Securing Letters of Support

Agencies differ in the value that they and their re-
viewers place upon letters of support that a com-
pany may secure and include with their propos-
als. However, as letters of support have become
a regular practice with some agencies, it will be
discussed here. A letter of support is rarely a com-
mitment of funds — however, in some cases this
may be — such as when a state organization can
bring leveraging funds to the table if the company
secures an SBIR/STTR Phase | award. More com-
monly, a letter of support is either an endorsement
for the proposed work OR an offer to provide facili-
ties or data. Let’s discuss each of these.

Endorsements are helpful if they come from well-
known people in the field — i.e. an industry expert
who can attest to the significance of the problem
and/or the potential value of the approach pro-
posed by the small business. The industry expert
could be an academic or a key player in the target
market. In order for the letter of support to have
genuine value it should be from an individual or an
organization with name recognition.

Another type of support that an organization can
provide is the use of their facilities at no cost for
either the company or a third party to conduct a
test. Related support is the provision of a data set
or a coupon that can be used for testing. As with
an endorsement letter of support, if the individual
or organization is well known in the field, such a let-
ter will catch the reviewer’s attention. More impor-
tantly, efforts to secure such letters demonstrate
that the company is exhibiting some of the behav-
ior that is essential for relationship building — which
is essential for successful commercialization.

HOW TO SECURE A LETTER OF SUPPORT
FROM ACADEMIA

Most individuals looking to secure a meaningful
letter of support do not already have a relation-
ship with the individual they are approaching.
Therefore, the first question is how do you decide
who to approach? There are three different paths
depending on whether the person is from aca-
demia, industry, or a Federal lab.
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Let’s assume that you wish to receive a letter of
support from a well-known individual in academia.
If you are not already intimately familiar with the
literature, you could use Google Scholar. It’s easy
to navigate to this site by simply typing in “Google
Scholar” in your browser. Let’s assume that you
want to find the leading researchers working with
battery separators for lithium ion batteries. The
leading researchers could be

Sheng S. Zhang (3Ft7K)
U.S. Army Research Laboratory

W Li-ion, Li/S, Lifair, Battery, Capacitor

= Verified email at us.army.mil - Homepage

Title  1-20 Cited by Year

A review on electrolyte additives for lithium-ion batteries
S Zhang 924 2008
Journal of Power Sources 162 (2), 1379-1394

A review on the separators of liquid electrolyte Li-ion batteries
SS Zhang 731 2007
Journal of Power Sources 164 (1), 351-364

Liquid electrolyte lithium/sulfur battery: Fundamental chemistry, problems, and

solutions 577 2013
SS Zhang

Journal of Power Sources 231, 153-162

LiBOB as salt for lithium-ion batteries: a possible solution for high temperature
operation 381 2002

K Xu, S Zhang, TR Jow, W Xu, CA Angell
Electrochemical and Solid-State Letters 5 (1), A26-A20

Electrochemical impedance study on the low temperature of Li-ion batteries

$S Zhang, K Xu, TR Jow 376 2004
Electrochimica acta 49 (7), 1057-1061

Role of LiNO 3 in rechargeable lithium/sulfur battery

SS Zhang 345 2012
Electrochimica Acta 70, 344-348

Discharge characteristic of a non-aqueous electrolyte Li/O 2 battery

SS Zhang, D Foster, J Read 292 2010
Journal of Power Sources 195 (4), 1235-1240

EIS study on the formation of solid electrolyte interface in Li-ion battery

SS Zhang, K Xu, TR Jow 202 2006
Electrochimica acta 51 (8), 1636-1640

The effect of the charging protocol on the cycle life of a Li-ion battery
S5 Zhang 249 2006

spected in this field. A citation index on this same
page indicates that since 2010, his work has
been cited on 4,980 occasions.

Proceeding in this fashion you can find the
names of individuals that you may wish to ap-
proach regarding a letter of support. In reach-
ing out to the individual, you should indicate why
you are reaching out to them

working either in academia
or a Federal lab. In the on-
line demo which accompa-
nies this tutorial, the phrase
“battery separator for lithium
ion batteries” was used in
quotes. Once the first batch
of results was presented, we

“Google Scholar is
a good resource to
find relevant and well-
known individuals in
academia.”

and what it is that you want.
You will also need to divulge
some information about what
you are doing so that they
can assess whether or not
they believe that your work
is innovative. Unless you are
willing to share some infor-

filtered the results and re-
quested only those with citations and that they be
sorted by relevance.

The result was a list with 647 articles. In the bot-
tom row of each entry it indicated how many
times a particular article had been cited. For ex-
ample — the first one had been cited 393 times;
that is significant. The senior author’s name was
also underlined and if you click on the name, a
bibliography appears of the articles written by the
author. Mr. Zhang, the author, is clearly well re-

mation, you should not pur-
sue this path. The nature of the information that
you share is a clarification of the problem you are
tackling and what it is you are trying to ascertain.
If you have already written your public abstract —
it is suggested that you excerpt information from
that. You don’t need to divulge technical details
regarding what you are doing — but be prepared
for the fact that they may ask. A sample intro-
ductory email is included on-line with this tutorial
as a template.
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Approaching industry for a letter of support is more circumspect.
Consider attending relevant conferences and networking with

companies of interest.

HOW TO SECURE A LETTER OF SUPPORT
FROM INDUSTRY

The approach to industry would be different and
more circumspect. It would be wise to consider
reaching out to industry as a step in the process of
developing a relationship with a potential licensee
or partner. If possible, in anticipation of submit-
ting an SBIR or STTR proposal in the future, we
would recommend attending conferences where
companies in which you have a potential interest
are making presentations. Listen to their presen-
tations and then follow up at the conference with
questions, or contact them afterwards and begin
to develop a relationship.

Building on the battery separator application, we
entered the company name “Celgard” and the
word “conference” into the Google search bar.
This yielded Celgard’s events calendar with a link

to an upcoming conference in Florida. If possible,
using this type of strategy, seek out key confer-
ences and plan to attend. Your mission in attend-
ing the conference is to listen to the presenters,
learn what they are doing, and assess if you may
wish to reach out to them in the future. As it is un-
likely that you would find a conference to attend
while the Department of Energy (DOE) Funding
Opportunity Announcement (FOA) is open, this
approach is part of a longer term strategy. If you
find a person’s work to be of particular interest,
after their presentation introduce yourself, and
provide them with a copy of your business card.
In the future, you can then follow up with them
by email. The sample email provided — which is
found under Template within the Tools section —
could be easily modified for this application.
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