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To the entrepreneurs I have met in every pocket of this nation, who are building companies, rebuilding communities, and providing hope and opportunity for America.

    This is their story.






Preface July 4, 2026


As I write this, I am looking ahead with anticipation to a date four years away—July 4, 2026, when America will celebrate its 250th birthday. It’s a milestone I think about a lot. As the chair of the Smithsonian Institution, I’ve been involved in planning for this celebration. And as the head of Revolution, a company investing in entrepreneurs from every corner of this great country, I’ve planted a stake in creating the next chapter of our nation’s story.

I was just eighteen years old and fresh out of high school when I came to Washington, DC, to celebrate our nation’s 200th birthday. I felt proud, excited, and inspired. I remember visiting the Smithsonian’s new Air and Space Museum, which had opened that summer in celebration of the bicentennial. People gathered in DC from all across the country to commemorate our history and embrace the challenges and possibilities that lay ahead. The futurists were beginning to predict a technology revolution, but neither computers nor the internet were available to the public.

The technology revolution did happen, with America at its epicenter, and the speed with which it transformed business and society boggles the mind. America, which was just a fledgling startup nation in 1776, has continued to lead the world. Yet, in its early days, like many startups, it almost didn’t make it.

There are a number of reasons for America’s success over nearly two and a half centuries, but much of the credit goes to the inventors, entrepreneurs, and innovators. Their tenacity, grit, perseverance, and creativity energized a new nation and saw it through many daunting challenges.

But today, as we head toward our big 250th birthday, some are asking whether that spirit is still alive. According to a Pew Research study, a majority of Americans are pessimistic about the future. They worry about the widening gap between rich and poor, a declining standard of living for the middle class, and the threat to jobs posed by automation. This demonstrates a disconnect between two different visions of progress.

Some pundits have concluded that America’s best days may be behind it. For them, the challenges within the country and the competitive threats around the globe are a harbinger of doom. I understand the concerns but see them as more of a warning—a wake-up call that we must heed.

The strategic questions are clear: How do we continue to lead, inventing the technologies that can enable the industries of the future to flourish? And how do we figure out ways to create more opportunity, for more people, in more places, so the United States can develop a more inclusive innovation economy?

Part of the reason our country is so divided right now is that many people feel left behind in the new economy. When tech innovators in Silicon Valley boast about disruption, many in the rest of America see job losses in their communities. And while it’s true that new technologies often result in job losses, as tech solutions can indeed enable more to get done by fewer people, it’s also true that new business startups are the biggest job creators. We must be more thoughtful about backing startups in every part of the country to offset inevitable job losses with new opportunities and help more people participate in a growing economy.

People around the world are still largely envious and respectful of America. But that admiration is not a birthright. It must be earned continually. If we lose our way, it probably won’t be because a rising power like China undermines us, although that is of course a risk. More likely it will be because we undermine ourselves.

This might sound like a familiar theme coming from me. In my first book, The Third Wave: An Entrepreneur’s Vision of the Future, published in April 2016, I sounded a similar warning, that America was at risk of losing its lead as the world’s most entrepreneurial nation. That warning came months before the 2016 election, but the depth of the chasm between the tech world and the rest of the country was only fully revealed with the election of Donald Trump, which surprised many people on the coasts—though not most of the voters in the rest of the country.

The instinct of some to look toward Washington to fix the dysfunction in our nation seems misguided, especially when the two parties are resistant to working together—making collaborative, nonideological approaches to solving problems increasingly rare.

Government can—and must—play a role, but it’s clear that we can’t rely solely on government to fix something that’s wrong in the marrow of our communities. We need to lead from the grassroots, and we especially need the nation’s entrepreneurs to step up. My goal is to see that entrepreneurial dynamism happening all across the country, so we can create jobs, hope, and opportunity everywhere, and build a brighter shared future for America.

Before he died in 2007 at the age of eighty-four, futuristic novelist Kurt Vonnegut expressed dismay at the state of the nation and suggested that the country could use a new cabinet position: the secretary of the future. He was right, and it’s still true. We need an all-hands-on-deck effort to position America for the future.

So, what can we do to be sure the United States does lead? That question has been at the heart of my work over the past decade and is the underlying theme of this book. The Rise of the Rest means just what it says: a way to lift the prospects of the rest of the nation—those who live and work outside the coastal tech centers in California, New York, and Massachusetts. Currently, 75 percent of venture capital for startups flows to those three states, with the rest of the country left to fight it out for the remaining 25 percent.

Our effort to level the playing field begins to bring those who have been left behind into the center of the action. The deep anxiety, resentment, and despair in some parts of the country can be addressed in part through the economic and social engines of entrepreneurial ecosystems. The revival of American cities is the practice of the art of possibility—the ability to see problems as opportunities, and focus not on what might go wrong but on what can go right. It’s not just talking about the pitfalls but illuminating the vision—saying, “What will this look like if it succeeds?” Just as they helped build America in its first two centuries, entrepreneurs can once again help to lead the way.


