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SPEAKEASY
COMMERCE

Thriving in the underground world of
regulated ecommerce




BEHIND
THE

VELVET
CURTAIN

It's not listed. No sign, no website. Just a side door
and a knock. You step inside — it's quiet, but alive.
Behind the scenes, deals are being made.
Everyone knows the rules. No shouting. No
photos. No names. That's the energy of regulated
ecommerce.

The CEO of a generational firearms distributor
leans in across a dimly lit table.

66

We can’t run Meta ads.
Stripe froze our account.
And our agency bailed the
moment compliance got real.

You smile.

Because if you have to ask how to survive in this
space, you're already not invited.

This isn't ecommerce for the masses. It's
Speakeasy Commerce — an exclusive, complex
world built on discretion, trust, and precise
execution. And it pays — for those with the codes.
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S p EA K EASY In other words, backroom brands:
COMMERCE Alcohol & Spirits

Tangled in state-by-state shipping compliance,

WELCOME To L(iiilemsage-gating, and three-tier distribution
YOUR GUIDE '

CBD & Cannabis

Caught between state legalization & federal
prohibition; branded as high-risk by financial
institutions.

Speakeasy Commerce is a modern guide to

navigating the deeply complex,
under-acknowledged, but highly lucrative world of
regulated ecommerce. Taking inspiration from the
underground  resilience  of  Prohibition-era

Firearms & Ammunition

entrepreneurship, this whitepaper explores how Subject to federal/state law, requires FFL (Federal
smart operators navigate industries boxed in by Firearms License) integration; blocked by major ad
legislation, platform constraints, and cultural platforms and payment processors.

taboos. These brands can't win on flash. They win
on depth, control, and systems thinking.

Healthcare & Diagnostics
Just as Prohibition in the 1920s spurred an

underground economy of secret distilleries and
backroom bars, today's compliance-heavy markets
demand ingenuity to serve an unyielding customer
demand. The coming chapters show you how —
with a new framework, real case studies, and a
practical playbook tailored for sectors that require Heavily regulated with supply chain scrutiny,
more than marketing. controlled substances rules, and strict labeling
requirements.

HIPAA-governed, data-sensitive, and bound by
complex purchasing protocols.

Pharmaceuticals & Chemicals

Gambling & Betting

Licensed and geo-fenced; one digital misstep can

M E ET T I_l E trigger hefty penalties.
BACKROOM
BRANDS Commen characteristice:
REGULATED Long-term customer value

c AT E G o RI E s (lifetime relationships often outweigh one-off sales).
DEFINED High complexity and low competition

(many shy away from the red tape, leaving more market for those
who don't).

These are the industries playing the game with
different rules — rules written in legalese, subject

) Repeatable, regulated buying patterns
to audit, and enforced by banks, pIatforms, and (steady demand, but transacted under careful compliance).
public opinion.
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And that means they're not “difficult.” They're
defensible. A heavy rulebook becomes a moat:
only those willing to master the complexities can
play, which keeps dabblers and fly-by-nights out.
Which is very welcome.

In fact, history shows that when the rules get
tougher, the savvy get going. Enter Ballistic, Irish
Titan and Groove Commerce. During Prohibition,
selling liquor was “difficult” (and illegal) for the
average business, yet the obstacles created an
opening for those bold enough to crack the code.
Bootleggers established vast distribution networks
and outran authorities with modified vehicles —
taking ordinary cars and souping up the engines,
reinforcing suspensions, and adding hidden
cargo space. This inventive logistics (the kind that
ironically led to the birth of stock car racing)
turned a forbidding market into a defensible gold
mine.

The lesson is clear: once you've built a system to
operate in a harsh regulatory climate, you've built
a competitive fortress.

Bootleggers modified ordinary cars into speedy,
heavy-duty “runners” to covertly transport illegal
liquor. Outwardly unassuming, these vehicles packed

powerful V-8 engines and hidden compartments,
allowing moonshiners to outrun police on back roads.
The extreme constraints of Prohibition catalyzed such
innovations — a spirit of ingenuity today’s regulated
brands share in their own modern way.

