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Foreword

WHEN PAUL ORFALEA WAS IN SCHOOL, he struggled mightily, just as I did, with reading and writing. In grade school, I relied on Classic Comics to understand the books that the teachers assigned, but that I couldn’t read. In college, Paul used Cliff Notes and watched great plays on TV to survive a literature class. It’s not surprising that as kids we both focused our energies outside the classroom. I sold chickens, eggs, and fertilizer; Paul sold vegetables. And we each became interested in the stock market in our early teens.

Back then, not much was known about dyslexia. All we knew was that we were different from other kids in the class, and we had to work much harder to keep up. We also didn’t know that many other talented individuals went through similar difficulties in school. When he was a kid, Albert Einstein had great difficulty remembering words and written material, and was told by his teacher that he would never amount to anything. What that teacher didn’t know is that Einstein’s deficits shared the same brain with his extraordinary vision as a physicist—one that profoundly changed the way we understand our world.

The same is true of many successful entrepreneurs in the business world. That’s why I’m glad that Paul Orfalea addresses this issue in his autobiography. Even though there have been great scientific advances in understanding how the human brain works, there is still tremendous stigma for kids and adults who do not learn in ways widely considered to be the educational norm.

I’ve often thought that the obstacles I faced in school helped to shape me as an entrepreneur. It wasn’t until business school, when I was able to concentrate on business and economics, that I really came into my own. That experience taught me that everyone has their strengths and challenges. It highlighted the importance of teamwork and showed me that the combination of many different strengths produces a better outcome than one person working alone. That’s a perspective that has had a profound influence on our management philosophy and in our relationships with our clients. As you read the engaging story of how he started and built Kinko’s, you’ll see how Paul Orfalea’s difficulties with learning inclined him to treat his fellow workers and customers with real humanity. Copy This! is filled with inspiring and concrete advice to businessmen and businesswomen about how they can do the same.

The most compelling part of Paul’s book, however, is the insight into the strengths that frequently accompany the challenges, and how difficulties in learning in the conventional sense often force a person to develop compensatory strategies. And that, in turn, can lead to what we commonly refer to as “thinking outside the box.” The Kinko’s we’ve known all these years would not exist were it not for the exceptional thinking of its founder.

That’s a valuable message not only for businesspeople, but for educators and parents and, most importantly, for children who are experiencing problems with learning. It benefits us all to understand that we each have a one-of-a-kind brain, a special way of learning, and real strengths that are ours alone. For entrepreneurs and kids both, resiliency is a crucial ingredient in success, and there’s no better way to reinforce that quality than by reminding us, as Paul Orfalea does, that being different isn’t a bad thing and that we each have something uniquely our own to contribute.

[image: Image]

Founder and CEO, Charles Schwab & Co. Inc.


Preface

I FIRST MET KINKO’S FOUNDER PAUL ORFALEA IN 1997 while writing a story about him for Forbes. At the time, I had the same reaction most people do: “Who is this guy?” I had never met anyone like him. Nor have I since. I wanted to know a lot more, but no book existed to satisfy my curiosity. Once I began to work with him one on one, I started to feel that the words “human being” don’t fully capture him. I prefer to think of Paul as a weather pattern or, as one of his partners describes him, a hurricane. Paul is a force of nature with the power to effect a lot of change in a lot of people over a lot of territory all at once.

Now, if a hurricane could talk, what would he sound like? Good question. I’ve done my best to translate Paul not only to the written page, but also to the linear world in which he is definitely not a resident. The truth is, he’s always better in person; I hope you can hear him speak somewhere. I’ve never met a more circular, out-of-the-box thinker. It’s often exhausting trying to keep up with him, as many of his partners can attest.

But, as they and I have discovered, it’s worth the effort because he has an important story to tell —important not only for businesspeople and entrepreneurs who will benefit from his unorthodox and inspirational teaching, but for kids, teachers, and parents struggling with learning conditions like attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder and dyslexia. Paul’s “learning opportunities,” as he calls them, are a big part of the Kinko’s story and of his own story.

Yale dyslexia expert Sally Shaywitz defines dyslexia as “a reading difficulty that is unexpected for a person’s age, intelligence, level of education or profession.” Dyslexics like Paul may not be able to decode the written word the way you or I can, but they compensate for this difficulty with an extraordinary ability to see things you and I cannot. Most people underestimate, or simply don’t understand, the exceptional talents “learning opportunities” can confer on the people who have them. That is what this book is about. It’s the story of how Kinko’s came to be and a record of the peculiar genius behind the company.

—Ann Marsh
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Introduction

How To Succeed in Business Without Really Reading

NOT MANY KIDS MANAGE TO FLUNK THE SECOND GRADE, but I did. I couldn’t learn the alphabet. This code called reading, so easy for other students, I found difficult to break. They read as though angels whispered into their ears. They wrote in graceful curves and perfectly straight lines. I made chicken scratches. To me, a sentence was a road map with ink stains in all the critical places.

Consequently, I became a goof-off. Of the eight schools my parents enrolled me in, four expelled me. In third grade, my frustrated teachers sent me to a school for “mentally retarded” kids, housed in a teacher’s residence in Hollywood. Most of my classmates suffered from Down’s syndrome or other conditions of severe mental and physical impairment. Fortunately, I was given an IQ test, scored 130, and rejoined the public school system. Still, things didn’t get much better. I may not have been able to read, but I could find my way to the principal’s office blindfolded. My typical report card came back with two C’s, three D’s, and an F. A brilliant tutor named Selma Herr finally managed to teach me to read, after a fashion, using phonics. I graduated from high school, with a focus in wood shop, eighth from the bottom of my class of 1,200. Frankly, I still have no idea how those seven kids managed to do worse than I did.

My name is Paul Orfalea (OR-fah-la). In 1970, I started a copy shop in Santa Barbara, California, in an 8-foot by 12-foot storefront next to a hamburger stand. I called it Kinko’s after the nickname college friends gave me because of my kinky hair. Today, there are more than 1,200 Kinko’s locations across the globe. The revenues from those stores top $2 billion annually. Federal Express, our former vendor and the new owner of Kinko’s, plans to dramatically increase the number of retail outlets. I am most proud of the fact that, before I retired, Fortune named Kinko’s one of the best places to work in the country three times in a row. More than 100 of my earliest coworkers and partners are millionaires today because of what we built together at Kinko’s. As someone with a condition I now know is called “dyslexia,” I could have never predicted I would make my name in what is essentially the “reading business.” Kinko’s is not only a fixture on downtown street corners, but a fixture in the minds of millions of customers who use it to solve any number of their problems.



I teach them skills that have little to do with academics or test scores.



Today, I spend most Mondays in an unusual spot for someone with my skill set. I’m back in Santa Barbara, not far from that first Kinko’s, teaching economics to college seniors at the University of California at Santa Barbara. Naturally, I use a different teaching strategy than other teachers. I don’t use a roster to take roll. I take Polaroids of each student on the first day and scrawl their first names on each one. I keep this stack of photos in my pocket and shuffle through it when I need to. When I ask them for writing assignments (which is rarely), I never want more than one single page of clear and concise prose. I could care less about their grades. (I give almost all of them A’s.) Instead, I teach them skills that have little to do with academics or test scores. Among other things, I teach them new ways to think about money and investing, how to present their ideas verbally, how to talk with people from “authority figures” to each other. To this end, I run an exercise to teach them one of the hardest things in the world to learn—harder than calculus, harder than economic theory, harder than fixing a photocopier.

