
LEAPFROGGING TO SUCCESS

M AY / J U N E  2 0 0 7 2

Leapfrogging To Success
For Rebecca Finell and Ryan Fernandez good 
things come in “green” packages. 

By Bert Bodeewees
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i f opportunity knocks, sometimes it s̓ 
best not to answer the door. When 
Rebecca Finell won first place in 

the 2004 Juvenile Products Manufactur-
ers Association (JPMA) Student Design 
Competition (www.jpma.org), she knew 
she was on to something big. Not only 
did her entry earn Finell an all-expense 
paid exhibit at the prestigious, Interna-
tional JPMA Trade Show, but, suddenly, 
many heads in the infant products indus-
try were turned in her direction. Every-
one was raving over her innovative Frog 
Pod, a scoop, drain and storage unit that 
looks like a frog, and that is designed to 
attach to the bathtub wall to provide a 
place to store children s̓ bath toys.

Finell was overwhelmed. She had 
something every entrepreneur dreams of 
– a patent and a prototype for a product, 
and demand beyond her wildest expec-
tations. All she had to do was choose 
which door she wanted to open. 

But, behind every door, she found 
the same thing − manufacturers telling 
her theyʼd change her frog creation to fit 
their own product lines. Finell wanted 
none of that. She had an endless list of 
other products she wanted to manufac-
ture, and knew it would be painful to 
watch somebody else do it their way. 
So she began to consider manufactur-
ing it, herself. But she had a limited un-
derstanding of starting a business, run-
ning the sales and distribution aspects, 
and entering into a very difficult market 
to penetrate. She was on the verge of 
signing a licensing contract, when fate 
stepped in and brought her in contact 
with Ryan Fernandez.

It started as a casual meeting at 
church outside the nursery where their 
kids played. Finell discovered that Fer-
nandez was looking for an opportunity 
to start his own business. Intrigued, she 
secretly began to interview him. To her 
delight, Fernandez had all the missing 
pieces – an MBA in Entrepreneurship, 
and more than 10 years of experience at 
Intel Corp., where he worked in a myriad 
of sales and marketing positions. He 
understood Finell, her designs, her style, 
where she wanted to go with her crazy 
green frog idea, and he was willing 
to sacrifice everything to make it hap-
pen. It was the perfect union of art and 
business. Soon afterward, Boon Inc. 
(www.booninc.com) was born, and 
Finell s̓ innovative Frog Pod began leap-
ing into stores around the world.

Finell and Fernandez sat down with 
$1,000,000aire Blueprints, and happily 
shared how they took a simple green frog 
idea and turned it into a company hop-
ping with creative, useful solutions for 
every family with infants. They even plan 
to help a few children s̓ charities along 
the way.

What was your first task as new 
partners?

The first thing we did was to sit 
down and ask ourselves, “How do we 
build this, and build it the right way?” We 
felt that, in order to know exactly where 
we stood and what kind of company we 

wanted to have, we needed to understand 
what our goals were regarding money, 
including how much money we wanted 
to make, where we wanted the company 
to go, and what we wanted to do from a 
philanthropic perspective. Once we had 
everything worked out, we created the 
company as an S corporation. 

Is philanthropy important to you?
Itʼs very important to us. We both 

have young children, and strongly be-
lieve that thereʼs nothing more pre-
cious than a child. So, within a week of 
becoming partners, we agreed that we 
would give 10 percent of all our profits 
to childrenʼs charities. 

How is your business partnership 
structured?

Itʼs a 50/50 partnership, because we 
felt like that was the right thing to do. 
But we didnʼt go into it lightly. We spent 
a great deal of time with legal counsel to 
make sure we answered all the questions 
about what would happen in the event of 
various situations such as death, divorce, 
if one of us became disenfranchised or if 
someone got sick. We basically covered 
every possible situation that could cause 
problems within a partnership.

Does one person have more decision-
making power than the other?

No. We decided that most of the big 
decisions involving the company had to  Finell at her desk surrounded 

by design inspiration.

be a super majority, not just a majority. 
A super majority means it takes both of 
us to be in total agreement for anything 
to take place. We did this because, when 
we started out, we gave a very small 
amount of equity ownership in the com-
pany to some outside investors. Because 
of that, if we had kept with the typical 
bylaws that are associated with an S 
corporation, we could have been in 
trouble with certain decisions. One of us 
could have teamed up with the investors 
and voted against the other. A super ma-
jority makes that impossible. Itʼs really 
made things simple as weʼve gone down 
the road.

