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For many years, university-industry collaboration
focused on the dynamics of commercialisation,
neglecting activities with less tangible outcomes
but with equally relevant impact.

This brief explores the various forms of university
engagement, examining the core processes that
drive their impact: technology transfer, knowledge
transfer and valorisation.

By understanding these processes, university
leaders and staff can develop strategies and
mechanisms that seek to build long-term
relationships between universities and industry,
while enhancing the contribution of both
institutions to society through their engagement
with different stakeholders.



What do you conjure up when you think of
“university engagement2”. Usually, people
think of concepts like commercialisation,
technology transfer, knowledge transfer, or
more recently “valorisation”. But how clear
is our understanding of these terms? Are we

using them interchangeably? Perhaps, even
upon reading the first lines of this paragraph,
you began questioning yourself. Through the
following sections of this brief, we will explore
the evolution of these conceptual frameworks
and clarify their key distinctions.

Evolution of conceptual frameworks

Since the enactment of the Bayh-Dole

Act in 1980 and the emergence of several
innovation ecosystems in the United States
and Europe, the so-called “third mission”
of HEls has become a priority for many
government policies. While the Bayh-Dole
Act successfully catalysed the creation of
technology transfer offices and fostered
vibrant innovation ecosystemes, it also
introduced significant challenges?. By
emphasiing financial performance indicators
such as licensing revenues, patent counts, and
startup creation, the Act incentivised a shift
in institutional priorities toward commercial
outcomes, often at the expense of broader
societal benefits.

This narrow focus on monetisation diminished
attention to the societal and nonmonetary
impacts of research, such as addressing
global challenges, R&D partnerships with
Industry, fostering cross-disciplinary
collaboration, and generating public value®.
Furthermore, the Act disproportionately
favoured STEM fields, which align better
with commercialisation models. At the
same time, there was an undervaluation of
the less tangible, yet vital, contributions of
the humanities and social sciences, such
as contributions to policy and enrichment

of cultural and social life. In addition, the
emphasis on intellectual property protection
sometimes led to monopolistic practices that
inhibit collaboration and prevent the open
dissemination of research results, which are
essential for the advancement of society*.

Since the turn of the millennium, there

has been a shift in perspective, whereby
governments began to question the value

of higher education and put increasing
pressure on universities to contribute more.
In response, the initial focus on the lucrative
aspects of technology transfer has evolved
into a more transdisciplinary and expansive
approach, giving rise to knowledge transfer
and valorisation concepts.

The terms commercialisation, knowledge
transfer, technology transfer, and valorisation
are often used interchangeably®, as they
encompass overlapping activities. However,
they represent distinct perspectives

and approaches to the third mission of
universities, which focuses on creating

value beyond traditional academic outputs.
Understanding the nuances of these concepts
is crucial for aligning goals, designing
strategies, and fostering improved university
engagement policies.

' Siegel and Wright, 2015
2 Caviggioli et al., 2020
> Schot and Steinmueller, 2018

4 Kostylo, 2010
5 Davey, 2017



Valorisation: A holistic approach

Valorisation is a more inclusive and holistic
concept that goes beyond transactional
activities associated with commercialisation
and technology transfer. It emphasises
maximising the societal, cultural, and
economic value of research and innovations.
Unlike commercialisation, which focuses
primarily on generating economic value
through marketable products or services,

valorisation considers broader pathways

for impact, including public engagement,
social innovation, and contributions from
Social Sciences, Humanities, and the Arts for
People and the Economy (SHAPE) disciplines’.
By incorporating these diverse pathways,
valorisation reflects a comprehensive view of
how research can benefit society.

Commercialisation and technology transfer: Transactional focus

Commercialisation and technology transfer,

on the other hand, are more narrowly focused

on a small number of activities and tend to
be more transactional in nature. Both aim to
translate research outputs into marketable
goods, services, or processes, with a strong
emphasis on intellectual property (IP) and
financial returns®. Technology transfer
typically involves specific mechanisms like
licensing patents, developing spin-offs,

or collaborating with industry for product

development’. Commercialisation extends
this focus by incorporating activities such as
securing venture capital, creating prototypes,
and establishing start-ups™©. While these
approaches are critical for driving innovation
in fields like STEM, their scope is often less
inclusive of disciplines where market-driven
outputs are not the primary objective.

