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NFIB member 
Brandon Eley struck 
a deal with vendors 
to pull his online shoe 
store out of debt. 

the

BrinkStruggling to bring your business back to life? 
These small business owners have been there. 
And here’s how they made their way back. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS
·  If your business is  

struggling, be honest 
with yourself and  
consider every option.

·  Re-evaluating and  
cutting expenses are  
first steps toward  
revitalizing the business. 

·  Open communication 
with customers and 
staff will play a key role 
in turning your business 
around.
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When times are good, small business owners should con-
stantly fine-tune their businesses. But in bad times, like the 
Eleys were facing, it’s necessary to dig deep, root out funda-
mental problems—and fix them. 

And it’s not just about cutting costs. (Though that’s a key part 
of turning any business around.) It’s about re-evaluating business 
strategies, patching up relationships with employees, 
vendors and customers, and getting a firm grasp on 
reality: What does your business do well and what kind 
of future do you want it have? 

Despite facing dire straits, Eley and other determined 
business owners revitalized their failing businesses. 
Here’s how you can, too.

Excise Expenses
Companies struggle with organization, which can 
lead to unnecessary expenses, says James Joy, manag-
ing partner with Summit Service & Associates LLC, 
a small business consulting company in Armonk, 
N.Y. “Many times, small business owners are busy 
running the business instead of paying attention to 
the organizational aspects—bank accounts aren’t 
reconciled, for example.”

But this lack of oversight literally can cost you. You need 
to know beyond your fixed monthly expenses, like rent and 
utilities, exactly how much cash it takes every month just 
to keep the doors open. With this information in hand, the 
thorny task of figuring out where you can cut costs becomes 
less daunting.

For the Eleys, it made sense to start by surveying what scant 
inventory they had left and decide whether they should con-
tinue storing it at an out-of-state fulfillment center. 

“In addition to the high monthly and per-transaction fees, 
there were lost packages and extremely high shipping costs,” 
Eley says. They decided to move their inventory to a smaller 
warehouse nearby, which not only helped them save money 
but also eliminated a lot of customer service issues. (They 
began filling orders and answering calls themselves.)

Next, they addressed the company’s vendor relationships. They 
owed tens of thousands of dollars to suppliers, and many were 
refusing to ship any new product until they received payment. 

 “Our vendors worked with us to set up payment plans based 
on our current order volumes,” Eley says. “For instance, when we 
ordered $2,000 worth of product, we also paid $500 toward old 
debt. This way we were constantly working toward paying off 
debts while still replenishing inventory we needed to grow sales.” 

Smaller, creative cost-cutting measures across credit-card 
processing, shipping, banking and packing materials also 

BBy the time Brandon Eley realized the business he started with a former co-worker 
was in trouble, the company was nearly bankrupt. 

“As my partner began to struggle with his personal !nances, he began to take 
more and more money out of the business—money we didn’t have,” says Eley, 
an NFIB member and co-owner of 2bigfeet.com, a LaGrange, Ga., company that 
sells large shoes for men. “We were left with very little money in the bank, a lot of 
debt and no revenue.”

Though it became clear his partner wanted out, Eley saw the business’  
potential and wasn’t willing to walk away. He and his wife, Tracy, took over  
2bigfeet.com in 2007. It was the !rst step on a long journey toward bringing  
the business back to life.

“I met with our staff and  
explained our predicament. 
Their response was  
unanimous: ‘We believe in 
[the business] and we want 
to be here to celebrate when 
things get good again.’”

Discuss strategy with other business owners on LinkedIn: Join at 
www.NFIB.com/LinkedIn.
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made a big impact. “For example, we found we could get 
newspaper end-rolls for free from our local paper and use 
them for packing material,” Eley says. Collectively, the cost-
cutting spree has earned them thousands of extra dollars per 
year, enough to reinvest in the business by purchasing more 
inventory, increasing their marketing budget and expanding 
product lines. As a result, sales have doubled several years in a 
row and the company is now profitable, Eley says. 

 
Get Employees Involved 
Since you can’t revive a business on your own, it’s important 
to get the buy-in and support of your staff.

“Entrepreneurs sometimes hold things too close to the vest, 
but there needs to be an ongoing dialogue with employees and 
customers as to what you’re doing,” says Ken Tencer, CEO of 
Toronto-based Spyder Works and co-author of the book The 
90% Rule. “Involve [employees] in turning things around. 
Communicate key benchmarks, when change will come and 
what it will be. You don’t want good people to leave.”