WHO'S REALLY

IN THE ROOM?

TECH, PLATFORMS,
AGENCIES, AND THE
POWER VACUUM

Big Tech loves scale. Regulated brands aren’t
scalable — they're intricate. That puts our
backroom industries at odds with mainstream
ecommerce support:

Most major ecommerce platforms monetize
through payment processing, so they blacklist
"high-risk” categories to protect their margins. If
your product might trigger excess chargebacks or
legal scrutiny, the out-of-the-box solutions won't
touch it.

Agencies flock to easy wins. DTC beauty or
fashion? Sure. But a lab diagnostics storefront with
an FDA compliance stack? Far less likely. The
typical digital agency often lacks the appetite (or
expertise) for these regulated challenges.

Ad Networks

Ad platforms enforce invisible gatekeeping. Even if
you color within the lines, operating in a gray-zone
industry means you risk shadowbans or outright
deplatforming. You might never explicitly break a
rule and still find your social account shuttered or
your Google Ads denied.

During Prohibition, a similar vacuum emerged.
Traditional businesses and banks stepped back
from the liquor trade entirely, creating a power
vacuum that new players rushed to fill. Organized
crime quickly seized the opportunity — notorious
figures like Al Capone reportedly grossed $60
million a year supplying speakeasies with illicit
beer and liquor In other words, when the usual
players bowed out, specialists (in that case,
criminal enterprises) stepped in to serve pent-up
demand.

Today, rather than mob bosses, we see specialized
commerce platforms, agencies, and fintechs
quietly stepping up to serve these high-barrier
markets behind the scenes, or only to those “in the
know.”

Here are some of the key players now at the table
in regulated ecommerce:

O
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ballistic.

Specializes in complex transformations and deep
compliance (e.g. integrating ERP, compliance
databases, and custom checkout workflows).

~

groove

Bridges the gap between mid-market ambition &
technical fluency, often serving brands that have
outgrown cookie-cutter solutions.

irishtitan

Builds ecommerce ecosystems tailored for B2B
operators in sensitive verticals, embedding
regulatory knowledge into the tech stack.

These niche-focused partners thrive in the
vacuum, much like the enterprising
problem-solvers of the 1920s underground. The
brands that succeed here often treat their
ecommerce partner not as a vendor, but as an
embedded unit of their business — compliance,
operations, and marketing rolled into one. In a
world where few are truly fluent in the rules, a
tight partnership with those who get it is as
valuable as having an insider at the speakeasy’s
back door.

Chasing flashy is not unique to just these good
folks, but there is an ecosystem full of service
providers with this spirit and thinking at their core.
When the eyelet slides back on the doors, they

know what to say to get in. Not pushy or brashj
dist in the know.

SPEAKEASY

OPERATORS

HOW REAL BRANDS
ARE NAVIGATING
THE MAZE
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Let’'s meet the operators who are already doing
this — quietly, confidently, and successfully.
Just as the best speakeasies of old thrived behind
unmarked doors, these modern companies
prosper by embracing complexity behind the
scenes:

Diagnostics: A lab supply brand rebuilt their
ecommerce site into a secure, members-only
portal for B2B clients. They integrated
HIPAA-compliant patient data handling, role-based
access controls, and automated reorder flows tied
into hospital procurement systems. The result? A
2x increase in average order size and “preferred
vendor” status across multiple health systems (a
reward for making life easier for
compliance-minded buyers).

A

i

CBD: A wellness brand focused on organic traffic
and partnerships in lieu of ads. By investing heavily
in SEO, influencer-backed educational content, and
gated loyalty tiers for their community, they grew
web traffic 65% year-on-year — with no paid
media spend. (When you can't buy ads, you
double-down on content and word-of-mouth,
much like a speakeasy relying on whispers and
referrals.)

