
 

 
 
 

Growth Lessons 2010 

Take Your Business To The Next Level 
Christopher Steiner, 08.17.10, 6:00 PM ET 

So you're tired of hearing how bad the economy is. We are too. 

You're also wondering if your hard work will ever yield a nice vacation home, a sleek new fishing boat or at least 
enough cash to comfortably cover your kids' college tuition. Right there with you. 

Maybe you're even thinking it would be nice to put even more people to work than you already do. Bravo. But how to 
expand, and do it profitably? 

The answers begin by understanding that the game changes as companies grow. A startup with $100,000 in 
revenue pushing to clear $1 million has different operational, financial and personnel challenges than a $5 million 
outfit stretching to hit $20 million and beyond. When it comes to growth lessons, no one curriculum fits all. 

Top Tips: 20 Ways To Grow When The Economy Won't 

With that in mind, here are some tips for navigating growth at five crucial stages in a small company's development. 
For a full list of 20 tips, click here. 

Getting From Zero to $500,000 In Annual Revenue  

Take advantage of local universities. 
Ambiq Micro, a microprocessor startup in Ann Arbor, Mich., turned to the University of Michigan for help in refining its 
technology. It also leaned on the business school to produce a team to develop an in-depth business plan. Recently 
the company received its first seed investment--from the Frankel Fund, a student led venture fund within the 
university. (For a list of some of the most promising university-based business incubators, check out "Ten 
Technology Incubators Changing The World." 

Sign up for business plan competitions.  
Merrill Guerra wanted to launch a plus-size girls' clothing company but was having trouble getting the idea off the 
ground. Then she entered her concept into several business plan competitions. She ultimately won thousands of 
dollars in seed capital in the Michigan Business Challenge and Great Lakes Entrepreneurs Quest. Better yet, she 
was able to network with investors, meet mentors and refine her business concept into what it is today: RealKidz, a 
national youth clothing brand. For more, check out "Fifteen Big Small Business Competitions."  

Getting From $500,000 to $1 Million 

Know your strengths and stick to them.  
One day your business may have a long menu of services. Not at this stage. Aaron Giles, founder of 
SalesAndUseTax.com, specialized in helping clients recover overpayments of sales taxes. He tried expanding his 
services to include other types of tax reviews, such as tangible personal property taxes, fuel taxes and excise taxes. 
The learning curve was steep and growth stagnated. When he finally decided to go back to handling only sales-tax 
reviews, business took off. 

Keep proving the market.  
Loading up the payroll at the first nibble of demand can be a mistake, says Gregg Weiss, founder of 
IPhoneAppQuotes.com. Weiss' company connects mobile software application programmers with companies looking 
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for apps. At first he collected the leads himself. When demand became too much to handle, he hired a programmer 
to automate distribution to his developers. When business leaped forward again, he waited as long as possible 
before bringing on another employee to handle demand for Android and BlackBerry application quotes. Says Weiss, 
"You have to recognize the need, yet be careful not to waste money when you don't have to." 

Getting From $1 Million to $5 Million  

Overcome your fear of delegating.  
Plenty of entrepreneurs are control freaks. If you want to grow, learn to let go. Lenny Kharitonov, president of 
Unlimited Furniture Group, a distributor and retailer based in Brooklyn, N.Y., says he feared expansion because he 
could barely keep his sole location running smoothly. "Eventually I just said, 'enough,' assigned all responsibilities, 
made them as clear as possible for every employee and started opening new locations," he says. He now has 
locations in Maryland, Georgia, Illinois, New York, New Jersey and Massachusetts.  

Go green (and let people know about it).  
Marcal, a paper-product manufacturer in Elmwood Park, N.J., was in bankruptcy a few years ago. The new 
management team realized it was sitting on a enormous asset: the credibility of having switched to recycled-paper 
stock in 1950, long before the "green" movement had gained significant traction. The new message resonated with 
buyers. Marcal isn't just solvent, it's growing. (For more ideas on how to build eco-friendly businesses, check out 
"Twenty Ways To Go Green And Stay In The Black." 

Getting From $5 Million to $10 Million  

Vet for skills.  
With unemployment near 10%, there are plenty of applications for each open position. But a diploma and resume 
aren't enough to help you hire with confidence. For more comfort, check with your state's workforce development 
offices and nearby community colleges. They may offer workplace-skills assessments and national certification--at 
no charge to potential employers--that will confirm applicants' math, reading and problem-solving skills. More than 30 
states have embraced the most ubiquitous of these programs, offered by ACT. Two employers that use them: 
Subaru and Green Mountain Coffee Roasters. For more on vetting new hires, check out "How To Surf The Résumé 
Tsunami."  

Let your customers do the selling for you.  
Four years ago Isotech ran a successful stable-isotope laboratory. It specialized in analyzing gases thrown off by oil 
drilling platforms, set up around the world, to determine if valuable compounds were present. Problem: The samples 
had to be shipped to Champaign, Ill., where Isotech was located. Isotech looked hard at its customer base and found 
that many had facilities that could house some of its proprietary equipment. Those same customers, for a small cut 
of the action, could help Isotech expand its footprint. That extra (relatively cheap) marketing muscle has since 
pushed Isotech's revenue to $10 million, up from $5 million in 2007.  

Getting From $10 Million to…  

Don't be afraid to tweak your business model.  
In 2002 Peter Ross founded Senior Helpers, which provides nonmedical home care for seniors and disabled people 
who need an extra pair of hands around the house. To boost revenue, Ross (like many of his competitors) targeted 
clients who required multiple hours of care per day. Then Ross added to his menu by offering "peace of mind" visits 
by caregivers who stop by to check on customers without being a constant presence in the house or a financial 
burden. The option proved popular, and helped catapult Senior Helpers to $65 million in revenue in 2009.  

Study indicators and plan ahead.  
When the tide turns, it can turn quickly. That's why Gregg Landers, director of growth management at accounting 
and consulting firm CBIZ MHM, tries to get ahead of it. Landers focuses on a specific but subtle inflection point: 
when clients start shelling out for pricey recruiting services. That's when they're ready to go on a growth spurt, so 
CBIZ tailors its marketing to those customers, often before its competitors do. For more, check out "Fifteen 
Uncommonly Clever Economic Indicators." 
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