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Working through the layers of  complexity that come with scale 
is no easy feat. In addition to the day-to-day fires that come with 
running any business, you have to put real work into preparing 
your company for growth. That means examining every detail, 
from business insurance to human resources, and figuring out 
how to make those things work without losing sight of  your vision.

Luckily for those of  us in the CEO role — myself  included — we 
often have a brilliant operations executive to help us navigate 
these challenges with a mix of  realism and creativity. My co-
founder and COO Ryan Paugh, whom many of  you know well, is 
most certainly that person for our company. 

In the pages that follow, you’ll meet many other operations 
executives who are doing the same for their own companies and 
really crushing it. Our team has also put together some insightful 
content around the kinds of  operational challenges that keep 
us all up at night as we grow; this is an issue you might want to 
bring to the office to share. And you’ll meet the incredible couple 
on our cover, Will and Laura Land, who are confronting the 
challenges of  massive growth as business and life partners. (Our 
features start on page 11.)

Welcome to the latest edition of YEC Quarterly.
Finally, we saw this issue as a fitting occasion to announce our 
new YEC Workspace Suite, too. Whether you’re growing and 
need a new office to fit everyone or need a top-notch meeting 
space with concierge-level services attached, we can help you find 
what you need. Read more on page 7 and talk to our member 
concierge team if  you have questions. They can point you in the 
right direction. 

Remember, if  there’s anything my team can do for you or your 
business, or you have any questions, we are standing by and ready 
to help: concierge@yec.co.

Scott Gerber
Founder & CEO

P.S. Don’t miss the photos from this year’s YEC Escape to Powder Mountain 
(or our incredible SXSW party) starting on page 65.

Scott Gerber, Co-Founder & CEO with Ryan Paugh, Co-Founder & COO of YEC at YEC Escape.
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Book a meeting room in any city and enjoy top-of-the-line services no matter 

where you’re headed (or whom you’re meeting with). Get an intimate look 

at the operational workings of some of the most exciting companies in our 

community. And watch member-led video tutorials — on topics ranging 

from reducing your tax obligations to shifting your personal development 

programs for employees into high gear — right in your member dashboard. 

These are just a few of the new benefits and educational offerings we’ve 

rolled out for you in the last quarter. We also cover new offerings regularly 

on our blog, yec.co/blog, and in our Facebook forum, where we share 

monthly recap videos covering everything you need to know about your YEC 

membership. 

As always, if there’s something you’d like to see in these pages in the future, 

or you’re having a specific business challenge you think we can help with, 

drop us a line at concierge@yec.co.

What’s 
New at 
YEC
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need. To find out more, read our article on 
page 30, email concierge@yec.co or visit 
our newly revamped marketplace at 
marketplace.yec.co. 

GET EXPERT ADVICE ON GROWING 
YOUR BUSINESS FROM YEC 
MEMBERS

Take your business to the next level 
without leaving your desk. Our pre-
recorded expert tutorials feature YEC 
members sharing best practices and expert 
insights on a wide variety of  topics. Each 
focuses on a single topic and is led by a 
member you know and trust, making them 
a great way to get quick, focused insights 
on some complex topics.

Next up in our tutorial series: the ins and 
outs of  manufacturing and importing, 
featuring our cover subjects, Will and 
Laura Land of  Empire Case; how 
to provide employees with personal 

INTRODUCING THE YEC 
WORKPLACE SUITE

Whether you need a one-day private desk 
or luxury meeting room with all the frills, 
or are looking to permanently relocate 
your team to a co-working space or private 
office, YEC has you covered through the 
YEC Workplace Suite. After carefully 
vetting dozens of  vendors, we’ve rounded 
up the very best — as well as exclusive 
members-only pricing, discounts and 
perks.

Our Workplace Suite includes discounted 
access to 4,000 fully equipped meeting 
spaces and 1,100+ locations in 50 states 
and 30 countries; discounted virtual 
office services; an exclusive discount on 
the first year of  your full-time WeWork 
membership; free move-in or design fees 
when you sign a three-year lease; and 
access to a variety of  commercial real 
estate vendors to suit nearly any office 

development opportunities, featuring 
Rebecca Bamberger, founder and CEO of  
BAM Communications; and how to pay 
less in taxes with Dan Lucas, founder and 
CEO of  Credo Financial Services, Inc.

NOW AIRING: OUR NEXT 
VIRTUAL SPEAKER SERIES EVENT, 
FEATURING STITCH FIX, 16 
HANDLES & KIIP

Our quarterly Virtual Speaker Series 
features some of  the most prestigious 
experts in business and entrepreneurship. 
Our latest event features three prominent 
executives weighing in on the operational 
challenges they’ve faced during their 
growth: Katrina Lake, founder and CEO 
of  Stitch Fix, Solomon Choi, founder and 
CEO of  16 Handles, and Brian Wong, 
founder and CEO of  Kiip. During the 
chat, we take a closer look at how Lake 
plans to scale her new line, Stitch Fix Men; 
how Choi keeps the customer experience 



concierge. You also have access to 24/7 
worldwide guest support during your trip.

The discount is valid until December 
31, 2016. To take advantage of  this offer 
or learn more, visit marketplace.yec.
co or email your member concierge at 
concierge@yec.co.

REFER YOUR TOP LEADERS TO 
FORBES COUNCILS

In partnership with Forbes, our team has 
launched a number of  invitation-only 
Forbes Councils in different verticals. 
As with YEC, members can expect a 
concierge-level community experience 
with a wide variety of  business benefits. 
More importantly, Forbes Councils 
members are joining a world-class 
network of  hand-picked executives and 
professionals in a variety of  industries. 

To date, our Councils include Forbes 
Technology Council (for CTOs, CIOs and 
other senior-level technology executives); 
Forbes Coaches Council (for leading 
business and career coaches); Forbes 
Legal Council (for partners of  prestigious 

law firms and experienced chief  legal 
executives); Forbes Agency Council (for 
executives in successful PR, media strategy, 
creative and advertising agencies); Forbes 
Nonprofit Council (for chief  executives 
in successful nonprofit organizations); 
Forbes Communications Council (for 
communications, public relations, public 
affairs and media relations professionals in 
executive roles); Forbes Human Resources 
Council (for HR executives across all 
industries); and Forbes Finance Council 
(for executives in successful accounting, 
financial planning, wealth management 
firms). 

In the coming months, we’ll also be 
launching Forbes Executive Finance 
Council, Forbes Real Estate Council and 
Forbes Franchise Council.

If  you think you or one of  your key 
leaders fits the criteria, we invite you to 
learn more here: forbescouncils.com. We 
will review any YEC-affiliated applications 
immediately and offer discounted access to 
those who qualify.

intact at each one of  16 Handles’ retail 
locations; and finally, how Wong chooses 
to allocate resources when building 
strategic partnerships with new brands. 
 
Read highlights from our conversations 
with each founder on page 51. To watch 
the full event, which is now available 
online exclusively for YEC members, visit 
education.yec.co.

SAVE MONEY ON YOUR NEXT 
LUXURY VACATION OR BUSINESS 
TRIP 

At YEC, we know travel is important to 
our members. One of  our newest trusted 
partners, Luxury Retreats, is now offering 
all members a $1,500 discount on their 
first booking — perfect to use for your 
next vacation or business trip. 

With access to over 3,000 hand-picked 
homes in 90 destinations across the globe, 
Luxury Retreats offers an exceptional 
travel experience. Choose a vacation home 
best suited for you and your guests with 
the help of  a Villa Specialist, and plan 
the details of  your trip with a personal 
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EVENTS

For an up-to-the-minute list of events in your area, including wine tastings 

and private dinners, go to events.yec.co

Collaborate with our team on exclusive experiences to connect 

with YEC members, build your brand and accelerate your business.

Email concierge@yec.co for more info or check out events.yec.co.

Members-Only Event Sponsorship Opportunities

A Powerful New Way to Engage

5/11/2016

5/18/2016

5/25/2016

6/8/2016

8/1/2016

10/5/2016

10/17/2016

10/19/2016

11/9/2016

Los Angeles, CA

Las Vegas, NV

Boston, MA

Chicago, IL

New York, NY

San Francisco, CA

Boston, MA

San Antonio, TX

Boston, MA

YEC Connections LA

YEC @ INC GrowCo

YEC Connections Boston

YEC Connections Chicago

@ Internet Retailer

YEC Connections NYC @ 

Affiliate Summit East

YEC Connections SF

@ Dreamforce

YEC @ Forbes 30 Under 30

YEC @ Inc 5000

YEC @ INBOUND
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How to Get
Out of Your 
Own Way

The critical test for any founder or COO is 

knowing how to hire and when to delegate.

BY BETHANY KWOKA



“Being Chief  Operating Officer and co-
founder really meant wearing pretty much 
every hat. So you’re wearing multiple hats, 
you're working in multiple departments, 
you’re involved in all projects,” says 
Maxwell Finn about his experience as 
COO at his first startup, Loot!, as well 
as his new company, StartupDrugz. “In 
the early days, before you get to Series A, 
you’re doing it all. You’re more the chief  
everything officer.”

BRINGING ON OUTSIDE EXPERTISE

“A big piece of  the scaling story is that 
once you have this great product, you 
start getting a feeling for ‘now that we can 
do this as two people, how do we get to 
those 20 million [potential] customers?’” 
explains John Berkowitz, co-founder of  

local business marketing firm Yodle. “That 
takes expertise and resources that are 
greater than your initial team.”

Over the past 11 years, Berkowitz and his 
co-founder Ben Rubenstein have scaled 
Yodle from a two-man door-to-door 
operation to a 1,500-person company 
with offices around the U.S. To achieve 
this level of  growth, they not only had 
to recognize their market potential, but 
transition from bootstrapping to taking on 
VC funding and bringing on experienced 
people who could help them capture this 
market.
 
For their Series A, they chose Bessemer 
Venture Partners, as the firm not only 
gave them favorable terms but also offered 
connections to experienced executives. 

For instance, through Bessemer, they met 
their CEO Court Cunningham, who was 
instrumental in helping them grow.

But hiring executives isn’t easy.

“Me and my business partner are both 
non-technical founders building a tech 
platform, so bringing on our first CTO 
was a challenge,” says Finn. “We went 
through probably 30 developers over the 
course of  seven months trying to find 
somebody who was competent and could 
do the job they said they could do.” 

“Hiring is usually the hardest thing for any 
company, especially a startup that’s trying 
to hire quickly,” says Breanden Beneschott, 
co-founder and COO of  technology talent 
platform TopTal. 

And while he was able to avoid the typical 
challenges that accompany technical 
hiring by using his own platform, when 
it came to growing other areas of  the 
business, Beneschott ran into similar 
setbacks. Think hiring people with 
impressive resumes who couldn’t live 
up to their pedigrees or B-players who 
couldn’t work autonomously the way the 

In order to scale, you must get the right people 
and systems in place to facilitate growth. More 
importantly, once those systems are set, you need 
to get out of the way. Once you’re past the early 
days of bootstrapping, the biggest mistake you can 
make is continuing to do everything yourself.

Yodle CEO John Berkowitz and his co-founder Ben Rubenstein



distributed company needed. But they’ve learned over time and 
refined their hiring process accordingly to avoid costly mistakes.

“I think it’s really important to do test projects with everybody 
before you hire them, because if  you hire somebody and then 
realize they’re bad — either just not very good or they’re a bad 
fit — it’s extremely expensive and complicated to fix,” says 
Beneschott. “So my interview processes have changed a lot over 
time.”

Finn’s also had his share of  employee issues. His company spent 
nine months redesigning 
their product, and Finn 
and his co-founder flew to 
Chicago to close a deal with 
their first investors when an 
unexpected problem arose.

“Our CTO decided 
that this would be an 
appropriate time to leverage 
that situation to renegotiate 
his vesting schedule and 
his contract… to basically 
get more money, vest 100 
percent of  his outstanding 
options and equity in the 
company, all at that point,” 
says Finn.

“To help give us validation and credibility, we had a CTO that 
had a ton of  experience, who’d worked at previous startups, had 
raised money,” explains Finn. “And we called [his] bluff.”

Though Loot! lost their CTO, their investors stuck with them 
and their junior developers stepped up, allowing the company to 
continue moving forward. 

FIGURING OUT YOUR BOTTLENECKS

Once you have the right people, you need to get out of  their way.

“Very quickly when you have success in a startup you start adding 
bottlenecks all over the place,” says Beneschott. 

His company was revenue-generating practically from day one, 
which meant he immediately needed to scale the funnels he and 
his co-founder had built. 

“But inevitably, as you remove a bottleneck, your funnel increases 
and then the business grows, and then there’s a new bottleneck 

at some point. So you do the exact same exercise over and over. 
After five years what that has meant for us is now we’re nearing 
$100 million in run rate and the pipelines are very big and every 
single little function practically — no matter how small back 
when we were first starting — there’s either a full-time person 
doing it now or there’s a full-fledged team of  people, or even 
several teams of  people, doing one of  those functions, whether it’s 
accounting or billing or sales or PR,” he says. 

“For me, my role went from absolute 100 percent individual 
contributor to very quickly having to develop this framework 

of  thinking ‘am I the 
bottleneck here?’ I think 
I’m a good individual 
contributor and I like 
being super busy, but 
having to make calls 
saying ‘no matter how 
much I like doing this, 
it’s slowing down the 
company by having me 
being the one doing 
it’ ... So my role went 
to hiring and training 
more than doing,” says 
Beneschott.

It comes down to 
focusing on where you 
can provide the most 

value, and recognizing where someone else can do it better.

For Yodle, this even included bringing on outside companies 
and adopting their processes. In 2011 and again in 2013, Yodle 
acquired companies in a similar market and learned from their 
methods. 

“I think the humility to say ‘hey, this company has done this better 
and we are not going to beat them at it because they have years in 
it,’ that was an important one. And frankly I think that if  we had 
done that more and earlier on, that would have been massively 
helpful for our business,” says Rubenstein.

LETTING GO OF CONTROL 

But admitting someone can do it better — or just giving up 
control at all — is tough. 

“The scariest thing is the reallocation of  control and 
responsibilities,” says Finn. “The biggest challenge in that 
transition period is that you have to start bringing on people to 

Yodle's smallest team.

HOW TO GET OUT OF YOUR OWN WAY
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manage other people. So you’re looking for subject-matter experts 
that have management experience in areas you might not be an 
expert in.”

For founders used to doing everything, this isn’t as easy as it 
sounds, even if  you have the right people.

“The biggest problem that I had — which people of  similar ages 
and experiences say is pretty common — is that it becomes really 
difficult to change your behavior and stop micromanaging and 
stop being so involved when you scale,” says Finn. 

“It sounds like it would be great — you have less work to do. You 
have a more defined role so it’s less chaos, and it should be easy 
to do that and let that take over. But in reality it’s a habit that 
you’ve built over multiple years and have to work really hard to 
break,” he says. “Especially when that habit is directly responsible 
for your company’s success so far. 
The reality is that it’s a lot more 
challenging to overcome that sort 
of  psychological hurdle."

As you do grow, you may also have 
to recalibrate expectations.

“There was probably some rose-
colored glasses on — a little bit 
of  sweet ignorance in that we 
thought we could be much bigger, 
much faster... One early plan had 
us doing $800 million revenue 
in five years. Yodle last year did 
$200 million, 11 years later. So 
that clearly was a little bit of  a 

disconnect,” says Berkowitz. 
“You look at a market and get excited about it, so I think there’s 
some leveling that happens as you actually start the scaling 
process,” he explains. 

LEVERAGING WHAT YOU’VE LEARNED

“I think we made some mistakes along the way,” says Rubenstein. 
“There were some key executive hires along the way that we 
should have, if  we could have avoided it, not hired. And we 
should have moved on quicker because they had negative impacts 
on the business. Those are tactical things that we would have liked 
to avoid, with major strategic impacts.”

It took Rubenstein and Berkowitz years to get to where they 
are now, learning constantly along the way. Both are currently 
running startups outside of  Yodle, and, like Finn, are taking 

their lessons learned to their next 
ventures.

“We learned a lot from Loot! 
and that adventure, and we’ve 
taken those lessons and applied 
them to what we’re doing with 
StartupDrugz,” says Finn.

“Something that I’ve really 
come to embrace is this idea that 
if  you’re going to go fast and 
succeed, you’re going to make 
mistakes,” says Beneschott. “And 
that’s an OK thing. It’s really 
about how you respond to those 
mistakes that matters.”

Toptal’s Head of  Marketing and Communications Dror Liebenthal
during the Toptal Roadtrip, South America

Toptal team members Dror Liebenthal and Max Crawford

14  MEMBERS.YEC.CO



High growth comes with more complexity and greater risk. 

BY VIVIAN PHAM

Protecting Your
Company as It Grows



“Compliance is like oxygen. Without it, 
we die,” Sacks emphasized in a company-
wide email published on Business Insider. 

The Zenefits fiasco is a cautionary tale to 
rapidly growing companies. 
Part of  the problem 
with hyper growth 
is the difficulty 
business owners 
have with 
managing 
the influx of  
regulations while 
running their 
business. 

