Matt Wagner (01:36)
Welcome to another episode of the Main Street Business Insight podcast, where we explore the stories of small business entrepreneurs, trends, tips, and tools, and the successes and challenges driving businesses on our Main Street. I'm your host, Matt Wagner, Chief Innovation Officer at Main Street America, and really excited to be joined in this show by Megan Peterson, social innovator and founder of Mendo Leap in Ukiah, California.
 
Now Minda Leap is an adaptive play center providing inclusive space for children and adults of all ages and abilities to discover their unique ability to learn, explore, adapt and play. that's Leap. Now Minda Leap isn't just a business. It's really a social venture blending the drive for revenue with a commitment to tackling important community challenges. Now in this episode, we're going to explore what it means to run a mission minded for-profit small business.
 
business, and the balancing act between financial sustainability and making and ensuring social impact. We're going to dig into the unique dynamics of social ventures, how partnerships are formed between nonprofits and for-profits, how collaboration is nurtured, and what happens when resources are scarce and competition can sometimes creep in. It's sort of reality here.
 
Join us as we hear directly from Megan about her unique journey to Mendo Leap and bringing innovation process with beta testing to the realities of small business. The many lessons learned and what other small business owners frankly can take away from her story. enjoy and we'll go ahead and see you on the other side.
 
Matt Wagner (03:23)
Hey everyone, Matt Wagner hosts the Main Street Business Insight podcast and I'm back in Ukiak, California at Mendo Leap with the owner and founder, Megan Peterson. Megan, welcome to the show and thanks for having me here.
 
Megan Peterson (03:39)
Thanks for coming. Yeah.
 
Matt Wagner (03:41)
Yeah,
 
it's um, I learned a lot from my colleague Gustavo raved about your business concept and now that I'm here and I got a little bit of a tour I know why now so we're in for a great show everyone and As you know, we get started with the journey. It's really important to understand. I'm sorry. What was the inspiration? Especially that that we're really on social venture. I think that's quite unique To the show and I'm glad we're gonna be able to present
 
the business with a really important mission. So Megan, I'm going to turn it over to you. Tell us a little bit about your background and how this all came about.
 
Megan Peterson (04:19)
Yeah, so we started Mendeleev in 2022. my husband is a welding contractor and he did a contract in business. And in 2020, when everything, all the shutdowns and everything happened, that definitely threw us for a loop. And so we wound up having to close that business.
 
and we were looking for trying to decide what we were going to do. We needed something that both he and I could do. His welding business, I couldn't just show up one day and do it.
 
Matt Wagner (04:59)
a little bit of training for that.
 
Megan Peterson (05:00)
Yeah,
 
by trade, I'm a cosmetologist. So it's a little bit different. And we had seen how during COVID, him being home full time and what that did for our family. we had, at the time we had a newborn and we had a two year old.
 
Matt Wagner (05:26)
with it.
 
Megan Peterson (05:26)
We
 
were very busy. yes. The isolation that COVID brought was really hard on us and play became just, it was very healing for us. And we saw that not everybody had the play things that we had. And we saw how play brings people together. And so we,
 
wanted to come up with something that the community could utilize. We didn't know how we were going to do that. We had the concept of a membership base because just with the theory that if everybody gets a little, then the whole community can benefit. And so we had started with that. We decided that we were going to sell our house and COVID helped with that because we kind of had to after closing my husband's business.
 
And so we sold our house and we paid off all our debt. We bought an RV and we moved into the RV. And so with a newborn and a toddler, we did that and we just researched this business and tried to get some investors. And that's where we ran into some difficulties because we're in such a rural area. Everything for kids had shut down.
 
And so we were hit with several walls. the answer was that it's not worth it. And so from my perspective, the children in our area is definitely worth it. so we had to prove that it was worth it. And so that's where we decided that, we're going to prove it.
 
Matt Wagner (07:17)
Yeah, I just have to. It's very inspiring in terms of just your overall perseverance and belief in the concept when so many things are coming at you, a lot of people would just give up. And I think that's an amazing attribute for just the character that you bring to this business. And so the key with a social venture
 
that's a lot different. It's not a non-profit. It's still full for-profit, but explain sort of the mission side and how that interweaves with the business itself.
 
Megan Peterson (07:54)
So, yeah, so the difference between a regular for-profit and a social enterprise or a social venture is what you do with the profits. And so for us, we reinvest back into the community. So we're constantly building programs that serve the community. So the more people that come, then the more programs that we can build.
 
We're mission-minded, but we also believe in and subscribe to a for-profit model and being self-sufficient, really. I have researched going nonprofit because of our mission. Most organizations that serve, we serve specifically people with developmental disabilities.
 
