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Rationale and Stakeholders
The Gilliam Center for Entrepreneurship (GCFE) was born from the love of a family for their mother and the love of
her alma mater - James Madison University (JMU) in Harrisonburg, Virginia. Leslie Flanary Gilliam was a 1982 JMU
management graduate, philanthropist and leader, who served as a member of the JMU Board of Visitors and was a
co-founder of Women for Madison. Leslie died in 2016 and to honor her life in 2018 the Gilliam family donated
$5.2M - the largest gift in JMU's history at the time - to create the GCFE.
JMU alumni Eric (‘91) and Lara Major ('92) contributed $1.25M to build the Major Innovation, Creativity,
Collaboration and Entrepreneurship Lab to house the GCFE, and Kevin Tucker ('93) made a $120k gift to create an
annual $5k award for the most promising venture to come out of the annual Summer Venture Accelerator Program.

Strategic Goals/Objectives, Metrics, and Structure
Below are the five strategic priorities that set the direction for the Gilliam Center for Entrepreneurship (GCFE):
1: Increase Student Engagement
We strive to increase the number of students that participate in our programs and attend our events and
activities.We reach out to students in every major, minor, concentration, and college, across all academic years
including freshmen, sophomores, juniors, seniors, super-seniors, and graduate students. We attract students from
every gender, race, religion, socio-economic background and include non-traditional students.
Metrics: From 2018-2022, the total number of students engaged was approximately 5750. This academic year, the
GCFE has a goal to engage an additional 900 – 1000 students.
2: Strengthen Community Connection
We build brand awareness across the community by collaborating with and encouraging the various
entrepreneurial support organizations, governmental administrations, and businesses in the region. We generate
excitement about entrepreneurship and innovation outside the university by partnering with and supporting
community stakeholders.
Metrics: In academic year 2021-2022, the GCFE co-hosted five major events in partnership with local community
organizations. The events, which attracted almost 300 participants, included the Women in Entrepreneurship Week
(WEW) Showcase, Techstars Startup Weekend, The Fallon Challenge (an idea pitch competition), and a
cross-campus speaker event with the world-renowned New York Time's #1 best-selling author David Epstein. This
academic year, the GCFE has a goal to co-host six community events.
3: Obtain Global Recognition
We promote GCFE in the broader entrepreneurial world by attending conferences, representing on panels, giving
talks, volunteering as mentors and judges, hosting, and participating in competitions, and partnering with other
universities, centers, and organizations across the world.
Metrics: The GCFE has been re-invited to host the Mid-Atlantic Regional Venture Capital Investment Competition
(VCIC) in-person this year. With coaching and guidance from the GCFE, the JMU student team will be competing in
VCIC at a visiting school with a goal to place in the top three. For the GCEC 2022 conference, the GCFE team applied
to host a panel discussion on student venture funds, highlighting the Bluestone Seed Fund, and has applied to win
the Outstanding Emerging Entrepreneurship Center award.
4: Grow Venture Success
We foster a culture of idea commercialization among students with hands-on, real-world learning experiences. We
give students skills and tools, planting the seeds of entrepreneurship, reducing their risk of failure, building their
network, and growing their confidence so that they can start and run successful businesses. We incubate and
accelerate student ventures by providing access to capital and other resources.
Metrics: GCFE programs such as The Fallon Challenge, Madison Inc incubator and Dukes Venture Accelerator, will
help create 15 new ventures this year. In 2021, the GCFE helped launch the donor-supported Bluestone Seed Fund
(BSF) (with $240,000 in committed capital) to make equity investments in JMU-affiliated startups. The fund made
seven investments to date totaling $40,000. The GCFE goal is to increase the fund size to $500,000 and make ten
new investments (Appendix 2).
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5: Enhance Entrepreneurial Education
We develop an entrepreneurial ethos in students and provide them with innovative programming to empower them
to create economic and social value in the region and beyond. We provide training, materials, experiences, and
other opportunities for students to increase their knowledge about entrepreneurship and innovation.
Metrics: This academic year, the GCFE goal is to provide at least 200 hours of one-on-one mentoring via our
signature programs Madison Inc incubator and Dukes Venture Accelerator. The goal is to generate a GCFE
satisfaction survey rating of greater than 80% across all programs this year.

