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FROM LAB TO LAUNCH AND DAVIS FARMER


I first met Davis when he worked with us at the UK Medical Research Council in the mid-1990s. For more than three decades since, he has been a driving force in the world of academic spin-outs.

What truly sets Davis apart is not only his deep worldwide knowledge of the interface between industry and academic research, but his extraordinary gift for solving problems at this interface. His success stems from the affection he inspires and his strategic insights and uncanny instinct in identifying technologies with real potential. Any reader will understand why Davis has become an invaluable friend. I cannot recommend him as a mentor highly enough.

Christopher Hentschel, PhD

Former Head of the MRC Collaborative Center and Malaria Medical Ventures

What a remarkable book! Nothing like it has been done before, and it will be an invaluable part of my library. I have personally travelled the journey that Farmer describes multiple times and often reflect on the recipes for successes and failures in my experience and share these with colleagues, founders, and first-time CEOs. My insights, shaped by over twenty-five years in biotech, might have been foreshortened and facilitated if I had Farmers book earlier. Farmer and I worked together on several ventures, and he knows what hes talking about! The anecdotes in the book are enormous fun and provide great insights.

Thomas P. Monath, MD, FACP, FASTMH, COL (ret) USA

Managing Partner and Chief Scientist, Quigley BioPharma; Former Division Director, CDC and USAMRIID; Partner, Kleiner, Perkins Caufield & Byers Pandemic Fund

Davis Farmer is that rare individual who can understand science and apply that understanding to evaluating the commercial opportunity the science represents. Equally importanthe can relate to both inventors and investors to help realize that opportunity.

I have worked with Davis for more than thirty years. During that time, we started a number of companies and closed a number of deals in the biomedical space. It has been a rewarding experience.

Jerry Balter

Cofounder and Managing Partner, the Ulysses Advisory Group; Former Manager, the New Zealand Seed Fund

Having worked with Davis to create university spin-outs and later on governance boards, I am impressed by his ability to adeptly embrace and guide the unique process of commercializing intellectual property. His relationship skills, in particular his genuine interest and empathy for researchers objectives, coupled with his understanding of the requirements of investors, brings a clear and strategic approach to project leadership. Davis was a pleasure to work with; his way of working gave me confidence as head of the tech, transfer office.

Colin Dawson BVSc, MBA, CFinsD

Former CEO, Otago Innovation Tech, Transfer Office

My friend and business partner, C. Davis Farmer, Jr., has a unique way of treating people, seeing the world, and navigating the inevitable challenges of building a successful life science start-up.

I worked with Davis for over a decade in two ventures and constantly admired his friendliness, kindness, and generosity. As Board Chairman, he would spend his lunch hours reading Winnie-the-Pooh to an employee working to improve his English so he could read the book to his son. He hosted themed dinners for the team and organized unforgettable retreats at his summer home on Lake Winnipesaukee, even flying the national flag of each guest. This genuine care for people has been central to his success in negotiations and in shaping diverse, strong-willed founders into principled, mission-driven teams.

Daviss perspective is equally distinctive. An avid student of art who has visited nearly every major museum in the world, he once told me his favorite painter was J. M. W. Turneran inspired, unconventional choice that reflects his own forward-looking sensibility. His office walls are covered with photographs he has taken around the world, and he delights in turning them into puzzles for visiting partners, breaking the ice with curiosity and playfulness. In tense startup moments, he often invokes the old British principle, innocent until proven guilty, diffusing blame and redirecting energy toward solutions. That instinctto preserve dignity while pressing forwardbuilds loyalty and camaraderie.

And then there are his stories. Hes witty, improbable, and always instructive. No matter the subject, his moral is simple and unmistakable: Never stop trying. In this book, Davis shares the mindset behind turning novel scientific ideas into thriving companies. Read it, and youll understand why working with him has been both a privilege and an education.

David Kreimer, PhD

CEO and Founder, Younger Phenotype Inc.

I first met Davis thirty-five years ago after being recruited by the UK Medical Research Council to develop a more effective technology transfer function. Access to his expertise and experience proved extremely helpful. I learned a lot. In addition to his wealth of relevant knowledge, Daviss personal style demonstrated a constructive approach alongside key skills needed in negotiation between the different worlds of academic researchers and investors.

Dr. David Owen, FRSB, OBE

Former CEO, Medical Research Council Technology Ltd.

