
I
f a business is like a house, revenue is just one part 

of a strong structure. Indeed, for many companies, 

making it onto the Inc. 5000—or its predecessor, the 

Inc. 500—is a predictor, but not a guarantee, of greatness. 

In 2016, Inc. and the Kauffman Foundation found that 

a good number of Inc. 5000 companies stop growing. 

Many of those honorees are the small and medium-size 

businesses that are so vital to our economy. 

Then there are the Inc. 5000 alumni that go on to 

become household names. Microsoft, for example, was 

a small firm with modest revenue when it appeared on 

the Inc. 500 in 1984; now it’s the second most valuable 

company in the world. Microsoft is no anomaly. You’ve 

probably heard of Zoom, Cisco, Domino’s, Apple, and 

Callaway Golf; the list of über-recognizable companies 

that have made the Inc. 5000 on their way to the top 

goes on and on. 

To parlay fast growth into sustainable success, alumni 

that become household names focus on more than just 

sales. They put real thought into company culture, 

customer feedback, strategic partnerships, branding, 

shifting market demographics, and innovative product 

development.

We looked back at our past coverage to analyze six 

Inc. 5000 alumni that have become household names. 

Read on to discover their secrets. —TIM CRINO
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In 1983, Timberland 

ranked No. 495 on the 

Inc. 500 with $60,000 

in 1982 revenue. In 1987, 

the boot and workwear 

company went public and 

achieved a valuation of 

$46 million. But for much 

of the four years between 

those two benchmarks 

of success, the com­

pany’s growth created an 

internal state of turmoil 

that Inc. once described 

as “civil war.”

The conflict started at 

the top. The co­founders 

of the Stratham, New 

Hampshire­based com­

pany, brothers Herman 

and Sidney Swartz, had 

inherited a boot business 

from their father, Nathan 

Swartz, and relaunched 

it as Timberland, in 1978. 

The brothers each owned 

half of the company, and 

while Herman wanted 

to sell, Sidney couldn’t 

afford to buy him out. 

“Fashion follows function.”

Sidney Swartz, co­founder, Timberland

Nathan Swartz (left) and son Sidney Swartz,  

co-founder of Timberland.

TIMBERLAND
1 9 8 3  ( No .  4 9 5 )
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Meanwhile, the mar-

keting and sales depart-

ments couldn’t come  

to an agreement on  

the sort of customers  

Timberland should 

appeal to—its traditional 

base of blue-collar work-

ers or the wealthier  

consumers who had 

 begun to see Timber-

land’s quality craftsman-

ship as a status symbol. 

Marketers wanted to 

make more expensive 

shoes, continuing the 

upscale brand strategy 

that had allowed Timber-

land to succeed, even as 

the domestic  footwear 

industry was rapidly 

contracting. Foreign 

shoemakers had grabbed 

more than 81 percent of 

the U.S. market share by 

1986, the year more than 

70 U.S. factories closed 

and the industry shed 

nearly 72,000 jobs. The 

sales department wanted 

to pursue a volume 

strategy while sticking 

to Timberland’s roots: 

selling lower-priced 

footwear to blue-collar 

folks through  upscale 

discount stores and Army 

of their Tims.

Sidney eventually 

bought out Herman 

in June 1986, with a 

$34.2 million loan, and 

in his first year as sole 

leader of the company, 

he fired nearly a dozen 

exec u tives, including the 

CFO and the national 

sales manager. 

That same year, the 

company launched an  

ad campaign with the 

slogan “more quality 

than you may ever need,” 

which performed well, 

and became a guiding 

light of sorts for Sidney 

and his new team. 

Rather than choosing 

between selling low- 

quality products to 

blue-collar customers  

and selling high-quality  

products to fashionistas, 

Timber land focused on 

making durable, high- 

performance products  

for anyone who wanted 

and could afford them. 

As a result, the brand 

began to develop rela-

tionships with a wider 

variety of consumers, 

from outdoor enthu-

siasts—Timberland  

famously sponsored the  

Iditarod for many years 

and even used it to  

test new products—to 

hip-hop moguls, fashion- 

forward teenagers,  

construction workers, 

and celebrities alike. 

surplus depots. 

