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We made it through the SEED application and received the grant on our 
very first try. Their support helped us fund marketing, create professional 
materials, and connect with mentors and investors who believed in our 
mission. More than funding, NC IDEA provided a community. Through 
technical support, workshops, and a network of other founders, we gained 
the confidence and tools to scale sustainably. North Carolina truly is one 
of the best states for business - and organizations like NC IDEA are a big 
reason why.

Entrepreneurship can be lonely, especially for visionary founders who see 
a future others can’t yet imagine. My advice: protect your mental health 
as fiercely as you protect your business. Scaling a company means scaling 
yourself — your focus, your energy, and your purpose. Be intentional about 
rest, reflection, and wellness. When you sustain the visionary, you sustain 
the vision.



YOUTUBE PLAYLIST

In 2025, as part of our 20-year anniversary, NC IDEA is reconnecting with SEED ($50K) 
grant recipients from years past to celebrate two decades of impact.

The Where Are They Now? series, hosted by NC IDEA President and CEO Thom Ruhe, 
brings alumni back to reflect on their entrepreneurial journey. They share how the 
Foundation supported their progress, how their companies evolved, the lessons they 
have learned, and what they are up to now.

Whether you’re exploring entrepreneurship for the first time or looking to grow your 
company, these conversations offer valuable insight and inspiration.

NEW EPISODES RELEASED 
EACH MONTH

THROUGHOUT 2025

2013 SEED
Featuring Ryan Pratt, Founder and CEO of Guerrilla RF in Greensboro. Ryan looks back on 
the past 13 years, sharing the challenges and milestones that led the company to become 
publicly traded and secure over $65 million in funding.

EPISODE 1 - HOW THIS COMPANY RAISED $65M OVER 13 YEARS
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2015 SEED
Featuring Dipak Mahato, Founder and CEO of SeaChange Technologies in Raleigh. Dipak 
shares the challenges and successes of his entrepreneurial journey and dives into the 
complexities of wastewater treatment, highlighting how advances in this field are driving 
broader innovation.

EPISODE 2 - REVOLUTIONIZING WASTEWATER TREATMENT 
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2006 SEED
Featuring Doug Kaufman, former CEO of TransLoc. Doug reflects on the company’s 
growth and its acquisition by Ford. He shares the key factors behind this milestone for the 
Durham-born company and the lessons learned throughout his entrepreneurial journey 
since the acquisition.

EPISODE 3 - HOW TRANSLOC WENT FROM STARTUP TO ACQUISITION BY FORD
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RevBoss - 2014 SEED  / Argyle Social - 2009 SEED
Featuring two-time SEED grant winner Eric Boggs, Founder and CEO of RevBoss and former 
Founder and CEO of Argyle Social. Eric shares his journey from his first startup to leading a 
successful and profitable business in the Triangle, demonstrating that the entrepreneurial 
path is rarely linear but always rewarding.

EPISODE 4 - FROM LOSING HIS FIRST STARTUP TO BUILDING A PROFITABLE BUSINESS
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2024 SEED - Sunlight / 2014 SEED - EmployUs
Featuring Ryan O’Donnell, Co-Founder and CEO of Sunlight and former Co-Founder and CEO 
of EmployUs. Ryan shares how he built — and sold — his first startup, EmployUs, and what 
inspired him to launch Sunlight, a company strengthening America’s social safety net.

EPISODE 5 - HOW HE SECURED TWO $50K NC IDEA SEED GRANTS

M
A

Y
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https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLws9qsd7tcCI7JvL5HFcWwkxk3zwnca2q
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLws9qsd7tcCI7JvL5HFcWwkxk3zwnca2q
https://www.guerrilla-rf.com/
https://www.seachangetechnologies.com/
https://transloc.com/
https://revboss.com/
https://getsunlight.org/
https://hireology.com/blog/hireology-acquires-employee-referral-startup-employus/
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2014 SEED
Featuring Melvin Hines, CEO and Co-Founder of Upswing. Melvin shares how his own 
experience sparked his drive to help thousands of students take charge of their futures 
through education.

