Kaarle Wirta: 
Hello dear listeners and welcome back to another episode of the Startup.Tampere podcast. Today we have a very specific and exciting topic. We are going to talk about the startup ecosystem here in Tampere through the lenses of the university. In this episode, we will focus on the areas of research, commercialization, innovation services of the university and look into the landscape of startups growing from the university world. Today, I'm joined by two leading experts in the field here in Tampere with me. I'm very happy to have Juho Väisänen, the head of innovation services, and Henna Paakinaho, the innovation specialist from Tampere University. Welcome to both of you. 

Henna Paakinaho:
Thank you.

Juho Väisänen: 
Thanks. 

Kaarle Wirta: 
Let's start with a short warm-up question for both of you, Henna. With just a few words, who do we have here with us today and what got you excited about innovation and startups in the first place? 

Henna Paakinaho: 
Thanks for the question. I'm Henna Paakinaho from Tampere University, and my main job there is to work as a commercialization coach for both teams that are looking to get Business Finland funding for their commercialization projects. Also, I do coaching for teams that have already gotten this funding and are now working with their commercialization projects and are about to spin off from the university. What got me excited in the first place is that I truly believe that deep tech is the way out of all our problems. By commercializing our innovations, we can find truly meaningful solutions to the world. 

Kaarle Wirta: 
Great stuff, Henna. Can you just remind some of our listeners who might not be so familiar with deep tech, in a concise way, what is a deep tech startup? 

Henna Paakinaho: 
That is a great question. If we compare typical startups, that's something that you could be starting right away, find a solution quickly, and make it sellable in the markets in a matter of months maybe. But when we talk about deep tech, there's always some really innovative research behind it and some new findings. Thus, it takes a couple of years, even decades, to get that to the markets. That's maybe the biggest difference and why the time span differs in these cases. 

Kaarle Wirta: 
Thanks, Henna. That's an excellent elaboration on the topic. As we hear already from now, we hear everything from SaaS solutions to deep tech, and not all startups are the same; they might be very different from the very origin. Hence, I think it's a good way to elaborate further on what we are talking about today, especially when we focus on university spin-offs and research commercialization. Thanks, Henna. The same question goes for you, Juho, who is here today with us. At the same time, I would like to ask you what is the most exciting thing about your job? 


Juho Väisänen: 
Thanks, Kaarle. I'm Juho Väisänen, head of innovation services. I've been around the university innovation systems for 15 years, the last couple of years as the head of the team here. The most exciting things are people. I think that people are the most exciting and rewarding, seeing people transform from pure basic discovery scientists to those who can turn their research findings into meaningful solutions and impacting society. That's highly rewarding. My job, and also the team of experts I work with every day, is about supporting those researchers in this process of turning from discovery science to innovations. 

Kaarle Wirta: 
That's also quite interesting if you think about the context for today, the startup world. We usually think about technical solutions and going from research to business. But it really is about the people and the importance of how we can support entrepreneurship in different forms. I think that leads us perfectly to today's topic. First, we will set the scene and discuss how does Tampere actually looks like from a research commercialization point of view. Let's begin with you, Juho, as the head of innovation services and a person with long experience in this field of research of commercialization. Would you give us a few insights in your own words regarding Tampere's scale, profile, areas of expertise, and the current landscape of research commercialization? 

Juho Väisänen: We have a quite big university here in Finland, with lots of potential, quite much research, and students. That's the scale, of course, not the same as we think about big US or European universities. We are still quite young in many respects on commercialization and innovation, startups, but still, every year we get a couple of new spin-offs aiming higher. 
In the past, most of our startups from research commercialization projects are related on health technologies, physics, and engineering. IT is there, so there are basically three main categories. That's where the strong research background is at the moment. We see that it's also widening, the areas of research where we get more interested research. It's not only health anymore. It's not only engineering or specifically in physics, but also other areas of research. People are getting more and more interested in how their research makes an impact and what the process is, and how they can do that, either through licensing technologies or selling them to existing industries or starting a path to establish a new company. 

Kaarle Wirta:
And commercialization teams within the university are increasingly eager to integrate into the startup ecosystem here in Tampere and bring these research-driven innovations to the market, as you always mention. Henna, what do you think is driving this trend? How do we respond to the evolving needs of the teams who need support with commercialization specifically? What challenges do we face as an ecosystem, either here in Tampere or from a broader perspective?