The data supported the 

marketers’ strategy. Tim-

berland’s most expensive 

boots outperformed the 

rest of the lineup in terms 

of sales, and were partic-

ularly popular in Milan, 

where gangs of fashion- 

conscious teenagers had 

taken to robbing people 

Sidney Swartz and his grandson Jeff Swartz, former Timberland CEO.
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C R E AT E D  B Y  I N C .  S T U D I O

B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T

Teamwork—And a Growth Mindset—
Make the Dream Work

How Visual i Solutions’ resilience and team collaboration 
transformed adversity into success.

V I S U A L I S O L U T I O N S . C O M

three. He attributes his success to a 

growth mindset, which involves achieving 

growth by focusing on client pain points 

and providing strong customer service.

He also credits the company’s dedi-

cated team and active involvement in 

growing the business. “My core team has 

gained a deep understanding of growth 

stages,” says Cruz. “Together, we work 

toward growth goals.” 

Team members, he explains, off er new 

revenue ideas and are involved in strategic 

planning. With a collaborative spirit and 

commitment to teamwork and mentorship, 

the company has a thriving culture that 

presents the “possibility of limitless growth.”

“I’ve opened up to the team about how 

T
here’s no straight line to success in 

business—something Visual i Solu-

tions had to learn the hard way. 

Before the pandemic, the Irvine, 

California-based provider of audiovisual 

and technical production for corporate and 

professional industries had 10 full-time staff  

and revenues of about $1 million. Then 

Covid-19 hit and within 11 days of March 1, 

2020, the company’s entire years’ worth 

of planned events was no more, with 

revenue plummeting to $185,000. 

“I typically have an answer as to how 

we’re going to respond to problems,” says 

the company’s founder Jose Cruz. “And for 

the fi rst time ever, I had no answer.”

The company decided it was time to go 

back to basics. “Everything stopped, which 

gave us time to think about those initial steps 

you take as a business to think about how 

to create a service or product,” he says. 

Visual i Solutions quickly pivoted into 

virtual events, which helped keep the 

company afl oat. It now off ers audio-visual 

event production services for in-person, 

hybrid, and virtual meetings, conferences, 

and events.

Collaboration and customer 
service drive growth

After two long years, the live event indus-

try is now back. Visual i Solutions has 

grown 584% during the last two years 

and an impressive 973% during the past 

everything works,” he says. “The contribu-

tions and ideas now coming from each 

individual are astounding .” 

With everyone working towards the 

same goals, Cruz has his sights set on big-

ger things; $10 million in revenue isn’t out of 

the question. To get there, he’s marketing in 

diff erent areas of the country and exploring 

other revenue streams, such as event 

management and planning services.

While Cruz knows there could be more 

ups and downs along Visual i Solutions’s 

journey, he’s never been more confi dent 

about the business. “It’s really about plan-

ning for growth and then thinking about 

how you can achieve it,” he says. “And 

having the people to make it possible.”

  Jose Cruz, founder, Visual i Solutions

2005
Year Founded

HQ
Irvine, California

584%
2-Year Growth

NO25
2023 Inc. 5000 Ranking



Roy Seiders, co-founder and chair, Yeti
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Back in 2016, when Yeti 

made the list for the 

fourth time, Inc. hailed 

the company as the 

“Range Rover of cold.” 

The moniker was well-

earned—since launching 

in 2006, the company 

had been selling its 

rugged coolers for up to 

10 times the price of an 

ordinary cooler. Why 

were Yeti coolers so 

expen sive? What made 

the brand so special? 

Yeti’s co-founders, 

brothers Ryan and Roy 

Seiders, understood the 

power of a narrative. 

They created a cooler so 

rugged that you could 

stand on it while sight 

fishing, which is a type 

of fly fishing, because 

they knew their tar-

get market of outdoor 

enthusiasts and anglers 

appreciated—and would 

pay a pretty penny for—

durability and practical-

ity. They associated the 

brand with voices their 

customers would trust 

by getting the endorse-

ments of outdoors 

professionals. Even their 

distribution scheme 

followed a narrative. Yeti 

coolers were first sold 

at Bass Pro Shops, then 

at blue- collar favorites 

like Ace Hardware, 

and  finally to affluent 

shoppers at Nordstrom. 