EPISODE 8 - HIS COMPANY IS CHANGING THE FUTURE OF THOUSANDS OF STUDENTS
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2014 SEED
Featuring Karl Rectanus, former Co-Founder and CEO of LearnPlatform. Karl shares his 
journey from educator to exited entrepreneur — how early career lessons shaped his 
path, how he helped deliver the gift of vision, and how he built a successful North Carolina 
company. He also reflects on the LearnPlatform acquisition and what he is focused on now.

EPISODE 6 - FROM EDUCATOR TO EXITED ENTREPRENEUR
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2009 SEED
Featuring Robbie Allen, former Founder and CEO of Automated Insights. Robbie shares how he 
founded and exited three AI companies and how that now informs his current role as GP of the 
Triangle Tweener Fund alongside Scot Wingo. The fund takes a fresh approach to investing in 
early-stage Triangle-based companies, and has supported several NC IDEA funded startups.

EPISODE 9 - HOW HE BUILT AND SOLD 3 AI COMPANIES
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2008 SEED
Featuring Sam Bayer, former Founder and CEO of Corevist. Sam led the company through the 
rise of cloud services and the consumerization of B2B eCommerce. Hear how he bootstrapped 
the business, grew it steadily, and planned a thoughtful transition into retirement.

EPISODE 7 - FROM NC IDEA GRANT TO MULTIMILLION DOLLAR COMPANY
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2012 SEED
Featuring Paolo DiVincenzo, former CEO of Arcametrics Systems. Paolo has led and exited 
multiple ventures, including NC IDEA funded Arcametrics Systems. Hear the nuance behind 
exiting several companies and why it’s not always the good news it appears to be.

EPISODE 10 - WHAT NO ONE TELLS YOU ABOUT COMPANY EXITS
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2017 SEED
Featuring Vikram Sethuraman, former Founder and CEO of PT Wired and now VP of GTM and 
Product at Prompt Health. Vikram recounts how an injury — and the frustration of navigating 
an outdated paper-based PT system — led him to start PT Wired, which was later acquired by 
Prompt Health.

EPISODE 11 - HIS STRATEGY FOR SECURING SUCCESSFUL EXITS, NO MATTER THE OUTCOME
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2014 SEED
Featuring Ricci Wolman and Ferol Vernon of Written Word Media. Ricci (Founder and CEO) and 
Ferol (COO) share how their love for books grew from a small idea to help Ricci’s mom promote 
her book into a platform that now serves 45K authors and over 1.5M readers, delivering 
personalized book recommendations via email.

EPISODE 12 - HOW THIS POWERFUL DUO IS REACHING 1.5 MILLION READERS WORLDWIDE
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https://upswing.io/
https://www.instructure.com/learnplatform?redirectSource=LP&redirectPath=/home
https://www.tweenerfund.com/
https://www.corevist.com/
https://www.ptwired.com/
https://www.prompthealth.com/
https://www.writtenwordmedia.com/
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NC IDEA gave echo its first big vote of confidence. After merging two smaller nonprofits, Echo 
emerged to do more, go deeper, and test an innovative way to serve entrepreneurs as a nonprofit 
support organization. Becoming an NC IDEA ECOSYSTEM Partner and receiving such a generous 
award, allowed us to start that testing process in a real and meaningful way. We have learned 
so much as an organization, especially about what it means to be truly community led and 
user centered. Echo is incredibly grateful to be part of the ecosystem being fostered by NC 
IDEA, which continues to connect us with resources, networks, and opportunities that help our 
entrepreneurs grow.

Echo is building a collaborative entrepreneurial ecosystem rooted in the 
belief that every entrepreneur has potential, unlocking opportunity and 
driving generational change.

Submitted by: Anjanette Miller, CEO
Durham, NC
www.echo-nc.org

echo

NC IDEA’s network of ECOSYSTEM partners provides a 
collective and statewide strategy of entrepreneurial 
support across North Carolina. Since 2016, ECOSYSTEM 
grants have been awarded to organizations throughout 
the state to strengthen the many diverse entrepreneurial 
communities that make up the state’s larger ecosystem. 
In order to fulfill its statewide mission, NC IDEA cannot 
work solely from its home office in Durham. Partnerships 
with organizations that understand the needs of their 
local entrepreneurs are essential to this work.