YEC’er Zach Robbins 
is familiar with the 
challenges of  scaling a 
business. His company, 

Leadnomics, a digital marketing and 
technology company, ranked 26th on 
the 2012 Inc. 5000, an annual list of  the 
fastest-growing companies in America. 
Since then, it has become a parent 

company to a number of  marketing 
and customer acquisition firms. 

When asked why founders 
typically fail to comply 
with legal requirements, 
Robbins responded: 
“There are far too many 
regulatory changes 
to keep track of  while 

simultaneously running 
a business. You’d have to 

become an expert in these 
areas, which you simply 
don’t have the time to do. It’s 
important to be proactive, 

rather than reactive, when addressing 
risk. To avoid pitfalls, get the right legal 
experts in your corner to advise you before 
problems surface.”  

Compliance is about more than following 
rules — it’s about protecting your business 
and everyone involved. If  you want to 
successfully scale your business, you need 
to arm yourself  with the right professional 
expertise, from HR representatives to 
insurance brokers, legal experts and patent 
professionals — before you receive an 
official government letter or find yourself  
facing a lawsuit. We asked YEC members 
who are experts in these respective fields 
for a breakdown on the most common 
hurdles and how you can protect your 
business.

OUTSOURCE YOUR
HUMAN RESOURCES  

When YEC’er Alex Riley, CEO of  staffing 
agency MeritHall, first expanded his 
company beyond its base in Michigan, 
he wasted no time researching potential 
setbacks. He spent days reading state-
specific HR law and the common business 
challenges of  expanding to a new region.   

“When you combine your experience with 
those around you and incorporate that 
into your decision-making, you’ll reduce 
the chance of  an issue coming out of  
nowhere,” he says. 

Riley suggests joining associations related 
to your industry for a basic understanding 
of  the regulations that may apply to you. 
He says, “Nearly all [associations] have 
legal and political sides that will give 
you advice on particular topics and will 
ultimately help shape the laws in your 
industry.” 

Among common offenses — especially 
in blue-collar industries — are the 
miscalculation of  overtime pay, 
misclassification of  employees as 
independent contractors, and violation of  

Human resources software company Zenefits had 
everything going for it. Within a year of its 2013 
launch, it had raised over $80 million from leading 
VC firms and gained over 2,000 client companies 
across 47 states. By 2015, it reached a $4.5 billion 
valuation, making it one of the fastest-growing 
SaaS businesses ever. 

Then came the Washington inquiry. An insurance 
commissioner suspected Zenefits of operating in 
Washington state without a license and launched a 
full investigation. It would later be discovered that 
its sales representatives routinely sold insurance 
policies without the required state licenses. Former 
Zenefits CEO Parker Conrad resigned after failing 
to meet compliance measures, and David Sacks, 
the previous COO, stepped up as the new chief 
executive to try to turn the company around and 
regain the trust of Zenefits’ customers. 

Zach Robbins
CEO of  Leadnomics
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prevailing wages. Says Riley: 
“We’ve known several 

companies that have 
been forced to issue 
backpay to employees 
or pay substantial 
fines. Most of  the 
time, they don’t even 

realize what they are 
doing is incorrect.” Part 

of  MeritHall’s job 
 is to make sure clients are 

not only aware of  those 
rules, but adhere to them. 
“Otherwise, we both get in 
trouble,” he says.    

Business owners should also be aware of  laws that become 
applicable as they increase the number of  employees, as well as 
the costs involved. For example, the Family and Medical Leave 
Act (FMLA) takes effect once you hit 50 employees. Robbins 
describes two options: “You may be able to get less expensive 
health insurance per staff  member, but at the same time, you’ll 
need to hire more administrative personnel to address the needs 
of  the business and its employees.” Have an accurate assessment 
of  how costs will change as you scale from 2-10, 11-50 and 51-
100+ employees. Then, you’ll know if  you’re ready for the next 
stage of  growth.     

But let’s say you already have a large employee base. How can 
you make sure everyone is on the same page with company 
policies? Consider writing an employee manual, and include 
an explanation of  local labor laws, expectations of  employee 
conduct, safety regulations, benefits, non-discrimination policies 
and more.  

For the latter, Riley finds it simpler to understand the basic 
concepts that govern HR law, rather than memorize nuances. He 
asks himself  three questions to avoid unintentional discrimination: 

1. Does it matter in the context of  a candidate/employee 
performing his or her job?

2. Does it have a disparate impact on a protected class? 

3. Does it cause disparate treatment (i.e. am I treating this 
person differently based on the group he/she belongs to)?

It’s a good idea to have an attorney read your employee manual in 
case you’ve overlooked something. Keep in mind that procedures 
that worked when your business brought in $5 million in revenue 
may not work once it hits $20 million. You’ll need to adapt, and 
when all else fails, communicate with your employees. “Once you 
notice a problem, your first job is to talk to employees who know 
what that problem is. Oftentimes, they can help you write a new 
policy,” Riley says. 

If  you find the HR process is exhausting your time and energy, 

Alex Riley
CEO of  MeritHall

“An insurance broker can navigate 
contractual requirements and negotiate 
provisions to a level that actually mirrors 
the risk that your software is providing. 
If you can get a $10-million requirement 
down to $2-3 million, that’s going to be a 
lot more doable.”

Travis Holt
CEO
Brush Creek Partners

PROTECTING YOUR COMPANY AS IT GROWS  



Riley’s solution is simple: “Outsource 
everything that isn’t your core 
competency.” 

He took the long road in learning this. 
He thought he’d save his company a ton 
of  money by developing internal HR 
software when he first started — after 
all, he had a background in engineering. 
But after constantly having to add new 
features, the return on investment simply 
wasn’t there. “It became a nightmare,” 
he says. “I was running my own company 
within a company.” 

Then, it finally clicked. “As a business 
owner, there are certain things that you 
just don’t have time to deal with… that’s 
why you outsource. Remember, your 
business exists because your customer 
is outsourcing some portion of  their 
business to you. Everyone does it,” he 
says. MeritHall now uses third-party HR 
software. If  you’re in a similar situation, 
entrust those responsibilities to an expert. 
It will take pressure off  your shoulders so 
you can focus on moving your business 
forward. 

FIND THE RIGHT INSURANCE 
BROKER

YEC’er Travis Holt is CEO of  Brush 
Creek Partners, a full-service insurance 
firm and brokerage. His company 
recently launched a website that addresses 
insurance and risk management needs 
for companies at every growth level — 
including those that are scaling rapidly. 

Says Holt: “We first look at things from 
a legal standpoint — do you provide 
anything that necessitates an insurance 
policy?” Health care technology, for 
example, deals with sensitive patient 
information and, so, carries significant 
penalties and fines in case of  data breach. 

For this and other heavily regulated 
industries, it’s best to get insurance 
coverage on day one. Low-risk companies, 

on the other hand, such as those with 
few employees and no financial tech or 
healthcare IT, have more leeway.    

Here’s what Holt can’t emphasize enough: 
“Get a professional.” If  you’re relying 
exclusively on online research, you may 
have difficulty finding an answer — or 
get buried under jargon or a surplus 
of  conflicting advice. Conversely, “a 
professional can answer that in five 
minutes,” says Holt.  

Of  course, you need to have a realistic 
understanding of  the financial costs of  
protecting your business, and charge 
accordingly for your product or service. 
“Take insurance cost into account when 
deciding what you charge,” says Holt. 

If  you’re cringing at the thought of  a 
hefty price tag, consider this: having 
an insurance broker can also save you 
a ton of  money. Holt explains, “An 
insurance broker can navigate contractual 
requirements and negotiate provisions to 
a level that actually mirrors the risk that 
your software is providing. If  you can 
get a $10-million requirement down to 
$2-3 million, that’s going to be a lot more 
doable.”  

So, how can you match yourself  with 
the right broker who will help you time 
and again? “Check references from 
the specific industry and growth stage 
you’re in,” says Holt. The latter part is 
especially important because the needs of  
early-stage businesses are vastly different 
from those of  Fortune 500 companies. 
Talk to founders of  other rapidly scaling 
businesses and see who they’ve worked 
with. 

“If  there’s an organization that you’re part 
of, let’s say, a startup incubator or trade 
association, see if  there’s anyone who 
specializes in rapidly growing or emerging 
tech,” Holt says. “Ultimately, surround 
yourself  with a group of  professional 
service providers who understand your 
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PROTECTING YOUR COMPANY AS IT GROWS  

7 Legal Resources 
for Your Day-to-
Day Concerns 

Lexis Web

Use this search engine 
for free, all-purpose legal 
research. 

Avvo

Find affordable legal advice 
over the phone or online 
through this legal services 
marketplace.

IPWatchdog

Read the top legal blog on 
patent law and IP protection.

LegalZoom

Get small business 
documents from the leading 
provider of personalized legal 
solutions.

GoloLegal

Post your legal needs on this 
database, and attorneys will 
compete for your project by 
pitching their best rate.  

EEOC.gov

Stay informed with the official 
U.S. government database for 
discrimination laws.

USPTO.gov

Get direct information from 
the home page of the United 
States Patent and Trademark 
Office. 
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business and who can do more than just 
sell a product.” 

After that, trust is key. You’ve hired 
professionals for a reason, so let them 
handle the grunt work while you focus on 
your business. 

GET LEGAL COUNSEL — AND A CPA

Once a quarter, entrepreneurs have the 
chance to get pro bono legal expertise at 
Smith Simmons, a law firm with offices 
in Oklahoma and Texas. These days are 
affectionately called “Startup Fridays,” 
and they’re a way for the attorneys to give 
back to their community by supporting 
small businesses. YEC’er Chris Smith, 
managing partner of  Smith Simmons, 
says: “If  you’re interested in helping small 
businesses, part of  that is to make sure 
they’re not being choked — revenue-wise 
— on legal fees in the beginning.” 

Smith regularly gets questions about 
everything from regulatory issues to 
becoming an LLC or corporation, filing 
with the secretary of  state, opening a bank 
account and more. He recommends two 
key steps. The first is to hire a CPA, and 
the second is to hire an attorney. “Hire 
in that order,” Smith adds. “Even as an 
attorney, I think a CPA is the most critical 
thing for small businesses.” 

It’s especially important for those that are 
rapidly growing. As you scale your team, 
you’ll come across compensation issues, 
tax issues and other employee-related 
matters. “A CPA is going to help you 
navigate that,” says Smith. 

Look for a CPA and an attorney who 
have experience with startups. They’ll 
be well-versed in the costs of  growing a 
company; a lot of  small business attorneys 
even offer a monthly billing option instead 
of  traditional hourly billing. Says Smith: 
“At our firm, we quote [business owners] 
based on the hours they’re going to need 
and the things they’re going to need to get 
done and give them a finite quote so they 
can budget their costs. Then, we make 
sure to provide beyond what they’re asking 
or paying us for.” 

Work with your attorney to understand 
the legal risks to which your industry is 
prone. Considering the countless risks 
in the digital economy, for example, 
where consumers are paying for another 
party’s services, there’s been a spike in 
phishing efforts to collect against users of  
copyrighted or licensed material. 

This leads to trouble for many digital 
marketing agencies. In fact, many of  
Smith Simmons’ cases surround licensing 
claims. Agencies will purchase media from 
a third-party service to use for a client’s 
website, and they’ll later receive a letter 
from that service demanding money from 
their client to use its copyrighted material. 

Says Smith: “We’ve seen clients cut the 
third-party service a check because they’re 
scared they’ll get sued. That’s why we’re 
working with agencies to make sure they 
have the proper paperwork and maintain 
a purchase history to back them up in case 
something like that happens.”          

Let’s say you do make an illegal move. 
After all, something is bound to slip 
through the cracks while you scale your 
business — what then? “Immediately seek 

legal counsel from a qualified attorney in 
your geographic and business area,” says 
Smith. And do this before speaking with 
authorities. Disclosing any information 
before consulting your attorney may only 
harm your case.   

We asked Smith what seems to be the 
root cause of  most of  his cases. He says: 
“Most of  the problems that arise with 
small businesses are associated with the 
partnership — the partners don’t agree on 
what needs to be done, where the money 
needs to be spent, whether or not to sell 
the company or product — those are the 
biggest issues we see.” 

The best way to avoid partnership issues is 
simple. “Have an agreement,” says Smith 
without hesitation. “I don’t care if  it’s 
written on the back of  a napkin. Just have 
an agreement.” Written terms will quickly 
put a dispute to rest and save you a lot of  
headaches down the road.  

PROTECT YOUR INVENTIONS 

Legally speaking, you’re not required to 
protect your intellectual or digital assets. 
But it’s a mistake to think you won’t 
be susceptible to copycats until after 
your business takes off. Many founders 
underestimate the complexity and time 
involved in getting a patent approved by 
the USPTO. Whether you’re considering 
trademark, patent or copyright protection, 
you need to start now if  you want to 
protect your intellectual property later. 

YEC’er Dan Hussain is the founder of  
American Patent Agency (APA) and 
has issued over 20 patents on his own 
inventions. APA goes through a diligent 
and nimble process — APA issued a patent 
for one of  its clients, newly acquired by 
software giant Salesforce, in just a matter 
of  days. But the timeframe of  issuing 
patent protection varies greatly depending 
on the service you use. Says Hussain: “I 
just spoke yesterday with the Salesforce 
in-house legal team, and they told me that 

PROTECTING YOUR COMPANY AS IT GROWS  

Chris Smith
Managing Partner of

Smith Simmons
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Due diligence is one thing you don’t want to skimp 
on when scaling your business. No company 

is immune to regulatory oversight or legal 
troubles, as we’ve learned from Zenefits and 
other big startup names that have recently 
been in hot water. 

“Essentially, large, well-established 
companies can miss the mark sometimes — 

even with huge legal teams,” says Robbins. 
That’s why he has taken care to stay on top of  

legal measures as he grew Leadnomics and the 
numerous agencies he started thereafter.  

The trick is hiring the right representatives to 
get you cost-effective protection. You’ll save 
more money down the line and prevent yourself  
from agonizing over whether your business is 

compliant. 

Says Robbins: “Factoring hurdles into your timeframe for 
launching and building your business can make all the difference, 
as it did for us.”

another company they acquired filed for a patent 
11 years ago — and it’s still not approved yet.” 

That’s why it’s important to go through 
the right patent representative. According 
to Hussain, you want to choose one 
with technical expertise. That means 
looking beyond legal credentials. Your 
representation should also have experience 
in small business. “This is critical because the 
legal fees and expenses can quickly grow out 
of  control, and the patent process can drag on 
… unless the representative has experience dealing 
with intellectual property matters specifically for 
startups or new inventors,” says Hussain.  

If  you haven’t hired a patent representative yet, 
you can still draft a description of  your invention 
yourself  and file it online with the USPTO as a provisional. It’s 
a good idea, however, to consult a representative who can review 
your application for cost-effectiveness, according to Hussain. He 
or she will be able to secure a priority date for you. “A patent 
agent can structure intellectual property filings in a way that will 
maintain your IP for the long haul,” he says.

Dan Hussain
Founder of  American

Patent Agency
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Learn how to master the 4 rules of employee engagement.

BY BRIANNA BEMEL

Managing Your
Greatest Resource



Dan Rogers, Phil Chambers and Christian Holm felt the same way. Hulthin had worked 
with Chambers and Holm during Podio’s early stages and knew Rogers through his work 
with Chambers at a previous startup. Together, the four founded Peakon, an employee 
engagement software program that sends out brief  questions to employees and asks 
them to rate certain drivers of  engagement, such as autonomy, recognition, 
management support and more, on a scale of  1-10. Based on this data, 
companies can see how they compare to industry averages and where 
they might make improvements.  

"When you build a company based on a problem that you had 
yourself, one of  the big questions you have is how many others 
are having this same issue. Luckily, it seems that engagement is 
top of  mind for a lot of  executives these days,” says Hulthin.  

And it's true: According to Gallup, nearly 70 percent of  employees 
are not fully engaged at work. Call it a millennial problem (this group 
is the least engaged and will make up 50 percent of  the workforce 
by 2020), or call it a shift in power from employer to employee — 
attraction and retention have emerged as major topics that are 
changing the ways companies manage teams. “I think with the new 

generations in the workforce, they have 
a completely different expectation about 
being heard than other generations had. 
Everyone wants to give input and be 
involved, and I think today’s managers 
have to understand how to work that,” 
says Hulthin. 

The recipe for working it? It’s called 
engagement. Here are the rules, along 
with how YEC member companies are 
helping other companies implement them:

ENGAGE EARLY

One of  the questions Peakon asks 
employees is how likely they are to 
recommend their company to others 
as a place to work. In a recent study 
by ManpowerGroup, 38 percent of  
employers reported difficulty filling 
positions. That number is expected to 
grow in the future, which means reduced 
productivity and competitiveness, and 
increased training and overhead costs for 
businesses. 

While engaged employees are much more 
likely to recommend their company as 
a place to work, it's also about engaging 
candidates. Take for instance the company 
Brazen. Co-founded by Ryan Healy 
and launched in 2007, Brazen helps 
companies find new ways of  attracting 
candidates by pairing qualified job 

applicants to recruiters at virtual 
job fairs for casual text-based 

conversations.

