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L
ast July, Forbes magazine 
made celebrity Kylie Jenner 
its cover woman for the 
story “America’s Women 

Billionaires,” writing, “At 21, she’s 
set to be the youngest-ever self-
made billionaire.” Although Jenner is 
the founder and sole owner of Kylie 
Cosmetics with a $900 million empire 
that will soon reach the $1 billion 
mark, the designation that she was 
“self-made” was met with immediate 
backlash on social media.

As the youngest of the wealthy and 
famous Kardashian-Jenner family, 
Jenner started her business by investing 
“some $250,000 of her earnings from 
modeling gigs to pay an outside 
company to produce the first 15,000 lip 
kits.” Because of her background and 
access to money, most people weren’t 
buying it. Even dictionary.com joined  
in, tweeting “Haven’t we gone over 
this? Self-made: Having succeeded in 
life unaided.”

Some may agree and some disagree 
on whether Jenner is self-made or not. 
But, there is no disagreement that our 
2019 WBEs Who Rock! are self-made. 
They may not be billionaires…yet. But, 
like Jenner they are young and their 
innovation, ambition, drive, and success 
embody the characteristics of a truly 
self-made entrepreneur.

JENNY LEUNG
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Jenny Leung, founder and CEO of 
BellaNove´, who was also featured in 
Forbes, expanded on an existing retail 
concept that allows pregnant women 
to look good without the cost of buy-
ing a new wardrobe every trimester. 
And, 14-year old entrepreneur Mikaila 
Ulmer took her great grandmother’s 
flaxseed lemonade recipe and fused it 
with a desire and commitment to save 
honeybees.

Beautiful Nine
Many women consider pregnancy to 
be one of the most exciting times of 
their lives as they expectantly await 
the arrival of another tiny human to 
mold and shape. But, it can also be 
one of the most challenging periods 
for others – the body changes and 
with that comes the chore of trying to 
find clothes that fit and look good at 
the same time. 

Leung to the rescue. 

While studying the entrepreneurial 
track at UCLA’s Anderson School of 
Management, Leung was consider-
ing launching a company that had a 
purpose, one she could “stand be-
hind.” One day while driving to class 
debating a couple business ideas, she 
heard a segment on NPR about textile 
waste. Specifically, the 15 million tons 
of textile waste that is thrown into 
landfills.

The announcer further stated that if 
you calculated that to per person, 
it’s over 75 pounds of clothing. The 
volume stated in the segment took her 
aback.

“I thought, ‘I’m not throwing that 
much away, but I guess other people 
are.’ And then I thought more about 

it. You buy something from Forever 
21 or H&M and it’s super cheap. But, 
you get a hole or a rip in it or it’s out 
of style and you’re like ‘Eh, it was just 
like $5, $10, $20. Alright, I don’t need 
it anymore. I could throw it away and 
have some space in my closet.’”

Then, she thought 
about her pregnant 
girlfriends who were 
struggling to justify 
paying for professional maternity attire 
for work, which they’d only wear for a 
few months. 

“They had to sacrifice how they 
looked by going to low-quality options 
that they knew they would end up 
either tossing away or giving to some-
one,” Leung says.

From that, she surmised that a more 
viable option would be to rent quality 
maternity clothing that they could 
cycle through as their pregnancy 
progressed and their bodies grew into 
different shapes and sizes.

The result? BellaNove´ or “beautiful 
nine,” a membership-based, e-com-
merce service that allows women to 
rent sophisticated and professional 
maternity clothing rather than pay for 
new clothes. The company offers three 
membership levels – Starter, En-
hanced, and Ultimate – with packages 
priced from $129/month for five items 
to $199/month for 12 items (compared 
to $1,000, which would 
be the cost to purchase 
this same wardrobe). The 
memberships include 
a fit guarantee, free 
shipping both ways, 
and dry-cleaning upon 
return. Customers don’t 
have to remain tied to 
one membership; they 
have the ability to switch 
between memberships 
month to month to 
best suit their changing 
needs. To top it off, 
BellaNové also donates 
retired inventory to 
women-in-need organizations. They’re 
a company built for women, by wom-
en, and they’re empowering moms-to-
be everywhere. 

This fashion rental model isn’t new, 
with companies like Rent the Runway 
(possibly the most recognized fashion 
rental web site), Gwynnie Bee, and 
Armoire leading the way. La’na in 
Australia is for pregnant women or 

those who recently had a baby and 
also has its own in-house label.

BellaNove´ has been well received by 
its target market beyond the obvious 
fashion reasons. 

