
CASE STUDY
Research conducted, market

strategy created for tech startup
Telesensors Inc., anEastTen-

nesseestartupcompany,was
recently thesubjectofstudyby
studentsenrolled in the full-
timeMBAprogramat theUni-
versityofTennessee.

Everyyear, theprogram’s In-
novationandEntrepreneurship
concentrationpairsyoungcom-
paniesreceiving incubatorsup-
portservices fromTech2020
withMBAstudents.Thepro-
gramallowsstudents towalk in
the footstepsofentrepreneurs
andapplyclassroomlearningto
real-worldchallenges,whileat
thesametimecreatingvalue for
thestartup.

Thescopeofwork:Thestu-
dentsacceptedtwoopportuni-
ties thatTelesensorswasseek-
ing inorder topropel itsgrowth.
First, theyweretoprovidethe
researchrequiredfor thecom-
panytoqualify forasecond
SmallBusiness InnovationRe-
searchGrant,valuedat$1.2mil-
lion.Thegrantwouldbeusedto
commercializeanalcoholsen-
sor that’snowinthenonhuman,
medical laboratoryresearch
phase.Secondly, theywere
chargedwithresearchingand
developingago-to-marketstrat-
egyforTelesensors’vineyard
monitoringsystemthatmoni-
tors temperature, soilmoisture,
sunlight,windandhumidity in
thegrowingofgrapes.

Students:ChrisDoody(proj-
ectmanager),AmberGalbraith,
JenniferMcClurgandAmit
Sawhney,withUTfull-time
MBAfaculty PatRichardson
andGlennSwift servingasad-
visers.

Thecompany:Telesensors
specializes incustomelectronic
solutions—makingthingsrun
fasterwithsmaller technology.
Thecompanywasfoundedin
2003byDanBlankenship,Pe-
terHansen,StevenKurantand
WilliamMilam.Currently, the
companyhasastaffofeightem-
ployees, andthreerevenue-pro-

ducingprojects.Telesensors is
self-fundedandhashadpositive
cashflowsince itsfirstyear.

Becauseacolleagueof the
Telesensors’partnershipowns
avineyard, thecompanywas
able toquicklyrecognize the
potentialofnewproducts in this
industry.

Approach:Thestudentsap-
pliedtheirproblem-solving
frameworkofengagingwith the
client,baseliningthecurrent
situation, talkingwithcurrent
customers, researchingoptions,
benchmarkingagainst similar
situationsandrecommending
solutions.Theirmethodology
includedunderstandingall con-
ceivablealternativesandeach
one’spredictableoutcomes.

“This isaclassicexampleof
theeffectivenessofcross-dis-
ciplinaryteams,”saidGeoff
Robson,directorof theCenter
forEntrepreneurialGrowthat
Tech2020. “TheMBAteam
wasable togainagreatunder-
standingof thevalueprovided
bytechnology insolvingreal-
worldproblems.Theresultsof
the team’seffortswere thevali-
dationofagreatopportunity
forTelesensors to launchnew
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products intounderservedmar-
ketsandtobetterunderstand
howtopriceandpackagethese
products.”

At thebeginningof theproj-
ects,Telesensorswasexperienc-
ingthenormalgrowingpains
andobstaclesof taking itsprod-
uctsandideas fromconception
toproduction.Telesensorshad
thevisiontocustomizesolu-
tions;with its freshperspectives
andinsights,UThelpedTele-
sensorsmovefromthetechni-
cal, researchphase to thego-to-
marketphase.

Keyfindings:Theteam’sfirst
challengewas inhelpingTele-
sensorssecurecritical funding
forcommercializing itsalcohol
sensor,currently in theanimal-
testingphase.

TheUTteamfirstdeter-
minedthenumberof labora-
toriesanduniversitiesdoing
nonhuman,alcohol research,
where thecommonsubjectused
wasthe laboratoryrat.Thestu-
dents lookedathowresearchers
performalcohol researchtests
andtheproblemsandchal-
lengesassociatedwith thecur-
rentprocess,whichdisturbs
theanimal’snatural state.The
Telesensorsproduct,which is
implanted, improvesdatacol-
lectionanddoesn’tdisturbthe
animal, therebyenhancingdata
reliability.

“Weneededtoknowif the
animal-researchmarketwasvi-
ableandwhether thismarket
couldhelp fundfurtherdevelop-
ment towardahumandiagnostic
product,” saidWilliamMilam,
Telesensorspresident. “The
MBAteamdeterminedthatwe
couldbesuccessful in introduc-
ingananimal-researchproduct
aspartofour long-termproduct
plans todevelopahumansen-
sor.”

Thevineyard-monitoring
groupconcentratedonthe
go-to-marketstrategyfor the
company’swirelessagricultural
monitoringsystem.

TheUTteamsetupamatrix
showingthebenefitsof theTele-
sensorsproductagainstcompet-

itiveproductsandthebenefitsof
theTelesensorsproductagainst
theneedsof themarketplace.
Usingthis information,asurvey
wasdevelopedtotest theTele-
sensorsproductconceptwith
potentialcustomers.

Throughitsextensivemarket
research, thestudentsdiscov-
eredsignificantregionaldiffer-
encesamongvineyardsregard-
ingtheirgrowingprocesses,
leadingtopotentiallydifferent
regionalproductsandgo-to-
marketstrategies for theTele-
sensorsconcept.For instance,
in theSoutheast, thevineyards
aresmallerandfamily-owned
versuscorporatevineyardsout
West, andthesoil andclimate
conditionsaresignificantlydif-
ferent.

“Theresearchconfirmedthat
theagriculturalcommunityhas
beenslowtoadopt this typeof
product.However, technology
nowiscatchingupwithneed,
and,with thewine industry
becomingmoreandmorecom-
petitive, themarketnowismore
willing to invest in this typeof
technology,”Milamsaid.

Thestudentsalsoconfirmed
that theTelesensorsagricultural
monitoringsystemshasapplica-
tions farbeyondthewine indus-
try, includingbiofuels (cornand
switchgrass)andfruitandnut
crops,providing futuregrowth
opportunities forTelesensors.

Lessonslearned: “Oneof the
great lessons learnedwasthe
experienceofcollaborating
withadiverse teamthathasa
unifiedobjectivebutcomesat
theproblemfromverydifferent
viewpointsandbackgrounds,”
Doodysaid.TheUTteamcame
at theproblemfromabusiness
perspective,not initiallyunder-
standingthetechnology,while
Telesensorscameat theproblem
fromastrongtechnologystand-
point, approachingUTfor its
businessexpertise.

■
This Case Study was
provided by the University of
Tennessee College of Business
Administration.
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