
   

  

Cleantech Entrepreneurship 
 

Course Module in Business and Environment   
 
Course Modules help instructors select and sequence material for use as part of a course. Each module 
represents the thinking of subject matter experts about the best materials to assign and how to organize 
them to facilitate learning. 
 
Each module recommends four to six items. Whenever possible at least one alternative item for each 
main recommendation is included, as well as suggested supplemental readings that may provide a 
broader conceptual context. Cases form the core of many modules but we also include readings from 
Harvard Business Review, background notes, and other course materials. 
 

I. Overview of suggested content (HBS case unless otherwise noted)    
 

Title  Author(s) Product 
Number 

Publication 
Year Pages Teaching Note 

1. Introduction to Cleantech Investing 
Khosla Ventures: Biofuels 
Strategy 

Lassiter, 
Sahlman & 
Wagonfeld 

809004 2008 28p 810015 

Alternative 1: Khosla 
Ventures: Biofuels Gain 
Liquidity 

Lassiter, 
Sahlman, 
Wagonfeld et 
al.  

812035 2012 23p 810015 

Supplement: Venture 
Capitalist Vinod Khosla on 
Reasons for Long-Term 
Optimism about Technology 
and the Economy  
(HBR article) 

Khosla & 
Wagonfeld 

F0812E 2008 4p -- 

2. Introduction to Cleantech Management 
KiOR: Catalyzing Clean 
Energy 

Nanda & 
Stuart 

809092 2009 23p 811082 

3. The Role of  Government in Cleantech 
U.S. Department of Energy & 
Recovery Act Funding: 
Bridging the “Valley of Death” 

Roberts, 
Lassiter & 
Nanda 

810144 2010 31p 811083 

Alternative: Verengo Solar 
Plus 

Sahlman, 
Lassiter & 
Kind 

812049 2011 28p 813016 

Supplement 1: Government 
Policy and Clean Energy 
Finance (HBS note) 

Nanda, 
Aggarwal & 
Ganenthiran 

811026 2011 13p  

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/809004-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
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https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/F0812E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/F0812E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/F0812E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/F0812E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
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https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/809092-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
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Supplement 2: Government 
Policy and Firm Strategy in 
the Solar Photovoltaic 
Industry (CMR article) 

Haley & 
Schuler 

CMR492 2011 22p -- 

4. Marketing Cleantech 
NanoSolar, Inc. Steenburgh & 

Wagonfeld 
510037 2011 28p 510111 

5. Scaling Cleantech Ventures 
1366 Technologies: Scaling 
the Venture (Abridged) 

Lassiter, 
Nanda, 
Richardson 
et al. 

812133 2012 24p 812139 

Alternative: Ze-Gen 
Commercializing Clean Tech 

Applegate, 
Lyons & 
Prozeller 

811014 2010 22p -- 

How to Jump Start the Clean-
Tech Economy (HBR article) 

Johnson & 
Suskewicz 

R0911D 2009 12p -- 

 
II. Rationale for selecting and sequencing the items in this module   
 
In Section 1, the case protagonists are positioned as investors analyzing potential cleantech 
investments. The Khosla Ventures: Biofuels Strategy case looks at Khosla Ventures, a venture capital 
firm that is heavily invested in cleantech. While its portfolio companies proved promising, they need a 
significant additional investment, hundreds of millions of dollars, to reach the scale required for 
profitability in the energy sector. The case considers how to best position the firm, where to look for 
additional capital and how the cleantech industry might build an ecosystem of investors and exits. The 
case also highlights issues that a venture capital firm faces as it invests in a radically new sector and as 
the sector matures, including competitors’ adaptation, the role and impact of regulation and public policy, 
and the changing wants and needs of customers. The Khosla Ventures: Biofuels Gain Liquidity case 
provides an update on the biofuels strategy case and can be taught using the same teaching note. Over 
the elapsed time, Khosla had taken three portfolio companies public and had raised more than $2.1 
billion. The Green Fields Investments: Evaluating BioFuels Investment Options case takes the 
perspective of a socially responsible investment firm deciding whether or not to invest in a new ethanol 
plant. The pros and cons of ethanol as a fuel source and the production process are presented, and 
alternatives are considered. Students are expected to perform a cost/benefit analysis to inform their 
decision, taking into account a number of direct and indirect costs, especially those that pertain to 
environmental sustainability. 
 