“[Customers] were telling me things 
like ‘I feel beautiful 
again.’ Or ‘You’ve giv-
en me my confidence 
back.’ Or ‘My husband 
says I look amazing 

and I’m seven months pregnant. I 
wasn’t feeling beautiful in my own 
skin anymore but you changed that.’ I 
realized that fashion has always been 
a way that we express ourselves and 
when you put on something that looks 
good on you, you feel good. And that 
brings a different confidence to you in 
the way that you present yourself; the 
way you move,” Leung says.

One of the biggest challenges Leung 
has faced when she started BellaNové 
was juggling a full-time job and also 
attending graduate school. “I didn’t 
know how I found the time to do ev-
erything! And I was debating whether I 
would stay at my full-time job with my 
high potential to grow in this position, 
or I choose to put my life savings in 
here. But I really loved what we stood 
for and believed that I could make 
a bigger positive impact with Bella-
Nové – for the women who would feel 
beautiful, confident, and empowered; 

and for the planet! And ultimately, I 
thought “What would I regret more? 
Trying and failing or not trying at all?” 

As part of her entrepreneurial journey, 
Leung has participated in several pitch 
competitions, including the Women’s 
Business Enterprise National Coun-
cil’s (WBENC) Student Entrepreneur 
Program (SEP) last June at the WBENC 
National Conference & Business Fair in 
Detroit, Michigan. She was one of 21 

Leung communing with Kate and Ella, the young daughters 
of the Rea family who were early settlers of Anaheim, CA, 
and named their ranch Katella, namesake of the famed 
Katella Ave. near Disneyland.
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students chosen from across the coun-
try to participate in the SEP and placed 
in the EY Competition, bringing home 
a cash prize. 

“The program was helpful in actually 
growing the business. At the con-
ference, we had the opportunity to 
meet companies who took interest in 
sponsoring BellaNové as a maternity 
benefit. Within SEP, we brainstormed 
with other people who had the en-
trepreneurial mind, as well, to help 
unblock any challenges we had. We 
utilized each other’s thought processes 
and experiences to really help open 
up our eyes to solutions that could be 
there,” she says. 

Leung, the daughter of immigrants, 
was born in Hong Kong but came to 
the U.S. at three years old with her 
parents and younger sister. Her parents 
left everything in Hong Kong to pursue 
better opportunities in the U.S. for 
their daughters, a fact that has had a 
profound impact on Leung.

“They saw [that] with two girls, we 
probably weren’t going to have the 
best opportunities. So they brought 
us here even though they didn’t know 
how to speak any English,” she says. 
“We were poor in the sense of money, 
but we were rich in values. Seeing how 
hard my parents worked inspired me 
to think that I can do it. I feel like it’s 
an ode to them in a way where they’re 
giving me this chance. I better take this 
chance.”  — And she has.

For more information on BellaNové, 
visit www.bellanove.com.

Creating a Buzz
At 14, Ulmer is a seasoned pro in 
entrepreneurship, having started her 
company, Me & The Bees Lemonade, 
when she was a little over four years 
old. Her subsequent success, pitching 
her business on the television series 
“Shark Tank” at age nine, appearing 
on ABC-TV’s “Good Morning Ameri-
ca” twice, and meeting then-President 
Barack Obama three times, is Exhibit A 
that “age ain’t nothin’ but a number.”

Ulmer is the founder and CEO of Aus-
tin, Texas-based Me & The Bees, which 
produces a natural lemonade with flax-
seed and sweetened with honey that’s 
been flying off the shelves of Whole 
Foods Market, Wegman’s, The Fresh 
Market and The Natural Grocers, 
and other retailers. The award-winning 
lemonade recipe was inherited from 
her great-grandmother Helen who sent 
the Ulmer family a 1940’s heirloom 

cookbook, which included her special 
recipe for Flaxseed Lemonade.

Ulmer’s family had encouraged her to 
enter the Acton Children’s Business 
Fair, a children’s business competi-
tion. But, she was struggling to come 
up with a business idea. Then, the 
cookbook arrived. So she considered 
starting a lemonade stand. But, anoth-
er event occurred that influenced her 
decision, as well.

“That same summer, I got stung by 
two bees in one week. I was terrified 
of the bees, anything that buzzed. 
So my parents encouraged me to 
do some research. And in doing that 
research, I found out how incredibly 
important pollinators they are, and 
that they’re also 
dying at an alarming 
rate. I learned that 
they pollinate one 
in every three bites 
of food we eat, and 
that year 40 per-
cent of beekeepers 
reported a dead 
hive. And I was like, 
‘Okay, they’re dying 
and they need to 
be saved, because 
they’re important. 
How can I help save 
them?’” she recalls.

Ulmer decided to 
combine the two 
ideas and sweeten 
her great-grand-
ma Helen’s flaxseed lemonade with 
honey. A portion of the proceeds she 
received from the lemonade would be 
donated to help save the bees.