Most of those are nonprofits and I researched that and I wanted to but what I what I found and the advice that was given was that My life would be mainly looking for grants and finding the grants and trying to remain sustainable with this outside income and I That's not what I wanted to do. I wanted to do the mission. Yeah, and so I felt like it was gonna be too focused on
 
the money aspects of it if I went nonprofit. And so we decided to stay for profit. And that's where we opened our research and development facility, main, our first facility that the idea was to figure out how to make it sustainable so that it's on its two feet and it will last a long time.
 
Matt Wagner (09:35)
So tell me, describe the business in terms of what takes place. Obviously, we will make sure that we put the Mindalee website on the show notes so people can sort of check it out. But maybe just in your own words, describe the facility of what happens here.
 
Megan Peterson (09:51)
Yeah, so we're a development center. So we serve individuals with developmental disabilities and neurotypical people as well. So we are, we have an open play area. We also have rooms that are for more private therapy services. And we also have a maker space, which is filled with arts and crafts.
 
And we are utilized by the different agencies that serve people with developmental disabilities. Then we're also utilized by the public.
 
Matt Wagner (10:26)
That's one track of how, let's say customers, but participants come through agencies or just folks from the community.
 
Megan Peterson (10:35)
Right, yeah. Yeah, so when the agencies come, it's usually either a behavioral therapist, a speech therapist, a physical or occupational therapist, and their clients are either children or adults. And then they can utilize our specialty play equipment. So, therapeutic equipment for children is usually play-based.
 
Matt Wagner (10:58)
So one of the things that's really interesting in terms of the facility itself and that model, and I know this is something that we talked about during sort of our pre-conversation, was that in many respects, the way that you've created a win-win
 
for other social service agencies or organizations within the community is they don't have to make this best thing. They have clients, they need to be served, and you have a facility. And that seems like an interesting business concept in many ways that, oh my god, we've got a win-win situation. Can you talk a little bit
 
Megan Peterson (11:38)
about
 
that. Right. Yeah. So when we opened our Beta 1 facility, which is in our downtown area, was a 2000 square foot building. And the idea was to research and develop the model. So I researched the community to see what services there were for children and what tools I saw. And I interviewed people. so when
 
I could see that there is a lot of agencies that serve people with developmental disabilities, which is great for our area, but all of them really struggle financially and don't necessarily have the tools that they need to serve their clients. And each of them have their own individual space and the clients are going to each of them. And I just saw the inefficiency in that.
 
Matt Wagner (12:33)
Yeah, everyone having to do their own thing, which is very capital intensive.
 
Megan Peterson (12:38)
Right, yeah, yeah. And there was definitely this divide from each of them. And I saw what impact it had on the clientele. And I heard what impact it has on the clientele. And so I research being this capitalist more mindset than a nonprofit mindset could see that there has got to be a better way to do this if we're working together instead of each as individuals and having the client have
 
go all the way. So I also learned how expensive equipment is. And in a rural area, nobody's going to have enough money to buy this equipment. so ⁓ going off of our original concept of if everybody gets little, then the whole community can benefit. And so I just thought, if we purchase the equipment, then we can all use it. The whole community can use it. And then we can all benefit from it.
 
Matt Wagner (13:07)
Exactly.
 
Megan Peterson (13:33)
And then also the concept of full person care or person centered thinking, which is a movement in the healthcare industry or the developmental disabilities industry, which is serving the full person as in like now we have a physical therapist and occupational therapist working side by side and this agency and this agency working together. And then they're all coming to their clients here.
 
which means that the client is going to be served just that much better if we're working in collaboration. And then their success outcomes are going to be so much more. They're already in a deficit because they're from a rural area, which is underserved. It's underdeveloped. There's low income. And so there's already this deficit of the projection of how successful they might be in life. And so if we can make things more efficient, then their success rate is going to go up.
 
Matt Wagner (14:29)
Yeah, could you talk a little bit about the business model? The way it sounds is you kind of have a business business with these nonprofits. You have maybe membership and other sort of revenue sources. How do you think about the business aspect?
 
Megan Peterson (14:48)
Right, yeah. So that part was definitely, I had no clue how anything works. And so I just made relationships and talked to these different agencies and just kind of asked how, all of them said like, yeah, sure, that would be nice. But really, how does that work? And so I just kept asking and kept trying to figure out. And so it slowly started happening.
 
once we started getting contracts and we got contracts.
 
Matt Wagner (15:18)
So it's all that part of the business contract.
 
