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You’ve got an idea and you think it has business teeth—now 
what? If you’re a postdoc aiming to focus your career on com-
mercialization, your institution’s Technology Transfer Office is on 
the front line, providing a wealth of resources and advice to make 
sure your innovation’s market potential packs the biggest and 
most impactful punch. By Alaina G. Levine

David Giljohann began contemplating a career in entre-
preneurship as he was finishing up his Ph.D. in 2009 at 
Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. Together with 

his principal investigator (PI), he had realized the commercial 
potential of modifying nanoparticles with nucleic acids to create 
targeted, personalized medicines for a myriad of diseases. He 
and his advisor approached the university’s Technology Transfer 
Office (TTO), which serves to help researchers in all aspects of 
commercialization. 

Northwestern’s TTO team gave him advice, 
guidance, access to resources, and a sweetheart 
deal—they arranged for him to do a postdoc in 
which he would spend half his time in the lab 
to continue his research and half his time at the 
university’s incubator to bring his startup plans to 
fruition. When he finished his postdoc in 2011, 
his firm had reached a critical milestone and was 
able to move to permanent headquarters in nearby 
Skokie, Illinois. 

Giljohann now serves as CEO of Exicure, and has 
a staff of 25 and more than 100 patents and appli-
cations to his name. The new enterprise has just 

completed its first clinical trials in Germany. He shares that his 
success could not have happened but for the dedicated profes-
sionals in the TTO. “A personalized relationship with the TTO 
allowed me to come up with a unique way to start the company,” 
he explains. “It took away some of that risk so I would not be 
left homeless on the street while I was growing the company.”

While Giljohann’s arrangement with Northwestern was some-
what unusual, it is still emblematic of the many resources afford-
ed to postdocs who approach their TTO with their business ideas 
and seek to craft partnerships to achieve those goals. Indeed, 
“there is a greater emphasis on proactively approaching the grad-
uate students and postdocs of an institution, as they are often 
the hands that develop those inventions in conjunction with their 
PIs,” says Stephen J. Susalka, executive director of the Associa-
tion of University Technology Managers, the main membership 
organization for technology commercialization professionals. 

Today’s TTOs provide a bevy of benefits for would-be entre-
preneurs, including seminars, internships, access to capital, 
startup space, infrastructure, mentors, and established industry 
partners, as well as soup-to-nuts assistance with everything from 

invention disclosures, early-stage commercialization 
plans, marketing plans, and licensing deals. Since 
TTOs’ objectives are to spin out innovations devel-
oped by researchers, TTO leaders, who often have 
Ph.D.s in science and engineering, welcome op-
portunities to converse with postdocs to help them 
map out their potential startup options.

Postdocs: the MVPs of tech transfer
The postdoc appointment can be the sweet spot 

in one’s career track for pursuing tech transfer en-
deavors. First of all, at such an early stage in their 
research career, postdocs often don’t have precon-
ceived notions of how the tech transfer cont.>IL
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