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Introduction 

The first Asset and Strategic Review was issued in October of 2016. Invent2026 was then known as “Project 

2026” and had yet to petition the Internal Revenue Service for status as a 501(c)3 tax exempt nonprofit 

organization. While short on formal structure, Project 2026 had a clear vision: To reorganize the Chicago 

and Midwest technology economy around technology transfer from the region’s applied research 

laboratories through startups. This Midwest innovation corridor was to be spread outward from Chicago 

through the Rust Belt region, recapturing the economic competitiveness that has been lost under the 

perfect storm of automation, trade, and technologies that had brushed aside products that the region has 

long produced.  

The 2016 Asset and Strategic Review was 

informed by roundtable conversations hosted at 

TechNexus, a working space in Downtown 

Chicago, UI Labs, located in the Goose Island 

neighborhood of Chicago, and the Applied 

Research Institute at the University of Illinois at 

Champaign-Urbana. These conversations included 

insight from senior leadership personnel at the 

University of Illinois, Northwestern University, 

the University of Chicago, Argonne National 

Laboratory, Fermilab, and Intersect Illinois, 

among other organizations.  

Conclusions provided in the 2016 Asset and 

Strategic Review were supported by more than 50 

hours of interviews and roundtable conversations, and several hundred hours of additional research. In this 

document, the authors and contributors assessed the Midwest region’s strategic “clusters” – a concept 

popularized by Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter, dictating that regional economies grow 

around sectors that are best aligned with the region’s natural and human assets – to reside in water 

technology, infrastructure, battery and energy, and food and agriculture. The 2016 Asset and Strategic 

Review examined the Chicago and Midwest region’s assets in each sector and advised a strategy for 

growing each cluster through technology transfer and entrepreneurship.  

This document acts as the second Asset and Strategic Review. In it Invent2026 will outline its operational 

model, summarize its achievements over the past 24 months, examine goals and challenges it will face 

looking into the next two years, and project solutions that the organization will provide.  

Vision 

The mission of Invent2026 remains, to the letter, what it was two years ago: to design and build a Midwest 

Innovation Corridor that increases support for applied research, shares brainpower and costs across 

institutions, grows a robust startup economy, generates solutions to national problems, expands 

partnerships with federal agencies, and embraces new industries in a collaborative value chain. 

This was the first of four roundtable conversations held in 2016 to 
inform Invent2026's first Asset and Strategic Review. 
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The problem, as assessed in 2016: Our researchers and entrepreneurs work in silos. “Our regional startup 

economy is failing to leverage the Midwest’s critical natural, geographic, and human resources to solve our 

nation’s problems,” the 2016 Asset and Strategic Review argued. 

Invent2026 was built to provide a platform for collaboration between the region’s universities, applied 

research laboratories, communities of entrepreneurship, and industry partners to drive the licensing of 

technologies to startups and small businesses, support those startups and small businesses gain federal 

grant funding to build inventions into commercial products, explore the commercial market and codevelop 

technologies through corporate and government partnerships, prototype technologies locally without 

needing to move offshore, and support increased venture financing and mergers and acquisitions.  

If the region can increase the volume of all of these activities, one after the other, Chicago’s innovation 

economy can and will be recognized as competitive with that of the Bay Area, Boston, and New York. But 

not until then.  

What has been accomplished 

Shortly after the release of the Asset and Strategic Review, Thomas Day, the 

document’s author, was introduced to Alex Duchak, a Chicago-based 

entrepreneur. Mr. Duchak had designed and led commercialization programs 

for laboratories and entrepreneurs in New York, Ohio, and in Chicago. He 

was also designing a software platform to support technology transfer, called 

“TNEBULA” (as in technology nebula).   

Mr. Day and Mr. Duchak agreed to forge a business partnership under the 

Project 2026 brand, which shortly thereafter was renamed “Invent2026” to 

emphasize direct support for researchers and inventors. Invent2026 

petitioned the U.S. Internal Revenue Service for recognition as a tax-exempt 

nonprofit organization in early 2017; the IRS approved that petition in 

February of 2018. 

