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Home for the Holidays (and the Foreseeable Future):

Seven Reasons Why Today’s Boomerang Kids Can’t Hack It in Business 

We all know adult children, especially college grads, are moving back to the nest. But have 

you ever wondered why they can’t seem to find their way in today’s cash-strapped 

lean-and-mean economy? Michael Houlihan says it’s more than a lack 

of jobs—it’s a fundamental unpreparedness for the Entrepreneurial Age.


Forestville, CA (December 2012)—The holidays are here, and too many parents are wondering if they need to buy Santa gifts for the kids who are helping them deck the halls, swill the eggnog, and carve the Christmas goose. Okay, “kids” is a bit of a stretch. But what are the rules when “Little Johnny” is twenty-eight and back in his old room, jobless, his expensive grad school diploma about as useful as a trunk full of Monopoly money? And while most of us are glad to provide our kids shelter from the storm—especially at the holidays—we can’t help wondering, How in the world did this happen?


While the terrible economy bears some of the blame for the epidemic of boomerang kids, there’s another, deeper problem, says Michael Houlihan. The world has fundamentally changed—it’s a lean & mean entrepreneur’s playing field now—and too many young people have never developed the skills and the street smarts to compete.

“The marketplace we’re preparing our kids to enter doesn’t exist anymore,” states Houlihan, coauthor along with Bonnie Harvey of The Barefoot Spirit: How Hardship, Hustle, and Heart Built a Bestselling Wine (coming in February 2013 from Evolve Publishing, www.thebarefootspirit.com). “Credit is hard to come by, and the world is getting flatter, more fast-paced, and more competitive by the day. Young people are going to need more than book smarts and a perfect résumé to navigate it.”

The blunt truth is that many young people (at least those unwilling to settle for a “McJob”) will have to start their own businesses—or at least be able to demonstrate to an employer that they can think and work like a cash-strapped entrepreneur. 

Houlihan knows firsthand what it takes to bootstrap a business from the ground up. He and Harvey are the founders of Barefoot Cellars, the company that transformed the image of American wine from staid and unimaginative to fun, lighthearted, and hip. And when they started the company in the laundry room of a rented Sonoma County farmhouse, they knew almost nothing about winemaking or the wine business. 

The Barefoot Spirit tells their California-style rags-to-riches story in compelling and colorful fashion, and in the process, reveals just what it takes to succeed as an entrepreneur. (Hint: While intelligence matters, resourcefulness, ingenuity, and resilience matter far more.) The truth may come as a shock to young people who’ve grown up in a world that led them to believe textbooks have all the answers.
If you’re the parent of a boomerang kid (or if you yourself are the boomerang kid in question), don’t despair. Given enough determination, it’s never too late to acquire the skills and the mindset you need to bootstrap a start-up.  

But first, says Houlihan, it’s important to figure out what went wrong (and why). Here, he spells out the reasons so few young people have what it takes to hack it in the Age of the Entrepreneur:

They’re not street smart. It’s common to hear stories about college students who can’t do a load of laundry and who automatically call Mom when they’re having trouble deciding what to eat in the dining hall. In many cases, parents’ good intentions—“We just wanted our child to have everything we didn’t”—backfired by creating kids who have never had to face real-world challenges, who aren’t resilient or independent, and who aren’t equipped to solve their own problems (much less those of an employer).
“By the time they hit the workforce, many young Americans are still surprisingly helpless because they have been overparented,” Houlihan states. “That’s a problem, because entrepreneurship demands resourcefulness, imagination, self-reliance, patience, hustle, and tenacity. Every single one of those qualities was key in Barefoot’s development and survival, and they’re also qualities Bonnie and I looked for in our employees. 

“Actually, The Barefoot Spirit is one comprehensive case study on problem-solving,” he adds. “We wanted to walk the reader through the entrepreneurial journey so they could see how challenge after challenge crops up along the way and how you have to think creatively to meet them. We wanted to show ‘street smart’ in action.”  

