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Abstract:  This explanatory case study examines the role of engineering leadership and 
strategic communication in guiding the successful transition of an AI-powered research 
project from a university-based initiative to a commercially viable startup. It focuses on 
addressing the critical challenges faced during the commercialization phase, particularly 
the difficulties many innovations encounter when attempting to bridge the "Valley of 
Death." By applying Lewin’s Change Management Model and using methods such as 
interviews, document analysis, and observations, the research investigates how leadership 
and communication strategies were instrumental in overcoming these obstacles. The 
study underscores the value of agile leadership, transparent communication, and strategic 
partnerships in ensuring organizational adaptation and market success. These insights 
offer practical guidance for academic spin-offs and startups facing similar 
commercialization challenges, highlighting the importance of leadership and 
communication in navigating the complex journey from research to market. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Transitioning a research project from university to 
market is a complex and often precarious process, 
typically fraught with numerous challenges. One of 
the most critical periods in this process is the 
“Valley of Death,” a term used to describe the  gap 
between technology development and commercial 
viability[1]. During this stage, many innovations 
fail due to a lack of funding, difficulties in 
technology adoption, and operational barriers. For 
the project at the center of this study, a high-tech 

initiative originating from a university research 
and development (R&D) program, these challenges 
were compounded by the need to translate 
cutting-edge artificial intelligence (AI) and 
computer vision solutions into commercially 
viable products. The Valley of Death particularly 
affects high-tech startups by creating a funding 
gap, alongside technical and market adoption 
hurdles[2]. This study focuses on the jour-ney of an 
AI-powered platform that faced these challenges 
and successfully emerged from the university R&D 
space as a thriving startup. Startups dealing with 



 
rapidly evolving technologies like AI are often 
under immense pressure to continuously adapt 
and innovate in order to remain competitive[2]. 
Effective leadership and strategic communication 
play crucial roles in ensuring organizational 
alignment and successful transitions through the 
commercialization process. For this project, 
engineering leadership and agile methodologies 
were integral in navigating these challenges. This 
paper explores the organizational transition using 
Lewin’s Change Management Model as a 
framework, analyzing the three stages: Unfreeze, 
Change, and Refreeze [3]. The study demonstrates 
how strategic leadership and communication were 
used to overcome the commercialization 
challenges and led to the project’s success as a top 
startup. 
 

1.1 University Technology Transfer 
 
University Technology Transfer refers to the 

process by which knowledge and technologies 
developed in academic institutions are transferred to the 
private sector, often through licensing, patents, or the 
formation of spin-off companies[4]. This process is 
increasingly recognized as a vital means of bridging the 
gap between research and commercialization, 
contributing to economic growth and innovation 
ecosystems. Studies highlight that successful technology 
transfer relies on several factors, including 
university-industry partnerships, robust intellectual 
property policies, and effective technology transfer 
offices (TTOs)[5]. 

The state of University Technology Transfer in 
the Philippines is in its growing stages of development, 
despite significant governmental interventions such as 
the Philippine Technology Transfer Act of 2009 and 
financial support from the Department of Science and 
Technology (DOST) [6]. While these initiatives have 
aimed to facilitate the commercialization of intellectual 
property from universities for public benefit, several 
critical barriers continue to impede the effective transfer 
of technologies from academic institutions to industry. 

Notably, high costs associated with managing 

joint research projects, institutional bureaucracy, and 
misalignment between research and commercialization 
objectives have emerged as major obstacles[7]. 
Additionally, insufficient rewards and incentives for 
university researchers further discourage active 
participation in technology transfer activities[6]. The 
literature identifies these barriers as persistent 
challenges that Philippine universities must address to 
realize the full potential of University Technology 
Transfer. 

Despite certain Philippine universities, 
achieving progress in terms of intellectual property 
filings and securing external research grants, the 
successful transfer of these technologies to industry 
remains limited [7]. Transfer rates are notably low, even 
in institutions with dedicated offices for technology 
transfer and commercialization. The complexity of the 
University Technology Transfer process, exacerbated by 
bureaucratic inefficiencies and the lack of alignment 
between academic and industrial goals, suggests that 
further systemic reforms are necessary to improve 
technology transfer outcomes in the country. 

