

    
      
          
            
  
Welcome to PIE Cookbook



	PIE Cookbook
	Table of contents





	Preface
	Open Source

	Caveats

	PIE as an example

	Motivations

	Understanding — and working within — the existing culture of the community

	Current state of accelerators

	Spoiler alert

	How to use this cookbook





	History of PIE
	Beginnings

	A melding of hypotheses

	A timeline





	Introduction
	What this is not

	Want to start an accelerator? Don’t start an accelerator

	Coworking and Community Development are not complementary

	Culture

	Three months

	Start small





	Establishing the unique context for your accelerator
	Definitions

	Pick the right person for the job

	Environmental scan

	Establish a thesis





	Building your accelerator’s strategic framework
	Your mission

	Three critical components for any accelerator

	Promotion

	Other critical components





	Initial tactics

	Budget
	Considerations

	Ballpark figures

	Sample pro forma





	Space
	Create a Minimally Valuable Space

	Physical dimensions

	Infrastructure

	Restrooms/Locker rooms

	Kitchen

	Arranging the desks in the office space

	Ongoing build out

	Mail





	Staff
	Managing Director (or General Manager)

	Program Manager





	Optional roles
	Corporate/Brand Manager

	Entrepreneur in Residence (EiR)





	Recruiting mentors
	Identifying potential mentors

	Anyone can (and should) be a mentor

	Start with who you know

	Intentionally recruit “known” mentors

	Look for the busiest people





	Onboarding mentors
	Time commitment

	Mentoring the mentors

	Mentoring, like many accelerator things, is messy

	Mentorship in Practice (via @eighteyes)





	Curriculum
	More independent study than classroom

	Common issues

	Timing





	Understanding the cadence of an accelerator
	The emotional ebb and flow of a startup accelerator





	Running an Accelerator Class
	Application and selection process

	Selection process

	Acceptance

	Onboarding

	Getting into the flow

	Typical week in PIE

	Engaging mentors in an accelerator class





	Graduating from the program (Demo Day)
	Objectives

	Audience

	Get creative

	Logistics





	Post mortem

	Conclusion






GitHub

You can find this document on GitHub: https://github.com/piepdx/pie-cookbook
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An open source guide to starting and managing your own early stage startup accelerator — or any accelerator, for that matter.
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Preface


It’s hard for people to realize now how inconsequential YC seemed at the time. I can’t blame people who didn’t take us seriously, because we ourselves didn’t take that first summer program seriously in the very beginning. But as the summer progressed we were increasingly impressed by how well the startups were doing.… When people came to YC to speak at the dinners that first summer, they came in the spirit of someone coming to address a Boy Scout troop. By the time they left the building they were all saying some variant of “Wow, these companies might actually succeed.”




	Paul Graham, How Y Combinator Started [http://old.ycombinator.com/start.html]






This cookbook all began simply enough. As a way of formalizing the mechanics and processes of the PIE program. In case one of us, as the euphemism goes, got hit by a bus. Painfully.

But once we started working on it. And building it out. We realized that we were actually beginning to scratch the surface of something much larger. Something far more compelling.

What we had hit upon — unbeknownst to us at the time — was a framework for anyone, anywhere to start building a startup accelerator.

Or, perhaps even more generically, a way for people to accelerate creative output.

As with framework, we were curious as to whether what we had built would have value for others. Was it repeatable? Where were our blind spots? Could others improve upon our initial learnings? Suffice it to say, we had tons of questions.

So drawing on our Portland open source roots, we began to think of this as something bigger than PIE. And what better way to enable folks from all communities to join us in taking on that challenge than to open source the document? An open invitation for others to provide feedback and insights for the greater good. And a starting point — a baseline — from which we could continue to iterate, test, and revise much as we would with any startup. Or experiment.

Because the best thing about experiments is that whether you succeed or fail you always, always, always learn something.

Welcome to the PIE Cookbook.


Open Source

We are releasing this information as an open source project for a reason. Because we want this to be a conversation.

This isn’t a broadcast or soliloquy. It’s a collaboration among communities. That’s why it is equally important that your provide feedback. What was helpful? What worked? What didn’t work? What was complete malarkey? Where was PIE’s experience a matter of timing and luck, rather than repeatable? How did you do things differently?


