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Enterprise, meet entrepreneur
We believe that true collaboration between the region’s corporate giants and
emerging ventures will result in an explosion of innovation and economic growth.
But this is uncharted territory for many corporations. So, we wrote a manual.

Introducing the Enterprise Playbook.
Our goal is to get every local corporation to take action and engage local startups by
connecting, learning, sponsoring, and investing. This book gives them a game plan.

Help us spread the word!
Learn more and download the Enterprise Playbook
at forgenorth.com/enterpriseplaybook.
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New companies, influential founders, accelerator
results, the latest fundraisers, and more.
Visit StartMN’s online hub for startup news,
networking, and advice.
tcbmag.com/startmn

Never miss a headline. Sign up for TCB’s newsletters
to get the latest news and views delivered to your inbox.
• Sta rtMN: Startup news, networking, and advice
• Brief c a se: The latest local business news
• Sun d a y Prime r: News, perspectives, and strategy
to jump-start your week
tcbmag.com/newsletter-sign-up

BY A LL M E A NS P ODCAST
Kieran Folliard. Sally Mueller. Chris Montana. Justin
Kaufenberg. Meet the founders and leaders behind
some beloved brands—and the ones you’ll want to know
next. Minnesota entrepreneurs share their inspiration,
motivation, and learnings. Plus, expert perspective from
University of St. Thomas Opus College of Business and
Schulze School of Entrepreneurship.
Available on most major podcast platforms.
tcbmag.com/byallmeans

•••

Engage with our community at a TCB Talks panel
discussion or at one of our annual events like Women in
Leadership on April 19 and Community Impact Awards
on May 25. View the events calendar and register online.
tcbmag.com/calendar

@tcbmag

@tcb.startmn
@tcbmag

2 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN

2SMNAlwaysOnMast_8MN.indd 2

facebook.com/
twincitiesbusiness

•••

Twin Cities Business

Con ta c t Us
To subscribe tcbmag.com/subscribe
| tcbservice@tcbmag.com | 612-339-7571
To change an address or renew
tcbmag.com/myaccount
| tcbservice@tcbmag.com | 612-339-7571
For reprints, PDFs | selmore@tcbmag.com
612-373-9584
For permission to copy | akaplan@tcbmag.com
| 612-336-9299
To make event reservations | sjohnson@tcbmag.
com | 612-336-9288
To advertise | see account executive listings or
contact selmore@tcbmag.com | 612-373-9584
To submit a press release | edit@tcbmag.com
To pitch a story | see editorial staff listings or
contact akaplan@tcbmag.com | 612-336-9299

CEO & Gen era l Coun sel Vance K. Opperman
CFO Charles F. Thell
Presid en t, MSP Com m un ic a tion s Nathaniel Opperman
COO Mary Authier
Presid en t, Cities Med ia Group Jayne Haugen Olson
Presid en t, MSPC Agen c y Deborah Hopp
Pub lish er, Twin Cities Business Shelly Elmore
Pub lish er, Mpls.St.Paul Magazine Shelly Crowley
VP/Con ten t, Cities Med ia Group Allison Kaplan
VP Fin a n c e & Ad m in istra tion John Bienias

StartMN a n d Twin Cities Business
are publications of
MSP Communications.
953 Westgate Drive, Suite 107
St. Paul, MN 55114
612-339-7571

ICONS FROM THE NOUN PROJECT: MARKUS, NO (FINGER TOUCH), RAHMAT HIDAYAT, ID
(WEB), POPCORNARTS (NEWS), SANDRA (MICROPHONE)

Sen ior Ac c oun ta n t An n e Mc Ph illips
Cred it Ma n a ger Da v e Gsc h lec h t
Prod uc tion Ma n a ger Tim Da llum
Prod uc tion Superv isor Pa ul Ma rih a rt
Digita l Prepress Group Stev e Ma th ew son ,
Bill Sy m pson
Sen ior Web Dev eloper Ric k y Ha n n iga n
Sen ior Spec ia list, Digita l Sy stem s La uri Lov erid ge
Netw ork Ad m in istra tor Stev e Sw a n son
Helpd esk J on Ma ga d a n c e
Aud ien c e Dev elopm en t Direc tor Bea J a eger
Fulfillm en t Coord in a tor Va lerie Asa n te
Crea tiv e Serv ic es Ka tie Sh a w , J oy Wa gn er

E - N E WSLE T T E R S

EVE N TS

Ac c oun t Direc tor Tra c i Auger
tauger@tcbmag.com, 612-336-9214
Sen ior Ac c oun t Ma n a ger Da n n y Della La n a
ddellalana@tcbmag.com
Ma rk etin g & Ev en ts Ma n a ger Sa m i J oh n son
sjohnson@tcbmag.com, 612-336-9288
Ma rk etin g & Ev en ts In tern Ma d ison J ord a n

SPRING 2022

3/3/22 10:18 AM

We design & build
digital products.
Mobile Apps — Web Apps — Voice Apps — TV Apps — Augmented Reality

Livefront helps companies grow by
creating digital products people love.
Learn more at livefront.com
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We look at banking from a
different perspective: yours.
At Bremer Bank, we know the true value of a banking relationship isn’t measured
in dollars and cents. It’s measured in trust, earned by helping you anticipate,
grow and thrive through changes. It’s not always possible to know what the
future holds. But we’ll be ready to help you make the most of it. Because right
now, relationships matter more than ever. Talk to a Bremer banker today.
bremer.com
Understanding is everything.
© 2022 Bremer Financial Corporation. All rights reserved. Bremer and Bremer Bank are registered service
marks of Bremer Financial Corporation.
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Editor’s Note

“ ”
“Know where the pinnacle is and
keep picking a path with the goal
that you want to get to the top.”
— CH A RLI E YOUA K I M , FOU N D E R, SEZZ L E

When it comes to building a business, “you just keep on pushing
ahead,” Youakim has said. “It’s like mountain climbing. Know
where the pinnacle is and keep picking a path with the goal that
you want to get to the top.”
For our fourth annual Tech 20 list, which we’re migrating from
Twin Cities Business, we introduce you to founders on the fast track,
along with innovations and advances coming out of large companies
in 2022. Get ready for robots delivering your ice cream, electric
motorhomes, software solutions for talent retention, and medical
breakthroughs. We live among some brilliant problem solvers here
in Minnesota. As individuals, they shine brightly; presented as a
group, they’re dazzling. (Our wealth of innovators is even more
impressive when you consider we easily could have doubled the list.)
In this issue you’ll also meet a trio of founders likely headed to a
Tech 20 list soon. Because starting up isn’t all mergers and paydays,
we’ve created the Founder’s Journal (page 18) to follow early-stage
entrepreneurs through the ups, downs, and zigzags that come with
every new venture. The three we selected will have some big decisions, challenges, and opportunities in the year ahead, and they’ll
share it all at tcbmag.com/foundersjournal.
Big thanks go to Connie Rutledge, who introduced me to a couple
of our Founder’s Journal participants. “I think one of the biggest
challenges founders face is the numerous critical decisions they have
ON THE PATH TO BREAKTHROUGHS.
to make when it’s hard to know with any certainty which answer is
the right answer,” says Rutledge, CEO of the Finnovation Lab, which
By Allison Kaplan
provides funding, mentorship, and workspace for early-stage founders in Minneapolis. “A series like [the Founder’s Journal] has the
ust as we were wrapping up our spring issue of StartMN, Zip
potential to share great insights about how leaders grapple with
Co., an Australian buy now, pay later company, acquired Sezzle,
ambiguity, how they recover from mistakes, and how they learn to
a Minneapolis-based competitor.
trust themselves.”
“I want to win,” Sezzle founder and CEO Charlie Youakim told me
We hope the series becomes a catalyst for honest conversation,
last year in a conversation on By All Means, TCB’s podcast on leaderand meaningful connections—both for the founders and for those
ship and innovation. Sezzle may not yet be the leader in a field that
inspired by them. As Yasameen Sajady, Maazah founder, says,
didn’t even exist just a handful of years ago—and is still seeking its
“Sometimes you reach a mental block or see the daunting mountain
path to profitability in the face of mounting regulatory scrutiny—but
ahead, and having someone to call is everything—the reminder of
this merger puts it in the running. Sezzle moves into a new chapter,
the discomfort and ambiguity of doing something new is normal
and Youakim will become president and CEO of Zip’s operations in
and to keep pushing ahead until you get to the other side.”
the U.S., Mexico, and Canada and executive director and president
This sort of dialogue is why we created StartMN and why we’re
of Sezzle. So it sure feels like a win.
so encouraged by your early support, enthusiasm, and ideas. Many
Just two years ago, Sezzle was featured on our annual
of the stories you’ll read in this issue were sparked by conTech 20 list as a promising fintech innovation. This
versations with stakeholders in our entrepreneurial comTUNE
year’s entrants (see “Tech 20,” page 31) can take
munity who lead from a place of collaboration and a
IN
Sezzle’s fast rise as proof of how quickly business
desire to make Minnesota a national destination for
By All Means is
can scale up when you hit on the right idea at the
problem solvers.
available on most
right moment. Also worth noting: Sezzle launched
We’re here for it. Let’s keep talking.
podcast platforms and
as a payment processing platform in 2017. When it
at tcbmag.com/
failed to catch on, Youakim flipped the model to buy
byallmeans
now, pay later, and stuck with it, even when investors
expressed doubts.

Climbing

that Mountain
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SUPPORTING MINNESOTA
STARTUPS
StartMN is made possible with support from local
companies and organizations that value innovation
in building a vibrant business community. StartMN’s
Charter Sponsors are authorities on finance, mentorship,
technology, and business development. They offer ongoing
guidance and insights that help inform and inspire the
making of StartMN.
Our Charter Sponsors recognize the importance of
sharing stories about the next generation of business
taking shape in Minnesota and creating connections among
them. Above all, these Charter Sponsors represent the
collaborative spirit of Minnesota’s business community
and teamwork required to start something new.

BRIDGEWATER
BANK: LOCAL BANK
GROWS WITH LOCAL
ENTREPRENEURS
The vision to see banking
differently
THROUGH PERSONAL
EXPERIENCE, Bridgewater Bank
knows what it takes to establish a
successful business.
It all started with a vision in
2005. That vision was to create
a local entrepreneurial bank
where answers came quickly,
opportunities were plentiful, and
the environment was positive
and optimistic. It would serve
entrepreneurs, business clients,
and successful individuals by
providing simple solutions with
a responsive service model.
Most importantly, it would
be an unconventional bank
where clients would notice a
difference and employees would
be challenged to grow both
professionally and personally.
More than 15 years later, this
spirited entrepreneurial vision
and unconventional banking
model has led to continuous
growth and profitability. Out
of the 400-plus banks in
Minnesota today, Bridgewater

SPRING 2022
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sits among the top 10 by asset
size. Entrepreneurs always have
their eyes set on the next rung of
growth, and with that, Bridgewater
has secured a position as one of
the top performing banks in the
nation, and in 2018 it became the
first Minnesota bank to complete
a successful IPO in 25-plus years.
Along the way, the bank has
received numerous awards for
its growth, banking services, and
esteemed corporate culture.
Whether you are seeking a local
bank for your personal or startup
endeavors, allow Bridgewater Bank
to prioritize your success. With
branches spanning from St. Paul to
Orono, Bridgewater can meet the
needs of anyone or any business
looking for a different approach to
banking in the Twin Cities.
bridgewaterbankmn.com

GREATER MSP:
GROWING TOGETHER
Fostering collaborative
initiatives that deliver innovative
solutions for MSP.
GREATER MSP is the economic
development partnership for
the 15-county Minneapolis-Saint
Paul region. We are 300 leading
businesses, universities, cities,
counties, philanthropies, and others
working together to accelerate
global competitiveness and inclusive
economic growth in MinneapolisSaint Paul. Together, we are growing
the number of companies and
good jobs in our region, expanding
the talent base, increasing capital
investment into our market, telling
the stories of our region, building
the startup ecosystem, providing
decision-makers with independent
economic intelligence, and investing
in existing and new economic
sectors of strength. GREATER MSP
does this work with the region,
across the country, and throughout
the world. We have big ambitions
for the future of the GREATER MSP
region, and we invite you to join us!
Our initiatives include Make
It. MSP., Forge North, MBOLD,
and ConnextMSP. Each strategic
initiative is led by a coalition

T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN •
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of regional partners working
to address specific challenges
and deliver measurable results.
Together, the GREATER MSP
Partnership shapes and executes
a shared regional economic
development strategy focused
on job growth, racial inclusion,
entrepreneurship, talent, housing
affordability, regional brand,
transportation mobility, and
the new climate economy. This
strategy supports the GREATER
MSP Partnership as it executes
on its vision for the MSP region
to lead the world in inclusive
economic growth by welcoming
all, empowering talent, and
igniting innovation.
GREATER MSP has become a
large and diverse ecosystem of
organizations building innovative
solutions, setting audacious longterm ambitions, and breaking
through long-standing boundaries
by harnessing the power of crosssector collaboration.
greatermsp.org

