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St. Ignace Entrepreneur Shares Business Lessons Learned by Experience

By Ellen Paquin
A St. Ignace man has collected

hard-won bits of wisdom during his
career in the business field, and now
he wants to share them to help other
small business owners. Entrepreneur
Jim Plouffe hopes his new book will
be useful for people facing the same
challenges and frustrations he’s
encountered over the years.

Mr. Plouffe, who has been build-
ing businesses of his own and sell-
ing them at a profit since the age of
21, says he wants to offer struggling
business owners clear-cut solutions
that will work for anyone, no matter
what their business is. His book
examines several truths that are
common to workplaces everywhere,
and understanding them, he says,
can help people work more effec-
tively, and enjoy the job more.
Salespeople, bar keepers, store own-
ers, and anyone who wants to build
a business of any kind may also con-
sult Mr. Plouffe individually for
advice.

Finding success comes down to
10 simple rules, he says. 

“People make business a lot
more complicated than it is,” Mr.
Plouffe (pronounced “Pluff”) told
The St. Ignace News September 3 at
his home on Pointe LaBarbe Road.
“A lot of these rules you’ll read and
say, ‘Sure, I know that.’ But you
need a framework to help you put
these rules to work in your business.
This information can help you make
something complex into something
simple. It can take years off your
learning curve.”

After buying four companies and
selling seven of his own, Mr. Plouffe
still uses these rules every day him-
self, and in fact carries a worn, print-
ed copy of them in his pocket at all
times.

“It’s about a way of thinking, of
acting and reacting, to everyday
problems and issues that face the
small business owner daily,” he
says. “These 10 rules are the real
thing. I wrote them down as I dis-
covered them.”

The rules can guide people in
making tough decisions. An exam-
ple is Rule 3: “All business failures

are due to a lack of sales.”
Everything done in any business
should be done in support of sales,
Mr. Plouffe advises, whether the
business is selling a product or a
service. If a business owner can’t
figure out how his decision supports
sales, it may not be the right deci-
sion.

Another of Mr. Plouffe’s rules is
“everything counts.”

“Everything you do counts for or
against you with your customers,”
he says. “All actions have reactions.
Most of the time, there are several
very predictable reactions you can
plan for. You should be surprised [by
them] only once.”

Figuring out what advantage you
have over similar businesses is criti-

cal, he said, prompting another rule:
“If you don’t have an advantage,
don’t compete.”

Appreciative of the marketing
value of “telling a story,” Mr.
Plouffe takes this approach in his
book, as he recounts the experiences
of himself and a fictional friend who
work their way through common
challenges. He weaves his advice
into the story along the way.

Telling a story can be used to
advantage in business, too, he said,
giving the example of a salesman he
knows who was trying to make a
sale to a municipality. He was facing
competition from a local vendor,
who had the inside track because he
personally knew the board members
who would vote on which seller

should get the contract. 
The salesman called Mr. Plouffe

for advice before making his presen-
tation to the board.

“You need to tell them a story,”
Mr. Plouffe advised. “Appeal to
their emotional side with this story
that lays out the problems they are
facing, and how your product and
your service can solve this prob-
lem.”

The salesperson made his pitch
in story form, and he won the con-
tract over the local vendor, with a
unanimous vote.

“This is what I love to see; peo-
ple’s success stories when I’m able
to help,” Mr. Plouffe said. “I love
figuring out the angles.”

Plouffe’s 10 Rules of Small Business Success
Rule 1: Never take advice or listen to anyone who hasn’t already done what you want to do or who does-

n’t have the same dreams that you do.
Rule 2: Know what you want from your business.
Rule 3: All business failures are due to a lack of sales. (Everything done in business should be done in

support of sales. “Profit and loss statements” are one or the other, but not both.)
Rule 4: Your job is to increase sales, build the business, and increase profits. (There are only two ways

to increase sales: Sell more to the customers you have, and sell more to new customers.)
Rule 5: Everything counts in business. (Everything counts for or against you with your customers.)
Rule 6: If you don’t have an advantage, don’t compete. (Know what you do better than anyone else in

your field. Know the most profitable thing you can do for your business.)
Rule 7: Everyone has their own agenda, and most of the time, it isn’t even close to yours. (Personal

agendas and corporate agendas are always in conflict. Everyone does as little as they can for as much as
they can.)

Rule 8: Teachable systems and processes must be developed to grow any business. (Asking questions
requires that we think. Three great questions to ask over and over again are: So what? Who cares? Why
are you bothering me with this? See below.)

Rule 9: Be thankful for what you have.
Rule 10: There are no rules, except the ones you make, believe in, or allow to have imposed on you.

3 Power Questions
For Business Owners To Ask Their Employees

1. So what? (Is this an important issue? Get to the bottom line.)
2. Who cares? (Who is impacted by this? How does it affect our customers or the operation?)
3. Why are you bothering me? (Are you just chatting and wasting my time? Why is someone else not

handling this? Should I be the person dealing with this, or should I set up processes and training so others
can deal with it in the future?)

Reprinted by permission of the author.

