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Getting Started 

 

Introduction 

The Global Innovation through Science and Technology (GIST) Innovation Hub is a 

program for building strong and vibrant networks of entrepreneurs across the 

world focusing on young science and technology entrepreneurs through 

community-led meetup groups. The program aims to catalyze the participants’ 

networking and entrepreneurial skills to build durable, long-term, supportive 

networks so that participants can grow their skills and businesses together both in 

their home country and through a network of contacts abroad.  

 

By launching a GIST Innovation Hub, you and your Innovation Hub members have 

joined a vibrant network of programs that nurture the next generation of 

entrepreneurs and innovators through direct, on-the-ground training. The intention 

of a GIST Innovation Hub is to provide resources that entrepreneurs in your local 

community can use to adapt to their unique sets of social, political and economic 

circumstances. The ultimate goal is to stimulate entrepreneurial activity in the 

Innovation Hub community through bolstering and nourishing a grassroots and 

global network that shares innovative techniques and engages local communities.  

 

The GIST Innovation Hub Program Guide will orient you to the basic components of 

the Innovation Hub, but keep in mind that these are just suggestions and your own 

creativity and knowledge of local needs should shape your Innovation Hub. 

1. Strategy and Goals: Design and execute a strategic plan that aligns with the 

global innovation hub network aims. 
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2. Network: Building systems to connect people in your community, and 

making it easier for them to meet each other, share resources and get the 

most out of their GIST Innovation Hub. 

3. Meetups: Regularly-scheduled meetings with varying topics, speakers and 

venues. 

4. Communication: Developing coordinated branding and getting your 

Innovation Hub’s name out there by spreading the word via platforms like 

Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. 

5. Tools and Resources: Materials to inspire you and get you started on your 

journey of creating a sustainable, vibrant Innovation Hub. 

 

But first… WHO are you? And WHY are you doing all this for your GIST Innovation 

Hub? 

 

Defining your Identity 

Before diving into the details and logistics, it’s important to identify the core team of 

your GIST Innovation Hub. This should be two to four people who are dedicated to 

the project and are prepared to work to make the meetups (and beyond) a success. 

It is not recommended for one person to try to take on the sole responsibility of 

organizing a GIST Innovation Hub. 

 

You will be more effective if you can divide responsibilities between your core team. 

In other words, each team member should be responsible for a different task, such 

as food and venue coordination, creating fun and engaging ‘icebreakers’ and 

maintaining social media accounts. 
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Having a clear vision of why you are starting a GIST Innovation Hub will help you to 

spread the word in an effective and consistent manner. What makes your 

Innovation Hub unique? What value will you provide to your members that they 

aren't already getting some other way? Use the materials provided in this guide to 

help get you started. Just make sure they are modified to reflect the 

entrepreneurial goals and aspirations of your particular community. The best way 

to find this out is to talk to the entrepreneurs, innovators, and leaders in your local 

community. Hint: These are your future Innovation Hub members! 

 

Goals and Success Factors 

As a GIST Innovation Hub, your overarching goal is to bring together the community 

of entrepreneurs in your local area to improve the connectivity and support of 

entrepreneurs by networking them together and with other local entrepreneurial 

ecosystem partners, such as incubators, investors, U.S. embassies, etc. You are not 

expected to have all of the plans figured out on day one. Your success will be 

determined by your ability to stay nimble and quick in developing an Innovation 

Hub and respective programs that meet the needs of the participants. Go out and 

ask potential participants, speakers, and partners for feedback on all elements of 

the GIST Innovation Hub. In the beginning, rapidly assemble minimum viable 

products and immediately elicit customer feedback. This could be as simple as 

setting up a coffee stand in your space to bring participants in so they can start to 

meet, network and discuss their wishes and problems. Then, using participants’ 

input to revise your assumptions, start the cycle over again, testing redesigned 

offerings and making further small adjustments or more substantive ones to ideas 

that aren’t working. 
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Your success as a GIST Innovation Hub will depend on a consistent culture and set 

of beliefs among the program participants. 