LIVEFRONT:
CREATING DIGITAL
PRODUCTS
PEOPLE LOVE
Designing apps that help
companies grow.
LIVEFRONT is a digital product
studio known for designing
standout, successful consumerfacing apps. Based in Minneapolis,
our team of elite designers,
engineers, and product managers
helps companies grow by creating
digital products people love.
Since 2001, we’ve helped drive
measurable and material business
outcomes for some of the world’s
largest brands and most promising
startups by helping them invent,
build, launch, grow, and evolve
core digital products on phones,
tablets, smart speakers, TVs,
IoT devices, and wearables
like watches.
Our mission is to make our client
partners stronger, and our work
reflects an unwavering dedication
to building quality software,
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services, and experiences people
can’t live without. We believe
that creating the best digital
products requires fully dedicated
senior-level teams across strategy,
design, engineering, and product
management. We ask our client
partners to join us in a hands-on,
iterative, and collaborative
process based on specific KPIs,
rapid prototyping, and ongoing
measurement and optimization.
The result is a combined team
moving at breakneck speed
and building things the right
way to thrive in an increasingly
competitive digital landscape.
If you choose to work with
Livefront, here are a few things you
can expect:
• While we take our work very
seriously, we don’t take ourselves
too seriously.
• We’ll put working software in
your hands, every week.
• We’ll bring our expertise on
consumer expectations for
world-class digital products,
and we’ll ask you to bring your
expertise on your business.
• Whether we work together for
six months or six years, we’ll treat
your product with love and care
as if it were our own.
livefront.com

LURIE LLP:
SERVING TODAY’S
ENTREPRENEURS
Offering specialized tools and
services for both emerging and
growing businesses.
LURIE, LLP is a leading
Minneapolis-based accounting,
tax and advisory firm providing
innovative business and financial
solutions for business leaders
and entrepreneurs, from startup
through succession. As a firm
founded by entrepreneurs in 1940,
the drive to serve both emerging
and growing businesses is part of
Lurie’s DNA—with broad expertise

and fresh thinking applied to all
financial aspects of starting and
growing a successful business.
Lurie’s mission is to engage
with clients, colleagues, and
communities so that they thrive—
today and into the future. This
mission includes being a pillar of
the Twin Cities startup community,
exemplified through the firm’s
founding sponsorship of MN Cup,
an annual startup competition
organized by the University of
Minnesota. Lurie has the passion,
tools, and a network of resources to
support, launch, and accelerate the
development of new ventures.
With more than 200 employees,
offices in Minnesota and Florida
and membership in Moore North
America, Lurie serves clients across
the United States and globally. In
addition to delivering solutions in
accounting, audit, tax planning,
wealth management, healthcare,
technology, and more, Lurie is a
firm dedicated to doing things right
and fueled by a desire to help the
community.
For more than two decades,
Lurie has been listed on the Top
200 Firms list by INSIDE Public
Accounting, and in 2021 was named
to the Best of the Best Firms list. The
firm has been honored with multiple
top industry and employer awards,
including managing partner Beth
Kieffer Leonard being named a 2021
Most Admired CEO by Minneapolis/
St. Paul Business Journal. Lurie is
also annually recognized on the
MOVE Project list by the Accounting
and Financial Women’s Alliance as
one of the nation’s Best CPA Firms
for Women and Best CPA Firm for
Equity Leadership.
luriellp.com/entrepreneurs

By supporting StartMN, you help
us bring to life the connections
that make Minnesota a great
market for innovation.
Join us for the fall issue, contact
selmore@tcbmag.com

SPRING 2022

3/4/22 9:11 AM

1st Round
TIPS, TRENDS, AND INSIDER INTEL

SPRING
2022

The Big
Dogs

PHOTO: C/O LOON AND BEAU

AN UPTICK IN DOG
ADOPTIONS GIVES RISE
TO A BOOM IN SALES FOR
MINNESOTA-MADE PET
PRODUCTS AND SERVICES.

P

et ownership is at an all-time high, thanks to a rush of more than 23 million pandemic adoptions, and more dogs mean a bigger
market for treats, gear, and accessories. In 2021, U.S. pet owners spent more than $44 billion on food and treats for their furry
friends, and that demand is spurring growth for several pet-centric Minnesota startups. From organic treats to pet portraits,
here are seven ways to support local businesses. —Tina Nguyen µ
T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN •
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The Pet Biz

µ

1st Round

Six startups inspired by dogs:
PROJECT HIVE PET CO.

K SCHULZ PHOTOGRAPHY

HQ: Minneapolis
FOUNDED: 2021
PRODUCTS: Dog treats and toys with

HQ: Bloomington
FOUNDED: 2012

a mission to save the bees. Owners
Jim Schifman and Melissa Rappaport
Schifman leverage their experience
in retail and passion for sustainability
to prompt “purchases with purpose.” In modern designs
inspired by beehives, the toys are nontoxic, BPA-free,
dishwasher safe, and made of recyclable material. The
vegetarian dog treats have no artificial flavors or colors.
GIVE-BACK: One percent of every purchase goes to
creating a healthy habitat for butterflies and bees. PET
FAVORITE: Hive Chew Treats and Chew Sticks help clean
your dog’s teeth and freshen their breath. Each treat is
“kissed” with honey from local bee farms. WHERE TO BUY:
Major retailers and local shops like the Wedge and Bone
Marche; projecthivepetcompany.com
LUCA’S DOG BOUTIQUE
HQ: Edina
FOUNDED: 2017
PRODUCT: Organic, high-protein dog
treats made by a group of 14-year-old
girls from Edina. The friends bonded
over their shared love of dogs and
entrepreneurship. They started selling
at lemonade stands when they were still in elementary
school, and three years later, the product line was picked
up by Lunds & Byerlys. With growing demand, the
girls outsourced treat baking to a professional kitchen.
They’ve still got to keep up with school, after all. GIVEBACK: Luca’s donates at least 5%of its sales to Como
Zoo and the Animal Humane Society. The company
also hires seniors and people with disabilities as bakers.
PET FAVORITE: Organic peanut butter and pumpkinflavored treats. WHERE TO BUY: Select Lunds & Byerlys;
lucasdogboutique.com

Kelly Loeffler, a 10-year veteran,
has worked with nearly every type
of dog out there, offering a mix of
posed and candid photography in
natural surroundings to capture the
bond between pet and owner. Loeffler started out as a
wedding and baby photographer but gravitated to furry
subjects when she began taking photos at local dog
shelters. Many clients recommend Loeffler for her ability
to work with animals—although, as she likes to joke,
it’s easier than human subjects because the dogs don’t
talk back. GIVE-BACK: Loeffler donates dog portraits to
local rescue services. PET FAVORITE: Sunflower minis.
Scheduled in advance; photo shoot in August when fields
are in full bloom. BOOK A SHOOT: kschulzphotography.
com
MUST BE RUFF
HQ: Brooklyn Park
FOUNDED: 2021
Raised on a farm in Mississippi, Reggie
Carter had animals that lived to nearly
20 years old. When he got his first
dog, a Doberman named Kirby, Carter
became interested in why the breed’s
lifespan was more like 10 years, and how diet affected
dogs’ health. He sought advice from a veterinarian and
began experimenting with homemade dog treats that
contained oils, fats, protein, and vitamins. When he
shared his treats with friends who had pets, they wanted
more. That inspired Must Be Ruff, a gourmet dog bakery
selling fresh treats with locally sourced ingredients. GIVEBACK: Must Be Ruff donates treats to local dog shelters.
PET FAVORITE: The Ruffcake, made of carrot, applesauce,
and pumpkin with a small cinnamon pumpkin “bone”
on top. WHERE TO BUY: Available at eight Twin Cities
locations including Able Brewery; mustberuff.co

LOON AND BEAU
HQ: Maple Grove
FOUNDED: 2019
Danica Reitzner started making bow
ties and bandanas three years ago,
and pups (or, at any rate, their owners)
responded: she doubled her profit
in year two and tripled it in 2021.
The products are available in a wide array of whimsical
patterns and vibrant colors, and Reitzner sources her
materials locally. Custom designs are available.
GIVE-BACK: Loon and Beau donates 20 percent
of profits to local rescues and nonprofits. PET
FAVORITE: Plaid flannel bandanas, which
come with a reclaimed leather clip to
MORE
hold the bandana in place. WHERE TO
ONLINE
BUY: Available online and three local
Ex plore other local pet
stores, including Fox Run in Maple Grove
resources at
and Stillwater-based Smith + Trade
tcbmag.com/ startmn.
Mercantile; loonandbeau.com Q

ADVENTURE IS BARKING
HQ: Twin Cities (locations vary)
FOUNDED: 2018
Dog training beyond the
classroom. With the new wave of
people who treat their pets like family
members, Sara Spevacek saw an
opportunity to humanize obedience
school, so to speak. Spevacek’s real-world training
program can include taking your pooch paddleboarding
on Lake Minnetonka, skijoring winter trails around town,
or socializing at dog-friendly breweries. One collar
does not fit all, and neither does one training
regimen. GIVE-BACK: The company recently
launched Adventure Is Barking Assistance
Canines, a nonprofit program to train service
dogs. SIGN UP: adventureisbarking.com

SHOP LOCAL: Copilot Dog Outfitters is a full-service pet boutique in Linden Hills that
specializes in gear both functional and fashionable. A go-to for doggie snowshoes
(paw-shoes?), carriers, and other lifestyle accessories. copilotdogoutfitters.com
10 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN
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FROM THE
EXPERT

Health Care

Bright Health
Headquarters in
Bloomington

Adding Social
Impact to
Your Brand
A “tech for good” pioneer who
served as an Ashoka Fellow for
social entrepreneurship and a
White House Champion of Change
under President Barack Obama,
Steven Clift is channeling his
expertise as CEO of Minneapolisbased startup GoodCarts. The app
helps sustainable and impactdriven e-commerce retailers find
new customers and make a larger
impact with cross-promotional,
post-purchase technology and a
collaborative community.

1

Round up for charity with
cause marketing. “Choose
a charitable partner that
resonates with you, your brand,
and especially your customers to
launch your impact journey.”

2

Make cause marketing
more than “lipstick on
a pig.” “Sustainable
packaging is great, for example,
but is what’s inside the box as light
on the planet as possible? How
can you better share the impact
story of your brand based on
what you make or sell? Move into
deep product sustainability and
messaging.”

3

Don’t go it alone.
“Open-source your impact
lessons. Join up locally
with networks such as Social
Enterprise MSP and the Impact
Hub Minneapolis-St. Paul. Get
inspired and strive toward B-corp
transformation. Join the American
Sustainable Business Network
and dedicate yourself to 1% for
the Planet—all with incredible
community and connections.”
Clift shares more advice at:
GoodCarts.co/cause.

Behind Bright
Health’s Dive into
Primary Care
WHEN IT FIRST LAUNCHED SIX YEARS AGO, THE MINNEAPOLISBASED HEALTH INSURER WAS POISED TO REWRITE THE RULES
OF THE INSURANCE BUSINESS. BUT ITS BID FOR A PIECE OF
THE PRIMARY CARE BUSINESS FOLLOWS A FAMILIAR PLOT.
By Dan Niepow

M

inneapolis-based Bright Health
Group has been a darling of the
local startup community for years.
Hailed as Minnesota’s first “unicorn”
startup—a company whose valuation has
surpassed $1 billion—Bright Heath built
its own health plan from the ground up.
The company’s basic thesis is simple: Keep
costs down by limiting the number of
providers covered by its plans.
Now, Bright, which went public this
past June, is testing out another way to
rein in costs by opening its own network
of primary care clinics. Late last year, the
company announced plans to open 25 of
its own clinics across three states. The
goal, the company said at the time, is to
operate more than 70 of its own primary
care clinics through its NeueHealth care
delivery division.
If that sounds familiar, that’s probably
because plenty of traditional health insurance companies have done the same thing.
Minnetonka-based UnitedHealth Group,
for instance, runs its own network of primary care clinics through its Optum
subsidiary. The move isn’t entirely sur-

prising when you consider Bright Health’s
pedigree: Co-founder Bob Sheehy previou sly worke d a s CEO of Un ite d
Healthcare.
“This is not anything new,” says Stephen
Parente, a professor at the University of
Minnesota Carlson School of Management
who specializes in health insurance and
health economics. “The whole notion of
insurers being together with a clinic goes
back to group health models in the 1920s
and ’30s. Essentially, what Bright is doing
is a 21st century version of something
already in existence.”
Theoretically, Bright Health also has
21st century tools to rein in costs. “We now
have electronic medical records,” Parente
notes. “We now have advanced analytics
to try to find people who might have more
advanced chronic conditions and manage
them better, more actively. It’s taking a lot
of tools that weren’t available 50 years ago,
marrying them together, and selling them
as a product.”
Health industry experts tend to agree
that better primary care is one of the best
ways to reduce overall spending. “A lot
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Health Care

of health care spending initiates with primary care, and clearly,
downstream spending relating to specialty treatments and hospitalizations are also linked to how effective primary care is,” says Jean
Abraham, a professor at the University of Minnesota’s school of public
health. “Insurers have a vested interest in having good primary care
access for their enrollees.”
Bright Health’s play for the primary care business also fi ts into
the national trend of health care integration. While insurers like
Bright’s plan to buy or open their own clinics, some providers are
looking to stand up their own health plans. “We are very much in a
period of time where we are seeing vertical integration between
health care delivery and health care financing organizations,”
Abraham said.
Whether any of that will translate into reduced premiums for
patients, of course, remains to be seen. Bright Health declined requests
for comment on this article.
Allen Baumgarten, a Minneapolis-based independent health care
industry analyst, noted that integration isn’t always in a patient’s
best interest.
While he hasn’t studied the particular trend of insurer-owned
clinics, he’s researched health care integration from the perspective
of providers who have launched their own health plans. “The research
to date shows that [cost reductions] typically just drop to the bottom
line of a hospital system and don’t come back to employers or individuals who are paying premiums.”
“If you are reducing costs,” Baumgarten asks, “who benefi ts
from it?” Q

Insurance Startups on the Rise
In the town that gave rise to one of the largest health
insurance companies in the world, it seems almost
natural that it’s also home to a bustling insurance
startup scene. UnitedHealth Group, headquartered
in Minnetonka, has seen its executives leave to start
plenty of their own ventures. That includes Bob
Sheehy, who co-founded Bright Health. Here’s a
sampling of insurance startups of note in the Twin
Cities. —Dan Niepow
BRIG HT HEAL TH

PL AY ER’ S HEAL T H

HQ: Bloomington
HEADCOUNT: 1,000+
SPECIALTY: Health

HQ: Minneapolis
HEADCOUNT: 60
SPECIALTY: Athlete

insurance, primary care

safety and insurance

BIND HEA LTH

NEX B EN

HQ: Minneapolis
HEADCOUNT: 350
SPECIALTY: “On-

HQ: Minneapolis
HEADCOUNT: 60
SPECIALTY: Cloud-based

demand” health
insurance offerings

insurance tech platform

G RAVIE

EMER GI NG THE R A P Y
SO LU TI ONS

HQ: Minneapolis
HEADCOUNT: 120
SPECIALTY: Employer-

HQ: Bloomington
HEADCOUNT: 25
SPECIALTY: Managing

based health insurance

payments and risks
for rare, high-cost
health procedures and
therapies
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FROM THE
EXPERT

5 Things to Know Before
Launching a Product
Target, Ulta, Caribou Co ee, and Paper Source are just a
few of the brands that enlist Minneapolis-based June Co.
to develop and design new product lines and privatelabel brands. Co-founder and partner Amy Arias shares
her process.