They think money can solve their problems. The issue isn’t so much that parents have spoiled their kids (though maybe they have)—it’s that parents themselves grew up in times of easy credit and generous budgets. In other words, they developed the mindset that throwing money at the problem is always the solution. Is it any wonder that many young people have adopted that mindset too? Here’s the problem: When you’re bootstrapping a business (especially in a sluggish economy), money can be in short supply, if not outright nonexistent. You have to figure out how to do things without a budget, or at least with one that’s dental-floss thin.

“Actually, money squelches creativity,” Houlihan shares. “Bonnie always says she feels sorry for entrepreneurs with money, because it often keeps them from developing the most innovative and efficient processes. One of Barefoot’s best-ever ideas—worthy cause marketing—came about because we just didn’t have the funds to pay for traditional marketing.”

Barefoot ended up partnering with nonprofit organizations (NPOs) that believed in the same causes they believed in—specifically, environmentalism and civil rights. They donated product at fundraising events, worked festivals, and got out into the community to talk about causes they were passionate about, Barefoot wine, and their NPO partners—all in the same breath.

“In this way, we gained access to lots of potential customers and gave them a ‘social reason’ to buy Barefoot wine,” explains Houlihan. “And in return, the NPOs received donated product and manpower at events, as well as publicity via Barefoot’s distribution channels. Multiple problems solved—all without spending money up-front. And because WCM isn’t costly, it has been a mainstay throughout Barefoot’s existence.”
They’re self-centered. Some kids (certainly not all) are raised to think the world revolves around them, and this often results in adults who think they must stay ahead of the competition for personal gain. Houlihan asserts that no entrepreneur can succeed with this me-centric mindset. Rather, to bootstrap a business, you have to share the wealth in terms of money, perks, and credit for a job well done. You have to give employees skin in the game or they won’t stick with you through the rocky beginnings of your company.
“Increasingly, it’s becoming clear that what people want from their jobs is appreciation, validation, and understanding from their employers—just as much as they want a healthy paycheck,” Houlihan points out. “At Barefoot, we understood that from the beginning and were generous with vacation time, recognizing accomplishments, and compensation, when it was earned through performance!
“Over the years, our experience has proven to us that the absolute best way to achieve growth is to include others—employees, yes, but also the community, suppliers, contractors, and so forth—in our success,” he adds. “The more people who have a stake in the results, the more brains and hands you’ll have working to achieve your goals.”

They lack discipline and want instant gratification. Too many of today’s young people want what they want—right now—without having to work for it. For college students, in particular, that sense of entitlement translates into the expectation that their careers will be lucrative and obstacle-free right out of the gate. However, to bootstrap a business you have to be able to start small, work really hard, and accept that the payoff will come later—sometimes much later. 
“Barefoot’s first ‘office’ was the laundry room of a rented farmhouse,” says Houlihan. “Our ‘desk’ was an old door laid on top of two old sawhorses. We outsourced our grape-growing instead of doing it ourselves. And it took almost two decades of tireless work—I mean, long, long hours, schlepping from store to store, and so forth—before we really felt established. As Bonnie likes to joke, after nineteen years, we were an overnight success.” 
They’ve been taught to conform to existing frameworks. Our education system has a lot of strengths, but one of them isn’t teaching kids to think outside the box. In school, there’s only one real path to success: Go to class, do your homework, and study for your tests. This framework prepares kids for a once-valid, but now outdated professional life: Get a job, go to work every day, toe the company line, get regular promotions, and retire. But unless they want their businesses to be very short-lived, entrepreneurs can’t have this kind of tunnel vision. They need to be able to design solutions for problems that others don’t even recognize as being problems. 

“The ability to think outside of established parameters separates great entrepreneurs from merely good ones,” Houlihan confirms. “When Bonnie and I decided to open up the wine world to average joes and janes—to make wine that was reasonably priced, tasty, consistent, and approachable instead of exclusive and confusing—everyone else in the industry thought we were crazy. 

“For example, at Barefoot’s inception, it was expected that wine labels would be fancy with pretentious, often French, names,” he adds. “But Bonnie refused to give her blessing to a name she couldn’t pronounce. She wasn’t about to be embarrassed ordering her own wine. And because she insisted on doing things differently, our label was embraced by many an intimidated consumer who just wanted a reliably good wine with dinner.”