PARTNER
SPOTLIGHTS

The “Partner Spotlight” series highlights ECOSYSTEM partners from 
diverse regions, sharing the impact NC IDEA has had on their efforts.

https://www.echo-nc.org/
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Over the years, NC IDEA’s support has been instrumental in helping First 
Flight Venture Center expand its reach and impact among North Carolina 
innovators. Through the FAST program and associated workshops, we’ve 
supported more than 100 entrepreneurs annually, and with the most 
recent NC IDEA funding, we launched and strengthened several initiatives, 
including the Funding Innovation Journey Workshops, which drew 60–70 
online and 50+ in-person participants for sessions on federal funding 
pathways and proposal development; the Investor Data Room Booklet, 
a comprehensive checklist and guide that helps founders prepare 
investor-ready documentation; a new application process that connects 
rural entrepreneurs with micro-funding opportunities; and expanded 
programming through events, mentorship, and workshops that has helped 
more than 50 founders with grant navigation, investor engagement, and 
business development. NC IDEA’s support has enabled us to deepen our 
work with rural and underrepresented founder communities, reach new 
industry sectors, and develop tools that strengthen founders’ ability to 
secure non-dilutive and private capital.

First Flight Venture Center (FFVC) is North Carolina’s premier nonprofit 
science and tech incubator since 1991. We empower early-stage, deep-
tech, and life science startups with tailored programs, wet labs, funding 
opportunities, and elite mentorship—launching 400+ startups and 
creating over $20B in market value.

Submitted by: Ashley Davis, Program Manager
Research Triangle Park, NC
www.ffvcnc.org

First Flight Venture Center

The North Carolina Black Entrepreneurship Council (NC BEC) ECOSYSTEM grant, an initiative 
of NC IDEA, was instrumental in launching our first Accelerator program. Since then, we have 
consistently run cohorts and have had over 80 founders participate in our 8-week program. 
We are proud to report that over 70% of these founders generate over $3 million in combined 
annual revenue and employ over 60 individuals. Furthermore, over 75% of the businesses 
are still operating, and one has successfully sold their business. As a specific highlight, we 
would love to feature Honey Head Films, an independent, women-owned film company that has 
achieved significant success, including having their film featured on Netflix.

Genesis Block Foundation is building thriving local economies—one 
entrepreneur at a time. Through hands-on training, access to capital, 
procurement readiness, and intentional networking, we ensure local small 
business owners have the tools and relationships to connect with anchor 
procurement opportunities and scale with confidence.

Submitted by: Girard and Tracey Newkirk, Co-Founders
Wilmington, NC
genesisblockilm.com

Genesis Block

https://www.ffvcnc.org/
https://genesisblockilm.com/
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We view NC IDEA as North Carolina‘s entrepreneurial big brother—the connective tissue 
across the state‘s ecosystem that brings together organizations, resources, and expertise. Their 
$100,000 investment into our programming has directly supported 100+ entrepreneurs, but the 
investment extends far beyond dollars.

NC IDEA strengthens our work with: Direct Founder Stipends: $100K distributed at 
critical moments; Ice House Entrepreneurship Program Training:** nationally recognized 
entrepreneurship curriculum integrated throughout programs; Statewide Ecosystem 
Connections and Infrastructure: access to other partners for cross collaboration; Programming 
Innovation: support for diverse formats from 12-week accelerators to 54-hour Startup 
Weekends; and Strategic Expertise: guidance on program development and partnerships.

NC IDEA brings trust, flexibility, and long-term commitment. It is in large part because of 
this multi-dimensional support—funding, expertise, connections, and collaborative problem-
solving—that Knox St. Studios is positioned to serve founders comprehensively and effectively.

Knox St. Studios democratizes entrepreneurship in Durham by supporting 
founders from concept to scale. We operate on one core principle: No 
Coaching without Capital—pairing expert guidance with financial resources 
so founders can actually implement what they learn. We’re building 
economic opportunity and entrepreneurial infrastructure that strengthens 
Durham’s future.