1

L ook with f resh ey es. “Product development
becomes intimate and something you can get
too close to. Throughout the process, step back
and look at the product like a consumer seeing it for
the first time. It will help you make critical decisions.”

2

Think about where y ou will sell and how
people will find y our product. “Whether
you’re going direct to consumer or selling
through retailers, you will want to have a monthly
marketing plan and budget. It gets expensive fast, so
understand your options before you go live, and be
ready to adjust. It takes a lot for people to
make a purchase.”

3

K now y our category , the competitors, price
points, and where y ou and y our product fit.
“This knowledge will help you make decisions
in marketing, partnerships, and for future product
extensions. And as the creator, people want to hear
from you. Share with them why you love the product
and how it’s relevant to them.”

4

S eek ex pert help, then make y our own
decision. “When it comes to quality assurance
and safety, ask a specialist. If you believe your
product to be an invention, consult a patent attorney
to protect the idea before going to market. And
know that pretty much all other advice and feedback
is meant for your consideration. Listen, evaluate,
and determine whether the feedback improves your
product. You are the creator.”

5

B e courageous. “There will be speed bumps
and brick walls in the process of creating a
new product. You will feel vulnerable and
overwhelmed. Remembering this is part of the
creative process will help you push through and
keep going!”

S P R I NG
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A Method to the Folly
Rob Bathe founded Folly Coffee in 2018, determined to take the pretentiousness out of high-end coffee.
That starts with the name, inspired by “Hill’s Folly,” which is how Minnesotans initially described James
J. Hill’s plans to build the Stone Arch Bridge across the Mississippi in Minneapolis. The same sentiment
carries through to packaging that feels approachable and doesn’t take itself too seriously. Irreverent as
it may appear, every aspect of Folly’s bags of beans was carefully considered, from colors to wording.
Bathe reveals the process of creating a brand that stands out on crowded shelves—at 70 grocery stores
and cafés around the Twin Cities. BY A LLI S ON KA P LA N
Color: “I’d go to stores, stand
in the coffee aisle, and the
thing I noticed was very bright
colors or white. A darker
background stands out.
The bright color layered on
conveys high energy.”

Edgy design: “Smiles are
safe, but the unexpected
edge of a scowl attracts
the eye.”
Key influences: Craft
beer—”the product can be
world class, but the can is
often fun, high-energy art
work”—and EDM artists like
Marshmello and Steve Aoki.

“”
“I wanted to
create a logo and
brand different
from anything
in coffee.”

PHOTOS: CAITLIN ABRAMS. MILINDA COUREY FROM THE NOUN PROJECT (LIGHTBULB ICON)

Matte finish: Feels high
quality. “Glossy can come
across as lower end.”
Flavor description: In contrast
to competitors who tend to
go text heavy and extremely
detailed on their packaging,
Bathe opted to keep Folly’s
general: sweet or acidic, like a
fine wine. “You take it home and
decide what you’re tasting.”

Logo: “I love logos with some
sort of hidden element, like the
FedEx arrow.” The teeth on
Folly’s signature face represent
the Stone Arch Bridge. The face
design offers flexibility to change
expressions for different flavors.
Each logo contains a coffee cup
somewhere in the design.

INSIGHT

Minnesota silhouette: “We’re
trying to elevate what Minnesota
is doing for coffee, which is
underrated. Minnesota is making
some badass coffees, and we’re
proud to be one of them.”

In 2020, consumers
spent $2 billion
on coffee makers
and accessories for
at-home brewing,
according to market
research firm NPD
Group

“We were trying to find the balance between quality and fun and
attract people who’ve never tried high-quality coffee before.”
—ROB BATHE, FOUNDER, FOLLY COFFEE
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Apps

FROM THE
EXPERT

From Clicks to Bricks

1

Think about y our brand
ex perience. “What do you
want your customers to feel
when they experience your brand
IRL? How will your fixtures, signage,
and displays tell your brand story,
convey key messaging, and your
mission as succinctly as possible?”

2

B e prepared to give up a
part of y ourself . “As a solo
entrepreneur of a digitally
native brand, my focus was on the
online UX, social media, fulfillment,
and back-office operation. Once you
add brick and mortar, you’ll need
to move from behind the screen.
People are inspired by your ‘why,’
and they want to support your
mission. I was completely surprised
by how much customers wanted to
see me, and in some cases, only buy
from me.”

3

S taf fing is key . “You’re
going to need good help; be
prepared to pay for it. Your
staff should be brand ambassadors
with a natural affinity for your
products and mission who can rep
your brand the same way you would.
They should be the heartbeat of
your shop. If you’re having a tough
time finding help, start with family
and friends, and ask other business
owners for references.”
14 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN
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Press Send.
Rinse. Repeat.
LAUNDRY IS THE NEXT FRONTIER OF THE GIG ECONOMY.
By Adam Platt

I

n 2017, Ari Fertel was buried in laundry—five children’s worth, to be exact. Her teenage
son Nachshon wasn’t interested in sorting colors and whites, but he thought he might
design an app to reinvent the process.
“We were still doing laundry like grandma; there’d been no innovation since the washer
and dryer were invented.” That’s Ari’s husband, Mort Fertel, who a year later was CEO of
SudShare, a tech startup—or is it laundry startup?—newly based in Minneapolis. The
junior Fertel, meanwhile, was as good as his word, creating an app that looked at laundry
like Uber looked at mobility, connecting a nation of people who wanted out of the laundry
room with an army of workers who suddenly could work from home.
Mort Fertel believes Covid put people in touch with their mortality and drove an interest
in outsourcing tasks that put them in “time poverty.” “Our goal,” he says, “isn’t to get a slice
of the laundry service market; it’s to change people’s habits.”
Here’s how it works: The company’s app connects the 125 million households that do an
average of 50 pounds of laundry per week with gig workers—”sudsters”— who pick up,
clean, fold, and return that laundry. The clothes owner pays $1 per pound and the sudster
keeps 75 cents of that dollar. Last year 45,000 distinct customers used the app, and 70,000
sudsters in 400 markets did the wash for them. Company revenue exceeded $1 million a
month in 2021.
Per the Uber model, there is occasional surge pricing and bonus compensation when the
market is imbalanced between dirty clothes and available sudsters, but Fertel says that’s the
case in less than 1 percent of zip codes at any given time.
He sees SudShare as a way to provide a recent perk of white-collar employees for bluecollar workers. “Unskilled workers want to work from home like everyone else,” he says.
“Our app pairs manual labor with work from home.” He says the most enterprising sudsters
make $5,000 per month, plus tips.
When the company hit the VC rounds to tell its story and try to raise $5 million, he says
Silicon Valley funders hadn’t seen many family teams. Fertel’s other son Moshe is also
working on SudShare. “We’re not three business school hotshots,” he notes, “we’re creating
a movement.” Q
S P R I NG
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A career marketing strategist,
Audra Robinson jumped into
entrepreneurship in 2020 with the
launch of Rocky Robinson, a self-care
brand created to empower Black and
brown girls and encourage them to
“love the skin they are in.” After selling
direct-to-consumer for a year, she
moved into a shoppable space at the
Departments at Dayton’s market this
past holiday season. Here’s her advice
for transitioning from online to brick
and mortar.
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Planting Seeds

Toward a Flourishing
Ecosystem
THE AGRICULTURAL MODEL OFFERS LESSONS FOR OUR
STARTUP ECONOMY. By Rajiv Tandon

W

ithin a decade, half of the S&P 500 companies drop off the
list for one reason or another; new entrants emerge and
replace them. In times of crisis, this churn can quicken. The
2008 financial crunch accelerated many tech startups, for example:
Airbnb, Pinterest, U ber, Square, and Slack. Entrepreneurs, to paraphrase Winston Churchill: Don’t let this pandemic crisis go to waste.
Nature has, for millennia, provided potential solutions to human
concerns. Looking to nature for models of progress even has a name—
“biomimicry.” Early lessons for social prosperity originated with
organized farming. Let me illustrate how they apply to today’s entrepreneurial environment.

Emerging technologies, applied to long-standing as well as new
social needs, are an equally lucrative area for growth. Experts have
identified several that are likely to be dominant in the future. We
highlight a few early entrants in this issue.
- Blockchain: EX trance
Intelligent robots and vehicles: kippy, Digi X Bee Earth Rover,
Winnebago e-RV
- Quantum computing: Q uantinuum
O ther emerging technologies worth attention include artificial
intelligence, augmented reality, CRISPR (gene manipulation) for
human therapeutics, DNA sequencing, digital wallets, and the
Internet of Things. These will broaden our region’s portfolio of
capabilities, especially as they expand our existing ecosystem.

Plant seeds appropriate for the soil and climate.
Farmers know that a particular area will favor particular crops — for
example, corn in Minnesota. Conversely, an orange grove planted in,
say, Duluth, won’t fare well. Sir Arthur Tansley coined the term “ecosystem” a century ago to postulate this truth in ecology. J ames Moore,
Form consortiums to share and learn.
in the 1990s, applied the concept to economic activities.
O ver time, the U SDA and university programs have used formal
Rather than replicating Silicon Valley with limited
research and real-world experience to counsel farmers.
success, we should build on the rich economic soil
Competitive concerns were subject to the opportuof the Land of 10,000 Lakes. We are the birthplace
nity for common benefit.
of leading industries including food products,
Business incubators have similarly emerged
Rather than
computers, medical devices, health care delivin medical devices, biotech, health care IT,
replicating Silicon
ery, educational tech, retail, software, and
fo o d , a nd e duc at ion a l te c h nolog ie s .
in 1989, 3D printing, when Scott and Lisa
Numerous university programs and busiValley ... we should
Crump founded Stratasys. All concerned
ness plan competitions support entreprebuild on the rich
have provided historical strength to the
neuria l ef for ts in genera l. Cer tif icate
economic soil of
state economy.
programs in emerging technologies help
update workforce skills.
the Land of 10,000
Enhance capability with upgraded tools,
A board-like structure for emerging techLakes.
improved seeds, and better practices.
nologies such as blockchain to support common
Because of growing local support and the evolving
needs could augment these current efforts. In my
econo-ecosystem, many new companies have sprouted
opinion, Launch MN is in the best position to initiate
in these established areas of strength. We highlight the folsomething like this.
lowing companies in the annual Tech 20 (page 31):
The agricultural model has provided an excellent road map
for building an enhanced ecosystem for technical prowess and
- Medical devices: Morari Medical, H istoSonics, SynerFuse,
economic streng th. We can and must exploit Minnesota’s
Nanodropper, REMastered Sleep
cross-pollination of emerging technologies for our ecosystem
- Software and apps: TurnSignl, Think. Code. Go., Mailroom,
to thrive.
Team Genius, SoleSafe, When I Work
Rajiv Tandon, a regular contributor to Twin Cities Business, is an
Plant new crops.
advocate for the future of entrepreneurship in Minnesota. He is presiH mong farmers showed us that previously exotic vegetables could
dent of The Institute for Innovators and Entrepreneurs. You can reach
be grown in our climate and soil and still find a market.
him at rajiv@mn-iie.org.

“ ”
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As popular as it’s become for established companies to get involved with startups through
incubators and accelerators, creating an
investment fund seems a bit novel for a branding agency. What prompted it?
The impetus was really the events of the last
two years. Like everyone, we felt horrified by
what was happening in our world and wanted
to see what more we could do to help. That
started the process of thinking about assets
of ours we could potentially use in other ways.
We are an innovation company. There are
three kinds of innovation we’re doing:

MINNEAPOLIS-BASED BRANDING AGENCY ZEUS JONES JUST
LAUNCHED ITS OWN INVESTMENT FUND. CO-FOUNDER AND
CHAIRMAN ADRIAN HO EXPLAINS WHY. By Allison Kaplan

hen you work in the business of transformation, it’s only natural to
be inspired by your own advice. After 15 years of providing creative
and strategic counsel—launching brands, loyalty programs, and
helping big name clients including General Mills, Target, and Nike stay ahead
of trends—Zeus Jones decided last fall to add investing to its portfolio. The
Minneapolis branding agency’s new early-stage investment fund Demos
closed its first $1.5 million funding round at the end of 2021 and made its
first seed investment of $100,000 in Dimensional Energy, a startup incubated
at Cornell University that converts captured carbon dioxide into sustainable
aviation fuel. The bio-engineering startup aligns with the Demos focus on
transformational business; industry targets include the convergence of food
and health care, agriculture, and artificial intelligence.
Demos isn’t the agency’s only spin-off. Along with the investment fund,
Zeus Jones launched Hellen, a consulting group focused on membership and
brand loyalty programs. There’s also Nostos, a membership community of
independent marketing, design, and tech companies, created by Zeus Jones
as an independent entity three years ago.
At the helm of this growing constellation of companies is Zeus Jones cofounder and chairman Adrian Ho. He talked to us about his purpose-driven
approach to business and innovation.

