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There’s a whole bunch of, at best, reckless, at 
worst, deadly, advice flying around these days 
suggesting that you should build a business 
around your passion. 

Mostly the advice is promoted by charlatans 
who’ve not yet built a business. The approach they 
advocate is no different then what James Earl 
Jones told Kevin Costner in Field of Dreams…”If 
you build it they will come.” 

Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. Most that 
follow the advice forget the basics of building a 
business—you need buyers and something they 
want to buy! 

This month’s profile of Laura Johnson, the 
energetic and very sharp CEO of boutique 
manufacturer Coton Colors reveals a playbook for 
turning passion into profit. 

It will become very clear, very quickly, that 
Laura was building a real business based on 
accurate thinking and intelligent action. Today, 

she’s leading a growing and dynamic team that 
powered through the recession and is rapidly 
expanding the firm’s footprint across the country. 

Mailbox Alert!  
Special Audio Interview Next Month 

We normally wouldn’t have an issue in May, 
but I had the most incredible interview a few 
weeks ago with Cheryl Boyum, a CEO you 
absolutely must meet. She’s accomplishing 
amazing things and flying in the face of the 
massive healthcare industry revolution. 

The interview is so good, I decided not to hold 
it to the next issue. And…so you can hear Cheryl's 
story in her own voice, we’ve put the interview on 
CD…watch your mailbox for it in May. 

Stay Unstoppable! 
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Steve Gordon, Publisher 
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Steve: Hi, this is Steve Gordon, and I want to welcome 
you to another Unstoppable CEO interview. Today, I’m here 
in Tallahassee, Florida, with Laura Johnson, CEO and 
designer at Coton Colors. Laura, welcome today. 

Laura: Thank you. I’m so glad to be here. 

Steve: Great to have you. I’d love for you to start and 
give us a little bit of background on you and on Coton 
Colors. It’s an amazing business. I walked into the office. It 
has bright colors, a beautiful layout, and looks really 
interesting. Tell us a little bit about it. 

Laura: I’d love to. Coton Colors is a company that 
designs and manufactures a wide range of products 
that are sold in different gift stores, boutiques, and 
large department stores throughout the country. I’m in 
over 3,000 locations, actually. 

Steve: Wow. 

Laura: It all started many, many years ago, when I was 
born and raised in Miami, Florida. I had great parents. My 
father was an entrepreneur, ran his own business, and was 
extremely busy throughout my childhood. My mom was 
somewhat of a creative type. She also inspired me to 
realize early on that I wasn’t the jock my older sister was. 
She decided to steer me in a path that was better matched 
to my talents.  

I had always loved to design and create … not 
product, but at that point, it was more artistic endeavors. 
She took me to many, many classes. I was surrounded by 
all different types of artistic endeavors. I took many 
painting classes, drawing classes, sculpture and pottery 
classes. If she were sitting here today, she would tell me 
that she started it all, because she did see my passion for it 
and also produced the avenues for me to express that.  

My educational path took me to Florida State 
University, where I graduated with a degree in studio art. 
A lot of times, people in art don’t think of it as a 
business, but I had the drive, even early on as a 
teenager. I found that I really, really loved to create 

things, but also loved to sell them. Not just designing 
and creating great-looking stuff, or paintings, or products, 
but also had the passion to sell it. That was born in me 
early on. You’d see me even in summers, creating 
different products and walking up and down the streets of 
North Kendall Drive in Miami, trying to find outlets to 
sell it. 

Really, where I would say Coton Colors was born, 
was through all that base of really developing things, 
and then taking them a little bit to market, and trying 
it, and so forth. Where I really feel like it was founded was 
when I was pregnant with my first daughter, and really 
settled on a product, which was cotton dresses, and 
rompers, and so forth, for children, where it wasn’t so 
much the fashion of the apparel world. It was more the 
painting and the dying of the products. I would take cotton 
items, dye them and hand-paint them, trying to make it as 
hard as I could, and then sold them in the retail 
environment, basically through home shows.  

