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To look today at Jay Abraham —  a leading marketing consultant, 
adviser to Fortune 500 companies, bestselling author, and sought- 
after growth strategist —  you’d never guess he came from modest 
beginnings. But he’ll proudly tell you that his father was a sales-
man, that he grew up in Indianapolis in a small three- bedroom 
house with a gravel driveway, no garage. He had to walk twenty 
blocks to school, and that’s where his education ended, right after 
high school. He was married at eighteen and had two kids by the 
time he was twenty —  so basically he had the needs of a guy twice 
his age, and none of the tools he needed to meet them.

Only thing he had, really, was drive. Okay, so he was also 
smart —  whip- smart, as you can tell right away if you talk to him 
or read one of his great books —  but that didn’t come into play for 
a while. After all, smart doesn’t always get you a job. You just need 
to put yourself in the right place, at the right time, and maybe pass 
yourself off as someone with the right skill set. Trouble is, that’s 
sometimes easier said than done.

“The world didn’t care,” Jay says of his first real job search. “I 
couldn’t get a job. Really, all I could get was a desk and a chair. 
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Some days, it was just the chair. This one company, they set me up, 
told me I could sell for them, work on commission. Nothing was 
guaranteed. And when you only eat if you earn, when your kids 
only eat if you earn, you figure out very quickly what works and 
what doesn’t, what works better and what doesn’t. And that was the 
beginning of my marketing education.”

POWER FACT: Before becoming one of the most beloved figures 

on television and a pop cultural icon, Oprah Winfrey was fired from her 

job as a broadcast journalist because she was “unfit for television.” . . . 

Sometimes the folks in the know don’t really know —  your success is in 

your hands, not in the whims of others.

Jay was a quick study —  but not quick enough. He was fired from 
that first (nonpaying!) job, so he had to scramble all over again. He 
was super- creative, had a knack for getting his foot in the door. 
One of the ways he did this was to print up a bunch of oversized 
business cards —  they were calling cards, really, because Jay had no 
business to speak of. He printed a whole bunch of stuff on these 
cards —  like, jay abraham, struggling young entrepre-
neur who suffers from acute sinus infections. You know, 
whatever he could think to get people to do a double- take, maybe 
spend a little extra time with him before kicking him to the curb.

And get this —  it worked! A lot of the time anyway.
“I was flat broke,” he says now of this time in his life when he 

didn’t have a whole lot going on in terms of a career. “I would go to 
these offices and say, ‘Look, I’m trying to learn.’ And some of these 
people would take me in. They didn’t give me a job, but they gave 
me an opportunity. They let me sit in the corner for a couple hours 
and just listen. They’d have these meetings, and they wouldn’t 
even introduce me. I would just be in the corner, like maybe I was 
the concierge or something. At the end of every meeting, every 
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transaction, someone would take me aside and explain what just 
happened. And I soaked it up. My wife thought I was crazy, be-
cause sometimes I’d be out all night, ‘working’ like this, not getting 
paid. But it paid off.”

His great asset, he came to realize, was that he was able to see 
things no one else could see. He could spot value in opportunities 
that other folks were likely to ignore. It’s a skill he was able to de-
velop when he had nothing else to go on, and one of the first times 
he put it to use, it paid off —  in a big way. It came, of all places, in 
the eight- track tape business.

LOOK IN WHERE OTHERS LOOK AWAY

Now, I’m betting a lot of folks reading this have never heard of 
eight- track tapes, but back in the 1970s you could find eight- track 
players in a lot of cars and home stereo systems. The deal was, you 
could listen to an album in a never- ending loop on an eight- track 
tape —  unlike audiocassette tapes, which you had to flip over from 
side A to side B —  only, you couldn’t record on eight- track tapes, so 
they never really caught on.

Like the Betamax going up against the VCR, like the Tassimo 
Coffee Pods going up against the Keurig K- Cups, the eight- track 
technology was stuck on the second- tier of a game- changing inno-
vation, about to go the way of the dinosaur —  but not before Jay was 
able to squeeze a couple more drops from the well.

“You could already see that eight- tracks were hurting,” he tells 
me, “but there was still an opportunity there. It’s something I 
learned early on —  that your problem is the solution to somebody’s 
bigger problem, so here my problem was, I had no money, right? 
But if you embrace the fact that you have no money, you can learn 
to think that being without capital can be one of the greatest gifts 
for a young entrepreneur.”
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Jay still lived in Indianapolis, and he found a local chain of con-
venience stores, noticed they weren’t selling eight- track tapes. So 
he went to them with a proposal. He offered to stock their shelves 
with tapes and cassettes at no cost, no risk, in exchange for a two- 
thirds cut of each sale. He tried to anticipate the objections of the 
convenience store owner and found a way to address them before 
they came up. This was a selling technique he’d learned early on in 
his commission sales job. One of the ways he did this was to offer to 
test the concept in a single store before taking it wide to the entire 
chain of about fifty stores. After a little bit of back- and- forth, agree-
ments were signed and a deal put in place.

