CASE STUDY

Research conducted, market
strategy created for tech startup

Telesensors Inc., an East Ten-
nessee startup company, was
recently the subject of study by
students enrolled in the full-
time MBA program at the Uni-
versity of Tennessee.

Every year, the program’s In-
novation and Entrepreneurship
concentration pairs young com-
panies receiving incubator sup-
port services from Tech 2020
with MBA students. The pro-
gram allows students to walk in
the footsteps of entrepreneurs
and apply classroom learning to
real-world challenges, while at
the same time creating value for
the startup.

The scope of work: The stu-
dents accepted two opportuni-
ties that Telesensors was seek-
ing in order to propel its growth.
First, they were to provide the
research required for the com-
pany to qualify for a second
Small Business Innovation Re-
search Grant, valued at $1.2 mil-
lion. The grant would be used to
commercialize an alcohol sen-
sor that’s now in the nonhuman,
medical laboratory research
phase. Secondly, they were
charged with researching and
developing a go-to-market strat-
egy for Telesensors’ vineyard
monitoring system that moni-
tors temperature, soil moisture,
sunlight, wind and humidity in
the growing of grapes.

Students: Chris Doody (proj-
ect manager), Amber Galbraith,
Jennifer McClurg and Amit
Sawhney, with UT full-time
MBA faculty Pat Richardson
and Glenn Swift serving as ad-
visers.

The company: Telesensors
specializes in custom electronic
solutions — making things run
faster with smaller technology.
The company was founded in
2003 by Dan Blankenship, Pe-
ter Hansen, Steven Kurant and
William Milam. Currently, the
company has a staff of eight em-
ployees, and three revenue-pro-
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ducing projects. Telesensors is
self-funded and has had positive
cash flow since its first year.

Because a colleague of the
Telesensors’ partnership owns
avineyard, the company was
able to quickly recognize the
potential of new products in this
industry.

Approach: The students ap-
plied their problem-solving
framework of engaging with the
client, baselining the current
situation, talking with current
customers, researching options,
benchmarking against similar
situations and recommending
solutions. Their methodology
included understanding all con-
ceivable alternatives and each
one’s predictable outcomes.

“This is a classic example of
the effectiveness of cross-dis-
ciplinary teams,” said Geoff
Robson, director of the Center
for Entrepreneurial Growth at
Tech 2020. “The MBA team
was able to gain a great under-
standing of the value provided
by technology in solving real-
world problems. The results of
the team’s efforts were the vali-
dation of a great opportunity
for Telesensors to launch new
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products into underserved mar-
kets and to better understand
how to price and package these
products.”

At the beginning of the proj-
ects, Telesensors was experienc-
ing the normal growing pains
and obstacles of taking its prod-
ucts and ideas from conception
to production. Telesensors had
the vision to customize solu-
tions; with its fresh perspectives
and insights, UT helped Tele-
sensors move from the techni-
cal, research phase to the go-to-
market phase.

Key findings: The team’s first
challenge was in helping Tele-
sensors secure critical funding
for commercializing its alcohol
sensor, currently in the animal-
testing phase.

The UT team first deter-
mined the number of labora-
tories and universities doing
nonhuman, alcohol research,
where the common subject used
was the laboratory rat. The stu-
dents looked at how researchers
perform alcohol research tests
and the problems and chal-
lenges associated with the cur-
rent process, which disturbs
the animal’s natural state. The
Telesensors product, which is
implanted, improves data col-
lection and doesn’t disturb the
animal, thereby enhancing data
reliability.

“We needed to know if the
animal-research market was vi-
able and whether this market
could help fund further develop-
ment toward a human diagnostic
product,” said William Milam,
Telesensors president. “The
MBA team determined that we
could be successful in introduc-
ing an animal-research product
as part of our long-term product
plans to develop a human sen-
sor.”

The vineyard-monitoring
group concentrated on the
go-to-market strategy for the
company’s wireless agricultural
monitoring system.

The UT team set up a matrix
showing the benefits of the Tele-
sensors product against compet-

itive products and the benefits of
the Telesensors product against
the needs of the marketplace.
Using this information, a survey
was developed to test the Tele-
sensors product concept with
potential customers.

Through its extensive market
research, the students discov-
ered significant regional differ-
ences among vineyards regard-
ing their growing processes,
leading to potentially different
regional products and go-to-
market strategies for the Tele-
sensors concept. For instance,
in the Southeast, the vineyards
are smaller and family-owned
versus corporate vineyards out
West, and the soil and climate
conditions are significantly dif-
ferent.

“The research confirmed that
the agricultural community has
been slow to adopt this type of
product. However, technology
now is catching up with need,
and, with the wine industry
becoming more and more com-
petitive, the market now is more
willing to invest in this type of
technology,” Milam said.

The students also confirmed
that the Telesensors agricultural
monitoring systems has applica-
tions far beyond the wine indus-
try, including biofuels (corn and
switchgrass) and fruit and nut
crops, providing future growth
opportunities for Telesensors.

Lessons leamed: “One of the
great lessons learned was the
experience of collaborating
with a diverse team that has a
unified objective but comes at
the problem from very different
viewpoints and backgrounds,”
Doody said. The UT team came
at the problem from a business
perspective, not initially under-
standing the technology, while
Telesensors came at the problem
from a strong technology stand-
point, approaching UT for its
business expertise.
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