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Now that the Cisco Global Problem Solver Challenge 2021 winners have been officially

announced, we are excited for you to learn more about each winning team and the story

behind each innovation. The Cisco Global Problem Solver Challenge is an annual

competition that awards cash prizes to early-stage tech entrepreneurs solving the

world’s toughest problems. Now in its fifth year, the competition awarded its largest prize

pool ever, $1 million USD, to 20 winning teams from around the world.

This year, Cisco offered a special HBCU Startup Prize to a team with at least one founder

who is a student or graduate of one of America’s Historically Black Colleges and

Universities (HBCUs), and who presents an innovative technology solution that

addresses a social or environmental problem. This $50,000 USD prize supports our $150

million commitment to the strategic recovery, sustainability, and legacy of America’s

Historically Black Colleges and Universities.

Mini City, a cloud-based startup based out of Atlanta, is the first winner of the HBCU

Startup Prize, for their innovative work assisting homeless and at-risk individuals by

connecting them with identification. Herold Raymond, Mini City’s VP of Business

Development, and graduate of HBCU North Carolina Central University, and his sister

India Hayes, Mini City’s co-founder and CEO, teamed up on this philanthropical startup in

Northampton, MA | July 15, 2021 09:01 AM Eastern Daylight Time

https://u.newsdirect.com/Wl0i6s1f6dq9v8TGvb1yJk9GSUlBsZW-fnJmcXK-XmZeXn5ZYklmfl5yRmJOTmpeeqpecn4uRFY3PSc_KTFHt6AoPyknNVe3OD-nLLVIF65S18jAyJAhL7W8OKM0CRAAAP__CHAgAB-5Kg6EjE73PfA0q1OgXIUe9ao_mFOfCQ
https://u.newsdirect.com/HMyxDQIxDABABkCiYgx_4EtEiyiYIrGsJJLffsV-XpmAggmYgSFYDUF90r19f9v1y_Pj5-ujv7bFfbZTCIk124DVUAfUKQitFqKILoJVMngh-Ctk1hQZ5qaJaQJTvlMDLJGZJBOMh_EIaxWhZptfU5b0DQAA__8FjQhwlzlwtJGqfc9pEGp_Wu8559Vg5plj9Dirw
https://u.newsdirect.com/BMDBrcIwDAbgN8CTODHG39wRV8SBKVLXbSy1SWQ7hE7AgQmYgSFYje_jx9thv7y-fr4-9_d_cq92CmFcy2IDiVEZqGyBTMOkHDfUNWbwg6k5w1xUJS9oFVtchNDFE0pTzKLm4DsrOLtyVc7c1JJUxB51wlwUaaRmf5m7pTb-AgAA__8F-tLuzihcnSQLxTf0znwdEvETw2DB9I4airQRA
https://u.newsdirect.com/Wl0i6s1f6dq9v8TGvb1yJk9GSUlBsZW-fmqeXnlmdmZBakpmol5-Ubo-iKfvkVlckl-UmZyYk1MZn5STmJwdn5yfk5Oanlocn5iXEl-al1mWWlScWZKZWsyQl1penFGaBAgAAP__6_9Gkf0Xl_-6E0BGg_UBeS3sL31dvWrNfR8tkw
https://u.newsdirect.com/Wl0i6s1f6dq9v8TGvb1yJk9GSUlBsZW-flJOfnqxXnJmcXK-XnJ-rn5eanmxfmZeWWpxSWZeum5afpFuYp5uZl5yTmlxZlmqblppSWlRKgNIWUZpEiAAAP__uYqCaaJ3AgYlGxUs65zRVQGU65ndQ4VV3XN1Lg
https://u.newsdirect.com/Wl0i6s1f6dq9v8TGvb1yJk9GSUlBsZW-fnl5uV5uZl5mcmZJZWJJjl5yfq4-Q15qeXFGaRIgAAD__wKONc4u8-hsPdGjdwIOPxixmTgHUtcwqcg9Igkw


2019. Their platform enables homeless populations to access state- and government-

issued identification – identification that serves as a key to job entry, housing, and more.

