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Use NIH SEED to Finance Health Tech
Before Venture Capital
Health-tech founders can use NIH SBIR/STTR funding to finance real research and
commercialization without selling equity first. The opportunity is powerful—but only when

the problem, science, milestones and market fit the program.

Health-tech founders can use NIH SBIR/STTR funding to finance real research and
commercialization without selling equity first. The opportunity is powerful—but only
when the problem, science, milestones and market fit the program.

Non-dilutive money is not “free money”

NIH's Small Business Innovation Research and Small Business Technology Transfer programs can
fund biomedical and health-related research and development without taking equity. That matters for
Black founders who want to preserve ownership while proving technical risk. But the money comes
with scientific, administrative and commercialization expectations. A generic wellness app with no
meaningful R&D question is a weak fit. A diagnostic platform, medical device, therapeutic
technology, clinical software function or research tool with genuine technical uncertainty may be
stronger. Start with fit, not the grant amount.

Find the NIH home for the problem

NIH is a collection of institutes and centers with different missions. A strong application aligns the
health problem with the right institute and funding opportunity. Read the notice of funding
opportunity, institute priorities and prior awards. Search NIH RePORTER to see what has been funded
around your problem and who the scientific reviewers may consider adjacent. Contact the relevant
program officer early with a concise description of the unmet need, technical innovation and proposed
aims. The purpose is not to get your proposal pre-approved; it is to avoid spending months in the
wrong lane.



Write milestones that de-risk the company

A grant reviewer and an investor both want to know what becomes less uncertain if the work
succeeds. Define measurable technical milestones: sensitivity and specificity targets, latency,
reproducibility, manufacturing yield, model performance against a defined benchmark, usability
outcomes or another objective measure appropriate to the product. Avoid milestones such as 'build the
platform' or 'improve the algorithm.' A good milestone produces evidence that changes a decision
about feasibility, regulatory strategy, customer adoption or the next financing round.

Treat commercialization as part of the science plan

NIH SBIR/STTR is not only an academic research program. Small-business applicants need a credible
path from technical work to impact and market. Identify the user, buyer, reimbursement or budget
path, competing standard of care, regulatory considerations, intellectual-property position and
adoption barriers. Interview clinicians, health systems, laboratories, researchers or payers before
writing the commercialization story. A technically clever product with no workflow or payment path
can fail even if the research works.

Start registrations before the deadline pressure

Federal grant submissions can require multiple registrations and identifiers. NIH SEED provides
application guidance and encourages founders to understand the process early. Do not discover a
registration problem two days before submission. Build a calendar backward from the due date for
entity registrations, accounts, subcontract documents, letters, budget, human-subjects or animal-work
requirements where relevant, and internal review. NIH currently describes multiple standard
submission windows during the year, but always use the live funding opportunity as the authority for
the exact deadline and conditions.

The 60-day readiness sprint

Weeks 1–2: define the health problem, technical uncertainty and customer; identify the likely NIH
institute and read five related funded projects. Week 3: contact a program officer and refine fit. Weeks
4–5: draft specific aims with quantitative milestones and map regulatory/commercialization risks.
Week 6: validate the market assumptions with ten stakeholder interviews. Weeks 7–8: finish
registrations, budget, team roles and partner documents. At day 60, decide honestly whether you have
a fundable R&D project or simply a startup seeking money. If it is the latter, choose a financing path
that matches the business instead of forcing it into SBIR/STTR.



Build the application around one de-risking question

Before writing pages of narrative, write the single technical question that the proposed phase must
answer. Examples: Can the assay detect the target at the sensitivity required for the intended clinical
use? Can the device operate within the required error range across realistic conditions? Can the
software identify a clinically meaningful event against a prespecified benchmark? Then build the
aims, team, budget and experiments around resolving that uncertainty. For each aim, write the go/no-
go result and what the company will do if the target is missed. Reviewers should be able to see how
the work moves the product from scientific possibility toward commercialization. Build a risk register
covering technical feasibility, access to samples or data, regulatory path, intellectual property, key
personnel and follow-on funding. Assign a mitigation to each. If a university collaborator owns
essential background IP, start licensing conversations before award pressure. If clinical data is
required, confirm access and governance. If a subcontractor performs a critical experiment, get a
realistic quote and timeline. Finally, build a financing bridge from the end of the grant to the next
milestone so success does not create a cash cliff. Non-dilutive funding is most powerful when it is one
layer of a capital strategy: grant dollars retire technical risk, stronger evidence improves the next
customer, partnership or investment conversation, and founders preserve more ownership because
outside capital enters after uncertainty has fallen.
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Research behind this guide

Use the primary sources below to verify current rules, eligibility and program details

before acting. Program terms can change.

NIH SEED — SBIR and STTR funding opportunities ↗

NIH SEED — Understanding SBIR and STTR ↗

NIH SEED — Application process ↗

NIH SEED — SBIR/STTR program information and 2026 reauthorization updates ↗

https://seed.nih.gov/small-business-funding/find-funding/sbir-sttr-funding-opportunities
https://seed.nih.gov/small-business-funding/how-to-apply/understanding-sbir-sttr
https://seed.nih.gov/small-business-funding/how-to-apply
https://seed.nih.gov/


Important: This article is educational information, not individualized legal, tax, investment or compliance

advice. For decisions with legal or financial consequences, use a qualified professional who can review your

facts.
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