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To “Teddy,” wherever you are—thanks for being my first and furriest
best friend.

To Kara, Ainsley, Chelsea, Tiffany, Ashley, Chelsey, Hannah, Taylor,
Austin, Jason, and all of the Guests of Build-A-Bear Workshop
throughout the world. You are my daily inspiration. May you never
outgrow your love of stuffed animals and your child’s imagination.

Maxine Clark will donate 100 percent of her proceeds from the
sales of this book to the Build-A-Bear-Workshop Bear Hugs
Foundation, which supports meaningful philanthropic efforts for
children and families through financial and in-kind support for
health and wellness causes and educational and literacy programs.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

W hether you’re looking to start a new business, improve
an existing one, be a better manager, hire the best em-
ployees, or simply get ahead in your current job, this

book was written just for you.
The Bear Necessities of Business is your guide to creating a

company that uses the most effective marketing strategies, is
staffed by workers who look forward to doing their jobs every
day, is well regarded by the community, and has an abundance of
happy customers.

Like many of you, I began my journey as an entrepreneur and
business owner with a dream. After venturing out on my own about
10 years ago, I had visions of revolutionizing an industry I spent my
entire professional life working in.

To give you a bit of background, upon graduating from the Uni-
versity of Georgia in 1971, I started out as a retail trainee with the
May Department Stores Company in Washington, D.C. Over time, I
worked my way up, taking on various roles in management. I was
involved in everything from planning and research to marketing and

1
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product development. Ultimately, I became president of Payless
ShoeSource, the discount footwear retailer that May acquired and
later spun off.

While I didn’t make much money starting out, by the time I rose
through the executive ranks I was earning a substantial salary, com-
plete with stock options and a very generous bonus and retirement
plan. But I later realized that money alone didn’t buy happiness if
you weren’t doing what you were really passionate about. Quite
frankly, I felt the retail business had grown boring and more focused
on price than customer satisfaction. Instead, I wanted to put my tal-
ents into reenergizing an industry that had been so good to me.

After four years at the top, I left my job at Payless and began
looking for another outlet in which to contribute. This time I knew I
wanted to create a company of my own, even though at first I didn’t
know exactly what it would look like.

The concept began to crystallize in my mind during a shopping
trip with a young friend of mine to find some collectible stuffed ani-
mals. It turned out the store was out of the particular toy she was
looking for. You’ll read more about this event in the book, but this
visit gave me the idea to start what eventually became known as
Build-A-Bear Workshop.

In a nutshell, I wanted to create a company that would let people
make their own customized furry friends. I initially tried to get the
owners of a stuffed animal factory with a similar concept to sell
their business to me. When they declined, I began putting together a
plan to build this business from scratch. You’ll soon discover the
blueprint I followed, and the journey that ensued.

Needless to say, my original vision has turned into something bigger
than I ever dreamed. The first Build-A-Bear Workshop store opened in
October 1997 at a mall in Saint Louis, Missouri. That initial year, we
recorded sales of $1.7 million, well ahead of expectations. Today we
are a publicly traded company, with more than 200 locations around
the world. We have grown into the leading company (and the only in-
ternational one) providing customers with a make-your-own-stuffed-
animal interactive experience. So far, we have made furry friends for

2 THE BEAR NECESSITIES OF BUSINESS
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more than 30 million Guests (which is what we call our customers).
We have more than 750 full-time employees (or associates, as we refer
to them), along with some 5,000 part-timers. Build-A-Bear Workshop
is already one of the nation’s top 15 toy retailers with annual sales of
more than $350 million as of the end of 2005.

I’m proud that our company has been continuously lauded and
recognized for its excellence in Guest satisfaction, marketing, inno-
vation, and for being such a great place to work. I can’t tell you how
many letters and e-mails I get from people every day asking how I
accomplished so much in such a relatively short amount of time.
You’ll uncover the answers in The Bear Necessities of Business.

