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AUDREY HANARD

Spectralys Biotech
From Research to
Spectralys Biotech is the exciting
venture of two 31-year-old
women: Allison Derenne, a
bioengineer and Audrey
Hanard, a "Solvaywoman".
Moving seamlessly between
public and private spheres,
Audrey has developed an
expertise that gives wings to
innovative projects.

You’re now associated with a spin-off, but
didn’t you start your career in a much more
traditional way?

ALLISON (left) AND AUDREY (right):
an innovative female team
Spectralys Biotech is the brainchild of Allison Derenne, a Bioengineering
graduate from the ULB (2009).
On completing her thesis, she discovered that the technology on
which her thesis was based – infrared spectroscopy of biomolecules –
could find applications in industry and in the pharmaceutical industry
in particular. She then landed a Walloon Region First Spin-off
programme which provided her with initial 2-year funding to develop
the commercial applications of her research. And it was against this
background that she joined forces with Audrey Hanard. Allison
Derenne also benefited from Solvay Entrepreneurs’ Creation and
Growth training (2015).

Well, sort of… Once I left the SBS-EM, I received
a job offer from McKinsey as a consultant. In
the end I spent six years there as a project
manager with a two-year break to do a
Master’s in Public Administration at Columbia.
I’ve always been very interested by anything to
do with the "nexus", that area where public and
private rub shoulders. At McKinsey I also worked
in some public and highly regulated fields such as
public health, pharmaceuticals and hospitals. Then,
after six years I realised that there was still an area I
needed to try – entrepreneurship itself.

Using the network
So your Spectralys Biotech adventure
began in this context of wanting to be an
entrepreneur?
Yes, I began to put the word out across the
network – which always works well. My keenness to
get involved in an entrepreneurial venture reached
the ears of Allison Derenne (see box), who turned
out to be the partner of a friend and fellow student
from my year, Jérôme Danguy (Ingest 2008) with
whom I’d gone on an Erasmus trip to India. Sharing
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Business
your digestive problems for three months can make
you very close! (she laughs). Allison had just spent
two years studying the possible commercial opportunities for the technology she developed during her
bioengineering thesis thanks to the Walloon region
First Spin-off programme and was enjoying a third
year of funding designed to allow her to bring in the
skills of a more business-minded profile to help her
structure her business plan, get to know the market
better and develop a more long-term commercial
strategy. So she got in touch with me. I had completed my contract with McKinsey as Manager and
joined up with Allison in what was a sort of 1-year
consultancy role to support her in creating her business and transposing a technology that had been
developed in an academic environment into the
world of commerce.

Ingest 2008
COO Spectralys
Biotech

From public to private

INSIDE
Spectralys
Biotech
2014

Didn’t you find it rather difficult to immerse
yourself in the world of biopharmaceutical
research?

Start of Walloon Region
First Spin-off funding,
duration 2 years

I’d already touched on the pharmaceutical industry
with McKinsey and my chemistry and physics classes
at the SBS-EM turned out to be very useful! All present-day students reading about us, please take note!
(she smiles). "You can only connect the dots looking
backwards", as Steve Jobs said. Spectralys Biotech
offers infrared spectroscopy technology to analyse
proteins being used in new biopharmaceutical products, which are experiencing a boom. It’s a solution
that gives companies the chance to save time and
money both when developing new therapies and
subsequently on the production line. Our technology simplifies things a lot so that in the space of
just five minutes a "spectral imprint" of a protein can
be captured, revealing a number of its parameters,
whereas, up to now, the techniques used have been
a lot slower and only reveal one type of parameter at
a time. For instance, Size Exclusion Chromatography
(SEC) takes at least half an hour and only reveals one
parameter: the size of the protein. With us, each
infrared spectrum reveals a lot of information that
is interpreted statistically using algorithms developed by Allison. I’ll admit that my first months at
Spectralys Biotech were quite largely devoted to
getting to understand this research so that I could
target its fields of application correctly.

