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FAST SUMMARY

• Immigrant deep tech founders are important cogs
in the U.S. innovation economy

• The U.S. is at risk of losing innovative deep
tech talent to countries that have less challenging
immigration policies

• Immigration policy reforms could help immigrants
flourish and continue contributing to the U.S.
economy

Immigrant deep tech founders have significantly contributed
to the trillion-dollar U.S. economy. Yet, U.S. immigration
policies for foreign-born founders remain challenging to
navigate. The U.S. may lose to the global competition
for deep tech talent in countries like Australia, Canada,
Germany, and U.K. where access to entrepreneurship visas
are easier to obtain. If the U.S. wants to continue leading the
world in deep tech innovation, it can expand immigration
policies for foreign-born entrepreneurs to make building
startups here more attractive — not only to promote
innovation but to support the U.S. economy.

Immigrant founders have been essential cogs of the U.S.
economy for decades. They are the geniuses behind some

well-known brands — from the legendary blue jeans now
considered a fashion icon to the rockets that will bring us
closer to a space-faring civilization. They have led more than
half of the companies in the U.S. that are valued at over $1
billion [1]. In 2021, 21% of the largest 500 companies in the
U.S. were directly founded by foreign-born individuals [2]. The
collective value of all immigrant-founded companies exceeds
$1 trillion and creates an average of 859 jobs per company.
Undoubtedly, immigrant deep tech founders play a critical
role in driving the U.S. economy and innovation leadership,
particularly in areas of interest for U.S. policymakers such
as artificial intelligence and biotechnology [3]. However,
underneath these successes lies the hidden barriers that
immigrant founders constantly face. Long visa wait times and
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limited access to visas have pushed deep tech founders to
seek building their vision in other countries. If the U.S. wants
to maintain its innovation leadership in critical technologies,
particularly in areas of national interest, reforming immigration
policies may better allow deep tech founders to build and
contribute to the U.S. economy.

What is deep tech?
While there is no consensus on its definition, deep tech

generally refers to technologies that lie below the surface of
more traditional technologies — like how the tip of an iceberg
is just a small part of its total mass (traditional technology);
the rest is underwater (deep tech). Deep tech companies often
use these hidden resources to build new solutions that have a
low environmental impact or are designed to solve problems
that affect large populations. About 97% of deep tech ventures
contribute to at least one of the United Nation’s Sustainable
Development Goals [4]. Thus, the impact of innovations rooted
in deep tech goes beyond economic boons and extends
toward impacting society.

Most deep tech products are physical rather than
software [5]. Deep tech ventures leverage the advances from
the world of "bits" (the digital world) and apply them to the
realm of "bits and atoms" (the physical world). However,
unlike most software, building products for deep tech can
be capital intensive, and creating a product in customers’
hands may require several years. The design-build-test-learn
cycles for deep tech products are also slower, requiring
significant scientific and engineering innovations along the
product development path. Thus, while the impact of deep
tech ventures is clear, they carry high technical and market
risk.

Immigration challenges for deep tech founders
For foreign-born deep tech founders, navigating the U.S.

immigration system on top of building a deep tech company
is complex. To add to these challenges, immigration hurdles
are moving targets of sorts, affected by political sentiments
and complicated by convoluted policies. An immigrant deep
tech founder’s journey begins by figuring out the U.S. visa
alphabet soup, but understanding the nuances of each visa
as an immigrant is like walking through a maze covered with
webs while in a heavy fog: it is unnecessarily complex.

There is a range of visas to choose from. The F visa
classification is used for students. If you are a student who
wants to be an entrepreneur, you can use your F status

MIT Science Policy Review | August 29, 2022 | vol. 3 | pg. 21



https://doi.org/10.38105/spr.0tnwlcw5of Perspective

to ideate your company’s business plan. After graduation,
you can use the Optional Practical Training (OPT) period to
build and launch the company. And if your degree falls under
the category of science, technology, engineering, and math
(STEM) fields, you can stay in the U.S. for an additional 24
months [6]. Once you have exhausted your OPT status, you
can transition to employment-based visas like the O-1 and
H-1B. However, there are limitations on what activities you can
do on some employment-based visas. Using the O and H-1B
visas for activities beyond the scope of those required by your
visa sponsor (i.e., your employer) can lead to legal challenges,
which can include revocation of the granted visa. The same
is true for exchange visitor visas, like the J-1, which restricts
the holder from activities beyond the employer’s designated
activities. As an alternative to employer-petitioned visas,
self-petitioned permanent residency visa through employment,
like the EB-1 and EB-2, allow more freedom for entrepreneurs
to build their companies. However, these visas are challenging
to obtain due to their high adjudication standards, requiring
applicants to produce evidence to the U.S. government
that they are "extraordinary" individuals. The criteria for
"extraordinary" ability for immigrants include receiving awards
that recognize their outstanding achievement, participating
in professional organizations with merit-based criteria for
membership, and having a publication record, to name a
few. There are alternatives to obtaining permanent residency
status through other non-employment based categories, which
can vary with the circumstances for different individuals.
The long wait times for permanent residency status can
deter immigrant founders from building their ventures due to
the uncertainty of the outcome and the weakened mobility
between jobs that results from limited access to the U.S. labor
market during the application process [7].

A collection of U.S. states have formed various
Global Entrepreneur-in-Residence (EiR) programs to help
foreign-born entrepreneurs access H-1B visas in exchange
for teaching and mentoring services [8]. Some venture capital
firms have also implemented such programs wherein the EiR
is an employee of the firm. EiRs provide an incubator for
entrepreneurs to refine their business idea and expand their
networks.

