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“When a great opportunity arises, go with it. We had no fear of quitting business school. We were more afraid of letting this idea get away from us.” – Jessica DiLullo Herrin 

“Personal experience is a great way to land a business idea. My own wedding made me realize that the Internet could make wedding planning much easier.” – Jenny Lefcourt 

Skipping Class For A New Idea
Jenny Lefcourt, 31, and Jessica DiLullo Herrin, 27, didn’t know each other when they entered Stanford Business School in 1997, but they both had the same goal. In their admission essays, each wrote that she intended to start a business that would simplify a complicated process using the Internet.

 
The two repeatedly crossed paths at venture capital and entrepreneurship workshops on campus and soon became good friends. But their friendship took a turn toward business partnership when Lefcourt asked Herrin to enter Stanford’s annual “entrepreneurial challenge” contest, in which each contestant presents a business plan to a group of high-profile CEOs and venture capitalists in hopes of winning a $25,000 grand prize. “Do you have any business plans in mind?” asked Herrin. “Well,” said Lefcourt, “I was thinking about developing a concept for registering and buying wedding gifts online.” Herrin’s mouth dropped open and she gasped. “I wrote a business plan for that same idea two years ago!” The two immediately became engaged as partners for the contest, and soon after dropped out of Stanford to give birth to a business named Della and James that would grow up to be Della.com and would eventually tie the know with WeddingChannel.com.


How did they choose such an unusual name? Della and James are the two main characters in O. Henry’s classic 1906 short story, “Gift of the Magi.” They’re young, poor newlyweds who want to buy gifts for each other. James sells his watch to buy Della combs for her beautiful long hair, only to find out that she has sold her hair to buy him a fob chain for his watch. For Herrin and Lefcourt, the characters’ selflessness reflected the spirit of gift giving they wanted to propagate with their businesses. While they initially named their company Della and James, they later shortened it to Della.com for convenience. 


The company, which they co-founded in May 1998, grew to be a leading online gift registry for brides and grooms-to-be. Taking a commission from each gift purchased, it brought together well-known brick-and-mortar and virtual retailers, such as Amazon.com, Neiman Marcus, Williams-Sonoma, Crate & Barrel, and Dillard’s, all in one place. At the site, which can now be found at WeddingChannel.com (Della.com merged with WeddingCHannel.com in spring 2000), engaged couples can access their in-store registries, make changes to them, and create new ones. They can also add it4ems to their list from stores they haven’t registered with. When couples register with one of the company’s retail partners, their registries immediately become available through the site. Conversely, those who register from the site can access and edit their list from in-store computers. The company also has an online wedding shop that offers accessories from bridesmaids’ gifts and invitations to ring pillows and ceremonial music.

Taking The Plunge 

Entrepreneurs at heart, Herrin and Lefcourt both knew that they wanted to be part of a startup, and preferably run one. After graduating from Stanford with a degree in economics, Herrin joined an enterprise software company named Trilogy Development as employee number 40 and director of marketing. “This was before the time when immediately joining a pre-IPO startup after college was a popular thing to do,” she says. She first saw the sea change the Internet was causing in business when she took a leadership role in sales and marketing for pcOrder.com, a Trilogy division that provided e-commerce solutions to computer suppliers and was eventually spun out as its own company. (Coincidentally, pcOrder.com was founded by another successful young woman entrepreneur, Christy Jones.) Eager to gain more Web experience and learn more about consumer behavior online, Herrin next took a product management position wit NetRatings, a company measuring online audience usage. Then, in order to gain entrepreneurial skills, she returned to Stanford, this time as an MBA student.

Like Herrin, Lefcourt also earned an economics degree (hers from the University of Pennsylvania), but unlike her partner, she learned that big business wasn't for her by first dipping in her toe. Suring a two-year stint as a certified public accountant for Arthur Andersen in New York City, she felt buried in bureaucracy and stifled. “What made me most unhappy was that no matter what I did, the outcome seemed almost predetermined because there were so many ingrained rules and processes,” Lefcourt recalls. So she traded in that job, and after a year of backpacking through Europe and Asia, landed at MySoftware, a startup creating productivity software for small businesses. There, she launched the company’s Internet division and oversaw product marketing efforts. These experiences activated her entrepreneurial impulse, which she then opted to further feed in business school.

Lefcourt’s idea for a gift-registry business was inspired by her own wedding, which took place just a week before she started Stanford’s MBA program. While registering for gifts, she and her husband-to-be looked online for a way to simplify the process, but found nothing. “I knew setting up a wedding registry was a problem the Internet could solve,” she says.

