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EDITORS’ NOTE In 1976, Jim 
McCann began building a chain of 
retail fl ower shops in the New York 
metropolitan area. He acquired 
the 1-800-FLOWERS phone num-
ber and renamed the company 
in 1986, launched the company 
online on CompuServe in 1992, 
was AOL’s fi rst merchant partner 
of any kind in 1994, and launched 
the company’s own website in 
1995, adding the .com to the com-
pany name and taking it public in 
1999. McCann is a published au-
thor and an award-winning public speaker, 
as well as a member of the boards of directors 
of Willis Group Holdings L imi ted ,  Sco t t s 
Miracle-Gro, and Dearborn National.

COMPANY BRIEF 1-800-FLOWERS.COM, 
based in Carle Place, New York, is now one of 
the most recognized brands in gift retailing pro-
viding fl owers, plants, gourmet food gifts, choc-
olates, gift baskets, balloons, and more to 
customers around the world via the Internet 
(1800fl owers.com), telephone, retail, and fran-
chise stores, and a network of franchise and in-
dependent professional fl orists. The company’s 
family of brands are among the best known 
in gifting, including 1-800-FLOWERS.COM, 
Fannie May Fine Chocolates, The Popcorn 
Factory, Cheryl’s Cookies, FruitBouquets.com, 
and 1-800-Baskets.com.

How have you had such consistent per-
formance and how do you stay so well con-
nected to your customer?

We’re a company that experienced initial 
success as a result of embracing a new technol-
ogy. It sounds silly to say 25 years later, but 
the technology back then was an 800 telephone 
number.

We have had our antennae up since then 
with the goal of always being the innovator 
and disrupter in our category, and never the 
disruptee.

When my brother Chris joined the com-
pany, he saw that transition from being a store-
based company to embracing the 800 number, 
and he recommended that we explore the 
Internet as the next transitional step.

We have experienced four waves in our 
business: fi rst was the retail stores; second was 
embracing the 1-800 number as our primary 

access modality; and third was the 
Internet. Today, we are well into our 
fourth wave, which includes everything 
about mobile, local, and social.

What we’re on our way to be-
coming is an omni-channel social 
commerce company. We will embrace 
any channel that is appropriate for our 
customers because they’re not chan-
nel-specifi c – they are channel-agnos-
tic. They are going to interact with 
us wherever and however it is most 
convenient for them – on their home 
phone, their mobile phone, their desk-

top, an iPad, an iPhone, or an Android device.
The reason we are so focused on being as 

convenient as we can be is because we’re help-
ing our customers act on their thoughtfulness. 

We got a lot of press recently for being 
one of the fi rst e-commerce companies to em-
brace Bitcoin. This is part of our DNA; we were 
the fi rst fl oral gift company to accept credit 
cards over the phone, the fi rst to embrace the 
Internet, the fi rst merchant partner of any kind 
with AOL, and the fi rst company to conduct a 
transaction on Facebook without leaving their 
site. Being fi rst means that we are willing to be 
on the cutting edge – sometimes the bleeding 
edge. We are always investing in innovations 
for the future that help us engage directly with 
our customers. 

The nice thing about being an omni-
channel social commerce company is that our 
customers are in constant dialogue with us; it 
doesn’t take much for us to follow the bread 
crumbs our customers leave to tell us where 
they want to go.

We launched a product a year ago called 
Fruit Bouquets specifi cally because our custom-
ers were asking us for it. Frankly, I didn’t real-
ize how big a business that could be, but our 
customer service agents told us they were get-
ting requests almost daily from customers. And 
customer response since our launch has been 
excellent. 

Do your product extensions comple-
ment each other and are they all connected?

We fi nd that as customers sample more of 
the breadth of our product lines, they become 
more frequent customers because we can solve 
more of their gifting and celebratory needs. Our 
customers help us determine what we should 
have in our product offering and we are charged 
with merchandising accordingly.

Our job is to interact with our customers, an-
ticipate what they want, and test into what we think 
they want to help them express themselves and 
connect for their business and social purposes.