Firearms: A regional firearms distributor
integrated compliance checks directly into their
online cart. Think auto age-verification checks,
geo-fenced add-to-cart controls (to respect state
laws), and an FFL dealer directory for required
pickups. The streamlined process meant
customers in permissible markets could actually
complete checkout — raising completion rates
30% in regions that were previously roadblocked
by manual process.

Each case is built around one truth: You can’t fake
fluency in regulated commerce. Either you've
done the work, or you're out of your depth. These
brands succeed because they operate with the
same savvy as a speakeasy owner who knows
every patron, every exit, and which cop is on the
take.



In the Prohibition era, the operators who lasted
were the ones who knew how to work within the
confines and win trust. For instance, a rum-runner
named Bill McCoy became legendary for never
watering down his liquor — his product was so
reliably pure that “the real McCoy” entered the
lexicon as shorthand for the genuine article .

That kind of credibility earned through consistent
delivery is exactly what modern regulated
businesses strive for. In both eras, authenticity and
mastery separate the kings from the amateurs.

SPEAKEASY

TACTICS
THE QUIET ARSENAL

Want to win in regulated ecommerce?
Here's what the best are deploying as
their quiet arsenal:

During Prohibition, smugglers developed creative
tactics to hide their operations. What appeared to
be an innocent truckload of lumber turned out to
be a bootlegger’'s vehicle with a cleverly concealed
trapdoor hiding 70 cases of prime scotch (Los
Angeles, 1926). Such ingenuity was deemed “the
most ingenious ever caught” by authorities at the
time. Today's regulated ecommerce operators
channel this same spirit of innovation — but with
digital tools and compliance tricks instead of
false-bottom trucks.

Just as yesteryear's speakeasy entrepreneurs

used secret passwords, hidden rooms, and coded
transactions to keep the liquor flowing, today's
leaders use a suite of modern strategies to stay
compliant while serving customers. Some of the
key tactics include:

Composable Commerce: A modular tech stack
that can be rapidly changed or extended without
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breaking legal workflows. (When regulations shift,
you don't want to be stuck waiting on an inflexible
platform update — you want to swap in new
components like a speakeasy band changing tunes
when the cops walk in.)

Open APIs: These allow custom integrations with
fulfillment systems, identity verification services,
compliance databases, and data governance tools.
Open APIs ensure you're not boxed in when you
need to plug in that new age-verification service or
integrate an ATF database, for example.

Localized Logic: Delivering different experiences
based on jurisdiction. For instance, automatically
enforcing age gates, shipping rules, or even
product visibility state-by-state or
country-by-country. Each locality has its “rules of
the house,” and your site quietly adapts just as a
traveling bootlegger would adjust to the dry
county vs. wet county differences of the 1920s.

Owned Content Ecosystems: In regulated
commerce, you often can't shout on social media,
but you can publish authoritative content. The
winners maintain blogs, guides, webinars, and
online communities that are respected, accurate,
and discoverable. (Not flashy or viral, but it builds
trust and SEO traction. Think of it as the equivalent
of a speakeasy offering quality jazz in an era when
billboard ads for booze were illegal — you create
pull instead of push.)

B2B Portals with Credentialed Access: Many of
these brands operate like invite-only clubs. They
set up portals where customers must log in with
verified credentials to see products, prices, or
place orders. This keeps the experience gated and
personalized — much like a doorman with a list,
only approved guests enter. It also creates a sense
of exclusivity and safety for buyers who need to
know they are in a compliant environment.

Lifecycle Messaging Built on Operations:
Automated communications that are less about
promotion and more about facilitation. For
example, reorder reminders for consumable
products before licenses expire, training materials
sent post-purchase to ensure compliant use, or
notifications about regulatory changes that affect
the customer’s past



orders. This is quiet but high-value messaging that
deepens the relationship.

This arsenal isn't optional; it's a standard kit

for survival — and success — in the
underground world of ecommerce.

