
 ENCOURAGING
ENTREPRENEURS

A Community Leader's Playbook
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The state’s startup ecosystem is going
through another round of growing pains
— but the good news is that the
ecosystem is growing.

Several startups are celebrating exits.

New funds, including Proven Ventures,
are forming to offer early-stage capital
to founders. 

And established corporations and
business leaders are participating more
intentionally.

But we still need more starts. 

It’s really simple math: More net-new
starts mean more successful startups
later.

As one Omaha CEO likes to say, we need
500 starts to get to our goals.

How does your community ensure more
starts?

To spark more entrepreneurs, we need
someone in each community to find and
kiss frogs so our state can get to those
rare Prince or Princess Charmings.

More Starts
Matter
ENTREPRENEURS REPRESENT A MASSIVE
OPPORTUNITY FOR EACH AND EVERY
NEBRASKA COMMUNITY TO THRIVE!



A November 2020 Kauffman Foundation report
on “pre-entrepreneurship leavers” — people
who had a specific business idea but decided not
to proceed — found that before a new
entrepreneur emerges in the ecosystem, they are
most likely to:

Talk to a friend or colleague about
their idea.

Research the market.

Have conversations about how to
finance the concept.

Identify — and, in some cases, get
early commitment — from first
customers.

Consult an expert in their industry
or venture.
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*
*

*

*

https://www.kauffman.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Who-Doesnt-Start-A-Business-in-America-November-2020.pdf


How we can 
give rise to more starts 
with intentionality at 

the starting line



02 Every great company starts as a problem
looking for a solution. As a state, we have a
tremendous amount of potential to innovate in
our core industries. And we can lean into our
business community’s natural tendencies to
band together to win. 

It all starts with a simple series of questions
about what isn’t working or isn’t working well
enough. Go a step farther: open source those
problems and allow our state’s emerging
founders to solve them.

Identify
worthy
problems.

01 This work involves strong communication about
the earliest phases of starting up. We need to
highlight all founders with all kinds of
backgrounds in all industries at all stages of
starting up. 

The work to encourage more talent to carry
their ideas forward is everyone’s responsibility.
And, by all means, if you’re not the target
customer for an entrepreneur’s idea, don’t
squash it!

Focus on
Talent

Five Ways Your
Community Can

Encourage Entrepreneurs



05 Early customers to a startup are like the sixth
(wo)man on a basketball team. These young
companies must have allies in the build of their
product. 

Startups offer a front-row to innovation for first
customers, a strong talent pipeline and
potential opportunities to grow new lines of
business. 

Ensure early
customers 
 participate.

04 Our state’s economic development department
has a tremendous program through the
prototype grant, but those grants require
matching funds. 

Many entrepreneurs come to a screeching halt
— interested customers, well-defined first
product, strong team — when they cannot
secure this much-needed R&D capital. 

It’s especially difficult for women and our state’s
people of color, who have well-documented pay
gaps, to compete in this matching grant game.

Make grant
programs
available.

03 If inspiration strikes an entrepreneur,
organizations need to be ready to provide
support. I’m a big believer that startups don’t
start on a set calendar date. 

As a state, Nebraska needs to be poised to
support entrepreneurs in real time — from the
moment they begin their Google search to
startup.

Offer an 
on-demand
starting line.



If you are interested in hearing more about strategies to spark
more starts in your community, please contact our team.

Erica Wassinger
Co-founder, General Partner
erica@proven.ventures

Nathan Preheim
Co-founder, General Partner
nathan@proven.ventures