Design Principal Rebecca Finell 
oversees Boon’s product design, 

manufacture, and branding.

Finell and CEO Ryan Fernandez 
frequently discuss important 

business decisions.

Finell with daughters 
Ryann and Vivian.

Fernandez with daughters 
Hunter, Boston, and Mercedez.

For Rebecca Finell and Ryan Fernandez good 
things come in “green” packages. 
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Where did you store the product once 
it arrived in the United States?

RYAN: We hired a 3PL (third-party 
logistics) company with facilities near 
the major ports of call where our prod-
ucts arrived. Using a 3PL is a fantastic 
way to save money on land freight costs 
to inland warehouses. I chose a 3PL 
company with warehouse capabilities on 
both the East and West coasts. By ware-
housing product in two locations, we 
could cut down on ground freight costs 
for all of our customers nationwide.

There are many benefits to using a 
3PL company – order fulfillment, prod-
uct storage with zero overhead, some 
have EDI (electronic data interchange) 
capability, freight consolidation, etc. The 
majority of warehouses have pick-and-
pack services and pre-pack creation ser-
vices, should your business demand it. 
They can also help manage a drop-ship 
program for you if you do business with 
retail outlets that require the manufac-
turer to ship direct to the consumer.

All major trade shows have ware-
housing and 3PL contacts eager to work 
with you. You can easily search for ware-
housing on the Web, but you may find 
more experienced companies among 
those that attend industry shows. Each 
warehouse has experience in dealing 
with shipping to specific customers. In 

the retail business, itʼs important to find 
a 3PL that has extensive experience ship-
ping to the big box retail chains. Pricing 
is typically based on cubic footage and 
costs of receiving, storing, labeling and 
shipping your product. Each 3PL has 
different rates. You need to understand 
what your customerʼs freight require-
ments are, in addition to your inventory 
position, to determine which warehouse 
best suits your needs.

Where did you learn how to deal with 
the issues of overseas manufacturing?

We had some fantastic guidance 
from our board of directors. In his book, 
The Art of the Start, Guy Kawasaki 
(www.guykawasaki.com) drives home 
the point that, if youʼre going to have a 
board of directors, you have to put to-
gether a group of people that can help 
you be successful. So we put together a 
board made up of people with experience 
in various aspects of the business. We 
sought out a juvenile products person, 
and found a fantastic one with 35 years 
of experience as senior vice president of 
sales for Evenflo and Chicco. We also 
brought in one of the foremost experts 
in quality and safety for juvenile prod-
ucts, a gentleman who spent 20 years 
as a supervisor of quality and safety for 
The First Years® and Safety First. Our 
third person was an entrepreneur who 
started a business from scratch and built 
it into a $100 million organization. All of 
these guys are very involved in the com-
pany and help us make a lot of decisions. 
Weʼre really lucky to have them.

 Did you offer them anything to be on 
the board?

We didnʼt have any money to give, 
so we gave them a small equity stake 
when we invited them to be 
on our board.

Most boards are made up of family 
and friends. Why not yours?

We chose not to do that. That was 
probably one of our best decisions, by 
far, because we wanted our board to 
have a lot of credibility. At one of the 
first trade shows, one of our board mem-
bers was sitting in our booth, and a buyer 
from a major retail chain walked up and 
said, “Hey Dan, what are you doing 
here?” He replied, “I sit on the board of 
this company.” With that, our credibility 
was established.

How did you initially build interest in 
the Frog Pod?

We started by exhibiting at the 2005 
JPMA Trade Show. That was the show 
where all the major players would be, 
and we didnʼt want to approach them 
quietly. Our little frog prototype was the 
reigning champion from the year before, 
so we wanted something spectacular. We 
decided to spend a fairly large amount of 
money on a great booth presence.

Tell us about your booth.
We wanted to have something that 

said “Weʼre here to stay.” It was quite 
spectacular − especially for a first-time 
exhibitor − including two real built-in 
bathtubs, which allowed us to demon-
strate how the Frog Pod worked. The 
exhibit generated a lot of interest, and 
brought a remarkable amount of people 
to the booth. 