A Conversation
With Jim Plouffe

The St. Ignace News asked
author and Michigan entrepreneur
Jim Plouffe to share some of his
insights with local small business
owners who may be struggling.

Q. You’ve counseled business
owners from all over the country.
Can you give any suggestions
that would apply across the
board to Straits area small busi-
nesses, in particular?

A. “St. Ignace, specifically, sur-
vives because of tourists. Then we
have tradesmen who survive
because of local business and
Mackinac Island business. We
need to create an advantage in the
minds of travelers, then promote it.
But St. Ignace doesn’t compete. St.
Ignace needs to create a story to
sell itself, evoke emotions in peo-
ple so they want to come here.
Stress our advantages, for exam-
ple, the boardwalk. How about
‘Boardwalk City, where the fun
begins.’ It’s a start. Fun is remark-
ably salable. We need to create fun
experiences for our customers, and
then make sure they’re promoted
downstate. The casino is another
draw that should be promoted.
Other local communities don’t
have that.”

His advice for local businesses
is the same: Promote a distinctive
element.

“Across the board, businesses in
St. Ignace need a competitive
advantage, distinct from nearby
destinations, that they focus on and
actively promote. Reinvent the
ambiance of St. Ignace.”

Q. What about increasing
traffic for small businesses here?

A. Developing more events in
town is a good start, he said, to
build on the success of perhaps the
biggest draw, the car show.

“We theoretically need an event
every weekend, and target different
groups with every event. St. Ignace
is gorgeous. We could make that
competitive advantage just shine.”

Small business owners are
smart, he said, and they often know
more than they realize about pro-
motion.

“It doesn’t have to be a great big
idea. You don’t need to come up
with the next McDonald’s. You just
need one little idea, piled up on one
other little idea, piled up on anoth-
er. Opportunity is always knocking
– it’s whether you can find a way to
exploit it that makes the differ-
ence.”

Q. What is your advice for
those who have a good idea, but
struggle to find financing?

A. “Everything has a risk and a
reward. The old saying is, if you
have a great idea, you can always
find the money. There’s always a
way to find financing. You might
have to take a higher interest loan
than you would ideally want. There
are partnerships, equity stakes,
even angel investors out there. It’s
staggering to me how many
sources for funding there are.”

Q. How can a person decide if
he or she should go ahead with
an idea to open a new business?

A. Any proposed venture
should be put through the “paper
and pencil test.” Weigh the costs of
operating the business against the
sales needed to make a living.
There are only two resources any
business owner has to draw from:
time and money. 

“Those who don’t have much
money to invest, must invest more
effort and time.”

Q. What do you think of the
small business climate here in
Mackinac County?

A. The greatest hindrance to the
business climate here is not having
a sufficient year-around popula-
tion. Too many businesses in
Mackinac County fail because
sales just cannot realistically sup-
port the business.

“What we really need is year-
around employment that pays a liv-
able wage. We need those jobs, and
the way to do it is we’ll have to
somehow go out and get them. The
way to do it will not be by getting
the next grant, I’ll tell you that –
not that we haven’t got some won-
derful things accomplished here
through grants. But you create an
economy through jobs, not through
grants.”

“You make the big money in
cities, not in rural areas. That’s
what draws people to cities, that’s
why I went to Denver. How many
Mercedes Benz do you see in St.
Ignace? But in Birmingham, every-

Offers Advice to Local
Business Owners About
Finding Competitive Edge

By David Latva
During the 2008 Summer

Olympics Games, Donna Pope
of St. Ignace traveled to Beijing,
China, where she witnessed her
granddaughter's husband, Adam
Wheeler, compete in Greco-
Roman wrestling, winning a
bronze medal for the United
States.

“It was a once-in-a-lifetime
experience for everyone," said
Mrs. Pope, who traveled with
family members. "My daughter,
Mamie Garceo, and grand-
daughter, Marley Wheeler, trav-
eled together, and we spent eight
days in China."

Mr. Wheeler wrestled in the
96 kilogram (211.5 pound) divi-
sion, and recorded a 3-1 record
that included victories over
Lajos Virag of Hungary to open
the competition and Hunchen
Jiang of China before falling to
Mirko Englich of Germany. In
the match against Han Tae-
Young of Korea for the bronze
medal, Mr. Wheeler posted a 3-1
and 4-1 decision to win the first
medal for the United States
wrestling team.                           

In Greco-Roman wrestling,
the oldest Olympic sport, the
legs may not be used in any way
to obtain a fall, and no holds
may be taken below the waist.
Other rules and procedures are
the same as those for freestyle
and other international amateur
style wrestling.

Aslanbek Khushtov of Russia
won the gold medal and Mirko
Englich of Germany the silver.

By Paul Gingras
If elected to a fourth term in the

U.S. Congress, Bart Stupak of
Menominee plans to continue eco-
nomic development in the U.P., help
businesses provide jobs by address-
ing high health care costs, further
promote renewable fuel production,
and reduce the cost of oil by regulat-
ing oil speculators, all of which will
stimulate the northern Michigan
economy, he said. He also addressed
the possibility of reducing tolls to
cross the Mackinac Bridge. 

