Q: I for one am glad that Martha Stewart got a slap on the wrist, though my husband, who worked at Enron, disagrees. Do you think she got what she deserved?
Sharon – Houston, Texas

A: I vote with you, buy I will take it a step further: I think the entire prosecution was an overblown mistake. Of course Martha was greedy and wrong to sell her ImClone stock the day before bad news was to be made public, but charging her with multiple crimes and wasting millions of taxpayer dollars over the $48,000 she saved by selling a day early was patently absurd on the prosecution’s part.
Two aspects of the case were especially egregious. First, she was never charged with insider trading, which really was the crux of the issue. Second, the prosecution’s charge that her public proclamation of innocence was tantamount to securities fraud (they claimed she was really trying to prop up the price of her company’s stock) smacks of being un-American.
And this certainly is no Enron. Martha Stewart cheated no one but herself. Unlike Enron and WorldCom, her company never cooked the books, and no investors were directly harmed by her actions.
More important for our purposes I think is what Martha Stewart has to teach small businesspeople, because she began as a small businessperson herself. Indeed, like many entrepreneurs, Martha Stewart worked long and hard before achieving great success. Before starting her small business, she dabbled in modeling and worked as a stockbroker. She was in her mid-thirties when she turned her passions - cooking and entertaining - into a small catering business. 
But how did she turn that into a media empire? Her rise to success has lessons for us all:

1. Networking works: Martha Stewart’s big break came when her then-husband opened some doors for her in the New York publishing world. We all get opportunities, but when presented with hers, Martha used it for all it was worth, finally finagling a book deal in the process. Her first book, “Entertaining” sold over a million copies. Why? Because of lesson number 2.
2. Publicity makes a difference: This is something I have seen time and again. At a crucial moment, an entrepreneur or his or her company gets some timely publicity, thereby transforming the business in the process. Plenty of people publish books, but Martha parlayed her book into publicity. This in turn led to more books, more publicity, and soon, appearances on the Today show, and finally an image as America’s lifestyle expert.
3. Strategic partnerships are key: A critical piece of Martha Stewart’s success puzzle was her partnership with K-Mart, which began in 1987. By teaming up with the retail giant, she was able to extend her brand into areas and with people who theretofore were unavailable to her. 
4. Obsession builds business: Martha Stewart has often said that her work is her life and her life is her work. While that may build you business, it will also cost you relationships, as it has with her.
No, not all of the Martha Lessons are positive. There are a few cautionary tales in her story as well:
5. Hubris hurts: Entrepreneurs are, by our very nature, egomaniacs. How else could you think that you can start a business, beat everyone else out there, and make a bundle? But woe to he who believes his own press release! What do Michael Jackson, Martha Stewart, Ken Lay, George Bush, and Bill Clinton have in common? Hubris. Beware the out of check ego.
6. Kindness counts: There is little doubt by now that Martha Stewart can be cruel and mean-spirited. That is why not a few people were happy with her getting her perceived comeuppance. There is no need for it, even if you are reaching for the stars.
Today’s tip: “Convicted domestic diva Martha Stewart is planning to try to shorten her time in jail by offering to serve part or all of her sentence helping underprivileged women start businesses. Stewart recently approached the Women’s Venture Fund, a New York non-profit group, offering to work 20 hours a week teaching low income and minority women to become entrepreneurs.” Reuters.