AT HOME IN THE LAND OF PROMISE

Our nation has always called on every generation to invent the future anew, while drawing on the wisdom of the past. I come from America’s fiftieth state, Hawaii, which gained admission on my first birthday. So, in a sense I got here by the seat of my pants. I consider myself privileged to have been born in a place infused with a unique spirit, history, and culture.

Hawaii was very different from the mainland and had once been on the pioneering edge of our hemisphere. As a series of islands, with limited interaction with the rest of the world, it had to be self-sufficient and embrace novel approaches to life’s problems. Hawaiians were innovative by necessity, whether it was inventing new ways to move water to grow food or creating different strategies for navigating the seas.

That focus on doing things better also inspired people to move to Hawaii, including my great-grandparents, who arrived there more than a century ago, energized by the prospect of being pioneers in a new land.

But for me Hawaii was also a cautionary tale. When I was growing up in the 1960s and ’70s, the economy was in upheaval. An overreliance on agriculture as the primary industry had led to massive job losses, as global competition in crops such as sugar and pineapple intensified. Thankfully, Hawaii was able to pivot to tourism, and the launch of the jumbo jet led to a wave of economic vitality. Workers were retrained to move from farms to hotels and restaurants. The tourism industry brought fresh opportunities, but also a new set of challenges. Many lamented the way large areas of formerly pristine and beautiful land were transformed into concrete jungles. Worried about the changes, people often became cautious and risk-averse—less open to change.

By the time I graduated from high school in 1976, I was eager to set off and seek opportunities that I didn’t think existed for me at home. I wanted to lean into the future—indeed, I hoped to play a small role in creating the future.

That desire became the core idea for America Online, which I cofounded in 1985. The goal was to get all of America online. In the early days of the internet, there was an elitist notion that this important new technology was best left in the hands of a select few. The internet started as a Cold War government technology—it was a network designed to be resilient so it could withstand a nuclear attack. It only gradually reached the broader public. Even then it was not being widely used; until 1990 access was restricted to government agencies and educational institutions. AOL, promoting grassroots access for everyone, was ahead of its time.

It could get lonely out on the internet frontier in the 1980s. Consider this: When we started AOL, only 3 percent of Americans were online, and those early adopters were only online an average of one hour a week. It wasn’t exactly a groundswell!

Given that, America Online was a bold name. I thought of it as aspirational, but we had a lot of convincing to do. There were times when we were on the brink of failure because a business model built on an unexplored future was seen as extremely high-risk. However, I never doubted that we were creating a medium that would change the world.

Our challenge was to help people visualize it, experience it, and believe in it. We had to show them that the internet could be life changing—not just technology for technology’s sake. We promised that a whole new world was opening up for them, even if they could not quite see it yet. And what excited me the most was knowing that we were providing access to people, ideas, and commerce that had previously only been available to a few.

My experience building America Online and evangelizing the benefits of the internet across the nation proved invaluable in 2014 when I launched Rise of the Rest, an initiative at my investment firm Revolution, designed to promote regional entrepreneurship—helping startups emerge and scale throughout the country. The challenge of creating jobs and opportunity is quite different from building on-ramps to the internet, but the underlying purpose is similar. Part of my passion at AOL was the effort to give everyone access to the promise of the internet. Rise of the Rest is about providing access to the rewards of technology. What if everyone had an equal chance to create and thrive—no matter where they live or what their background? Which brings us to the story I’m telling in this book.

My early experiences growing up in Hawaii and starting AOL in the Washington, DC, region helped prepare me for what I would find in many of the Rise of the Rest cities we visited. Just as Hawaii was sometimes slow to embrace new ideas, I found starting a new company in DC to be quite difficult. In the 1980s DC was still a government town. Startups were rare, and venture capital was virtually nonexistent. Convincing people to leave large, stable companies to join a fledgling and risky startup was a tough sell. I felt like a fish out of water once again, living in a place that was focused more on preserving the status quo than embracing the future.

When I started Rise of the Rest, I wanted to make it easier for the next generation of entrepreneurs to found companies in places like DC, or anywhere else in the nation they happened to be. I hoped that they’d have more access to capital, be better able to attract talent, and build companies in communities that believed in them and truly wanted them to succeed.

From the outset it was important for Rise of the Rest to engage with startups and communities on the ground—not to be an abstract organization directing things from afar. I had experienced the value of hometown events when we were launching AOL and decided to replicate the idea. We borrowed a strategy from our home base of DC and procured a large coach bus, in the manner of a political campaign, although this was a very different kind of campaign. We painted it red and stamped “Rise of the Rest Road Trip” on the side, along with the names of the cities for each tour. You couldn’t miss it, which was the point.

