
 

 

 

THA Thematic Research Groups 

 

Knowledge and technology transfer  - Agenda and Vision 

Convener: Hester Tack gt@gunntwynmore.com 

 

 

Why is TRG Knowledge Transfer so important? 

THA is an organization that looks at the academic, industry and government relationships. 

TRG Knowledge and Technology transfer integrates all of these themes into one as can be 

seen below.  

The TRG “Knowledge and Technology Transfer” aims to set out different research programs. 

Whilst being able to be carried out in parallel, the outputs of the various programs give a good 

overview and insight into the shift from the traditional technology transfer models to new 

models and the elements relating to this shift such as new key performance indicators. The 

value of the new research lines will contribute significantly to both the academic literature as 

well as the practitioners active in the field. For practitioners, the suggested research topics 

provide potentially hands-on yet academically validated new models, new performance 

indicators which will all enhance the process of knowledge and technology transfer. For 

scholars, the research topics will fill in the spaces in academic literature that practitioners are 

often looking for.  

 

 

Identifying trends in past years 

Having worked in technology transfer for two Dutch institutions who are primarily focused 

on life sciences, we noticed some changes have taken place in how knowledge is transferred 

from academia to industry. With the rise in the biotech sector from 2000 onwards, a shift was 

seen in the partnering of academia and industry from large multinational companies to small 

and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). Before 2000, the majority of licenses that the two 

academic institutions did were primarily with large firms. However, since 2000, more and 

more SMEs seem to take up licenses to high-tech inventions coming out of academic labs. The 

biotech sector engages in early stage R&D which large pharmaceuticals are beginning to 

outsource more and more.  Although, this is no problem in itself, it has posed some challenges 

for Technology Transfer Offices (TTO) as well as multinationals to identify the right partner as 

the number of SME’s in the biotech worldwide is quite large. TTO staffs in other universities 

seem to have similar experiences but no real research has been executed on this on a larger 

scale or for different sectors. It is expected that an analysis of the licensee trends in other 

universities should result in similar observations as that in Leiden, certainly for those active 

in the life sciences.  

 

Open innovation models to accelerate knowledge transfer 

A second problem that has emerged the last ten years is the patent-cliff that many 

pharmaceuticals are facing. Many firms realized that they needed to go “outside” for new 



 

fresh ideas. The term “open innovation” has also gained a lot of interest whereby the focus is 

on collaboration. The pharmaceutical industry seems to be taking the lead in this change 

although many SMEs are also active in OI. Open innovation has a direct impact on knowledge 

and technology transfer as in some cases, certain barriers have been removed i.e. people from 

the outset are open to sharing information. The academic sector, however, seems to be 

lagging behind in this respect although some universities are exploring different models in 

open innovation as they struggle with issues such as described above. A potential research 

theme together with TRG University – Industry Partnerships could be business model 

innovation  – new business models for academic institutions to engage in open innovation 

technology transfer with industry in order to enhance knowledge and technology transfer. 

This may also be closely related to the topic “Knowledge and technology transfer between 

Industrial parties” discussed below. 

 

 

Performance indicators in open access models 

The traditional technology transfer model does not seem to be very efficient anymore and this 

is reflected by the difficulty in finding partners as mentioned above, but also the long 

negotiations, the discussions around the value of the technology etc. For many universities, 

the investment in the TTO is larger than the financial benefit they are receiving. As a result of 

this, some have moved to a new technology transfer model called Easy Access I.P. This model 

offers royalty free licenses on technologies that they wish to license out in return for insight 

into how they wish to use the technology and anticipated future engagements with the firm. 

Other models of open access are also being embraced by some academic organisations such as 

Structural Genomics Consortium (SGC).  In open access models, information and knowledge is 

made freely available to those who wish to access it. SGC, for example, do not file any patents 

themselves. Yet, studies have shown (REF) that through open access enhances and accelerates 

innovation tracks but also the quality of translational research improves. Traditional 

performance indicators such as patents and licenses are maybe not the best ways of 

measuring open access achievements. A challenge for future researchers is therefore how to 

measure knowledge transfer between academia and industry in open access initiatives. 

Similar questions arise when measuring economic and societal impact. Are the current 

performance indicators still valid or do we need to look for new measures? 

 

Knowledge and technology transfer in Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) 

In the last few years, significant amounts of funding have been invested in research. In the 

Netherlands alone, large public-private partnerships have dominated the academic-industry 

collaborations. Likewise, the EU has invested significantly in research programs through its 

framework programs, IMI, KiCK and now Horizon 2020 to just name a few in the hope to 

stimulate academic – industry collaboration. To a certain extent this has worked. However, 

looking at the Dutch situation, performance indicators such as the number of patents or the 

number of licenses are particularly low. When academia and industry work together on 

programs which are supposed to be translational in nature you would expect more patents to 

have been filed for the investment that was made. The patents that do get filed and offered to 

the group of industrial partners, are often not converted to licenses. This, of course, raises 



 

questions: is knowledge and/or technology transferred but in a different way perhaps (e.g. 

through joint publications?) and if so, how do we measure this? 

 

 

Knowledge and technology transfer between Industrial parties 

Knowledge and technology transfer between industrial parties has been researched 

extensively. There is extensive literature to be found on structural characteristics for 

innovation within firms as well as how innovation networks can benefit innovation processes 

in SMEs. However, little literature can be found on innovation models for SMEs. Innovation 

processes begin with the question how SME’s gain new insights and where do they find their 

sources of information? This is different for each sector and the type of business. By gaining 

insight into how different sectors gain information about (potential) needs for innovative 

products, can this information subsequently be used to develop new business models for 

SMEs to engage in innovation? It is also commonly known that SME’s tend to engage in open 

innovation models in early R&D stages but less so in exploitation phases whilst this may be 

equally important. A different way SMEs engage in collaboration with other firms is by setting 

up strategic alliances with big firms. The above two types of collaboration and interactions 

are between firms directly. A new type of model for SME collaboration that is emerging 

rapidly is horizontal structures of specialized networks with an intermediary1. In these type 

of networks members share funding and risks to help realize rapid and flexible production 

and open new markets. The network often consists of companies in various parts of the value 

chain. Each party therefore has different strengths. However, are there characteristics of SMEs 

that are more likely to benefit from the direct collaboration and collaboration via an 

intermediary in particular?  

 

 

                                                        
1 Lee, S., Park G., Yoon B., Park J. (2010) ‘Open Innovation in SMEs –an intermediated network model. Research 

Policy, 39, pp. 290-300. 