Although I wrote this book especially for those of you wanting to
know what it really takes to get into business for yourself, I’m con-
vinced that everyone seeking to become more successful can apply
the strategies found in each of these chapters to their own lives. The
lessons hold true even if you work for someone else and have no
plans to strike out on your own. After all, the best employees are
those who think like entrepreneurs. That attitude will take you fur-
ther than you can imagine. It certainly worked for me. I have fol-
lowed all of the principles in this book during more than three
decades in business and throughout my entire life.

Among other things, I’ll show you how I built my company from
the ground up, and tell you how we managed to develop such an in-
credible following of loyal Guests of all ages. I learned long ago that
the key to long-term survival in any industry is keeping your cus-
tomers happy. I believe that we are well on our way to accomplish-
ing this, as evidenced by the impressive repeat business we
experience at Build-A-Bear Workshop.

The Bear Necessities of Business is divided into seven parts, each
built around the essential elements necessary to start, run, and mar-
ket a thriving company. The principles apply to every industry, and
work whether your target audience is children, teenagers, baby
boomers, senior citizens, or any age in between. Every part contains
a series of short chapters further expanding on required elements
necessary for you to stand apart from the competition.

I NTRODUCTION 3
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While I primarily draw upon my experiences in creating and run-
ning Build-A-Bear Workshop, I also give you the wisdom learned
over my entire career, including lessons and examples from some of
the other great companies I admire.

Part One of The Bear Necessities of Business discusses the essen-
tial ingredients to get your business started, including advice for
planning your venture, setting goals, creating strong partnerships,
and attracting investors. This section will be of special interest to
those of you looking to strike out on your own.

Part Two gives you the secrets to being a great boss. For starters,
you must be willing to do any job yourself, no matter how insignifi-
cant it may seem, and hire only those who are truly a good fit for
your company. I also tell you what we do at Build-A-Bear Workshop
to keep our associates motivated and happy, something that actually
leads to more productivity and higher profits.

Part Three discusses the importance of connecting with your cus-
tomers, and gives you proven strategies for accomplishing this.
Among other things, it’s crucial for you to see yourself through the
eyes of your customers, learn from what they are telling you (often
in unspoken ways), and avoid trying to serve every possible demo-
graphic. I also tell you how to bring out the childlike excitement in
every customer, regardless of how old they are, and give you tech-
niques for making them feel special.

Part Four provides the ingredients for creating an awe-inspiring
experience for your customers. As you’ll discover, little details
make a big difference, and it’s crucial to stuff value into every serv-
ice you provide or product that you sell. In this part, I reveal how
to do that.

Part Five discusses the keys to effectively marketing your busi-
ness, both through advertising, public relations, and word-of-mouth
referral (which is often the most effective and least costly method of
all). We have really perfected the art of marketing and public rela-
tions at Build-A-Bear Workshop, as evidenced by the strong brand
recognition we enjoy for such a relatively young company and the
hundreds of media placements we have received in everything from
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the Wall Street Journal to my numerous appearances on network
and nationally syndicated talk shows.

Part Six provides the insights you need to grow your business. I
show you how we’ve taken our company from one store in Missouri
to being on track for more than 300 global locations in the next few
years—including our biggest store that recently opened on New
York’s Fifth Avenue.

Finally, Part Seven talks about the importance of giving back—to
your customers, employees, and the community at large. My com-
pany, Build-A-Bear Workshop, is a big proponent of community in-
volvement and charitable work, and I’m the first to tell you that
success in business is about much more than just making money. In
addition to helping the world, sharing good fortune is beneficial to
your business in more ways than you might think.

The back of the book features a list of Bearisms we live by as a
company. These bits of teddy bear wisdom are a lot of fun, and con-
tain many truths that everyone can benefit from.

Incidentally, while this book is filled with the knowledge I have
amassed about running a thriving business over the years, know that
my door is always open to you. If, after reading The Bear Necessities
of Business, you have any additional questions, don’t hesitate to
drop me a line. 

My personal e-mail address is maxineclark@buildabear.com. Yes,
I read every e-mail, and try to respond to each one as quickly as
possible. The fact that you bought this book means a lot to me, and
I hope you’ll use the knowledge on these pages to become a huge
success. You can also find additional advice about starting a busi-
ness through a special link on our website at www.buildabear.com.