“Peter,” I say, picking a student at random. “Isn’t there a lovely young woman in this class who you’d like to ask out for Wednesday night?” Nervous laughter spreads across the room. People start looking at each other or down at their shoes. They’re thinking, “This is a world economics class?” Yes, it is.

“You want me to just ask somebody out?” Peter asks, incredulous. We’ve gotten to know each other over the past couple of classes. Now he looks at me as though I’ve gone insane. I am accustomed to getting this sort of reaction in life. I give him back an equally incredulous look. “You mean you wouldn’t want to go out with one of these lovely ladies? Peter, this is your chance.”

“OK,” Peter says looking across at Wendy. With a toss of the head, he says, “Hey, what are you doing Wednesday night?” Verrry cool.

“No, no, no!” I say. I wave my hands in the air like a conductor. “Ask her nicely, nicely. Be polite.” Have you ever noticed that kids these days really don’t know how to talk to each other? Peter begins again. He sits up a little straighter. He looks her in the eye.

“Wendy,” he begins, making eye contact. “Would-you-like-to-go-out-with-me-Wednesday-night?” This is a different kid entirely, both polite and courageous.

Now Wendy is embarrassed. It turns out she has a boyfriend! I ask her if she knows what she’s passing up. She murmurs something and looks down. But Peter isn’t off the hook. I get him to ask somebody else. This time Carol, shyly, says yes. I pull out a crumpled wad of bills from my pocket and give Peter some money, because most college kids are always pretty poor.

“Where are you gonna go?” I ask him. He hasn’t thought this far ahead. “Maybe Palazzio?” he ventures. “Oh, that’s a great place,” I tell him. I get this pair to settle on the hour they will meet on Wednesday. By this time, there’s a lot of laughter. Believe me, no one is bored. “Seven P.M.?” I confirm. “Great, maybe I’ll come,” I say. “I’ll see you there.”

I’ve never turned up, but I like them to think I might. Next week, I find out how the date went. Maybe I get another pair or two in class set up on dates. Sometimes the students keep dating each other, sometimes they don’t. But the point is, they get a chance to learn how to talk to each other. They get to see someone navigate rejection and survive it. They get to see someone asking for something he wants or needs from another person. Sometimes that’s all we need to learn to do in life.

The truth is that most of the boys are dying to ask out one of the girls. And most of the girls have an eye on one of the boys. Even if they’re straight-A students, speed readers, and star athletes, they’re scared half to death of putting themselves on the line. They need a push. This is one of the greatest lessons I learned from my own struggles, from my dyslexia, my restlessness, and what others call my ADHD or “attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder.” (I dislike using the term “deficit”; I don’t think it is one.) Doing life alone is not second best, it’s impossible. We need other people. We need to know how to talk with them, argue with them, build with them, and introduce ourselves to them. We need a push. It’s funny to think that human beings forget this fact, especially the straight-A types.

At Kinko’s I was a tireless matchmaker among the ranks of our coworkers. I constantly urged people to fall in love and marry each other. I believed in it and I still do! Hundreds of our partners, managers, and coworkers were married to each other. I’m very proud of the fact that, at one point before I left the company, I discovered that among our 200 top people we had only seven divorces. Many of our customers used Kinko’s as a dating service, as well. Thousands of them got married after meeting each other over our copy machines. Kinko’s was similar to another people-oriented company I admire, Southwest Airlines, which counts more than 1,000 married couples among its 34,000 coworkers. That’s a great statistic. I knew our coworkers would be stronger in teams than on their own. It’s possible to go all the way through your schooling years without learning this. Given the cards I drew at birth, I never had the chance to forget, not even for a moment.

This is only one of the many gifts of my “disorders,” all of which contributed enormously to the building of both Kinko’s and of my life. They propelled me to think differently. They forced me to rely on other people. I was prevented from taking inspiration from books; I had to learn from the world itself, directly. I had to rely on my own eyes, a skill not enough people make use of these days. My “disabilities” enabled me to focus on the big picture at Kinko’s, something I call being “on” your business instead of “in” it. My friend Tom O’Malia, former head of the Center for the Study of Entrepreneurship at the University of Southern California, taught me this concept. He told me that too many people are mired in the details of their lives. They are stuck down “in” their lives, rather than staying “on” them. They miss the larger picture; they don’t face the uncomfortable questions that, once posed, can force dramatic and necessary change. My dad had a saying for this. He would tell me, “The mundane is like a cancer.” He meant that all the busywork of your life prevents you from actually living.

Taking Care of Business

Running a company in a world full of readers was . . . well, an interesting experience. I certainly didn’t behave like other executives. If you opened the drawers and filing cabinets of my office, you would have seen . . . nothing. I didn’t keep paperwork, files, a pen, or a computer. What for? As a nonreader, I wouldn’t be using them much. In a way, the office was just for show because I didn’t like spending time there. I didn’t like sitting around and reading long, novelistic reports. I didn’t get caught up in the minutiae of meeting minutes. (I’d rather stick pins in my eyes than sit through a board meeting.) Coworkers helped with my written correspondence. I was so avid about staying “on” my business that I was maniacal—fanatical!— about responding to my mail the same day I got it. My longtime colleague CiCie Frederickson learned to write my letters based on our brief conversations. “You figure out how to say it,” I’d tell her. Later, her husband, Dan Frederickson, the president of Kinko’s, also helped write correspondence for me, too. My office was empty because I had an In Box and an Out Box—but no storage box in between. I took care of business the same day it landed on my desk.

Though I couldn’t avoid some writing, most vital communications were transmitted verbally, by voice mail, or in person. When I was with Kinko’s, we were an oral company, a verbal company. My restlessness propelled me out of doors. How many managers do you know who really understand what is happening at the frontlines of their business? I did. I visited stores to find out what our different locations were doing right. Anybody can sit around in an office thinking about what people are doing wrong. My job was to get out and find out what people were doing right—and exploit it. Then, I tried to spread those practices throughout the Kinko’s network.

My high school degree in wood shop belies the fact that I also have no mechanical ability to speak of. There isn’t a machine at Kinko’s I can operate. I could barely run the first copier we leased back in 1970. It didn’t matter. All I knew was that I could sell what came out of it. From day one at Kinko’s I relied on others to operate those machines, to run the store, to come up with groundbreaking new ideas, to expand our business, and to keep me and everybody else constantly inspired. The same is true today. I rely on others to run our real estate ventures, our investments, and our philanthropic endeavors. You’re right if you’re wondering whether or not I wrote these words you’re reading. As with every other undertaking in my life, I relied on someone else—in this case, my coauthor Ann Marsh. Too many people think they have to do life on their own, but I’ve found the best way to live is to share the burdens, as well as the joys, with others. My motto has always been “Anybody else can do it better.”



My job was to get out and find out what people were doing right.



