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Stepping up in the family business does not 
mean sitting back — at least not to Cindi 
Bigelow, president, and CEO of Bigelow Tea. 
An early adopter of green business practices, 
Bigelow believes in challenging herself and her 
team to think of how else they can move the 
needle on sustainability. She emphasizes the 
importance of opening that conversation to 
everyone in the organization so they can have a 
role in making a difference — and they can feel 
pride in their work.

Always 
challenge 
yourself

Cindi Bigelow
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Th is interview originally aired Dec. 8, 2021.

Robert Reiss: Bigelow Tea is America’s largest 
specialty tea company. But even more than that, it 
is a company with a family legacy, founded in 1945 
by your grandmother. Talk about what Bigelow Tea 
is to you.

Cindi Bigelow: It’s funny, Robert, as I get older, I really 
appreciate how rare this is, to have this wonderful gem 
of a family business to run. I have a bett er understanding 
of the hurdles that my grandmother had, as well as my 
mother and father, to get the business in a place where 
they could even pass the baton to me. It is a neat story: 
Prior to the Depression, my grandmother was an 
interior designer, and my grandfather was in publishing. 
Th ey lost everything when the Depression hit and — 
being such an entrepreneur — she really wanted to get 
back into business. It took them years to be able to start 
a business; it was an exceedingly challenging time for 
them. Th ey had started renting out their house, they 
had to move to an inn in New York where they all lived 
in one room. It was an incredibly stressful time for my 
family, a stressful time for my father. But fortunately, 
my grandmother ended up fi nding an old colonial tea 
recipe that she modernized and commercialized and 
gave to a group of friends, and they said, “Wow.” It was 
a source of constant comment, and that is how it got its 
name. And from there, that’s how we got into the tea 
business. 

My grandmother was a real entrepreneur; she had a 
variety of various products. She did soups, tapioca, 
and spices. And it was really my father who said, “We 
need to stay focused. You didn’t make a lot of money 
on specialty tea, but you’d made a litt le bit more than 
on the tapioca and on the spices.” So, he said, “I really 
want to focus on the tea.” And it was him, with my 
mother by his side, that really expanded the tea line to a 
lot more black teas, and then eventually green teas and 
herbal teas. 

I’ve been in the business for almost 36 years, but I 
took over back in 2005. I have tried to really honor 

the legacy, and just as I said, appreciate this gem of a 
family business, recognizing how rare it is. Th ere are so 
many businesses that were started by an individual or a 
family, and many of them have all sold out. But we kept 
it a family business, taking care of it, growing it, and 
keeping it vibrant and exciting. It is something I really 
appreciate every day, and it’s very humbling to be able 
to do what I do.

Wh en you think about keeping the legacy going, 
what is a lesson you learned from maybe your 
grandmother, your father or your mother about 
growing a family business?

Wh at I really learned about was tenacity and gett ing 
over that hurdle and never accepting “no.”

I have so many stories, but one that stands out was 
when my grandmother was trying to launch “Constant 
Comment” in the earlier days, and it was an exceedingly 
diffi  cult launch. No one was drinking anything like this 
at the time. I always say we are the fi rst specialty tea in 
the United States, sort of like, the fi rst chai spice tea 
that was out there. Th ere was one store that was selling 
a litt le bit of our tea, so my grandmother went out to 
visit that store in Ridgefi eld, Connecticut. How funny 
that it is right down the street to where I am right now, 
and coincidentally where you live, Robert! Long story 
short, there was a customer at that small shop and the 

Th e CEO Forum Group has 
selected Cindi Bigelow and 
Bigelow Tea for the 2021 
Transformative CEO Award 
in Leadership in the category of 

Environment. Bigelow has set the standard, 
putt ing sustainability at the center of its 
model including pioneering roof solar panels, 
creating zero waste to landfi ll, creating 
gardens … all inspired by Bigelow’s 450 family 
members.

need to stay focused. You didn’t make a lot of money 

on the tapioca and on the spices.” So, he said, “I really 

President and CEO, Bigelow Tea

CEOForum_12_2021_V0.indd   63CEOForum_12_2021_V0.indd   63 12/10/21   5:09 PM12/10/21   5:09 PM



64   The CEO Forum   www.theceoforumgroup.com

Cindi Bigelow

cashier gave her some tea over the counter. The woman 
had smelled the tea and she liked it so much she came 
back and bought whatever tea they had left in stock. 
My grandmother got wind of what happened, and 
challenged my father (her son, David Jr.) and said to him, 
“How do we capitalize on this one idea, this one unusual 
idea?” As a result, they created the “whiffing jar.” They 
reconfigured the cases, put a “whiffing jar” of “Constant 
Comment” in every one of the cases and the label read, 
“Open up and whiff - Please put by your register.” And 
that’s how “Constant Comment” really started to sell. 

Prior to that incident the tea wasn’t selling as well as 
they hoped. After they got that one nugget, they were 
able to really think about it and turn it into something 
they could capitalize on – The beautiful aroma of 
“Constant Comment.” We would not even be here 
today if they hadn’t found that one nugget. So, it is 
tenacity, never taking “no” and finding out, “How do 
you get to success?”

