
Crowdfunding isn’t just a hot, 
trending social media phe-
nomenon – it’s like a manu-
facturer’s dream: People pay 
you, ahead of time, for prod-

uct that hasn’t been manufactured (or 
in some cases even fully developed) yet. 
You don’t have to front the money for 
tooling and materials and, better still, 
the items are pre-sold, before produc-
tion even begins, virtually eliminating 
the chance of getting stuck with unsold 
inventory.

But crowdfunding’s power goes 
beyond funding. These sites are barom-

eters of consumer relevance, aggregat-
ing people interested enough in your 
product to put up money and buy it. 
That’s precious market research data 
that trumps typical focus group-type 
research. This isn’t an opinion poll or 
questionnaire trying to gauge some-
one’s hypothetical interest in purchas-
ing a theoretical product – these people 
have confirmed their interest by putting 
up real money, and those funds validate 
that interest.

Which makes crowdfunding seem 
very compelling. But is it too good to 
be true?

What is Crowdfunding?
In 2009, the Kickstarter website 

launched, gathering enough PR to usher 
crowdfunding into the mainstream. It 
began as a fundraising platform for 
creative projects like films, music and 
art, but has since morphed into a fund-
ing site that includes yet-to-be-launched 
consumer products, typically with some 
sort of technology component. It’s eas-
ily the biggest and most widely known 
crowdfunding platform, with the stron-
gest track record for raising money.

In a nutshell, here’s how a 
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Kickstarter project works:
 T A creator posts details about their 
project on Kickstarter, describing 
what it is and what it does, soliciting 
pledges toward a specific funding 
goal that helps launch that prod-
uct. There’s a deadline that can be 
1-60 days, although 30 days seems 
to be the most typical (according 
to Kickstarter, shorter timeframes 
have a higher probability of meeting 
funding goals).

 T The listing includes a set of cre-
ator-established pledge tiers, with 
a series of associated rewards. For 
instance, the first 100 backers might 
receive a product in an exclusive, 
custom color. Or if backers pledge 
a large-enough amount, they might 
receive the product being funded, 
but at a discount, like receiving a 
$200 MSRP item in exchange for a 
pledge of $150. It’s all about provid-
ing something the backers wouldn’t 
be able to have otherwise.

 T If the pledge goal isn’t met by the 
deadline, the project dies and no 
money changes hands. The back-
ers don’t pay anything, the creator 
receives nothing. But if the pledge 
goal is met the project is consid-
ered launched. The backers pay up, 
the creator receives funds, and the 
project presumably moves forward 
(toward production, in the case of 
consumer goods).
There are restrictions imposed by 

Kickstarter as to the type of projects 
that are eligible, how you can present 
your project (including the stipulation 
that you must have a working proto-
type; no photorealistic renderings are 
allowed), and other specifics that we 
won’t get into here. But if you can work 
within those rules it could really pay 
off. As of this writing, Kickstarter has 
raised nearly $1.9 billion in pledges, 
successfully funding more than 89,700 
projects, with an all-time high of $20.3 
million raised for a single project, the 
Pebble Time smart watch. That’s serious 
start-up capital.

Kickstarter wasn’t the first crowd-
funding platform, and it’s far from the 
only such site – IndieGoGo, arguably 
the runner-up in clout and name recog-
nition, actually predates Kickstarter – 
but Kickstarter is the biggest and most 
well-known, dominating the field the 
same way eBay does with online auc-

Cont inued from page 31 tions. Other crowdfunding sites differ 
in detail, but at their core they’re basi-
cally variations on the same crowdfund-
ing model: An idea is presented, seek-
ing backers; if backers pledge enough 
funds, the idea becomes reality.

The original idea was to allow small 

studios, independent artists and start-
up companies to achieve goals they 
couldn’t otherwise fund. For manufac-
turers, crowdfunding sounds fabulous. 
If it’s done right, you’ve virtually elimi-
nated the customary financial risk that 
comes with a new product launch.

