls. “He didn’t have a lot of material things.” It was Diane who came up with the Curves name and logo.

With Curves, Gary wasn’t just out to build a profitable business. He truly wanted to help overweight women change their lifestyles so  that they could lead happier, healthier, and longer lives. The inspiration behind Curves was Gary’s mother, Doris Heavin, who had died of a stroke when Gary was just thirteen. She had spent a lifetime battling obesity, depression, and high blood pressure. “She had just turned forty and died in her sleep,” Gary recalls. “My two little brothers and I found her. It was a real traumatic experience.”

Many of Curves’s early clients reminded Gary of his mother. In a moment of self-reflection, he remembered his youthful dreams of someday becoming a doctor. He realized that his desire to heal women was rooted in his regret about his mother’s health problems and premature death. “I had the epiphany that what my life had been about was healing women because of my mother,” he says. “And that was what my destiny was going to be.”

“The real reason I’m successful is because of
 persistence. I kept getting back up. And every
 time I got back up, I had new information.
 If I made a mistake, I’d never forget it. I’d
 get back up, and I’d apply the lesson.”






Expanding the Business by Selling Franchises 

With Curves’s initial success, Gary and Diane realized how emotionally rewarding the business was. They wanted to make Curves accessible to more women without assuming a great financial risk. Gary still had memories of his previous attempts at business expansion. He and Diane arrived at a solution: selling Curves franchises.

They decided to test their plan in Paris, Texas. “I ran a $250 ad in the paper announcing that a Curves franchise would be coming to town and that a representative would be there on a Thursday to interview prospects,” Gary recalls. The interviews were held at the restaurant in the local Holiday Inn. At the time, Curves was far from a national household name. Nonetheless, the company had enjoyed regional success, and eight people showed up. Sipping iced tea in one of the restaurant booths, Gary talked to the franchisee prospects and  tried to get a sense of whether they were right for the job. Not only did their financial resources need to pass muster, but they needed to understand Curves’s business goals and philosophy of helping women change their lives.

One mistake Gary had made in an earlier business
 was turning his back on the feature that made the
 business unique in the first place and adopting a
 growth strategy that alienated existing customers.



About eight glasses of iced tea later, Gary wrapped up the final interview. He decided three of the candidates had what he was looking for and told them to weigh carefully whether the investment was right for them before calling him back on Tuesday morning. One of those candidates, Stephanie Armstrong, wasted no time. Her 6:30 a.m. phone call the following Tuesday roused Gary from a sound sleep, but her enthusiasm convinced him that she was the right person to help launch Curves’s franchise system. Gary’s hunch proved on the mark. Armstrong’s Paris franchise opened in 1995 and is still going strong.

In 2001, The Guinness Book of
 World Records listed Curves as the
 world’s largest fitness franchise.



The franchising approach placed Curves’s expansion in the hands of entrepreneurs rather than company-employed managers. Entrepreneurs have a greater stake in a business’s success, which becomes a personal mission. Gary contrasts Curves’s franchise approach with the Starbucks model, in which locations are corporate owned. “Their managers are required to make a pretty good cup of coffee, and I think you can train thousands of managers to perform that task,” Gary says. “But our people who open these Curves, they’re charged with taking these women and equipping them to become  healthy and fit, to stick with their diet and to change their lives. It’s a heck of a responsibility, and it’s all about relationships, training, and follow through.”

The franchising approach placed Curves’s
 expansion in the hands of entrepreneurs
 rather than company-employed managers.
 Entrepreneurs have a greater stake in a business’s
 success, which becomes a personal mission.






Keeping Prices Low—for Franchisees and Other Aspects of the Business 

During the franchise system’s infancy, Gary would load the exercise equipment onto an open-bed trailer and haul it to franchisees with his pickup truck. After crossing dusty Texas plains and hill country, he would often find himself scraping a layer of bug guts off the equipment after reaching his destination. Meanwhile, Diane created marketing and training materials. She also designed Curves T-shirts and water bottles to help the brand get noticed without expensive advertising.

Gary’s franchising strategy was first to establish a presence in small towns before moving into more populous urban areas. When a franchisee’s membership peaked, Curves would typically sell another franchise, often to a member, who would open in the next available market. Each franchise was given ample opportunity to reach its full potential.