Knowledge transfer: Bridging disciplines and sectors

Knowledge transfer traditionally serves as a
bridge between these concepts by focusing
on the application of academic knowledge
across disciplines, sectors, and societal
contexts. Knowledge transfer generally
includes more collaborative activities such
as joint R&D, consultancy, and professional

training, which may or may not involve
commercialisation™. This perspective
emphasises the value of academic knowledge
in enhancing professional practices, informing
policy, and fostering cultural and societal
development.

¢ Van Geenhuizen, 2010

” Benneworth, & Jongbloed, 2010; Van Der Sijde et al.,
2013

8 Fisher & Koch, 2004

? Breznitz and Feldman, 2012
0 Goldstein, 2010; Gunasekara, 2006
" Swan et al., 2010; Gibbons et al., 1994



Traditional scope of

Concept Primary focus activities
Knowledge Focuses on applying - Collaborative research
transfer academic insights projects.

across disciplines or - Consultancy and

sectors by engaging professional training.

academic and non- - Dissemination through

academic stakeholders publications, reports, and

in cooperation. public outreach.
Technology Focuses on moving - Licensing intellectual
transfer technical innovations property (IP).

from research to
industry for product or
service development.

- Establishing spin-out

companies.

- Patent filings and

management.

- Industry partnerships for

R&D.

Commercialisation

Aims specifically to
generate economic
revenue by transforming
research outputs into
marketable goods,
services, or processes.

- Developing prototypes

and proof of concept.

- Establishing start-ups or

spin-offs.

- Securing venture capital

or industry funding.

- Marketing and licensing of

research outputs.

Valorisation

Centres on maximising
and creating societal,
cultural, or economic
value, often emphasising
non-commercial
impacts over
commercial ones.

- Developing prototypes

and proof of concept.

- Co-creation with

communities and
policymakers.

- Development of

social innovations or
frameworks.

- Public engagement and

citizen science initiatives.

- Establishing start-ups or

spin-offs.

- Marketing and licensing of

research outputs.

Table 1. The concepts in a nutshell




Similarities, overlaps and distinctions

Despite their differences, these concepts
share a commitment to translating academic
research into real-world impact. Many
activities, such as industry partnerships,
collaborative research, and dissemination of
findings, can fall under multiple categories.
For instance, a patent might represent
technology transfer, commercialisation, or
valorisation depending on its intended use
and the stakeholders involved. In this context,
the terms should not be understood in an
exclusive manner and will depend on the
approach through which knowledge transfer
activities are developed.
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Key distinctions

The fundamental difference lies in their scope
and perspective:

- Valorisation offers a broad, inclusive
framework, integrating commercial
and non-commercial pathways and
emphasising societal and cultural impact
Knowledge transfer provides a middle
ground, enabling the application of
academic knowledge without a primary
focus on market outcomes.

- Commercialisation and technology
transfer focus on a narrower set of
activities that create market-driven
outputs and financial returns.
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2 Davey, T. & UIIN (2022)



How can universities support the creation of value beyond
technology transfer?

To play a vital role in developing engagement activities that enhance the impact of universities in
their communities, university leaders must:

Understand the institution’s strengths to define its engagement goals. When university
leaders design their institutional development plans, they often make the mistake of
rushing to focus on generating more tangible outcomes through commercialisation. Before
developing any strategy, it is crucial to understand both the internal and external context,
the main strengths of the university, and the region’s innovation context.

Foster a culture of innovation. The university community should be a vibrant laboratory
where innovation takes place in all activities and processes. From students to academic and
staff members, innovation should be part of their culture, values, and vision.

Strengthen university partnerships with other stakeholders. Whilst industry is a key player
in engagement, public and social organisations are also important to consider. University
leaders should be aware of their economic, social, and political context, and work together
with those organisations that make most sense considering the research or educational
content.

Invest in entrepreneurial education. To facilitate technology transfer, many universities have
actively adopted, entrepreneurial education programs. However, one of the main challenges
is the openness of academics to embracing entrepreneurship. In this regard, universities
should promote the interaction of researchers with entrepreneurship early on in their
training; by offering tailored support for diverse entrepreneurial ventures, including social
enterprises and arts-based initiatives.

Promote interdisciplinary collaboration. In academia, working in isolation is a common
practice. However, many of today’s most pressing challenges require the expertise of
multiple disciplines. Universities should foster greater collaboration between academic
fields of knowledge by creating funding programs for collaborative research, developing
interdisciplinary research challenges, or establishing multidisciplinary laboratories.

Disseminate knowledge effectively. Universities need to develop innovative ways to
disseminate knowledge beyond the academic community. To ensure that new discoveries are
accessible to a wider audience, university leaders should promote the use of non-technical
language and make use of social media and technology.