The bus tour is built on the quintessential American tradition of road trips. Some thought it was a great piece of theater, and while it did help us get press attention, it was much more than that. We became a rolling connector and accelerator, inviting local entrepreneurs onboard to talk to high-level investors, corporate CEOs, influential government officials, and our own team—all wanting to listen to what they had to say. Entrepreneurs don’t usually get access to such top-echelon guides and investors. And investors from the coastal tech hubs don’t usually get a front-row seat to the innovation that’s happening in the heartland.

We designed the arc of each tour to be five cities in five days, effectively sixty hours of cultural immersion, programming, and making connections. Once the bus rolls into town, it commands attention, and over the years it has become identifiable as a sign that innovation is happening in a community. The tour events are built around local startups, and the days are packed. We get off the bus and begin with a big breakfast event at an iconic location, attended by entrepreneurs, local and state officials, organization leaders, investors, and allies from across the state who are invested in the success of startup ecosystems. Sometimes we’re joined by celebrities or by governors and US senators. Then we do what we call a startup ecosystem crawl. That means going out and experiencing everything firsthand. It’s not just the startups themselves that interest us but the whole environment around them. We try to highlight all the other ecosystem players. Sometimes that means going to a university that’s doing groundbreaking work. Sometimes it’s a more established local business that is supporting startups. Sometimes it’s an accelerator—a local organization and workspace for startup businesses. Often, we visit those pre-IPO startups that have risen, and demonstrate what’s possible when you back entrepreneurship.

At the end of each tour, we hold a pitch competition for ten local startups—the finalists culled from hundreds of entries—and award the winner a $100,000 investment. The competitions usually attract very large cheering crowds and are high-octane finales. Then we get back on the bus and move to the next city. But our visits are more than a quick in and out. Every visit is backed by six months of work before we get there and six years of work after we leave. The commitment extends far beyond the tour.

Between 2014 and 2020 (when we paused the physical visits during the pandemic), we completed eight bus tours, visiting forty-three cities, and traveling eleven thousand miles, to every region of the country. The people we’ve met on the tours now serve as an incredible network of investors, founders, and ecosystem builders passionate about garnering support for their cities. We stay in close contact through regular calls, city visits, and Rise of the Rest summits and convenings. This allows us to continue to understand the unique challenges and opportunities that exist for founders in cities across the country, and enables our team—led so ably by managing partners David Hall and Anna Mason—to monitor for the next potential breakout companies.

We knew going into the Rise of the Rest bus tours that there was a level of stagnation in parts of the country. But we didn’t accept the conventional wisdom that jobs would inevitably continue to drain out of the industrial Midwest or the South and that nothing could be done to stop it. This wasn’t blind faith on our part. A change was already happening. Beneath the surface, dozens of American cities had already started the process of developing startup ecosystems, and they now needed a boost in organization and capital to propel them into long-term success.

It was a similar dynamic to the one I encountered with AOL. I remembered those difficult early days, when few saw the value of the internet, and most were certain it would have limited appeal. They were right for a decade, as internet adoption grew slowly and it proved hard for AOL and other early internet companies to get traction. But then it hit a tipping point, and almost overnight the mentality shifted from nobody caring about the internet to everybody wanting to be on it.

The early Rise of the Rest experience gave me a sense of déjà vu, and I was driven once more by my desire to prove the doubters wrong. (Yes, I, like many entrepreneurs, do my best work when told something is not possible. Growing up, it didn’t take my parents long to figure out that the best way to get me to do something was to tell me it couldn’t be done.) But it wasn’t just about proving a point. More fundamentally, it was about backing entrepreneurs everywhere, and in the process leveling the playing field of opportunity.

Today, as I write this, there is an explosion of startup ecosystem development in dozens of cities—a wonderful and largely untold story. From Seattle to Phoenix to Salt Lake City to Dallas to Denver to Miami and all points in between, startups are reimagining cities. The new guard is reviving declining iconic places like Detroit and Pittsburgh, once great centers of innovation that fell on hard times. They are electrifying smaller cities like Chattanooga and Columbus with tech innovation in critical industries such as insurance, health care, and transportation. They are energizing classic heartland cities like Kansas City, Green Bay, Omaha, and St. Louis with a renewed focus on the future. And they are cracking the equity code, engaging diverse populations in cities like Atlanta, Baltimore, and Tulsa in the opportunity to rebuild America.

It’s often a “pinch me” experience on the bus, as entrepreneurs interact with people—some of whom are their heroes—and have inspiring conversations. Sometimes we talk about the tour as putting kerosene on the fire—trying to create a tipping point and instilling a we-can-do-it ethos that inspires a startup movement that lives on for many years to come.