Did you take any orders?
We had hundreds of orders! Large 

chains, small boutiques from all over the 
country and international distributors all 
seemed equally excited about the Frog 
Pod. Thatʼs when we realized that this 
product was going to do really well. We 

had a business plan and business model, 
and knew weʼd be successful. The show 
told us the sky was the limit. It was truly 
a surreal moment for us.

Were you worried you wouldn’t meet 
demand?

Not at all. We were prepared for the 
demand because we had the foresight to 
make a second set of tools with our new 
manufacturer. There was never a point 
where we didnʼt meet the demand for the 
Frog Pod. We knew that we would make 
it work. What we didnʼt expect was the 
demand for more products right away.

How did you decide what to do next?
REBECCA: Most of the buyers 

wanted other bathroom items so that our 
products could be together in the same 
aisle of their stores. So, I researched 
some of the issues that parents have with 
their kids  ̓ bathrooms and developed 
some innovative new solutions includ-
ing a water deflector, which also serves 
as a protective faucet cover and bubble 
bath dispenser, and a modern-style train-
ing potty that easily converts to a step 
stool or bench. We took those concepts 
in sketch form to several mass market 
retail chains to get some feedback. The 
results were unanimous; we had to 
move forward with both ideas as fast as 
we could.

Did you have the money to create the 
new products?

No. We had to go out and convince 
the banks to loan us the money. We had 
already sold 10 percent of the company, 
and we didnʼt want to dip into the equity 
any further because we wanted to keep 
it under our control. We had to become 
savvy salespeople with the banks, be-

cause the banks are fickle. 
We told them, 

part of the supply chain, so I chose to 
partner with a forwarder that could 
manage this for us. This also improved 
our freight rates because our orders 
could be combined with other customers  ̓
orders. There are tons of forwarders out 
there. Itʼs worth shopping around for a 
competitive one, and itʼs something that 
can save your business a lot of money.

In working with our Customs agent, 
Carmichael International, we became 
pretty smart about what it takes to get 
the containers to the United States and 
figuring out how to obtain duty rates, 
especially how to get the governments 
to give us a binding ruling on our duty 
rate. You can work directly with your 

Customs agent or forwarder to apply to 
the U.S. Customs Board to have an as-
signed ruling for your product. A binding 
ruling can be of value, if you do your due 
diligence in articulating to the board the 
exact function/purpose/design of your 
product as it pertains to each HTS code 
(duty rate based on product descrip-
tion) that you are applying for. Once 
your product is bound by a duty rate, 
favorable or unfavorable, itʼs fixed. The 
upside to a binding ruling is that it speeds 
up the Customs clearance process, since 
Customs keeps a record of the ruling on 
file, eliminating container scans or other 
searches at the pier which can be costly 
and time consuming.

Boon exhibit at the 2006 JPMA trade show.
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“If you’re going to have a board of directors, 
you have to put together a group of people that 

can help you be successful.”Preparing for a photo shoot.
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“Here are the products. Here are the pur-
chase orders. This is what weʼre going 
to do, and this is how weʼre going to do 
it.” It all came down to convincing the 
banks to loan a new company − less than 
2 years old − a couple million dollars in 
capital. It took four months and − even 
with some well-established accounts at 
major retailers − so many of them told 
us, “Sorry, we canʼt do it. Itʼs too high 
risk.” Without divine intervention, it 
probably would have never happened.

Tell us about this divine intervention. 
One minute the banks were saying, 

“No, weʼre not doing it.” And the next 
minute they said, “Our senior partner 
walked in and saw this. His wife has a 
Frog Pod. She thinks itʼs the greatest 
thing ever. Your company is going 
places.” After that, they decided to 
fund us, and we were able to get the 
products made.

When you design a product, do you 
have any specific goals in mind?

 We look at the everyday prob-
lems that parents face and try to help make 
their jobs easier. We also like to make 
sure all of our products have a clean 
modern style in order to appeal 
to parents.

How do you come up with 
your product ideas?

