Meet 20 people who are shaking up the
decorated apparel market right now
with their innovative ideas.

By Joan Chaykin, Joe Haley, Annie Rehill, Nicole Rollender, Dave Vagnoni and Dan Walsh

escouredtheindustryforthemostcreativethinkers-peoplewho
areinventingnewdecoratingtechnology,usinguniquee-commerce
andfundraisingmodels,takingdecoratinganddigitizingtoawhole
newlevel,andmore.We’repleasedtopresent20oftheindustry’s
topinnovators:acommunityofartistic,passionateandprofitable

people who are changing the way that people look at logos and design.
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The Fundraiser

JillvValentino,ApplebackEmbroidery(asi/123011)

illValentino,aself-describedTVaddict,seesherselfasamix
of Mary TylerMoore, LucyRicardo, Detective Bensonand
DebraBarone.Quitethequartet,huh?“Debrabecauseofall

early on how to work, and there was more to do than just
feedingthehorses.“Myparentsalwayshadushelpingpeople
andinvolvedinfundraising,”shesays.Fromlemonadestands

e chaos,” Valentino jokes.

No, Valentino’s lifeisn’tadramaorasitcom,
but she has enough going on to make a really
goodscript.FriendscompareValentino,ownerof
ApplebackEmbroidery(asi/123011),tothedrum-
pounding,sunglass-totingEnergizerBunny.“I’'m
goodwithaboutfourhoursofsleepanight,”’she
says,matter-of-factly. Therearetimes,though,
when those four hours are cut short or missed
entirely,likewhensheisoutvolunteeringwithher
community’srescuesquad.“l’veseenalot,”says

toroastbeefdinners, shelearned howto make
agoodbuckforagoodcause. “Itotally enjoyed
fundraising,” she says.

Andnowyearslater, Valentinostilldoes. Lin-
croft,NJ-basedApplebackhascreatedoneofthe
mostsuccessfulfundraisingprogramsanywhere
forsportsteamsandorganizations.Sellingperson-
alizedspiritwear,fromflannelpantstohoodiesto
hats,Applebackhelpsgroupsraisemoneyinavery
stylishway.“Isawaneedforit,”shesays.“lknow
clothingfundraiserscanbehard.”That’swhyshe

Valentino,whoonce,atage 16,arrivedatthesceneofahorrific
crashwhereababyhadbeenthrownfromthearmsofahelpless
mother. “I remember it like it was yesterday,” she says.
No doubtin herformativeyears, Valentino sawlife’s harsh
realities.But,ifanything,they’vemadeherunafraidandmore

concernedaboutothers.RaisedonaNewJerseyfarm,shelearned

The SEO Whiz

Jeff Taxdahl, Thread Logic

eff Taxdahl, who
was laid off froma
marketingmanage-
mentpositionin2001,
wasfinallyreadytotake
anentrepreneurialrisk.
So,theguywhohadno
. embroidery-business
experience dove right in and started
Jordan,MN-basedThreadLogicin2002;
lastyearthecompanyposteda25%jump
inrevenue to $1.1 million, building on
consistentdouble-digitincreasessincethe
business opened.

Taxdahl, who’s a marketing wizard,
creditshisbackgroundwithhelpinghimto
develophisuniqueonlinebusinessmodel
- he uses pay-per-click, search engine
optimizationandotheronlinemarketing
toolstohelppotentialcustomersallover
the countrytofind him. “Look, it takes a
specificskill settomakethiswork,” says
Taxdahl,whowentonarigoroussix-month
benderin2008, perfectinghispay-per-
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click model. “l was skeptical about the
e-commercemodel,butnowmorethan
90%ofmycustomersarebasedoutsideof
Minnesota.”
ThreadLogic’sbusinessmodelisclean,
simpleandeasy.Clientsvisitthecompany’s
website,whereTaxdahloffersabout350
wearables,includingpolos,sweatshirts,
jacketsandhats;theyselecttheirproducts
anduploadtheirlogostobedigitizedand
embroidered.Taxdahlevenprovidesfree
logo evaluation, to ensure the artwork
will work for embroidery (30% of those
uploadsturnintoorders).Then,inseven
to10businessdays,customersreceivetheir
decorated apparel order.
“Ourworkisverybusiness-to-business,”
Taxdahlsays.“Wespecializeinleft-chest
logos,andmostlydocorporateappareland
uniforms.It’snotthatsexy,butitdrivesour
business.”Anddrivethebusiness,itdoes:
ThreadLogicservesabout3,000customer
accounts. “Our repeats are running at
about 50%,” says Taxdahl,who cranked

simplifiestheprocessforcustomers,offeringfeatureslikecus-
tomsizingonsite,Webstoresandeven*“tallysessions”tomake
surethe programis ontrack. “Wework to achieve customer
goals,”shesays.Toputitbluntly,shehascutoutthechaosof
fundraisingprograms.BetDebraBaronewouldbeproud.-DV

out 70,000 decorated pieces last year.

“Flat-rate pricing is the single-most
innovativethingwe’vedone, " Taxdahlsays.
“Thatremovedabuyingbarrierforclients
buyingonline:They‘get’ourpricingnow.
Togetourprofitmarginsright,we’vemas-
saged the model to find our average.”

Inthebeginning, Taxdahladmits,itwas
tough.“llearnedbytrialanderrorhowto
runmytwo-headmachine,”hesays.“My
startupfinancingcamefromaloanlitook
out against the cash value in one of my
insurancepolicies.Thelearningcurvewas
very steep.” For the first year, he pretty
muchdiditall,fromrunningthemachine
to selling his services. Then, he really
broke ground.

Today,Taxdahlhaseightemployeesand
fourmachineswith15heads.Justthisyear,
hemovedfromal,500-square-footshop
on his propertytoa4,000-square-foot
industrialspace.“Rightnow,thisismore
spacethanweneed,butl’mprojectingout
our growth,” he says. - NR