“So with the PIE Cookbook, getting the chance to actually help lead an open source project…? That’s been a long time coming for me. I’m looking forward to learning — and probably making some mistakes. But no matter what, I’m really interested in seeing where the community takes this project.”




	Unnecessarily proprietary [https://medium.com/portland-incubator-experiment/unnecessarily-proprietary-a709e850d8f4#.97oi6moii]









Caveats

I have always been a fan of books that start with a caveat or two. Because inevitably, you, gentle reader, have just started down this path. And given that you’ve already started to get a feel for where this is going, you’re inevitably jumping to the question: Is this book for me?

The answer is yes. But with a few caveats.


1) This is not a problem technology can solve.

If technology could solve this problem, we would have built it. Trust us. But it can’t. This isn’t about algorithms or dynamically connecting dots. This is about getting to know people. And what makes them tick. And what pisses them off. And what scares them. This is about seeing non-obvious connections. It is about using what artists refer to as “negative space.” Finding opportunity in what is absent or invisible.


Negative space, in art, is the space around and between the subject(s) of an image. Negative space may be most evident when the space around a subject, not the subject itself, forms an interesting or artistically relevant shape, and such space occasionally is used to artistic effect as the “real” subject of an image.



The use of negative space is a key element of artistic composition. The Japanese word “ma” is sometimes used for this concept, for example in garden design.




	“Negative space” in Wikipedia [https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Negative_space]






So if you’re looking for a way to throw technology at the problem and avoid the messy feels and stuff, it’s probably best to stop reading here and starting to search the web for what you think you need.




2) This is not a scalable solution.

This is the very reason we’re not seeking to stamp out a ton of cookie cutter versions of PIE. Because our way of doing this doesn’t scale. Well, that and “cookie cutter” and “PIE” is a mixed metaphor. We don’t believe you can recreate what we created to solve Portland, Oregon’s technology startup problem late in the first decade of this century. Nor would we want you to.

It’s not that we haven’t tried. We have. But each time, it comes out differently. Because the community the each accelerator model supports needs it to be different.

Again, if your hope is to find some easily repeatable way of doing this, the way is shut. It was made by those who are communities. And the communities keep it. The way is shut.

[image: The way is shut]




3) This is not an efficient solution.

Given the first two caveats, it is appropriate to assume the third — and potentially most obvious — caveat, that one of how time consuming this is. It doesn’t scale. There are no technology shortcuts. It takes time. But none of it is wasted. Even if you’re making mistakes. Because it is through that process of trying, iterating, changing, and learning that you will manage to build the best accelerator for your community — no matter what that community happens to be.




4) Be intentional

So much of what occurs in an accelerator environment appears to happen organically and dynamically. But appearances, as they say, can be deceiving. And can belie all of the prior effort that has been invested prior to the accelerator environment.

To be successful, you must be intentional. And work with the intent of making stuff happen. Not just letting stuff happen.




5) This is not about creating a community

With the PIE Cookbook, we have to start with a series of assumptions about you and your community. These assumptions are:


	You are already part of a well defined community.

	You have a relevant role in that community.

	You have identified an opportunity for an Accelerator within that community.



With these assumptions in mind, please understand that we may lightly touch on community management and development from time to time. However, the PIE Cookbook is not designed to educate you on how communities are defined, built, and maintained. This guide is a resource for helping existing communities take build Accelerators to support their members.






PIE as an example


My hope is that you do not view the use of Boulder here as “Boulder tooting its own horn.” I use Boulder as an example of a lasting and vibrant startup community because I know it extremely well (at least one segment). This approach is called synecdoche, where the part stands for the whole. There are many things the Boulder startup community can do better and many more for it to discovers we continue on our journey; my hope is that by exploring it in depth it helps you with your journey in your startup community.




	Brad Feld in Startup Communities






Throughout this book, you’ll find us using PIE as an example. I mean, I guess it makes sense. It’s the accelerator we know best. But please keep in mind that references to PIE are meant to serve as that and only that. An example.

It’s not doctrine. Or specific direction. Or maybe even the right way to do things. In fact, we’ll highlight — on any number of occasions — how it was absolutely not the right way to do things.

Please don’t think that we’re purporting to have the only recipe for an accelerator. Because we don’t. And if that’s what you’re hoping to get out of this book, then you should probably stop reading right now.