REBECCA: When de-
signing the Potty Bench, 
it was important to start by 
looking at function. How do 
you design a training potty that 
is easy to clean? Can it be used 
for another purpose, like as a step 
stool? Is it easy for the child to 
use? Designing a 
potty with 

a wide base would prevent it from feel-
ing wobbly, which can scare a child and 
prevent him or her from using the potty. 
Sometimes kids will get up from the potty 
and walk across the bathroom – dripping 
− to get to the toilet paper. There need-
ed to be toilet paper in the training 
potty. The potty needed to hold a lot 
of weight so even parents could use it 
as a step stool or as a seat outside the
bathtub while bathing kids. I wrote 
down all of these issues and tried to 
develop a product that addressed as 
many as possible.

Do you ever have a “holy smokes” 
moment?

REBECCA: Absolutely! Because I 
have children, I knew that there was a 
stuffed animal storage problem in many 
homes across America. I spent a lot of 
time researching it, and came up with 
probably 25 solutions − trying to figure 
out the surefire answer for every home. 
Then one Saturday morning, I woke up 
and said, “Aha!” and the Animal Bag 
was born.

How do you know what does and 
doesn’t work?

REBECCA: Since Iʼm a parent, 
I come across the same issues as any 
other parent. So, most Boon products 
are based on these common issues with 
products, or with a lack of products. But 
I also conduct mommy research groups, 
where I bring a group of moms togeth-
er and test out new ideas. Ultimately, 
we only move forward with solutions 
that we believe will completely solve 
the problem.

Do you make a mock-up before 
moving forward with a product?

Yes, we always make an early mock-
up, and try to figure out if it solves 

the problems that we intended 
it to. If it does, and we 

think it is a viable prod-
uct, we have a proto-
type made.

Do you patent your 
products?

Definitely, we patent 
them all and will continue 

to file more patents on each 
one after the first patents issue.

Have you ever been asked for 
exclusivity?

Weʼve been asked a few times. We 
did give one large retailer a three-month 
exclusive on a single product, but that 
was only because they were instrumen-
tal in bringing it to market, and they put 
in on the end-cap storewide. We felt like 
we needed to give them a little running 
start. But thatʼs the only one to date. We 
donʼt normally do that.

What kind of marketing do you 
do now?

Well, we do a lot of online market-
ing, some limited print advertising and 
we exhibit at the major industry trade 
shows. We are fortunate to have a lot of 
free online coverage through the parent-
ing blogs and Web sites. We have also 
been fortunate to get quite a bit of edito-
rial coverage in the parenting magazines. 
As a matter of fact, an editorial is what 
really launched the Frog Pod into the 
mass market. It was a full-page photo 

of the Frog Pod in a magazine called 
American Baby® (www.americanba-
by.com). Since then, our products have 
been featured in Cookie (www.cook-
iemag.com), Parenting® (www.par-
enting.com), Parents (www.parents.
com), FitPregnancy® (www.fitpreg-
nancy.com) and many others − even 
The Wall Street Journal!

How do you get in the magazines?
Most of the time, they call us and say, 

“We love the product; please send it to us. 
Weʼre going to feature it in an editorial.” 
Our marketing director, Kate Benjamin, 
has relationships with all of the parent-
ing magazine editors, and she sends out 
press releases every time we launch a 
new product.

What are your plans for the future?
We have probably 20 to 30 prod-

ucts that we know weʼre going to make. 
Weʼve broken them down into what we 
want to launch each year, because thereʼs 
a limit to how many we can launch in 
a year. However, we have many other 
ideas written down, ready to go when-
ever the time is right.
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“We look at the everyday problems that parents face 
and try to help make their jobs easier.”

I come across the same issues as any 
other parent. So, most Boon products 
are based on these common issues with 
products, or with a lack of products. But 
I also conduct mommy research groups, 
where I bring a group of moms togeth-
er and test out new ideas. Ultimately, 
we only move forward with solutions 
that we believe

Do you make a mock-up before 
moving forward with a product?

Yes, we always make an early mock-
up, and try to figure out if it solves 

the problems that we intended 
it to. If it does, and we 

think it is a viable prod-
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walked in and saw this. His wife has a 
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When you design a product, do you 
have any specific goals in mind?

 We look at the everyday prob-
lems that parents face and try to help make 
their jobs easier. We also like to make 
sure all of our products have a clean 
modern style in order to appeal 

looking at function. How do 
you design a training potty that 
is easy to clean? Can it be used 
for another purpose, like as a step 
stool? Is it easy for the child to 
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When you design a product, do you 
have any specific goals in mind?