And in full disclosure, as we are interviewing, I 
happen to be drinking “Constant Comment” right 
now.
 
It is amazing because we now have about 150 teas, and 
“Constant Comment” is still in the top ten. That is 
amazing. With all the teas, all the new relevant flavors 
and ingredients — probiotic, ginger, turmeric — 
that original concept still resonates. People have such 
an emotional connection to that, which is a blessing.
 
Let’s talk about when you were a little girl. You’ve 
told me many times you knew that you wanted to 
be in business. You were good at school, you were 
focused, you loved it. There are lessons where many 
family companies fail and never make it past the 
first generation. What are the lessons that CEOs 

could learn if they have a family business to have 
success and work correctly?

I was very blessed with a great role model with my 
mother. But from a business perspective, my father was 
my role model. For me, I saw an individual who cared 
about the employees and cared about the product. 
It really taught me, first, to see somebody that loved 
what they did, which was important. But it also taught 
me that if this is what I was going to do, this must be 
not just about the product, but about the employees. 
It wasn’t going to be about perks or titles, or so many 
things that I think get in the way of family businesses. 
I saw how much my father loved the business and 
I thought, “Why would I not want this wonderful 
opportunity to run this company and take it to the next 
level?” whatever that would mean. 

So, I knew that is what I wanted to do early on. Starting 
in high school, I was focusing on marketing classes, 
and at Boston College finance and marketing were my 
majors. My first job was with Joseph E. Seagrams in 
sales because I thought that was important to make sure 
I was able to do my own thing. I then went to Kellogg 
Graduate School, at which point I knew I was coming 
back to the business and started as the cost accountant 
36 years ago. Watching my father, I saw what he did, I 
saw how much he enjoyed it and how much he cared. 
I saw how he could have a business, but also a family. 
I never felt second to the business. But I also learned 
that a business needs to be very driven as a business and 
not as an entity for the family. And that was particularly 
important for me, to come into the business with the 
right attitude to be able to take it to where we’ve been 
able to take it.
 
All the years I’ve known you, the environment has 
always been a top priority for you. 

“I would like to be known as someone who genuinely cared about people 
and our world, who tried hard to never compromise and who worked 

every day to make the world a better place.”
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President and CEO, Bigelow Tea

  I will say that all of us — whatever our positions are 
in life — can make a difference. Whether it is a smile 
to make the person you’re walking by feel a little bit 
better, or picking up somebody else’s bottle that you 
see, because you can. It is about always trying to make 
a difference. But I also realized early on in my career 
that in this seat as a CEO, you have many gifts of which 
you need to recognize, and you need to treat them 
appropriately because you can use the power of this 
position in ways that are not positive. 

I recognized that in this position, I needed to be 
thinking about making a difference on every level — 
and all those that are in my circle, helping them know 
that they have a pathway to make a difference. It started 
when my kids were in elementary school, learning 
about recycling and coming home, talking about this 
and that, and I remember saying to myself, “What are 
we doing inside our company to do the same kind of 
thing?”

It was about 20 years ago that I started to talk about 
what we’re doing from an environmental perspective. 
I’d like to say we were talking about the environment 
before it was in vogue to talk about the environment. 
Getting people on board was actually fun. I didn’t 
realize I was tapping into so many passions inside the 
organization. The key was really explaining to everyone 
that the little things matter when you’re trying to be a 
sustainable company with a long-term focus. 

We started looking into solar panels, which are now 
installed. In Connecticut, at one point we had the 
largest number of panels on our roof in the state. Now, 
I am happy to say there’s larger companies that have 
more solar panels because they have larger roofs. 

Then we started talking about zero waste to landfill. 
That is quite the challenge for a company that produces 
two billion tea bags a year. Our first question was what 
do we need to do to move in this direction? So, we 
embarked on this journey by also collaborating with 
our vendors and our suppliers to help us reduce, reuse, 
or recycle. Many years ago, we became zero waste to 
landfill, which is a wonderful to check that off the list 
on sustainability. 

We recently became 100% green E-certified meaning 
all our energy is sourced from green energy. We 
also planted a garden outside and all the fruits and 
vegetables are harvested and given to the food banks 
in the local area. We are always challenging ourselves 
by asking what more can we do? We love to listen to 
different ideas. The employees recently came to me and 
asked to plant a wildflower garden for the bees.

We are going to have our board of directors’ meetings 
coming up shortly, and we are not going to have 
anything in that meeting that is not reusable. We want 
to always challenge ourselves on every level and listen 
to the employees and make sure we are all part of the 
conversation. We are incredibly happy with what we 
have accomplished. We are proud of it. I created the 
environment for the entire company to know that their 
voice matters and to be able to say, “Hey, we want to be 
part of this. And we want to make a difference.”
 
You’ve also become a B Corp. And what I wonder, 
Cindi, is that here you are, third generation of this 
great company, Bigelow Tea, where you’ve put your 
heart in everything. What do you want your legacy 
to be?

