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Can a small (2,600 students) undergraduate liberal arts college without an entrepreneurship
faculty, a business school, a graduate program or significant funding build a vibrant self-funded
innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystem from scratch in two years? Ranked at 46th National
Liberal Arts Colleges and 5th Most Innovative Schools by US News and World Report, Furman
University proves that yes, it can be done.

History
In October 2016, Furman University President Elizabeth Davis announced her strategic vision, The
Furman Advantage. This vision guarantees every Furman student an unparalleled education via
a personalized integrated four-year pathway, guided by a diverse community of mentors,
which prepares students for lives of purpose and accelerated career and community impact.
A key component of the students’ pathway is engaged learning experiences, such as
internships and field research. Creation of an institute focused on innovation and
entrepreneurship came out of The Furman Advantage as a vehicle to encourage crossdisciplinary thinking and provide students, faculty, and community members a place to
participate in these engaged learning experiences.
After several months of strategic thinking and planning by University administration, Furman
University Innovation & Entrepreneurship (FU I&E) officially began operations in August 2018,
when Executive Director Anthony Herrera arrived on campus with a mandate to establish a selffunded innovation and entrepreneurship institute. In two short years, FU I&E has developed a
strategic plan, engaged the campus community with multiple programs, and is recognized as
the major university-sponsored player in the local innovation and entrepreneurship community,
playing a crucial role as a convener and facilitator.

Strategic Initiatives
All of FU I&E’s activities fall within one or more of the strategic initiatives below.
I.

Develop innovative and entrepreneurially-minded leaders
If Furman University is to “prepare students for lives of purpose and accelerated career
and community impact,” it must provide programs and opportunities that develop
students’ entrepreneurial mindsets and skillsets. At Furman University, entrepreneurship is
not a job or a title or a major – it’s a mindset.

II.

Create and grow an entrepreneurial ecosystem at Furman University
Innovation and entrepreneurial thinking are not “owned” by a single discipline or
department at Furman. In fact, one can find pockets of innovation and entrepreneurial
thinking in the arts, sciences, and social sciences. And each of these areas can teach to
and learn from the others, but only if an entrepreneurial ecosystem is cultivated and
championed across campus. For example, students in the inaugural Paladin Pitch
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Competition included majors from religion, sustainability sciences, psychology, women’s
gender and sexuality studies, creative marketing, biology, chemistry, information
technology, music, and modern languages and literatures.
III.

Participate and contribute to the local, regional, and national entrepreneurial ecosystem
Greenville has a vibrant entrepreneurial community led by organizations such as NEXT,
VentureSouth, and South Carolina Research Authority, as well as more traditional
organizations such as PRISMA Health, Michelin, and BMW, that emphasize innovation and
entrepreneurship. Furman now has a seat at this table and frequently plays a crucial role
as the lead convener and facilitator within this space.

Major Milestones

Significant Achievements
Engaging Programming
The main focus during the first two years has been creating and delivering a variety of
impactful programs to grow a campus culture of innovation.
 Paladin Pitch Competition featured 80 students doing 90-second “mini-pitches” in the
initial round. Twenty-four of these were selected to participate in pitch workshops, and
six ventures were selected to compete for $10,000 in grant awards. The quality of
presentations was so impressive that an additional $20,000 in grant awards was donated
during the competition. The final pitch competition was the largest attended pitch
competition in SC history (500+ attendees; confirmed independently by South Carolina
Research Authority).
 Summer Business and Entrepreneurship Boot Camp provides non-business majors a 2week intensive course in business fundamentals followed by a week-long
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entrepreneurship experience culminating with students developing and delivering a
venture pitch. While the inaugural offering was in-person, this year’s boot camp pivoted
to a virtual environment in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, with 42 students
representing 10 universities across the southeast. FU I&E received $36,000 in donations to
support the boot camp and secured a $30,000 grant from the City of Greenville to fund
10 student internships with startup ventures following the boot camp.
High School Virtual Academy teaches high school students skills and techniques to
facilitate creative problem solving and communication in week one which are then used
to complete a capstone project to pitch a venture in one of three topical focus areas
(innovation and entrepreneurship, sustainability, or community health). The inaugural
program had 62 students representing 11 U.S. states and 11 countries. Of these, 32 chose
to participate in the innovation and entrepreneurship focus area.
“Class E Podcast”, launched in 2019, presents biweekly talks and interviews with a variety
of entrepreneurs, innovators, and disruptors. The podcasts are produced in partnership
with the Furman Department of Communication Studies by a faculty member and
student interns. Fourteen episodes have been produced and have drawn over 1,000
listeners to date.
“Leading in Times of Crisis” virtual workshop series offered six virtual workshops for
corporate, entrepreneurial and non-profit leaders who need the tools to lead their
organizations in times of uncertainty (1,000+ registrations).

