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The method in Mad Science

&

Ron (left) and Ariel Shlien turned backyard science demos into theme park shows,
international franchising and books. Thanks to a deal with MGM, television and toys on
the way. PROFIT traces the evolution of their brand - and asks how they'll protect it

By Lee Oliver



IMN THE SUMMER OF 1984, when & uzed hetium
neon laser came an the macket, Monireal brothe

Ariel and Ron Shlien really, really wanted it. " You
put zome smoke in the moom, and instead of see
ing just & little dotom the wall, you couwld actually
goe [he entire bearn,” explains Arnel. “That was
truly cooll”

Truly ¢oal was justwhat they wanted for the hip
The Sunday Mad Soentsts — they
2!_.1:',_:!'-.‘1'] weelkly at the local ¥MOCA Howover, the

seierioe show

s price tag was 4 lest to hiear For Ariel

i Ron, then just s and 13 vears of age with only
oie incomme — i paper roule - befveen them, So

e

v recouped thett costs by renting the laser 1o
local DFs at %59 2 night.

Tweo decades later. the Shltensare just as cotre-
preneunal. Shortly after buymg the laser the
brothers tenamed thoir operation Mad bmence
and started performig thelr science
shtick at birthday porties, summer
Thev
haye since expanded the company

carps and afterachool classes

through dncreasingly comples exten-
zinns, fnchuding erse-line achvilies
for kids and s permanent show at the
Kennedy Space Center. Today, The Mad
Soience Group boasts 9o franchisees
m zo countries and a2 ime of Mad
Scienci: baoks that lave sold one nul
lion copiesin the past bwo vears: And at every step

af the way, the brathers have accormplished one ot
the trickiest feats in business! protecring a brand,

Every vear, the Mad Seierce maching delivers
50,000 interactive science demonstrations to five
million childeen. To e paremis whe pay from Sy
for 2 Mad Science after-schoal program 1o 3150 (ol
a private party, Mad Science is synonymeus with
aradernic integrity, They're happy to fhot the hill
because Mad Science provides avaluable learning

experience for their children and doesn't try to sell
them a raft of uscless products or gimmicky serv-
fces; “Put it this way," says Ron, “We'd be happy to
let, say, ATET sponsor o Mad Science demonsira-
tan on how a telephone works, We'd be happy o
put the ATET logo on a take-home handout from
thal dermonstration. Bub we'd never, sver agree 1o

send home @ coupon fior s dizcount oo long-dis-
tance rates, Could you mmagine how guickly par-
it sott of thing ™
Even more important, fd-obsessed kids have con-
sitlered Mad Science hip for almoest zo
Where's Wilda, indeed?

But the comerstone of the Mad Science empire
ia about Lo make [15 miost excrtng — and Tisky
extemision yol, A dial cemented with MGM Studios

enits woudld turn on ws i wedld

VEATA.

gion sereens nest fall sGM ung the Shhiens are
still working out the details of the show, but you
can expect it tu spawn lunch boses: stuffed woys,
Chs and science kit Suddenly, (Be stakes are sky

i Make one crentive lssten, and kids wwdll
deem the show uncool, Produce ancillary products

with i educational value, and parents will
eynicall The pressure 15 nn the Shliens not rly 10
fowrn the TV aned tov businesses but to keep a glant

hedfallow in check, Get it righty and Mad Science

could explode; get it wreng, and the Shien broth
eid could find themselves out 1 the'cold with it
tle maore than helr 1al coats,

Believe {1 ar nof. Anel dnd Ron hiave aspired wo

a television deal since thedr teens. "TV is the Hily

Grail,” saye Ariel "Everybody wanls o be on TV
everybody wants their hrand on TV Therg's no

t offer-

better way 1o create a full runge af prod
mgrs — tovs, gares, T-shirts, whalever -
than through T But they understond
they couldn't ger there inoone gmant
leap. "Ta succeed In television, vou
feed 1o bave 2 natonal presence and a
stiong Brand " explains Adel "And you

Nesd

to be able to prove to the TV Gxeds

that you are 2 somehody and have the

ckifls and experience o play at their
level. We bmese wie'd iave to really Taild
business and {Tie Mad

Science brangd along the way before we were Teady

the Broadien
totado g shor at televison.”

