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What Accelerators 
Actually Do
You’ve probably been told to apply to an accelerator. Maybe 
more than once. Sometimes that’s good advice. Sometimes 
it isn’t. The best programs create momentum, clarity, and 
access at exactly the right stage. The wrong ones cost time, 
focus, and equity.

Not all accelerators are built for the same kind of founder. 
Generalist programs like YC and 500 Global emphasize 
reach, network effects, and brand credibility. Sector-specific 
programs in software, healthcare, hardware, and robotics 
focus more on industry expertise and specialized support. 
Which one makes sense depends on what your company 
actually needs right now.

SOME 
PROGRAMS 

OPEN DOORS. 
OTHERS OPEN 

THE RIGHT 
ONES.
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Six things a well-run 
accelerator delivers

CAPITAL
$20K–$500K in exchange for a small 
equity stake. Terms vary widely — 
always read them carefully.

EDUCATION
Accelerated exposure to the core 
skills founders need most: customer 
discovery, go-to-market, fundraising, 
and strategic decision-making.

MENTORSHIP
Experienced operators and investors 
working with you directly. Quality varies 
enormously — it’s the single most 
important thing to vet before applying.

COMMUNITY
A cohort of peers at the same stage. 
Alumni consistently rate this the most 
underrated benefit. These relationships 
often outlast the program itself.

NETWORK
Warm introductions to investors, 
potential customers, and future 
hires. For founders without existing 
connections, this alone can change a 
company’s trajectory.

CREDIBILITY
Some programs carry broad recognition. 
Others are highly respected within 
specific industries or regions. Do your 
research.
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THE BEST 
ACCELERATORS 

CREATE 
LONG-TERM 

COMMUNITY.
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Joining an accelerator is a real commitment — 
time, focus, and often equity. Here are the  
clearest signals in both directions.

SIGNS YOU’D BENEFIT

You’re a first-time or  
multi-time founder.
An accelerator compresses years of hard 
lessons into months, helping you avoid the 
most common and costly early mistakes.

You need go-to-market support.
Many technical founders excel at building  
but struggle with sales, pricing, and customer 
acquisition. Structured programs are built for 
exactly this gap.

You’re preparing to raise.
Accelerators help you build investor-ready 
materials, sharpen your pitch, and get warm 
introductions before you need them.

You work better with accountability.
A cohort, a program manager checking in, 
and a demo day on the calendar can be the 
forcing function you need.

Is an Accelerator 
Right for You? THE RIGHT 

PROGRAM 
SHOULD HELP 

YOU FIND  
FOCUS.
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What every top accelerator evaluates first
YC, Techstars, AlphaLab, 500 Global — every major program says the same thing 
when asked what they look for first: the team. Not the idea. Not the market. The team. 
Ideas change. Markets shift. The founders are the constant.

What “team” actually means to these programs: Have you shipped things? Made 
something people wanted? Can you move fast when the original plan doesn’t work? 
A great idea and a team that’s never executed together will lose to a scrappy team 
with a proven track record of figuring things out. Every time.

SIGNS YOU SHOULD WAIT

You already have strong traction.
If your pipeline is full and investors are 
calling, an accelerator’s time commitment 
may cost more than it gives.

You’re pre-product.
Most accelerators expect a Minimum 
Viable Product (MVP). If you’re still testing 
whether the problem exists, look at an 
incubator instead.

The equity trade-off isn’t worth it.
Industry standard is 5–10% equity. If the 
program’s value doesn’t justify what you’re 
giving up, wait for a better fit.

You’re a solo founder without 
a plan for the gaps.
Solo founders can and do get in.  
But you’ll be asked: who handles sales 
while you’re building? Have a clear 
answer before you apply.
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TALK TO 
ALUMNI 
BEFORE 

YOU APPLY.

With 700+ programs to choose from, quality 
varies enormously. A few are genuinely 
transformative. Many are fine. Some aren’t 
worth your time or equity. Here’s how to tell 
the difference before you apply.