Understanding the 
communication 
styles of  today’s 
workforce helps 
companies know how 
to best reach potential 

hires. The Brazen 
team incorporates this 

into their product, as 
Healy explains: “People 
today want to use text to 
communicate with each 

When Podio was acquired by Citrix, co-founder 
Kasper Hulthin saw his 30-person team become 
part of a 10,000-person team. Having built 
companies for nearly the last decade, Hulthin knew 
how important engaged employees were to the 
momentum of a business and how much harder it 
becomes to manage them after a certain size. He 
thought Citrix “must have all this stuff in order,” and 
of course they did to some degree 
— they had an annual survey 
— but the way it was done, 
the tools used, and the 
once-a-year cadence didn’t 
deliver much value. There 
must be a better way to 
manage employees for scaling 
companies, he thought.

Kasper Hulthin
Co-founder of  Peakon

Ryan Healy
Co-founder of  Brazen
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other more and more. Sometimes it seems that’s the only way 
they’re communicating. They want it to be quick, they want it to 
be casual, and they want it to be live.”

Providing candidates with access to real people during recruiting 
is key. Brazen applies this thinking internally as well by involving 
younger employees throughout the hiring process and training 
them on how to interview candidates. This does two things: It 
allows the candidate a glimpse into the culture, giving them a 
fuller picture from which to make a decision. And two, for the 
employee, it allows them to feel like a more integral part of  the 
team while also providing them with greater meaning — which 
leads us to the next rule.  

GIVE EMPLOYEES GREATER MEANING

Sounds pretty existential, right? Healy says a lot of  times 
engagement is about showing employees where they can go from 
here. Even if  where they are now isn’t where they want to be 
forever, helping them see that it is one step in the process makes it 
more meaningful. 

David Semerad, founder and CEO of  STRV, is a great example 
of  this. His mobile app company went from 30 employees 
in a single office to over 100 employees in four offices across 
two continents in a single year. When asked if  he anticipated 
the changes he would need to implement in terms of  how he 
managed his team or if  he learned the hard way, he laughs and 
says, “more like the super hard way.” 

Employees at STRV can now participate in monthly “exchange 

programs,” where four employees are flown to work at another 
office location for the month. It allows them to meet others, learn 
about other parts of  the business, and even visualize a clear path 
forward. Likewise, the company also offers what they call “Lucky 
Lunches,” where two random employees are paired and treated to 
lunch on the company dime every two to three months. Semerad 
learned about this when he was an intern at a German company 
called amiando and found himself  eating lunch with the co-
founder. 

“[When you’re running a small company] employees feel that 
their work is seen by all the managers. They are not as far from 
the goal of  the company because they are included in it in a way 
they can see regularly,” Semerad says. "But once you grow into 
a company of  our size, there is a big disconnect between the 
employees and the management, because it is really hard to build 
the middle management layer fast.” There is danger that those 
early employees no longer feel as important to the overall goals of  
the company.

To counter this, Semerad also offers open forum Q&A sessions, 
where employees are encouraged to ask any questions in a free 
forum-style event. Whether related to HR or the future of  the 
company, nothing is off  the table. Semerad says employees should 
always have the chance to feel close to what’s happening at the 
company, not distant from it. 

SHOW EMPLOYEES YOU CARE

When you feel cared about, an interesting psychological 
phenomenon occurs: You care back. Cultural anthropologists 

David Semerad during an STRV QA session in the Prague office
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call this the “web of  
indebtedness,” and it 
makes sense: Humans 
are more likely to 
survive if  they 
work together 
and help each 
other. Employees 
who report feeling 
valued by their 
employer are 60 percent 
more likely to report 
they are motivated 
to do their very best 
work, according to 
the APA Center for 
Organizational Excellence. “Employee 
benefits are an exceptional way to 
demonstrate that you care about 
employees,” says Jennifer Benz, founder 
of  Benz Communications, a company that 
helps businesses better communicate their 
health and financial benefits.

Quite simply, you need a healthy 
workforce in order to have a productive 
one. But Benz also explains that when 
employees know they are taken care of  
outside of  work, they feel more settled and 
relaxed at work. “There’s incredible data 
about how much financial stress distracts 
employees at work, so when employers can 
help their employees feel more confident, 
they have more focused and productive 
employees.” 

Benz is right — take a look at data from 
PwC’s 2015 Employee Financial Wellness 
Survey, for example, and you’ll see that 39 
percent of  employees spend three or more 
hours per week dealing with personal 
finances while at work. 

But it’s not enough to simply offer benefits 
because you’re “supposed to.” “Most 
companies only communicate their 
benefits when someone is hired and during 
the annual enrollment period,” says Benz. 
“Our client organizations that are really 
successful take a much more ongoing, 
hands-on approach to communicating 

their programs so 
employees know what’s 

available when they 
need them.” 
Sharing about 
benefits should 
be done through 
as many 

communication 
channels as possible: 

website, email, webinars, 
videos and more. “The 

key is to communicate 
benefits the way you 
would a product or 
service. Companies 

invest a ton of  resources in marketing 
their services externally and that same 
type of  creative energy should go into 
communicating benefits internally,” says 
Benz. “A lot of  companies are really 

pushing the envelope to grab people’s 
attention and make things humorous. 
We’ve also been having a lot of  fun with 
what we can do at the workplace itself. 
We’ve decorated entire lobbies and 
installed floor decals and mirror clings, for 
example.”

It’s not just large organizations that should 
get people engaged in benefits year-round. 
Small and mid-sized organizations can 
seize this as an opportunity to differentiate 
themselves and retain the best talent. 

MEASURE THE RESULTS

Your engagement strategies don’t 
necessarily reach full value if  you 
can't measure their effect on employee 
productivity. As Rogers says, “Most 
organizations wouldn't dream of  making 

Jennifer Benz
Founder of  Benz Communications
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“Most organizations wouldn’t dream of making a 
finance or marketing decision without a swath of 
graphs, spreadsheets and presentations to support 
it, yet they make people-
based decisions every 
day based on zero — 
or just anecdotal — 
evidence."

Dan Rogers
Co-founder of Peakon



a finance or marketing decision without 
a swath of  graphs, spreadsheets and 
presentations to support it, yet they make 
people-based decisions every day based 
on zero — or just anecdotal — evidence.” 
Rogers, whose early startup career at 
Songkick and Qype focused on customer/
user acquisition and growth, saw you can 
actually apply the same techniques you 
would use to acquire and retain customers 
to employees. 

Google is the obvious example. The 
company hired Laszlo Bock back in 2006 
to “make data-driven decisions about 
people in the same way the company 
was making data-driven decisions about 
engineering,” says Rogers, because it knew 
people management was what would 
ultimately drive innovation. Running 
regular experiments and collecting data 
from their 50,000 employees, Google’s 
people operations department is more of  a 
science lab than an HR department.

The bigger a company becomes, the more 
it can benefit from engagement tools. 

One of  Peakon’s clients, for example, 
noticed many employees reported not 
feeling as “close with everyone” anymore. 
With this information, they instituted a 
hot lunch program where everyone got 
to eat together. Initially brought on as a 
trial, the hot lunches turned out to be a 
roaring success. With feedback through 
Peakon, they found that over 60 percent 
of  the workforce started speaking to more 
than five people they wouldn’t normally 
have time to speak with, and 100 percent 
spoke to at least one person they wouldn’t 
normally. The company even reported 
that implementing the lunches drove 
productivity across the business. 

The ability to act on issues before they 
become full-fledged problems is the beauty 
of  a product like Peakon. Peakon’s clients 
have a choice as to how often they want 
to send questionnaires to employees, but 
Rogers and Hulthin both say that more 
often is better. “We believe that this is 
about trend lines more so than individual 
scores. The thing with trend lines is, if  you 
do a survey once a year, it takes three years 

to get a trend line,” says Hulthin. “The 
average tenure of  an employee is 18-24 
months, so then you only get two data 
points on an employee and it takes you 
three years to understand the trend.” 

The co-founders have big plans too. 
Rogers sees the market of  people 
management as having three different 
layers: At the bottom, you have traditional 
HR, in the middle, you have specific 
engagement solutions, and on top of  
that, you have people analytics software. 
“Google is on the top,” says Rogers. “They 
take engagement and combine it with 
performance data. Just knowing who’s 
engaged is not super valuable because, 
really, you want to know who is engaged 
and who’s being productive.” 

If  you know this, then you can also start 
predicting who is in danger of  leaving 
and take steps to prevent it. That’s 
where Peakon is going, and that’s where 
companies that want to be on top are 
realizing they need to go as well. 
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Take Advantage of Your YEC Benefits

Get Help With Your
Biggest Business Challenges

Our member concierge team is always available to sup-
port you. Reach out with questions or challenges anytime 
and we’ll find a way to help. Email concierge@yec.co.

Give Back to Your Community

Through our MentorshipNetwork program, you can 
get involved with local organizations to empower 
young people interested in entrepreneurship.
Visit mentorshipnetwork.co.

Book Your Next Trip

With YEC’s travel concierge, whether you choose 
self-booking, group booking or have our team handle 
everything, there is an option to fit your needs and 
budget. Visit travel.yec.co.

Save Money Through
YEC Marketplace

Our new marketplace gives members access to offers 
on products and services that matter to them. Start 
by checking out key benefits such as office space, 
accounting/bookkeeping support and business 
financing by going to marketplace.yec.co.

Become an Industry
Thought Leader

Writing short quotes and articles sharing insights about 
your industry and leadership experience is a great way 
to position yourself  as a thought leader.
Visit editorial.yec.co to get started.

Complete Your Member Profile

Log in to members.yec.co and click on your avatar in 
the top right corner to upload your bio, important 
company URLs, headshot and relevant skills tags so 
members can learn more about you.

Get Feedback
and Advice 24/7

Join the private YEC members-only Facebook forum 
at yec.co/facebook and engage with other members 
on pressing business challenges.

MEMBER BENEFITS

Request an Introduction

Instantly request a member introduction by logging 
into your dashboard and searching for people to 
meet. Search by industry to find like-minded profes-
sionals, or choose a city you’re traveling to and meet 
someone new.



FEATURED MEMBER BENEFIT

YEC WORKSPACE SUITE
Collaborating in person and in real time is now easier and more 

affordable with our brand-new YEC Workspace Suite.

Whether you’re looking to book a meeting room with a view for a one-
time client meeting in a new city or seeking a private office for your 

growing team, we’ve partnered with best-in-class vendors to meet all 
of your workspace needs. Read more about our partners’ services and 
their members-only offers below. For more information about the YEC 
Workspace Suite, email concierge@yec.co or visit marketplace.yec.co. 
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FULLY EQUIPPED MEETING
SPACES AND VIRTUAL OFFICES

Davinci Virtual Office Solutions is the 
leading provider of  live answering services, 
business addresses and meeting spaces.

With 4,000 fully equipped meeting spaces 
and 1,100+ locations in 50 states and 30 
countries, Davinci provides a complete 
support solution for business owners — 
without the cost or hassle of  renting a 
permanent space or hiring staff. Project 

CO-WORKING AND
GLOBAL COMMUNITY

WeWork provides the space, community 
and services its members need to make a 
life, not just a living.

WeWork helps teams collaborate, 
regardless of  their location or size. 

OFFICE LEASING MADE SIMPLE

From choosing the best neighborhood for 
your new office to negotiating the lease, 
TheSquareFoot is the only commercial 
leasing platform for companies in need of  
a home for their business.

YEC COMMERCIAL
REAL ESTATE NETWORK 

YEC Commercial Real Estate Network 
offers the best possible rates and terms on 
office space as well as discounts on shared 

the image your business deserves with a 
prime virtual office address and friendly 
live receptionist services from Davinci.

Need workspace? No problem. From 
private day offices that you can book 
during travel or for interviews to full-
service seminar rooms, board rooms, hotel 
meeting rooms, co-working spaces and 
conference facilities, Davinci can meet 
any of  your business space needs. What’s 
more, their administrative staff  can provide 
service at any level, from lobby greeting to 

WeWork membership includes a physical 
workspace (either a dedicated desk in 
shared space or a private office), on-
demand access to conference rooms at all 
WeWork locations, an online network of  
over 50,000 WeWork members, access to 
over 250 exclusive perks and benefits, and 
weekly events that range from office hours 
with industry pros to large-scale events.

Narrow your search for the perfect office 
with easy-to-browse listings and a broker 
who works for you – not commission – at 
every step of  the leasing process until 
you’re in a new space you love.

Just for members: Get a 5% discount 
on 1 year of  a full-time WeWork 
membership, saving you at least $500 per 
employee in your first year. Note: This 
offer is for new WeWork members only 
and cannot to be combined with any other 
offers.

Just for members: After closing 
on a three-year office lease through 
TheSquareFoot's platform, you'll be able 
to choose between a free company move 
or having your design/architectural fees 
covered by TheSquareFoot (up to $1 per 
square foot).

spaces and co-working environments. 
Whether you're looking for a private office 
space for your growing team or exploring 
shared space, we have a network of  
partners on call to help you find a home. 

Just for members: We can connect 
you to trusted partners offering various 
discounts based on your needs. Contact 
your member concierge and we'll let you 
know what we have in your area.
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logistics and concierge-level services.

Just for members: Davinci offers 
several benefits for members, including: 

• A guaranteed 10% discount on 
meeting rooms (room charges only)

• A one-time $50 discount for 
any virtual office and/or virtual 
communications product purchase, 
including live receptionists, virtual 
offices, live web chat and auto 
receptionist services.



YEC’ers Will and Laura Land sit down to discuss the 

operational triumphs and challenges they’ve faced when 

building their brand, Empire Case.

Scaling an 
Empire

WITH WILL AND LAURA LAND

BY MARY AUSTIN WILLIAMS
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For entrepreneurs Will and Laura Land, running an empire built 
on cell phone accessories (rightfully named Empire Case) wasn’t 
always in the cards. In fact, the idea originated as a means to pay 
the rent. 

Just a little over a year out of  college in 2001, Will was busy 
growing a business that resold Sprint PCS services to other 
businesses. This was a time when Sprint was brand new in the 
market, and in an effort to get the word out, the company gave 
Will free cell phone accessories to give to clients. Will began 
selling his leftovers on eBay for extra cash. It was then that he 
and his wife, Laura, who had been working in consulting and real 
estate at the time, realized that the decision to move into the cell 
phone accessories business was a no-brainer. “We were making 
more money doing this side thing on eBay. [We said,] let’s quit 
our jobs and go for it,” recalls Laura, Empire Case’s COO/CFO.

GROWING PAINS 

It took Laura and Will a couple years of  playing around with 
Empire Case’s model (the company was then called Accessory 
Export, LLC) to discover what worked and what didn’t. By the 
time the couple got their sea legs in 2003, they knew they had to 
set a benchmark to designate their proof  of  concept: if  they could 
reach $300 a day in sales, that would be their cue to go all-
in, full time.

“We really had to change our mindset from 
‘This is a hobby. This is just something we’re 
doing in our spare time’ to ‘Hey, we need to 
run this like a business,’” recalls Will, 
Empire Case’s CEO. “We achieved 
[our goal] so incredibly quickly that it 
spurred a transformation of  our way 
of  thinking. This wasn’t just a way to 
pay the bills. This could potentially be 
a future career.”

Launching a legitimate business wasn’t 
possible without hitting a few operational 
snags along the way: for the Lands, these 
included eBay policy violations trouble 
and getting their user IDs shut off  for 
non-payment of  fees. It took creating a 
third user ID to make them realize the 
path needed to move forward: “We had 
figured out how to not get ourselves 
into trouble anymore and how to live 
by the rules. We had no issues with 
negative feedback or running out of  stock, 
and we made sure we were shipping on time,” 

says Laura. “Once we hit those milestones, [we realized] we could 
do this as a business without fear that we’d mess up, and next 
week we’d be shut down.”

THE BIRTH OF AN EMPIRE

After building up the business for five years, Will and Laura 
realized that demand was outpacing what inventory they could 
manage to keep in stock and that their original business model 
of  buying locally from Los Angeles-area vendors and reselling 
that merchandise was no longer an option. It was time to start 
importing their product.

“We realized that we needed to start importing when our sales 
were outpacing the inventory we were able to purchase. For a long 
time, we had a model where we would sell the products before 
we would even purchase the inventory, because we knew it was 
readily available and we could pick it up the following day,” says 
Laura. “It got to the point where that mentality no longer worked, 
because we’d go to get the product and no one could fulfill the 
need of  what we had sold.”

“Our demand was so incredibly strong that we could buy out all 
the suppliers — and we dealt with about seven or eight suppliers 
— and we’d clean them all out,” adds Will. “It still wasn’t 

enough.”

Two years after they began importing, 
Will and Laura ran into another issue: 
while the adoption of  cell phone 
accessories was growing, the number 

of  options and customizations 
on the market were extremely 

limited. The time had come for 
them to make their mark on an 

industry that wasn’t so niche 
anymore.

