


networking, getting in front of peaple.
Telling our story, but more important, lis-
terung to what they're trying to accomplish,”
Morin says. “Its very personal. We don't do a
lotin the way of advertising or direct madl,
but we're very heavy on the relationship ori-
entation’”

The result: Most of the company’s busi-
ness is generated by word-of-mouth reter-
rals, many of them from companies still
being nursed through the sales process. This
kind of publicity landed Burlwood a promi-
nent position in the emerging e-commerce
arena when Tom Petters, CEO of
Minneapolis-based Petters Warehouse
Direct Inc., contracted with Morin not only
to help develop his online mall, Red Tag
Outlet, but to actually run it. The online
store launched last summer, with Morin as
operations head.

“Now that’s confidence,” Morin says. “1
don't know of any e-commerce provider
anywhere around that country that's said
to a vendor, ‘Why don’t you go ahcad and
run it?’”

Jupiter Communications, the New York
City-based online tracking service, projects
that online shopping will rise from $5.8 bil-
lon in 1998 to $24.5 billon by 2002. Even a
fragment of that business could make
Morin @ rich man and Burlwood an e-com-
merce powerhouse. "I we continue — and
we will continue — to further establish our-
selves!” Morin says, “this will be huge”

Discreetly romantic

In the business world, you can't get much
more personal than Amy Rolandi and her
dating service Table tor Two.

Rolando is a 28-year-old former WCCO-
TV meteorologist turned matchmaker. Her
private weather torecasting company in
Minneapolis, Weather Watch, was already
successtul when she faunched Table for Two
last vear.

Table for Two isn't your typical video dat-
g service. There are no videos, There
aren't even any photographs of prospective
mates, Rolando’s service is strictly confiden-
tial, aimed at professionals between the ages
of 25 and 60 who are having trouble meet-
ing other people.

The basic business model couldn’t be
simpler: The service matches two people
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and arranges for them to meet for lunch at a
nice restaurant. “We're marketing to people
that have never used any kind of service like
this.” Rolando says. And sensitivity is the
word. To avoid any postprandial awkward-
ness, Table for Two even arranges for the
cauple to get separate checks.

It's not cheap. Rolando charges $1,195 for
12 months of matchmaking services over
any two-year period. And Rolando, who has
Weather Watch to fall back on finandally,
can afford to be choosy about who gets in. If
clients’ ideal of “the right person” depends
on knowledge of a high salary. they’re shop-
ping in the wrong store. Rolando doesn't
even ask clients for that information, though
she does pay a service to check for criminal
records.

What matters most, she says, is compati-
bility between two intelligent people. This
leaves Rolando and her half-dozen employ-
ees the burden of assessing personalities
based on a lengthy interview process, and
the responsibility for matching clients with
several prospective dates. It requires a great
deal of time and nurturing for each of her
company’s 500 clients.

The company expects its client base to
grow substantially in the next two years, as
Table for Two expands into Seattle, San
Francisco, Phoenix, and Atlanta. {ts antici-
pated growth could jead to revenue of §2
million by 2001, up from an expected
$500,000 this year and $150,000 in 1997,

Much of Table for Two's marketing hinges
on the study of expansion markets, which
vary widely. [n Minncapolis, for instance,
many professionals who move in from other
cities find it tough to find a mate because so
many people here are pative Minnesotans;
i's hard to crack the hometown cliques.

But in Phoenix, a town with relatively fow
homegrown residents, the problem is com-
pletely different. Nobody knows anybody
there. A dating service would have to take
such distinctions into account. “Really, not
taking the cookie-curter approach is the key
to our market,” says Rolando, who notes that
there are more than 600,000 single adults in
the Twin Cities metro area alone.

“When | think about Amy’s marketing
strategy, the word ‘professionalism’ comes to
mind,” says Anne Nicolai, an independent
public relations consultant in Bloomington
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who has worked with Rolando to promote
her business. “Also, there’s alittle deligh. I
you look at her marketing materials, they’re
fun, they're classy. They reflect the character
of her business.”

Those marketing materials — business
cards shaped like menus, matchbooks
inscribed with the slogan “We make the
matches, you light the fire!” — are used
extensively to help stay in touch with clients
and prospective clients. Some decide they're
not ready for arelationship, even after
approaching Table for Two for help. So the
company keeps after them — gently.

“After they call us for information, we fol-
low up with them a couple of weeks later to
see it they have any further questions or
anything else we can help them out with,”
says Rofando. “If we don't have them come
in for an interview, or something happens
where they don’t decide to make an inter-
view appointment at that time, then we go
ahead about a month later by sending a
Chinese tood takeout box that has just a for-
tune cookic with a custom message, and
then a business card, hand-written, that
says,'When you're ready to take the next
step, give us a call”™

Things might be left alone for a month or
50, but eventually, the men and women who
have approached Jable for Tivo will hear
from Rolando again. “*Wed probabiy foliow
up with another call;” she says.“And then we
might a couple of months down the road
send them a copy of our newsletter. just to
get [them] to stay in touch”

Staving in touch is time-consuming and
involved, Rolando says, but since clients
have two years to use up their allotted time,
there’s no rush to find the perfect mate.

There is anecdotal evidence thar
Rolando’s approach works. For the first time
since the business started, a couple who met
through the service recently announced
their plans to marry.“So really, it's abour
timing,” says Rolando.It's whenever these
people are ready”
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Tom Gegax: (612) 894-9231
Tim Morin: (612) 914-0474
Amy Rolando: (612) 677-1550