How to Evaluate 
Any Accelerator

TRACK RECORD
Look past the headline alumni. Seek out case 
studies and founder stories from companies 
in spaces like yours that have continued on 
after the program. That pattern of outcomes 
tells you far more than the one big exit on the 
homepage.

INVESTMENT TERMS
Industry standard: $20K–$500K for 5–10% 
equity.  Anything above 10% warrants scrutiny. 
Read every clause — especially around IP 
rights and geographic restrictions.

MENTOR QUALITY
The most common disappointment after 
leaving an accelerator is weak mentorship. 
Ask specifically: who will work with me, how 
many 1:1 hours do I get, and are they actually 
from my industry?
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NETWORK RELEVANCE
A generalist program gives broad access. 
A specialist program prioritizes the right 
investors and partners for your industry. 
It depends entirely on what your 
company needs right now.

ALUMNI COMMUNITY
Ask current cohort members: are alumni helpful 
and responsive after the program ends? Strong 
alumni networks continue answering questions, 
making introductions, and supporting founders 
long after the cohort ends.

COACHABILITY CULTURE
The best programs are blunt. They’ll tell you 
your pricing is wrong and your GTM won’t 
work — and expect you to act fast. Ask 
alumni: does this program push back, or 
does it just validate?

Risk indicators in any program

Vague answers about mentor engagement and who specifically will work with you

Equity above 10% without exceptional capital or brand justification

No verifiable track record or alumni outcomes you can actually check

Pressure to decide quickly, before you’ve spoken to past participants

Unclear IP clauses or ownership language in the participation agreement
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Score yourself honestly — 1 point per statement 
that genuinely applies right now. This applies to 
any accelerator, not just AlphaLab.

Accelerator 
Readiness Quiz

One point for each statement 
that’s true:

TOTAL

We have validated a real problem through 
customer interviews or research

We have built a prototype, MVP, or proof  
of concept

We have spoken directly with potential users 
about their specific needs and pain points

We are targeting a market of $1B or more, 
and we can defend that number

The founding team is fully committed —  
no day jobs, no competing side projects

Our team has complementary skills and 
clear roles

We have a clear, compelling long-term vision 
for where this company is going

0 – 2   KEEP BUILDING
You’re not ready yet, and that’s 
fine. Run more customer discovery. 
Validate whether people will pay. 
Get clear on team roles. Come back 
in 3–6 months with real answers, 
not hypotheses.

3 – 5   GETTING CLOSE
You have the foundation. Sharpen 
the edges. Get your team to full 
commitment. Nail your go-to-
market story — who you’re selling  
to first and why they’ll buy from  
you specifically.

6 – 7   READY TO APPLY
You’re a strong candidate.  
The fundamentals are there.  
One thing that separates founders 
who get the most out of a program 
like this: they come in coachable. 
Not just open to feedback, but 
actively seeking it out. Get someone 
to tell you what’s wrong with your 
company before you apply, and 
show up with a plan for how you’re 
working on it.

What your score means:

ACCELERATORS 
LOOK FOR 

READINESS, 
NOT JUST 

POTENTIAL.
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You’ve evaluated whether an accelerator is right for you. 
Here’s what separates AlphaLab from the hundreds of 
programs you could apply to. AlphaLab exists to accelerate 
high-growth startups on their journey from vision to 
venture — and has been doing it since 2008.

Why AlphaLab Is 
Worth a Closer Look

AlphaLab is built around three things 
founders actually need:

CUSTOMERS
Hands-on workshops and 1:1 
sessions to define your value 
proposition, validate product-
market fit, sharpen your sales 
skills, and engage with real 
customers. You leave with a 
defined customer segment,  
a polished pitch, and a go- 
to-market strategy built for 
your market.

CAPITAL
From investor pitch 
fundamentals to financial 
projections to building an 
investor-ready data room —  
AlphaLab prepares you 
for every stage of capital 
acquisition. You leave 
with a fundraising plan, a 
compelling deck, and warm 
investor introductions.

