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THE CHALLENGE: Sustaining a company that makes products for people with disabilities.

THE STRATEGY: Master the art of obtaining federal research grants.

Since leaving her salaried job in 1997, Dianne Goodwin has stubbornly chased the notion that an entrepreneur can make money by designing products for people with disabilities. In the cluttered headquarters of Blue Sky Designs, buried inside an old industrial building in St. Paul's Midway neighborhood, the 50-year-old engineer divides her time between tinkering and grant-writing in pursuit of profits.

Last week, the return of sunny weather to Minnesota symbolized Goodwin's spirits after she received the news that she probably will get a large grant from the federal government. But last fall, her mood was darker than the gray skies of May after she was rejected for a grant because of a minor technical error on the application.

Such are the ups and downs of a company that relies on a federal program known as SBIR -- Small Business Innovation Research grants. It's a program that requires federal agencies to provide small businesses with 2.5 percent of the grants the agencies make for research and development. These grants have been the largest source of revenue for Goodwin's company, which also generates income by licensing its inventions and consulting with companies that need help accommodating employees with disabilities.

"I call it my $500,000 mistake," Goodwin said of the technical error that cost her a half-million-dollar grant last October. "That was going to be my bread and butter for the next couple of years. Then I said, 'You have a Dec. 1 due date at [the National Institutes of Health].' "

Goodwin met that deadline and expects to hear this week that the NIH will provide $600,000 over the next two years to help her develop a mechanism for mounting devices on wheelchairs.

Goodwin committed herself to the business of making such devices after starting out as a naturalist. When funding for naturalist jobs dried up in the early 1980s, she went back to school and retrained as a "rehabilitation engineer," which combined an interest in product design with an interest in making lives better for people with disabilities. As a naturalist, she had done some canoe and camping trips for people with disabilities.

She moved from the East Coast back to her home state of Minnesota and worked for several organizations, including Gillette Children's Hospital and a company called AbleNet, which makes devices for people with disabilities. In 1997, she went part time at AbleNet and launched her own company with a state grant to compile information on outdoor recreation opportunities for the disabled. That grant of about $17,000 was the beginning of Blue Sky Designs, which has never paid Goodwin what she made in her salaried jobs.

But it's not about money, she said. Her business is about a passion for helping people with limitations enjoy the activities that others enjoy. Her first big product was a tent she has licensed to the Eureka tent company. It has a large, easy-open, zipperless door and can be set up by someone seated in a wheelchair. The "Freedom Tent" also has a large vestibule area to accommodate a wheelchair inside and other features that make it accessible.

The tent was developed with the help of an SBIR grant from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). Among Goodwin's other products is a "garden rocker," which is a device that allows people to do gardening from a sitting position, rather than on their knees. She also has received some SBIR grants from the USDA to invent a mechanism that can be used by people with physical limitations to transfer into and out of boats.

She has big hopes that the "Mount 'n Mover," which allows trays and other devices to be mounted to wheelchairs and moved easily by the occupant, might produce large royalties for her company. But so far, her annual revenue has been as consistent as Minnesota weather. 

In her first full year of 1998, she had revenue of $27,000, mostly from the grant to study outdoor recreation opportuni​ties and some consulting on job accommodations. She increased revenue to $43,000 in 1999 and to $104,500 in 2001, once she began getting SBIR grants, but dropped to $89,500 in 2002. She's projecting at least $225,000 in 2005 from grants and royalties from the sale of her inventions. She's also hoping that this is the year she'll finally be able to pay herself a salary that will match the $55,000 she left when she launched her company.

Goodwin said she is fortu​nate that the handful of em​ployees she's needed have been willing to work when she has funding and have other things to do when she doesn't. She's also happy leading a life without many luxuries so she can spend her days doing product design, even if income is sparse.

"I'm still not making what I used to make seven years ago, but that's OK, because I'm en​joying what I'm doing, and I get to decide what I do," Goodwin said. "I don’t have a big mort​gage, and I don’t have children.  I kind of bring [employees] on as I'm able to."

Even when she missed out on the grant last fall, she kept the company going, despite losing her only major source of projected revenue. She laid off three employees, tapped into a line of credit to pay monthly rent of $611 for her lab space and took a trip to Australia to celebrate turning 50.

And she wrote three proposals for SBIR grants.

With Blue Sky Designs, she said, “My focus is developing technology to enable people to do what they want to do, to have more fun in their lives, to make it easier for families of people with disabilities to go camping or go boating wherever they want to more safely. I'm more driven by that mission than I am by money."
The expert's opinion: Pat Dillon, who ran Minnesota’s SBIR program for years and now consults with companies seeking grants, said Goodwin's company is an excellent example of why the federal government should provide R&D funds to entrepreneurs.

"Dianne is an incredibly tal​ented and creative person who is a shining example of the en​trepreneurial spirit, driven by a social desire to make a differ​ence and to offer new innovative products to the disabled com​munity that makes their lives easier and better," Dillon said. "Dianne has gone through the school of hard knocks on how to be successful in the federal funding environment."

Dillon said the SBIR Program represents a chance at, the "American dream" for entrepreneurs such as Goodwin.  “It provides a safe haven for our nation’s best and bright​est scientists and engineers to become CEOs and presidents of high‑tech companies while bringing innovative ideas to life," Dillon said. 

Larry Werner is at werner@startribune.com

Dianne Goodwin, director of research and development for BlueSky Designs, who does not use a wheelchair, demonstrates a tent for the physically disabled, developed by her company and produced commercially by the outdoor company Eureka.
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