 

1.2 DOST Support for University Technology 
Transfer 

 
In the Philippine context, the Department of 

Science and Technology (DOST) plays a pivotal role in 
supporting university technology transfer. Through 
initiatives such as the Technology Transfer Act of 
2009[8], DOST has established mechanisms to facilitate 
the commercialization of publicly funded research, 
incentivizing universities and research institutions to 
create viable products from their innovations. The 
Funding Assistance for Spin-off and Translation of 
Research in Advancing Commercialization (FASTRAC) 
program is one example of DOST’s efforts to accelerate 
technology transfer by providing financial and technical 
support to university spin-offs. 

To enhance the sustainability of technology 
transfer, DOST emphasizes the importance of market 
studies and capacity-building programs for technology 
generators and transfer officers[9]. The agency provides 
technical assistance to entrepreneurs, helping them 
navigate the technology transfer process, including 
licensing agreements and commercialization strategies. 
Furthermore, DOST encourages linkages with other 
government agencies, such as the Department of Trade 
and Industry (DTI), to support MSMEs in business 



 
development, marketing, and securing financial 
resources. 

DOST also focuses on building entrepreneurial 
skills and business acumen among technology 
recipients, ensuring that licensees have the capacity to 
manage and commercialize transferred technologies 
effectively [10]. The agency continues to refine its 
processes by incorporating measures to address 
barriers, such as the need for thorough pre-acquisition 
screening and enhanced support for licensees in 
securing regulatory certifications and accessing capital. 

 

1.3 University Spin-offs and 
Commercialization 

 
University spin-offs are companies formed to 

commercialize innovations developed in academic 
settings[11]. Spin-offs are often viewed as critical drivers 
of innovation and economic growth, as they help 
translate cutting-edge research into marketable 
products. Successful spin-offs often emerge from robust 
university technology transfer processes that support 
the commercialization journey, from early-stage 
research to product development and market entry[12]. 
Several studies on university spin-offs highlight the 
importance of entrepreneurial leadership and external 
partnerships in driving commercialization success. The 
commercialization of university spin-offs is influenced 
by several critical factors. One of the key drivers is the 
ability of spin-offs to effectively combine academic, 
entrepreneurial, and managerial capabilities[12]. 
Successful spin-offs require strategic management that 
integrates academic research with business operations, 
focusing on market applicability, business modeling, and 
stakeholder engagement. The technological 
advancements generated within university labs must be 
paired with robust market analysis and network creation 
to foster commercial success[13]. Additionally, access to 
financial resources and public support, such as 
incubators and legislative frameworks, play a pivotal 
role in the growth of spin-offs, particularly in regions 
with less developed entrepreneurial ecosystems[14]. 

Moreover, team heterogeneity, both in terms of 
cognitive diversity and professional backgrounds, has 
been shown to impact the performance of academic 
spin-offs [15]. Teams with diverse skills tend to perform 
better in the long term, especially when leveraging 
technological innovations that require interdisciplinary 

expertise. Furthermore, trust-building mechanisms 
between the parent university and the spin-off are 
essential to ensure smooth collaboration, which 
supports the spin-off’s growth and commercialization 
potential[12]. However, despite these factors, many 
university spin-offs remain small and struggle to 
transition into high-growth firms due to challenges 
related to resource constraints, market positioning, and 
the scalability of their innovations. 

 

1.4 Challenges in Commercialization 
 
The commercialization of university research 

faces several challenges that hinder the effective 
transfer of technologies from academic institutions to 
industry. One of the primary obstacles is the limited 
funding available to support the commercialization 
process, which is typically resource-intensive, requiring 
significant investment in further development and 
market validation[16]. Additionally, university 
researchers often lack the entrepreneurial skills and 
market knowledge needed to effectively navigate the 
commercialization landscape, leading to a disconnect 
between academic outputs and market needs[17]. This 
misalignment results in innovations that may not be 
readily applicable or attractive to industry partners. 

Another challenge lies in the management of 
intellectual property (IP). The complexities surrounding 
IP rights, licensing agreements, and the protection of 
university-generated innovations often slow down or 
complicate the commercialization process[18]. 
Furthermore, bureaucratic inefficiencies within 
academic institutions can create delays in 
decision-making and execution, further impeding the 
progress of commercialization efforts. 

Lastly, cultural and institutional barriers within 
universities also play a significant role. Many academic 
environments are still primarily focused on research and 
publications rather than the commercialization of 
innovations[19]. This traditional academic focus can 
limit incentives for researchers to pursue commercial 
ventures, further reducing the chances of successful 
technology transfer. 
 

