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The future of mosey is

mobile

Services like Square (and Pay Anywhere and Swipe)
are changing the way business gets done. These mobile services
zap (or, at least, shrink) credit card costs and improve
customer satisfaction. How something called
a dongle can change your business.

SAY WHAT?

Why people
misinterpret

your e-mail

(and how to fix it)

LESSONS
LEARNED:

What every
businessperson
can learn from
Hair Club for Men

WHY CONTENT
is still king




Putting down roots
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n 1976, a twentysomething fella named Sy Sperling found himself treading
water in the aftermath of a difficult divorce. A receding hairline and extra
weight meant fewer options for him in the dating pool.

Who's going to go for the overweight guy with thinning hair and a comb-
over? he thought. Self-esteem was at an all-time low. Sure, he could deal with the
weight with some lifestyle changes, but lifestyle wasn’t going to improve his hair-
line. In the *70s, hair transplants looked more like picket fences, and hairpieces
were, well, not an acceptable option. After a fair amount of searching, Sperling
happened upon the idea of hair weaving. This process used natural hair and
meant that he wouldn’t have to take his hair off every night.

“It was like the extended-wear contact lenses when those came on the market,
but for hair,” Sperling says. “It was an instant feeling of being more free—it gave

me the permission to be active again.”

Inspired by his newfound self-confidence, Sperling founded Hair Club for Men.
In 1982, the company aired its very first commercial. Who knew these would be
the first steps in what is today a multimillion-dollar company (now known as

Hair Club after branching out into both women’s and children’s services) servicing

more than 50,000 clients each year?

Laugh all you want at the iconic commercials and their famous tagline—“I'm

not only the Hair Club president. I'm also a client.”

Sperling built an entrepre-

neurial empire based on personality, transparency and a sense of humor. So what
can today’s entrepreneurs learn from Sperling and the Hair Club brand, both of
which are now deeply rooted in pop culture?

WITHSTAND MARKET BLIPS
“Someone who recognizes demand and
is able to provide a product or service
that meets that demand in a really
unique way has a great start,” Sperling
says. “You have to be able to withstand
the blips on the screen and build a
resilient business.”

His advice to someone who might
be intimidated by having an idea that
competes with one of the big players in
the space? “Look at what they do. See
how you can improve. Build a business
based on that,” he says. “Big compa-
nies might create an industry, but they
also beg for competition.” Businesses
can always improve on existing solu-
tions in the market.

KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE

While it might be astonishing for today’s
entrepreneurs to believe, Hair Club

for Men generated roughly 95 per-

cent of its new customer base from its
kitschy commercials. And clients have
remained extremely loyal. “I knew how
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SY SPERLING FOUNDED THE MULTI-
MILLION-DOLLAR HAIR CLUB BRAND.

my product made me feel, and I knew
that other people wanted to feel this

‘way,” Sperling says. But that was just

the beginning. Sperling took the time to
get to know his audience and used that
information to shape the product.

Hair Club for Men moved from its
original retail-style locations to com-
mercial office space with signage that
says “HCM.” That’s it. Why would

a business that’s dedicated to making
people look and feel better move away
from locations with heavy foot traffic?
“The service we offer is highly personal
and we shaped the business to respect

“that,” Sperling says.

When you know your audience, you
can use that information to grow your
business—even if customers aren’t go-
ing to run out and tell their best friend
about it. “I built this for the clients,”
Sperling says. “I listened to what they
wanted. They repaid me by becoming
loyal customers.”

PERSONALITY IS KEY

Hair Club for Men built an enduring
business based on its personality and the
people representing the product offering.
“We used real people in all our advertis-
ing and marketing,” Sperling says. “The
company had terrific growth because
people could see that they were just

like the people in our ads. It’s all about
perception, believability and reality.”

It also helps to have a sense of humor.
Sperling has been featured in skits on
Saturday Night Live and made multiple
appearances on Late Night with Conan
O’Brien and The Tonight Show with
Jay Leno. David Letterman has even
featured either Sperling or Hair Club on
his infamous “Top Ten” lists on multiple
occasions. That’s the draw that person-
ality coupled with a sense of humor can
have for your brand.

In 2000, Sperling sold Hair Club
to a private firm for more than $40
million and remained on board as a
consultant; five years later, Regis Cor-
poration, a multibillion-dollar compa-
ny and leader in the hair-care industry,
purchased it for $210 million.

“The Hair Club product is something
I've believed in for over 30 years,” Sper-
ling says. That belief is what kept me
heading in the right direction. And 'm
not only the former president. 'm also
still a client.” NAPOLETANO
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