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While coffee is still for closers, the right technology can make the sales process less of a grind. 

As businesses invest in Internet-based systems to track and route their prospects, the cold calling sales agents like those featured in David Mamet's "Glengarry Glen Ross" become relics. The ABCs of the sales process are now as much about "always be capturing" as they are "always be closing." 

Serial technology entrepreneur Irv Shapiro believes small companies have an appetite for interactive voice response technologies that sync their Web sites and telephone systems. Yet price, to date, has been a barrier to adoption. So in 2005, Shapiro founded Skokie-based Ifbyphone. 

Earlier this year, the 12-person company began marketing its pay-per-usage service for as little as $14.95 per month. 

"It's a very simple concept," said Shapiro, 52, who grew his first company, Metamor Technologies, to $50 million in revenue before selling it in 1997. "We help small and medium-sized businesses have more telephone conversations with their customers." 

After Shapiro provided an initial $1.5 million in seed funding, Ifbyphone raised $2.75 million in a venture capital round co-led by Northbrook-based Origin Ventures and Chicago-based Apex Venture Partners. Shapiro also contributed $500,000 in the round, which he said will ultimately close at $3 million. It is expected that the Illinois Innovation Accelerator Fund, administered by the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center and chaired by J.B. Pritzker, will pick up the remaining $250,000. Ifbyphone is a client of the CEC. 

"In real estate, you invest in location, location, location," said Bruce Barron, principal with Origin Ventures. "With us, it is management, management, management. [This deal] is about taking advantage of Web 2.0 and voice 2.0 technologies." 

Shapiro said proceeds from the investment will be used to fund sales and marketing efforts. He added that Ifbyphone modeled its distribution strategy closely after software developer Intuit, which commissions accountants to sell its Quickbooks bookkeeping software. The plan is to partner with professionals already selling Internet services to small businesses. 

"We discovered that all of the Web consultants building Web sites are the ideal distributors of this product," he said. 

Before founding Ifbyphone, Shapiro worked at hedge fund Jemmco Capital. In 2001, he sold his second company, educational software developer Edventions Inc. to Edison Schools. He founded Metamor in 1985, and 10 years ago sold the 500-person consulting firm to Corestaff Inc. While Shapiro makes passive investments in other companies, he said Ifbyphone is his full-time gig and current passion. 

"My first two companies sold to publicly traded entities," he said. "I'm not very good at golf." 

Hacking away at hackers

It is not only possible to be an ethical computer hacker, but, in fact, it is certifiable. 

The Hacker Academy, founded last year by entrepreneur Aaron Cohen, trains defensive-minded developers and would-be digital deviants on the science and art of defending computer networks against malicious attacks. 

The company's seminars, which are held locally and nationwide, provide training and onsite administering of the Certified Ethical Hacker test. Students, mostly on the dime of their employers, pay on average $3,000 for the course. 

"If somebody wants to hack into your systems, they don't need our class for that," said Cohen, 31, who has a virtual office at the Illinois Information Technology Association's TechNexus. "Part of this is spent on social engineering and the art of getting information from somebody who is not supposed to send it to you." 

Cohen employs a former hacker who "has one foot on the good side and one foot on the bad side" to teach classes that typically draw nine or 10 students. The Hacker Academy is also hired by organizations including NASA. The company blasted off with approximately $20,000 in seed funding from Cohen. 

Tech training for manufacturers

Manufacturing companies based in Illinois have a new incentive to offer technology training for their workers. 

The Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity is funding discounted training programs for qualified companies. 

The programs are certified through the Computing Technology Industry Association and administered by the University of Illinois Business and Industry Services program in Naperville. More information can be found at www.bis.uiuc.edu/grants.html. 
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