2.  METHODOLOGY 
 
The study adopts a explanatory case study 

methodology[20], which is well-suited for answering 
how and why questions in real-world settings where the 



 
boundaries between the phenomenon and its context 
are blurred. The research is exploratory in nature, 
focusing on the organizational transition of a high-tech 
initiative from university R&D to a market-ready startup. 

 
Furthermore, the study integrated Lewin’s 

Change Management Model to identify which of the 
current processes needs to be changed. The whole 
process was described in Fig. 1. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1 Case Study Process Flow 

   

    
   
   
   

2.1 Case Selection 
 
The subject of this case study was selected due 

to its successful transition from a university research 
project to a recognized startup, offering valuable 
insights into the commercialization process, particularly 
in the AI field. 
 

2.2 Data Collection Methods 
 
Data was gathered from multiple sources to 

ensure triangulation and depth. These sources included: 
1.​ Interviews with key leadership figures, 

focusing on decision-making processes and 
leadership roles during the transition. 

2.​ Document analysis of internal reports, funding 
applications, and partnership agreements to 
examine both internal and external influences 
on the project’s success. 

3.​ Observational data from critical events, such as 
product demonstrations and partnership 
negotiations 
 

 
 

2.3 Lewin’s Change Management Model 
 
With the data collected from the case, the 

Lewin’s Change Management Model[3] was used as a 
tool to identify the effects of the Engineering Leadership 
and Strategic Communication methods by identifying 
the target area to unfreeze, implement the methods, and 
refreeze as shown in Fig 2. 

 

 
 
Fig. 2 The Lewin’s Change Management 
 

2.3.1 Unfreeze 
 
In this stage, leadership critically evaluated the 

limitations of remaining solely within the academic 
research framework, which often prioritizes knowledge 
generation over practical application. Recognizing these 
limitations, leaders acknowledged the need for a 
significant shift toward commercialization to ensure the 
project’s long-term viability and impact. The unfreezing 
process involved a thorough internal 
assessment,identifying resistance to change among 
researchers who were accustomed to traditional 
academic approaches[21]. Leaders took deliberate steps 
to address this inertia by reframing the project’s mission 
to align with business objectives, emphasizing the 



 
potential for real-world impact and financial 
sustainability. 

This stage also included strategic efforts to 
secure external partnerships and funding, essential for 
moving beyond the confines of academic research. The 
team sought buy-in from key stakeholders, including 
university administrators, research collaborators, and 
potential industry partners. By engaging with external 
experts and potential investors early in the process, the 
leadership team was able to lay the groundwork for a 
transition to a more market-oriented approach. This 
preparatory phase was crucial in setting the stage for 
change, as it ensured that both internal and external 
stakeholders were aligned with the new direction. 
 

2.3.2 Change 
 
During the change phase, the project underwent 

a significant transformation, pivoting from a 
research-focused agenda to a market-driven one. This 
stage required the team to adopt a more agile, flexible 
approach to development, allowing them to respond to 
market needs and feedback more effectively. Agile 
methodologies were introduced, emphasizing iterative 
product development, continuous market feedback, and 
adaptive planning. This approach allowed the team to 
refine the AI-powered platform based on user feedback, 
improving the technology’s relevance and applicability 
to real-world problems. 

Strategic partnerships played a critical role in 
this phase, particularly collaborations with local 
government units (LGUs) and international 
organizations. These partnerships not only provided 
validation for the technology but also facilitated early 
market adoption by connecting the project with 
potential users and clients. The change phase also 
required a cultural shift within the team, as researchers 
had to adopt a more business-oriented mindset, focusing 
on market demands, scalability, and product-market fit. 
Training and development initiatives were put in place 
to equip team members with the necessary skills to 
operate in this new, fast-paced environment. This phase 
was dynamic and iterative, requiring constant 
adjustments to meet both technical challenges and 
market opportunities. 
 
 
 

2.3.2 Refreeze 
 
Once the project had successfully established a 

foothold in the market, the refreezing stage focused on 
embedding the new organizational processes and 
structures to ensure the sustainability of the changes. At 
this stage, the team institutionalized new practices, such 
as regular product development cycles, customer 
feedback loops, and agile team structures. These 
processes were designed to be adaptive yet stable 
enough to support long-term growth. The refreezing 
phase involved creating new standard operating 
procedures (SOPs) that aligned with the startup’s 
commercial objectives, ensuring that the changes 
implemented during the transition were maintained and 
reinforced. 

