Interview with Accidental Pren-her

Karen Bullard

S:
Hi! My name is Susan Reid. I’m your host and today we're here talking with Karen Bullard of Karen Cole Paper. Karen Cole Paper is a lifestyle collection of stationary and paper products that are both sophisticated and fun. They blend the timeless and classic design with the most modern elements, and boy they are just really creative looking pieces of paper! In today's podcast we're going to talk with Karen about her stylish yet whimsical paper products. We're going to find out what inspires her. And as an artist how she deals with rejection. Welcome Karen!

KB: 
Hi Susan, thanks for having me!

S: 
Let's jump in and find out how you became an Accidental Pren-her. At one time you were a full-time interior designer, and then you decided to be a full-time stay at home mom. So what made you decide to start up your business and become an entrepreneur?

KB:
Well, I really wanted to do something creative that was also very flexible, because at the time I had two fairly small children that still needed mommy-time. And I thought, well, this is something that I could do. That I could use my background and my creative talent, and have fun with it, too.

S:
Was there some kind of a spark that made you want to start up your business?

KB: 
I really needed something other than my children. As much as I love them, I really needed something that was my own that I could create.

S: 
Outside of your family, then.

KB: 
Right, right. Exactly.

S: 
I know you have a really interesting story about the first time that you decided that you had a product and that you wanted to take it to market. But before we get there, how did you even know it's a paper product? How did you know that people would want to buy your product?

KB: 
Well, I had been looking for simple but fun birth announcements for my own son- this would have been 7 years ago. I found I had a really hard time finding what I liked, and what I wanted. And since I had always been an illustrator and designer, I thought that maybe that would be something fun, something that I could do. 

S: 
So who did you first take these products to? Who was your first market and what product did you take to them?

KB:
Well, I designed the product, and these were just some things that I personally liked, but I wasn't sure that would actually sell. So I took them around to some local stationary stores and got some feedback, and made changes. And I just went back to the drawing board. But they really helped get me started, by telling me what consumers were shopping for when they were looking for that sort of product.  

S: 
What kind of feedback did they give you on your products that were most helpful?

KB: 
They said to go to the big stationary show in New York. That doing so would be a good grand entrance to the business of stationary. And that I would get a lot of feedback from the actual retail stores as to what they needed to have in their stores. 

S:
Didn't you just come back from a show in Florida?

KB: 
Actually I did, it was Atlanta, the Atlanta gift show. 

S: 
Tell us a little bit about what it was like to be there this year?

KB:
It was a great show. The traffic was slow because of the economy, but I got a lot of good feedback, lots of sales, and it's just a great environment to be in with other creative people and brainstorm. It's just a lot of fun to be there.

S: 
Now Karen, you're not only the creative genius behind this, but you're also the artist. 

KB:
Yes.

S:

What inspires your designs as an artist?

KB:
Well I love vintage fabric and vintage wallpaper. Things I see in nature, things that make me laugh. Less is always more with me, as far as designing. I try not to do too much of something, but I love bold colors, saturated colors.

S: 
And as an artist, how do you not take this personally when people don't like something? How do you deal with that rejection?

KB: 
It is very hard. I have a hard time selling my own product, because it is very personal to me. I feel like it's a reflection of me, and my taste. But for every one person who doesn't buy, there are so many who do. They like it and have lots of nice things to say about it and my designs. 

S: 
So when those nay-sayers come up and you feel your heart clench, because this is such a personal thing for you, how do you get through that quickly, rather than get stuck?

KB: 
I try to listen to their feedback, and ask myself, “Is this something that I could change about the line? Or the look?”. Because I really don't want to change too much about it. So there are things that I have decided against changing. But I do take it into consideration. 

S: 
That sounds really balanced to me: that you move into a mode of observation, listening to them, and then deciding for yourself if this fits.

KB: 
Right, if it feels right for me.

S:
And if it doesn't, then you'll make the change. 

KB: 
Right, exactly. And if it doesn't then, you know, it has to feel right.

S: 
I totally agree with that inner knowing. One must know that it feels right, yes?

KB: 
Yes, exactly.

S: 
So let's talk a little bit about where you are going with your business, what plans do you have to grow it?

KB: 
In 2007 I started Karen Cole Design, which is actually the licensing division of my company. I'm licensing my designs to other manufacturers- like for use on ceramics or greeting cards, paper plates, and napkin. It's just sort of an endless industry. So that's been very fun. To be able to just create without manufacturing myself.  

S: 
Oh, that must feel like a dream!

KB: 
That's the fun part, yeah. That's my favorite part. 

S: 
Absolutely! Ok, so you are a full time entrepreneur. You've got a business that is expanding. You are a mom and a wife. How do you balance it all?

KB:
It is very hard at times. I try to work while my children are at school or at night when they are in bed. I really want to be available to them when they are at home, and have that one-on-one time with them. Because while they are small, and it's such a short time that they are, they are my first priority.

S:
Are there any little tricks that you can share with us about how you get that balance?

KB:
Again, it just has to feel right. I think if they were at home and I was in my office, I would feel pulled. I would feel pulled that I really needed to be with them and it wouldn't feel right.

S: 
So you're somebody who really trusts her “inner-knower”, aren't you?

KB:
For the most part, yes. 

S: 
And if it doesn't feel right, for the most part, you don't do it. 

KB:
Right, I mean I might try it, and then if it doesn't feel right, I know it's not going to work for me personally. 

S:
Is there any advice you would give to other women thinking of starting their own business?

KB:
Really just to go for it. Get some good advice from someone you admire and trust, maybe in the industry that you are interested in. But do take the plunge. I think most people are really generous and really want to help and give advice. And also I think it's really good to find a way to give back. Like this year I've chosen Susan G. Komen For The Cure to donate 10% of all of our sales to help fund breast cancer research. That's really important to me. 

S: 
You know, I have another client that is doing the very same thing. I love that concept of giving back. Not only to the community, but to places and organizations that are important to you as a woman.

KB:
Right, right. I think that is very important. 

S:
So Karen, we're at the very end of our interview and we have these next five questions to ask you that we ask everyone. What one word describes your life today?

KB: 
That would have to be “hectic”, but very rewarding.

S: 
What quality or characteristic is most important to you?

KB: 
Honesty, for sure. 

S: 
What is the least appealing thing that you do as a small business owner?

KB:
Collections, and trying to collect money owned to the company.

S: 
Who, or what, inspires your success?

KB:
My family. I really want to be a positive influence on my children.

S: 
And what's the most precious thing you've learned along the journey from Accidental-Pren-her to successful small business owner?

KB: 
Just to be generous to others who may be starting in the business that come to you for advice, because I think it always comes back to you.

S: 
In deed it does, Karen. Thank you so much for being on the Accidental Pren-her show today. I know that you have a special for our listeners, and I also want to know how we can get a hold of you. So give us all the contact information and tell us about the special.

KB: 
OK, Susan, and thanks so much for having me. Your listeners can visit my website to see all the products at www.karencolepaper.com and I am also happy to offer a 10% discount to your listeners. And the discount code for that is KCP10.

S: 
Oh I love that! Thank you so much for that discount. Ladies and gentlemen, head on over to www.karencolepaper.com. And when you get there and find the things that you want, don't forget to put in that discount code KCP10. Thank you much, Karen!

KB:
Thank you Susan!
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