
UNFOLLOW 
THE LEADER
ANGEL INVESTORS FOLLOW THEIR 

OWN INVESTING PATHS

In a recent survey by leading organizations 
whose mission is to foster science innovation, 
Angels revealed their investment priorities:  
early stage companies with driven management 
teams who have the power to change the world.

THE COLLABORATORS INCLUDE
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Methodology + 
Demographics

 Propel(x) collaborated with the 
nation’s leading innovation advocates, 
Breakout Labs, the MIT Alumni Angel In-
vestors Group of Northern California, and 
Innovation Node – Los Angeles, a national 
node of the National Science Foundation 
Innovation Corps (“I-Corps”) Program, to 
develop and field a survey to more than 
300 individuals between March 15, 2016 
and April 7, 2016 to understand the views 
and motivations for angel investing with a 
focus on science and technology. 

 The survey was offered to both 
current and prospective angel investors 
through the Angel Capital Association, 
Band of Angels, HBS Alumni Angels (Har-
vard Angels), the MIT Alumni Angels of 
Northern California, and Propel(x) mem-
bers. Of the 300+ respondents, 181 indi-
viduals identified themselves as “Angel 
Investor” while an additional 49 reported 
they would “Consider investing”. These 
230 individuals are collectively referred to 
as ‘active and aspiring angel investors’ in 
our survey.

Who are these Angels? 

 In this data set, active Angels iden-
tified themselves as males (86.50% of re-
spondents) aged between 45-54 (30.60% 
of respondents) and 55-64 years (30.00% 
of respondents). These backers hold man-
agement occupations (33.74% of respon-
dents) or are retired and dedicated to in-
vesting or consulting full-time (32.52% of 
respondents). 

 Of the Angels surveyed, almost a 
third (28.65% of respondents) have in-
vested in between one and five startups. 
Almost a quarter (24.56% of respondents) 
of these financiers have funded five to ten 
startups, and 18.13% have been involved 
with 10-19 companies. Expectations on 
annual financial return are between 10 - 
20% (36.25% of respondents) and 30%+ 
(30.63% of respondents). Household in-
come for those who chose to share was 
$450k and upward (27.16% of respon-
dents), followed by $250k - $350k (18.52% 
of respondents), $150k - $250k (10.49% of 
respondents), and $350k - $450k (4.94% 
of respondents).

http://www.breakoutlabs.org/about/
http://northerncalifornia.alumclub.mit.edu/s/1314/2015/club-class-main.aspx?sid=1314&gid=25&pgid=6017
http://northerncalifornia.alumclub.mit.edu/s/1314/2015/club-class-main.aspx?sid=1314&gid=25&pgid=6017
http://lanode.org/


Unfollow The Leader: Angel Investors Follow Their Own Paths          3Unfollow The Leader: Angel Investors Follow Their Own Paths          2

angels who participated, 52.47% have a 
Master’s degree. 

 Even before expanding their own 
network (5.56%), Angels are interest-
ed in learning about new innovations 
(10.07%), and sharing their network or 
expertise with startups to further their 
causes (10.49%). 

 “Angel investors are in the busi-

ness for more than just financial returns 

– having an impact matters, especially 

when it comes to investing in things like 

curing diseases, feeding a growing glob-

al population, fueling the planet with 

clean energy and even taking us into 

space,” said Lisheng Wang, Co-founder 
and Head of Investor Development at 
Propel(X). “Science and technology start-

ups should take special note that when 

raising capital, they should emphasize 

the impact of their solution in addition to 

the potential returns to investors. It’s not 

only about the ‘what,’ it’s also about the 

‘so what?’” 

 Of science-based companies, Infor-
mation Technology and Communications 
draw the most interest at 66.25%. Investors 
were asked to select the top three types of 
companies that they were most likely to in-

Interests + 
Motivations

For Angel Investors, it’s 
not all about the money.

 Survey results found that while near-
ly half of active angel investors (48.72%) 
ranked the potential for investment re-
turns as their top motivator for investing in 
startups, nearly one-third (31.08%) ranked 
solving some of the world’s biggest chal-
lenges as their main motivation.