Megan Peterson (15:20)
Contractor,
 
yeah. So whether it's where they contract to where their service providers are able to use our facility with their clients or if we're contracted with each individual client and then they can bring their own service provider with them. There's a lot of, so it's kind of each agency has its own contracts and we figure out what's going to work best for each of them based on like what they can afford, especially in a rural area.
 
Each agency is going to be different because some of them are like national agencies where like this is a branch of it. Some of our local agencies. And so what they can do is going to be different. So we just figure it out.
 
Matt Wagner (16:02)
Yeah, okay, okay. And then if I'm just a local resident, I can become a member or I can come to a class.
 
Megan Peterson (16:11)
Yeah, so we are open to the public so the public can come and utilize our facility. It's pay to play. So come in and you can have a membership where you can come unlimited amount of time throughout the month and see or you can come and pay for visit and we we have a maker space which is another little add on that we do. just a five dollar add on but
 
but that helps to fund getting the makerspace going because that one uses the equipment in the play area. It was just that one purchase and because of how we started the business and we purchased it with no debt. But with the makerspace, it continually has an
 
Matt Wagner (16:56)
Yeah,
 
got materials in there. You got a constantly big supply. One of the things I was most intrigued about and I thought was unique from a business perspective was actually your approach to the launch. I think a lot of businesses, we sort of had this belief that you've got to go in and set everything up instantly. And you described this as kind of like you had like an R &D.
 
approach, like a research and development approach. I felt that was like extremely both like creative, but also like, I need to understand this a little bit more about like, so when, what led you to think about having a space in which you were first going to test a lot of concepts versus just kind of running into it? Like what was going through your head? Cause that's not sort of normal. It should be, but I'm interested in that.
 
Megan Peterson (17:51)
Yeah,
 
so it wasn't my original plan. Okay, so my original plan was we sold our home and We were going to use what we had from that to put the down payment on a larger We wanted to get it was 1.2 million that we wanted to get and we had enough to put the down on it To do that, but I could I would
 
got the opposition from the banks or investors that just thought this area just could not sustain something like that. So I wanted to go in and I wanted to have it built out from the start. When I got that...
 
Matt Wagner (18:29)
going down that route okay
 
Megan Peterson (18:31)
But I did not want to take no for an answer. And I just knew that instead of just writing off our community because it's rural, we've got to be, we've got to be scrappy. We've got to figure out how to make it work. And so that's where I said, okay, well, I'm going to prove this to you. So that's what we came up with. Okay, I need to figure out all the details first.
 
And to do that, I need to open a space. And so let's do it small and do it really well done and then test out everything, track everything and figure out how we can make this work in a rural area. Because I know it's got to be able to work. Someone's just got to the time to do it. So we decided that we were going to do it.
 
Matt Wagner (19:15)
Yeah, but it's a great, it's a great, ⁓ think option and opportunity because not everyone does the capital to get, to go from A to Z, ⁓ overnight to just sort of think about your business is being sort of in evolution where you can start small. can test some things and kind of grow with it as you learn more. And it gives you kind of like instant market feedback.
 
which can be great for them having to raise money or whatever because you've got these sort of testimonials and you've been able to demonstrate the concept.
 
Megan Peterson (19:50)
Yeah, yeah, we were received so well by the community. when we opened, were for months straight, we were packed when we opened in our first facility.
 
Matt Wagner (20:01)
It
 
is packed now folks. I was out there, was like, ⁓ my! There's a lot of people here!
 
Megan Peterson (20:07)
Yeah,
 
it's been great and everybody wants us to be successful, I think because we approached it the way that we did in a very thoughtful and meaningful way, not cutting corners and with a lot of integrity and also asking for feedback. People really like that and they wanted to give us their feedback. And so we took the constructive criticism and I was excited to hear that constructive criticism. And so
 
taking that really made a difference.
 
Matt Wagner (20:35)
Yeah, it's really cool that you actually had feedback loops and you were willing to like, because a lot of people would go, no, this is how we're going to do it. But it sounds like you were very open to change and you were learning at the same point, which I think brings me to another question. A lot of people come in with a lot of passion that maybe don't have a particular background or experience. And I guess I'd love to understand how you've learned.
 
along the way? Was it was it through textbooks? Was it through like YouTube? Like, how did you learn this? Because it wasn't your your
 
Megan Peterson (21:15)
Yeah, yeah, definitely. So my so I have a neurodevelopmental disability. And so I am used to not understanding things. Yeah, and trying just having to figure it out. I'm used to the different one and not fitting in. And so when I didn't fit in and that like the the corporate world with other other business owners,
 
I just think differently. And so that has its downfalls, but it also has its benefits as well. And so I am able to hyper-focus really well on a topic that I really like. And so I will research for eight hours straight. I'll get in. But then there's other things that I just can't see I'm doing. But that's where you have to be smart about how you do things.
 