After we visited Albuquerque, Mayor Richard Berry wrote to me: “I just want to let you know that your visit to Albuquerque changed our city. It was the spark that we needed. You believed in us, and we started believing in ourselves.”

Rise of the Rest has shown us that new job creation can happen everywhere, and it is now happening in countless communities. But it has to be approached in a strategic way. You can’t create lots of new jobs unless you create new companies, and you can’t create new companies unless you create a culture to nurture startups. That means also winning the battle for talent and capital and building communities that support entrepreneurs.

When we look back at this moment in America’s history, all the complicated challenges that face our country may be summarized most simply as a battle between optimists and pessimists. I am an optimist. This book explains why. It is dedicated to the extraordinary entrepreneurs, innovators, and change-makers I have met on our road trips. The Rise of the Rest is their story. And the story is just beginning.

In many ways, the Rise of the Rest is the answer to the question of whether America can maintain its lead in the world. It’s impossible to read these stories and not be filled with a sense of excitement about the future and an anticipation that, if we stay the course, there will indeed be more to celebrate in 2026, when the startup called America turns 250.






PART ONE PLACE MATTERS







ONE On the First Tour


When we were gearing up for our first Rise of the Rest bus tour in 2014, it seemed only natural to choose Detroit, the Motor City, as the initial stop. It’s a city steeped in the history of American innovation, now striving mightily to regain its greatness.

One hundred years ago Detroit was the Silicon Valley of its day. The tech stars then were called Car Guys. Everybody wanted to be part of the car revolution, to have a role in creating the automotive wonder that sat in almost every driveway in the country and fueled an economic and social transformation for generations.

The birth of the car industry was an exhilarating time. There were originally one hundred auto-related startups vying to break through. A few rose to dominate, and eventually leadership settled into the Big Three—General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler. They knew what customers wanted and they built the cars that would fulfill their needs and fantasies. The American automobile was wrapped up in ideals of technology, speed, romance, convenience, and the freedom of an open road.

Then the wheels came off. By the 1990s, Detroit had lost its mojo. Corporate complacency and stiff international competition were the triggers, and the American collapse just kept getting worse. Automakers, along with the network of companies feeding into the industry, started going out of business and shedding jobs, and this once vibrant city became a shadow of its former self. In half a century it lost 60 percent of its population. Just a year before our bus pulled in, Detroit had declared bankruptcy.

But I believed that Detroit was poised for revival. As I saw it, all the ingredients were in place for it to rise again. For one thing, America was rooting for its return. That confidence was paired with the advance of a generation of startups leveraging digital technologies to create new opportunities, while also reviving old industries, including the auto industry.

Dan Gilbert, the founder of Quicken Loans, has played a pivotal role in leading Detroit’s revival. Back in the 1980s, Dan and his brother Gary founded Rock Financial, a mortgage lender, in Detroit, their hometown. They sold it to Intuit in 2000, and Intuit renamed it Quicken Loans. Two years later, Dan led a group of investors in buying back Quicken Loans, and he became chairman and the majority shareholder. He built it into an extremely successful company, located in an office park in a Detroit suburb.

As the company expanded, Dan began to look for more office space, and he started to think about how to help his hometown, which was really struggling. He decided to move Quicken Loans and its 1,700 employees to downtown Detroit, as a sign of faith in the city. But he did more than that. He began buying vacant buildings in the downtown area with the idea of revitalizing it. Dan ended up acquiring more than one hundred buildings, many of which had been abandoned as companies left the city and moved to the suburbs. He was tapping into a turning tide. Companies were recognizing that they needed talent, including young employees with fresh perspectives, and a lot of those people didn’t want to live and work in the suburbs. They wanted to live in cities, where they could walk to work, where all their needs were conveniently situated, and where the social and cultural arena was more diverse and appealing to them. This reawakening led to a reversal of fortune as companies that had left cities began to return so they could win the battle for talent.

Those empty buildings that Dan Gilbert bought when few others were interested suddenly started filling up. Downtown Detroit became a magnet for talent and the epicenter of the city’s startup community.

Dan had a message to the nation about Detroit: “Don’t give up on us, we’re going to fight to become a great city again.” Once he opened the door to new possibilities, he found that Detroit had a remarkable roster of advocates from both the public and the private sectors, all eager to do their part. These included local business and philanthropic leaders, as well as the three big automakers, GM, Ford, and Chrysler. Mayor Mike Duggan, elected in 2013, was dedicated to urban renewal and had a history of reviving struggling businesses. A popular mayor, in his third term as of this writing, he has been at the forefront of efforts to make Detroit a leading city of the future. He recognizes that support for entrepreneurs and innovation is a key component of that vision.

When Rise of the Rest was planning its first tour, Dan enthusiastically convinced us that Detroit had turned the corner and was back on the path to greatness. He was our high-energy tour guide throughout the day. One of our visits was to Shinola Manufacturing. Shinola has an interesting story, showing that sometimes the discovery of innovators can be serendipitous.

