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Gearing up for the new normal:
What do VCs want and how can
startups ace their fundraise

1https://www.statista.com/statistics/1092626/number-of-unicorns-in-the-world-by-region/
2https://www.techinasia.com/tech-investment-southeast-asia-down-36

Asia has been an attractive tech hub for investors 
from around the world for the past few years now. 
With tech hubs like India, China, Singapore, 
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Vietnam among others 
producing unicorns1 and decacorns every year, the 
investment scene in the region has been bustling 
with VCs ready to ride the digitization and tech 
disruption waves. 

However, 2020 has brought about a shift in VC 
sentiment. With the coronavirus pandemic bringing 
life as we knew it to a halt, many sectors almost 
shut down while some like edtech, fintech, and 
healthtech soared. Emergent trends in the tech 
scene in Asia2 have changed and so has the overall 
approach of investors.

We spoke to several regional investors who helped 
unpack the current VC climate and shared how 
startups can rely on technology to leverage due 
diligence for better fundraising.



In the new normal, agility is key. Being open to 
understanding the changing landscape and 
pivoting accordingly while being ready for due 
diligence is the way forward. Investor approach 
towards risk-taking has naturally changed — 
VCs are more inclined towards startups that 
have a future-proof plan in place, who show 
openness and preparedness for due diligence, 
and who lean on business continuity
and success.

This is where startups can leverage technology 
to eliminate human errors, maximize data 
analytics, and create a robust and secure data 
room that helps them attract investors who will 
enable them to survive, scale, and succeed in a 
post-pandemic world. 
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What the new fundraising
landscape is starting to look like
There are three key changes to fundraising, 
according to Alex Toh, fintech investor of
SC Ventures’ Innovation Investment Fund. 

Firstly, VCs have been looking more inward in their 
portfolio for potential internal rounds before looking 
for new deals. Secondly, VCs tend to scrutinize 
startups more carefully and with great focus on cash 
flow and paths to profitability. Thirdly, due diligence 
has been limited to virtual and as such, most deals 
that are done during this period are with companies 
that investors have already met and shortlisted.

“While there are ‘pure virtual’ deals done where 
investors have never met the founders in person, 
these are rarer and we may see less ‘new’ cross 
border deals for now,” Toh added.

With that, key areas of focus for startups looking
to raise funds, grow business, and scale have
also changed.

While there are ‘pure virtual’ deals done 
where investors have never met the founders 
in person, these are rarer and we may see 
less ‘new’ cross border deals for now.

Alex Toh
SC Ventures
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Improving fundraising efforts
in terms of due diligence
Christopher Quek, a Managing Partner at TRIVE, a 
Singapore-based VC firm focused on Impact tech 
startups, shared, “Due diligence is a critical and 
minimum obligation for institutional VCs who are 
responsible for the funds given by LPs (Limited 
Partners). It is crucial in alternative investments as 
well where not all information is public. At TRIVE, we 
have rejected deals after stringent due diligence in 
the past. Due diligence also includes checking with 
fellow VCs and ecosystem players on the 
background of the founder and the startup.”

Startups, SMEs, and even big corporations can 
leverage technology and embrace digitization to 
help improve the overall process of due diligence. 
Although the efficacy of this largely depends on the 
nature of the business, VCs believe that tech 
startups tend to be easier in terms of due diligence 
as compared to traditional businesses that lack any 
form of digitization. In the new normal, due diligence 
in traditional sectors such as material sciences, 
food, and pharma is even more challenging due to 
the restrictions in visiting physical spaces.

Quek shared, “To help facilitate a smooth due 
diligence process, startups need to have set up 
data rooms ready to be released and updated as 
and when potential investors are keen to review. 
This instils confidence among the investors and 
helps establish a good rapport with the founders 
from the get-go.”

Due diligence also includes checking with 
fellow VCs and ecosystem players on the
background of the founder and the startup.

Christopher Quek
TRIVE
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Toh also stressed on the importance of having 
organized data rooms. “As a startup’s traction 
changes very quickly, a good practice would be to 
segment your data rooms for each investor so you 
know what you provided to each and at which dates. 
A quick video conference call after can help address 
any concerns and questions the investor may have 
on the data.”

There are tools that help startups do this. For 
startups that need to quickly organize hundreds of 
documents for potential and even multiple 
investors, a data room with AI-enabled document 
categorization and integrated redaction features will 
allow them to be ready in less than a day.

Organized data rooms are also helpful when it 
comes to customizing your approach, which is 
another key aspect, according to Toh. Startups 
should not just simply fire off information to a large 
number of investors, but should take time to 
research each investor before reaching out and 
provide a customized introduction or pitch deck. 
“While it is tempting to do a ‘spray and pray’ 
outreach to all VCs as more investors are willing to 
speak over a video conference, a customized note 
still differentiates your company.”

