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Many of the Valley’s largest and most 
successful businesses began as small 
businesses within the Valley. Now these 
businesses employ thousands and have 
attracted other businesses from outside the 
Valley as part of their supply and service 
chain. It is critical that the Valley 
encourages and supports new 
entrepreneurial efforts by engaging legacy 
entrepreneurs in mentoring younger 
startups and encouraging the spinout of 
new innovations from within existing 
industry and the Valley’s universities.  

The Valley Prosperity Partnership (VPP) is 
focused on developing a unified, shared 
vision for high value and sustained 
economic growth for all Red River Valley 
residents. The VPP defined the following 
call to action for accelerating 
entrepreneurial activity and output as part of 
a strategic framework for a 5-year action 
plan. 

The Valley Prosperity Partnership will 
work to ensure that a strong and vibrant 
entrepreneurial ecosystem and culture 
exists within the Valley that cultivates, 
encourages and supports new business 
creation and innovative ideas, while 
adding value to existing organizations, 
products and services.  

The VPP strategic plan identified three 
areas of particular importance for creating a 
more robust entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

ü Encourage entrepreneurial activity 
through increased capital and 
investment 

ü Talent development through 
entrepreneur mentoring and student 
internships 

ü Strengthen entrepreneurship support 
through formally networked incubator 
organizations, resources, and programs 

 

Working Group to Accelerate 
Entrepreneurial Activity and Output 

A working group of the Valley Prosperity 
Partnership was formed to identify and 
advocate for accelerating entrepreneurial 
activities that will lead to high value, 
sustained growth in the Red River Valley.   

In developing the working group’s priorities 
and recommendations the following criteria 
and factors were considered: 

Accelerating Entrepreneurial Activity and Output 

 

The Valley Prosperity Partnership (VPP) is 
focused on developing a widely shared 
vision for high value, sustained economic 
growth for all Red River Valley residents. 

Private sector and higher education 
leaders, joined by economic development 
partners, formed the Valley Prosperity 
Partnership to identify and advance 
common strategic economic development 
opportunities for the Red River Valley 
region of North Dakota and Minnesota. 

The VPP has identified six areas for Valley-
wide action. 

1. Attract, develop and retain talent 
2. Ensure water security and 

management 
3. Expand research capacity and 

relevancy 
4. Accelerate entrepreneurial activity 

and output 
5. Invest in critical infrastructure 

development and capital 
improvement 

6. Define and improve the internal and 
external perception of the Valley 
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• Initiatives that are scalable and 
important for the entire Red River 
Valley Region with a focus on things 
that can be done together 

• North Dakota 2017 legislature 
opportunities and issues 

• Low hanging fruit for quick wins 
• Catalytic projects or initiatives that 

can serve as a fulcrum of 
transformational change with high 
impact in the Valley 

• Strengthens entrepreneur networks 
throughout the Valley 

• Inventory programs and resources 
for entrepreneurs – including 
professional expertise and capital 

• Improve collaboration with 
universities and colleges – 
particularly related to intellectual 
property and agreements for joint or 
sponsored research 

• Role of cities and particularly 
downtowns in fostering and 
supporting entrepreneurs 

Outreach meetings in Wahpeton and 
Grafton supplemented the working group’s 
meetings.  

Entrepreneurial Ecosystems 

In any given year, new and young 
businesses create nearly all net new jobs in 
the U.S. economy.  As noted in the Ewing 
Marion Kauffman Foundation’s 2016 New 
Growth Agenda: if you want new jobs, then 
you want new and young firms. 

The environment in which entrepreneurship 
tends to thrive is portrayed in a July 2010, 
Harvard Business Review article published 
by Babson College Professor Daniel 
Isenberg.  Entitled “How to Start an 
Entrepreneurial Revolution” Isenberg draws 
from examples from around the world, and 
finds that entrepreneurs are most 
successful when they have access to the 
human, financial, and professional 
resources they need.  They operate in an 
environment in which government policies 
encourage and safeguard entrepreneurs. 

This network is described as the 
entrepreneurship ecosystem. 