Because there are plenty of ways for you to start an accelerator based solely on someone else’s model. And there are any number of successful accelerators that have programs to help you do this. There are also any number of curricula available for purchase that will arm you to deliver their prescribed way of learning.

And there’s absolutely nothing wrong with taking those paths to an accelerator. For many, that is the only viable way of effectively achieving the goals they are trying to meet.

But that’s not what this book is designed to do. Far from it.

What this book is designed to do is quite simple. We’re going to teach you to fish.

We simply wanted to provide some contextual evidence for our learnings at PIE, the majority of which will be purely anecdotal. This is a conceit to bring our theoretical guidance into more tactical applications. And to prove to you that we screwed up a lot, made a ton of mistakes, and got lucky in any number of ways.

And it’s important to note that we have realized these concepts not only in the context of early stage technology startups. Yes, we’ve spent the majority of our time and learning applying these techniques to early stage tech startups. But we’ve also experimented with these techniques on nonprofits, open source projects, and solo founders. We’ve applied these techniques to more traditional creative pursuits. We’ve even had opportunities to test these processes on internal employee teams as a means of driving innovation throughout large corporations.

Long story short, there are any number of ways to apply the concepts of trust, pressure, and mentorship to any number of creative pursuits. To accelerate creative output.

But our context for this experimentation has always been PIE. And in order for PIE to make sense as a point of reference, you need to understand a little bit of the history of the organization. And also recognize that, much like you, we started by simply taking what others were doing, using that as a framework for something different, and iterating from there.

While we’ll get into specific elements of the program, its composition, and its multiple iterations throughout the book, here is some grounding in where this whole thing started.



No interest in building a startup accelerator like PIE? Good. [https://medium.com/portland-incubator-experiment/no-interest-in-building-a-startup-accelerator-like-pie-good-f31ecbd14e05]

Our motivation to share the PIE Cookbook isn’t to convince you to recreate PIE. It’s to inspire you to create something new — and better.

I was having a conversation with a friend, recently. Given that we’re both startup types, the topic of conversation eventually gravitated to the PIE Cookbook project.

His response? An unadulterated “Meh.”

I paused.

I mean, he’s a serial entrepreneur. He’s been mentored. He’s been a mentor. He’s seen a bunch of startups. He’s currently working for a startup — that went through an accelerator.

Why wasn’t this concept super interesting to him?

The reason — it didn’t take me long to realize — is because the thought of starting some also-ran tech startup accelerator isn’t terribly interesting to most people these days.

And then it dawned on me. The idea of convincing others to build some preconceived, generic tech accelerator hosting a hodgepodge of startups, in this day and age, wasn’t even a concept that motivated or interested me.

Furthermore, it occurred to me as we continued the conversation that we, as PIE, had just assumed — or taken for granted — that our true motivations for creating the PIE Cookbook were obvious. And that our hopes for this next phase of the ongoing experiment were clear.

They’re not.

So let’s be clear. Inspiring the creation of a bunch of generic startup accelerators is not — at all — how we hope people will use the PIE Cookbook. Trust us.

But at first blush, I realize that’s exactly what it looks like we were trying to do. And with this new vantage, I recognize how our prevailing assumptions, today’s startup rat race, and our lack of clarity may lead to a very flawed first impression of the PIE Cookbook.

That’s our fault. So I’d like to ask you to please take a moment to look deeper.

PIE is actually an experiment in accelerating creativity
When Renny reached out to me to start the conversation that would eventually become PIE, he had one very clear hypothesis he was interested in testing:


Entrepreneurs and technologists are a new creative class, and their problem-solving toolkit will be increasingly important to solve the emerging brand challenges we tackle at Wieden+Kennedy. But words and images don’t always seem to play well with code. And folks great at one craft may not recognize another as “creative.” But in a world of distributed software and hardware, it’s important to find ways to work together. Entrepreneurs and technologists are inspired creatives who’ve chosen technology as their medium for creative expression. We should be able to find ways to do cool stuff, together.


And that hypothesis has remained a guiding principle for PIE for nearly a decade. First as a coworking space then as a startup accelerator then as a means of effecting more compelling collaborations between corporations and startups. But through and through, we’ve always been about creating innovation communities and accelerating creative output.

The PIE Cookbook is no different.