These days, people are quick to label others with terms like “learning disabled,” ADHD, ADD, “dyslexic,” and a host of other maladies. Kids often come up to me and say, “I am ADHD,” as opposed to, “I have ADHD.” What does that do to their self-esteem? Drugs like Ritalin and Prozac are prescribed as quick fixes. I am not against those drugs. In fact, my life improved dramatically once I started taking Prozac a couple of years back. But, before giving drugs to our kids, we need to better understand what they are trying to erase: the highly varied ways people think and process information. How many innovators, I wonder, are lost to us simply because their talents and skills cannot be accurately perceived or measured? And why are we so hung up on measuring everyone, anyway? The very bedevilment we are so eager to cure in a person may hold the key to his genius. I speak regularly to adults, kids, budding entrepreneurs, parents, business students, corporate executives, and academics and, believe me, the things I tell them are not what they learn in classrooms. When tearful parents come up to me to talk about their child’s “learning disorder,” I ask them, “Oh, you mean his learning opportunity? What is your child good at? What does he like to do?” When I meet their kids, I tell them, “You are blessed.” It is easy to forget that part of the equation in the face of a dire-sounding prognosis.

I didn’t know it at the time I opened the first Kinko’s, but there is a long history of innovators and achievers who owe their particular brilliance, at least in part, to their “deficits.” This is a little appreciated fact, but those with learning opportunities, and even people with mood disorders, make up the ranks of some of the most successful and inventive members of our society. They have for millennia. Some speculate that Leonardo da Vinci, Winston Churchill, Albert Einstein, and Walt Disney were dyslexic, though there’s no way to say for certain. A Fortune cover story, “The Dyslexic CEO,” featured the startling number of successful businesspeople with dyslexia, from Virgin Record’s founder Richard Branson and telecom pioneer Craig McCaw to Cisco CEO John Chambers and celebrated trial attorney David Boies to discount brokerage founder Charles Schwab. Add to that list IKEA founder Ingvar Kamprad, whose fortune Forbes estimates at $18.5 billion. I’m in good company. All of these innovators survived an educational system determined to make them feel like failures. We are the lucky ones. Some think our penal system is crammed with wayward visionaries who never found the support they needed to make the capitalist system work for them. Some of my closest friends in high school and college were social outcasts. Some of them did end up in jail. I could relate to them all.

Fortunately, my racing, jumping mind, my inability to sit still, my difficulty reading—all of these qualities led me to develop what other people call an unorthodox, people-centered, big-picture business model. To a peddler like me it’s simply what came naturally. In this model, when all systems are go, businessmen and women value customers and each other, understand the importance of cash flow, liquidity, savings, and risk taking. They cut quickly through red tape (because there isn’t any), grow rapidly without losing perspective, and surround themselves with the right people. To this day, Kinko’s (now FedEx Kinko’s) is one of only a very few competitors from that original field of mom-and-pop copy shops that has survived to become a multinational. FedEx Kinko’s is now the dominant retail document management chain in the world. As we grew, we continued to insist on respecting every single one of our (at the time) 25,000 coworkers for their unique contributions. We created a unique company with a unique culture. The fact that Fortune repeatedly named it one of the best places to work is due, in no small part, to the fact that I understood that anybody else really could do it better.

With my lot in life, do you think I had any other choice of attitude? I was forced to trust the world and to trust other people. With my skill set, I certainly couldn’t have built Kinko’s alone. To my knowledge, none of the visionary thinkers mentioned above, some of whom were also labeled “learning disabled,” have tried to explain the specific ways in which their “disabilities” contributed to their uncanny abilities to innovate and to create. That is my aim in writing this book. It is built around the set of concepts I used at first to survive when I was younger and, later, to build a multinational, store by store. Along the way, I relate the story of how Kinko’s came to be.

Like my students in Santa Barbara, you don’t have to have dyslexia to learn from my business experience. Nor do you have to be a businessperson to learn from my learning opportunity. In this book, you’ll see that the line between the business and the personal is blurred because I don’t think the two are really separable. My hope is that anyone who picks up this book (or listens to an audio version) will come away with new insights into how to better run their businesses, to cope with and capitalize on what others consider their flaws, to partner with others, to enjoy their families, and to live their lives.

In case I haven’t already made it clear, I’m extremely human. I struggle with my temper, my “dark side.” The dark side of the Kinko’s story is that the company was built, at least in part, on emotional extremes, most of them my own. Both as an adult and when I was younger, my emotions and my creativity sometimes misfired. Once, when I was 12 years old, I tied myself up in ropes like Houdini, jumped in a pool, and sank to the bottom. Unlike Houdini, I failed to free myself. I nearly drowned before an alarmed cousin pulled me from the water. Chalk that one up to the perils of highly creative thinking.

Building an entirely new sort of business from a single Xerox copy machine was a more successful plunge. It gave me the life the world seemed determined to deny me when I was younger. I built personal and business relationships that endure to this day, both because of and despite my difficulties. I have my mother to thank for encouraging the development of my own view of the world. One day after I was expelled from school at the age of 13, the vice principal told my mother not to worry about her son’s future. “Maybe someday he can learn how to lay carpet,” he said to console her. I remember my mom came home crying that day and said, “I just know Paul can do more than lay carpets.” Mom dreamed her own dreams. She never relied upon the bleak assessments of others. Whenever I felt down, whenever I started wondering what homeless shelter I would die in, she used to buck me up by telling me:

“You know Paul, the A students work for the B students, the C students run the companies, and the D students dedicate the buildings.”

Don’t get me wrong. I’m not suggesting parents say this to a child who’s getting A’s and B’s. But the child who can’t play by the same rules needs to know there’s so much more to life than what goes down on a report card. I had supportive parents and that made all the difference. I was a sensitive kid. I could have easily fallen through the cracks. My parents taught my brother, sister, and me to please ourselves first. They kept schoolwork in perspective. They never wanted us staying up late to study for tests because they knew we’d forget everything we’d memorized at the last minute. They schooled us in bigger concepts. Kids today need to spend more time learning to please themselves instead of pleasing others, instead of trying to conform to the one-size-fits-all measuring sticks of standardized tests and grading systems. My parents taught me to reject conventional wisdom and to rely on my own deepest instincts.

Whether you’re reading this book or listening to it on tape, may it inspire you to do the same.


