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Abstract 
Universities have since time immemorial contributed to their local economies by way of research and quality 

education, but in recent times their role is changing since they accepted their third mission of contributing to 

development (social and economic) and direct engagement in the economy by collaborating with industries and 

governments to create innovation. A crucial point in the flow of academic research results to the entrepreneurial 

stage is the transfer of knowledge emanating from tertiary educational institutions to the economy. Academic spin 

offs play an enormous role in this regard. Spin-offs firms transfer new research outcomes from universities and 

other higher educational institutions into direct commercial worth. Academic entrepreneurship has been 

embraced the world over due to the contributions it can make by way of reducing unemployment, boosting up 

economic growth and impacting significantly to the knowledge-base of the economy. The main aim of this paper 

is to assess the best practices behind the entrepreneurial activities of universities in the United Kingdom, how they 

engage and collaborate with industries by way of technology transfer and offer suggestions on how transitional 

universities can tap into their experiences. This paper has been able to demonstrate that the concept of universities 

engaging in entrepreneurial activities is novel among universities in Eastern Europe and other developing 

countries. Universities in developing countries have less engagement with industries, but their UK counterparts 

have longed engaged with industries and contributed to their regional economies.  
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1 Introduction 
Universities are undoubtedly important when it comes to human resource development and 

economic growth of countries. Universities are in recent times perceived as engines of growth 

and birthplaces of technological innovation. They are expected to make meaningful 

contributions to their local communities and countries (Dahlstrand, 2008). Entrepreneurial 

universities have become vital players in the knowledge-based economy, and are also an 

important component in the triple helix collaboration. Entrepreneurial universities play leading 

roles in innovation as well as socio-economic development (Etzkowitz, 2008). The traditional 

missions of universities have long been to educate the crop of researchers, but in recent times 

universities have widely accepted a third mission which is to contribute directly to the 

socioeconomic development of the society where they are located (Mets, 2010; Prokop, Stejskal 

and Kuvikova, 2017).  

 

Recently universities have in tandem knitted their traditional as well as their new third mission 

and this has placed lots of challenges on them and their entrepreneurial activities (Hajek, 

Stejskal and Prochazka, 2016). There is an increasing demand for universities to transfer the 

knowledge generated farther beyond their academic community to reach other users like 

industries (Mansfield and Lee, 1996). Most universities in recent times find themselves in a 
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transition stage i.e. changing from their traditional role to the new role of direct engagement 

with other social actors like existing industries or helping in the establishment of new firms. 

These transitional universities are trying to adjust and position themselves better to embrace 

their regional development role. It is only when universities are able to contribute and get 

involved in the transfer of technology and firm formation that they can be labeled “fully 

fledged” (Etzkowitz, 2003; Stejskal and Hajek, 2016).  

 

The paradigm shift from universities’ traditional research focus to an entrepreneurial university 

status has the impetus to contribute to regional development significantly (Etzkowitz, 2013). 

Through the new entrepreneurial role of universities, they can help to train the needed 

manpower base of the country, contribute to the technology infrastructure and help find 

solutions to societal problems. The inclusion of firms in universities academic programs is a 

main means for knowledge transfer. Well established entrepreneurial universities are those that 

are actively involved in the commercialization of their academic research through various 

means such as new product development, establishing academic spin-offs, and patents 

acquisition. The success or otherwise of entrepreneurial universities are mostly measured 

according to the total number of spin-offs they are able to establish and the patents licensed 

they are able to acquire (Etzkowitz, 2003; Dahlstrand, 2008). Many universities have buttressed 

their entrepreneurial drive by setting up specialized supporting structures such as technology 

transfer offices (TTOs), incubators and science parks within or in close proximity to their 

campuses (Siegel et al., 2003). 

 

Although governments the world over  have made enormous contributions towards higher 

education in terms of budgetary allocations and educational infrastructure support, little is 

known about the entrepreneurial initiatives of universities in the Eastern Europe and other 

developing regions and their research commercialization by way of spin off formation. The 

multitude of literature reviewed has demonstrated that the concept of entrepreneurial 

universities and their activities of spin off creation is a novel development in Eastern Europe 

and other developing countries. It is based on this fact that this paper has proposed a model 

pathway of entrepreneurial universities in the United Kingdom. United Kingdom universities 

have longed contributed to regional development, engaged with industries and are one of the 

success stories in the world. The UK is home to numerous fully fledged entrepreneurial 

universities (Lockett and Wright, 2005). This paper therefore seeks to bring to bear the 

successful factors promoting entrepreneurial activities among universities in the UK and how 

they can be emulated by universities in other parts of the world. 

