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Rationale  

Georgia’s economy is a mixture of agriculture (tobacco, cotton, and peanuts), forest products 
(lumber, pulp), textiles, automobile manufacturing, and tourism. It also has a number of federal 
military and research institutions located in the state. Like most states in the US that saw their 
manufacturing economy begin to weaken in the late 1970’s, the Governor of Georgia 
commissioned a study on Georgia’s competitive position in engineering, science and 
technology. The results were not encouraging. Following on the results of the study the Georgia 
State Legislature created the ATDC, a state-wide technology commercialisation and incubator 
organisation focused on strengthening Georgia’s competitive position through the creation of 
new, technology-based companies.  

At its largest centre on the Georgia Tech campus in Atlanta, the ATDC has 14 000 sq.m. of 
office and “dry-lab” space in two buildings and 2 200 sq.m. in a new Biosciences Centre, almost 
all of which is lab space. 

Description of the approach  

The Advanced Technology Development Centre (ATDC) was created by the State of Georgia in 
1980 as a means to leverage Georgia Tech University discoveries into economic activity 
through new SME growth. Though the ATDC is a State of Georgia entity, its management and 
personnel are employees of Georgia Tech University in Atlanta and have faculty benefits. It has 
only one function, to help technology-based entrepreneurs create businesses out of discoveries. 
Though ATDC staff are university employees, they are directly focused on commercializing new 
technologies, whether those technologies come out of Georgia Tech or not. 

The State of Georgia could be compared to a large region in Croatia, or to Croatia in total. It has 
a main major city, Atlanta and some mid-sized satellite cities. But most of the state is still rural 
with a great deal of agricultural activity. And though the ATDC has its main incubation centre, 
composed of three buildings, on the Georgia Tech Campus in downtown Atlanta, it also has two 
satellite facilities in other parts of Georgia as well.  

Services provided to new companies include a wide variety of scientific equipment provided at 
no cost to tenants, such as water systems in all labs, chemical hoods, and biological safety 
cabinets. Companies also get to use, free of charge, pH meters, centrifuges, 
spectrophotometers, microscopes, balances, electrophoresis equipment, refrigerator/freezer 
combinations, a -80 degrees freezer, ice maker, full lab cabinetry and all office furniture.  

Other benefits include access to Georgia Tech core lab facilities, at a reduced rate; use of the 

Georgia Tech Library, student recreation centre at faculty rates, and a shared copy and fax 

machine at minimal cost. The ATDC serves any and all technology companies, except 

service-based companies, emerging from Georgia Tech or elsewhere, as long as they are 

from Georgia and are technology based. ATDC says that it has over 110 “successful 

graduates” from its facilities. 

                                                      
1
Source: Ronald Kysiak (2007), in “Strengthening Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Economic 

Development at Local Level”. OECD LEED Trento Centre. 
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Relevance of the approach 

The strength of a program like the ATDC is its core group of competent technical and business 
mentors who have the resources of a strong technical university and are supported by a well 
thought-through innovation policy. Rather than trying to put competent technology advisors in 
every county, a small, but competent group could serve most technology-based entrepreneurs 
within a country borders.  

Use of adjacent university laboratories, equipment and graduate students reduces costs of 
start-up companies and helps conserve their resources for more important uses. Few start-ups 
can afford to own an electron microscope or non-destructive testing instrumentation. And by 
hiring graduate students as interns or part-time employees, it provides a method for these 
growing companies to evaluate those students for possible hiring into the future.  

A model such as the ATDC uses the combined strengths of a central technology incubator and 
assistance centre, along with the resources of a major research university.  

In short, a focused technology assistance program like the ATDC could use the resources of a 
major research university; but at the same time, it could provide resources to specific nodes of 
technology throughout a country. 

Reasons for success or failure 

In response to a recent survey, ATDC members were asked what the success factors that made 
the ATDC so effective in starting up new technology companies were. 

One response was a “sense of community” that exists among its incubator companies. Most 
incubator surveys in the US show that incubator companies consider the concentration of other 
like-kind entrepreneurs in the same building as the greatest benefit they receive from the 
innovation system. There is another school of thought in the US that believes incubator 
companies should be mixed in with more mature companies. In that way, it is believed, the 
incubator companies would benefit from the stability and experience of the larger and more 
experienced companies. 

ATDC also said that its ability to provide start-up companies with access to lab equipment and 
specialised lab facilities at Georgia Tech was a strong resource that it could use to help lab-
based companies at very little cost. Almost all bio-science companies in the ATDC are affiliated 
in some way with Georgia Tech. Access to university equipment and space can be a major help 
to start-up companies. Croatia has five universities where such programs could be established. 

As to challenges and possible failure, ATDC felt that not having wet lab facilities until recently 
for those start-ups needing labs was a weakness. Soon after a wet lab incubator was built, and 
was promptly filled with start-up lab users. 

Another weakness noted by ATDC management was the lack of commercial quality lab space 
for rent in the area for those bioscience incubator companies that needed expansion space. 
Once companies grow too large for the Bioscience Centre, they have no readily available wet 
lab facilities in the Atlanta area. Georgia Tech is currently building a research park adjacent to 
campus to provide such space for graduates and other companies needing lab space. 

A final problem for ATDC, is a lack of enough qualified staff with sufficient experience to provide 
advice and support to entrepreneurs. 

 

Considerations for adoption of this type of approach  
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As discussed above, the ATDC organizational model might fit well in other countries, assuming 
the government would agree to put all technology support programs within a single agency. 
However, to be effective, such an organization must have the means to hire experienced 
business and technical staff who can work closely with small companies and help them in many 
different areas including both business and technical “proof of concept,” marketing, business 
planning, financing, workforce development, etc.  

The ATDC is one of a number of US state-supported models, including the Ben Franklin 
Partnership initiative in Pennsylvania and the Illinois Technology Enterprise Centre program in 
Illinois. Because Illinois and Pennsylvania are very large states, both programs provide for 
regional technology business assistance centres, usually directly associated with a local 
university. In the case of Illinois, universities granted funds for such centres must match the 
state funding. But not all Illinois Centres are the same. The Centre in Evanston – located inside 
of Northwestern University - specializes in IT, bio-science and advanced materials because 
those three technologies are major research strengths of the University 

In Chicago there is a Women’s Technology Enterprise Centre dedicated to women-owned 
technology companies. Many of the MELE programs are aimed at women, war veterans and the 
handicapped. In addition, Business Innovation Centre for Croatia (BICRO) has plans to 
establish bio-science and IT incubators.  

Contact details and website for further information  

Advanced Technology Development Centre, Georgia Institute of Technology: 

Web-site:     www.atdc.org 
E-mail:         mmellitz@emergingtech.org 
Address:    75 Fifth Street, N.W., Suite 100, Atlanta, Georgia 30308, U.S.A.    
Telephone number:  +1 404 894 3575 
Fax:                        +1 404 894 4545 

 

http://www.atdc.org/