“For me, my frustration, 
and why the Empire 
brand was born, was 
that on the female 
side of  cell phone 

accessories,” recalls Laura. 
“We were still selling the same 
patterns we had three years 
ago. [I thought,] I don’t want 
this pattern anymore, and I 

don’t want a hot pink case 
for the ninth time. There 
was a better way to do this. 
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Women want something more in this product than to choose 
between hot pink and hot purple, and we had the capability to 
create something better.”

That’s when the couple had the “a-ha” moment of  creating a 
unique case that would simultaneously appeal to the audience and 
solidify their brand.

“For women, the [accessory] choices were pink, purple and 
zebra pattern in 2005 and 2006,” adds Will. “Someone in our 
warehouse came up with the idea that green was really hot 
[that year]. We said, let’s do a neon-green-and-zebra print. We 
brought it in and could not keep it in stock. Next thing you know, 
this green-and-black zebra was everywhere. That was a proof  
of  concept — seeing how everyone responded to a simple little 
change.”

On top of  this victory, Will and Laura also introduced a paint 
splatter print, inspired by one of  Laura’s bathing suits of  a 
similar pattern. “Because we do our sales on marketplaces, 
it was great to differentiate from the competition because 
no one else was making this product. It’s not 
like we were competing with five or six 
people selling the same product. So 
we were able to get better profit 
margins and maintain them.” 

“We still sell it today, 
six years later,” 
adds Will.

SCALING 
THE TEAM

At the core of  the Empire brand 
is Will and Laura’s hardworking 
team. At first, they kept it all in the 
family — literally: Laura’s brothers 
were employees Nos. 1 and 2 in the 
business, and one still manages their 
warehouse today.

“That’s one of  the hardest parts of  
scaling — your team,” says Laura. “The 
team started from personal relationships 
through family, or you knew somebody, and 
that’s how we went for quite a few years. 

SCALING AN EMPIRE

Everybody started from nothing. Will and I trained them from 
A to Z.” Given that the cell phone accessories industry was still 
relatively new at the time, the couple accepted the fact that the 
odds of  finding someone with experience to hire were slim.

Despite retaining a handful of  employees who have remained 
with the company for over 10 years, Will and Laura have 
frequently mulled the idea of  bringing on senior-level people with 
outside experience — an undertaking that they’ve found to be 
easier said than done. 

“We really started to build the Empire brand and said, ‘OK, now 
we need to go out and hire people with marketing experience 
and people with wholesale sales experience,’ and I will say that 
that was one of  the toughest processes that we have ever gone 
through,” says Laura, adding that she and Will have experienced 
high turnover in the past three years alone.

The notion of  remaining a family business while finding new 
team members who have the background needed to grow 

the company has been a point of  contention for Will 
and Laura, who struggle to determine 

when to promote internally versus 
when to bring in someone new with 

a star-studded resume. Out of  
any five outside people they’ve 

hired, Will and Laura say 
they’ve usually had 

just one turn out 
great.

“I think 
that 

sometimes 
when businesses 

are starting up, one 
thing that they can really 

overlook is the value of  those first 
employees who have really scaled 

with the company,” says Will. “They’re 
used to the scaling process and they 
generally know a lot more about the 
company than you can really hire for.”

“We’ve had to learn a lot of  mistakes 
the hard way in hiring,” says Laura. “We 

learned that maybe Will and I know more 
than we think we know sometimes. The team 
evolves, the team changes, and now that 







we’re on year 13 of  this, we’ve learned 
that there’s a lot of  knowledge inside this 
company, and sometimes thinking that 
you’re gonna get [talent] from the outside 
isn’t necessarily the case. Sometimes 
it’s [about] stopping and taking a look 
at what’s already here and how we can 
develop that, change it, and evolve it.”

THE SEPARATING (AND BLENDING) 
OF WORK AND PERSONAL LIVES

For Will and Laura, it’s taken time to 
figure out how to navigate the murky 
waters of  building a business while also 

nurturing their relationship as husband 
and wife — a balance that’s still a work in 
progress. In order to divvy up ownership 
of  the business, the couple first had to 
decide who would take charge of  what.

“Early on, Will and I realized that having 
the same job was very detrimental because 
we were constantly stepping on each 
other’s toes, so that doesn’t really work in 
the scaling sense,” says Laura. “You really 
have to say, ‘These are your strengths, 
these are my strengths. We’ve gotta split up 
the division of  labor and responsibilities.’” 
The two have successfully divided and 

conquered by playing to their strengths: 
Will focuses on the outward-facing duties 
(sales, purchasing, strategic planning, 
partnerships) while Laura manages more 
of  the inward-facing operations (employee 
relations, finances, product design and 
processes).

But it takes more than just an 
understanding of  who does what to 
successfully scale a company with your 
spouse. “There’s a big learning curve,” 
says Will. “At first, it was exciting and fun. 
Then, you start to see some success and 
you have two different ways of  thinking 

SCALING AN EMPIRE

4 Tips for Scaling an
E-Commerce Business

Will and Laura Land offer their best practices for scaling an
e-commerce business in a healthy and sustainable manner.

Constantly reevaluate. “Just because you did something that way six months ago doesn’t mean 
that’s the way you have to do it today. Technology evolves, software evolves, and we have to 
constantly be reassessing what our process is and if it’s still efficient.”

Associate a cost with every process. “[Laura] keeps a really good eye on the cost and fluctuations 
or any big changes that send out red flags,” says Will.

Forecast. “Two years ago when we exploded [in business], I looked beyond what we were doing 
today and looked at what we’re going to be doing next month and two months from now,” says Will. 
“I wasn’t living in today’s sales; I was living in projectory lines.”

Stay within a budget. “One thing that we do really well, and how we’re able to scale well, is in our 
line items,” says Will. “Every line item accounts for a certain percentage of our budget. So if sales 
are this amount, I know I have this percentage to spend on inventory. Sticking to those numbers 
is absolutely key: that way, when we grow, we have new budgets. When we shrink, our budgets 
readjust. And that’s what’s kept us scalable as far as company-wide processes, staff and inventory.”



about it, and you butt heads. The biggest thing I love about this is 
I’m at work with my wife, but it’s not like we’re ‘married at work.’ 
We literally have a business relationship at work. A lot of  outsiders 
come in and might see us as CEO and COO/CFO and not so 
much the husband and wife dynamic, but we go home and we’re 
completely different people.”

Laura chimes in: “It wasn’t always this way. That’s kind of  where 
we’re at 13 years later. When we started this business, it was in 
the bedroom of  our house, so it was a much harder separation. 
I think over the years we saw personal issues evolve and would 
have to say, ‘OK, this is a work issue,’ and now we’re very good at 
saying, ‘As a business partner, I am angry with you!’ There’s been 
some therapy involved. I’m not gonna lie about that!” she jokes.

After working together for over a decade and gaining a firm grasp 
of  what it means to run a business with your spouse, Will and 
Laura have taken it upon themselves to mentor married friends 
who are in their first few years of  starting a company together. 
Their advice? Divide responsibilities, and don’t take business 
decisions personally.

“From the get-go, decide what’s your job and what’s his job, and 
respect that like you would respect a co-worker,” says Laura. “I 
think that’s the hardest thing as a married couple — you have to 
have that element of  ‘I respect that this is the job you were given 
and I need to trust that you’re gonna get it done.’ Respecting 
those boundaries is really important.”

Working side-by-side all the time does have its perks: the couple 
enjoys dropping their daughter off  at school together and bringing 

her into the office on days when she’s not in school. Will and 
Laura also make a concerted effort to eat lunch together every 
day.

SCALING INTO 2016

When we spoke with Will and Laura, they were celebrating 
the launch day of  their new website, which Will summarized 
as a “complete revamp, replatform, re-everything” that was six 
months in the making.

As far as growth is concerned, the two are looking to pivot the 
business away from a pure third-party marketplace play after 
primarily selling on platforms like Amazon and eBay. “As of  
today, we’re working with advisors and digital companies and 
are really trying to push down the path of  our own e-commerce 
site that’s really generating revenue,” says Laura. “We’ve had an 
e-commerce site; it’s just never really been a revenue-generating 
site for us. The third prong to our approach is our wholesale and 
our B2B, and we’re aggressively trying to get in-store product 
placement for our brand.” 

And with over 75 designs available on EmpireCase.com, it’s clear 
that the brand’s strategy of  combining e-commerce, third-party 
marketplaces and wholesale/B2B is a viable strategy to continue 
scaling, while maintaining their core value of  growing a business 
built on family and loyal team members. Perhaps most impressive 
of  all is Will and Laura’s ability to divide and conquer while still 
keeping their personal relationship intact. Will summarizes their 
union beautifully: “It’s a perfect division of  duties.”

SCALING AN EMPIRE
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Unlocking Customer 
Happiness at Scale

How can you provide personalized customer

support as your company grows?

BY JANE ZITOMER
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INVERT THE CUSTOMER SUPPORT FUNNEL 

YEC member Eli Rubel, current vice president of  marketing at 
Helpshift and former CEO of  Glider, looks at customer happiness 
from the bottom up. Traditionally, business leaders think of  
support the same way they think about sales: in terms of  a funnel. 
At the very top of  the funnel, they place a few FAQs, just in case 
customers decide to look for the solutions to their own problems. 
If  that doesn’t work, real humans, either on a telephone 
line or the other end of  a screen, can address any 
possible issues. Often, the bottom of  the funnel 
includes ticketing platforms, where users can 
submit bugs so someone on the support team 
can look into the problem.

Rubel is turning that pyramid on its head, 
At Helpshift, Rubel and his team provide 
support before customers realize they have 
a problem. Then, they help customers help 
themselves. 

“We don’t like submitting this support ticket out 
into this black box and hoping that someone 
responds to us in a timely manner,” says Rubel. 

What’s more, we often trust ourselves more than we trust others 
with our service needs anyway. Rubel provides the example of  
airport travel: “There will be customer support agents standing 
at the airport desks, and all the people are funneling toward the 
self-service kiosks.”

What’s even better than customers helping themselves? 
Customers being helped before they are aware 

of  their problem — which is made possible by 
triggering automatic campaigns. “Let’s take a 

game like Clash of  Clans, where you have a 
lot of  highly engaged users who are really 
excited to play,” explains Rubel of  stage one 
in his inverted pyramid. “Maybe they play 
it every morning on their Muni ride or bus 

ride to work. Let’s say that you notice that 
there’s a certain bug that started cropping 

up when a user’s battery life gets down to 10 
percent — or something with performance messes 

up and the app crashes. Instead of  waiting for a 
user to get down to 9 percent, with campaigns, 

You can’t know for certain 

what your customers will want 

in the future, but you can anticipate 

it using what you know about your 

product and your target audience — if you 

have the right software and systems in place. 

To learn how, we talked to five YEC members to 

understand what strategies work best for acquiring 

and retaining customers. While they each work in 

different industries, they all use what they already know 

about their customers and their particular offering to keep the 

happiest customers coming back (and referring others, too).

Eli Rubel
Vice President of  Marketing

at Helpshift
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Help Scout 

"We've tried full suites like Zendesk, but we feel 

like those solutions are always too bloated for our 

needs. We enjoy having personal connections with 

our customers, and there's no better way to do that 

than making the layer between us and them as thin 

as possible. Help Scout does a wonderful job of this 

by being completely transparent to the customer, but 

well-organized for our 

customer support."

James Simpson
CEO 

GoldFire Studios

Freshdesk

"I used to use their competitor, but it raised rates and 

failed to deliver new features, while Freshdesk has 

doubled down on adding great features and offering 

a much more startup-friendly pricing scheme. With 

Freshdesk, no support requests will fall through the 

cracks, and customers can rate our team’s responses 

with the built-in feedback 

engine."

Lane Campbell  
CEO

Creately

Groove

"Groove is one of the fastest loading customer support platforms we tested, and it allows 

my whole team to assign, answer and collaborate on tickets together. It also has a simple 

way to create canned responses and ping someone via email if they have a ticket to 

respond to. We've found it to be easy to use and it works just like email, except better."

Nathalie Lussier
CEO 
AmbitionAlly

Intercom

"I love that Intercom treats our customer requests 

as a conversation and not a ticket — our team can 

have a high-level view of their inboxes and a granular 

level view of what's going on with each conversation 

at a time. It's really enabled our support team to 

work together more 

holistically."

Dave Nevogt  
Co-Founder / CMO 

Hubstaff.com

We asked eight YEC’ers to
share their favorite software 
platform for streamlining 
customer service.

41   MEMBERS.YEC.CO



Kayako

"Having been around for a while, Kayako has had time 

to develop their product and make it extremely secure 

and stable. The software allows all the capabilities of 

everything else out there like Freshdesk or Zendesk 

at a fraction of the price. For a cost-effective solution 

that will give you enterprise customization options, 

Kayako is the way to go."

Cody McLain  
CEO
SupportNinja

Zendesk

"Our team uses Zendesk, because, even with all of 

its features, the tool is still easy to use. One of our 

favorite aspects of the software is the ability to help 

our users via email, chat, phone and even Twitter, 

all from the same place. Zendesk's Help Center tools 

helped us build an online knowledge base where our 

users can learn about Enplug and easily find answers 

to common questions."

Nanxi Liu  
CEO
Enplug

Streak

"When it comes to customer support, we find that 

it's easy to set up a dedicated email inbox just for 

customers and to make sure an email-based CRM 

program like Streak is installed. The dedicated email 

inbox makes it easy to track incoming requests and 

to respond quickly from anywhere. Streak makes it 

simple to integrate template responses, so replies can 

be as quick and effortless as 

possible."

Doreen Bloch  
CEO & Founder
Poshly Inc.

Desk

"With Desk, you can respond to customer inquiries 

from every channel all in one place. Not only that, but 

it makes tracking the conversation with each customer 

easy, as they come in the form of a ticket. Each ticket 

can be assigned to various team members based on 

their expertise to answer 

that customer's question or 

request."

Andy Karuza 
Founder
FenSens

UNLOCKING CUSTOMER HAPPINESS AT SCALE
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you can actively set up a trigger that says, ‘If  a user’s phone gets 
down to 20 percent, send them a notification that says: We have 
a known bug that when a user’s phone gets down to 10 
percent, the app can crash. We suggest updating 
your app to the latest version where we’ve fixed 
this problem.’”

PERSONALIZE TO ENCOURAGE 
COMMITMENT 

For Jaspar Weir, president at TaskUs, the 
key to delivering great customer service is 
to make every interaction feel as personable 
as possible — and it all starts with training. 
TaskUs provides outsourced customer care and 
back-office support for companies like Groupon, 
Hotel Tonight and Expensify.

“We try to replicate the environment and the 
culture of  our clients, because every one of  
our clients is different,” says Weir of  the company’s customer 
service strategy. “We spend a lot of  time training our staff  to 
make sure that we get things like the voice of  the brand right and 
communicate in a way that is right for the brand. And not all 
TaskUs clients communicate the same way.” 

TaskUs uses 100 percent cloud-based technology and industry-
leading telephony systems. Depending on the company their 
employees are working for, they rely on Desk, HelpShift, ZenDesk 
and chat systems like Zopim (owned by ZenDesk) or LivePerson. 
If  clients already have their own customer service tools, TaskUs 
employees readily adapt. 

Weir is headed to the Philippines — where TaskUs’s main 
international office is located — just a few days after our interview 

and is bringing two potential clients with him. In many 
cases, they don’t just suggest their clients join them 

in the Philippines for training — they require 
it. When clients bring TaskUs employees out 

of  the training-room setting, it helps create 
a trusting relationship that bridges cultural 
divides. 

But Weir doesn’t rely solely on the 
competence of  his own team. In order 

for an outsourcing relationship to truly be 
successful, a full-time employee from the 

client’s company needs to work with their team 
to set expectations and clearly communicate 
instructions. “Anybody that treats it like a vendor 
relationship [rather than a partnership],” says 
Weir, “is not a client we want to take on.” 

FOCUS ON DATA-DRIVEN REFERRALS

“Where we see the biggest opportunity going forward is what 
we call internally the post-conversion funnel,” says Jeff  Epstein, 
founder of  Ambassador. Ambassador is a referral software 
program that automates the process of  enrolling, tracking, 
rewarding and managing customers, affiliates, partners and fans. 
Their open API integrates with existing technologies. 

After a customer first pays a business, they often just exist in the 
funnel, explains Epstein. That’s where Ambassador’s referral 
program comes into play. “What we’re doing today is getting 

Jeff  Epstein
Founder of  Ambassador

“We spend a lot of time training 
our staff to make sure that we 
get things like the voice of the 
brand right.”

Jasper Weir
President
TaskUs
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Patel. “It’s just to make our customers successful.” Their word-
of-mouth referral rate increased as customers shared photos of  

the packages on social media — which he then used as 
testimonials and marketing collateral. 

Patel likes to engage with his customers on a 
90-day basis using the Content Marketer 
and Narrow.io’s Net Promoter Scores. “I 
like the NPS scoring system using Wootric 
or Promotor.io. You can’t really interpret 
the data the wrong way.” Patel tracks NPS 
through email and forms on his website. 

While he gets more responses through his 
website, they tend to be specific cases rather 

than a testament to the customer’s overall 
experience, unlike emailed feedback.