9,134,245
Backers who have pledged funds

24,241,908 
Total pledges

89,704
Successfully funded 
projects

53,238
Projects successfully 
meeting goals <$10,000

$76.70
Average pledge 

value

115
Projects that 

exceeded 
$1 million in 

pledges

$20,300,000
Largest amount raised  
by a single project  
(Pebble Time smart watch)

$1,850,000,000
Dollars raised

* as of this writing

*
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For consumers, backing a project 
provides a vicarious thrill – you’re part 
of a startup! – letting them experience 
the money-rush of venture capitalism, 
without requiring a six- or seven-figure 
buy-in. And the money they’re putting 
up is subject to far less risk than any ven-
ture capital funds. Because you don’t pay 
anything if the project falls short of its 
funding threshold, crowdfunding has at 
least the appearance of a built-in insur-
ance policy against failure (although 
products can, and have, reached their 
pledge goals only to fail in production 
and delivery). Plus you get cool stuff at a 
discount. What’s not to love?

Socialize for Success
If you think of Kickstarter purely as 

a funding site, you’re not seeing the big 
picture. This is social media in business 
guise, plain and simple. And the more 
adept you are with social media, the 

greater your chance of achieving fund-
ing success.

Crowdfunding is like a democra-
tized version of venture capital fund-
ing. Instead of convincing a very small 
group of investors of the viability of 
your project, who then plunk down a 
big chunk of capital, you’re appealing to 
a much larger audience. And if you can 
persuade a big-enough crowd to indi-
vidually back you, with relatively small 
amounts of cash, you get your funding. 
This can be better than soliciting funds 
from venture capitalists, who demand 
some sort of return like a percentage of 
profits, or even a chunk of your com-
pany – effectively an added tax you’ll 
pay forever. All your consumer backers 
want is a discount, and the chance to be 
first to have something. But appealing 
to what might be thousands of would-
be backers is a lot of work, amounting 
to countless web-based sales pitches. 

You are, literally, selling people on an 
item that doesn’t yet exist, and that can 
be a truly tough sell when pitching an 
item so revolutionary it’s without prec-
edent. Which is why it’s almost essential 
to have some social media chops.

Managed correctly, a crowdfund-
ing campaign will net you more than 
money – it can jumpstart your mar-
keting program, even help fine-tune 
product development. But it takes a lot 
of work. “Managing those campaigns is 
overwhelming,” states Planet Traveler’s 
Harry Shiekh, a longtime travel goods 
industry veteran. “You get hundreds 
and hundreds of questions. I work with 
a team of six people who managed this 
campaign with Facebook advertising, 
Google adwords, and lots of analytics 
on the Internet to get as much exposure 
as possible. Just putting up a campaign 

Moving Pictures
It takes a good idea to succeed on 
Kickstarter and other crowdfunding sites. 
But everyone contacted for this story 
agrees that good video is absolutely 
essential for this type of storytelling.

“Marketing is the number one most criti-
cal component of your Kickstarter,” says 
Gaston Blanchet of Trunkster. “You’re 
selling the idea of a product, not the 
product itself. If people saw or felt the 
quality of our prototype, it would’ve been 
so difficult. I could barely make a video 
with those first prototypes we had, if we 
worked them too hard they’d fall apart. 
But it got people excited about a product 
they’re going to receive.”

“With the proliferation of crowdfunding 
sites just about anything can get funded, but only if the idea is strong and can sell itself in seconds,” 
asserts David Wolffe, who successfully Kickstarted the Wolffe Pack backpack. “That first pitch is vital 
– the video is key and makes or breaks the campaign.”

Everyone contacted for this story agreed on this point, either crediting their video with the campaign’s 
success, or expressing the desire for a stronger video if they were to crowdfund again.

That said, a strong idea will stand on its own. “To make a video that looks good and sounds good, 
you have to know what you’re doing,” says Skyroll’s Don Chernoff. “Getting it to sound like it’s not your 
garage, you have to know how to do it and have the right equipment. We did it on the cheap and 
it doesn’t sound good; if I did another Kickstarter I’d hire a video person to do it. If you look at the 
ones that don’t succeed, one of the things they have in common is they either don’t have a video, 
or don’t do a good job explaining what’s going on.”

“That first pitch is vital 
– the video is key and 
makes or breaks the 
campaign.”

Skyroll used Kickstarter to test the market viability of its 
spinner case, without having to take on the financial risk of 
opening molds and producing a product, and then trying to 
find a consumer audience; a boon for the small company.

