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In Smart Capital In Rough Waters, we examined why traditional venture models struggle in
maritime, a sector governed by trust, regulation, and operational consequence rather than speed
alone.

This second paper titled “The Atomic Playbook” moves from diagnosis to execution.

It outlines how maritime technology ventures can be built to scale responsibly, earn trust early,
and compound over time, without sacrificing ambition or avoiding disruptive nature of innovation.
Maritime does not reject transformative technology. It rejects unsequenced change, for
technology can disrupt but not operations.

The most successful innovations in this industry often begin by solving a narrow, high-value
problem within today’s workflows, even when their ultimate ambition is to reshape those
workflows entirely. Entry discipline and end-state disruption are not opposites. In maritime, they
are partners.

The Atomic Playbook is our response to this reality. It is a method for de-risking bold visions by
mastering one critical problem first, earning permission to exist, scale, and endure in a system that
punishes premature ambition.

This is not a theory of incrementalism. It is a playbook for survivable disruption.
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This paper is written for both integrators and disruptors recognizing that lasting
transformation in maritime often requires both conservative entry points and
radical end-states.

OPENING



EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Maritime is entering a period of profound transformation driven by
decarbonization, digitalization, and geopolitical stress. At a deeper level, it is also
approaching a rare technological inflection, comparable in significance to the
caravel, the steam engine, and containerization - now only amplified by the
convergence of artificial intelligence, clean energy systems, bio-engineering, and
autonomy. Few industries sit as directly at the intersection of these forces, and
fewer still will feel their impact as systemically as maritime.

Yet despite its attractive scale and strategic importance, maritime remains one of
the hardest environments for venture-backed innovation to succeed.

The problem is not ambition. It is sequencing.

In maritime, trust precedes traction, and execution precedes scale. Ventures fail
not because their vision is wrong, but because they attempt to change too much,
too quickly, deploying capital before credibility, and platforms before proof.
History shows that even the most disruptive maritime innovations did not
succeed by overturning the system overnight, but by entering it through narrow,
practical wedges before reshaping it entirely.
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This paper introduces The Atomic Playbook: a disciplined approach to building
maritime technology companies by mastering one high-value problem first,
rather than attempting full-stack disruption prematurely. Atomic does not mean
small in ambition. It means precise in entry.

At the heart of this approach is a simple insight: the most valuable products do
not merely optimize workflows - they reduce decision uncertainty at critical
moments. For charterers and operators, confidence to act under time pressure
matters more than perfect information. Systems that remove hesitation become
trusted. Systems that are trusted earn the right to expand.

This framework does not reject disruptive technology. It distinguishes between
how a venture enters the system and what it is ultimately meant to change. In
maritime, even the most transformative innovations must earn adoption,
legitimacy, and trust before they can reshape the system at scale.

We also reframe how founders succeed in this environment. There is no single
“ideal” profile. What matters is a founder’s entry advantage and the willingness to
accept completion where gaps exist.

By combining atomic problem focus with founder completion and sequenced risk
resolution, maritime ventures can achieve durable, infrastructure-grade
outcomes. This is not fast capital. It is smart capital, and when deployed with
fluency, its returns compound.



FROM DIAGNOSIS TO
EXECUTION

In Smart Capital in Rough Waters, we examined why traditional venture models
struggle in maritime - a sector governed by trust, regulation, and operational
consequence rather than speed alone.

That paper focused on diagnosis. This second paper moves from diagnosis to execution.

If maritime is indeed entering a once-in-generation inflection, shaped by artificial
intelligence, new energy systems, autonomy, bio-engineering, and shifting geopolitics,  
the question is no longer whether change will come, but how it will arrive without
breaking the system it depends on. History suggests this moment also carries outsized
opportunity. 

Maritime has repeatedly been the domain where general-purpose technologies were
not merely invented, but operationalized at global scale, from navigation and propulsion
to standardization and containerization, enabling global trade to expand in reinforcing
cycles.

This convergence creates the conditions for structural change: how ships are powered,
how voyages are planned, how risks are priced, how compliance is enforced, and how
decisions are made under uncertainty. Few industries sit at the intersection of physical
assets, regulation, capital, and data in quite the same way. When transformation lands
here, its effects propagate across the global economy.

The answer, however, is not incrementalism, nor is it reckless disruption. It is disciplined
execution aligned to the industry’s cadence.