While it is tempting to do a ‘spray and pray’ 
outreach to all VCs as more investors are 
willing to speak over a video conference,
a customized note still differentiates
your company.

Alex Toh
SC Ventures
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What will VCs be looking at in the 
new normal: Why due diligence is key
Moving forward, startup founders need to be as 
transparent as possible. Hiding any material 
information about the company and their 
backgrounds is never a good idea, and transparency 
is going to be more crucial in a post-pandemic
world where the economic climate is still volatile
and unstable.

“Founders also need to remember that integrity is 
vital in the startup journey. TRIVE has rejected 
startups before after receiving negative feedback on 
the founders from external sources,” Quek shared. 

Speaking on key areas that businesses need to 
focus more on in the new normal, Joe Zhang of
TNB Aura, Singapore-based VC company focused 
on tech startups, shared, “A lot of investors are 
now looking at unit economics and profitability 
more extensively, so that is crucial. Founders also 
need to address the “elephant in the room” as in 
have a few COVID points in the pitch -- how did 
they adjust, how did they transform the economy 
of their business, how are they better and safer 
today? Investors are more inclined towards 
founders who learnt their lessons, adapted and 
have come out with a better plan prepping for the 
post-pandemic world.”

Paolo Limcaoco, the Southeast Asia Investment 
Officer for Accion Venture Lab, Accion’s seed-
stage investment initiative, shared that due 
diligence is key to making any investment. Amidst 
the global shift due to the pandemic, Accion 
Venture Lab has had to shift its ways of doing 
diligence, moving it mostly digital and remote3. 

3https://www.accion.org/guide-to-remote-due-diligence

Founders also need to address the “elephant 
in the room”, as in have a few COVID points 
in the pitch.

Joe Zhang
TNB Aura
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“Now, when looking to invest, while we look to 
understand the product-market fit and financial 
inclusion aspect of the business, as early-stage 
investors, an integral part of our diligence is 
evaluating the founders and the rest of the team, 
making sure that they are thoughtful, mission-
aligned, and dedicated. With the pandemic, face-to-
face settings are not possible anymore. So, the focus 
on digital meetups with the team in both formal, as 
well as informal settings, has become even more 
crucial for due diligence.” 

Limcaoco further added that while scalability remains 
important, sustainability has become just as crucial. 
He believes that highlighting the viability of the 
business model and operations in the future will be 
key for founders in the new normal. 

“Investors will want to know how your business was 
affected, how you survived, and what are the steps 
you have taken to be a company that will thrive 
moving forward, so startups need to be prepared to 
answer these questions” he said.

One of the most important things startups 
should do is to research - who the investors 
are, what their investment portfolio looks 
like, are they a good fit - even before 
reaching out. And when those questions are 
answered, it’s best to include that in their 
pitch or introduction. 

“We are strategic investors and it is very 
helpful to know how you can or are providing 
strategic value to the bank even before we 
start diving in on financial returns,” said Toh. 
“Do they know how we can help? For 
example, SC has a strong presence in Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East and if your future 
growth market is there, it would be a very 
strong alignment and we see this with most 
of the investments we have made.”

While scalability remains important, 
sustainability has become just as crucial.

Paolo Limcaoco
Accion Venture Lab
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Leveraging technology for
better due diligence

   How businesses communicate has changed.   
    Businesses across Southeast Asia are unable to  
    meet or interact physically and this has made the  
    entire process of due diligence more time  
    consuming and challenging.
  VC sentiment has also shifted. VCs have become  
    more cautious of their existing portfolios. They  
    are not as keen to make new investments as  
    before, hence the drop in fundraising across the  
    region in Q2 and Q3; they would rather focus on  
    maintaining existing startup cohorts. 
  The new scope within different sectors. While  
    sectors such as edtech, online entertainment, and  
    eCommerce are thriving, travel, and hospitality  
    are among those that were the worst hit. However,  
    investors are more conservative in general, so not  
    necessarily an increase or decrease in each of  
    these sectors can be seen.

   Initial approach is just the hand that knocks
     and not a foot through the door. Depending  
    on how prepared you are and how open you are  
    to sharing information, VCs may choose to open  
    the door or keep it shut.
  A structured and well-kept data room is very     
    telling. It speaks volumes about how prepared  
    you are to not only share important information  
    but also to keep the fundraising process going  
    by making it easy for investors to see all the  
    necessary information needed to determine  
    what your long-term growth plans are.
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Startups need to understand that moving forward, there are a few fundamental changes that have 
reshaped the current climate and will have impact on the near future as well:
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Due diligence is the very foundation of the 
marriage between startup founders and VCs. An 
investment is at least a three to five-year 
relationship and it can be very painful to dissolve 
that relationship if things go wrong. This is what 
due diligence eliminates -- it helps establish trust, 
transparency, and a two-way communication 
channel between the involved parties. 