Planet Traveler’s Space Case 1  
didn’t just get funded on 
Kickstarter (to the tune of nearly 
$1 million); backer feedback 
helped shape the production 
version’s final configuration.

STILL FROM WOLFFE PACK BACKPACK VIDEO

Cont inued on page 34
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$920,122 in seed money from nearly 
2,000 backers.

Magi Raible from LifeGear, which 
has conducted its own successful 
Kickstarter campaigns and helped oth-
ers with theirs, agrees. “Social media 
is the key to the best campaigns – you 
have to have at least 10 campaign visits 
for every backer you get. So if you’re 
after 1,000 backers to put in cash, you 
need 10,000 looking at your site.”

A good idea can stand on its own, 
but it helps to have social media lever-
age. “The ones who are successful, and 
tell you how to do it, say you need to 
have a network of email addresses and 
tell them, ‘Go check this out,’” says Don 
Chernoff of Skyroll. “We didn’t have 
that, it was a blind thing for us where 
we just put it out there and hoped.” It 
worked for Skyroll, but if they crowd-
funded again Chernoff readily admits 
they’d do it differently.

“Kickstarter does not bring an audi-
ence on its own. You can’t just put a 
page up and expect people to find you 
and fund you. A massive PR effort 
is required to bring an audience to 
Kickstarter. This was a surprise to me,” 
states David Wolffe, who had a suc-
cessful Kickstarter campaign for the 
Wolffe Pack backpack in late 2014. “The 
flip side is that once you get that PR it 
becomes a virtuous circle and the PR 
just seems to grow.”

For the duration of a Kickstarter 
campaign, your project page becomes 
a de facto community, and your back-
ers can be a huge help. Contributing 
to a crowdfunding campaign is kind of 
like placing bets at the racetrack: Once 
you’ve put your money down, you want 
your horse to succeed. And like that 
guy leaning over the rail with a fistful 
of betting stubs, you’ll cheer and yell 
and encourage others to root for your 
horse. “Backers live vicariously through 
the crowdfunding entrepreneurs,” notes 
LifeGear’s Raible.

Kickstarter campaigns encourage 
dialog with backers, who also engage 
each other in pulling for your success. 
The more interaction you have with 
backers, the greater their feeling of 

Most pitches for venture capital take place 
behind closed doors. “Shark Tank” puts it all 
out in the open, editing each pitch for seed 
capital down to an 8-minute sound bite, in 
the interest of television entertainment. Like 
crowdfunding, contestants want capitalization. 
But it also boils down to being able to tell a 
good product story.

“Shark Tank” can provide a lot more than 
funding. Power Practical appeared on the 
show in April 2014, and was able to success-
fully woo Mark Cuban as an investor. “Just 
having Mark Cuban on board, being exposed 

to the people who work for him and how that opens doors, that was a real positive. Not to mention 
that 8 million people saw our brand,” Caleb Light recounts. “Being part of the ‘Shark Tank’ family gives 
us more opportunities. It’s kind of taking over from the ‘As Seen on TV’ infomercials. There are ‘Shark 
Tank’ branded end caps in stores, which opened up retail distribution we wouldn’t have gone after. 
We’re in Staples, there are 500 stores with ‘Shark Tank’ end caps selling our rechargeable batteries.”

You don’t even need to have a successful run on “Shark Tank” to reap some rewards. Romy Taormina 
of Psi Bands received a lowball investment offer on “Shark Tank” during the 2012 season, and turned 
it down. While she caught some grief from online pundits for refusing the offer, she gained more kudos 
from people who recognized that she didn’t undervalue her company and stuck to her guns. The show 
has been aired several times, and even now Taormina receives testimonials and thanks from people 
who discovered her nausea relief wristbands through “Shark Tank.” “So many opportunities have pre-
sented themselves – sales, heart-warming testimonials, press coverage, an invitation to be included on 
‘Good Morning America,’ and networking and friendships amongst fellow ‘Shark Tank’ entrepreneurs who 
are just so lovely and willing to support each other both professionally and personally,” says Taormina.

Jill Yvette Dybdahl of LollyZip and her daughter, Anna, attended live auditions for “Shark Tank” in 2014, 
and made it through two rounds of auditions before ultimately failing to make it onto the show. But 
she still chalks this up as a positive experience. “We perfected our ‘elevator speech.’  With the cameras 
rolling we only had about a minute to pitch LollyZip so we quickly learned how to better talk about our 
product in a short amount of time.”