 

Core Principles: 

• Open to everyone (no discrimination based on race, sex, religion, sexual 

orientation, social class, caste, etc.) 

• Offer a safe space for ideas to be shared and discussed in a positive 

atmosphere 

• Offer a time that does not exclude others (i.e. Shabbat, after dark if area 

unsafe for women, etc.) 

• Diverse group of organizers and co-organizers (mixture of men and women, 

sectors, private and public contributors, etc.) 

• Active participation by everyone involved 

 

In addition to the active planning, execution and day-to-day operations, you will 

also want to develop a coordinating system for communicating the progress of your 

GIST Innovation Hub: your goals, activities, challenges and successes. This should 

be reported to not only your Innovation Hub members but also to GIST and 

VentureWell in order to report it back to the U.S. Department of State on a monthly 

basis. 
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Creating and Sustaining a Vibrant Community 

 

Develop a Strategy 

In order to begin creating the GIST Innovation Hub community, you will need to 

know who they are, where they currently go for activities and programs, what 

interests them, how you will get them to keep coming back and how you can 

motivate them to invite their friends and colleagues to come to your events.  

 

Get participants through media such as flyers, Google AdWord campaigns, creating 

Meetup.com or EventBrite events, Social Media posts, and getting published in 

papers or magazine that your participants will read, etc. Also, by working with U.S. 

Embassies or Posts they can help to connect you with media outlets, radio, 

newspapers, etc. Keep participants by meeting their needs, getting them engaged, 

updating them or providing relevant trends, news or facts, and making them feel 

like a part of the community. Grow your community by asking each participant to 

invite a friend, having them share your posts online, or motivating them to talk 

about your events when they’re at other events. The diagram below helps to detail 

these steps and there are many free resources in the Promotional Material section 

of this guide that you may wish to use.  
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Stay organized and on a schedule by creating a timeline that details when you 

would like to have your goals achieved. If you give yourself a reasonable amount of 

time to effectively accomplish goals but keep the timeframes close enough 

together, you will motivate yourself and your team to stay on track but at a fast, 

achievable pace.  

 

Creating a Community 

Step 1: Identify potential Members  

Identifying your “audience” is an important first step. You might want to start by 

leveraging local entrepreneurial or business networks that your core team may 

already be a part of. This will take a lot of grassroots effort from you and your team 

at the beginning. Make sure you are attending events in your community to meet 

the players and talk to them about the GIST Innovation Hub. Start collecting names, 

contact information, and data on what the community is missing or what they're 

hoping for. At the same time, start searching online for potential members and pick 

up the phone to call them! 
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Who are the entrepreneurs, innovators and inventors in your community? Where 

will you find them? How will you begin to engage them? 

 

Step 2: Invite members to become a part of the community 

Once you know who to contact, reach out to them! Tell them about your GIST 

Innovation Hub, share your vision for how it could help them and the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem, and, most importantly, ask: “What would be useful for 

you?” It’s important to encourage potential and current members to be part of the 

development process by letting them speak to their desires and interests and ideas. 

Make sure they know that they ARE the Innovation Hub. 

 

Leverage the knowledge and networks of current members, and turn them into 

‘advocates’ for your Innovation Hub. Supply them with the lingo, online resources 

and knowledge so they can seamlessly communicate to others who are interested 

in the Innovation Hub and subsequently generate new memberships. 

 

Step 3: Reach out to Potential Partners and Sponsors 

A successful GIST Innovation Hub will have a vibrant list of partner-sponsors, i.e. 

business, organizations or public entities that are willing to donate space, food or 

other resources to your community. However, lack of formal sponsorship does not 

need to be an obstacle to starting your Innovation Hub. 

