
Karen’s Gluten Free Living owner and 2019 
Verde Valley Regional Economic Organization 
(VVREO) Moonshot Pioneer Pitch fi nalist Karen 
Russell wrote the book on going gluten free. 
Literally. And since she was born in Japan, her 
book “Gluten Free Living” was even translated 
into Japanese.
Karen was a fi nalist at the VVREO Moonshot 

AZ Pioneer Pitch event in spring of 2019, 
where Sedona and Verde Valley entrepreneurs 
competed to win cash, scholarships, and 
prizes while working with mentors to improve 
their pitch and business development. Five 
Verde Valley entrepreneurs – four of them 
from Sedona -- emerged at the top of the 
event. Sixteen other small business owners got 
valuable experience and advice to hone their 
business investment pitch.
 “I’ve been working with the city of Sedona 

and the Small Business Development Center 
at Yavapai College for the last year. They’ve 
been helping me with my business in general, 
like doing a business plan. I was introduced 
to VVREO at some classes the city sponsored, 
they also helped put on this Moonshot event, 
which I’m so happy I attended,” says Karen. 
With a degree in dietetics, Karen has been in 

the nutrition fi eld for 30 years. Prior to starting 
her baking business, she was a certifi ed 
health coach, functional medicine coach, 
and nutritionist. Before that, Karen worked 
in hospitals, nursing homes, and weight loss 
centers. Fibromyalgia and chronic insomnia led 
her to discover her own gluten intolerance.
“I went gluten and dairy free because I 

suspected it and tested myself for it 15 years 
ago, I knew it was causing infl ammation,” says 
Karen. 
“When I moved to Sedona about six years 

ago from Ohio, I was doing health coaching 
full-time here and my chocolate cookie recipe 
was in my book. I decided to get my cookie 
out into stores because it’s so delicious, with 
better ingredients than a lot of the options out 
there,” Karen recounts. Her entrepreneurial 
journey began.
Baking and distributing from her home in 

Sedona, Karen’s pristine business kitchen is 
in the basement, separate from her personal 
cooking space. Investors helped her purchase 
the commercial convection double oven, 
the commercial refrigerator, and preprinted 
packaging. 
A certifi ed gluten free kitchen means 

Karen carefully selects where she gets her 
ingredients.

“My product is about 70 percent organic. My 
almond fl our comes from a farm in California 
that just does almonds. I don’t want any cross 
contamination because of that gluten free 
symbol on my cookies; I live up to that. As a 
health coach and nutritionist, it’s important to 
me to make a product that has some fi ber in it, 
some protein, good ingredients. I like sorghum 
fl our because it’s higher in fi ber.” Karen also 
uses fl ours like almond, quinoa, tapioca, rice, 
cassava, arrowroot, and millet. 
The local entrepreneur roasts and then 

grinds nuts into small pieces, which are mixed 
into the fl our and other healthy ingredients, 
creating special batters and unique delicacies. 
She uses organic coconut sugar or maple 
syrup for sweetener. The Sedona Shortbread 

Cookie is her best-seller; bakers can even 
whip up their own batch at home with Karen’s 
Cookie Mix. 
Karen handmakes Red Rock Energy Bites 

with organic beet powder. The natural fl avors 
in her products—including chocolate cake and 
sweet potato bread—taste like a wholesome 
treat. She also bakes zucchini, paleo, and 
sourdough bread with surprising texture.
Her famous donuts are baked, not fried. The 

chocolate variety is dipped in melted chocolate 
frosting, with creamy white vegan frosting in 
the center. The pumpkin donuts have creamy 
white vegan frosting piped all the way around 
and in the center. All that precision takes time, 
so Karen only sells donuts at Natural Grocers 
and the Sedona Community Farmer’s Market. 

 “I’ve been with Natural Grocers for three 
years. My products are sold at most Natural 
Grocers throughout Arizona, from Flagstaff all 
the way down to Tucson. Especially Sedona, 
they always order weekly. I’m in a lot of Whole 
Foods in the Phoenix area and one in Flagstaff, 
as well as Sky Harbor Airport, the Hilton, and 
other places in Phoenix,” says Karen.
In addition to Natural Grocers, her products 

can be found locally at Pink Jeep Café, Taste 
of Marrakech restaurant, and Layla’s Bakery 
in Sedona. Customers can also order products 
directly from her online store at  
https://karensglutenfreeliving.com. 
Karen’s four new mixes are carried at 

Interdependence Natural Foods, the farmers’ 
market, and soon Natural Grocers. Karen is 

looking to expand, but fi rst, she needs labels.
“Although some products already have 

pre-printed labels, I need more. Printing or 
ordering myself gets more costly. My goal is 
to produce these mixes and key products and 
really ramp up, so I can get into more of the 
Natural Grocers nationwide. I have to schedule 
and fund demos in those stores, so I’m looking 
for funding to help me scale up, go nationwide, 
and go worldwide.” Karen explains. “I’m 
always looking for bakers, help at the farmer’s 
market, and co-packing help. I just got an 
order from my distributor who distributes to 
Whole Foods and other stores; I need to make 
1,000 cookies and then bake tomorrow for the 
farmers’ market.”
Karen’s Gluten Free Living is one of many 

Sedona businesses leveraging support 
from the Sedona Economic Development 
Department to grow her business. 
The Sedona Economic Development 

Department fosters and encourages 
entrepreneurship because it helps create jobs 
and attract private investment to Sedona. We 
help people start, strengthen, and expand 
Sedona businesses. For information on 
revolving loans, business education, and 
other business support resources contact 
Sedona Economic Development Director Molly 
Spangler at mspangler@sedonaaz.gov.
Entrepreneurs are also invited to subscribe 

to the city’s economic development and 
small business news list. Keep up with  
news, workshops and training opportunities, 
unsubscribe at any time. 
Visit sedonaaz.gov/eNotify and choose 

“economic development” in the News or 
Calendar categories.

Vegetarian paleo bread is made with cage 
free eggs, arrowroot, tapioca, cassava fl our, 

almond fl our, fl ax, and grapeseed oil.

Investors helped Karen Russell purchase 
commercial ovens and refrigerators. 

Her Red Rock Energy Bites are naturally 
colored with organic beet powder.

Karen’s Gluten Free Living products contain ingredients like 
almond fl our and are baked in a certifi ed gluten free kitchen.

Gluten free goodness: Karen’s found the secret
By Jessica MacLean for the City of Sedona
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