My parents, Virginia and Al Orfalea, cared far more about my savings than about my grades.
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My brother, Dick, and sister, Marlene, teased me mercilessly.
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Bucking convention, as usual, at Knott’s Berry Farm in 1954.
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Here I am in full kinkitude, during my USC years.
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Exterior shot of first Kinko’s in Isla Vista, California, 1970.
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Me, with early Kinkoids in front of bus. Future head of Kinko’s Northwest, Brad Krause, top left; bottom right, Craig Redwine, future partner in Arcada and Eureka, California.
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Early ads.
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Me and Dan Tevrizian at my wedding, 1984.
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Receiving an award from President George H. Bush for outstanding accomplishment for “a learning-challenged citizen.”
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Here I am with Dan Frederickson, handing out hats at one of our annual picnics.
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Xerox sand sculpture at the picnic in 1995.
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Me, Natalie, Mason, and Keenan at a family wedding.
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Filling in for the winners of the annual Best Ideas contest.
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With original Kinko’s partners, Brad Krause, Dennis Itule, Jimmy Warren, and Tim Stancliffe at the 25th anniversary picnic, with a reproduction of the original Kinko’s behind us.
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Here I am, “repurposing” with kids at the Cuesta Community College Day Care Center in San Luis Obispo, California.
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My wife and soulmate, Natalie.
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Chapter 1

Anybody Else Can Do It Better

WHILE DRIVING ME TO SCHOOL ONE DAY IN 1957, my mother saw a dark-haired kid walking to class and, assuming he was Lebanese like the rest of our family, told me I should meet him. (I had curly blond hair at the time and never looked particularly Lebanese, but more on that subject later.) “Go talk to him,” she said, letting me out of the car. I trailed after him. I needed help when I was young learning how to talk to people and I got it from my mother.

The kid turned out to be Danny Tevrizian, an Armenian, and he was everything I was not. While I floundered in class, he did well. While other kids teased or avoided me, they liked Danny. My family felt relieved when they saw us together because they saw that, through him, I’d found a toehold at school. What they didn’t know was that I’d also found a terrific source for correct test answers. Danny never condoned cheating, but I began to cheat off his tests whenever I could get away with it since a certain amount of cheating in school is a matter of academic survival for someone who can barely read a sentence—not to mention write one. My teacher, Sister Sheila, had spent the two previous years paddling me because I cheated on my alphabet test.

So, at the outset of fourth grade, it was a relief to meet Danny. We played games like Risk, Stratego, and Monopoly together. We made bets as to who would become a millionaire first. When Danny decided to go to USC for college, I followed him and majored in loopholes. (I first picked up credits at Los Angeles Valley College, then talked my way into USC’s regular degree program by starting with extension courses and taking classes with football players.)

I didn’t know it at the time but, outside of the members of my family, Danny was my first partner. He was one of the first people who taught me that one plus one equals three, that people are always stronger together. You could say I partnered with his whole family. His mom helped rewrite my school papers. His sister Melanie reworked the essay I wrote on my college application about 20 times. His brother Dickran, now a federal judge, was a great mentor to me. Every major success I’ve had in my life has come about because I knew that somebody, often anybody, whether it was my wife, friend, or business partner, could do something better than I could.



The best students think they have to do it all themselves.



This is a difficult, if not impossible, concept for straight-A types to grasp. The best students think they have to do it all themselves. This isn’t their fault. The educational system teaches kids they have to be good at everything, or else. They must excel at reading, writing, mathematics, history, geography, music, sports, and science. Out of the classroom, I’ve found this just isn’t so. Adults have a much easier time than they did as kids. They get to specialize. They become musicians, doctors, teachers, and librarians. They pick one thing. It’s a whole lot easier.

Danny and I are still best friends today, nearly 50 years later. He’s watched me build my entire life through my relationships with other people. As he sees it, I go around looking for my “missing piece.” I find that piece with one partner and then with another in an ever-widening circle of long-term collaborations. As Danny puts it, “I felt I was a piece that fit in there for a while, then other people take over that spot. Everybody gets to take a ride with Paul for a while. Paul enjoys this. It makes him whole.” If it weren’t for my learning opportunities, which make obvious my need for help, I might be deluded like others into thinking I could do everything on my own.

I got the idea for partnerships at home. My family, full of entrepreneurs, was built on them. First off, we are of Lebanese descent. Both of my parents, Al and Virginia Orfalea, were descended from immigrants. As a kid, I didn’t know anyone who had a job. In my home, having a “job” and working for someone else was not a cool thing. When you’re an employee, my mother used to say, “You’re only as good as your last paycheck.” Being part of a big family, my relatives worked with each other. It was only natural. As far as I was concerned, family and business were all mixed up together. My mother was one of seven, six of them girls. Four of her siblings lived within blocks of us. I spent my weekends walking, biking, and driving to and from our various cousins’ homes. Our house was always full of cousins, aunts, and uncles. For many years, my father’s mother lived with us. When I was born, my uncles took a look at my curly blond head and asked my mother, “Where’d you get the Swede?” I may have been one of the clan, but I didn’t look like anybody else. If not being able to read made me feel like an outcast, the way I looked only deepened my alienation. I was always the oddball. Some things never change. I grew up accustomed to lots of shouting, pranks and huge family meals of fresh tabbouleh, hummus, and grape leaves. Over dinner, we talked and argued about the Vietnam War, the Commie threat, labor unions, and civil rights.

I watched partnerships at work everywhere within my family. All the adults were married. Most of their marriages were based on mutual respect and understanding—even if they included teasing and loud arguments. Family life was not particularly peaceful and, as it turned out decades later, neither was the family culture we built at Kinko’s. Our motto at Kinko’s in the eighties was “Keep the music playing.” It inspired our coworkers to stay engaged, inspired, and talking with one another even when the lines were long and the demands bizarre at the front counter. It could have just as easily been the motto for my boisterous family.

At home, my father was the breadwinner and my mother over-saw the household. Dad ran his own women’s clothing company in downtown Los Angeles called Charm of Hollywood. Even though she stayed at home, Mom was as skilled by nature at business as my father. Her mother, my grandmother, raised seven kids by herself in the Depression after her husband was killed in a trucking accident. Now, that’s an achievement. Think about that for a moment—a single woman, raising seven kids in the Depression. I could never understand how the single mothers who worked at Kinko’s did it. When my kids were little, I found them very difficult to manage. And I wasn’t raising them alone. My grandmother ran a clothing store that was located right next to Canter’s Delicatessen and Restaurant on Fairfax in Los Angeles. Maybe her store thrived because of all the free labor: my mother, her five sisters, and one brother grew up helping out there, interacting with customers and sweeping out the back room. Growing up, my aunts tell me that they rarely felt they lacked for anything, even without their father.



Your average street peddler has more business sense than the guy walking past in a suit.



My mother absorbed her mother’s business smarts and shared them constantly with my father and with all of us kids. No one in business or in life has influenced me more. I have her and Father to thank for many of the principles that guided me while I helped build Kinko’s. When I meet with businesspeople today, many of whom have fancy MBAs and lots of “book smarts,” I can’t shake the sense that we’ve gotten away from the immigrant values our grandparents brought to this country. In my family, we were all peddlers. I’ve found your average street peddler has more business sense than the guy walking past in a suit. They deal with customers in real time and get instant feedback from the market. In my experience, business smarts ultimately boil down to common sense and intuition. This is what my family, and especially my parents, passed down to me. My mother was a strong partner for my dad, giving him advice when he needed it about his clothing company.

My father and my Uncle Vic ran Charm of Hollywood together and shared the ownership 50–50. That was a beautiful partnership. I never saw either of them angry at each other. Uncle Vic was in charge of production while my Dad ran the business side and supervised the redesign of the clothing lines six times a year. As far as I know, they didn’t compete, but thrived in each other’s company. On my mother’s side I particularly admired my Uncle Nick and my Uncle Aimel, who are married to two of mom’s sisters. They are cool guys. They worked as bartenders after World War II. They learned the value of saving by living in an apartment my grandmother owned and storing up enough cash to open bars together. At one point, they owned and operated five bars and two liquor stores in downtown Los Angeles. After selling them, they went into real estate and built up a modest real estate empire for themselves. Work and family. Partnership and family. They went together. It made sense to me as a kid and it still does.