So let’s get started on this exciting journey. I have no doubt that
what you are about to read will get your entrepreneurial juices flow-
ing, and I can’t wait to hear how you’ve used this information to ac-
complish many incredible things.

I NTRODUCTION 5
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G e t t i n g  S t a r t e d

Part One
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D r e a m  t h e  D r e a m  S u p r e m e

People often ask how I was able to take the rough idea for
Build-A-Bear Workshop and turn it into such a successful
business. Above all, it started when I simply allowed myself to

dream. And I’m a true believer in dreaming big.
Since the very beginning, I didn’t put restrictions on my vision,

nor did I let the way others made or sold stuffed animals stand in
my way. Instead, I allowed myself to dream of this unique business
going from one store at the Saint Louis Galleria to something that
could be as huge as I thought it could be. My dream eventually
came true, and continues to evolve even beyond my wildest imagi-
nation. But you must start by believing you can truly achieve
whatever you set your mind to, no matter how monumental it
might seem.

Most people don’t do that. They stymie themselves and their
ideas with negative thoughts. They’re so caught up in what they
can’t do that they don’t think about how much they can accomplish.
As Marianne Williamson wrote in Return to Love, “Our deepest
fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are

9
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powerful beyond measure. It is our Light, not our Darkness, that
most frightens us.”

I’m lucky. I’ve always been a dreamer. I grew up in the 1950s
and 1960s, decades when all sorts of seemingly impossible things
were happening—small and large. It sounds silly now, in this age
of iPods and portable electronic devices, but when I was a kid,
transistor radios were a revolutionary invention. You were sud-
denly able to take sound from faraway voices with you everywhere
you went. Someone dreamed up that concept, and the technology
became a reality.

My childhood was full of examples of big dreams realized: The
first organ transplant was performed, the color television was intro-
duced, a vaccine for polio was developed, Disneyland opened, lasers
were invented, the Civil Rights Act was passed, and astronauts
rocketed to the moon.

I was fortunate to grow up when I did, in a world where every
day brought new inventions. There was nothing to stop me from
thinking about what could be, because the unimaginable was be-
coming reality all the time. Thanks to that inspiration at such a
young age, I continue to live in a world of possibility.

My big dream as a kid was to visit Disneyland. I imagined that I
was in that magical place every day as I watched my favorite televi-
sion shows, The Mickey Mouse Club and The Wonderful World of
Disney, each Sunday night. Disneyland represented to me the ulti-

10 THE BEAR NECESSITIES OF BUSINESS

Start by believing you can truly achieve
whatever you set your mind to.

Never discount the power of a positive attitude.
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mate in fun, adventure, fantasy, and imagination, as it does for a lot
of children—and still does for me.

While I very much wanted to visit the amusement park, my family
lived in Florida at the time, a virtual world away from Anaheim, Cali-
fornia. (After all, Disney World in Orlando wasn’t even on the draw-
ing board then and wasn’t built until 1971, the year I graduated from
college.) Mom and Dad didn’t have the money to spend on something
this extravagant. As a result, a cross-country vacation seemed pretty
unlikely.

But I didn’t let that stop me from dreaming. Although a vaca-
tion to Disneyland was temporarily out of reach, it seemed like a
perfectly possible goal to one day achieve. I never thought, “Oh,
I’ll never go there.” Instead, I let my imagination go wild, think-
ing about what it would be like—and what I would do—when I
finally arrived.

I had the same optimistic dreamer’s mentality when I left Payless
ShoeSource and decided to go into business for myself. I never be-
lieved I wouldn’t succeed. I didn’t think about the things I couldn’t
do as I built this business. Instead, I focused on what I could accom-
plish. Never underestimate the power of a positive attitude.

Not dreaming big enough is one of the biggest mistakes entrepre-
neurs make. They let things like a lack of money or experience ham-

DREAM THE DREAM SUPREME 11

Not dreaming big enough is one of the biggest
mistakes entrepreneurs make.