My longtime friend, partner, and investor Ted Leonsis had read an ad about a classic watchmaker dedicated to creating world-class manufacturing jobs in Detroit. Ted was so interested in the concept that he went out and bought a watch and ended up engaging with the salesperson about Shinola’s mission to lift up Detroit workers. “It was evident that the sales associate was truly in love with the company, its quality manufacturing, and the creation of good-paying, quality jobs in Detroit,” Ted reported when he told me about Shinola. He praised Shinola for its authenticity and the power of its mission. Almost counterintuitively in the smartphone era, there was a market for high-quality, curated products like the timepieces Shinola was manufacturing.

When we were planning our Detroit trip, Ted asked me to put Shinola on the schedule, pitching it as a promising brand that could serve as a “gateway to luxury for the new generation that cares so deeply about the source of their goods and food.” He analyzed this younger generation as wanting to have an honest connection to the things they wear and eat. “A sense of place—especially here in America—is of more significance to young people, and I also believed this could be a great growth company and a very successful business.”

We put Shinola on the schedule and met its founder, Tom Kartsotis. Tom is a quiet, behind-the-scenes craftsman who shies away from publicity. As we toured the facility, we recognized that there was indeed something special going on. I thought the vision had a touch of genius grounded in the psychology of the American consumer. People would be drawn to a company that was fighting for America. Wearing the watch would be a patriotic gesture, symbolizing the revival of the nation’s heartland and its beloved city of Detroit. Our visit later led to our Revolution Growth fund investing in Shinola.

Toward the end of our Rise of the Rest tour day in Detroit, Dan and I sat down together for a fireside chat at Grand Circus, a tech hot spot in the heart of the city.

Detroit, Dan said, “truly is an incredible place, but you really have to get here. My words don’t give it justice. It doesn’t matter who we take through the tour, whether it’s Steve Case or Madonna, they’re wowed because it’s not their expectation.”

I seconded that observation. Detroit had a chance to symbolize a particular American resolve to do something, not because it’s easy but because it’s hard. “There are lots of people here because they want to be part of the next era of Detroit,” I said that day. “The whole country can play a role in the continuation of the American story. Detroit’s last half-century has not been good, but what’s happening now is a rebuilding of hope and optimism.”

I emphasized that these efforts were bolstered by the growing recognition on the part of big companies like Quicken Loans that the best way to rebuild the community—and attract the millennial talent that they also need to succeed—is to partner with entrepreneurs who have innovative ideas. In this way, established companies can help startups succeed, and startups can help established companies remain relevant, all the while creating jobs, hope, and opportunity in the communities they care so much about.


SPARKING OPPORTUNITY

When we decided to hit the road with our Rise of the Rest bus, we wanted to go deep into each city we visited, to really understand what was happening, to use our platform to shine a spotlight on people and ideas, and to drive more collaboration. We also wanted to attract local press attention, so the stories of startups would get more focus. That led us to end each day with a pitch competition, with promising entrepreneurs competing for a $100,000 investment.

More than one hundred startups applied to enter our first pitch competition in Detroit. The winner was Stik.com, a professional services review site, which was an inspiring heartland revival story. The founders, Harvard grads Nathan Labenz and Jay Gierak, started Stik in 2010 in San Francisco. Two years later, they brought the company to their hometown of Detroit. Their reasoning for the relaunch was in sync with the Rise of the Rest message: you don’t have to be in Silicon Valley to make it, and in fact sometimes other cities can be more welcoming for your company.

For Nathan and Jay, the disadvantages of Silicon Valley outweighed the advantages. Fierce competition for talent and capital and the environment of frequent turnover made them question their long-term potential. Detroit offered more stability. The talent there was almost as strong, and there was less competition and better access. Teams were more committed to the long haul. Coming home to family and friends was a big part of the appeal. When they won the Rise of the Rest pitch competition, it was the icing on the cake.

But this wasn’t a fairy-tale story. Shortly after Stik’s win, calamity struck. Because of abuses alleged in firms such as Cambridge Analytica, it was announced that the social media data that many companies, including Stik, had been relying on would be inaccessible in just one year. Nathan was sitting in bed on a Saturday morning scrolling through the business news when he read the news flash. He woke his wife. “I think we’re going to have to shut down the business,” he told her.

“What?” She was alarmed.

“They’re not going to give people access to social connection data anymore,” he explained. That surely would be the end of Stik, as its business model would be decimated.

“We were faced with this really weird situation,” Nathan recalled. “We’d just won the Rise of the Rest competition. We had a great story to tell, but we had to transition into a different story.”

When the Stik team had a chance to think about it, they realized their only choice was to pivot—under duress. They had a little money left in the bank, and the credibility they’d gained from the Rise of the Rest pitch victory, to reinvent themselves. They had just one year to get it done.