Submitted by: Lee Gray, Associate Director
Durham, NC
www.knoxststudios.org

Knox St. Studios

The NC IDEA ECOSYSTEM grant, and funding provided under the North Carolina Black 
Entrepreneurship Council, has been transformative for HUSTLE Winston-Salem, enabling us 
to launch and evolve two critical programs serving marginalized entrepreneurs: The Come Up 
and Marketing Outside the Box (MOTB) programs. The Come Up, an industry-agnostic startup 
accelerator turned simulator for Black and Brown founders provided zero-equity grant funding 
to 5 companies. The revised MOTB program delivers $1,500+ in marketing services to each 
cohort participant, including strategy, storytelling, sales, and SEO coaching from professional 
providers. To date we have been able to put approximately $62,000 into 40 Black and 
Brown-owned businesses. The credibility provided by NC IDEA‘s support has positioned us to 
attract additional funding from the Black Philanthropy Initiative and Black Innovation Alliance, 
creating a multiplier effect across the NC entrepreneurial ecosystem.

HUSTLE Winston-Salem exists to facilitate and promote a more inclusive 
entrepreneurial ecosystem by working with both entrepreneurs and 
community stakeholders. We focus on and advocate for those who 
are most at-risk for systematic exclusion or marginalization in the local 
innovation economy. 

Submitted by: Magalie Yacinthe, Executive Director
Winston-Salem, NC
www.hustlews.org

HUSTLE Winston-Salem

http://www.knoxststudios.org
https://www.hustlews.org/
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NC IDEA and the North Carolina Black Entrepreneurship Council have been transformational for 
NCCU’s CEED. Thanks to their support, we have been able to launch and expand several faculty 
and student initiatives that are reshaping the culture of entrepreneurship on our campus. 
Through the Faculty Entrepreneurship Certification (FEC) Program, we’ve trained faculty across 
10 disciplines in entrepreneurial thinking and curriculum integration. Of the 18 faculty members 
participants, 10 have already applied what they learned in their courses, introducing nearly 200 
students to entrepreneurial mindsets and methods. The Socially Impactful Entrepreneurship 
(SIE) course brought social innovation to life for our students. Eighty students across multiple 
majors explored how to address real community challenges, developed 12 socially conscious 
venture concepts, gained exposure to no-code app development, and were supported by 12 
dedicated community mentors. The course culminated in a student pitch competition that 
showcased both creativity and purpose-driven problem solving.

Additionally, our Research and Innovation Venture Accelerator (RIVA) has opened the door to 
exciting new partnerships, including a collaboration with UNC’s Eshelman Innovation Venture 
Studio, to empower students, faculty, and community members to develop digital solutions 
addressing health inequities—specifically food insecurity and mental health. 

NC IDEA’s investment has not only expanded CEED’s capacity—it has created meaningful 
opportunities, pathways, and impact for our entire university community.

North Carolina Central University’s Center for Entrepreneurship and 
Economic Development (CEED) launches careers and ventures through 
entrepreneurial thinking and skill.

Submitted by: Katrece Boyd, Executive Director
Durham, NC
www.nccu.edu/entrepreneurship

Center for Entrepreneurship and 
Economic Development, NCCU

NC IDEA’s ECOSYSTEM grant has been one of the most impactful grants our organization 
has received in North Carolina. Not only was it our first largest multi-year grant in the state, 
but it also opened the door to other contacts and resources that have been priceless to our 
organization and program beneficiaries. Our impact grew from a small coverage area in Charlotte 
to what it is today: in-person program delivery in the entire Charlotte region, the establishment 
of our Raleigh office supporting the Triangle, and constant presence in the New Hanover region 
and rural counties throughout the state. As a result, our annual impact today includes offering 
on average 50 bilingual training sessions yielding over 700 attendees, 400 individuals receiving 
personalized consulting services, and over $1M in capital marketed. NC IDEA has been one of the 
most consequential and relevant partners for Prospera here in NC, and we attribute most of our 
economic impact to their support in our mission.

Prospera is an organization that provides bilingual support and consulting 
to micro-entrepreneurs in the process of starting or expanding a business.

