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LYS FYI

W

hen I tell people about my job at Yarn Market News—people

not in the industry, that is—they’re always a bit flummoxed. “It’s a

magazine for yarn... stores?” they ask me. “Like, for knitting?”
Most of these people, who aren’t in retail or our industry, don’t

understand the complexity of owning a yarn shop, and they seem amazed that a magazine

to serve the needs of the LYSO even exists. But I explain to them how unique the business

of owning a yarn shop is. Where else are customers actively invited to sit, create and chat

the day away? How often do other shop owners have to balance their personal involvement
with their clients and at the same time handle all the accounting that goes into running

a business with so much merchandise? And how many other kinds of shops are owned by
people who were once the very hobbyists they now sell to?
We understand how special yarn stores are—and not just because they’re our own
favorite places to shop. In this issue, we approach several subjects that, while not unique
to yarn shops, are of particular interest to LYSOs. Things like maintaining a work/life
balance—when you’ve made your hobby your job and are likely the only person shouldering
FRESH FROM THE GARDEN
The bouquet on our cover is made
with paper flowers set atop green
stems covered with Brown Sheep
yarns, including Lamb’s Pride
Worsted, Lamb’s Pride Bulky, and
Serendipity Tweed. Read more
about the company in our interview
with Peggy Jo Wells on page 68.
Photograph by David Lazarus
Laurel Hill uses exotic woods to
make needles that are round, square
or even triangular to suit different
knitting styles. They top our Smart
columns this issue. Find them online
at laurelhillonline.com.

the responsibilities, it’s hard to extricate yourself from the store and find a healthy balance.
With that on our minds, we also looked into finding ways to properly staff a yarn shop to
accommodate the entire customer base—especially the ones who need constant hands-on
help. We delve into the intricacies of stocking a store, which of course means tracking your
products closely and being proactive about planning. Interested in carrying the many celebritybranded yarns on the market? Several of the biggest names and faces are profiled here to
help you make the right choices for your shop. And once you have all the yarn and notions
you need, you have to decide how to price it—at the manufacturer’s suggested retail price
(MSRP) or some other way. We tackle that thorny subject on page 60.
I’ve come to love telling people what I do, because it gives me an opportunity to explain
an industry to those who don’t know. And eventually it leads a woman to remember
that her best friend made baby booties for her son, or think about the treasured afghan her
grandmother made. And the people I tell always smile when they realize that a yarn store
played a part in making that happy memory.

Erin Slonaker,
Editor in Chief

FOLLOW YARN MARKET NEWS MAGAZINE ON FACEBOOK
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Accessing Accessibility
Compliance with the Americans With Disabilities Act keeps you on the legal
up-and-up while opening your shop to a largely untapped market.
BY RACHEL E. BRILL

W

hat image comes to mind
when you picture your
average customer? You
probably think of a
woman of a certain age,
in a certain income bracket,
who gravitates toward a certain type of
yarn or project. And you probably picture her
walking through your LYS doors, not rolling
through in a wheelchair.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau,
approximately 20 percent of Americans have
a disability of one kind or another—a percentage that will only rise as the population
ages. Among that population are avid knitters
and crocheters who would love to support
their local yarn shops but who find themselves
unable to do so because of access barriers—
most of them unwitting on the part of shop
owners.
Under the federal Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA), which applies to sales and
retail establishments including yarn shops,
businesses must provide their “goods,
services, facilities, privileges, advantages or
accommodations” without discrimination on
the basis of disability. Sales and retail establishments also must follow state and local
laws that prohibit discrimination on the basis
of disability. Both the ADA and the analogous
state and local laws include building codes
that set out the details of how buildings must
be constructed, renovated and maintained
to provide access to people with disabilities.
These laws are detailed and can vary from
state to state, so it is a good idea to consult
with a lawyer who is an expert in these
laws to ensure that you’re up to code. In the
meantime, here are a few simple and inexpensive steps you can take to make your
LYS accessible to people with disabilities.