Heidi Lamar bought Stress Less Step, a day spa in 
Scottsdale, Ariz., in 2004. The spa’s former owner passed away 
suddenly, leaving her elderly father with a business he didn’t 
have the energy or desire to run. On top of it, Stress Less Step’s 
revenue had dropped 50 percent in two years, and it was los-
ing money fast. 

Lamar knew to save the business, she might have to  
lay people off. In the spa industry, payroll can account for 
60 percent of overhead, so staffing changes could make a 

substantial difference to her bottom line. Her employees un-
derstood this and were willing to work with her on a plan to 
slash expenses. 

“I met with our staff and explained our predicament. Their 
response was unanimous: ‘We believe in [the business] and 
we want to be here to celebrate when things get good again,’” 
Lamar says. So salaried staff either went to commission or 
took pay cuts, and with the team’s buy-in she was able to re-
duce payroll by 30 percent and keep all of her staff. 

In addition, shortly after purchasing the ailing business, 
Lamar changed the name to Spa Lamar. She also remodeled 
the space and launched an aggressive marketing campaign.

“We tripled our revenue and our square footage in the first 
three years,” Lamar says. Lamar has also been able to give sal-
ary increases to key staff. With continued hard work, today 
Spa Lamar is the largest privately owned resort-style spa in 
Arizona. “We’ve watched many of our competitors close their 
doors while we’re poised for growth.”

 
Listen to Your Customers
Once you have employees on board, pay close attention to your 
customers, whose needs and demands are constantly changing. 
It’s up to you to make sure the lines of communication are open 
and more importantly, that you are ready to act on the results.

Rich Spaulding and his former partner sold arcade games, 
pinball machines, jukeboxes and other rec-room favorites. 
And business was good, until 2009. “The recession started to 
hit us and sales and demand went downhill,” says Spaulding, 

MAKING IT BIG OVERNIGHT
Be careful what you wish for:  
Rapid success must be met with readiness.
Lea Richards started PigOfTheMonth.com, an online retailer that ships barbecue all over the 
country, in 2010. The company did well, but it wasn’t until Pig of the Month was featured on 
“Good Morning America” that the company took off.

“Our website crashed within 10 minutes of the segment airing,” Richards says. “We ex-
pected 10,000 visitors to our site, but we ended up with over 100,000 visitors, and our one 
phone line was ringing off the hook.”

Prior to GMA, Pig of the Month averaged about 100 orders per week. The day the segment 
aired, it received more than 3,000 orders and showed no signs of slowing.

Richards knew she needed to take quick action to accommodate the increased demand. 
“We went from ordering a couple of cases of ribs per week to 50 cases per day. I had to rent 
refrigerators and freezers and set up call forwarding to employees’ cell phones until I had time 
to come up with more permanent solutions,” Richards says.

Eventually, she had additional walk-in freezers and refrigerators installed, hired more staff 
and documented and streamlined the internal processes for ordering and shipping. 

The experience was a great customer service lesson, too, Richards says, as she issued an 
apology and coupons to unhappy customers who had to deal with long wait times. There have 
been many reorders as a result, she says.

“My advice to other business owners is that this kind of opportunity can make or break a busi-
ness. If you get one, just take it. You will !nd a way to make it work,” Richards says.     – H.H.

Lea Richards’ website crashed 
within 10 minutes of her TV 
appearance. 
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president of Gold Star Games in West Palm Beach, Fla. “I 
ended up buying out my partner and was left to figure out 
how to make money again.”

A family member introduced Spaulding to a cornhole game 
maker in late 2009, and even though he was unfamiliar with 
the market, he put the product on his site. 
(Cornhole is a lawn game in which players 
take turns tossing beanbags at a raised plat-
form with holes.) The games began selling 
like hotcakes, which sparked Spaulding to 
re-evaluate his entire product offering.

A lifelong sports fanatic, Spaulding not 
only recognized an opportunity to sell prod-
ucts he personally enjoyed, but realized there 

was a big demand for these tailgating products. He researched 
competitors and other products that could complement the 
cornhole games, such as chairs, BBQ and tailgating accesso-
ries, and began to transition the business from arcade games 
to sports-themed tailgating products.

NFIB member Bob Lueders sold part of 
his business that was underperforming 
to boost profitability. 

“We looked at all of the options: 
Stay, leave, sell, close.  
But at the end of the day, we 
always felt we could succeed.”
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“The sales cycle to sell arcade games is approximately two 
weeks, but the newer business is a high-volume business,” 
Spaulding says. “I just took the skills I had from selling high-end 
sales and applied it to these items.” Gold Star Games continues 
to thrive, with current annual sales at $300,000 and a goal to 
reach $1 million in sales over the next two to four years.