Moreover, the organizational culture was 
reshaped to support innovation and market 
responsiveness, moving away from the slower, more 
theoretical research pace traditionally associated with 
academic institutions. The leadership team emphasized 
continuous improvement and flexibility, ensuring that 
the startup remained competitive in the rapidly evolving 
AI market. New performance metrics were introduced 
to monitor the success of the commercial endeavors, 
including customer acquisition, product usage, and 
financial sustainability. By formalizing these new 
practices and embedding them into the startup’s 
operations, the refreezing phase ensured that the 
transformation from a research project to a commercial 
entity was not only successful but also sustainable over 
the long term. 

 

2.4 Evaluation 
 
The primary evaluation was the organizational 

transformation of the project, specifically focusing on 
how leadership and communication facilitated the shift 
from academic research to commercialization. 

The study posits that strategic leadership and 
communication are key enablers in overcoming the 
commercialization challenges faced by academic 
spin-offs. 
 

3.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
​ Several key factors emerged as critical to the 
project’s successful transition. 
 



 

 
Fig. 3 Change Management Evaluation and Results 
 
3.1 Model Results 

 
In examining the journey from academic 

research to a successful commercial entity, the startup’s 
transformation highlights the importance of structured 
organizational change. Using Lewin’s Change 
Management Model as a guiding framework, the 
project’s progression through the Unfreeze, Change, and 
Refreeze stages, as illustrated in Fig. 3, shows how 
engineering leadership and strategic communication 
facilitated a shift from a purely research-focused 
initiative to a market-driven startup. Each phase 
addressed specific challenges, from breaking down 
initial academic constraints to embedding sustainable, 
growth-oriented practices within the organization. This 
section discusses the outcomes and adjustments made 
across these stages, providing insights into the critical 
factors that enabled the company to achieve commercial 
viability and scalability. 

In the Unfreeze stage, the leadership of the 
startup critically examined the limitations of 
maintaining a purely research-focused agenda within an 
academic setting. The original framework, which 
prioritized knowledge generation and innovation, lacked 
the market-driven orientation necessary for successful 
commercialization. Leadership recognized that, to 
achieve practical impact and financial sustainability, a 
significant shift toward a business-oriented approach 
was essential. This initial phase involved a thorough 

internal assessment, identifying resistance among team 
members who were accustomed to a traditional 
academic mindset. The leadership team proactively 
addressed this inertia by reframing the project’s mission 
to emphasize commercial viability and real-world 
applicability. Additionally, to prepare for the transition, 
strategic efforts were made to secure external 
partnerships and funding, which were vital for 
expanding beyond the constraints of academic research. 
Through engagements with university administrators, 
research collaborators, and potential industry partners, 
the leadership team established a foundation for a more 
agile, market-oriented approach. This preparatory phase 
was essential, as it ensured that both internal and 
external stakeholders were aligned with the strategic 
objectives of commercialization. 

The Change phase marked a transformative 
period as the company shifted from a research-driven 
agenda to a market-focused operation. Engineering 
leadership played a vital role in this transition by 
fostering a business-oriented mindset among team 
members, emphasizing the importance of 
product-market fit, scalability, and responsiveness to 
industry demands. Agile methodologies were introduced 
to promote iterative development, enabling the team to 
refine the AI platform based on continuous market 
feedback. This agile approach allowed for regular 
adjustments to enhance the platform’s relevance and 
applicability, addressing real-world challenges more 
effectively. Engineering leadership also prioritized 
capacity building, implementing targeted train- ing 
programs to equip researchers and engineers with the 
necessary skills for navigating the complexities of 
commercialization. These initiatives facilitated a smooth 
cultural transition from academia to a fast-paced, 
market-driven environment. 

Concurrently, strategic communication efforts 
were pivotal in securing partnerships that validated and 
supported the technology. Through proactive outreach 
and relationship-building, the team established 
collaborations with LGUs, international organizations, 
and industry stakeholders, which provided practical 
testing environments and essential feedback for product 
refinement. Additionally, clear and consistent 
communication strategies were developed to align the 
project’s objectives with stakeholder expectations, 
enhancing the credibility and visibility of the startup in 
the market. Effective engagement with partners and 
investors ensured sustained support, guiding product 



 
iterations to meet market needs and bolstering the 
platform’s appeal. This combination of engineering 
leadership and strategic communication facilitated a 
dynamic and adaptive process, empowering the 
company to navigate both technical and market 
challenges in real time. 