ground-level entrance and was all on one
floor, she used a wheelchair and a walker for
mobility. She identifies entryway stairs as one
of the main problems she now encounters
when visiting yarn shops.
If your LYS is on the ground floor of a
building that has only a few stairs, you can
deal with the problem with a portable
ramp, a relatively inexpensive item you can
find for $200 or less. The ramp will allow
shoppers with mobility issues to get through
the door and start browsing. (It also makes
life easier for parents using strollers.)
Your shop’s interior layout has to be
navigable for people with disabilities as well.
Many LYS owners like to display items—
baskets of yarn, loose-leaf pattern binders—
in the aisles or on the floor, a practice that
Doreen Drener identifies as the worst in-shop
access barrier facing stitchers with mobility
challenges. Clutter in the aisles can make
a store impossible to navigate, and shoppers
who cannot get around easily are unlikely to
return. Additionally, those cluttered floors may
be violating building codes regarding disability
access. Keep an eye on how much of your
merchandise is displayed in this manner, and
move as much of it—if not all of it—out of the
aisles or off the floor as possible. Decluttering
the shop will also help those who rely on
service animals for help navigating.
Vertical challenges also hinder those with
mobility issues: “When you’re in a wheelchair,
you can only reach so far up,” notes Drener.
Most shoppers delight in touching yarn before they buy it, making yarn stored on upper
shelves particularly frustrating for people
who use wheelchairs for mobility. LYS staffers
should be stationed close by to assist such
shoppers by pulling down out-of-reach skeins
or other items.

Getting in, getting around and
getting the goods

Opening your doors to all

“Not all owners think about the problems stairs
may pose,” points out Doreen Drener, a former
LYS owner who has disabilities that affect
her mobility. When Drener ran the now-closed
A Tangled Tale in Powell, Ohio, which had a

38

Don’t be shy about publicizing your shop’s
easy accessibility. Advertise this fact when
promoting classes or knitting groups.
Doreen Drener often got calls from knitters
who asked specifically whether A Tangled
Tale was accessible to people with disabili-

ties. “As a shop owner, you can’t afford
to overlook any possibility of making a sale,”
she says. “If people are willing to pay for
classes but are not able to actually get to
them because you’ve made them inaccessible, you have a big problem. Why go out of
your way to make it hard for people to get
to what you’re selling?” In the current
economic climate, when businesses of all
types are looking for new ways to attract
customers, ensuring that your LYS complies
with federal and state building codes
regarding disability access will only make
your business more competitive.

Rachel E. Brill practices disability rights law at
Goldstein, Demchak, Baller, Borgen & Dardarian in
Oakland, California, and crochets in San Francisco.

One for All
In addition to looking at your store’s ease of
entry, in-shop navigability and display height,
here are a few issues you should consider
when assessing whether your LYS is accessible to people with disabilities:
• Does your shop have a public bathroom?
If so, check local ordinances for the types
of features a restroom must have to be accessible to all.
• In which part of your store do you hold
classes or host knit nights? If they usually
take place in a room that can be accessed
only by stairs or a hard-to-navigate path,
consider an alternate area that is better
able to accommodate all of your clients.
• Are your patterns stored in a way that
makes them accessible to people with disabilities? If not, reconsider your options.
• What type of shopping basket do you
provide for your customers? Not all fit on a
wheelchair. Have bags on hand for those
who cannot navigate using the basket.
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Got a shop. Got a life?
Even when you’re living your dream job, it’s not always easy to find a healthy balance
between business and pleasure—but it can be done.
B Y M AYA M A C K O W I A K E L S O N

F

eeling stretched thin? Stressed out?
Have long hours struck a blow
to your social life? You’re not alone.
The 2010 U.S. Bank Small
Business Annual Survey revealed
that 65 percent of small-business owners say
they are almost always on the go, and only half
say they spend “enough” quality time with
their families and friends. It’s no wonder work/
life balance is a hot topic among LYS owners.
Although there is no magic formula for
achieving this balance, a few essential considerations can move you toward getting—and
enjoying—a life.

