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Brighton resident
meets goal to own
her own business 
By NICOLE SHELDON

Nicole Mahoney is no stranger to the 
small business arena. Self-employed 
since 1998, her latest small business, 

Break the Ice Media, is the culmination of 
her entrepreneurial journey.

Mahoney, CEO, founded the company in 
2009. Prior to starting the business, Mahoney 
piloted A2Z Associates, a small marketing and 
event planning firm. She and a business part-
ner also purchased Rochester Info Courses, a 
prelude to what is now known as the Roch-
ester Brainery. After selling that company, 
Mahoney did some freelance public relations 
and event planning work in her hometown of 
Canandaigua before developing Break the Ice.

“I wanted to expand beyond just myself 
as a freelancer,” says Mahoney. “I only had 
so many hours of my own time.”

Mahoney obtained her bachelor’s degree 
in marketing from Rochester Institute of 
Technology and her master’s degree in com-
munications from The College at Brockport. 

The Brighton native participated in The 
Entrepreneurs Network (TEN) program in 
2009, and through this process she saw where 
there were gaps in the PR and marketing in-
dustry. The TEN program aids entrepreneurs 
in all aspects of starting a business from 
human resources to finance to marketing to 
sales. At the end of the program, participants 
have a completed business plan and the op-
portunity to pitch to real investors. 

“At the time (when I started Break the 
Ice) there was a shift—social media was 
starting to really catch on and become pop-
ular and a lot of our clients were kind of 
scratching their heads and asking us what 
they should do,” says Mahoney. “Initially 
we launched with the idea that we were go-
ing to do PR and digital media.”

Four years into the company’s fruition, 
Mahoney and the Break the Ice team realized 
they had the opportunity to narrow their fo-
cus to a specific industry: travel and tourism. 

Break the Ice Media, located on North 
Main Street in Pittsford, offers content devel-
opment, social media, digital tactics, public 
relations and strategic planning. Their niche 
in the travel and tourism business sets them 
apart from local competitors. 

Though they are steadfast in their realm 
of clients, Break the Ice Media continues to 
grow and evolve. The firm is now a team of 
nine and they’re all women, which Mahoney 
says is unintentional. 

“We get more female applicants for our 
positions than men,” she says. “It may be 

because of the industry and the type of posi-
tions we hire for.”

The company has also added association 
management to its list of services for a cou-
ple of their clients. 

“One of our first clients was the Finger 
Lakes vacation region, which is now called 
the Finger Lakes Regional Tourism Council,” 
says Mahoney. “As that client has changed 

over the years and their needs have changed, 
we’ve evolved to meet their needs.”

The evolution has led Mahoney to bring 
on board two women who each serve as an 
executive director for Finger Lakes Region-
al Tourism Council as well as one of the 
firm’s newest clients, Travel Alliance Part-
ners. Both executive directors get support 
from the rest of the Break the Ice team in 

terms of marketing and PR moves. 
“This allows us to get deeper with those 

clients because we’re right in there with the 
operational side as well as the marketing 
side,” says Mahoney. “The executive directors 
work with the boards of directors for those or-
ganizations. They’re developing annual strate-
gic plans, overseeing the work that’s needed 
to support that client, and because we’re the 
management company we’re in charge of the 
client’s bookkeeping, meeting minutes and all 
of their operational support.”

Becoming an entrepreneur was always 
Mahoney’s lifelong goal. When she was 
young and was asked what she wanted to be 
when she grew up, her response was simple: 
“I want to own my own business.”

Mahoney’s father is the likely culprit for 
this unusual response from a child, as he 
owned local small business ROC Commu-
nications. Mahoney grew up working in the 
family business, so she learned from an early 
age the ins and outs of how to properly run a 
business from watching her father. 

“I worked (at ROC Communications) 
full time all the way through college and 
then after college for a few years,” says Ma-
honey. “I was able to really get in the trench-
es and see things that a lot of other people 
wouldn’t see that early in their careers.”

Now an experienced business owner 
herself, Mahoney notes the importance of 
always putting one foot in front of the other. 

“I think a lot of times people spend too 
much time planning or they’re too nervous to 
try something, and for us it’s all about moving 
forward even if it’s in a small way,” she says.  
“Eventually those small steps turn into some-
thing large when you add them all up.”

Mahoney is not only surrounded by estro-
gen in the office but also at home. She and her 
husband are raising four daughters. Yes, four. 

Mahoney is also the host of the podcast 
“Destination on the Left.” She began this en-
deavor in October 2016, and each week she in-
terviews a different travel and tourism indus-
try guru from all over the world to share ideas 
on collaboration, creativity and best practices. 

What’s more exciting is that a milestone is 
approaching. This October, “Destination on 
the Left” will publish its 100th episode.

“My goal has been to build a business that 
can last. We’re very strategic and careful as 
to how we’re growing,” says Mahoney. “We 
want to make sure that as we hire we’re able 
to keep those people employed, and we want 
to balance our client work so we don’t have 
too many eggs in one basket, so to speak. I 
want to build something that can hopefully 
last longer than I’m working.”

Small Business is a biweekly feature focus-
ing on local entrepreneurs. Send suggestions 
for Small Business stories to Reporter/Edito-
rial Assistant Nicole Sheldon at nsheldon@
bridgetowermedia.com. (585) 363-7031
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Entrepreneurial spirit leads to work in travel industry