Once the project had established a stable 
foothold in the market, the Refreeze stage focused on 
institutionalizing the newly adopted practices and 
structures to ensure the sustainability of the changes. 
The agile methodologies and iterative development 
processes introduced during the Change phase were 
formalized through standard operating procedures 
(SOPs), customer feedback loops, and structured team 
processes. These practices created an environment that 
was both adaptive and stable, fostering continuous 
improvement and resilience in the face of evolving 
market demands. Additionally, the leadership team 
embedded a culture of innovation and responsiveness 
within the organization, moving away from the more 
theoretical, research-focused culture previously 
prevalent in the academic setting. The network of 
partnerships and client relationships established during 
the transition was sustained and expanded, providing 
ongoing validation, resources, and market access 
essential for long-term growth. Financial stability was 
also achieved, with revenue from early adopters and 
client contracts supplementing the initial research 
grants, creating a solid foundation for future expansion. 
By embedding these new practices and aligning them 
with the startup’s commercial objectives, the Refreeze 
stage ensured that the transformation from a university 
research project to a viable commercial entity was not 
only successful but also durable in the long term. 

 

3.2 Engineering Leadership 
 
Engineering leadership plays a crucial role in 

improving the process of transitioning from academic 
research to a successful startup by driving both 
technical innovation and organizational transformation. 
In the case of the University research turned startup, the 
transition required a shift from a research-focused 
agenda to a market-driven approach. The leaders 
facilitated this transition by introducing agile 
methodologies, which allowed the team to iteratively 
develop their AI-powered platform in response to 
real-time market feedback. This approach not only 
accelerated the refinement of the technology but also 

ensured its applicability to real-world problems, 
enhancing its potential for commercialization. 

Furthermore, it helped foster strategic 
partnerships with key stakeholders, including local 
government units (LGUs) and international 
organizations, which played a critical role in validating 
the technology. These partnerships provided early 
market traction and opened up pathways for the 
technology’s adoption across multiple sectors. By 
facilitating collaborations with external entities, 
engineering leaders ensured that the technology met 
regulatory standards and responded to the needs of 
potential clients, which further improved its 
marketability. 

The cultural shift within the team, moving from 
an academic mindset to a more business-oriented one, 
was another significant change driven by leadership. 
Engineering leaders emphasized the importance of 
scalability, product-market fit, and continuous 
improvement, equipping the team with the skills and 
mindset necessary for a fast-paced, competitive market 
environment. Training and development initiatives 
ensured that researchers could effectively navigate the 
complexities of commercialization, enabling them to 
manage both technical challenges and market 
opportunities simultaneously. 
 

3.3 Strategic Communication 
 
Strategic communication played a pivotal role 

in the growth and development of the startup, 
contributing to its success in transitioning from an 
academic research project to a commercialized startup. 
Over time, effective communication strategies helped 
the company align its vision with market demands, 
engage stakeholders, and build credibility, ultimately 
driving both internal cohesion and external growth. 

In the early stages, strategic communication 
was essential in clearly defining the company’s mission 
and aligning the goals of the research team with 
commercialization objectives. The shift from a purely 
research-focused agenda to a market-driven approach 
required clear and consistent messaging to ensure that 
all team members were aligned with the startup’s new 
direction. By articulating a clear vision, leadership was 
able to foster a shared understanding among 
researchers, engineers, and business developers, which 
was critical in driving the company forward. 

As the startup moved from development to 



 
market validation and commercialization, strategic 
communication became crucial in engaging key 
stakeholders, including government agencies, corporate 
partners, and investors. Through targeted messaging and 
presentations, the company effectively communicated 
the value and applicability of its AI-powered platform, 
facilitating partnerships with entities such as LGUs, and 
international organizations. These partnerships were 
vital for the company’s early market adoption, as they 
provided both validation and opportunities for pilot 
testing. 

As the startup matured, strategic 
communication played a significant role in building 
market credibility and brand awareness. By participating 
in industry conferences, delivering product 
demonstrations, and maintaining a strong presence in 
relevant sectors such as traffic monitoring and 
environmental sustainability, the startup was able to 
position itself as a leader in AI and computer vision 
solutions. Clear, consistent, and persuasive 
communication helped the company gain trust from 
clients and partners, which was essential for securing 
paying clients and expanding its market reach. 

