


among the hottest upstarts in the energy-ef-
ficient building market, which was pegged 
at $307 billion in sales in 2014, according 
to Navigant Research. View’s pitch? Lower 
energy costs, prettier buildings and happier 
workers inside of them. 

“Some day, every window will be a smart 
window,” said CEO Rao Mulpuri, who joined 
the company — formerly called Soladigm — 
in 2009. “There’s no reason for that not to 
be the case if you can make it with the right 
cost and right performance.”

Now, four years after shipping its first 
commercial product, View is at a crucial 
inflection point: Architects, progressive 
companies and sustainability advocates love 
View’s product. But getting to profitability 
and the massive scale View envisions means 
cracking a mass market that still hasn’t quite 
bought in.

View is one of a burgeoning number of 
Silicon Valley startups focused on making 
buildings smarter or greener. Yet their pros-
pects aren’t certain. The building industry 
is much more conservative than the soft-
ware industry. Most players are focused on 
the bottom line and tend to use what they’ve 
always used. Many look askance at products 
with higher up-front costs, such as View 
glass. That’s especially true in the massive 
speculative office market, where developers 
have their eye on exit strategies rather than 
recouping costs over the long term. 

“In theory, this all makes sense,” said 
Justin Reginato, a professor in construction 
management at Sacramento State University. 
“Slowly, people have been able to prove the 
finances of solar panels or efficient HVAC. 
But this is another one of those things where 
no one wants to be first.”

*     *     *
View’s headquarters is a squat building on 
South Milpitas Boulevard that was con-
structed in 1985, when semiconductors and 
computer hardware ruled the Valley. Back 
then, the region’s concrete tilt-up buildings 
sported thin, dark “ribbon” windows that let 
in just a modicum of light. The manufactur-
ing or R&D work happening inside didn’t 
need any more sunshine — or prying eyes 
looking in.  

Inside a conference room here, Rozbicki 
— a materials scientist who once flirted with 
professional skateboarding — outlines the 
basic technology inside View’s glass. Behind 
him are six, 10-foot-tall panels, each at a dif-
ferent level of tint. Open an app on your iPad, 
and you can change from one level to another 
within a half hour.

View’s product is a type of “electrochro-
mic glass,” so-called because it changes color 
in response to a small electric charge, and 
can vary intensity based on things like the 

weather or user preference. While the basic 
idea has been around for decades, View has 
improved on work licensed from Lawrence 
Berkeley National Laboratory to make larger 
glass panels, with edge-to-edge tint coverage 
and a more pleasing color profile, executives 
say. It has also built a high-tech operating 
platform that can independently tint sec-
tions of buildings, or zones within sections. 

The magic happens inside a 1 micron-
thick section that’s sandwiched between two 
pieces of glass. The tiny nanolayer consists of 
five layers of a metal oxide and two conduc-
tor layers. When a tiny electrical voltage is 
applied to the outside layers, ions pass from 
one electrochromic layer to another, tinting 

the glass. Solar heat energy reflects off the 
outer layer, keeping building interiors cool. 

When Mulpuri — the son of an Indian 
steel-factory owner — joined View, none of 
it worked very well. “It turns out, the tech-
nology was not as ready as they thought,” he 
said. “I instinctively knew that this was less 
baked than they were hoping. But even I was 
not prepared for how unready it was. We had 
to restart the company.”

Mulpuri brought on Robzicki; the men 
knew each other from Novellus, the semi-
conductor equipment maker that later 
merged with Lam Research. Other semicon-
ductor colleagues followed, and so did sev-
eral venture rounds. Backers include Kho-
sla Ventures, Corning, General Electric and 
even a New Zealand public pension fund. 
“We were able to get support from investors 
to back that next stage of a risky journey,” 
Mulpuri said. 

After securing the Milpitas facility, View’s 
engineers worked with the old Seagate sput-
terer to improve the speed, cost and per-
formance of the tint process. The technol-
ogy was still imperfect in July 2010 when 
View announced a $130 million factory in 
Olive Branch, Mississippi, helped along by 
a $40 million government loan. It opened 
in November 2012, and today View is using 
300,000 square feet of the 800,000-square-
foot facility. At full capacity, it can pump out 
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Galina Mutchaidze uses an electron 
microscope to examine an impurity in a 
glass panel at View’s Milpitas R&D center. 
Scientists here are focused on improving 
product quality and materials research. 
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making smart glass
View sandwiches a thin layer of metal oxide 
between two conductor layers. When voltage 
is applied, the oxide darkens.
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5 million square feet of glass per year. 

The technology greatly improved, but View 
still had to sell an industry on a new product 
without much of a commercial track record 
and which executives acknowledge costs 50 
percent more than traditional glass on instal-
lation. That task remains View’s biggest hur-
dle today as it seeks broader acceptance. 

“Our entire basis for existence is to make 
this a mainstream product,” Mulpuri said. 
“We don’t want to be a niche or premi-
um-only product.”

It is not alone. SAGE Electrochromics Inc., 
based in Minnesota, makes a similar prod-
uct called SageGlass. SAGE was acquired by 
French building giant Saint-Gobain in 2012. 

View is focused on three benefits: Energy 
savings (because the tinting reduces solar 
heat gain and therefore air conditioning 
needs); aesthetics (by allowing architects to 
avoid unsightly shading mechanisms); and 
the somewhat squishier benefit of “employee 
satisfaction.”

“The real value proposition — and this is 
where we’re going — is the impact we have on 
occupants,” Rozbicki said. Employees “are 
90 percent of the cost in an office building. 
There’s more and more research that says 
natural light leads to productivity increases, 
kids getting better grades in schools, less 
turnover in hospitals. If you monetize any 
improvement, it becomes a huge value.”