 

Building and maintaining relationships with sponsors is an important aspect of 

taking your GIST Innovation Hub to a higher level. Offer potential partners and 

sponsors the value of being affiliated with the U.S. Department of State via GIST 

Innovation Hub. Tell them about GIST’s mission and explain how their involvement 
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will get the word out about their company. This can be difficult in the early stages, 

but this effort will work synergistically with getting your social media accounts set 

up (more on that in the following pages), and simply getting excited and talking with 

your community members (employers, sports clubs, hobby groups, etc.). Offer 

sponsors something: i.e. a logo posted on your website or social media accounts, or 

an opportunity to give a pitch at your meetups. But be careful - you don’t want your 

meetups to become a massive sales pitch!  

 

Growing your Community 

It is crucial to not only develop your Innovation Hub Identity based on what the 

entrepreneurs in your community want but it's also equally important to stay in 

constant communication with them as well. Innovation Hub members will help you 

continue to improve your mission, create new ideas and inspire each other. In 

return, they should be provided with consistent, but not overwhelming, information 

on current news, trends, resources, and, of course, invitations to your upcoming 

events. The goal is for you to become a main point of fun, relevant information but 

also a central hub for connections to other entrepreneurs and innovators like 

themselves. 

 

Use the samples in the Promotional Material section of this guide to begin to create 

a portfolio of outreach materials. Be sure to create Social Media accounts, if you 

haven’t already, and use these to stay connected with your participants. 
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Meetup Structure and Logistics 

 

Formats for Meetups  

There are many options for the structure of your meetups. The list below is not 

meant to be an exhaustive list of what you should do but rather a menu to choose 

from. You may find that only one of these suits your needs or perhaps several of 

these could be executed by your Innovation Hub for different purposes to 

accomplish different goals. 

 

• Panels: A few experts on a specific topic or theme sit together in front of the 

participants to answer a few questions initiated by the host followed by 

questions fielded from the participants. 

• Guest speaker(s): One person, sometimes more, presents on a specific 

topic. This person might be an expert in the field and able to deliver 

educational content to participants or it might be a few of the participants 

themselves looking to present in front of peers. 

• Networking: Sessions that focus on facilitating interaction amongst 

participants in order for them to grow their personal networks. Providing 

refreshments and beverages as well as an ice breaker is strongly suggested.  

• Workshops: Active learning sessions in which participants work in small 

groups to accomplish a set goal. This might entail brainstorming, working on 

projects, or creating material. It’s always best to push participants to get out 

of their comfort zone by meeting with people they don’t know and also 

presenting what was discussed to the rest of the larger group. 

• Hackathon: A prolonged meeting where small teams work together to build 

something new. These can last a few hours to an entire weekend.  
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• Office Hours: One-on-one meetings with your Innovation Hub staff, 

Entrepreneurs-in-Residence or other mentors. 

• Webinar: This is a virtual broadcast of an event via a website or other 

electronic means. You might also consider radio or podcast broadcast as 

well. An excellent, regularly-scheduled set of online programming you can 

easily tap into is available on the GIST Online Programing webpage and is 

broadcast every month. Hosting viewing groups for programming such as 

TechConnect and Gurus is an excellent way for your participants to have 

their questions answered, interact directly with senior experts in the field, 

and network with other entrepreneurs from around the world. 

 

No matter which format(s) you choose, always be sure it meets the needs of your 

participants. Be consistent in providing meetups on a regular basis but try out 

different formats to see which sticks. The focus should be on the quality of the 

meetup and the value each participant gets from it. Consider not only asking 

questions when you interact with participants but provide them a short survey 

while they’re there to get immediate, un-biased feedback. In order to grow the 

meetups, have each participant bring a new friend each time.  

 

Hosting Meetups 

Regularly-scheduled and engaging meetups are considered to be the cornerstone 

of what it means to be a GIST Innovation Hub. These are face-to-face gatherings 

where the members of your Innovation Hub come together to explore diverse 

concepts of science and technology entrepreneurship. These meetings are the 

foundation of building a strong network where members can access, grow and 
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share their entrepreneurial skills, both locally and abroad. This section will offer you 

some tips and guidelines for organizing successful meetups. 