Entrepreneurial Mentoring
FU I&E’s entrepreneur-in-residence (EIR) provides group and one-on-one mentoring for
student entrepreneurs. During the latest academic year, the EIR offered the first
Accelerated Ventures class for academic credit at Furman, with 15 students and 1 faculty
member enrolled. Over 50 student ventures were mentored and coached, including three
of the finalists of the Paladin Pitch Competition who are working to launch their ventures.
The first student/faculty venture at Furman University applied for the University’s second
patent and received the first South Carolina Research Authority grant awarded to a private
university to accelerate new venture growth.
Alumni/Stakeholder Engagement
Furman University alumni and other stakeholders are frequent speakers and presenters in FU
I&E’s various programs. FU I&E Leadership Council brings together alumni and other
stakeholders to engage in brainstorming and advising programs and activities. Several
alumni members have not been previously engaged in any significant way with the
university. Members of the Leadership Council make a $10,000 annual commitment for three
years to support FU I&E’s operations, and there are currently 37 members on the council. In
addition, alumni and stakeholders may join the FU I&E Association with a $2,500 annual
commitment for three years, and there are currently 10 Association members. Association
member financial commitments support the annual Paladin Pitch Competition, EIR program,
and Class E Podcast.
Community Engagement
FU I&E is an active participant in the broader innovation and entrepreneurship community,
forging new partnerships with key ecosystem organizations, such as NEXT, VentureSouth, and
City of Greenville. These high-impact partnerships result in mentoring arrangements,
internships with start-up ventures, and community impact studies. The South Carolina
Department of Commerce invited FU I&E to lead workshops around the state on
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private/public partnerships. FU I&E is involved in planning discussions with a local developer
to create an innovation district near campus to provide a live, work, play, and learn
community for the regional entrepreneurial community. Currently, FU I&E has convened the
top entrepreneurial stakeholders in South Carolina with written commitments to co-locate at
the district and has been awarded federal funding in support of its planning efforts.

Distinguishing Characteristics








FU I&E has strong support from all areas of the university – Board of Trustees, Senior
Administration Team, Faculty, students, alumni, and community.
FU I&E is the University’s only self-funded institute, meaning that FU I&E must demonstrate
an innovative and entrepreneurial mindset to maintain its own existence. Traditional and
new funding sources (donations, grants, partnerships, endowments, and revenuegenerating activities) support FU I&E, and it is anticipated that approximately 50% of
operating costs will be funded through new revenue-generating activities.
Programming is developed and delivered without the benefit of an existing academic
entrepreneurship department or any entrepreneurship faculty.
FU I&E is truly interdisciplinary. The faculty director is from Modern Languages and
Literatures. Program instructors are from Communications Studies, Health Sciences, Art,
Business, and Accounting, and other collaborations have occurred with Classics,
Philosophy, Chemistry, and Earth and Environmental Sciences.
Despite multiple larger, more established university entrepreneurship centers throughout
the State of South Carolina, FU I&E has quickly established itself as a “go-to” resource for
public and private organizations. Its leadership team has been nominated to be the
Global Entrepreneurship Week organizers for Greenville, SC, asked to facilitate
entrepreneurship workshops throughout the State by the Department of Commerce, and
requested to participate in numerous public/private strategic planning initiatives.
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Appendix 1
Furman University Innovation & Entrepreneurship Organization Chart
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Appendix 2
Furman University Innovation & Entrepreneurship Marketing Materials
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Appendix 3
Furman University Innovation & Entrepreneurship Partnerships and Programs
PARTNER/
PROGRAM
NEXT SC

VentureSouth

Summer Business
and
Entrepreneurship
Boot Camp

Paladin Pitch
Competition

DESCRIPTION
Strategic partnership with
South Carolina’s leading
technology accelerator
(based in Greenville) to
provide internships for
students and access to
entrepreneurial resources for
students, faculty, staff, and
alumni
Strategic partnership with one
of the 10 best angel
investment companies in the
U.S. (based in Greenville) to
provide internships for Furman
students and development of
Paladin Angel Analyst
Program and Paladin Angel
Network
3-week summer boot camp
for non-business majors to
equip them with business
fundamentals and
confidence in
entrepreneurship foundations
Campus-wide business plan
pitch competition for students
from multiple disciplines to
compete for grant funding
and support resources to
launch new ventures

STRATEGIC
INITIATIVE
I, II, III

I, II, III

I, II, III

I, II

KPI
# of students, faculty, staff and alum attending
events
# of events attended by Furman community
# of interns placed
# of events co-sponsored or hosted

# of student interns placed
# of events co-hosted with FU I&E
# of students participating

# of universities represented
# of new ventures launched successfully
# of majors/disciplines represented (Students)
Revenue generated
# of faculty/instructors
# of speakers
# of mentors
# of attendees
# of students/teams pitching ideas
# of new ventures launched successfully
Total $ awarded
# of local and state community partners
participating

2018-19
KPI
~20

2019-20
KPI
~8

2
1
2

1
10
1

1

3
13
42

n/a

16

5
0
11
$43,000
10
12
16
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

10
1
24
$120,000
14
14
42
520
80
2
$30,000
9
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PARTNER/
PROGRAM
Entrepreneur-InResidence

Virtual High
School
Academy

Class E Podcast

Leadership
Council

Association

DESCRIPTION
Dedicated coaching and
mentoring by accomplished
entrepreneur for students,
faculty and staff seeking to
launch and grow new
ventures
2-week summer live virtual
project learning experience
for high school students to
equip them with
communication and
problem-solving skills
necessary for today’s
environment
Podcasts that present
conversations with leaders in
innovation and
entrepreneurship
Advisory board of alumni,
parents, and community
members supporting FU I&E by
mentoring students, speaking
on-campus, connecting us to
the community, and
contributing $10,000 annually
for 3-year commitment
Alumni, parents, and
community members
supporting student
entrepreneurship programs
and mentoring by
contributing $2,500 annually
for 3-year commitment

STRATEGIC
INITIATIVE
I, II, III

I, II, III

I, II, III

KPI

2018-19
KPI

# of students/faculty/staff mentored/coached
# of new ventures launched successfully
$ funding secured for coached ventures

n/a

# of students participating
# of states represented
# of countries represented

n/a

# of podcasts produced
# of listeners

n/a

0
n/a

n/a
n/a

n/a

I, II, III

# of members
Total $ funding contributed

21
$210,000

I, II, III

# of members
Total $ funding contributed

n/a
n/a

2019-20
KPI
~75
0
$55,000

62
11
11

14
1,000
37
$370,000

10
$30,000
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