Increase awareness of research impact. To achieve this, universities can share the stories of
successful researchers, including the challenges they faced and how they overcame them.

Provide capacity-building for researchers. Due to lack of training offerings, many
researchers are unfamiliar with non-traditional pathways for impact. Building their skills
and awareness is essential. Universities are called upon to offer training in valorisation
and impact, public engagement, and interdisciplinary collaboration; develop resources
and toolkits to help researchers navigate non-commercial impact pathways; highlight and
celebrate success stories of research creating societal, cultural, or environmental value.

Finally, it’s essential to recognise the work of academics. As key contributors to technology
and knowledge transfer and valorisation activities, academics should be recognised,
supported and incentivised to inspire others in the university community.



References

Benneworth, P., & Jongbloed, B. W. (2010). Who matters to universities? A stakeholder
perspective on humanities, arts and social sciences valorisation. Higher education, 59(5),
567-588. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9265-2

Breznitz, S.M., Feldman, M.P. (2012) The engaged university. Journal of Technology Transfer, 37,
139-157. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-010-9183-6

Caviggioli, F., De Marco, A., Montobbio, F. and Ughetto, E. (2020). The licensing and selling of
inventions by US universities. Technological Forecasting and Social Change. Vol. 159.
https:/www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0040162520310155

Davey, T. (2017). Extracting greater value from European Universities, An analysis of the third
mission frameworks disrupting the traditional role of the university, Int. J. of Technology
Transfer and Commercialisation, 15(1), 65-96.

Fisher, J. L. and Koch, J. V., (2004). The Entrepreneurial College President. Economics Faculty
Books. 26. https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/economics_books/26

Goldstein, H.A. (2010). The ‘entrepreneurial turn” and regional economic development mission
of universities. Ann Reg Sci 44, 83-109. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-008-0241-z

Gunasekara, C. (2006) The generative and developmental roles of universities in regional
innovation systems. Science and Public Policy, 33(2), 137-151.

Kostylo, J. (2010), *From gunpowder to print: The common origins of copyright and patent’, in
Deazley, R., Kretschmer, M. and Bently, L., Privilege and Property, Open Book Publishers, pp.
21-50. https://books.openedition.org/obp/1062

Schot, J. and Steinmueller,E. (2018). Three frames for innovation policy: R&D, systems of
innovation and transformative change. Research Policy, Vol. 47 (9), 1554-1567. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.respol.2018.08.011

Siegel, D.S., & Wright, M. (2015). Academic Entrepreneurship: Time for a Rethink? British Journal
of Management. Volume 26, Issue 4. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.12116

Swan, J., Bresnen, M., Robertson, M., Newell, S. and Dopson, S. (2010). When policy meets
practice: colliding logics and the challenges of ‘mode 2’ initiatives in the translation of
academic knowledge. Organization Studies, Vol.31, No.9-10, 1311-1340

Gibbons, M., Limoges, C., Nowotny, H., Schwartzman, S., Scott, P., & Trow, M. (1994). The new
production of knowledge: The dynamics of science and research in contemporary societies.
Sage Publications, Inc.

Van Geenhuizen, M. (2010). Valorisation of knowledge: preliminary results on valorisation paths
and obstacles in bringing university knowledge to market.

Van Der Sijde, P., Wakkee, I., Stam, E., and Leloux, M. (2013). The university as an entrepreneur:
The ingredients for valorization and valorization strategies. In New Technology Based Firms in
the New Millennium (pp. 213-224). (New Technology Based Firms in the New Millennium; Vol.
10). Emerald Group Publishing Ltd. https://doi.org/10.1108/51876-0228(2013)0000010014



https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9265-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-010-9183-6
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0040162520310155
https://digitalcommons.odu.edu/economics_books/26
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00168-008-0241-z
https://books.openedition.org/obp/1062
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2018.08.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2018.08.011
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.12116
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1876-0228(2013)0000010014


Authors

Alep Blancas
Policy Research and
Marketing Associate,
ICKR (EU)

Todd Davey

A/Professor
Entrepreneurship, IMTBS

Balzhan Orazbayeva

Manager Strategic Initiatives,
UIIN

Editor

Madeline Arkins
Project Officer, UIIN

The policy briefs and practical briefs are short documents addressed to higher education
leaders and policymakers on the most pressing challenges in higher education, based on

the research and experience of the University Industry Innovation Network (UIIN) and the
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