In Section 2, the case protagonists are inside of an emerging cleantech firm. The KiOR: Catalyzing Clean 
Energy case examines a startup debating where to locate its headquarters. KiOr operates in the 
emerging biofuel industry and is one of the firms discussed in the Khosla Ventures: Biofuels Stategy 
case. The question of location is especially salient because in the emerging biofuels industry, the sources 
of capital, talent, suppliers and customers are not yet concentrated. The case also offers insight into the 
challenges of raising capital and competing against large energy incumbents. The StormFisher: Power 
with Purpose case illustrates the tensions, trade-offs and adaptation challenges involved in designing a 
cleantech venture in a changing regulatory, funding and competitive context. The (A) case asks students 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/CMR492-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/CMR492-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
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to compare and contrast the clean technologies available, discuss pros and cons, and develop a business 
proposition for a particular clean technology. In the (B) case students are presented with the business 
plan and challenged to enlist and respond to funding alternatives.  

In Section 3, the focus turns to the government’s role in cleantech as both investor and regulator. The 
U.S. Department of Energy & Recovery Act Funding: Bridging the “Valley of Death” case follows U.S. 
Department of Energy (DOE) decision makers as they decide how to invest the $38 billion of stimulus 
funding aimed at developing cleantech. The DOE chooses to invest in established cleantech firms to help 
them bridge the “valley of death" by financing risky and highly capital intensive development and 
commercialization programs. The case raises the question of why these “valleys of death” exist, what can 
be done to deal with them, and how the DOE programs are designed and implemented. The alternative 
Verengo Solar Plus case describes a firm that offers solar installations to local residential customers in 
California. Aided by favorable regulatory changes and a consumer financing partnership, Verengo had 
grown to $27 million in revenue and was the largest solar integrator in Southern California in 2010. The 
case looks closely at the firm’s options for growth and what variables, policies and trends would affect 
that growth. The supplement, Government Policy and Clean Energy Finance looks at the factors that 
have led to market failures in finance of clean energy startups and how different governments approach 
the issue. The supplementary article, “Government Policy and Firm Strategy in the Solar Photovoltaic 
Industry,” looks at how government policy that has supported the solar photovoltaics (PV) industry has 
contributed to regulatory uncertainty and how the response of firms to regulatory uncertainty affects the 
development of technology and manufacturing for the industry.  

Section 4 examines how cleantech startups can build a growth strategy and leverage strategic marketing 
to make an immediate impact. The two cases in this section represent firms looking to transition to growth 
and hoping that positioning and marketing can help the firm make that transition successfully. The 
Nanosolar, Inc. case looks at a firm that produces solar panels that are cheaper but less efficient than a 
competitive product. The case focuses on market selection and new product marketing. The Calera 
Corporation case examines an early-stage cleantech company wondering how best to grow, which 
market to enter, and how to demonstrate and market its technology. The case also has a significant 
financing portion and can be taught in both an entrepreneurship class and an entrepreneurial finance 
class.  
 
In Section 5, the 1366 Technologies: Scaling the Venture (Abridged) case examines the firm’s choices 
and tradeoffs for scaling the solar technology firm. The case serves as a good example of the issues and 
choices faced in trying to scale a clean tech firm from laboratory to commercial scale operations. The Ze-
gen Commercializing Clean Tech case covers the first five years of a biogas start-up based in 
Massachusetts. The case explains the growth of the young firm, outlines the business model and enables 
a strong discussion around building capital-intensive, high-risk technology ventures. Major issues that are 
highlighted include financing, testing and scaling. In the supplementary article, “How to Jump Start the 
Clean-Tech Economy,” the authors argue in favor of creating a new framework for thinking about 
cleantech. The framework consists of four components: an enabling technology, an innovative business 
model, a careful market-adoption strategy, and a favorable government policy.  


