Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

Polywogs—Children’s Togs
Polywogs, a woman-owned and run company, designs and distributes upscale children’s sweaters. The sweaters are manufactured in the Philippines but sold throughout the United States in department and specialty stores. The company is the creation of Yolanda C. De Wit, originally from the Philippines, and her American-born partner Ann E. Meyers. The two women met while working together at a sweater distributorship. Yolanda was a manager and Ann, a designer, who had taken an entry-level job as Yolanda’s assistant.
They started Polywogs out of desperation after each had lost her job. “After being unemployed for several months, I decided that the solution to never being jobless again was to become self-employed,” Yolanda stated. Ann was in a similar situation and state of mind. However, despite their strong personal commitment, starting the business required lots of sacrifice and held lots of risk. Yolanda at the time was a nontraditional student, a mother of two who had returned to college to get an MBA. She needed to finish the degree, find a job to support herself and to fund a new business. Ann, also a mother of two, had a successful track record, having launched a children’s apparel line that generated sales of more than $1 million in two years at another company.
With $15,000 raised from family and friends two years ago, Yolanda and Ann jumped in. They secured their first order for $50,000 within a few months. From the beginning, Yolanda, who lives in California, has been in charge of administration, operation, and finance. She is responsible for coordinating with manufacturers the production and importation of the finished product, order processing, and shipping the merchandise. Ann designs the children’s collection created four times a year. She is also the national sales manager, who oversees the network of eight sales representatives, attends trade shows, and creates the marketing plan. Ann’s move to Connecticut has been opportune because the market for sweaters is so much better in the East. The business has grown from that initial $50,000 order to annual sales of $250,000.
Polywogs specializes in distinctive sweaters made from natural fibers for boys and girls from newborn to 14 years old. There are 24 million children in the United States in this age range. “All we want to capture is a little niche,” Yolanda said.
Although there are many factors for success in the apparel business, one of the most critical is the reliability of the supplier. “We are better off specializing in sweaters because we have a dependable manufacturer in the Philippines,” Yolanda said.
It is important to get the shipment on time because the sweaters and designs are so seasonal. Yolanda recalls how they were once forced to heavily discount a Christmas sweater that did not arrive until November. The sweaters also must be produced to exact specifications. If the retailers have agreed to purchase a particular sample, they will not accept changes in the design or construction, as one supplier the company was investigating proposed. The supplier must also be willing to produce in small volume to match their incoming orders.
Most children’s sweaters are imported because their production is so labour intensive that manufacturing in the United States has declined. According to 1994 Bureau of Census foreign trade statistics, total imports for cotton and knit sweaters was 84,228 dozens versus 5,668 dozens of domestic production.
Unable to find a domestic manufacturer who could meet her requirements, Yolanda located the nephew of a former supplier in the Philippines with whom she had worked and kept in contact for 15 years. Her communication skills continue to be essential as she must now stay in daily contact with her supplier by phone or fax and visit at least once a year. “Speaking Tagalog is useful because there are always things you cannot express as clearly in a foreign language,” Yolanda stressed. However, her English-only partner often gets a quicker response to a fax because as the designer she is seen as the linchpin on which both Polywogs’ and its supplier’s mutual growth depends.
Currently the price of a Polywogs sweater is about $20 wholesale and $40 retail. The average landed cost per sweater is about 55 percent of the selling price. Competitive lines sell for 10 to 50 percent more.
The company already ships to about 300 customers across the continental United States and Hawaii through eight sales representatives and their showrooms. Because of limited funds, Polywogs has restricted its promotion to retailers. The company mails information twice a year to 2,000 retailers announcing its sweater collections. Polywogs is also part of a virtual online trade show for apparel manufacturers. It exhibits at one trade show a year in New York. “We have lots of ideas for contacting television wardrobe decision makers or negotiating for product placement on magazine covers,” Yolanda said, speculating about possible promotional efforts.
In the future, Polywogs must continue to keep its overhead low, its inventories lean, and raise more capital. It must find ways to increase sales volume while operating within these constraints. However, Yolanda is optimistic. “This is something we really want to do and so we will find a way.”
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