W
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Demos came out of the last form of innovation—new category—where increasingly,
we were imagining entirely new industries
and thinking about different ways we could
help accelerate those.

“”
We’re not going to fix
the things that need to
be fixed unless we work
together.

Did you follow any sort of industry blueprint for creating Demos?
Bullish is a branding agency and investment firm in New York. We’ve had this
fun relationship—they called for advice
when they were starting out. Their focus
is direct-to-consumer brands like Warby
Parker and Casper. When we were starting
up [Demos], we begged the favor back
again. The more firms like ours are doing
this, the easier it is for another investor to
say, “I’m going to take a chance on you.”

PHOTO: C/O ZEUS JONES

Investing in the
Future of Business

• New brand innovation—launching
products in food, oral care, etc.
• New capability innovation—building
new functions within a company, like
Nike’s 365 Studio, a global editorial studio, which we helped to build out.
• New category innovation—working
with clients to look at 5-, 10-, 15-year
trends into the future to try to figure out
what are the businesses that make sense
in those timelines. What’s the path for
migrating from where we are now to
where we want to go?

SPRING 2022
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For Demos, we brought in a par tner,
Brandon Sma l l, who comes f rom t he
investment world, because we knew we
needed that financial expertise.
Is the investment fund about cashing in
on your expertise?
The secret about venture funds is they’re
actually not that profitable. It’s not really a
great way to make money. We are not a traditional VC fund. What we know about is
long-term strategy in a very special set of
industries that we all know will be really
good if we can achieve them. We want to
connect more quickly those entrepreneurs
who are also trying to target those industries
with other people they need to work with.
We can partner with other much larger
investment funds. The idea would be maybe
they can bring more money to solving these
problems than we can.
What’s an example?
Let’s take the convergence of food and health
care. It’s pretty clear that health care costs
are rising to the point that no one can afford
them. As a result, other kinds of categories,
most notably, food, are taking on health care
properties. What the science is showing is
that food is much cheaper, much better in
delivering healthier outcomes for a wide
range of chronic diseases. But there are challenges. It’s very difficult to convince insurers
and government that food is an acceptable
treatment for disease—you need research
and policy changes in order to make that
work on the payment side. On the food side,
you need food not to taste like medicine.
You need a bunch of science to help develop
foods that are nutritious and delicious. And
then on the data side, if we can understand
what drives you, the consumer, we can probably deliver food that’s much better for you.
We’re going out there to find companies
that can help move this category forward.
We bring some small amount of capital,
strategic guidance, and an ability to align
these startups with other players in the space.
Big health care, food, tech—they’re all clients
of ours. Progress breaks down because of
missing pieces, because companies don’t
work together properly. We’re in an interesting position here. Could we help more? We
could at least try.
Money is terribly unevenly distributed.
There’s too much money for some of the
wrong things, not enough for some of the
right things. We’re looking at where the

“”
There’s too much
money for some of
the wrong things,
not enough for some
of the right things.

money is, where it should go, and figuring
out if you can create that bridge.
What appealed to you about investing in
Dimensional Energy?
They are uniquely placed at the center of
transformation in the energy business. The
aviation industry is extremely hard to
decarbonize through traditional renewables as electric batteries can’t support long
flights due to weight-to-power ratio limitations. Meanwhile, traditional jet fuel prices
are rising and airlines are under cultural
and economic pressure to make flying more
sustainable. Dimensional Energy’s proven
solution is solar-powered, allowing them
to deliver 100 percent renewable, affordable,
carbon-neutral fuel at scale in the very
near term.
Rare is the startup today that doesn’t have
some sort of mission proposition. Do you
think your more traditional Zeus Jones
clients will see Demos as added value?
We’ve been urged by clients to get into this
space previously. The innovation world is
quite difficult. For big companies, it’s easier
to buy innovations than to build them.
Clients advised us: If we could help grow
companies, and they could buy them, that’s
actually easier. There’s more money available for acquisition than creation within
large corporations.
If Demos is born of category innovation,
what of your new consultancy Hellen?
That’s about new capabilities. We’ve done
an awful lot of work in loyalty, including
the benchmark case study for Nike Plus
[a membership program that provides

access to exclusive products, customization, and special offers]. We realized we
could scale that as well, particularly with
Nike’s former VP of global membership,
Pierre-Laurent Baudey, as our partner.
There are ways we feel we can make more
of a difference, including how companies
think from a loyalty mindset rather than
an acquisition mindset.
As a future-focused agency, what are your
thoughts on the future of work?
At a very basic level, we need each other. We
need to be with each other. But I don’t think
we’re going to go back to what we had
before—the idea of one big space. We are
redesigning our Minneapolis office to be
better for the hybrid mode of work we are
currently in. We’ve brought on several new
tenants to the Nicollet Avenue space, which
will allow us to invest more in distributed
workspaces and travel. We’re planning an
all-company retreat, and we’re trying to
figure out how to be together in different
places and in the right times.
Zeus Jones is a certified B Corp., and you
seem quite clear on using business as a vehicle
for problem-solving. Can the same be said
of most businesses you encounter today?
There are a lot of good people who want to
do really good things. In every single category, we’re dealing with someone like that.
Every single one of our clients knows that
within their industry a transformation is
happening. We’re not going to fix the things
that need to be fixed unless we work together.
Part of it is being in Minnesota—there’s an
incredible amount of important industry
here and a lot of will to do good stuff. Q
T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN •
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Founder’s Journal
BETWEEN LAUNCH AND EXIT COMES YEARS OF HARD WORK, TOUGH DECISIONS, DISAPPOINTMENTS,
AND SMALL VICTORIES. FOLLOW THREE MINNESOTA STARTUPS AS THEY PUSH TOWARD THE NEXT
MILESTONE. By Allison Kaplan

tend to draw the spotlight when they hit a major infl ection point: launching a
S tartups
product, completing an investment round, going public. The real story happens in between:
long hours, fundraising attempts that didn’t pan out, learning to delegate, big opportunities—all of which lead to bigger questions about scaling, staffi ng and fi nancing.
With the “Founder’s Journal,” we’re creating a place to talk about the in-between part—all
of the moments, both disappointing and exhilarating, that are fundamental to entrepreneurship. We’re spotlighting three founders at different points on the path to building a
sustainable business. They’ve agreed to draw back the curtain and take us along on the ride
for the coming year. One is just getting started and fi guring out how to fund the software
platform she’s developing. Another is gaining traction with a consultancy and needs to staff
up. A third is getting ready to take her food product national and thinking about scaling all
aspects of the business from marketing to manufacturing, which means fundraising. No
matter what happens, it’s sure to be an interesting year.

Qiana Hicks
Building a digital platform to connect at-risk youth
with career development advice and opportunities.
The odds were stacked against Qiana Hicks. Her parents
battled addiction, leaving her to help raise her siblings
and her own child at the age of 15. Determined to change
the narrative, she put herself through college and earned
an MBA. She built a career in IT management,
working for big companies including
Wells Fargo and Boeing. She wrote
a book about her experiences and
how she overcame them, called
Life in its Rawest Form. But the
call to help others continued
to grow louder. She started
thinking about ways to combine
her tech expertise with her
desire to help kids overcome
difficult circumstances.
The idea evolved into Pathway
Forward, an app and software
platform to connect at-risk youth
with opportunities. In August, she
quit her corporate job to work full-time
on the startup. “I could no longer suppress the idea of
innovating something to help make a greater impact for
our youth and communities,” Hicks says.
Development is underway on the Pathway Forward
software, which Hicks says will offer college and career
readiness services, including guides, tools, support, and
connections. “I know what it’s like to feel that there’s no
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Watch for
regular updates
on Pathway
Forward, Mossier,
and Maazah at
tcbmag.com/
foundersjournal

way out,” Hicks says. “But a degree can change your life.
I’m living proof.” Hicks envisions the software used by
schools and businesses that are looking to hire or provide
training. With her 20-plus years in IT, Hicks has the
expertise to oversee the coders she’s hired, and even do
some hands-on work herself.
She saved up for this startup phase, but even so,
she admits, it’s been more challenging than expected.

“”

“I could no longer suppress the idea of
innovating something to help make a
greater impact.”
— QIANA HICKS, FOUNDER, PATHWAY FORWARD

Among some of her “costly mistakes,” she cites investing
in UI/UX design prototypes too early. “It was too
premature. Hopefully I’ll be able to leverage some of
those concepts eventually.”
She tried a Kickstarter but didn’t reach her goal. Now
she’s looking for grants to complete her prototype.
The hurdles only make her more determined. “This is
a lot for one person to take on, but I can do it faster and
better than anyone else because of my lived experiences.
This is my calling.”

2022 GOALS:
 Raise $150,000 to complete app development
and an additional $60,000 for operational costs
 Establish founding sponsors and corporate
partners

PHOTO COURTESY OF QIANA HICKS

Pathway Forward

MORE ONLINE
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Maazah
Yasameen Sajady
Scaling a line of
Afghan-style chutney
sauces on their
way to becoming a
mainstream condiment
at grocery stores
nationwide.

Mossier
Nick Alm
Evolving from nonprofit to
for-profit consultancy that works with businesses
on LGBTQ recruitment and equity.
One of the only openly gay students at Stillwater
High School, Nick Alm expected college to feel
more welcoming to LGBTQ people. When he started
college in 2016, however, it didn’t quite live up to his
expectations. “It wasn’t overtly discriminatory, but
there was an unconscious tone that said ‘Leave it at the
door. You’re going to be more successful if you fit into a
heteronormative role.’”
Instead, Alm, who identifies as nonbinary and uses
they/them pronouns, organized an LGBTQ student
group at the University of Minnesota’s Carlson School of
Business and convened a panel discussion to talk to the
business community about LGBTQ issues. Consulting
requests followed. Just a college sophomore at the time,
Alm sought guidance from longtime gay activist Charlie
Rounds, who was president of RSVP
Travel, a trailblazing LGBTQ travel
“I’m rolling
business started by Kevin Mossier in
the dice
big time. 1985. Rounds also managed the Mossier
Foundation, distributing grants to LGBTQ
But I
entrepreneurs. Alm learned the ropes
have to
invest in from Rounds, while organizing LGBTQ
career fairs and starting to consult with
people
businesses. When the time came to hand
if we’re
going to grow.” out the final Mossier Foundation grant,
it went to Alm to create the next chapter
of the organization. They kicked off 2022
—NICK ALM,
by transitioning Mossier from nonprofit
MOSSIER
to a social enterprise LLC with a focus
on providing LGBTQ equity training for businesses, plus
workshops, and a jobs platform.
Alm can already point to more than $260,000 in annual
revenue for Mossier, and expects to work with around
40 businesses in 2022. In the near future, Alm wants
to create a franchise model for Mossier and take the
consultancy to “the most hostile environments—places
that people haven’t had these conversations around
intersectionality and relationship building.” Now, Alm is
sorting out staffing and programming. “The blueprint is
still in my head.”
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In early February, Yasameen
Sajady visited the Fancy Food Show
in Las Vegas. Her mentors told her it would be a good idea
to get a feel for the national stage a year before stepping
up, and she fully anticipates Maazah, a Minneapolis-made
line of Afghan-style chutney sauces, will have a booth
at the influential industry show in 2023. But first: she’s
raising her first round of growth capital and prepping for a
national rollout to 2,000 Kroger stores.
Like many independent food brands, Maazah started in
Sajady’s kitchen, inspired by the food she grew up eating
at home in the Twin Cities—but couldn’t find on local store
shelves. “I come from a very food-centric family,” Sajady
says. “Our gatherings start with which aunt is bringing
the rice.” Seven years ago she declared that her mother’s
chutney was good enough to bottle. So she did, and
started selling at a local farmers market. It was a weekend
side hustle with her mother and sisters that grew into a
full-time job as Maazah got picked up by co-ops, and then
some larger grocers. She quit her job as social enterprise
manager for Pillsbury United Communities in 2018 and
entered Lunar Startups, a St. Paul-based accelerator,
which gave her money, mentorship, and space. In 2021, she
completed two other accelerators: Good Food Accelerator
in Chicago and ImpactSKU, a program specific to
consumer product goods, created by
Minneapolis-based Finnovation Lab in
2022 GOALS:
partnership with Austin-based SKU.
 Increase
The industry connections are
manufacturing
especially useful now, as Sajady
capacity
closes in on a $500,000 seed round,
 Create regional
led by Twin Cities investment firms
marketing
Groove Capital and Tundra. The
efforts to ensure
capital will help Maazah step up
launches are
manufacturing and marketing as it
successful in
other parts of
goes from 100 to 700 stores this year.
the country
 Salaries for staff

2022 GOALS:
 Grow the Mossier staff
 Step away from some day-to-day operations
 Identify investors and other supporters
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Faces of Native Business (clockwise from top):
Sean Sherman, Owamni; Susan Roper, Mission
Trucking; Madonna and Mel Yawakie, Turtle
Island Communications; a Solar Bear crew;
Sarah Agaton Howes, Heart Berry; Herb Fineday,
Round Lake Traditions
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New Approaches to

Business
A new generation of Native American
entrepreneurs has ambitions rooted in
(and beyond) their cultures and traditions.
By Gene Rebeck Q Illustration by Randall Nelson