 

Secure a Physical Space for your Meetup 

After identifying local organizational or business partners, you want to try to 

leverage these connections to locate an entity or entities that are willing to offer a 

space to hold your meetups for free (or at low cost): 

● Consider reaching out to local community groups, chambers of commerce, 

U.S Embassies or Posts, university incubators or co-working facilities, local 

libraries, restaurant banquet halls, hotel conference rooms, a local 

organization with a spare conference room or even use your living room. 

● Explain your need: Once you secure a place to meet, give them a detailed 

explanation of when you would like to meet (i.e. the first Monday of every 

month) and how long (from 5-7pm).  

● If one partner cannot accommodate all of your meeting times, consider 

rotating between multiple partner-locations from month to month. 

 

Plan to visit the space beforehand to make sure it is appropriate for your needs. 

Here are a few things to consider: 

● Is the venue in a central (enough) location and is it easy to find? 

● Is the space large enough to host your meetup? 

● Are there accessible and available bathrooms? 
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Some possible seating arrangement options: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plan a Meetup 

It is recommended that you plan on having meetups at regular intervals (i.e., the 

first Monday of each month, or bi-weekly on Thursdays). This will make it easier for 

your (busy) entrepreneurial members to schedule around it and will therefore 

increase participation. 

 
 
 
 
Organizational Checklist 

© IRIS Center 
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Date Goal Tasks ✓ 

3 months 
before 
the 
meetup 
 

Choose a 
Topic and 
Format 

Come up with a main topic for the meetup. A good idea for 
your first group meetup might be “introduction to GIST 
Innovation Hub.” After your first (‘introductory’) meetup, 
you can plan to rotate meeting topics and formats. 

 

Determine a format for your meetup. For example, for your 
first meetup, you might have open networking, followed by 
brief introductions and then a presentation by your core 
team to explain what GIST Innovation Hubs are all about, 
what the goals are and how the members can get involved. 
Plan to always have an ‘Ice Breaker’ or a get-to-know-each-
other activity so your members can begin to socialize 
comfortably.  

 

Create a formal one-page document that details the date, 
time, topic, location, your Innovation Hub logo, what will 
be provided (food or drink), and any other special 
instructions (“Don’t forget to be prepared to…”). Plan on 
sending this 3-4 weeks prior to the meetup. 

 

2 months 
before 
the 
meetup 

Schedule 
guest 
speakers 

Determine which guest speaker(s) fit your meetup theme. 
Reach out to invite them in advance and confirm their 
attendance and what they’ll be expected to do (present, 
network, answer questions, provide workshops, etc.). 

 

1 month 
before 
the 
meetup 

Invite people Reach out to local business or entrepreneurial groups to 
get the word out about your new GIST Innovation Hub and 
generate interest. Explain HOW and WHY you have started 
your GIST Innovation Hub in order to generate excitement. 

 

Local business networking groups, chambers of commerce 
and economic-development-focused organizations are a 
great place to start. Try to generate a list of 30-40 names 
and emails. These people will be your Innovation Hub 
members. 

 



 

16 

 

Use free campaign manager services such as Constant 
Contact, MailChimp or SurveyMonkey to invite, track, and 
monitor your guests and RSVPs (see resources pg. 22). 

 

A few 
days 
before 
the 
meetup 

Round out 
the details 

Contact the venue and confirm that they are aware that 
you will be there at the date and time discussed. Include 
directions to the venue. 

 

Check on your RSVPs and let the ‘Yeses’ know that you are 
excited to see them at the date and time of the meetup, 
and encourage them to bring their entrepreneurial friends! 
Make one last effort to promote the meetup to anyone 
who isn’t invited already.  

 

Get together materials you might need, such as PowerPoint 
slides, directions, signs for people to find your meeting 
space, and a camera. 

 

Prepare name tags that people can fill out when they arrive 
-- these are helpful for people to get to know each other. 
Be sure to provide extras that are blank. 

 

Day 
before 
the 
meetup 

 Remind the 'Yeses’ the morning of with any last minute 
details or reminders, and include your contact information 
in case they have questions. Respond to any requests as 
necessary. 