 A majority of Angel investors come 
from STEM backgrounds, with 63.58% of 
those surveyed possessing a degree in 
either science, technology, engineering, 
or math. These are not ordinary investors 
looking to fund the next viral trend. They 
have a baseline understanding of these 

categories, and are naturally cu-
rious about these sectors. Of the 
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vest in, and Life Sciences (56.25%) plus En-
ergy and Green Technologies (53.13%) round 
out the top three. 

 We called out Pharmaceuticals, a 
sub-category within Life-Sciences, as a 
separate segment given its size - a $330 
Billion per year market. Almost a quarter 
of investors expressed an interest in this 
sector (23.75%). This is very significant - 
given the associated clinical and regula-
tory risks and long term nature of these 
types of investments. Categories of Aero-
space and Transportation (21.25%) were 
only slightly higher than Food and Agri-
culture (18.75%).

Hurdles

Obstacles to getting 
financed hinder 
startups’ ability to 
change the world.

 Given the statistics regarding an-
gel interest, what is stopping them from 
investing in companies that could feed 
the planet, enable cheap and abundant 
energy, cure diseases or discover new 
galaxies? Results show that 67.84% have 
invested in science and technology com-
panies. Of the remaining, only 1.32% are 
not interested in these types of compa-
nies. Where is the disconnect for the oth-
er nearly 1/3 of Angels? (30.84% are inter-
ested but have not invested).

 Our study shows that it often 
comes down to a lack of understanding. 
Specifically, Angel investors not-

KEY FINDING
“Energy is in the air” says Swati 
Chaturvedi, “This sector has been dor-
mant but we’re seeing an increased in-

terest and investment in cleantech with 
almost half of the angels surveyed hav-
ing invested in cleantech already. This 
tells us to expect some cleantech start-
ups coming down the line for VC fund-
ing. We are already seeing movements 
in this direction with new initiatives like 
the Breakthrough Energy Coalition cham-
pioned by Bill Gates.” 

http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story073/en/
http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story073/en/
http://www.breakthroughenergycoalition.com/en/index.html
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ed that they very frequently (20.86%) or 
somewhat often (29.45%) decide not to 
invest because they do not  believe they 
understand the technology well enough.

 Angel groups continue to be the 
“best” source for finding investment op-
portunities, per nearly half of survey tak-
ers (48.54%). Ranking second is “Word of 
Mouth,” another channel that is high on 
trust but not on efficiency. Alumni Net-
works represent the top third choice, pull-
ing in 6.43%.

 An overwhelming majority (94.48%) 
of active Angels confirmed that it helps 
to have subject-matter experts weigh in 
when evaluating a startup investment op-

portunity, reinforcing the importance of 
providing Angel investors with the tools 
and access they need to understand new 
complex technologies. 

Deciding Factors 

Confidence in 
management is key 
when it comes to 
investing in startups.

 Contrary to widely-held assump-
tions in the Angel community, survey re-
sults are proving a new trend establishing 
their independent mindedness. Abandon-
ing the herd mentality, less than a quarter 
(21.47%) of active Angels cited “who else 
has invested” as a deciding factor. 

 Conversely, three quarters (74.85%) 
ranked “Management Team” as the most 
important aspect when deciding wheth-
er or not to invest in a specific opportu-
nity. Angels were asked to choose the 
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top three elements that influence their 
involvement - “Ability to understand the 
technology” (52.15%) and “Potential re-
turn on investment” (42.33%) round out 
the reasons for choosing to invest in a 
specific company.

 “The results of our survey dispel a 

common misconception that angel inves-

tors are driven by a follow-the-leader men-

tality,” said Swati Chaturvedi, CEO and 
Co-Founder of Propel(x). “Our data shows 

that access to both management and in-

dependent industry experts is key to facil-

itating angel investing, especially when it 

comes to complex science and deep tech-

nology startups whose innovations have 

world-changing potential.”

