
VentureWell is on a mission to cultivate a diverse and inclusive pipeline of inventors,
innovators, and entrepreneurs driven to solve the world’s biggest challenges and
create lasting impact. We have pursued this work—at the intersection of science and
technology and innovation and entrepreneurship (I&E)—for 30 years. During this
time, we have supported faculty development to advance involvement in STEM I&E,
and we are dedicated to evolving our programs to meet the emerging needs of our
higher education audience. We strive to do so in a way that fosters institutional
change in I&E ecosystems, advances diversity and inclusion, and promotes
environmental and social sustainability. We consistently uphold our organizational
values: to collaborate for impact, to live innovation, to bring integrity always, to
interact with consideration and candor, and to deliver excellence.

As climate change intensifies, we are strengthening our organizational commitment
to sustainability and prioritizing environmental and social impact in all of our higher
education programming and grants. Additionally, greater priority is being placed on
STEM I&E ecosystem building efforts that encourage research translation integrated
with environmental and social sustainability. Our grants and fellowships also
emphasize inclusive innovation, recognizing that solutions to complex sustainability
problems will require insights drawn from diverse perspectives, as well as the
removal of systemic barriers that limit inclusive access and engagement in I&E. For
definitions of each of these terms, see Appendix A. 
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The Ecosystem Futures Catalyst Grant (catalyst grant) provides strategic training,
communities of practice, and membership in the VentureWell Innovation in Action
(VIA) Community along with $85,000 over two years, to support teams from U.S.
higher education institutions that have successfully completed the Ecosystem
Futures Fellowship and are ready to advance their STEM innovation and
entrepreneurship ecosystem work.

This program is designed for higher education teams doing systems-level work
through the lens of social and environmental sustainability and inclusive innovation
that is required to strengthen institutional and regional ecosystems. Rather than
focusing on additional planning, the catalyst grant supports teams in implementing
their STEM I&E growth action plans that they developed during the Ecosystem
Futures Fellowship, providing them with scaffolded support over a two-year period.

Overview

Applicants must:
Include at least one team member who has successfully completed the
Ecosystem Futures Fellowship
Apply as a team of four or more members from one or more U.S.-based higher
education institutions
Include at least one team member in a higher education leadership position
Represent at least three roles across the team from the collaborator wheel below
(excluding students). 
Submit an action plan and budget using VentureWell’s STEM I&E ecosystem
growth templates. (Indirect costs may not exceed 15% of each institution's
proposed budget share. Total indirect costs may not exceed $11,086.95)
Submit at least one letter of support from university leadership.
Submit at least one letter of support from a community partner.

Requirements

https://venturewell.org/ecosystem-futures-fellowship/
https://venturewell.org/ecosystem-futures-fellowship/
https://venturewell.org/ecosystem-futures-fellowship/
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Only teams that have at least one member who has successfully completed the
Ecosystem Futures Fellowship are eligible to apply for the catalyst grant.

Proposals are evaluated by a group of reviewers who are external to VentureWell
(i.e., not employed by VentureWell). They share recommendations with VentureWell
staff, who then make the final decision about who will be selected for the catalyst
grant based on factors such as feasibility of the team’s STEM I&E ecosystem growth
action plan, strength of the team, support from institutional leaders and
community partners, and potential for lasting impact within the institutional and
regional ecosystem.

Selection criteria falls within the following categories:

Application Opens: April 1, 2026
Proposal Deadlines: 

Action Plan and Budget: April 24, 2026
Letters of Support: May 1, 2026

Interviews with Applicant Teams:
June 1-19, 2026

Award Notification: July 2026
Grant Period Begins: Fall 2026

Key Dates

The VentureWell
Collaborator Wheel

Eligibility

Proposal Review and Selection
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Action Plan Criteria
 1. SCOPE: The scope of the action plan is well defined.

 2. SUPPORT: The plan has sufficient institutional support to be implemented within
     the intended timeframe.

a. Challenges and needs being addressed are clear and specific.
b. The goals, objectives, and timelines are clear and specific.
c. The project has a long-term focus and is not a one-off event, such as a pitch fest.
d. The plan contains key performance indicators (KPIs) for each objective.
e. There is clear alignment between activities and intended outcomes throughout
     the plan.

a. Sufficient funding to accomplish goals within the projected timeline.
b. Time for team members to work on the plan (protected time).
c. Infrastructure (materials, administrative structures, conditions, and systems, etc.)
    that supports the project goals.
d. Champions for the plan who represent a variety of roles (support from the top
    leaders, as well as support from faculty, staff, and community partners) and who
    are not part of the grant team.

 3. TEAM: Strong, well-established team that is committed to implementing the plan.
a.  A core team of at least four, with one member being in a leadership* role and at

least three roles represented (excluding students) from the VentureWell
Collaborator Wheel (Teaching and research faculty, Academic Deans,
President’s/Provost’s Office, Research/Tech Transfer Offices, I&E/Sustainability
Administrators, or Community Members).

i.  *The leader must have access to catalyst grant funding, decision-making
power over I&E via budgets & strategic plans, has a history of positively
influencing others, and can prioritize making sure the plan is executed.

b.  In addition to the leader, the characteristics of a strong team should include
members who display one or more of the following:

i.  Are expert practitioners (teaching, research, service). 
ii.  Are champions for the work, encouraging others to engage in the project,

and providing critical feedback throughout the process.   
iii.  Have institutional longevity (long and deep relationship with the institution).
iv.  History of at least two of the team members having previously worked

together. 
v.  Team members’ time commitment is appropriate for the scope of work.



