
From idea to reality
The path to creating an impact

By Gary Anglebrandt

It’s fitting that a competition meant to raise Michigan’s profile 

was inspired by one of the most Michigan of all symbols: 

University of Michigan’s big block M logo.

The block M came on a screen during an investor presentation 

a long way from home, in California. Sitting in the audience was 

Dave Egner, executive director of the New Economy Initiative and 

president of the Hudson-Webber Foundation.

The UM logo appeared because the 

investors giving the presentation all 

happened to have attended the school 

and they wanted to proudly display their 

alma mater. They were all now based in 

California, a fact that jolted Egner.

“We had sent the message to people 

in Michigan that if they wanted to be 

in venture capital or tech, they had to 

leave the state,” Egner said.

Egner went back to Michigan and 

had dinner with Mike Finney, then the 

head of Ann Arbor SPARK, now head of the Michigan Economic 

Development Corp. Disappointed to see investors viewing 

Michigan as a flyover state, they hatched the idea to have a 

business plan competition that would draw investors back to see 

its innovative companies and entrepreneurs, and attract investor 

attention to the state.

It was spring 2010 and it so happened that on the schedule 

for later that year was the “Big Chill” University of Michigan-

Michigan State University hockey game at Michigan Stadium. To 

entice investors to come from afar to a new event, they would 

give away about 50 tickets to the game.

“Mike jumped on it and said if NEI pays for it, let’s do it,”  

Egner said.

NEI is the New Economy Initiative, which Egner runs. Egner 

and Finney already had been working to form a new 

organization called Business Accelerator Network of 

Southeast Michigan, which pulled together four 

business accelerators – SPARK, Automation 

Alley, Macomb-OU INCubator and TechTown. 

“Originally, it was 

going to have a 

focus on Southeast 

Michigan, but we 

quickly realized it’s 

bigger than that. It 

should encompass 

all entrepreneurs in 

the state,” said Skip 

Simms, senior vice 

president of SPARK 

and a participant 

in the early 

discussions.

The event would be held under the auspices of this new 

organization. NEI underwrote the competition with $750,000, 

while SPARK administered it and invested $250,000 from the 

Michigan Pre-Seed Capital Fund it runs for the state to cover half 

of the grand prize. Business Leaders for Michigan contributed 

another $300,000.

Also adding support was the University Research Corridor, 

comprised of Michigan State University, the University of 

Michigan and Wayne State University.

The Accelerate Michigan Innovation Competition would offer 

$1 million in cash prizes, including in-kind awards for staffing, 

software, mentorships, space and professional services, 

for early-stage businesses with a proven technology and the 

potential to have an immediate impact on Michigan’s economy. 

There also would be a portion dedicated to student concepts.

The targeted sectors were: advanced materials, advanced 

transportation, alternative energy, defense and homeland 

security, information technology, life science, medical devices, 

next generation manufacturing, and products and services.

Startups competed for a main prize of $500,000, a runner-up 

prize of $150,000, or one of nine $25,000 prizes awarded to 

companies according to industry sector.

There also would be a $50,000 prize for the student competition 

that would judge ideas for businesses. And there would be a 

People’s Choice award of $15,000, as well as an encore award 

of $25,000 for an entrepreneur over the age of 55.

UM offered its new North Campus Research Complex as the 

venue for the event and sponsored tickets to the Big Chill. The 

event date was set for Dec. 9-11, 2010, with the final awards 

gala taking place the morning of the hockey game.

Organizers got the word out through the state’s university, 

accelerator, economic development and business communities. 

This was to solicit companies, as well as to gather judges to 

review companies that applied.
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Out-of-state attendees were greeted with a true Michigan 

snowstorm the first morning of the event, and there were first-

year hiccups behind the scenes. But more than 300 companies 

had applied to be there, and 600 attendees showed up to see 

who made it.

The winning company, Armune BioScience Inc. of Kalamazoo, 

walked away with the big check. Ann Arbor-based Arbor 

Photonics Inc. won the runner-up prize.

The economy was in darker days in 2010, and Armune 

appreciated the prize, using the money to stay afloat and fund 

further research. The prize money, along with funding from the 

Michigan Economic Development Corp., kept the company going, 

said Eli Thomssen, Armune’s president and CEO.

“Venture funding had pretty much dried up at that point,”  

he said.

Armune now is on the verge of commercializing its technology 

to improve prostate cancer testing and reduce health care 

costs. Arbor Photonics was acquired by Vancouver-based 

semiconductor laser maker nLight in 2013.