As Inc. noted back then, 

Yeti has a remarkable 

ability to create “objects 

of desire.” 

YETI
2 0 1 0  ( No .  1 4 0 ) ,  2 0 1 1  ( No .  5 5 0 ) ,  2 0 1 2  ( No .  4 5 8 ) ,  2 0 1 6  ( No .  5 1 0 )

HOUSEHOLD NAMES

Ryan (left) and Roy Seiders, co-founders of Yeti.

“People are really passionate about their 
hobbies—whether it’s college kids who use 
our coolers for tailgating, or hunters and 
fishers. All of those groups are willing to 
pay extra money for products that will last. 
They wouldn’t be caught dead with cheap 
gear, because they identify with quality 
brands. It can be hard to gain the trust of 
consumers, but once you do, it becomes 
very powerful.”
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“There’s an excitement, a 
can-do attitude, a magic, to 
thinking like an immigrant.  
It allowed me to concentrate, 
to stay in the  moment.”
Hamdi Ulukaya, founder and CEO, Chobani

afraid of walking into 

unknowns and embrac-

ing discomfort; he works 

hard, and makes his busi-

ness personal, but keeps 

a balanced relationship 

with it; and he trusts his 

own ideas. If that’s not 

a recipe for success, we 

don’t know what is. L
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CHOBANI
2 0 1 2  ( No .  1 1 7)

When Chobani applied 

to the Inc. 5000 in 2012, 

the company, a sponsor 

of the London Olympic 

Games that year, caught 

the eye of Inc.’s editors. 

We discovered that 

Chobani founder and 

CEO Hamdi Ulukaya, 

a native of Turkey, had 

been “confused” by the 

low-quality yogurt that 

was available in the 

U.S. When he received 

an ad in the mail in 

2005 regarding a Kraft 

factory for sale, Ulukaya 

realized he’d found a 

solution to that problem. 

So he obtained a loan 

from the SBA and got 

to work, launching his 

company in August  

of that year with just 

five employees. 

Chobani began the 

Greek yogurt craze in  

the U.S. By 2011, the com-

pany’s annual revenue 

had hit more than $600 

million, growing at a rate 

of 2,662 percent. By 2012, 

Chobani had booked over 

$1 billion in total revenue. 

Today, the company, 

which recently acquired 

fellow Inc. 5000 alum La 

Colombe, is valued at an 

estimated $10 billion and 

is still  private. 

Last September, 

Ulukaya spoke with Inc. 

about his journey, and 

said he’s been able to 

cultivate Chobani into a 

powerhouse for sever-

al reasons: Like many 

immigrants, he’s not 

176   Inc.   September 2024
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C R E AT E D  B Y  I N C .  S T U D I O

B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T

M I T4 5 . C O M

  The MIT45 team at headquarters in Salt Lake City

a popular botanical in the wellness space 

for decades, traditional formats (raw pow-

der and capsules) left much to be desired. 

MIT45’s pioneering kratom extract prod-

ucts brought to the market a reliable, 

attractive, convenient, potent, better-tast-

ing, and easily transportable experience.

“No one else had this extract, and that 

was critical for the initial lift-off ,” says Ryan 

Niddel, MIT45 CEO. MIT45 has begun a 

planned launch of a dozen new products, 

including the highly successful MIT GO gel 

pack, which generated $2.3 million in 

sales in March 2024 alone.

Niddel’s deep understanding of the 

company’s data has been instrumental in 

driving growth.

By closely monitoring metrics such as 

manufacturing costs, sales productivity, 

S
alt Lake City-based company MIT45 

has answered the call to revolutionize 

the $1.5 billion kratom industry and has 

experienced phenomenal growth along the 

way. By aligning with the heartbeat of the 

kratom market, MIT45 has transcended 

from a $1.5 million enterprise to a $77.6 

million juggernaut. This meteoric growth is 

due to a potent blend of meticulous prod-

uct development, judicious and data-driven 

strategies, and an unwavering commit-

ment to prioritizing their customers and 

employees fi rst.

