- From your perspective, where do early-stage companies in this region most often
encounter challenges—whether that’s funding, customer acquisition, or something else?

- If you were advising a founder choosing between Northern Virginia locations, what factors
tend to make Fairfax City stand out?

- What’s been most effective in connecting GMU students with the startups you work with,
and where have you seen opportunities to further strengthen that connection?

- From your perspective, what kinds of benefits or opportunities is the Mason Enterprise
Center creating specifically for Fairfax City residents today?

- How does the Mason Enterprise Center think about its roadmap for expanding benefits
and opportunities for Fairfax City residents over the next few years?

1. Where early-stage companies in this region most often encounter challenges
Early-stage founders here tend to run into three recurring hurdles:
e Customer discovery and market validation — Many teams jump to building before
deeply understanding customer needs, especially in B2B markets.
e Accessto early capital — There’s strong later-stage capital in Northern Virginia,
but true pre-seed funding and friends-and-family equivalents are harder to secure.
e« Talent and bandwidth — Founders are often technical experts but lack time or
experience in sales, regulatory pathways, or commercialization strategy.

Mason Enterprise programs, such as the ICAP and I-Corps programs, focus
heavily on addressing these gaps early so teams can avoid costly missteps. We
also support new startups with an extensive mentorship program through the
SBDC and ICAP programs, SBDC for regular all types of sectors, and ICAP for
the more tech-focused startups.

2. What makes Fairfax City stand out for founders choosing among Northern Virginia
locations
Fairfax City offers a combination that’s hard to replicate elsewhere:
¢ Proximity to GMU and a steady pipeline of student talent, researchers, and
entrepreneurial programming.
o« Awalkable, small-city environment with lower costs than Arlington or Tysons, but
still close to major transportation corridors.
e A supportive local government that invests in entrepreneurship and sees startups
as part of its economic identity.
e Accesstothe Mason Enterprise Center, which gives founders a built-in
community, mentorship, and soft-landing support.



For many early-stage teams, it’s the right balance of affordability, resources,
and community.

3. What’s been most effective in connecting GMU students with startups, and where
opportunities remain
The strongest connections come from structured, high-touch engagement:

Internship pipelines through programs like the CCl Internship Program, MIX, and
course-embedded experiential learning.

Founder panels, pitch events, and mentor sessions where students meet real
entrepreneurs and see pathways into startups.

Project-based collaborations where students work on real commercialization or
product challenges, for example, through the business school or the Honors
Program internship, where we introduce MEC clients.
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Opportunities ahead include:

Scaling paid internship opportunities with early-stage companies.

Creating more “matchmaking” moments between founders and students with
specific skills.

Increasing visibility so students understand how accessible the startup ecosystem
actually is.

4. Benefits the Mason Enterprise Center creates for Fairfax City residents today
Residents benefit in several concrete ways:

Local business support through counseling, workshops, and access to
subject-matter experts.

A thriving entrepreneurial hub that brings new companies, jobs, and economic
activity into the city.

Community programming that helps small businesses grow, modernize, and stay
competitive.

Soft-landing support for international companies, which strengthens the city’s
global connections and economic diversity.

In short, MEC helps Fairfax City residents start businesses, grow businesses,
and benefit from the economic vitality that entrepreneurship brings.

5. How MEC thinks about expanding benefits for Fairfax City residents in the coming

years

Our roadmap focuses on deepening impact and widening access:

Expanding small-business programming tailored to the needs of Fairfax City’s
diverse business community.

Strengthening talent pathways so residents—students and adults—can access
startup jobs, internships, and upskilling opportunities.



e Growingthe incubator’s role as a regional innovation hub, attracting companies
that contribute to the city’s economic base.

¢ Increasing partnerships with city leadership to align entrepreneurship support
with broader economic development goals.

The vision is a more connected, more resilient local economy where residents
have clear pathways to participate in and benefit from innovation.