“FROM THE CARAVEL TO THE CONTAINER, MARITIME 

  INFLECTIONS WERE BUILT ON  BEFORE

  SCALE; THE  ERA IS NO DIFFERENT”

PRECISION

ATOMIC

Maritime does not reject transformation. It rejects unsequenced change. The innovations
that endure are those that enter decision-making quietly, earn trust through reliability,
and expand only after proving their value, even when their long-term ambition is to
reshape those decisions entirely.

The Atomic Playbook is our response to this reality. It is a method for de-risking bold
visions by mastering one critical problem first, turning complexity into defensibility,
uncertainty into confidence, and patience into repeatable outcomes.

This is not a theory of innovation.

It is a playbook for building in complexity.
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Maritime does not punish ambition; it punishes imprecision. Founders often
arrive with expansive visions and attempt full-stack solutions from day one,
only to collide with an industry that demands proof before permission. The
problem is not the scale of the vision, but the focus of execution.

We are not asking founders to think smaller, but to build smarter.
Transformative ventures begin by solving one critical problem with
exceptional clarity, forcing the system to engage. The failure of the full-stack
maritime startup was never a failure of ambition, but of methodology: an
attempt to build the entire cathedral without first mastering a single load-
bearing arch.

The Atomic Playbook is our response. Atomic is not about shrinking the vision,
but choosing the right point of entry. We deconstruct maritime into a Problem
Stack spanning operations, chartering, compliance, finance, and ESG, and back
founders who enter through one atomic layer and execute it with such
precision that trust is earned and expansion becomes inevitable.

This is how Amazon started with books. This is how Tesla started with a single
premium car. This is how maritime platforms are built, by mastering a narrow
wedge before reshaping the whole.

We back founders who see the cathedral and have the discipline to lay the
first cornerstone perfectly.

THE ATOMIC PLAYBOOK
FROM CATHEDRAL VISIONS TO  CORNERSTONES PERFECT

“ATOMIC DOES NOT MEAN 

 SMALL IN AMBITION.  

IT MEANS  IN ENTRY”PRECISE
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WHEN CARGO MARKETS SURGE,

SPEED BEATS PRICE.

WHEN SHIPPING IS TIGHT,

CERTAINTY BEATS PERFECTION.

WHEN MARKETS SOFTEN,

PRECISION BEATS SPEED.

Charterers do not struggle primarily with data. They struggle with
confidence under time pressure.

Every freight decision is a live trade-off between price, quality, and
timing. And the dominant variable changes with the market.

When cargo markets surge, speed beats price.
When shipping is tight, certainty beats perfection.
When markets soften, precision beats speed.

Chartering in a tight market is like trying to get a taxi on a rainy Friday
evening. You are no longer optimizing for the cheapest ride. You are
optimizing for who will actually show up, and how quickly.

The atomic opportunity is not analytics for its own sake. It is confidence
to commit, which is what later enables workflows to change.

Systems that reduce hesitation today become platforms that redefine
decisions tomorrow.

THE  CHARTERER PROBLEM
 BEATS OPTIMISATION

REAL
    CONFIDENCE

Chartering is always a decision made today for a
future that has not yet arrived. 

The cargo has been traded, but loading & unloading
will happen later. The vessel or space is not yet open,
but is being scheduled to coincide with a future
window after completing its current voyage. 

Between now and then, markets move, schedules
shift, weather intervenes, ports congest, and
counterparties adjust. This is where uncertainty
enters, not as a lack of data, but as capital
committed before price, quality, and timing have
fully revealed themselves.

The charterer’s challenge is therefore not prediction,
but commitment: weighing imperfect signals and
choosing when the balance is good enough to act.

“CHARTERING IS NOT JUST ABOUT FINDING

THE BEST PRICE; IT’S ABOUT COMMITTING

WITH ”CONFIDENCE UNDER TIME PRESSURE



“WE DON’T BACK FOUNDERS BECAUSE THEY ARE COMPLETE.

FOUNDER ENTRY VECTORS
 NO PERFECT FOUNDER, ONLY STARTING ADVANTAGE      

There is no single “ideal” maritime founder.

Maritime transformation attracts talent from many starting points: operations, technology,
growth, or policy. What determines success is not completeness at inception, but clarity
of entry advantage and the willingness to accept completion where gaps exist. In
maritime, misjudging one’s blind spots is often more dangerous than lacking ambition.

