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One successful government activity: 

Leveraging Investments in Research at the Nation’s 

Universities –

Support for Commercialization and Entrepreneurship

initially quiet, 

modest
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Risk-Averse Culture Infects U.S. Workers, Entrepreneurs

Through 2011 -- Updated June 2, 2013
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How could we at NSF’s respond to disturbing 
trends …

We asked ourselves – “Is there anything we might do to Successfully
Translate Innovations from Lab (something we know about) to 

Market – quickly?”

Our goal was to:

� Leverage NSF’s investments and broaden the impact 
of NSF-funded research

� Prepare scientists and engineers to expand their focus 
beyond the laboratory into entrepreneurship and 
commercialization

� Promote the commercial success and societal benefit
of new technologies funded by the US Government

� Turn ideas into companies

� Change the lives of researchers and the cultures of 
academic institutions
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How/why did we go about creating a 
solution to unsettling trends – the origins of 
I-Corps:
• There was an emerging body of knowledge 

about why the “5-yr business plan” approach 
to startup wasn’t working.

• There was an emerging body of knowledge 
about what practices might lead to a higher 
probability of startup success. 

So, in 2011 we launched NSF’s I-Corps Teams 
Program – to immerse academics (with clever 
ideas) in a curriculum that would teach them how 
to commercialize their research outcomes –
quickly – or recognize non-viability - quickly.

We began modestly:
• We “mined” NSF’s grantees in STEM to see 

where we might find IP that had potential to 
be commercialized.

• We recruited 21 teams of three – Principle 
Investigator. Entrepreneurial Lead, and a 
Mentor.

• We sent them to Stanford, gave each team  
$50K, immersed them in a curriculum taught 
by Steve Blank and gave them 7 weeks to 
decide if they were a “Go” or a “No-Go”.
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We suspected we 

were on to 

something but ---

FAST FORWARD a 

couple of years ….
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I-Corps ended up achieving national 

recognition –

In 2014 (only 2+ years into the 

program) President Obama included I-

Corps in his 2015 budget message …

Accelerating and Institutionalizing Lab-to-Market Practices. The 

Budget reflects the Administration’s commitment to accelerating 

and improving the transfer of the results of Federally-funded 

research to the commercial marketplace by, for example 

proposing increased funding for the National Science Foundation’s 

public-private “Innovation Corps” program to bring discoveries 

ripe for innovation out of the university lab and increased funding 

at NIST to increase interagency lab-to-market efforts. 



8


So, a little more about 
“What is I-Corps™” and 
how did it become a 
national movement toward 
creating a sustainable 
entrepreneurial 
ecosystem? …. 
Does it seem to be 
working?
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Building the Nation’s I-Corps

“Innovation Fabric”

I-Corps Nodes

I-Corps Sites 

I-Corps Teams 

I-Corps Mentors
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I-Corps Teams 

The I-Corps “Grass-Roots “ Activity -- Teams
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NSF Innovation-Corps Teams Flow Diagram
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>600Teams completed I-Corps in past 4 
years

>50% have already created start-up 
companies!!

>600Teams completed I-Corps in past 4 
years

>50% have already created start-up 
companies!!

And Here’s what happened
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Highlights of just a few of 

the many success stories 

from NSF’s I-Corps 

Program