By January 1998, Herrin and Lefcourt were working on their business plan in earnest as an adjunct to their MBA coursework, and soon Della.com was taking up most of their waking hours. As far as the business plan contest, well, they never actually completed it. In the first round of the competition, Dave Whorton, an associate partner at venture capital form Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers and one of the contest judges, asked them to pull their entry out of the contest and keep it quiet. Engaged to be married at the time, Whorton knew Herrin and Lefcourt were on to something big.

Having captured the serious interest of an elite VC firm, Herrin and Lefcourt faced a major decision: stay in school another year to finish their MBAs or drop out to turn Della.com into a real business. It didn’t take the two long to decide. “When Dave approached us about starting the business, our answer was, ‘Of course we will!’” remembers Herrin. And Lefcourt adds, “That was the reason we both went to Stanford in the first place.”

Wooing Suitors 

Although the two admittedly had an easier time getting funded than most first-time entrepreneurs because of Whorton’s enthusiasm, they weren’t able to forego formally pitching the idea in VC firms’ conference rooms. But even when presenting their business model to a room full of all-male Kleiner Perkins partners, Lefcourt says all they felt was adrenaline. “We were so revved up about the company we wanted to start, and so excited tp have the chance to talk about it, that we weren’t intimidated.”


Their excitement rubbed off: Kleiner Perkins invested a seed round of $1 million in May 1998 followed by a second round of $4 million along with Trinity Ventures seven months later. From the beginning, Herrin and Lefcourt intended on hiring a seasoned executive manager as CEO. “Since we were both new to managing a business, we didn’t see ourselves as the best candidates for CEO,” says Lefcourt. “We looked at the situation from the point of view of stockholders, and we didn't want to be learning how to run a business on company time. We wanted this experience to be a success, so we wanted a CEO who had the experience to make it big fast.”


Just as the pair started to search for a CEO, Rebecca Patton, a senior vice president at E*Trade, visited Kleiner Perkins to discuss potential CEO opportunities. Patton who did graduate with a Stanford MBA, had helped shape the online trader’s brand, develop its marketing strategy, and build it into one of the Net’s top brokerage sites, but she was ready for her next challenge. So Kleiner Perkins introduced her to Herrin and Lefcourt, and it proved to be a perfect match. “We had liked the other candidates we’d interviewed, but when we met Rebecca, we immediately loved her,” says Lefcourt. “There was an instant connection.” Although she and Herrin knew Patton had the experience to scale their business, they had to persuade her long and hard to join the fledgling startup. The three talked over the vision for Della.com and, finally, convinced that that they would make a great team, Patton joined as CEO. Herrin and Lefcourt instead became VP of product marketing and VP of marketing and business development, respectively. “Our backgrounds were in these areas, so we knew we could add a lot of value to the company in the positions we took,” says Herrin.

No Honeymoon

Even before top management was in place, Herrin and Lefcourt were already signing up retail partners. Advisers had recommended that they cut out retailers and sell directly to customers. (At the time, brick-and-mortar retailers were regarded as potential dinosaurs soon to be made extinct by the Internet.) But Herrin and Lefcourt disagreed with this strategy. “Brides want to touch and feel the items they’re going to live with for the rest of their lives, and an Internet-only site would never be able to provide that experience,” says Lefcourt. “We didn’t want to be an e-tailer with inventory or fulfillment to worry about,” adds Herrin. “Instead we wanted to be an e-service aggregator, something that’s much more profitable.” Their strategy was to market Della.com to deep-pocketed customers, and that meant convincing high-end stores to offer their wares over the site. “We didn’t want to have 50 houseware stores, we wanted to have only the best,” explains Herrin.


But getting the best brick-and-mortar retailers to join forces with a brand-new dotcom wasn’t easy. For Herrin and Lefcourt, wooing retailers was much harder than pitching to VCs. “At the time, the Internet was a little new and scary to them,” Lefcourt recalls. “It was unchartered territory. We had to show them how it could improve their business and consumer relationships.”


Della.com’s board of directors loaned a hand. A recent addition was Phil Schlein, a partner with U.S. Venture Partners and former CEO of Macy’s department stores. His knowledge of the industry and personal contacts opened the door and paved the way for the founders to meet with CEOs at top retailers. “The retailers had heard about the Internet and young entrepreneurs, but it can be a shock to the system to have two young women come in and pitch you on an idea when you’ve worked your way up and are a 50-year-old man heading up a major national retailer,” says Lefcourt. “Phil would come to us and sort of play the ‘gray hair’ role. His presence was very helpful to us in these meetings.” To underscore the site’s technological strengths, Kleiner Perkins added Jerry Held, its entrepreneur-in-residence and former Oracle veteran, to Della.com’s board. He also participated in meetings with retailers to promote the state-of-the-art technology the site would use to link retailers with online registry users. 


