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Lesson 1: Follow your passion

Make it and Mend it started as a conversation over a glass of wine and a good 
lunch. Four of us had been working together and the conversation turned to what 
weʼd been up to outside work. One of us had catered a large party for friends, one 
had done up their bathroom, one had made new garden furniture out of a couple of 
unwanted beds and one had just upholstered a chair for the first time. We all 
agreed that we were lucky weʼd learnt a lot of practical skills as children - at school 
and from parents and grandparents. Those skills not only stood us in good stead 
over the years but also gave us the confidence to acquire new ones.

We talked enthusiastically about sharing skills, swapping them and exchanging 
ideas. We loved the idea of one generation passing things on to another. We 
concluded that it would be a great idea to create a website around the idea of 
making things and mending them rather than buying and binning - inspiring people 
and sharing ideas and knowledge. We left the restaurant excited about the concept.

Each of us had different skills and passions to bring to the party. Hilary is an expert 
knitter, sewing queen and creative crafty supremo, Anne is a lifelong DIY 
afficionado and a ninja recycler, Clare O is a master chef and keen gardener and 
Clare F (me) is a bit of a have-a-go-at-anything kind of person with a few long-
dormant practical skills that years of work pressures had pushed aside.

The important thing is that each in our own way felt extremely enthusiastic about 
the concept. That enthusiasm and passion has underpinned everything we have 
done as the business has developed.



Lesson 2: Get a stake in the ground

The kind of conversation we had over that lunch is quite common. Over a beer or a 
coffee with friends you come up with a great idea and get all fired up about it. 

Then  everyone goes home and nothing happens.

Maybe in a couple of months or years you might remember and think to yourself 
“That was a good idea. Maybe I should have done something about it.” But the 
moment is lost and you never do.

This is probably the most important lesson of all. If you heed nothing else or 
stop reading now do take this one to heart!

What happened in our case 
was one of us was charged 
with the task of getting things 
started. I had a bit of free 
time so I thought Iʼd give it a 
go. 

To get moving and convince 
ourselves that this was really 
going to happen, we needed 
a physical manifestation of 
the business, so we decided 
to start with a name and a 
URL. After some domain 
name research and a few 
telephone calls and emails 
between us, 

Makeitandmendit.com was 
registered and a DIY website up as a place marker, all within a week of our lunch.

We decided that the top priority in the short term was to get content up, so we all 
started writing. It was a bit of a slog at first - starting with a site full of empty pages 
was daunting, but it was surprising how quickly we built momentum and soon had 
to enlarge our web hosting to accommodate the growing number of pages.

get a stake in the ground



At the beginning, everything we did was done on the 
cheap. Our original website cost us under £40. We 
designed our own logo (our current one is an evolution 
of that as we had all become quite attached to it).

The important thing is that we took action. We did small things that made the 
business and the concept real. We knew that the website, the logo and the even 
some of the content was not what we wanted in the long term, but we knew that 
waiting and debating would result in inertia. Instead each of us did something every 
week to move the business forward. JUST DO IT!

 Our DIY site from Mr Site

The current site



Lesson 3: Clear roles and communications

Weʼve found it important to assign roles and responsibilities and understand each 
otherʼs relative strengths. We have designated individuals responsible for 
scheduling content, managing our affiliate operations, determining marketing 
strategy and plans and overseeing the technical and administrative aspects of the 
business. After every meeting we agree actions and the individuals responsible 
make a commitment to deliver on agreed timings.

Frequent, clear and open channels of communication are essential. We meet face 
to face every 2 weeks, and in between use Skype for video conferencing as well as 
email, instant messaging, and weʼll now be experimenting with Google Wave.

Realistically and inevitably, there are some conflicts and disagreements, so itʼs 
important to spend time to work on the relationships between the team members. 
Many businesses, large as well as small, spend all their time and effort on 
strategies and actions and neglect the relationships which are needed to get these 
done. We view this as an ongoing challenge and area to keep working on to ensure 
our relationship is big enough to get the job done.



Lesson 4: Exploit social media

Social media is a huge topic in its own right. Whether your business is online or 
offline, it can have an enormous impact. It can help deliver many business 
objectives: building awareness, building relationships with customers, driving traffic, 
communicating offers,  creating a community, responding to queries, establishing 
authority and reputation and many other activities.

We were initially rather skeptical as to the benefits of social media. We feared it 
would prove to be a time-consuming waste of effort. It can indeed be time-
consuming, at least at the beginning, as you build up your following and start to 
engage with them, but after a while you get to know what works and what doesnʼt, 
who is helpful and who isnʼt and can start to apply some discipline to the way you 
use it. The most important thing though is not to use any of the social media sites in 
an overtly selling way. Be helpful, join the conversation, show interest, be generous 
and you will be rewarded!



We use Twitter to engage with people who share our make and mend interests. We 
answer their queries and raise some of our own with them. We have made valuable 
contacts, gained PR coverage in offline media (many journalists use Twitter). We 
share links to our own articles and those of others. We have sourced articles from 
our followers and have written pieces for some of them too. On top of this we are 
able to keep pace with what is going on in our interest area - we get invited to 
events and asked to comment on topical issues.

Facebook is a very valuable 
tool for us. We were a bit slow 
to recognise its potential but 
weʼve now created a vital and 
active community of followers, 
eager to share their ideas and 
solve each others problems. 

Our Facebook page is also a 
primary traffic source for our 
main website. Advertising on 
Facebook lets you reach highly 
targeted groups (e.g. knitters 
under 25 in Wisconsin!).



Lesson 5: Have a clear strategic focus
Running a startup business presents 
you with a never-ending list of 
opportunities. Every time we meet as 
a group we come up with more ideas. 
Itʼs easy to become overwhelmed by 
the magnitude of opportunities and 
end up paralysed.

