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About me: your deep tech
venture "cruise director"
for the next 45 minutes

• Founder and CEO of FedTech; former founder of a
robotic control system developer

• Taught on tech commercialization at University of
Maryland

• BA Princeton; MBA University of Maryland

• Proud dad of two (three if you count our dog)

• Craft beer; tennis; Cleveland sports are where you'll find
me
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Agenda for today

1. About FedTech

2. The "Four Valleys of Death" in Deep Tech Venture
Building

3. How the Manufacturing Institutes Can Help Hurdle
These Valleys
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Goals for this talk
Please make this interactive: ask questions or give comments throughout!

1) Share what we've learned
about tech commercialization

2) Learn how you approach
these challenges

3) Develop a common
understanding of how the

Institutes can help ventures
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Question to the group?

What are your experiences
supporting early stage

companies?



Why Commercialization
of Technology is so Hard

• 5-10 years to get to market versus 12-18 months for SAS
companies

• 2-3x more capital required than SAS

• 63% failure rate for tech startups

• Incongruity between 10 year VC fund structures and
much longer deep tech timelines

• Challenges with IP management and licensing
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The "Four Valleys" of Death

1) Research to prototype 2) Prototype to startup 3) Startup to first
customer

4) First customer to
scalable business
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Valley #1

Research to Prototype



What Creates the Valley?

• Funding cycles are
designed to support
discovery

• Researchers lack product
development
perspective and are less
incentivized to
commercialize

• Tech transfer operations
are often lightly staffed
and focus more on legal
agreements than on
outreach to industry

• Entrepreneurs don't
understand value of
technology in labs and
experience confusion on
how to engage
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2) Tech transfer
challenges:

1) Lab level challenges:
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Mission: Transition Program
Mission: Transition is a program designed to accelerate innovation and technology transition
within the Army Research Laboratory (ARL).  As part of this initiative, FedTech delivers a range of
activities, including accelerators, webinars, and tailored support to advance promising solutions.

Flagship Initiatives
• Deep Dive Inventor Cohort – A 10-week accelerator supporting ARL scientists in advancing the transition prospects of high-

potential technologies.

• Entrepreneur-in-Residence Program – Tailored coaching to develop commercialization strategies, partnerships, and transition
pathways.

• Webinar Series - Expert sessions linking ARL researchers with leaders in innovation and technology transition.

Testimonials
• "Mission: Transition reframed how we think about technology transfer — it’s not just about patents, it’s about stakeholders and

deployment pathways." — Jose Wippold, Biological Sciences Competency

• "Mission: Transition dispelled assumptions around research funding and commercialization. It confirmed the need to foster trust,
avoid siloing, and be aware of active (or previous) work in an area before pursuing transition."  — Jeffrey Veals, Weapons Propulsion
Sciences Branch
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Valley #2

Prototype to startup



What Creates the Valley?

1. Most researchers don't
want to spin out a
startup

2. Significant technical
validation often
required to attract
customers and first
employees

3. Limited group of angel
investors interested in
deep tech

4. SBIR/STTR is most
likely capital yet can be
slow and restrictive
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2) Capital Challenges:1) Founding team
challenges:
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Wearable Dose Testimonial

https://www.veed.io/view/73d886cd-ef94-473b-adeb-cb078b28fd5a?source=editor&amp;panel=share


What advice would you give
John from Wearable Dose?



Valley #3

Startup to
first

customer



What Creates the Valley?

1. Tradeoff between
using resources (time
and funding) to
develop product
versus sell

2. Challenges finding
pilot partners willing to
take on risk

3. Limited resources and,
typically, knowledge
about sales

4. Chicken and egg effect
in that firms can't raise
capital without traction
and can't get traction
without capital

5. Lack of capital creates
struggle to attract
early employees
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2) Capital Challenges:1) Finding first customer:
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Valley #4

First
customer

to
scalable
business



What Creates the Valley?

1. Initial clients hold
leverage and can be
demanding, unprofitable
and restrictive to
growth

2. Sustainable sales
channels can remain
elusive even after first
sale

3. Founding team moves
from a small group of
doers to a group of
managers

4. Overhead costs
dramatically increase
with need to install
sustainable financial,
sales/marketing, IT and
operational systems

5. Growth creates capital
requirement that pulls
focus from other
aspects of the company.
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2) Business Realities:1) Moving from first sales:
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Crucible Afterburner
Last-mile commercialization for late-stage defense tech companies

How it works

• 4-6 month bespoke engagements: DoW market intelligence, expert
advisors, prime/program office connections, CMMC support

• Follow on integration sprint to field cUAS capability

Pilot results

• Signed teaming agreement between teams

• Engaged Northrop Grumman around integration into existing
capability

• Selected for JIFX 26-2 field experiment

• Initial engagement from other services and primes



Hybron Testimonial

https://www.veed.io/view/4aa6a369-9db9-4c47-afcc-6e975307399d?source=editor&amp;panel=share


What advice would
you give Hybron?



Summary of key points

1. Growing a
tech startup
is hard.
There are at
least four
Valleys of
Death
founders
can fall into

2. Challenges
can broadly
be grouped
into:
• Finding

sustainable
customers

• Raising
capital

• Building a
team

• Create
backend
processes for
scale

3. The
Institutes
can play a
critical role
in helping
ventures at
each of
these stages
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We'd love to
support your

mission!
Please be in

touch
Ben.Solomon@fedtech.io

m: 216-470-4895

Offices in VA, MA, CA, TX