I

n 2014, Sarah Agaton Howes got a
ca l l t hat cha nged, wel l, a lmost
everything.
For several years, Howes had been crafting
custom beadwork, quilts, and moccasins
out of her home on t he Fond du Lac
Reservation west of Duluth. Her customers
were mostly fellow Ojibwe.
Then Louie Gong called. A member of
the Nooksack Indian Tribe in the Pacific
Northwest, Gong had founded Seattle-based
Eighth Generation in 2008 as a retail brand
for Native-made art and lifestyle products.
He had discovered Howes’ Ojibwe-rooted
designs. Could his company incorporate
t he m i n wo ol bl a n ke t s t h at E ig ht h
Generation would weave?
Howes was interested. She also wasn’t sure
how she’d make it work. “I’d always struggled with how I would do business while
keeping with my own cultural values, ideas,
and stories,” she says. “And I wondered how

that could happen in a way that would actually fi ll up the propane tank. Because doing
beadwork and sewing and trying to make a
living off of it is really, really difficult.”
What’s more, “I hadn’t seen models of successful Native entrepreneurship.”
She’s now one of those models. Operating
out of her own building at Fond du Lac,
Howes designs and sells woolen goods,
jewelry, apparel, and housewares through
her company, Heart Berry. “Heart berry”
is the direct English translation of ode’imin,
t he Ojibwe word for strawberr y. The
ode’imin “tells a great story about leading
with your heart, working with your heart,”
Howes says. It’s an image and a meaning,
she adds, that’s “relatable [for] Native and
non-Native people.”
Native entrepreneurship is by no means
a new phenomenon. To name just one longestabl ished ex a mple : L oret to-ba sed
Shingobee Builders, founded in 1980 by

Gae Veit, a member of South Dakota’s Crow
Creek Band of Lakota. Another is Bemidjib a s e d m a c h i n i n g c o m p a n y We l l s
Technology, launched in 1985 by Andy
Wells, a tribal citizen of the Red Lake Band
of Chippewa.
But in the past few years, Native entrepreneurs have been raising their profile, and
not just within their own communities. In
the Twin Cities, chef Sean Sherman is showcasing his inventive takes on Indigenous
cuisine at Owamni, his Minneapolis riverside restaurant, and visitors to the Dayton’s
Project on Nicollet Mall can stop by the
Native Roots Trading Post in the former J.B.
Hudson space to browse and buy the work
of artisans from all over Turtle Island (a
traditional name for North America often
used by Indigenous people).
It’s easy to think of Native entrepreneurs
in terms of creative endeavors. But they’re
also launching and running businesses
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—HERB FI N E DAY, ROU N D LA K E T RA D I T I ON S

(often with little startup funding) in solar
energy, construction, food production,
and digital technology. Many talk about
building self-sufficient economic sovereignty for their communities. At the same
t ime, of course, t heir businesses a re
attracting the attention (and dollars) of
non-Native people.
A NEW DAY IN NATIVE
ENTREPRENEURISM
In October, Minneapolis-based moccasin
maker Minnetonka made a remarkable
admission: CEO David Miller publicly
apologized for appropriating Native culture and designs in the 75-year-old company’s products. He also announced that
Minnetonka was working with artist and
activist Adrienne Benjamin, a tribal citizen
of the Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, to market
hats featuring her beadwork designs.
Indigenous designers welcomed Miller’s
acknowledgement. “People love Native art,”
Howes says. “But for so long, there were
only non-Native companies making this
pan-Indian art that really wasn’t connected
to any community.” She thinks that’s
changing, however. “What we’ve been able
to do is use our own stories and create work
that reflects that.”
For Pamela Standing, a Cherokee Nation
citizen and executive director of t he
Minnesota Indigenous Business Alliance
(MNIBA), helping Native artists and entrepreneurs succeed on their ow n terms
includes encouraging them “to think a
little bit bigger about their business strategy.” MNIBA connects entrepreneurs with
Native experts in business and financial
planning, as well as with lending resources
such as Native community development
financial institutions (CDFIs). It also con22 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN
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ducts “boot camps” led by Native professionals on topics such as social media,
branding, and website design.
“We also connect entrepreneurs to other
entrepreneurs to cross-promote and work
together,” Standing says. “Native people
believe they have something of great value
that can help not only their own community
but the greater community as well. There’s
a movement that’s very exciting.”
Four years ago, Standing says, MNIBA
responded to that shift by starting the Buy
Native campaign, which encourages businesses across Native communities to buy
from each other. This year, MNIBA will go
live with a nationwide online directory listing Native nonprofits and professionals, as
well as businesses, artists, and tribal
governments.
“We’re challenging the capitalistic model
that is very competitive, very extractive,”
Standing says. “We’re looking at a restorative, values-based economy that focuses
on the well-being of the community and the
environment, above the preservation and
accumulation of capital.” For instance, “we
still practice the giveaway, which is a way we
share our good fortune with others. It’s a
part of being a Native person.” Native-owned
companies express that giveaway ethos, for
example, by “hiring Natives fi rst. We will
train people, we will make opportunities in

our communities to offer a living wage when
we get our businesses going.” Standing cites
Andy Wells, whose nonprofit Wells Academy
provides education in life skills, along with
certification in CNC machining, for disadvantaged Native young people.
In a sense, Louie Gong has practiced the
giveaway in his work with Native designers.
“He helped me walk through so many
steps,” Howes recalls, including building
a website and learning Adobe Illustrator.
“He pushed me to think about the future,
to think bigger. And really, by shining a
light on what’s possible.”
MORE THAN BEADS
AND FEATHERS
Standing and others would like to see more
attention on the diversity of Native entrepreneurship—indeed, upon Native economic activity generally. That data is poorly
tracked, she says. “I wish we could be more
like Canada, where they have federal entities
that track [First Nations’] growth and expenditure data.” (She’d also like to see programs
like Pow Wow Pitch, a Canadian entrepreneurship platform, emulated on this side of
the border.) In the U.S., though there is some
data about the Native workforce, the growth
of the Native economy in general appears to
be largely anecdotal.
A s i ntere st ha s g row n i n work by

Duluth-based Black Bears and
Blueberries published children's
book, Rez Dog, about a dog rescue
operation on a reservation.
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Indigenous artists and artisans, Standing
says, “I get calls looking for craftspeople,
because they think all we are is beads and
feathers. But we’re so much more than that.”
They’re also writers, illustrators, and
publishers. In 2018, recently retired college
educators Thomas Peacock and Betsy AlbertPeacock founded Duluth-based Black Bears
and Blueberries to publish children’s books
written by Native authors. “We’ve found a
niche—an unfulfi lled need,” says Peacock,
a member of the Fond du Lac band and a
Minnesota Book Award-winning novelist.
“Schools in particular were looking for culturally accurate, authentic materials that
they can use, especially in the early elementary grades, when children are first learning
to read.”
Black Bears and Blueberries provides a
path for Native illustrators as well as authors
to publish their work. Nearly all of the 25
books it has published are rooted in Ojibwe
culture, with some Lakota-oriented. One
that speaks to all kids is Rez Dog, which
doesn’t identify any particular nation. This
book has been “extremely popular because
many reservations have ‘rez dog’ rescue
organizations,” Peacock says.
T he Peacock s a lso have publ ished
books for adults, including Voices Rising,
a n a nt holog y of work by M i n nesot a
Native women, commissioned by t he
Hennepin County Library. In addition,
they are producing a book about Duluthbased Ojibwe painter Sam Zimmerman.
Black Bears and Blueberries has “grown
way more than we ever dreamt it would
grow,” says Betsy Albert-Peacock, a member of the Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior
Chippewa, who directs the company’s
marketing. “We have books all over the
United States and Canada” as well as overseas, including Australia.

TRADITION AND TECH
Many buyers discover Black Bears and
Blueberries’ books online. In fact, Native
entrepreneurs have embraced social media
as an inexpensive, expansive tool for building community as well as sales. But making
the fullest use of it is a struggle. Native
communities are often located in rural
areas, which can be challenging places to
access broadband.
Brook ly n Park-based Turt le Island
Communications (TICOM) has been
addressing that challenge since 2001. It
was founded by Madonna Yawakie, a member of t he Tu r t le Mou nt a i n Ba nd of
Chippewa in North Dakota, and engineer
husband Mel Yawakie, an enrolled member
of the Pueblo of Zuni in New Mexico. Their
company has completed wireless and wireline projects for several communities
across Indian Country, including one in
Minnesota. TICOM also has provided
engineering and technical consulting services to three Minnesota-based tribes.
In the past year, the federal government
has begun offering hundreds of millions of
dollars to support Native broadband development. Madonna Yawakie is optimistic
that this money will help tribal projects move
from planning to implementation.
Solar power is another technology drawing Native business interest. Case in point:
8th Fire, a solar-thermal panel manufacturer
and installer founded by Ojibwe activist and
entrepreneur Winona LaDuke. Located west
of the Leech Lake Reservation in Ponsford,
8th Fire describes its mission as “building
a better future for our Native American communities by creating and assembling a sustainable and renewable energy product.”
Robert Blake was spurred by a similar
vision when he started Minneapolis-based
Solar Bear in 2017. A member of the Red

Lake Band, Blake was working for Minnesota
Interfaith Power & Light, a Minneapolis
nonprofit that promotes solar energy, when
the Red Lake Tribal Council asked him to
direct the installation of a 78-kilowatt project for the tribe’s government center. “Red
Lake was seeking to reduce its reliance on
fossil fuels,” Blake says. “And our tribal
chairman wanted to create employment
opportunities. Solar Bear was really born
out of that opportunity.”
Since then, Solar Bear has developed projects for Native and non-Native clients. Blake
also founded Native Sun, a nonprofit that
provides workforce development and training for Native people seeking careers in
renewable energy. “Native nations have a
big role to play in this energy transformation,” he says, and they have the opportunity
to create their own tribal utilities, “which
can act as economic development tools for
their communities.”
Sean Sherman’s success as the self-styled
“Sioux Chef ” reflects the growing general
attention on Indigenous cuisine. Several
Native entrepreneurs have started farms that
emphasize traditional Native foods and community “food sovereignty.” One is Harvest
Nation, which operates an organic aeroponic
farm on the Lake Vermilion section of the
Bois Forte Ojibwe reservation. Nature Wise,
based in Sawyer in Carlton County, produces
honey and maple syrup, and grows wild rice,
and organic heirloom vegetables, and CBD
hemp. Started in 2019, it also has begun selling
CBD products as well as farm-raised beef
and chicken. Patra Wise, who owns Nature
Wise with husband David, says that their
business had to overcome a lack of startup
funding. “It’s hard to start out as a small family business, but we put in the extra hours on
top of our 9-to-5 jobs until we were able to
reach the point of generating an income.”
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Round Lake Traditions designs
garments from traditional Ojibwe
floral-beaded vests to T-shirts.

Nature Wise has been able to build sales
through its website and at farmers markets.
Another sales channel is Indigenous First, an
arts and gifts market that sells online as well
as through a bricks-and-mortar location in
downtown Duluth. It was launched in 2017
by the Duluth-based American Indian
C om mu n it y Hou si ng Orga n i z at ion
(AICHO), whose mission also includes economic development and entrepreneurship.
“Indigenous First exists because the
Indigenous community of artists and entrepreneurs had a vision for many years of a
premier retail space to feature its extraordinary work,” AICHO co-executive director
LeAnn Littlewolf says. “It’s exciting to see
the revenue earned, which goes directly back
to Indigenous entrepreneurs and the Native
community, nearly double each fiscal year.”
PATHS OLD AND NEW
In many respects, Herb Fineday’s story is
representative of the journey Native entrepreneurs have taken in the last few years.
Three years ago, Fineday retired as the Fond
du Lac reservation’s chief of police to live out
his long-held dream: working full-time as an
artist. “I had a good client base going into it,”
he says, and thanks to social media, he “was
soon booked up for the remainder of 2019.”
Before launching his company, Round
Lake Traditions, Fineday had worked on the
side as an artist designing and sewing traditional garments. He has constructed
custom-designed velvet vests with Ojibwe
floral beaded designs, which are worn by
men when dancing at powwows or other
festivals. He also has crafted jingle dresses
for Ojibwe dancers and concho belts made
from hand-dyed strap leather.
In the past year, Fineday has been walking
a somewhat different path. With Covid’s
24 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN
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arrival, “I had to adjust my work,” he says.
“I know a lot of the artists out there now are
doing digital design work and selling their
own clothing.” In 2021, after teaching himself Adobe Illustrator and other digital design
tools, Fineday began creating his own lines
of T-shirts, thermal tops, and hats.
“Getting my website operational and getting product on there is my main focus right
now,” Fineday says. He plans to re-emphasize
custom work once the site is operating to his
satisfaction. “I’m in a business, and I need
to keep up with the times,” he adds. “Just
like the Ojibwe people, I don’t want to get
stuck in the past. We need to progress like
everybody else. And that’s what I’ve been
doing, as much I can.”
That said, Fineday also spends a lot of his
time working as what he calls “a land-based
educator.” He welcomes people to join him in
harvesting wild rice or tapping maple trees at
Fond du Lac. “I don’t want to see these traditional activities disappear,” he says.
PERSONAL AND
COMMUNITY SOVEREIGNTY
Though she’s an enrolled member of the
Fond du Lac Band, “I did not grow up as
a traditional Indian at all,” Susan Roper
says. Still, she and her family are rooted
in Ojibwe culture. “Winter is the time you
tell stories,” she says.
Here’s the story Roper tells about her business: Before starting Duluth-based Mission
Trucking in 2011, she was a bus driver for
vulnerable adults at a day care facility,
“working my heart out.” Her husband, Ray,
had been working in the trucking industry,
and she saw an opportunity to enter the field
herself. By striking out on her own, she says,
“I wouldn’t have to take care of a single
human being but myself.”