I sat down with India and Herold to discuss their beginnings, inspirations, and how this

award will impact Mini City and homeless people across the US.

What problem is your technology solution trying to solve?

India: Our long-term vision is, of course, eradicating homelessness and isolation for

disadvantaged groups, or those that are experiencing homelessness, or are at-risk for

homelessness. But when we get granular, and look at the specifics of what we’re doing,

Mini City is honing in on documents readiness, digital identification, and benefits access.

Many times, when we talk about strong forms of identification, you’re looking at birth

certificates, social security cards, vital records—that’s what will help people to get

housing, or roll into school, or take those next steps. And when you think of it even

further out, we’re helping an individual gain government benefits, and access to

Medicaid, and so on and so forth. We are honing in to those critical layers of

identification and benefits because that’s crucial to long-term self-sustainability and

being able to thrive in our nation.

Herold: India just summed it up greatly. What we like to say is that we’re helping the

homeless on the road to self-sufficiency, and that begins with that identification aspect

and those vital records. But it’s growing to become more than that, as we eliminate

barriers to services like health care, food access, and even financial services. You know,

many people who have benefits, even veterans, have trouble even accessing the money

they have in bank accounts without any documentation.

Can you explain how the solution works?

Herold: So, the technology is a cloud-based Software as a Service (SaaS) solution. And

that web application is housed on a tablet that we provide to our customer

organizations. And any one of their helpers or case workers on the ground can access

the device, and a homeless participant can check in through that.

Mini City has access to different vital records offices in different states to produce these

different documents–through a secure accountability process, we deliver them to

representatives within the organization. We connect case workers with the documents

that they then can connect to the end-users.

India: I think Herold summed up very well we do and how it works. But moving forward,

Herold was integral in getting us on the AWS platform, making it so that we could work

with the tech team. Just making it so we can be offered as a licensing key. So, cities and



states easily onboard. It’s a critical step, because we do have different partners that are

seeking our services and we just want to make it as easy as possible.

This summer we’re rolling out a compatible way to sign up for our services to keep track

of services, a caseworker portal. We’ve always had a very internal kind of admin

dashboard, but we want to open that up to caseworkers, just so that they can have more

visibility and see where their citizens are at.

And then our biggest new thing is having this citizen portal, so a homeless citizen can

have views into you know where they’re at in their journey, and any partner offerings—

whether it’s through, you know Amerigroup, one of our Medicaid partners, or Comcast, or

whomever. So that’s long-term vision. But in the gist of how things work, we’re at a really

great place. But I think there’s so much more that we have in terms of our product

roadmap.

Herold:  Our CTO, Jason, and I set up our cloud platform on AWS. And Mini City is totally

cloud-enabled. And, as you can imagine, we are extremely data intensive. So, we’re

HIPAA certified, through a certification to protect data. We follow ISO standards and

protocols. But for that next step that India is talking about, we’re trying to be as efficient

as possible when trying to eliminate those barriers to other services, allowing us to

securely communicate data with these other providers, partners, health services,

researchers, and those in FinTech.

India: We can deploy in any state. I know the city of Denver was interested, and

Philadelphia. And on the West Coast, they were interested. But, you know, what we found

was to get vital records and birth records, which are necessary and critical, we have

streamlined the process across the board. But when you get to very granular state-

specific benefits—So for example, Medicaid, that’s a process that is very difficult, right?

And there is a very high level across the board nationwide approach you can apply to it.

But there are benefits that are very tailored to the population of Georgia versus in

California. Because states really pride themselves on offering benefits that are

specifically a response to what’s going on in their state, what trends they see. So, our new

challenge to address is making sure it’s a bespoke experience based on region.

What inspired you to develop this solution?

India: From shared experience of volunteering at women’s shelters. We were helping

women who were experiencing homelessness with job readiness, and interview questions,

and different packets. And Herold would come down and help volunteer. We would do

all this stuff, but it was just from a desire to want to help large communities of color.