 We look at the everyday prob-
lems that parents face and try to help make 
their jobs easier. We also like to make 
sure all of our products have a clean 
modern style in order to appeal 

you design a training potty that 
is easy to clean? Can it be used 
for another purpose, like as a step 
stool? Is it easy for the child to 

I come across the same issues as any 
other parent. So, most Boon products 
are based on these common issues with 
products, or with a lack of products. But 
I also conduct mommy research groups, 
where I bring a group of moms togeth-
er and test out new ideas. Ultimately, 
we only move forward with solutions 
that we believe
the problem.

Do you make a mock-up before 
moving forward with a product?

Yes, we always make an early mock-
up, and try to figure out if it solves 

the problems that we intended 
it to. If it does, and we 

to file more patents on each 
one after the first patents issue.

Potty Bench
Training Toilet with Side Storage

The Boon team at the 2006 JPMA trade show: top row (l to r) Andrew Douglas, 
Director of Operations; Rebecca Finell, Design Principal; Ryan Fernandez, CEO; 
Dan Orsini, VP of Sales; bottom row (l to r) Mark Skidmore, Director of Finance; 

Teresa Fernandez; Kate Benjamin, Director of Marketing.

The Boon team at the 2006 JPMA trade show: top row (l to r) Andrew Douglas, 
Director of Operations; Rebecca Finell, Design Principal; Ryan Fernandez, CEO; 
Dan Orsini, VP of Sales; bottom row (l to r) Mark Skidmore, Director of Finance; Flo Water Defl ector

and Protective Faucet Cover 
with Bubble Bath Dispenser.



www.toyfairny.com
800.723.9232
The largest toy trade show in the Western 
Hemisphere. It attracts more than 20,000 
buyers and industry professionals from 
more than 90 countries. 

Trade Show Center
http://tradeshow.globalsources.com
A search portal that provides a diverse list-
ing of upcoming trade shows for importers 
of Asian-made products.

TRADE SHOW EXHIBITS

Skyline Exhibits
www.skyline.com
800.328.2725
Provides a total package solution for your 
trade show exhibit needs from concept and 
design, to full-scale production.

The Trade Group
www.tradegroup.com
800.343.2005
Another great option for creating a trade 
show exhibit.

PRODUCT SOURCING AGENTS

TradeConsult
www.export-expert.net
Product sourcing and supplier solutions 
for people looking to outsource to foreign 
markets.

Built In China
www.builtinchina.com
866.259.0958
A “one-stop” Web site that can help you find 
a manufacturer for your product in China.

Alibaba.com Corporation
www.alibaba.com
A portal Web site that brings buyers and 
sellers together from all over the world. 
If you don’t have a product to sell, you 
just may be able to find one on this Web 
site. Also includes a concise listing of up- 
coming trade shows in just about every in-
dustry imaginable.

The Federation of International 
Trade Associations
http://fita.org
A global trade portal that provides an  
excellent source of trade leads, events  
and links to more than 8,000 international 
trade sites.

INTERNATIONAL SHIPPING

MOL Logistics USA
www.mol-logistics.com
516.626.6040
One of the world’s largest international 
shipping companies with ports in America, 
Europe, Japan and Asia.

Maersk Logistics USA
www.maersklogistics.com/sw32842.asp
Another worldwide shipping company with 
ports all over the world.

Menlo Worldwide
www.menloworldwide.com
630.449.1000
Provides a variety of overseas transporta-
tion and warehousing options, as well as 
product sourcing and manufacturing.

Phoenix International
www.phoenixintl.com
800.959.9590
The largest privately owned, full-service in-
ternational freight forwarder and Customs 
broker headquartered in the United States.

HomeShipping.com
www.homeshipping.com
800.252.5262
Gives you access to more than 250 different 
shipping vendors around the world. A great 
place to obtain a shipping quote instantly, 
book a shipment and pay for it.  

CUSTOMS BROKERS

World Class Shipping Cleared 
and Delivered
www.clearedanddelivered.com
888.465.8865
Helps quicken the import and Customs  
process by providing fast and easy Cus- 
toms clearance through all ports in the 
United States.