Entrepreneurship ecosystem describes 
the way individuals, companies, 
organizations, and governments interact to 
influence the development of entrepreneurs 
and their firms in a single metropolitan area 
or region. It is typically used to refer to all 
local entrepreneurs and interacting 
organizations, but it is important to note that 
each local ecosystem is comprised of many 
smaller, industry-specific ecosystems with 
unique investors, talent, and other 
resources. For example, the full 
entrepreneurship ecosystem in a city or 
region could include a well-developed 
ecosystem in the manufacturing sector, but 
a poorly developed ecosystem in the 
professional services industry. Agricultural 
production is the most advanced and 
embedded ecosystem in the Red River 
Valley.  

The components of an ecosystem classified 
into broad categories that capture the many 
potential influencers of entrepreneurship 
include the following: 

• Culture 
• Entrepreneurship support and 

infrastructure 
• Financial capital 
• Human capital 
• Laws and regulations 
• Market conditions 

The effectiveness or performance of an 
entrepreneurship ecosystem – how well it 
enables entrepreneurs to access resources, 
such as customers, talent and financing – is 
difficult to measure directly. For the Red 
River Valley it is important for the 
ecosystem to foster capital investment and 
an opportunistic culture that produces more 
entrepreneur-led companies.   

A more robust entrepreneurial ecosystem 
will: 

• Diversify the economy,   
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• Develop new products and 
technologies,  

• Enable more aspiring entrepreneurs 
with good ideas to create profitable 
businesses and create new wealth 

• Attract and retain talent and  
• Build the industry clusters of the 

future, such as unmanned aircraft 
systems, precision agriculture, e-
commerce, advanced materials and 
biosciences 

Entrepreneurship Ecosystem of the Red 
River Valley 

There are several energizing forces of 
entrepreneurship in the Valley that are 
contributing to an emergent and 
increasingly robust ecosystem.  Some of 
these activities are intended for convening 
and connecting entrepreneurs while others 
provide resources for entrepreneurs to meet 
their space, capital or development needs.  

§ Emerging Prairie informs and connects 
entrepreneurs to activate and galvanize 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem. They do 
this through a variety of means including 
publishing stories important to 
entrepreneurs on their website 
(emergingprairie.com), hosting 
networking events like Startup Drinks 
and 1 Million Cups, and highlighting 
startup job openings in the community.  
Emerging Prairie also manages Prairie 
Den, a coworking space in downtown 
Fargo equipped with gigabit Internet that 
also hosts events and serves as a 
meeting and gathering place for 
entrepreneurs and the community.  

§ EvolveND in Grand Forks is fostering a 
culture of shared space and 
collaboration by working on the 
development of a coworking space in 
downtown Grand Forks.  

§ The Edge is a co-share workspace at 
UND’s Center for Innovation where 
talents of all backgrounds come 

together to harbor their skills and build 
their futures.  

§ 1 Million Cups and StartUp Drinks are 
also hosted in Grand Forks.  1 Million 
Cups is a forum where entrepreneurs 
present their startup companies to their 
communities and learn how their 
community can help support their 
business to flourish. Startup Drinks is 
intended for startup enthusiasts to 
gather for a pint of their favorite 
beverage and chat. 

 

§ Startup Weekend is a three day long 
event for developers, designers, 
marketers, product managers, students, 
and startup enthusiasts working 
together to share ideas, form teams, 
build products and launch a startup 
within 54 hours. Startup Weekend has 
been implemented in both Fargo and 
Grand Forks.  

§ TEDx is a program in both Fargo and 
Grand Forks of local, self-organized 
events that bring people together for 
video and live speakers to spark deep 

Coworking sites provide a place for 
entrepreneurs, freelancers and small 
business owners to do business 
without incurring the startup costs 
and complications associated with 
owning or renting a commercial 
space.  The sites also provide 
amenities such as meeting room 
access, a shared receptionist, and 
the use of a copy machine and 
printer. 

Coworking spaces are designed to 
help members establish and grow 
their business.  The underlying idea 
is simple: that independent 
professionals and those with 
workplace flexibility will work better 
together than they do alone. 
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discussions and connections in a small 
group setting.  

The University of North Dakota and North 
Dakota State University are home to centers 
that incubate and accelerate entrepreneurial 
businesses.  

§ The Center for Innovation at the 
University of North Dakota was among 
the first entrepreneur outreach centers 
in the nation when formed in 1984.  The 
Center provides assistance to 
innovators, entrepreneurs, and 
researchers to launch new ventures, 
commercialize new technologies, and 
secure access to capital from private 
and public sources.  
 