1.
a.

2.SUPPORT: The plan has sufficient institutional support to be implemented within 
3.TEAM: Strong, well-established team that is committed to implementing the plan.

a.
b.

i.
4. IMPACT: The plan will impact their institution’s STEM I&E ecosystem by increasing

the number of collaborators* engaged in STEM I&E.
a. Institutional Impact: The plan describes the direct, short-term impact (within 2

years) it will have on key stakeholders within the institution and possibly
outside the institution. The plan may also describe the indirect, longer-term
impact (ripple effects by 5 years) it will have on the larger STEM I&E
ecosystem.

i.*Collaborators = people or organizations who work together to actively
make decisions about the shape and direction of STEM I&E initiatives;
collaborators should also include people or organizations who are
participating in or affected by new or scaled STEM I&E activities.

b.Participatory community partnership* is an integral aspect of the plan
i.*Community partners may include involvement from one or more of the

following at a local, regional, or national level: nonprofit organizations,
industry partners, government organizations, other higher education
institutions, scientific disciplines, etc.

ii.The action plan focuses on solving problems with rather than for a
community.

1.Community partners are collaborators in decision-making; the
community is involved in shaping the plan. 

iii.The community partners’ needs are clearly defined and connected to the
action plan goal.
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Action Plan Criteria continued

Budget

All budget items fall within one or more of the allowable categories: personnel,
equipment, materials and supplies, travel, other direct costs, and indirect
costs/F&A.
There is a justification provided for every expense.
All budget items and justifications are aligned with the scope of the action plan.
Direct costs are equal to or less than $73,913.05. 

Indirect costs are capped at 15% and must be calculated separately for each
institution, based only on that institution’s direct cost budget. No institution
may claim indirect costs on another institution’s budget share. Total indirect
costs across all institutions may not exceed $11,086.95.
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Example indirect cost scenario for two institutions: 
Institution 1 direct costs: $35,000
Institution 1 indirect costs (15% of $35,000) = $5,250
Institution 2 direct costs: $37,250
Institution 2 indirect costs (15% of $37,250) = $5,587.50

Budget continued

Letters of Support

Award Notification

There’s at least one letter from a community partner outside the team.
There’s at least one letter from an institutional leader outside of the team.
All letters describe the following:

A desire to support the catalyst grant team
How the person will support the catalyst grant team
Why the catalyst grant team’s work matters to them
How they will help to sustain the work after the catalyst grant program ends

In July 2026, VentureWell will announce the 10 teams that will make up the 2026
grant cohort. Each team selected for the 2026 VentureWell Ecosystem Futures
Catalyst Grant will receive an award letter via email. The award letter agreement
must be signed and submitted to Janna Walters-Gidseg, Grants Administration
Officer, at grants@venturewell.org. Teams with more than one higher education
institution represented in the budget will receive one award letter for each
institution. Award funds will be disbursed to each institution after award letters are
signed and returned to VentureWell.

mailto:grants@venturewell.org
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Appendix A: Definitions

VentureWell aims to empower higher education institutions (HEIs) to become
catalysts of innovation and entrepreneurship (I&E) within their regions. As we
consider how we support HEIs, we have adopted the following definitions: 

Entrepreneurial colleges and universities: HEIs that actively contribute to
regional and national economic development through structured I&E efforts.
These efforts are characterized in the following ways: 

HEIs that play an active role in patenting, licensing, start-up creation, and
university-industry partnerships. 
HEI leaders who leverage industry and government collaborations to
advance their research and development (R&D) goals by engaging with the
non-academic community

STEM I&E Ecosystem: The network of interconnected partners, institutions, and
resources that collaborate to support the creation and operations of
entrepreneurial colleges and universities in STEM ecosystems.
Inclusive Innovation: “New products, or processes, that strive to improve the
lives and livelihoods of problem-owners, marginalized individuals, and often
excluded groups (by those actors, rather than for them)” (Klingler-Vidra, et al.,
2022).
Environmental Sustainability: “To create and maintain the conditions under
which humans and nature can exist in productive harmony to support present
and future generations” (EPA, 2023).
Social Sustainability: While the definition of social sustainability is contested,
the following characteristics should be considered: 

Satisfaction of basic needs and quality of life for all citizens
Social justice as it relates to equal opportunity to societal participation
Social coherence, solidarity, and acceptance of diversity 

Contact

For questions related to your proposal: 
Jaime Wood-Riley, senior program officer, at jwoodriley@venturewell.org  
Ernie Davis, senior program officer, at edavis@venturewell.org 

For award management questions: Janna Walters-Gidseg, grants administration
officer, at grants@venturewell.org 

https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/id/998af07a-5fb7-488c-ac8f-881efe5a3924/9781003125877_10.4324-9781003125877-1.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/sustainability/learn-about-sustainability
mailto:jwoodriley@venturewell.org
mailto:edavis@venturewell.org
mailto:grants@venturewell.org
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