They v accomplished that raission, which has
it2 roats in a science ol the brothers started na
Montreal synaghgue 10 1S, "We had saved up to

By madel rockets.” cxplaing Arszl, “but our par-

ents didn't think that spending momey dn silly toys

have & hunch of kds get (egether and chip in so
we could huy, nid and Hy model mikets 1goeth.
ar. in the end, we had 3 little exira money [ef over
and that's really how the business gof started.”
Word traveled, and in short order the bocat
ycaasked the Shliens to put on 3 weekly rocked
demonsteation, Bolswered by the merest, they

quickly Incorporated mure and more hundseon
seipnce ity the show Kids came toosed the rocks
gis, hut stayed to play with dev ice, smoke bombs
the lager and all knds of goepy stufl. Parents
bigan paying the brothers to perform at birthday

parties at $95 & shot The Shliens dropped their

paper toule o concentraty on drumming up busi-
ness for their new enterprize Wathin & year the
Shhenswere hooking maore events than they could
srrdle themselves; so they hireg
teenagers: For the next eight years, while they

ind trained local

worked thest way through high school and univer

last May will see Mad Science splash across televi-

olitpuide o
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sity, the brothers grew the business organically,
spreading out to Montrealares summer camps
and afterschool programs.

In rgge; Ariel began work on the company's
first big leap. "We'd heard of péople who were
young that were lired to go on cruise ships and do
children's activities,” =ays Arel. “We thought that
Mud Seience would add an interesting dimension
0 cridse-line entertzinmen!. And, fruﬁkl}', WE SaW
it 23 an opportutity to get pald for traveling
around on cmise ships.” However, it tock two
years to mike a breakthrough. After hearing of
Mad Science throupgh his child, an executive at
Royal Cavibbean Cruise Lines met with the roth-
ers and nushed them (o the decision-makers in the
Miarni [irin. Before the Shliens knew it, they had
4 deal to present Mad Scence shows at sea,

It represented the first time the Mad Science
brand would be shared with
“We knew that if an oulside  organization,
we gave up oo which couldn't passibly be as
much controf of loval to 1tas its founders, But
th'_'E brand, them Shlien & Shlien were om
gt ot b guard. "We knew that if we

bire, train and rmanoge the Mad Science presen-
ters who would work on the Royval Caribbean
ships, Roval Caribbean had never taken that
approgch to such partnerships-before, but apreed
to the demand.

Two vears mto the deal, Mad Soence made a
I1.000 profiton sales of $276,000. Mad Science

asT't Disney, but then agein its ekecutives were
only 25 and 23 years old, But working with 2 part-
ner brought some aches and pains — particuiarly
the constant hiring and training involved in
replacing pood emplovees who were inevitally
lared away by Roval Catibbean. “After 2 while, we
reatized it just didn't makey lot of sense for us
continue that program.” says Arlel. “And at the
same fime we'd decided that franchising was the
next big thing for Mad Scienee.”

Mad Science already had o beachhead in the
States. Ron had relocated to Miami in 1992 to set
up a U5 oflice thal would replicate its Mantreal
operation. But the partners were unprepared for
the sxpenise and red tape of launching 4 ULS, fran.
cthising business. Sume $eco.ooo later, the
Shliens were legal to sell franchises, but zlmaos

brand left to grow
with afterwards,”
says Ariel of the
cruise line deal

gave over too much contiel
of the brand, there might not
b o brand lefl (o grow after.
wards,” =xplains Arjel. So
they neégotiated the vight 1o

out of cash with another narrow bridge to cross
Expanding inlo new geographical markets sond
putting product in the hands of franchisees
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expozed Mad Soence 1o the elemenis "o mowe
vour xisting praducl of servies into an unrelated
market 15 the middle ground ol brand extension
tiek,” explaing Allan MeNeely o branding exped
with Cap Gemini Ernst & Young., "When you
make that sort of shift, there 5 & significant
chande that the new masket simply might not
embrace your, But the real risk hore wag the cosl,

show, and county fairs plastered Mad Scence
posters over every state and presanie. Revenue
arew Lo 8307 million in oo, bringte with 1t a
profit of more than $%oo0,000,

The traveling-show strategy culmmated m the
itmate brand association for aoything seience-
related when, in the spring of zoal, the Ketinedy
Spuce Center cornmissioned Mad Science to cre.
ate a permanent show on space travel.

Theze puys put everything they had
into the move, when the rule-of thumb
is never spend more than 25% of what
vou clirently payv to sustain vour core
brand on ar extension. They literally
could have Inst evervihing."