In August of 2017, TNEBULA launched with an initial 200 users. Through 

TNEBULA, laboratories and inventors can present their inventions in a 

distilled format – summaries of an invention are typically no longer than 100 

words, and users are encouraged to avoid overly technical language – and 

gain industry feedback on commercial applications of their invention.  

In the Spring of 2017, Invent2026 forged a partnership with the Women’s Business Development Center in 

Chicago. With its long history of serving small businesses and startups in Chicago, and its track record 

effectively managing federal money, the WBDC was a logical partner to apply for the Small Business 

Administration’s Federal and State Technology (FAST) grant, with support from Invent2026. The FAST 

grant is awarded annually to about 20 organizations to support grant proposals from small businesses and 

startups under the Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) program, which each year provides $2.5 

billion in grants to companies commercializing technologies of interest to the 12 federal agencies that fund 

the SBIR program. Only one applicant per state may compete for the FAST grant; for 2017, the WBDC was 

Illinois’ applicant, with Invent2026 as a subcontractor.  

Mr. Day and Mr. Duchak 
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In July of 2017, the WBDC was awarded the FAST grant in the amount of $125,000. Under the grant, the 

WBDC and Invent2026 would collaboratively support an academic program across two cohorts for startups 

competing for SBIR grants. The program would take on the name, “InventIllinois.” 

Jason Rebello, a Chicago-based entrepreneur and graduate school 

classmate of Mr. Duchak, was hired by the WBDC to manage the 

InventIllinois program. The first cohort of the program launched in 

January of 2018; the second launched in April. Each week Mr. Duchak 

and Mr. Rebello led workshops with clear learning outcomes that 

corresponded to building a competitive SBIR proposal. Fourteen 

startups and small businesses, each based in the Chicago region, 

participated in the InventIllinois program and submitted an SBIR 

proposal in 2018. A showcase event was held at mHUB, a working 

space in the River West neighborhood of Chicago, in July of 2018.  

In September of 2018, the Small Business Administration renewed 

the WBDC’s FAST grant.  

The InventIllinois program was the first of several programs and 

initiatives led and supported by Invent2026. Mr. Duchak has taught a 

course at the University of Illinois at Chicago in entrepreneurship, 

focusing on the process of technology transfer and how student 

entrepreneurs can form new ventures to drive commercialization of 

technologies.  

Through the InventIllinois program, Invent2026 has provided support for 14 portfolio companies. One of 

the 14 companies, Forensics Photonics, presented its fingerprinting technology before the Chicago City 

Council in June of 2018. Mr. Day and Mr. Rebello joined Forensics Photonics CEO Geoff Lambright in 

presenting both Invent2026 and Forensics Photonics’ technology in front of the City Council’s finance 

committee. This interaction with the Chicago City Council was a part of a larger effort on the part of 

Invent2026 to inform the region’s private and public sector leaders on the opportunities to solve 

technology and economic challenges in the region through technology transfer and entrepreneurship.  

Finally, also in June of 2018, Mr. Day participated in a two-day working group in Evanston, Ill., to inform 

the Air Force on acquisition modernization. This workshop brought together leaders from Northwestern 

University, DePaul University, and the University of Illinois, as well as Fermilab, Argonne, Army Research 

Laboratory, and the National Science Foundation to inform the Air Force’s “S&T Strategy 2030” study (at 

the time of this writing, this study has not been made publicly available). Mr. Day provided the working 

group with a range of recommendations, including: 

• Measuring the financial return on startups commercializing inventions of Air Force Research 

Laboratory technologies, so to guide the venture capital market on what investors can expect from 

startups entering into the Air Force acquisitions process. 

• Forming cross functional teams, including industry representatives and researchers, to deploy to 

Air Force locations and gain a deeper understanding of urgent Air Force technology needs. 

Mr. Rebello leading an InventIllinois 
workshop. 
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• Engaging communities of entrepreneurship to communicate the value of research 

commercialization.  

