
 

 

Bold(h)er: The Rewards of Risking it All 

 

Lisa Elder: I was the primary breadwinner. I was going to have a three-year-old and a little tiny 

baby at home. There wouldn't be income security, but I still had this gnawing feeling 
because of that epiphany that I really wanted to do it. And the joy of that and the 

fact that time had stood still for me, I just thought, "Oh, I really want to do that, 

maybe for a living." 

Lisa Bragg: In life, we all take risks, but leaving a great job to start a new business, is that worth 

the risk? Lisa Elder thought so. I'm Lisa Bragg and this is Bold(h)er, stories of, and for 

women who stand out, brought to you by BMO for Women. Lisa is the Owner and 

President of Heads Up, a marketing research and brand consulting company. Her 

journey as an entrepreneur starts more than 20 years ago when she took a risk after 
a date with Barbie. 

Lisa Elder: Barbie. Yes. Well, I was at Ogilvy, I was managing partner, and this is back in 1994-
ish. And I'd been working on the Barbie account on and off for maybe 10 years. Rita 

Rao was coming in from Los Angeles, Mattel, who's the queen of Barbie running 

about a billion dollar business. And she wanted to test drive a discussion guide doing 

some focus groups in Toronto before she went to London, England. 

Lisa Bragg: So you're thrown in the deep end and asked to do this. Set that up for us. 

Lisa Elder: So Rita flies in and I go to Mattel and we meet with these collector Barbies and I go 

through Rita's discussion guide and do my first ever focus group. And it's like, I don't 

even know where the time went. You know, you hear about people getting in a 

zone. Well, I didn't even know that such a zone existed. 

Lisa Elder: And at the end of it I walked over to Rita, hoping that she wasn't going to be upset 

or not happy or something. And she said, "You did an excellent job. You could do that 

for a living." And I'm thinking, "Well, I'm managing partner. Why would I want to do 

this for a living?" A good question. And she pats me on the arm, on my forearm and 
she goes, "And it's very lucrative." And she gives me a little squeeze. 

Lisa Elder: So I don't really know anything about this. I'd gone to many focus groups, but I go 

home in the car that night and I say to myself, "Geez, I really would like to do it for a 

living." It was that clear. It was like an epiphany. 

Lisa Bragg: So let's back that up though. So Rita gave you a gift in a way. 

Lisa Elder: I had learned about 10 years later that this is Rita's talent, that Rita Rao had this 

talent to put people in the right jobs. And I thought, this is like years later when I 
find this out. 

Lisa Bragg: So Rita Rao planted the seed in your head. How long did it take to germinate? 



 

 

Lisa Elder: Within three weeks I was talking to the president with my boss about how to do 

research inside the agency. And then within three months we had created a research 

facility inside the agency, built it on the 11th floor, and started bringing the 
consumer into our entire creative process. 

Lisa Bragg: So you had a chance to incubate inside a bigger organization? 

Lisa Elder: Love that term. Yeah. I was trying to figure out what to do. Would this be an 
opportunity to change careers or do something differently? And I was really debating 

whether to start my own company at that point. Those decisions were very, very 
difficult for me to figure out what to do and whether I had the right, almost, to start 

my own business at this point in time. 

Lisa Bragg: Tell me about that. The right to start a business. 

Lisa Elder: Do I have the right to turn my back on a beautiful job? Did I have the right to put my 

family's income at risk and well-being, therefore at risk? Did I have the right to 
follow this, is it a whim or is it a dream? I didn't know at that point. And of course 

we're not talking about the social media and everything that we have today. I'm not 
able to look up stories and have that community of support in those days also. So, to 

me it was managing risk. 

Lisa Bragg: In what way? 

Lisa Elder: So the risk of that was very large. I was the primary breadwinner. I was going to 

have a four-year-old or a three-year-old and a tiny baby at home. There wouldn't be 
income security. But I still had this gnawing feeling because of that epiphany of the 

Rita Rao night that I really wanted to do it. I learned more about Barbie and Mattel in 

four hours than I had known and understood in 10 years. 

Lisa Elder: And I went, "I just can't turn my back on that." And the joy of that and the fact that 

time had stood still for me. That I just found... And the delight I had in hearing 

people's stories. I just thought, "Oh, I really want to do that. Maybe for a living." 

Lisa Bragg: Lisa you can hear the joy and excitement in your voice. But when I told people I was 

going to start a business, they were like, "What on earth are you going to do?" What 

was the reaction to those close to you? 

Lisa Elder: I didn't get any pushback from my husband. My husband was not at all, ever. He 

never said "do it" and he never said "don't do it." He basically left it to me to decide 

what I wanted to do to be happy. And we never talked about how we would deal 

with a financial crisis if the business didn't take off. Never talked about that. 

