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Mind Your Business

Turning Prototypes into Products
by Fred Patterson

hat does it take to turn prototypes into products? “Commercialization requires a significant amount of money,” said Fred
Patterson, a veteran management consultant who runs SBIRcoach.com. “But it also takes more than money. If you think

you’re ready to commercialize, it’s time to ask some tough questions about the technical, operational, and financial aspects of
your business.”  

Below is a brief checklist that Patterson suggests small businesses should use to look ahead toward commercialization.
Properly addressing the “No” answers can make the difference on whether or not you are successful.
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BIOGRAPHY
q q 1. Is the prototype fully functional?
q q 2. Will it meet customer needs?
q q 3. Can we package it for use by the customer?
q q 4. Can we truly produce this product in quantity with consistent quality?
q q 5. Are suppliers available for all parts?
q q 6. Is our technology difficult to copy/reverse-engineer?
q q 7. Are we doing the right things to raise our technology readiness level?

q q 1. Do we know how to distribute the product?
q q 2. Do we have systems and staff in place to manage growth?
q q 3. Are the founders equipped to manage the evolving organization—or 

willing to relinquish control to those who are?
q q 4. Can the organization survive the inevitable culture change from a 

technical excellence culture to a “making the numbers” culture?
q q 5. Are we willing to take on new partners who, only being interested in 

return on investment (ROI), will undoubtedly (and perhaps rightly so) 
insist on controlling the strategic decisions being made by the board 
of directors?

q q 6. Do we realize that we must still complete all outstanding SBIR contract 
and grant obligations, even though our new partners are going to con-
sider them a distraction from the ROI mission?

q q 7. Will we continue to propose new SBIR business?
q q 8. Are we doing the right things to raise our business readiness level?

q q 1. Do we have the financial resources to enable growth?
q q 2. Can we maintain a healthy cash flow while we grow?
q q 3. Do we know how much invested capital we need to accomplish the 

technical and operational objectives?
q q 4. Do we know what sources of capital we will/can consider?
q q 5. Will we have to build or acquire other businesses?
q q 6. Do we know how much invested capital we should seek?
q q 7. Can our pre-investment valuation be justified?
q q 8. Is our exit plan (IPO, acquisition, etc.) supported by our business 

strategy?
q q 9. Are we equipped to negotiate the right deals?
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