Combining innovation and data 
The key to MIT45’s revenue boost was the 

development of an innovative kratom 

extract that could be incorporated into a 

variety of products. While kratom has been 

and revenue per employee—which 

has gone from $350,000 in 2019 to 

$750,000 today—Niddel has identified 

areas for improvement and implemented 

strategic changes, including working with 

suppliers to lower import prices and invest-

ing in new manufacturing equipment. 

The company’s technology evolution 

meant moving from “spreadsheets and 

legal pads into more sophisticated enter-

prise resource planning solutions that are 

helping monitor and measure our data,” 

Niddel adds. “We were early adopters of 

artifi cial intelligence, introducing predic-

tive logic into the business.”

Building a people-centric culture
MIT45’s success is a testament to its peo-

ple-fi rst approach. The company pays its 

employees above-market wages and pays 

the full health insurance premiums for 

staff , partners, and children. In addition, if 

the company were to sell in the future, 

staff  would receive part of the upside with 

change-of-control bonuses.

With a continued focus on innovation, 

data-driven decision making, and a people-

centric culture, MIT45 is well-positioned 

to maintain its impressive growth trajec-

tory. “We’ve fi gured out something unique, 

but we’re never happy with the status quo,” 

Niddell says. “With more luck, hard work, 

and treating people right, we can keep 

innovating and pushing boundaries.”

109
Employees

$679K
2023 Revenue Per Employee

135%
2-Year Growth

$77.6M
2023 Revenue

Data-Driven Decisions 
Fuel Astronomical Growth

Information and a people-fi rst approach have given energy to MIT45.



C R E AT E D  B Y  I N C .  S T U D I O

B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T

The Power of Perspective: 
An Entrepreneurial Success Story

Sierra Group moved from near bankruptcy to become 
one of the fastest-growing companies in the Southeast.   

S I E R R A G R O U P R O O F I N G . C O M

  Marcos Sierra (far right), founder and CEO, Sierra Group, with Arkansas State Senator Wallace 

learned from business owners across 

verticals. His biggest takeaway was the 

power of asking for help. “Some of the 

most successful individuals that I’ve met 

ask for help from everybody and anyone, 

and that’s how they grow,” he says.

Building a legacy

Victoria’s support has been critical, Sierra 

says. She joined the business as co-owner 

and accountant in 2020. Together, they 

steered the company towards growth by 

focusing on inbound leads, employee train-

ing, culture, and customer service. When 

Covid-19 caused supply chain issues and 

S
ix years ago, the Arkansas-based 

roofi ng company Sierra Group, one 

of the fastest-growing businesses in the 

Southeast, narrowly avoided bankruptcy. 

The rebound is a testament to Founder 

and CEO Marcos Sierra and his wife, 

Victoria. Sierra immigrated to the U.S. 

from Mexico at age eight as hidden cargo 

in a car trunk. When he got to the states, he 

was awed by the abundance of opportu-

nity: free school, free transportation, free 

food in the cafeteria. He never lost sight of 

these blessings. “Even through our busi-

ness’s hardships, our attitude was always: 

‘We got this. We are in the U.S. There’s 

always plenty of opportunity. You just have 

to search for it,’” he says.   

An antidote for operational issues

Sierra searched for the solutions he 

needed at the local small business devel-

opment center, which he discovered in 

2018, a year after launching the company 

from his garage. His career in property 

management had prepared him for the 

production side of the business, but not 

operations. “I had no idea about account-

ing or money management. I had no idea 

about my KPIs. And marketing? What is 

that?” The business center provided 

Sierra with market research and help cre-

ating a business plan and marketing 

strategy. In 2019, he joined the SBA 

Emerging Leaders program, where he 

hyperinflation, Sierra Group integrated 

metal manufacturing into its portfolio so it 

wouldn’t have to rely on third-party suppli-

ers. In 2022, the business bought a new 

35,000-square-foot headquarters. Now, 

it is preparing to enter new regions. 

“Everything we do is focused on legacy 

and making a positive impact,” Sierra 

explains, noting that he and Victoria hope 

to instill the importance of hard work and 

positive thinking in their three sons. “My 

attitude now is the same as when I was an 

8-year-old boy coming to this country: this 

is a wonderful country that off ers so many 

opportunities for all of us.” 