 

The rest of this paper is organized in the following way. In the next section, we focus on the 

theoretical background presented on entrepreneurial universities, and measures of their success. 

Section 3 elaborates on the research methodology, discussion, and the characteristics of the data 

for the research. Section 4 elaborates on the policy recommendations and conclusion and offers 

some suggestions for future research directions. 

 

2 Theoretical background 
Universities have been known to perform the tasks of teaching and research but in recent times 

they also perform certain roles such as collaborating and establishing closer links with 

businesses and industries (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Rupika & Singh, 2016). Universities play 

key roles in the knowledge economy; they provide the needed infrastructure that helps to build 

social capacities essential for nations and regions to thrive in the knowledge-based economy 

(Florida & Cohen, 1999; Prokop & Stejskal, 2016). Knowledge produced from universities is 

a key factor of production that determines regional productivity and growth (Prokop, 2015). 



 6th Central European Conference in Regional Science – CERS, 2017  - 200 - 

The entrepreneurial university is becoming a vital development in the academic sphere because 

it has metamorphosed the focus of universities from teaching and researching to forming 

academic enterprise as well as knowledge and technology transfer (Etzkowitz, 2003). This 

transformative role of universities or the “second academic revolution” has incorporated a new 

mission which is to directly contribute to economic and social development (Etzkowitz, 2004).  

 

Traditional universities have in recent times moved a step further beyond spawning profit 

oriented or commercial knowledge and contributing to training the new crop of qualified 

research scientists. Universities are nowadays helping in contributing to produce and transmit 

knowledge. They do contribute to such knowledge diffusion by training and attracting skilled 

and talented potentials to the local economy within their catchment areas or nationwide. 

Importantly, and the recent form of expectations of modern universities is seen in the way they 

are to collaborate with industries. They mostly collaborate with industries by assisting and 

providing formal and informal manpower and technical support (Bramwell & Wolfe, 2008) 

 

As universities assume and consolidate their entrepreneurial roles, they flake and break the long 

established image of ivory tower and now pay attention to the creation and dissemination of 

essential knowledge across a wider coverage network in the socio-economic structure (Saad & 

Zawdie, 2011). This means that the industrial sector stand to gain because they benefit by way 

of utilizing knowledge produced by universities to generate wealth.  The entrepreneurial 

universities’ role is therefore to put the knowledge they generate from their diverse research 

into commercial output, and they mostly do this by establishing spin off firms or partnering 

existing ones  (Etzkowitz, 2003). Spin-offs from universities and other Higher Education 

Institutions (HEI) constitute the well-known mode of knowledge transfer. The results of 

research and academic knowledge are vital resources in start-ups, it is in spin offs that 

knowledge can be changed into wealth and marketable goods and services.  

 

According to Zhao (2004) research commercialization can be defined as the process by which 

research findings or any idea emanating from the academic world (universities and other higher 

educational institutions) can be transformed into commercial outputs in the form of goods and 

services that can generate wealth. Entrepreneurial universities or in simple terms academic 

engagement denotes the process whereby academic knowledge is passed on and made available 

for use in the industrial sphere. University research commercialization can be summarized as 

the process whereby academic research discoveries are transferred from universities to 

industries in the form of useful services, products and practical applications (Rahal, 2005). 

Entrepreneurial universities therefore mostly rely on spin-offs companies to commercialize 

research. 

 

3 Data and methodology of the study 
In entrepreneurial studies, the case study methodology has been a suitable approach used to 

assess complex and lesser-known research areas (Gartner and Birley, 2002). Several researches 

have used the case study to investigate the entrepreneurial universities (Klofsten and Jones-

Evans 2000; Guerrero et al, 2012). In this paper, the case-study method was used to unravel the 

similarities/dissimilarities of enabling conditionings of entrepreneurial universities in the 

United Kingdom to serve as a model for transitional universities in other parts of the globe. 

 

According to Yin (1984) multiple-case studies are preferred to single-case studies because they 

allow researchers to observe and analyze situations in more than one setting. Case studies allow 

for literal replication thus the comparison of different cases to get similar results. It also enables 

theoretical replication, the study and confirmation of trends in the initial cases. Cases selected 
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for this study were similar to the theoretical benchmarks used to categorize entrepreneurial 

university (Clark 1998; Shane 2004; Audretsch and Lehmann 2005; Rothaermel et al. 2007). 

The multitude of literature have demonstrated that the case studies can be used to study 

entrepreneurial universities because it allows the importation of certain strategic entrepreneurial 

culture existing in countries considered to have lofty levels of entrepreneurial activities 

measured by the number of spin offs and their contribution to regional development. 