COMMUNITY
25 companies or fewer per 
cohort — intentionally small. 
You build real relationships 
with peers, access an 
extensive mentor network, 
and join a 300+ company 
alumni community that stays 
active long after the program 
ends.
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SPECIALIZED TRACKS,  
NOT GENERIC ADVICE
Choose between Software, Hardware, 
Health (life sciences and neuroscience), 
and Robotics Factory — each with 
dedicated program managers, mentors, 
and curriculum built for the specific 
challenges of your industry.

1

Six things that set 
AlphaLab apart

TRANSPARENT,  
FOUNDER-FRIENDLY TERMS
3% common equity and $100K via SAFE 
investment. YC takes 7%. Techstars takes 
roughly 6%. The industry average is 5–10%. 
That gap is real money — equity you keep 
compounds as your company grows.

2

100+ HOURS OF TAILORED  
1:1 MENTORSHIP
Individual sessions with operators 
and investors who have built and sold 
companies in your space. Not group 
lectures — direct, specific guidance for 
your company’s actual problems.

3
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PROVEN SINCE 2008
300+ alumni companies. $1.4B+ in follow-on funding raised. One of the first 10 accelerators 
in the United States and a Top 30 program globally. That track record matters because 
it’s what your investors will see when they look you up, and because the alumni network 
you’re joining has been compounding for nearly two decades. 

4

PHYSICAL LAB SPACE AND REAL EQUIPMENT
Hardware and robotics founders get a production-grade shop: CNC machines, 3D printers, 
laser cutters, and an electronics fab center. For Health track companies, AlphaLab’s formal 
collaboration with Allegheny Health Network adds something most accelerators can’t 
replicate: direct clinical access, physician mentorship, and BSL-1 laboratory space.

5

PITTSBURGH: A CITY OF MULTITUDES
Vibrant, mid-sized, and with the feel of a small town — Pittsburgh is approachable and 
unpretentious in a way that most startup hubs aren’t. CMU and Pitt are two of the most 
productive AI, robotics, and life sciences research universities in the world. The city 
consistently ranks among the top 10 tech cities for AI and robotics, costs a fraction of 
what you’d pay in Boston or San Francisco, and has 90 distinct neighborhoods to actually 
build a life in. National Geographic named it one of the world’s must-see places.

6

10alphalab.org



Each track has its own program manager,
dedicated mentors, and curriculum built
for the specific challenges founders in that
space actually face.

The Four Tracks

ROBOTICS FACTORY
EST. 2023

The Robotics Factory Accelerate program 
capitalizes on Pittsburgh’s unparalleled 
strength in building robotics and automation 
companies. The program gives founders 
the tools they need to go from concept to 
commercialization by providing guidance 
on business and building prototypes and 
offering access to manufacturing resources, 
including a production-grade prototype scale 
shop.

ALPHALAB SOFTWARE
EST. 2008

AlphaLab Software is one of the 
first and most prestigious software 
accelerators in the country. AI 
platforms, enterprise SaaS, data-driven 
tech. Built on 18 years of results in 
Pittsburgh’s growing software and AI 
ecosystem.

ALPHALAB HARDWARE
EST. 2013

AlphaLab Hardware is one of the first 
five dedicated hardware accelerators in 
the world. Product development, supply 
chain, and commercialization for founders 
building physical products — addressing 
the 75% of the economy devoted to 
physical goods.

ALPHALAB HEALTH
EST. 2020

AlphaLab Health gives life sciences 
startups a real-world proving ground for 
their products. Established in 2020 as 
a collaboration with Allegheny Health 
Network, AlphaLab Health equips startups 
with capital, clinical mentorship, private 
office space, and biosafety level 1 (BSL-1) 
laboratories. A sub-track for Neuroscience 
provides highly specialized opportunities 
for medical founders.

DIFFERENT 
INDUSTRIES 

NEED DIFFERENT 
PLAYBOOKS.
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What founders say:

“It was mentorship, good advice, 
and a little bit of founder therapy.”  