Innovation has powered humanitys greatest advances, and today academic research drives much of this progress, turning bold ideas into discoveries that reshape society. This book offers a clear, comprehensive roadmap for transforming academic science into a start-upfrom the first spark of invention through the hard realities of building, funding, and ultimately exiting a companywhile preparing founders, investors, collaborators, and tech-transfer professionals for the hurdles and high failure rates inherent in this journey. For anyone considering launching, joining, or supporting a science-based venture, this guide is an indispensable place to start.

Steven J. Czinn, MD, FAAP, FACG, AGAF

The Drs. Rouben and Violet Jiji Endowed Professor of Pediatrics and Chair, Department of Pediatrics 
University of Maryland School of Medicine 
Director, University of Maryland Childrens Hospital

Davis and I worked side by side to set-up Pacific Edge Ltd., a publicly listed cancer diagnostics company originally spun out of the University of Otago in New Zealand. Davis was remarkably knowledgeable about all aspects of company start up, ranging from staff job descriptions to laboratory fit-out and recruitment of the Scientific Advisory Board. Davis magic was his ability to work with people from all walks of life, to build cohesive teams, and distill the essence of meaningful new biotechnology ventures.

Professor Parry Guilford

Director, Cancer Genetics Laboratory and the Centre for Translational Cancer Research (Te Aho Matatū) at the University of Otago Cofounder, Pacific Edge, Ltd.
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Too many people have helped along the way in my career to recognize them all, but a few in particular deserve a special thank you.

To my longtime partner, Jerry Balter; my shorter-term partner, Chris Hentschel; Joe McGuirl; David Owen; David Copsey of the MRC; Ashley Stevens; Tom Monath; and to my wife, Sukey, who put up with my travel schedule and long hours. Thank you, all.
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FOREWORD

ASHLEY J. STEVENS

Davis and I met at a garden party of a fellow Brit, Nigel Fleming, out in Worcester in 1990. At the time, Davis was consulting for Creative Biomolecules in nearby Hopkinton and for UMass Medical Center, and I was conducting a feasibility analysis for establishing a regional tech transfer office to serve the various academic institutions in the Worcester area, many of which were too small to justify their own TTO. The Massachusetts Biotechnology Research Institute, the incubator set up when the MBRP was established in 1985, created such a regional TTO in 1995, supported by Nigel.

Davis and I have been friends ever since, happy participants in the New England biotech ecosystem. Our roles have been complementary, me on the sell side in academic tech transfer and Davis on the buy side, periodically taking new, early-stage biotechnologies and turning them into companies that raised capital, grew, hired employees, formed partnerships with bigger companies, and, hopefully, exited.

Our friendship was helped by the fact that before I started in tech transfer in 1991, I was a biotech entrepreneur just like him. I had moved to Boston in 1982 to join one of the early, broad-based, first-generation biotechs, BioTechnica International, and was then hired by a Boston VC to be a co-founder and start-up CEO of the first company set up to work on the human genome, GenMap. Both companies are, alas, now footnotes in historythough GenMap kind of lives on in Myriad Genetics, but thats another, long and very painful storybut I learned, the hard way, that it takes two things to start a company:

1. A breakthrough technology

2. The right business plan

BioTechnica had great science but a flawed business plan, and I got our business model right for GenMap, but our technology was one generation too earlyit took Craig Venters high-speed sequencing technology for genomics to take off. Whether I would have gotten both right in a third attempt, we will never know, because one of the investors in GenMap suggested I look at tech transfer. As I looked back over what then was nine years in biotech, I realized I had, in fact, been consistently taking academic technologies on their first steps into the marketplace, moving one step up the food chain, and helping academia sell its technologies would indeed be a natural and logical career progression for me. I went to a joint AUTM/LES meeting in Vancouver, found the nicest, most supportive industry groups Id ever met, and said, I want to be part of this group. I returned to Boston and was hired by the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute as its first Director of Technology Transfer.

It took nine years of my life to learn that crucial lesson about what it takes to start a company, and Ive applied it when guiding the fifty or so start-ups I and my team helped launch out of Dana-Farber and Boston University over the next twenty years.

