HIT Fund Startup
Spotlight

How HIT Fund teams are making the leap from idea to market

Stanford’s entrepreneurial ecosystem is like no other in
the world. Bold ideas from faculty, students, and postdocs
here are often not only compelling science, but also the
basis for dynamic startups that bring those technologies
out of the lab.

Even world-class science and abundant connections to
Silicon Valley don’t ensure startup success, however.
Moving from brilliant science to commercial translation

is difficult, with many opportunities for missteps. The HIT
Fund is a crucial partner on this journey, helping founders
develop a business-centric mindset and connecting them
to people and resources targeted to their needs. Teams
typically spend 12 months with the HIT Fund, leaving with a
solid value proposition, go-to-market plan, business model,
and de-risked technologies that enable them to secure the
funding they need to grow.

“There are many challenges on the road to startup success,”
says Nitin Parekh, the director of the HIT Fund. “Our
innovators take this journey because they believe in the
strength of their ideas, and we’ve been gratified to watch
many of them grow to stand on their own.”

To date, 25 HIT Fund teams have raised external capital for
their startups or successfully licensed their technology to
external companies, with more on the way. Their innovative
products are already making a difference, whether that’s
moving the world toward sustainable energy solutions or
addressing gaps in the global healthcare system. These are
three examples, one from each past cohort — to learn more,
visit the HIT Fund Portfolio page.

Perseus

When most fledgling composite companies start out, they send small samples of
their product to potential customers to show how strong, lightweight, or durable
itis. Dan Lee, founder of composite fabrication company Perseus Materials, knew
he needed a different approach.

“Nobody has ever been convinced by a 12-inch by 12-inch block,” Lee says.
“We decided internally that the minimum viable product that makes sense is

something enormous.” Dan Lee, founder and CEO of
Perseus Materials.

Perseus’ resins and manufacturing process let it make products faster, and on a
much larger scale, than competitors. So, the team went big, fabricating a sheet of
polymer composite six feet tall and four feet wide.

That first product set Perseus, a 2022-23 HIT Fund team,
apart from other composite makers, Lee says. The company
began with wind turbine blades and soon expanded to boat
hulls, where its ability to produce large, seamless structures
sets the company apart from other fabricators. Where other
companies might take days to make something, Perseus’
mold-less approach means it can make products in just
hours and iterate very quickly on designs. Lee says Perseus
is now exploring partnerships with other startups in the
maritime space that might find it more efficient to offload
some tasks to its streamlined production line.

In just the past year, Lee says Perseus has more than
doubled its staff and moved to a new 6,000-square-foot
manufacturing facility, with plans to expand even further.
The company recently closed its first venture round and
now counts Lockheed Martin Ventures among its backers.

Lee says the initial conversations with the HIT Fund were
vital to Perseus’ current success. Meetings with venture
capitalists and dedicated customer discovery work

helped build the team’s confidence in their product, and
underlined their decision to swing for the fences with their
MVP demonstration.

An early example of Perseus’ composite.

“We decided that the
“How is the business model differentiated and possibly L. .
more systematic, more scalable?” Lee says. “These are all minimum viable prOd uct
things that we didn’t really have time or support to explore that makes sense is
without the HIT Fund- something enormous.”
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Takeoff Al

Babies born prematurely often don’t have a functioning gastrointestinal system,
meaning they can’t digest food even as they critically need nutrients. Neonatal
intensive care units use total parenteral nutrition (TPN) — nutrients delivered
through an 1V, straight to the bloodstream — to support preterm babies until they
can handle food themselves.

Takeoff Al’s recent The technique prevents infants from starving, but there

L. . are numerous potential formulations for TPN, making the
fundraisi ngrou nd was five process complex and time-consuming. TPN is also prone
times oversubscribed, with to errors in prescription and compounding, says Professor

: Nima Aghaeepour, a machine learning scientist at Stanford,

venture. Capltal gro.u ps reducing the odds of infant survival. With software from
competing to lead it. Takeoff Al, a startup Prof. Aghaeepour cofounded alongside
Thanaphong “Joe” Phongpreecha, who’s now CEO of the
company, that’s changing.

