
CASE STUDY

Smooth sailing for new entrepreneurial enterprise
Haveyoueverthoughtabout

creatingyourownbusiness—
turninganideaintoreality?

That iswhatBradRusselldid
withthreeofhis fellowfull-time
MBAstudentsat theUniversity
ofTennessee.HeisnowCEOof
VolantisLLCandoneofthenewest
technologyentrepreneurs inEast
Tennessee.

Thecompany:Volantiswas
formedtosupplyasuper-
hydrophobiccoatingforship
hulls thatwillgreatlyreducefuel
costs fortheshippingcontainer
industry.Theproduct isbasedon
amaterial—developedbyOak
RidgeNationalLaboratory—that
hasspecialnanostructure,which
repelswatermoreefficientlythan
traditionalsurfacecoatings.

Volantisrecentlypresentedits
businessconceptat theGlobal
VentureChallengeinternational
competitionandwon.Thisvictory
workedtovalidatethestudents’
businessproposition,andthey
received$25,000inseedmoneyfor
theirnewventure.

Theteam:StudentsBradRussell,
WilliamAmbrose,DannyNorman
andNedMorgan,withguidance
fromPatRichardsonandGlenn
Swift, facultyadvisers inUT’s
full-timeMBAInnovationand
Entrepreneurshipprogram,
assisted.

Thebusinesschallenge:“It is
ourgoal toencouragegraduate
studentstostart theirown
businesseswhilestill inschool,”
Richardsonsaid.“Oneofthe
hiddenchallengestheseyoung
peoplefaceishesitation. Howcan
IstartabusinesswhenI’monly
a25-year-oldstudent? Thefull-
timeMBAI&Eprogramworksto
overcomethisobstacle.”

Knoxvillehasastronghistory
ofentrepreneurs inwhose
footstepsthesestudentscan
follow: JimClayton, founderof
ClaytonHomes;SandyBeall,
founderofRubyTuesday; Jim
Haslam,founderofPilot;Michael
Strickland, founderofBanditLites;
JohnJansheski, founderofDenTek
OralCare;ChuckWitkowski,
founderofProteinDiscovery;and
manyothers. Allwereunder30
yearsoldwhentheystartedtheir

firstbusinesses.
Thecompetition:ORNL,aworld

leader inenergyresearch,hosted
GlobalVentureChallenge2008.
Thegoalof thecompetitionwas
toencouragestudentsto launch
newtechnology-basedbusinesses
thatcouldimprovetheworld.This
year’seventfocusedonenergy,one
oftheworld’smostcritical issues.

Unlikeausualbusiness
competitionwherestudents
competeonthemeritsofa
completedbusinessplan, this
competitionfocusedonthestep
beforethebusinessplaniscreated
—generatingthebusiness idea.

Theteammembersmet in
classafter listeningtothree
entrepreneurstalkaboutstarting
theirownbusinesses.Thestudents
didn’tknoweachotherpreviously
—theywerebroughttogetherby
theMBAprogram—buteachhad
beenthinkingaboutstartinghis
ownbusinessventure.

“Itwasexcitinginthebeginning
—brainstormingideasand
strategizing.Squeezingintime
betweenaheavyclass loadto
bringourcompanytofruitionwas
particularlychallenging,”Ambrose
said.“Buteachofourvaried
backgroundshelpedgenerate ideas,
andourincrediblefacultysupport
reinforcedourconfidencetomove
forward.”

Findingtheright technology
iseasy,butseeingthebusiness
opportunityassociatedwiththat
technologyis thehardpart.

Thestudentswereintroduced
toORNLSeniorLaboratory
ResearcherJohnSimpsonandhis
super-hydrophobictechnology.
Theteamlookedatdifferent
industriestobetterunderstand
howthetechnologycould
beutilizedtosolvecustomer
problems.

WouldVolantisbea
manufacturerof thebase
material,acoatingsmanufacturer,
anapplicationsequipment
manufacturer,oraprofessional
servicescompany?Thesewere
allpossiblebusinessoptions.
Whethertheycouldlicensefor
thetechnologyfromORNLwas
alsoaquestionthatneededtobe
answered.

“Bradis intosailing,so
takingthisproduct intothe
shippingindustrywasanatural,”
Richardsonsaid.

TheteamworkedwithJansheski
inperfectingitsplan.

“Our2½hourswithJohn
Jansheskiwasincredible,”Russell
said.“Hegaveusafailinggradeon
ourfirstapproach,butprovided
invaluabledirectionanda
promisingperspectiveonthepath
Volantisshouldbepursuing.”

Thepresentation:Volantis
demonstratedthat ithadthe
technologytosolveanenergy
problem.Theteamtalkedwith
industryexperts,didsecondary
researchandaskedarea
entrepreneurstochallengetheir
assumptions.

“Theteampresentedasolid
businesscasethatconfirmed
thefinancial impactandenergy
savingsthat theircoatingwould

haveontheshippingcontainer
industry,”Richardsonsaid.

Throughtheirresearch,
Volantis’ foundersdeterminedthat
itsproduct, ifusedonthe28,000
containershipscurrently inuse
aroundtheworld,wouldsavemore
than$3.2billioninfuelcosts. “This
equatestoabout1.5billiongallons
offuelsavedannually,”Russellsaid.

“Collaborations involving
students,entrepreneursand
researchers intheregionarethe
waveofthefuture,” Jansheski
said.“TheywillenhanceEast
Tennessee’sabilitytoretain
talentedyoungentrepreneursand
maintainourcountryasaworld
thought-leaderandjobprovider.”

■
This Case Study was provided by the
University of Tennessee College of
Business Administration. For more
information, contact Cindy Raines at
craines1@utk.edu or 865-974-4359.
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