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Turning a Pastime into Profits

Karem Kalin loves writing personal notes to family and friends. Cards from
her company, Smiles Made Easy (www.smilesmadeeasy.com) are making
it easier for thousands of people to share what’s on their mind.

“I love writing little notes to my husband, family and
friends,” says Kalin, who operates her business from a
home office in Kitchener. “But | know that a lot of people
have trouble getting started. Too often we think we need
to buy someone the ‘perfect gift’ when what we really
need to do is tell them why they’re so special to us
in the first place. | wanted to make it easier for people
to connect.”

To do that, she started her own business: Smiles Made
Easy. The company’s “thought cards” come smartly
packaged in a convenient metal tin, and are available in
five themes: | Love It When... Remember When..., You're
a Great Mom Because..., | Have Fun When..., and | Am
Proud When...

“They’re a simple and stylish way to share your thoughts,”
she says. “Whatever your mood, they make it easy to say
what’s on your mind. You can stuff them into lunch bags,
use them to break the ice at weddings or parties, create
unique invitations. There are so many possibilities.”

Kalin started the business in 2003. As a registered
dietitian, she had absolutely no business experience.
What she did have was a unique idea, plenty of energy
and curiousity, a natural flair for marketing, and a
willingness to listen to experts.

“I'm still learning as | go along,” she says. “l took a
workshop at the Small Business Enterprise Centre in
Guelph, which was very helpful, and I've called on them
for advice several times since | started.”

One area where Kalin didn’t need much help is marketing
and sales. She issues a press release at any opportunity,
and courts the right media for her company and concept.
Her work has paid off, with stories in Canadian Living,
the Toronto Sun, the K-W Record and several parenting
magazines, and spots on CKCO News and CTV’s Good
Morning Canada. Her latest marketing coup was getting
Smiles Made Easy included in gift bags presented to
attendees of the 58th Annual Primetime Emmy Awards.

“I just cold-called them and introduced myself,” says
Kalin. “Once they saw the product, they said it was
perfect for the Emmy gift bags. We got a lot of exposure,
including a mention in TV Guide magazine. You can’t be
afraid of rejection. You get lots of it, but it’s great when
you get an order!”

Sales continue to grow steadily, and the days of
Kalin and her husband assembling the product
in their basement are over. The manufacturing
process is contracted out, and Kalin focuses on
marketing and sales.

“We're selling about 70 per cent of our products
through retail outlets,” she says, “and the balance
through our website. We're sticking with this
product line for now, but we are about to break
into the U.S. market. I'm going to take advantage
of the New Exporters to Border States training
program if | can.”

Karem Kalin has built
her company with
marketing savvy and a
concerted sales effort.

The company’s slogan says it all:

“We start the thought.
You finish it.”
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