Using machine learning, Takeoff Al analyzed a decade of TPN data and created a list
of 15 formulations tuned to specific needs. The same approach also allowed it to
train an Al model that can rapidly analyze an infant’s nutritional status and suggest
the best formulation to use. In a peer-reviewed paper, prescriptions made by its Al
model outperformed TPN prescriptions made by humans and reduced the number
of health complications in the NICU. Narrowing the list to 15 options also opens

the door to mass-producing TPN formulations ahead of time, meaning the right
nutrition can be delivered much faster.

Nima Aghaeepour, Professor of Realizing that their product needed to be commercially viable to scale, Prof.
hesiol , Peri i N P .
a’:.r;e;;i:Shz;igc{,‘:;fpp:;?;‘ﬁs Aghaeepour says the Takeoff Al team focused intently on de-risking their Al
(Neonatology), and of Biomedical model and approach during their HIT Fund tenure, which began in 2023. Early

Data Science i i .
questions included whether to sell the solution to hospitals or manufacture

nutrition formulations themselves, as well as how to handle IP considerations
for Al. At a HIT Fund-hosted session led by an IP lawyer, Prof. Aghaeepour
remembers sitting in the front row and “taking notes as quickly as | could.”

“There are so many things that a scientist doesn’t think
about,” he says.

That work has paid off many times over for the team: Their
2025 Nature Medicine paper describing the approach has

won numerous awards, and was named one of the ten best
clinical research projects of 2025. In addition to the scientific
accolades, Takeoff Al’s recent fundraising round was five times
oversubscribed, with venture capital groups competing to
lead it. Prof. Aghaeepour, Phongpreecha, and their team have
already launched a pilot study of Takeoff Al’s software at the
Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital at Stanford and signed their
first commercial customer.

Takeoff Al's software is already being tested in the NICU

Their approach shows promise beyond the NICU, too. Prof.
Aghaeepour says Takeoff Al is now working to expand its approach to adults in
the ICU with an ongoing trial delivering customized nutritional formulations for
transplant patients.
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Zero

After crops like wheat and corn are harvested, fields lie strewn with crop
residue: stalks, leaves, and other organic matter that’s typically burned or
left to decompose. Divya Chalise, along with the rest of his team at Stanford

(=24
startup Zero, realized those leftovers and the carbon they contain were more
valuable than most people thought. \-‘\
N

With a new, low-cost, thermodynamically efficient way of turning crop waste

into biochar, Zero is producing net-zero-emission fuel for heavy industries Divya Chalise,‘founderand
CTO of Ze

ranging from power plants to steel mills. ereere

“We have gotten, in our understanding, the cheapest way of stabilizing plant
carbon,” Chalise, now CTO of Zero, says. “Our approach completely changes
the idea of renewable carbon in general.”

Biochar from plant matter has long been used as fertilizer. “Our a pproach
But Zero’s product, which emerged from work in the lab of
Professor Yi Cui, is affordable and high quality enough to be completely Changes the

a nearly drop-in replacement for coal. The startup, which idea of renewable carbon
also received support from the Sustainability Accelerator, in genera [

has now spun out from Stanford and plans to develop and
test a reactor capable of producing 10 tons of its biochar by
the end of 2026. Chalise says that will put the company on a
path to turning crop waste into carbon-neutral fuel at scale.

As a 2024-25 HIT Fund team, Zero worked to find the right
product-market fit and go-to-market strategy, as well as explore various
business models, a process that helped steer the team toward biochar as
a product. The early work also let them de-risk the reactor technology for
investors. Those efforts yielded a pilot reactor capable of making one ton
of biochar fuel per day, setting the company up to take their technology
beyond Stanford.

Chalise says the early momentum Zero gained by working
with the HIT Fund set them on their current trajectory.

“The HIT Fund support gave us preliminary economics and
preliminary estimates of energy that we could build upon
when we launched Zero,” he says. “That gave us a very solid
demo to show investors that we could scale this process.”

The Zero team in front of their pre-pilot reactor capable of making one ton of biochar
per day. From left to right: Satish Kumar, Shalini Majumdar, Divya Chalise, Linh
Nguyen, and Darshan Chalise.
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