 “I’m not surprised that angel inves-

tors have such independent spirits,” says 

Ronjon Nag, head of the MIT Alumni An-

gels of Northern California and a leading 

angel investor. “The number one piece of 

advice I give to every angel starting out is 

to make your own decisions - never follow. 

Make the investment if you want to make 

the investment. Look at areas where you 

can increase the chances of success be-

cause of your network and expertise. Final-

ly, start with small bets- with success you 

can increase your investment.”

 “At a time when our world faces 

many challenges, people are looking for 

solutions that will have an impact and pro-

vide hope. Giving science and technol-

ogy startups the resources they need is 

key to creating this brighter future for all 

of mankind,” said Andrea Belz, Director of 

Innovation Node – Los Angeles. “As we 

look ahead, it’s important that we are con-

necting investors with these breakthrough 

technologies and decreasing the barriers 

to early stage science investing.”. 

The Future 
of  Angel 
Invest ing

 Today, less than 0.1 percent of an 
estimated $53 trillion in assets un-
der management goes into ear-

KEY FINDING
Angels are attracted by great entre-
preneurs. When making a decision, An-
gels report being swayed by leadership 
rather than fellowship. Even non-angels 
ranked management team (55.14%) 
above financial returns (49.53%) as the 
key factors that would sway them to-
wards an investment.
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ly stage science and technology-based 
companies.

 “If we’re really serious about trans-

lating scientific innovation into impact in 

today’s society, we need to help address 

the financing gap between the support of 

basic research and the later stage invest-

ment opportunities.” Hemai Parthasara-
thy, Breakout Labs

 “As this survey shows, many indi-

viduals want to invest in science and tech-

nology startups” said Ms. Chaturvedi. 
“The easier we make it for angel investors 

to discover, evaluate, and participate in 

science and technology startups, the more 

we’ll see money flowing into these worthy 

companies and the benefits to humanity 

accrue.”

 Providing the tools for angel inves-
tors to evaluate these companies is key to 
facilitating investment. These companies 
face an uphill challenge when fundraising, 
but Angels are interested in providing fi-
nancial support.

 At Propel(x) we are actively over-
coming obstacles to early stage science 
investing by helping angel investors dis-
cover, evaluate, and participate in break-
through technologies.

About Breakout Labs

Breakout Labs, a seed-stage revolving 
fund operating out of the Thiel Founda-
tion, supports a growing portfolio of ear-
ly-stage companies in areas ranging from 
food science and biomedicine to clean 
energy.

About Innovation-Node 
Los Angeles (IN-LA)

Innovation-Node Los Angeles (IN-LA) is a 
collaboration of the University of South-
ern California (USC), California Institute 
of Technology (Caltech), and University 
of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). It is 
supported partially through the NSF In-
novation Corps (“I-Corps”) Program to 
accelerate technology commercialization, 
support engineering entrepreneurship 
and educate innovation leadership. 

http://www.breakoutlabs.org/about/
http://lanode.org/
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About MIT Alumni 
Angels of Northern 
California

MIT Alumni Angel Investors Group of North-
ern California seeks to leverage the power 
of the MIT alumni network in Silicon Valley to 
perform deep technical diligence on emerg-
ing technology investment opportunities. 

About Propel(x)

Propel(x) Inc. is an online investment plat-
form that connects science and technol-
ogy startups with angel investors in or-
der to unleash huge innovations, grow 
great businesses, and have an impact on 
the way people live. Founded in 2013 
by CEO, Swati Chaturvedi and Lisheng 
Wang, Propel(x) introduces ›its mem-
bers to ground-breaking startups that are 
developing new forms of clean energy, 
life-saving drugs, new methods of space 
exploration, and innovative new materi-
als amongst others. By facilitating private 
funding for startups based on scientific 
and technological breakthroughs, Pro-
pel(x) seeks to change the world and build 
the next generation of great companies.

http://northerncalifornia.alumclub.mit.edu/s/1314/2015/club-class-main.aspx?sid=1314&gid=25&pgid=6017
http://northerncalifornia.alumclub.mit.edu/s/1314/2015/club-class-main.aspx?sid=1314&gid=25&pgid=6017
https://www.propelx.com/