“We still are kids inside,” says John Ruhlin, 
founder of  The Ruhlin Group, a company that 
specializes in helping companies develop and 

execute year-round strategic gifting and appreciation programs.

“The worst time you can send a gift is when it’s expected, and 
that’s when everyone does it.” For this reason, Ruhlin stays away 
from sending food during the holidays, or gifts like cheaply 
branded pens and coffee mugs. He goes for unique experiences 
instead. Every time he onboards an employee, The Ruhlin 
Group sends a gift to that person’s spouse. “It makes the client or 
executive look like the hero. There’s a halo effect.”

Whether it be by sending an unexpected message about a 
bug your customer might not be aware of  or doing something 
ordinary at an unusual time, staying one step ahead of  your 
customer always works. “The longer someone’s been in the 
workforce and the more money they’re making, the less they care 
about rewards and the more they want to be inspired to act,” says 
Ruhlin. “We like to be surprised and delighted.” 

John Ruhlin
Founder of  The Ruhlin Group

The Helpshift team at the office.

those customers and those fans and those advocates to refer their 
friends.” 

But simply promising to share is not enough. Says 
Epstein, “Are they in fact sharing, even though 
they say they will? Only 85 percent of  the 
people are willing to share, but only 29 
percent do.” Ambassador’s clients can look 
at their population of  referred customers 
and they can measure, for example, 
whether that customer will do business with 
them again. According to Epstein, people 
who are referred in B2C businesses typically 
spend more or will repeat their purchases. In 
B2B businesses, referrals typically make the sales 
cycle shorter. 

Epstein believes in telling customers what they 
want, even if  it’s not what they think is best. 
“You think people should tell us how they want 
things to happen, but we realize that sometimes you can be your 
own worst enemy.” Ambassador sticks to a strict client onboarding 
process that includes a certain number of  calls and a certain 
number of  tasks. Using data, they’ve gotten customer referrals 
down to a science.

SURPRISE AND DELIGHT WHENEVER POSSIBLE 

Sujan Patel, co-founder of  Content Marketer and Narrow.io, 
instituted an increase in referrals at his former company, When 
I Work, not by incentivizing customers or giving them money 
but by paying it forward. When I Work, an online employee 
scheduling software, started out sending customers thank-you 
cards and soon added T-shirts. Today, customers receive large 
welcome packages. 

“It has nothing to do with our product or service offering,” says 
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What exactly does a COO do? And what makes one COO more 
effective than another? 

Ask 10 COOs, and you’ll get 10 different answers. In a 2006 
article for Harvard Business Review, Nate Bennett and Stephen 
A. Miles compare asking what makes a great COO to asking what 
makes a great candidate for U.S. vice president: “How can a title 
accommodate such diversity and still be meaningful?...The key 
is in the orientation of  the role. While other jobs are primarily 
defined in relation to the work to be done and the structure of  the 
organization, the COO’s role is defined in relation to the CEO as 
an individual.” 

Hagan Major, co-founder and COO of  the digital advertising 
company YellowHammer, finds truth in that assessment. He cites 

the pairing of  Michael Eisner and Frank Wells at Disney in the 
‘80s and ‘90s as a high-functioning example. “It’s very much a 
relational position, and the relation is very much to the CEO or 
sometimes the board. But that can cause conflict as well. If  these 
two people at the very top both report to the board, and they have 
very different opinions, it seems like a recipe for trouble.”

That potential for discord has been much-discussed in startup 
circles. In a post titled “Why Your Startup Doesn’t Need a COO,” 
Mark Suster wrote, “What harm having a COO or worse a 
president? Clarity for staff  and decision making.”

But as your company grows past the startup stage, the right 
operations executive can be a game-changer. A 2012 EY report, 
“DNA of  the COO,” found that as business itself  becomes 

The Real Role of the
Chief Operations Officer

No two are alike, yet they have one of the

hardest jobs in your company.

BY LINDSEY DONNER



the business — and it must be clear to both the CEO and the 
staff. 

Major has been working with his current co-founder and CEO 
Joseph Hirsch in different roles for years. For them, the solution to 
maintaining clear communication (and role delineation) is to host 
regular meetings outside of  the office. 

“Over the last year, year and a half, we’ve doubled in size, in 
head count. We’re now around 70 people. We’ve acquired two 
companies. We have essentially opened up three other offices,” 
he says. “So as the organization grows more complex, and as 
there are more things to do than either one of  us could do, it’s 
become necessary to think about, ‘Okay. Well, what should 
my responsibilities be to help this company? What should 
your responsibilities be? What are our strengths? What are our 
weaknesses?’ — and playing into those.” 

He continues, “One of  the most important keys for both people 
looking to make this work is a barricade on the back door, sort 
of  a deadbolt, because it absolutely breaks down at the point 

more complex, so too does the COO role. This shift from a 
strictly operational title to a strategic one thus makes COOs the 
true drivers of  innovation and growth. A full 60 percent of  the 
operations executives surveyed for the report said it’s this very 
complexity that makes being a COO worthwhile, and nearly half  
agreed that they thrive on constant change. The question is, who 
are these people, and what makes them tick?

HOW THE BEST COOs MANAGE ALL THIS COMPLEXITY

After speaking to several different operations executives who 
are also members of  YEC, we uncovered a few commonalities. 
While these statements don’t answer the (impossible) question 
of  what makes one COO more successful than another, they do 
hint at what makes the role so valuable in young, high-growth 
companies.

 1. Strong COOs commit to good communication.

With respect to Suster’s point about clarity, whoever sits in the 
COO chair must work very hard to establish a clear-cut role in 

3 Considerations
for Future COOs
Duran Inci, Co-Founder and COO at Optimum7

Organizational Skills: You must be incredibly organized as you will be dealing with issues and 
processes in various departments. Web-based project management and workflow tools have 
made this very efficient for me.

Ethics: Since you deal with actual executions and day-to-day operations, you will be in situations 
where you have two options: (1) Take the time to fix the problem and let the client or customer 
know, or (2) Push things forward to get through the day even if there is a margin of error. DO 
NOT pick No. 2. It will hurt you more in the long term. Take the time, fix the problem and be 
honest with your clients/customers.

Leadership: You must strive to create a trusting and transparent relationship with your team 
members. Attitude and attention to detail are key in running an efficient operation. That can only 
happen with good people who care about you and trust your leadership. Take the time to care 
and invest in your team, you will get a great return on this investment.

THE REAL ROLE OF THE CHIEF OPERATIONS OFFICER 
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where someone can come to me, and I’ll override 
one of  Joe’s decisions because they’re unhappy, 
or vice versa. If  you’re constantly being put 
in this position where you have to undercut 
each other, the entire point breaks down. 
Open communication that’s honest and a 
two-way conversation has to happen at all 
times just to make sure that you both are 
presenting a united front.”

 2. Strong COOs are nimble 
      “project managers” who can 
      step into a variety of domains.

Robert Sofia doesn’t consider himself  a “pure” 
COO: as a co-founder and owner of  Platinum 
Advisor Strategies, a marketing and consulting 
firm for financial advisors, he shares the reins 
with two other owners (who serve as the company’s CEO and 
president). Of  the three, he is the one who spends the most time 
working in the business, and as such must be able to move from 
one part of  the business to another to ensure that the vision of  all 
three owners is executed. 

When there’s a persistent problem — e.g. an attrition issue — 
Sofia views that as his cue to come in and get that area of  the 

business back on track. “That’s where oftentimes I’ll 
almost become like a project manager. I’ll take an 

area of  the business and I’ll own it.”

Drew Puchalski, COO of  AdExchange 
Group, says, “Every day will bring a new 
challenge. It’s one of  the most demanding 
aspects of  the job but can also be the most 
fun. At the core of  the role, you need to be 

a master problem solver and figure out how 
to get the seemingly impossible done. Expect 

to spend time in the trenches of  all functions of  
your business and learn the ins and outs of  every 

department. Lead by example and know when 
to roll up your sleeves.”

 3. Strong COOs are lieutenants, 
  not aspiring CEOs.

The COOs we interviewed see themselves not as future CEOs but 
as integral players in a partnership of  equals — or what Bennett 
and Miles characterize as “the other half ” type of  COO.

“I feel like the best chief  operating officers — and frankly one of  
the things that I like about the job the most — is being a capable 
lieutenant,” says Major. “You need to sublimate your ego and 

THE REAL ROLE OF THE CHIEF OPERATIONS OFFICER 

Alignment
Is Crucial
Charles Bogoian, COO of Kenai Sports 

"For our company, a COO has to have a strong social conscience, and a focus on 

combining a premium level of service to our customers while constantly increasing our 

internal sustainability. Our value proposition would fall short if our operations were 

in misalignment with our company’s principles. [If we were to hire a replacement], we 

would look for a COO who shares a long-term vision for our company, and is able to 

make tough decisions in the interim to maintain that vision."
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truly work to make it work as a partnership 
of  equals.”

Arjun Jolly, VP of  operations for the 
digital marketing agency adQuadrant, 
concurs. “The COO role is really, in my 
eyes, the one that keeps everything focused 
on what the ‘processes’ are to execute on 
vision and strategy that’s laid out by the 
CEO and the executive team.”

Jolly’s brother Warren is adQuadrant’s 
CEO. “His strong suits are really on the 
sales and media side, whereas my strengths 
are really on the overall long-term strategy 
and the foundational elements of  what it 
takes to build a sustainable business that 
can grow and withstand challenges in the 
marketplace,” he says. “I’m a process-
oriented analytical, strategic thinker, 
so I’m more responsible for setting the 
foundational elements that allow us to 
continue in a very fast-paced industry.”

 4. Strong COOs shape strategy 
     and drive growth.

Few roles can claim as much importance 
in shaping the way a company’s vision is 
achieved as the COO. “I think everyone 
in an operations role appreciates the fact 
that you’re setting the foundation and 
looking at how you can create something 
of  value,” says Jolly.

Says Major, “My job, in a lot of  ways, 
is making the operation run smoothly 
enough so that we can do all of  these 
ambitious product things, so that we can 
do everything we want to do on the vision 
and long-term future of  the company that 
Joe is charting out without jeopardizing 
the business. The challenge for him on the 
other side is coming up with plans that 
are achievable, given the necessities of  our 
balance sheet and cash flow.”

“Automatically, when people think of  
COO they think of  operations. They 
think this is probably a successor for 
the CEO, probably runs day-to-day 

operations for companies, and typically that’s going to be systems and processes and 
maybe some financials,” says Sofia. “I think in those respects the COO is thought of  like 
an administrator. Almost like they would have glasses and wear sweaters to work, like 
an accountant-type figure. People don’t usually think of  a COO as a salesperson, as a 
marketer, as someone who creates growth within a company. But in our firm and also in 
hundreds of  others, they step in to fill those roles as well.”

ADVICE FOR THE COOs OF TOMORROW

Despite these similarities, it’s still hard to know whether you (or your co-founder) will be 
well-suited to the COO role as your company grows. We asked each COO what advice 
they’d give a colleague considering the job.

“When I did my executive MBA in 2014, I ended up being the youngest in the cohort. I 
went in there thinking, 'This is a program where I’m going to be able to learn from other 
people, people who’ve been part of  these Fortune 500 companies,'” says Jolly. “But one 
thing that I learned is that a lot of  the teachings out there are focused on the planning 
aspect and not necessarily execution. The advice I would give is it needs to be balanced. 
Execution is equally, if  not more important, than planning; you need to be able to 
execute to provide proof  that your idea is valid. The structure will come with execution, 
either by doing it yourself  or by being real with yourself  and understanding where your 
strengths are. That’s really the key to making sure that your business is successful at 
scaling appropriately.”

Duran Inci, co-founder and COO of  digital marketing and technology company 
Optimum7, says, “You could be the most talented individual, and with the wrong 
attitude, it's wasted talent. One must be able to learn fast and adapt to be able to 

Hagan Major
Co-founder and COO
of YellowHammer

"Weaving all of this madness into some sort of cohesive 

organization is a large part of the role. I’m not going to say I do 

it particularly well, but it is certainly one of the most fascinating 

and enjoyable parts of the job."

THE REAL ROLE OF THE CHIEF OPERATIONS OFFICER 
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What Would You 
Look for in Your 
Replacement?
6 Characteristics
Drew Puchalski, COO of Ad Exchange

Humble: It should always be about the team. Personal success should be an outcome of the 
company’s success.

Passionate & Dedicated: Embodies Cervantes’ character Sancho Panza and is “a man (or 
woman) of the people.” When things get tough (and they will) they need to be able to demand 
the team’s unwavering support and delivery.

A Great Motivator & Listener: Enables everyone in the company to achieve daily greatness.

Flexible: Fits the “jack of all trades” profile: someone who’s both “left and right-brained” and 
unafraid to handle demands that come up in every aspect of the business.

Steadfast: The COO role is not right for a “yes man.” They need to trust their instincts and 
stand up for their opinion. The best ideas and solutions for the company most often come from 
collective insight and decision making.

Resourceful: Can find multiple solutions for challenges and is a creative problem solver.

solve the daily problems that he will face running an 
operation.”

Understanding the specifics of  the role you’re about to 
take on is critical. Both Major and Sofia underscored 
the need to intimately know and embrace the existing 
leadership. To this, Charles Bogoian, founder and 
COO of  sustainable sportswear company Kenai 
Sports, adds, “My advice to an imminent COO is to 
understand and be in alignment with the operational 
strategy of  their company. I’ve found the most 
successful startup companies focus on one aspect of  
their operations and become highly skilled in that 
competency, whether it is responsiveness, flexibility or 
cost. The operational strategy should be in accordance 
with the rest of  your company’s vision, and add value 

beyond simply creating the product or service. 
Executing this strategy is not possible without strong 
relationships with supply chain partners. A new COO 
should develop these relationships in the beginning, 
and aim for open and transparent communication.” 

But Puchalski probably sums up the essence of  the 
role best: “Plan on leaving your ego at the door. At 
the end of  the day, your role as COO should never be 
about you. Maintain focus on your team and moving 
your company forward, while replacing words like 
‘I’ and ‘my’ with ‘we’ and ‘our.’ Leave the external 
spotlight and vision to your CEO while dedicating 
your time to elevating your team to exceed all 
expectations. While the outside world may not know 
it, the buck stops with you.”

THE REAL ROLE OF THE CHIEF OPERATIONS OFFICER 
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SCALE BASED ON DEMAND, FIRST AND FOREMOST.

“Don’t prematurely scale; that’s a lot more dangerous than 
scaling too late. Scaling is not a matter of  waking up one day and 
deciding to scale; it comes down to customers and what they’re 
demanding. You almost always, in the beginning, want to use 
demand to scale supply versus the other way around unless you’re 
more than confident that investing in supply will get customers — 
[take] Uber for example.”

Knowing the Right Time to Scale
with Brian Wong, founder and CEO of Kiip

CHOOSE YOUR 
PARTNERSHIPS WISELY.

“Leverage shared resources as often 
as possible and focus on using margin 
to scale out extra initiatives. I'm also mindful to have a purge 
on partnerships that aren’t yielding proper results or growth 
that we're expecting. Another piece of  advice is to differentiate 
between vanity partnerships and revenue partnerships — it's best 
if  they’re both.”

Scaling Operations:
Insights From 3 Leading Executives
Now streaming: Don’t miss our YEC Virtual Speaker Series event

Every quarter, YEC hosts an intimate, members-only video chat with one of the world’s most 

influential thought leaders as part of our Virtual Speaker Series. Each Virtual Speaker Series 

event expands on a theme explored in the pages of YEC Quarterly. 

Our next Virtual Speaker Series event — an exclusive, one-hour prerecorded event — features 

an intimate look into three high-growth companies’ operations: Stitch Fix 

(founded by YEC’er Katrina Lake), 16 Handles (founded by YEC’er Solomon 

Choi), and Kiip (founded by YEC’er Brian Wong). In preparation for the video 

chat, we asked for their insights on how they’ve managed to scale their 

businesses successfully. Below is an edited excerpt of 

our conversation; to watch the entire event, which is 

now available online exclusively for YEC members, visit 

education.yec.co.
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TEST, LISTEN, LEARN, REPEAT.

“We’re in a private [Stitch Fix for men] beta right now and we 
won’t have a broader launch until the fall. A lot of  what we’re 
aiming to do this time is to really learn. There’s been a lot of  
hypotheses about how women and men might interact with the 
service differently. We have to keep an open mind to see how 
men react and see what we learn. What we’re seeing is the men’s 
apparel industry is super interesting right now; it’s growing faster 
than the women’s industry, and there’s a lot more men who are 
taking an active interest in how they look and wanting to look 
good and present themselves well. It’s an interesting space and 
I think we’ll learn a lot over the next six months or so. We’re 
hopeful that there will be more similarities than differences when 
we look at the behaviors of  women who use Stitch Fix as well as 
the men.”

SCALING THE RIGHT WAY
MEANS NOT SKIMPING ON QUALITY.

“This is really at the crux of  the way that we’ve scaled and why 
we’ve introduced [Stitch Fix for men] at this point in time. We’ve 
always been focused on being able to deliver the best service first 
and foremost. We [once] had a waitlist for two years because 
we didn’t want to scale faster than we felt like we could deliver 
great service [on]. The [core] of  what we do is personalization. 