Even a negative experience can pay off. “If you do an Internet search for ScotteVest and ‘Shark Tank’ 
there’s a tremendous amount written on my appearance,” recalls Scott Jordan, CEO of ScotteVest, 
whose episode aired on the third season (in fact, typing “scottevest” into Google causes it to suggest 
“scottevest shark tank” as an autocomplete). “I was the most combative, I told two of the sharks off, 
I fought with Mark Cuban. They made me seem very adversarial.” Despite being cast in a negative 
light, Jordan thinks his appearance was ultimately a good thing. “I didn’t sell any product but people 
now know me all over the world. It got the company name out there.” But despite peeking behind the 
curtain and seeing its ugly underbelly, Jordan still watches the show. “For awhile I was bitter, I was over 
it. But it’s an entertaining show. It’s a way to get that viral attention.”

community and investment. Backers 
often feel a sense of ownership, and 
they want to contribute. That’s valu-
able, because those backers are your 
best recruiters. Nothing draws people 
like a crowd, and that phenomenon is 
what makes crowdfunding work. The 

on Kickstarter doesn’t mean you’re 
going to generate enough eyes, you have 
to go outside that world to create some 
social awareness.” The upshot to put-

ting all this horsepower behind social 
media? Planet Traveler’s Kickstarter for 
the Space Case 1 made its funding goal 
three days after launch; at the end of 
the campaign’s 45-day run, they had 

Power Practical is like a poster child for crowdfunding, having 
four successful Kickstarter campaigns, as well as attracting 
venture capital from Mark Cuban on “Shark Tank.”

Although Psi Bands’ Romy Taormina turned down a “Shark 
Tank” offer on the show, the appearance provided valuable 
exposure for her brand she wouldn’t have received otherwise.

Cont inued from page 33
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more people who are posting comments 
to your page, talking up awesome fea-
tures they can’t wait to experience on 
Facebook, Twitter and online forums, 
the more people are drawn to read and 
comment themselves and, hopefully, 
also add funds to your project.

Crowdsourcing is More  
Than Funding

Backers have a different mindset 
from consumers. They don’t just want 
to buy, they want to help. They don’t 
just pledge money and disappear – 
they’ll revisit the campaign to gauge its 
progress, they’ll post comments. And 
that can be powerful.

Don Chernoff, of Skyroll, had an 
idea: Pretty much all suitcases aimed 
at business travelers were for men; 
but a lot of women also travel on busi-
ness. “What if we made something for 
them? A lot of women’s cases, they just 
put flowers on it and pretty colors,” he 
says. “That’s a fashion statement, and 
I’m more interested in functionality. I 
designed this new version, with a gar-
ment bag that wraps around, but this 
was longer, to hold dresses and gowns. 
It was the first true women’s suitcase. 
But then the question became, ‘Does 
the market want this?’” So Chernoff 
put the new idea up on Kickstarter in 
2013, and the reception was tremen-
dous – the Skyroll Spinner met its fund-
ing goal in two days. “We could have 
launched this without crowdfunding, 
but we wanted to learn what people 
thought of our design. We didn’t want 
to launch a new product blind. We’re 
a tiny company, and we didn’t want to 
build a few thousand of these and have 
none of them sell. We couldn’t survive 
something like that.”

Ken McKaba, of McKaba Luggage, 
who was in the midst of his own 
Kickstarter campaign for ShelfPack as 
we went to press, used Kickstarter pure-
ly as a marketing jump-start. “People 
on Kickstarter are in different phases 
of their business. Some are asking for 
up-front money, for us it’s a marketing 
platform, a way to do pre-sales.”