§ The UND Tech Accelerator facility 
helps support UND's mission of 
economic development for the state by 
providing advanced laboratory facilities 
for life sciences and engineering. It is 
one of only a handful of facilities nation-
wide that contains Biosafety Level 3 and 
3E lab spaces, which is the second 
highest level of bio-containment 
precautions required to isolate 
dangerous biological agents in an 
enclosed facility. 
 

§ NDSU’s Technology Incubator 
opened in 2007 and is located in the 
NDSU Research & Technology Park.  
The Technology Incubator offers 
entrepreneurs a state of the art office 
facility with wet lab and dry lab space. 
 

§ UND’s School of Entrepreneurship      
is one of a handful of public and private 
schools nationwide dedicated to 
innovation and entrepreneurship. The 
School of Entrepreneurship offers a 
Major designed to help prepare students 
for effective new venture creation and 
management. The Entrepreneurship 
Track is available to business students 
majoring in one of the other disciplines 
who would like to add an 
entrepreneurship emphasis to their 

educational experience. An 
Entrepreneurship Certificate program is 
available for non-business majors. 
 

§ The University of Minnesota 
Crookston’s Center for Rural 
Entrepreneurial Opportunities offers a 
full spectrum of programming and 
services for aspiring entrepreneurs and 
ambitious small businesses.   
 

§ Bison Microventure is an innovation 
team that combines multi-disciplinary 
learning, invention and entrepreneurship.  
Led by the Department of Industrial and 
Manufacturing Engineering at North 
Dakota State University the initiative 
encourages the development and 
launch of student-led enterprises, while 
pursuing learning on the cutting edge of 
technology. The concept has recently 
expanded to include Bison 
Socialventure and a Bison Proventure, 
which focuses on technologies for 
prosthetic devices.   

 
§ The Dakota Venture Group (DVG) is 

a University of North Dakota student run 
venture capital investment fund. DVG is 
the first completely student run venture 
capital fund in the United States. DVG 
provides students the opportunity to 
conduct due diligence, make final 
investment decisions, and negotiate 
deal term structure. 
 

§ Minnesota State Community and 
Technical College State's Business 
Entrepreneurship degrees and 
programs in Detroit Lakes are designed 
to provide the foundation needed to 
succeed in the business world and to 
participate fully in a entrepreneurial 
 

§ Moorhead State University’s 
Entrepreneurship Certificate Program 
offers an introduction to the 
fundamentals of management and 
entrepreneurship to those who own and 
run small to medium-sized businesses, 
as well as to managers responsible for 
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innovation and new product or service 
development. The Program helps 
individuals who are creating or building 
new businesses learn the essentials of 
business and venture initiation. 
 

§ The Greater Fargo Moorhead 
Economic Development Corporation 
and the Grand Forks Region 
Economic Development Corporation 
provide support for ecosystem activities 
and connect entrepreneurs with venture 
development professionals, university-
based technical and research expertise, 
investors and financiers.  These 
organizations also provide 
entrepreneurs with information about 
available incentives, including Fargo 
Moorhead’s Growth Initiative Fund and 
Grand Forks’ Growth Fund, which 
leverage other state or federal funds 
and bank lending.  

In summary: a strong rate of business 
formation is essential to any healthy, 
growing economy, providing the primary 
sources of innovation and new job creation. 
So it is now more important than ever that 
communities and regions provide the 
infrastructure, resources and quality of life 
that appeal to those choosing 
entrepreneurial career paths. An economic 
strategy that does not make small- and 
medium-sized businesses based on 
technology and information a key element 
will neglect the greatest source of 
opportunity and wealth creation into the 
foreseeable future. 

 

 

 

 

VPP Entrepreneurship Priorities 

The working group focused on potential 
activities, projects and initiatives that hold 
the highest priority for the Red River 
Valley’s economic competitiveness and 
long-range sustainability.  