The company carefully studied potential customer demand in a given area, based on population demographics, competition, and proximity to other Curves locations. During the company’s early growth spurt, Gary resisted the temptation to raise franchise prices. Instead, he focused on attracting the best-qualified, most devoted franchisees. His criteria for aspiring franchisees included the three  Ps: pride (in their skills, their business, and themselves), people skills, and passion. “I kept the price low and sacrificed profit to keep the opportunity open to a much wider range of people,” he explains. “We ended up selling 95 percent of our franchises in America at $19,900. Only later did we raise the price. I see myself as a creator of opportunities, and that’s a good testament to how we did that.”

Gary’s franchising strategy was first to
 establish a presence in small towns before
 moving into more populous urban areas.



Gary also adopted a franchise system model all his own. Instead of charging a monthly royalty based on a percentage of the franchisee’s total income, he charged a fixed amount of $395. This bucked conventional wisdom: No major franchise company had ever done that, but Gary was determined to avoid the mistakes of other franchisors. He didn’t want franchise fees to represent a disincentive for franchisee growth. He exploited his competitors’ weakness—their systems for calculating franchise fees—and made it his strength.

“I saw franchisees for other companies working harder, making more money, and then having to give more of it to the franchisor,” he says. “They resented that. It ended up harming the relationship between the very best franchisees and the franchisor.”

During the company’s early growth spurt,
 Gary resisted the temptation to raise franchise
 prices. Instead, he focused on attracting the
 best-qualified, most devoted franchisees.



This risky strategy paid off and helped strengthen Gary’s relationship with his best-performing franchisees. Moreover, the Curves brand was getting noticed by franchisee prospects without expensive advertising.  “Franchisees ended up shouting from the rooftops how well they were doing and how they loved this franchise system because there was no penalty for doing well,” he says. “Our franchise sales skyrocketed, and we ended up making far more money in the end because we didn’t have to spend a lot of money on advertising and marketing to sell new franchises. Our franchisees did that by word of mouth. Everybody won.”

Only recently did Gary change his franchisee fee structure. Today, the monthly royalty fee is 5 percent of total income, capped at $795. “The reason why I did that was because there were actually people in small communities that were paying $395—the same as people in large communities—and I wanted the smaller community franchisees to get a break,” he says. “Now if you’re in a small community of 5,000 people or so and you’ve got one or two hundred members, you might pay as little as $195, and the larger communities that support a larger membership pay a bit more.”

He didn’t want franchise fees to represent a
 disincentive for franchisee growth. He exploited
 his competitors’ weakness—their systems for
 calculating franchise fees—and made it his strength.






Enormous and Rapid Growth 

Curves sold its six thousandth franchise after just seven years. Compare that to McDonald’s, which took twenty-five years to reach that milestone, or Subway, which took twenty-six years.

In January 2007, Gary imposed a moratorium on new American franchises and began focusing more on international markets. He didn’t want to oversaturate the market, with U.S. franchises competing against each other for members.

Today, Curves has more than 10,000 franchise locations in sixty-nine countries. About 6,300 of these franchises are in the United States, and the value of a franchise has climbed steadily over the years. By 2007, the initial franchise investment, when bought through corporate rather than franchisee resale, was in the range of $38,425 to $53,450.




A Different Type of Fitness Center 

Curves’s corporate headquarters provides each Curves franchisee with training, advertising support, and the right to use the brand name. Because Curves members follow a prerecorded voice during workouts,  franchisees don’t have to assume the cost of hiring fitness instructors. They can operate with a small part-time staff. Commercial leasing costs are minimal as well. A Curves location can operate in a space as small as 1,000 to 2,000 square feet. In comparison, multipurpose gyms can require up to 40,000 square feet.

In 2008, Entrepreneur magazine
 named Curves the number
 six global franchise.



As a result, you’re more likely to find Curves locations in rural, sparsely populated towns, where having a traditional gym location might not make economic sense. To borrow an old baseball idiom, you could say that Curves franchisees can hit ’em where they ain’t because of their modest operational costs. Today, there’s 1 Curves for every 1.5 McDonald’s. More than 4 million women belong to Curves clubs. In the United States, Curves memberships cost about $40 a month on average.