In the speakeasy days, no bar owner would dream
of operating without a plan for hiding the booze
during a raid or a network of lookouts. Likewise,
today’s regulated ecommerce players treat these
tactics as baseline necessities. If you're missing
even one of these capabilities, you're leaving a
flank exposed. The top operators have all of them
working in concert, turning compliance and
operational rigor into a competitive advantage.

THE SPEAKEASY

PLAYBOOK:

A BLUEPRINT
FOR ACTION

Now we get practical. How to take action..

O 1 Diagnose Before You Design.

Before investing in any storefront or technology,
do a thorough audit of your business model under
a compliance lens.

Map out all revenue streams: products, services,
subscriptions, and the lifecycle value of a
customer. Where does regulated data or approval
enter the process?

Surface hidden data sources: Are sales reps or
customer service reps handling orders offline due
to compliance friction? Are there “legal logs” or
workarounds being tracked somewhere? Unearth
these, because they inform requirements.

*(Lesson: In the 1920s, a savvy moonshiner would scout the entire
route and risks before running a shipment. Likewise, know your
terrain before you build on it.)

O 2 Define Trust as an Experience.

In regulated markets, user experience (UX) isn't
just about aesthetics or ease, it's about instilling
confidence and proving compliance at every turn.

Include proof of compliance in the cart and
checkout. For example, show the customer
“FFL license verified” or “HIPAA secure” badges as
they transact. This is the modern equivalent of a
speakeasy's secret handshake — it immediately
signals to the buyer that theyre in the right,
trusted place.

Design your UX for audits as much as for
conversions. Assume that one day, an auditor or
investigator will walk through your entire customer
journey. Is everything documented, logged, and
reportable? A well-designed system might, for
instance, automatically create an audit trail for
every purchase of a controlled item. Make trust and
verification tangible elements of the user journey.

O 3 Platform Selection with Precision.

Choose your tech stack with eyes wide open to the
regulatory needs.

Evaluate the risk-profile compatibility of
ecommerce platforms. Does the solution support
things like age-gating, geo-fencing, or secure APIs
for integrations? Can it work with your identity
verification or encryption requirements? Not all
platforms can.

Do small pilot integrations with your legacy
systems (ERP, fulfillment, compliance databases)
before full commitment. In regulated commerce, a
“re-platform” can't mean leaving behind the
systems that store your licenses or test results. It
all has to mesh, so test early for any friction.

04 Invest in the Underground Stack.

Build marketing and sales channels that don't
depend on public ad networks or third-party
whims.
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In other words, grow through channels you own or
those under the radar:

Owned Channels: Double down on SEO content,
educational webinars, downloadable whitepapers,
and email marketing. If your product can't be
openly promoted on Facebook, make sure it
shines on Google for those actively searching, and
that you capture those visitors’ emails for
nurturing.

Leased Channels: Seek out niche podcasts,
industry forums, affiliate partnerships, or direct
sponsorships in your vertical. For example,
sponsor a shooting sports podcast for firearms, or
a medical conference for diagnostics. These aren't
“owned” by you, but they're more stable and
targeted than general social media.

Avoid the Obvious: Unless explicitly allowed

by policy or law, avoid mass platforms like Meta
(Facebook/Instagram), TikTok, or Google Ads for
promotion. It's not worth the risk of getting shut
down overnight. Save your budget for channels
where the rules are manageable or in your favor.

O 5 Operational Loyalty Engines.

In high-compliance B2B, loyalty isn't driven by
points and perks, but by making your customer’s
job easier and safer. Focus on operational
excellence to keep them coming back:

Provide personalized portals for frequent

B2B buyers, where they can see order history,
compliance documents, and place standardized
reorders in a click. Being a trusted supplier is
about reliability.

Implement smart reorder triggers and inventory
management for your customers. For instance,
if you sell lab chemicals that require renewal of
permits, remind the customer proactively and
initiate the reorder paperwork automatically.