Four priorities rose to the top during the 
working group’s discussions, including:  

1. Strengthening the Valley’s 
entrepreneur networks 

2. Increasing access to capital and 
venture development resources 

3. Improving collaboration between the 
Valley’s entrepreneurs and 
universities 

4. Activating cities and particularly 
downtowns as entrepreneurial 
hotspots 

 

Entrepreneurship Recommendations  

#1  Strengthen the Valley’s 
Entrepreneur Networks 

Today, and increasingly in the future, many 
successful enterprises will be less the 
product of an individual entrepreneur than of 
the assembled resources, knowledge, and 
other inputs and capabilities that can be 
mobilized in a local ecosystem.  

Successful entrepreneurs are able to 
marshal and utilize the resources, know-
how and experts that are available to them 
in the local economy and beyond. They are 
able to work with community economic 
development leaders and other 
entrepreneurs to get their business 
operational quickly and to create a network 
of investors, suppliers, collaborators and 
customers. 

The consensus of the working group is that 
the Valley has come a long way recently in 
building entrepreneurial networks – but 
there is so much more that can be done. 

“Networks are possibility factories. 
 

Kevin Kelly  
former editor WIRED magazine & 

author New Rules for the New Economy 
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The working group’s recommendations for 
strengthening the Valley’s entrepreneur 
networks include the following key steps:  

ü Fund network capacity building 
activities as an economic development 
priority, including supporting self-
organized learning groups and other 
local grass roots entrepreneur groups 

ü Create a Red River Valley networking 
framework to share content and 
information, including being more 
intentional about participating in each 
other’s events throughout the Valley 
and creating stronger ties between 
urban centers and rural hubs 

ü Develop and fund events for 
entrepreneurs, including co-hosting 
events with “traditional” business 
groups like the Chambers of 
Commerce. Events such as 1Million 

Cups, for example, are valuable entry 
points into existing networks and 
should be supported.  

 

#2  Increase access to capital and 
venture development resources 

Small amounts of money and timely advice 
during the early stages of a business can go 
a long way in helping entrepreneurs to 
reach customers in new markets or conduct 
the research that is necessary to validate 
and launch a new product or service. It is 
also important that entrepreneurs get solid 
venture development advice about legal, 
accounting and regulatory issues as they 
startup.   

The Valley doesn’t have many venture 
development specialists with expertise in 
startups. There are, however, plenty of 
service providers that do offer good basic 
accounting and legal support and many of 
these are wiling to provide 15-20 hours of 
gratis services to get a startup on its feet. 
The Small Business Development Centers 
and regional councils also provide advice 
and support to startups in the Valley.  

Innovate ND, a program of the Department 
of Commerce, provides access to venture 
tools, online entrepreneur education and 
extensive resources. North Dakota-based 
entrepreneurs or innovators working on a 
new concept gain access to $2,500 of 
resources through a certified North Dakota 
entrepreneur center. Funds can be used to 
create a business plan, develop a prototype, 
or access consulting and marketing 
assistance. Entrepreneurs may access up 
to $30,000 more if their idea shows promise 
as a profitable business. 

Angel Capital is essential for entrepreneur 
success, as only equity funding will fund 
higher risk startups. Traditional banks 
cannot and family & friends only go so far in 
meeting the capital needs of 
startups. Venture capital overwhelmingly 
invests in later stage ventures, not startups 

4 Key Ecosystem Connections 

1: Connections Between Entrepreneurs  

ü to enhance learning and 
collaborative activities 

2:  Connections Between Support 
Organizations 

ü for constant readjustment of the local 
ecosystem 

3:  Connections Between Entrepreneurs 
and Key Support Organizations  

ü particularly 1) mentoring and 
connecting organizations and 2) 
financial and functional 
organizations, e.g. tech transfer 

4: Miscellaneous Support Connections  

ü events that serve as catalytic 
activities to connect entrepreneurs 
that might not otherwise meet 

Examining the Connections Within Startup 
Ecosystems: A Case Study of St. Louis.  
Ewing Marion Kaufman Foundation 2016 
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or early stage ventures. Angels – high net 
worth individuals – are essential for the 
$50,000 to $2 million often needed for early 
venture growth. 

State tax credits for angel funds are 
essential to have private equity available for 
fast growth companies. A robust angel 
capital industry is vital for venture 
development because angels provide more 
than funding as they have experience, 
expertise and connections that are valuable 
to entrepreneurs.   