Unfortunately, though, there didn’t seem to be a place for me in the workplace when I was young. One time when I was in high school, I was working at my father’s clothing factory, as I did most afternoons. For the longest time my job had been buttoning up the dresses after they were steamed, but I really wanted to start assembling orders for customers, a job overseen by my Uncle Vic’s wife, my Aunt Claudia. It paid more and the work was more interesting. My Aunt Claudia, however, was not a nice person at work. Once, she spotted me trying to pick orders and shouted at the man helping me out, “Don’t let him do that! He can’t even read.” So much for nepotism. I walked out of the factory that day and sat in my car in the parking lot. It’s possible that I cried for hours. It was the biggest cry of my life, and one of only a handful of times in my adult life that I have ever shed tears. I remember thinking, at that time, that it was no use trying to please anyone else. It simply wasn’t possible, not with my skill set, so I might as well try to please myself.

It took me a lot longer before I actually succeeded in doing so. After my humiliation by Aunt Claudia, I returned many times to work at my dad’s factory. But I was demoralized. Even though we had a great relationship, my dad eventually kicked me out. He just didn’t know what to do with me. So I looked for work elsewhere. My neighbor Tim got me a job working at the local drugstore as a soda jerk serving up ice cream scoops and chocolate malts. A couple of days into my job I was fired after I spilled milk on the floor and a customer slipped and fell. Next, I tried a local gas station. My first  day on the job, the station manager fired me because my handwriting was so poor no one could read what I wrote on the customers’ charge slips. It probably didn’t help that I wasn’t eager to follow his—or anyone else’s—direction. Most dyslexics have such bad early experiences with authority figures that they end up mistrusting authority in all forms for the rest of their lives. I’d say I got a healthy dose of that sort of experience. After getting fired from the gas station, I looked for other work. I tried painting sidewalk curbs with my cousins Denny and Steve Itule but spilled paint all over the upholstery of my cousin Brenda’s car instead. (Denny, Steve, and Brenda all became partners of mine at Kinko’s years later.) That was the end of that idea. I hated delivering newspapers. I loved talking with the customers when I sold Fuller brushes door to door. They let me in their homes and often made a purchase. But when I came back to collect payment later on, it seemed like no one was ever home. It didn’t take long for me to conclude that I was basically unemployable.



It didn’t take me long to conclude that I was basically unemployable.



Clearly the only hope for me was to go into business for myself, to be my own boss. With so many entrepreneurs in the family, this wasn’t a foreign concept. Even back when I was struggling through the second grade, I was making plans. I felt somewhere within me that I was going to own my own company one day and that I would have a secretary who would read and write for me. I had no idea how soon it would happen.

The spark came in the middle of my senior year at USC. I was taking a class with Danny. Our professor separated all of the students into groups. Danny and I ended up in the same one. We had to write a paper together for a shared grade on the Irvine Company, a huge real estate company in Orange County, California. Since I couldn’t read well, I couldn’t help much in the way of either research or writing. Instead, I became the gofer. I got the group coffee and pizza and generally entertained the other members. My one official job was to make copies of their paper and turn it in on time for the grade. This I could do.

I went to the university’s copy center, paper in hand, on the day it was due. Right off, I saw something far more interesting: the copy center itself. This was the spring of 1970 and people were scurrying around making voluminous copies of legal paperwork for the trial of accused serial killer Charles Manson. I came running back to class, nearly out of breath. I had to talk to Danny. I was late with the paper and Danny was pretty angry that I’d jeopardized his grade.

“Gee, Paul,” he said, “thanks a lot.”

As Danny remembers it, “Paul was shaking all over. He told me, ‘Danny, I’ve got this great idea!’”

I realized I could start a copy shop myself, and I knew a place that needed one. My girlfriend at the time was a student two hours north of Los Angeles up the coast, at the University of California at Santa Barbara. There weren’t any copy centers there for students or faculty. I didn’t write out a business plan or study the market. But my gut told me I could make money selling what came out of those machines. It didn’t matter that I had no idea how they worked.

Within a couple of months, in the fall of 1970, I found and rented out a small storefront near the university, only 100 square feet, attached to Carlos Hamburgers on Pardall Road in a part of Santa Barbara called Isla Vista. I was still a student down south, but I couldn’t put off this brainstorm. The rent was $100 a month. The place was so small that by the time we needed a second machine we had to lug it out onto the sidewalk—yes, customers made their copies outdoors. The front of the store had a 6-foot-long flap of wood in the front secured with metal hooks that opened up like a garage door. When it was up, customers could stand under it out front and place their orders at a counter. A friend of mine who was an artist painted a series of mermaid-style women on the walls around the counter. They wore star-spangled bikini tops and their faces and hairdos looked like Marilyn Monroe’s.

I rooted around for a name and found it on my own scalp. By the time I got to college, the curly blond locks of my youth had turned into a thick reddish afro. My friends called me Mohair, Carpethead, Pubehead, and Brillo Pad. I tried to straighten it a couple of times using some Afrosheen my mom gave me. I put the stuff in my hair and slept with a nylon stocking over my head. When I came to class the next day with my hair pancaked down over my skull, everyone stared. “Mr. Orfalea,” my finance professor, James Stancill, asked in front of the whole class, “What happened to you?” For a short time that earned me the nickname Strato, a play on the word “straight.” When I gave up on trying to tame my appearance, I became Kinkhead and then Kinko was coined by my friend Tim LaBrucherie, aka Zodo, whom you’ll hear more about later. I never particularly liked being called Kinko, but it stuck. And I gave it to my new business.

It was no accident I chose it. Customers don’t forget hard consonant names. That’s another thing my mom used to tell me. Remember “goo-goo, ga-ga”? The first sounds that babies remember? That’s why names like Xerox, Kodak, Costco, and Google lodge themselves in your mind. You never forget them, so I had a pretty good idea that Kinko’s would catch on. By the time my artist friend was finished with his mural, the sign over the original store read, “The Grand Kinko’s.” The Marilyn Monroe mermaids, their arms raised high in the air as if they were dancing, set the tone. All I needed was a copier. My father cosigned on a $5,000 bank loan so that I could lease a copier from Xerox for $1,000 a month.

I called up Xerox. The company dispatched a technician named Harry Waaler from nearby Goleta to deliver a machine to us. Harry told me later that nothing about the description of our store made sense to him. “It just didn’t compute,” Harry said. “Why would anyone want a Xerox machine in Isla Vista, anyway?” The place was a densely populated college town. Hippie central. Somewhat rundown. Vietnam War protests were in full swing at the time. A local bank had been bombed. Another bomb at the faculty club, not far off, had killed a janitor. “The problem with our Xerox company cars is that they were black and looked like narc cars,” Harry said. “I kind of hated to go down there and drive around.”