“This was where being a Detroit company was an advantage,” Nathan said. “In Silicon Valley there’s an attitude of ‘fail fast and shut it down.’ But Detroit was still new to the creation of startups, and people were more geared to fight for them. If we shut down, that would mean jobs lost. So, we fought on, and the community rallied around us to help.”

They began to explore promotional concepts that would support small businesses and landed on the idea of creating customized video tools—video marketing for everybody—a new company that would ultimately be relaunched as Waymark in 2017.

The road to relaunch was rocky, and they almost failed a few times. They were testing the market and barely making it. They weren’t sure if they had a chance or if they were kidding themselves, so they set a goal: four months to get one thousand paying customers. “If we couldn’t do that,” Nathan said, “we’d have a ‘come to Jesus’ moment and possibly shut the whole thing down.” The next months were frantic as they worked their database, went through a nail-biter gaining acceptance, and hoping the orders would come in. At the end of three and a half months, they passed the one thousand mark and breathed a sigh of relief—briefly. “It was total insanity,” he said. “We now had to create one thousand campaigns.”

Nathan likened the experience to a scene from his favorite movie, The Three Amigos. “When they break into El Guapo’s fortress, the woman asks them, ‘What is your plan?’ And he says, ‘First we break into El Guapo’s fortress.’ And she says, ‘And that you’ve done. Now what?’ And he says, ‘Well, we didn’t really expect the first part of the plan to work, so we didn’t think much about what we were going to do next.’ And that’s where we were. We actually got to a thousand customers, but now we had to figure out not only how to get more but how to actually deliver. And we were still burning money.”

Looking back on those days from a point in late 2021 when the company finally started making a profit, Nathan thinks about the advice he’d give to other startups, based on his struggles. “How do you succeed in a startup? You just keep trying until you succeed,” he reflected. Nathan doesn’t consider the company completely out of the woods yet. It’s a long haul, which is typical.

For a long time, Silicon Valley has perpetuated the myth of startups being the road to easy riches. All that’s needed is a great idea. The reality is far different. About 90 percent of all startups fail—good idea or not. Founders like Nathan lead 24/7 work lives for years keeping their companies afloat and eking out profits before reaching more stable success.

HOW TO IDENTIFY STARTUP POTENTIAL

From this first bus outing, we developed a set of criteria that we use to evaluate entrepreneurs for the pitch competitions and for other investments. We begin with three questions:


	Why me?

	Why now?

	Who cares?



At its heart, “Why me?” is the identity question. There’s a temptation to define one’s startup in comparison to others. Answering the “Why me?” question forces founders to stand on their own and make the case for themselves and their company. What’s original about it? Does it make sense as a business? Does it meet a felt need? Is it venture backable? Can it scale quickly?

These are all critical pitch questions, and every startup founder has to have a pitch. Eric Schmidt, the iconic business entrepreneur and former chairman of Google/Alphabet (and an investor in Rise of the Rest), has an exercise he does with early-stage startups. He tells them, “Give me your pitch. I am your first customer.” Often these early founders stumble when it comes to selling that “first customer” and fail to articulate their value in a clear and tangible way.

“Why now?” is a timing question. It might be the most brilliant idea in the world, but if it’s too soon for the market, and not ready for consumer or enterprise adoption, or the infrastructure isn’t there, it might not survive long enough for it to fly.

It is often said that timing is everything, and that became clear during the pandemic. Some businesses failed, but many flourished. Utah-based Neighbor accelerated its growth by offering a more convenient and affordable alternative to self-storage. Neighbor gained early momentum, but things really took off during the pandemic—quintupling its revenue and demand. The reason was obvious: more people were moving, and a lot were going to temporary housing. They needed to store their stuff. In addition, the commercial real estate market was crashing in several cities, and landlords and owners were left with a high inventory of empty spaces. Neighbor worked to set up storage arrangements so there would be some income generated from empty properties. Neighbor went on to raise more than $50 million in Series B funding during the pandemic.

“Who cares?” asks about the market. We want to encourage innovation in important aspects of our lives and disrupt—and reimagine—the largest industries in the world. We are looking for entrepreneurs who seek to solve big problems and seize large opportunities. When we make an investment in a startup, we want to be sure the battle is worth fighting, and the mountain is worth climbing.

DOUBLING DOWN

When we were putting together our first Rise of the Rest tour in 2014, we didn’t really know what we were getting into. The cities we selected for that first tour—in addition to Detroit, we toured Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Nashville—each had interesting histories, but less certain futures. It was not clear what we’d find when we hit the road and rolled into town.