Henna Paakinaho:
I think the short answer is that we need to have a strong community and set aside some barriers that we might have in our minds, like these teams come from the university or these teams are making a SaaS or something like this. We need to start treating this startup scene in Tampere and maybe even Finland as one community where we can all rise from. This is what the teams need. They need a strong community. They need peers to turn to. Obviously, everybody will have their own game and mindset of reaching their own goals. What we can do to support is to help set up the community and offer general universal help. All these teams, whether they come from the university or elsewhere, need help with certain things when setting up companies. If we talk about deep tech teams, they really need that human touch and community support. The journey is long, like an ultra-marathon, so we need to be able to give them support and value, so they have the willingness to try because we are talking about big-scale problems here that they are solving. That's the best we can do as a support community. So, I think the short and long answer is the community in many ways.

Kaarle Wirta:
It's also quite interesting, again, to go one step back to the original discussion about the fact that there are different types of startups. Taking along what Juho mentioned, it's exciting. It's the people. You already mentioned the community. I think this is one of the big things we are working on here in Tampere. It's about bringing this community under one Startup.Tampere umbrella brand or concept. 
Many times, people tend to think that startups are about the sprint, how fast you can accelerate and move forward. Of course, that's the case, but we also have the deep tech side of things, which, as you mentioned, is an ultra-marathon. It's two completely different worlds, but it's still about the people. It's about bringing them together and finding the right type of support and service for whatever stage they are at. 
That's why we need support structures and mechanisms around us that supports everyone, from sprint startups to ultra-marathon startups. Let's move a little bit forward. Juho, how would you describe, why startups matter to universities and what is important for us to keep in mind while bringing university-related services closer to the startup ecosystem?

Juho Väisänen:
This goes back to the ultimate purpose of universities, which is to educate and conduct high-level research, providing new knowledge. Through education and research, universities create value for society. The university's products are the people, as I mentioned, the students who graduate and go to work in the public sector or industry. At the same time, a third possible career path is to establish a new company. This is something from the students' perspective, career development involves raising awareness that it's not only the public sector, academia, or industry, but entrepreneurship and the establishment of companies is a potential path. Students are increasingly interested and eager to learn about entrepreneurship societies and communities in universities. 
Research results and publications are new knowledge, but how do we turn that knowledge into new value and prosperity for society in the future? We need mechanisms for licensing IP, spinning out, starting up companies, or whatever. We also try to communicate to our society so that researchers should think about their career paths. If you start as a PhD student, what are your options for your career after three or four years when you graduate and become a postdoc. There are not positions for all postdocs. You go to the industry, but there are not positions in the industry for everyone. Then there is the third possibility to start a company based on your research and the knowledge you have gathered during your research.
So, this is why it is highly important for the university, and this is also how our top management and the leadership have seen it. And it's also communicating it at the moment. The whole community wants to support this. All the actions that are made currently are supporting the message that we back the startups or the spin-offs, and we back the students to become entrepreneurs. We back our researchers to become entrepreneurs. All the services we do are to support this. Actually, it's deep in the DNA of the Tampere University. This sort of thing, because our slogan is "Human Potential Unlimited." This goes quite well with the startups, that everything is possible, but it can be a marathon.

Kaarle Wirta: 
Exactly. And that's somehow quite well. I think it's really nice that you mentioned "Human Potential Unlimited" because that delves into the next part of our discussion. I would like to ask you about some of the key functions and goals of the university for the near future. Could you share with us what are some of those core startup activities and maybe even the actors recognized within the University's innovation services who are, in concrete terms, supporting startups?