— �Roger Harris, CTO, Hardly    
ALPHALAB SOFTWARE ALUMN

“AlphaLab helped us get in the door with  
our first pilot customer. That kicked off  
the company where we were able to close 
other larger logistics contracts.”  

— �Andy Chan, Vigilant (acquired by SWORD Health)  
ALPHALAB HARDWARE ALUMN

“AlphaLab Health was the perfect 
springboard for us. The partnership 
between Innovation Works and Allegheny 
Health Network gave us a unique blend 
of expertise and mentorship across 
healthcare and entrepreneurship.”  

— �Teresa Whalen, CytoAgents  
ALPHALAB HEALTH ALUMN
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A 6-month, on-site cohort in Pittsburgh. 
25 companies or fewer. Dedicated office 
and lab space. 6–8 hours of structured 
programming per week, plus time on 
your startup.

What You’ll 
Build in Six 
Months

The Progam Arc

FOUNDATION

Value proposition, 
customer segmentation, 
ICP definition, first 
mentor introductions

VALIDATION

Customer discovery 
sprints, sales pitch, GTM 
strategy, early customer 
conversations

DEMO DAY

Present to the 
Pittsburgh tech 
community

CAPITAL READINESS

Investor deck, financial 
model, data room, 
fundraising plan, warm 
investor introductions

1-2
MONTHS

3-4
MONTHS

5
MONTH

6
MONTH

 � Defined value proposition and 
customer personas

 � Customer sales deck and  
go-to-market strategy

 � Executive summary and investor 
pitch deck

 � Financial statements and  
3-year projections

 � Investor-ready data room and 
fundraising plan

 � Warm investor introductions and 
an active alumni network

What you’ll leave with

A note on getting the most out of it
Build your investor list from day one. Start writing investor updates before you 
have investors. Assemble your data room by month 3. The founders who get 
the most out of AlphaLab come in with a plan for how they’ll use it — not just a 
hope that good things will happen.
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AlphaLab is transparent about what it offers 
and what it asks. Here’s the full picture before 
you invest time in an application.

Investment
Terms

INVESTMENT — $100,000 SAFE
AlphaLab also invests $100,000 through an 
uncapped SAFE with MFN and pro rata rights. 
That investment is made in two stages:

•	 $50,000 at the start of the program

•	 �$50,000 at the end of the program, on the 
same SAFE, once program deliverables and 
company milestones have been completed

EQUITY — 3% COMMON STOCK
AlphaLab: 3%. YC: 7%. Techstars: 5%.  
Industry average: 5–10%. That gap matters — 
equity you keep compounds as your  
company grows.

PROGRAM — 6 MONTHS ON-SITE  
IN PITTSBURGH
Industry standard: $20K–$500K for 
5–10% equity.  Anything above 10% 
warrants scrutiny. Read every clause —  
especially around IP rights and 
geographic restrictions.

THE BEST 
PROGRAMS 
EARN THEIR 

EQUITY.
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   Legally incorporated entity in the US (LLC, C-Corp, or S-Corp)

   Founders must have legal authorization to work in the United States

   Commitment to building in Pittsburgh during and after the program

   Validated problem, completed customer discovery, and a working prototype or MVP

   Targeting a market of $1B or more

   Full-time commitment for the duration of the program

Eligibility requirements

REGIONAL COMMITMENT —  
5 YEARS IN PENNSYLVANIA
Companies are expected to maintain 
employees and facilities in Pennsylvania 
for at least 5 years after the program. 
A transfer fee equal to the investment 
applies if this is not satisfied.

TIMELINE — APPLICATIONS CLOSE IN 
JULY, PROGRAM STARTS IN FEBRUARY
Applications close mid-July. Interviews 
and selection take place over late summer. 
Contracting and diligence follow in the fall. 
The program kicks off in early February — 
giving selected founders a clear runway to 
wrap up commitments and prepare for a full 
6-month sprint.