Submitted by: José D. Alvarez, Vice President
Charlotte, NC
www.prosperausa.org

Prospera

https://www.nccu.edu/entrepreneurship
https://prosperausa.org/


How might we forge a regional relationship to advance blue economy innovations? Through 
an NC IDEA ECOSYSTEM grant, UNCW and NC A&T partnered to connect engineering students, 
business students, and faculty to work on innovations across three academic years and compete 
in the Marine Energy Collegiate Competition (MECC).

But ecosystem development is ultimately about relationships. Trust and collaboration built 
during the ECOSYSTEM grant laid the groundwork for deeper partnerships. So when UNCW 
began developing the NSF NC EcoTech proposal, it was a natural decision to include NC A&T, 
because of the strong relationship developed over the course of the ECOSYSTEM grant.

The work and relationships have become a foundational part of the blue economy initiatives 
at UNCW CIE. In fact, they helped spark the first annual Ocean Innovation Conference (we just 
proudly completed the third year in 2025). I see the ECOSYSTEM grant as a bridge, connecting 
partners, empowering innovators, and helping us to shape our community‘s innovation 
ecosystem. I am deeply grateful to NC IDEA for making this possible. We couldn’t have done it 
without them!

UNCW CIE nurtures high-impact startups with education, connections, 
and incubation and collision space. We offer programs from ideation to 
growth that 10,000 people participate in annually. As the Coastal leader in 
inspiring and educating entrepreneurs, our goal is simply to transform lives 
through entrepreneurship and innovation.

Submitted by: Heather McWhorter, Director 
Wilmington, NC
uncw.edu/research/centers/innovation-entrepreneurship

UNCW Center for Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship

The NC IDEA ECOSYSTEM program provided RIoT with critical and timely seed capital to 
expand to new markets across North Carolina. With NC IDEA’s support, we brought the RIoT 
Accelerator Program (RAP) to Wilson (serving Eastern NC) and Pittsboro (serving the Sandhills 
Region) in 2020 and 2025 respectively. With RAP as a cornerstone, RIoT acts as a convener, 
connector, and tech evangelist to spur collaboration, technology adoption, and business growth 
in rural communities. Across Wilson and Pittsboro, we have executed 7 RAP cohorts, supporting 
55 startups that have collectively generated nearly $40M in revenue and created more than 
125 jobs. Based on needs in these markets, we have created and hosted 6 additional startup 
support programs, architected 5 entrepreneurship summits, and facilitated numerous other 
events and technology pilots. NC IDEA has made it possible for RIoT to further validate our own 
offerings and business model, directly contributing to our growth and impact. We now have 
longstanding municipal partnerships that have embedded us in rural communities to cultivate 
entrepreneurial ecosystems and create resilient, technology-based economies.

RIoT is a technology-based economic development organization. We 
support entrepreneurs, corporate partners, and local governments with 
identifying and implementing emerging technologies opportunities through 
network convening, educational programs, and intensive advising.

Submitted by: Rachael Newberry, Program Director
Raleigh, Wake Forest, and Wilson, NC
www.riot.org

RIoT
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http://www.uncw.edu/research/centers/innovation-entrepreneurship
https://riot.org/
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The NC IDEA ECOSYSTEM Grant changed the trajectory 
of Venture Asheville. Back in 2017, their $100,000 grant 
helped us launch Elevate — our mentorship-based 
incubator built on the MIT Venture Mentoring model. That 
single grant lit a fire. Since then, Elevate has supported 
more than 90 startups right here in Asheville, who together 
have raised over $65 million in capital, earned more than 
$120 million in revenue, and created 400+ high-paying 
jobs averaging $86,000 a year. NC IDEA didn’t just fund a 
program — they helped build a community. Their belief in 
our mentorship model gave us the credibility to attract new 
partners, new investors, and new energy into Asheville’s 
startup scene. Every founder we support today is standing 
on the foundation that NC IDEA helped us pour.

Venture Asheville builds entrepreneurs and gets startups funded.