Henna Paakinaho: 
Yeah, if we start with the concrete actions that Juho was describing, the big picture and our overall mission and vision short term. What we're actually doing to achieve this is that we have increased our coaching, like really concrete practical coaching for our future entrepreneurs, so that they wouldn't be left alone when they leave the university. They are highly capable of doing the transformation from top researchers to top entrepreneurs, but they just need to understand the game and the rules. So, we try to coach with those. 
We have coaching series for both pre-commercialization teams and also for startup teams. We have also started to increase our actions together inside the university with the Tampere Entrepreneurship Society TRES, the student organization there. They are really active, and we are really happy that they have been doing an excellent job with the support of some more senior members of the startup community. Then there's also our highly talented researchers willing to step up and take the risk. 
There has been lots more interest in the past years towards these options. Our sustainable entrepreneurship program hubs are a great option, also working there to support active students to experiment with their ideas. 
There are so many actors and activities now that it's almost impossible to list everything. But we see that there is a change in the way people think and act. There's more experimenting, and our team, the innovation services, has been very experimental from the day I joined. I have seen that for two years now the journey. We have been highly experimental, trying what works and what doesn't work, and how we could support. We always collect feedback from our teams if they see value in the actions that we take. 
Experimenting has been the way to move forward, and we have gotten good results with increased activity, and people have participated in our activities more and more.

Kaarle Wirta: 
And that fits quite well with the startup world in the broader picture of things: experiment, test, take feedback, redo things, and learn from mistakes. I think making mistakes is one of the most important things actually in many ways. Maybe that's a side note, but something to keep in mind. I've also seen more of this experimental nature happening in our startup ecosystem. You mentioned TRES or Hubs, for example. Both of them are doing a marvelous job at the moment for pushing forward the idea from the idea stage, basically implementing, building companies, and whatnot, so it looks very promising.

Henna Paakinaho: 
If I may add one thing, is what we have recognized that the value and impact of alumni members, both from people that have done the spinoffs or studied in the university and are willing to give back and participate again into our society, and also the investors. We have a lot to work on, but we are working on that topic also. I would like to introduce and welcome these people back to this society and to this community because we see a lot of value there. They would have the stories of how things went, if they experimented with this and that, and what would work and what wouldn't. We would highly appreciate these kinds of people joining more in our community.

Kaarle Wirta: 
Maybe that is a call to action for them to be in contact, right?

Henna Paakinaho: 
Yes, and we have a lot of movement with that inside the university. There is a new position to start building this community from the inside.

Kaarle Wirta: 
That is an important next episode in the process of development. Juho, taking just a few perspectives on the strategic goals of startup engagement over the coming years, what are we going to see from the university side of things? You already mentioned earlier top management, but how do you see it from the parachute perspective?