 

Print out an attendee list and be prepared to check-in 
people, and to sign up (record their name and email) 
anyone who wasn’t on your list who shows up, or members 
who bring a guest.  

 

Day of the 
meetup 

Focus on 
logistics and 
interacting 
with 
participants 

Arrange for your core team to arrive to the venue at least 
30 minutes early.  

 

Start your meetup event on time-- even if turnout is low, 
you must respect the time of your members. 

 



 

17 

 

When people arrive: Give them a warm welcome, check 
them off your attendee list (or write down their name/ 
email). 

 

Take notes on any major topics, learnings or decisions 
made during the meetup. 

 

During your meeting: Ask the attendee/ members whether 
they have any ideas for things for your Innovation Hub to 
do. They will be the innovative type, and surely they have 
some great ideas for meetup topics, formats and activities, 
so don’t hesitate to reach out to them for suggestions. 

 

Take lots of pictures and videos.  

End your meetup on time - but invite people to stay to 
network informally if they’d like (and if the venue permits). 
Say goodbye and thank everyone for coming, and let them 
know when your next meetup is scheduled.  

 

After the 
meetup 

Follow up 
with 
attendees 

Post pictures and videos (‘action shots’) on your Social 
Media pages -- and don’t hesitate to share these with your 
greater GIST network. 

 

Input anyone who showed up to your meetup but didn’t 
RSVP into your membership list. 

 

Send a follow up “thank you” email to those who attended 
and ask for their feedback. 
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Promotional Material 
 
In order to facilitate communicating with your Innovation Hub network, please use 
the examples below as inspiration for your marketing purposes. When you begin to 
customize these for your needs, always remember to grab their attention early, 
keep it short and to the point, and provide an action step, such as an event page 
link, at the end. 
 
Sample Email Text 

 
Dear GIST Innovation Hub Community, 
 
I hope this message finds you well. I would like to extend an invitation to our next 
GIST Innovation Hub meetup on July 6th from 11-12pm at the Innovation Center.  
 
This GIST Innovation Hub meetup will be an hour-long discussion on the topic of 
Product-Market Fit. We will hear from a panel of a few high-caliber investors 
including Steve Blank. Lunch will be provided afterwards during the Networking 
Session. 
 
If you would like to attend, please RSVP via the EventBrite page below now to 
reserve your seat. We hope you will come with questions for the panelists and that 
you are excited for the opportunity to gain exposure to prominent experts in our 
local entrepreneurship ecosystem. 
 
Panelists include: Steve Blank, Kerry Rupp, Blake Stevens, & Donna Harris [hyperlink 
their LinkedIn profiles to their names] 
 
I've attached the program flyer with more information. It would be great if you 
could share this invitation with your networks as well! 
 
RSVP here: [insert your EventBrite page here] 
 
Sincerely,  
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Sample Social Media posts 

Cool Facts 
These can also be used as Tweets or Facebook posts, or to generate interest in a 
meetup. 
 

• There are about 150 million new startups per year. That’s about 137,000 per 
day! 

• Most of these businesses will fail, but that’s okay! Failure is how you learn & 
your next big idea could be the one that sticks. 

• Premature scaling is one of the main reasons for startups to fail. 
• Determining product/market fit before you move forward with your idea is 

key to startup success. 
 
Twitter 
Come to #GISTInnovationHub meetup May 10 to engage experts on your #startup’s 
product/market fit!  <insert bit.ly link> 
 
May 10 @sgblank creator of Lean LaunchPad answers your #startup Q’s 
#GISTInnovationHub <insert bit.ly link> 
 
Practice your pitch with friends/peers May 10 at #GISTInnovationHub meetup 
<insert bit.ly link> 
 
Facebook/LinkedIn 
You have an idea for a startup. But how do you know if your product fits the 
market? Our entrepreneurship experts can help! Come to the next GIST Innovation 
Hub meetup to learn about “Product/Market Fit” on May 10 and ask questions of 
the expert panel. <insert event link> 
 