In 1993 North Dakota became the 2nd state 
in the nation to offer Seed Capital Tax 
Credits to provide a tax incentives for angel 
investors to invest in high growth 
entrepreneurial ventures that create jobs, 
wealth and a more diverse economy. 
Nearly 100 certified companies have 
utilized the seed capital tax credit since 
2002, which is an average of 6 to 7 
companies per year with an average of 
15-20 investors per company who are not 
family or partners (ineligible). Nearly $50 
million was attracted under the program 
over 13 years. Over the last six years there 
is an average of $336,000 of tax credits 
issued per year to attract $4.5 million of 
seed capital investments.  The state 
incentive has resulted in angels investing 
$50 million in companies. 

North Dakota became the first state to 
approve tax credits for Pooled Angel Funds 
in 2007,encouraging angel investors to 
form angel funds to build investment 
portfolios in entrepreneur ventures.  The 
45% tax credit is responsible for the 
formation of 22 angel funds in North Dakota, 
a vital source of entrepreneur capital that 
did not exist before. The tax credit has a 
maximum credit of $45,000 per year per 

investor i.e. on the first $100,000 invested in 
growing ventures.  An average of 25 angels 
pooled their investments in 22 angel funds 
to build a portfolio of 10 or more ventures, a 
larger portfolio that hopefully produces more 
wins than losses. The Tax Department 
reports 22 Angel Funds - with 553 
investors - invested $41.3 million, which 
included 34 out-of-state 
investors investing $3.9 million.  

Minnesota’s angel tax credit provides tax 
incentives to investors or funds that invest in 
startup businesses that are focused on high 
technology or new proprietary technology, 
Including a 25 percent tax credit for 
investments in small, emerging businesses. 
The maximum credit is $125,000 per person 
per year or $250,000 if married filing jointly.  

Yet entrepreneurs’ access to investment 
and capital opportunities in the Valley is 
quite limited.  The FM Angel Investment 
Fund, the 701 Angel Fund, the Red River 
Corridor Fund and the Dakota Venture 
Group at UND have limited resources and 
very specific investment criteria. Venture 
capital groups, such as Arthur Ventures 
Growth Fund and Linngrove Ventures, seek 
opportunities in specific industries and have 
a preference for companies at certain 
stages in the business lifecycle. Likewise 
with the North Dakota Development Fund, 
which also provides equity capital.    

The Bank of North Dakota (BND) New 
Venture Capital Fund provides funding for 
early-stage companies, which can 
demonstrate clear proof of completed 
product development and market 
acceptance as evidenced by growing sales. 
BND’s Beginning Entrepreneur Loan 
Guarantee program offers business start-up 
financing by providing a financial institutions 
with guaranty of a loan not to exceed 
$200,000; BND may approve a guarantee 
on a loan up to $25,000 without requiring 
collateral for the loan. BND can also invest 
up to $50,000 in certified angel capital 
investment funds.  

Angel capital tax credits create a triple 
bottom line by providing entrepreneurs 
with funding and expertise while creating 
economic development for the community 
and region 
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Minnesota’s Angel Loan Fund supports 
entrepreneurial growth by offering attractive 
funding for early-stage businesses. The ALF 
is designed as a direct loan for 10% of the 
total amount of equity investment received 
in the business’ approved funding round 
subsequent to ALF approval. An investor 
that is both certified by the MN Angel Tax 
Credit Program and qualified as an 
Accredited Investor must make at least one 
equity investment.  $20,000 is the minimum 
ALF loan amount and $250,000 is the 
maximum with 0% interest, a 7-year term, 
and non-recourse, deferred, with a balloon. 

Minnesota has a robust venture capital 
community but it is very focused on the 
Minneapolis-St. Paul metro. The availability 
of venture capital investment in North 
Dakota is disturbingly low. According to the 
2016 National Venture Capital Association 
Yearbook there has not been much venture 
capital available in the state over the last 
five years for companies that could use $2 
to $10 million to scale up and grow.  

Venture Capital Investments in North Dakota 
(2010-2015) 

Year $ Millions # Deals 
2010 3.2 1 
2011 4 1 
2012 2.4 1 
2013 24.1 3 
2014 .1 1 

   
 

The U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission’s equity crowdfunding rules 
become effective in May 2016. North 
Dakota has not, at this time, adopted or 
entertained any proposals related to 
crowdfunding.  Nonetheless, for most North 
Dakota entrepreneurs the exemptions and 
registration requirements presently in the 
North Dakota Securities Act are more 
favorable and less limiting than those of the 
SEC for crowdfunding.    

