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OVERVIEW

The Community Growth Program + Toolkit (CGPT) was built to inspire people to see themselves as entrepreneurs and equip them with the
skills to create new ventures and solve problems. Running from 2021 - 2025, the program included resources to help those starting out on

their journey and encouraged peer-to-peer sharing of best practices. The CGPT included the following four initiatives:

) IDEA ACCELERATOR » IMPACT CALCULATOR

Heartland Forward brought the Builders + Backers Idea Accelerator (a To help grow entrepreneurship and create value for commmunities, Heartland
90-day program that is a proven Onramp to Entrepreneurship™) to Forward created a first-of-its-kind interactive tool—the Impact Calculator—
the heartland, empowering participants (called Builders), to put their providing state comparison of entrepreneurial data.

business ideas into action. Builders received $5,000 in Pebble Funds,

which is grant money to run experiments to test the demand and } PO LICY RECOM M EN DATIONS:

early-stage feasibility for their idea. As part of a grant with the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation, Heartland Forward
worked with entrepreneurs to better understand the policy barriers they faced

From 2021 - 2025, the Builders + Backers Idea Accelerator powered
when starting and scaling their businesses. As part of these efforts, we convened

by Heartland Forward supported over 1010 Builders in the heartland.
small groups of entrepreneurs, midsize city mayors, gubernatorial offices and

} STEPPI NG STON ES local elected officials working on small business and entrepreneurial issues, in the

. . following key policy recommendations:
Heartland Forward also funded select, promising alumni of the

Builders + Backers Idea Accelerator to join the year-long Builders « Reducing barriers to capital

+ Backers Stepping Stones program. They received $25,000 in « Accessing education

additional grant funding alongside professional mentorship to - Fostering a regulatory policy environment that encourages entrepreneurship
scale their businesses. « Gaining the heartland entrepreneurial perspective

The Stepping Stones program funded 27 Builders. < 2 >


https://heartlandforward.org/case-study/americas-entrepreneurial-states-entrepreneurial-capacity-index-tool/

CGPT Impact Report 2021-2025

IDEA ACCELERATOR IMPACT:

EQUIPPING ENTREPRENEURS 4

From 2021 - 2025, the Builders + Backers Idea Accelerator
powered by Heartland Forward supported:

1 ,01 o ) Programming

Builders in the INn 15 States
Heartland

.I O D Entreprenuers across

16+ industries

Cohorts

As a result, Idea Accelerator Builders:

Launched )
D Builders secured

3 o 7 $8,281,335 in

Ventures follow-on funding

Robert Washington
Shelter Share Oklahoma City, OK
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IDEA ACCELERATOR:

COMMUNITIES

Detroit Builders & Partners Event

PANELISTS

lowa City, IA . Fort Worth, TX
Tulsa, OK - Fargo, ND
Oklahoma City, OK . Rapid City, SD
Durant, OK Greeneville, TN
Eastern Shawnee, OK . Jackson, TN
Joplin, MO - Memphis, TN
Kansas City, MO - Detroit, Ml
Pine Bluff, AR

Montgomery, AL
Northwest Arkansas . Mobile, AL

Helena-West Helena, AR
Clarksdale, MS Chicago, IL

Oxford, MS . Louisville, KY [
Duluth, MN

Birmingham, AL
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IDEA ACCELERATOR:

Tony Mudd
Sensori Safety

g

“Participating in the Builders + Backers Idea
Accelerator powered by Heartland Forward
has been an incredible experience. It has given
me the opportunity to fine-tune my business
ideas and gain valuable insights from mentors
and fellow entrepreneurs. This program has
empowered me to take SafeEngage to the
next level, bringing me closer to my mission of

improving workplace safety on a larger scale.”

. Sheila Garrett
# Tea-riffic Tours

“The opportunity for me to participate in the
Builders + Backers Idea Accelerator powered by
Heartland Forward has meant so much to me. It's
given me the dare to dream bigger than | could
ever imagine and the push | needed; all while

holding my hand to put my thoughts into action.”

Jennifer Vokolek
Bradford Bait Delivery

“Being a part of the Builders and Backers 2024
cohort is one of the most fulfilling things | have
ever done. | could not and would not be here
doing this if it weren't for Builders + Backers Idea
Accelerator powered by Heartland Forward. The
most important and encouraging part of this
entire cohort was the mentoring. The wisdom
and cheerleading | received from my mentors
and program leaders were invaluable. | cannot
say enough great things about this program. It

will change your life”

Ce )
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IDEA ACCELERATOR

COVENINGS

To facilitate the sharing of best practices and ideas and to help grow their
businesses, Builders gathered together across the heartland to meet with
partners, funders and community leaders in the following locations:

- Tulsa, OK
Oklahoma City, OK
Oxford, MS
Detroit, Ml
Northwest Arkansas
Helena-West Helena, AR
Montgomery, AL
Birmingham, AL
Louisville, KY
Chicago, IL
Mobile, AL
Kansas City, MO
Memphis, TN
lowa City, 1A

Natalie Shew ' < 7 >
) EmployWell Fayetteville, AR
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STEPPING STONES IMPACT:

SCALING OPPORTUNITIES

In four years, the Stepping Stones program supported: Stepping Stones Builders have:

P Generated $700,274 in revenue

Builder New Businesses .
7 Teams 7 incorporated in P Hired 41 new employees
the heartland

P Launched 8 new products

Deployment of $400,000 in Stepping Stone Grants

D Builder received $10,000 in 2023
} Builder received $25,000 in 2024

Heartland Forward raised $650,000 to support 27 Builders




CGPT

STEPPING STONES:

Misti Staley Shannon Reardan

FreeArm Heiss Mugs LLC

“Participating in the Stepping Stones program through Builders + Backers “The Stepping Stones program was instrumental in getting Heiss Mug
was incredibly beneficial for scaling FreeArm. The ongoing support, LLC off the ground. It provided not only essential guidance and funding
mentorship and expertise from the Builders + Backers team helped us but also a supportive network of inspiring and ambitious individuals who
refine our strategy and strengthen our business model. Being part of a continue to motivate me. Heiss Mug, a product that started out as nothing
community of startups and small businesses provided valuable peer more than an idea and a few engineering sketches, is on track to have its
learning and encouragement throughout our growth journey. Attending finalized prototype ready for mass production by the end of 2025—a dream
the Heartland Forward Summit and presenting the FreeArm pitch was that would have never been possible without the support of my Stepping
an amazing opportunity that led to great press coverage, meaningful Stones mentors and the incredible cohort of entrepreneurs I’'m connected
connections and an expanded network that continues to open doors for to through this program.”

our company.”

<o)
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BUILDERS AT THE HEARTLAND SUMMIT
2023

5 Builders pitched their business ideas for the opportunity

_ ) _ The 2024 Stepping Stones program } The 12 companies focused on
to be accepted into the Builders + Backers 2024 Stepping kicked off with a 2-day workshop experimentation, product launch,
Stones cohort and receive $25,000 in funding. in Bentonville, Arkansas. sales and marketing and utilizing Al.

Amber Hayes
SecondKeys

Dimitri Clark
Abily

\\N HEARTLAND BUILDERS
“m" — *-O»BACKERs

Elysia Springer £ =2 —

UILDERS, e
§BACKERS

g
HoRWARD

Gnargo B rhousandDollars _ Twenty-Five Thoysand Dollars.

Hos 1 000 || —Twenty-Five Thousan:
ool ft e FreeArm J | 25008 e Th
o = Stepping Stones

i menae & el Twenty-Five Thousand Dollar
——— i L

» Stepping SIONEE

Misti Staley
Free Arm T — ms Abily 5250008 s

Andy Sajnani
NoVAlI
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IMPACT CALCULATOR

NEARLY 17,000 VISITORS
ENGAGED THE TOOL

A first-of-its-kind interactive platform for
entrepreneurs to help expand their access
to capital, the Impact Calculator allowed
users to identify and compare resources and
entrepreneurial data across different states.

Measure

Percent of
Households with a
Computer in the
Home

Percent of the Adult
Population with a
Bachelor’s Degree or
Higher

Young Firm Deals
per Million People

Young Firm Capital
Investment per
Million People

Business R&D
Spending per Million
People

Government Grants
to Businesses per
Million People

Actual Values for

Arkansas

88.6%

23.3%

25.55 Deals

$11,805,596

$156,279,811

2.65 Grants

Values

Try Hypothetical

Try 90.9%
Input Range: 83.9%-98.6%

Try 28.6%
Input Range: 16%-49.8%

35.01Deals

Try 98.34 Deals
Input Range: 0 Deals-403.65 Deals

$35,567,.294

Try $313,500,363
Input Range: $0-$1,912,960,260

$2.242,115,904

Try $0
Input Range: $0-$5,000,015,590

5.30 Grants

Try 0.00 Grants
Input Range: 0 Grants-30.37 Grants

Select a State

How to Order States?

| Arkansas bt | | Actual Rank b |
State Actual Rank Hypothetical Rank
Califarnia 1 1
New York 2 2
Utah 3 3
New Jersey 4 4
Colorada | 5 5
Massachusetts 6 6
Nevada 7 7
Florida 8 8
Washington 9 9
Virginia 10 10
Alaska 11 11
Hawaii 12 12
Oregon 13 13
Texas 14 14

Maryland
Idaho
Connecticut
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

To better understand the policy barriers faced when starting and scaling their businesses,
Heartland Forward convened entrepreneurs, midsize city mayors, gubernatorial offices and
local elected officials working on small business and entrepreneurial issues, producing the

following policy recommendations:

Improving the

Access to Education
Regulatory Environment

Access to Capital

WARD

/((((O \\*ggam:;n ACCESS TO EDUCATION, TECHNICAL m{((@\‘\:gam;;n IMPROVING THE )zvusawrunn

ACCESS TO CAPITAL ASSISTANCE AND MENTORSHIP REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

Local Policy Recommendations:

+ Develop and expand nondilutive capital programs + supp

for all entreprenaurs.
+ Explore public-private partnerships with financial
institutions to support Gity-wide foan programming.  +

State Policy Recommendations:
* Devlap and xpand nandiutiv copial progroms .
or all entrepren
+ Prioiize o crodts for angel vesting, especily n
economically distressed communite:
10 heartiand states currently have th
programs: AR, IL.IN, 1A, KS. KY, LA, MN. ND. W
+ Develop new types of state based financial support
for startups ke venture debt and revene-bases
+ Explore tax credits for individual contributors to
crowdfunding startups or new businesses.

CASE STUDIES

'lj BUILDERS KANSAS

+BACKERS comnence

blic-private partnerships incentivizing
industries working to fil a community need like
grocery stores in food deserts,

Collaborate with local corporations to accalerate
innovation and support emerging startups which
align with corprate innovation strategy.

With federal support, educate entrepreneurs
on federal funding Sources like Small Business
Innovation Research Program (SBIR) and Small
Business Technology Transfer (STTR.
diversifcation of State Smal
B Cro natve (SSECI fonding 16 support
all businesses.
plore the development and deployment of a fund:
{ofund model to de-isknvesment and encourage
state-based investms
Srengthen the marketing of exsing fundsand
Tesources 1o potentiol enreprene

Badger @

Fund of Funds

Bullders + Backers Kansas Angel Capital  The Badger Fund In Wisconsin  Retention ncentives for
Tax Credit

Pabble Fund
The Pebble Fund is Efoctive in 2005, an

Karsos h\mmts
ach tax

Success and Expansion (RISE)

The Badger Fund is an Program In Birmingham, AL

e carly-
The RISE iniiativ in the City of
Bimingram asiis bsinesses
who e ey
ening i sk
torow theloca sconomy. The

el Ivestorshall ot bo Was cratad i 2015 by than
enitied o clom tax creats G o St Wolkerondthe
more than $250,000. leiiure Wnieout of

funding to experiment with

anprovide

thei dea bt
ant InoetIn Wisconsivbased
companes.

ime jobs can apply for the
funding and any smal business.
previously deciined for a oan.

With generous support from the Eving Marion Kaufiman Foundtion () KArFiist

Local Policy Recommendations:

« Amplify shared resources and leverage grant
opportunities via regional relationships.
Develop cross-industry business coalitions
to solve community specific challenges like
Iogistical, technological and workforce issues.
Encourage local entrepreneurial support
organizations to collaborate on programmatic
strategies to provide comprehensive support
and reduce redundancy.

State Policy Recommendations:

+ Champion a statewide mentorship network.
Support access to high-speed internet and
education as a priority economic development
strategy.

Prioritize education on low-code tools, no-code
tools and artificial intelligence use.

« Provide networking opportunities among
diverse entrepreneurs.

+ Work with entrepreneurial support
organizations, create a robust programming
recruitment strategy to reach diverse aroups.

+ Through public-private partnerships, support
the creation and expansion of “scale up
programs.

Align technical assistance to directly reflect the
targeted industries of the state.

Encourage entrepreneurial support
ollaborate on

+ Support education and technical
the trademark, patent and licensing process.

CASE STUDIES

}k Tenn"'ssee

LaunchTN Mentor Network Youth Engager
Exploration

The LaunchTN Mentor Network
The piS1S progr

strategies to provide comprehensive support
and reduce redundancy.

nt for Career Innovate Alabama

ntrepreneurship
A public-private partnership,

ram in Des Moines, vate Alabama

lows gives students the opportunity.

networks.

navigating challenges to accelerate
their growth.

gramming in rural
ind provide access
and expancing thei professional 10 ssed funding for ocaities and

communities while coordinating
additional partners

Local Policy Recommendations:
« Streamiine the business creation process within
asingle platform.
Create a comprehensive rapository including
everything from zoning to food licensing
Enable local permitting entities to accept
credit cards or digital transactions.
« Form a Mayor's Small Business Council to hear
directly from business owners.

State Policy Recommendations:

+ Form a State Small Business Council to hear
directly from business owners.
Develop a comprehensive new hire guide for
recruitment, onboarding, talent retention, ta;
Rty ond Beneiit expectations for BusiEsses,

+ Reduce the cost of business filing at the state
level,

+ Lead education and onboarding for new
businesses on the state procurement process

CASE STUDIES

+ Support entrepreneurs navigating state
licensing processes.
Develop relationships between permitting
entities and state offices.
Link to statewide resources such as contral
boards, Department of Health, etc.