Moving forward, startups need to understand the 
changing VC sentiment and be prepared, 
organized, and ready to share information and 
documents with potential investors instantly for 
conducting due diligence and raising funds for 
business growth and scalability. 
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Alex Toh
SC Ventures

SC Ventures is Standard Chartered Bank’s 
innovation, fintech investment and ventures unit.  
Focused on “rewiring the DNA in banking”, SC 
Ventures aims to develop an innovation culture and 
mindset, deepen capabilities and experiment with 
new business models through an open platform and 
network of people and partnerships.

Enabling Innovation  
Our eXellerator labs facilitate innovation and culture 
change across the Bank. It is a platform which 
supports the Bank’s intrapreneurs and clients along 
their innovation journey.

Business Ventures
We sponsor and oversee the formation of new 
business ventures, focusing on disruptive business 
models to create optionality. We test by incubating, 
setting up and spinning off businesses that are 
independent and distinct from the bank. 

Investment Fund
We invest in Fintech companies that enable  
forward-thinking capabilities and manages  
Standard Chartered’s minority stakes in its  
fintech partners.

  Verticals
    Artificial Intelligence, Blockchain,  
    Finance, Insurtech, Mobile 

  Investment Location 
    All / Any

  Stages 
    Series A and above

  Type of Investment Firm  
    Corporate Venture Capital 

  Investment Range  
    US$ 1m - US$ 5m

Featured VC Firm: SC Ventures
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Christopher Quek
Managing Partner, TRIVE

Christopher is a 3rd generation serial entrepreneur-
turned-VC with 20 years of experience in various 
industries of eCommerce and deep technologies.

Through TRIVE, he has invested in 18 startups.
A prior experience running a pro-bono incubator 
saw him help 76 Singapore startups raise US$22m 
in early-stage funding. He has also provided over 
1000 1-to-1 advisories to startup entrepreneurs.

TRIVE Ventures invests in data driven decision 
making technologies that create business impact 
and positive social impact concurrently for 
application in regional markets.

  Verticals
    Automotive, Big Data, Consumer, Education,  
    Energy, Enterprise Solution, Real Estate, Retail,  
    Smart Cities

  Investment Location 
    Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia, 
    Indonesia, Thailand 

  Stages 
    Seed, Pre-Series A / Bridge 

  Type of Investment Firm  
    Venture Capital Firm  

  Investment Range  
    US$ 400K - US$ 800K

Featured VC Firm: TRIVE
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Joe Zhang
Principal, TNB Aura

TNB Aura is a Singapore headquartered venture 
capital firm focused on Series A and B technology 
investments in the region. Founded by 
entrepreneurs and fund managers who have 
established, grown and exited several businesses, 
TNB Aura looks to become the marquee venture 
capital fund in Southeast Asia. 

TNB Aura is also the co-investment partner of 
Enterprise Singapore under the “Advanced 
Manufacturing & Engineering” scheme. We believe 
in people and companies with strong fundamentals, 
and invest US$ 1m - US$ 10m into the next wave of 
technology-led high growth companies.

  Verticals
    Consumer, E-commerce, Education, Software 
    as a Service, Deep Tech 

  Investment Location 
    Southeast Asia

  Stages 
    Series A, Series B  

  Type of Investment Firm  
    Venture Capital Firm  

  Investment Range  
    US$ 1m - US$ 10m

Featured VC Firm: TNB Aura
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Paolo Limcaoco
Southeast Asia Investment Officer, Accion Venture Lab

Accion’s seed-stage investment initiative, Accion 
Venture Lab, provides capital and extensive support 
to innovative fintech startups that improve the 
reach, quality, and affordability of financial services 
for the underserved and have the potential to scale. 
Backed by commercial and impact investors since 
the launch of its third-party fund in 2019, Venture 
Lab has invested in more than 50 early-stage 
startups that operate in 30 countries worldwide. 
Venture Lab is a part of Accion, a global nonprofit 
committed to creating a financially inclusive world, 
with a pioneering legacy in microfinance and fintech 
impact investing. 

Accion catalyzes financial service providers to 
deliver high-quality, affordable solutions at scale for 
the three billion people who are left out of – or 
poorly served by – the financial sector. 

For nearly 60 years, Accion has helped tens of 
millions of people through our work with more than 
160 partners in 55 countries.

  Verticals
    Agritech, Finance, Insurtech,  
    Logistics/Supply Chain 

  Investment Location 
    Philippines, Indonesia, Brazil, Mexico, 
    Nigeria, Kenya 

  Stages 
    Seed, Pre-Series A / Bridge   

  Type of Investment Firm  
    Venture Capital Firm   

  Investment Range  
    Not Specified

Featured VC Firm: Accion Venture Lab
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About this white paper
Produced in partnership with e27.

e27 is an online and offline platform that equips entrepreneurs with tools to build and 
grow their companies.
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