25
Employees

HQ
Blytheville, Arkansas

2017
Year Founded

NO69
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PowerPoint, the latter of 

which was bundled at a 

discount with existing 

Office products to solid-

ify Microsoft’s foothold 

in the enterprise office 

productivity market.

Though Microsoft 

continues to make  

acquisitions—more  

recent take-overs include 

companies that domi-

nate in unique sectors, 

like LinkedIn and Acti-

It is often said there are 

three ways to grow a 

business: build, partner, 

or buy. Microsoft, one of 

the world’s most valu-

able companies, with a 

$3 trillion valuation, is 

good at all three. But Inc. 

would argue that Micro-

soft’s greatest strength 

comes from employing 

those three growth  

tactics to dominate  

platforms needed by  

the masses.  

That strategy dates 

back to the company’s 

earliest days, when 

co-founders Bill Gates 

and Paul Allen pur-

chased the rights to 

MS-DOS, an operating 

system designed to run 

Intel’s 8086 micropro-

cessor, and then licensed 

it to IBM for its Model 

5150 personal  computer. 

That PC became the 

first to gain widespread 

consumer adoption; as a 

result, MS-DOS became 

the dominant operating 

system, and Microsoft’s  

revenue grew from 

$7 million in 1981 to 

$97 million in 1984. 

That dominance came 

in handy when office 

productivity apps like 

WordPerfect and Lotus 

1-2-3 were beating out 

Microsoft Word and 

Excel in the late ’80s.  

Because most PCs ran 

MS-DOS, and its succes-

sor, Windows, Microsoft 

was able to make its own 

Office apps more com-

MICROSOFT
1 9 8 4  ( No .  8 0 ) ,  1 9 8 5  ( No .  1 6 3 )

patible with Windows 

than those competing 

products were.

Following its 1986 

IPO—one of the biggest 

at the time—Microsoft 

began a strategy of 

growth through acqui-

sitions. It purchased a 

host of lesser-known 

busi nesses that helped 

it enter new markets, 

including flagship prod-

ucts like Hotmail and 

HOUSEHOLD NAMES

“Our success has really been based on 
partnerships from the very beginning.”

Bill Gates, co-founder, Microsoft

vision—and it has  

part nered with OpenAI 

since 2020, the com-

pany’s main revenue 

drivers are its cloud 

computing business and 

enterprise software sub-

scriptions, a testament 

to Microsoft’s strategy: 

Whether it’s through 

building, buying, or 

partnering, long-term 

success often comes 

down to leverage. 

Paul Allen (left) and Bill Gates, co-founders of Microsoft. 
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C R E AT E D  B Y  I N C .  S T U D I O

F ounded at the beginning of the pandemic in February 2020, 
Straight Up Growth specializes in one thing: growing brands 

on Amazon.
Co-founders Evan Kesner, a serial entrepreneur, and Daniel 

Tejada, an Amazon ads wiz who has sold more than $1.5B of 
products on the platform, saw an opportunity to drive growth for 
one of the world’s most popular product search engines. In less 
than four years, the entirely self-funded company has grown to 
25 people and more than $700MM in Amazon sales for various 
leading brands in CPG, baby, health and wellness, and beauty. 

According to Tejada, “What keeps our growth going is we’ve 
created an environment focused on educating each other. When 
our employees grow, it translates to our clients growing even 
quicker and referring us to other clients.” 

Many clients say they work with SUG for their full services, 
from PPC, storefront and listing content, and DSP. The majority 
outperform original forecasts, such as a leading chocolate brand 
that reached the number one listing spot in the first 30 days they 
were signed on with SUG. 

As Kesner  says, “One of the most rewarding parts of this 
business has been seeing not only our clients’ growth, but our 
team as well. We have semi-annual trips to San Diego, and seeing 
spouses and siblings of current employees join the team after 
meeting us all on a trip makes me feel excited about building a 
great place to work.”

Unlocking Growth for 
Clients—and Employees

Straight Up Growth specializes in delivering 
best-in-class growth to brands on Amazon.

S T R A I G H T U P G R O W T H . C O M

C R E AT E D  B Y  I N C .  S T U D I O

B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T

Straight Up Growth team at company retreat in San Diego

T wo down-home, enterprising IT nerds, with more than 50 
years of combined experience thought in 2007: “The strate-

gies, innovative solutions, and security we’re providing for the 
world’s leading brands should be accessible to small and midsize 
businesses down the street.” And so, xGeniSys was born.

