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In 2018, MedTech SuperConnector 
(MTSC) became one of 18 innovative 
projects funded by Research 
England’s Connecting Capability Fund 
(CCF). The goal of the MTSC is to 
engage in strategic collaboration with 
higher education institutions (HEI) and 
research partners; to increase 
commercialisation potential of 
research outputs; and to contribute to 
economic growth in line with the UK 
government’s Innovation Strategy. 
The RCA is one of eight partner 
institutions within the MTSC 
consortium, led by Imperial College 
London. An open experiment in 
medtech acceleration, MTSC 
programmes are set up to support 
early career researchers (ECRs) fast-
track the commercialisation of their 
early-stage medtech innovations. In 
doing so it aims to share the resulting 
learnings and best practice across the 
consortium partners to become a 
world leading organisation for 
supporting and accelerating the 
commercialisation of early-stage 
medtech innovations. After the three-
year experimental phase, the MTSC is 
now collating the learnings and impact 
of the programme. It has recently 
been awarded two further years of 
funding in a follow-up round from the 
Connecting Capability Fund, enabling 
it to continue supporting medtech 
innovations and expand its offering.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
Dr Elisa Fontana, a participant of MTSC’s 

first cohort, pitching diagnostic assay 
offering personalised cancer treatment 

 

CeleScan – a startup co-founded by 
Cohort Four participant, Dr Matthew 

Blackledge 



The Institute of 
Cancer Research 
 
The Institute of Cancer Research (ICR) is 
a specialist research institute, charity, and 
a college of the University of London, 
offering postgraduate education in 
oncology. 
 
A global leader in understanding the 
biology and genetics of cancer, the ICR 
provided the first convincing evidence 
that DNA damage is the cause of cancer, 
as well as discovering a link between 
smoking and lung cancer. 
 
The ICR also has a track record of 
translating research through the 
discovery and development of precision 
treatments. For example, ICR 
researchers discovered the prostate 
cancer drug abiraterone, now standard 
treatment for the disease worldwide. 
Indeed, since 2005, the ICR has 
discovered 20 preclinical drug 
candidates, taking 10 of them into clinical 
trials.  
 
Having such a defined focus means not all 
promising ideas can be taken forward 
though, as Andy Carr, Business 
Development Manager at ICR, explains.  
 
“We’re a very small institute and we're 
very specialized: we only do cancer 
research. We're very lucky to have a large 
number of young researchers who tend to 
stay with us because they get passionate 
about the task of defeating cancer.	But we 
felt that we probably weren't doing 

enough to encourage entrepreneurship 
and we didn't always have the power to do 
that because we're just not big enough. A 
lot of ideas were getting missed or just 
bundled on the shelf, particularly if they 
weren’t directly related to cancer. 
 
“So at that time, MTSC sounded like a 
really good way of at least helping a couple 
of early career researchers to move their 
ideas forward. Since that first cohort, 
we’ve really developed our in-house 
entrepreneurship offering.”  
 
Andy also credits the interdisciplinary 
makeup of the MTSC in bringing fresh 
perspectives in healthcare innovation.  
 
“Because we're so specialist, working 
with half a dozen other institutes of one 
kind or another helps bring wider thinking 
and knowledge.”		 
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innovative diagnostics 
solutions developed 

Celescan 
Speeding up MRI 

scanning for patients 
using artificial intelligence 

(AI)-accelerated data 
acquisition. 

 

Personalised Cancer 
Treatment 

Diagnostic assays and 
biomarkers to help guide 

treatment decisions in 
colorectal and other 

cancers. 

 



Unlocking benefits across all areas 
of medicine  
 
ICR’s research translation programme 
focuses mainly (but not exclusively) on 
the development of therapeutic drugs and 
small molecules. So, it is notable that both 
MTSC-supported projects are not directly 
in therapeutics but rather in the area of 
diagnostics. Indeed, one project is now 
working on a solution that will benefit all 
areas of clinical medicine – not just 
cancer.  
 
Dr	Matthew Blackledge	is Team Leader of 
the Computational Imaging Team in the 
Division of Radiotherapy and Imaging at 
ICR. 
 
With a BSc in Physics (from Imperial) and 
PhD in Medical Physics (from ICR), 
Matthew has a strong track record in 
research. Yet, he has long harboured an 
interest in entrepreneurship. 
 
“I was always of the view that without 
industrial collaboration, our technologies 
are never going to see the light of day in 
the clinic. As I’ve learned, part of the 
reason is that meeting all the regulatory 
approval standards is extremely 
expensive and any medical technology 
therefore needs careful commercial and 
financial planning.” 
 
When he joined the MTSC, Matt was 
working concurrently on two distinct but 
related projects. One was developing MRI 
scanning technology	to monitor tumour 
heterogeneity – the phenomenon by 
which different tumours, or sub-regions 
within the same tumour, respond 

differently to the same treatment. The 
other project was accelerating image 
acquisition of MRI scans, using artificial 
intelligence (AI) algorithms.   
 
“The one thing that the MTSC really 
helped me with, was to realize that I can't 
do everything at once. I decided to focus 
on the data acquisition project, which will 
drastically speed up the scanning process 
for patients and is applicable across the 
board. That's what we are trying to 
commercialize at the moment.”  
 