Over time, the effectiveness of the startup’s 
strategic communication contributed to the formation 
and strengthening of key partnerships. Tailored 
communication strategies allowed the company to 
highlight its technological innovations and demonstrate 
its value to potential clients and investors. For example, 
strategic communication with partners like DOST 
helped the company secure grants and technical 
support, which were vital for product development and 
scaling. Additionally, well-crafted proposals and 
presentations to corporate clients helped secure 
commercial contracts and expand the company’s client 
base. 

As the company explored new markets, both 
locally and internationally, strategic communication 
allowed the company to adapt its messaging to different 
audiences. For instance, in exploring markets in 
Vietnam and Singapore, the company customized its 
communication to address specific needs related to 
urban planning, tourism, and smart city solutions. This 
adaptability in communication not only opened doors to 
new opportunities but also demonstrated the startup’s 
capability to understand and meet the unique demands 
of different regions. 

Internally, strategic communication fostered a 
culture of innovation and collaboration within the team. 

Regular updates, clear articulation of goals, and 
effective knowledge-sharing practices ensured that all 
team members were informed and aligned with the 
startup’s progress and strategic direction. This helped to 
maintain a cohesive team, which was critical for the 
iterative development process and for adapting quickly 
to market feedback. 

 

3.4 Overcoming the “Valley of Death” 
 
The University research turned startup 

successfully navigated the Valley of Death through a 
combination of strategic actions and resourceful 
approaches. This transition, often challenging due to 
financial, operational, and market hurdles, was 
overcome by the company through leadership, strategic 
partnerships, agile development, and securing financial 
backing. 

One of the most important steps that helped the 
company escape the Valley of Death was securing 
early-stage funding and institutional support. The DOST 
played a crucial role by providing (R&D) grants that 
enabled the team to continue improving their technology 
while working on commercialization. Additionally, these 
grants helped reduce the financial risks commonly 
associated with the transition from research to startup, 
allowing the team to focus on product development and 
market entry. 

Strategic partnerships were instrumental in 
overcoming the challenges of transitioning from 
research to a commercial product. Early collaborations 
with LGUs, and other pilot testing partners provided 
real-world validation of the company’s AI-powered 
traffic and environmental monitoring technologies. 
These partnerships not only validated the technology 
but also offered crucial feedback that allowed the team 
to refine their product and demonstrate its value in 
practical applications. This helped build credibility, 
which was essential for attracting potential clients and 
partners. 

To address the dynamic needs of the market 
and continuously improve their product, the startup 
adopted an agile methodology. This approach allowed 
the team to iteratively develop and refine their 
AI-powered platform based on user feedback and 
market conditions. Agile practices enabled faster 
adaptation to real-time challenges, ensuring that the 
technology was not only relevant but also scalable, 
which is critical for startups emerging from academic 



 
research environments. The iterative nature of agile 
development helped avoid the trap of over-engineering a 
product without market feedback, a common issue for 
university projects. 

The role of engineering leadership, with a 
strong focus on commercialization, was another key 
factor in escaping the Valley of Death. Leadership at the 
company recognized early on the need to pivot from a 
purely academic focus to a business-driven mindset. By 
reframing the project’s mission to align with business 
goals and emphasizing product-market fit, the leadership 
team guided the startup through crucial decisions 
related to market positioning, scalability, and customer 
acquisition. This business-oriented focus was essential 
in transforming the research project into a viable 
product for the market. 

Unlike many university research projects that 
struggle with commercialization, the team ensured that 
their AI-powered platform was developed with the end 
market in mind. The team focused on building solutions 
that addressed real-world problems, such as traffic 
monitoring and environmental sustainability, which 
aligned with the needs of government agencies, urban 
planners, and corporations. This focus on creating 
market-ready solutions enabled the company to 
establish paying clients early on, which further fueled 
their growth.  

The team, composed of experienced 
researchers, developers, and business professionals, 
worked in a highly collaborative environment. The 
interdisciplinary collaboration between engineers, 
business analysts, and external advisors was crucial for 
addressing both the technical and commercial 
challenges of transitioning to a full-grown startup. By 
fostering a culture of innovation and adaptability, the 
startup ensured that the team could respond quickly to 
obstacles and opportunities, which helped them avoid 
the pitfalls that often claim university-based startups. 