That took me in that passion where I knew I was 
having a child, I knew that she needed clothes to wear, so I 
wanted to have a little stamp on that and create products. 
She inspired me even before she was born to create a 
product line that she could then wear. That was the 
naming of Coton Colors. That was how that began, 
through that hand-painted clothing venture, I decided on 
the name Coton Colors, and it fit. 

While I had my other two children … I have three 
daughters … over a five-year period, I developed that 
product line and developed a customer base through home 
shows and various different places all throughout Florida. 
Knew that my passion, as much as I loved that, the love 
that I had was in the painting and the application and not 
so much in the apparel and growing that product line. It 
wasn’t my love or something that I knew I would be good 
at. 

When my last daughter was born, Mary Parker, she 
inspired me to create clay handprints for her. I rolled out 
some clay and put her handprints in it. I had done this 
with my other children, but for some reason, this one 
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really inspired me even more. I took them to a local kiln 
and had them fired. While I was there, I noticed a stack of 
dinner plates that were sitting there, all handmade dinner 
plates that were just dried-up clay dinner plate shapes. I 
snatched those up, took them home, and painted names 
on them, on each one. I have three daughters, and they 
each had their names put on one. Then I have three 
nieces, and I put their first names on it.  

I took them back and got them fired, and had them 
in the back trunk, and actually showed them to my 
carpool buddies and said, “Hey, look what I just did.” 
They placed orders for those. Then the product line 
was born.  

I knew I had a customer base that was developed 
through Coton Colors, knew I had a product that I really 
loved, because pottery was something I had done all my 
life and really enjoyed that. Now I matched the two 
together with a customer base, and said, “Okay, aha, I 
have something I can do and take to market.” My biggest 
goal was to get to the Atlanta gift show. 

Over a period of about 18 months, I developed the 
line into not just dinner plates with children’s names on 
them, but managed to do some dining and entertaining 
pieces, and expanded into a seasonal line, and took it to 
several stores in my area. I realized that I had a business 
when every store that I knocked on the door of, they 
bought.  

I caught my father at a weak moment and said, “Hey, 
Dad …” He had been retired from his business. They had 
moved up to Tallahassee with my mom after Hurricane 
Andrew. He was a great entrepreneur, and was always 
business-minded, and was really seeking for something to 
do, I’d say. He may not agree. I knew that I could use his 
expertise in business to help me launch and move Coton 
Colors into the business that it is today. I caught him at a 
weak moment, said, “Hey, I need some help. Can you 
help me out?” My mom and my dad basically joined 
Coton Colors at that moment.  

We leased a space, that pottery studio, that very first 
pottery studio I took those handprints to to get fired. She 
retired, and I took over her location and became her 
tenant, and starting painting away. My dad stayed in the 
back. He made a lot of the pottery, along with another 
person that helped us out there. Then my mom loaded 
kilns and did all the shipping and packing. Then I sat in 
the room and painted like crazy. Anybody that would 
knock on the door and see if they could get something 

fired, I said, “No, we’re not doing that anymore, but come 
sit down and help me paint,” or, “Go home, and change 
your clothes, and come back. Can you paint?”  

We grew the business that way. We ended up at 
Atlanta with my family surrounding me. My husband 
stayed home and watched all the kids for that weekend 
while I headed up to Atlanta and opened up a little 10 by 
10 booth, displayed my wares as samples. I had my sister, 
my mother, and my father there alongside of me. Within 
the first three hours, we had landed many accounts and 
had more money and orders than we could ever dream 
possible. I knew that the business was launched.  

That was 1997, was the first small 10 by 10 booth in 
Atlanta. We had, I think, at that point, four employees: 
myself, my mother, my father, and one other employee or 
two other employees at the time. Now, that many years 
later, we’ve developed the line from a very small 
collection of product offerings that fit into that 10 by 10 
booth, to now we have three permanent showrooms: 
one in Atlanta, Dallas, and Las Vegas.  