Lisa Elder: I think it was great that he had a job. And that job in my mind, which I would always 

tell him, gave me security because it would pay the bills and we wouldn't end up on 

the street, which I do think is a possibility. Almost anyone in anyone's life at any 

time, things can happen. So I did like the fact that he had a job that he'd been with 

for years. 



 

 

Lisa Bragg: I remember you telling me that it was the exact opposite with a now former 

accountant. You took your plan or you took your book to him? 

Lisa Elder: So I went and visited this accountant and to find out about how much money I would 
really have to make to equal my current lifestyle with the family. I passed him my 

book, he read my book and he shuts my book and he passes it back to me across the 

table. And he goes, "I think you may be just thinking that another situation would be 
far better than it actually would. It could be because of hormones. You've just had a 

baby. And maybe what I would suggest is that you go back to Ogilvy and you see 
how it is, and if you decide that you want to leave, then you get them to fire you 

and then you'll get the severance and then that will set you up for a better success 

as you start your own company." 

Lisa Bragg: Ah, wow. What did you say? What did you feel when he said that? 

Lisa Elder: Well, I was aghast at that. Well, first of all, I couldn't think of anything worse than 
feigning incompetency in order to get fired and to bilk the company that I had such 

loyalty and affection for. Oh my gosh. Anyways, I just then had my strength return 
and I said to the accountant that that was all well and good, but really all I wanted 

from him at this point in time were the numbers so that I could understand from an 

accounting standpoint what I had to make and then, and that was it. 

Lisa Elder: But the neat thing for me is that I think it showed me that how much I really wanted 

to both leave Ogilvy and start research, but also do it in a way that would cause no 

harm. No harm to the family and no harm to Ogilvy. 

Lisa Bragg: So your husband is supporting you, but your former accountant says you're hormonal 

and to go back to work. What was the clincher? 

Lisa Elder: I had a random call from my girlfriend from kindergarten. And I talked to her about – 

who knows me inside out – talked to her about the situation that I'm in and the 
angst that I'm having as to where I should go next. I could have just rolled over and 

gone back to Ogilvy and life would have been fine, but for some reason I had this 

anxiety in wanting to start my own business. 

Lisa Elder: And she did two things that were also extremely valuable. One is she mentioned a 

book which is called I Could Do Anything If I Only Knew What it Was. That totally 
spoke to me as a title, by Barbara Sher. And so I went out and read that and had 

another huge moment because of that book. 

Lisa Elder: And the second thing is Kath said to me, "Do you think you'll regret not starting your 
own company?" And that I knew the answer for. Absolutely, I would regret not 

starting. To me it wasn't even my own company. It was starting a brand. I was a 

brand lover, I still am. And I wanted to start my own brand. I didn't want "Lisa Elder 

and company." I wanted to start a brand where other people could participate. 



 

 

Lisa Elder: So those two things got me on my way through the chasm of confusion to stay safe 

and happy or to follow, even though it sounds trite, to follow a dream or a thing that 

was now in my system that I needed to try out. 

Lisa Bragg: Let's fast forward 10 years. You're a solopreneur and Heads Up has taken off. What's 

this period like? 

Lisa Elder: Work was so busy at that point. Life was so busy with two children and my husband 
working at his job, me having Heads Up and we were also, I had bought a crapper of 

a house that we wanted to renovate, so we were trying to do that and it was very 
busy. And I'm sitting there with a business that I would like to grow, but how do I do 

that? I can't even put time towards that. And in order to grow we would have to 

incorporate because I wouldn't, I needed protection. I needed then corporate 

protection if I was going to have employees. 

Lisa Elder: And the thought of employees and how would I do their salaries and the 
administration connected with that, and how do I even incorporate, because I didn't 

have any time that I wanted to put towards that versus doing research. 

Lisa Bragg: About that time you were bouncing ideas off of your husband Pat, who had been in 

sales for 30 years and he suggested an operations person was actually nearby. Tell 

us what he said. 

Lisa Elder: He's a master of a one-liner. And he says to me, "I really feel I'm more of a service 

man than a sales man." And I had seen that before because he's not like what 

someone might imagine as a typical salesman. So, I'm chatting and I'm going, "Well, 

if you would want to do that I would have you," because you need someone you'd 

trust. 

Lisa Elder: I mean, solopreneur to having anyone else touch anything that you're doing? It's 

very difficult for me. So anyway, he joined the company and we immediately 
incorporate and that immediately allows us to bring in a person. And that starts the 

growth. 

Lisa Bragg: By bringing in your husband, you were able to grow your business, but now you're 

both all in financially, which is a big, big risk. But oddly, that's not the risk that 

comes to mind for most people when you say you're working with your partner or 
your spouse. Now my husband joined my company too, but when I tell people that 

they laugh or cringe. They'd never work. Never ever work with their other. 