Executives at telecom and network-
ing giant CenturyLink Inc. agree. The firm 
installed 37,000 square feet of View glass at 
its new “Center of Excellence” in Monroe, 
Louisiana, making it the largest View instal-
lation in the world thus far. LaRae Dod-
son, vice president of real estate and fleet 
at CenturyLink, said the company wanted a 
showpiece facility next to its existing head-
quarters that could help spur collaboration 
among employees. 

“We really wanted to leverage light. Our 
goal was 80 percent of employees would 
have access to natural light,” she said. But 
because it gets exceptionally hot in Mon-
roe, with muggy summer temperatures in 
the 90s, a traditional glass-heavy building 
skin would generate too much heat. Officials 
didn’t want to cover up vistas of pecan trees 
and open fields with shades. Then they heard 
about View. 

“We were really looking at the 20 percent 
load reduction between lighting and heat-
ing and cooling” that the tinted glass prom-
ised, Dodson said. “That’s a 20 percent sav-
ings opportunity.”

In Anchorage, Cook Inlet Region Inc., 
south-central Alaska’s largest landowner, 
used View glass on three sides of its new 
eight-story headquarters. The firm was moti-
vated partly because of its setting. “Up here, 

we get severe sun angles where they’re just 
low on the horizon and you just can’t deal 
with them,” said Chad Nugent, the firm’s VP 
of real estate. “And historically, the blinds are 
always malfunctioning.”

Like CenturyLink, CIRI isn’t so focused on 
up-front costs, Nugent said. “We wanted to 
utilize some different tech in the building,” 
he said. “Cost is always a concern, but we’re 
looking at a 50-year horizon.”

*     *     *
It’s unclear just how much the electrochro-
mic glass market is worth. View executives say 
they think they can eventually grab 10 percent 
of the architectural glass market, which they 
estimate would be worth $100 billion. In 2013, 
Navigant Research estimated the value of the 
electrochromic glass market to expand from  
$88 million to $889 million by 2022. But 
the research firm hasn’t updated the report 
because of lack of interest, said Benjamin 
Freas, a Navigant principal research analyst. 

So far, most of View’s adopters have been 
owner/users like CenturyLink and CIRI that 
are not as focused on costs as spec office 
builders. Yet those customers are a minor-
ity. To scale up, View will need to crack the 
larger market of office builders who develop 
on a speculative basis. 

“My view of the market is there is a real 
niche and architectural, aesthetic place for 
it. That seems to be where it’s successful,” 
Freas said. “The challenge is the vast major-
ity of the market is geared toward the lowest 
cost legal building.” 

Gina Rodda, a principal at Gabel Associ-
ates LLC, an energy design consulting firm 
in Berkeley, says View needs to highlight the 
cost messaging, especially its claim that the 
cooling functionality reduces energy outlays 
over time. “What are the savings associated 
with this expensive feature? It can’t be just a 
pretty feature. It’s a functional feature.”

View executives say the 50 percent pre-
mium can be offset by lower HVAC equip-
ment costs. 

“Potentially half of that is paid for by get-
ting rid of shading,” Mulpuri said. “Then you 
cut down about 20-25 percent of the HVAC 
system’s peak load. Instead of a 100-ton AC 
unit, it’s now 80 tons. That has capital sav-
ings. In many cases, the product pays for 
itself up front.”

Government is also providing a tailwind: 
Building codes are tightening when it comes 
to energy efficiency, especially in California, 
where the building code, known as Title 24, 
is ratcheting up energy efficiency require-
ments. The code sets a goal of having all new 
commercial buildings be “zero net energy” by 
2030. That might make builders take a sec-
ond look at dynamic windows after exhaust-
ing other low-hanging fruit, experts said. 

Government regulations such as the 2016 
Paris climate accord, which tries to slow 
greenhouse gas emissions, “trickle down 
throughout everything,” Freas said. “In 
order to meet that, we need to get to net-
zero buildings at some point. It could be this 
is a compliance path to net zero.”

View is also experimenting with novel 
finance mechanisms. One possibility is for 
View itself, or a third party, to finance the 
cost of its product on speculative office 
buildings. View could then charge tenants a 
monthly fee after they get a taste of the per-
formance — or turn it off if they don’t sub-
scribe. This “glass as a service” model is risky, 
because a tenant might opt not to pay up for 
the feature. But it also makes it a no-brainer 
for developers and gets View glass in front of 
more people, increasing buzz. 

“We are evaluating it. We’ve discussed 
it. In some cases we’ve done those types of 
business models,” Mulpuri said, declining to 
be more specific. “To be honest, we’re still in 
a learning mode.”

In May, View announced that developer 
SteelWave would use 100,000 square feet 
of View glass at America Center II, a mas-
sive new office complex in north San Jose. 
View says it will be the largest installation of 
electrochromatic glass in the world. Mulpuri 
won’t say if Steelwave is using the financing 
mechanism on the project. 

At the moment, Mulpuri is focused on 
proving the business model and securing 
more orders. “You need scale,” he said. “The 
company can get to cash flow positive based 
on the production line we already built. So 
now it’s a matter of heading toward more 
volume and customers and production. 
Wash, rinse, dry, repeat. That cycle.”

And View isn’t just thinking of the build-
ing industry. Just what are the other appli-
cations? View’s not saying much. “There’s a 
lot of pull for this technology in consumer 
technology and automotive,” Rozbicki said. 
“I’ll stop there.”

View’s production facility in Olive Branch, 
Miss., can pump out 5 million square feet 
of glass a year.
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