They don’t value the wisdom of experience. Kids have always believed they know more than their parents. It’s an occupational hazard of being a teen. But the most recent crop of youngsters is in danger of believing that myth well into adulthood. Why? Technology. Gone (or, going) are the days of young people learning about life, love, and everything else from their elders. After all, why have a face-to-face conversation when you’ve got Google? The danger here is that by not connecting as much, kids are severely limiting themselves and their potentials.

“I doubt Barefoot would ever have gotten off the ground if Bonnie and I hadn’t picked as many brains, at as many levels, as possible,” Houlihan admits. “Because we weren’t afraid to talk to people who had been there and done that, we avoided a lot of mistakes and incorrect assumptions, and we got a fuller picture of the industry than many longtime professionals. 

“I’ll never forget asking one supermarket chain’s gruff wine buyer what our logo should look like,” he continues. “He told me, ‘Don’t make it a hill or a leap or a run or a valley or a creek…Don’t put a flower on it. And for crissakes, don’t make it a chateau. Make the logo the same as the name…And whatever you do, put it in plain English…And Houlihan, make it visible from four feet away. [The shopper] has to be able to see it when she’s pushing her cart down the aisle. Now get outta here. I got work to do.’ Turns out, that advice was solid gold—and it’s not the kind of thing you can get on the Internet.”

They believe texting, emailing, and “friending” are relationship builders. While technology has revolutionized the way we conduct our personal relationships and our businesses, it has also made face time less of a necessity. Kids who grew up emailing and texting will naturally want to carry those habits over into their professional lives, especially since this “crutch” allows them to remain safely within their comfort zones and avoid the sting of direct confrontation and rejection. Unfortunately, start-ups require trust, and trust can’t be built from pixels on a screen.

“No matter how technology-driven the world becomes, there will never be a substitute for a face-to-face connection,” Houlihan promises. “I can’t tell you how many retailers, suppliers, and potential customers I visited in person. What I can tell you is that I would have never gotten satisfactory results if I had tried to build those relationships via email and social media. Honestly, I worry that young people’s dependence on virtual communication has stunted the social skills they’ll need to attract customers. People don’t just buy your product; they buy you.”

“Don’t get me wrong—I don’t think that the up-and-coming generation isn’t capable of creating and growing their own businesses,” Houlihan concludes. “Many young people I’ve met are smart, driven, and imaginative. But we as a culture need to be producing more of them. 

“We—their parents, teachers, and mentors—need to realize that it’s our responsibility to cultivate the qualities that will help kids reach their full potentials, and nip in the bud those that will end up being barriers to success,” he adds. “The way we work is changing, and our young people need to adapt to the new reality.”
# # #
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Seven Ways to “Grow” an Entrepreneur (Instead of a Boomerang Kid!)
Insights from Michael Houlihan, coauthor along with Bonnie Harvey of 
The Barefoot Spirit: How Hardship, Hustle, and Heart Built a Bestselling Wine 

(coming in February 2013 from Evolve Publishing, www.thebarefootspirit.com)

Your child may still be in elementary school but you’ve already started worrying about the “boomerang” syndrome. It’s a valid concern. Most kids come back home after college to “crash” until they find a job. But as the months (and years) crawl by and your child still can’t find anything that doesn’t involve cash registers, coffee machines, or polyester uniforms, it becomes clear that their career prospects are what have actually crashed.  

The good news, says Michael Houlihan, is that this less-than-ideal fate needn’t befall your child (or, let’s face it, you.) Today’s job market cries out for street smart, innovative bootstrappers who think and work like entrepreneurs. (It also calls for actual entrepreneurs, as “jobs” are pretty scarce.) Those skills may not be taught in school—but they can be taught and nurtured by parents who commit to helping their kids develop an entrepreneurial foundation.