RUNNING A BUSINESS ON YOUR OWN IS NOT 
CONDUCIVE TO SCALING.

“The biggest operational challenge I faced when I first started was 
getting my store staff  to understand their roles and responsibilities 
so that we could function as a cohesive business unit. Because I 
didn't have a business partner, a big no-no in starting any new 
retail business, I had to personally teach each person their job 
function and daily tasks. After two months of  working every day 
and identifying a management team, I was able to rely on my shift 
managers to hold the team accountable.” 

Expanding Into a New Market
with Katrina Lake, founder and CEO of Stitch Fix

Growing a Team as You Scale
with Solomon Choi, founder and CEO of 16 Handles

We used technology and data 
to help us be able to scale the 
element of  personalization. 
Every single fix is styled by a 
real stylist who’s looking at your 
preferences, is listening to you and has 
empathy for who you are and where you are in your life.
That’s gonna be the same for our women’s business as well as our 
men’s business, and that’s something we don’t compromise on as 
we scale.”

RAPID GROWTH DEMANDS A
FOCUS ON YOUR CULTURE AND TEAM.

“The growth that we’ve experienced has led us to evolve quickly. 
We now have four distribution centers and a year ago we had 
two. Before that we had one. It adds layers of  complexity as we’ve 
added stylist hubs — stylists in over 10 or so geographies — so 
figuring out how we can work better across time and space and 
how we can support multiple geographies [is critical]. Some 
of  the bigger challenges as we’ve grown and scaled have been 
around having this wonderful culture and place that people love, 
and how we scale that well and across time and space. That’s an 
area that we’ve spent a lot of  time on as we’ve scaled to make sure 
that we do that part well.”

HAVE A GROWTH PLAN IN 
PLACE FROM THE GET-GO.

“Set a strategic roadmap 
for growth starting with identifying the goal, [looking at] where 
you are now with your existing resources, and then putting 
together the execution plan to get to the goal. If  I could go back, 
I would have identified that I needed the right people in place to 
support the growth plan, instead of  reacting to the growth and 
playing catch up. Great planning with practice helps execute a 
great plan with results.”
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One of the most common questions entrepreneurs and startup teams 

ask when scaling is “How can we maintain company culture?” There’s a 

contagious fear that when scaling, the company will lose some of what 

makes it so special. However, I’ve thought this fear is unwarranted. The 

goal shouldn’t be to remain unchanged, but to scale the business while 

evolving the culture into one that everyone — old employees and new — 

can grow into together.

In that sense, when we think about best practices for scaling a business, we 

should consider how what we gain improves the company rather than focusing 

on what we're losing. Here are a few rules I've found for scaling successfully, 

without letting negative thoughts or nostalgia drive your decision making.

From designating an “owner” of company culture to 
scheduling time to catch up with key leaders, here’s

how to navigate the process of growing fast.

BY SHARAM FOULADGAR-MERCER

7 Best Practices for Scaling

Sharam Fouladgar-Mercer is the 
co-founder and CEO of  AirPR, a 
technology platform to increase PR 

performance.
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DESIGNATE AN OWNER OF COMPANY CULTURE

This doesn’t need to be formal or rigidly defined as long as there's 
participation. This person’s job — in addition to their day-to-day 
duties — is not to make sure that your quirky company culture 
stays the same, but to create a welcoming, inclusive environment 
that makes it easy and fun for new employees to jive with older 
ones. The company culture you adore will continue to happen 
and evolve as a result, with no awkward bonding trips or 
mandatory happy hours required.

For example, our Chief  Strategy Officer at AirPR wears this hat 
naturally. We never had to assign her this role because she's always 
embodied what we’ve been about. This has helped us enormously 
as we’ve rapidly scaled the business. My advice: Figure out who 
is organically inclined to the role when it comes to building and 
overseeing culture, and let them own it.

MAKE AN EFFORT TO PURPOSEFULLY CONNECT

When we were a team of  four, we didn’t need to schedule time 
to catch up. We all carpooled into the office together, and that’s 
when we talked about what we did over the weekend, what we 
were excited about, and what we were struggling with. Nowadays, 
there are so many different meetings at any given time that it’s 
nearly impossible to fit in that time together. But this is okay. 
It just means that we have to be more intentional in terms of  
connecting with one another and make it a top priority.

DELEGATE AGGRESSIVELY

Having sat on the VC side of  the table in addition to being an 
entrepreneur, I’ve noticed that the least successful entrepreneurs 
are the ones who refuse to delegate. Those who scale successfully 
hire people who are better than themselves at specialized tasks. 
Hire a Sales Director who is better than you at selling your 
products. Hire a Head of  Communications who will correct you 
when you slip during an interview. If  you do this right, you will 
successfully fire yourself  out of  every job you do at a sub-par 
level, handing the reigns over to those who do it better. You will 
always benefit from hiring someone who is better than you are at 
something.

AUTOMATE THE ESSENTIALS

When you first start as an entrepreneur, you’re not spending 
much money. But as you scale, invest in automation to make 
adding someone to payroll easy, and make onboarding people 
and explaining their benefits in a systematic way easy as well. 
Essentially, make up-to-date technology a priority. In the long run, 
saving five minutes an hour of  an engineer’s time is worth the cost 

— which will also help with one of  your new responsibilities as a 
scaling business: retention. 

MAKE SURE YOU’RE GROWING IN
THE RIGHT DIRECTION

The best companies are good at saying “no” to opportunities 
that aren’t the right fit. Growth is not always a good thing if  
it takes you in a direction that isn't in your company's best 
interest. Whether it's saying “no” to building a product that isn’t 
critical or saying “no” to verticals that you’re not best suited to 
serve, sometimes waiting for the right type of  growth is the best 
decision, even if  it means turning down short-term revenue 
growth.

DON’T OVERSPEND

This one may seem obvious, but on the investor side, I hear “if  I 
only had one more month” too often. Don’t assume everything 
will go perfectly and that you’ll always have a large amount of  
funding available. Understand what got you to where you are and 
the underlying assumptions of  why you’re scaling. There’s a time 
for conservative growth and a time for aggressive growth, and you 
have to know the difference.

Can you give someone a dollar and have them return five? That’s 
how your investors are thinking.

DON’T GET OVERCONFIDENT

When businesses scale, entrepreneurs can start to get 
overconfident. Not only is it easy to burn bridges this way, but it 
can cause others to root for your demise. The most impressive, 
successful people are the ones who are humble. Being humble is 
more difficult than being cocky, but worth it. As you scale, keep 
in mind that there are always people out there who are more 
successful. Remain humble and remember what got you to where 
you are today.

My last piece of  advice is to just hang on. You will experience 
massive priority shifts as you scale, and you can bid adieu to long 
vacations. But like I said — don’t focus on what you’re losing. 
Scaling is all about what there is to gain.

This article originally appeared on Forbes.com.

7 BEST PRACTICES FOR SCALING
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As an entrepreneur, seeing your product gain 
traction for the first time is a rush. The early 
years of  ContextMedia were some of  the 
most exciting. During the summer of  2006, 
as rising juniors in college, we decided to 
act on a business idea we felt passionately 
about: bringing technology into the 
consumer healthcare space to educate and 
empower patients with better information 
during their medical visits.

We cobbled together some off-the-shelf  
solutions along with open-source content 
to bring our minimum viable product to 
market quickly. We drove around town 
pitching our product to physicians, naively 
confident that we knew from the patient's 
perspective what would work well, having 
each had firsthand experiences with family 
members living with a chronic condition.

At the time, I frequently recited the tall tale attributed to Henry 
Ford: that if  you asked people what they wanted, they would have 
said, “faster horses."

We invested hundreds of  hours in conversations 
with healthcare professionals who turned us 
away (and a few early adopters who signed 
up to try our product). Those rough initial 
conversations taught us an important 
lesson that we still hold valuable: that direct 
user feedback on product specifications 
makes our product more attractive to future 

customers. Being a bootstrapped startup, 
we didn’t spend money to create a separate 

research and development (R&D) department. 
We had our R&D right in front of  us: It 
was our customers.  So we rejuvenated 
our business model to focus on customer 
experience and empower our team to 
transform their feedback into innovation.

As a result, while we spent our first six years 
as a one-product firm, in the past three 

years, we’ve launched three new products that will soon account 
for the majority of  our $200 million revenue. Although we’re not 
a startup anymore — with 80,000 healthcare professionals and 
250 million patient visits utilizing our products during physician 
appointments — this method scales, and you can use it to 
continue building products that your customer needs. 

A three-step strategy puts your customers at the very 
center of your plans for growth.

BY SHRADHA AGARWAL

Drive Innovation by
Talking to Your Customers

Shradha Agarwal is the co-founder 
and president of ContextMedia, 

which delivers health information 
when and where it improves patient 
outcomes and is the fastest growing 
company in the point-of-care space. 
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DRIVE INNOVATION BY TALKING TO YOUR CUSTOMERS

Here’s how:

1. TURN TO YOUR CUSTOMER-FACING TEAMS FOR 
FEEDBACK.

To maintain the flow of  feedback, we charge our frontline sales 
and account managers to communicate openly with 
our customers regarding their experience with 
our products. The end user has amazing 
ideas on how their workflow can be 
improved. Their suggestions were often 
even more practical and actionable 
than the ideas we generated ourselves.

In a large organization, the founder 
becomes fairly distant from the 
customer day to day, so it's necessary 
to create processes to ensure customer 
feedback is collected regularly and 
shared internally. We accomplish this in 
a few ways. Our leadership team is assigned 
a goal and hired from backgrounds of  product 
management. During the new hire onboarding 
experience, we ask each addition to our team to suggest one 
way we can improve after their initial 30 days at the company. 
We have also built in customer feedback channels within our 
customer relationship management systems, Net Promoter Score 
tracking and Slack chat tools.

Most importantly, this feedback is shared with transparency 
through monthly newsletters, quarterly townhalls and sharing 
stories when direct customer conversations led to a new feature, or 
better still, a new product, to encourage others and demonstrate 
our commitment to said method of  innovation. Collecting 
direct feedback from customers isn’t just a nice-to-have, it has 
become the foundation of  our research methodology and product 
launches.

2. ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS.

When we first aggregated all the input from our customers, we 
realized that we needed to solicit feedback with purpose. Not all 
feedback is helpful. If  you build rocking chairs, it isn’t helpful to 
have a customer tell you they want a recliner. So, what do you 
ask?

We specifically find out what their pain points are — not just 
what they want — and what the root of  these pain points is. 
We have digital tablets and interactive wallboards deployed in 
physician practices in all 50 states with high user engagement 
measures. This means that our customers know our product fairly 

well, so when soliciting feedback, it’s not enough to ask what the 
customers don’t like; we have to take it a step further to find out 
why they don’t like it, and what type of  improvement would make 
their experience better. By identifying those features and defining 
how to make them a reality, your team can walk away from these 
conversations with action items instead of  just ideas.

3. IDENTIFY THE SCALE OF THE FEEDBACK.

When approaching an innovation that was 
suggested by your customers, think critically 

about how many customers have this 
same feedback, and how possible changes 
would benefit all of  your customers. 
There will always be one-off  issues, but if  
your frontline team is hearing about this 
pain point consistently, that’s an indication 

that the problem is impacting most of  your 
customers.

Identifying the scale of  the feedback is also 
important because it informs your action plan and 

resource allocation toward that request. If  it’s an isolated 
incident, it’s possible that you don’t need to overhaul the entire 
product. If  it’s a bigger pain point, you can create an appropriate 
timeline for implementation by working with your customer-
facing teams.

4. EMPOWER YOUR TEAMS TO DRIVE CHANGE.

We’ve made it easy for our sales executives and account managers 
to drive change by giving them a direct line of  communication 
with our product team. We have chosen this direct interaction in 
place of  funneling feedback through dedicated product managers 
to allow brainstorming to happen cross-sector and through 
multiple vantage points. At any given time, ContextMedia’s 
customer is only one degree of  separation from our product team, 
which means we can innovate with purpose and speed. This 
means no barriers for change, and no dilution of  ideas.

Trust your team to drive this innovation and make it clear that 
they are empowered to do so. If  you break down the barriers 
between your customer and the product team, with the right 
feedback, you can build products that your customers really, truly 
need.

Besides, Henry Ford never actually said the quote about faster 
horses. Either way, listening to his customers would’ve done him 
some good.

This article originally appeared on Forbes.com.
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Many people ask me how our company 
has gotten to where we are today: "How 
did you go from underdog to the market’s 
top dog while retaining 98 percent of  
your customers? And your niche market 
(electronic medical records) is rather 
saturated with nearly 500 competitors. 
How is it possible to make waves in an 
ocean in which every ripple looks similar 
to the one next to it?"

These questions can be addressed in 
many ways, but in essence, my answer 
is: grow and do so quickly, keep up with 
technology, and retain every customer that 
signs on the dotted line.

In order to keep growing at 60-70 percent 
year-over-year, we’ve focused on four key 
aspects of  our business.

PAY ATTENTION TO THE CLIENT 
EXPERIENCE

We remember the days of  eating ramen 
at lunch and cleaning our individual 
workspaces. Our humble beginnings 
instilled in us the value of  each and every 
client. Today, we view our clients as 
our partners — that’s why providing an 
excellent client experience is so important 
to us. Because of  our significant growth, 
we've implemented a new department 
to directly address our customers’ needs 
from the moment they sign a contract. 
Our Client Success Managers serve as 
advocates for our clients as well as a direct 

line to the rest of  DocuTAP. We have also 
established an online community for our 
users; it’s an excellent resource for training, 
user communication, and for tracking issue 
tickets more efficiently.

As a startup, it’s often difficult to 
invest heavily in the client experience, 
because time and money can be costly 
commodities. With that in mind, we’ve 
developed key touch points that are 
critical to the client experience: the first is 
following up with a potential client after 
initial contact. Once we've talked with a 
prospect, we’ve made it a practice to send 
a company t-shirt and a handwritten note 
of  thanks in a well-designed package. 
Once a client signs a contract with us, 
we send them a welcome box of  hand-
selected goodies.

While tangible items are great tokens of  
our appreciation, it remains paramount 
that we provide excellent customer support 
when needed. In the event you are in 
bootstrap mode, focus on the easier items 

Maintaining high year-over-year growth requires 
significant investments in infrastructure, product, 

customers and leadership.

BY ERIC MCDONALD

The 4 Areas High-Growth 
Businesses Must Master

Eric McDonald is DocuTAP's
founder and CEO.
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THE 4 AREAS HIGH-GROWTH BUSINESSES MUST MASTER

that don’t require funds first. For instance, 
evaluate how every support representative 
answers a client call and how they end 
that call. Better yet, have each of  your 
executives pick up the phone and ask how 
the client is doing.

FOCUS ON THE PRODUCT

We’ve really "leaned in" to our clients to 
best understand their needs. Offering a 
configurable product is what separated us 
from our competitors: specifically tailored 
software coupled with an attention to the 
client experience is a tough combination 
to beat. We continue to identify ways in 
which we can engage the user through our 
tools. Because of  our clients’ feedback, we 
built an analytics reporting tool that allows 
an urgent care clinic to immediately find 
out how it’s performing.

While listening to your clients is crucial, 
you must identify a team member who 
has vision and an intuitive instinct for 
what your product or service needs to be. 
You may have a good solution today but 
if  you can’t anticipate your clients' needs 
and “skate to where the puck will be,” 
then you’ll most likely always be playing 
catch-up.

INVEST IN INFRASTRUCTURE

From the beginning, we’ve invested heavily 
in our infrastructure. About one-third 
of  our private equity funding has been 
allocated to DocuTAP’s development and 
technology. In the early days, our software 
was on-premise, but as we built our client 
base to 400 urgent care sites we decided 

to move everything to a private cloud. 
As our client base grew to more than 
1,000 clinics, we moved from a private 
cloud to the Amazon cloud. Considering 
40 percent of  our total number of  
clinic locations are enterprise clients, it’s 
imperative we have a strong infrastructure 
to support all of  their data.

When evaluating your existing 
infrastructure, try to find the balance 
between building an infrastructure that 
is infinitely scalable and one that meets 
your needs for the foreseeable future. In 
the early days, I didn’t think about scaling 
to become a company like Salesforce or 
Facebook. Instead, I knew the scalability 
of  my urgent care clients and meeting 
their needs was my top priority. It’s 
difficult to know where to start, so first try 
to look four or five years out, then plan to 
scale accordingly. While your technology 
stack is critical, don’t forget to think 
about the necessary human capital and 
infrastructure as they are often the most 
difficult items to scale.

IDENTIFY LEADERS AND GET OUT 
OF THEIR WAY

Great leaders can’t be undervalued. I’ve 
long followed the saying “Find people 
who are smarter than you and then 
get out of  their way.” Poor leaders can 
wreak havoc in a hurry on your company. 
Not empowering the right people can 
be equally as detrimental. That’s why 

delegation and identifying leaders you 
can trust is crucial. Historically, I’ve tried 
to promote from within, give the best 
direction possible, and then get out of  
their way.

