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hen the economy goes south, most people hunker
down and hibernate until things pick up again. Others,
like entrepreneur Laurie Sabol, seize the day. In the
midst of the worst U.S. economy in decades, her business Popcorn
Girl was born.
“I was a fitness instructor and I helped people design their own
gyms,” explains Sabol. “I also designed programs for people who
didn’t want to go to the gym, so I had a lot of tennis people, those
who were training for marathons, kids in middle school wanting to
do track. It required that I get up at 3:30 a.m. I was dating a guy who
asked me how long I was going to keep doing that, and I told him
until something better came along.”
It was no time before something better popped into her life. “A
friend had a popcorn store in the 1980s and I realized we didn’t have
anything like that here in Vegas. Once I had the idea, I knew that to
do it right, it had to be over-the-top. I had to wow people.
“The idea just took off from there. A friend helped me find the right
equipment. I ordered sports tins for all the different teams because I
know everyone here is from somewhere else. I also wanted to be in
a neighborhood because our customers are our friends. I started the
store with just my boyfriend, my mom and me, and before you knew it,
we were getting large orders of 300 or 500 bags. I now have about 25
employees between two stores,” Sabol says of the business she founded
in 2009 that offers over 60 original flavors of popcorn made fresh daily.
While Popcorn Girl has a steady stream of regular customers,
the majority of its revenue is through large-quantity business orders,
such as thank you gifts. Chris Harvey, co-owner of The Design
Factory, has been working with Popcorn Girl for about two years.
“I started out as a customer, tried it and saw they did gift
baskets,” says Harvey of the baskets that come in all price ranges and
can be customized with a quick turnaround. “I had always been a fan
of Garrett Popcorn Shops in Chicago, so I was attracted to what
Popcorn Girl had to offer. Laurie is a great
entrepreneur and runs a good business.
She’s always creating new things. And,
she knows how to take
care of her customers.”
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Good news travels fast, and after an appearance on Food
Network, worldwide requests poured in for Popcorn Girl franchises
in various countries. Qatar was the first. To set up the deal, Popcorn
Girl got a little help from a non-profit state program.
“We connected with Popcorn Girl after seeing them in an article
in the Las Vegas Review-Journal. We discussed the numerous inquiries
they had from overseas,” explains Terry Culp, deputy director for
Nevada Industry Excellence. “When they received a serious inquiry
from investors in Qatar, we helped them set up the deal for the master
franchise and they successfully consummated the sale recently.
“They offer an exceptional product with a variety of unique flavors
that are very appealing. That’s why they’ve had such great success.
Popcorn Girl also participated in our ExporTech program to further
their international success. We look forward to assisting their further
expansion into other countries as well,” concludes Culp.
“People in the Middle East love popcorn, and the store is doing
very well,” says Sabol. “We had to adjust the recipes, and create
some new ones. They love the chocolate flavors, but also the spicy
ones like our hot wings flavor.”
But it’s just not the booming international side of the business
that Sabol enjoys. “I love all the opportunities Popcorn Girl gives
me. I help teenagers with their first jobs, teaching them a good
work ethic. This job isn’t just about bagging popcorn; it’s learning
to communicate to make sure the customer gets what they want.
They will remember forever that sales are where it’s at. I always
prided myself on learning as much as I could in all aspects of my job.
I worked at the Hard Rock for years and it was the best education in
hospitality I could ever get.
“I always admired Peter Morton and Steve Wynn and knew I
wanted to operate my own business the same way, but on a smaller
scale. Learning helped make me the person that I am. Now I have a
chance to pass that on to others.
“I help with a lot of different events, such as the Governor’s
Black-Tie event where the proceeds benefit different charities. I
sponsor Joy Prom, so wonderful underprivileged kids can attend a
special event when they couldn’t go to their regular prom because
of their disabilities. I also support Candlelighters and other causes
because this fabulous store gives us that opportunity to help others
and makes us feel good,” reveals Sabol.
“I’m so happy to have a thriving business in a community where
I grew up. All I wanted was a popcorn store and now people all over
the world know about us.” q
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