It didn’t take long for us to realize we were on to something. First in Detroit and then in the other cities, we found tenacious communities determined to fight their way back to relevancy. Just as entrepreneurs fight for their startups to survive and eventually succeed, we met a wide range of people in each of the cities who had decided to do what they could to change the trajectory of their cities. No more would people settle for the status quo and hope that existing anchor companies would continue to carry the economic load. That was eventually a losing strategy. Instead, these communities were focused on seeding new companies that could create growth and momentum in the cities they loved.

We learned that there is real value in showing up. In every city we were well briefed on the dynamics, the challenges, the opportunities, and the key movers and shakers. But that was just words on paper. Showing up, and meeting people face-to-face, in their cities, opened our eyes to what was really happening and strengthened our connection to and affection for each community we visited. Our interactions, on and off the bus, were meaningful and catalytic.

The pace of our bus tours was sometimes exhausting, but we fed off each other’s energy and sense of hope. People seemed to really appreciate that we were there and respected what we were trying to do. One after another our hosts used our visit to shine a spotlight on what was working and pull more people and companies into their efforts to create stronger startup communities. They had been doing the work, often under the radar. Our presence lifted those efforts.

I want to be clear. Rise of the Rest did not “rescue” these cities. They rescued themselves. By the time we arrived, a lot of good things were happening. We just came along and championed their efforts.

The bus tours were an important first step, but we knew we had much more to do if we were going to have any hope of jump-starting more systemic change. Our team identified the local venture investors in each city and started connecting them with other investors in other cities, to build a network of regional venture capitalists that worked to find and build startup potential and engineer thriving startup ecosystems.

It’s all about making connections, which is pretty much the same thing I was doing early in my career when I cofounded AOL. That was about building networks too—communications networks to facilitate connections, and community features like chat rooms to connect people. With Rise of the Rest, I’m back in the network-building business. The only difference is that at AOL I was working to level the playing field in terms of information and education, and now it’s about capital to fuel ideas, job creation, and transformation in communities.

Within a year of launching Rise of the Rest, the idea was growing that we had to do more if we were serious about serving these communities and companies. The $100,000 pitch competitions were a good start, but they weren’t enough. Our investment goals were expanding beyond the tour competitions to other companies we met on the road.

The communities saw the need as well. I remember sitting in a diner in Philadelphia in 2015 as part of our Rise of the Rest tour. Then-mayor Michael Nutter was speaking about the promise of revival in his great historic city. As he finished speaking and was leaving the room, he stopped beside me and leaned in. “Steve, you’ve got to stay engaged,” he whispered. “We must do more here. We’ve got to think about an enduring way to create a structure that lives on, long after you and your team depart.” There was such urgency in his voice. I knew he was right.

We started hearing the same thing wherever we went. It was the most consistent challenge in the Rise of the Rest communities—that they didn’t have the connectivity or the capital to do what they wanted to do. They were grateful for our visit, for the connections we forged and the publicity we brought to their efforts. But they also needed a serious buy-in from the investment community.

In 2017 Revolution launched the first $150 million Rise of the Rest Seed Fund to catalyze more investment in rising cities. Notably, one of the first people to invest in the fund was Dan Gilbert.

Our involvement helps credential companies, making it easier for them to attract other investors. It raises their visibility as they seek to attract talent, and it connects them with potential customers and startup evangelists in their cities. By creating a national network of both investors and entrepreneurs, we’re able to begin building the type of network density that has been such a powerful contributor to Silicon Valley’s success.

We assembled an impressive group of iconic entrepreneurs, investors, and business leaders to join us, including Jeff Bezos, Tory Burch, Howard Schultz, Mike Bloomberg, David Rubenstein, Jeff Vinik, Roger Ferguson, Sara Blakely, Ray Dalio, Sheila Johnson, Mike Milken, James Murdoch, Eric Schmidt, Henry Kravis, Kevin Plank, Joe Mansueto, Meg Whitman, Jim Breyer, Ted Leonsis, Bill Lewis, Josh Harris, Romesh Wadhwani, John Doerr, Byron Trott, Dan Gilbert, Brad Smith, Reid Hoffman, and members of the Walton and Koch families.

Over the years, the contributions of our investors have been game changers, not just in providing capital but also in establishing credibility. When others see that investors believe in the Rise of the Rest thesis—that the next great wave of companies can come from outside Silicon Valley—it increases our momentum.

Since we launched the first fund, followed by a second $150 million fund in 2019, we’ve invested in more than two hundred companies in more than one hundred cities. Through it all we’re always looking for great entrepreneurs and great founders. We’re dedicated to building disruptive companies to solve big problems.

Meanwhile, the bus tours created a certain momentum of their own. They became a way of bringing people together and giving them a road map for pursuing their dreams. Winning the competition had tangible meaning beyond the $100,000 prize. It de-risked the companies that won, and legitimized them, as they sought to hire people and raise money. They weren’t just viewed locally as risky fly-by-night, likely-to-fail startups. They were suddenly credentialed, and were increasingly perceived to be real companies that had real prospects, because they had been validated by a national brand.