+ Host education events on state tax timelines
and changes in tax legislation,

+ Support education and technical assistance on
the trademark, patent and licensing py

« Link to county and municipality specific
resources such as County Auditors, local health
departments, etc.

Ciry of

Ohio | eas e e e MEMPHIS

1Stop Business Connection Oklahoma Or
inOhio

hop Memhis Equal Busin

‘with Oklahoma Department of ‘Opportunity Program

The 1" Stop Business Connction

omprehonsive
quide for complating n

profiles and c:

Through the Office of Business.

The Oklahoma Department of Diversity & Compliance in the City

rorises
(WBE) and small business.
enterprises (SBE) to pursue and
‘compete for city contracts.

sstom rosearch along

Vith other frea ressurces.

it U



https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Access-to-Capital_one-pager_8A.pdf
 https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Access-to-Education_one-pager_7.pdf
https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Regulatory-enviroment_one-pager_7.pdf
 
https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Regulatory-enviroment_one-pager_7.pdf
 
https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Access-to-Capital_one-pager_8A.pdf
https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Access-to-Education_one-pager_7.pdf
https://heartlandforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Regulatory-enviroment_one-pager_7.pdf

CGPT

OUR PARTNERS

Arvest Bank-Joplin - Ford Motor Fund - Joplin Area Chamber of Commerce - City of Oxford
City of Birmingham - Ford Philanthropy - Lafayette County - The Co.
City of Mobile - George Kaiser Family Foundation - Michigan Central/New Lab - University of Mississippi
City of Montgomery - Go Forward Pine Bluff - MOKAN Partnership - University of North Texas,
Duluth Chamber of Commerce - Grand Farm - Niswonger Foundation Health Science Center at
. . . . Fort Worth
Durant Industrial Authority - Greater lowa City - Northland Foundation
Walmart
Eastern Shawnee Tribe - Inasmuch Foundation - Office of Mayor Emily Larson
JAR . . Walton Family Foundation
Elevate Rapid City - Innovation Portal - Oklahoma City Chamber of Commerce
Epicenter - John Peter Smith Hospital - Oxford-Lafayette Chamber Foundation
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CGPT IN THE NEWS

TBP

BUSINESS - POLITICS - REGIONS - VIDEO/PODCASTS -  SPECIALSECTIONS -  ADVERTISE  CONT/

Builders + Backers, Heartland Forward
unveil Stepping Stones initiative

by Paul Gatling (pgatling@nwabl.com) - © January 21, 2024 1017 ar

© Facebook X X M Linkedn (@ Threads @ Print &4 Email

Read Article

T
| R TOURS

New Orleans Style Afternoon Tea Party

e e
"KELLY
CLARKSON

SHOW

Bentonville-Based Gnargo Bike Co Transforms Old
MTBs Into New Cargo E-bikes

Upeycled steel frames become grocery-getting, human-hauling, fun-making machines otherwise known as
‘Gnargos.

UpdatedOct 31,2024

& oo oo

(G (Fer) (Tow)

of bike youride.

Read Article

Watch Video



https://velo.outsideonline.com/urban/urban-gear/bentonville-based-gnargo-bike-co-transforms-old-mtbs-into-new-cargo-e-bikes/
https://talkbusiness.net/2024/01/builders-backers-heartland-forward-unveil-stepping-stones-initiative/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BSgwJfz_D50
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lsTUdSTyYpM
https://www.nwahomepage.com/lifestyle/good-day-nwa/heartland-forward-aims-to-improve-economic-performance/
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BUILDERS
+BACKERS

’)’

Builders + Backers helps entrepreneurial dreamers become builders who

(@) sersmee

/,, A THINK-AND-DO TANK

Heartland Forward is a non-profit, policy think-and-do tank that turns

ideas into action for states and local communities. Our mission is to create and grow thriving companies. We make entrepreneurship possible
for everyone by combining Al-powered expertise and human wisdom with
proven methods for bringing ideas to life. Our hands-on approach guides

company builders every step of the way—from idea validation to launch

accelerate economic growth, change the narrative about the middle of the
country and generate $500 million of economic impact to the heartland
by 2030. We do this through applied research, commmunity-driven

programs, policy and convenings—focusing on regional competitiveness, and beyond. We've reimagined how great companies get built. Because

talent pipeline and health and wellness. entrepreneurship isn't a privilege, it's a power that belongs to everyone,
everywhere. For more information, visit www.buildersandbackers.com.



http://www.buildersandbackers.com
https://heartlandforward.org/
https://www.buildersandbackers.com/
https://www.buildersandbackers.com/
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