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Introduction

KANSAS CITY, Missouri. BBQ, jazz, the Royals baseball team, and … technology startups?

One of these things is not like the others.

For much of coastal America, the states of Kansas and Missouri are little more than “flyover country,” Midwestern open space that many people only ever see from the window of an airplane at 40,000 feet. It’s a mysterious blank space in the middle of the country, a place that we all know is full of people and farms and towns, but not one that, when we’re being honest, many of us truly understand. Why would anyone want to live in the middle of the Great Plains? Where do they work? What do they do for fun? Really, what’s the appeal?

As a state, Kansas has long been misunderstood. It got so bad, in fact, that in 2004 journalist Thomas Frank published a book entitled “What’s the Matter with Kansas?” and no one outside of the Midwest even batted an eye in protest.

But here’s the thing: Kansas City is a major American metro area that straddles two states and boasts a total population of more than two million people. And it’s growing. It is also home to a surprisingly deep technology community, thanks to its traditional strengths in telecommunications (Sprint), financial services (BATS and H&R Block) and satellite technology (Garmin). What’s more, the nonprofit Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation is based in the city and is an international force in the promotion of entrepreneurship, funding a wide range of business development events and programs. Among its many initiatives (youth education is another focus), the Kauffman Foundation sponsors the startup resources site Entrepreneurship.org; the Kauffman FastTrac business development program; an online video education program; as well as 1 Million Cups, the entrepreneur coffee club series that is currently held weekly in more than 50 U.S. cities.

But Kansas City, as a tech ecosystem, still has a branding problem. It’s just not a place that many people outside of the region think of when they think of technology. To be fair, however, some of that is self-inflicted.

When I visited the area as part of my research for Screw the Valley: A Coast-to-Coast Tour of America’s New Tech Startup Culture, I met with Thom Ruhe, then the vice president of entrepreneurship at the Kauffman Foundation, and he explained the region’s challenges this way:

“In places like here in Kansas City, for example, it’s the polite Midwest. And part of that culture is holding us back. It’s very nuanced, but it’s hugely significant. If you’re in Menlo Park and you bump into someone at a party, the first thing they’ll probably ask is what you do. Out there, if you’ve worked at four different companies in three years, that doesn’t matter, they don’t care. Your identity is what you do. I’m a CFO, or I’m an engineer. Come to Kansas City, Omaha, or Minneapolis, and take the same scenario, but the question isn’t ‘What do you do?’ It’s ‘Who do you work for?’ Your identity here is around who you create value for. It’s a slight difference, but the implications for our economy are significant.”

Things in the area are changing, however. When I visited, Google’s gigabit Internet service, Google Fiber, had recently landed in the city and was already making waves in the local tech community. Two years later, Kansas City now offers half a dozen different technology accelerators and incubator programs, a scattering of coworking and shared office spaces and a growing community of entrepreneurs in biotech, software, telecommunications and many other markets.

These are exciting times for Midwestern startups, and much of the activity is happening in and around downtown Kansas City. Here’s why.


Excerpt from Screw the Valley

KANSAS CITY is a metro area divided in two—one side in Kansas, one side in Missouri—with a small, two-lane residential street (conveniently named State Line Road) running north/south along the state line. The neighborhoods in this area are vintage—dating to around the 1940s and ’50s—and filled with small bungalows and ranch homes: compact two-bedroom kit houses on tree-lined streets complete with sidewalks, gravel alleyways, and the occasional picket fence. It honestly doesn’t look like much at first glance—just a normal, suburban neighborhood; the kind of area where most people’s grandparents likely live. But hidden in plain sight among the young families, the small-time hair salons, and the retired couples, the neighborhood is, in fact, becoming home to one of the most surprising, effective, and thriving startup communities in the Midwest.

“So two vice presidents from Hallmark purchased this home with their own money,” explains Brittain Kovac, pointing to a one-story gray-and-white bungalow with a covered front porch and small driveway on the west side of the street, the Kansas side. Kovac is the semi-official tour guide for the Kansas City Startup Village (KCSV), a loose collection of about twenty-five tech start- ups that are based out of this residential neighborhood a few miles southwest of Downtown Kansas City. “They don’t live there; they have their own families, their own homes, but they purchased it to support the Village. There are four companies that work out of there and one person that lives there. The person that lives there is nineteen; he’s from South Carolina.”

Just up the block, on the far side of the street, there is a modest, white-and-maroon home that happens to be owned by Boulder, Colorado–based tech entrepreneur and venture capitalist Brad Feld, one of the cofounders of startup accelerator TechStars. He bought the place sight-unseen in 2012 as a way to support the Kansas City startup scene, and, at the time of my visit, was offering the house up free of charge to a startup called Handprint, a four-person team from Boston that was developing an easy way for Web users to arrange for 3-D printing jobs online.

“He has pretty good relations with the Kauffman Foundation,” Kovac explains of Feld’s involvement, “so I think that just through that trusted network he decided to show his support for the area and the Startup Village. He purchased this home before he ever saw it. He came by about a month later; he did a presentation at Kauffman and they swung him by here on the way to the airport.”

Out-of-town VCs notwithstanding, the Kansas City Startup Village is an organic product of the local startup community, an entrepreneur-led, grassroots initiative to solidify the Kansas City ecosystem around a concentrated “neighborhood” of startups, most of which are operating out of what were once residential homes. EyeVerify, a mobile development company working on authentication systems via eye vein biometrics, is based in the





















 

 

 

 

 

To learn more about Kansas City and other great startup cities around the country, purchase Screw the Valley: A Coast-to-Coast Tour of America’s New Tech Startup Culture
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