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Confessions of a Serial Entrepreneur by Stuart Skorman  


The book "Confessions of a Serial Entrepreneur" takes us through the highs and lows of a 
business gambler. With successful ventures such as Reel.com and Elephant Pharmacy, author 
Stuart Skorman joins us today to confess the ways of a madcap entrepreneur. 


Stuart Skorman:  My first confession is that I absolutely love playing poker. And it's been great 
for my business career. 15 years ago, I spent two years playing high-stakes professional poker, 
and those guys at the table taught me some good lessons. Let me teach you what I've learned. 
 
All of us entrepreneurs feel like supermen when we get good luck and we have all the chips in 
front of us. And then, what happens often is we get really arrogant, and then we start throwing 
the chips around, and we start doing, really, some dumb moves, because we got so 
overconfident. And then, before we know it, all the chips are gone. It's a great lesson that I 
learned at the poker table. 


When your luck has turned and almost all your chips are gone, in poker, you actually play badly, 
but you play it in a different way than when you had all those chips in front of you. You become 
much too conservative. Now, I did that with my last startup, Elephant Pharmacy, where I bet my 
whole family's retirement money on that startup. And it was more money than I could afford to 
lose. The number-one rule in poker is: never play with money that you can't afford to lose. 


In business, just like in poker, it's an emotional roller-coaster ride. One minute, you feel like 
you're on top of the world, and the next minute, you're completely broke. After I sold Reel.com 
for $100 million, I thought I was Superman and I was on top of the world. My next startup, 
HungryMinds.com, was a big failure, and I lost a lot of money. 
 
So, the key in the startup world is getting away from those emotions, from those high highs and 
those low lows. You can't make decisions based on fear. You can't make decisions based on 
greed or excitement. All decisions have to be made based on logic. And in such a crazy world, 
that's very hard to do. 


The worst mistake that both poker players and entrepreneurs make is that they don't have enough 
respect for the competition. Now, this king and queen that I started this poker hand with is a 
really good hand versus most other poker hands. But when you're playing a really good poker 
player, they're likely to have cards like this, and then you're going to be a big loser. And business 
is like that, too. You really have to have respect for the competition. 
 
I learned a lot about respecting the competition in my last startup, Elephant Pharmacy. Before I 
opened the store, I spent a lot of time at Walgreen’s. And I just couldn't figure out why they had 
all those greeting cards in the store. It takes up a huge percentage of their floor space, and it 
didn't seem worth it. So, when I opened up my store, I had a much smaller greeting card section 
and thought I was smarter than Walgreen’s. 
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Until the holiday season came. Then I realized why they had all those greeting cards: because it 
draws the customers in that buy all kinds of other stuff besides the greeting cards. In my store, 
they'd buy the candles and they'd buy the incense and perfumes and so many other gift items, and 
this is what drew them in the first place. That was a really, really good lesson for me to learn, 
because, when someone's been doing something for a long time, like Walgreen’s has, you have 
to respect them, because there's a good chance that they know more than you do. 


Now, here's the most important lesson in poker: know when to hold 'em and when to fold 'em. In 
the business world, they often say that perseverance is everything, that you've got to stick with it 
to be a winner. Well, in poker, they tell you that that's not true, because the key is making sure 
that you have the right poker hand--and, in business, of course, making sure that you have the 
right business. 
 
I started a company called HungryMinds.com that was a big loser, and I should have thrown that 
hand away well before I did, and I lost a lot more money than I should have. 


I'd better slow down here. That's my biggest problem, is I often move too fast. And that's true for 
a lot of entrepreneurs, is that we move too fast, and then we miss what's important. 
 
When I was starting Reel.com, we had a really important partnership with the IMDB, the Internet 
Movie Database, and I needed to fly over to London to meet with them, to cement the 
relationship. But it always seemed like I was just too busy. The trip was going to take about four 
days out of my time, and this was in the middle of the dot-com boom, and there were just so 
many things going on, I just didn't think it was that important to slow down to make that trip. 
 
Well, Jeff Bezos, who was running Amazon, our biggest competitor, well, he slowed down to 
make that trip. He actually flew over there and met with those people, and he ended up buying 
that company. And we lost our big, important partners. 


You know, there's no experience in life that's as exciting and chaotic and scary as starting a 
business--except for maybe playing poker. And the key in starting a business is not just all the 
emotions and the excitement and the craziness, but the key is also being prepared, because it's a 
wild, wild ride. 
 
 


 





