
19

D
R

D
R

REFLEx JUNE 2013

“it’s like looking 
down the barrel 
of a shotgun”

What is the “valley of
death”? 
It’s the situation that nearly
all start-ups face when they
are moving from a prototype
to full-scale production, and
realize that they’re running
out of money. They may be
facing delays caused by
technical problems or wait-
ing for regulatory approval
before they can get their
product to market. Some
CEOs have told me that it’s
like looking down the barrel
of a shotgun.

Why do so many compa-
nies fail to make it across
the valley? 

There’s a lack of education
about business, and we need
to make researchers much
more aware of the issues in
advance. That’s why I teach
doctoral training courses to
introduce people to the
basic ideas of business. 

I tell people that there’s 
a 1:10:100 funding ratio.
Whatever you spend on
basic research, you will
need to spend 10 times as
much on development, and
then 10 times as much
again to actually go into
production. That surprises
people – we’ve forgotten
the sophistication of the
manufacturing process.

How should we tackle 
the problem?
We should be careful not 
to spin out too many compa-
nies. Sometimes it makes
more sense to take intellec-
tual property generated in 
a university lab and find an
established partner com-
pany to develop it, rather
than taking the risk of
founding a high-tech start
up. This is where “collabora-
tive labs” might be useful in
the future. At Science Park

Begbroke, for example, we
bring together university 
researchers, businesses and
entrepreneurs to develop 
innovative ideas. We provide
facilities, IT support, meet-
ing rooms, financial advice –
we make life as easy as 
possible for them.

How does the situation in
Europe compare with that
in the U.S.?
There are more spin-outs 
in the U.S., where they’ve
always been more adventur-
ous with early-stage 
funding. But I’m not con-
vinced it’s actually working
right now – outside the 
information technology
sector, there are very 
few university spin-out
companies that are 
actually making stuff 
successfully. MP

peter dobson, academic director of the university of oxford’s begbroke
science park, offers his tips on surviving one of the biggest challenges 
for a new business – the “valley of death.”
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Smartphone news aggre-
gator Newscron (Lugano,
2012) has widened its
reach to include British
media – and now has
more than 200 newspa-
pers on offer. 
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newscron
sets up shop
in great 
britain

“we should
be careful
not to 
spin out 
too many
companies.”

videos watched in the
U.S. and U.K. in February
2013 on Viewster
(Zurich, 2007), a Swiss
video-on-demand.

The amount raised 
by Urban Games
(Schaffhausen, 2012) 
on the crowdsourcing
platform Gambitious to
develop its video role-
playing game “Train
Fever,” to be released 
in May 2014.
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