All the courting paid off as name-brand retailers including Crate & Barrel, Neiman Marcus, Williams-Sonoma, and REI signed up. “They eventually said yes, but working out the details about what items would be sold and what commission they would pay was a long process,” says Lefcourt. “It didn’t happen at Internet speed.” It took a year from initial funding to site launch to hammer out these exclusive agreements and integrate retailers’ systems with the Della.com site.

New Options For Newlyweds 

Della.com unveiled its virtual wedding registry in June 1999. At launch, the site was rigged to a beeper that would go off every time a visitor made a purchase. Soon after the site went live, the beeper started going odd so often that it became annoying and employees turned it off. “Right after we launched, we would actually do a little dance to the sound of the beeper,” says Herrin. “Hearing all those beeps was very exciting.”


As Herrin and Lefcourt see it, engaged couples, who traditionally register at no more than three stores, want to manage their gift registries all in one location, add unique items to their list from stores they haven’t registered with, and provide greater selection to their guests, who can easily purchase a gift over the site even if they live thousands of miles from the nearest store selling the item. Wedding gifts make an ideal e-commerce category since buyers don’t need to touch the items they purchase – they already know they’ve been deemed gift-worthy by the to-be-weds.


Herrin was so happy that the site launched in time for her own August 1999 nuptials, so she and her Stanford sweetheart could take Della.com for a real-life spin. “My wedding guests lived all over the country and many of them didn’t have a Restoration Hardware or an REI store nearby,” she says. “Della.com made it easier for us and them to choose gifts.”


Customers played a big role in defining the site’s offerings. And now, a part of WeddingChannel.com, the company continues to rely on both market research and customer surveys to find out what site tools and gifts are most desired. “We discovered that many couples wanted to add a tent and two sleeping bags to their list but they didn’t want to register at a camping store, so we added REI as one of our retailers,” says Lefcourt. “”Customers also said they wanted more unique decorative items for the home, so we added Restoration Hardware.”


The site’s value to wedding gifts is that it lets them easily locate a couple’s gift registry, view and choose a gift, and conveniently purchase it from the comfort of their own home. The site offers traditional gifts such as fluted champagne glasses and kitchen appliances, as well as unique items like cooking lessons and spa treatments. For personalized help, the company offers a customer service staff via phone or email who can ask a few questions about the couple-to-be and make custom-tailored gift suggestions.

	The Business Model

Typically the most acquisitive event in a person’s life, weddings are big businesses. Every year, wedding guests spend approximately $17 billion on toasters, silver candlestick holders, cappuccino machines, and other guests. When you tally the cake, band, food, and other expenses, the numbers are even more astounding: the 2.5 million couples who get married in the United States each year generate a total of $50 billion in wedding-related spending.


How did Della.com earn its biggest slice of the wedding pie? From commissions. At the time of merger with WeddingChannel.com, Della.com was getting a cut of each sale through the site. Revenues from direct sales of wedding accessories and sponsorship fees were also tallied, although Lefcourt and Herrin demure when it comes to sharing specific figures.   


Although Della.com was primarily a consumer-oriented  e-commerce business, its revenue model also had a business-to-business aspect. As part of WeddingChannel.com, it continues to license its online registry technology to brick-and-mortar stores. Gump’s, a 150-year-old specialty store in San Francisco, scrapped its registry database to license Della.com’s technology instead. And Restoration Hardware and other retail partners use the company’s bridal registry computer kiosks in all their stores. “Licensing our technology to our retailers is one more way to build strong relationships with them,” says Herrin. The 




	company also charges fees when integrating its registry technology with a retailer’s existing systems. “We don’t just put them online,” explains Lefcourt. “Our value is bringing them into an aggregation of other, complementary retailers and services that benefit them.”


Luckily, weddings are a market where it’s possible to do very targeted advertising. For the most part, Della.com relied on reaching brides-to-be through advertising in magazines such as Brides and Modern Bride, the wedding-planning bibles. The company also built its customer base by offering special incentives on its site (for example, “purchase something from our Wedding Shop and receive $50 toward a spa treatment”) and other promotions to encourage brides and grooms to spread the word to their wedding guests. A huge benefit of the business model is that it enabled Della.com and now WeddingCHannel.com to join marketing efforts with their retailers. “When brides and grooms go into their stores, retailers hand them a registry packet that has our branding inscribed on it,” says Lefcourt.


