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Animal Health Start-ups - Strategies to Consider 
and Snags to Avoid

Since Pfizer’s spinout of its animal health business, Zoetis, 
the landscape of innovation in the an-imal health industry 
has seen some changes. More large capital entities are 
considering animal health as a place for investment, and 
current companies in the industry are reconsidering their 
innovation and product portfolio development strategies. On 
top of that, there are a lot of tech-nologies coming to the 
animal health market, either on the way to the human health 
market or because of the growing interest in investments in 
this industry. A Kansas City Animal Health Corridor based 
innovation centre that focuses on the animal health industry 
has evaluated over 30 new or repurposed technologies in 
the past two years and made some observations about the 
emerging technologies and their varied pathways to market. 
Some of those observa-tions are outlined below.

CEOs versus Founders
One tendency seen with preseed stage companies in the world 
of innovation and entrepreneurship is that there seems to be 
two predominant leadership styles. The first of these has a 
founder and a separate CEO. For the purpose of this article, 
a founder is described as the person or per-sons who have 
developed and founded the technology. These people are 
intimate with the tech-nology or solution and how it works. 
Because the founder(s) have invested a great deal of time, and 
often their own money, they are emotionally attached to the 
solution or technology. In this type of company, the founder 
often recognises their lack of business and commercialisation 
un-derstanding, opting to enlist the help of a formal CEO 
experienced in this role. The CEO is meant to lead the business 
development and commercialisation strategy and guide the 
founder(s) into a successful market plan. 

The second prevailing type of start-up company is one that 
lacks a CEO or business person on the team. These companies 
range from those who have just a founder and a few advisors 
to those who have a deep bench of technical people on 
their team, but little to no business expertise. Often, these 
companies will incorporate a business expert onto their 
advisory board or even their board, but don’t actually have 
a business leader making decisions. These companies are not 
necessarily any less successful at acquiring funding than those 
with a formal CEO; however, their lack of business leadership 
tends to be a primary concern for investors. Additionally, 
without someone with a business background to make (or 
help make) the strategic decisions, and with the founder(s) 
being so emotionally bound to their solution, there are often 
challenges when it comes time to negotiate a fair term sheet. 
As someone with a heavy scientific background myself, I can 
attest to the fact that, until in the midst of a negotiation, one 
could say you truly don’t know what you don’t know.  

What is the right answer for a start-up company looking 
to break into the animal health industry? There isn’t one 

answer that is appropriate to all situations. The answer is 
very dependent on the type of exit the company is seeking 
and the goals for their technology. It is logical that those 
companies who are seeking large investment dollars with 
intent to develop their own company should strongly consider 
including a business leader on their team who is experienced 
in animal health. While not a requirement for success, it 
certainly is a benefit.

Platform Technology Launch Strategies 
A platform technology, for the purposes of this article, is 
broadly defined as a technology that can offer a solution 
to multiple problems. Whether that be a vaccine platform 
capable of treating many different diseases, or a software 
system that can be modified and utilized for many different 
applications. These types of emerging companies seem to 
strategize in one of two directions.

The first strategy is that the company will focus solely on 
one very relevant portion of their technology and get that 
to market as quickly and efficiently as possible, then work 
to develop the rest of the platform. The companies in this 
camp have a solid strategy in that they are focusing all of 
their resources and efforts on one product or solution only. 
This strategy tends to yield a swifter transition to market 
and a more effective utilization of resources and investment; 
however, these companies are forced to chose one of their 
diseases or approaches to target. These companies are forced 
to “roll the dice” so to speak, and place all of their success 
hopes in one proverbial basket. Should they choose a disease 
that is not necessarily a game changer in their target market 
or if they underestimate the need for the specific aspect of 
their focus technology, the success of the company could 
be in jeopardy. Conversely, if they choose a hot area of the 
industry and get it right, they have gotten to market with less 
resources and can utilise the revenue generated from their 
first solution to bring the rest of the platform to market.  

The second plan of action with platform technologies 
seems to be to throw out as many of the platform options as 
possible and hope one or more prompts interest with investors 
or strategic partners. These companies hold nothing (or very 
little) back in the hopper should they want to sweeten the 
deal with an investor or strategic partner. They seem to put 
most everything out on the table and hope that one or more 
of the platform ideas sparks some interest. The advantage 
of this strategy is that these companies are not placing their 
hopes for success on one single target. They often have many 
targets that range from different diseases and/or species 
and thus they are attractive to multiple markets at the same 
time. Companies such as this may even de-cide to divide their 
technologies and license or sell portions to different entities. 
For example, they may have interest in one portion of the 
platform from an equine entity and thus will license that 
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portion off to create a revenue or investment stream to fund 
the remaining technology. The disadvantage here is that the 
lack of focus creates doubt that a technology can address 
myriad diverse disease conditions across a variety of species. 

As with selecting leadership for any company, there 
is no right or wrong answer to this debate. It is important 
for any start-up company to develop a strategy that they 
are comfortable with and that lends itself to their specific 
goals. Additionally, it may be advantageous for the company 
to engage an experienced animal health professional to 
help them understand and appreciate the various options 
available to them.  

Academic Spin-off versus Independent Entrepreneurship 
Many new technologies are initiated by a company that 
has identified a need within the industry and is providing a 
solution to that need. There are other technologies, however, 
that spin out of an academic research grant or project. 
The founders of these technologies tend to have a very 
different mindset from those who have provided a solution 
to an industry need. Oftentimes, they have not necessarily 
identified a specific need in an industry, but rather have 
been granted funding for specific types of research. From 
the results of that research, they spin out a technology that 
they attempt to commercialise. In many cases, there is a 
need for the technology and the spinout is successful. In 
other cases, however, those working to commercialise the 

solution have not properly identified the market or, if they 
have, haven’t qualified the need for that solution. If a new 
solution is introduced into the marketplace and doesn’t 
offer a significant fiduciary or procedural advantage, the 
acceptance might not be as positive as originally perceived. 
In other words, even though a solution might be effective in 
a laboratory setting, if it isn’t monumentally cost- or time-
saving or does not meet a previously unmet need, it may not 
be accepted into the market as well as the researcher hopes. 