We also found, much to our delight, that the other startups in the pitch competitions often benefited, even when they didn’t win. Frequently, they’d let us know that they attracted new investors, or secured new customers, because of Rise of the Rest. We heard a common refrain: “Thank you for putting us on the stage and giving us a shot.”


WHEN INVESTORS BELIEVE IN YOU

One of the most gratifying parts of being engaged with startups in the heartland is that there are so many unexpected stories, when the most unlikely ideas turn to gold. Greg Schwartz’s Detroit adventure was such a story. It began as he was literally on his way out of the state, headed west. Plane tickets to California had been purchased. His wife was looking at houses there. A Detroit native, Greg had been working the entrepreneurial circuit for a few years. He was about to exit a company and had accepted a job offer in Silicon Valley when he got a call from Dan Gilbert, an investor in his previous startup, who wanted to talk to him. “When you’re in Detroit and Dan Gilbert wants to talk to you about starting a new company, you take that meeting,” he said.

They met at Dan’s office in downtown Detroit. Dan got right to the point. “Greg, don’t move to California,” he said. “Don’t take that offer. Let’s start a new company together.” He had an idea, which at first sounded strange, but as they talked, Greg became more excited. “The idea grew out of the concept of leveraging stock market mechanics in an entirely new form of commerce,” Greg explained. “There are tremendous efficiencies in the way that the world’s financial exchanges operate, and a lot of those attributes are absent when you think about traditional consumer goods marketplaces.” Dan’s concept involved taking some of those attributes and combining them with a consumer goods experience, to get the best of both worlds—unlocking economic opportunity for sellers and bringing visibility, trust, and authenticity to buyers.

Their conversation took place on a Friday evening. By Monday morning Greg had canceled his move and started working. It was a “leap of faith,” but it was irresistible to have this opportunity in Detroit.

In choosing a product to launch with, Dan, the father of four boys who were obsessed with cool sportswear, suggested sneakers. Greg looked down at his own feet. “I was wearing the one pair of brown loafers that I owned at the time, and I said, ‘I think, Dan, you might have the wrong guy.’ ”

Dan laughed, but they found their secret weapon a couple months later, with “sneakerhead” Josh Luber as part of the founding team. That year Dan, Greg, and Josh launched StockX—“the stock market of things”—a secondary market for high-demand hot items. Our Rise of the Rest fund was among StockX’s initial investors. There was also a “cool” factor that attracted celebrity investors such as Eminem and Mark Wahlberg. These celebrities lent credibility in the national sneaker market.

When I first visited StockX in 2015, Dan took me downstairs to a basement room in the Quicken Loans headquarters building, where a dozen or so people were working on the fledgling idea. Five years later, StockX employed more than one thousand people, was worth more than $1 billion, and hired Scott Cutler, the former EVP of the New York Stock Exchange—the original “stock market”—as its CEO.

At its heart StockX is a Detroit story, beginning with the new investment climate Greg has observed. “If you look at our various rounds of financing, we’ve proven that you can raise a meaningful amount of capital, from all over the world. We have investors like Google Ventures, and Battery Ventures, both renowned traditional Silicon Valley investors. And we’re able to do that as a Detroit business! It wasn’t because of Detroit per se, but investors appreciated that there are real advantages to the fact that we are headquartered in Detroit.” That, obviously, is a new twist to the story—one that is being duplicated all over the country.



OEBPS/e9781982191863/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Preface: July 4, 2026


		Part One: Place Matters

		Chapter One: On the First Tour


		Chapter Two: A Shifting Investment Landscape


		Chapter Three: How to Build a Tech Ecosystem


		Chapter Four: Stronger Together


		Chapter Five: The Geography of Opportunity


		Chapter Six: Big City Reimagination


		Chapter Seven: The Revival of Iconic Regions


		Chapter Eight: Live-Work-Play







		Part Two: Entrepreneurs Driving the Future

		Chapter Nine: The Waves Converge


		Chapter Ten: The Entrepreneurial Activists


		Chapter Eleven: The Great Unbundling


		Chapter Twelve: The Diversity Imperative


		Chapter Thirteen: A Sustainable Nation


		Chapter Fourteen: The United States of Possibility







		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Preface


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Index


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		XXI


		XXII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246








OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/Roboto-Black.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982191863/images/9781982191863.jpg
THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE THIRD WAVE

How ENTREPRENEURS I/ SVRPRISING PLACES
ARE EBVILDING THE NEW AMERICAN DREAM

FOVANDER





OEBPS/e9781982191863/images/title.jpg
THE
RISE
OF THE

REST

How Entrepreneurs in Surprising Places
Are Building the New American Dream

STEVE CASE

AVID READER PRESS
New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982191863/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