Here’s how:

Have them read all about it. (Entrepreneurship, that is.) Encourage your kids to read stories and books (or even watch movies and documentaries) about individuals who tapped into their strengths and built successful businesses. (The options are plentiful, from Henry Ford to Steve Jobs to Mary Kay Ash and more.) Afterward, you can have a conversation with your children about what qualities and habits helped these entrepreneurs reach their goals. 
For a twist on this theme, challenge your children to find one example per month of an undercapitalized startup that was successful. After learning about each month’s company, your child can report to you. You and your children might be surprised to learn that many of today’s Fortune 500 companies were started in proverbial (or actual) garages on shoestring budgets! 

Emphasize hard work and effort. Promote focused effort and patience. The fact is, when we see a booming business, we all tend to forget how it started. Challenge “easy way” overnight success stories and explain to kids that such things rarely happen. Instead, glorify “get rich slowly” schemes and reinforce patience when you see kids displaying it. 

You can teach them the value of deferred gratification in many ways, ranging from saving money for a toy to planting and cultivating a simple garden. As you pursue these projects, point out parallels between them and real-life businesses. For instance, your child’s peppers and tomatoes required her time, commitment, effort, and knowledge to get to an edible state, and successful companies require the same things to grow from humble beginnings.  
Don’t fill up the college fund for them. Yes, making sure your children are able to get a higher education is a valuable gift indeed. But don’t feel that you’re obligated to pay every penny. Expecting your children to pay for part (or maybe all) of their schooling will increase the odds that they’ll value it more. Plus, if they work part-time while attending college, they’ll also develop skills like time management, discipline, professional social skills, and an understanding of how money is made—none of which can be truly taught in the classroom. 

If your child does work a part-time job, be a curious parent. Ask him questions about how his company makes money, what a typical day is like, whether he thinks the organization is well-run, and how he thinks it could improve, for example. You can also take the opportunity to ask him how satisfied he is with the current work he’s doing. He might be learning some valuable lessons about the value of the education he’s getting: It will allow him to go on to do something that he finds more fulfilling. 
Encourage them to start a kid-sized business venture. Don’t make your kids or yourself crazy—too many American households are already overscheduled—but if it’s feasible, encourage your children to launch an age-appropriate business. Lemonade stands, babysitting, tutoring, and yard work are classic examples (but don’t limit kids to them!). If they use their imaginations, they may be able to come up with creative ideas of their own. When you’re coaching them, explain that they’ll be setting themselves up for the most success if they can create value as opposed to simply taking value. 


Insist that they help out financially. If your child wants a more expensive item that doesn’t fall into the birthday-or-holiday-gift category (like a bike, laptop, gaming system, skis, etc.), ask her to help pay for it. She can save up birthday money, her allowance, or paychecks from any official or unofficial jobs she may have. Along the same lines, don’t buy her every “little” thing she asks for. Going without—or figuring out how to pay for it herself—will teach your child self-reliance. 
Whenever possible, guide your child on the path to self-reliance. For example, you might encourage her to find clever ways to be fashionable without using tons of money. If she has only $20 to spend, go on a thrift-store shopping trip together and find treasures you’ll both get a lot of use out of. Remember, getting by with less and being resourceful is at the root of successful entrepreneurialism. When your child does find a way to pay for something on her own, be sure to praise her!


Reinforce entrepreneurial behaviors. Whenever possible, direct them toward creative toys like Legos that expand the imagination. Encourage activities that don’t require pre-manufactured toys at all: building a tree house in the backyard or a fort in the living room, for instance. The idea is to show them there are many alternatives to “cookie cutter” thinking.

It’s common knowledge that kids like to be praised. Take the opportunity to do so whenever you see your child using his imagination to solve problems, giving credit where credit is deserved, going above and beyond the bare minimum, and connecting face-to-face with other people, to give a few examples. Also, keep your eyes open for “teachable moments” that can help your child develop and stretch his skill set; for example, inviting him into an adult conversation.  

Help them find mentors. As your child gets older, encourage her to seek out and talk to individuals who have successfully started their own companies. If your teen can land one, an internship at a small business can be invaluable. And interviewing an entrepreneur can turn into a truly educational school project for kids of any age. If your child takes advantage of the opportunity to learn from a real-life entrepreneur, make sure she expresses appropriate appreciation. 
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