
While she’s best known for her popular color-wheel 
footstools, you won’t find Sheila Snyder with her 
feet up. Hers is a story of a self-made business 
woman, armed with determination and more than a 
little fearlessness. She’s fast becoming a well-known 
fixture in the quilting world, so we wanted to know 
how she got her start.

Sheila Snyder
BUILDING A BUSINESS, 

STEP BY STEP
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Alternative therapy
They say quilting can be therapeutic and that’s 

certainly true for Sheila, who left her career as a 
therapist to start her quilting business. “I started 
my long-arm business because I was working as a 
therapist and got frustrated with the system telling 
me what I could and couldn’t do for my patients. I 
decided I have to stop doing this. I’m a talented 
woman who can do so many other things.” Realizing 
that she could utilize her quilting skills to begin her 
own business, she took the plunge. “I bought a long-
arm machine sight unseen.” Recalling with a laugh 
she adds, “I had never test-driven it. I just ordered it, 
they delivered it and then I thought, ‘Well, now I have 
to make this work.’”

Sheila began marketing her new business by 
visiting the local quilt guilds and, while customers 
started trickling in, it wasn’t enough to sustain her 
new endeavor. So she took her business north to 
Portland where she’d been told there was a need for 

long-arm quilters. “I didn’t even have any samples to 
show. I was just a warm body that showed up with 
business cards and business owners started passing 
them out at their quilt classes. Within six weeks I had 
developed a full-time business.” 

One step at a time
The learning curve was steep for Sheila. “If you have 

business cards, everyone thinks you’re an expert, but 
I was truly a novice.” She took classes to learn new 
techniques and become more fluent in machine quilting 
but, really, what got her to the next level was her ability 
to take it one step at a time. “I don’t need to know the 
end picture,” she explains. “I don’t need to know how to 
do every step of every project. Whether I’m remodeling 
the kitchen, or building a chicken coop, I just dig in.” 
She adds, “If I don’t know how to do the next step, I just 
figure it out. I’m OK with making the phone calls and 
doing the research.”

An original business card sits among other keepsakes
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“I don’t think of things in terms of being easy or being difficult.  
I only think of things in terms of the number of steps it takes to complete the project.”

Sheila learned a lot that first year, but it was 
good old-fashioned values that grew her business: 
doing quality work, maintaining a deadline, staying 
organized and delivering what she promised.

Soon the customers started pouring in by the 
dozens and Sheila began creating between four to 
eight quilts per week. “My kids told me I was working 
too much, but it felt more like an education than 
work — a style education.”

About those footstools
Finally, the conversation turns to those footstools. 

Sheila explains that the idea for the stools originally 
appeared in a book by a favorite fabric designer but the 
instructions were incomplete. “In fact, at the end of the 
instructions it said, ‘Take it to an upholsterer and have 
them make it for you,’” she laughs. Not content with 

having someone else finish her work, Sheila learned 
how to cut the base, prepare the foam and assemble all 
of the pieces. The whimsical footstool was born.

As demand for the colorful footstools grew, so 
did Sheila’s business skills. She learned how to source 
the materials and labor needed to produce them in 
high volume. From neighbors who cut the foam, to 
cabinet and design companies who prepared the 
bases and fixtures, she refined the process down to 
an art form. 

As one might expect, it didn’t take long for Sheila 
to begin thinking about the “next big thing.” Using 
the instructions from the footstools, she created a 
pattern for matching color-wheel pincushions. The 
new product took off after the 2015 Spring Market 
when a California-based quilt shop owner displayed 
them in her exhibitor booth. 
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Capturing a rare moment of rest. A nod to her feathered friends.
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Turning to help
The success of this fun little project meant that 

Sheila, a woman content to do it all on her own, had to 
turn to help. “I’m not a good delegator, but this forced 
me to do that because I could no longer do it all on 
my own.” Utilizing her network of friends, family and 
colleagues, Sheila was able to outsource tasks while 
creating a huge opportunity for her community. With 
plenty of assembly required to get the pincushions 
shipped, she turned to local resources. When she gets 
really swamped, the kids help out and her husband, 
Elvin, plays his part as well. “He is in the printing 
business, so he helps me a lot with those pieces of the 
business,” she explains.

Elvin’s support for his wife’s business is obvious 
and, when we ask about it, he simply shrugs his 

shoulders and grins as if he couldn’t imagine it any 
other way. “He should be relieved,” Sheila says. “If I 
didn’t have this to keep me busy, I’d be figuring out 
projects to do around the house.”

We wanted to know if the footstools and 
pincushions were for beginners or advanced quilters. 
Sheila’s response provides, perhaps, the most insight 
into her success as a quilter and entrepreneur: “I don’t 
think of things in terms of being easy or being difficult. 
I only think of things in terms of the number of steps it 
takes to complete the project,” Sheila explains. “Does it 
have a lot of steps, or only a few steps? The footstools 
and pincushions, well, they have a lot of steps.”  

Whatever the steps, we can’t wait to see Sheila’s  
next project.   

The assembly process of Sheila's popular pincushions.
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