In November 2014 Trunkster 
launched a funding campaign for its 
very first product, a zipperless 4-wheel 
roller with built-in scale, GPS track-
ing and USB charging, and closed 
with almost $1.4 million in funding. 
Deliveries are set to begin before the 
end of this year. But without Kickstarter, 

it’s doubtful Trunkster would have 
gotten off the ground. “To be honest, 
we probably couldn’t have launched 
without going through the crowdfund-
ing process,” relates Gaston Blanchet, 
cofounder. “The molds are so expen-
sive, we have hardside luggage in two 
sizes, how would we have gotten the 
money? Where would I have found the 
market, and the marketing power of all 
the hits and attention we got from our 
campaign, getting on TV shows and all 
this press? We wouldn’t have had that 
without Kickstarter. And this let us find 
our target audience, and let them find 
us; there’s something really important 
to be said there. Five, 10 years ago, 
you’d have to guess what your market 
was going to be. Even if you did market 
studies it was a more educated guess. 
You didn’t know what was going to hap-
pen until you’d invested tens or hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars. Now, it’s 
no harm no foul – if you don’t meet your 
goal, you don’t go through the process,” 
says Blanchet. 

“Kickstarter can be sort of a demo-
cratic process in product development,” 
he continues. “We changed design spe-
cifics, like how many USB ports to 
have, based on backer feedback. The 
major feedback moment for us was the 
announcement of IATA’s [International 
Air Transport Association] Cabin OK 
sizing for carry-on. At that time we’d 
already ordered our molds, and Cabin 
OK could have completely made our 
carry-on not usable. We polled our back-

ers, asked if they wanted us to retool 
the case to Cabin OK dimensions. We 
gave them a choice of having a bag that 
might be too big, but they’d get it on 
time. Or having to delay while we redid 
the design. Turned out they wanted it 
in the original size. If not for that feed-
back, we might have been in a panic.”

Planet Traveler’s Harry Shiekh, 
who’s spent his professional life in the 
travel goods industry, says crowdfund-
ing made the Space Case 1 even better. 
“The thing with crowdfunding is it’s 
very interactive. It’s not like you turn 
the lights on and sit back and watch 
the campaign draw in dollars. You have 
to be very engaged with your back-
ers. They’re sending messages, you’re 
answering questions, reassuring them 
of the quality, the features, the benefits. 
They ask lots of questions about the 
design, you have to have your prod-
ucts fully designed out, every question 
answered. They’re very discriminating, 
they’re backing your idea, they want to 
feel very comfortable that you’re pulling 
this off.” The key here is interaction. 
The consumers are asking questions, 
but they’re not the only ones who are 
getting information. “We learned things 
from consumers we could apply to 
the case. We have a lithium battery 
[for powering the biometric fingerprint 
lock, speakerphone, USB charging, 
built-in scale and Bluetooth connectiv-
ity], which wasn’t going to be part of the 
check-in piece. But backers in Europe 

“We perfected our ‘elevator speech.’ We 
quickly learned how to better talk about 
our product in a short amount of time.”

Cont inued on page 36

Lollyzip’s mother-daughter team, 
Jill Dybdahl and daughter Anna 

(pictured), used their “Shark 
Tank” audition to perfect their 

one-minute “elevator pitch” story 
to explain Lollyzip’s benefits.
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wanted that, so they could have that 
much power on the train. They edu-
cated us about the rest of the world, so 
we can create products that are interna-
tional and not just for the U.S. market.”

In many ways, Kickstarter is like 
a social circle – your reputation on 
the site affects your credibility, which 
influences your ability to attract back-
ers. Succeed here, and you are remem-
bered for your success. People are more 
apt to invest in a good concept with 
a track record of following through, 
as Power Practical has demonstrated. 
“We’ve successfully funded four times 
on Kickstarter,” says Caleb Light. “That 
definitely helps, because we’ve shown 
we can actually deliver. We’ve closed 
the loop on three out of four campaigns 
[the fourth campaign just closed, and 
product is in development].” What’s 
especially telling is the fact that Power 
Practical launched as a company in 
2012, with a first product that was 
funded on Kickstarter. This company 
was built on crowdfunding, which has 
provided capital as well as a following, 
with a high percentage of backers who 
have bought in on every one of the com-
pany’s campaigns.

The Downsides
This is a very public process, with 

potential for very public failure. If the 
campaign tanks, everybody knows. But 
considering how running a Kickstarter 
campaign costs less than producing – 
and subsequently sitting on – a bunch 
of inventory, this is probably a better 
way to discover a product doesn’t have 
a viable market.