Juho Väisänen: 
First of all, it's important to mention that every university makes this sort of contract with the Ministry of Education and Culture.
And in there, we have in our indicators for each year a number of how many, let's say, spin-offs have been created from the universe, and this is there for 2024 to 2028. In 2028, the indicator number is 10 spin-offs. Currently, we are around 2 to 4 per year. So, there is really this kind of strategic leap on aiming where we aim, which leads to the fact that it's more and more in the communication that we need. We want to have these cases, we want to have people in our master class for research commercialization, we want to have more research-to-business cases and more other suitable funding instruments, but also those that don't need funding but are really just spinouts sooner. 
So that is really something important for also communicating to the community how important the top management and the board see this because if it's not there, it's not recognized as important it should be. The one practical implementation of this support and importance is that we or the university established a fully owned holding company called Tuni Start Oy, and that is the vehicle for us to transfer the technologies to spin-outs. From now on, we are able to make small investments on selected research-based spin-offs from there, one or two per year level. 
But that's also a remarkable change from the past that now there is actually a way to indicate to the community that this is possible. So there's a light on that path. It's also a reward for those teams that if you succeed and make a good job in our trainings or using the research Business Finland funding and you collect a good team and have a really competent idea, then it's possible to get that kind of investment in your company. I hope that it boosts people to work more on that. 
Kaarle Wirta: 
It actually is also interesting from the point of view of what you mentioned in a previous question or answer to my question about entrepreneurship actually becoming a possible path. It doesn't have to only be becoming a scholar or working in the public sector or industry, but actually, entrepreneurship becomes its own way. This is one instrument I see to support that kind of mindset development. I think this is an important step in that direction as well. It seems to me at least quite promising from the university side of things. Taking into consideration, I would like to use a few moments to discuss a little bit about how the future looks. We now heard concrete steps and actions that have been taken and are being taken at the same time. Of course, the three of us know, and hopefully more listeners as well, that there has been a deepening collaboration between the city of Tampere and the university, bringing these communities and people together and in this way, unlocking new opportunities for the startup landscape. This is actually a question to both of you. What support services are currently available for startups, and what's on the horizon? If you look a little bit to the future, what do you feel like the arrival of Redstone means for the Startup.Tampere ecosystem? Either one can choose to start. 
Juho Väisänen: 
Yeah, I think that getting someone outside of the community to bring in perspectives and knowledge is really important sometimes, and it boosts the community and people. Of course, we have high hopes for Redstone as an operator for that program, but also what we have already experienced and what communication we have had with Fiban about what activities our business angels and how their community will be active here. 
What we have seen already, the interest from other investors towards us is an indicator that we are on the right track. We are getting more traction from national but also international investors. We are getting more traction from researchers who want to come to Tampere because we have such a nice support system for them. The research commercialization this is also what has happened in the past few years that from other locations they come to our services. But still, it's important that when there are new spin-offs from our path, they don't end up in the darkness or drop from the cliff. As a public organization, we can only support them when they don't have the incorporated company. 
So there has to be some sort of community services, support mechanisms, alumnis, whatever to support them to kick start and speed and get to the next phases of getting funding. Now what I see is that we are building up those blocks, getting the program on, getting the Angel network more active here. So now when our spin-offs go out from the university, they don't go into the open world, but we can direct them directly. OK, there is a community, go there and see what others have done. There are alumnis who are willing to help you. There is Redstone as a program where you might learn something, and there is a Business Angels Network who can support you and so on. I think that the collaboration with Business Tampere and these large-scale company ecosystems is the next phase where we need to see how we support startups and spin-offs to collaborate with bigger companies and through their ecosystems go to the internationalization. 
Kaarle Wirta: 
And that's actually just quickly going to tag along there, the importance you mentioned about Business Tampere. And I think it's really, really important for us also to keep on developing these side of things and these key ecosystems. And there's a promising schedule of events and opportunities coming from Business Tampere, but a set of things happening there. 
For example, the AI ecosystem will host their event at Platform 6 on the 27th of November. It's kind of like the pilot or the kickoff for these ecosystem events, bringing the startups, the investors, and the companies a little bit further ahead altogether to discuss and solve mutual challenges and problems, and basically to get to know each other because this is a small city still, but there's great potential in building this community. And I feel, and maybe Henna you can comment on that, but I feel like it's so important to bring the research side of things and these teams as well, so they feel like they're part of the community and feel welcome. 
Also, it's what you all mentioned about the new fresh perspectives. There's also some continuity in the works of many organizations here, whether they are from Demola or TRES or Tampere Game Hub. There's plenty of opportunities now, and we of course hope to see more coming in as well. But I think it's just the importance of bringing that community. Henna, do you have something from the perspective of working a lot with these commercialization teams? What are the needs of the community that you feel that they have?

Henna Paakinaho: 
Yeah, I have really strong opinions on this. The thing is that, like I said, because it's an ultramarathon, you need to have the normal skill set, but also a lot of resilience. And where does resilience come from for us humans? We need our community and our tribe for that. So, yeah, let's not forget about Tribe Tampere also when we talk about this, because I strongly see that now we are working inside the university and also with the city of Tampere, with Business Tampere, with all these actors on the field, whether they are commercial or not. We are all now strongly working towards really educating people, giving them the skill set to survive, and trying to make the networks for the big world, the global world, and everybody is going after that goal. 
And I see that's a great sign because that feels like a strong community here. So, then it's not about us, like certain people here or certain organizations. Then it's about the whole ecosystem and network. And I feel that is the key benefit that we could offer in this region for our teams. That could be a really huge thing also. And one thing I think we must secure is to make it accessible for research teams and other teams, whether they are student teams or start-ups. They face universal challenges that are similar, and then there are different challenges that we hope Redstone will help with by developing the skill sets of certain teams and such. 
But we need to make sure that everybody feels they are able to join us. I have seen this when we are working with our commercialization teams for the past years now. We actually see the difference. They are more ready to find funding from the private markets, although the market is tough at the moment, but they are more ready to find that. They have been training. We have had a lot of coaching for them, a lot of training in the past years for them. And one of the biggest changes that we have made is that we have been able to build a community inside the university for them. They have peer support now and they are actually turning to each other for help when they have some troubles. I see that as a huge advantage for them in the future. Obviously, they are not sharing everything. 
They might be competing for the same investors, let's be real. But still, they have the community there and the support. So, we need to value these, and now we need to bring the research teams also. They have been coming to the events for the past years now and they really like all the events the Tampere region has given them already. So, they are already part of the ecosystem, and they will be joining even more now.

