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I'alking To The HBoss

Wendi Ezgur:

The mother of inventions

by Chuck Green

Wendi Ezgur calls it the
“wedding shower circuin.”
Senout stulfl

"My [riends were gelling
married, and [ was in the process
of getting married. So | was
going 1o wedding showers every
weekend.”

And that meant she was
stocking up on gifis, And who's
ever seen a gift. af least one no
larger than a bread basket, with-
oul wrapping paper? That was
the rub. Ezgur deplores wrap
g paper and everything asso-
ciated with il

I always hated wrapping
gifis. 1 thought it was such a
pan, And it seems like such a
wasie al the end There are
garbage bags on top of garbage
hags, filled with wasted paper,”

Bingo!

But instend of griping aboul
it prioe o attending one shower,
Ezgur acied. She purchased a
gift, sans paper. Bul she had
something under her sleeve, or
al leas! inside the trunk of her
car: a hingo marker. One thing
fed to another, and Ezgur
hatched an idea [or an environ
mentally sound allernative
i wrapping paper. Instead of
tangling  with scissors and
Scotch tape, nol o mention dis
carded paper, her idea was 1o
paanl the gift bos with an array
of grant polkaadots or just write
on the box, wang the sponge p
of the marker ax an applicator

It was 4 guick way o cover
the hax without hassling with or
wasting paper.”

In Fact, she eventually jomnt
venlured with & manufacturer
and developed a product called
Wraplak Wuh thar, Exgur had
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fulfilled her career ambition: she
Was an inventor

"An idea factory 15 what |
suppose you'd call me, although
the technical term for it might be
product development,” Yeah,
but why get technical about it?

Her niche

That was about Tour years
ago. Since then, Ezgur has (ound
a4 niche, largely
im children’s
products; in
fact, today she
has about 10
on the market,
including
eraser jewelry
and themed
sidewalk
chalk Tor a
company
named
Pentech, as
well as
wacky walches
and s:lly shades, which are pan
of a line she named Crel, which
was developed for Janlynn. a
eraflt manufacturer

Ezgur’s desire to creale new
products, which dawned on her
wihile working as an account
execulive with a downtown
Chicago ad agency, was any
thing but wacky

“While with the agency, |
learned a lot ahewl production
the creative side, and how 1o
present ideas, which s probably
the man thing | use i my cur
rent business,” named Lead
Head Ine ., lowcated in Clucagis

Suariing wour iwn busingss

wian be as painful a% 5 root ¢anal,
bt Ezgur b at least two things
on her side: moxie,
keen vbheerver ol her environ
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ment, about 1,4H ditlerent
ieas. They camie from every-
whiere. | was alwavs lonking

arcund o see whal was ol
hwere

Mt only that, she fowmd her
sl anoeeved Tram b
Which helped

‘IT I was sitting there
thimking of | boad oo place 1w paal
all ol my renuwne conirals, Tor
instance, a0 they didn't Fall
between the sea cushions of he
thin waould spark an
wbea | staried
e lonk
ough
Cilm
cepis friim
heginning
tor end n
nrdoer o
really unider
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couch,

Elaiase

stamd the
progess,
which |

thought 1 had
1o do in order
o succeed ™
That happened to be about the
time her [riends |'\l|';|_'ill'l imceting
Mr. Right. Her annoyance with
wrapping paper hap el im
play night anto her hamds. " The
wlga with the mngo marker gay
me the chance 1o take 4
Teaoer stiert b Dieaslt 1 oweies
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was a simple concep

could exceute Lnrly well Aol
given my ad agency !
ground, T could get the
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Ezpur doesn’t kid arownd when §t comes to her inventions, like
CreS, developed for Janlyan, a craft manufacturer,

oo aumid 2™ advangage of the limnanons ol
In G, ot turmed onte i faomly  inventors by telling them that
ilaer, Pegur's Dather, aographic  thes can markel and sell thewr

‘upseguently, an inventos
mught pay thoosands of dollars
unpuany that never does
s thzng Tor them
wopnlorlamaie

s ner |.||'.I.;|:II|'|| Ehar lingrin, as pideas o
will as the product and packaee
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hreetion and decwided | would
sell the Wraplak 10 an evisting
manufacturer.”

Her abililty to do thay has
attracted the interest of other
~ompanes When thev find oul
I developed that praduct from
dart 1o fimsh, they wonder if |
:an do the same thing for them,”

In ather wardy, wrapping

paper, indirectly, helped give
Ezgur credibility. Sounds like
inother adventure of the

Twilight Zone

‘Once you sinrk building
producis that sell and have a
track recard, it helps give vou
entree.” saud Ergur. who now s
in the process of vneitmg o fine
al chuldren’s aris and craflis
achvily kits for a weanpany ot
east

Fepur's propensity for prowl
ing the market led to her idea lor
sidewulk chalk and helped ler
circumyent 4 crowded (eld
of  patential competitors
"Evervone oul there is manulac-
luring sticks of sidewalk chalk
ind ne one’s making moncy
pecause the Wal-Marts and
K Marts of the wirld can pit one
company againsi annther and
shoot the price way down 5o
s Reeded o make simething
ianggue bl our chalk ™

