
Selling Tactics for Startups 
 
My CEO friend couldn't have put it better or more simply: Get buyers before you produce the 
goods. Here's how I took that advice and ran with it  
 
Two years ago, when I founded Make a Place Toys, I quickly learned that success as a small 
manufacturer of children's playthings would involve more than good design. It would mean 
aggressive selling. Salesmanship, I also surmised, could be the bane of a start up company, 
especially in the fiercely competitive toy industry and even mo re so during tough economic times. 
I learned as much after asking other small manufacturers for advice and getting this response 
from a CEO friend of mine: Have a buyer before you produce. 
 
By November 2002, I, in fact, already had "a buyer" for my company's two products, cardboard 
backdrops, or "play panels," that encourage creative activity. My two products, which sell for $30 
including stickers that can be repositioned, were Miss Mary's Kitchen and Captain Peg Leg's Pirate 
Ship. 
 
Actually, I not only had "a buyer" but buyers: some 125 family members, friends, and local store 
owners in Minneapolis, where my company is based, and neighboring St. Paul, to whom I sold 
about 200 play panels. 
 
SMART ABOUT SELLING.  However, I knew what my CEO friend really meant, which was that I 
needed buyers who would purchase thousands, not a few hundred, of my products. In short, I 
knew that to get myself into the toy business, I would need to get smart about salesmanship -- as 
should other startup entrepreneurs. No matter how innovative the design of your product -- and 
we feel that our play panels are a model of innovation that surely have a place in a mature 
business -- no matter how solid your financing or sound your planning, you need to sell. 
 
And selling as a startup is tough. However, if my experience is any indication, it can be done. 
What it comes down to is leverage, being prepared, and a lot of hand-holding with customers. In 
short, you must use all of the creativity you mustered to design your product or service to get the 
sales ball rolling -- and then keep it rolling. What follows is a look at how these tactics work -- and 
how they work together.  
 
LEVERAGING CONTACTS.  Shortly after that discouraging conversation with my CEO friend, I 
knew that however much I had wanted to, I couldn't continue to "do it all myself." I would have to 
leverage contacts to get my products into the big stores. One contact, for example, provided an 
introduction to the direct-selling arm of Target (TGT ), where my play panels found their way into 
that unit's gift catalog. (Target is actually a client at another business of mine, a graphics-design 
agency that I co-founded in 2001 and of which I am still a partner.) Through another contact, a 
kitchen sales representative, I was introduced to ShopNBC (GE ), a home-shopping TV network, 
where my product was included in a pilot program about children's toys. 
 
And so it goes: Momentum builds through leveraging contacts. It also builds through leveraging 
another sales tactic for start ups: public relations. At about the same time last year, I put 
together a press kit, which I began shopping to local media and selected national news outlets. I 
made sure the material in the kit was fun and exciting, so that it would catch the eye of the 
reporters on whose desks it landed. I followed up with phone calls and even suggested local 
angles. 
 
The upshot has been a bevy of good press, including a new-product "alert" and a feature story in 
The St. Paul Pioneer Press, an interview on both a local radio and television show, and a feature 
article in a magazine about Minnesota business women, to name just a few. Here are some tips 
for making the most of leverage: 
 



• Pursue local as well as national retailers. Sometimes the local angle is what gets you 
started.Approach a small retailer to do a "trial run" and get feedback. You want success on your 
side before going to big customers. 
• Don't forget e-tailers, home shopping television networks, and catalogs. Placement isn't only 
about bricks-and- mortar retailers anymore! 
• Use your own company's Web site as a sales tool, as well as to spur PR. 
 
As for leveraging PR: 
 
• Think about story "types" to pitch: the product angle; the entrepreneurial focus; the "local kid 
makes a splash" for your hometown paper. 
• Approach the national media as well, but locate and contact the right person at those outlets.• 
Consider radio and television media as well as print. 
• Follow up, follow up, follow up -- and personally, with a phone call, not via e-mail. 
 
PERFECT PITCH.  Selling your product, your company, and yourself is just one part of 
salesmanship for a startup. The other, equally important tool is selling your customer. In short, 
you need tactics that make you look smart, not small, to customers, and one of the best is 
convincing buyers that what you have to offer will benefit them.  
Start with the Boy Scout mantra: Be prepared. When approaching retailers, for example, I armed 
myself with a presentation for the larger chains and a "sell sheet" for the small shops. Both 
provided information about my products, including price, and available discounts for purchases in 
quantity or for use as a store display. 
 
