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Lauren Zelek 

 
ZI was founded in 2017 by Lauren Zelek, a curious traveler and entrepreneur who was bitten 

by the travel bug at a young age. Originally from Upstate NY, she and her family moved to 
Japan in 2003, splitting their time living between Japan and the U.S. and traveling 

throughout various parts of Asia. This experience created a gradual but deep appreciation 
for understanding cultural differences between the East and West, as well as an acute 

awareness to responsibly interact with destinations and host populations.  
 

In 2009, Lauren returned to the U.S. to attend the University of Richmond, majoring in 
Economics and International Business and minoring in Japanese. After graduation, and 

following summer internships with the Federal Reserve, Genworth Financial and Altria, she 
worked in Washington D.C. before co-founding a media company that highlighted the 

unique stories of Third Culture Kids (TCKs) and Global Nomads.  
 

In 2015, she designed a social impact project and crowdfunded $5k for an accelerator 
program that took her and twenty other young innovators across transcontinental U.S. 

"Today's International Student Experience" led her to various speaking engagements at her 
alma mater, Georgia State University, and The World Bank. In September 2015, she began 

http://www.zelekintl.com/
https://www.usjapancouncil.org/news/lauren-zelek-tck-experience/
https://news.richmond.edu/features/article/-/12451/lauren-zelek-13-robins-school-graduate-goes-full-steam-ahead-to-raise-awareness-around-multiculturalism.html
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20161117-third-culture-kids-citizens-of-everywhere-and-nowhere
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RF79stLuTA4
https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/2015-today-s-international-student-experience#/
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advising the Minister of Cultural Affairs at the Embassy of Japan on developing an 
embassy-wide program for TCKs. 

 
The next summer, Lauren traveled to the 2016 Summer Games in Rio. Following some 

serendipitous interactions and moments with both American athletes, fans and Brazilian 
locals, she soon moved to Colorado Springs to network with Team USA in the lead up to the 
Summer Games in Tokyo. ZI was conceptualized and launched outside of the public library 

in Old Colorado City. 
 

For the next three years, Lauren traveled back and forth between Denver and Tokyo, 
building partnerships with various travel providers (hotels, private homeowners, local 

guides, tour operators, and tourism bureaus) while investigating and identifying the unique 
challenges and needs of the team’s largest stakeholders and supporters. She 

simultaneously added various members to the team to assist with the many facets of 
launching and building a business. At the end of 2020, the team consulted with hundreds of 

Team USA families, donors and 1964 Olympic athlete participants about past and future 
trips to Japan. The result of this effort was $3 million in travel bookings and unfortunately, 

refunds, due to the cancellation of foreign spectators at the Summer Games.  
 

Outside of the Summer Games, Lauren returned to Tokyo in 2018 to lead an offsite tour for 
the U.S.-Japan Council, and in 2020 she attended a FAM trip in Southern Japan. She 
speaks intermediate Japanese and enjoys spending her free time reading, exploring, 

bonding with family and friends, and savoring the essence of the many cultures that her 
travels have afforded her. 
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