January 2016
Arrival of Audrey
Hanard as COO

May 2016
Allison Derenne (CEO)
nominated for the
MIT Under 35 Belgian
Young Innovators
Award

October 2016
Spectralys Biotech
chosen as one of the
Top 500 Start-ups in
Science for the Hello
Tomorrow Global
Summit (Paris)

November 2016
Spectralys Biotech
named winner of the
Start-up Slams pitch
challenge at the BioFit
Salon (Lille)

September 2017
Creation of the
Spectralys Biotech
company

Allison is CEO and you’re COO...
But at present no company has
been formed and you’re working
within the Structure and Function
of Membrane Biology Laboratory
(SFMB) at the ULB.
That’s right. The company hasn’t been
legally established but it will be next
September and I’m still under contract
with the ULB as a member of their
administrative management staff. But
it was important in our entrepreneurial process to present ourselves to the
world outside with our own identity: a
name, a logo, a website… Because of
this, Allison and I have given ourselves
job titles that describe our roles
(she smiles).

30

Enterprise Spirit

WE’VE DECIDED, EVEN
THOUGH IT’S UNUSUAL,
NOT TO LOOK
FOR INVESTORS

4 PIECES OF ADVICE for budding entrepreneurs
1 Sound out your market sooner rather than later
"As soon as you have a prototype for your business project, have the courage to speak to potential customers so that you get to know the market.
Does your idea make sense? Does it meet expectations or do you need
to adapt it?"

2 Manage your time rigorously
"You’ll soon find yourself overwhelmed, especially in a spin-off based on
a technology where you haven’t clearly identified the commercial applications. Prioritise! It’s essential if you want to avoid burn-out."

3 Anticipate
"Ask yourself: is what I’m doing right now going to make sense in six
months’ time? Don’t hesitate to set aside one day a week for strategic
matters: new acquaintances, recruitment, etc."

4 Cultivate your network
"Take time to have a coffee or a meal with other actors in the field to
build up human relationships. This is crucial in the world of start-ups
where it’s impossible to keep informed
about everything. You’ll be fostering
new opportunities."

Is this a sign of a slide away
from public towards private?
Yes, that’s what I find really fascinating! I’m convinced that in Belgium
today we have high quality academic research that could have
a huge number of applications in
industry. But these two worlds don’t
speak to each other enough. For instance, last September the head of
the SFMB laboratory, Professor Erik
Goormaghtigh, accompanied me to
a trade fair. At the fair he identified a
number of problems facing industry
for which, he believed, solutions exist
in university laboratories. So there’s still
a lot of work to be done to raise awareness so that new pathways between
technology companies and university
laboratories can be built.

Organic growth
How do you see the future of Spectralys
Biotech?
Our work is already beginning to be rewarded. Once
our strategy was laid out, we just kept increasing our
contacts, attending congresses, etc. I think I’ve met
185 people from the biopharma world over the last
twelve months, along with the whole of Wallonia’s
biotechnology world, where I came across many
Alumni, and in Flanders too. My schooling in Dutch
has helped me develop links which, unfortunately,
are no longer institutionally promoted at present. So
far, since last December – unusually for a spin-off –
we have already signed a number of commercial
contracts. At the same time, we have several research
funding plans under way, both in Belgium and in
Europe. Which is why we’ve decided, even though
it’s unusual, not to look for investors when we launch
the company next September. We believe we’ll be
profitable straight away and we’re relying on organic
growth. It may be a little slower than normal in the
world of start-ups but it will be genuinely based on
our technology and on the confidence of our clients
and partners, who are best placed to understand it.

Once you’ve fulfilled your mission, how do
you see your career progressing?

spectralysbiotech.com

If you’d like to suggest an
alumnus or alumna or
present your project in
this section, write to us at
sbs-em@elixis.be.

My contract with the ULB is coming to an end and
Spectralys Biotech will be flying solo but I’m not
abandoning the project altogether as I’ll still be advising Allison and I’ll be on the company’s board. But
a new challenge does await me! I’ve finally decided
not to return to McKinsey but to move to another
small enterprise, this time in the field of education.
It’s a business specialising in advising philanthropic
family foundations who give funding to educational
associations, among others. My role will also be to
encourage and support growth, but this time that
of the associations. I think developing a twenty-year
career strategy is out of date now. You need to be
able to move sideways when an opportunity presents itself and have confidence in what life brings.
There are so many great opportunities out there!
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