Chalk one up

e amawer was chalk <haped
A0 P dd bk ] g L roam
At R sy af thay con
oW B s Gas bs T D
"
| probably ran 15 different
halk tdeas by the zompany |
vas developing the wea for ™
That preveed 1o be a viluakle
cxson, "Over time, Iyve learned

hat just because § ke wertan
deas, it’s nol always whay the
-ampanies hike best | wouldn's
sven necessanly think that uce-
ac-loe or (ce cream cone
lesigns were the best ones | pre-
ented, but it all depends on
vhat the manufacturer s look-

g fior. Will i1 he
flective tor
produce?
How much work
LIl go into the
manufaciure of
the product? So
I learned tha
vou throw all
the ideas out there, no matter
how stupid you think they might
be” " she laughed

S1wpid? Hey, vou're talking
about 2 woman who canstantly
‘feeds her hbenin,” as she
describes it. Not 3 day passes
that Ergur doesa’t see to o that
il gets plenty of mental nounsh-
ment “T's not bke | wake up in
the morning and say “okay. i's
Wednesday. now [ spend 9. 11
A.m. thinking.” You leed the
brain. Creativity is like 3 mus-
cle: the muore you exercise i, the
hetter yeu are an i

Adding to that feeding frenzy,
Ergur lcafs through aboul 15
différent catalogues. and con
stantly explores stores and
attends trade shows "Trade
shows are a gond sowrce,
hecause you see where the
trends are going and whar other
kinds of products are oul there.”

Ezgur also 15 a hig heliever in
mweegers, 1 Tike 1o pull from one
ndustry  dw  aneiher Four
instance. |owas an g garden show
wlign | was teying Wy think ol
rack poeschool products. 5o |

gt gy with the pdea ol g
pen. You put Jdirt n the
Rareel of the pen and plant o
sl A Muwer will grow aut of
the twp. A lat of times, [ exirapo-
late by 1aking deas from ane
dusiry amd merging them intn
1, Tal] CILT o

Tough racket

Mergers  asuide, Ezgue
schnowledges she's i a tough
racket. People think that just
hecause vou come up with an
idea. you can go oul and sell it
IT 1 ger two or three ideas out n
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3 year,
which 1
d o
that s a
greal
average
That"s n
ul clowe 10
50 presen-
tations 2
vear, "li's
very difficult to markst ideas,”
Today. Ergur gencrates most
leads when companies contact
her o work with thern on a pro-
ject they want 1o develup. Bul
before she had her track record,
the primary tracks she made
were the ones that led her into
her awn litnle world. conjuring
up deas. “When [ gol one. I'd
thoroughly research the fndus-
try [ found out who made 2imi-
lar types of products. where
those companies were located
and how they manufactured 1he
producis Then | cantacted
those companees and explained
that 1 had a concept which they
might he interested 1n secing
I'd say that nccupied 35 percent
of my time. just rescarching an
industry and Irying 1o ger my

h a [r, al'.'hI

Fowsl i thee s Frrur sund anvene can think of

e vowr get awrock eecond,  an odea The mrick s whuit v un
it ;n:;_-x call vou and ihe with o frosmy dhers, “It's 5 [TITEON
Priscess siarts v work bk Todd ool whis can hrrng fowus o g
wards By that T mean that the  progdct. ma -h! il into wmething

cumpany will tell e whad o i
looking for, then [y o think of
ideas for them. That's really ihe
rdeal method, because o repre-
senls a maore gqualificd need |
don'| have 1o spend a5 much
ime just gethng my (ool in the
dnar. They re already lonking
for an iden ond | can ask them
specific questions.”

Stitl, there tends v be a
dimension to the process thai,
like wrapping paper, drives
Ezgur absolutely batty. A 1o
afl times. when I'm iglling a
concept to a company. they
take an sititude af thanks for
the wdea and they will pay me
the rovalties when the idea is
out there. | have no inpul on
packaging or produet design
That" s unfortunate, hecause |
have the total concept in my
mund and think [ ¢an lemd good
ideas 10 the process. But they
wani i use thewr in-house pen.
ple.”

Despite the sweat invalved,

that makes sense for 3 company
and convess a4 ¢lear mussage
Yo have about one gl g hall
sevomls 1o get the aitentien of
shippers wialkimg dnwn 4 <tirs
aisle | think [ bring focus 0 ihe
tahle "

And, nccasioni iy, she has 1o
focus on holding her tungue
when a finished produe does
not resemble her original con-
cept.

“Sometimes | don’t see a
product until i's finished and
then [ just cringe because [ can't
beliave what they've done to my
idea. They've killed it1!™ she
said, her voice rising. “They ve
changed it &0 much that it
becames someihing dilferent. |
Enow that's dune sonetimes to
keep costs down, but ot kills me,
hecause 1"ve pul se much effart
1 an aded and it lurns inlo some-
theng that [ oida’t intend.”

Well, then, how aboul coming
i wath some son of @p gun?

Mo disybi she's “I!f.‘:lng on il
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