Our leadership team has evolved over the 
years. It takes different types of  people 
to lead a team of  50 versus 225. During 
this time, I’ve figured out who can break 
through the proverbial ceiling and who is 
content to simply hit it.

While many view us as an overnight 
success, the last 15 years have felt like 
an ultra-marathon. When I entered the 
urgent care market I only had one clinic, 
while my competitor touted well over 
600. Although it seemed like a daunting 
task to take on this “Goliath," we chose 
to dig deep, grit it out and persevere and 
we’re now the market leader. I believe the 
biggest keys to our success were tenacity, 
checking egos at the door, and always 
seeking to better ourselves.

With a little elbow grease and a persistence 
to tirelessly push forward, your team too 
can find the strength you need to stay alive 
in a rat race of  competitors. While we’re 
proud of  our journey, we still have much 
more to accomplish. The journey is long, 
but those small bursts of  progress give you 
all the motivation you need to keep going.

This article originally appeared on Forbes.com.



After years of working with different 
law firms on a variety of business 
matters, it was time to stop and ask 
myself: Just how many lawyers does it 
take before hiring one in-house?
I didn’t keep an exact count, but I knew when I’d arrived at my breaking 
point. The costs and headaches associated with working with firms, which 
were both disconnected from one another and from the daily operations of  
my company, were rising. We needed help with matters such as establishing 
trademarks and drafting and editing partnership contracts (at least four to five 
per day). Understandably, our legal matters were just one of  many to-dos on 
an outside counsel’s list, which meant that our priority levels and timelines 

Creating your own legal department could solve your 
efficiency problems and even help control costs.

BY ZACH ROBBINS

Is It Time to Hire
In-House Counsel?

Zach Robbins is an entrepreneur and expert in 
performance marketing, website optimization, 

lead generation, and marketing technology. 
He is co-founder and CEO of  Leadnomics, a 
digital marketing and technology company, and 

Margo, a digital insurance agency.  
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IS IT TIME TO HIRE IN-HOUSE COUNSEL?

had to be balanced against their 
other clients'. It seemed clear 

that an investment in hiring 
a lawyer in-house would be 
the most economical and 
efficient decision.

But before I created an 
entirely new department, I 

wanted to check my thinking. 
My team and I evaluated our legal 

expectations and gaps and came up with 
five specific indicators that made the final decision to hire seem 
like a no-brainer.

If  these problems sound familiar to you, then establishing a legal 
department may be a valuable next step for your business too.

IF YOUR TURNAROUND TIME ON LEGAL MATTERS IS 
TOO SLOW.

We were dealing with a significant number of  contracts, and the 
amount of  time it took to work and return markups from outside 
counsel was becoming excessive. Efficiency is critical when it 
comes to finalizing legal agreements with business partners, and 
any delay puts valuable relationships at risk. A general counsel 
could exponentially speed up our turnarounds — moving from 
a phone tag process that could take a few hours to a one-minute 
casual conversation — and keep our promise of  great support 
and service to our partners.

IF LEGAL MICROMANAGEMENT IS
OVERSHADOWING OTHER RESPONSIBILITIES.

Our employees were putting too much effort into managing legal 
considerations. It was beginning to detract from their primary 
responsibilities. We needed someone new to help manage legal 
operations so that non-legal staff  could fully commit to their 
designated obligations again.

IF LEGAL CONSULTATION
IS BECOMING INCONVENIENT.

Because we were so busy getting involved in the fine print of  
our company’s legal matters, it was becoming easier and easier 
to write off  certain precautions as being unnecessary. Spending 
valuable time and energy planning for speculated risks didn’t 
seem to be as important as dealing with the palpable concerns of  
the present. We needed a more integrated method to streamline 
our risk analysis and avoid careless mistakes.

IF YOU’RE LACKING A COHESIVE
AND COMPANY-SPECIFIC LEGAL PLAN.

We did not have a definitive legal strategy that was in line with 
our overarching goals as a company. This was mainly because 
we were working with third-party sources, who, despite their 
expertise, weren’t familiar enough with our business to provide 
the goal-oriented support we needed. Someone integrated with 
the day-to-day operations and even the company's in-office 
personality would be better equipped to give us the counsel we 
needed.

IF THE FINANCIAL EXPENSES OF WORKING WITH 
EXTERNAL FIRMS ARE BUILDING UP.

We were faced with an incrementally rising cost of  legal assistance 
from a variety of  outside counsels. For the amount of  money we 
were spending on legal advice, we could afford a better return on 
investment and more specialized support by hiring for an internal 
role. Bottom line: we did the math. Beyond actual monetary 
costs, the extras we would get from someone in house — tailored 
advice, speed and operational improvements — added even more 
to a general counsel’s worth.

Adding a legal department can be a daunting decision when 
you’ve been getting by with without one for so long, but if  you’re 
experiencing the perfect storm of  challenges like we were, an 
outside counsel may be the perfect way to clear the air.

Several months after our hiring decision, we’ve seen a noted 
improvement in the challenges we faced. We’ve become more 
agile, resourceful and efficient due to the hard work and tenacity 
of  our general counsel. Our turnaround times are faster than 
ever, our plans are proactively vetted for risks, and we have the 
opportunity to run our ideas (and our lawyer jokes) by an expert 
who is just a few steps away.

This article originally appeared on Forbes.com.
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Back when I was 25, I worked briefly as a second-in-
command at a company in North Carolina. The experience 
was like returning to college for another degree. I didn’t have 
all the answers, and it allowed me to acquire the necessary 
lessons to try to get to those answers.

The leader of  a well-established company with high regard 
in their profession has earned the right to be strong in their 
convictions, but the same doesn’t necessarily hold true for 
startups. Rather, the success of  a startup rests on its agility, 
and an opinionated startup leader can create problems. Some 
of  those issues manifested themselves during this venture.

Working as that person’s No. 2 taught me a valuable lesson 
about the kind of  leader I did — and didn’t — want to be.

Who’s your second in command — and why?

BY ANTHONY RUSSO

The 3 Qualities to
Look for in Your No. 2

Anthony Russo has been a self-
employed business owner for 

more than five years, and 
his seven-figure agency, 
Identity Marketing, is 
recognized among the top 
companies in the field of  
experiential promotional 

marketing. Russo is also a 
professional speaker and an 

emcee for large national events.
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THE 3 QUALITIES TO LOOK FOR IN YOUR NO. 2

WHY YOUR TOP AIDE IS IMPORTANT

A great leader needs a great right-hand person to complement 
his abilities. In 2008, everybody accused Barack Obama of  being 
weak on foreign policy. So what did he do? He chose Joe Biden, 
the chairman of  the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, as 
his running mate.

In 1960, the inexperienced John F. Kennedy put the wily Lyndon 
Johnson on his ticket. A Senate veteran, Johnson helped deliver 
Texas and, ultimately, the presidency to Kennedy. Needless to 
say, your No. 2 person should add similar value to the conference 
table.

My own business is built on having a dynamic support staff. 
At Identity Marketing, we staff  events and provide on-site staff  
managers who work through our agency. I prepare them to be 
extensions of  my in-house staff  and — essentially — my second-
in-command.

The best staff  managers can fill both the roles of  leader and 
worker. These figures manage the team, connect with the client 
and maintain their own productivity at the same time. The people 
we choose are vital to our growth: they are the salespeople who 
not only maintain our business, but also help it expand.

THE THREE ESSENTIAL QUALITIES OF
A SECOND-IN-COMMAND

A great second-in-command can be the backbone of  a business. 
At Identity Marketing, that person is National Operations 
Manager Scott Frazier. We’ve worked together for more than two 
years, and he is essential to my company’s success.

Scott’s value to Identity Marketing can’t be overstated. Here are 
the three qualities I see in him that illustrate why his job as my 
No. 2 is so important to Identity Marketing’s success:

1. FRIENDSHIP

Before I started my first business, I read something from Bill Gates 
that resonated with me. He said he started Microsoft because he 
wanted to run a company where he could work with his friends. 
That concept never left me.

Scott is my friend, and his qualities complement my own. While 
I like to talk fast, he prefers to channel his "inner Matthew 
McConaughey" and bring a relaxed approach to the business.

We have some clients who prefer to work with me and some 
who prefer to work with him, and that suits us just fine. Scott has 

great experience and industry knowledge, and I could never have 
gotten where I am today without his support and friendship.

2. TIRELESS WORK ETHIC

The day is done only when the job is done. The ability and 
willingness to turn off  the body clock and work long hours is 
essential. That goes for staff  managers, my second-in-command, 
or anyone who has to be the face and voice of  my company when 
I’m not around.

Pulling an all-nighter and working endless hours are both signs of  
dedication and strength. Back when I was on the road and didn’t 
own a business, my No. 2 and I worked 100-hour workweeks. And 
we still enjoyed ourselves.

Working through rough patches — whether they last a day, a 
week, or a month — is a must for any small business. A tenacious 
No. 2 won’t let you get complacent; he or she motivate you to rise 
to the occasion, which means only good things for your business.

3. EXTENSIVE PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE

In theater, the understudy is supposed to step in and not miss 
a beat. A No. 2 should have that same understanding of  your 
company’s product. I constantly see large corporations hire 
people who were successful in other fields but struggle to attain 
similar results in new industries. This leaves those companies 
scrambling to make a change.

Hiring errors of  these sorts can have a trickle-down effect: the 
next tier down in the hierarchy knows something is amiss, and the 
leader’s struggles can affect others’ work ethics, too. Quite simply, 
when the second-in-command isn’t on their game, the company 
feels it.

This year, Scott encountered a few personal issues that pulled him 
away from his work, which meant I had to take over some of  his 
roles. I overworked myself, and the business suffered too, causing 
me to reevaluate how the company is structured. Scott’s value to 
our company was never more apparent than during that critical 
juncture.

The qualities I value in Scott aren’t necessarily required for 
every No. 2, but they have certainly spurred Identity Marketing’s 
success. When finding a No. 2, consider how the candidates could 
complement your own qualities and build your success — and the 
team's — as one unit.

This article originally appeared on Forbes.com.
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Put an end to costly departures by reframing 
the conversation early on.

BY ROBERT GLAZER

Don’t Wait for Employees 
to Leave — Create an Open 
Transition Process Instead

Robert Glazer, founder and managing 
director of Acceleration Partners, is a 
customer acquisition specialist with 
an exceptional track record in growing 
revenue and profits for fast-growing 
consumer products and services 

companies.
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DON’T WAIT FOR EMPLOYEES TO LEAVE — CREATE AN OPEN TRANSITION PROCESS INSTEAD

When an employee is unhappy, there are usually a few telltale 
signs. Dental appointments, sudden illnesses and car trouble 
become more frequent as the employee sneaks off  to job 
interviews. The time he used to spend working on company 
projects is now devoted to overhauling his LinkedIn profile.

This begins a two-way spiral because when an employee begins to 
disengage from the workplace, it’s natural for his work quality to 
suffer and for trust to deteriorate. After all, you’re frustrated, even 
angry, that all the time and trust you invested in that employee 
is not being reciprocated. This negative cycle continues until the 
employee inevitably submits his two weeks’ notice.

This isn’t just a costly inconvenience; it also wreaks havoc on 
employee morale. When employees give the standard two weeks’ 
notice, the rest of  your team has to pick up the slack until a 
replacement can be found, and a hasty transition can diminish the 
quality of  client service.

Rather than simply accept the problem, consider offering a 
transparent transition policy to create an open and honest 
environment that’s different from the status quo.

OPEN TRANSITIONS ARE BETTER FOR EVERYONE

I believe that open transitions — where employees and employers 
become partners in finding the best possible solutions — create 
a healthier work environment, reduce anxiety and allow for 
effective planning so both parties can seize new opportunities.

To borrow a nugget of  business wisdom from Jim Collins, a 
company has to find the right seats for the right people. It’s no 
good trying to wrench an employee into your set of  core values or 
a position that isn’t a good fit for his personality and skill set.

We launched a program called Mindful Transition at my 
company to create an environment where employees feel 
free to share their plans for the future — even if  those plans 
involve leaving our company. We’ve found that this culture 
creates a healthier and happier workforce with more trust and 
communication that has made two weeks’ notice a thing of  the 
past.

Here’s how to make open transitions work for your company:

REGULARLY REAFFIRM CORE VALUES

If  you’re always clear about your company values and what 
you’re trying to achieve as an organization, that message will 
spread to new recruits and employees. By living your values in 
everything you do, you’ll attract the right people to work for you.

When we found out that one of  our employees had quite different 
core values from ours, we had to make a difficult decision 
together. We developed a three-month transition plan to make 
referrals and gradually transfer his responsibilities, which allowed 
us to avoid a potentially toxic situation and part ways amicably.

MAKE TIME TO LISTEN TO EVERY EMPLOYEE

We believe employees are much happier if  they feel heard by 
their team and boss. By asking for feedback from employees 
on a weekly basis and scheduling formal one-on-one meetings 
quarterly, you’re able to notice problems quickly, find solutions 
and make every member of  your team feel important. These 
meetings are great opportunities to make sure every person is in 
the right seat. Waiting until the end-of-year review to discuss these 
issues is too late.

CHANGE SEATS WHEN NECESSARY 

Even if  an employee shares your core values, he might be 
unhappy because he’s in the wrong position. If  employee 
feedback reveals that a seat change might be needed, don’t be 
afraid to switch people around, offer a different position, or adapt 
the job description to make your employee happy. If  you know 
you can’t find the right seat for that person, it might be time to 
work together to find a new opportunity elsewhere.

BROACH THE TABOO TOPIC

An employee might love your team and feel valued, but it’s still 
possible that the environment may not suit him. People work 
best when they’re in the right system, where their personal goals 
can flourish alongside team goals. Bring up this taboo topic, and 
assure your team members that you want them to be in the right 
situation. Simply being transparent about this will make your 
employees feel more relaxed.

My company recently had an employee bring up our open 
transition policy because she wanted to start her own business. We 
worked with her to form a tailor-made transition plan, and the 
employer-employee relationship changed naturally into a positive 
collaborator-mentor dynamic because she felt secure enough to 
come forward with her plans.

So say goodbye to the two weeks’ notice routine, and start 
opening the lines of  communication with your employees. Your 
workplace will soon start to feel collectively happier with everyone 
moving in the same direction, and you’ll be able to focus more 
on business and less on recovering from the latest employee 
departure.

This article originally appeared on Forbes.com.
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Row 1: Escape guests head up to PowMow for a "King of  the Mountain" race; Row 2: Ryan Paugh; Patrick Ambron, Gerard Adams, Bobak Emamian, 
Ryan Paugh, Faraz Khan, Michael Dash, Phil Laboon, Arjun Jolly; Row 3: John Rose; Faraz Khan; Nina Ojeda, Ryan O’Connell, Andrew Keene; Jeff  
Cayley, Robert Wray, Tony Poston Row 4: Chris Gaudet & Sumi Krishnan; Tal Eidelberg, Joshua Golden, Tim Ray; Bobak Emamian, Ryan Paugh, Ryan 
O’Connell

CONNECTIONS
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Row 1: Superbowl Lakehouse Party Row 2: Scott Gerber's "Welcome to Escape" speech; Nina Ojeda, Morgan Brady, Beck Bamberger; Row 3: Michael 
Dash, AK Kurji, Faraz Khan, Scott Gerber; Betsy McHugh & John Hall; Patrick Barnhill & Duran Inci; Row 4: Gerard Adams & The Birds of  Prey; 
Scott Gerber & Sumi Krishnan (Fireside Chat); Jacob McDaniel, Andy Talbert and guest
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Row 1: Daniel Matishak, John Rose, Morgan Brady, Matt Moisan, Ryan O’Connell, Ian Flicker; Row 2: Sumi Krishnan, Lauren Perkins, Elisa Miller-
Out, Mona Patel, Beck Bamberger; Joshua Jeffries, Michael Hsu, Ryan Francis, Morgan Brady; Row 3: Scott Gerber & Patrick Ambron (Fireside Chat); 
Nina Ojeda, Beck Bamberger & Snow Puppies; Scott Gerber & John Hall (Fireside Chat); Row 4: Scott Gerber & Gerard Adams (Fireside Chat); Parveen 
Panwar, Ian Blair; Joey Spanjers, Matt Moisan, Ryan O’Connell
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Row 1: Saturday, Day 2 on top of  PowMow at the Skylodge; Row 2: TEAM YEC: Ashley Grant, Ryan O’Connell, Scott Gerber, Cassandra Sousa, 
Morgan Brady, Ryan Paugh, Jen Donough; Adam Bellin, Gerard Adams, Tony Poston, Joshua Jeffries, Patrick Heaney; Row 3: YEC Dinner; Scott Gerber 
serves YEC guests; Row 4: Mona Patel, Gerard Adams; Spirit City
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Row 1: Guests gathered round the fire for s'mores and storytelling Saturday night; Row 2: YEC Team; Ryan O’Connell, Morgan Brady, Ryan Paugh, Scott 
Gerber, Cassandra Sousa, Ashley Grant; Adam Bellin, Gerard Adams, Tony Poston, Joshua Jeffries, Patrick Heaney; Row 3: Radu Munteau, Phil Laboon; 
Ryan Francis, Lauren Perkins, Sumi Krishnan; Michael Dash & Scott Krawitz;
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Row 1: Jeff  Coppaken, Jess Hagen, Jordan Kirshenbaum, Katherine Cioch Row 2: Blake Miller, Jacob McDaniel, Andy Talbert, Ryan O’Connell; Blake 
Miller, Adam Griffin, Jeff  Rohr, DJ Good Row 3: Guest and Brock Stechman; Jacob McDaniel , Andy Talbert, Guest; Jason Grill
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Row 1: Ivan Matkovic, Jacob McDaniel, Andy Talbert, Parveen Panwar; Row 2: Derek Capo, Jeff  Slobotski, David Spinks & RJ Jain; Tony Scherba, 
AJ Agrawal & guest; Row 3: Derek Capo, Twitter’s Nola Weinstein & guest; Andy Talbert & Andrew Thomas; Nick Haase & guest
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Row 1: SXSW Banner; Row 2: Tim Ray, Joshua Jeffries, Guest, Michael Dash, Faraz Khan; YEC member Stephen Gill (2nd from left) with Matt 
Liebman and Merlin Kauffman of  Soothe, with Diana Georgie & Leah Kauffman; Row 3: Guest, Ryan Paugh, Brian Curliss; Brin Chartier of  Tablelist & 
Morgan Brady; Faraz Khan, Phil Laboon, Mona Patel; Row 4: Dalip Jaggi and Torrey Tayenaka; Ryan Paugh, John Berkowitz, Bobak Emamian; Scott 
Gerber & Mickey Meyer
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Row 1: YEC Escape Reunion photo Row 2: Team YEC: Ryan Paugh, Morgan Brady, Ryan O’Connell, Scott Gerber; Parveen Panwar, Patrick Barnhill, 
guest & Faraz Khan Row 3: DJ Hexum behind a custom Rubik’s Cube Booth; Philip Oakley & Maura Marziano; Line starts to gather on Trinity Street 
Row 4: Scott Gerber, Shama Hyder, Ryan Paugh, Mike McGee; Slinky installation
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ALABAMA

Jarrett McCraw’s company Mighty 
received three American Advertising 
awards from the American Advertising 
Federation Mobile Bay.