Any company doing business online and using technology is in 
IT whether they like it or not. In an industry of cold digital and imper-
sonal tech service, xGeniSys wanted to be neighborly, transparent, 
and earn client trust by always doing the right thing.

xGeniSys is focused on delivering outcomes that matter not 
only for business, but for improving quality of life for the people they 
humbly serve. xGeniSys frees clients to focus on their business by 
handling day-to-day IT needs. They also improve client stress levels 
and sleep, enable worry-free PTO, and ensure no soccer games or 
recitals are missed due to tech challenges.

Holistic IT services from xGeniSys ensure the best technology 
decisions are made for each client based on their evolving needs 
and budget. From executive advisory service to building, optimiz-
ing, and securing the right solutions, the “Friendly Neighborhood 
Nerds” at xGeniSys never compromise on the ITegrity and values 
the company was founded on.

For small businesses that want enterprise level service and 
peace of mind, provided by empathetic, down-to-earth experts 
who understand business is personal, “IT starts here.”

Enterprise IT For  
Main Street Businesses

Technology company xGeniSys  
provides services to help SMBs grow.

XG E N I S Y S . C O M

B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T

xGeniSys

Joseph Barnes (left) and Matthew Puckett, 
co-founders, xGeniSys



Eric Ryan, co-founder, Method Products

“You can copy our products, our  
fragrances ... but the one thing you can’t 
copy is our culture. If you’re going to  
create a brand that other people love,  
you have to love yourself first.”

When you’re a small 

cleaning products com-

pany going up against 

such giants as Clorox, 

Unilever, and Procter 

& Gamble, you have to 

embrace what makes 

your product different. 

According to Method 

co-founders and child-

hood friends Eric Ryan 

and Adam Lowry, doing 

so starts with company 

culture. 

When Ryan and 

 Lowry were running 

Method from 2000 to 

2015, a core tenet of 

maintaining culture 

 included weekly all-

hands huddles to take 

the team’s tempera-

ture. To keep everyone 

engaged, team members 

would draw straws to 

determine who would 

run the next week’s 

meeting. The com-

pany also made sure to 

hire people who fit the 

culture, by asking for 

a thoughtful  response 

to the question, “How 

will you keep Method 

weird?” 

And what is the 

weirdness that became 

one of the company’s 

core values? Ryan often 

wore a white lab coat 

and oversize glasses 

during his tenure as 

CEO. But being weird  

is about more than 

wacky attire. As Ryan 

said to Inc. in 2016, 

“Weird people are 

the ones who change 

METHOD PRODUCTS
2 0 0 6  ( No .  7 ) ,  2 0 0 7  ( No .  6 3 7 )

the world.” It’s about 

innovation, community, 

and humility. That’s 

why, for example, every 

 employee at the com-

pany took a turn cover-

ing the recep tion  

desk. “The idea is that  

nobody is better than 
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the receptionist. It’s 

about keeping that sense 

of community and that 

humble spirit. There 

is nothing better than 

watching the CEO  

deliver the mail to 

somebody’s desk that 

day,” Ryan said.

Eric Ryan (left) and  Adam Lowry, co-founders of Method Products.
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business leadership prepared them to 

serve the infl ux of customers seeking loans 

due to Covid-related challenges. Satisfi ed 

clients referred friends and family, spur-

ring even more growth. “If we put the client 

fi rst, everything else has a way of working 

itself out,” Betlejewski explains. “It’s the 

founding principle that Jeanette and I 

started the company on. It’s what every 

single person in this company is commit-

ted to doing.” The approach earned the 

company an A+ rating from the Better 

Business Bureau (BBB) and a BBB Torch 

Awards for Ethics nomination.

Leading with purpose  

Fast customer growth has inspired 

J
eannette Preston wants you to imagine 

this: “If someone is unable to put gas 

in their car or feed their kids because they’re 

paying so much in credit card debt, educat-

ing them about fi nances can change their 

life.” Preston is co-founder and man aging 

director of Liberty1Financial, a progressive 

unse cured consumer lender with offi  ces in 

Irvine, California, and Salt Lake City, Utah, 

servicing customers in 47 states.