The event ended with a tailgate party and transportation to  

the big game for ticket holders.

That first year’s event sparked an annual competition that 

has awarded a combined $4 million to 47 companies over the 

past four years, drawing 1,400 applicants from 15 countries. 

Fourteen student prizes also have been given out during that 

time.

Accelerate Michigan attracts 600 attendees every year to the 

event, now held in Detroit at Orchestra Hall, and more than 70 

national and international venture capital firms have engaged in 

the event in one form or another.

The program still follows the same basic structure as the first 

year. The competition takes place over three rounds, taking 

place over several months and culminating in the annual three-

day event. Applicants enter an abstract and executive summary 

for the first round. They cannot already have raised more than 

$2 million in funding, and they should have the potential to 

achieve $10 million or more in annual revenue in the next five 

years.

About 50 judges sift through these applications and 

allow the ones they deem promising to pass through 

to the semifinals.

At this point, businesses submit a 12-page business plan, 

from which half their semifinal score is derived. The other half 

comes from a 10-minute presentation they must give during the 

three-day event.

To win the finals, a company must make its case in a five-minute 

elevator pitch, using a maximum of six presentation slides 

before a panel of three or four judges.

The award money comes in at crucial, very early-stage moments 

when startups have the hardest time attracting investment, 

attention and validation. Past winners say they have used the 

money to fund the next phase of product development, hiring or 

just keeping the lights on for another year.

Beyond the awards, the event brings recognition and valuable 

connections that yield benefits for years to come. Where 

startups previously had to hit the phones in search of capital, 

afterwards, investors are the ones calling them.

Simms at Ann Arbor SPARK said he and others at BANSEM 

member groups regularly receive calls from out-of-state investors 

looking for deeper information on Michigan startups.

The results for the past four years have more than met the goals 

envisioned when Accelerate Michigan was still just an idea, 

Simms said. “The evidence of its success is here we are five 

years later celebrating our fifth one. We were prepared to say if 

this doesn’t work, we can do it for a couple years and we can 

always stop,” he said.

The competition’s organizers have done a good job getting the 

word out to investors outside of Michigan, said Whitney Rockley, 

co-founder and managing partner of Toronto-based McRock 

Capital. 

“They make it easy for out-of-state or international investors to 

come to the event. It’s a no-brainer as long as it works with your 

schedule,” Rockley said.
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This year’s event, to be held Nov. 4-6, 

features Susan Packard as keynote 

speaker. Packard is the co-founder of 

Scripps Networks Interactive, owner 

of cable television channels such as 

Food Network and HGTV.

To register, go to www.acceleratemichigan.org



Accelerating Innovation
Impact of competition is shown 

in numbers, ideas

By Gary Anglebrandt

More than 1,400 applications from 15 countries. 

Nearly $4 million in prizes to 47 winning 

companies, plus 14 winning student teams. 

And 74 participating angel and venture capital 

investors — many from outside the state, 

getting the chance to see up-and-coming 

Michigan companies. 

Amid all the numbers illustrating the impact the Accelerate 

Michigan Innovation Competition has had in its first four 

years, it’s easy to forget the actual products supported 

through the event.

These are products with the potential to impact industries 

and lives. The companies’ offerings are based on 

technologies that require patience, and therefore investment 

dollars, to develop.

But the results are applications that detect or treat diseases 

in new ways, advance alternative energy, improve supply 

chains and create new media channels.

The event draws national and 

international investor attention 

to these innovative, 

technology-driven 

products.

“It definitely brings a lot of people into Michigan 

and exposes them to the kinds of things going 

on here,” said Jennifer Baird, CEO of Accio 

Energy Inc., which won a $25,000 alternative 

energy sector prize in 2010.

The businesses that show up at Accelerate 

Michigan represent a wide spectrum of sources 

and applications, said Lizabeth Ardisana, CEO 

of ASG Renaissance in Dearborn and a judge in 

the competition for the past three years.

“Despite the fact that I think I’m an entrepreneur, the ideas 

I was exposed to at the competition, I never would have 

thought of,” Ardisana said. “Some were mind-bogglingly 

interesting,” 

Take for example the winner of the first year’s first place 

award of $500,000, Armune BioScience Inc. in Kalamazoo. 

Armune’s product, which the company says is on the verge of 

commercialization, would cut thousands of dollars in health 

care costs for prostate cancer detection.