Minnesota has adopted an intrastate 
crowdfunding exemption referred to as 

“MNvest.”  The exemption is available only 
to “MNvest issuers,” which generally means 
the entity is organized under the laws of 
Minnesota, and is not a general partnership; 
the principal office of the entity is located in 
Minnesota; at least 80 percent of the entity’s 
assets were located in Minnesota; and at 
least 80 percent of the entity’s gross 
revenues for the prior fiscal year or trailing 
12 month period (depending on the timing of 
the offering) were derived from the 
operation of the business in Minnesota. 

Because the legislation implements an 
intrastate offering exemption, offers and 
sales may be made only to Minnesota 
residents, and at least 80 percent of the net 
proceeds of the offering must be used for 
the operation of the issuer’s business in 
Minnesota. In any 12-month period the 
MNvest issuer cannot raise more than: 

▪ $2,000,000 if audited or reviewed 
financial statements are supplied to 
prospective purchasers; and 

▪ $1,000,000 if the financial 
statements are not audited or 
reviewed. 

The working group’s recommendations for 
improving the access to capital and venture 
development services include: 

ü Develop a listing/directory of venture 
development service providers that 
have experience with startups and 
share results of the inventory to 
promote awareness of programs 
 

ü Structure networking events so that 
entrepreneurs meet venture 
development service providers, 
financiers, potential mentors and 
investors.  

It is important to foster local 
connections between entrepreneurs 
and angel investors, who are also 
highly likely to be a valuable source of 
insights and connections for startups. 
Because debt capital for small 
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business is usually dependent on 
personal guarantees and relationships 
with bankers, connections between 
entrepreneurs and bankers are also 
valuable in facilitating the flow of credit 
and debt financing to small business.  

ü Increase the number of certified 
centers for Department of Commerce 
funding from InnovateND, which can 
be used by entrepreneurs to pay for 
financial, technical and business 
services.  

The working group has established a goal 
of fostering $10 million in angel capital 
investment. Toward that end, the North 
Dakota legislature should allocate more 
funding to venture development and 
incentivize investment by: 

ü Reauthorizing the angel capital tax 
incentives for individual investors and 
for certified angel funds 

ü Increasing funding for state 
entrepreneur programs including 
InnovateND and other entrepreneur 
initiatives from $3.2 million per 
biennium to $10 million 

ü Adopting the interstate equity funding 
exemption, which would allow North 
Dakota companies to raise capital 
from out-of-state investors, including 
the use of online crowdfunding  

ü Continuing to fund ResearchND and 
the Venture Grant program, which 
stimulate partnerships between North 
Dakota research universities and 
entrepreneur-led companies. And, 
lower the matching fund requirements 
for participating businesses to 
accelerate participation in the program  

ü Encourage the Bank of North Dakota 
take a more proactive and larger role 
in venture financing and investment, to 
include: 

• Continuing to use the successful 
Beginning Entrepreneur Loan 

Guarantee program to help banks 
finance entrepreneurial startups. 

• Raising the amount that the BND 
invests in certified angel funds 
from $50,000 to $250,000. 

• Taking a more proactive role in 
using the BND’s New Venture 
Capital Fund to invest in startups, 
early stage and expansion stage 
companies 

• Establishing a BND advisory 
council comprised of 
entrepreneurs  

 

#3 Improve Collaboration with 
Universities and Colleges 

Universities and colleges are playing a 
growing role as engines of innovation, 
productivity and economic vitality. These 
institutions educate students for careers, 
train workers, prepare and support people 
for entrepreneurial pursuits and perform 
research and development with technology 
and business innovators. These science, 
technology and training (ST&T) activities 
are recognized throughout the world as a 
potent recipe for creating higher value 
economic opportunities and higher paying 
jobs. 

