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Table 1  Research institute partnerships 2014 (continued)
Institute Partners Details

Yabao Pharmaceutical Group Yabao and MRC Technology to develop products targeting a kinase target for Parkinson’s 
disease

Alzheimer’s Association, Alzheimer’s Research UK, Alzheimer’s Society, ALS 
Association, Michael J. Fox Foundation, MND Association, Northern Health 
Science Alliance and Parkinson’s UK

Teamed with MRC Technology to create Neurodegeneration Medicines Acceleration 
Program, which identifies abandoned drug projects worth pursuing

Memorial Sloan 
Kettering Cancer 
Center (MSKCC;  
5 deals)

MabVax Therapeutics and Juno Therapeutics Develop chimeric antigen receptor T-cell therapeutics for cancer

Innocrin Pharmaceuticals and Prostate Cancer Foundation Phase 2 study of Innocrin Pharmaceuticals’ VT-464 in prostate cancer patients resistant 
to next-generation androgen receptor signaling inhibitors Zytiga (abiraterone acetate) or 
Xtandi (enzalutamide)

Sutro Biopharma Produce and test bispecific antibodies to treat neuroblastoma in children

Eureka Therapeutics and Novartis Novartis was granted rights to develop and commercialize ESK1, a preclinical monoclo-
nal antibody against Wilms’ tumor 1 in development for cancer

Ambry Genetics, Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, Mayo Clinic and University of 
Pennsylvania

Create Prospective Registry of MultiPlex Testing (PROMPT), an online registry for 
patients who have undergone hereditary cancer testing using next-generation sequencing 
technology

Cancer Research 
UK (5 deals)

Astellas Pharma Identify and validate targets to block the autophagy pathway in pancreatic cancer cells

AstraZeneca (MedImmune unit) Establish a joint laboratory to discover and develop preclinical biologics to treat cancer

Amgen and Cancer Research Technology Phase 1 trial for AMG319 (P13K delta inhibitor) for patients with solid tumors

AstraZeneca Access to facilities at AstraZeneca’s new MRC UK Centre for Lead Discovery to be built 
in Cambridge

Nuevolution and Institute of Cancer Research Nuevolution’s Chemetics technology will be used to discover small molecules against an 
undisclosed cancer target

Source: BioCentury

Brady Huggett is Business Editor, Nature Biotechnology

Startups on the menu
Lawrence Steinman is professor of neurology and neurological sciences, 
pediatrics and genetics at the Stanford University School of Medicine 
and also a serial founder and entrepreneur of life science ventures—he 
is cofounder of no less than five companies. His research in multiple 
sclerosis and autoimmunity was pivotal in the develop-
ment of the blockbuster drug Tysabri (natalizumab). At 
the 2010 San Francisco SciCafe, Steinman presented data 
showing that T helper 1 (Th1) and Th17 cell responses 
determine the efficacy of interferon beta treatment in 
experimental autoimmune encephalomylelitis mice. 
Nature Biotechnology discussed his latest venture with 
him, the Stanford University spin-out Atreca.

Nature Biotechnology: How did Atreca come about?

Lawrence Steinman: I had known cofounder Tito 
Serafini, a former Berkeley professor and seasoned bio-
tech entrepreneur, for years before approaching him with the idea for 
an antibody discovery company that later became Atreca. Bill Robinson, 
a Stanford colleague and collaborator, joined with us at the very end of 
2011, and the large-scale multiplex analysis technology from his labora-
tory eventually became the foundational platform for Atreca.

Initially, Stanford only granted us exclusive intellectual property 
options for a limited time, so with that guarantee, as well as investment 
from Bill, Tito and me, other angels and a seed investor [Mission Bay 
Capital], we developed our business plans and sought partners and 
additional financial backers. The actual license was executed at the end 
of June 2012, when we obtained an investment commitment from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation [in Seattle], which enabled Atreca to 
effectively launch operations. Although our first collaborations have 
been in the vaccine R&D space, I envisioned the company with a pipe-
line of cancer therapeutics and other assets in development or partnered.

Which are the most immediate commercial applications for Atreca’s 
platform technology?

LS: Atreca’s novel immune-repertoire capture technology overcomes 
the major limitation in multitranscript analysis of single cells at  

high-throughput using next-generation sequencing, which is the 
lack of fidelity and quality. Although thousands of single cells are 
processed simultaneously, the technology generates sequence data 
that are unbiased, error-corrected and contamination-free so that 
clonality is maintained and expression of the sequences leads to 

functional proteins.
The initial application has been in describing the 

immune response in a patient, by generating, for 
example, the sequences of natively paired heavy and 
light antibody chains of individual B cells.

Over the past two years, the company has over-
come a number of technical hurdles inherent to 
moving a new technology out of a university lab and 
industrializing it, such that multiple big pharmaceu-
tical and other groups are now collaborating with 
Atreca. I believe that the future technical hurdles are 
minor in comparison.

What lessons have you learned about academic technology  
translation?

LS: If one considers the ‘lean startup’ model espoused in the IT 
space, the most salient concept that translates to biotech is one of 
engaging early with customers and partners, as opposed to insti-
tutional investors. While we in academia have great ideas about 
how to apply and develop our discoveries, what matters more is 
what those willing to pay for the discoveries would like to buy. I 
have learned much by engaging with potential partners and cus-
tomers very early in the process of commercializing discoveries. 
Because the biotech institutional investor space has changed so 
much—fewer groups with less capital—one cannot rely on tradi-
tional models of using investment to translate and commercial-
ize discoveries. One’s discoveries need to be almost immediately 
appealing to potential partners. When I think about translational 
possibilities from my lab, I’m drawing on my many years of experi-
ence in biotech—what technologies, at the moment, are likely to 
find customers or partners, as well as investors, and fill an unmet 
need for patients. 

np
g

©
 2

01
5 

N
at

ur
e 

A
m

er
ic

a,
 In

c.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.


	Startups on the menu: Atreca