Assess and reassess
“It’s important to look at the things that are
sucking your energy,” says Susan Wolcott, owner
of Y2Knit in Funkstown, Maryland, and a parttime life coach. “Then you have to figure out
how to deal with them.”
One way to identify these energy drainers,
says Heather Glidden, a small-business owner
and life-coach-in-training in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
is highlighted in the book The Artist’s Way: A
Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity (Tarcher), by
Julia Cameron. The concept is simple: Write three
journal pages’ worth of thoughts every morning,
jotting down whatever is going through your head.
Then put these pages aside and resist rereading
them for at least a few weeks. It will take some
discipline, says Glidden, but if you faithfully
write down your thoughts, patterns will emerge.
“You may notice that you regularly worry about
some aspect of your day or that you are always
criticizing yourself,” she says. “These pages are
a good starting point for understanding where
you’re losing energy.”

Define boundaries
Setting boundaries is key to keeping stress in check
and protecting your precious free time. Susan
Wolcott believes that it’s crucial to set limits on how
much free help you’re willing to give your customers.
And because it’s common for shop owners to
struggle with lingering customers, be diligent about
sticking to your closing times. If you find it difficult to deal with customers who push boundaries,
practice. “It’s important that you get comfortable
talking about it,” she says. “Even if the words you
40

use aren’t always the same, rehearsing in front of a
mirror or with a friend can really help.”
“It also helps to set up systems of accountability,” says Heather Glidden. “For example, tell
a trusted friend about the boundaries you’ve set:
‘I will work no more than X hours per week.’
This friend can check in to see if you are sticking
to your goals, and often, knowing that you’ll have
to ’fess up if you slip will help keep you on the
straight and narrow.”

Ask for help
Susan Wolcott has shouldered most of the dayto-day responsibilities of running her shop since
opening her doors in 2003. But over the years,
she’s learned to accept help because, she says,
“thinking you’re the only one who can manage
things can be a tremendous burden.” She
employs a bookkeeper, part-time inventory help
and a stable of backup sales-floor personnel for
those times she needs a vacation. Not only do
these contractors help her enjoy steady free time;
their presence also allows her to focus on the
most profitable and pleasurable aspects of running the shop, teaching included.
“You have to look at the stuff you don’t like
doing,” she says. “If you can, find someone else
to do it—especially if it helps you make money
or frees you to do the work you most enjoy.”

Step away from the yarn (really)
Even though yarn and needlework are your passions, let’s face it: You need a break from them
every now and then. Kristine Vejar, owner of
A Verb for Keeping Warm in Oakland, California,
cooks as her creative outlet. “So often, I’m
required to think two steps ahead of what’s
happening in the shop. It’s really important that
I have time to allow my mind to wander, to
enjoy a sense of spontaneity.”
Stacy Wettstein, a clinical psychologist,
psychology professor and owner of Knit One in
Pittsburgh, finds online message boards for
LYSOs to be a great resource for networking, destressing and developing a sense of community.
“They help you understand that [other yarn
shop owners] are in the same boat. Plus, you get
ideas from other people on how to cope.”
From the sales floor and storeroom to time
with loved ones, how you choose to juggle

your shop and your life away from your livelihood
is up to you. Keeping perspective can go a long
way toward managing stress and finding balance.
“Our society often teaches us that we
should just tough it out: No pain, no gain,” says
Heather Glidden. “But if I am not whole and
healthy, what do I really have to offer others in
my world? In order to be effective, you must
take care of yourself first.”
Maya Mackowiak Elson balances her personal and
professional lives at home in Brooklyn, New York.

Sanity-Saving Ideas
Tips for making the ride a smooth one.
The nuances of work/life balance may seem
intuitive, but they’re important to note—
especially if you are just starting out.
• Set a schedule. “Every shop needs a calendar to mark seasonal specials, sales, events
and such, so you aren’t scrambling at the last
minute,” says Susan Wolcott. “Schedule
your personal stuff too, including exercise, so
you’re more likely to make time for it.”
• Adopt only unobtrusive technology. Software and Internet tools are designed to save
time, so why are you slogging away at them
during off-hours? Figure out which tech tools
truly help you, then ditch the rest. Wolcott
likes Ravelry and Facebook for reaching a
lot of people at once and avoiding potentially
time-consuming face-to-face promotions.
Stacy Wettstein swears by the time-saving
virtues of online banking. And Kristine Vejar
values e-mail, but sets limits on its use. “I’ve
adopted a rule in which I’m allowed to read
work e-mail [away from the shop] when it
comes to my iPhone,” she says, “but I don’t
respond to it until I’m back at work.”
• Don’t forget about “alone” time. Whether
you’re an extrovert who’s energized by social
interaction or an introvert who is exhausted
by it, everyone needs at least some time alone.
Take stock of your needs and find ways to
make sure you’re getting adequate “me” time.
“On my weekends, I’m fairly solitary,” says
Vejar. “It’s very important for me to spend
time in my house, just doing my thing.”
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Howdy, Partner!
Marshaling forces with a non-knitting shop or pro can make for good business all around.
BY KRISTINE HANSEN