Universities providing diverse degree programs in multiple knowledge disciplines such as 

engineering, medicine, technology and business were selected. Data from UK spin offs were 

collected from HE Business and Community Interaction (HEBCI) Survey conducted in 2016 

and the website of www.spinoutsuk.co.uk, online database where over 2,000 spinout and start-

up firms on all UK’ entrepreneurial universities can be assessed.  

 

4 Discussions 
We now focus on the enabling conditions behind the entrepreneurial success among universities 

in the United Kingdom.  According to the HE Business and Community Interaction (HEBCI) 

Survey conducted in 2016, there are about 13,500 spin-off and start-up companies in the UK 

and they employ over 44,000 people. A total of 3,890 graduate start-ups were established 

between 2015 and 2016, out of this were 150 spin off companies and 106 were new social 

enterprises.  

 

For a university to be classified as an entrepreneurial university, it must incorporate and 

integrate entrepreneurship education gradually into its core curriculum. A typical case in the 

UK where entrepreneurship education has been included in the curriculum can be found in the 

University of Essex’ Creative Women Entrepreneurship (CWE), that was established in 2007 

(Purcarea, 2012). The purpose of this program is to boost the knowledge, interest and 

competencies in innovation and entrepreneurship amongst innovative female students. The 

CWE program is postgraduate research-based initiative centered on entrepreneurship and 

innovation. A main feature of the course is that it helps in the personal development centered 

on the intellectual and emotional responses to stimuli in the wider environment. The program 

was initially co-financed by the European Social Fund, but currently it is self-financed by 

students themselves. 

 

The most important factor that has contributed to a successful entrepreneurial drive among UK 

universities is legislative support. Legislative backing contributes significantly to speed up the 

collaboration between academia and industries in the formation of academic spin-off.  A well-

known of such legislative support is the 1980 Bayh-Dole Act. This legislation paved way for 

universities entrepreneurial activities in the US (Smith, Dahlstrand and Baines, 2013). This law 

was passed to facilitate government sponsored R&D inventions and it actually changed the 

dynamics of patent rights in the US.  In the UK, a similar law was also passed to encourage 

academic entrepreneurship among universities and other higher educational institutions. These 

legislations were enacted to encourage the commercialization of university research and the 

development of collaborative research partnerships (Lockett et al, 2005). Since 1985, various 

legislations were passed to make UK universities autonomous institutions and placed them in 

pole position to handle and arrange institutional policies and laws on intellectual property rights 

(Lawton Smith and Ho, 2006). UK universities have enjoyed lots of legislative reforms that 

changed their previous rigid approach to engagement (see Education Reform Act, 1988; Further 

and Higher Education Act, 1992; Higher Education Act, 2004). Autonomy here is seen as 

universities having the absolute freedom to properly discharge their mission freely at any time 

(Chiang, 2004). Researchers need freedom to carry out their ideas and be well positioned 

to engage other external groups like industries.  

http://www.spinoutsuk.co.uk/
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Developing and maintaining an effective entrepreneurial culture in universities is key in driving 

universities towards their contribution to solving societal and economic issues. For universities 

to be successful in their entrepreneurial drive, they need to have an enterprise culture that can 

motivate academics and their students to commercialize their academic research and inventions 

(Kirby, 2006). Universities endowed with cultures encouraging research commercialization 

stand a better chance of commercialization with lofty rates of spinoff firms (O'Shea et al, 2007). 

Universities that have cultures that incorporate entrepreneurial initiates stand a better chance of 

commercialization and can establish more academic spin-offs vis a vis those without (O’Shea 

et al., 2004). The social expectations placed on universities in recent times influence and 

encourage their commercial process (Roberts, 1991). 

 

Another factor that has encouraged entrepreneurial activities among UK universities can be 

attributed to government support. Universities can boost their entrepreneurial activities 

sustainably if they have access to reliable and adequate financial backing (Schulte, 2004).  

Universities must have access to diversified sources of funding which can be from student fees, 

government sources, research contracts, and campus services (Clark, 1998). Universities in the 

UK are privileged to have access to continuous funding because the UK governments have over 

the years continuously invested in education, supported universities R&D, entrepreneurial 

activities and educational infrastructures. UK government policies in the past years contained 

programs to promote knowledge transfer from UK universities to industries (DTI, 2001). Some 

of the policy initiatives by government include the University Challenge Fund (UFC). This has 

been created to promote entrepreneurship programs from universities to improve the utilization 

of science-based intellectual property (Gibb & Hannon, 2006).  