“Franchisees ended up [telling everyone] how
 well they were doing and how they loved this
 franchise system because there was no penalty
 for doing well. . . . We ended up making far
 more money in the end because we didn’t have
 to spend a lot of money on advertising and
 marketing to sell new franchises. Our franchisees
 did that by word of mouth. Everybody won.”



Curves applies a no-frills approach, bucking the conventional wisdom. There’s no sauna, no swimming pool, no basketball court, and no juice bar. When you visit a Curves location, you don’t really feel like you’re in a gym. The facility basically comprises one big room with about ten pieces of weightlifting equipment spread out in a circle. The walls aren’t covered with mirrors either. You won’t find any fitness-obsessed twenty-five-year-old Barbie dolls wearing $300 skintight “active-wear.” Nor will you find sweaty jocks grunting with every lunge to get Barbie’s attention from across the room. You won’t find any men period.

HOW CURVES HAS GROWN

Source: “Curves: Timeline and Success Statistics,” Curves, April 2009,  http://news.curves.com/images/20003/Media_Timeline_4-2009.pdf.



	Year 	Number of Locations 
	1992	First Curves for Women opens in Harlingen, Texas
	1995	First Curves for Women franchise center opens in Paris, Texas
	1996	44 locations
	1997	247 locations
	1998	537 locations
	1999	860 locations First one opens in Canada
	2000	1,258 locations First one opens in Spain
	2001	2,221 locations First one opens in Mexico
	2002	5,000 locations worldwide First ones in England, Portugal, and Wales 6,733 locations worldwide
	2003	First ones open in Brazil, Chile, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Ireland, Italy, New Zealand, Northern Ireland, Peru, Puerto Rico, Scotland, and the Virgin Islands 8,500 locations
	2004	First ones open in Argentina, Australia, Bahamas, Bermuda, Cayman Islands, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cyprus, Ecuador, El Salvador, France, Guam, Honduras, Netherlands, and Panama 9,500 locations
	2005	First ones open in Barbados, Bolivia, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Japan, Nicaragua, South Africa, and Venezuela 10,038 locations in 51 countries
	2006	First ones open in Denmark, Egypt, Hong Kong, Hungary, Israel, Jamaica, Korea, Namibia, Norway, and Sweden 10,269 locations in 63 countries
	2007	First ones open in Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, Saint Lucia, Singapore, Swaziland, Switzerland, Taiwan, Turkey, and Vietnam Nearly 10,000 locations in 69 countries
	2008	First ones open in Bahrain, Belgium, Botswana, Channel Islands, Jordan, Malta, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Slovakia, and the Ukraine
	2009	Nearly 10,000 locations in 73 countries First ones open in Bulgaria and Senegal


Curves applies a no-frills approach, bucking
 the conventional wisdom. There’s no sauna,
 no swimming pool, no basketball court, and
 no juice bar. When you visit a Curves location,
 you don’t really feel like you’re in a gym.



You will find women, mostly in their fifties and sixties, wearing T-shirts and shorts or sweats. The thirty-minute workout combines strength training and cardiovascular activity through hydraulic resistance. Up-tempo music helps club members keep up the pace, but there is no pressure to outlift, outrun, or outlast anyone else in the room. And members feel secure in knowing that if they struggle with that weight machine, nobody will roll her eyes. Members encourage each other. These women know they will never qualify for an Olympic event; they just want to get into shape. Most come three times a week. Curves appeals to many women who just wouldn’t feel comfortable at a traditional gym. The company’s weight-management program is specifically designed to raise women’s metabolic rate so they burn more calories.

When visiting Curves locations, Gary is still often reminded of his mother during encounters with gym members. Her memory continues to provide inspiration. Sometimes he even imagines what it would be like to have a conversation with her today. “I let her know that the tragedy of her death is now helping millions of people, and she smiles,” he says.

In 2009, Health magazine
 named Curves one of
 America’s healthiest gyms.



Gary took a huge risk by creating a workout facility totally different from the “traditional gym.” Curves has succeeded because Gary found an underserved niche in the broader fitness market. In essence, Curves targets a demographic that competitors have written off or cast aside.

“In this particular part of my industry—fitness centers for women—I became the best at it,” Gary says. “That’s one of the keys to success—you become very, very good at some small part of something. You’re a specialist, not a generalist.”