Collaboration between entrepreneurs and 
universities in the Valley already exists. The 
Center for Innovation and the School of 
Entrepreneurship within the College of 
Business and Public Administration at UND 
and the NDSU Research and Technology 
Park allow emerging and established 
entrepreneurs to be involved in the 
educational experiences of developing 
entrepreneurs much like a teaching hospital 
is used to provide "hands-on" experience to 
new healthcare professionals. This model 
must continue to be nurtured to support the 
addition of new entrepreneurial talent to the 
region.  
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In addition, over the last three decades, 
states have sought to maximize the benefits 
of publicly funded research to accelerate 
knowledge transfer and entrepreneurship 
and to fuel innovation and economic growth. 
Consequently, universities and public 
research organizations are becoming more 
strongly business-focused. University 
technology transfer activities are 
increasingly important as a source of 
regional economic development and 
revenue for the university. 

The working group characterized existing 
intellectual property policies and procedures 
at the Valley’s research universities as an 
approach that has kept some in industry 
from collaborating with academia. Moreover, 
these policies have in many instances 
inhibited faculty entrepreneurs from 
successfully pursuing the commercialization 
of their research. Representative comments 
and observations from the working group 
include: 

• IP policies at the universities are 
oftentimes prohibitive of entrepreneurs 
working with them, even to participate 
in joint grant applications 

• There is an overall IP policy in the 
state, but each university adds more 
restrictions 

• ResearchND has money but matching 
fund requirements mean that it is 
underutilized because entrepreneurs 
have a hard time raising the match 

• Entrepreneurs think the universities’ 
requirements are not business-friendly 
or encouraging of innovation. A task 
force is underway at UND to improve 
the situation, which could be pushed 
to the state level to be adopted 

Based on its initial discussions the working 
group established a subcommittee to 
assess university IP policies and 
procedures and advocate for policies that 
encourage rather than discourage 
entrepreneurs – both inside and outside the 

Innovations in University IP Policies 
 
Releasing Rights to Inventors 
In some universities, where no overriding 
sponsor rights exist, patent rights may be 
released to the inventor when the university 
elects not to file a patent application or to 
commercialize an invention or when the equity 
of the situation clearly indicates such release 
should be given. Even if outside sponsorship is 
involved, the inventors may be able to obtain 
rights. 
 
Expedited Procedures + Standardized Terms 
Universities seeking to encourage 
entrepreneurial initiative and innovation are 
creating expedited procedures and more 
standardized terms for licensing to start-up 
enterprises in which staff, faculty, or students 
are involved. 
 
One-Size-Fits-All Express Licensing  
For university-based startups the terms are 
non-negotiable and the licensing agreement is 
offered to every university-based company.  
The company can decide to take it as is, or 
leave it and negotiate the old-fashioned way. 
 
IP-Free Zone for Students 
This new interpretation at some universities 
offers students clear ownership rights as long 
as the resources used were part of a course 
and were available to all students in the 
course; that the student was not paid by the 
university or a third party; and the class or 
project was not supported by a corporation or 
government grant or contract. 
 
Try & Buy 
Try & Buy provides companies with a low-cost, 
low-risk method to license existing university-
developed technologies. Companies can take 
available technologies for a low cost “test-run” 
(or even try them fee-free if qualified) to test 
the viability of the innovation for their company. 
 
Postponing Costs and Royalties 
This approach involves waiving the costs 
associated with using the patents for at least 
the first three years of a company's product 
development. Once a startup has brought the 
product to market, the university starts 
collecting a "standard net royalty fee," but 
otherwise inventors use the patent as they like. 
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universities – from working with and within 
universities to develop and/or licensing 
technologies with commercial potential.   

The working group’s recommendations are 
intended to foster the kind of relationships 
that have proven to make for successful 
entrepreneur-led collaborations; that is, 1) 
relationships that have moved beyond 
short-term vendor relationships to become 
lasting partnerships that built new 
capabilities for the company; and 2) where 
the companies involve university in their 
strategy and not merely in a technical task 
or isolated problem in their business.1   

Some of the innovations that universities 
are currently implementing to make for a 
more productive relationship with 
entrepreneurs are highlighted in the box on 
the preceding page. These kinds of IP 
policies can attract more entrepreneurial 
faculty and students to the universities and 
foster more partnerships with entrepreneur-
led companies.   

The working group recommends the 
following steps to improve collaboration 
between entrepreneurs and universities: 

ü Universities should continue to 
streamline and improve contract 
agreements and intellectual property 
policies related to tech transfer and 
joint or sponsored research.  As part 
of this universities should provide 
faculty and entrepreneur-led 
companies with more information 
about technology transfer and IP. 