When I finally stepped out to greet Harry on the sidewalk, he saw a kid with an afro, a walrus-style mustache, and bell-bottom pants. I was 22 years old. Harry told me later he figured he’d made a mistake. With my skills, how do you think I greeted people who came to help me out with my new company? I said, “I’m SO happy to meet you!” and I meant it. Harry didn’t know it, but my future was in his hands— and in the hands of a bunch of other people I had yet to meet.

When we shook hands that day, another beautiful partnership was born. Or, as Harry puts it, “Paul became dependent on me.” Xerox would become Kinko’s’ most important corporate partner for the next 30 years. It started with a handshake between two people. That’s why I spend so much time teaching college students about how to present themselves and their ideas. I’ve found that most ventures in life begin this way.

Over the years, Harry and I did a lot of business with each other. We’re still friends to this day. As Harry puts it, “I became a part of his family. Everybody does.”

Before we opened, we put a sandwich board out front advertising copies at four cents a page. My father just couldn’t comprehend how we could succeed by charging so little. He still cosigned on my loan, but it made no sense to him at all. “This company has as much chance of success as a fur company in Death Valley,” he would say as we argued loudly about its chances.



We weren’t so much selling copies as we were assuaging anxiety.



We were still setting up shop when a professor from the university came to us. Like each and every one of the subsequent millions of customers we would serve over the next three decades, he was stressed out and in a hurry. It was a state of mind all of us at Kinko’s would come to be intimately familiar with. Later on, we would learn that we weren’t so much selling copies as we were assuaging anxiety. He didn’t know exactly what he wanted, but he wanted it done yesterday. He placed a $50 order with us and we hadn’t even opened. It was a good omen.

Almost instantly it was apparent that we’d tapped into a strong demand, the central goal of any peddler or entrepreneur. We had found a means of helping people laboring with an unimaginable variety of desperate needs that the marketplace had yet to even identify. As a person who floundered for much of his childhood, who had so many unmet needs of my own, it was probably no accident.


Chapter 2

Are You “In” or “On” Your Business?

THE NIGHT BEFORE I OPENED THE ORIGINAL KINKO’S, I sat in my bedroom getting ready. I had bought plastic film dispensers (in addition to making copies, we sold and processed film). The work of filling each one with film rolls, one by one, was both lulling and boring. It had to be done. But it distracted me from thinking about more important issues. I reminded myself that it’s not the things you do, but the things you don’t do that drive you crazy. I didn’t have any partners just yet, at this early stage, and that was my problem. I knew that, as soon as I could, I had to turn these tedious tasks over to others and pay them well for doing them. I could not let myself get swept under by all the monotonous busywork that comes along with starting a company. I was already vowing to stay “on” my business and not “in” it.

My dad worked in an inventory-based business and he knew what he was talking about. Managing inventory made it especially difficult for him to stay focused on the big picture. The stakes were too high. The apparel industry in downtown Los Angeles was and is a grind. I remember once a worker made an error while cutting a huge bolt of cloth. That single slipup cost my father’s company $20,000. Dad could only grit his teeth, take the loss, and move on.

At Kinko’s our errors cost us very little. We might waste some paper, but our botches were comparatively painless. This freed us to focus on the larger issues at work; it didn’t cost us as much to leave daily tasks to others. This was one of the major advantages I saw to the retail copy business. At his apparel company, Dad was over-worked—even though there were 500 people working with him, he didn’t delegate enough. He was simply too polite to raise a ruckus or complain. My father reminded me of the 1940s movie actor Ronald Colman—handsome, unflappable, debonair. He was a true statesman. I loved and admired my dad, but I didn’t emulate him. (Ask anyone who knows me: I’ve never been accused of being unflappable or debonair.) Anybody could barge in on him. He got interrupted all the time, even on the weekends. Leo Finkenberg, one of his sales guys, called my father most Sundays. Dad would spend hours on the phone on a precious day off saying, “Yes, Leo. Yes, Leo.”

Even though my father was the one who had told me, “The mundane is like a cancer,” he knew his life was out of balance. But he didn’t know how to fix it. Though he was a tremendous success in the clothing industry and received awards for his work, by the end of his life, he found he’d gotten too bogged down with details. From watching my dad, I learned the difference between “in” and “on.” “Drive thy business,” as Benjamin Franklin once said. “Let not thy business drive thee.” Being “on” your business and your life means having enough detachment every day that you are constantly reassessing your direction, thinking creatively about your overall strategy, and scrutinizing your competitors’ tactics. It means relying on others to attend to most of the details of the day-to-day operations and employing a system of checks to verify that you are on the right track. Think of an airplane traveling from Los Angeles to New York. Most of the time while aloft, it is in fact off course while its navigational system continually makes adjustments so that it lands in the right place. Without constantly reassessing our direction to account for changes in the world around us, many companies (and lives) go way off track before anyone notices.

If this is happening to you, you may be “in” your life too much. If you are “in” your business, or your life, you aren’t spending much time leading. You’re putting out fires or attending to mindless tasks better left to your coworkers. Although I couldn’t read well—maybe in part because I couldn’t read well—I have a tremendous memory. Or, so my friends say. I don’t tend to forget details like coworkers’ names, financial figures, or when to send a birthday card. When walking through stores, I always saw the tiniest items that needed fixing—from a tangled extension cord to a messy countertop. The key is that I did learn which details to focus on and which ones to ignore. I learned to turn a lot of busywork over to other people. That’s an important skill. If you don’t develop it, you’ll be so busy, busy, busy that you can’t get a free hour, not to mention a free week or month, to sit back and think creatively about where you want to be heading and how you are going to get there.

The Paul Orfalea In-or-On-Your-Business Quiz

1. Do you let people interrupt you whenever they want during the day?

2. Do your friends call you more often than you call them?

3. Do you work nights and weekends?

4. Do you take less than three weeks of vacation a year?

5. Do you lie awake at night feeling guilty?

6. Do you spend much of your time doing tasks someone else could do?

7. Do you often find yourself wondering what is happening at home or at one of your stores because you are rarely there?



My goal was always to answer “no” to each of these questions. For the most part I did, though in the years of our most furious growth at Kinko’s, my wife, Natalie, says I was so preoccupied with work that, even when I was bodily at home, I was mentally elsewhere. I fought against that tendency in myself. When your mind can break free of all that worry and clutter, you will find yourself coming up with the most improbable and inspired ideas.

* * *

Staying “on” your business and not “in” it is a question of time-frame. Ask yourself where you are right now. Are you living in the past, the present, or the future? One of the most important things you carry with you is your frame of reference. Being constantly busy means you are too wedded to the past. When you’re that busy, you can’t see the present, and forget about the future. During my senior year at USC, if I had walked into that copy shop too preoccupied with the paper due that day (worrying about a grade!), I would never have seen the tremendous business opportunity staring me straight in the face. Pay attention to what is happening in your life. Do your homework, but don’t let it distract you from what is really important in life. Sometimes you can’t help getting stuck for a while in the past. Take accountants. Accountants are in the past, managers are in the present, and leaders are in the future. Know your job and you’ll know what timeframe you live in from moment to moment. In the end, we are all the leaders of our own lives. Nobody else can do that job for us.