Roper’s trucks are used mostly in road
construction in the Duluth-Superior market,
where demand has been strong. Mission
Trucking also has worked on demolition
and soil remediation projects in the offseason, after its highway projects are completed. The company now employs eight
p e opl e . L o a n s f rom t h e Nor t h e a s t
Entrepreneur Fund helped her purchase
additional vehicles. Mission Trucking’s fleet
now comprises three quad-axle dump trucks
and two larger quint-axle dump trucks,
along with a semitrailer.
“I would like to add new capabilities
and not necessarily add new trucks,” Roper
says. “Every time you add a truck, you have
to add an employee, and insurance costs,
fuel costs, etc.” To find those new paths,
she’s tapping the expertise of her son, Phil,
who has worked on wetland delineation
and oil-water separation projects, as well
as soil remediation. Another possibility
she’s considering is installing temporary
fencing, which “can be quite profitable,”
Roper says. Where the business has been
and where it might be going are among the
stories she and her family have been sharing this winter.
Meanwhile, Heart Berry’s story is taking
a new turn. The company will soon be moving
to a larger headquarters building at Fond du
Lac, “which I think we’ll probably outgrow,
too,” Sarah Agaton Howes says. Her vision
for what might come next extends beyond
herself and her company. “I really want to
create a model for how we can be economically
sovereign,” she says. Part of that vision
includes “being a role model,” she says, “and
to share that with my community.” Q
Gene Rebeck is TCB’s Northern Minnesota
correspondent.
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New business starts here. StartMN, a new
biannual publication from Twin Cities Business,
is Minnesota’s hub for startup news,
networking, and advice for building the next
generation of influential businesses.
By supporting StartMN, you help us bring
to life the connections that make
Minnesota a great market for innovation!
Join us for the fall issue,
contact selmore@tcbmag.com
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ANGEL FEST 2022

A NEW WAY TO EXPERIENCE ANGEL INVESTING

An immersive 1-day conference empowering and
connecting angel investors from Minnesota, and
beyond. If you are an experienced investor, or just
getting started, this is a can't miss event.

Join hundreds of investors to:
Deepen your knowledge
Connect with other thought leaders
Explore investment strategies & trends

JUNE 2, 2022

Organized by:

HUNTINGTON BANK

STADIUM

LEARN MORE AND REGISTER:

GROOVECAP.COM/ANGELFEST
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Flexing VC Muscle
in Minnesota
VENTURE CAPITAL FUNDING IS (MOSTLY) UP IN MINNESOTA.
BUT THE STATE MAY STILL BE FALLING BEHIND.
By Gene Rebeck
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Co-leading the round was Minneapolisbaa sseed
b
based
e d Bread
Brea
B ad
a d & Butter Ventures and Houston-based Altitude
Vent
Ve
Ven
V
eentu
nt
nt
Ventures.
Also participating was Minneapolis-based Groove
Ca
Cap
C
a
Capital
and two firms from outside Minnesota, M25 (Chicago)
and SpringTime Ventures (Denver).
The Itiliti deal “was a great example of collaboration during the
pandemic,” says Bread & Butter co-founder and managing partner
Mary Grove. Itiliti was able to attract investors from all across the
country—something she expects will become more and more common for Minnesota startups.
Bread & Butter and Groove are two of the dozen or so VC “startups”
that have sprouted in Minnesota in recent years. Along with numerous incubators, accelerators, coalitions, advocacy groups, and the
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state’s Department of Employment and Economic Development
(DEED), these firms have powered the state’s startup ecosystem to
record numbers. In October, Gov. Tim Walz introduced the
JoinUsMn.com website and platform to attract even more startups.
Early-stage founders here have more resources for networking and
education than ever.
But what about money? In 2021, Minnesota companies attracted
$1.34 billion in venture capital investment. That’s just a fraction of
the record $329 billion invested nationally, and a much smaller share
than the scale of the state’s economy would justify, but a figure that
nearly doubled 2020’s tally, according to data from Seattle-based
PitchBook and the National Venture Capital Association.
“We have a great startup ecosystem, and we have a lot of capital
formation happening,” says Rob Weber, a managing partner at Great
North Ventures, the St. Cloud-based VC firm he cofounded with his
brother, Ryan. “But it’s not happening at as fast a pace” as it could;
compared to other states and cities, including those in the Midwest,
he notes, “I’m afraid that Minnesota and the Twin Cities specifically
are falling behind.”
Could the state do more to capitalize on its opportunities—and
help startups attract more funding? µ
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VENTURE CAPITAL BY STATE 2021
Last year,
Chicago
spawned
12 new
unicorns*

175
Deals

*Privately
held startups
valued at over
$1 billion

MINNESOTA

WISCONSIN

ILLINOIS

OHIO

$1.34 billion

$520 million

$7 billion

$2.68 billion

Minnesota and North
Dakota both experienced
a decrease in VC
investment from 2020
to 2021 (though deals
in Minnesota increased
by 52); South Dakota
was up 1,017%, and
Wisconsin was up 72%.

NORTH DAKOTA

SOUTH DAKOTA

IOWA

$48 million

$169 million

$205 million

SOURCE: NATIONAL VENTURE CAPITAL ASSOCIATION/PITCHBOOK

GROWING—BUT
GROWING ENOUGH?

Bread & Butter ty pif ies the
newer VC firms that have arisen
in Minnesota in the past 10
years with a focus on earlystage investments. It has about
50 companies in its portfolio
across three funds, including
its most recent $28 million
fund. About 25% of these companies are Minnesota-based.
M a r y G rove k now s t he
startup landscape well. Before
she moved to Minnesota four
years ago with husband Steve,
now DEED’s commissioner, she
worked in Silicon Valley and
New York City, a career that
includes seven years directing
Google’s entrepreneur-support
prog ra m. Two yea rs a s a n
investment partner at Rise of
the Rest, the between-the-coasts
seed fund run by Washington,
D.C.-based Revolution, “honed
28 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN

27-30SMN_VCFunding_7MN.indd 28

my love and appreciation for
markets outside of Si licon
Valley,” she says.
Grove’s take on her adopted
home state: “We’re sitting on an
unbelievably untapped resource
here in Minnesota. We’re at the
global epicenter of multi-trillion-dollar global industries,”
including Fortune 500s. “We
should be harnessing that for
new starts and scaling new companies.” She’s seen increased
interest in Minnesota from VC
firms across the country, interest driven not only by the state’s
burgeoning ecosystem but also
because t he pa ndemic has
inspired these firms to look
beyond their nearby surroundings to startups they can “visit”
via videoconferencing.
Capita l formation for
Minnesota startups over the
past two years presents a mixed
pic t u re. Dat a gat hered by

PitchBook and the National
Venture Capital Association
shows Minnesota companies
earning $1.34 billion in VC
investment last year, down from
2020’s record $1.54 billion
(though still ahead of 2019’s
$1.2 billion). Still, according to
a DEED analysis of PitchBook
data, the number of investors in
Minnesota startups increased
15% from 2020 to 2021, while
the number of startups involved
in deals was up 33%, and the
number of deals jumped from
128 to 175. The decline in dollars
in 2021 appears to be due to several large rounds in 2020.
The state of Minnesota has
introduced programs intended
to help startups connect with
capital. Launch Minnesota was
fou nde d i n 2019 to br i ng
together public and private
organizations to provide access
to capital and expertise. “An

important aspect of having the
ecosystem for startups to thrive
is access to capital,” says Neela
Mollgaard, Launch MN’s executive director since its foundi ng. “A nd we’re t r y i ng to
address that in multiple ways.”
Before Launch, the state’s
most notable effort was the
angel tax credit, enacted in
2010. “The angel tax credit has
incent iv i zed quite a bit of
investment,” Mollgaard says.
In 2021, the state awarded $10
million in credits, with investment going to companies that
collectively raised over $40
mi l lion of private capita l.
Mollgaard adds that historically, 40 percent of these credits have been awarded outside
of Minnesota. Since the program’s inception, $498 million
of private capita l has been
invested in more t ha n 530
startups.
SPRING 2022

3/1/22 4:16 PM

Launch Minnesota itself provides capital “innovation grants.” As of mid-Februar y, Mollgaard says, the program has
provided about $4.7 million to 144 startups. Grantees tracked by PitchBook “collectively have raised $35 million from
other investors,” she adds.
Among the industry-driven organizations
that have helped boost Minnesota’s ecosystem is BETA, founded in 2013 to provide
networking and education to state startups.
In June 2020, BETA co-founder Reed
Robinson launched Groove Capital, whose
goal is to provide seed-level support to more
than 50 Minnesota-based companies by the
end of this year.
“There’s a wave of talent wanting to do
something meaningful,” Robinson says. The
ecosystem is also being nourished by a diversified corporate community with access to
global scale. And, Robinson notes, a “good
run of exits,” including SportsEngine, Jamf,
and Bright Health Group, has shined a
brighter light on Minnesota as a promising
greenhouse for startups.
But more is needed to help the ecosyst e m f u l f i l l it s p ot e nt i a l, Robi n s on
believes. For one thing, “we need more
angels in the game,” he says. “They are
the primary source of concept-stage capital.” Robinson is leading a group within
Forge North, a coalition of business and
community leaders under the aegis of
Greater MSP that’s conducting a statewide
“angel activation campaign” to lure new
angels into the pool.
At the same time, many investors believe
that Minnesota needs to match the level of
support that other states provide—notably,
a certain state within a day’s driving distance to the southeast.

THE ILLINOIS MODEL

In 2021, venture funding in Illinois hit $7
billion—250% higher than the state’s record
$2.8 billion tally in 2020. Last year, Chicago
spawned 13 new unicorns—privately
held startups valued at over $1 billion; unicorns are a frequently cited measure of a
startup ecosystem’s health.
M25, one of the non-Minnesota investors
in the Itiliti deal, was launched in 2015 to
provide capital to early-stage tech companies
throughout the Midwest. “Investing in tech
startups can be lucrative and exciting, and
there’s a lot of potential growth,” founder
and managing partner Victor Gutwein says.
“But there wasn’t a lot of capital investing
in companies in the Midwest region. To me,
that was a gap that somebody was going to
fi ll.” When tech startups “are making $10
million to $20 million in revenue, they’ll be
able to attract capital from the coasts,” he
adds. “But in the early days, they’re often
overlooked.”
M25 has invested in a total of 123 companies in 25 cities. Itiliti is one of its nine
portfolio companies headquartered in the
North Star State. “Minnesota—the Twin
Cities in particular—constantly comes up
as a hotbed for sourcing deal flow, where
companies are raising big capital rounds,
where large exits have occurred, where talent
is going,” Gutwein says.
Like Minnesota, Illinois has an angel tax
credit program, which has allocated a modest $10 million in credits for each of the past
three fi scal years. But perhaps the biggest
driver of early-stage investment in the Land
of Lincoln is the Illinois Grow th and
Innovation Fund (ILGIF). A $220 million
fund when it began in 2016, ILGIF has grown
to $1 billion, a “fund of funds” that invests

ANGEL FEST

2022
A NEW WAY
TO EXPERIENCE
ANGEL INVESTING
An immersive 1-day
conference empowering
and connecting angel
investors from Minnesota,
and beyond. If you are
an experienced investor,
or just getting started,
this is a can't miss event.

Join hundreds
of investors to:
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Explore investment
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When tech startups “are making
$10 million to $20 million in revenue, they’ll be able to attract capital
from the coasts. But in the early
days, they’re often overlooked.”
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“An important aspect
of having the ecosystem
for startups to thrive is
access to capital, and
we’re trying to address
that in multiple ways.”
— N E E LA M OLLG AA RD, LAU N CH M N
E X E CU T I V E D I RE CTOR

in Illinois VCs that provide capital to tech-centric businesses in
the state. These VCs need to
“generate strong returns,”
Gutwein says. “They can’t just
be giving away money.”
ILGIF invested in M25’s third
fund, which was raised in 2020.
“We would have continued to
do wel l w it hout [ILGIF],”
Gutwein says. “However, we
have been amplified because of
the networks and the professional mentorship and expertise
that they can bring to the table,
and because they work with so
many different venture funds,
not just in Illinois but across the
nation and even the world.”
Samara Mejia Hernandez,
founding partner and managing
director of Chicago-based
Chingona Ventures, is unequivocal about ILGIF’s help: “I wouldn’t
be here if it weren’t for them.”
Hernandez founded
Chingona in 2019 following
stints at Goldman Sachs and
Chicago-based MATH Venture
Partners. Her goal was to support
startups with “untraditional”
founders—women, Hispanics,
people of color—in sectors
including fintech, med-tech, and
health and wellness. While
focused on Illinois, Chingona
invests nationally. “Nothing’s
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too early for us,” Hernandez says.
“We’ve invested pre-product,
pre-name, pre-revenue.”
The relationship-based realm
of VC often “doesn’t allow for
certain types of founders who
may not have a network, may
not know the lingo, may not
have gone to an Iv y League
school,” Hernandez says. “But
everything else about them says
that they can build a great, scalable, high-growth business.”
Companies like these—with
great ideas but lacking traditional connections—“need
people to write big checks,” she
says, so that they can gain traction and a much larger round
with larger VCs.
W hile Hernandez wasn’t
new to the VC world when she
started Chingona, “historically,
institutional investors do not
invest in fi rst-time fund managers,” she says. ILGIF, she
adds, has helped expand the
diversity of fund managers and
startup founders.
BIGGER OPPORTUNITIES

Rob Weber is one Minnesota
venture investor who would
very much like to see an ILGIFlike entity in his home state.
While granting the success of
the angel tax credit and Launch

Minnesota’s efforts, Weber
thinks they are much too small.
He also acknowledges the
bumper crop of new early-stage
firms in Minnesota, but notes,
“in ecosystems with funds of
funds, those seed funds are getting bigger faster,” he says, and
thus can provide more capital
to more startups.
L a u n c h M i n n e s o t a ’s
Mollgaard says that such a program is a possibility the state is
exploring. “We are looking at
all options, and we continue to
have conversations with our
startup community and our
investor community,” she says,
with the caveat that DEED is not
able to make investments into
businesses directly and would
have to contract with others to
do this.
Not all investors agree that
Minnesota needs an ILGIF-like
funding platform. VC veteran
Jeff Hinck, managing director
at Rally Ventures, which has
off ices in Minneapolis and
Menlo Park, California, doesn’t
think state-run funds of funds
and similar state initiatives
“have done all that well.” He
believes expanding the angel tax
credit would be a much more
efficient use of state money
because it lowers the risk for

private investment, particularly
for newer angels.
Minnesota’s angel program
is almost universally praised—
except that it’s not permanent
and needs legislative approval
every biennium, and it offers
only $5 million in credits in
2022 (down from $10 million
in 2021). Walz has proposed $7
million for fi scal 2023 and $10
million in fiscal 2024. Another
potential source of state support for startups is the roughly
$ 97 m i l l ion M i n ne s ot a i s
expected to receive from the
federal State Small Business
Credit Initiative (SSBCI).
Meanwhile, some private sector actors are looking to play a
bigger role in the ecosystem. One
is the Minnesota Investors
Network, a Forge North group
comprising more than 25 firms,
including corporate VCs involved
or interested in startup deals.
In February, Forge North
introduced the “Enterprise
Playbook,” which encourages
Minnesota-based corporations
to engage in the state’s startup
ecosystem—and offers strategies for this engagement. Says
Bread & Butter’s Grove, who
co-chairs the network, “There’s
a big opportunity to move the
needle forward.”
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TECH
FROM ROBOTS TO SOFTWARE TO PAIN
TREATMENT, HERE ARE THE INNOVATIONS
ON OUR RADAR IN 2022, AND THE
INNOVATORS BEHIND THEM.
By Allison Kaplan, Winter Keefer, Tina Nguyen,
and Dan Niepow
Photograph by John Haynes

“Making
robots
commonplace is
my life
mission.”