Currently, we have over 2,000 skus in our line today, 
and we sell to over, as I said, 3,000 stores nationwide. 
We’ve taken that, three different studios later, found us 
where we are now. It’s been an exciting, exciting ride. It’s 
all still hand-painted and hand-designed by Coton Colors 
staff, so that’s great. 
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Steve: That’s great. That’s an amazing story. I get to 
talk to a lot of CEOs doing this, and a lot of people who 
have launched businesses from what seemed like the 
smallest of ideas and from often a personal interest. It’s 
always amazing to me to see what you can do with some 
consistent effort over a period of years. Not that many 
years, really. Really amazing. Congratulations. 

Laura: Thank you. 

Steve: I walked into the office, and for everyone 
listening or reading this, when you walk in, there’s a giant … 
I don’t know what you would call that. It’s made out of fabric 
where you’ve got every state in a different color fabric, with 
pins of all of the cities where you have distributors. It’s a full 
map, so it’s really quite impressive.  

I’d like to talk for a minute about some of the things 
that you’ve had to overcome along the way, because the 
story that you just told us I’m sure skips over some of the 
stuff that was tough. In any business, you’ve got to get 
through some difficult times and make some decisions. The 
decisions that you make really forge the future. Tell us a little 
bit about a time or two that you really had to overcome 
something to grow the business. 

Laura: Probably my biggest sticking point, as I look 
back over Coton Colors’ growth, is when we really 
outstripped our ability to produce and realized that the 
daunting task of bringing pottery to market is 
extremely difficult. We always look back on this that I, of 
course, had to find the hardest product ever to control in 
production, match it with a very, very difficult style of 
painting. While people look at our product and think it’s 
very simple and easy, it’s extremely difficult.  

The style that we maintain has a very high level of 
defect, because it is very stylized. It isn’t brushy. It doesn’t 
hide a lot of flaws, so a lot of these things, we learned in 
the manufacturing process, because we used to hand-make 
and hand-paint every piece from scratch. It would start 
from raw clay and end up as a fired-finish piece that was 
shipped to our customers. The difficulties along the way 
were immense.  

That was, number one, challenging, where I was 
getting to the point where our turnaround time was 
getting to be a 10-month period, a wait period. Our 
customers were getting frustrated in having to wait 
that long, because there’s a lot that happens in that 
span of time. We couldn’t open new accounts. We 

couldn’t even fulfill with the space we had. No matter 
how many more painters we hired, no matter how 
many more kilns we bought, no matter how much 
bigger we got, we just couldn’t manage correctly the 
manufacturing process of a very elusive product.  

This was hard for me, because I’m pretty much a 
control freak. We have a lot of strict guidelines. We’re a 
very discerning company. It was hard for me to give up 
that control over production, but it came to a point where 
I knew we couldn’t grow the company, that our costs were 
running away with us, as well as the ability to manage our 
production. It really limited my ability to grow the line. I 
knew I could never manage a national or international 
company, which was what my dream was, while 
manufacturing it myself.  

The manufacturing was so overwhelming that it took 
me out of the design process, and the marketing process, 
and the selling process, where basically we were unable to 
do anything other than just go to the show, outsell our 
production, then come home and madly paint every single 
day and manufacture every single day.  

I had a transitionary time of about two to three years 
where I made the decision to outsource our production. 
As daunting as that was, it was something that I knew I 
had to do. I had to stop my madness of just getting and 
fulfilling our customers’ needs, and stop as a CEO and 
say, “Wait, where are we going with this?” Doing 
that, finding the right sourcing, finding the right partner to 
do that, I think it was luck, but I think you make your own 
luck.  

We found a great partner, I’ve come to find out in 
hindsight. It’s real easy to say that now, but it was very, 
very tough at the time as far as really relieving the trust. 
What I did, was I set aside X number of dollars, and I said, 
“I’m going to take the risk on importing these products.” 
We flew overseas to work directly with the factories and 
the artists that worked on our product line. I was very 
controlling. I refused to sell anything until the product 
landed in my studio, that I could inspect myself before we 
shipped it to any customer, because it was very hard to 
control that, not knowing, being new to it.  

