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T 
he mission of the Air Force SBIR/STTR program office is to “increase the use of small businesses as a valued source of 
skills for innovative, cost effective, customer-focused solutions to warfighter requirements and Air Force missions both 
now and in the future.” The U.S. Air Force has the largest SBIR and STTR budgets within the Department of Defense 
and has implemented a number of unique features to facilitate technology transition. The Air Force typically releases 

most topics during the first solicitation cycle of the fiscal year but also uses the second and third solicitation on an as needed 
basis. Unlike other components that divide Phase I into a base and an Option, the Air Force typically provides the Phase I awards 
in their entirety up to $150,000 for a Phase I SBIR or STTR contract. The work on an SBIR award is to be accomplished in 6 to 
10 months; while with an STTR award, the work is typically accomplished in 6–12 months.
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Competitive – Three Phase Process

SBIR STTR

Phase I
Project Feasibility

Up to $150,000
9 months

Up to $150,000
9 months

Phase II
Project Development to Prototype

Up to $750,000
2 years

Up to $750,000
2 years

Phase III
Commercialization

Commercial application in Defense or private sector of SBIR/STTR
 technologies funded by non-SBIR/non-STTR sources for products, 

services, testing or further R/R&D
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SMALL BUSINESS INDUSTRY DAYS
To facilitate transition to Phase III, the Air Force hosts a series 
of Small Business Industry Days (SBIDs) that focus on small 
business product capabilities, contract opportunities and tech-
nology development prospects by matching stakeholders from 
Program Executive Offices, large business, and small business 
communities. The SBIDs are designed to 
increase small business participation and 
awareness in the Air Force supply chain. 
Another tool used by the Air Force SBIR/
STTR process is the Commercialization 
Readiness Program or CRP which pro-
vides a strategically driven approach to 
directly link Air Force centers to AFRL 
technical points of contact (TPOCs). To 
establish better communication and iden-
tify needs with Air Force customers, the 
Air Force SBIR/STTR program office has 
established a network of Transition Agents 
or TAs. The TAs work closely with the or-
ganizations that they support and help 
them implement the entire SBIR or STTR 
process from topic generation to facilitat-
ing the transition of resulting technologies. 
Be sure to look at the AFRL produced vid-
eos in the Tools section of this tutorial to 
learn more about these organizations.

 
Let’s look at the types of technologies that are of interest to 
the Air Force. As one would expect the largest focus area is 
Air Platforms, followed by Sensors, Materials, and Space Plat-
forms.  Other areas of interest include Human Systems, Infor-
mation,  Weapons, Electronics, and Nuclear.

Air Force Focus Areas

Air Platforms 18%

Sensors 17%

Materials 15%

Space Platforms 14%

Information 11%
Weapons 8%

Human Systems 8%

Electronics/EW 7%

Nuclear 1%

Battlespace Environment 1%

Air Force Program Executive Officers

Assistant Secretary of the Air Force 
(Acquisition)

PEO Strategic
Systems

AFLCMC/SS

PEO Business &
Enterprise System

AFLCMC/HI

PEO Weapons
AFLCMC/EB

PEO ISR & SOF
AFLCMC/WI

PEO Tankers
AFLCMC/WK

PEO Mobility
AFLCMC/WL

Fighter Bomber
AFLCMC/WW

PEO Agile
 Combat Support

AFLCMC/WN

PEO C3I & 
Networks

AFLCMC/HN

PEO Battle 
Management

AFLCMC/HB

PEO Combat &
Mission Support

SAF/CM

PEO Rapid
Capabilities

SAF/AA

TEO
AFRL/CC

JPEO F-35
Arlington, VA

PEO Space Systems
SMC/CC

PEO Space
Launch

Chantilly, VA

AF Life Cycle Management Center (AFMC/AFLCMC) Air Force Space Command Other

focus areas
organization chart
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The accompanying figure shows the profile of small businesses 
that win awards from the Air Force SBIR/STTR programs. As 
one can see, most of the companies are very small: Thirty-nine 
percent have between one and nine employees, while an addi-
tional 22% percent have between ten and twenty-four employ-
ees. Adding these two numbers together, we see that 61% are 
very small businesses. Looking at the other end of the spec-
trum only 14% of the awardees have over 100 employees with 
12% having between 100 and 249 employees and 2% of the 
awardees having between 250 and 500 employees. Another 
interesting data point is that 25% of the awardees are first time 
winners – meaning that this was the first award they had won 
from any SBIR or STTR program.

It’s recommended that small businesses that wish to develop a 
relationship with the Air Force stay current with changes taking 
place through periodically checking the Air Force SBIR/STTR 
website and reviewing solicitations. Another recommendation 
is to get to know the Air Force Small Business office.

It takes considerable time, numerous rounds of funding, and 
many relationships in order to transition technology to the 
warfighter. From a funding perspective, it’s important to be 
aware of potential sources of funding that can help you con-
tinue the maturation of your technology beyond Phase II and 
into Phase III. Organizations such as the Air Force SBIR/STTR 
program office recognize this and take advantage of opportu-

The Small Business Innovation Research 
(SBIR) Program

Phase I Sequential 
Phase II

Phase IIIPhase II Phase II
Extensions / Enhancements

Contract Up to $150K
9-month award

Up to $750K
2-year award

Up to $750K
Varies

Up to $1.5M
Varies

Non-SBIR/STTR 
Funding

Feasibility Study
Tech Development

Prototype / 
Demonstration

Prototype / 
Demonstration

Technology Testing 
& Evaluation

Transition / 
CommercializationActivity

~2400 Varies Varies Varies
Number of 
Proposals ~500

~500 Varies Varies Varies
Number of 

Awards ~190

nities to provide additional funding for good firms that are dili-
gent with developing needed technology. The Air Force utiliz-
es Phase II awards to provide up to $1.5M for prototypes and 
demonstrations typically completed in 18–24 months; uses 
Sequential Phase II awards and enhancements for technology 
testing and evaluation and has just begun to implement a Di-
rect to Phase 2 pilot program to expedite the development of 
technologies that meet a critical need. Please consult Course 
1 on SBIR basics in order to learn more about the additional 
Phase II opportunities that are being piloted as a result of the 
most recent reauthorization.

https://www.sbir.gov/tutorials