Mr. Stupak’s First Congressional
District includes all of the Upper
Peninsula and a large portion of
Lower Michigan. He is challenged
this year by Republican Tom
Casperson of the Michigan House
of Representatives. The race will be
decided in the November 4 election.

Top on Mr. Stupak’s list is his
continuing effort to create jobs in
northern Michigan. There are sever-
al ongoing and upcoming projects to
look forward to in the Upper
Peninsula, he told The St. Ignace
News Thursday, September 4. 

“If you take a look at it, there is a
lot of development going on in the
Upper Peninsula that I think will
come to fruition in the next term,”
he said. 

He cited the nation’s first facility
to use wood fiber to create ethanol,
scheduled to be built next year in the
Kinross area by Massachusetts-
based Mascoma Corporation. It is a
project Mr. Stupak pushed, and it
coincides with his efforts to promote
renewable energy. The factory is “at
least a $250 million project,” he
said.

Final details regarding the proj-
ect are being worked out now, Mr.
Stupak said. 

Voted for Mandate To Bring
New Soo Lock to Soo

A new Soo lock, considered crit-
ical to maintaining and enhancing
the steel industry, will be built to
accommodate the largest ships that
pass through the locks, he added. It
will take longer than his next term to
complete, but the $340 million proj-
ect will be started during the next
term. It is to be paid solely by the
federal government, and the energy
and water appropriations sub-com-
mittee has approved $17 million to
begin the coffer dams for the proj-
ect. 

Mr. Stupak voted to change the
Water Resource Development Act
to force the Army Corps of
Engineers to build the lock, he said.
Legislation states that the Corps
“shall” build the lock. To stop the
flow of water into other locks, the
coffer dams must be put in first. 

“The current super lock...is

crumbling. It was built in World War
II. If that breaks down, our steel
industry comes to a screeching halt.
Seventy percent of all the raw mate-
rials for steel go through the Soo
Locks,” Mr. Stupak said.

“It is critically important,” he
added. “We are moving more and
more grain and coal through that
lock and ships are getting bigger all
the time. We need a new Soo lock.
That way, we will have two super
locks, as we call them. Right now
we have three small locks and one
big one.”

The idea to build a new lock has
been proposed since 1986. Mr.
Stupak pointed out he is the first
congressman to actually get money
for the planning and design. Mr.
Stupak has worked to change the
law three times in his tenure to get
the project through. 

“Whatever it has taken to build
the lock, we’ve done it,” he said. 

Business Expansions Will
Lower U.P. Unemployment Rate

A major user of the locks,
Cleveland Cliffs, is planning a $500
million expansion of the Empire
Mine in Marquette County, he said. 

After a long search for a suitable
location, Sweden-base Chemrec AB
chose to locate an alternative-fuel
company near Escanaba, Mr. Stupak
added. The company will work with
the NewPage Escanaba facility to
explore renewable biomass fuels,
added Nick Choate, Mr. Stupak’s
press secretary.

The company uses the byprod-
ucts of paper production to create
specialty fuels. It looked all over the
United States and chose the old New
Page beet plant to operate from. 

“We were part of the process in
helping them get some of the per-
mits. That is moving right along.
The permits are being applied for.
They’ve been in to brief us three
times,” he said. 

A business incubator in
Houghton is already in heavy use
and another incubator will be put in
the area. Mr. Stupak helped secure
$3 million through the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Rural
Development for a $6 million facil-
ity. The idea is to provide a facility
to enable entrepreneurs start busi-
nesses in the U.P.

There are small businesses
already lined up to use the facility,
he said. 

His crowning local achievement
is working to help secure a $37 mil-
lion loan for a new Mackinac Straits
Hospital at St. Ignace.

“I’ve been intimately involved
with that for a couple of years,” he
said. “It is the largest loan program

Jim Plouffe recently wrote a
book to help small business own-
ers. A Michigan and Colorado
entrepreneur, Mr. Plouffe is list-
ed in the “Who's Who
Worldwide of Global Leaders”
and the “Who's Who in
Executives and Professionals”
and has been featured in
Entrepreneur Magazine, in Cars
and Parts Magazine three times,
and on public television in
Metro Detroit.

This photograph was taken in the hotel before the group left to fly home to the United States.
Pictured are (from left) Diana Bailey, Donna Pope (foreground), Carol Raanes, John Bailey, Julie
Wheeler, Adam Wheeler, Marley Wheeler, Jim Clifford, Mamie Garceo, Amy Peterson, and Gary
Peterson. (Photographs courtesy of Pope/Wheeler families)

Pope Family Sees Grandson Win Olympic Bronze

Donna Pope (center) with her daughter, Mamie Garceo (left) and
granddaughter Marley Wheeler, during their trip to Beijing, China.

The medal ceremony for the Greco-Roman wrestling
96kg/211.5  pound division included (from left) silver medalist
Mirko Englich of Germany, gold medalist Aslanbek Khushtov of
Russia, bronze medalist Adam Wheeler of United States, and
bronze medalist Aset Mambetov of Kazakhstan, along with
Chinese presenters with medals and roses.

Economic Development, Health
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