We observe five common founder entry vectors: the empathetic operator, the systems
architect, the commercial growth specialist, the venture builder, and the regulatory or
ESG pioneer. Each brings a real advantage into the system - and each carries a
predictable failure mode if left unaddressed.

Operators risk building tools that do not scale. Technologists risk solving the wrong
problem perfectly. Growth specialists risk moving faster than trust allows. Venture
builders risk underestimating operational friction. Policy experts risk designing for
mandates rather than workflows.

Entry advantage is not the destination. It is simply where the journey begins, and what
must be completed if the venture is to survive and eventually thrive.

    THE EMPATHETIC OPERATOR

The Empathetic Operator, often a former charterer,
port captain, or ship engineer, brings deep
operational insight into what is broken. Their strength
is first-hand problem understanding and operational
instinct, and our role is to convert it into disciplined
product design and scalable go-to-market execution
where their experience does not yet extend.

  THE SYSTEMS ARCHITECT

The Systems Architect enters with deep technical
mastery in areas such as AI, computer vision and the
ability to build almost anything. Their strength is
technical data depth and execution, while gaps often
exist in problem prioritization and buyer clarity. Our role
is to focus that technical capability on a budgeted, high-
value atomic problem with a clearly defined buyer.

THE VENTURE BUILDER

The Venture Builder brings repeatable zero-to-one
company-building methodology and high-velocity
execution, but often lacks deep domain grounding and
contextual intuition. Our role is to provide a curated
atomic problem sandbox, pilot customers, and a de-
risked path to market launch.

THE REGULATORY & ESG PIONEER

The Regulatory & ESG Pioneer is anchored in mastery of policy, compliance, and
sustainability frameworks such as EU ETS, CII, and MRV, and understands
mandates deeply. Their strength is regulatory fluency, but they risk building
compliance theatre disconnected from daily operations. Our role is to translate
regulation into workflow-embedded software that operators actually use.
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  THE GROWTH SPECIALIST

The Commercial Growth Specialist is defined by elite
B2B SaaS go-to-market execution and strong sales
instincts, but often underestimates trust, regulation,
and reputation dynamics. Our role is to adapt their
playbook to maritime’s cadence, where credibility
precedes conversion.

WE BACK FOUNDERS BECAUSE THEY ARE COMPLETE-ABLE”



Founders enter maritime from many starting points:
operations, technology, growth, or policy. What
determines success is not completeness at inception,
but clarity of entry advantage and the humility to accept
completion where gaps exist. Maritime does not reward
well-rounded founders as much as it rewards founders
who know exactly where they are strong, and where
they are exposed.

ShipsFocus partners with founders as a force multiplier,
not a substitute. 

Our role is to provide what maritime ventures most
often lack at the outset: domain translation between
technical teams and operators, regulatory fluency
across fragmented jurisdictions, and access to credible
early adopters who can validate solutions under real
operating conditions. This support is especially critical
for companies built on genuinely new technology,
where misunderstanding the system is often more
dangerous than imperfect code.

In maritime, powerful innovations rarely fail because
they are wrong. They fail because they arrive out of
sequence - attempting to change too much, too
quickly, before trust, legitimacy, and operational proof
are established. Disruption survives here only when it is
staged. Founders do not need to dilute ambition, but
they must enter the system in ways that earn
confidence before they attempt to reshape it.

We back founders who understand this distinction,
those willing to begin where adoption is possible, while
building deliberately toward where transformation is
necessary.

COMPLETING STRENGTHS

“IN MARITIME, EVEN THE
STRONGEST TECH WILL FAIL
IF IT REACHES THE MARKET
BEFORE THE SYSTEM IS

 TO RECEIVE IT”READY

         AS A , NOT A SUBSTITUTEMULTIPLIER



Our capital is “Smart Capital” because it is deployed with discipline, not just enthusiasm
or optimism. We evaluate ventures using a framework designed to resolve risk in the
sequence maritime reality demands, not as a scoring exercise, but as a way to
understand which risks must be neutralized first and which can only be addressed
later. The framework does not exclude disruptive technology; it distinguishes between
how a venture must enter the system and how change is ultimately enabled.

SHIPSFOCUS INVESTMENT

       SEQUENCING  IN A COMPLEX SYSTEM

FRAMEWORK
RISK

PERMISSION TO EXISTPHASE I

PHASE II

PHASE III

PERMISSION TO SCALE

PERMISSION TO ENDURE

Atomic Problem Specificity
Does the venture solve a narrowly defined, high-value
problem that operators recognise immediately?