Does the 1-800-FLOWERS name still 
effectively describe the scope of your busi-
ness and how do you communicate that 
there is so much more you offer?

If you were looking for fl owers and came to 
our site, this is where you’d land. You would also 
see tabs for other brands and products that we think, 
based on your behavior, might be relevant for you.

What our corporate brand is doesn’t really 
matter – what we want to serve is our consumer 
brand. Going forward, you will increasingly see, 
on all of our sites, our Celebrations brand and con-
tent, which helps to engage with our customers 
in a different way – not always via a transaction. 
What we are trying to do is to create a celebratory 
ecosystem that helps our customers express them-
selves and connect. Sometimes this will be with a 
free greeting and sometimes with a gift.

If someone decides to buy her mom a new 
set of running shoes, we don’t sell those and 
we can’t add value there. But that person might 
want to come to our site and send a nice note to 
her mom or a very interesting video to tell mom 
how much she thinks of her – that costs nothing. 
We want to be there when our customers have 
these thoughts to connect in a simple way and, 
of course, when they wish to send a beautiful 
bouquet or gourmet gift.

How great are the international 
opportunities?

The U.S. still offers signifi cant growth oppor-
tunities, especially with our product expansions in 
gourmet foods. But we have operating partners in 
Canada, Mexico, South America, and Europe, and 
we will go to other regions of the world where we 
can fi nd good local partners. We have the right set 
of assets to bring to the table when matched with 
local operators and capabilities.

Is it diffi cult to maintain an entrepre-
neurial culture now that the company has 
grown so much larger?

Yes. Entrepreneurs will swing for the fences 
but we can’t always do that, because we have 
stakeholders and others that would rather not 
see us take excessive risk. We have to fi nd a bal-
ance between a good, sensible stewardship of 
assets culture and the renegade trying to build 
upon some kernel of an idea culture. We try 
to empower our people to take risks and become 
leaders within the scope of our enterprise.•
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EDITORS’ NOTE At Forté Management, 
Jason DeYonker has spent over a de-
cade catering to the entertainment and 
fashion industries, advising clients on 
all fi nancial business matters. Prior to 
Forté, he started his career in busi-
ness management by co-managing a 
large family offi ce that had multiple in-
vestment platforms spread across sev-
eral industries and various countries. 
Since forming Forté Capital, DeYonker 
has led a multitude of investments in 
private companies. He began his ca-
reer with Arthur Andersen and later 
joined Deloitte’s Corporate Finance Group. He re-
ceived a Bachelor of Business Administration, with
a concentration in fi nance and accounting, from 
the University of Michigan. DeYonker currently serves 
as a Director on the following Boards: ACADEMI 
Holdings, LLC; Novitas Global Solutions, LLC; The 
Wall Group, Inc.; and Serge Normant Professional.

COMPANY BRIEF Forté Capital Advisors (fortecapital 
advisors.com) combines private equity with experi-
enced and active management in the investments in 
which it participates. In addition to a select portfo-
lio of investments, Forté provides transaction and fi -
nancial advisory services to growing middle market 
companies. The Forté team has over 40 years’ expe-
rience managing companies that range from start-up 
phase to large multinational operations. To date, the 
team has completed over $2 billion in private equity 
and corporate fi nance transactions. 

Forté Management (fortenyc.com) is an in-
dependent fi nancial business management fi rm 
dedicated to simplifying clients’ lives. Forté caters to 
a wide range of businesses, executives, entertainers, 
and individuals and their offi ces are located in New 
York City and Los Angeles.

How broad is the client focus for Forté?
Forté’s services are not industry-specifi c. I 

have found the services we provide are relevant 
to almost all areas of small business and to high-net 
worth individuals.

Our clients have the safety of professional 
fi nancial management, while often reducing the 
need for internal administrative staff. We essentially 
are their fi nancial quarterback and help them avoid 
mistakes that could have an exponential effect.

Are you competing against the large 
fi rms or more niche players?