Risk taking is also about embracing change.
 Businesses that avoid change will inevitably stagnate.
 Change takes you out of your comfort zone, but
 how else can a business grow? “I think people
 like me learn to like feeling uncomfortable. In fact,
 we get comfortable with being uncomfortable.”






Partnering with Like-Minded Companies 

Gary continues to reinvent his company, finding new ways to expand the Curves brand and promote its message of fitness and health. In 2006, Curves partnered with Destiny Health, a Chicago-based company, in a program that offers plan members 50 percent off their enrollment fees at Curves. Destiny Health develops wellness-based health-care plans that balance health insurance coverage with incentives that reward healthy behavior. Curves has also worked with major health insurance companies like Blue Cross and Blue Shield to provide wellness-program benefits.

A partnership with the American Association of Retired Persons has made Curves membership available through that association. “Everybody knows that if you exercise a few times a week, you lower your health-care costs by 50 percent,” Gary says. “Another way of looking at it is that for every dollar you spend on wellness, you save as much as $5 on illness.”

In 2009, the American Association
 of Franchisees and Dealers
 announced Curves was its
 “Franchisor of the Year.”



In 2007, Curves partnered with General Mills to launch weight-management food products, including granola bars and cereals. Gary’s readiness to expand Curves’s reach through partnerships proves that risk taking remains a major part of the company’s agenda.

When asked to define risk, Gary responds, “Weighing those factors that would allow for success against those that would allow for failure.” Then, he adds, you factor in your experience level and ability to forecast a likely outcome.

“I’m not afraid of losing my money or my
 business. I’m going to wake up every day
 and do the right thing. And if I were to lose
 everything I own, I’d just rebuild again.”



Risk taking is also about embracing change. Businesses that avoid change will inevitably stagnate. Change takes you out of your comfort zone, but how else can a business grow? “I think people like me learn to like feeling uncomfortable,” Gary concludes. “In fact, we get comfortable with being uncomfortable.”

Meanwhile, Gary continues to write best-selling books, including  Curves: Permanent Results without Permanent Dieting, Curves on the Go, and Curves Fitness and Weight Management Program. Gary remains focused on finding new ways for Curves to reach more women.

“I’m proud that I’ve created an opportunity for 4 million women to find their way into the gym, many of them for the first time,” Gary says. “Our sisters, our mothers, and our grandmothers now have an opportunity to start taking care of themselves and to avoid disease.”

And, he adds, he’s also created an “entrepreneurial opportunity for thousands of women to own their own business, provide for their families, and make a difference in their communities. So whether it’s the entrepreneurial opportunities or the health opportunities I’ve been able to create, those are the things I’m most proud of.”

Curves’s success owes much to Gary’s willingness to take high-stakes risks, despite the disappointment of past failures. “I’m not afraid of losing my money or my business,” he says. “I’m going to wake up every day and do the right thing. And if I were to lose everything I own, I’d just rebuild again.”

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS

◆ Gary Heavin saw opportunity in an underserved niche: out-of-shape older women who wanted to exercise but felt unwelcome amid young, fit bodies in traditional gym and health-club settings.
◆ His first fitness club for women failed when he opened it to men, changing the factor that had made it unique. He fell into a downward spiral of debt and inability to meet child-support obligations that led to jail time. But he resolved not to let adversity defeat him. 
◆ He trusted his gut that a women-only exercise studio was a good idea, and he decided to expand the idea by offering franchises to owner/managers who he believed could build the relationships he felt were essential in such a business.
◆ Rather than concentrate on pricing issues, he focused on finding the most committed franchisees, and he charged them a flat fee instead of a percentage of income. Bucking conventional wisdom, he made the fee structure Curves’s strength. He felt the percentage system was a disincentive to growing the business, and he was proven correct when satisfied franchisees encouraged others to come aboard.
◆ His model—small, no-frills operations—worked even in sparsely populated areas that couldn’t support more elaborate setups, so his franchisees could hit ’em where others ain’t. 
◆ Distributing T-shirts and water bottles with the company logo, combined with positive word-of-mouth reports, drew the company notice without expensive advertising. And Gary continues to  reinvent the business by partnering with food companies, health insurers, and others who target the same customers Gary’s company serves.
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