FOLLOW-ON FUNDING — AVAILABLE
Graduates are eligible for additional funding 
from the Innovation Works Seed Fund. Not 
guaranteed — decided independently by 
an investment committee — but a real and 
frequently accessed pathway.
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What’s the difference between an 
accelerator and an incubator?
Incubators are for founders still forming their 
idea — longer, less structured, usually no equity 
taken. Accelerators expect an MVP and are 
designed to rapidly scale what you’ve already 
started. Pre-product? Start with an incubator.

Do I need to be in Pittsburgh?
No to apply — yes to participate. AlphaLab is 
fully in-person and location is part of the value. 
Pittsburgh is a vibrant, affordable, and world-
class in AI, robotics, and life sciences. Many 
founders relocate for the program and stay. 
Companies must maintain a Pennsylvania 
employee presence for 5 years after the program.

Can I apply without a co-founder?
Yes. Solo founders are eligible and have 
succeeded. Be ready to address the skills gaps 
clearly and explain how you’ll fill them.

What if I don’t get in?
AlphaLab gives feedback to every finalist. Many 
companies reapply the following cycle and are 
accepted. Not getting in usually means 3–6 more 
months of traction is needed — not that the 
door is permanently closed.

Can I apply if I already have revenue?
Absolutely. Revenue or early customers 
strengthens your application. AlphaLab serves 
pre-seed to early seed stage, and traction is a 
genuine advantage.

What do accelerators actually look  
for in a founder?
Evidence you can move fast, take hard feedback, 
and figure things out when the original plan 
doesn’t work. Have you shipped things? Made 
something people wanted? That history counts 
more than a polished deck.

What does “3% common equity” mean?
It means AlphaLab receives a plain common 
equity stake in the company for the program. It 
is often easiest to describe as founder-equivalent 
equity: it does not come with preferred investor 
rights or liquidation preferences.

Why use a SAFE instead of a 
convertible note?
A SAFE is simpler and more standard in today’s 
pre-seed market. It avoids debt features such as 
maturity and interest.

What if I already have a SAFE?
If the company already has a SAFE that AlphaLab 
believes is at market terms, AlphaLab may invest 
on that SAFE instead of issuing a new one.

Not sure if you’re a fit?
Book free office hours — no pitch required. Bring 
your questions, your deck, or just your idea. You’ll 
get honest feedback on where your company 
stands. A lot of companies that eventually get in 
talk to the team first.

Questions we hear most often — including ones that apply 
to any accelerator you’re evaluating, not just AlphaLab.

Frequently Asked
Questions
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Ready to apply?
You’ve read this far. Either AlphaLab sounds right, or 
it doesn’t. If it does, apply. If you’re not sure, come to 
office hours first. No pitch required. Either way, you 
know where we stand.

Apply now!
Applications open: 
April 20, 2026

Deadline: 
July 17, 2026

Apply via F6S at: 
alphalab.org/apply

Come to an Info Session
Follow AlphaLab on LinkedIn for upcoming 
info sessions, founder updates, application 
reminders, and opportunities to connect 
with the team and alumni. No application 
required to attend.

     linkedin.com/showcase/AlphaLabPA

Not Sure Yet?  
Talk to the Team First.
Book free office hours — no pitch  
required. Get honest feedback on where 
your company stands before investing 
time in a full application.

     alphalab.org/schedule

SCAN TO APPLY
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AlphaLab is the accelerator program 
of Innovation Works, one of the most 
active pre-seed and seed investors in 
the United States. Since 1999, Innovation 
Works has supported nearly 800 early-
stage technology companies across 
Southwestern Pennsylvania through the 
AlphaLab accelerator, the Innovation 
Works Seed Fund, and Riverfront 
Ventures. Innovation Works is a member 
of the Ben Franklin Technology Partners 
Network, which has catalyzed regional 
economic growth by providing capital and 
networks to early-stage companies across 
Pennsylvania for over 40 years.

When you join AlphaLab, you’re not just 
joining a 6-month program. You’re entering 
an ecosystem built to support you through  
seed, growth, and beyond.

About AlphaLab &
Innovation Works

alphalab.org  ·  innovationworks.org