The team strategically leveraged its pilot testing 
phases to not only validate the technology but also 
secure early clients. These market validation efforts 
demonstrated the platform’s value in real-world 
scenarios and led to paying contracts. By focusing on 
market needs, such as urban traffic monitoring and 
sustainability, the company was able to move from pilot 
testing to commercial adoption, which is a critical step 
in escaping the Valley of Death. 

 

3.5 Gaining Partnerships through Effective 
Engineering Leadership and Strategic 
Communication 

 
Partnerships provided an essential role in the 

successful transition of the company from academic 
research to a market-ready startup. These collaborations 
were instrumental in several key aspects of the project’s 
commercialization journey, providing external 
validation, market insights, and critical resources. 

First, partnerships with LGUs and international 
organizations were essential in validating the technology 
developed by the startup. For instance, working with 
LGUs helped demonstrate the practical applications of 
the AI-powered traffic monitoring system, leading to 
tangible outcomes like the legislation of bike lanes in the 
city. These partnerships provided real-world testing 
environments for the platform, allowing the team to 
refine the technology based on user feedback and 
operational challenges, thus increasing its relevance and 
appeal in the marketplace. 

Moreover, partnerships helped open up early 
market opportunities. Collaborat- ing with stakeholders 
and other non-profit organizations provided a platform 
for the startup to test and showcase its technology in 
different settings. These partnerships were crucial for 
gaining early adopters and for establishing credibility in 
various sectors, including environmental monitoring and 
urban planning. The successful deployment of the 
technology in these sectors also attracted the attention 
of other potential clients, which expanded the startup’s 
market reach. 

In addition to market validation and expansion, 
partnerships brought valuable resources and expertise 
to the startup. The collaboration with institutions such 
as the DOST provided access to funding, technical 
mentorship, and business development support. These 
partnerships facilitated the project’s progression from 
an academic endeavor into a commercial entity, 
providing the financial and strategic backing necessary 
for scaling the business. 
 

4.  CONCLUSIONS 
 

This study provides a comprehensive analysis 
of the transition of an AI-powered platform from 
university R&D to a fully operational and commercially 



 
successful startup. By examining the journey of the 
startup company, the research highlights how an 
academic project can overcome the ”Valley of Death” 
through a combination of leadership, communication, 
and strategic planning. The application of Lewin’s 
Change Management Model serves as a structured 
framework that underscores the importance of phased 
transitions — Unfreeze, Change, and Refreeze — in 
guiding the organizational and cultural shifts necessary 
for commercialization. It illustrates how effective 
leadership can identify and address the limitations of a 
research-focused agenda, shifting the focus toward 
market-driven objectives. 

It also emphasizes the role of strategic 
communication in clarifying goals, engaging 
stakeholders, and aligning team members, which 
proved crucial in transforming academic research into 
a scalable, market-ready product. Furthermore, agile 
leadership emerged as a critical factor, allowing the 
startup to iteratively refine its product based on user 
feedback, adapt to changing market conditions, and 
quickly respond to both opportunities and challenges. 
The implementation of agile methodologies not only 
improved the technological scalability of the platform 
but also enhanced the company’s ability to engage with 
real-world applications and secure early market 
adoption. 

Strategic partnerships played a central role in 
this transition, offering validation, resources, and 
market access that were vital for the company to 
navigate the commercialization process. 
Collaborations with local government units, 
international organizations, and academic institutions 
provided the startup with the necessary testing 
environments and credibility to build a foothold in the 
market. These partnerships also facilitated access to 
funding, mentorship, and business development 
support, which are often critical for overcoming the 
financial and operational barriers encountered by 
academic spin-offs. 

The study’s results demonstrate that agile 
leadership, strategic partnerships, and effective 
communication are not just complementary elements 
but essential components for startups seeking to 
navigate the Valley of Death and achieve market 
success. By focusing on practical solutions, fostering 
interdisciplinary collaboration, and continuously 
adapting to market needs, the company was able to 
transition from a university research project into a 

thriving startup, offering valuable insights for future 
academic spin-offs attempting similar transitions. This 
analysis contributes to the broader understanding of 
how university technology transfer and 
commercialization can be successfully achieved 
through a combination of structured change 
management, strategic alignment, and collaborative 
partnerships. 
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