Lisa Elder: Yeah, they do laugh often. 

Lisa Bragg: They do. 

Lisa Elder: They go, "Oh my gosh, I could never work with my husband." Or they'll say 

something like that. When I think of ourselves as owning a business and having a 

family who should take what role is very, is flexed according to where is your 



 

 

strength. And that's the only thing that I could say. I'm not sure that every husband 

and wife would have a good time working together. 

Lisa Elder: I don't think that is necessarily their natural state. For us, we're different enough that 
we can complement each other so well. And he's also a very patient man and a very 

supportive guy. Bringing him into the company in this role fit. I think it suited him 

and I could see that. And it would help me so I could try some new things and 
concentrate more on research rather than on running the company. 

Lisa Bragg: Did you ever feel the pressure of being the main breadwinner though? 

Lisa Elder: Well, when Pat joined the company at that point we were just rolling at 140 per 

cent. It was just so, so busy. That would have been the most vulnerable time 

because then both of us are riding on the same business. So I think the timing was 

right for him to, for us to join forces because I think then we could imagine that 

things were going to be okay. 

Lisa Bragg: Was there any hurdle you had to overcome with Pat joining the business? 

Lisa Elder: I don't think Pat thought I was sitting around eating bonbons in front of the TV or 
anything. But I remember the first week when he was with me in the house because 

we were working out of the house, I needed something by about 9:00. And he gave 

it to me beautifully done about 9:15. And I'm busy, I'm not like sitting around 

waiting for it. I've got stuff going on. Everything is kind of timed to-the-minute. 

Lisa Elder: And I looked at him and went, "No, no, when we agree on 9:00, that means 9:00. 
Not 9:01, not 9:10, 9:00 – or before. And he went, "Oh, oh." Like this. It's not as if I'm 

ever on time for any social engagement. Like he didn't know that I was wizened on 

timeliness with my business. So, that was it for that. So we kind of, I think it was a 
bit of a gulp. And then that was the end. I never had to say it ever again. Like 

everything would be done... 

Lisa Elder: So I think if you had a husband working with you or a person – and anybody, but let 

alone a spouse – working with you who was not competent, that would not be 

possible for me. Like you can't, you have to also like them in their job as well as like 

them in the marriage because you can't have them be subpar. 

Lisa Bragg: So it's setting the expectations. If you're going to do this, here's the expectations. 

Lisa Elder: Yeah. And have them say, "right," and never have to say it again. Like we have this 

kind of rule between the two of us since the day we were married really, even 

before, of only having to say things once. When it's important, you only have to say 
at once and you listen and you act. And that was one of those. 

Lisa Bragg: I moved from solopreneur to having staff. And it was a challenge and a bit scary at 

times, I have to admit, but I am so glad. Do you feel the same? 



 

 

Lisa Elder: Well, it's much easier in hindsight. Like I can now see that I really could have done 

that a little sooner, maybe, and not work myself to the bone. And I realized that it is 

possible to find great people to work with and to totally trust. But before you find 
those people and realize how good they are and how much you can trust them, it's 

hard to imagine. I couldn't see that. I didn't have friends who had ever done that. 

Lisa Elder: So, now I can see that it's possible. I can help other people through that journey 
because it's still difficult for them, but at least I can stand there at the other side of it 

and say, "See, it works." 

Lisa Bragg: You just had a challenging time. Your business has been, a lot of doors have opened 

for you, but you went through a crisis recently with cancer. 

Lisa Elder: Yeah. So two years ago I found a lump and I immediately went to get it looked at 

and it was a four-centimetre tumour in my breast. And I was sick to my stomach, 

basically. It hit so many parts of my life. It hit my personal life, it hit my family life, it 
hit life with my husband and it hit work life. 

Lisa Elder: The long and short of it is I feel like I've gotten to the other side of it, knock wood, 
God-willing, and I just feel so much more impressed with everyone that I...in my life 

over those two years, particularly the first six months maybe or the first 12 months 

going through chemotherapy and radiation and losing all your hair and having that 

team of mine, that Heads Up team going, "whatever you need." And they rallied, oh 

my gosh. So they did the business without me. 

Lisa Bragg: You've had the pedal to the metal since you started your business and since the start 

of your career and going hard, was it hard to step back and step away from what 

you've created even though you knew you had a competent team that was going to 
rally for you? Was it hard for you to step off that "go go go?" 

Lisa Elder: [long pause] No. When your life is in danger, you step off. It's just not your choice 
anymore. If you want to survive, you step off. So I had to. I really had to. And I think 

that the experience of my team and the love of those team members made me feel 

like it was okay. 