Submitted by: Jeffrey Kaplan, Director
Asheville, NC
www.ventureasheville.com

Venture Asheville

NC IDEA’s ECOSYSTEM grant program has been a game-changer for WE Power Food 
by providing stable, strategic support that allowed us to scale member services, 
deepen outreach, and amplify women-led food businesses across North Carolina. With 
ECOSYSTEM funding we expanded programming (workshops, one-on-one coaching, 
etc.), launched regular member communications, and produced signature events that 
connect entrepreneurs to markets, mentors, and each other.

WE Power Food is a North Carolina network empowering women 
in the food industry to launch, grow, and thrive. We connect 
women food entrepreneurs to the resources, knowledge, and 
community they need to succeed — from business coaching and 
shared kitchen access to funding opportunities and peer support. 
Through events, mentorship, and advocacy, WE Power Food 
creates pathways for women to build sustainable, profitable food 
businesses — and ensures that those shaping the future of food 
reflect the diversity and creativity of our communities.

Submitted by: Sue Ellsworth, Founder
Hillsborough, NC
www.wepowerfood.org

WE Power Food

https://ventureasheville.com/
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WSSU nurtures a strong entrepreneurial environment where 
students, faculty, staff, and community thrive with resources and 
support to achieve their dreams. However, this very important 
societal goal cannot be accomplished with the limited resources 
the state appropriates to our institution. 

Our multitude of projects facilitated by NC IDEA under the 
auspice of the North Carolina Black Entrepreneurship Council 
(NC BEC) included a series of financial literacy workshops that 
enhanced understanding and appreciation of critical elements 
that disproportionately affect minority populations. Faculty 
provided instruction, mentoring, and hands-on experiences to 
178 participants on campus and 78 community partners. We also 
encouraged students to complete different online certifications 
that provide auxiliary information about new ventures. The 
“Icehouse...” and “StarterU” have already assisted over 350 
students to be officially certified and boost their credentials and 
confidence. 

We also engaged international partners and WSSU students with 
exchanges centered around business formation. That resulted in 
three collaborations that involved 43 students from 3 partnering 
institutions, 11 small businesses that were uplifted in Jamaica,  
and the conceptual design of a regional business incubator in 
Greece that would be attractive to thousands of entrepreneurs 
from the region.

Winston-Salem State University (WSSU) was conceived as a Social 
Entrepreneurial project over 130 years ago. It was created to educate 
the children of former slaves by training their own elementary teachers. 
This powerful entrepreneurial spirit guides everything we do today from 
providing formal education, to extra-curricula activities, to community 
engagement and to global collaborations.

Submitted by: Notis Pagiavlas, Professor & Founding Director
Winston-Salem, NC
www.wssu.edu

Winston-Salem State University

The three RamPitch student competitions connected 39 energetic 
WSSU entrepreneurs with mentors, coaches, and judges to further 
develop ventures and business plans. 185 faculty and students 
attended the events along with 11 judges over 18 months. The funds 
also supported the HBCU Smart Cities Challenge that incorporates 
HBCU developers, entrepreneurs, designers, and engineers to 
develop tech solutions that utilize ICT and IoT technology. This event 
engages HBCU students to create a “smart city” application for 
their community leveraging these smart technologies. To date 3 
annual implementations supported 94 student entrepreneurs from 
18 different universities and assisted 8 cities with viable solutions. 

The WSSU Women’s Center hosted two entrepreneurship events/
summits in collaboration with the Forsyth Tech Small Business 
Center and the WS Black Chamber of Commerce. The center 
provided speakers, business plan grants, business exhibitors and 
panel discussions. These events provide important networking 
opportunities to 176 participants along with information from 
ecosystem partners, subject matter experts, and motivational 
stories from entrepreneurs who have attained various levels  
of growth. 

All of these projects were enhanced by funding from the NC BEC 
that was matched with critical funding from multiple partners 
supporting the viability and sustainability of these projects in 
the long-run.

https://www.wssu.edu/


Ecosysteming is the podcast redefining economic development through the 
lens of equitable entrepreneurship. Join NC IDEA’s Thom Ruhe as he engages 
with entrepreneurs and experts who are challenging the status quo and driving 
lasting change. Catch new episodes of Ecosysteming every other Tuesday on all 
major podcast platforms.
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