GCFE Team
The GCFE team consists of three full-time staff:
Executive Director, Suzanne Bergmeister
Assistant Director, Akhil Kanodia
Marketing and Communications Manager, Crystal Inman
In 2022 the GCFE added a part-time graduate assistant, Tatjana Titareva (Appendix 1). The GCFE team is supported
by a cohort of ten Entrepreneurial Faculty Fellows that receive an annual stipend to be the liaisons to the various
colleges at JMU. The GCFE Advisory Council (GAC) consists of 14 successful JMU alumni entrepreneurs, 6 Ex Officio
and 6 Emeritus members (Appendix 1). The GAC members are actively engaged as mentors, advisors, guest
speakers, and investors in supporting the JMU student entrepreneurs.

GCFE Timeline

Achievements
1: In September 2021, the GCFE helped launch the donor-supported Bluestone Seed Fund (BSF) (with $240,000 in
committed capital) to make equity investments in JMU-affiliated startups. The fund made seven investments to
date totaling $40,000. The BSF engages students in two ways: Student Founders pitch to the investment
committee for equity seed funding; Student Venture Associates work on the investor side, helping with fundraising,
initial due diligence, pitch practice, and portfolio company management (Appendix 2).
2: In 2022, the GCFE rebranded and restructured the annual Summer Venture Accelerator program as a 6-week
Dukes Venture Accelerator (DVA). It was a competitive program where 11 student startups were selected, and the
entrepreneurs were paid a $4,000 stipend and up to $1,000 for business expenses. DVA concluded with Demo Day

2

with two winners - Ethan Howard (Umbral Edge Games) received the Tucker Award of $5000 and Walker Leake (JiB)
received the Audience Choice Award of $500.
3: Global Women in Entrepreneurship Showcase (Appendix 3). The GCFE organized its first showcase with 11 local
female entrepreneurs. JMU alumni serial entrepreneur, Noelle Allen, gave the keynote speech highlighting her
entrepreneurial journey in pivoting from finance and banking to starting two businesses in the highly competitive
wine and spirits industry.
4: GCFE in partnership with the Shenandoah Community Capital Fund (SCCF), co-hosted the first Techstars Startup
Weekend in Harrisonburg, VA. Startup Weekend is a three-day program where aspiring entrepreneurs can
experience startup life (Appendix 3). This 54-hour event equips individuals of all backgrounds with the training,
mentorship, and tools needed to launch a startup. The winning team, Tongo Toys, received a prize package valued
at $2,000 that includes a three-month team membership at the Perch co-working space, a spot in the next SCCF
bootcamp, and intellectual property mentoring.
5: The GCFE hosted the Undergraduate Mid-Atlantic Regional Venture Capital Investment Competition (VCIC). VCIC
is an education event for university students to learn about the process of venture funding. According to the main
organizer, this was the most “smoothly” run competition in the history of VCIC. GCFE was chosen to host this event
in person in 2023 (Appendix 3).

Differentiation
The GCFE has worked hard to develop strong relationships with supporters and collaborators across campus and
throughout the region. In his book, Startup Communities, Brad Feld advocates that universities must be a critical
part of any successful entrepreneurial ecosystem. By developing a culture of entrepreneurship at JMU, the GCFE
endeavors to play this part in building a sustainable startup community in the Shenandoah Valley by being the
convener of entrepreneurial activities.

Sustainability
The GCFE is fortunate to be a well-funded center mainly due to the Gilliam family endowment of $5.2 million. The
Executive Director’s salary is covered by the JMU College of Business, and so does not come under this budget. The
Assistant Director and Marketing and Communications Manager salaries, and the stipends for the Entrepreneurship
Faculty Fellows, come under the Gilliam Center funding, along with the budget for programs, marketing, etc.
The GCFE structures its programs to be flexible so that changes and innovations are continually added or
implemented, keeping the curriculum fresh and exciting and on-pace with what’s happening in the broader world.
We keep track of the students who have gone through our incubator and accelerator, and often bring them back as
guest speakers and/or advisors, helping to guide and motivate the next set of emerging entrepreneurs.
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APPENDIX 1: GCFE ORGANIZATIONAL CHART & STRATEGIC PARTNERS
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APPENDIX 2: ENTREPRENEURSHIP PROGRAMS
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APPENDIX 3: COMMUNITY COLLABORATIONS
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