CALIFORNIA

Varun Badhwar, co-founder and CEO 
of  RedLock, Inc., raised $2.75 million in 
a seed round. Investors included Sierra 
Ventures and Storm Ventures. 

Doug Bend’s company Bend Law 
Group launched BLGTrademarks.com, a 
branch of  Bend Law Group that focuses 
exclusively on brand protection. 

Dave Buerger’s company CUneXus 
partnered with Edmunds.com to develop 
a new generation of  vehicle purchasing 
solutions, to be unveiled this spring.

Phil Chen’s company Wrapify opened a 
new office in New York City. 

Philippe Clavel’s company Rabbit 
launched Rabbit for iPhone, which allows 
Rabbit video chat while sync-sharing 
content on iOS.

BJ Cook’s company Digital Operative 
Inc. ranked 1608 on the 2015 Inc. 5000 
list.

Wade Foster’s company Zapier 
announced the launch of  Multi-Steps 
Zaps, a workflow automation tool that lets 
you automate your work between multiple 
apps.

Andrew Gazdecki’s company Bizness 
Apps launched Bizness Apps Apex, a 
complete rebuild of  their app builder 
platform that has helped build 500k apps. 

Jake Goldman’s company 10up grew 
its team by 30 percent this year and 
celebrated its fifth year in business in 
February.

Erik Huberman’s company Hawke 
Media was ranked 5 on HappyCity’s list of  
top 10 happy places to work for.

Dalip Jaggi, founder of  Devise 
Interactive, was nominated for an 
Excellence in Entrepreneurship Award by 
the Orange County Business Journal. 

John Lincoln, CEO of  Ignite Visibility, 
published his book Digital Influencer: 
A Guide to Achieving Influencer Status 
Online.

Jun Loayza’s company Bunny Inc. 
launched LogoBunny, a service that 
creates custom, professional logos on 
demand. 

George Loucas, founder of  BAKED 
FX, was the visual effects supervisor of  
"The Birth of  a Nation," which premiered 
and sold at Sundance Film Festival.

Kristy Sammis, founder of  Clever Girls, 
published her book Influencer Marketing 
for Dummies, a reference book on all 
things related to influencer marketing.

Bhavin Shah’s company Refresh.io was 
acquired by LinkedIn to add predictive 
insights to its products. 

Raj Sheth, CEO and co-founder 
of  Recruiterbox, published his book 
PrePARE, which details a four-step process 
to help founders avoid hiring mistakes.

Jonny Simkin’s company Swiftly 
launched its mobile app, which aims to 
be the “Waze for San Francisco’s public 
transit system,” with over 50,000 users in 
San Francisco, California. 

Jimi Smoot’s company Octavius Labs 
announced the launch of  Vesper.ai, a 
personal assistant that does admin work 
for entrepreneurs and executives. 

Torrey Tayenaka, CEO and co-
founder of  Sparkhouse, was honored for 
Excellence in Entrepreneurship by the 
Orange County Business Journal. 

CONNECTICUT

Miles Jennings’ company Recruiter.
com announced a joint venture with Jasper 
Group Holdings to create the world’s 
largest job marketplace for recruiters.

DELAWARE 

Darnyelle A. Jervey published her book 
Market Like a ROCK Star, which details a 
four-part marketing formula for building a 
better business. 

MEMBER ACHIEVEMENTS

Tony Scherba’s company 
Yeti collaborated with 
Chelsea Handler to 
create the app, “Chelsea 
Handler: Gotta Go.”
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FLORIDA 

Peter Boyd’s company PaperStreet built 
YLaw Group’s website, which was named 
one of  the top 10 best law firm websites 
for 2016 by Lawyerist.com. 

Patrick Barnhill’s company Specialist 
ID was named the No. 8 fastest growing 
company in Miami by Inc. 5000. 

Alex Chamberlain, founder and CEO 
of  EZFingerPrints, became the youngest 
chairman of  the Clearwater Regional 
Chamber Commerce Board. 

Pejman Ghadimi, CEO of  Secret 
Entourage, published his book Third 
Circle Theory, which helps readers 
understand the key role observation plays 
in success. 

Ali Mandsaurwala’s company 
Accessible Home Health Care of  Aventura 
was named Franchise of  the Year 2015 by 
its corporate parent company, Accessible 
Home Health Care.  

Seth Rand’s company Rand Internet 
Marketing was ranked 6 on South Florida 
Business Journal’s list of  top 25 website 
design development companies.

GEORGIA 

Jason Crain, CEO of  Partpic, was 
recognized on Forbes’ 2016 30 Under 30 
In Manufacturing list. 

ILLINOIS

Corey Blake’s company Round 
Table Companies celebrated its 10-year 
anniversary with the launch of  its card 
game, “Vulnerability Is Sexy.”

Michael Elyash’s company, Living 
Royal Socks, launched the new Crayola 
Color-In Socks, offering customers the 
ability to design their own socks using 
Crayola markers. 

Ryan Francis’ company LaunchPad Lab 
launched Decanter, a Ruby on Rails gem 
that helps developers efficiently process 
incoming form data. 

John Guidos’ company TurboAppeal, 
Inc. raised $3 million in a seed round. 
Notable investors included KGC Capital, 
Dick Kiphart, Ned Jannotta Jr., Garland 
Capital, Gary Holdren, Hyde Park 
Venture Partners and Hyde Park Angels.

Heather Holmes’ company TapGenes 

won first place in RootsTech’s 2016 
Innovator Showdown competition.

Vlad Moldavskiy’s company Mabbly 
opened a new office in Chicago, Illinois. 

Emerson Spartz’s company Dose raised 
$25 million in a Series B round led by 
Tribune Media.

IOWA

Peter Awad, CEO and host of  the 
podcast Slow Hustle podcast had Jason 
Felts, co-founder of  Virgin Produced on 
the show. 

LOUISIANA 

Kenny Nguyen’s company Big 
Fish Presentations published The Big 
Fish Experience: Create Memorable 
Presentations That Reel In Your Audience. 

MARYLAND 

Ali Allage’s company, Boost Labs, was 
named one of  CIO Review’s 2016 most 
promising data visualization solution 
providers.

Keith Bertolino’s company Cipher 
Tech celebrated its 10-year anniversary.

MASSACHUSETTS 

Jochen Klingelhoefer, founder and 
EVP product of  LabMinds, was awarded 
the Society for Laboratory Automation 
and Screening’s (SLAS) New Product 
Award. 

Ismael Wrixen’s company FE 
International announced the opening of  a 
new office in Boston, Massachusetts. 

MINNESOTA 

Adam Roozen’s company Echidna 
recently partnered with Mozu (Volusion, 
Inc.) as its only premier partner. 

Windsor Hanger Western, 
Stephanie Kaplan Lewis 
and Annie Wang’s company 
Her Campus received an 
Entrepreneur 360: Best 
Entrepreneurial Companies 
in America 2015 award from 
Entrepreneur magazine.
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Brendon Schrader, founder and CEO 
of  Antenna, was named one of  Minnesota 
Business Magazine’s (Real) Power 50.

MISSISSIPPI

Sunny Desai, president and CEO of  
Desai Hotel Group, was named one of  
Mississippi’s top CEOs by the Mississippi 
Business Journal.

MISSOURI 

Ryan Eudy’s company Ej4, LLC was 
the recipient of  ELearning’s “Best of  
ELearning” awards in the Best Soft Skills 
Content, Best Sales Training and Best 
Video Capture categories.

Jason Grill, founder of  JGrill Media, 
received the National Outstanding Eagle 
Scout Award. 

NEW YORK 

Simon Berg’s company Ceros partnered 
with Noun Project to empower designers 
and marketers with a library of  over 
200,000 SVG icons.

Jenny Blake, career and business 
strategist, launched Pivot Podcast, a show 
that reverse-engineers successful career 
pivots.     

Doreen Bloch’s company Poshly 
partnered with The Fragrance Foundation 
as a unique platform to share its consumer 
insights. 

Ryan Blum’s company Study Abroad 
Apartments raised a seed round. Investors 
included CoVenture and DreamIt 
Ventures. 

Matthew Capala launched Alphametic, 
a new CEO consulting and training 
company.

David Ciccarelli’s company Voices.com 
released an industry report on new trends 
that have impacted the ad industry. 

Carlo Cisco’s company SELECT 
opened a new office in Miami, Florida. 

Nick Fehr’s company The Bosco opened 
a new office in San Francisco, California. 

Alex Friedman’s company Ruckus 
ranked 1517 on the 2015 Inc. 5000 list. 

Eddie Geller’s company Tinybeans 
reached 1 million registered users. 

Michael Gold’s company Empiricly 
partnered with the New York Media 
Festival to bring together over 4,300 
people from leading media, entertainment 

and high-tech companies. 

Mattan Griffel’s company One Month 
announced the winner of  its One Month 
Startup Competition.

William Hogben’s company 
FutureProof  Retail launched a mobile-
only grocery checkout app.

Peter Korbel co-founded BLENDER 
WORKSPACE, a boutique workspace for 
established professionals, opening in New 
York City.

Dave Smith’s company Tekscape was 
named a Top Sales and Marketing Team, 
2015 by the Business Owners Council of  
New York City.

Brian Pallas, CEO of  Opportunity 
Network, published his book Trust 
Meltdown VII, which provides a scientific 
perspective on the state of  trust around the 
world post-financial crisis.

Mark Salamon, nursing home 
administrator of  Gold Crest Care Center, 
received the American College of  Health 
Care Administrators’ (ACHCA) Eli Pick 
Leadership Award. 

Ryan Smith’s company LeafLink, an 
order management platform for wholesale 
cannabis, processed $50,000 in sales in its 
first week. 

Jared O’Toole and Matt Wilson’s 
company Under30Experiences opened a 
new office in Austin, Texas. 

Josh York’s company GYMGUYZ 
announced the opening of  24 new 
locations. 

NORTH CAROLINA

John Dillard, president of  Big Sky 
Associates, Inc. published his book 
Microslices: The Death of  Consulting 
and What It Means For Executives, which 

Shane Snow’s company 
Contently acquired 
Docalytics.
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explains why consulting is dying and 
executives must adapt. 

Matt Telmanik’s company CCS 
Construction Staffing received the 2016 
Best of  Staffing award from Inavero. 

OHIO  

Kumar Arora, president of  Aroridex, 
was chosen as one of  four sharks 
(alongside LeBron James) on CNBC’s 
“Cleveland Hustles,” which will air during 
summer 2016. 

Jesse Lear, co-founder of  V.I.P. Waste, 
launched the Waste Savings Program to 
help apartment managers reduce expenses 
related to trash and recycling. 

Engelo Rumora, founder and CEO of  
Ohio Cashflow, signed a contract with Fly 
On The Wall Entertainment, Inc. to be 
considered for participation in an HGTV 
television show.

OREGON 

Marcelino Alvarez, CEO of  Uncorked 
Studios, was named a 40 Under 40 2016 
award honoree by the Portland Business 
Journal.

PENNSYLVANIA

Nick Bayer’s company Saxbys Coffee 
opened a new office in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. 

Kristy Knichel, CEO of  Knichel 
Logistics, was a recipient of  the 2016 
Enterprising Women of  the Year Award 
by Enterprising Women Magazine. 

TENNESSEE

Sam Davidson, CEO of  Batch, was 
named one of  the most admired CEOs in 
2015 by the Nashville Business Journal. 

TEXAS

Brian Adams repurchased the 
Restoration Cleaners business. 

Marjorie Adams’ company Fourlane 
was named Reseller Partner of  the Year 
for 2015 by Intuit.

Sunny Bonnell, co-founder and 
creative director of  Motto, was selected 
to be a judge for the 2016 Awwwards, a 
prestigious awards program for the best 
web designers, developers and agencies 
around the world. 

Jeremy Brandt’s company 
WeBuyHouses.com was ranked one of  the 
100 Fastest Growing Private Companies 
by SMU Cox School of  Business.

AK Kurji, CEO of  BrandNex.com, co-
founded SayBaby.com, a parenting blog 
and custom shop for baby apparel. 

Jeffrey Schab’s company Protequus 
LLC launched NIGHTWATCH, an IoT-
enabled wearable biomedical device for 
horses. 

Allison Talamantez’s company Sway 
Group was ranked 446 on the 2015 Inc. 
5000 list.

Raoul Davis’ company 
Ascendant Group 
announced the opening 
of a new office in Cairo, 
Egypt.
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Zameer Upadhya, co-founder of  My 
Harvest Field Insurance Advisors, was 
named a 40 Under 40 award honoree by 
the Houston Business Journal. 

UTAH 

Andrew Howlett, chief  digital officer 
at Rain, was selected to be on the board 
of  directors of  the Society of  Digital 
Agencies (SoDA).

Matt Siltala’s company MountainWest 
Capital Network was ranked 42 on Utah 
100’s list of  the fastest growing companies 
in Utah.

VIRGINIA

Matt Carson’s company Outsider Labs 
launched RiotHouse, a new online debate 
platform with a mobile app and media 
channels.

Scott Fletcher’s and Scott Rodgers’ 
company Tier10 received an AVA Digital 
Award from the Association of  Marketing 
and Communication Professionals.

Ryan McGann’s company InLoop 
raised $1.7 million in a Series B round. 

Kendall Morris’ company Create 
Digital was named one of  Virginia’s best 
places to work by Best Companies Group.

Vincent Wong’s company Mhelpdesk 
was named one of  Virginia’s best places to 
work for the second year in a row by Best 
Companies Group. 

WASHINGTON 

Andru Edwards was named the No. 12 
influencer on Ivy Worldwide’s list of  Top 
25 Influencers to Watch in 2016.

Luke Schueler’s company, Flying 
Squirrel Sports, opened Canada’s largest 

MEMBER ACHIEVEMENTS

To submit an achievement 
for our next edition of YEC 

Quarterly, visit:

yec.co/achievements

indoor trampoline park in Calgary.

WASHINGTON, D.C.

Ross Baird’s company Village Capital 
launched VilCap Communities, a program 
for entrepreneurs to connect and gain 
access to capital in cities around the world 
to support the entrepreneurs in their area.

ISRAEL 

Ayelet Noff, CEO of  Blonde 2.0, was 
named one of  the 100 most influential 
people in Israeli hi-tech in 2015 by 
Geektime. 

Matan Talmi, CEO of  Drippler, spoke 
on the expert panel at the Mobile Growth 
Summit in San Francisco, California. 

SPAIN

David Tomás’ company Cyberclick 
received first place for the Best Workplaces 
award by Great Place to Work. 

CANADA

Chris Goward, CEO of  WiderFunnel, 
was named a 40 Under 40 award recipient 
by Business in Vancouver magazine.

Natalie MacNeil, creator of  She Takes 
on the World, published her book The 
Conquer Kit, a creative business planning 
workbook for entrepreneurs.
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“YEC has helped entrepreneurs raise millions 

of dollars, find business partners, and receive 

coverage in national magazines”  

– FAST COMPANY


