














which has invested in new brands
internally as well as with minority
stakes in startups such as Hu, a
maker of better-for-you chocolate
bars. In the spring, SnackFutures
pivoted into true partnerships with
startups, with the inauguration of
CoLab.

Wolf says that with CoLab,
Mondelez “set out with an intentional
call to action to ask applicants how
they think about addressing well-
being. We hope that these people will
become not only classmates but also
friends and a support system and
resources to cach other. They’ll have
interactions that we hope will create a
community of experiences for them.”

For Mondeléz, Wolf says, “the
hope for CoLab was to broaden our
aperture and become a pipeline” of
ideas, products, business models, and
propositions in which the worldwide
snacking giant might consider invest-
ing more formally. “Each could fit,
someday. They’re all great snacks
produced by the first cohort, with
nice, complementary roles that could
fit into our portfolio. There are great
founders, and we believe in them.
There’s already a spark there.”

The first CoLab cohort is nine
companies that participate in a
12-wecek program, with a $20,000
grant thrown in. Each company
selected was required to generate at
least $500,000 in annual sales before
consideration, “so that they’re not
just proof-of-concept companies,”
Wolf says. “Maybe they haven’t

learned all the fundamentals yet.
CoLab can help give them the disci-
pline and rigor to manage the
business and their growth and the
supply chain.”

One member of CoLab, NuSkool,
is a low-sugar snacking platform co-
founded by Joe Christensen and
Kevin Healy after seeing friends and
family members struggle with obe-
sity and heart disease. They came up
with nutrition bars enriched by colla-
gen and protein and are looking to
expand the brand.

“We know Mondeléz has a lot of
wherewithal for the best ways to
assess white space, and to strategize
where this white space is and where
we can take NuSkool,” Christensen
says. “Plus they have an incredible
portfolio of brands, and we know the
direction they’re heading and push-
ing toward.”

A second company selected by
Mondeléz for its first CoLab,
Snacklins, provides a vegan take on
pork rinds. The company’s crisps,
based on a blend of yucca, mush-
rooms, and onions, are “all about a

simple ingredient panel,” says co-
founder Kevin Blesy. “We have three
vegetable ingredients. We think this

is compelling for the long term, con-
sidering where snacking might be
headed. In the future, we want
Snacklins to be in a $1.99 bag in the
c-store.”

Blesy and co-founder Samy
Kobrosly are “looking forward to
getting into the weeds with
Mondeléz” in part because the indus-
try giant can “help us think about
what Snacklins can become in the

next five, 10, or 15 years,” Blesy says.

Snacklins’ chiefs also were look-
ing forward to joining “a community
of startups” via CoLab, Blesy adds.
“We can learn a lot from a network
of small, fast-growing food compa-
nies. It’s not a cutthroat world, but a
supportive one. We're excited to sit
around the table with eight other
companies facing similar and differ-
ent opportunities and challenges.”

Sourse came up with its product
innovation with the goal of making
supplements more accessible and
their ingredient sourcing more
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Mondeléz's snack
category expertise has
beenahboonto the
NuSkool brand
creators. Photo courtesy
of NuSkool

The Snacklins team
finds value in the
supportive,
noncompetitive
Mondeléz CoLab
community. Photo
courtesy of Snacklins
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sustainable. “My background is in
clean tech and renewable energy,”
Remlinger says. “That’s how I got
interested in food’s impact on the
planet. So we think about sustain-
ability in terms of plant-based clean
ingredients and how companies
source ingredients.”

For instance, some of the compo-
nents of Sourse products are
“difficult to source ethically,”
Remlinger says. “We want to make
sure we’re working with farmers
that are practicing sustainability, and
paying sustainable wages.”

While baking Sourse’s purpose
into the product, so to speak, the
product itself fascinated Mondeléz.
Moore and Remlinger figured out
that sublingual absorption, as occurs
with chocolate, is a key to the bio-
availability of vitamins. The
company hired a food formulator to
come up with other ways to deliver
nutrients via its candies.

But Sourse needed help gearing
up for demand, and that’s one part of
the appeal of CoLab. For example,
Moore says, Mondeléz will be a valu-
able resource “because of their
experience with omnichannel [distri-
bution] and to help us with
operational challenges and with dis-
tribution, timing, and partnerships
we want to pursue.”

Finding the Right Fit
Unfortunately, one of the major
challenges some startups face in
partnerships for good is figuring out
whether a particular relationship is
good for their company. “Having a
CPG-sponsored venture arm or pri-
vate equity arm investing in small,
challenger brands can be very suc-
cessful” for the smaller companies,
Harris says. “The dynamic is no dif-
ferent than if you were to sell a
company toa private equity firm or
to a strategic buyer. You need to fig-
ure out if the fit is everything in what
they’re offering you as an entrepre-
neur and your long-range plans.

“But if there are difficulties in the
carly days, it’s like a bad marriage:
It’s not going to get better if it starts
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out bad,” Harris says. “So entrepre-
neurs are well-advised to find
companies that fit the criteria they’re
looking for. It’s really on the entre-
prenecur not to be so focused on
revenues or the investment side of
the equation that they compromise
their ideals. And I’ve been there in
the first person, so I don’t take it
lightly.”

Kraft Heinz ended up souring on
the entire idea of its Springboard
incubator. The company launched
Springboard to great acclaim in early
2018, dedicating it to accelerating
and scaling both new internal brands
and outside startups around “growth
pillars” such as natural and organic,
and health and performance.
Springboard’s cohorts got 16 weeks
of attention from Kraft Heinz as well
as stipends of at least $50,000.

Blake Sorensen was part of
Springboard’s first cohort, and he
“got a ton of benefits” for his startup,
Blake’s Seed Based, which makes
snack and protein bars and began life
as an e-commerce brand only. “They
helped me understand distribution
and the margins you need for mass
scale. And they had such good rela-
tionships with retailers that we got
alot of introductions and got right
in front of buyers that we wouldn’t
have gotten in front of without

[Springboard].”
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Being included as part
of the CoLab class
came at the right time
forSourse—just as the
company was facing
the market pressures
of scaling up. Photo
courtesy of Sourse

But ultimately, Sorensen and
other observers say, Kraft Heinz was
unable to get out of its own way with
Springboard. Springboard report-
edly got bogged down in revolving-
door management and the fact that
Kraft Heinz overemphasized imme-
diate advantages for itself, including
evaluating the companies as candi-
dates for investment, rather than
nurturing startups and supplying
what they needed. CEO Miguel
Patricio, who succeeded Bernardo
Hees as Kraft Heinz chief in mid-
2019, reportedly made the decision
to shutter Springboard. Kraft Heinz
representatives didn’t respond to
requests for comment from Food
Technology.

“Kraft has brands everyone
knows and budgets and teams that
are at such a different scale that
we run a different playbook,”
Sorensen says. “Ultimately, it’s a
different skill set to build a company
from the ground up. And if you're
just in large CPG brands and never
have been involved in a startup—
they didn’t know what this model
looks like. There were good inten-
tions all around. It’s just different
expertise.” FT

Dale Buss is a veteran journalist who writes about
the food industry from Rochester Hills, Mich.
(daledbuss@aol.com).
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