GUTTER CREDIT

—AMOGHA KRISHNA
SRIRANGARAJAN,
CREATOR OF
SKIPPY BY
CARBON ORIGINS
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SKIPPY BY CARBON ORIGINS
Working to make robots commonplace for deliveries and beyond.
Here comes Skippy! The delivery robot, which resembles
a small wagon with a head and neck that looks a bit like
an old phone receiver, may soon deliver your pizza or
burgers. Eventually, it might be able to work behind the
scenes in a commercial kitchen or on a manufacturing line.
Skippy was designed to navigate obstacles in complex
environments and communicate and interact with people.
Creator Amogha Krishna Srirangarajan has been obsessed
with robots as far back as he can remember. In 2018, he
founded Carbon Origins, a Minneapolis-based company
with a mission to “make robots commonplace.” The two
main factors limiting robots from becoming part of our
everyday world, Srirangarajan says, are urban autonomy

and human-robot interaction. So, as Skippies traverse
the physical world, human “Skipsters” can direct them
in virtual reality, via app. Restaurants pay a commission
to Carbon Origins for the use of a Skippy, just as they
would to other delivery services. A couple of Skippies are
currently in service in Minneapolis, including at Fletcher’s
Ice Cream in Northeast. Carbon Origins plans to expand
the fleet to 30 by May. So far, Skippy’s focus is deliveries,
but Srirangarajan says the technology applies to many
different industries including manufacturing, agriculture,
and food service. Carbon Origins is looking to the stars—
literally. Eventually, Srirangarajan says, Skippies could
even go to space to mine for rare metals.

RENEW POWER SYSTEMS INC.
The Minneapolis-based company was awarded the first patent for
power grid technology.
For more than a decade, Greg Mowry has been working to bring
electricity to historically disadvantaged communities around the
world. “He was really looking, big picture, at how we can make a grid
that really has a larger impact,” says Zach Emond, Mowry’s co-founder
in Renew Power Systems—a company born out of research the two
conducted at the University of St. Thomas. After years of research, they
reached a breakthrough in technology that made power scalable in
other countries, and they realized it can be implemented within existing
power systems to make them more efficient. “It was originally designed
so we could build microgrids, which are these self-contained energy
systems that were totally scalable, meaning you could add onto them in
the future,” Emond says. “You could build these from the ground up and
it acts as a grid made up of microgrids. That translates to our patented
technology, as the rest of the world was looking at ‘How do we integrate
renewables into existing grids much faster without sacrificing things
like stability and reliability?’ ” Their technology recently gained patent
approval for large-scale use.
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TURNSIGNL
App gives drivers 24/7
access to an attorney in case
of a traffic stop or crash.
Determined
to “get
everyone
home
safely,” Jazz
Hampton,
Andre
Creighton,
and Mychal
Frelix created
TurnSignl, a
subscription
app that provides drivers with aroundthe-clock access to on-call attorneys. If
they’re pulled over, drivers can record
their encounter with law enforcement
while connected with an attorney trained
to de-escalate police interactions. The
TurnSignl app launched after the killing
of George Floyd, but the founders, who
have backgrounds in law, finance, and
technology, had been thinking about
the idea for years—two of them grew
up with Philando Castile, who was
fatally shot by a St. Anthony police
officer in a 2016 traffic stop. TurnSignl’s
subscription service already has 1,300
users in Minnesota; the company plans to
expand to California next. Organizations
including Blue Cross Blue Shield of
Minnesota and accounting firm Lurie
LLP have stepped up to offer support for
the app. The Minnesota Vikings donated
$100,000 to provide the app to people
who cannot afford the $6.99 monthly
fee ($60 yearly). Says Cree Larson
TurnSignl’s marketing director, “It’s
important to make sure there aren’t extra
barriers there.”

TurnSignl founders Mychal Frelix,
Andre Creighton, and Jazz Hampton

“Since we can’t
legislate, we had
to innovate.”
— JAZZ HAM PTON,

Justin Zenanko

Dr. Greg Molnar

SYNERFUSE
A medical device company pioneering a lower back pain treatment.
The spinal fusion hardware that Minneapolis-based
Synerfuse recently implanted in two patients could
mark a turning point in the treatment of lower back
pain. If the device passes safety tests as expected,
it could replace opioids as a treatment. “Opioids
were never developed or intended for chronic pain,”
says CEO Justin Zenanko. “They were intended
for battlefields to address short-term pain.” The
Synerfuse technology stimulates the DRG, a key nerve structure
along the spine that can be targeted with neuromodulation to
treat chronic neuropathic pain and spinal instability. “It’s never
been done before in a clinical trial,” Zenanko says. Dr. Greg Molnar,
the company’s chief scientific officer and primary inventor of the
technology, previously served as director of neuromodulation
research at Medtronic. Medical culture and technology is often
slow to change, Molnar says, “but it’s worth doing because we can
demonstrate how straightforward it is.”

TEAM GENIUS
Youth sports app offers at-home
development for teen athletes.
When youth hockey players lost ice time
due to the pandemic, Minneapolis-based
tech and media company TeamGenius
jumped into problem-solving mode. Best
known for its youth sports evaluation software
used by more than a half-million athletes and
coaches, TeamGenius launched a virtual training program that
offers guidance tailored to individual players. In September 2020,
TeamGenius acquired a hockey training
platform and its virtual training content that
was built and produced by former New Jersey
Devils captain Bryce Salvador. The company
exceeded its $1 million seed round goal, to be
used to accelerate hiring and development of
its new training platform. The first phase of
the app launched in November, but founder
and CEO Chris Knutson sees application
for it beyond the pandemic by combining
athlete evaluations with customized training
programs. In the three months since the app
launched, around 400 kids ages 9 to 14 have
joined the platform. In addition to providing
at-home workouts and mindset and skill
development lessons, the app offers
live interviews with Division 1 players, a
whiteboard, and game frame breakdown
videos to evaluate plays.

CO -F O UNDER/CEO, TU RNSIG NL
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INSIGHT
Started in 1885,
Honeywell
was based in
Minneapolis
until its 1999
acquisition by
AlliedSignal,
which kept the
name but moved
headquarters to
New Jersey.

QUANTINUUM
The next chapter of supercomputing is brewing in our own backyard.
Tony Uttley is convinced that quantum computing will
one day become just as prevalent as the smartphones
we all carry in our pockets. “As a consumer, you likely
won’t even know that your devices are using a quantum
computer,” says Uttley, a longtime Honeywell exec who
now serves as president and chief operating officer of
quantum computing firm Quantinuum. Launched in
late 2021, Quantinuum is actually the result of a merger
between Honeywell’s quantum division and United
Kingdom-based Cambridge Quantum Computing.
Quantum computers use “qubits,” which enable them
to process data for certain kinds of problems at speeds
millions of times quicker than a standard binary-based
computer. But Uttley concedes we’re still years away
from widespread consumer adoption of the technology.
For now, his company focuses on three lines of business,
primarily catering to large-scale organizations:
cybersecurity, quantum chemistry, and quantum-based

artificial intelligence. Cybersecurity looks to be among
the most promising in the near future. “Some properties
of quantum computers lend themselves incredibly well
to generating unpredictable numbers, true randomness,”
says Uttley, whose resume also includes a 10-year stint
at NASA. “If you’re making encryption keys, you want to
make them completely unpredictable so an adversary
can’t crack it.” Quantinuum is technically headquartered
in the U.K. and Colorado, but the firm maintains a
presence in the Twin Cities, where it employs about 30.
The Minnesota employees work at an office in Golden
Valley and an existing Honeywell facility in Plymouth.
Quantinuum is expanding to Brooklyn Park, too. Despite
the technology’s name, the current infrastructure
that powers quantum computing requires lots of
space, much like the earliest computers. Uttley jokes,
“Unfortunately, we can’t build quantum computers in
people’s houses.”

WHEN I WORK
A novel approach to scheduling for shift-based workers.
There’s been a pandemic-induced revolution among hourly
workers, and Minneapolis-based When I Work is in a prime
position to capitalize on it. The company sells app-based
scheduling software designed to give shift-based workers more
flexibility. As worker demands grow and become more complex in
the wake of Covid, the company has seen demand for its product
soar, says CEO Martin Hartshorne. “Giving employees a role in
creating their schedules has now become the norm because it
was the only way that anyone could get a schedule sorted in the
past couple years,” he says. “Now that people have had a taste
of that, they’re not going to go back.” Hartshorne believes his
product reduces the many frustrations that shift workers have
seen with paper-based scheduling. When I Work’s software is
now used by nearly 2 million shift workers at more than 200,000
workplaces around the world. And it’s still growing. Hartshorne
says that future iterations of the app will enable workers to access
their wages on demand, before the payroll date.
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NANODROPPER
A med student entrepreneur looks to tackle medication waste.
Allisa Song wants to normalize the concept of the med school
entrepreneur. To be sure, student entrepreneurs are fairly common;
many MBA candidates launch companies in school all the time. “But I
think the concept of a medical student entrepreneur is relatively rare
and fewer and farther in between,” says Song, an MD candidate at the
Mayo Clinic Alix School of Medicine and CEO of medical device
startup Nanodropper. “I’m trying to show that it’s doable.”
Her company’s namesake device, the Nanodropper, is
a fairly low-tech medical product, but Song believes
it’s poised to significantly bring down health care
costs. The device is an adaptor that attaches to eye
drop medications. Most of those bottles, Song says,
distribute way more medication than the human eye
can absorb—up to five times as much. It’s not quite
as big of a deal for, say, Visine drops, but it’s a big
waste for glaucoma medications, which can cost up to
$500 a bottle. The Nanodropper sells for $14.99 online
and through more than 560 locations including clinics,
Allisa Song
hospitals, and small retail stores. Song says that running
a company while completing her studies actually makes her
a stronger medical student. “I can appreciate the system-level
perspective it takes to give good care and to give very pragmatic
care.”

INSIGHT
Nanodropper
made history in
2021, becoming
the first M N
C up grand prize
winner f rom
the student
category .

HISTOSONICS
A med-tech device that could revolutionize liver tumor treatments.
Modern-day cancer treatments generally involve some unpleasant side effects. Chemotherapy
makes patients lose their hair and feel sick. Surgical removal is invasive and can have complications.
What if there were a way to tackle tumors without radiation or incisions? That’s where Plymouthbased HistoSonics Inc. comes in. The company uses ultrasound technology to target and “liquify”
tumors in the liver, and it involves no invasive procedures. The firm’s signature device, Edison, is still
under development, but it could one day change the game for liver tumor treatments. This past fall,
HistoSonics received “breakthrough device designation” from the U.S. Food & Drug Administration for
the product, which essentially means regulators will do what they can to help speed up development
and review of the product. For now, the company is focusing on liver tumors, but the technology could
one day be expanded to destroy tumors elsewhere in the body, including in the kidneys and pancreas.
“Success for us is defined with every successful patient treatment and ultimately providing access
to as many patients and physicians around the world as possible and across a very broad number of
significant diseases,” says president and CEO Mike Blue.
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SoleSafe founder/
CEO Phil Terrill

PHOTOGRAPH BY JOHN HAYNES

SOLESAFE
An asset management platform for sneaker collectors, tracking values and offering insurance.
SoleSafe founder and CEO Phil Terrill became a sneakerhead when he got his first pair of fire red
Air Jordan 5’s, a cult classic that would sit on his desk at his home in North Minneapolis. But it
wasn’t until Terrill insured his wife’s engagement ring that inspiration struck: Collectible sneakers
can be worth as much as a diamond in some instances—shouldn’t insurance be available for them
as well? Turned out most traditional insurance carriers didn’t offer it. In summer 2020, while
working as a business strategy architect for Microsoft, he began sketching out the framework for
SoleSafe, which caught the eye of the Twins Techstars accelerator program. While participating
in the program earlier this year, Terrill decided to broaden his business plan beyond insurance
and create a community and marketplace for collectors, tracking values and connecting buyers
and sellers. Expected to launch later this year, St. Paul-based SoleSafe already has a waiting list
of 1,400 would-be subscribers.