The company’s focus on education is 

key to its spectacular growth and its num-

ber four ranking on the Inc. 500 Regionals: 

Pacifi c. When helping individuals obtain a 

consolidation loan to pay off  higher-inter-

est credit card debt, Liberty1Financial 

agents take the time to teach customers 

about interest rates, credit scores, and 

fi nancial well-being. “It’s shocking to hear 

how many people have never been edu-

cated on this information. If you’re working 

your entire life to pay off old debt, you 

should understand how credit and interest 

rates impact fi nances,” Preston says.

Leading with ethics 

“We provide a lot of educational resources 

for clients that our competition isn’t nec-

essarily able or willing to provide,” agrees 

Todd Betlejewski, co-founder and manag-

ing director. In 2019, he and Preston, both 

serial entrepreneurs, noticed a growing 

need for lending solutions that offered 

more than a check. Their decades of 

Liberty1Financial to open a third offi  ce in 

Phoenix, Arizona. New offi  ces allow it to 

tap fresh talent pools for exceptional 

hires—another key to its success. The 

founders’ sense of purpose attracts ethical 

employees, many of whom have decades 

of experience and credentials that extend 

beyond consumer lending; all share their 

passion for client education. “As a leader 

in the consumer lending space, we must 

hold ourselves to a higher standard than 

our competitors. Our family of clients 

deserve the best,” Betlejewski says. 

Because of this commitment, we can go 

home at the end of the day knowing we 

have helped families in their time of need. 

That feels really good.”

Lenders on a Mission: When Your 
Success Secret Is Empowering Consumers

The co-founders of Liberty1Financial, a consumer lending company, 
credit their success to empowering customers to take control of their fi nances.

  Todd Betlejewski and Jeannette Preston, co-founders and man aging directors, Liberty1Financial
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When the Pieces Come Together: 
Building a World-Class Sales Solution

Seven years ago, this founder couldn’t have predicted 
he was building a best-in-class global solution for B2B sales.

T H E P I P E L I N E G R O U P. I O
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28 countries

2X
Inc. 5000 
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3-Year Growth

NO48
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Jisser says TPG excels at training 

salespeople with something to prove. 

Technology and data help, as well. TPG 

built its own technology and data capabil-

ities because existing tools for managing 

remote sales teams fell short. The compa-

ny’s solutions increase transparency, 

automate conversations, and deliver veri-

fi ed data globally at scale to ensure SDRs 

deliver viable opportunities as opposed to 

just booking meetings. 

Bootstrapped and debt-free

The combination of people, data, and tech 

has proved lethal, in a good way. On aver-

age, TPG delivers triple the return on their 

investment. Building sales teams can be 

costly, because of attrition, and it ’s 

time-consuming, so clients tend to stay a 

B
uilding a business is like assembling a 

puzzle—except there’s no picture on 

a box to guide you. “That’s what happened: 

I found a bunch of puzzle pieces, and I 

started piecing them together. The result 

was a complete blessing and a complete 

surprise,” explains Ken Jisser, founder 

and CEO of The Pipeline Group (TPG), a 

technology-enabled services company 

specializing in remote sales development 

representatives (SDRs) for business-to-

business (B2B) technology companies. 

For Jisser, one puzzle piece was 

people—“the world’s best SDRs,” he says. 

Another was technolog y that was 

purpose-built to manage and optimize 

remote sales processes and drive 

exceptional results. These pieces proved 

the foundation for a two-time Inc. 

Regionals honoree poised for continued 

domestic and international growth.

Built from necessity 

TPG, an Inc. 5000 and Inc. Regionals 

honoree, began as a consulting business 

that optimized inside sales teams so deftly, 

it built a few unicorns. The problem, 

though, was that clients struggled to 

maintain the same level of success once 

TPG pulled away. This inspired Jisser to 

fi nd and train an SDR workforce for clients 

to tap. He is proud that sales reps often 

come from non-tech backgrounds, like 

teaching and bartending. 

while and refer other customers. Another 

growth driver is private equity and venture 

capital fi rms that recommended TPG to 

their portfolio.