Additionally, much of the research that spins out into 
animal health solutions comes from human disease and crop 
chemical research. Since the regulatory pathway and time to 
market is a bit shorter in animal health, many new innovators 
are now seeking to enter the animal market first and then 
utilise that revenue stream to help fund the additional studies 
needed to get an approved human product. This can be a 
smart strategy since the two industries run parallel in many 
ways; however, what is useful and innovative in the human 
market won’t always translate to the animal health market. 
Additionally, the revenue generated in the animal health 
market may not always be sufficient to be meaningful for 
development of products for humans.    

Understanding the True Market of a Product
As previously mentioned, a prevailing issue with any start-up 
is how to best understand and define their product’s market. 
With several reputable animal health consulting groups, it is 
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not difficult to acquire market analysis or numbers; however, 
many start-up companies simply don’t have the funds to 
engage a consultant – at least not initially. This leaves them 
with the task of trying to define and determine an accurate 
picture of their technology’s target market. Additionally, 
many start-ups, especially those who have come out of the 
human industry, don’t have a true understanding of the 
animal health industry.

Engaging the proper animal health expertise, in many 
cases, is pivotal to the success of these types of start-up 
companies and can save them time and money in the long 
run. The direction and target of the technology will be much 
stronger if there is some animal health expertise able to help 
guide the direction of commercialisation and development. 
Animal health and business experts, if engaged, will be able 
to help guide the strategy of the commercialisation plan and 
should also be better equipped to define the realistic size of 
the target market. While there are many similarities between 
the two, the animal and human health industries are also very 
different. There are a lot of advantages to running human 
FDA trials in such a way that allows a suitable technology 
to also strive for approval in the animal health markets. 
However, without collaborating with those who understand 
the animal health industry, a start-up seeking approval in 
both arenas may not fully understand the needs of, and 
procedural differences between, human and animal health. 
This lack of understanding could create additional obstacles 
for a new company. 

Funding Strategies and Issues Encountered with Investing 
Opportunities
As is common in business, start-up companies need money. 
Investment or other funding oppor-tunities are among the 
primary goals of any start-up company. There are a variety 
of ways in which a new technology can achieve investment, 
ranging from friends and family contributions and crowd 
funding, all the way to venture capital and angel funds. At 
this stage, many start-up technologies are also seeking a 
strategic partnership. There are many different approaches 
that can accomplish the goal, however some strategy is wise 
when deciding how investment can be achieved. While many 
strategies exist, there are a few pitfalls to try and avoid.  

One of these pitfalls is not knowing how the person you 
speak with is involved in the decision-making process. It is 
important to qualify the decision-making ability of anyone 
a start-up meets with regarding investment. If the start-up is 
seeking to identify a strategic partner or possible acquisition, 
it becomes important to do more than just “get a meeting” 
with someone within the company of interest. Keep in 
mind that you will basically get one “introduction” meeting 
where you will likely have 10-15 minutes to pitch your 
technology, and if that holds the company’s interest then 
you will have one more shot to discuss the technology with 
their business development team. That fact leads to several 
strategy decisions. First, make sure your initial meeting is 
with someone within the target company who has the ability 
make the decision whether or not to advance your technology 
within the company, and second, make sure your technology 

is developed to a level that is appropriate for the company 
you are hoping to license it to. It is key to gain a “champion” 
within the strategic partner willing to make the case for the 
adoption of the technology into the company. 

 
Another important strategy decision that needs to be 

made with regard to investment is to whom and how often 
you present your technology. Multiple approaches have been 
observed and while there is no right or wrong answer, some 
strategy is important. Many new companies want to pitch 
their technologies to everyone who will listen, which is 
understandable, as they are excited about their solution and 
looking for funding anywhere they can find it. However, this 
does remove some of the “sex appeal” from the product and 
once it has been seen by “everyone” it is hard to make it 
exciting again. This is where strategy comes into play. It may 
be more beneficial to pitch to one or two players and get their 
feedback. If the feedback indicates that the solution is too 
early stage, or the target market isn’t defined properly (for 
example) then perhaps rather than assuming those 
companies are wrong and ploughing forward anyway, it 
would be prudent to take that feedback and adjust the 
strategy of the next steps accordingly. Not that investors or 
acquiring companies are always right, but if the same general 
answer is given more than once, there may be something to 
consider within that feedback. Making a few changes and 
either representing the solution, or pitching to another 
investor group or acquisition partner, could be the key to 
success.

Conclusion
There are many ways to achieve a goal. If, at the end of the 
day, the goal is achieved, then the pathway was a success. 
However, knowing some of the advantages and strategies 
that have worked for other start-up companies, as well as 
knowing what hasn’t worked, will only make the path to 
success shorter and less expensive. With companion animals 
becoming more like family and consumers spending more and 
more money on their pets each year, the animal health market 
similarly has to continue to thrive and expand. Additionally, 
consumers are becoming more and more conscious about 
what goes into their food; consequently, more innovative 
solutions are evolving every day to meet those needs. There 
is no doubt that innovation in the animal health industry will 
continue to be pivotal to its expansion and growth. Utilising 
the experiences of others, both good and bad, might be the 
difference between success and failure.
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