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Daren Cotter’s interest in entrepreneur-
ship began in high school, but it was in 
his Mankato college dorm room where,  
fueled by high-speed Internet and a love 
for commerce, he built the foundation of  
CotterWeb Enterprises, Inc. The 28-year-
old’s online-loyalty marketing firm now 
has revenue of $17 million.

Cotter’s interest in technology developed 
in the 1990s, when he developed his own 
software and sold it to interested buyers 
on his personal Web site. Cotter pursued 
a bachelor’s degree in computer science at 
Minnesota State University, Mankato, and 
began perusing the Internet and visiting on-
line marketing Web sites where consumers 
were paid to visit. In the end, he came to the 
conclusion that he could create something 
better, for both the user and the advertiser. 

“On the advertisers’ side, existing loy-
alty programs paid for face time, getting an  
ad in front of a consumer. … My model 
is a system where advertisers pay only for 
results,” Cotter said. These results come in 
the form of some kind of transaction, be it a 
user completing a survey or signing up for 
a membership. 
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“On the advertisers’ side, existing loyalty 
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 The consumer benefits from a more trans-
parent method, Cotter said. Other online mar-
keting programs awarded consumers points. 
Cotter’s system awards consumers with actual 
cash into their online accounts. 

By the time Cotter graduated from Mankato 
in 2004, he was already taking in $2 million 
using his loyalty site, InboxDollars.com. Since 
then, Cotter moved his business from his dorm 
room to a spacious office in Mendota Heights 
to accommodate a growing workforce. Last 

year, his company’s revenue grew from $12.4 
million to $17.3 million. Cotter didn’t say how 
much he expects his firm to expand next year, 
but he is certain their business model will fos-
ter rapid growth. 

But starting a business from scratch wasn’t 
easy for Cotter, who said he ran into repeated 
snags during his first few years in business. “I 
had very little business experience and was 
running it by myself,” he said. “And certainly 
being young and looking young didn’t help.”

Jack Johnson, chief operating officer at 
CotterWeb, said he remembers the first time 
he met Cotter in 2005. “I thought wow, I feel 
old,” Johnson said. Johnson first met Cotter 
when Cotter’s business was not much more 
than a few friends and relatives working out of 
Cotter’s home.

“I felt like he knew so much of what I didn’t 
know,” Johnson said. “He has incredible knowl-
edge and is very mature.” 

Despite consistent growth in revenue over 
the years, Cotter said he is the most proud of 
the fact that his hobby business could go on 
to provide the firm’s more than 30 employees 
with work, especially in a market where not ev-
eryone can boast a steady job. Cotter also feels 
his performance-based business is relatively 
shielded from the hurting economy. “With 
CotterWeb, advertisers are paying for exactly 
what they’re getting — results.”
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Joe Keeley, president and chief executive 
officer of College Nannies and Tutors, didn’t 
expect a college “man-ny” job to eventually ex-
pand into 46 franchises in 20 states.

But it did. Now the 28-year-old entrepreneur 
finds himself at the flagship position of the 
largest legal employer of nannies in the coun-
try. And with $10 million in revenue this year, 
an anticipated $50 million in four years and 
plans to expand the Wayzata-based business 
into Canada and the United Kingdom, Keeley 
and his company seem to be only going up. 

“When you’re a young entrepreneur you’re 
incredibly nimble, you don’t run out of energy, 
the cost of living is low, you don’t have a mort-
gage or kids. You have nowhere to go but up,” 
Keeley said.

Keeley, who was in the entrepreneurship 
program at the University of St. Thomas, St. 
Paul, took a nanny job in 2000 for a family in 

Edina. But Keeley said he found himself being 
much more than a baby sitter during his time 
there — he was a “role model” and recognized a 
need to provide working parents with a service 
that connects them with reliable guardians and 
tutors who would be active with their children.

Keeley officially incorporated the business 
in 2001, and said he kept it going by using 
funds from various entrepreneurial awards 
and bootstrapping in any way he could. “I owe 
St. Thomas about six ink cartridges and an-
other six reams of paper,” Keeley said. “I didn’t 

even own a computer until I graduated from 
college.”

In 2003, Keeley was joined by Peter Lytle, 
a managing partner of investing firm, The 
Business Development Group, based in 
Wayzata. But Lytle first met Keeley a year be-
fore, as he was giving a keynote speech at an 
entrepreneurial awards ceremony in St. Cloud, 
where Keeley was getting an award. The men 
spoke on the phone three days later and de-
cided to start working together.

“You see a lot of these things, but you rarely 

see things that are worth investing in.” Lytle 
said he was impressed with Keeley. “Joe is a 
very mature guy ... and he knew that he needed 
people to help him. Not all entrepreneurs can 
see that.” 

Keeley, with the help of Lytle and The 
Business Development Group, began franchis-
ing in 2005.  Its franchise system has 28 owners 
that employ 1,500 people around the country. 

In addition, Keeley is the volunteer president 
on the board of the Minneapolis-St. Paul chap-
ter of the Entrepreneurs’ Organization, and 
is a founding partner in the Wayzata-based 
Franchise Development Group and Live 
Green, Live Smart Builders.

Keeley also travels all over the country talk-
ing to college students about how to bridge the 
gap between the “dorm room and the board 
room.”

“College students hear a lot of speakers, but 
what I try to do is tell them my story to show 
them how you do it and that it’s possible.” 
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Joe Keeley now travels around college campuses sharing his story and trying to 
encourage other students to transition from the dorm room to the board room.
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CotterWeb gives out cash rewards for 
viewing web pages and doing surveys.

College NaNNieS aNd TuToRS
CEO and Founder: Joe Keeley
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Business: Nanny and tutor services
Founded: 2001 
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2008 revenue: $5.6 million
Web: collegenannies.com
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Web: cotterweb.net
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