Challenges 

Chicago’s innovation economy remains a second-tier market, one in which technology and 

entrepreneurship have become powerful symbols for productive work and upward mobility, but where 

new ventures have driven little quantifiable economic growth. Just two percent of U.S. venture capital is 

deployed to Chicago. Since Pitchbook, a Seattle-based research platform, began tracking the amount of 

venture capital deployed to municipal markets, Chicago has consistently supported about two percent of 

the U.S. venture capital market, well below the first-tier markets of the Bay Area, Boston, and New York.  

What has become clear is that for Chicago’s innovation economy to compete with that of the top-tier 

markets, there is surely no requirement to build another coworking space, peer-support organization, 

incubator, or accelerator.   

To achieve the ambitious goals of Invent2026, the Invent2026 leadership assesses the following to be the 

most critical challenges confronting Chicago’s innovation economy: 

1. A failure to quickly license inventions supported in the Chicago region to Chicago-rooted small 

businesses and startups, and a lack of interest among entrepreneurial communities to engage with 

licensing of inventions. 

2. A lack of awareness of national technology challenges, and opportunities to capitalize on federal 

grant opportunities to commercialize technologies and meet those challenges. 

3. A thin venture capital market after the initial stages of venture financing. 

4. A lack of engagement in the technology development process among corporations and government 

officials. 

As Pitchbook reported in a June 2018 study, a common characteristic of the top-tier markets isn’t simply 

that they have top-tier talent, platforms for collaboration, and more available venture capital, but that they 

can support larger venture deals with higher dollar amounts and more late-stage funding rounds.  

Pitchbook’s study looked at Illinois, deemed a moderately developed venture market, against Massachusetts 

and Florida, assessed as developed and undeveloped markets, respectively. “Many smaller ecosystems have 

a healthy density of early-stage startups but lack a concentration of late-stage companies,” the Pitchbook 

study reported, noting that Illinois has not yet supported the kind of late-stage density that is seen in 

California and Massachusetts.  

The Pitchbook study also noted that VC availability was a “lagging indicator of venture ecosystem 

development,” adding that “investors tend to cluster in areas with perceived investment opportunities to 

gain advantages in deal sourcing and portfolio company management, so we would expect greater 

availability of local capital to follow the presence of investable startups.” 

Following Pitchbook’s logic, is the Chicago region constrained by a lack of venture capital beyond the seed 

and Series A rounds?   

The State of Illinois, according to Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity data, 

supports $15 billion in research and development, at places like Argonne National Laboratory, the 
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University of Chicago, the University of Illinois, and Northwestern University. Multi-million-dollar research 

projects are supporting inventions in range of new technological frontiers: renewable energy, sensors, 

nanomaterials, to name a few. The development of these technologies into product form will require 

multiple rounds of financing, often totaling several million dollars in capital.   

The final challenge, the lack of engagement between corporations and governments with the research 

community, is one of culture and has not lent itself to many solutions. Invent2026’s leadership has been 

constantly flummoxed by the challenge of creating a startup culture built around research 

commercialization and not hype. Rather than focus energy on applied research and commercialization, the 

topic of strongest interest among Chicago’s communities of entrepreneurship throughout 2018 was the 

nationwide competition to lure Amazon to locate its second headquarters (“HQ2”). It was a competition 

that Chicago was always unlikely to win and, in the Fall of 2018, didn’t.   

In October of 2018, Mr. Day, in an op-ed published in Crain’s Chicago Business, directly criticized Chicago’s 

startup culture as missing focus and forgetting the hard work of commercialization of research.  

If it were true that Chicago is emerging as a technology and startup hub, I would be the first to 

celebrate. 

Instead, an aggressive campaign to market Chicago as having a growing innovation “ecosystem,” 

one embraced and advanced by Chicago’s technology news sources, has become a bizarre spectacle 

of self-deception. 