POLARIS
The RANGER XP Kinetic is the first electric utility task
vehicle (UTV).
It’s the kind of vehicle Minnesotans can’t help but get
excited about. In December, off-road giant Polaris
launched the electric-powered RANGER XP Kinetic at
the National Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas. Compared to
earlier models, this new UTV provides more power, bigger
payloads, and “unrivaled durability,” says Chris Judson,
president of the Medina-based company’s off-road
vehicles division. The electric model is quiet, so hunters
won’t scare away animals when driving to camp. “Not
only is it a great work vehicle—and that’s what a lot of these vehicles are built for—but it was so much fun to ride,”
Judson says “The ability to apply the electric power to the ground and that exhilarating riding experience you
get just makes it a ton of fun.” The RANGER quickly sold out in its first round; Polaris plans to release more of the
vehicles later this year.
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Ian Anderson and
Mike Zweigbaum

REMASTERED SLEEP
A water bottle designed to help reduce snoring.
No one needs another water bottle, right? Sure,
but the REMastered Sleep water bottle is more
than a vessel—it’s a new solution to breathing
problems that cause snoring. Founder and CEO
Anders Olmanson, who earned a master’s
degree in medical device innovation
from the University of Minnesota,
came up with the idea after visiting
a sleep clinic and discovering
that air pressure therapy used
on sleep apnea patients has
only about a 60% compliance
rate. Approaching the problem
with fresh eyes, Olmanson
focused on the benefits of tongue
training; when users learn to rest
the tongue on the roof of the mouth,
they can improve airway accessibility. So
he developed a water bottle nozzle that forces
users to create suction, drawing the water up
with pressure, which exercises the airway dilator
muscles. Users have reported a 93% reduction
in snoring after one month of use, and word is
spreading: Eagan-based REMastered Sleep has
sold more than $200,000 worth of its bottles in 14
months on the market. Health care professionals
are among the product’s biggest cheerleaders.

WISDOM GAMING
Creating the Twin Cities’ first
in-person esports venue.
A father of three sons, Mike Zweigbaum has spent a
lot of time observing gaming habits in his own home
and became fascinated by the way his kids created
friendships through online gaming. “I knew there had
to be something there,” says the former metal recycling
executive. “And who doesn’t dream of having a job
your kids think is cool?” Zweigbaum partnered with
T.J. McLeod and, later, Ian Anderson to create a media
company that specializes in content creation, tournament
organization, design, and strategic brand activation
related to the burgeoning world of esports and gaming.
Wisdom Gaming wants to establish itself as the Midwest
hub for the industry, and that mission will come to life
at Mall of America, where the startup plans to open
an in-person broadcast studio and esports venue this
spring. “It’s been an incredible boom,” Anderson says.
“We’re excited to even be counted as a part of it.”

INSIGHT
The esports market is on track to approach
$2 billion in revenue in 2022, according to
market research firm Newzoo.

HERCLÉON
Self-cleaning fabric intended to eliminate odors and
reduce frequency of laundering.
Wen Muenyi wants to rid the world of foul-smelling
clothes and linens. Inspired by his own dirty laundry,
Muenyi, a native of Cameroon whose family moved
to Minnesota when he was a kid, started studying the
interaction of human biology and textiles. He took
his idea to manufacturers, who helped him develop
a highly absorbent fabric that directly counteracts
odor-producing bacteria. But HercFiber, as he calls it,
isn’t just masking smells and dirt. The fabric is infused
with metals like copper and magnesium that break
down bacteria itself. Muenyi released his first product,
the Apollo self-cleaning shirt, in 2019 after two years
of development. Now the St. Paul-based company is
gaining traction in the bedroom and bathroom, with
self-cleaning sheets and towels.
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The Winnebago e-RV prototype

WINNEBAGO INDUSTRIES E-RV
Building a more eco-friendly all-electric motorhome.
Road tripping is about to get greener. Eden Prairie-based Winnebago Industries kicked off
2022 by offering the public a first look its all-electric, zero-emission motorhome. Developed by
Winnebago Industries’ Advanced Technology Group, the e-RV has been completely redesigned
from its gas-fueled forbear, that includes cork-rubber flooring, wool-covered walls, enhanced
thermal insulation, and appliances that run on electricity. Winnebago is still working on how long
the e-RV can hold a charge, with a goal of at least 200 miles after a 45-minute charge. “Nobody
has had experience with an all-electric RV,” says Ashis Bhattacharya, senior vice president of
business development, advanced technology, and enterprise marketing at Winnebago Industries.
“We’re working with consumers to try and refine it, so that when we come up with a commercially
launched vehicle, it will be something that will really exceed customers’ expectations.” Watch for
news on a launch date in the coming months.

DIGI INTERNATIONAL
Amplifying youth interest in STEM through robots.
For many young people, the words “multi-protocol wireless module” probably doesn’t spark
much interest. But a robot you can control with your smartphone? That’s another story.
Longtime hardware maker Digi International has been building gadgets to power connected
devices for years. Now, in a bid to build youth interest in STEM topics and improve STEM
education generally, the Hopkins-based company has launched a “rover” device powered by
its XBee wireless module. Digi showcased the robot at the Consumer Electronics Show back
in January. “We wanted to do something that would raise awareness and give it a
little more exposure,” says senior product marketing manager Bob Blumenscheid.
“The XBee is typically hidden inside our customers’ products.” This year, the
company is kicking off a series of STEM workshops with high school students
to give them a taste of controlling a rover from afar. Digi officials say the
technology will also help engineering and STEM students get real-world
experience creating connected devices. The tech is similar to what’s used to
power space exploration vehicles. “When we send an interplanetary rover
out, it’s got a lot of the same variables and constraints that you’d have for a
temperature sensor in a warehouse,” says Robert Faludi, Digi’s former chief
innovator who now works as a consultant for the company.

38 • T C B M A G . C O M / StartMN

31-39SMNTech20.indd 38

SPRING 2022

3/3/22 8:17 AM

The Mailroom
team at the Coven
coworking space
in Minneapolis.

“This is
actually a
necessity
for the
future of
work”
— KAT E DOW N I N G
K HA L ED,
CO-F O UN DER ,
MAILROOM

PHOTOGRAPH BY JOHN HAYNES

MAILROOM
New software that helps companies leverage talent from within.
“We gravitate toward people who
are like us,” says Kate Downing
Khaled. “We need to hack that to
know each other better.” As founder
and managing director of the Minneapolis consultancy
Imagine Deliver, workplace transformation is her business—
she advises organizations on inclusivity and innovation.
Often they assume that means looking beyond their own
employee base, but Khaled believes culture change starts
within. She teamed up with Macalester College grad Theon
Masters to launch another company called Mailroom and
build a software program designed to help midsize and
large businesses maximize the potential of their own talent
base. The program is a little like LinkedIn meets Bumble,
without names or preconceived notions. Employees share

their career goals and skills beyond their current role. In
turn, employers are asked to think beyond traditional job
requirements and describe important skills for a particular
role, like adaptability, flexibility, and innovation. “There are
employees who are hungry for opportunities but don’t feel
like they’re getting a fair shot at growth,” Masters says. At
a time when many workers are opting out and employers
are challenged to diversify, Khaled says Mailroom can
“make a workplace more enticing and exciting.” And, while
moving around in a company used to be frowned on, “this
is actually a necessity for the future of work. Employees
need to know they’re valued in their workplace. They want
to know they have a future here.” After months of beta
testing, Mailroom software became available for purchase
in February.

MORARI MEDICAL
A Bluetooth-powered wearable patch
helps men keep going in the bedroom.
Talk about teasing a launch: former
Medtronic and Boston Scientific exec Jeff
Bennett first went to the Consumer Electronics
Show in 2020 with a prototype of the world’s first
wearable-tech delayed ejaculation solution. In January 2022, Bennett
and his Maple Grove-based company, Morari Medical, showed
again—this time with a product name and more details. Mor is a
wearable patch that can be controlled by a Bluetooth app to “help
men last longer.” It’s still about a year away from launch, but that’s
not slowing publicity about the product, including in tech magazines,
Men’s Health, and Jimmy Kimmel Live!, where Mor earned several
minutes of roasting in an opening monologue in January. The teasing
didn’t bother Bennett a bit. He says he’s glad to raise awareness on
“unmet needs related to sexual health and wellness.”

MOR is a wearable patch that can
be controlled via smartphone app.
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TECH 20
Thalassic Masks designed in
partnership with Stratasys.

THINK. CODE. GO.
Bringing more startups from idea
to working app by simplifying the
digital design process.
Ken Krutsch built his eponymous Minneapolis
digital agency, Krutsch, on creating custom
software from the ground up and helping
clients protect their intellectual property.
The typical Krutsch project is ambitious—
and expensive. When the pandemic hit, the
founder watched much of his current work
slip away as companies froze spending
or delayed innovation. But another trend
soon emerged: professionals with more
time on their hands to finally pursue a new
idea started calling in with app-building
requests. “My revelation was that a lot of
those ideas don’t really require heavyweight
custom software [which can get] really
expensive.” So Krutsch started another
digital development firm out his North Loop
office called Think. Code. Go., specializing
in more turnkey app development using
off-the-shelf products that developers with
less experience can build. Business is pouring
in from around the country and shows no
sign of slowing down. “I’m getting even
more requests now than this time last year,”
Krutsch says. “Taking this step back has
shifted how we sell and how we hire.”
Ken Krutsch

“The pandemic
gave people space
to pursue new
ideas.”

STRATASYS
Designing the future of fashion through 3D printing.
It’s tough to keep up with Stratasys, which is applying
its 3D printing technology to everything from Olympic
luge sleds to anatomic heart models for medical
students to work on. But one of the more unexpected
associations for this Eden Prairie-based company is
its ties to the fashion industry. Everyone from luxury
design houses around the world to comfort shoe brand
ECCO is calling on Stratasys to help create the future
of fashion. Imagine a shoe that learns about you as you
wear it to improve design in the next generation. It’s one
of dozens of wearable products Stratasys is using its 3D
printing technology to develop with industry partners.
The projects range from printing on chiffon to creating
wearable items out of flexible material typically used for
anatomic models. A few years ago, 3D printing in fashion
tended to concentrate on novelty such as sculptural addons to textiles. A 2019 breakthrough enabled Stratasys
to 3D-print directly onto textiles. Now the company’s
global design network is working on a wide variety of
projects that could improve sustainability and efficiency,
and determine trends. “It’s a new consciousness, a new
understanding,” says Belgium-based Stratasys creative
director Naomi Kaempfer. “We’re creating new trends
and new possibilities.” Q

The Sepiida conceptual
shoe printed directly
on textile.

— KE N KRU TSCH, THINK.COD E .G O
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Exit Strategy
BIOTECH ENTREPRENEUR PING YEH
THOUGHT HE’D STAY WITH THE
COMPANY HE STARTED FOREVER. THEN
HE REALIZED HIS EXPERTISE WAS MORE
VALUABLE HELPING SCALE THE NEXT
GROUNDBREAKING MEDICAL COMPANY.

Embracing
Change
By Allison Kaplan

P

ing Yeh’s path to entrepreneurship was literally
life or death. Diagnosed with an aggressive cancer
in his 30s, he endured a chemotherapy cocktail so
intense that doctors worried it could destroy his heart.
The experience inspired Yeh—who had a background in
nanotechnology and software development for big
companies like Seagate—to build StemoniX. The Maple
Grove-based biotech company, which is transforming
drug discovery by testing on lab-grown human brains
made from special stem cells rather than animals, won
the MN Cup grand prize in 2016 and a host of other
honors for its groundbreaking work. In March 2021,
StemoniX merged with Cancer Genetics Inc., a New
Jersey-based drug discovery company, and the two
formed Vyant Bio. Yeh became chief innovation officer
for the company, with offices around the world, but less
than a year later, he decided to leave. Here’s why.

PHOTO: CAITLIN ABRAMS

STAGES OF ACCEPTANCE: “I had a

hand in bringing together the major pieces
of our drug discovery engine and now,
Vyant has evolved into a therapeutics company leveraging those capabilities. After
hiring our new chief science officer, I realized that I could still have influence as a
board member. A mentor told me that I
have so many experiences now that I could
be helpful to other founders: building a
world-class team, fundraising, navigating
major challenges like the pandemic, and
helping lead the way in a transformational
shif t w it hin t he pharma industr y.”
CHAN G E I S I N E VITAB LE : “One of
the Vyant board members said to me,
‘Founders always expire.’ He had missed

opportunities early in his career because
he stayed with one company too long. Once
you embrace change, opportunities and a
positive outlook on life are then visible.”
RECOGNIZING YOUR VALUE . “I’m
a little weird, I love the psychology and the
challenge of piecing together a new venture.” N E X T OPPORTU N IT Y: “I am
grateful to come across several gamechanging technologies. One in particular
was founded by a couple who spent the last
several years experimenting with a novel
combination of software, hardware, and
chemistry to develop an at-home bloodtesting platform that is order of magnitude
lower cost and very accurate based on initial data. They are able to screen small

amounts of blood; ironically, it sounds
similar to what Theranos said they could
do, except Oncodea seems to be actually
doing it. I’m excited to work with them to
get to the next level.” BUILDING THE
ANTI -THE R ANOS: “The fake-it-tillyou-make-it mentality is extremely dangerous in the biotech space. You don’t have
an answer until you have the breakthrough.
When you raise millions before you have
the answer, there is extreme pressure to
deliver, and you don’t have the scarcity to
always think creatively. Startups are like
a developing child. You can try and skip
key steps of development, but the lessons
along the way are what make them robust
and uniquely special.”
SPRING 2022
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