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1. Becoming an Activist- Empowering Others

A turning point in my career became during my years of dissertation research in France. I was, in some ways, living my dream: researching entrepreneurial fundraising stories and designing a fragrance with a major perfume factory in Grasse. Working with lab chemists was fascinating, and the world of scents a playfield of olfactive experiences. The sky was blue, and the weather was great. I was fulfilling my academic and creative passions in one parallel adventure, in a beautiful environment. Then one day, like a thunderbolt, I received news that my mother had been diagnosed with cancer. From that moment onwards my brain was hijacked with a need to do something to help: research treatments, understand causes, and simply be there for her. I ended up moving back to Finland, quitting my dissertation project for the moment, and tried to make sense of the emotional shock and live with the uncertainty of how the condition would develop. Little did I know then I would become an entrepreneur, with an activist heart. 

Finns are tough, and we have an inner strength called “sisu” roughly translating as perseverance. My mum fought back, and after heavy surgeries and treatments she held strong. She clung to life. I tried my best to help. My close friend, at the time, was less lucky in his battle against cancer. I lost him in a short time from diagnosis. In the following year I became involved with voluntary help of cancer patients, where I found purpose and a way to make sense of what was happening. We discussed at length the chemical loads that enter our bodies both through the food we eat e.g in the form of pesticides, and through our skin, e.g Formaldehyde, via the cosmetics we consume. Return back home was very tough, the winter months here are long and dark, and there is a reason Finland’s major startup event is called Slush. The sunlight was a faint memory, but I found purpose in my new job helping entrepreneurs start their businesses and voluntary help, which then was often making sense of ingredient lists at cosmetics counters. Many knew about my background in cosmetics, and I had a personal interest in understanding more. 

I quickly realized, that avoiding certain chemicals is difficult (be it from allergy, health or ethical reasons), because there are many varieties of molecules (for example plastics) and the Latin names are near impossible to remember. Once, at a cosmetics counter with a patient-friend who wanted Paraben-free moisturizers, I recall two other ladies asking us questions with similar needs. They said “I can’t make sense of the fine print”, and quite understandably finding suitable products was very time consuming reading the packaging labels. Sales ladies had the same problem. The fine print, mainly in Latin, was almost encrypted for an average person. Trying to find a plastic free lipstick, for example, felt nearly impossible. I can’t scale, I kept thinking. I can’t scale. However, what if we had a tool, that would? That would really make a difference. I began building a vision for a tool, much like a TripAdvisor for cosmetics. I was in lean in mode. 

I began building a prototype of a service in Aalto University’s- accelerator program, and in 2014 we were lucky to compete for President Clinton's Hult Prize semifinals for prevention of non-communicable diseases such as cancer. I had sold my car, spent my summer vacation at the accelerator program, and built a prototype with a first fledgling coder team. I was managing two jobs, designing the service during my free time, weekends and evenings, and put everything I had into the first draft of the service. I pitched to angels, and we were the favorite investment case and won our second prize. We secured equity funding, and I quit my day job. I was now a full time entrepreneur. In fall 2014 I, launched the service at Tech Crunch Disrupt Battlefield in London, together with our lead developer Teppo Hudson, and the vision was a reality. We had finally built our first product. We were now building awareness around Europe about cosmetic ingredients and health. We were the little rogue startup up shaking and stirring one of the worlds biggest industries: bringing transparency to ingredient lists, which one journalist quoted “you needed an Enigma machine to decipher”. 

Looking back at the motivation behind the startup, was to put everything I have into prevention. Prevention of illness, and prevention of polluting the nature made sense. I kept thinking we could avoid polluting waters, if we didn’t flush microplastics from our facial exfoliants into the drain in the first place. We would be better off avoiding carcinogens and hormone disruptors, if we made it easy enough for people to do safer choices, and avoid harmful product compositions. What kept me going was, the fact that I believed people wouldn’t willingly consume microplastics, for example, if they only knew what plastics were in their INCI names, and could manage the complexity. For example remembering the 516 plastics in our alerts, is almost impossible for the human brain. Now the tool was doing the thinking for the consumer. It would find the plastic free compositions for you, or you could type your allergen into your alerts, and find allergen-free face creams tailored to your specific needs. I wanted a binary recommendation logic. No marketing or product placement, but solely composition analysis based. If a user wanted to avoid an ingredient, the recommended product composition was free from that ingredient. We were empowering end users to choose as they wanted. I found hope after a period of hopelessness. The product was ready, and now we needed to build a team, and make it even better. 

I’ve often come across people telling me “it cannot be done”, or the challenge is “too big”.  My first team of coders were skeptical about being able to build a database structure, that would find the cosmetic product data and have it in a database, to a meaningful volume. Many said, the idea is great, but you’ll never get the product data from the major manufacturers. True, we don’t have all the products in the world, but we proved them wrong. Our database enables users to submit any product for analysis. Sure, all manufacturers don’t benefit from transparency of compositions. But, users do. Consumers want to know what is in their products. We empowered them to submit product data, so that any user query can be answered. From this experience I would counter argue: Don’t let others define what can and cannot be done. Tell yourself it’s possible. Sure, you need to roll up your sleeves, and break the problem down to small pieces. But, how about we find a way to do it? This defines my style of leading. 

Setting a vision and goals, I find is one part of leadership. But we all face ups and downs, and along these rollercoasters come emotional whirlwinds. The challenges, once resolved, may look easy afterwards, but tough times are toughest before the trend turns. In Paulo Coelho’s words “The darkest time of night is right before dawn”. It’s my favourite quote, and gives me hope when feeling overwhelmed, or that the challenge is big. Sometimes already talking helps, and usually realizing you are not alone with similar thoughts gives a sense of relief. This applies to team dynamics, but also to the leader. We all need resources, practical advice and a sympathetic ear. It makes a huge impact. Being vulnerable is human. Showing compassion is heart warming. Remember to be there for someone who reaches out to you in return. You might change the course of the world. That’s the kind of leader I aspire to be. Hopefully, you can go through your startup journey with a leader who challenges you, but also gives guidance, freedom and responsibility- in addition to humanity. I find empathy, as one of the most beautiful traits of a leader. 

Closing words: 
What do you want to change? If you wished something was different, see if you can change it. Build something. Aim at insight and understanding something new. Most importantly, don’t do it alone. Gather the right mix of people around you to take the leap with you, if you can. If you can’t find them, like me at first, give it time. Don’t be fearful of making mistakes. Don’t give up on your dreams. Fight for them, and pick a goal worth fighting for. 


Katariina




CosmEthics is an App for analyzing cosmetic products. 

The CosmEthics application, which is free for consumers, helps analyze what the cosmetic products are made of. The ingredient lists are difficult for consumers to understand, and therefore the app also works as a dictionary, where you can look up ingredients. Most importantly, you can make your own profile easily, by selecting categories you want to avoid, such as plastics (to avoid polluting seas and fish) or chemical sensitizers if you have sensitive skin. Our default alerts link to published research and you will see an alert on your screen next to the product, if it contains personal alerts or default alerts. For example estrogen imitators such as Parabens, and carcinogens such as Formaldehyde are automatically in our default alerts. Also EU banned ingredients from Cosing’s Annex II are in our default alerts. If the product has an alert, a recommendation of a safer and user-personalized product is shown below. The recommendation is ingredient specific, so it does not have the ingredients you wish to avoid. A good example is helping vegans find products without animal-based ingredients. The app finds a product easily by reading the bar code of a product, by using the camera in your smartphone. So, analysis only takes a second or so on your smartphone. Available for iOS and Android phones. 
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