Matt Wagner (21:58)
you
 
Megan Peterson (22:11)
And so I hired people who are really good at the things that I'm not good at. yeah, I just did a lot of research, a lot of reading. I did take a course on, it was an online course through, it was called the Profitable Play. I'm butchering the name of it right now. But anyway, I took that course three years ago and it was really great. And so it talked about the Play Cafe.
 
Concept and so that was my original concept that I was with it was kind of Yeah So so yeah, yes, I just took yeah, I just watched YouTube videos on because I don't have I don't have a degree I went to school for three years to be a preschool teacher and I dropped out before graduation and and then I became a cosmetologist and
 
Matt Wagner (22:41)
specific to the business. Yeah. Yeah. Okay.
 
Megan Peterson (23:03)
I did have one chair salon when I got out of pathology school, if it was just me. so I kind of have always had that like entrepreneurial mindset. But a lot of, I think most entrepreneurs that I find are are some sort of nor divergence. I'm ADHD. Most of them that I find for ADHD have all that energy to put towards one
 
Matt Wagner (23:23)
But what I find amazing about the EU and very quickly is while you can ideate and be very creative, you have the ability, the profound ability to execute. mean, the going from concept to this, it's not an easy proposition. And ⁓ I think the way that you discovered by kind of taking a macro look at
 
What I would think of is kind of like the, like a health ecosystem of all these different stakeholders and quickly seeing where there are gaps and challenges with the current system and where you can plug the hole. I think it's just amazing and huge compliments to you. When you think about taking the business forward, what does it look like for you? What is long-term success or growth?
 
How do you define that for your business?
 
Megan Peterson (24:20)
That's a good question. My husband keeps asking me that question.
 
Matt Wagner (24:24)
Now I pass this.
 
Megan Peterson (24:25)
You know, when are we ever gonna not be in this phase? But I think that we're always gonna be in this phase of building programs. I love writing programs. so figuring out all the tiny details of how can something be successful is what I love to do. And so moving forward, it's just continuing to build the programs that I've already written and making those connections and
 
serve in the community.
 
Matt Wagner (24:53)
more. Yeah. Yeah. Do you you sense in I don't want to put you on the on the spot by any means, but this model seems rather unique. And I think to your point about something that's able to work and maybe under resource areas in other, you know, other communities, is that something you foresee in your your future where you've got that potential to? Yeah, you're in the high but could you be elsewhere?
 
Megan Peterson (25:24)
I think so. Part of our mission is to help make our region one of or the most adaptive friendly or disability friendly communities. Part of our give back to the community is we want to be able to help upgrade all of our parks and make our region to where it's inclusive of everyone.
 
The idea behind that is to be an example for other regions. And so I think that the way that I've written my programs, think that would be definitely would be beneficial to do it. And I have plans to do it in our surrounding areas.
 
Matt Wagner (26:02)
⁓ Gotcha. what keeps you up at night? meant to ⁓ obviously things are going well for you, but I'm sure like in anyone's life there are ups and downs in the business. And I wonder in sort of the current times where are there things where you've got challenges where you're trying or barriers to what you're trying to accomplish and how do you think through those solutions?
 
Megan Peterson (26:05)
hahahahah
 
Yeah. Yes, they definitely keep me up at night. my, ⁓ our clients and our staff is what keeps me up. So I want to be able to employ my staff and I want to pay them a living wage, which is really hard here in California. And that is the main thing that I think about is wanting to be able to keep.
 
keep them on staff and if they're putting in 40 hours of their week, that's most of their time and their lives. And I feel like they should get a living wage. Being in a rural area, it's hard to pay that. And especially with all the different regulations and the requirements of us. so trying not to think about like each day, how many people come through the door, that's hard.
 
Matt Wagner (27:16)
Because really, you're thinking about how does that equate to my ability to come.
 
Megan Peterson (27:20)
Yes, yes, because I care about them, all their staff. I hire other neurodivergent people and want to support them in their success. so that's difficult. And so that's where my, I like to call it my scrappiness comes in where I'm and trying to create the model to be where I'm not dependent on how many people come in each day to where there's other contracts going on and other things that we can do.
 
And that's where hiring other neurodivergent people where they each have their own different unique specialties and things that they like. I can help utilize my facility to help support what they want to do that maybe they couldn't do on their own, but through my facility they can. And so I help them build what they want to do.
 