There’s no product secrecy. A suc-
cessful funding campaign is transpar-
ent. Backers want to know exactly what 
makes your product tick, and they’ll 
demand – and obsess over – details like 
overcaffeinated CSI techs at a crime 
scene. This also means you’re tipping 
your hand on the Internet, showing 
your competitors everything. Maybe 
it’s a terrific product concept, but you 
just couldn’t pull it off. And now some-
one else with manufacturing know-how 
could take your idea and run with it, 
becoming first to market.

Crowdfunders favor underdogs and 
startups. Zach Braff found out the hard 
way, when the actor-director known for 
his role on the TV sitcom “Scrubs” used 
Kickstarter to finance his comedy film, 

“I Wish I Was Here.” The backlash was 
swift, with people saying that it wasn’t 
fair for a known Hollywood personality 
to be competing with small filmmakers 
for funding, calling him out on his own 
Kickstarter page. The campaign was 
ultimately successful – the film met its 
$2 million goal in three days – but Braff 
says he wouldn’t go back to crowdfund-
ing to finance future films. So if you’re a 
household brand, the community prob-
ably won’t embrace you. This one’s for 
the little guys.

Crowdfunding is a 24/7 undertak-
ing. “A campaign is not very easy to 
manage. It looks easy to just put prod-
uct up there, but it’s commitment, you 
have to do U.S. hours, then there’s 
China, Asia, Europe. They’re awake 
when it’s night here, we had questions 
and answers running almost 24 hours,” 
recalls Shiekh of the Space Case 1 cam-
paign. Planet Traveler had a team of six 
people managing its campaign. That’s 
a lot of resource commitment, and a 
serious grind over the course of a 45- or 
60-day campaign.

You have to fulfill. Reaching the 
funding goal isn’t the end – you have to 
deliver. To you they’re backers, specula-
tive investors; but when people pledge 
money in exchange for a discounted 
item, in their minds they’ve made a 
purchase. Google “ZPM espresso” and 
read the excellent, thought-provoking, 
albeit tragic New York Times article, 
“ZPM Espresso and the Rage of the 
Jilted Crowdfunder,” about what hap-
pens when a successful Kickstarter 
campaign fails to result in a success-
ful product launch. It’s not pretty. You 
have to be confident that you can 
deliver. Most Kickstarter devotees are 
very socially networked, and while they 
might forgive a blown deadline or two 
for a brand new startup, they’ll rain 
all over an established company in the 
social media space.

The Future of Consumer 
Engagement 

“Funded on Kickstarter” has sup-
planted “As Seen on TV” as a sign of 
quality and endorsement. It’s become 
more than just part of the lexicon. But 
the trend really points toward some-
thing bigger than funding.

Crowdsourcing from the Internet 
has become part of the business land-
scape, if that business involves selling 
consumer goods. Lego launched a new 
set this year, a reproduction of the liv-
ing room from the hit TV sitcom, “The 
Big Bang Theory,” that originated as a 
one-off by two Lego fans, and won a 
crowdsourced selection process. The 
set received widespread publicity and 
generated lots of demand long before 
its release date. Sony is using crowd-
sourcing as a means of determining 
which of its many ongoing projects will 
ultimately receive funding and further 
development.

And consumers have come to view 
this as an entertainment source (see the 
sidebar on “Shark Tank,” which literally 
turns product pitches into entertain-
ment). “In my eyes this is the QVC of 
the Internet,” says Shiekh. “There are 
20,000 campaigns going on at the same 
time, each with its own video show 
going on and giving you the ability to 
purchase something. It’s almost like 
QVC on demand, with new ideas.”

Crowdfunding is here to stay, and 
while Kickstarter looks to dominate for 
the immediate future, it’s not the only 
platform (you can even create your own 
crowdfunding site using software like 
Selfstarter, bypassing the restrictions of 
platforms like Kickstarter by foregoing 
them entirely). The shape of crowdfund-
ing will change. What won’t, however, 
is the importance of social media and 
engaging your customers. This is the 
information age, and the most impor-
tant info comes from the crowd. b

Cont inued from page 35 “Backers live 
vicariously 
through the 
crowdfunding 
entrepreneurs.”

LifeGear Design assisted with the Kickstarter for the 
Aero-Tray, which netted 165% of its funding goal during 
the campaign and helped bring this concept to reality.
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