W

hen Daniel Goldin, owner of
Boswell Book Company
in Milwaukee, was asked by
Debbie Stoller’s publisher,
Workman, to host an appearance for Stoller’s latest Stitch ’N Bitch title, he
quickly phoned someone he knew could help him
fill the room. And when that call came, Caitlin
Walsh, owner of Loop Yarn Shop—conveniently
located less than two miles from Goldin’s indie
bookstore—didn’t hesitate to lend a hand.
Walsh promoted Stoller’s November 2010
engagement via Loop’s e-mail newsletter, website, Facebook page and in-store signage. “We
like to support other small businesses,” she
explains. What’s more, she says, “We’re friends
with Daniel, and he was trying to promote
Debbie’s books, which we use in our classes.”
As evidenced by the hundred or so attendees
—many of whom are also Loop customers—
“Debbie Stoller was a pretty big draw,” says
Walsh. Given the right opportunity, she continues,
she would definitely partner with Boswell Book
Company again. Goldin concurs, saying, “There’s
no question that working with Loop helped make
the event a success.”
This relatively unusual tag-team approach is a
marketing tactic worth exploring. The ideal crosspromotional partner for an LYS is another small
business, one with its own niche and wares that
don’t overlap significantly with your own. Though
Walsh too sells knitting books and did not share
in the cash profits from sales of SNB Superstar
Knitting, Loop benefited from the event in an important way: direct advertising to a new market.
Notices promoting the event that indicated the
partnership went out from the bookstore to its
own mailing list, and Debbie Stoller listed both
stores on her website, putting Loop Yarn Shop
on the radar of many potential new customers.

At crossover purposes
A crossover in customer bases is crucial to
cross-promotion success. Consider working with
other businesses your own customers already
patronize. A local coffeehouse or teahouse where
stitchers are known to do a bit of knitting, for
instance, is a good candidate; plan an informal tea
tasting followed by a technique demo or just a
“sit, sip ’n’ knit.”
42

The year-old Yarn Spot in Wheaton, Maryland,
has developed a partnership that’s furthered the
shop’s reputation as a true relaxation zone. Before
Victoria Rothenberg and Jill Goldwater opened the
shop, Jessica LaGarde, a local massage therapist
who had read about the new store on Ravelry,
pitched the idea of offering in-store seated massages geared toward soothing the aches and pains
that arise as a result of faithful knitting. A knitter
herself, LaGarde knew the requirements. These
15- to 30-minute sessions are offered twice each
month, attracting “a totally different clientele.
Husbands and partners come in, and we definitely
have a more ‘full’ day.” Appointments are made
through The Yarn Spot, and profits are split between the two businesses.
“I’m always running out of Jessica’s cards,”
says Rothenberg. “We’ve given her company
[Peace at Hand] a lot of referrals. We put it out on
Facebook and in our e-mails.” LaGarde also indicates on her website the dates she will be at
the yarn shop, increasing exposure. The massage
component at the shop has been so successful
that LaGarde occasionally teaches an hour-long
class as part of the shop’s curriculum: “Physical
Wellness for the Hand Crafter,” in which participants learn about self-massage and stretching
exercises to combat knitting-related pain.
“People want to think of themselves holistically now,” says Rothenberg. “If you’re knitting
as a form of relaxation, you want to take care of
your body as well.”
Six Loose Ladies Yarn Shop, a nonprofit fiberarts shop and gallery in Proctorsville, Vermont,
similarly partners with two female-oriented businesses focused on wellness. The first, the nearby
Green Mountain Health Center, hosts month-long
weight-loss retreats. Every other Friday, retreat
goers “come play with us,” explains Six Loose
Ladies president Anne Gottier. “We either knit or
crochet—and we do wet felting, too.” The hope,
Gottier explains, is that stitching will become an
integral part of participants’ therapy, and that once
they exit the center they’ll continue to knit—and
buy supplies from the shop that got them hooked.
The yarn shop also connected with Liz Laird,
who teaches yoga at Good Commons, to co-host
a “Good Bus” weekend retreat focusing on yoga
and knitting, for which frazzled Manhattanites
traveled to Vermont on a bus fueled by recycled