Matt Wagner (28:04)
You just mentioned something that ⁓ I think is really critical, not only for like a social enterprise, but one in which I think we're seeing some evolution with ⁓ small businesses and what I like to think of as like main street businesses that's particular to those. And you mentioned the word community and I wonder how you think about community building.
 
as a business because traditionally I think community might have been thought of as being built in a social organization of some sort, civic club or things that happen in a library or something in the public realm. But thinking about it in a for-profit, looking around, it does seem like this is a place where people feel like they belong. And I wonder if you'd respond, like, is that part of your thinking and how you think about community here?
 
Megan Peterson (28:58)
Yeah, yeah, definitely. Yeah, we want to create community and we want to influence the community as well. So because we serve neurodivergent individuals and adapt to their needs, we are looking to help them to feel welcome because in other aspects of society, especially in a rural community which lacks resources, they can very easily be forgotten.
 
and not included in society and in decision making and all of that. And so for here, we want them to feel welcome. And it's actually really a really interesting concept. We kind of flip everything upside down here. So when you go to the park, the park is designed for a neurotypical family. And ⁓ there's no gate, there's play equipment that you could fall out of, just like.
 
10, 15 feet up in the air. The bathrooms are not, I mean, they might be acceptable, but that's not great. And so a neurodivergent family, a family with someone with a child on the spectrum or in a wheelchair or any other type of disability, they usually do not feel welcome there. And in society, they don't feel welcome either. It's hard.
 
when you're segregated in the classroom, on the playground, people don't know how to interact with each other, they don't know how to ask questions. so here we cater to the families that are different. And so we help them to feel comfortable so that they can be themselves, they can be their best selves. And the neurotypical people coming in,
 
they might feel a little bit uncomfortable because things are catered a little differently and it's different than what they're used to seeing. And so we've gotten to influence our community in what it looks like to be adaptive and to be inclusive of people who are physically or developmentally different from you. And it's been beautiful to watch. It's been difficult. And I've
 
Yeah, it's been really interesting.
 
Matt Wagner (31:21)
But it would seem that in many respects, you then build bridges of understanding because of that. Beautiful thing. ⁓ I always like to close with, this is a lot of folks that listen or are watching on the videocast or other small business owners like yourself. And we like to share advice or
 
Megan Peterson (31:29)
Yeah. Yeah, definitely.
 
Matt Wagner (31:45)
that you've learned over time that you want to share. I wonder what some of those pieces of advice or reflections you've
 
Megan Peterson (31:54)
I definitely would say would give myself if I could go back I would give myself the advice that you're going to get opposition in the business world and Just be prepared for that learn how to Hear the word no and not let it affect you deep in your court doesn't mean your being is being told you are bad
 
It just means that that person doesn't necessarily believe in your vision. And then the other thing I would say is that it is your job to be the biggest advocate for your vision. And so if someone else doesn't understand it, that means that you need to be more creative in how you can share it. And yeah, yeah, yeah.
 
Matt Wagner (32:40)
Yeah, that's really good advice and I'm just so thankful that you allow me to come in today and have this chat with you and not only is it great from a business perspective but just thanks for all you're doing for for you, Kai and the community and for folks coming to Mendeleev. It's wonderful and I think we all learned a lot.
 
from you today on the show. So thanks for being here. You bet.
 
Megan Peterson (33:06)
Thank you, brother.
 
Matt Wagner (33:09)
Welcome back. That's it for today's episode of the Main Street Business Inside podcast. Now a big thank you to our guest, Megan Peterson from Mendo Leap in Ukiah, California for sharing her story and insights with myself and all of you. Now we heard how she's turning her space into a kind of an innovation lab, using it as a beta test to new ideas and refine the business model.
 
with an eye towards scaling and replication, a really smart approach. We also learned how her approach to partnerships shows what's possible when mission-driven providers collaborate instead of competing, really creating an ecosystem that makes the most of scarce resources. It's a model that demonstrates the power of shared strengths to better serve participants.
 
and build something that feels more like a collective rather than a siloed approach to social resources. Now, if you enjoyed this conversation, be sure to subscribe, leave a review, and share this episode with someone who cares about the future of small businesses and the importance they play in providing quality of life to the communities we all call home.
 
And stay tuned for upcoming stories of Main Street businesses, trends, subject matter expert commentary, and more that are on the way. In the meantime, remember to check out our growing library of podcast recordings and other related films of the podcast on our Main Street America YouTube channel. Thanks for listening. Until next time, thanks for all the support.