Matthew has now launched a startup 
company, based on the image acquisition 
project, called Celescan. This is a joint 
venture between ICR, The Royal Marsden 
Hospital and a private investor in the 
software industry. Trials are now 
underway to validate the technology in 
hundreds of patients at the Royal 
Marsden, while the private investor is 
providing the expertise to ensure the 
software meets strict regulatory 
standards in healthcare. Matthew and a 
postdoc in his group, Konstantinos 
Zormpas-Petridis, continue to research 
the AI algorithms that underpin the 
technology.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“…working with…other 
institutes…helps bring wider 

thinking and knowledge.” 



Exploring promising avenues of 
research  
 
The MTSC has also been helpful in 
exploring the clinical and commercial 
potential of certain aspects of long-term 
research projects at ICR.  
 
Dr Anguraj Sadanandam is a Team Leader 
in Systems and Precision Cancer 
Medicine. In 2013 his group published a 
seminal study in Nature Medicine, 
showing that colorectal cancer tumours 
can be divided genetically into subtypes, 
corresponding to how they will respond to 
targeted, chemotherapy or 
immunotherapy treatments.  
 
This is important, because while precision 
medicine and immunotherapy have been 
extremely successful in certain cancers 
like melanoma, only minor effects have 
been seen in the vast majority of 
colorectal cancer patients. Part of this 
failure is due to the lack of robust 
biomarkers that can easily be tested to 
facilitate treatment decisions. Such a test 
would screen for patients who will not 
benefit from these drugs thereby avoiding 
unnecessary toxicities and time spent in 
hospital instead of with family and friends 
in the last months of their life. This will also 
ultimately result in the redistribution of 
health care funding to ensure that all 
patients with a high likelihood of a positive 
response will have access to these drugs 
beyond current restrictions, with an 
overall cost reduction for healthcare 
systems and improved patient outcomes. 
 
“We have 14 years of experience in this 
area; we have the biomarkers, we have 

the potential treatment options, we have 
validated this in about 2500 samples, but 
it’s still a long, hard journey to get to the 
clinic,” Anguraj says.  
 
The MTSC funding and training provided 
an unmissable opportunity to investigate 
the potential in developing a commercial 
and clinical diagnostic assay based on the 
team’s research. This was carried out by a 
PhD candidate in Anguraj’s group who 

showed particular entrepreneurial flair – 
Dr Elisa Fontana. 
 
“During the MTSC, we were able to 
complete the full proof-of-concept study 
in our lab and were able to access clinical 
trial samples and prove that the test is 
actually much better compared to what is 
currently available in clinical practice,” 
Elisa commented.  
 
Since participating in the MTSC, Elisa has 
gone on to become a Principal 
Investigator (PI) in drug development at 
the Sarah Cannon Research Institute, a 
world-leading clinical trials facility, where 
she manages and oversees trials.  
 
Anguraj and his team continues to 
develop its diagnostic assay in connection 
with MTSC. Anguraj was selected to be 
one of the participants of Diagnostic 
Accelerator Program of the MTSC. They 
are considering a licence and start-up 
opportunity simultaneously and received 
an MTSC Innovation Grant fund for their 
potential start-up. 
 
 



Building up world-class enterprise 
capacity   
 
Since the first cohort of the MTSC, the 
ICR has seen some major developments 
– most notably the first phase of the new 
London Cancer Hub. This long-term 
programme will create a world-leading 
campus providing an exceptional 
environment for cancer research, 
innovation, education and 
commercialisation. It aims to deliver 
280,000m2 of life-science facilities, 
including potential for 100,000m2 of 
commercial space. 
 
Crucially the hub hosts a business 
incubator and accelerator called the 
Innovation Gateway, where life-science 
companies can work side by side with 
academic researchers. The aim is to 
accelerate the discovery and 
development of new cancer treatments – 
with the potential to generate £1.2 billion 
per annum for the UK economy. 
  
Professor Paul Workman, Chief Executive 
at ICR commented: “The creation of the 
Innovation Gateway is a really significant 
step forward in realising the vision of The 
London Cancer Hub, an ambitious 
partnership that aims to create a leading 

district for cancer research, treatment 
and commercial enterprise in Sutton. 
 
“The ICR is a world leading academic 
centre for cancer drug discovery and we 
already collaborate with more than 100 
companies to take new treatments to 
patients. This new development 
represents the first opportunity for 
companies to work directly with our 
scientists and clinicians from a base on 
site, and we are very excited about 
bringing in new tenants to further enhance 
our work in collaboration with industry to 
create new treatments for cancer 
patients.” 
 
Through the MTSC, the ICR has also 
forged stronger connections with another 
MTSC partner, the Royal Veterinary 
College (RVC), which itself runs a highly 
successful incubator – the London 
BioScience Innovation Centre (LBIC), 
which is home to over 50 life science 
companies. 
 
All in all, with the experience of the MTSC 
and the considerable investment ICR is 
making in entrepreneurship, there’s a 
great sense of confidence that more 
promising ideas can be taken forward and 
the greater innovative potential of this 
small but mighty institute can be 
unlocked.

 