restaurant cooking oil. After yoga class, the bus
dropped retreatants at Six Loose Ladies for knitting instruction and shopping. “We showed the
passengers little tricks, and they just loved it,”
says Gottier. “They knit on the bus ride. These
women all have high-pressure jobs. But when you
come to Vermont, you decompress. You take out
your needles and it becomes a form of meditation. By the time they left for New York City, the
women were as loose and relaxed as can be.” A
few of the women who made the trip have placed
orders for more yarn with Gottier; the relationships will be further strengthened when a second
retreat, currently being planned, takes place.
A seasoned multitasker, writer Kristine Hansen
loves the idea of knitting while sipping lattes,
watching a football game at a bar or listening
to authors read excerpts from their work.

Finding Your
Future Partner
Determining what kind of business you should
cross-market with is the first step to successful
partnering. Most of the time this answer is not
immediately apparent, so be prepared to do a
bit of digging.
Poll your customers. At the checkout counter
or around the class table, ask your customers
about other local businesses they support and
whether they’d like to see that shop host a
joint event with yours. Your customers are your
eyes and ears in the community. You might be
surprised by the responses.
Spread the word. A local business alliance is the
perfect place to suss out a potential event co-host.
Spread the word at the next meeting or through
any online correspondence the group has in
place. Keep an open mind about any proposal
that floats your way. Don’t limit your options.
Research the other shop’s customer base.
Say the owner of a local sports bar comes to you
with an offer to host a Super Bowl viewing party
just for knitters. Before jumping in, be certain
that the bar has a healthy female clientele; otherwise, all you’ll be doing is sending your own
customers to a new knitting venue with little
hope of attracting new customers.
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Let’s Make a Deal
Yarn shops nationwide are embracing profits found by
discounting to the masses on Groupon.com.
BY CARRIE MELAGO

C

ollective bargaining may be
suffering a setback these days,
but collective buying? Thanks to
the recent phenomenon of
Groupon.com, that’s a different
story altogether, one savvy LYS owners are
paying attention to. From Vancouver to Boston,
yarn shops across North America are offering
deep discounts on classes and products through
the popular website, hoping to see increased
foot traffic, a new batch of regular customers
and higher profits at the cash register.
“We looked at [Groupon] as an opportunity
to get our name out to a quarter of a million
people interested in buying something in the
Phoenix area,” says Fred Neal, owner of Tempe
Yarn and Fiber in Tempe, Arizona. “It was a
demographic we wanted to hit.”

Groupon efforts
Launched in 2008 in Chicago and now available
in 500 markets worldwide, Groupon partners
with local businesses to feature daily deals on
activities, food and products—but only if enough
consumers sign up for the bargain.
Without spending any money up-front, a business agrees to offer meals, services or merchandise at a discounted price if a minimum number
of interested customers buy, with both the price
and “tipping” number set by the owner. Groupon
members receive daily deal e-blasts and jump at
offers that catch their eye. If there aren’t enough
takers for a given offer, the deal is void. But if
the designated number bite, the offer “tips,” the
purchasers’ credit cards are charged, and the
deal is then available to anyone else until the next
day, when the offer ends. Purchasers print out
the Groupon “coupon” that they exchange instore for the product or service they’ve bought.
Groupon splits the profits 50/50 with the store,
typically sending the money in three installments
beginning the day after the promotion and ending 60 days later.
The site has been wildly successful, offering
members more than 650 deals every day and
spawning competitors like LivingSocial and
BuyWithMe. Groupon says it has saved more than
$1.6 billion for its 50 million-plus subscribers—
folks who like new things yet are more likely to
buy when the price tag is lowered.
44