Because I think, 80 percent to 90 percent of the women that we were working with in the

shelters were women of color.

So, we’re like, “alright, this is heavily affecting our community, how can we step in here?”

Herold was still a student at the time. And I think, maybe I had just graduated not too

long before. And I think we just were inspired by that feeling you get when you—whether

you’re graduating or taking on a new career—that preparedness. We really take it for

granted, because that’s something that largely comes from support, our community and

family. And, many times, the homeless are some of the most isolated individuals. For

whatever reason, you know, maybe they outlive their family, they were the baby in the

family, but that was decades ago. Or maybe there are different strains, like they weren’t

accepted by their family, or they have PTSD. There are so many barriers. But [we’re

inspired by] feeling supported and wanting that for our peers. And all the different

people we met [who] were important to us.

How will winning a prize in the Cisco Global Problem Solver Challenge help you

advance your business?

Herold: I think what has helped us the most is validating and helping design these new

connections to services. So, we have that good fundamental skill with the identification

aspect and the point of that technology.

When we’re talking about connecting to other barriers, I mean this new experience with

new states, for Medicaid, and even getting EBT benefits, and different things, like

vouchers for health foods. We have done tons of research and a lot of groundwork with

connecting to these agencies as well. We have started forming these processes. But as

you imagine, you must tackle it from different sides; from the pain points that we are

solving, the business side for the organizations and enterprises, and the government side,

for handling federal and state entities, state legislators, and then those aspects of

developing the technology.

India: During—well, even before the pandemic, but especially now, there’s just so much

demand. And we want to make sure that we’re able to meet that. So just as Herold said,

there’s a lot of bespoke benefits that states pride themselves on—underutilized benefits

at an enterprise level from different homeless care providers. And, again, when we say:

“homeless care providers,” people always think of shelters. But there’s Comcast military,

there’s Medicaid suppliers, there are different educational groups, your library. There are

so many groups that offer so many resources.

And to really bring that all together, to have that holistic compassionate tech hub takes a

lot. And our goal is, through this funding, and even through our careers, is to truly bring

our job to a higher level, and to offer a full scale of benefits, which is a lot of moving



parts. We’ve simplified it. But in terms of our long-term goal; for example, our head of

strategy is always envisioning a Mini City banking component, or wallet components. So,

these are all things that take a lot of like debit and capacity efforts.

People are always surprised that we have such a small team. It’s only four of us, so it’s

not a huge team. But we need more support on the dev side to bring everything together.

So, that’s largely what this fund will go on to support.

Has the global pandemic impacted your work?

India: I would say yes, absolutely. [laughs] So we knew the need was always there. But,

before the pandemic, I think we had one partner, one youth group, that we had launched

both. That was supported by the Center for Civic Innovation. So, we did a pilot with them.

That was our very first customer—or our only paid customer, really, at the time.

And then the pandemic hit, and it went from just this one site to dozens of sites, to a ton of

sites. I do think that this pandemic helped accelerate Mini City’s growth, just because of

the need. And our nation couldn’t really ignore it because it makes everything worse if

you don’t address the most critical pain points.

Herold: Yes, I think you can see that in municipal structures—in the municipal government,

different struggles. When they’re trying themselves to help the homeless population just

to give them benefits or affordable or proper housing. Except you needed the

documentation. You need to know who they are, where they’re from, or even to connect

them to other family members. But [after COVID], they saw that they couldn’t even do

that with the organizations or the capabilities they had in place. They couldn’t handle that

demand. So, [the pandemic] made it evident that it was a time for Mini City to show our

skills and excel, meeting our goal to connect all the different organizations and help our

city.

Why did you decide to start your own social enterprise versus going to work for a

company?

Herold: Part of it comes from our parents. Our parents are always talking about the

highlight for entrepreneurship and big things. But they also said, “you have to learn, you

have to build these skills.” And I’ve always wanted to be around smart people to learn

and build my skills. And that’s part of what’s cool of working at Cisco, NetApp, and other

organizations. But also, Cisco had that emphasis on social community impact–partly why

I love the company. But that was the biggest thing for entrepreneurship is really what it

made us feel about ourselves.