ü Universities should improve their 
conflict of interest policies related to 
faculty researcher’s participation in 
entrepreneurial companies, including 
university-based companies, and 
ownership of intellectual property  

																																																								
1 Randall Wright.  “How to Get the Most From 
University Relationships.”  MIT Sloan Management 
Review. Spring 2n 008 

ü Support all entrepreneurship programs 
and initiatives in the Valley’s 
universities and colleges at faculty and 
student levels, including the formation 
of the entrepreneurship program at 
NDSCS in Wahpeton 

ü Reinforce the message to universities 
that entrepreneurship programs are 
important and have the policies 
communicated to the public 

 

#4  Activate Cities and Downtowns as 
Entrepreneurial Hotspots 

Evidence from around the world indicates 
that opportunistic entrepreneurs can 
revitalize downtowns and vibrant 
downtowns can energize entrepreneurs.   

The Knight Foundation’s The Soul of the 
Community report (2010), for example, 
makes it clear that residents want to be 
active, connected, and engaged. Effective 
place making activities help build thriving 
communities that attract and retain talent, 
improve walkability and promote 
entrepreneurship.  Place making that 
improves and promotes access to outdoor 
recreation activities and amenities 
throughout the Valley, e.g. the Pembina 
Gorge, also enhances the appeal of the 
region to entrepreneurs.  

Downtown Fargo has become a hotspot for 
a wide variety of entrepreneurial, creative, 
cultural and culinary pursuits. The 1999 
Renaissance Zone Plan, giving tax 
incentives to businesses looking to build 
and develop in downtown Fargo, served as 
a spark.  The location of NDSU’s campus in 
downtown spurred even more activity along 
with more people choosing to invest and live 
in the urban core.  

Downtown Grand Forks has also 
experienced a renaissance since the flood 
of 1997.  Today, a plaza features 
entertainment, the farmers market, a skating 
pond and a host of other community events. 
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The development of more housing in 
downtown Grand Forks has contributed to 
an influx of residents along with more dining 
and beverage establishments 

Emerging Prairie and the Grand Forks 
Downtown Development Association take 
an active leadership role in creating thriving, 
vibrant, innovative and sustainable urban 
centers.  This is done by organizing and 
promoting downtown events and 
spearheading improvements that make for a 
more enjoyable and safe downtown 
experience.  

The working group believes that engaging 
entrepreneurs in the Valley’s cities and 
downtowns to get them more involved in the 
everyday activity of supporting each other 
and building a more robust economy and 
rich cultural experience is key to the 
region’s future success.   

ü Continue to reinforce the message 
that cities should invest in downtowns, 
third spaces, and community 
amenities that are proven to cultivate 
innovation and entrepreneurship.   

ü Support coworking spaces in all 
regional communities, including the 
development of the Northern 
Coworking Network, which would 
foster cooperation and learning among 
the existing and emerging spaces and 
enable entrepreneurs to utilize space 
at every coworking center 

ü Invest in place making and quality of 
life measures that will attract and 
retain talented people  

 

 

 

 

 

Other/Related Ideas 

In addition to the aforementioned four major 
priority recommendations the working group 
supports several other initiatives and 
projects that will accelerate entrepreneurial 
activity and output.  Including: 

ü Youth entrepreneurship programs, 
which inspire and provide learning 
experiences for K-12 students.  

ü Initiatives that foster the succession of 
established businesses in the region, 
which will serve as opportunities for 
young entrepreneurs 

ü Establish a mentor network to provide 
advice from experienced 
entrepreneurs available to young 
entrepreneurs 

 

Summary 
The VPP working group believes that 
building a strong and vibrant entrepreneurial 
ecosystem in the Valley is key to the 
region’s future economic prosperity.  The 
working group’s four priority 
recommendations are to: 

ü Fund entrepreneurs and entrepreneur 
support systems 

ü Foster $10 million in angel capital 
investment 

ü Create effective partnerships between 
entrepreneurs and universities, 
including continuing to fund 
ResearchND and the Venture Grant 
Program. 

ü Invest in place making and quality of 
life measures that will attract and 
retain talented people  
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