I want to leave the world a better place and I try to 
motivate everyone around me to leave the world a 
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better place. I would like to be known as someone who 
genuinely cared about people and our world, who tried 
hard to never compromise and who made a difference 
in some way.

You recently came up with cold infusions. What’s 
the process to create a whole new line of business 
like that?

You are talking about the Bigelow Botanicals line, 
which is a cold-water infusion beverage. You just take 
the tea bag and place in cold water. Let it gently infuse 
over the next five to 10 minutes and you are then 
drinking a naturally infused botanical water. Our ideas 
come from what we see as important trends and need 
states. We know how important drinking water is so we 
said, “What can we do to create a flavorful, good for you 
product that can be put in cold water?” We discussed the 
concept and had complete buy-in for the idea. Then it 
was full steam ahead by our innovation team. We knew 
it was going to be exceedingly difficult to get the right 
flavor infused. It took about over a year to develop, but 
I am happy to say this line is doing exceedingly well. It 
has really resonated with the consumer as a delicious 
way to drink more water.
 
From a family perspective, being a woman, what 
advice do you have to women about being a CEO?

Well, firstly, just to clarify, when my grandmother 
started, the business was so small, and it is a miracle 

that it made it. But due to her tenacity, the business 
made it over the hurdles that, when I hear about them, 
seem almost insurmountable. She was able to keep 
that business growing just enough so that when my 
father took over, he was able to take it to the next level. 
And then it was my turn.

It is important to acknowledge that every person has a 
particular skill set. You cannot generalize women are 
one way and men are completely another. But since 
this question is specifically for women, I will start off 
by discussing a particular skill set in which I believe 
women excel and that is multitasking. Multitasking is 
critical from a business perspective. For me as a CEO 
multi-tasking is paramount to my ability to address the 
significant information that I am exposed to on a daily 
basis. Therefore, I am extremely comfortable when I 
say women have the perfect skill set to be successful in 
business. Multitasking is also essential when you are a 
working mother as you need to work hard to try to find 
the right balance between taking care of your family 
and taking care of the business.

I also think it is important for working mothers 
of young children to seek out and work for those 
companies that will allow them to not have to make the 
decision that they are either raising a family or having 
a career. It is possible to do both. To me that means 
figuring out the right flex schedule that keeps a person 
engaged in the workforce while still allowing them to 
nurture their families. 

I think women also are exceptional at scheduling. 
Being able to figure out the hours that I needed to 
be able to raise my family and then do what needs 
to be done from the business perspective is what 
allowed me to keep my foot in the door during those 
formative years with my children. So, for example 
for me, if I scheduled every Wednesday once a month 
to read in my child’s class, I knew I would not miss 
it, because I put it in my schedule, it was locked and 
loaded. 

Flexibility, scheduling, and multitasking is what 
positions women to be exceptional at balancing work 

Cindi Bigelow
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and family — but do not get me wrong it is not always 
easy it takes hard work. 
 
I know you’re a continuous learner. Any lessons? 

Whatever environment I am in, I am always in 
an observation or reflective state. Which means 
afterwards I ask, “What did I learn? What don’t I like? 
What do I like? What can I do better? What do I want 
to make sure I don’t do any more of?” The goal is to be 
a constant student. We all need to try and be students 
and to keep ourselves very aware in our everyday 
experiences. 

Finally, let’s talk about your true purpose.

I embarked on a project years ago to create the Bigelow 
home. It took me years to perfect this vision of what I 
wanted Bigelow to encompass and stand for. I knew I 
had so many wonderful people working for my family 
but not all of them were directly involved with physically 
making a tea bag. So, my goal was to create a way to 
unite everyone no matter what their role. So, I started 
on a journey to meet with as many different employees 
in various departments as I could to hear their story 
and what Bigelow meant to them. I also challenged 
myself to uncover what was my “raison d’etre.” I had 
to establish why do I get up in the morning? And how 
do I let everyone know what they do is so important, 
valued and appreciated. The Bigelow Home, I believe, 
captures how I try to lead this organization. The 
Bigelow Tea purpose is “to create an environment of 
pride that brings out everyone’s desire and ability to 
make a difference every day.” I feel this encapsulates 
who we are and how I tried to run this family business. 

From the purpose we set up our vision, which 
is “to harness that pride in order to deliver an 
uncompromising quality experience that enriches 
life’s everyday moments.” Think about that, that’s what 
a cup of tea provides.

Cindi Bigelow is the third-generation 
president and CEO of family-owned 
Bigelow Tea, the U.S. market leader of 
specialty teas that produces more than 
two billion tea bags annually. She holds 
a bachelor’s degree from Boston College, 
an MBA from Northwestern University, 
Kellogg School of Management, and 
honorary doctorates from Johnson & 
Wales University, the University of New 
Haven and Fairfield University, as well 
as an honorary associates degree from 
Housatonic Community College. She 
frequently makes appearances speaking 
to students and industry leaders, sharing 
insights on business ethics, leadership, 
and marketing, and has received 
numerous awards for her years of 
community service. 

President and CEO, Bigelow Tea
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