Think about what your ideal business would
look like if there were no obstacles—financial or
otherwise—in your way.
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per them from mapping out the ultimate plan for their business.
They don’t take the broader 35,000-foot view. They focus on what
their limitations are instead of seeing the possibilities. You must en-
vision what can be, embrace it, and be empowered by it.

I challenge you to think about what your ideal business would look
like if there were no obstacles—financial or otherwise—in your way.
That’s what I did in the planning stages for Build-A-Bear Workshop. I
put aside financial worries, forgot about the bankers for a while, and
pretended that I had as much money as Warren Buffett or Bill Gates.
Then I imagined, down to the smallest detail, everything I would need
to build a successful brand and company.

It was a grand vision indeed, and although I wasn’t able to do all
the things I dreamed about immediately, I knew the possibilities that
were out there. My vision and the resulting business plan provided
me with the ultimate blueprint of goals to work toward as the com-
pany (and our profits) grew. Surprisingly, I was able to implement
many of the ideas in this blueprint thanks to having envisioned and
articulated all that I wanted early on.

As just one example, I’ve always liked how McDonald’s packages
its Happy Meals—complete with a hamburger, fries, drink, and fun
toy—into one cleverly designed box. I wanted to create a similar
takeaway case for our stuffed animals. Many retailers, without even
thinking about it or doing much research, would have rejected such
an idea right away. They would have decided that specialty packag-
ing like this was too expensive, and would have used shopping bags
instead. But I don’t think like most people. I don’t use words like
“can’t” or “won’t.” I talk about what’s possible, and that’s what
you should do as well.

With some investigating, I found a supplier able to make our
cardboard Cub Condo carrying cases more cheaply than we could

12 THE BEAR NECESSITIES OF BUSINESS

Only talk about what’s possible.
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buy paper bags! These adorable boxes, now a hallmark of our
brand, became carriers for our stuffed animal friends—and double
as walking mall billboards.

Sometimes big dreams have to wait. From the time we first
opened our doors in 1997, I knew I wanted to have the largest
Build-A-Bear Workshop store in the world right in the heart of New
York City. Realizing that this location would have to compete with
Broadway, the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, and
many of the world’s biggest and brightest attractions, it was clear
that our New York location would have to be magnificent in order
to make it in the Big Apple.

That’s why we didn’t build it immediately. A typical 3,000-
square-foot Build-A-Bear Workshop store would have gotten lost in
a city where everything is big, bold, and exciting—and where there’s
so much to do. Plus, when the company was younger, we didn’t
have the cash or brand recognition to construct such a huge store.

I waited eight years to act on this vision. All the while, my associ-
ates, Guests, and I kept thinking up ways to make the New York
store even more spectacular. We continued to dream the dream
supreme, and now that dream has come true.

Build-A-Bear Workshop opened its biggest store in the world on
New York’s prestigious Fifth Avenue in July 2005. It’s what you
might call our flagship store. At 20,000 square feet, it’s different
from any other in the company’s portfolio. It’s the first store in the

DREAM THE DREAM SUPREME 13

You alone are responsible for creating your own
success.

Don’t let outside forces limit your possibilities.
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world where Guests can create personalized T-shirts for their furry
friends or make their own “United Nations” of bears with our en-
tire international Collectiwear line of outfits. The store even houses
the ultimate hands-on dining experience, a restaurant called Eat
with Your Bear Hands Café. This location has become one of my fa-
vorite places in the world, right up there with Disneyland. It turned
out even better than I imagined!

You should never be afraid to dream—and dream big—because
it’s only through such thinking that great things happen. If you
can’t see it, how can you expect others to? You alone are responsi-
ble for creating your own success, so don’t let outside forces limit
your possibilities.

14 THE BEAR NECESSITIES OF BUSINESS
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L e t  a  C h i l d  I n s p i r e  Y o u

Truth be told, Build-A-Bear Workshop is a business that almost
never was.