Arbor Photonics Inc., that year’s runner-up, turned a 

University of Michigan laser technology into a commercial 

application that improves laser beam power, with implications 

for a wide range of industries. Vancouver, Wash.-based 

nLIGHT Corp. announced its purchase of Arbor Photonics in 

January 2013, citing the technology’s capabilities in new 

material processing, defense and medical applications.

Eli Thomssen, CEO of Armune, said the award brought his 

company money and investor attention. But it also brought 

something even more forward-looking: potential beneficiaries 

of his company’s technology to diagnose prostate cancer. 

Calls came in from people wanting to know more about the 

technology because they or someone they knew had prostate 

cancer.

“Even the general public had heard about it and had 

interest,” Thomssen said.

Here’s how the technologies of 

other past-year winners promise 

to impact the world:

DeNovo Sciences Inc., Plymouth, (first place, 2011) 

makes a microfluidic system that captures cancer cells in 

the bloodstream to detect the disease less painfully and 

invasively than traditional biopsies.

Fusion Coolant Systems Inc., Detroit, (runner-up, 2011) 

makes fluids used to cool metal parts during machining. This 

may not sound like much, but the technology was developed 

to prevent the spread of dangerous bacteria caused by 

water-and-oil cooling fluids in machine shops. It saves money, 

prevents pollution and can be used in aerospace, biomedical, 

automotive and heavy equipment machining applications.
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“It definitely brings 

a lot of people into 

Michigan and exposes 

them to the kinds of 

things going on here.” 

Jennifer Baird,  

CEO of Accio Energy Inc.

“Despite the fact that I think I’m 

an entrepreneur, the ideas I was 

exposed to at the competition, I 

never would have thought of. Some 

were mind-bogglingly interesting.”

Lizabeth Ardisana, CEO of ASG 

Renaissance in Dearborn



Algal Scientific Corp., Northville, (first place, 2012) uses 

algae to make an immune system-boosting chemical that is 

fed to livestock in lieu of antibiotics. Overuse of antibiotics 

contributes to drug resistance, a problem that looms as a 

major health care threat in the coming decades.

nanoMAG LLC, Livonia, (runner-up, 2012) produces 

finely tuned magnesium alloys that improve on strength, 

flexibility and other properties of materials used in various 

applications. The company’s materials now are used to 

make lighter knee braces. The company wants to see its 

disappearing magnesium plates and screws replace the 

permanent metal versions used now and that can lead to 

subsequent surgeries.

Varsity News Network, Grand Rapids, (first place, 2013) 

runs a Web platform for high school sports programs to post 

news and photos. In August, it announced 500 schools in 23 

states were on the platform.

Covaron Advanced Materials Inc., Ann Arbor, (runner-up, 

2013) uses a low-temperature method of making ceramic 

materials used in industrial applications. The low-temperature 

feature promises significant energy and cost savings. The 

materials also could be used to replace steel, aluminum and 

other materials used in manufacturing.

See more updates from winners on next page

Whitney Rockley, co-founder and managing partner of Toronto-

based McRock Capital and a three-time Accelerate Michigan 

judge, invests throughout North America. She’s been 

impressed with the hungry determination she’s seen from 

Michigan entrepreneurs. 

Rockley, echoing comments outside investors have been 

making for years about Michigan companies, said she’s been 

impressed with Michigan entrepreneurs’ willingness to work 

hard to build their businesses and attract investors.

“One thing I find in Michigan is there are a lot of people 

creating businesses, really hungry, really relentless. A 

lot of them are trying to figure out a way to persevere 

against adversity,” she said. “I see a lot of very creative 

innovative ideas. I find it to be a very creative-pitching kind of 

competition. I quite like the genuineness of individuals in the 

state. I also really like the grit factor we look for in different 

entrepreneurs. And I find that in Michigan the grit factor is 

really high.”

Those who’ve been involved with the event, whether as 

funders, judges or competing companies, say one of its great 

benefits is that it provides a meeting place for the state’s 

entrepreneurs and investors to gather and compare notes.

“The ecosystem in Michigan is fairly robust and well-

connected,” said J. Kevin McCurren, executive director of The 

Richard M. and Helen DeVos Center for Entrepreneurship & 

Innovation at Grand Valley State University, which has sent 

student teams to compete at Accelerate Michigan. 

“Accelerate Michigan gives people a chance to come together 

and compete and see the good stuff that’s coming out. From 

a student perspective, it creates energy and camaraderie 

around startups. It’s creating a culture of competitiveness.”