Kaarle Wirta: 
It's going to be interesting to follow the next phases in the development of the ecosystem, what type of events we will see, what type of things. I mean, clearly there are still gaps. How do you feel about what gaps remain? What lies beyond our immediate control at the moment? What kind of things should we focus on in the next steps here in Tampere from your perspective?

Juho Väisänen: 
I think when we go to the establishment of teams, there are enough experienced or eager people who want to make international business suitable for investors, international collaborators, or business partners. So that's something to build on in the next phase. We can build exchange programs for our start-ups. We select a couple of European hubs for specific technology areas, for example, and then we can send our start-ups there to make collaboration and connections and acquire customers or partners. So still, that's one big issue for us: we have to ensure that they don't stay local but become global fast enough so that they don't spend the money driving around here but spend money going abroad and acquiring international connections. And from there, the growth and the mindset have to change also and how we support this.

Kaarle Wirta: 
Is there something Henna you would like to add on this?

Henna Paakinaho: 
No, just that we talked about this previously, and we have high hopes with Redstone that the investor scene will diversify a bit more, and we will also be able to attract global investors. That's one of the key factors that we see.

Kaarle Wirta: 
And probably with the support of FIBAN, FIBAN being involved here in Tampere more strongly in the future, hopefully also supports and helps on that pathway. But yes, indeed, it's another sort of call to action to gather the interest of investors because there's a lot of good potential going on now. You can feel it here when you talk with people. There's a lot of interesting teams and solutions being developed. The next step is to take them towards the investment-ready level. Towards the end of our discussion, I would still like to open the floor for a final comment from your point of view, Henna. If you look from the point of view of innovation services, what kind of greetings do you have for start-ups to stem out from the university world? What should they have their eyes peeled on?

Henna Paakinaho: I think Juho put it well. They should have a high enough ambition level. If they are university start-ups, they are the next unicorns. We only need a few, and after that, the game will change a lot. So, they need to have the ambition level high enough, and we need to have support for them to make it so. I would say don't be a stranger. Let's do this together.

Juho Väisänen: We are searching for a first tunicorn.

Kaarle Wirta: Yeah, tunicorn.

Kaarle Wirta: 
And you mentioned, Henna, the word support. I think this is key. Then I'm gonna take the ball and give it to Juho. Juho, what kind of greetings do you have for the different service providers, whether from Tampere ES or Tribe Tampere, for example, to Redstone or anyone supporting start-ups? What kind of greeting you have for them.

Juho Väisänen: 
I think we should not think that picking up Redstone as a service will solve all the problems we have. It's not a one-fits-all solution. We still need them all. We need Crazy Town. We need all these service providers with their own expertise and the support they can give to build the community, help those teams towards international business growth, and increase the economic benefit for the area. It's only one part of what Redstone or FIBAN will do. We still need lots of actions from the local others who are there. We have to ensure there's more communication and engagement between all the actors and openness in the community about what happens because there is lots of room for all.

Kaarle Wirta: 
Yeah, it's a big task to move forward from here. But I think we have taken good steps and built on the great things people have been doing here so far. It's just about taking the ball and carrying the torch further. Henna and Juho, big shout out and thanks to both of you. It has been wonderful, as always, to sit down and discuss whether it's a conference, seminar, or podcast. The point is these discussions are excellent. They help us develop where we want to be here in Tampere, whether from a city point of view, service provider point of view, or university point of view. 
I think these discussions help listeners understand the path we are building here in Tampere, closer collaboration, bringing those communities together, and finding ways to support the teams. Both of you said something really valuable and important: setting the bar high. That's really what's needed because building a business is not an easy task. But as you Henna said, once we have a few of those tunicorns, the landscape is going to look different. 
We have been hearing wonderful things from the university's perspective. In future episodes, we will dive deeper into what it's like to be a startup founder from Tuni-based companies. I hope we're going to have that in the near future and keep on buzzing and building the startup ecosystem in Tampere.

Henna Paakinaho: Thanks, Kaarle, for having us and for driving the change.

Kaarle Wirta: Thanks to both of you and thanks to everyone being a part. Thank you. Have a nice evening, everyone.