Guerrilla Retailing

A whole lot of ideas went into the first Kinko’s. This is largely because I was so determined to stay “on” my business when I opened up that I did not allow myself the comfort of knowing what our business was going to be about! For all I knew in the beginning we might have ended up selling something else entirely. I knew that the students biking and walking past out front needed basics like pencils, pens, stationery, and notebooks. So we stocked up on those things. In addition to photocopying, we did a brisk business selling and processing film. Making passport photos, too, really helped us pay the bills. We constructed an extra storage area out back and used it to stock stacks and stacks of paper that we wholesaled to customers. Eventually we even brought a small printing press into that teeny 100-square-foot space. As far as I was concerned, any of those other lines of business might have proved strong enough to beat out copying. We might have grown into a stationery store, a wholesale paper venture, or a printing company. Our original store was a hothouse of experimentation.

For a time, it looked as though we might indeed go into printing. It didn’t take long for the small printing business I had running in the back of our original store to outgrow the space. We moved it into another, bigger location and hung a huge, flying Superman out front with a big “K” on his chest. We were now getting a good stream of work: glossy menus from restaurants, full-color posters, orders from the university. I found my very first partner, Brad Krause, by turning up at a graphics arts and photography class at the local city college to look for someone who could run a printing press for me. Brad was one of the students and he took me up on the offer. We owned the printing business together and, later, all of Kinko’s Northwest, one of our largest partnerships. Craig Redwine also came from the class with Brad to work at the printing business and, many years down the road, became a partner in Eureka and Arcata, California. They both did a great job, but I didn’t like the printing business. There were too many variables to control. I knew we needed to get out of it the day I walked through the production room and found a check for $1,800 on the floor. I went ballistic. Our income was so precarious that we had no business misplacing $50, not to mention $1,800. Things were out of control. We sold the business to a nice guy named Tom Cole in 1976. Until 1995, when he closed it, he licensed the Kinko’s name from us and that print shop was a lingering reminder of one of our roads not taken. But I’m getting ahead of my story.

To stay tuned into the market, as I’ve mentioned to you before, I didn’t spend much time in the store. Now you may not believe that, but it’s true. When I started the original Kinko’s, I was still a student two hours south in Los Angeles at USC. I stayed in Santa Barbara for a full week when we opened the store. But, after that, I only worked there two days a week. The rest of the time I was down south, taking classes. I hired people to run Kinko’s for me. And I left it in their care. As a result, there simply was no way to become too bogged down by lots of busywork.

On days I was there, I rarely made copies or worked behind the counter. To be honest, I was bored at the store. What I really enjoyed was getting out and meeting people —in a word, marketing. I went around campus handing out flyers. There’s no better way to stay “on” your business than to think creatively and constantly about your marketing: how you are marketing, who you are marketing to, and, always, how you could be doing a better job at it. You’d be amazed what kind of business you can generate by a seemingly simple thing like handing out flyers. It’s as true today as ever. My partners and I recently opened a bowling center in Santa Barbara called Zodo’s and I spent an afternoon handing out flyers on campus just like I used to do 30 years ago. We had a great weekend as a result! During Kinko’s’ earliest days, I also sold pens and pencils out of a backpack or out in front of the store on the sidewalk by talking up passersby. I offered people specials and encouraged them to come and do business with us.

When this form of guerrilla marketing produced results, I expanded our use of it. I talked male students into selling pens, pencils, and notebooks out of backpacks by sending them to all the girls’ dormitories. I gave them 20 percent of the sales. It was far easier to motivate people by tapping into Mother Nature. The guys wanted to meet the girls and the girls wanted the guys to come talk to them. In the process, I made a few bucks selling school supplies and spread the word about Kinko’s. We didn’t focus just on students, the poorest community in a university setting. We also targeted the faculty. By going into their departments and pretending we were supposed to be there, we stuffed flyers into the mailboxes of most of the professors on campus. University professors later drove some of our highest revenue business.

Now You See Me, Now You Don’t

If it isn’t completely obvious to you already, I think finding key partners is the most important ingredient in staying “on” your business. I didn’t stuff each of those professors’ boxes or visit all of those all-girls’ dormitories myself. I got people to help me, to work with me. When you have the right people in your life or in your business, you can afford to contemplate the big picture. From the first day at Kinko’s, I was doing my best to get out of “work.” Some years later, when we had a few stores up and running, I made up my mind to truly be inaccessible. I happened to be sitting in my office that day when the phone rang. It was one of our store managers calling to ask me how to handle a bounced check. I held the receiver away from my face and looked at it, flabbergasted. If every store manager needed my help to deal with a bounced check, then we really had problems. I made up my mind then and there that I wouldn’t be picking up my own phone every five minutes. Staying relatively inaccessible was the only way to stay “on” my business.

To that end, when I was in the office, I cultivated a closed-door policy. It’s pretty popular among chief executives these days to brag about their open-door policies—how they get to the office at 7 A.M., eat lunch at their desks, and don’t leave until well into the evening. That is crazy! When do they ever have time to sit back and think? Or wander or wonder? I made sure I had the time to think. This allowed me to scrutinize our competitors’ tactics and concoct strategies for beating them. It gave me a chance to mull over the innovations coworkers in different stores had created. It gave me perspective. Part of the reason I could do this is because, as you already know, I didn’t run Kinko’s. I always left that to other very capable people. When we first opened, we had an ex-truck driver/office manager named Dottie Ault. As my longtime partner Tim Stancliffe puts it, “Tokyo had Godzilla. Kinko’s had Dottie.” Just like me, she used to yell and scream, and she really kept us all in line. She used to tell me, “You know, Paul, you’re losing your effectiveness. You’re calling your people too much. They don’t take you seriously.” So I let her do the calling for me. She was the master sergeant of Kinko’s in the scattered seventies, during our earliest days of expansion.



As my partner puts it, “Tokyo had Godzilla. Kinko’s had Dottie.”



Later, I extended my inaccessibility principle to board meetings. In fact, I wish I could have extended it even further. If I could live my life over at Kinko’s, I would never have gone to a single board meeting. I’ve found that next to nothing gets done in meetings anyway. I sat through far too many as it is. I was so unhappy while they were underway that I tended to be disruptive and that didn’t help matters. I do much better with people one on one.

Chief Wanderer

Another way I stayed “on” my business in subsequent years was by getting out of the office. I worked in cycles, spending roughly three weeks on the road followed by three weeks back at the main office. On these trips I visited different parts of the country, different regions in the Kinko’s network, and different stores. I also visited as many competitors as I could since the fact that they existed meant they were doing something right. I wanted to find out what those things were. These trips accomplished a couple of things. First off, they got me away from the main office so that I could leave people alone to do their work. Because the best way to show people you trust them is to leave them alone. I found that in the first week no one quite believed I was gone. By week two, they were getting used to my absence and by week three, they figured out everything on their own (sometimes I’d come back to the office and feel a bit adrift since everything was running so well without me). Equally important for me, I found that leaving headquarters got me away from the mundane, daily grind that left no space for insight, inspiration, or innovation. Here, as elsewhere, I was powerfully helped by my so-called disorders. I could never bear staying in one place for long. Thinking visually and not in words meant I needed three-dimensional, visual stimuli, the sort that can’t be found in books. Instead of “chief executive,” I preferred the title of “chief wanderer.” While constant motion suited my constitution, it also fueled my creativity, which never seemed to flow in the office.

