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to write that letter to lay it all out there. 
I had to say, “This is the situation, and 
this isn’t what I want to do. I’m sad about 
this, but I’m just going to be honest and 
tell people why.” Then, we started get-
ting emails, and they were so positive. 
Everybody was so nice, so supportive and 
so thankful that I was honest with them. 
Customers who I had never met wrote 
things like: “I’ve always bought from you 
because I love your aesthetic, and I’m go-
ing to keep buying from you because I love 
your heart.” 

We announced this on Jan. 25, and we 
had a good transition. At Valentine’s Day, 
we received only between 20 percent and 
25 percent of our confirmed domestic 
flowers, a lot due to the heavy winter rains 
in California. Had I not been able to use 
imported flowers, we would not have been 
able to fulfill our orders, which is what I 
feared, and it proved that I made the cor-
rect decision.

FR: How do you handle the prolifer-
ation of look-alike companies that 
have popped up since you created 
Farmgirl Flowers?
MA: I can’t say I’m not bugged. I was in 
a very fearful place a couple of years ago, 
scared that I was going to go out of busi-
ness, especially because many of those 
companies were getting millions of dol-
lars [from investors]. Now, I try to take 
the emotion out of it and look at it from 
a more pragmatic place. I’ve come to the 
conclusion that I just need to do it better. 
And I think we are doing it better because 
everything is filtered through the lens of 
this question, “Am I building a company 
that I’d want to buy from, sell to and 
work for?” 

I know my standards are high, and I 
also know how much work has to be done 
to do it that way. That gives me some 
solace. It’s all about execution, and the ex-
ecution is really hard. There is room for a 
lot of players in the arena, and I hope that 
consumers, who I think are much savvier 
now than ever, will be able to see through 
all those other players who are just tak-
ing other people’s ideas and regurgitating 
them. I hope that the consumers will be 
able to choose the real, the authentic and 
not just the one who is taking a shortcut. 
I constantly think, “How can I do this 
better?” That’s exciting to me to do things 
better every day. Every day I try to out-do 
my previous day’s self. 

FR: What are some of the infra-
structure challenges you’ve tack-
led?
MA: Our studio space has grown expo-
nentially. From 2010 to 2012, I was in my 
apartment. In 2012, I moved into space 
inside the San Francisco Flower Mart. Last 
year, just before Mother’s Day, we moved 
out of a 3,500-square-foot space at the 
Mart into 9,500 square feet in a nearby 
warehouse. Since then, we’ve grown to a 
little more than 15,000 square feet. It’s a 
short-term lease, which is important for 
managing our future growth.

FR: What does future growth look 
like for Farmgirl Flowers?
MA: I need to be clear: We are not a flower 
shop. We are building a full-scale manu-
facturing facility and working to convert 
our covered-wagon operation into a bullet 
train. It’s going to require adding technol-
ogy and adding machinery to maximize 
functions. Building a business at scale is 
not about eliminating people. We may slow 
down the speed at which we’re hiring, but 
it also gives us more security to hire for 
the long term. One of the biggest com-
plaints I hear from our team is that there’s 
not enough room for advancement. I see 
this growth as really exciting because it 
will provide room for advancement. We’re 
going to need very skilled people.

FR: What does future growth look 
like for Farmgirl Flowers?
MA: I would have found a really good at-
torney to protect the things that could be 
protected. A friend of mine told me that 
early on, but I was thinking, “You are ab-
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solutely nuts. I have $49,000 in my bank 
account, and I’m not giving half of that to 
a lawyer.” Looking back on it, that was the 
best advice, and I should have listened to 
it because then I would have known about 
intellectual property protection years 
earlier than I did. I could have started that 
whole process and protected what was dif-
ferent about our business model. I didn’t, 
and now I tell everyone who has created 
something different, especially in a cre-
ative industry where it’s harder to figure 
out, to take out a loan for legal services if 
you have to. It will probably save you lots 
of money in the long run.

FR: What are you most proud of?
MA: I am really proud that my $49,000 
has turned into a $15 million-plus busi-
ness. It hasn’t been because of luck but be-
cause I’ve devoted more than 35,000 hours 
to Farmgirl in the past seven years.

FR: It’s amazing, and, yet, I know it 
has come at personal sacrifice.
MA: Yes. I didn’t start pulling a paycheck 
until last year. I did that consciously 
because I decided it was better to put the 
money back into the company. And I don’t 
live very “big.” I’ve given up even little 
pleasures. I used to have a bit of a shop-
ping habit. I had more designer clothes 
than I’d like to admit. I gave up all of that. 
For the last seven years, it’s all Farmgirl 
all the time. That’s the choice I made, and 
this is my priority. It’s all about choosing 
your priorities in life. 

People often tell me that they want to 
start a business to have more work-life 
balance. That is absolutely the wrong 
reason to start a business. There are so 
many good reasons, but work-life balance 
probably shouldn’t be one of them because 
most people are going to be very disap-
pointed. And, as I mentioned, I’ve put in 
more than 35,000 hours in the past seven 
years. I work approximately 96 hours a 
week during non-peak times. My life is my 
work, and that’s my balance, which I see 
as pretty consistent with most entrepre-
neurs I know.

FR: How hard is it to balance goals 
of profitability with your mission 
and values?
MA: It’s very hard, especially in one of the 
most expensive cities in the country. Obvi-
ously, we’re not in it just for the money. 

That’s pretty clear at this point. We’re 
about building consumer trust. Our cus-
tomers know that we care about far more 
than just profits. I constantly filter every 
decision through the lens of “would this 
be a company I’d want to buy from, sell 
to and work for?” If I can say “yes,” then 
we do it; if not, we don’t. But many times, 
being able to say yes to those things costs 
the company much more money than if we 
said no. And we do it anyway. So that bal-
ance is extremely difficult from a business 
perspective. My hope is that consumers 
will choose us because of our values and 
that we’ll be able to continue to spend less 
in customer acquisition [marketing and 
PR] while still achieving high growth to 
make up for the higher labor and cost-of-
goods — and that it will balance out in the 
long run. n
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