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The answer is Mizzen+Main. 

Mizzen+Main is a fast growing men’s apparel company that’s on a mission to 
get rid of pit stains with their performance dress shirts. 

The company was started by co-founders Kevin Lavelle, Web Smith and 
Steven DeWitt who all came from different backgrounds but all bring 
something different to the table. Mizzen+Main has been featured in Fast 
Company and Forbes and has garnered key partnerships with NFL players 
and ESPN. 

We caught up with Kevin to find out how they came up with the idea, how they 
run their company and what advice they can offer to entrepreneurs looking to 
start an ecommerce business. 

What do you get when you 
combine hi-tech performance 
fabrics with mens fashion? 

http://mizzenandmain.com/
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Describe your business & product.

How did you decide on your product? What early market 
research did you undertake?

What were some of the main tipping points (if any) or a-ha 
moments? How did they happen?

Mizzen+Main is revolutionizing the apparel industry, starting with our one of a kind moisture wicking, 
wrinkle free, American made dress shirts.

We have combined the best of performance fabrics, heretofore reserved for athletes on the field, with 
the refined look of a traditional dress shirt. We’re now introducing henleys, blazers, and accessories, all 
with a unique approach to combining advanced fabrics and components with an eye on tradition. We 
are Tradition. Evolved.

The idea for our performance dress shirt came from watching a Congressional staffer run into an 
important meeting in Washington D.C. on a sweltering summer day, soaked in sweat.

We thought we should bring the advances of performance fabrics, previously reserved for athletes, to 
the world of men’s dress apparel and fashion.

After years of researching the market, we decided there was no one even close to bringing this 
revolutionary product to market.

Athletic apparel companies were only focused on athletic apparel. Men’s fashion companies and 
traditional shirt makers, such as Brooks Brothers, were only focused on standard cotton dress shirts, with 
little to no innovation.

We spent nearly a year in product development to find the best fabrics, craft a perfect off-the-rack fit, 
and build the foundation of a strong, timeless, American brand. Our focus was on combining innovation 
with an eye and respect for tradition.

The main tipping point in knowing our company would become a reality was when Kevin’s wife saw him 
in their first prototype and didn’t realize he was wearing the first performance fabric dress shirt – she 
thought he was still wearing a normal dress shirt.

This came as a result of intense product development to create an organic looking shirt people wouldn’t 
see any differently than a traditional dress shirt.

Other big moments have come through major press breakthroughs, such as our profile in Fast Company, 
and creating custom shirts for the 2013 Reebok CrossFit Games announcers on ESPN. These all came 
through hard work, perseverance, and demonstrating our products superior characteristics.

http://www.fastcompany.com/3017822/most-creative-people/so-long-pit-stains-this-performance-dress-shirt-eliminates-your-sweat-p
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Key manufacturing and marketing lessons learned? Tell 
us a bit about how you organize your business.

The two biggest lessons in manufacturing we’ve learned are things always take longer than you think 
and will inevitably go wrong somewhere, and to find partners you can trust and rely on.

If you think something will take four weeks and x dollars, budget six to seven weeks and 25% higher 
than x dollars. It’s just the nature of manufacturing, even if all your partners do their best. It just happens.

When it goes exactly on time and budget, count your blessings and move on knowing it will likely go 
wrong next time. In this vein, be sure to stay on top of everything along the way, checking in regularly 
and having back up plans ready to go in order to mitigate any issues and minimize any losses.

This inevitably leads to the second lesson: find the best partners to make your business a success and 
treat them as partners, not vendors. Trust us on this one – there is no better feeling in running your 
business than knowing you can rely on your vendors/partners. You will have things go wrong on a 
regular basis. Reliable partners can help you sleep a little easier at night.

In terms of marketing, there is nothing more important than being authentic. Customers easily see right 
through corporate phoniness. We have been authentic in everything we do from day one, helping our 
customers, current and prospective, the media, and vendors/partners believe in and trust the brand we 
are building.

From our social media, blogs, customer engagement, and 
interaction with press, we are building a brand bigger than any 
one of us or any one thing we do. This is impossible without 
true authenticity.

As a startup, everyone participates in nearly all activities across 
the company, though we do each have a particular focus.