Offer compliance training or updates for your
buyers. If you help your customers stay compliant
(e.g., updates on changing laws, or brief tutorials
on safe product use), you become an invaluable
partner rather than just a vendor. This kind of
value-add service locks in long-term loyalty.

O 6 Document, Document, Document.

Treat documentation as a first-class deliverable of
every process. This is your safety net and your
sword in a regulated environment.

Keep thorough internal audit logs of
everything: content changes on the website, who
approved what, when a setting was changed, etc.
This protects you in the face of any compliance
question.

Maintain change histories and versioning for
your policies, product descriptions, labels, etc. If a
regulator asks, you can demonstrate exactly what
a customer saw at that time and who approved it.

Schedule external legal reviews at every major
product or platform milestone. Launching a new
feature? Adding a new product line? Have a legal
expert or compliance officer sign off. It's much
cheaper than a legal battle or fine down the road.

Each step is designed not just to grow — but to
protect. This is ecommerce built for scrutiny and
resilience. In speakeasy terms, you're building a

bar that can't be busted. Every door has a
peephole, every ledger is balanced, and every
patron is on the list.

o
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PRIVATE
CAPITAL,
PUBLIC

CONSTRAINTS

THE PE
OPPORTUNITY
IN REGULATED
COMMERCE

Why is private equity suddenly showing up in these
niches? Because these “backroom” categories are
increasingly seen as diamonds in the rough. They
are:

Cash-Rich

Customers in these markets are often willing to
pay a premium for reliability and compliance.
Money flows steadily, even if quietly.

Underserved

Decades of underinvestment (because of
perceived complexity) means many of these
companies have antiquated tech and untapped
potential.

High-Barrier, High-Loyalty

The difficulty of compliance creates high switching
costs and loyalty. Once a customer trusts you, they
tend to stick around.

Resistant to Competition

New competitors can't easily spring up overnight;
there's a gauntlet of regulatory hurdles and
learning curves that deter the casual entrant.

In short, from a PE perspective, these businesses
have moats. A private equity firm isn't afraid of a
little compliance paperwork — what they want is
margin and reliable returns. And these sectors,
when optimized, can offer exactly that.

RMW
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History provides an interesting parallel: during
Prohibition, demand for alcohol didn't disappear
— it went underground and in some ways grew
stronger. Americans ended up drinking more hard
liquor (because beer was harder to transport) and
spending more money to get it). Likewise, in
modern regulated industries, demand doesn't
vanish due to constraints; if anything, it becomes
inelastic and concentrated. This means a well-run,
compliant business in a regulated space can throw
off significant cash even with modest growth. It's a
stable, defendable cash flow — catnip for
investors.

Recent case studies show the upside potential:
One diagnostics supply brand grew revenue 40%
by shifting to a service-contract model, locking in
multi-year deals with hospitals instead of one-off
sales.

Another example: simply adding replenishment
automation (as mentioned in the playbook)
extended customer lifetime value while lowering

service costs, directly boosting margins.

These sectors are ripe for roll-ups — not for quick
flips, but for compounding value over time. A PE
strategy might be to acquire a few regional
players, invest in a unified compliance-ready
ecommerce infrastructure, and end up with the
category killer that national clients prefer.

Of course, there are risks:

Talent Scarcity: People who understand both
ecommerce and the specific regulatory
environment are rare. (You might find a great
ecommerce manager, and a great compliance
officer, but finding those two in one person or
smoothly integrated team is hard.)

Integration Friction: Merging companies or
systems in these spaces can be like merging two
labyrinths. Each may have different processes to
remain compliant. Diligence and integration
planning are critical.

Tech Debt: Many targets have legacy systems (old
ERPs, home-grown databases tracking licenses,
etc.). Upgrading or unifying these without
interrupting business is a challenge.