That was the biggest, hardest, most difficult decision. 
It took a lot of time, a lot of energy, a lot of effort away 
from what I love to do, which was design. I knew at that 
point I had to stop that, because we, quite frankly, 
wouldn’t be in business today if I was still managing on 
that level of manufacturing. I just couldn’t do it. It was 
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just too, number one, expensive, and too difficult to 
control.  

That decision, looking back, was probably the 
biggest point that I had to overcome. Knowing my skill 
wasn’t in manufacturing … it was in design, marketing, 
and selling … giving that over to somebody else while still 
controlling it very heavily, we have found ourselves in a 
position now that we can direct our team. A lot of the 
artists that worked with us then are now sitting in seats in 
marketing and sales, and they’re able to grow their skill 
level and their salary, to be able to work in that type of 
environment versus a production studio environment.  

Today, I have to say that that was one of the decisions 
that I made that has taken us to the ability to now be able 
to grow to where we want to be. It was moving away from 
that. That was a huge accomplishment. Probably the 
second was, while I had mentioned those employees, they 
worked in a production studio, they were not necessarily 
trained in business, not necessarily trained in all of the 
aspects of running and growing a company from where we 
were, a small studio, up to where we are today and 
growing.  

The other challenge as a CEO I would say is, I 
kept a lot of the same management team, grew them 
into manager positions, and while we still struggle 
today on… I’m not trained in business. I have no 
business skills other than I was an art major, so you 
wouldn’t think that those two would fit really well 
together. I had to go learn them. I had to go challenge 
myself to figure things out, learn from other people, 
and seek out opportunities for that.  

The managers were the same way with that, where 
they were inexperienced. They knew Coton Colors. They 
knew the business of Coton Colors, but to grow us to the 
next level really took a lot of reflection to say, “I’ve got to 
figure something else out. Other people have figured this 
out, so let’s go learn from everybody else.”  

Last year, I created the Coton Colors MBA Program. 
All of my managers and I together learn skills that are 
outside of necessarily what we know. Rather than just 
sticking to what we do know, we’ve pushed them all to 
grow in their abilities, and reading books, and following 
different types of procedures and learning from other 
people.  

That’s the second biggest challenge that I had to 
overcome, is I have very passionate, very smart, very great 
people that are very passionate to Coton Colors and 

growing it and got us to where we are now. Now we need 
to move it to the next level, so we’re all educating 
ourselves and taking a look to say, “What can we learn? 
Who can we acquire? What can we do as far as skill set?” 
When we have new positions to hire, we hire with those 
abilities. The internal staff, as we all grow, we all can learn 
from this MBA Program, we call it, to be able to improve 
ourselves, and thus, what we’re doing at Coton Colors. 

Steve: That’s a great idea. You touched on two very 
important things, and I’m going to go back to the first one. 
This decision that virtually every business comes to, every 
CEO faces at some point or another during the growth of 
the business, you get too big to do it all yourself. It’s a big 
sticking point for a lot of businesses. Oftentimes, I see them 
hit it, they’re somewhere north of a million dollars but 
growing, and they’re just maxed out. The CEO is the man or 
woman who’s doing all the selling, who is fulfilling, who has 
all of the relationships, knows how it all comes together. 
Sounds like you were in that position.  

You’ve got a really unique product. As I look behind you 
here on the shelves at all the product, it all looks very, very 
custom, handmade, not manufactured. You have this added 
problem of being able to create something visually that 
looks handmade. Leading up to you making that decision, 
what changed? What was it where you just said, “I can’t 
keep doing this anymore”? 

Laura: I don’t know other than my gut. I really am a 
gut kind of leader. I know when timing is right. I feel it, 
and I act on it. It clicks to me. Until I just get to the point 
where, “Wait a minute. What are we doing here?” A lot of 
times, I’m very fortunate, because I have my family. They 
are very involved in my business. I have very good 
grounding to go with. My mother is still involved in our 
business. She runs our retail stores. My father is my CFO, 
so he is there to keep my feet on the ground. My sister 
runs our ornament division, a fulfillment center and store 
in Tampa.  