Mr. Day’s op-ed added: 

Chicago’s status as a technology hub will need to come the hard way, through collaborative 

research across universities, a willingness to license inventions to startups, an environment to 

explore dual uses of these inventions, an awareness of federal grants to build new technologies that 

have long been sent to the Bay Area and Boston, an ability to prototype and build new products 

locally and not offshore, and ultimately a dramatically increased volume of new products that 

answer technology challenges facing the nation and humanity. 

Solutions 

DiscoverSeries 

To support socialization of research commercialization 

opportunities, Invent2026 will begin to host regular 

“DiscoverSeries” events to allow researchers to present their 

inventions in front of an audience of industry professionals 

and entrepreneurs.  

DiscoverSeries events will bring an audience of small- and medium-sized businesses, entrepreneurs, and 

corporate partners in front of a researcher or lab director, presenting current research that is ready to be 

commercialized or co-developed. Each event will be focused on a sector – energy storage, water, smart 

farming, to name a few – where researchers and research institutions can make their work available for 

cooperative research and development agreements (CRADAs) and licensing. The goal of the DiscoverSeries 

is to facilitate communication between laboratories and small- and medium-sized new ventures and 
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startups, and map out pathways through which industry partners can commercialize and fund the 

development of research into product form. 

Researchers will be given 10-15 minutes to present their work, and then be interviewed with audience 

participation. Ideally the researcher would use this platform to present research that has not yet been made 

available for licensing, but instead needs a commercial partner to develop the research into a new 

technology.  

The goal is to uncover what the technology can look like (form and function) and how the technology can 

be used in the market. 

The first DiscoverSeries event will be held in January of 

2019 at the offices of Freeborn & Peters LLC in Chicago. 

The leadership of the Joint Center for Energy Storage 

Research at Argonne National Laboratory will be the first 

DiscoverSeries guest.  

Since 2013 the federal government has sent $120 million 

to the Joint Center for Energy Storage Research, or 

JCESR (pronounced “J-Caesar”), to produce new 

batteries that can power autonomous vehicles, drones, 

and distributed energy grids. JCESR is directed by Dr. 

George Crabtree. 

Earlier this year the Department of Energy renewed the JCESR program, providing another five years and 

$120 million. The second half of JCESR — which cannot be renewed for a third term — will shift its focus 

significantly. During the first five years of JCESR’s work, Crabtree and his team focused on specific battery 

systems; they have now de-emphasized work on specific battery systems and instead emphasized 

transformative materials for batteries. 

They will now focus on the basic materials of battery research, testing anodes, cathodes, and electrolytes, 

“atom by atom, molecule by molecule, where each atom or molecule plays a prescribed role in producing 

targeted overall materials behavior,” Crabtree said in a November 2018 interview. 

Invent2026, through its DiscoverSeries, will engineer commercialization partnerships with local small- and 

medium-sized businesses and new ventures with research partners like JCESR. 

“We’ll make test cells to make sure our materials work, but we’re not going to try to make a prototype for 

commercialization,” Crabtree said. “Instead we’ll let industry or the applied side of DoE (Department of 

Energy) or ARPA-E or the military make the battery with our materials. They’ll mix and match the 

materials we make to design the battery to the application, instead of adapting the one battery we have 

right now, lithium-ion, to every application.” 

That could be a welcome development for startups or small- and medium-sized businesses, giving them the 

opportunity to work with JCESR’s materials to develop next-generation commercial batteries. 

 

Invent2026's DiscoverSeries model. 
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Partnerships 

Invent2026 has built relationships and several strategic supportive partnerships with Chicago-rooted 

economic development and advocacy organizations, including the Women’s Business Development Center, 

New Mobility Lab, Manufacturing Renaissance, and the Illinois Autonomous Vehicle Association (ILAVA). 

The Invent2026 leadership will strive to strengthen and expand these relationships and partnerships. 

Where appropriate and constructive, Invent2026 will support its partners in educating the public, including 

public officials, on strategic choices and public policies that could drive regional economic growth.  