Thanks to these strategies, TPG has 

grown into a 400-person operation, with 

resources in 28 countries, without invest-

ing in marketing, sales, or seeking outside 

funding. This year, Jisser plans to use 

TPG’s tech-enabled sales team to build 

its own pipeline. He is also making the 

company’s battle-tested technology com-

mercially available through a spin-off 

company that he expects to debut next 

year. “It was all through chicken wire and 

duct tape in the early days, but we are 

really excited about what we built,” Jisser 

says. “We are on track to have our largest 

year ever.”  

  Ken Jisser, founder and CEO, The Pipeline Group
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When Figs  became 

one of the first 

e-commerce com -

panies to sell scrubs 

 directly to consum-

ers in 2013, it defined 

a new category in 

the medical apparel 

market with fitted 

scrubs that were 

undeniably fashion-

able and functional. 

In so doing, Figs 

demonstrated a cer-

tain obsession with 

its customers—who 

have responded  

in kind. 

In 2018, the Santa 

Monica, California- 

based com pany  

was No. 21 on the 

5000, and in con-

versation with Inc., 

co-founder Heather 

Hasson described 

Figs’s intimate rela-

tionship with its cus-

tomers, highlighting 

its 24/7 customer 

service oper a tion. 

Figs’s customers 

typically work 12-

hour days, Hasson 

said, sometimes 

overnight.

And being respon-

sive to their needs 

has been vital to 

inno va tion. For 

FIGS
2 0 1 8  ( No .  2 1 )

example, the former 

head of fetal medi-

cine at Cedars- Sinai, 

a member of Figs’s 

advisory board, 

related that she was 

on her fifth wedding 

ring. This is common 

among health care 

professionals: They 

often can’t wear 

their rings while 

working but still 

want to keep them 

close by, sometimes 

tying them to bra 

straps or draw-

strings and losing 

them in the process. 

That feedback led 

Figs to add a dedi-

cated ring pocket to 

its scrubs. 

The company’s 

dedication to its  

customers goes be-

yond product design. 

Figs also employs 

lobbyists to advocate 

for policies that  

address issues such 

as fair pay, work-

place safety, and 

training. They’ve 

even pushed for 

changes to state  

licensure policies 

that penalize nurses 

who seek mental 

health support.    
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D
igital threats are evolving with alarming velocity, but RedTrace 

Technologies is redefi ning the cybersecurity landscape, tran-

scending traditional cybersecurity approaches. Instead of off ering 

one-size-fi ts-all solutions, RedTrace dives deep into the unique 

challenges and needs of each client. Dedication to personalized 

service has led to the development of highly eff ective security strat-

egies and fostered lasting partnerships.

“We’re in the business of building relationships, not just safe-

guarding systems,” says Founder and President  Kelo Makelele.

RedTrace’s experts are among the most highly certifi ed in the 

industry, a fact that underscores the company’s commitment to 

excellence and continuous learning. “Our team’s expertise is our 

clients’ advantage,” states Makelele.

In a world increasingly dependent on digital infrastructure, the 

need for robust cybersecurity has never been more acute. 

RedTrace Technologies stands ready as a partner in this journey, 

off ering not just security services but a commitment to building a 

safer digital future together.

For businesses looking to navigate the complexities of the digital 

age with confi dence, RedTrace Technologies off ers more than solu-

tions—it off ers a partnership founded on trust, expertise, and a 

shared mission for security and success.

A Human-Centric 
Approach to Cybersecurity 

Branded Content
RedTrace Technologies tackles 

cyber threats with cutting-edge technology 
and a human-centric approach.

R E DT R A C E T E C H . C O M

B R A N D E D  C O N T E N T

Kelo Makelele, founder and 
president, RedTrace Technologies



M
IC

H
E

L
L

E
 G

R
O

S
K

O
P

F

185

Trina Spear, co-founder and co-CEO, Figs

“The first year, we were very scrappy. We went to where 
our customers were. At 7 a.m. and 7 p.m.—that’s when 
shifts change—we put on our scrubs, parked a coffee cart 
outside of a hospital, and passed out free cups of coffee. 
The doctors and nurses would notice how cute the scrubs 
were and we would pull a set out of my car to sell.”

Trina Spear (left) and Heather Hasson, co-founders and co-CEOs of Figs.  
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