Meanwhile, Jay found a Midwest distributor of eight- track 
tapes that didn’t have penetration in Indiana, so he took those 
agreements to the distributor and arranged for them to send him 
$200,000 worth of tapes, at no up- front cost. This was the part of 
the equation where the answer to his problems was the solution to 
someone else’s, because this distributor needed to open up this end 
of the market —  so right away Jay was looking at a win- win- win sce-
nario. There was something in it for the convenience store owner, 
something in it for the distributor, and —  with any luck —  something 
in it for Jay.

Jay put the tapes in his garage —  his makeshift warehouse. Then 
he went out and bought a beat- up 1967 Chevy Biscayne station 
wagon for $500 —  his delivery truck, until one of the wheels fell off. 
He enlisted his brother to help with the deliveries and inventory, 
and he was in business. Soon he was clearing $4,000 a week —  all 
with no capital.

DISCOVER THE SECRET OF OTHER PEOPLE’S MAGIC

One of the great takeaways from Jay’s books is his definition of 
OPM —  which most people use as a shorthand for “other people’s 
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money.” You’ll see that acronym kicked around in business books, 
in business classes, in business settings —  and here the idea behind 
it was very much in play as Jay ramped up his makeshift eight- track 
business. Even as a young man just starting out, with nothing in 
the bank and the household of a much older man to keep afloat, Jay 
found a way to grow that concept and call upon other people’s man-
power, other people’s marketing, other people’s mind- set. Absolutely, 
he needed money, but he needed all these other resources too.

He’d left himself no choice but to succeed —  so he figured out a 
way to get it done, even if it just meant learning from other people’s 
mistakes.

Out of that, Jay was able to parlay the lessons learned be-
fore the wheels fell off of that station wagon into his first big 
break —  and here again, he relied on every possible definition of 
OPM you can think of. Soon he’d built up enough of a stake to 
buy a small company out of bankruptcy —  a tiny company with 
about $20,000 in annual revenues that mostly came from a mail- 
order arthritis cream designed to help people with arthritis. They 
sold other health- related products too, and at first Jay thought the 
underlying product line offered more of an opportunity than the 
arthritis cream.

Now, Jay wasn’t going it alone here. He had some partners he 
was working with, but he was the one out in front, making the deals.

“We had no money,” he remembers. “We had to go to radio 
stations, television stations, magazines, newspapers, and persuade 
them to run our ads on the come. We couldn’t pay them, so we 
offered all the revenue on our first sale instead, but even that was 
a hard challenge. What I didn’t realize at the time was I had no 
credibility with these people. You had all these other companies 
out there hustling, same as me, thinking they could trade for that 
unsold ad time, that unsold ad space.”

So Jay found himself having to sweeten an already sweet deal. 
He sat down and punched all kinds of holes in his pitch, tried to 
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anticipate the negatives he’d hear from each station owner or pub-
lisher. The one big negative that kept coming back to him was that 
mail- order companies weren’t always true to their word. They’d 
take orders and never fulfill them. Or the product wouldn’t deliver 
on the promise, and customers would want their money back. To 
counter that, Jay offered to give each station owner and publisher 
a chance to sample his product firsthand. He sent each of them a 
dozen jars of his arthritis cream and encouraged them to share 
them with any friends, family members, or employees who hap-
pened to have arthritis or joint pain.

Next, he offered an additional 15 percent on each sale —   
meaning, on a $3 jar of cream, the station owner or publisher would 
keep the purchase price plus another 45 cents.

And finally, he came up with a bunch of other incentives and 
promotional items to fold into his pitch.

It was such a crazy deal, and on the face of it there seemed to 
be nothing in it for Jay and his little company. With these terms, 
he wasn’t just losing out on each $3 sale, but he was also out the 
45- cent sweetener and the 45 cents it cost to actually produce and 
package his product. That’s 90 cents out of pocket, on top of the 
$3 he’d never see from each sale. But he believed in his product. 
Already, there was a core group of customers who were passionate 
about it —  so much so that when Jay initially shut down production 
after taking over the company, he started getting letters from little 
old ladies and older gentlemen, begging him to keep making it. 
They’d say that without this cream they couldn’t walk to church 
on Sundays, couldn’t sit up and watch television, couldn’t play with 
their grandchildren.

Talk about proof of concept!
But there was another concept in play here —  lifetime value. 

Jay knew that until somebody came up with a cure for arthritis, 
bursitis, rheumatism, joint pain, and every other ache and pain that 
afflicts folks of all ages, there’d always be a market for his product.
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“There was a recurring need,” he says. “It’s consumptive. It 
could only grow and grow.”

So what do you think happened? Well, with terms like that, Jay 
was able to get a number of radio syndicators and station owners 
to sign on to his pitch. Newspaper and magazine publishers too. 
It was a desperation move, but it paid off in a big way, because 
out of every ten people who bought a jar of Jay’s arthritis cream, 
eight repurchased the same product within a month —  and most 
of those eight continued to make the same purchase every month 
going forward. (Also, half of them went on to purchase at least two 
additional products from the company.) Of course, Jay didn’t have 
to give away the proceeds on those second and subsequent sales, so 
out of that initial 90 cent loss, he wound up making about $40 each 
year, on each repeat customer.

