
It’s a familiar storyline – I had this invention. 
My mom helped me build the first prototype 
in the garage. I started with one employee in 
a warehouse. Today, under the leadership of 
professional triathlete and industrial engineer,  
TJ Tollakson, Rüster Sports has commercialized  
its high-endurance Dimond Bike. The aerodynamic 
racing bicycle is the first ever built using carbon 
fiber nanotubes – creating  an extremely  
lightweight frame.

With a solid roadmap, Rüster Sports has added 
several employees who  are building and selling 
products worldwide, and the company just  inked 

IT’S A MARATHON, 
NOT A SPRINT. 
Iowa is attracting high-growth, innovation-based startups.

“THE ENTREPRENEURIAL 
ENVIRONMENT ACROSS IOWA  
IS SECOND TO NONE.”

— TJ TOLLAKSON,  
PRESIDENT, RÜSTER SPORTS



   Iowa’s Demonstration Fund has done 
just that – demonstrated that the right 
mix of capital and business strategy 
guidance can take startups to the next 
level and create jobs. 

   Iowa is one of only a few states to  
offer refundable R&D tax credits to 
drive innovation. 

   Iowa is home to five entrepreneurial 
centers, plus easily accessible 
business incubators, cowork and 
wet-lab facilities are also scattered 
throughout the state. 

   Forbes ranks three Iowa metropolitan 
areas among the “Best Places in 
America for Business and Careers.”
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partnerships with two professional triathletes to 
promote  its high-performance bicycles. Where the 
story takes an interesting turn is that Tollakson chose  
to start his endurance sports company in Iowa. 

“The entrepreneurial environment across Iowa is 
second to none. We have high-tech and manufacturing 
startups, we have a lot of bioscience and a lot of 
agriculture startups and these combine to create  
a really  vibrant community,” said Tollakson.

APPLYING AEROSPACE TECH 
The company began with the invention of a bike travel 
case that meets the dimensional requirements for 
standard luggage on all major airlines. The case offers 
a savings upwards of $400 per round trip for travelers 
with bicycles. The company’s increasing bike case 
sales allowed it to branch into additional ventures. 
With a $75,000 Demonstration Fund loan from the 
state of Iowa, Rüster was able to do extensive wind 
tunnel testing at Iowa State University to optimize the 
Dimond Bike’s design, moving it to the next phase 
of production. Applying aerospace technology, the 
carbon fiber Dimond Bike is designed for speed and 
endurance races. The modern, sleek premium build 
costs nearly $13,000. 

IOWA RANKS 4TH AS  
BEST STATES FOR  
YOUNG PEOPLE. 
SOURCE: MoneyRates.com, 2016

Rüster Sports, Des Moines, Iowa



“The programs offered by the state provided Rüster 
Sports with a solid launch pad,” said Tollakson. “I’ve 
leveraged the  Iowa Internship Program to bring in 
talented college students studying engineering, 
business or marketing.”

More than 930 internships have been funded for Iowa 
companies through the state’s effective internship 
reimbursement program. The paid positions allow 
Iowa students to obtain real-world experience, while 
companies within the state’s targeted industries of 
biosciences, advanced manufacturing and financial 
services benefit from fresh perspective and future 
employee recruitment. Plus, Rüster was awarded low-
interest loans from the state to help keep costs down 
while the company was getting off the ground.

OPTIMUM STARTUP CONDITIONS 
Family ties, great quality of life, plus smart and 
effective financial assistance programs are reasons 
that attracted Tollakson to choose Des Moines. 
However, additional variables have provided a big 
boost to Rüster Sports, including Iowa’s low cost 
of doing business and access to skilled workers. 
Iowa consistently ranks in the top 10 for “business 
friendliness,” according to CNBC. 

“As a startup, we don’t always have the luxury of 
hiring specialized employees – we look for a broad 
variety of skills,” said Tollakson. “We have aerospace 
engineers and business majors and our latest hire 
is a high school graduate who went through an auto 
body program and has his welding certificate. He was 
able to jump in on day one and contribute with pretty 
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minimal training. And that’s one of the best things 
about Iowa – access and availability of skilled workers.” 

In addition, with Iowa’s low commercial rental rates 
and single-factor corporate income tax, Rüster Sports 
is able to minimize operating costs and keep more 
sales revenue to help grow. A majority of its products 
ship throughout the United States, so being centrally 
located is a major logistical advantage. The raw carbon 
material used on the Dimond Bike has to be shipped 
refrigerated; thankfully, its supplier is in the Midwest.

Tollakson also discovered a welcoming business 
community across the state. As an entrepreneur, 
access to mentors and community leaders who are 
willing to offer advice can be just as vital as access  
to capital. “If you look at everything that Iowa has to 
offer from the low cost of obtaining capital, the highly 
trained workforce, the friendliness of people and the 
access  to high technology from all the universities, 
you’d see  it’s a pretty substantial list that would be in 
favor of  any business supporting long-term growth  
in the state of Iowa.”

As a professional triathlete with several more Ironman 
championships in his future, it’s easy to see that  
TJ Tollakson and Rüster Sports will continue to push 
 the limits to stay at the forefront of high-endurance 
sports innovations. 

Are you ready to move out  

of the garage and commercialize 

your invention? Visit 

iowaeconomicdevelopment.com  
to find out how Iowa can be a 

catalyst for your startup success.
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IOWANS ENJOY THE  
4TH-LOWEST  
HOUSING COSTS  
RELATIVE TO INCOME. 
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