McCurren has been a judge on the student side and has 

seen student teams that do not win at Accelerate Michigan 

go on to get funding through other angel investor groups, 

such as Start Garden in Grand Rapids.

Mark Arizmendi, who resides in Charlotte, N.C., set up his 

business – Northwestern Capital Partners – in Ann Arbor in 

2007 because he perceived that the state has a positive 

business climate – something he’s seen as a judge for 

Accelerate Michigan over the last four years. 

“There were several things that were attractive,” recalled 

Arizmendi, president and CEO of the venture capital firm, 

which primarily invests in early stage companies. “There was 

a definite feeling that the leaders in the state were trying to 

turn the state around. The interest was in ensuring there was 

a platform for growth outside the auto industry.”

Arizmendi said Michigan’s workforce was a big draw. He 

compared the state’s technical talent base to cities on the 

nation’s coasts – specifically Boston and San Francisco.

“There were a lot of talented people up there,” he said, 

remembering his decision to set up shop in Ann Arbor. “You 

had good quality people but the cost of doing business was a 

lot lower.”

He described Michigan’s workforce as “hardworking, 

educated and a pleasure to work with.”

“There’s a talented workforce, good people with whom to 

work, great educational institutions, a reasonable cost 

of doing business and a sense that something new is 

happening,” Arizmendi said.

Skip Simms, senior vice president at Ann Arbor SPARK, said 

entrepreneurs also get the intangible benefits of learning how 

to craft a business plan and present it in a polished public 

speech and presentation. “Then of course there’s the event 

itself. What a great networking opportunity it is for them, 

not just for meeting people with capital but meeting other 

entrepreneurs,” Simms said.
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“Accelerate Michigan gives people a chance 

to come together and compete and see 

the good stuff that’s coming out. From a 

student perspective, it creates energy and 

camaraderie around startups. It’s creating a 

culture of competitiveness.”

J. Kevin McCurren, executive director of The Richard 

M. and Helen DeVos Center for Entrepreneurship & 

Innovation at Grand Valley State University



Fundamentals 

of investment
Michigan’s venture capital history

By Gary Anglebrandt

The existence of a competition like Accelerate Michigan 

Innovation Competition is proof of sorts that Michigan’s venture 

capital community has come of age.

Any thriving regional venture scene is going to have a respected 

competition in its mix of offerings and assets, investors say. 

Besides drawing publicity, the competitions also play a crucial 

role in the venture funding spectrum by offering very early-stage 

companies a chance to get capital.

“It’s all part of the mosaic,” said Charles Rothstein, senior 

managing director at Farmington Hills-based 

firm Beringea LLC.

The Accelerate Michigan competition’s $1 

million in awards draws 300 companies and 

600 attendees each year. That contrasts 

starkly from what the scene looked like in the 

1970s and ‘80s.

“For about 15 years, I was the only full-time 

venture capital professional in Michigan,” 

said Ian Bund, senior adviser at Plymouth 

Management Co., a venture firm in Ann Arbor.

Creating an industry 
Bund saw the development of the state’s venture capital 

community first hand, from 1976 when he came to Michigan to 

run Doan Associates in Midland, one of the state’s first venture 

capital firms, to today in his role at Plymouth. 

Herbert “Ted” Doan recruited Bund for Doan’s firm, which was 

one of just two VC firms in the state at the time, three if Dow 

Chemical Co.’s Dow Ventures -- which Doan started while serving 

as Dow’s chief executive, the last member of the Dow family to 

do so -- is counted. 

The other firm at the time was Michigan Capital and Service Inc., 

founded by Michael Staebler, now a partner at law firm Pepper 

Hamilton.

Bund was also part of the talks that led to another landmark 

development in the VC community, the Michigan Growth Capital 

Symposium, which held its first event in 1979, led by David 

Brophy, another VC pioneer in the state. Brophy has been with 

UM since 1968 and is the director of the UM Center for Venture 

Capital and Private Equity at the Ross School of Business.

The community has done a lot of growing up since. There are 

now plenty of investors, as well as the critical “ecosystem” of 

managers and professional services, to support venture-backed 

companies.

Along the way there was a number of moments that leaders of the 

state’s VC community count as key.

Bund’s loneliness as a VC professional became less acute 

in 1987 when Hayden Harris, Tom Porter and Mary Campbell 

opened EDF Ventures in Ann Arbor, now the oldest continuously 

running VC firm in the state. 