This is where focus is essential. At 
any one time in our business we all 
know what the top priority is. When 
we started out it was all about 
content. we knew that without that we 
had nothing: weʼd never attract traffic 

and any visitors we got would not return, until we could demonstrate both quantity 
and more importantly quality of content.

Once weʼd got some critical content mass, our priority shifted to traffic building. For 
this we needed a more optimised website and we had to teach ourselves some 
tools and methods for driving traffic and analysing it.

Our next focus is commercialisation. You canʼt expect to make money until you 
have the visitor traffic, but once you have, you need to look at how you can meet 
their needs by offering relevant information, products or services.

We have many other ideas for the 
business. We want to be campaigners 
and create momentum around the causes 
we espouse. We have ideas for working 
with schools and local authorities on 
sustainability and waste reduction. We 
also want to create a presence offline 
with courses, with franchise opportunities 
and with clubs and meet-ups. We want to 
develop our own products and sell them. 
Weʼd like to look at offering a marketplace 
to our members to sell their products. 

Agreeing priorities around these is key to 
ensuring we deliver and are able to finance the next phase of delivery and 
development. If we try to do it all at once weʼll probably fail!

keep focus

campaigning



Lesson 6: Learn and develop

We are all over 50 (sshh!) and 
people often express surprise 
that we have become so 
familiar with the ways of 
working online, with the 
arcane arts of search engine 
optimisation and with the 
foibles of social media. itʼs 
because we work really hard 
at it! 

This means hours and hours 
spent on online courses, 
tapping into the many 

available resources, lots of 
which are free of charge. It means lots of graft and experimentation. It means lots of 
late nights and lost weekends.

Most importantly itʼs about showing curiosity and a desire to learn new things.   
As we already have a lot of business experience, it could be easy to think we 
already know it all! In fact we have a massive advantage over younger people as 
we can combine all those years of experience with this newly acquired knowledge - 
but only by showing an almost child-like willingness to learn.

One of the great joys of running a business online is the ability to test, learn and 
tune. I have spent the last 30 years in marketing and in my days as a Marketing 
Director would have given my eye teeth for the chance to access the kind of data I 
can routinely review every day, using free tolls like Google Analytics. 

The online world gives unprecedented opportunities to target, to test, to optimise. 
Instead of weeks of planning and set up, we can test an alternative headline in a 
newsletter and have the data within an hour or so. We can examine the traffic 
sources for the website in glorious detail and understand  and act upon our findings 
immediately.

show a learning spirit



Lesson 7: Use the power of the network

use the network

The four of us are all shameless networkers. Again one of the advantages of being 
over 50 is you have a lot of history and a lot of past colleagues and mates to call 
upon. 

Social media sites like Linked-In make catching up and reacquainting oneself with 
old workmates an easy task. Going along to groups of similar interests can help 
build the network further. 

The key to making this successful is to be really generous. When someone asks for 
help give it. Yes it takes time and no it may not offer any immediate return, but I 
firmly believe that if you give youʼll end up gaining. Word gets round that you are 
helpful and generous and people are more inclined to do the same for you.

We have been able to call on mates to write content, to make videos, to facilitate us 
in our meetings, to offer advice and good counsel and to put us in contact with 
other people who might be able to help us.



Lesson 8: Getting a sense of balance
On the one hand it is absolutely 
vital to keep the momentum up 
when starting up a new business. 

It means being prepared to work 
bloody hard and to devote long 
hours to getting stuff done.

The early days are vital to get you 
to a tipping point where the 
business is so clearly established 
that thereʼs no going back and it 
has developed a life and identity 
of its own. 

On the other hand, all this hard 
work can take its toll. One thing to 
recognise if thereʼs more than one 
of you, is that youʼll never get a 
wholly equitable split of labour. This 
is particularly true if you have other 
work, other commitments and 
responsibilities. One person may 
not be able to contribute as much 
as another.

The important thing is to remember 
that for the business to succeed, 
the work must get done. You can 
waste effort debating whoʼs done what or you can take a view that until itʼs done no 
one will benefit, so just get on and do it! You may have more time and energy now, 
but someone else will have more in the future when you may be overwhelmed, ill, 
have other commitments or be on holiday!

So itʼs important to look out for each other and ensure that no one works to the 
point that they lose balance with the rest of their life. Remember why you did this in 
the first place - because you care passionately. Keep it fun!

Keep up momentum

maintain balance



Useful Resources
DIY website and blog building
Mr Site http://www.mrsite.com - 3 package options for building your own website - 
including shopping cart options etc
Wordpress www.wordpress.com - free online blog with customisable design 
using the wonderful Wordpress 
Blogger  www.blogger.com - Googleʼs free online blogging site - very easy and 
quick to set up and use

Web analytics
Google Analytics
http://www.google.com/analytics/ - free of charge and easy to set up to monitor 
traffic to your website. Everything you need to know about sources and volume of 
traffic , analysis of content etc. Absolutely essential!
Alexa
Alexa - good tool to show you the traffic volume ranking of any website. You can 
install the Alexa traffic tool in your browser.
Hubspot website grader 
 http://websitegrader.com run a free analysis of your own and competitorsʼ websites

Business advice
PRIME - business advice and resurces for over 50s wanting to set up a business 
http://www.primebusinessclub.co.uk/
Business Link - advice and grants http://www.businesslink.gov.uk

Online learning resources
The 30 Day Challenge - fantastic free multi media resource for setting up an online 
niche business www.thirtydaychallenge.com 
31 Days to Building a Better Blog - Probloggerʼs excellent free resource to help 
you generate engaging web content www.problogger.net/archives/category/31-
days-to-building-a-better-blog/ 
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