It’s your job to improve upon the learnings from PIE
With that in mind, please don’t try to recreate PIE. In fact, we would hate for you to do that. This is your opportunity to build something different. And better.

This is about rolling up your sleeves and getting your hands dirty. Making this model yours. Experimenting, manipulating, iterating, exploring, and improving.

The world needs more variety — not less. And together, we all get better.

Therefore, we’d like to ask: How might the PIE learnings be adapted to meet your community’s needs?

Maybe you could…


	Use the PIE learnings to create an environment that focuses on companies engaged in services-based businesses — read “not candidates for equity investment.” Maybe you could create ways to better meet their unique business needs? And maybe you could create entirely new ways of investing in and evaluating these companies? You could. Because that’s exactly what Oregon Story Board is doing with the PIE recipe, as it accelerates companies in the world of digital storytelling. All of which enabled them to be among Carnegie Mellon, Dartmouth, UC Berkeley, and Virginia Tech as an early stage grantee for Microsoft HoloLens.

	Leverage the PIE model to focus on issues that are adversely impacting your community. Like lack of inclusion. And ineffective support for women founders. Maybe you could use it to raise the visibility of a whole ton of awesome founders from communities of color? Maybe this effort could be part of a broader economic plan to make your entire community a better place to live? You could. Because that’s how the Portland Development Commission is adapting the PIE recipe to guide and accelerate companies in the Startup PDX Challenge.

	Identify the compelling knowledge and resources your community has accumulated. And look for ways to activate that knowledge by using an a PIE-flavored accelerator to focus that energy. That expertise could be geographical. It could be cultural. It could be the business environment, itself. You could. Because that’s exactly what the town of Newberg, Oregon — the gateway to the Willamette Valley wine country — is doing with the Chehalem Valley Innovation Accelerator, a project that will focus efforts on agricultural technology projects and businesses that directly impact the wine industry.

	Use the PIE insights as means of changing the way employees approach, attack, and resolve problems within a corporation. You could bring a cross-functional team of folks from throughout the company to a shared communal workspace that resembles an accelerator. To work for three months on an entrenched problem, free from the typical approval cycles and sacred cows of corporate life. To get them out of the building and get them engaged with real customers. To hear, firsthand, how they can fix things. You could. Because that’s exactly what Daimler did with their SPIN program, by using the PIE recipe to create an internal accelerator. For employees.

	Or maybe you could come up with something completely unique. Maybe you could use the PIE Cookbook to build new curricula at a college. Or to create a nonprofit accelerator. Or to change the dynamic of an R&D shop. Or to rethink craft brewing. Or to create agencies. Or to help Kickstarter projects survive, post funding. Or to change the world of VR. Or to help bloggers build better business models. Or to give artists an environment to create. Or to help a diverse slice of indie game developers change the face of gaming. Or to build a maker space. Or to help lifestyle companies succeed more efficiently. Or or or or…



The point is that the PIE Cookbook is designed to inspire you to do something. To help you frame up your organization, your community, and yourself. To give you a pattern for what success might look like. And how to budget for chaos, random constructive collisions, and innovation. To get creative. Not repetitive.

The PIE Cookbook is designed to help provide a framework and some confidence. To give you courage. To provide suggestions and inspiration. It’s designed to help you understand — or to educate your superiors — that it’s actually okay to try this stuff. To show them it’s not just acceptable to participate, but it’s exciting and critical to survival as well. The PIE Cookbook is our way of telling you to step off that cliff and go for it.

Not interested in building a generic tech startup accelerator? Good. Please don’t. Go do something more interesting than that.

And, by all means, please keep us in the loop. We’re looking forward to learning from — and with — you.






Motivations

It seems a lot of folks want to build an accelerator to somehow create a startup community from scratch. Unfortunately, that’s not really how this thing works.

An accelerator can attract a community. An accelerator can codify a community. An accelerator can even import a community. But an accelerator has to have a community.

Building an accelerator is not a means of creating a community from scratch. Building an accelerator is a means of accelerating or capitalizing on the momentum of an existing community, identifying and enabling community leaders, and providing infrastructure for supporters and contributors to engage, thereby enabling all parties, throughout the community, to focus everyone’s efforts to the greatest benefit — and highest likelihood of success — for that community.

