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Rainbow 
babies tell
Brooklyn 
toy story

FAO Schwarz liked doll diversity. Photo by Andrew Savulich/Daily News

‘ We wanted something 
that would excite, inspire 
and affi rm children of all 
backgrounds.’

Inspired by nabe’s diversity, 
two moms hatch business plan –
FAO Schwarz takes notice

÷Q&A

S
ometimes starting a business 
really is child’s play.

Inspiration came to Crys-
tal Granderson-Reid and 
Janai Nelson four years ago 

during a playdate with their toddlers in 
the Prospect-Lefferts Gardens section 
of Brooklyn, where they both live.

“We were thinking about all the won-
derful cultural exposure that our children 
get here, and the world we want to cre-
ate for them,” Nelson said. “We thought 
that there were just no products that re-
flect the diversity of our neighborhood 
– ethnically, socially, economically, ev-
erything – so it would be a fantastic idea 
to come up with a product 
that represents that.”

Encouraged by a tele-
vision show about moth-
ers with great ideas, 
the friends decided to 
embark on a business 
venture together.

“We thought: ‘This is 
something we can do. 
Why not us?” Nelson said.

That optimism, along with a lot of 
hard work, has landed their fi rst product 
– a line of soft dolls named Brownstone 
Buddies and aimed at the under-5 set – a 
spot on the shelves of the city’s most 
iconic toy store, FAO Schwarz.

Nelson, a 35-year-old law school 
professor, and Granderson-Reid, a 
34-year-old stay-at-home mom, held 
weekly meetings to brainstorm and 
shape their ideas into a cohesive plan. 
They came up with eight characters, 
each with distinct cultural identities 
and interests. Among them are an Af-
rican-American girl who adores math, 
a Chinese-American sports buff and a 
book-loving girl of Hispanic heritage.

“We wanted something that would 

BY ELIZABETH LAZAROWITZ
DAILY NEWS BUSINESS WRITER

excite, inspire and affirm children of 
all backgrounds. And, specifically, we 
wanted to target the earliest learners,” 
Granderson-Reid said.

They were careful to trademark their 
ideas for characters and began working 
on prototypes of the dolls, picking out 
fabrics that would refl ect various skin 
tones and working with a seamstress 
to make them. The duo plunged a few 
thousand dollars and hours of work into 
their new business.

“The best part of the process has 
been our creative meetings – from 
stuffing to skin, to see these proto-
types come to life,” Granderson-Reid 
said. “When we sat up these dolls and 
looked at them, it was just amazing.” 

Finding a way to get them to the 

marketplace was tougher – at least 
until the pair heard about FAO’s toy 
auditions. The company began holding 
try-outs two years ago in an effort to 
fi nd new talent.

“We thought this was a great way to 
discover toys, designers – companies 
with products outside of the main-
stream toy businesses,” said FAO chief 
exec Edward Schmults.

Thoroughly thought-out concepts 
that are ready to be manufactured 
often have the best shot, Schmults 
said. “It’s best when someone’s actu-
ally committed time and some money 

to make a sample. We can grab it and 
play with it.”

FAO will kick off its 2007 auditions 
this Thursday at the Fifth Avenue store 
and will hold subsequent sessions on 
May 10, July 12 and Sept. 20. Applicants 
need to register online at fao.com.

Brownstone Buddies were plucked 
out of obscurity at an FAO audition last 
May. Other winners last year included 
a $6,000, 225-lb., life-sized aluminum 
piggy bank, a plastic 3D origami set, 
and a plush horse that straps onto a 
child’s car seat.

Nelson and Granderson-Reid came 
to the audition well prepared, bringing 
their doll prototypes and a presentation 
on posterboards. 

“We set out with a mission and a vi-
sion,” Granderson-Reid said.

Two weeks later, they heard that they 
had been chosen as fi nalists out of some 
200 hopefuls. “We jumped up and down 
and we screamed,” Granderson-Reid 
said. “We have those moments where 
we turn into little girls.”

FAO helped the pair fi nd a manufac-
turer in China, and the dolls are slated to 
be ready for sale this holiday season.

Once the dolls are in place, they want 
to add related products and bring their 
Brownstone Buddies idea to publishing 
and television, Nelson said. “It’s just so 
important to dream and to dream big.”

elazarowitz@nydailynews.com

What has been your biggest 
challenge?
Granderson-Reid: “Our biggest 
challenge has been finding the right 
partner. Meeting up with FAO, we 
definitely got a great start in things.” 
What would you do differently?
Nelson: “We would have loved to 
have been on the market on the 
market sooner ... but we really just 
operate from a positive perspective. 
We learn from each experience.”
What was your biggest surprise?
Granderson-Reid: “How creative 
two people together can be, and 
how creative we are as a team.”
Nelson: “It’s always a new and fresh 
feeling when people see the product 
and have such a positive reaction.”
Where do you want to be a year 
from now?
Nelson: “We want to walk down 
the street and see kids of all 
different backgrounds holding 
a [Brownstone Buddies] doll of 
another background ... and having 
a full appreciation of themselves 
and every other kid around them.”
Granderson-Reid: “We see us 
being a prominent brand in the 
marketplace.”