Popular thinking is that the equivalent of the Christmas rush for the wedding industry are the summer months of May through August. Not so, according to Herrin. Because of the near impossibility of booking a church or band during that time, and the fact that summer can be too hot for weddings in the South and Southwest, ceremonies are now spread throughout the year, although the concentration increases between May and October. That means the wedding business isn’t subject to wild seasonal variations, and, unlike many e-tailers, Della.com was able to forego traditional seasonal advertising campaigns. 




Tying The Knot 

In order to build Della.com’s customer base fast, Kleiner Perkins thought Amazon.com would make a good partner and arranged a meeting between Jeff Bezos and Della.com’s CEO Patton. Although Amazon.com could have set up its own registry, Bezos liked the fact that Della.com had build exclusive relationships with high-end retailers, so amazon.com (as well as some of Della.com’s other retail partners) decided to invest. In September 1999, Della.com received $45 million in a third round of funding led by Amazon.com , which took a 20 percent stake.


The $45 million helped finance the creation of an ambitious all-occasion gift registry just in time for the 1999 holiday season. The new registration was a first step toward expanding Della.com to include baby-gift registries, as well as birthday, anniversary and holiday wish lists. But in spring 2000, after a few months of struggling to tie all those elements together, Della.com decided to go back to its roots and focus on its wedding registry. “We realized we couldn’t do it all at once, which was humbling,” admits Lefcourt. “The reality for a startup is that if you don’t have a complete organization in place, it’s easy to take your eye of the ball. That’s a lesson no business school can really teach.”


The upside of Della.com’s decision to refocus on its strength in wedding registries is that the rivals came calling. With heated competition in the online registry market, Della.com realized the best way to secure a clear lead was to join forces with another major player in the online wedding space. So in April 2000, Della.com and the WeddingChannel.com tied the knot. Rebecca Patton, Della.com’s CEO, became the CEO of the merged company, which operates under the WeddingChannel.com, and Lefcourt and Herrin kept their same roles. Prior to the merger, the top three wedding registry sites – WeddingChannel.com, Della.com, and The Knot – were running neck and neck in terms of page views and unique users. Della.com and the WeddingChannel.com’s strong marriage instantly vaulted the new company into the lead.


With their baby grown up and married, what are Lefcourt and Herrin's plans for the future? “For now, we want to make sure WeddingCHannel.com is the category killer in the wedding space,” says Lefcourt. Herrin shares this focus, although she also envisions someday starting a company with her husband, But, she quips: “I can't imagine Jenny not being in the picture, though, since I feel like I’m married to her too!”

Jenny Lefcourt’s THREE LESSONS LEARNED
	1. “Think positively. You can always find a reason why your business won’t work, but to be successful, you need to focus on the reasons why it will.”

2. “Amass talent quickly. Surround yourself with the people and skills you need as soon as possible. An idea is just an idea until it’s executed.”

3. “Take it seriously, but not too seriously. There’s a fine line between pouring your heart into something and going overboard. Be 100 percent passionate, but remember that it’s not a life-and-death situation.”




Jessica DiLullo Herrin’s THREE LESSONS LEARNED
	1. “See the opportunity, not the obstacles. You shouldn’t be naïve, but focusing on the hurdles will only exhaust you, not compel you to do what seems impossible. Oftentimes, when you cast away disbelief, you can succeed because you didn’t focus on why you should fail.”

2. “Surround yourself with an incredible team of equal parts experience and passion. But don’t compromise on the quality of people you hire for quick growth. If you make a hiring mistake, correct it very quickly. Hire people who are driven by a genuine passion for your market.”

3. “Don’t go it alone. Whether it’s the support of a business partner or a spouse, you need someone to pick you up after the many, many bumps you will face on the long but wonderful road of entrepreneurship.”




Della.com: KEY STRATEGIC TAKEAWAYS

	· When hunting for a winning business idea, look for a process that the Internet can drastically simplify. Based on her own bridal registry woes, Jenny Lefcourt knew online registries could make the process much more convenient.

· If an opportunity comes along that looks too good to pas sup, don’t let it get away. Lefcourt and Herrin decided to forego graduating from business school rather than delay starting their company.

· Be realistic about your leadership skills. If you don’t think toy have enough experience to be a CEO, hire the best person you can.

· For tough negotiations, enlist help. Herrin and Lefcourt relied on two board members for advice and assistance in approaching potential retail partners

· Use incentives to build traffic. Herrin and Lefcourt overcame the challenge of reaching gift givers by giving brides and grooms incentives to tell their wedding guests about Della.com.

· When necessary, scale back and refocus on your core business. When Della.com bit off more than it could chew by expanding into all-occasion gift registries too early, it refocused to first make its wedding registry the best it could be

· In overcrowded e-commerce sectors. Consolidation is inevitable. Joining forces with a leader in the same niche can be a good way to ensure the long-term viability of your venture.