I wish I had had From Lab to Launch to guide me back in 1982. When Davis asked me to read and critique the book, I was immensely impressed by his understanding of the complexities of the tech transfer process and the pressures that both academic scientists and tech transfer officers face. I often say that a tech transfer office negotiating table should have three sides, not the normal two. The role and interests of the scientist/inventor are ambivalent. Sometimes their interests align with the companys; other times, they align with the universitys. Thanks to the Bayh-Dole Act, the university owns the inventors invention, but heaven help the TTO if it tries to do anything with the technology the inventor doesnt want. Good luck. Let me know how it goes. Academic technologies are embryonic and untested and need the active involvement of their inventor as they take their first steps out of the lab.

And heaven help the company CSO who thinks they understand the technology better than its academic creator. Ive seen several companies destroyed when the CSO went in a direction that the academic warned them not to, frequently on an ego trip.

Davis guides the reader through these complexities with a light and unerring touch. I hope that TTOs will buy From Lab to Launch and give a copy to each first-time academic inventor and each first-time entrepreneur who walks in the door. It should be required reading. I hope AUTM will promote it to both TTOs and entrepreneurs. Davis tells stories of success and of failure. Time is not your friend when starting and growing a company, and learning from someone whos been down this path and successfully navigated this maze will pay enormous dividends.




PROLOGUE

Innovation is a cornerstone of the developed world. It has been the major driver of the economic engine that builds great societies and our best hope for a peaceful, prosperous, and healthy world.

If that seems a bit grand, consider the impact that innovation has had on the world thus far. Going back to the wheel, some 5,600 years ago, think about how that innovation impacted transportation and commerce (and warfare), how the printing press revolutionized the dissemination of knowledge through newspapers and books, including the Bible and Mein Kampf. Consider too the impact of airplanes, gunpowder, the telephone, nuclear power, the computer, and lifesaving vaccines.

Also consider the impact that innovation has had on further innovation: Knowledge is cumulative.

The lag time between the wheel and the printing press (c. 14401450) was almost five thousand years; the gap between the printing press and the first electromechanical computer (c. 1930) was about five hundred years. The pace has only accelerated. According to Moores Law, computing power is increasing exponentially, doubling every two years.

Another metric of this growth in innovation is the number of patents issued for inventions. Patents are critical in the biomedical space as a means of establishing proprietary positions for inventions, so it is not surprising that the number of patents has grown to keep pace with innovation. The first known patent was issued in Italy in 1421 to Filippo Brunelleschi, the architect of the dome of the Duomo. Between 1800 and 1836, the US Patent and Trademark Office issued 9,957 patents; in 1900, it granted 50,168; and in 2000, that number had grown to 182,218. The pace hasnt slowed down. In 2023 alone, 346,152 patents were issued in the US.
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As shown by the growth in patents, inventors have proliferated too. And they are better educated because they are building on the foundations laid by the researchers and innovators who came before them. Thomas Edison learned reading, writing, and arithmetic from his mother but was otherwise self-taught; Steve Jobs dropped out of college after his freshman year. Nikola Tesla attended the Technical University in Graz, Austria, but never graduated. Elon Musk, however, holds two degrees, and Alexander Fleming was a medical doctor. My point is simply that academia has become increasingly important in generating innovation.

Today, academic research is a major source of innovation in the US:1

Americas academic institutions are the principal source of basic research that expands the frontiers of knowledge and produces discoveries that enhance our national security, strengthen our economy, improve health, and enrich the lives of our citizens. Each year since the late 1990s, universities have performed between 50% and 60% of U.S. basic research. In 2012, universities performed just over 53 percent of all basic research and almost 20% of applied research conducted in the United States. Academic institutions are also the nations leading centers for clinical and translational research, food and agricultural research, and cutting-edge engineering and computational science.

In a May 2025 episode of On Point, Nobel Laureate Daron Acemoglu had this to say about innovation:2

The US economy depends on innovation.

If you look at the US success over the last five decades, six decades, its been driven by new sectors, new technologies, from aerospace to pharmaceuticals, especially digital innovation. Now AI, but also innovation in financial services. Innovation in manufacturing, innovation is forward-looking.

You make a big investment in R&D. Putting a lot of effort, because you think that youre gonna succeed in coming up with a new technology or a new product or a new service. And oftentimes the really valuable one comes from small companies, people in their garages or when theyre trying to just make it big in a particular market.

Simply put, basic research and development, and the innovation they foster, are hugely important for value creation, for improving the quality and duration of life, and for making the world a better place.
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