Getting out to the stores, and to the wide variety of coworkers who peopled them, fueled my imagination. I got out of the office so I could begin looking with my eyes. One time I got a Chinese fortune cookie that said, “Your eyes believe what they see. Your ears believe others.” I’ve never heard a truer statement. This has become a mantra for me ever since. Most people believe things others tell them, or things they read, as opposed to what they see—or experience—for themselves. I’ve always trusted my own sight. As a nonreader, this comes naturally to me. To mix a metaphor, I taught myself to smell opportunity with my eyes.

Out in the field, I passed the message of staying “on” the business to our partners. None of our stores had much equipment in the early seventies and Dennis Itule was spending all his time assembling large orders by hand. It wasn’t the best use of his time. Denny recalls that I said, “If you want to open new stores, you’ve got to start trusting other people.” Charlie Wright, a partner of Denny’s and mine (and cousin by marriage) in Long Beach, remembers me accusing him of having a “lunch-pail mentality” because he liked to sweep out the back room rather than leave that work to others. It took many, many years for all of us to get better at getting out of work and trusting other people.

The day before I came back to headquarters, after one of my three-week trips or after a vacation, was a crucial time. I sorted through all the mail that had accumulated while I was away. No matter where I was, I always had it sent overnight to me before I came back to the office. One time, my wife, Natalie, remembers that, on a flight back from Australia, I didn’t speak to her for the entire 14-hour journey. “I’ve got to do my Big List!” I told her. I spent the entire flight painstakingly sorting through all my mail and memos from the office. Then I composed my Big List of all my top priorities for the next week. Somebody once told me that people never do the big things in life. Well, I was determined to. Once my Big List was completed, I composed a Short List with my lesser items. I also wrote out Short Lists for my closest colleagues. I figured that on each trip back to the office, I would tackle one “Big” item like introducing color copiers or networking all the stores, something that would require monumental change. The first week back, I wandered around, spoke with people, collected ideas and impressions.

My wife has her own take on my “wandering.” Here’s Natalie: “When I wander, I tend to go mindless. Not Paul. When he wanders, he wanders with an eagle eye. Walking around the headquarters or one of the stores, he was being an observer in the most fine-tuned sense of the word. He would ask people why they were sending things by overnight delivery that could have gone by regular mail. He would remember that somebody’s parent had died and offer condolences. He was constantly gauging the mood of the business. He was a master at attending to details.”

That is, until the details got the better of me and inhibited my higher thinking. Then, I knew to turn them over to others. During week two back at the head office, I did just that. By week three, it was clearly getting time to leave. The longer I stayed, the more I became snowed under with the kinds of busywork you can’t avoid at the office. I left so others could attend to it.

The Getaway Cure

In the early seventies, I had not yet established this rhythm. That’s largely because in the first couple of years in the life of Kinko’s, there was only one store. While the beginning was humble, it was a huge success when stacked up against my previous track record. We sold enough copies so quickly that it took only four months to pay off the bank loan my dad cosigned for me. We generated enough money to easily cover our $100 rent, our $1,000 Xerox machine rental, and other costs. Soon after, I had enough money to buy myself a 27-foot sailboat for $8,000. I lived on the water for a period of time in the early seventies. Staying “on” my business allowed me the free time to hang out on the boat, to socialize with other people. Even to get bored. No matter how busy I am, I still have the capacity to get bored. That’s the ADHD in me.

After a time, having a single store got to be—well, a bore. Even worse, it started to scare me! I began to fear what would happen when, several decades down the road, the children of my current customers would show up at UCSB as freshmen themselves. Try this experiment yourself some time. One particularly effective way of staying “on” your life is to envision the kind of future you do not want for yourself. In my mind’s eye, I saw this scene unfold: The parents of incoming freshmen take them on a tour of their old alma mater. “Look, Polly,” one dad says, “There’s Kinko. He runs Kinko’s Copies.” There I sit, my curly hair shot through with gray. I wave back at them. That was not where I wanted to be in my old age. But, try as I could to stay “on” my business, I couldn’t figure out how to open another store.

This brings me to why I believe in vacations. It took a vacation in 1972 to help me get the right perspective on the company. Despite my best efforts to stay out of the mundane details of the store, I hadn’t really mastered doing so. In truth, staying “on” my business was a never-ending fight from my first to my last day at Kinko’s. Early on I learned that taking a good vacation was one way to win at it. Once, my mom and dad took a long vacation down in Mexico. I was conceived on that trip. Dad used to tell me that it was one of the few times he got a proper perspective on his life. He finally had time to think. So far as I remember, he never gave himself another trip like that again. Just short weekend jaunts here and there.

It wasn’t enough. I saw the impact of this lack of reflection on my father. In the seventies, he toyed with the idea of going into designer jeans. Gloria Vanderbilt and Calvin Klein made fortunes with this strategy a few years later. But Dad never gave himself a chance to explore his half-conceptualized dream. Dad also used to own beautiful land in Malibu that would be worth millions of dollars today. He sold that land and sunk the proceeds into the business. Later in life, I remember him reflecting that he should have done exactly the reverse. When he closed his clothing company, all the value he’d once held in that land vanished with it. Not only would he have made more money in real estate than in his business, but managing property would have allowed him far more free time to think and dream. And he was a very creative person.

I don’t know if I consciously went to Europe to get a new perspective on Kinko’s, but frustration certainly propelled me to change my environment. In 1972, I left Kinko’s in the care of my coworkers for a few months while I took off on my own. I backpacked and goofed around and stayed at cheap hotels. I watched vacationers strolling in and out of five-star hotels in Paris and Milan. I just could not imagine how they could afford those rooms. On that trip I got very bored and very poor. All young people should try the combination of boredom and poverty. It’s highly motivating. I became ambitious again. That’s what a little perspective can do for you. I started to envision how I might open a second store after all. I can’t even tell you exactly what changed my mind. My thinking unstuck itself of its own accord and I felt better about the whole idea.

I came back full of energy. I took my sailboat down the coast and visited the University of California at Irvine. I found a storefront there even smaller than our first one in Santa Barbara. It was a converted garbage room attached to a restaurant and I paid $80 a month for it. After looking around for a while, I hired a woman to manage it. Tentative though it was, our expansion had begun. Don’t let anyone tell you a well-placed vacation detracts from the bottom line.

By the time Kinko’s was growing exponentially every year, I still managed to take three to five weeks vacation every summer. I needed that time to fully unplug. Any less time and your body doesn’t trust it can relax. Have you ever heard the story about the tribal porters known for carrying things for others? Once, a passerby came upon a group of them, sitting by the side of the road, clearly in no hurry to go anywhere. “What are you doing?” he asked them, confused. Weren’t they supposed to be rushing about? They replied, “We’re letting our souls catch up with our bodies.” Do what you need to do to get some time off. Let your soul catch up with your body. It could change your life.
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