Lisa Elder: Now one of my business friends who owns her own large business, she, after I told 

her about cancer and she commiserated for a goodly amount of time and then she 
said, "This really could be the best thing that ever happened to you in your 

business," because it would take me out of the driver's seat. She's very wise. 

Lisa Bragg: So I have a 10-year-old who sees every day the life of an entrepreneur and a 
business owner. So she's right in the thick of it. And so some of her stories are, you 

can tell she's analyzing us as 10-year-olds do. How has it, did you realize when you 

were going into it that you would have this big, It all comes together? It all 

intertwines, doesn't it? 



 

 

Lisa Elder: Yeah. I had really no idea of that. I didn't know what I was doing. With me when I 

started my company, I didn't think it was going to be mayhem, which it was. I didn't 

know what it was like to have two children and I didn't know what it was like to 
have my own company. So yeah, there were so many balls in the air. It was super, 

super busy. 

Lisa Elder: The thing that I find the most interesting is I would not like, I didn't want to sacrifice 
when I was at home and not doing research. I didn't want to sacrifice time with the 

family for having to write a report. So I happily chose to write my reports at night. I 
did not know until a couple of years ago my children are now in their 20s. I didn't 

know until a couple of years ago how much my children observed of that nighttime. I 

wish I had known that. 

Lisa Elder: No, we're not going to cry. But anyway, it was wild because one of them said, "Oh 

yeah, I'd hear you, like, thumping around upstairs." And one time one of them said, 
"Oh yeah, I remember one time when you were crying and crying and crying." That's 

probably when I lost my report. I remember [laughing] I was doing a debrief. I lost a 
report on the computer. The whole thing lost. And those days, no cloud backup, no 

nothing. Right? 

Lisa Elder: I remember having to start it over again at like 4:00 in the morning. But I'm not 

thinking that this is observed by my children, I'm thinking I'm a good role model. No, 

I don't think so. [laughs] So a couple of these little stories came out, kind of when 

God bless them for... or they were just absorbing it. So I didn't know. I wish I had 

known that it was a little bit more evident. The struggles that I would go through up 

there on the third floor when I'm thinking they're safely tucked in bed one floor 
beneath me. 

Lisa Bragg: So you've been in business for 20 years. Where does the next 20 take you? 

Lisa Elder: Boy, this is another fork in the road. Well, I know post-cancer I'm more brave than I 

ever was. When you face death, obstacles in life become a lot smaller. So I feel I can 

do, really whatever I want, as long as I can live to do it. 

Lisa Bragg: So what advice do you have to other people who are listening? So, what advice do 

you have to entrepreneurs or people who are thinking about leaving their business? 
Any advice? 

Lisa Elder: Well, I like what Kath said to me in that important phone call when she asked me if I 

would regret not starting my own company and I knew that I would and therefore I 
wanted to do it. And I think that is a really important thing to try and live without 

regrets. And sometimes when I interview people, I find that as a very deep chord 

that some people can strike when they are looking at their lives or answering 

questions about where they are now versus where they thought they would be and 

these kinds of things. 



 

 

Lisa Elder: And if they get to regret something, it's very... It's sad. I still have regrets. I do have 

regrets in my life but it's nice to try and live without them. And I love that question. 

Would I regret not doing this and using that as a guide for where I really should be 
going and what I should be doing. 

Lisa Bragg: Thank you Lisa. Now on the show we have a lightning round. Just answer whatever 

comes quickly to mind. One word answers are fine. What do you love about your 
job? 

Lisa Elder: Meeting total strangers and understanding where they're coming from. 

Lisa Bragg: Is negotiating easy or hard for you? 

Lisa Elder: Hard. 

Lisa Bragg: Best advice you were given? 

Lisa Elder: Be master of your own destiny. 

Lisa Bragg: What's the boldest thing you've ever done? 

Lisa Elder: I think the boldest thing I've ever done is to trust my instinct that research is where I 

belong or where at that time I belonged and to turn my back on an advertising 
career that was very successful. 

Lisa Bragg: And what's the one time you wish you had been bolder? 

Lisa Elder: I definitely wished that I had investigated ways of bringing in people to the company 
before I did. 

Lisa Bragg: What do you do before a big meeting to psych yourself up? 

Lisa Elder: I know my information cold. 

Lisa Bragg: And what advice would you give your 10-year-old self? 

Lisa Elder: Reach for the stars. You could probably get halfway there. 

Lisa Bragg: Today's guest was Lisa Elder from Heads Up, Inspiration from Information. You've 

been listening to Bold(h)er brought to you by BMO for Women. If you like the show, 

subscribe and share with others. I'm Lisa Bragg, thanks for listening. 