Founder Entry Vector & Self-Awareness
Does the team bring a clear core advantage and the
humility to accept completion where gaps exist?
Without trust and economic proof at this stage, even
transformative technology will stall.

Interoperability or Transitional Design
Can the solution coexist with existing workflows long
enough to earn adoption while pursuing a longer term
ambition to reshape them?

Business Model Pathway
Is there a credible route to strong unit economics and
expansion once trust is established? Disruption does not
need to look familiar, but it must be adoptable.

Regulatory & Structural Moats
Can compliance, data, or system integration become a
durable advantage rather than an ongoing cost?
This is where temporary solutions become infrastructure.

This framework does not favor incrementalism over
innovation. It favors sequenced disruption over premature
revolution.
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Building a startup is hard.

Building a maritime startup is harder, because errors propagate across physical assets,
contracts, and reputations.

Maritime commerce and operations are fundamentally derived-demand businesses.
Ships do not sail because shipping wants to innovate; they sail because trade has
already happened elsewhere. As a result, operators are structurally reactive, responding
to industry needs, market shifts, cargo flows, port conditions, weather, regulation, and
counterparties, often simultaneously. This is why maritime can appear to be “always
fighting fires”: it operates at the downstream edge of global trade.

Maritime innovation therefore unfolds within a system defined by fragmented
stakeholders, global operations, layered regulation, and a high incidence of low-
frequency but high-impact events. Decisions made upstream ripple through trade,
charterparties, ports, insurers, class societies, and regulators, often long before
problems can be corrected, and often under conditions where optionality is already
constrained.

This is not resistance to change. It is risk management at scale.

Products that ignore these realities may appear innovative, but they rarely survive first
contact with operations. In maritime, the cost of being early is often higher than the cost
of being wrong. This is why sequencing matters. 

Trust must be earned before transformation is attempted, and credibility must precede
disruption.

Innovation here does not fail because it is ambitious.

It fails when ambition arrives before permission.

       THIS INDUSTRY PUNISHES MISTAKES

WHY  IS HARDERMARITIME

“THIS IS NOT RESISTANCE TO CHANGE,

 IT IS  AT SCALE”RISK MANAGEMENT



“WE ARE  TO PARTNER WITH FOUNDERSREADY

 ADVANTAGEOUR

ATOMIC PROBLEMONE  

AT A TIME
The forces reshaping maritime are now structural, not
cyclical.

The opportunity to build lasting companies exists, but only for
those who understand that transformation must be earned.

Discipline enables ambition. Sequencing enables change.

We are ready to partner with founders who build this way,
one atomic problem at a time.
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ShipsFocus Ventures was not created as a financial abstraction. It emerged from firsthand
exposure to the inefficiencies, uncertainties, and missed opportunities that define maritime
operations. Not as theory, but as lived experience inside shipping, trading, and adjacent
ecosystems.

Our team has operated across shipping, trading, technology, and venture building. We have
seen how decisions are actually made: under time pressure, with incomplete information, and
with real consequences attached to failure. We have experienced the friction between manual
workflows and modern technology, and we understand that in maritime, trust is not assumed
or marketed - it is earned slowly, through performance over time.

Maritime is a difficult industry precisely because it is exposed to shocks. It absorbs volatility
from global trade, geopolitics, pandemics, and regulation, often with little warning. But this
same exposure also creates outsized opportunity. Periods of disruption have repeatedly
produced moments of extraordinary value creation for those positioned to respond decisively,
as seen most starkly and recently during the COVID era, when container shipping generated
historically unprecedented profits.

This perspective shapes how we work with founders. We do more than provide capital. We
translate between technical ambition and operational reality, navigate regulatory and
compliance complexity across jurisdictions, and open doors to credible early adopters who can
validate solutions under real operating conditions. Crucially, we help ventures move beyond
pilots, from proof to production, and from isolated wins to repeatable, system-level adoption.

Maritime is not a speculative bet for us.

It is a system we understand - one where risk and opportunity are inseparable, and where we
know how to navigate when conditions change.

FOR US, THIS IS PERSONAL

THE ATOMIC PLAYBOOK

BOLD ENOUGH TO TRANSFORM GLOBAL TRADE”



www.shipsfocus.com+65 6470 9167 fund@shipsfocus.com
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