Next, study the store and work with the retailer to make your product fit that environment. In my 
case, I provided the demographics and psychographics of the targeted customer for Miss Mary's 
Kitchen and Captain Peg Leg's Pirate Ship. 
 
LAY OF THE LAND.  I considered store layouts, suggesting placement for displays. I talked with 
retailers about angles for news stories that they could pursue with their local media. In advance of 
a news story or advertisement that I knew would be appearing, I would alert retailers so they 
could stock up. 
 
Finally, I urged them to purchase only as much as they (and I) thought they could sell, since 
nothing disappoints more than a product that languishes on a store's shelves. Conversely, nothing 
excites more than a product moving so fast that it must be reordered. Here are some tactics that 
experience has shown work well: 
 
• Get your business terms in order, such as whether you require prepayment or ship collect. Your 
product should also comply with industry standard inventory-tracking codes. 
• Supplement your printed product material with a photograph in electronic format for retailers to 
use online, in catalogs, and in staff meetings. 
• If you sell on your company's Web site -- and you should -- make sure that you don't undermine 
the price to retailers. 
• If retailers are reluctant, you might offer your product on consignment, a tactic that isn't ideal 
but does provide a store to which you can tell buyers to go. 
• Think about the roadblocks retailers pose – and work for a way around them.  
 
TAILORED TACTICS.  Once the word is out and you are in control of your salesmanship, you could 
turn to a trio of convent ional selling techniques that are costly but can be tailored for a start up's 
budget. These include trade shows, advertising, and the use of third parties, such as sales 
representatives. 
 
Let's start with trade shows. For me, the big ones, such as New York's venerable Toy Fair and the 
Gift & Stationery Show, were out of reach. I would have had to spend at least $5,000 to $10,000 



to participate. However, an alternative was local shows, such as the Minnesota State Fair, which 
are far less costly. Having attended a handful in the past year, I was able to sell my products 
direct, test pricing strategies, and hone the appeal to parents and children. In fact, at the 
Minnesota State Fair, I even learned about a niche market with educators that I hadn't previously 
thought about. Accordingly, I've since attended a smattering of even smaller trade shows for day-
care and preschool teachers, where the cost is only $25 to $50 for a booth. 
 
In a similar vein, the cost of advertising can be cut to match a startup's size. While most 
advertising is prohibitively expensive, I recently placed an advertisement for a twelfth of a page in 
Martha Stewart Living for Kids. The ad cost a relatively modest $1,750 and allowed me to indicate 
to prospects that my product had gotten exposure in a publication of that caliber.  
 
More recently, after being contacted by a sales representative who had heard about the play 
panels from a local retailer, I decided to retain that firm to sell my products in six Midwest states, 
including Minnesota. This approach will enable a reach that I couldn't have achieved on my own. 
To recap, effective use of conventional salesmanship involves employing the following tactics: 
 
• Small is beautiful when it comes to trade shows. Think of yourself as working your way up to the 
big ones. 
• Advertising can be winnowed to fit your budget and is just as important for its cachet that leads 
to sales as it is for garnering actual orders. 
•A sales rep could be considered a clone of yourself; just make sure you allow for the typical 7% 
to 15% commission when you price your products. 
 
My CEO friend taught me a lesson that was as valuable as it was, at the time, disheartening: I 
would have to sell if I wanted to be a toy entrepreneur. He was also indicating that sales tactics 
can and must be refigured for the startup. So, you entrepreneurs out there, get to work on honing 
your salesmanship if you want your product to gain its place in the market. 
 
Mary Murray, 36, founded Make a Place Toys, a Minneapolis-based manufacturer of play panels 
for children, in 2002, and currently serves as president. The company's designs, specifically Miss 
Mary's Kitchen and Captain Peg Leg's Pirate Ship, sell for about $30 (including stickers that can be 
moved around the board) and encourage creative play. The company expects sales of $50,000 to 
$75,000 in 2003, and aims for $200,000 within another year. It has three part -time employees 
and utilizes sales representatives. 
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