I have them around me to understand where I’m 
coming from. Really and truly, it’s a gut reaction to say, 
“This has to happen,” or, “This has to change.” I can say 
that my father does drive me a lot to say, “This isn’t 
working,” or, “This is working. What are you going to do 
about it?” It really comes from the gut and knowing 
that this has to change for the benefit of all. It’s not 
easy. It’s not easy to know when that timing is. I can’t 
pinpoint a single thing that happens.  
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I also am open to a lot of opportunities. That’s where 
that gut comes in, and when the right person walks 
through the door or when I’ve made the right connection. 
I always try to keep all of those opportunities out there. I 
may not act on them immediately, but the timing and the 
opportunity has to match together. Then you pull the 
trigger. I think a lot of it just comes intuitively, from what 
you feel. I say it’s a gut reaction, but I think a lot of it is 
added to the pile before, then I can act on it. 

Steve: Sure. The second thing you talked about was, I 
call it, growing your staff. It sounds like you’ve grown them 
from the very beginning. You’ve got a lot of people who are 
still here today who were with you in those early days. 
Oftentimes, what you’ll see is businesses will outgrow, or at 
least they’ll think they’ll outgrow their people. What have 
you done that is a little bit different to ensure that they can 
continue to move up? Because it sounds like, from what 
you’ve described, they didn’t have the skill sets then that you 
need now, and you’ve built those. 

Laura: That’s exactly the point that we are now. My 
operations director was educated as a schoolteacher. In 
her, and personality and what her skill set is, is she is 
passionate. She’s a great customer service lead. What I try 
to do is match passion. I think the passion is the biggest 
skill that our team has right now, is they’re very, very 
passionate at what they do. They match it with a higher 
level of ability. It’s not like we just have passionate people 
with no skill. They actually have skill, and they’ve 
developed the skill throughout doing. They learn it as they 
do it. You can go read a whole lot in a book, but until 
you’re sitting on the frontline, and figuring it out, and 
actually doing it, then it doesn’t match so much..  

Like I said, the Coton Colors MBA Program has gone 
a long way in not only improving my own skills but their 
skills, as well, so that we’re all on the same page together. 
While I find passion in people, especially if in the 
beginning, we always are challenging ourselves to learn 
more, do more, figure it out, go and seek help, seek advice. 
And also, what else can you do to sharpen that skill so that 
we’re all just improving every day? 

Steve: Sounds like you’ve found a little bit of a secret 
formula. I always like to ask, when I’m sitting with a business 
owner, what they see coming up in the future. In your 
industry and maybe in the economy as a whole, what do you 
see the next few years looking like? 

Laura: We’re a little bit insulated, although the gift 
and home business has been well impacted, as a lot of 
people have known. We, fortunately have been able to rise 
above that and continue to grow even despite the 
economy.  

What we see in the future is that you’ve just 
got to make it happen for yourself. No matter 
what you’re dealt, figure it out. Go find 
opportunity, because it’s always there, no matter 
what’s happening.  

Go for it, and try to figure out a way to change, or 
develop, or to adapt to the changing climate. Whereas 
something that may have worked really well in the past for 
us, didn’t, so we have to change, and adapt, and figure it 
out, and make something happen, because we are go-
getters. We don’t let anything stand in our way. We grow, 
and develop, and try to change according to what the 
customers’ needs are. We stay really connected to our 
customers, too, to figure out what it is that they’re looking 
for. 

Steve: That’s great. Thank you for sharing that. I think 
that’s probably the best advice that anybody can have about 
the future. I always like to close these interviews with 
learning a little bit about what inspires you as you work 
through your journey as a CEO. Can you share three things 
with us? Your favorite quote…the best business book you’ve 
read…and what you’re reading now. 

Laura: My favorite quote would definitely have to be, 
“Never miss an opportunity to celebrate every day.” I 
have to tell you, that is our brand mission. That’s what we 
founded Coton Colors on. I think I’m very passionate 
about that. As we go through life, we just can’t let it go on 
for the next big occasion or big event. There are 
celebrations that happen every day, whether it be just a 
simple little small thing, like a good grade on a report card, 
or whether it’s a big holiday. Every day has an opportunity 
to celebrate, so just stop and celebrate those moments. 
Brings a lot of happiness and joy.  