I’m the younger brother. My sister [India] had already started Mini City in some capacity.

She hadn’t really added any digital capabilities yet. But I admit, I like to follow my sister. I



knew she was working on something great and an excellent project that had a lot of

growth. It had a lot—not just growth, but the potential to grow exponentially.

India: Aw, that was sweet of you to say. I’m glad I had a positive influence on you. And I

do think it’s something that’s greatly—like, we probably underestimate the value of

working together. It just makes things a lot easier. It’s different, but we’re able to work it

out with family. You already know your work patterns, work styles, and other hidden

forms of communication, so you don’t have that hurdle. And, this is my passion. I know for

sure that this is something that my brother loves and that he’s always interested in.

I knew I want to use my design thinking—my human-centered design approach in

whatever I did. And for a while, it was always to the benefit of a different group or

corporation. So, whether they are working in public health, or, you know the news and

journalism, and I was always highlighting or pointing out that I really wanted to do this in

every job I had. So later, when I left, they’d be like, “we’re so sorry to see you go, it was no

surprise at all.” And so, a lot of times startups especially founders of color, we don’t have

the resources, all the time to just leave our job. Many times, we don’t have those finite

connections to make certain things possible, so we must work. So, right before the

pandemic, I was like, “you know what, I’m just going to go all in.” And then a few weeks

later, the pandemic happened. I was like, “Oh my God.” But I told myself if I could make it

work in the toughest time, I could probably go full time. It was really challenging. But

we’re still here and still making it happen. So yeah, I think anyone could do it.

Herold: I was interning at Cisco. And we had got to like my final offer for full time. But I

was thinking, “all right, my sister’s going full time, just go all in.” At that point, I was going

to go to Africa for a month and then come back and join [Mini City]. But we didn’t have

any idea about the pandemic. So, it was a great startup time for my sister and I to have

tunnel vision. That’s the best thing. I feel like entrepreneurs have the same kind of story,

that big leap of faith. Because we figured out that we can’t balance those two different

sides, working full-time or giving your all to the business. So, it was just a big blessing that

we were able to do it. And it all starts with that leap.

What advice do you have for other social entrepreneurs?

Herold: The biggest thing for sure post-pandemic (or before) is empathy. And we learned

that, just for social partnership, and even in any business, if you really want to understand

the customer, you’re going to have to understand their pain points and have some insight

on that to produce a comprehensive solution. Honestly, that’s the biggest thing. To put

yourself as much as you can in the other person’s shoes—the people you’re trying to help.

But also, be yourself and have communication, to talk to all these people to get as much

feedback information as possible. Honestly, it makes a real difference.



India: Another thing is to be comfortable with being uncomfortable. Which, I know is a

weird phrase. But many times, you won’t have all the data points, you do have to take a

risk, you do have to move forward. And not every hardship is like, “oh it’s I who has

failed,” or “this is horrible.” It’s a lesson learned right. It’s a way for you to grow and test

yourself in these ways.

But… I would say, yes, especially during this time is empathy. It’s easy, especially when

you’re working like cool tech and design to be like, they just don’t get it, our product is so

good.” This is so amazing, maybe they just don’t realize it. But if you really sit down one-

on-one and make those human connections, and just listen, and find out what truly is their

hardship and pain point. That takes time. It’s a skill.

We’re human beings. There are so many things. Finite, small things that go into the human

experience. And if you’re meeting someone at one of the worst times of their life, during

homelessness, or if you’re meeting someone that helps those individuals that are going

through a tough time, it’s human nature to want to make you comfortable. “Oh, it’s not

that bad.” “Oh, actually, you know, we manage.” You must find a way to listen and be

present, but also be a comfort to someone. Because we work in social impact in tech, but

tech sometimes can be quite distancing. So, you must find a way, as a tech founder, to be

a relief to someone. And that takes a lot of human touches.

View additional multimedia and more ESG storytelling from Cisco Systems Inc. on

3blmedia.com
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