 

The UK government therefore initiated the £50 million UCF with the purpose of promoting 

spin-outs from universities as its motive (Lockett and Wright, 2005). The Higher Education 

Reach-out to Business and the Community (HEROBC) is also to build the knowledge transfer 

potentials among UK universities. These initiatives illustrate the government commitment to 

improve university-industry technology transfer (Salter et al., 2000). According to Wright et al 

(2006) the University Challenge Fund (UCF) makes available about 77% of public capital 

needed by UK universities to promote their entrepreneurial activities. Powers and McDougall 

(2005) also proved that there is a statistical significant and positive relationship between 

universities R&D expenditures and their spinoff interests. These financial incentives have 

supported universities entrepreneurial activities by contributing to the number of spin offs 

established in the UK (Lawton-Smith and Ho, 2006) 

 

In addition institutional supports (Chang et al., 2009) may significantly affect universities 

knowledge transfer performance. For a university to be classified as entrepreneurial, it must 

have incentives and rewards for its entrepreneurship educators and researchers, who strongly 

support graduate entrepreneurship. Promoting and rewarding entrepreneurial behaviour among 

staff supports university entrepreneurial development. These institutional supports can be in the 

form of reward and motivation structures to enable academics to collaborate with industries 

(Siegel et al., 2003) and the presence of liaisons (Caldera and Debande, 2010) to expedite 

knowledge and technology transfer.  According to Lock (2009) about one third of UK 

universities have incentive schemes available to their technology transfer staff.  

 

Intermediaries are the institutional arrangements to handle the research, teaching and 

commercialization demands of universities (Chang et al., 2009). Some of these institutional 

supports can be in the form of Technology Transfer Offices (TTOs). UK universities 

Technology Transfer Offices (TTOs) play a useful role in protecting and commercialising 
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intellectual property generated at universities for economic and social benefit (see Manchester, 

Cambridge, Oxford, Edinburgh, Imperial). TTOs primarily protect and disseminate knowledge 

created in universities to business for further development into products and services to generate 

economic benefits for universities, academics and students and society as a whole. Investment 

in universities’ TTO can positively contribute to its commercialization activity (O'Shea et al., 

2005). TTOs can expedite the commercialization activities of universities in relation to their 

patents and license acquisition and give them the competitive edge (Owen-Smith, 2003). 

 

Entrepreneurial universities can evolve and carry out their knowledge transfer and exchange as 

well as research if they have these strategies and policies. Figure 1 below provides a summary 

of the enabling conditions stated above.  

 
Figure 1: Entrepreneurial university development pathway 

 
Source: Authors own  

 

5 Conclusions 
In as much as the concept of entrepreneurial universities or the triple helix collaborative 

network consisting of universities, industries and government is new, most universities want to 

be classified as entrepreneurial. Entrepreneurial universities continuously contribute in solving 

socioeconomic and social problems. Another distinguishing feature of these entrepreneurial 

universities is their ability to share their academic research results with industries and other 

social agents. The objective of the paper was to highlight the best practices that have made the 

United Kingdom home to successful entrepreneurial universities, and offer as a 

recommendation the factors behind their success story to see if they can be replicated in other 

parts of the world. 

 

This paper therefore recommends that all universities desiring to be entrepreneurial can emulate 

their counterparts in the United Kingdom. They can do this through continuous government 

support by way of funding policies and programs aimed at promoting knowledge transfer from 

universities to industries. The University Challenge fund in the UK can be emulated in this 

regard. The UK government policies in the past years have contained programs to promote 

knowledge transfer from UK universities to industries. Countries and government the world 

over can also have these policies that will facilitate academia-industry collaborations. There 
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also need to be legislative reforms with regards to tertiary educational reforms that will make 

universities more autonomous to be able to take their own decisions especially those regarding 

intellectual property rights and independence to engage industries and other social actors. 

 

Again, in order to promote academic entrepreneurship among universities, it is highly 

recommended that transitional universities establish Technology Transfer Office (TTO), TTOs 

can fast track universities entrepreneurial initiatives through registering intellectual property, 

negotiating license agreements on behalf of universities, spin out creation and investment and 

collecting and distributing profits to beneficiaries (staffs and the university).  

Lastly, universities can institute internal rewards for staff that have plans to collaborate with 

industries, this can be in the form of improved salaries, rewards and other logistics supports. 

  

This paper therefore suggests further research directed towards investigating the knowledge 

conversion channels and practices that are involved in the successful entrepreneurial 

universities and their respective spin-offs. Again further research can also be on why most 

universities are reluctant to embrace their mission of contributing to the development of their 

regions. This can help to understand the low rate of spin off among universities and other higher 

educational institutions as well as to come out with recommendations that can be of enormous 

help to transitional universities to bring them out of their stagnation.  
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