When I quit my high-profile, financially rewarding job as
president of Payless ShoeSource to become an entrepreneur, I did so
because I needed more than I was getting out of this seemingly envi-
ous corporate position. Sure, my financial bank account was quite
healthy. After all, I made a high six-figure income. But despite this,
my psychic income bank account was nearly empty. My growing
boredom with the retail business led me to decide to put my money
where my mouth was.

I’ve always been a big believer that money is not the most im-
portant thing in life, and I wanted to do something that was

15

Kids are insightful because they look at the
world differently.
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unique and different. My idea was to take the concept of interac-
tive and entertainment retailing, especially for kids, a step beyond
where it was by turning it into a true experience. That way I could
use my creative talents, while building a business that encouraged
the same kind of out-of-the-box thinking in children. I realized
there was little, if any, other opportunity for kids to truly get in-
volved and participate, even in the best of today’s so-called enter-
tainment stores.

The precise blueprint for the business came together for me dur-
ing a shopping expedition with my wonderful young friend Katie
Burkhardt, who was 10 years old at the time.

Katie is the daughter of one of my good friends. Even when she
was young, I considered Katie to be one of my best friends, too,
since we enjoyed many of the same things.

I know that’s an odd thing for a woman in her mid-50s to say.
But we were—and still are—very close. Perhaps it has something to
do with the fact that I’ve never had children of my own. One thing’s
for sure: It was Katie (and her teddy bear George) who provided the
initial inspiration for this company.

When I moved from Topeka, Kansas (home of Payless Shoe-
Source) to Saint Louis, I used to pick Katie and her brother Jack up
from school for fun afternoon outings. One of our favorite things to
do together was scour local stores to look for Ty Beanie Babies.
Both Jack and Katie were collectors, and we were always looking
for pieces of the company’s stuffed animal collection they didn’t al-
ready have. One afternoon, we stopped by a store with a big sign on
the door touting its huge selection of Beanie Babies. To our disap-
pointment, we didn’t find a single animal there that Jack and Katie
didn’t own or hadn’t seen before.

16 THE BEAR NECESSITIES OF BUSINESS
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Katie doesn’t really remember this next part, but thank goodness
I do. You might say it was that eureka moment that helped to crys-
tallize what kind of new business I wanted to start. She picked up
one of the Beanie Babies and examined it with a critical eye. “You
know,” she said, “these are so simple. We could make these.”

She meant that we could buy some plush fabric and beans, go
home to my basement, and stitch up some homemade stuffed ani-
mals as a craft project. But what I heard with my entrepreneurial
ears was a big idea with so much more potential. Suddenly, I’d
found the inspiration for my new business. You know what they
say: “out of the mouths of babes.”

I immediately went into research mode and found a factory (there
were actually a few) making bears and giving tours to kids, while al-
lowing them to assist in the manufacturing process. I tried to con-
vince the owners of this factory to sell their business and partner
with me to create a bigger vision than what they currently had in
place. But they didn’t see things the same way and decided not to
sell. When I went back to Katie and told her this, she replied, “This
is soooo cool, we just have to do it ourselves. Had she said, “You
just have to do it,” I don’t know whether I would have been as ex-
cited about it. But she was already engaged in the concept and saw
the same possibilities that I saw.

Katie was the first child to provide the initial inspiration for the
company, but she’s certainly not the last. Every day, I listen to what
young children have to say, and not just so I can figure out how to
make them or their parents buy more from our stores.

Kids are just plain insightful, regardless of the business you’re in.
You don’t have to run a retail store for children to benefit from their
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knowledge. They look at the world differently from most adults.
They aren’t afraid to be silly or show their emotions. They’re natu-
rally kind and mostly unafraid. They don’t censor themselves for
fear of sounding stupid or having their ideas judged to be bad. They
speak their minds and say such amazing and spontaneous things.
These are all the sorts of traits you need, so seek the opinions of
kids when starting your business, even if they’re not in your target
demographic.

In short, kids are worth listening to, and their opinions are very
important. You never know how a child’s words might inspire you.
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