Deep tech funding
Non-dilutive capital, or capital that does not require

business owners to give up equity, is an excellent way for
deep tech founders to pursue technical derisking of their idea
without giving up control of their startup. Giving up significant
equity for capital through dilutive funding may lead to founders
losing the ability to steer the proverbial ship to their vision
and so it is always desirable to obtain non-dilutive funding
whenever possible. SBIR grants are the primary non-dilutive
capital sources awarded by U.S. federal agencies, such as
the Department of Defense, National Science Foundation, and
National Institutes of Health, to deep tech startups that are still
early in their funding cycles. Many of these startups have yet to
find co-founders and/or attract investors, so receiving priority
consideration for a grant is their first formal approval and

recognition. This spotlight on the company can be invaluable
in giving credibility to those just starting out.

Phase I SBIR grants are highly competitive, require weeks
to months to write, and have success rates of about 15–20%,
which is similar to academic grants [9]. Funding size for
Phase I SBIR grants can be anywhere from $50,000 to
$275,000 depending on the government agency. Founders
can also opt to do a fast-track application of Phase I and
Phase II grants to eliminate the funding gap between the two
phases, or directly apply to Phase II SBIR grants which can
total up to $2,000,000. Beyond providing non-dilutive funding,
SBIR programs can also accelerate market discovery, as the
government can provide alpha users by serving as a test
customer, which may help lower market risk through early
product feedback.

While these are great programs, immigrants face
challenges obtaining these grants. SBIR programs stipulate
that the small-business awardee must be at least 51% owned
by a U.S. citizen or permanent resident alien. The stipulation
of majority ownership limits foreign ownership in order to
prevent U.S. taxpayer money being spent outside of the
country and limit concerns of creating security risks related
to the development of technologies that are of interest to U.S.
national security (1). For non-green-card holders, giving up
a majority of their equity to obtain non-dilutive capital, for
example by finding a co-founder who is a U.S. citizen, defeats
the purpose of obtaining government grants to circumvent
equity loss.

Venture capital funds focused on deep tech are emerging
but their fund sizes are still relatively small compared to
non-deep tech funds [4]. Lifetimes for venture capital funds
are also usually mismatched with the build trajectory of a deep
tech venture, which can lead to misalignment, forcing exits
before the venture reaches its full potential.

Once strongly biased towards Ivy League founders, U.S.
investors in 2020 have increased support towards founders
from other educational backgrounds [10], helping foreign-born
deep tech founders obtain access to capital. Venture capital
investors like One Way Ventures and Unshackled VC are
providing capital to immigrant founders and, at the same time,
helping their founders navigate immigration policies in the U.S.
The proliferation of firms focusing on impact investing and
founder-led startups, particularly in the biotechnology space,
may provide a level playing field for immigrants. However,
venture capitalists can only ease some of the challenges of
immigration, as they still must operate within strict government
policies.
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How can the U.S. support deep tech founders?
To sustain and foster innovation, maintain deep tech

leadership, and attract or retain innovative founders, the U.S.
could consider revisiting and expanding immigration policies
surrounding deep tech in the following ways.

Allowing non-immigrant visa holders to start independent
companies: Deep tech companies require a lot of time
to build. Moving from an idea to a proof-of-concept
demonstration that can be shown to potential customers
can take years, even when working full-time. Including
provisions that allow some percentage of effort working
on entrepreneurial activities that are unrelated to the
sponsoring company can energy deep tech founders to
innovate, undeterred and undisrupted by constant worries
about immigration. For example, the U.K. provides two
entrepreneurship visas — the innovator visa [11] and the
start-up visa [12] — which allows foreign-born entrepreneurs
to work on their ventures unshackled by the need to have an
employer to petition a visa. Implementation of such a policy
does have some challenges, which include clearly delineating
what work is within and outside the scope of the sponsoring
company relative to outside activities.

Enabling non-U.S. citizens and non-permanent resident
entrepreneurs to access non-dilutive SBIR funding: The
SBIR program has been instrumental in funding thousands of
early-stage deep tech startups, but immigrants face significant
challenges in obtaining SBIR funding due to visa restrictions.
Revisiting SBIR restrictions and implementing provisions
that allow immigrant founders to access SBIR grants could
enable access to non-dilutive funding, potentially attracting
more deep tech founders. Alternatively, a separate SBIR
funding stream solely dedicated to non-citizen founders can
also circumvent the visa restrictions of SBIR grants. A key
challenge in implementing such a funding stream is ensuring
that research and development activities performed through
the SBIR benefit the U.S. economy, which is guaranteed by
51% ownership in the current SBIR guidelines, and carefully
adjudicating technologies that may pose a threat to national
security.

Implementing a founder-friendly fast-track route to
permanent residency under the Extraordinary Ability
category that is not linked to investment: Not all founders
start out with significant capital to invest, so alternative metrics
for qualification of a permanent resident visa could attract
innovative deep tech entrepreneurs. For example, Australia
provides an Entrepreneur visa [13] that can be converted to
a permanent visa upon meeting certain key success factors,
which include maintaining an annual turnover of at least AU$
300,000 (approximately US$ 200,000), filing a provisional
patent, or entering into a partnership with a university, and
supporting success factors, such as receiving formal awards
or recognition or diversifying entrepreneurial activities into
other business areas.

Conclusions
The U.S. is engaged in a fierce competition for talent around
the world. While U.S. universities and companies provide
first-class technical training, immigration policies have lagged
behind, forcing some U.S.-trained immigrants to take their
knowledge elsewhere. Re-inspecting immigration policies for
entrepreneurs and providing additional resources may help
the U.S. to compete for talent, attract and retain the best
deep tech founders, and continue to sustain the innovation
ecosystem that supports the trillion-dollar U.S. economy.
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