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SEEKING INNOVATION
Ross Buhrdorf, Chief Technology Officer at HomeAway, got involved with 
3DS in 2011 as a mentor and panelist. The relationship quickly evolved into 
a 3DS event sponsorship. To take it one step further, Buhrdorf proposed 
hosting a 3DS event at HomeAway’s headquarters and focusing the partici-
pants on innovating in the travel industry. 

“My main focus both at the company [HomeAway] and my passion is 
around innovation,” says Buhrdorf. “I really feel that a piece of innovation is 
to open a standard in the vacation rental marketplace and innovate around 
that. Innovation was the main push.” 

Buhrdorf decided to turn to 3DS to pursue this need to innovate. 

“I’m always incredibly impressed with how much smarter [the 3DS partici-
pants] are than me,” Buhrdorf adds with a laugh. “The talent is just incred-
ible.”

For 3DS its event partnership with HomeAway marked its first with a large, 
publicly traded company. 

“Our goal was to determine whether 3DS could be a vehicle for innovation 
focused on a specific vertical, especially one that most students know little 
about,” says Cam Houser, CEO of 3DS. “Put bluntly, we wanted to know--
if we expose students to specific problems in an $85 billion market, can they 
solve them? The answer was a resounding yes.” 

3DS & HOMEAWAY: PERFECT PARTNERS
On Friday, April 13, forty-two 3 Day Startup-HomeAway participants 
moved into the HomeAway headquarters in Austin, Texas. Before long, the 
participants were soon split into seven teams scattered throughout Home-
Away’s offices fleshing out ideas, coding, and rarely sleeping. 

CASE STUDY | 3 DAY STARTUP & HOMEAWAY

ABOUT 3 DAY STARTUP:
• www.3daystartup.org
• Academic program designed to 
teach entrepreneurial skills and enable 
university students to start companies
• 501(c)(3) organization
• Founded by students at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin
• Events worldwide: 37 
• 2000+ 3DS alumni 
• 3DS companies have collectively 
raised over $7.5 million in funding

ABOUT HOMEAWAY:
• www.homeaway.com 
• World’s leading online marketplace 
for vacation rentals
• Portfolio of websites includes Home-
Away.com, VRBO.com and Vacation-
Rentals.com
• IPO in 2011

PARTNERSHIP GOALS:
• Innovate in the travel industry
• Start new companies
• Build entrepreneurial ecosystem 
around HomeAway platform

APPROACH:
• 3 days, 42 student participants, 
HomeAway’s headquarters
• Mentorship by HomeAway employ-
ees and members of the Austin busi-
ness community. 
•Access to HomeAway’s API

RESULTS: 
• 7 innovative, early-stage and student-
run companies in the travel industry
• Highlight video: vimeo.com/41959528

http://vimeo.com/41959528
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Throughout the weekend, mem-
bers of HomeAway’s technical team 
worked in shifts to mentor partici-
pants and answer questions about 
the HomeAway API that was made 
available for the event.
 
On Sunday night, less than 72 hours 
from when they got started, the 7 
teams presented the companies they 
workshopped over the course of the 
weekend to a well-respected panel of 
Gary Forni from the Central Texas 
Angel Network; Ben Dyer, founder 
of Peachtree Software; and Home-
Away’s Steve Davis, vice president of 
technology and hosting operations; 
Karen Fuller, director of global mar-
ket research; and Thomas Hale, chief 
product officer, seven 3 Day Startup 
teams presented the companies they 
workshopped over the course of 
three days. The Sunday evening pre-
sentation was also streamed live to 
HomeAway’s 1,000 plus employees 
worldwide.

“The event has exceeded my expecta-
tions,” says Buhrdorf. “I knew it was 
going to be a good idea to expose 
our marketplace and our API to all 
of this young talent in Austin. The 
ideas are really good. I was surprised-
-I thought I knew everything about 
our marketplace, but the participants 
have really showed me some new 
things and new twists.”

Panelist Ben Dyer, founder of 
Peachtree Software, which sold to 
Sage Group for $145 million in 
1998 was equally impressed: “My 
main takeaway from this evening 
was that 3DS and its brethren ought 
to replicate this notion with all the 
progressive companies they can 
find. With all due respect to the 

standard 3DS platform, this was a 
step above in all aspects and deserves 
to be repeated. Any CTO would do 
well to follow Ross Buhrdorf ’s lead 
and foster a highly energized R&D 
experiment of this nature. I have to 
believe HomeAway feels its return 
on this investment of time, talent, 
food and sleeping bags will be repaid 
many times over.” 
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7 INNOVATIVE IDEAS
PASSPORT addresses the anxiety va-
cation rental homeowners experience 
when assessing a renter’s trustworthi-
ness to pay their bill and not damage 
property.  The web site uses game 
mechanics--including achievement 
and competition--to get travelers 
involved and to gather information 
on renters for homeowners. A trav-
eler, i.e. renter, receives stamps such 
as “Mr. Clean,” which indicates he 
leaves vacation rentals clean, but also 
traditional virtual passport stamps 
from destinations visited, etc. 

COMPARE TRAVEL allows travel-
ers searching for a vacation rental 
to uniquely explore, compare and 
discover properties and destinations. 
The website uses pictures to narrow 
down properties and types of desti-
nations for a visually-oriented shop-
ping experience. The service aspires 
to increase the number of inquiries 
for vacation rentals.

STAYSAVVY aims to increase prop-
erty bookings for vacation rental 
homeowners. It enables homeown-
ers a means to offer their properties 
that are vacant during certain time 
periods at a discounted rate. 

LET’S DO THIS is a Facebook ap-
plication that helps people plan trips 
with their friends without logisti-
cal nightmares. From the app, an 
organizer creates a trip, sends out 
invitations and allows trip attendees 
to vote on various trip details such as 
where to stay, what to do and where 
to eat. 

TRIPGATHER helps travelers find 
local deals and events for trips. 
Created at a 3 Day Startup event in 
April 2011, TripGather, now one-
year old, incorporated HomeAway’s 
API to develop a widget that shows 
local events close to specific vacation 
rental listings. 

GROUPSWEEP enables groups to 
organize travel and leverage buying 
power. Described as “Lending Tree 
for group bookings” by its founders, 
GroupSweep helps a group organize 
its guest list, collect money and solic-
it deals from property managers. 

WEDFINITI is a gift registry for ex-
periences. Instead of giving a tradi-
tional wedding gift--dishes, linens, 
barware--Wedfiniti offers people the 
opportunity to gift an experience 
such as lodging, airfare, dinner or 
an activity. It also enables people to 
pool together to give a larger gift 
than they could give individually. 
Although starting with weddings, 
Wedfiniti has the potential to move 
into all gift-giving occasions--grad-
uation, anniversaries, birthdays and 
Christmas. 