In addition to her appearances on the 
aforementioned shows, in the past 10 
years, the self-described “social en-
trepreneur, bee ambassador, 
educator, philanthropist, and 
student,” has been named 
one of Time magazine’s 30 
Most Influential Teenagers, 
and featured in Teen Vogue, 
Ebony, Oprah magazine, the 
“Today Show,” “20/20,” and 
many others.  

To date, Me & The Bees 
Lemonade is stocked in 
more than 1,000 stores 
across the U.S. and sells 370,000 bot-
tles each year.

How does an adolescent garner so 
much publicity and support for a 
fledgling company? Relentless market-
ing, that’s how.

“My first marketing was when I started 
the lemonade stand—I made posters. 
So I would get some markers, get 
some big poster paper, and I’d just say 
on my sign that I donate, and I’d draw 
some bees,” she says.

Eventually, her mother, D’Andra, 
created an Instagram account, where 
Ulmer actively engages her more than 
25,000 followers with videos, photos 
of her media appearances, and the 
occasional recipe. As her Instagram 
account has grown, she’s expanded 
influence to other social media plat-
forms and technology giants.

“We are partnering with different tech-
nology companies like Dell and 
Microsoft, and they’re doing short 

films, documentaries, 
saying how they sup-
port entrepreneurs 
and that they’re sup-
porting my company 
and how I’m using 
their technology to 
run the company,” 
she shares.

D’Andra believes 
that it’s not just 
marketing that has 
contributed to the 
company’s growth, 
but it’s Me & the 
Bees’ focus on social 
issues such as saving 
the honeybees in 
our food supply. It’s 
the passion for social 

issues that people relate to and want 
to support as well.

As part of her marketing, Ulmer travels 
to several tradeshows, including 
ExpoWest and the National Minori-
ty Supplier Development Council 
Conference and Business Opportunity 

Exchange and she’s often 
amused by the reactions 
she gets. “Most of the 
times when I walk up to 
a booth or start talking, 
they’re like, ‘Oh, are you 
a future entrepreneur or a 
future CEO?’ And then they 
look at my badge and go, 
‘Oh, so are you currently 
a CEO?’ And I answer, 
‘Yeah, I have a lemonade 

company,” she says. “It’s great seeing 
the reactions. But, I’m thinking, ‘Wow, 
there could be so many other kid 
entrepreneurs, especially kid entrepre-
neurs that look like me that can [be] 
just as successful as I [am].” And I think 
that’s important. I think that we need 
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to realize that you don’t have to wait, 
and you don’t have to look a specific 
way.”

It’s only fitting that Ulmer would 
attend NMSDC’s annual confer-
ence as she 
understands 
how import-
ant supplier 
diversity 
managers are 
to diverse 
businesses. 
“It’s a small 
community 
but everyone 
looks out 
for brands. 
They’re 
always open 
to introducing 
brands to 
new com-
panies and 
other supplier 
diversity man-
agers.”

Even at 14, Ulmer faces some of the 
same challenges other CEOs face 
but there are slight differences, like 
balancing running a vibrant company 

with school work and extracurricular 
activities such as tennis and volleyball.

“I need to make sure that I’m running 
the business and making sure every-
thing’s going smoothly — doing well 

in school, 
being a regular 
14-year-old girl 
and having fun, 
and [playing] 
sports and 
making sure I’m 
healthy. So it’s 
a lot of work to 
make sure that 
I have time to 
do everything. 
[I] also need 
‘me’ time, too. 
So that is one 
challenge that I 
have every day. 
But a good 
calendar is 
working for us 
to make sure 
that every-

thing’s balanced and that I have time to 
do it. So that’s really important.”

With so much success under her belt, 
it’s easy to forget that this mature-be-

yond-her-years powerhouse still has 
a lifetime ahead of her to continue to 
make her mark. 

“I recently started my own non-profit 
called the Healthy Hive Founda-
tion. And I’m educating, and funding 
important honeybee research, and to 
ultimately protect the bees through 
technology and partnering with com-
panies,” she says. “Personally, [also] 
get through high school and college. 
I want to study probably marketing, 
something in the marketing realm 
because that’s what I’m more interest-
ed in. We’re launching new lemonade 
flavors and expanding into corporate 
cafeterias and big box retailers. And 
I’m also hoping to be not only an 
entrepreneur but also a serial entre-
preneur. When I get enough capital 
from that I’m hoping to invest in other 
minority-run companies.”

Those may seem to be lofty goals but 
coming from Ulmer, they’re definitely 
bee-lievable.

To learn more about Mikaila and how 
to save the honebees, visit 
 www.meandthebees.com or find her 
on Instagram, Twitter and Facebook 
@MikailasBees.  ♦
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Ulmer and her brother Jacob, meeting with  
Dr. Lawrence Carter, professor of Religion and dean 
of the Martin Luther King Jr. International Chapel, at 
Morehouse College.
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