Deal the cards - burm up uces, In
tqgs, the Shliens sold their first Mad
Science Tranchise, In San Diego, for

i i says Ariel
Lshazoon, Others came «uickly,

Scholastic pitched
the archetypal
white-haired mad
gcientist to starin
the Shiiens' books,
The brothers
balked. “That's
exactly not us,"

“Youecertmnly corme away with a little
authority when NaSa puts ils seal of
approval on’ your science. program.”
muges Ron. Eventially the Shiiens
hired an ¢stablished show manager ta
ran Mg Science Praductions,

But as new [ranchisees flooded in.
brand intearity becwne the Shlien
brothers” MNo. 1 focus, "Early on we cre-

quadruphing Mad Science's annual roy-

enue throngh ooy, Meantime, while Ariel han.
dled franchising, Ron set ot to start Mad Science
Productions. The largescale theatrical shows —
think: Broadway mects Bill Nye — were designed
o ereate a bz, drive patential franchisees to the
nperation and drive kids to the existing franchises,
[t was more successful than théy could cver imng-
i, Theme parks would spend thoussnds of dol-
lars advertising and promnting the arrival of the

ated un 17 department to keep all our
franchisees up to date on every new Mad Scienee
program, and we setout to create literally a thous
sand hours of programs,” saps Ron “That way
Hhings wouldn't get stale for our franchisees and
they'd be in control of which programs they
offered. But at the same time, we'd have complels
conlrol over the contént, The aim was & create 2
wide network of Independent operations all over
the place, all reading off the same very Birge page.”




“Itwas 3 calculated stép, one that would sHow
tranchising brought this advantage: because Jocal  the Mad Science brand could be delivered in dif-

ogerdators ave the face of the company, consumers  ferent wavs,” explad

On top of being an inexpensive way 1o ¢

The baok exprrivace

e them as its soul. Mad Sclence now operatesm would make it casier

/ or us o make the right el
Gao of the larpest LS, cities, 12 Canadian 1

arkets  wisien deal * Nearly twe o the day after sign-

and R other countries induding China, Mexico ¢ climbed mnte bed

book deal, Mad

MOM We had other o

celved as @ grogsroots enterprise — the kind of  for MGM because they, like uy, are.de

and Australia, but in most markets it's still per. . but we held out

E brand integrity,” o

comipany o which parents can entrust

matntat

thelr chdldren, "We don't make signifi.

Artel, “Omce we convinced  them that

cant efforts to hide the fact that we're a
national brand.” savs Ariel, “bur the
{ranchisees are on the Tronn line, fude

W WETe Serous dbout cresnng a |'|'|..1|'_

tv show that would rellect all the posi
bve thisgs we've budlt fnto the brand, it

Was casy o owitl e sort of Concestinne

ing soience fairs, warking with teachers
and being part the conununiny. Thut's

who jeople see.”

“vie et in place with
Hardess prart of this

With an international franchige nol dever

work, lI'..'»'t.'lj:a_u shows and a powesful

While the Shllens are Vague aliiit
brand, Mad Sclence still wisn't ready the actual details = the show s snll

ferr primae time. "In TV you have (o be g somebody  being formulated and the neoduciz are still beine

ot know 3 somebudy 1o get to the dicision-mak-  researchad - they describe the deal with MGM as o

ers, #ays Arlel “We were still small potatoes com:
pared o the TV world,”™ That doesn't mean wle

ult hip that sees MGM ficens

INg the Mad Science brand and extending the
sion wasn't interesied. Mad Science dechined  brand though new licensing, sponsorship, cross-

numerous offers from:smaller production houses.  promeotions and strategic partnerships.” Could it
“In each case they just didn't have the experience  In

or the dout to really do it right,” says Ariel “We I it docsn't work out® “Mad Scicnce will con-
didit want to blow it eariy with the wiong deal.”™  sinpe 1o opemate after television as-it does now.”

Irisvead, Mad Science struck a book desl in save Ron =
carly 2o0a:. The Shliens identified 2 handful of
educational publishers with the sort of world  oould ows the pr

just be 3 much jfarper company

If it doss® The Shliens

1, seienee-thareed eguivalent

e bane ¥ ] 2 % el W a = 5 4 V.43
leader status that would enhance the Mad Science  of Sesame Street. Now that would be traly cool. =

brand. Their top choice was New York-bases

multinational Schalastic Inc. "N
Scholastic and Mad Scence were i
together, and Scholastic knew who we were, " savs
Aricl, But that was justa feot in the deor. Thev still
had 1o strike the right deal.,

"“We didn pitch o buok. or #ven a book idea,”
iy Arlel. “We pltched (e Mad Sdence brand as
sometliing Scholustic could build 2 story line
atound,” As they negotinted, Anel fought hard w0

win veto power over anything that might sully jts

lmnge. The vote cume in hindy when Schaolastic
par an archelypal white-haired mad scientist on
the table, "That's cxactly not us,” he explaines. i
the end. the parties struck o workable compro
mise, An older, lab-coarwearing white-haired guy
named Professor Voo Offal appears in the hooks,
but he playve hunmny guy to the straight man, a cool
gelencesmart teen named Ethan Flask, And
insténd of delivering nerdy lessong in b fctional
classroom setting, the pair uses sclence to salvw

erimes, Six ntles and 3 million books la

Schelastic and Mad Science are extending the deal

for anather year
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