Generally, they’re smaller offi ces. There is a 
level of customer service you need access to, and 

clients want access to the principals and 
I have a good group of partners that help 
me.

I try to aggregate experience with
a group of entrepreneurs that know 

the challenges of growing a business. 
Sometimes it can be as simple as project-
ing accurate fi nancial statements, but it’s 
not always easy for people when they are 
focused on establishing or growing their 
businesses. With fi nancial success, clients 
lives generally become more complicated. 
Fortunately, we simplify their fi nancial 
matters by managing their bookkeeping, 

tax compliance, estate planning, banking, and insur-
ances. It’s the value driver we offer. 

What we’ve evolved into is Forté Capital, 
which operates as a boutique private equity shop. 
We make a handful of investments, some large 
and some small, with limited partners that are like-
minded folks for that particular investment and 
manage it as their conduit. 

 The difference from most PE shops is that 
we’re extremely active in the management of the 
platform – be it to a fault with the management 
teams or to our advantage, hands-on. We can only 
do a limited number of simultaneous investments 
because we are so involved and it’s not worth it 
for me to overextend myself to make more money. 
You ultimately make more money and add more 
value by putting your energy into a handful of proj-
ects; this formula has proven successful for me.

Are you more focused on fi xed entities or 
start-ups that need capital?

It’s opportunistic. We see unbelievable deal 
fl ow – some are at the early stages or conceptual; 
some have gotten off the ground but have no idea 
how to build the infrastructure, which we can as-
sist with.

As a leader who is so hands-on, how do 
you keep management in place?

Provide the proper incentives and make sure 
they are aligned with our goals. Strong manage-
ment teams are essential for success and I’m very 
active in selecting them. We have several forums 
where we have the ability to reach in at all levels 
of the company and understand what is going on.

But I empower my leadership teams. You 
can’t do it all so effective communication is critical 
for success.

When a company comes to you, are you 
more focused on the management and the 
people, or is it about the industry space and 
growth prospects?

It’s about the opportunity – I look for unique-
ness. Someone sells their company because it’s 
broken or they have peaked and they don’t know 
how to further grow their business. I will take either 
one of those options. I think long term, so I don’t 
care about the exits. I want to manage for an exit 
but I don’t worry about it – I’m very patient. This is 
the difference between Forté and most other VCs. 
A good example is our investment in Constellis 
Holdings, which includes operating companies, 
ACADEMI and Triple Canopy. There is a lot of his-
tory with these companies, much of which needed 
to be improved via proactive management. Today, 
the platform is well-positioned for growth and con-
sidered a successful turnaround, which required 
patience and perseverance. 

How large can you grow and not lose 
your personal service? 

As you put systems in and the checks and 
balances are working, you can scale. You need to 
have relationships with your customers and/or cli-
ents and build trust. If you become a trusted advi-
sor, whether you’re managing or deploying their 
capital and, on a daily basis, looking for growth 
opportunities, there are an unlimited number of 
folks who want what we provide because it’s not 
easy to fi nd. 

So we are scalable to an extent. We will peak 
out at some point based on whether I can fi nd ad-
ditional partners and principals who share my val-
ues – and they are few and far between. We have 
a great team today with plenty of opportunities so 
we are in no hurry to expand beyond a few more 
signifi cant platforms. 

I don’t want to be a massive company be-
cause we’ll lose our hands-on touch. It’s about fi nd-
ing the folks who share that core set of values. It’s 
about getting your hands dirty – I’m knife-fi ghting 
every day.

Did you always know you would be an 
entrepreneur?

Yes, I’ve excelled at owning my own com-
panies since I was 15 years old. I thought it was 
good to get business experience in other compa-
nies when I was younger, but I became an entre-
preneur because I can manage the risk and enjoy 
doing so. You take very seriously the responsibili-
ties your work entails.

You’re the trusted advisor. People come to 
you with life decisions and you are not just going to 
impact them but the rest of their family. Consultants 
can come and go; I’m a partner to every one of 
my clients. I have to deal with my good or bad 
decisions.•

Jason DeYonker
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