Meet Steve Blank at your next GIST Innovation Hub meetup on May 10 at 11am EDT 
and ask your questions about product/market fit. <insert event link> 
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Determining product/market fit has been identified as a first step to building a 
successful venture. Increasingly, investors are asking startups questions to 
determine whether there is an actual fit for the proposed product to the market! 
Join us at the May 10 GIST Innovation Hub meetup to hear expert speakers discuss 
their experience about product/market fit. Come to have your questions answered! 
<insert event link> 
 
Have you started a new venture? Do you want to practice your pitch in front of your 
peers and entrepreneurship experts? Come to your June 10 GIST Innovation Hub 
meetup to pitch, get feedback and gain confidence in front of a friendly audience. 
<insert event link> 
 
Hashtag: #GISTInnovationHub 
GIST Twitter: @GISTNetwork  
GIST Facebook: www.facebook.com/GISTnet  
VentureWell Twitter: @venturewell 
 
Sample Flyer 
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Logos and Graphics 

 
Global Innovation through Science and Technology (GIST)  
 

 
 
 
 
United States Department of State 
 

 
 
 
VentureWell 
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Tools and Resources 
 
Additional Resources  

Online management tools 
• bit.ly: URL shortener and link management platform for ease of sharing 

websites without long URLs (particularly useful when tweeting given the 
character limit) 

o Website: https://bitly.com/  
• Constant Contact: Create effective email marketing and other online 

marketing campaigns  
o Website: www.constantcontact.com  

• EventBrite: Create events with online ticketing tools 
o Website: www.eventbrite.com  

• Facebook: Connect with your community, particularly via a group page. Share 
photos and videos, send messages and get/send updates. 

o Website: www.Facebook.com  
• Google AdWords: Advertise locally and attract customers with the topics that 

they're searching for 
o Website: www.google.com/adwords  

• Google Analytics: Measure your advertising ROI as well as track your website 
traffic  

o Website: www.google.com/analytics 
• LinkedIn: A business-oriented social networking service 

o Website: www.linkedin.com   
• MailChimp: Online email marketing solution to manage subscribers, send 

emails, and track results 
o Website: http://mailchimp.com/  

• Meetup.com:  Meet people in your local community who share your interests 
o Website: www.Meetup.com 

• SurveyMonkey: Create and publish online surveys in minutes, and view 
results graphically and in real time 

o Website: https://www.surveymonkey.com     
• Twitter: Connect with your community — and other fascinating people. Get 

in-the-moment updates on the things that interest you and your community 
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o Website: twitter.com  
• Word press, Square Space: Create a website or easily build a blog  

o Website: https://wordpress.com/  
o Website: www.squarespace.com  

 
Suggested Texts 
Startup Communities by Brad Feld 
The Startup Owner's Manual by Steve Blank and Bob Dorf 
Business Model Generation by Alex Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur 
The Lean Startup by Eric Reis 
 
Suggested Websites 
GIST Network: http://www.gistnetwork.org/ 
GIST Innovation Hub: http://www.gistnetwork.org/content/gist-Innovation Hub 
VentureWell: https://venturewell.org/  
 
Glossary  

- Entrepreneur - One who organizes, manages, and assumes the risks of a 
business or enterprise. 

- GIST - GIST empowers young innovators through networking, skills building, 
mentoring, and access to financing to develop startup solutions that address 
economic and development challenges. We connect you through resources, 
solutions and support.  

- Lean LaunchPad - A scientific approach to creating and managing startups 
and get a desired product to customers' hands faster.  

- Startup - A temporary organization used to search for a repeatable and 
scalable business model. 

- VentureWell - VentureWell fosters new ventures from emerging inventors 
and supports the innovation & entrepreneurship ecosystems critical to their 
success. Implements the GIST program on behalf of the U.S. Department of 
State. 

- U.S. Department of State - The United States federal executive department 
responsible for the international relations of the United States. 
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Contact Information  

VentureWell 
Heath Naquin: hnaquin@venturewell.org  
 
U.S. Department of State 
Sara Klucking: KluckingSR@state.gov 


