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What is a VC looking for in a 
nanotechnology startup?

· Observations on the development of an 
industry

· Our views on nanotechnology

· What we are looking for and the issues

· The role of VCs in building a successful 
business
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What do all these companies have in common?
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IT (r)evolution has created value over four decades

1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s

$145bn
$362bn

$180bn

$167bn

Source : Market capitalization of sample companies, Bloomberg, April 2005
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We see nanotech as a set of enabling technologies
· Nanotechnology is a Science NOT a Business 

· Various definitions exist

· Provides a platform that cuts across many markets

· Enables innovation over a range of timeframes
- Disruptive and sustaining
- Ideas and concepts for 5 to 10 years and beyond
- Underpinning products meeting needs today

· Opportunity to create value over a long time period 
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Nanotech enables a breadth of applications

Based on a diagram from Evolution Capital

Nanoparticles Nanofilms Composites Tools

Information and 
Communications

Healthcare and 
Life Sciences

Energy and 
Environment

Nanowires, 
Quantum 

computing, FPDs

Magnetic films for 
data storage, lens 

coatings, 
semiconductors

Plastic electronics, 
flat panel displays

STM, 
lithography, MBE, 
AFM, molecular 

assemblers, high 
throughput testing

Drug delivery
Coated particles, 

scalpel blades
Medical implants

Fuel additives,  
catalysts

Battery 
technology, 

advanced solar 
cells

MEMS switches, 
carbon nanotube 

devices, 
optoelectronics

Lab-on-a-chip, 
drug discovery, 
micro-fluidics, 
microarrays

Devices

Automotive, 
Aerospace and 

Industrial

High-wear tyre 
compounds

Airbag sensors

Other Cosmeceuticals
Specialist coatings

Textiles and 
membranes

Sector

Technology
Models & 

Simulations

SW

modelling



7

Healthcare

Electronics

Energy 

Consumer

Industrial

Focus on markets is critical

Key themes

· Targeting unmet clinical need

· Controlling the costs of healthcare

· Sustaining Moore’s Law

· Intelligence everywhere

· Mobility

· Sustainability and CleanTech

· Improved function per unit cost
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· Controlling the costs of healthcare

· Targeting unmet clinical need

· Sustaining Moore’s Law

· Mobility

· Sustainability and CleanTech

Some major themes
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What are we looking for?

· Quality entrepreneurs to work with in partnership

· Sustaining and disruptive technologies which
- Develop markets, create new ones, global in nature

· Clear and significant market opportunities 

· Potentially powerful, technology USP

· Return on investment with credible liquidity scenarios
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Nanotechnology specific observations

· Understanding business model
- Ability to capture value

· Focus of resources

· Understanding maturity of technology

- Management realism

- Clear achievable goals

· IP issues

· Environmental & health risks

· Location of the ecosystem
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Structuring the business for the market 
opportunity is key

Nanotechnology

Market
Solving an industry problem

Understanding industry structure

IP Product Service
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Structuring for the market opportunity is key

Nanotechnology

Market
Solving an industry problem

Understanding industry structure

IP Product Service
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Partnering and licensing in the 
Biotech sector
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Nanostellar

“AmberWave strained silicon combines high quality, low cost wafer technology with 

best-mode device integration methodologies; thus providing the fastest and most 

cost effective materials-based approach to improving device performance.”
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Structuring for the market opportunity is key

Nanotechnology

Market
Solving an industry problem

Understanding industry structure

IP Product Service
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Nanostellar

“Nanostellar develops highly efficient Platinum Nano-Composite Catalysts for automobile 

emission control, fuel cells and the chemical industry based on the leading edge 

simulation tools combined with scalable experimental synthesis and validation.”
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Structuring for the market opportunity is key

Nanotechnology

Market
Solving an industry problem

Understanding industry structure

IP Product Service
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Nanotechnology specific observations

· Understanding business model
- Ability to capture value

· Focus

· Understanding maturity of technology

- Management realism

- Clear achievable goals

· IP issues

· Public perception, environmental & health risks

· Location of the ecosystem
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The benefits of these ecosystems are proven 
by the clusters that form around the world
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Role of the VC in building a successful business

• brings more than just money to the table

• sector experience

• unrivalled network of expertise & resources

• introductions and opportunities through international network

• chairmen, independent directors and chief executives through
People Programmes

• proven track record
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CSR – IPO: LSE 2004

leading manufacturer of single-chip
Bluetooth wireless devices.
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innovation ecosystems develop due to the 
efficiency of the VC bringing an idea to market.

“venture capital backed companies employed more 
than 10 million US workers and generated $1.8 trillion 
in sales in 2003”

“venture capital backed companies outperformed their 
unventured counterparts in job creation and sales 
growth between 2000 and 2003”

source: Venture Impact 2004 Global Insight
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· Significant opportunities are arising from the 
exploitation of nanotechnology

· Balancing the broad potential of nanotechnology with 
market focus will be key for emerging businesses

· Selective opportunities and markets will be attractive 
for VC investment

· VC investors have a key role to play in helping to build 
successful businesses

Summary


