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Use SBIR/STTR to Fund Deep Tech
Without Selling the Company
How to decide whether America’s Seed Fund fits your technology, build a credible proposal,
and avoid wasting months chasing grant money that does not match the work.

For founders building real technical risk—new materials, biotech, robotics, climate
technology, advanced computing, manufacturing technology, scientific instruments,
cybersecurity, or other R&D-heavy products—venture capital is not the only first money.
NSF’s SBIR/STTR program can provide up to $2 million in non-dilutive R&D funding
and NSF takes no equity. That changes the financing strategy for a founder who needs
evidence before a priced round.

Know what the program is buying

SBIR/STTR is not a general startup grant. The core question is whether there is meaningful technical
uncertainty that requires research and development. A marketplace app, ordinary agency website, or
known software implementation is a weak fit. A novel sensing system, new biological process, hard
robotics problem, scientific AI system, or enabling infrastructure with unresolved technical risk is
much closer to the program’s purpose.

Your proposal has to connect three things: the technical innovation, the R&D plan that reduces
uncertainty, and a credible commercial path if the research works. Reviewers are not buying hype.
They are evaluating whether the technical work is intellectually sound and whether a real market
could exist on the other side.



Design the milestone ladder

Before writing, define the technical unknowns you must retire in sequence. What must be true after
six months that is not true today? What experiment, benchmark, prototype, dataset, validation, or
integration will prove it? Every budget item should map to a milestone. If you cannot explain what
new evidence the money buys, the plan is not ready.

Use customer discovery before the proposal. Talk to potential users, buyers, researchers, operators, or
strategic partners. The strongest commercialization story is not “this market is worth billions.” It is
evidence that specific people have a painful problem, current alternatives fail in a measurable way,
and your technical breakthrough changes the economics or performance.

Do the administrative work early

NSF requires an active SAM.gov registration to submit a proposal, and the agency warns that
activation can take weeks. Start registrations before your technical narrative is finished. Build a folder
for entity records, bios, budgets, subcontractor details, letters, intellectual-property status, and prior
support so administration cannot kill a strong submission at the deadline.

If you are working with a university or research institution, understand the difference between SBIR
and STTR before structuring the team. STTR is designed around formal small-business/research-
institution collaboration; do not improvise the relationship at the end.

What to do if you are too early

If you have a compelling scientific idea but no customer evidence, spend 30 days on discovery. If you
have a market problem but no real technical uncertainty, pursue customers instead of forcing a grant
narrative. If you have the technology and market but no proposal-writing experience, use NSF
webinars, local FAST support, university commercialization offices, or experienced reviewers—but
keep ownership of the technical story.

The strategic goal is not “win a grant.” It is to use non-dilutive capital to create technical evidence that
makes the company more valuable and less dependent on early dilution.

The worksheet to keep

Decision / target: Write the exact opportunity, buyer or capital source you are pursuing. Evidence: list
the three facts that make you credible now. Gap: list the one missing proof point most likely to stop
the deal. Next action: name the person, document or milestone that closes that gap. Deadline: put a



date on it.

Track outcomes, not activity. Applications, bids and investor messages are inputs. Qualified
conversations, accepted proposals, technical milestones, signed contracts and cash received are
outputs. Review the pipeline every Friday and kill low-fit pursuits early.

Use a grant-readiness gate, not optimism

Before investing weeks in a proposal, force the project through four gates. Technical gate: is there
genuine R&D uncertainty rather than ordinary implementation? Evidence gate: can you state the
experiment or milestone that resolves that uncertainty? Commercial gate: have real potential users or
buyers validated the problem? Company gate: can the business actually execute the research, manage
the award and own or access the intellectual property it needs? A “no” does not kill the company; it
tells you what to fix before applying.

Build a reviewer evidence packet before the narrative. Include a one-page technical hypothesis,
milestone table, customer-discovery notes, competitive alternatives, team capability map, IP position
and commercialization assumptions. That packet makes inconsistencies visible early. It also prevents a
common failure mode where the technical section, budget and market story describe three slightly
different projects.

Treat the grant as financing for a value-inflection point. Decide in advance what becomes possible if
the research succeeds: a pilot, regulatory step, manufacturing partner, license, enterprise proof, seed
round or follow-on award. The strongest financing strategy is not “keep winning grants forever.” It is
“use non-dilutive money to buy evidence that makes the next source of capital cheaper or less
dilutive.”
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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.

NSF — America’s Seed Fund program ↗

NSF — Information for entrepreneurial researchers ↗

NSF — Full proposal guidance ↗

Grants.gov — SBIR/STTR opportunities ↗

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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