In a December 2018 interview, ILAVA Executive Director Jerry Quandt noted the need for a data 

marketplace, where public and private entities can draw data for a fee from a publicly-accessible cloud-

based portal, to drive growth in autonomous transportation.  

“When you’re ready to deploy a fleet, or you think you’re ready to deploy a fleet, we need to have this 

interconnected system-of-systems that really optimizes it and optimizes the efficiency and safety,” Quandt 

said. “Right now, if Uber wants to deploy a fleet, and Lyft wants to deploy a fleet of autonomous vehicles, 

those two companies are not letting their data connect with one another in real time. And that’s where 

safety is really compromised.” 

Invent2026 has also advocated for manufacturing job training focused on building inventions into physical 

products. Toward that aim, Invent2026 has built a strategic partnership with Manufacturing Renaissance, a 

nonprofit organization supporting community development through education and job training in the 

manufacturing sector. Through this partnership with Manufacturing Renaissance, Invent2026 will look to 

engineer connectivity between researchers looking to prototype inventions and small- and medium-sized 

manufacturers in Chicago’s South and West Side manufacturing neighborhoods.  

TNEBULA 

The Invent2026 has struggled to maximize the 

capacity of the TNEBULA platform to support 

collaborations and licensing of inventions, but will 

look toward using the software in sponsored 

programs during the next calendar year. TNEBULA 

was introduced in 2017 to provide researchers the 

ability to present their work in a distilled format to 

gain critical feedback from industry, allowing the 

researchers to build an invention to fit current 

industry needs. Since TNEBULA was launched, Mr. 

Duchak has built back-end capabilities that can 

provide research institutions the ability to not only 

gain feedback from users, but also track critical 

trends, segregated by institutions and research fields.  

TNEBULA now has the capability to locate current SBIR projects on an interactive map, and document SBIR 

funding trends. This will allow users to identify potential research and commercialization partners and get 

a sense of federal technology needs. With sufficient engagement from researchers and industry 

Screenshot of TNEBULA's back-end interface, providing users 
the ability to track federal funding trends. 
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professionals, TNEBULA could drive an awareness of forthcoming commercialization opportunities, and of 

what future research projects are likely to get funded. 

Continuous support for portfolio companies 

Invent2026 has provided support to more than a dozen companies through the InventIllinois program and 

one-on-one counseling since its launch in 2016. These portfolio companies include: 

• Forensics Photonics: An InventIllinois company led by Geoff Lambright and William Peiler, 

Forensics Photonics’ technology scans fingerprints on site with a fluorescent light, generating a 

high-resolution image of the fingerprint and capturing data points that can be wirelessly 

transmitted to the FBI's database for an instant response. High-resolution images of fingerprint 

samples are preserved in database and compared against the FBI's records. Information is sent to 

concerned parties instantly. 

• Influit Energy: Under the leadership of John Katsoudas and Elena Timofeeva, Influit Energy has 

developed a novel type of rechargeable battery that features active energy storing materials in 

pumpable liquid form, which essentially allows us to use batteries in the same fashion as gasoline-

powered engines.  

• PowderCoil: Current methods of painting sheet metal produce and emit significant amounts of 

CO2, incurring regulatory liabilities for the manufacturing companies, and are limited in functional 

and decorative features. A solution has emerged in the form of powder coating particles, or dry 

paint. PowderCoil’s machinery electrostatically charges the powder particles and magnetically 

applies the paint to a fast-moving sheet of metal, top and bottom. This method provides a clean, 

cost-effective alternative to solvent-based liquid paint, with zero carbon emissions and a wide 

variety of colors, effects, and surface-protection features. 

Mr. Duchak has worked to license and build a self-decontaminating sorbent developed at the Naval 

Research Laboratory (NRL). This sorbent is designed to safely capture contaminants across a wide range of 

chemical classes, and with Mr. Duchak’s guidance, can be used in a new commercially-available air filters to 

instantaneously render harmful particulates and toxins safe. 

 