That product? Icy Hot —  which is now the top- selling topical 
pain reliever in the country. You’ve probably heard of it. I’m betting 
there’s even a tube or a jar of the stuff somewhere in your house, 
but chances are you didn’t buy it from Jay. To his great credit, Jay is 
quick to point out that he was just a part of the “team” that helped to 
relaunch Icy Hot. He was the strategist, the dealmaker, and he was 
working alongside some money men and critical operations people. 

Back when Jay and his team relaunched the cream, they were 
filling 50 to 100 orders a day. Then that number doubled —  then it 
doubled again. Before long, they were filling 500,000 orders —  all 
on the back of this power of broke –  type strategy that Jay and his 
partners only pursued because he had no other options.

(Oh, and by the way —  he eventually sold the brand for $60 mil-
lion. Not all of that money went to Jay, of course, but his cut was 
enough to stake him in his other interests for a long, long while.)

What I love about Jay’s story is that it reminds me of some 
of the desperation moves we had to make when we were getting 
FUBU off the ground. Wherever possible, whenever necessary, 
we’d take Jay’s “other people’s manpower” approach and find a way 
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to eliminate almost all of our start- up costs. We didn’t know what 
to call it, hadn’t read any business or marketing books, but we were 
improvising, thinking on our feet, doing what we had to do to make 
good things happen. For example, I used to go to store owners and 
say, “Look, do you want to buy these shirts?” I’d take their order. 
Then I’d go to the screen printer, who wanted to charge me, say, 
$1.25 per shirt. I’d go back to them and tell them to charge me 
$2.00 instead, and in exchange I asked them to ship the items di-
rectly to the store and arrange for the store owner to pay them 
directly as well. This way, I could offer assurances to the store 
owner that the shirts were being made by a reputable company, 
and in turn I could convince the screen printer that my order was 
backed by this reputable store, leaving me free to take my cut and 
essentially finance these orders straight out of the gate —  let’s call it 
“street- level leveraging,” for lack of a better term.

UP THE ANTE

So what’s Jay Abraham been up to since?
• He’s spent the last twenty- five years growing the bottom 

lines of over 10,000 clients in more than 400 industries 
worldwide.

• He’s worked with headline- making, household name –  type 
clients and under- the- radar small business owners.

• He’s become known for his concept of “risk reversal” —  a 
strategy that encourages businesses to focus on a lifelong 
value relationship with their customers and look to make 
small changes to gain maximum results.

Here’s what else you need to know about Jay Abraham: the 
man is not all about making money. He’s committed to adding 
value in every interaction —  whether he’s consulting with a client, 
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mentoring a young entrepreneur, or speaking to a group of small 
business leaders and offering them strategies on how to sidestep 
the worst of a recession.

It just so happens that making money is a by- product of all 
that —  a happy by- product. But it’s not what drives him. You can 
see it in the way he’s lived his life, the choices he’s made . . . reach-
ing all the way back to his very first steps in business.

That wife of Jay’s who thought he was out of his mind, mak-
ing himself an unpaid fly- on- the- wall for all those meetings? They 
ended up divorced. Matter of fact, Jay’s been married two other 
times, and he’s still happily married to Christy, wife number three, 
and I only mention this here because Jay himself points to the les-
sons learned on the backs of these marriages as a key factor in his 
success.

“Each time, I was wiped out,” he says, “it’s like I had to start all 
over again, and after a couple times I started going to a therapist 
to figure out the meaning of life. I ran through a couple therapists 
too, and I finally found one who gave me an answer that’s rede-
fined my life. And here it is: most people think that when they 
acquire wealth, success, getting the biggest house, starting the 
fastest- growing company, marrying the prettiest wife, making the 
Forbes list, whatever, they think that’s going to transform them. 
They think the heavens are going to open, the angels are going 
to sing, euphoria’s going to happen, and all their worries will just 
disappear. But that’s not how it goes. It’s anticlimactic. All of that, 
it doesn’t change anything. The meaning of life is the process. The 
meaning of life is in conversations like we’re having right now, and 
you can have the same conversation with a waiter or a janitor or an 
executive at a top company. It’s all in the process, and in my case it’s 
in my commitment to add value anytime I interact with anybody. 
If you can get that in alignment, find a way to help someone else 
while you help yourself, then everything else flows.”

John_9781101903599_4p_all_r1.s.indd   118 10/19/15   8:56 AM

{9}



MONEY CHaNGES EVERY THiNG {119}

JAY’S KEY SHARK POINT

SET A GOAL. When you’ve got your hand in so many different companies, 

when you’re working so many different deals, there’s a tendency to want to 

hit your targets along the way. Looking at where Jay has been, and where 

he’s going, I have to think this has become a key aspect of his personality. 

You can hear it in his voice when he talks about his marriages; each time 

he was divorced, he had to hit a reset button, so making himself whole 

became his primary objective. The same goes each time he signs on for a 

consulting gig —  he sets out a bunch of goals and puts the right plan in 

place, the right people in place, to make sure they’re met.

So tell me —  what goals are YOU going to set for yourself and your 

business . . . today?

For more information and resources, check out  
www.DaymondJohn.com/PowerofBroke/Jay
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