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Launch Fishers grows beyond co-working

Wechsler shares best practices

rather than acting as competitor

By Lindsey Erdody
lerdody@ibj.com

John Wechsler doesn’t like to keep the same job
for long.

His resume is cluttered with short stints leading start-
ups. And for the past 20 years, he has followed his pas-
sion quickly from one job to the next.

But Launch Fishers—the co-working space he founded
in 2012—has provided enough of the excitement Wechsler
seeks in a job. So he’s remained its CEO for five years,
even though he initially told Fishers Mayor Scott Fadness
he’d probably stay only three.

“I definitely have the itch to do another startup,”
Wechsler said. “But right now, the impact that we're hav-
ing is significant enough it makes me think I should con-
tinue to do it.”

What started as an idea to provide space for entrepre-
neurs to work and grow their businesses in Fishers has
ballooned into a statewide brand.

Launch Fishers, which operates under a not-for-profit
called Fishers Entrepreneurship Center Inc., today
includes an initiative aimed at promoting entrepreneur-
ship across Indiana, a program that allows co-working
space members to work at different facilities statewide,
and an Indianapolis branch known as Launch Indy.

By early next year, the organization plans to open the
state’s first internet of things lab, just down the road from
Launch Fishers.

It’s much more than Wechsler and Fadness envisioned

See LAUNCH page 30
more than five years ago when they first
discussed creating a co-working facility.
But they are excited about the growth and
the future.

“This isn’t what I thought I'd be doing
at this point in my life, but I love it,”
Wechsler said. “And that’s why [ keep
doing it.”

A traditional co-working space is not
what Wechsler initially proposed.

He actually wanted to pursue open-
ing a north-side office of software con-
sultancy DeveloperTown, where he had
become a partner in 2011 after leaving a
startup in California.

Other DeveloperTown partners pre-
ferred keeping the focus on Indianapolis,
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but Wechsler had the itch to do some-
thing in Fishers.

As he started searching for work-
space, Fadness suggested the basement
of Hamilton East Public Library, which
hadn’t been used for years. Wechsler
wasn’t interested.

“He’s like, ‘I'm not going to the base-
ment of the library,”” Fadness said.

But after touring the space, Wechsler
and Fadness saw the potential. And with
$350,000 in funding from the then-
town of Fishers, Launch opened in the
16,000-square-foot basement in 2012.

It was outfitted mostly with Ikea fur-
niture that Wechsler bought at the store
near Cincinnati. Wechsler and Fadness
even assembled the pieces.

“We had a shoestring budget,”
Fadness said.

Taking off

The goal was 200 members in two years,
but membership quickly surpassed that.

In April 2015, the city purchased the
former Deca Financial Services LLC
building for $3.1 million to provide a
much bigger home for Launch Fishers.
The city also spent about $400,000 to
renovate the 51,000-square-foot facility.

Launch Fishers moved in spring 2016
and today has more than 600 members.

“I'm just so proud of what John's
done,” Fadness said. “He’s helped change
the trajectory of Fishers.”

Wechsler said Launch has proven to be
a successful model, despite the growing
number of nearby co-working spaces,
because it’s focused on culture rather
than just an interesting space.

“Our approach has always been to look
at the function of the space first, not the
form,” Wechsler said. “You look at the
culture you're trying to develop and you
build around that.”

John Hurley, CEO of SmartFile, said
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Launch Fishers is
“so much more than”
just space.

He said Wechsler’s
focus on  build-
ing the right envi-
ronment, regard-
less of the physical
details of the facil-
ity, has helped the
brand grow. Hurley

“It’s not necessar-
ily how cool your space is, it’s how cheap
it is,” Hurley said. “You don’t need the

best furniture.” )
But there is some question about

whether a publicly supported co-working
model is the best long-term strategy.

Michael Hicks, director of the Center for
Business and Economic Research at Ball
State University, has been researching the
impact of publicly funded co-working
spaces, incubators and maker spaces. He
said early results show the facilities do not
boost local employment or wages.

“I'm not against these, but I think the
evidence is pretty clear right now that
these are not causing economic growth,”
Hicks said. “The public support for sub-
sidization is going to wane.”

He said the facilities often discour-
age  private-sector
investment in simi-
lar operations. Hicks
said a private inves-
tor likely would have
opened  something
similar in Fishers
without public dol-
lars if Launch didn’t
exist, because of

demand and Fishers’ Hicks o

quality-of-life amenities.

“Mayor Fadness is right in identifying
that small-business growth and entrepre-
neurship is important,” Hicks said. “You
got the diagnosis right. The prescription
is wrong.”

Fadness and Wechsler disagree,
though, and point to the city’s grow-
ing tech scene and companies that have
already expanded beyond Launch, like
Bluebridge Digital LLC and Iconomic
Digital Marketing. And they agree public

GCorp.

funding was essential.

“Without the city’s involvement and
the mayor’s leadership in this, none of
this happens,” Wechsler said.

Building the brand

Within a couple of years of opening,
the Launch brand evolved beyond a co-
working space in a library basement.

In 2014, Wechsler helped create the
Indiana Coworking Passport and formed
Launch Indiana, which are both aimed
at connecting entrepreneurs throughout
the state.

The passport program allows members
of the 47 participating Indiana facilities
to receive one free day-pass per month
to any of the other co-working offices,
which are are not charged to be included.

Launch Indiana is designed to help com-
munities start co-working spaces and con-
nectentrepreneurs to resources and experts.
It’'s a branch of Launch Fishers, and the
state’s Office of Small Business and Entre-
preneurship contracts with Launch Indiana
to help with specific initiatives.