National Customs Brokers & Forwarders 
Association of America, Inc. (NCBFAA)
www.ncbfaa.org
A portal Web site that helps you find a U.S. 
Customs broker quickly and easily.

THIRD-PARTY WAREHOUSING 

Jacobson Companies
www.jacobsonco.com
800.636.6171
A third-party logistics (3PL), third-party 

warehousing company with 55 facilities 
across the United States.

Logistic Edge
www.logisticedge.com
888.305.3343
A full-service warehousing company that 
provides assembly, fulfillment warehousing, 
labeling, packaging, shipping and transpor-
tation services.

Seaboard Warehouse Terminals
www.seaboardwarehouse.com
800.683.0840
A public warehouse provider and distribu-
tor serving the East Coast to the Midwest.

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Cal Safety Compliance Corporation
www.cscc-online.com
213.747.0805
A company that monitors safe working con-
ditions around the globe. If you are in doubt 
about the working conditions of an over-
seas factory, and want to check its status as 
a humane, safe working environment, con-
tact this company for a report before you 
conduct your business.

$1,000,000aire Blueprints neither endorses nor 

recommends any of the companies listed above. 

Resources are intended as a starting point for 

your research.
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ing product sample that you can manu- 
facture, yourself, or sell to corporations for 
licensing rights.

morebusiness.com™
www.morebusiness.com/running_your_
business/businessbits/d1020642502.brc
This informative article provides some  
valuable insight on how to create your  
own prototype.

PATENTS AND LICENSING

United States Patent and Trademark Office
www.uspto.gov
800.786.9199 
Comprehensive information on current 
patent rules and regulations, as well as 
guidelines for filing a patent on a product 
or idea.

Patent It Yourself 
by David Pressman
A knowledgeable source of patent informa-
tion that will guide you through every step 
of the patent process.

Nolo
www.nolo.com
A detailed “how-to” guide on acquiring a 
patent without using an attorney.

License Your Invention: Sell Your Idea and 
Protect Your Rights with a Solid Contract 
by Richard Stim and Patricia Gima
If you don’t have the money to manufac-
ture your own product, you might consider 
selling the licensing rights to a company. 
This book provides a wealth of informa-
tion on manufacturers, marketers, distribu-
tors, copyrights, trademark laws, ownership  
and finances. 

INFANT PRODUCTS TRADE SHOWS

International Juvenile Products Manufac-
turers Association (JPMA) Trade Show
www.jpma.org
856.638.0420
Known as “the show” in infant products 
circles, this is the one to attend if you want 
to put your product in front of the major 
industry players. Buyers from all over  
the world come to this show looking for  
innovative new products to sell in their 
retail stores. 

Toy Industry Association™ − 
American International Toy Fair® 2007 

Rebecca Finell and Ryan Fernandez took 
a crazy green frog idea and turned it into 
a million-dollar winner in the infant prod-
ucts industry. Do you have an idea for a 
hot, new product, but don t̓ know how to 
get it moving? $1,000,000aire Blueprints 
researchers tapped into the Internet, and 
found a few resources to help get you 
pointed in the right direction.

Boon Inc.
www.booninc.com
888.376.4763
Rebecca Finell and Ryan Fernandez’s  
Web site.

INCORPORATING YOUR BUSINESS
 
S Corporation
www.scorporationsexplained.com
This Web site provides a thorough expla-
nation about what an S corporation is, and 
what its benefits are. When you’re ready, you 
can also order a do-it-yourself S corporation 
kit for the state you conduct business in. 

The Company Corporation 
www.corporate.com
Features all the advice and know-how 
you’ll need to start and run your company. 

Incorporate Your Business: A 50-State Legal 
Guide to Forming a Corporation 
by Anthony Mancuso
Explains everything you need to know 
about incorporating your business.

WORKING WITH STYROFOAM

The Craft Place
www.thecraftplace.com
A do-it-yourself Web site offering all shapes 
and sizes of Styrofoam, as well as a wide as-
sortment of cutting and shaping tools.

PROTOTYPE CONSTRUCTION

Schmit Prototypes
www.schmitprototypes.com
715.235.8474
This company will build a model, or work-
ing prototype, of your product for a very 
reasonable fee.

Davison Inventegration
www.davison54.com
800.544.3327
Turn your product idea into a fully-work-