The best accelerators spring up from communities. Great communities can form around accelerators, but they need a seed community from which to spring.

If you don’t have an existing community, keep this in mind when you’re deciding on the focus of your accelerator. Because if you don’t have a community then your accelerator needs to be attractive enough to recruit a community around it.




Understanding — and working within — the existing culture of the community

Every accelerator needs a community. Every community does not need an accelerator.

Communities exist on a spectrum. Some communities don’t even realize that they’re communities. Others are a loosely assembled group of individuals who identify with peers and members of their community through a feeling of commonality and affinity, even though they lack definition, infrastructure, and process for formalizing that community. Still other communities are well defined, organized, and managed as communities.

When it comes to accelerators, no one type of community has a particular advantage over any other. They all have their respective pros and cons.

Amorphous and nebulous communities, for example, have the benefit of needing the structure accelerators bring to a community. That’s an upside. No pre-existing conditions or competition or toes on which to step. That’s awesome. On the downside, these ill defined communities are — well — ill defined. As such, they don’t have easily accessible resources into which an accelerator can immediately tap. The onus, therefore, is on the accelerator to create these assets and resources from scratch.

Conversely, a well established community — on the upside — could have a wealth of infrastructure and programmatic elements which can be leveraged by an accelerator. While on the downside, it may have pre-existing and well established players, organizations, and cultural mores that prevent an accelerator from being as effective as it can be — without spending significant political capital to navigate the existing infrastructure.

See? Pros and cons. No community is perfect.

What we’re saying is that the community doesn’t have to be a certain kind of community to support the concept of an accelerator. It simply has to exist. As a community. Even if the members of said community are still not fully cognizant of the community’s existence or their inclusion therein.

If you, as the accelerator perceive something that behaves like community — no matter how ill defined — then there’s enough there to begin.


Accelerators function within communities

Accelerators can be a means of bringing an existing — but nebulous and ill defined — community together. Or accelerating the momentum of an organized community.

But make no mistakes. Accelerators are not a means of creating a community from scratch. And this is an assumption that most people make. Many potential accelerator founders are enamored of the concept of creating an accelerator that will somehow result in the creation of an amazing and vibrant community. It’s actually the converse that is true.

Community first. Accelerator second.

To be successful, you must work within the context and culture of your existing community. You’re not going to be successful trying to build something that flies in the face of the community in which you’re trying to build it.






Current state of accelerators

While PIE will speak from its vantage point on its experience as coworking space, a community hub, and an early stage tech startup accelerator, the PIE Cookbook is not meant to be tech specific. Nor is it meant to be a guide that only applies to startups.

We believe that the accelerator model is a powerful and efficient educational construct to can be applied to a variety of markets, businesses, and communities.

We believe that no one has perfected it yet. So you should feel free to adapt and revise it as you see fit.

We believe that the accelerator market is currently like the search engine market pre-Google. There are lots of well meaning people sort of doing things right but no one has really hit upon a repeatable and successful formula for doing this.

Remember pre-Google Web? Well if you don’t, suffice it to say that there were a few choices for searching the Web, back in the day. Like hundreds. And no single one had significant traction. Mostly because they were all variations on a theme. Some were directories. Some were aggregators. Some were really, really smart algorithms. Many of them were wildly successful at the time. But none of them had really nailed the way to find the most relevant information on the Web. That’s kind of where we are with accelerators, today. And I’m hopeful that getting more smart people thinking about the model will help us find a better way of doing this. For everyone.

Using higher education as an analogy, accelerators have our Harvard and Stanford. We have our Oxford. But where our state schools? Our small private liberal arts colleges? Where are our vocational schools and community colleges? We haven’t even begun to scratch the surface for this educational model.

As far as accelerators go, we have our Ivy Leagues and our Stanford, but we have barely begun to scratch the surface for this educational model. Where is the Georgia Tech of accelerators? Where is the RISD? Where is the Reed or Whitman? Better yet, where is the state school or community college or junior college? Where is the vocational school of accelerators? There’s still plenty of room to explore this educational model. We have a long way to go before we’ve even leveraged the existing model, let alone begun to inflate the bubble.




Spoiler alert

This document is full of “spoiler alerts,” things that PIE has learned over the course of time. In most every case, it may not be wise — or downright foolhardy — to start where PIE ended. You should start where PIE started. And try to end where you want to end.