The subsequent formation of Arboretum Ventures, Beringea, 

North Coast Technology Investors and Arbor Partners added 

new early momentum and fueled successful exits that caused 

outsiders to turn their heads toward Michigan. 

“Our firm was somewhat contrarian, just like Ian and others that 

pioneered our community,” said Rothstein of his decision to found 

Beringea in 1988. He saw something underserved -- companies 

that wanted venture backing -- and started the firm in his 

basement to fill the void.

Among the notable early exits out of Michigan’s VC scene was the 

1987 IPO of Neogen Corp., a Lansing company then backed by 

Doan Associates and still going strong today. Doan also backed 

LifeScan Inc., sold to Johnson & Johnson in 1987.

The Esperion Therapeutics Inc. IPO in 2000 also turned heads. 

Other successful early exits included the 2000 sale of Arbor 

Partners-backed BlueGill Technologies to CheckFree Holdings and 

the 2004 IPO of IntraLase Corp., a company incubated in Ann 

Arbor and backed by EDF.

“What happened is we had some proof that you could build a 

venture-backed company in Michigan, and we’d done that enough 

that outside venture capital firms started paying attention,” Bund 

said. “There’s nothing like success to create the kind of proof 

statement that catches people’s attention.”

More recently, the exits 

of Accuri Cytometers Inc., 

HealthMedia Inc. and HandyLab 

Inc. have drawn investor 

attention to Michigan.

The arrival of Rick Snyder 

-- fresh from his position at 

Gateway Computer, prior to his 

role as Michigan’s governor 

-- and his $100 million Avalon 

Investments Inc., was another 

sign that things were getting 

serious. Avalon was managed 

with another now-familiar name, 

Chris Rizik.

Rizik would go on to become 

an influential figure, taking 

a leading role in another 

accelerant of the state’s VC 

community: “fund of funds” 

initiatives that funnel state 

money to firms. Rizik heads the 

Renaissance Venture Capital 

Fund, launched in 2008 by 

Detroit Renaissance (now called 

Business Leaders for Michigan) 

with a first fund of $45 million.

There also is the Venture 

Michigan Fund led by Kelly 

Williams of Chicago-based 
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Grosvenor Capital Management (formerly Credit Suisse’s 

Customized Fund Investment Group prior to an acquisition). 

Venture Michigan launched its first fund, of $95 million, in 2006.

Preceding those funds, and also managed by Grosvenor, was the 

21st Century Investment Fund, which launched its first fund, of 

$109 million, in 2006 using tobacco settlement money.

“What we really have now is a true community. Ten years ago, it 

was just a handful of firms trying to raise capital,” Rothstein said. 

“Investors have confidence in our region as well as the managers 

of funds.”

The 21st Century fund also invested directly into companies. One 

of those companies was Accuri Cytometers, which went on to be 

sold in 2011 for $205 million to Becton Dickinson and Co. “Accuri 

would not have survived without that investment,” said Jen Baird, 

Accuri’s co-founder.

Baird was an intern at EDF in the late 1980s and sees the 

contrast between the venture scene of then and now. 

While there’s still “lots of room to grow,” especially in terms of 

capital and available managerial talent, “We’re getting to the point 

where have a core of management leaders who have experience,” 

Baird said.

Baird said the community has been experiencing a “changing of 

the guard” over the past decade with people such as Michael 

Godwin and Jason Townsend at Resonant Venture Partners “doing 

hard work and digging in.”

A long way from 2001 
According to the numbers tallied by the Michigan Venture Capital 

Association, Michigan had 23 firms based in the state in 2013, 

with $1.6 billion under management. 

In 2001, there were seven firms managing $520 million. The 

number of investment professionals working in the VC community, 

81, increased 84 percent in the five years through 2013, 

compared to a 13 percent national decline.

Life science has long been the leading Michigan sector for 

attracting venture dollars, according to annual reports from the 

MVCA. Information technology usually draws the second-most 

number of dollars. Alternative energy and advanced materials/

manufacturing also are in the mix.

Deal activity has been on the rebound this year, compared to a 

mixed-bag 2013, when deal volume was up but dollars invested 

were down against 2012. Michigan had a strong year in 2012, 

with $244.7 million invested across 50 deals, according to the 

MoneyTree Report put out by PricewaterhouseCoopers and the 

National Venture Capital Association.

The numbers dipped to $107.7 million across 73 deals last  

year. But the first half of 2014 puts the year on pace to trounce 

2013, with almost $159.6 million invested across 25 deals in  

the first half.
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