And earlier this year, Wechsler
expanded the physical presence of
Launch by opening a co-working
office in downtown Indianapolis called
Launch Indy.

The facility is in The Union 525, a
for-profit venture that offers short-term
office leases to growing tech companies
and is backed by Hurley and three real
estate investors.

Hurley said co-working was a natural
fit for the building. “We had options in
terms of who we wanted to bring in and
facilitate this part,” Hurley said. “John
was the first person I wanted.”

Wechsler said the space in The Union
made sense for the second Launch loca-
tion because the infrastructure was
already in place and Launch Fishers staff
can help run it.

That means costs have been minimal,
so the new facility isn’t “under the gun”
to ramp up membership numbers quickly.
When Launch Fishers opened, member-
ship fees were immediately used to pay
the bills, Wechsler said.

Unlike the government partnership
for Launch Fishers, the city of India-
napolis is not involved financially at the
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new location. ber 2015.

Even with the expense of adding ven- “We believe in this pursuit for all of
tures, Launch Fishers’ budget has been Indiana,” Fadness said. “And it's not
in the red only once since 2012 and has  really a competitive thing.”
seen annual revenue growth since 2013, The latest expansion for Launch and
according to public tax documents. Wechsler is the Indiana loT Lab—Fishers.

Fishers Entrepreneurship Center Inc.’s The 24,562-square-foot facility at 9059
revenue spiked from $540,000 in 2014 Technology Drive, deemed to be the

s v . ¢ - .
to $1.3 million in 2015, thanks to an state’s first internet-of-things lab, should
increase in program-service dollars that  open early next year, Wechsler said.
come mostly from corporate sponsors. He will oversee the facility, which will

In 2015, the latest year for which tax offer maker space, storage rooms, project
documents are available, Launch attracted ~ suites, common project areas, meeting
$768,550 in corporate sponsorships. rooms, collaborative desk space, a coffee
Membership income brought in $138,050.  bar and a break room.

The biggest expense for the organiza- “There'’s a lot of excitement building
tion is salaries and wages, accounting for  around that,” Wechsler said.
$342,000 in 2015. More loT labs and co-working spaces

Wechsler said the group has about a  could open through the help of Launch
dozen employees, and that includes three  Indiana, but those might be independent
staff members who run the Launch Fish- entities, not connected to the Launch
ers coffee sh()p_ brand, according to Wechsler.
Non-competitive Wechsler hesitates to predict what's

“ % - beyond that.
The *“Launch” brand is not trade- i . ) .
: . We always have our eyes on how this
marked, copyrighted or protected in any < : o 5
b can impact the broader state economy,
siilerwig. he said. “There’s so much that changes in
Wechsler said he started the Launch =~ ° ' & =000 0 e
- - 3 such a short period of time.
brand for the good of the community, and . N : s
ar : Fadness predicted that Wechsler will
he shares his ideas and methods with lead- i
e x - stay put at Launch—at least for now
ers trying to replicate what he’s done. ; ; 4

“ 2 : because he’s passionate about connecting

We do have an identity we want to man- 71y g om

& S ke ; entrepreneurs. But they are planning for
age,” Wechsler said. “But we wanted to kind S et il .

> . % a future without either of them involved.
of open-source this to the community. . i . .

% : We are trying to build a team of peo-

Dozens of mayors and state and fed- sl e

= ple around us,” Fadness said. “We want
eral elected officials have toured Launch = Nt .
,. A . Tolale 2 to make sure this initiative, this momen-
Fishers, including Vice President Mike T % i
S tum, doesn’t die with the two of us.”
Pence while he was governor.

We sha'rc : cvcry_lhlng we ‘;“"‘ Editor's note: IBJ pays for a Launch Fishers member:
Wechsler said. “All of them are curious.  ship for North of 96th reporter Lindsey Erdody so she
... This place, when it's buzzing, it has a  has a place to land between assignments.
feel to it that’s hard to explain.”

Shelley Klingerman, executive direc-
tor of Launch Terre Haute, said that facil-
ity would never have opened without help
from Wechsler and Fadness.

“What they were doing made a lot of
sense,” Klingerman said. “We adopted it,
and it stuck.”

But even though Launch Terre Haute
shares the name and the group’s best
practices, it operates as a separate entity.

Wechsler also provided guidance for
Refinery Business Center in Marion, a Page 3 of 4

co-working space that opened in Septem-
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Building a brand

John Wechsler founded Launch Fishers in
2012 as a not-for-profit called Fishers Entre-
preneurship Center Inc. The organization has
since grown to include related ventures.

photo/Eric Leamed

Siblings: Launch Fishers, Launch Indiana,
Launch Indy, Indiana Coworking Passport,
Indiana loT Lab

Board members: Dan Canan, Pete Peterson,
Scott Fadness, John Weingardt, Joe Eaton

Employees: 12

Founder and CEO: John Wechsler, 52 ;

Experience: Formstack director and president; Launch Fishers CEO John Wechsler says the
DeveloperTown partner; SimCave founder co-working space has been successful because it'’s
and CEO; Taxi Ventures partner; Vontoo Jocused first on supportive entrepreneurial culture,
president and COO; Wishoo founder and rather than on cool workspace.

CEO; IBM client manager

Financials:

$1.5M

~——

"4

$1.2M |— "9 revenue
774 expenses

$900,000

$600,000

$300,000

2012 2013 2014 2015
Difference: $284.000 -$24,000 $33,000 $553,000

Sources: John Wechsler. IBJ research

“I'm just so proud of what John's done. He's helped
change the trajectory of Fishers.”
Scott Fadness, Fishers mayor
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