Janai Nelson and Crystal Granderson-Reid launched line of multi-cultural dolls. Photo by John Tracy

YOUR SMALL BUSINESS
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Successful 
and fl exible

Why? Because until recently, the primary 
work standard in this country was still the one 
we’d adopted in the 1930s with the creation of 
the assembly line culture: You’ve got to show up 
to work.

Almost 70 years later, we’ve evolved to 
an era of liquid communication and a global 
marketplace. We can carry our offi ces with us, 
and the shop never closes.

What applied decades ago applies no longer, 
despite desperate attempts by some managers 
and execs to hold fast to old rules.

Thankfully, a new work standard is evolving. 
Corporate heavy hitters like Best Buy and 
Google and IBM (along with countless others, 
big and small), are adapting and championing 
savvy new business models that value 
productivity over presence.

As opposed to rewarding long hours and lots 
of face-time, the focus is on rewarding results 
only. The employee is largely free to work 
where and when he or she wants, as long as 
expectations are met.

Naturally, at the heart of this new shift is the 

fl exible work arrangement.  
For women (and many men), this is 

groundbreaking. Increasingly, we can expect to 
work for companies that will honor our need to 
balance career and family, and will advance us for 
our successes. The benefi ts of this arrangement 
don’t apply only to us, but to our employers as well.

If you are rallying up the nerve to propose a 
fl exible work arrangement to your supervisor, 
fi rst arm yourself with the following benefi ts 
— for employers:
n   Increased productivity and enhanced customer 

service.
n   Improved employee morale and loyalty, and a 

drop in turnover.
n   Increased opportunity for recruiting and 

retaining qualifi ed staff.
n  A decrease in tardiness and absenteeism.
n   The option for companies to extend hours of 

service.
Also have a well-thought out plan for 

bypassing roadblocks. Leslie de Pietro, retired 
coordinator of the University of Michigan’s Family 
Care Resources Program, stressed the need for 

strong answers to critical questions, such as:
n  Will there be additional costs?
n   How will the work be accomplished when you 

are unavailable?
n   Will customers be inconvenienced or better 

served?
n   Will your work group be supportive of your 

request? Have you addressed their concerns?
To increase the likelihood for acceptance, 

propose to your supervisor that this be a six-month 
test, after which its merits can be reevaluated.

Some call this new shift in the workforce the 

electronic cottage, allowing technology to take 
our careers forward, and our work styles back to 
a time when one’s workplace and residence were 
close together.

I call it a much-deserved advancement.

Carolyn Kepcher, author of the best-selling 
business book, “Carolyn 101,” is the former 
“Apprentice” star who thrived working for one of 
America’s toughest bosses. She’s now the CEO of 
Carolyn & Co. (carolynkepcher.com), an enterprise 
created by and for career women.

Carolyn Kepcher
YOUR CAREER

N
ot long ago, a fl exible work arrangement was a career killer. If 
you required a special work schedule in order to care for your 
family or other responsibilities — meaning you were seen as 
being unable to “tough it out” with the other 8-to-6ers — but your 
employer actually granted your request, you likely paid a price: 

An oversized cut in salary, lack of respect from co-workers and managers, a 
kibosh on the opportunity to advance.

NEARLY HALF OF us feel un-
derpaid, but it may have less 
to do with our paychecks than 
our overblown job titles, a new 
survey found.

Less than 22% of workers 
actually have a case when com-
plaining that they aren’t paid 
what they’re worth, according 
to the poll by Salary.com. The 
rest only think they’re getting 
shortchanged because they 
have important-sounding titles 

that imply more juice on the 
job than they actually have.

“We found that 30% of 
respondents were likely over-
titled, leading many to feel 
underpaid when in reality an 
inflated job title was the real 
issue,” said Bill Coleman of 
Salary.com, which provides 
instant compensation infor-
mation.

Coleman noted that 15% of 
respondents were, apparently, 

actually overpaid for their jobs, 
based on a comparison of their 
responses to the company’s 
database.

Still, three out of fi ve employ-
ees plan to look for a new job in 
the next three months, the sur-
vey said, which may surprise 
human resources professionals 
who believe only 36% are job 
hunting.

Nearly three-fourths of em-
ployees said they’ve updated 

their resumes, compared to 
only 32% estimated by human 
resources professionals.

Eight out of ten employees 
reported surfing online job 
postings, while human resource 
offi cials estimate that only 40% 
of workers have done so.

Salary.com questioned 
11,852 employees and 311 hu-
man resource professionals for 
its annual survey.

Staff Reports

Underpaid? Nah, just overtitled5 tips...
IF YOU’RE NEW TO THE WORKFORCE

1. SIMPLIFY your debt.
2.  TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE of your company’s 

401(k) plan and other benefi ts.
3. START an emergency fund.
4.  OPEN a Roth Individual Retirement Account.
5.  SIGN UP for automatic investing. Source: Morningstar

GETTY IMAGES

Demonstrate to your employer that 
results matter most, not face time
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