We are all, of course, focused on building our brand with 
unity in everything we do, though this is Web’s primary area 

of expertise managing our presence and general branding efforts, from new product development and 
selection/vision to our social media presence, blogging, copywriting, and external partnerships.

Steven, our Creative Director, is the creator of the beauty everyone sees externally, from our name 
and logo, to all graphics and creative. He’s our self-proclaimed “brand police” to ensure any creative 
produced is consistent with our brand at every level. Web and Steven work in a magical creative 
harmony with Web dreaming up new branding material and ways to communicate with our customers, 
and Steven bringing it to life with his own creative genius. I manage the back office, supply chain, 
customer service, and financial planning and accounting. This trinity has proven to be incredibly 
effective.

“Find the best partners 
to make your business 

a success and treat 
them as partners, not 

vendors.”
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Our primary mistake was not diversifying our product lineup early enough. We were too focused 
on our initial product. Of course, it’s difficult to diversify too quickly with various constraints such as 
manufacturing requirements, capital, and time. It’s a delicate balance.

We’ve had a few tremendous PR wins, including Fast Company, American Express OPEN with Donna 
Fenn of Inc., and becoming guest mentors for the Wall Street Journal’s Accelerators blog along with 
several others. These have come through our own efforts finding the right points of contact at various 
publications, being respectful of their time by making perfectly clear why we are worth writing about, 
and careful persistence balanced with not overdoing followup contact.

There is no greater champion for your business than you.

Mizzen+Main is proud to parter with NFL superstars Chris Ogbonnaya and Malcom Jenkins, provide 
dress apparel to the broadcasters of CrossFit and the 2013 Reebok CrossFit Games on ESPN, and 
hard hitting national journalist Thomas Roberts. These relationships were developed through personal 
outreach and a belief on behalf of these individuals in our story and potential. We’re incredibly grateful 
for these relationships and partnerships.

We also carry a number of fantastic brands alongside our shirts on our website as complementary 
products for our customers looking to add something unique to their purchases. These relationships 
began through a number of conversations and demonstrating a commitment to these brands that we 
will probably

We have been absolutely thrilled with the “E-Commerce 3.0” platform we’ve built with Shopify at the 
center.

Mizzen+Main utilizes Stitch Labs for inventory, Ship Station for shipping, Xero for accounting, and 
various other apps to execute our business with lean efficiency and off the shelf solutions. For more 
information on this, please read our piece in the Wall Street Journal. 

One of our biggest mentors and successful entrepreneurs we admire is Gary Vaynerchuk. His 
approach to customer service, branding, and marketing overall is an example for all to follow, 
regardless of stage of business or industry.

What were your biggest mistakes, or biggest wastes 
of time & money?

Any major PR wins or media mentions? How did 
they happen?

What software, tools and resources have you found 
crucial to your growth?

http://blogs.wsj.com/accelerators/
http://apps.shopify.com/stitch-labs
http://apps.shopify.com/shipstation
http://apps.shopify.com/xero-accountancy-bookkeeping-integrator-by-carrytheone
http://blogs.wsj.com/accelerators/2013/04/14/kevin-lavelle-web-smith-weekend-read-e-commerce-3-0/
https://twitter.com/garyvee
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Key Takeaways 

Keep an eye out for everyday problems people face that you can solve with your 
expertise. 

Think of ways you can combine historically separate niches, ideas or technologies 
in a way that uniquely positions yourself in the marketplace. 

Diligent product development in the beginning will set you up for success down 
the road. 

Allow plenty of time for manufacturing as you will likely face unforeseen issues. 

Find partners and vendors you can trust and rely on. 

Be authentic when telling your story and marketing your business. 

PR takes research and hard work. You need to be the champion of your business. 

Don’t try and make everything perfect. Go out there and do it.

Get free articles and resources about 
ecommerce, social media and online marketing 
on the Shopify blog. 

Check out our free guides, videos and forums in 
Ecommerce University. 

Get out there and do it.

You can waste precious time trying to make everything perfect. Focus on real revenue from a growing 
list of customers.

Raising capital is not success. Revenue and profits are.

Any other advice to people starting their first 
online businesses?

http://www.shopify.com/blog
http://ecommerce.shopify.com/

