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Lululemon Founder Chip Wilson on Why the Best
Entrepreneurs Would Work for No Money

Bench makes life ie by doing ir . In this.
series, influential people talk about what it's really like building a business.

The following is Chip Wilson's story as told to Amanda Smith, exclusively for
Bench.

With every idea | ever had, people told me that it was a lousy idea, from the time |
‘was a little kid. But about four or five years afterwards, those ideas actually came
into fruition. So | startod out in business with this notion that | shouldn'tlisten to
other people, or that they don't understand.

But | took that too far—when | actually got into business | didn't ask anybody for
help. But there are lots of people who want to help entrepreneurs. If they see
someone who s hard-working and has an idea, people really do want to help. The

ig i is that the doit all themselves. What
got you to where you are isn't going to get you where you're going.
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What made me a good entrepreneur is that | would have worked for no money. |
had passion: | was an athlete and no athletic clothes were working for me. Its like
‘when somebody in the tech industry sees something that the world is missing—
they know it's possible, but nobody is doing it yet.

Because of that belief and that passion, | could build a strong foundation for the
company— didn't have to compromise myself or the values or vision of the
company to get to where | was going.

For an entrepreneur the business can never go fast enough to catch up to the
possibility they future. is ing the future—
five, six, seven yoars out—but the frustration is that it can't happen now. That's
‘what keeps me up at night: because it's so easy for me to see that future, | think
there must be millions of other people seeing the same possibility. But they don't.
It's natural to think there's competition coming. The answer s just to be super
calm and do everything the right way so you don't mess up your business model.

Ilearned that with lululemon: | had decided early on that | never wanted to
wholesale. But at one point | had my back up against the wall—I was near

ptcy twice. | had to , and that retal
bankrupt, which brought me even closer to being bankrupt mysalf. So there are
times | think when an entrepreneur is stuck between going out of business and
selling themselves, and that's a tough decision.

There's very, very few businesses that don't have financial problems. In retal the
key is oconomy-of-scale production. | could never quite got tharo with Westbeach.
Sol call it my 18-year MBA. So when | started lululemon my only goal was to get to
economy-of-scale production. In order to make that happen | had to borrow on my
house a couple times to the limit. And | had toleave lululemon and get another job
to finance lululemon. | mean | think these are the natural things an entrepreneur
has to do, with a long-torm goal in mind.

T had to leave lululemon and
get another job to finance
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I've made thousands of mistakes as | went on looking for different trends. | failed in
beach volleyball. | went into it but the market wasn't big enough. And nobody
roally wanted to look like a beach volleyball player on the stroot. The same with
mountain biking—it never really worked. But my biggest regret s | couldn't move
lululemon into the The board too old and
couldn't see it, and | didn't have enough control over it at the time to make that
happen.

Through all the ups and downs, the day | knew it would all be okay was April 20,
2002—the day | married my wife Shannon. Sales went from $10,000 the previous
Saturday to $30,000 that day. So sales tripled in one week. That was the day. That
day | felt like ‘Oh, finally—I knew that | could take care of my family.

That's why we didn't give 100% to making Kit and Ace a success, because by that
time we were almost too wealthy to work 18 hours a day. We wanted to focus on
our children. So we had two goals which were not lined up with each other. We
could either pick the kids up from school or we could actually build the business
the way it needed to be built—we couldn't do both. Which is also why | sold out of
lululemon. I'm not 100% owner today because | realized | only have one chance
with my kids.

There are pi who became ‘when lululemon
went public. Almost all those women have left now and started up their own

businesses and done fantastically.

I think not just of those 20, but the thousands of people who went through the
transformational training and development at lululemon and Kit and Ace, who've
now gone on to ot just use that development for business but also to raise great
children and families. That's what I'm most proud of.
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Chip's new book Little Black Stretchy Pants chronicles his memories of his time at
lululemon. It's part memoir, part business guide and part open letter to
shareholders and leadership. Its available at chipwilson.com.

Hlustrations by John Larigakis.

What's Bench?

We're an online bookkeeping service powered by real humans. Bench gives you a
dedicated bookkesper supported by a team of knowledgeable small business
experts. We're here to take the guesswork out of running your own business—for
good. Your i imports categorizes i
and prepares financial y month. ith a free month of
bookkeeping.
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