“I didn’t have to start from scratch. I had a website, I had 
an asset,” Spaulding says. “When my business was failing, I 
thought, ‘I can’t let this sink,’ and I started to think long-term.”

Know What Your Business 
Does—and Doesn’t—Do Well
Assessing which parts of your business 
work and what parts you need to work on is  
critical to any long-term strategy. When  
Radicom, an advanced communications com-
pany in McHenry, Ill., that designs, installs 
and services communication technologies for 

public safety organizations and busi-
nesses, started experiencing flatlining 
sales in 2008, co-owner Bob Lueders 
knew he needed to reassess the com-
pany’s core competencies and make 
some changes.

“We are a service, engineering and 
design company. We needed to get 
better about sales,” says Lueders, an 
NFIB member. “We are formulating 
a strategy to fill in that gap, such as 
the strategic addition of sales staff in 
geographic areas where we had no 
sales presence.”

Lueders also did away with parts of the busi-
ness that continually underperformed. For 
Radicom, this meant selling the four Sprint  
cell phone stores they had acquired that were 
losing money.

“The stores had separate leases [on storefront 
space] and were expensive,” Lueders says. “Plus, 
it was a completely different market space: 
B-to-C instead of our core competency, B-to-B. 
We weren’t very good at B-to-C, so now we fo-
cus on what we’re good at.”

Because companies fail when they don’t fo-
cus, according to Tencer, it’s critical for small 
business owners to understand the precise value 
they provide their customer. 

“We ask our clients: Where are you today? 
What are you good at? How will that positively 
impact your client?” Tencer says. 

Looking to build on the value Radicom pro-
vides its customer base, which includes police, 
fire and public safety workers, Lueders expand-

ed the company’s product offerings by taking on a dealership 
that sells warning sirens. He knew this was a natural fit for 
Radicom because it could be easily integrated into the radio 
systems portion of the business. As a result of these changes, 
Radicom continues to rebound.

“We did consider closing the business. I think you need to 
be honest about the health of your business and we looked at 
all of the options: Stay, leave, sell, close,” Lueders says. “But at 
the end of the day, we always felt we could succeed.”

SHOULD YOU HIRE A 
BUSINESS COACH?
It seems like there’s a business coach under every rock these days. But what 
do business coaches actually do, and can they produce tangible results for 
your business? 

Business coaching is a hybrid role incorporating aspects of mentoring and  
consulting. The coach gets paid to help you achieve speci!c goals, such 
as striking the right work-life balance, becom-
ing a more effective leader or increasing sales. 
The cost varies by the coach’s experience, your 
geographic area and a host of other factors, but 
is comparable to the hourly rates of attorneys and 
accountants.

Two years after starting her business, Jessica 
Clark enlisted a coach to help balance her per-
sonal life with the weight of a growing company. 
In fact, the owner of Room to Breathe, a Sacra-
mento, Calif., small business consulting company, 
has enlisted a series of coaches since her !rst 
successful experience in 2004. 

Thanks to coaching, she’s !ne-tuned her 
marketing strategies, stabilized her !nances 
and made time for a personal life outside of the 
business. “The investment of time, energy and money has come back to me 
three-fold,” Clark says.

With so many professionals available—there are an estimated 47,500 
coaches worldwide—here are three tips to help determine which coach would 
be right for your business:

1 2 3Conduct extensive 
research.
By interviewing 
multiple business 
coaches and acquiring 
referrals from industry 
colleagues who also 
work with coaches, 
Clark was able to !nd 
a perfect match for 
her professional style 
and personal goals. 
“Personal connections 
are essential,” she says. 
“Look for someone 
who’s been where you 
are in business and is 
now steps ahead of 
you—focus on those 
demonstrative results.” 

Determine your  
coaching needs. 
If a crucial area of your 
business is lacking, 
such as your cus-
tomer base or revenue, 
choose a coach whose 
skill set can best 
bene!t those needs. 
“You’re paying for 
expertise and emotional 
detachment,” Clark 
says. “It’s tough to look 
at the business you’ve 
created in an objective 
way—that’s the value 
that a coach brings.”

Set a time commitment.
Every coach has his or 
her own time commit-
ment, and Clark sug-
gests giving the part-
nership at least a year. 
“You can’t see impact 
or change in two or four 
months,” she says. “It’s 
not an express track to 
success. Be prepared 
to put out long-term, 
hard and critical work.” 

– Kelly Hagler