Collective souls
Krista Wilkinson of Inner Knit Cafe in Fairbanks,
Alaska, says using Groupon was well worth the
15 minutes it took her to set up a free business
account. Like some retailers, she was leery about
offering a discount on merchandise, reasoning
that she would lose the discount margin plus
Groupon’s cut of the profits. Instead, she offered
a $30 beginner’s knitting class series (a total
of 10 hours) at half off the regular price of $60.
Six people signed up for the class in one day,
so Wilkinson pulled in $15 from each of them—
$90 in all. That may not sound like much, but
Wilkinson’s well-worded deal stipulated that
takers had to purchase class supplies at Inner
Knit Cafe. She averaged $24.60 in additional
sales per student—another $150. “If I create
loyalty among new knitters, the additional
revenue will continue,” she says.
Jan Leard, owner of Urban Yarns in Vancouver,
considers her first foray with Groupon a success—
289 people, a full quarter of whom were new
customers, signed up to get $20 worth of merchandise for just $10. “It certainly does help with
drawing in new customers,” she says of the
site, adding as a caveat that “you can’t guarantee
that you’ll make a lot of money.”
Tempe Yarn and Fiber’s Fred Neal heard about
Groupon from one of his knitting instructors, who’d
tried out a bead workshop through the site and
thought it would be a good tool for the six-year-old
LYS. Neal saw it as a way to attract new and
lapsed knitters to the shop. “In the business that
we’re in, you have your regulars, but if you depend
solely on them, you’re at the mercy of their
stashes—your income goes down when they think
their stashes are too big,” he says. “So we’re
constantly looking for new people.”
In November, Tempe Yarn and Fiber offered
a three-hour beginner’s class, a $35 value, for just
$17. In an hour, the offer “tipped” at 50 people.
By 6 P.M., a whopping 499 people had signed
on. Neal said he had prepared for a big number,
setting aside 800 slots for classes held between
November and March. “It’s not for the faint of
heart,” he says of the logistics.
Neal is still gathering data, but he estimates
that 30 or 40 percent of his Groupon users will
take additional classes or come back to shop after
their initial session. And about 10 percent so far

have become regulars. “We have a lot of people
saying, ‘I didn’t even know you were here in
Tempe until I saw this offer,’” he says.
If you’re itching to use Groupon but it isn’t
serving your area yet, be patient. It continues to
launch in new spots around the U.S. and has
even gone international, offering deals in India,
Israel and South Africa.

Get Your Groupon On
Yarn store owners who’ve used the service (or
ones like it) recommend it to others, but it’s
important to think strategically before jumping
on the Groupon bandwagon.
1. “You have to be really clear on what you say
in the ad so there’s no question about what’s
being offered,” says Fred Neal. Limit the number
of coupons one person can purchase, and set a
limit on the total number offered.
2. Keep track of redemption rates to see if your
store came out ahead, lost money or broke
even. That way, if you decide to use Groupon
again, you can tweak the deal.
3. Set an expiration date for redeeming the
deal, preferably between three to six months
from the time of purchase. Waiting too long
makes it hard to determine if the offer brought
in new business. Plus, if folks don’t use the
Groupon coupon in the specified time frame,
that’s free money in your pocket.
4. “Do not target existing customers—this is a
campaign to bring in new customers or bring
back customers who have not visited for a
while. Some of your existing customers will see
the Groupon ad and buy it, but do not go out
of your way to advertise the deal to your regulars,” says Saloni Howard-Sarin of Nine Rubies
Knitting in San Mateo, California.
5. Plan ahead so you aren’t overwhelmed by
demand. That might mean bolstering staffing
on the days after a Groupon offer goes live,
bringing on extra instructors for a class or
adding additional classes to your schedule.

Carrie Melago is a newspaper editor living in Brooklyn,
New York. She doesn’t wait for a 50-percent-off sale to
buy yarn.