I’m very guilty of going to the next thing, going to the 
next thing, and not stopping and saying, “Look at what 
we’ve done,” or, “Look at what you’ve done,” whether 
it’s my children, my husband, my family, my mother-in-
law, whoever it is, an employee. It’s very, very important 
to our souls to stop and say, “Hey, we’ve done this. Isn’t 
this awesome? Isn’t this great?” That’s really what Coton 
Colors does. What we’ve found to be how we’ve been 
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inspired to grow our product line, is just making it easier 
and giving ourselves a break a little bit and saying, “Be 
happy for today, and see what we’ve done that’s really 
good.” That would be the quote that would be the one 
that I find most meaningful. 

The number one book I would recommend that 
I’ve read that has definitely changed Coton Colors’ 
path, was the very first book that we did in what we 
call the Coton Colors’ MBA Program. That is 
Mastering the Rockefeller Habits. I know that that’s a 
popular book, but I would highly recommend it to 
anybody, especially somebody, like my personality, that’s 
just gone and done things without necessarily having a 
business background.  

One of the things that I think has benefitted us is the 
unified mission. I found myself, probably last year, 
realizing it when I had seen some things come through, 
particularly it was a marketing photography session that 
took place, and was ads that we were creating in a 
marketing effort. They just missed the mark of what I was 
thinking. I realized, right then and there, as I sat down 
with the team to understand why they would bring this to 
me, why they would go in this direction. I realized that 
there was a disconnect. I assume that people can read 
what’s on my mind. A lot of times, our team can, because 
we’ve worked together for so long.  

Really and truly, they needed to understand and hear 
from me, and they needed to understand where I wanted 
to go. I realized I wasn’t communicating that correctly, 
that I wasn’t having those conversations. It needed to go 
not just to my management team but also all the way down 
to anybody and everybody in the company.  

That’s what the Rockefeller Habits did. It gave us a 
floor plan to be able to design a way to be better at 
communicating so that everybody had a unified vision and 
mission, and that we were able to successfully achieve 
goals. Set them correctly, and then measure them along 
the way, and then achieve them and celebrate when we 
did. That was what I took away from that book. I feel while 
we’re still challenging ourselves every day, we now have a 
much more unified way of ensuring that our visions are 
captured correctly and that everybody understands what 
they are. That was an excellent book to develop that, for 
sure. 

Steve: I’d love to hear what you’re reading now. 

Laura: The one book that I read, especially over the 
weekend … my husband caught me reading, and he said, 

“It looks like you’re studying for finals.” I said, “That’s 
what I am,” because I’m a bookmarker. I love to write in it, 
and to get really into it and see what we can do with it. 
The latest book that I’m reading is Leading the 
Starbucks Way.  

Although there’s a lot of information in there and it’s 
very much, I think, an advertisement for Starbucks, and 
there’s some marketing that I think they’re trying to 
achieve with that, I did find some jewels of wisdom 
through that book, especially in our marketing and 
branding effort, connecting with customers with the 
products and people is what they focus on in this book.  

I think Coton Colors does an excellent job of that. I’m 
very proud of our team. We have passionate customers 
that have worked with us that we’ve sold products to from 
the very first day I was at that Atlanta show in that 10 by 
10 booth. We still are selling to them today. They still have 
Coton Colors products. I think that really aligns to our 
annual key initiatives, which is really connecting with our 
customers and making sure that we’re still partnering with 
them, and that they feel as passionate about Coton Colors 
as we do, and their success.  

That matters. I think there’s a lot of jewels that are 
coming out of that book that just align really well to our 
key initiatives this year. 

Steve: That’s great. Thank you for sharing that, and 
thank you for spending some time with me today. You’ve got 
a great story. ■ 

!
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Special thanks to Vistage Chair, David Loveless, for 
nominating Laura Johnson for this month’s CEO Spotlight 
interview. 

To learn more about Laura Johnson and Coton Colors 
visit coton-colors.com. 

To nominate an UnstoppableCEO for a future CEO 
Spotlight go to TheUnstoppableCEO.net/nominate.
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