There is inherent value in the journey, itself.

Attempting to start an accelerator without an existing community is a recipe, too. It’s a recipe for disaster.

Accelerators don’t start communities. Communities start accelerators.

Your accelerator should be a reflection of your community — or the community you want to attract.

In other words, don’t try to build an accelerator that doesn’t have a target community.

For PIE, that target community was the startup community that was beginning to form in Portland. It was the combination of the open source community, a nascent group of early stage companies who were seeking assistance and capital, and a group of experienced startup folks who were looking for a means of giving back to the community. Folks who were willing to share their expertise if only there were a means of doing that.


	It’s a means of catalyzing existing community

	Be honest about your community

	You can only work with what you’ve got

	You have to start with the ingredients your community has, but you don’t need to follow the existing community momentum

	You’re allowed to bring different ingredients into the community, but the initial activity must start with existing assets

	Some of your community assets may have never combined before (e.g., Portland startup community and W+K), but they’re still both assets to be considered



It is incredibly difficult to do virtual communities well. Not loosely affiliated social networks. Clearly folks have managed to do that. But communities. Actual interacting and collaborating communities. Groups of people who share common interests, work toward common goals, and support one another.

In our experience, this kind of activity does not happen out in the ether. It happens somewhere. Physically and personally. Community, we believe, needs a place.

And this has come into sharp relief as we’ve moved away from PIE being a physical presence. We’ve learned that not having a physical space has actually weakened our ability to scale and the strength of our connections. The more we rely on virtual, the more it makes it difficult to accomplish the things our community needs.

Long story short, we greatly underestimated the positive impact and community benefits of having an actual physical place. That’s why we’re working to correct that. To return to PIE being less virtual and more physical. Because our community needs that physical space.


Community, then accelerator

Attempting to start an accelerator without an existing community is a recipe, too. It’s a recipe for complete failure. For that reason, we’ll cover ways to discover, identify, engage with, and collaborate with your community prior to beginning your accelerator effort.




Just enough

You can go too far.


	In design

	In environment

	In structure

	In goals

	In trying to over architect the experience

	In over planning and under participating



This is meant to be a little messy.




There is no pause button

Once you start, you cannot stop. Ever.






How to use this cookbook

Like many cookbooks, there’s no one way to use this book. But we have designed it with two particular use cases in mind:


	If you are intrigued by the idea of starting an accelerator but have absolutely no idea where to start — or, worse yet, are paralyzed by a fear of failure that’s preventing you from taking the leap — this book will guide you step-by-step through the iterations that PIE followed, highlighting mistakes we made along the way and culminating with the process we use to run our accelerator today.

	If you have already started an accelerator but are feeling like you could be doing better, this book will allow you to jump to sections that apply to specific areas of your program that you’re looking to improve.



Like any cookbook, this book provides the instructions that worked for PIE. They may or may not work for your organization. And your special adaptations are what make the recipe work for you.

With that in mind, it is our intention to:


	Arm you with enough knowledge to be dangerous. And to break things.

	Give you enough insight into our process for you to internalize it, change it, and create your own way of doing things.

	Encourage you to communicate back to us what worked and what didn’t. So that we can create a more compelling cookbook for everyone that is just as crazy as we are.




Jump around as needed. Choose your own adventure.

This isn’t a book you read cover to cover. Some of this will seem obvious to you. If it is? Skip it. Sometimes you’ll need to start later in the book and work your way backwards.

Start with what you have. Go from there.








History of PIE

We are providing the PIE history as an example or parable, not a step-by-step, cookie cutter process for you to follow to achieve the same ends.

It is important to note that, like many things in the world of startups, PIE worked at a moment in time, because of the people involved, and the way the world happened to be going in Portland, Oregon, with open source, technology, startups, blogging, and creative agencies.

To put it another way, the way PIE came into being and worked would likely not work if we tried to do the same thing today. Too many things have changed. There is no way to recreate those random collisions of things. Or to recreate that period in time.

That said, your community is likely at a different place. Maybe there are similarities to our experience or moment in time. Maybe there are companies or individuals we’ll reference in the PIE Cookbook who remind you of someone in your community.

Whatever the case, we are hopeful that our history with PIE provides reference points that allow you to better identify — and take advantage of —
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