
“If you build it they will come!”

Not always true





PowerHub Systems

PowerHub provides 
interoperable battery 
storage systems at the 
edge of the grid for 
demand management 

Through Customer 
Discovery we 
moved from V2G 
to Community 
Energy Storage



So what?  

• Am I solving a problem that 
somebody really cares about?  

• If I solve it, will they come/buy it? 
• What problem should I be solving?



I-Corps Story



$7 Billion



“How can we increase the 
economic impact of the 

research dollars invested every 
year?”
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Discovery Development Commercialization

Foundations

Valley of 
Death

Innovation Corps

University

Small Business

I-Corps “Home”

“Ditch of 
Death”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’ve been asked, “Where does the I-Corps fit with respect to the other research and Innovation Programs at NSF”? The best way to answer that is with this graphic  of “the ditch of death”  that we referred to earlier.

This is a depiction of where I-Corps resides in the context of the resources available to a project vs the stage from Discovery to Commercialization.

The left-hand side is primarily the realm of public support and the right-hand side is primarily the realm of the private sector.

The vast majority (centroid, if you will) of NSF funding has been and will continue to be in the Discovery range.  It is our core and we will not waiver in support of this.  

We also, to a much smaller extent, support collaborations with industry and even support innovation research in the for-profit sector with our SBIR program.  (Many people don’t know but, the SBIR program (the hallmark of the Federal government’s support of innovation research) was piloted by NSF and it continues to be a flagship for us. )

The I-Corps home is post- “not-for-profit fundamental research” and pre- “for-profit innovation research”… that is, the “Ditch of Death” and the I-Corps  program focuses on the Ditch of Death” 

With I-Corps, we are providing funds to develop alpha demos and prototypes that partners can get their “arms around” so that they can help gauge the potential commercial readiness of the activity. 

The existence of the “valley of death” is well known. If you know any entrepreneur who has tried to spin technology out of an Academic lab about the challenge of getting funds for developing product demos -- show them this slide and they’ll recognize the I-Corps home/sweet spot immediately! 




The Nation’s I-Corps 
“Fabric”

I-Corps Nodes

I-Corps Sites 

I-Corps Teams 

I-Corps Mentors

Principle
Investigator

Mentor

Entrepreneurial 
Lead

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As we begin its second year, NSF’s I-Corps is no longer a single program. I-Corps has evolved into a collection of activities designed to create a national fabric of support for I-Core Teams.

The purpose of today’s webinar is to describe, in detail, how you can become part of an I-Corps Team.

We will, at the end of the webinar, however, describe other funded activities, that your institutions may be interested in, that provide an infrastructure for supporting teams. 



NSF I-Corps Nodes



Edmund Pendleton
Director, 

Lead Instructor
UMD

http://www.dcicorps.com

Dean Chang
PI, Instructor
Assoc VP I&E, 

UMD

Jim Chung
PI, Instructor
Exec Dir I&E, 

GWU

Jack Lesko
PI, Instructor

Assoc Dean, 
VT

Dan Kunitz
Director of 

Accelerator, 
Instructor

GWU

Lindsey Mitchell
Program 
Manager

VT

Elizabeth Good
Instructor

Director Ventures,
JHU



Lean LaunchPad Course





Developed by

entrepreneurs



Taught by

entrepreneurs



Our Goal



Improve Odds



Pick Winners

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are NOT trying to pick winners….OR tell you if your idea is a good one. Rather, we are teaching you a methodology that you can use over and over to answer that question yourself.



We use Customer Discovery

and follow Scientific Method



LETS GET SOME PRACTICE IN 
INTERVIEWING

20



What’s a startup?



A temporary organization

designed to search

for a repeatable and 

scalable

business model



Startups
• More startups fail from a lack of 

customers than from product/tech 
failure.

• Startups are not smaller versions 
of large companies.



Startup to Company

Startup Company



“Customer Development”

how you go from startup to company
how you search for Product-Market fit



Product-Market Fit

The Holy Grail!

“MVP”



MVP (Minimum Viable Product)

Minimum Viable Product – The product with the minimum feature 
set to meet the needs of a Customer Segment and Value 
Proposition(s)

With Product-Market Fit



Customer Development

+ Research 
Outcomes  



Don’t be A Faith Based Organization

Business Model Canvas

100+ 
Interviews



Get out of 
the building!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Experiential immersion and team-based simulation.



The art of customer interviews



INTERVIEW PROPERLY

–Do not sell!
•Don’t show a demo. 
•Don’t do a technical presentation

–You are there to learn. Ask about how they do 

their job. Ask about their problems

–Look for the unexpected. The surprises



Why are 
you 
moving?

Moveline.com 
founder Fred 
Cook pitching 
at TechStars' 
Demo Day.



GAINING INSIGHT

–Insights are your goal

–Don’t just scratch the surface, dive deep …Find the 
hidden motivations.

–Depth of understanding
always leads to insight



ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

–Always ask open-ended questions

–Ask questions starting with : who, what, why, 
how

–Do not ask questions starting with: is, are, would, 
do you think, should

–ask why? then why? then why? again



The Challenger



Types of I-Corps 
Training



TYPES OF I-CORPS TRAINING

National
• $50,000 NSF Grant
• Opening on-site – 4 days
• 3 hour Webex once a 

week – 5 weeks
• Closing on-site – 3 days

100 Interviews – 7 Weeks
17 interviews per week!

OFFICE HOURS!

Regional
Introduction to I-Corps
Oct 25 – Nov. 29

• Open: 10/25, 5:30-8:30, Goodwin 440
• Close: 11/29, 5:30-8:30, Goodwin 440
• Office Hours: Nov. 17-18, Virtual (Mike 

& Jack), In-person (Lisa), times are
TBD

www.dcicorps.org/introatvt2016application

applewebdata://24D9B425-6B36-45BB-BC2F-9F2E24E82D29/www.dcicorps.org/introatvt2016application


An I-Corps Team

Principal
InvestigatorMentor

Entrepreneurial 
Lead

Goal:  Prepares scientists and engineers to extend their focus beyond 
the laboratory and broadens the impact of federally funded research



The Startup Class

ENGE 4214
The Startup Class

• An interdisciplinary pilot course
• Deploys the Customer Discovery curriculum
• To become part of a minor/certificate
• Broad mentor engagement (VT Alums)

Dept. of Engineering Education 



Card Isle – The Startup Class Grads

www.cardisle.com



I-Corps and the 
CURENT NSF ERC
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I-Corps and You

• Better identify what you should be 
building, for and why

• Makes you a better researcher 
• Research the issues that people care 

about
• Alternate ways to integrate I-Corps 

principles into the NSF ERC
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GET 
UNCOMFORTABLE

#GetOutOfTheBuilding
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