And on the flip side, the rewards:

Margin Expansion Through Process, Not Price:
By streamlining operations and compliance (doing
things more efficiently), an acquirer can improve
profitability without needing to raise prices on
a sensitive customer base. This is operational
excellence arbitrage.

True Moats Built on Law, Not Brand Alone:
These companies benefit from regulatory moats.
That means your investment is somewhat shielded
from copycats - any would-be competitor has to
also navigate the same costly regulatory obstacle
course.

The bottom line for private capital:

These “underground” brands can be brought into
the light on your terms. With investment, they can
scale not in the traditional sense of user numbers,
but in depth and reliability, capturing more share

of a constrained market. And when done right, it's
like converting a speakeasy that prints money in
the shadows into a fully licensed establishment
that still has no equal because of the legacy it built.

THE GENERATIONAL SHIFT

A new generation is coming to dominate roles in
procurement and B2B buying - Gen Z and younger
Millennials are now moving into decision-making
chairs at hospitals, labs, distributors, and stores.
Their expectations are very different, and they're
bringing speakeasy businesses into the 27st
century whether some owners like it or not.

Their expectations include:

Amazon-Quality UX: They grew up with
world-class ecommerce interfaces and real-time
fulfillment. They expect even a B2B or regulated
purchase to feel as smooth as ordering a book on
Amazon.

Transparent Pricing: The era of secretive quotes
and backroom deals is fading. Younger buyers
want to see prices (at least within their authorized
portal) and hate opaque pricing structures.

Frictionless, Self-Serve Onboarding: Theyd
rather fill out an online form and upload
documents to get verified than fax forms back and
forth. If your onboarding is slow or manual, you'll
lose them.

Ethical Sourcing & Data Handling: Values matter.
They care if your product is ethically sourced and if
their customer data is handled with privacy and
security top of mind. They will ask questions
previous generations might not have.

The clash? Many legacy leadership teams still
see compliance as a blocker, not an opportunity.
They've been in a defensive crouch, treating the
regulated nature of their business as something
that limits marketing or limits UX. Meanwhile,
the new generation sees those same compliance
requirements as a baseline and is looking for who
can build a better experience on top of them.
Also, traditional sales orgs that relied on personal
relationships and golf outings are encountering
digital-first buyers who do extensive research
online and expect consultative value, not just a
sales pitch.

In cultural terms, it's reminiscent of the shift at the
end of Prohibition. The old guard bar owners had
to adapt from an era of hush-hush transactions to
a new world where a broader audience wanted in,
with  higher expectations for service and
atmosphere. Similarly, our regulated industries are
realizing that the real threat isn't the law itself —
it's irrelevance. If your brand doesn't feel modern,
it doesn't feel trustworthy to these new buyers.
Compliance can no longer be an excuse for a poor
experience. Quite the opposite: a slick, modern,
but still compliant experience is the new gold
standard. The next generation will reward those
who deliver it and simply ignore those who don't.
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THE TOAST

IF YOU
KNOW, YOU
KNOW

A century ago, in the twilight of a smoky backroom,
success in business came down to knowing the
code, knowing your allies, and knowing how to
dance with the rules without tripping. The same is
true today. Speakeasy Commerce is about
mastering the game so well that you make it look
easy — operating in plain sight and under the
radar at the same time.

We've journeyed from the moonshine runners of
Prohibition to the niche online retailers of today,
and the through-line is unmistakable: resilience
and ingenuity in the face of restraints. For those
who operate in these highly regulated arenas,
there’s a camaraderie with those old speakeasy

proprietors. You wink at each other across the
room, because you know you've each solved
puzzles that outsiders don't even realize exist.

So here’s to the backroom brands
and the underground innovators.

The outside world might never fully appreciate the
lengths you go to just to get a product safely and
legally into a customer’s hands — but your fellow
insiders do.

In this club, if you know, you know.

And if you've read this far, you're surely
one of the ones who know.

Cheers to thriving in the underground!

SPEAKEASY
COMMERCE

Thriving in the underground world
of regulated ecommerce
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