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In the Hunt

With Entrepreneurs, Luck Is Earned 

By BRENT BOWERS

No, it’s not chance or fate. You earned it.

Most entrepreneurs tell me almost sheepishly that luck has played a big part in their success. Sure, like Tiger Woods gets lucky. 

Consider Karen Kowal, founder of Mother Earth Designs, a company that makes pillows for people with chronic pain. She was content with her nursing career, she says, until she got three “messages” over 13 months in the early 1990s that she might want to seek fulfillment elsewhere. Each communiqué took the form of a traffic accident. 

First, a car driven by a woman putting on makeup rammed the rear of her stalled Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera, leaving her with severe whiplash injuries. “That was my first message,” Ms. Kowal said.

A few days later, while her Cutlass was in the shop, a car accelerated rather than braked at a stop sign, spun around and slammed into the driver’s side of her rented vehicle, sending her to the hospital with fractured ribs, herniated discs, deep bruises and a damaged jaw. “My second message,” she said.

About a year later, a car shot out of a parking lot, crashing into the passenger side of her Olds and inflicting additional rib, neck and jaw injuries. Her third message.

By now, her body was so wracked by back and neck pain she couldn’t sleep for more than 45 minutes. She finally found relief in massage therapy, and her recovery propelled her into a succession of entrepreneurial careers, first as a masseuse, then as a jewelry designer and finally as a developer of pain-management pillows that today has 14 employees and revenue in excess of $500,000.

It all happened, supposedly, because of that wildly improbable series of near-death experiences.

It gets weirder. In 1997, when her pillow business was in its infancy, a bike accident fractured her pelvis in four places. Unable to go to jewelry shows or give massages, she ran out of money and fell behind on her house payments. Desperate, she applied for food stamps. On the day the application form came in the mail, so did a check for $3,333, her share of a life insurance policy her father had taken out without telling anyone. She paid her bills, hired two helpers to drive her to a jewelry show and was back on the entrepreneurial trail. “There was a greater hand in this than my own,” she said. 

Fortune apparently also cast a benevolent eye on Bill Meyer, co-owner and president of Infocast, a San Fernando, Calif., producer of business conferences. When a proposal landed on his desk in 1989 for organizing a symposium on power-project financing, he shoved it into a file and forgot about it. His specialty was banking law and he had little interest in switching gears.

Later, he came across the same pitch in a stack of papers on the floor. “Didn’t I just put this one away?” he wondered. Yes, he had. “I looked back and forth at both pieces of paper stupidly until I realized I had received two different proposals in the space of a few days,” he said. “I decided: This must be a sign.”

He took the plunge, even though he thought the topic was too esoteric to attract much interest. The conference was a smashing success.

Or how about this chain of events related to me by a West Coast software developer. It just so happened that his wife switched their usual Friday night at the symphony hall to a Wednesday, that an investor he had met on a management-training hike years earlier was attending the performance, that the investor spotted him and tapped him on the shoulder, that the software developer casually mentioned a money-making brainstorm that had recently occurred to him and that the investor offered him half a million dollars on the spot for a 20 percent stake in a company that didn’t exist. “It was the most serendipitous event in my business career,” he said.

Sheer luck? Not really, says Mark P. Rice, dean of the F. W. Olin Graduate School of Business at Babson College and a former small-business owner. Rather, he says, entrepreneurs stumble upon amazing coincidences all the time because they are world-class schmoozers.

“Most people go through life constrained by the path they are on,” Mr. Rice said. “The key with entrepreneurs is that they are always making connections that we don’t make. They are proactive at creating large networks of colleagues, investors, advisers. They can’t not be lucky.”

Take Ms. Kowal, the nurse turned pillow maker. As a child she studied the violin for 8 years and the piano for 10, acted in school plays, sang in the church choir, taught swimming lessons, delivered newspapers at 5 a.m., started a landscaping service and rose up the ranks of the Girl Scouts. After a year in college, she went to nursing school and, to pay the bills, played the guitar and sang in coffeehouses. She married and had five children and held down part-time nursing jobs while raising them. She was thinking about what to do next when she had that fateful first car accident.

My point is that she was and always will be a whirlwind of activity, moving around, figuring the angles, pondering the next adventure.

Another entrepreneur I talked to recently said that only in retrospect can she see how, in her entrepreneurial career, “all sorts of pieces were falling together that would guarantee us success in future businesses.” Though a store she opened failed, while running it she joined a barter group that greased her passage to a business that sold used computers, an undertaking that also fizzled but made enough money to finance an addition to her house. 

Just when her next venture was veering toward collapse, she rescued it with a home-equity credit line that wouldn’t have existed had she not built the addition. Her latest business subsequently flourished. “Everything links together,” she said.

So it isn’t really luck. Or is it? I’ve heard a lot of stories over the years about providential twists of fate that saved entrepreneurs from disaster. I’d love to hear yours.

Brent Bowers, a longtime small-business editor at The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal, is author of The Eight Patterns of Highly Effective Entrepreneurs, now out out in paperback (Doubleday).
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