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Hot tech startups get investors’
attention at ‘Real Deal @ USC’ event
Entrepreneurs get valuable feedback and candid advice from leaders including
retired Gen. David Petraeus and USC President C. L. Max Nikias

BY Daniel Druhora  NOVEMBER 6, 2015

Retired Gen. David Petraeus, left, and USC President C. L. Max Nikias have a discussion during “The Real Deal @ USC.” (USC
Photo/Gus Ruelas)

itching showcases have become synonymous with technology and startups. But not
everyone with a pitch gets feedback from a legendary military and business leader or an
audience with a university president.
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That’s what happened to five USC engineering startup teams Wednesday night at
“The Real Deal @ USC,” where groups presented their business ideas to a room
full of venture capitalists and angel investors including retired Gen. David
Petraeus. Also on hand: USC President C. L. Max Nikias and USC Provost Michael
Quick.

The event was organized by the USC Viterbi School of Engineering and featured
Dean Yannis C. Yortsos and Andrea Belz, USC Viterbi Entrepreneur in Residence
and director of the National Science Foundation-funded Innovation Node–Los
Angeles.

Investing in vision and judgment
In addition to being the brainchildren of engineers affiliated with USC, the
companies chosen to pitch share other elements in common. They’ve all emerged
from the USC ecosystem and have invested much more than just thought into
their ideas. Each has a proven product recognized at international business
competitions and has the “secret sauce” to leverage technology to capture a large
audience with the aid of modest capital.

Petraeus stressed that the entrepreneurs are just as important, if not more, as the
ideas they’re championing.

“You invest in leaders and you invest in big ideas,” he said. “You weigh the vision
and the judgment — the ability, without micromanaging, to have an eye for detail
and a heightened awareness of the economic context in which the big ideas will be
operationalized.”

Petraeus, who holds a Ph.D. in international relations and economics from
Princeton University, is a Judge Widney professor at USC and a partner with
global investment firm KKR & Co. He serves as chairman of KKR’s Global
Institute and as a mentor to USC student-veterans, in addition to academic
appointments at City University of New York’s Macaulay Honors College and
Harvard University’s Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs.

USC, a microcosm of the real world
In a fireside chat with Nikias after the showcase, Petraeus addressed the most
significant contemporary global challenges, including various international
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USC President C. L. Max Nikias, left and retired Gen. David
Petraeus talk during “The Real Deal.” (USC Photo/Gus Ruelas)

security issues, macroeconomic trends, and the importance of strategic leadership
in the 21st century.

“In order to thrive,” Petraeus observed, “entrepreneurs have to understand, in
particular, the trends developing around the world amid the energy,
manufacturing, life sciences and I.T. revolutions.”

Nikias echoed these sentiments and offered that, at USC, “we’ve created an
environment that is a microcosm of the real world: 128 different nations are
represented here, and they all come together under the Trojan umbrella.

“We’re creating the culture for entrepreneurship and innovation through
transformative faculty and progressive institutes,“ Nikias said.

He cited USC’s Information Sciences Institute, Institute for Creative
Technologies, Stevens Center for Innovation, Alfred E. Mann Institute for
Biomedical Engineering, Army Research Lab West — which is making USC the
laboratory’s largest university outpost — and the Jimmy Iovine and Andre Young
Academy.

“The best is yet to come,” Nikias said.

Petraeus and Nikias also
fielded questions from the

audience on USC’s role in medical science and
biotech.

“The LA basin is lacking in biotech,” Nikias
said “Each year, [area universities] graduate
over 5,000 engineers and scientists. But most
of them migrate, and we need to establish
additional infrastructure to keep them in this
area.

“In addition to creating the infrastructure for
biotech, we are developing entrepreneurship
in our professors. They don’t have to go and work for a large corporation like Google that will own
their intellectual property. We are helping them start their own companies that they can then sell
to the Googles of the world.”
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Petraeus, who upon joining USC’s faculty ranks in 2013 said the university “is in the middle of a
surge” in innovation and prominence, wants to organize events like The Real Deal every semester.

“The word will go out that USC is the place to innovate, to transform a big idea into a company
that can succeed,” Petraeus said.
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Coronavirus infections more widespread than expected in L.A. County
A newly published, USC-led study has confirmed that, though many more L.A. County residents had COVID-
19 antibodies than previously thought, most people have not been infected.

As a ‘farm boy’ turned master’s graduate, Xavier Hernandez III sets an
example for others
Even with a bachelor’s degree from USC Viterbi and now a master’s from the USC Iovine and Young Academy,
this proud Trojan still puts in his hours on the family farm.

From Buss and Ferrell to Leinart and Ling, words of wisdom for USC’s
newest graduates
Check out some of the very special messages that athletes, entertainers and other members of the Trojan
Family put together for the Class of 2020.
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