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The need for new healthcare solutions to combat the coronavirus has 
stimulated notable technology transfer achievements in recent weeks. 

Universities across the UK have contributed to all types of vaccine tests, 
ventilator development and other cutting edge research that has directly 
benefited patients and the NHS. Just one example was the collaboration 
between UCL and Mercedes that produced a Continuous Positive Airway 
Pressure (CPAP) device in fewer than 100 hours from the initial meeting to 
production of the first device.

You could say this is the holy grail of successful technology transfer: research-
active academics and universities using government funded research, 
working together with industry partners to launch new solutions and 
technologies that make important contributions to society. 

UK universities are active leaders in technology transfer. You don’t need to 
look very far to see how many new treatments for diseases began as 
university research initiatives, for instance. But the recent eye-catching 
achievements of the research community in the UK does provide an 
opportunity to reflect on the potential opportunities and challenges facing 
Technology Transfer Offices (TTOs) once the immediate healthcare crisis is 
over. Could TTOs become more potent, strengthened by the doubling of 
R&D investment to £22 billion, or will technology transfer sink down the list of 
priorities as universities confront the economic realities of the ‘new normal’? 

We spoke to 7 key opinion leaders in UK technology transfer to get an insight 
into what technology transfer will look like after COVID-19 and what 
opportunities exist for TTOs in the current climate. 
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TTOs MUST BE GIVEN MORE RESOURCES 
TO EXPLOIT THE GOVERNMENT’S R&D  
SPENDING COMMITMENTS 

Concerns over the short and medium-term impacts of the coronavirus lockdown have
been tempered by the government’s announcement that R&D investment will 
double to £22 billion by 2024-25.

Tier 1 universities active in Technology Transfer (TT) – Oxford, UCL, Imperial and
Cambridge – will be least affected by the “new normal”. Their TTOs have a wealth of
experience, a variety of internal support mechanisms and mature entrepreneurship
ecosystems. They are as fire-proof and robust as they could possibly be.

However, Tier 2 and 3 universities in technology transfer -
especially the red brick universities - must confront the next 
few years with a likely shortage of internal resources. Some 
universities have teams of fewer than 6 FTEs for the entire 
TTO and commercialization process.

Most Tier 2 TTOs are led by ambitious and experienced 
experts in technology transfer. Some TTOs have had 
headline grabbing successes in the past few years like 
Ziylo, a University of Bristol spin-out. But even with the 
best intentions and plans in place to properly exploit the 
government’s R&D commitments, these TTOs need the 
backing of university decision-makers to bolster their 
teams with talented staff and external partners who have 
experience in launching technology-centric start-ups and 
guiding academics through the commercialisation 
process. They also need additional discretionary 
spending to develop their knowledge ecosystems to 
access external expertise on demand which, in turn, 
would free up internal resources to pursue a wider range 
of opportunities in leading edge research fields.

1 The authors acknowledge that there are different interpretations of what constitutes 

a “successful” TTO. The main guiding metric for the Tier 1,2,3 classification in this paper 

is the relationship between research intensity (average, 2003 – 17) and the number of 

academic staff, taken from HESA data.

“At Oxford, they’ll have a 
specialized person and even 
specialized teams in some 
cases for different aspects 
of the technology transfer 
process, whereas we’ll just 
have 1 person doing the 

whole thing.” 



“If you’ve got a TTO with a few people in it to work with hundreds of academics then 
you haven’t got a proper ratio. It doesn’t work until you get a proper scale going.” In 
the commercial validation stage, TTOs are stretched just to deliver on their core function. 
There is a feeling that TTOs are only scratching the surface of what could be possible 
with regards to how often and at what level they engage with academics at their 
university to uncover potential commercialisation opportunities for research. 

It is true that TTOs must also succeed in articulating their mission to the rest of the 
institution, but universities should also be supporting TTOs to become service-
orientated entities that are guided by a coherent and holistic vision aligned with the 
university’s research strengths and priorities. This means defining what successful 
innovation means to the university and how students, academics, staff and the 
surrounding ecosystem fit into that.

Needless to say, TTOs that have to juggle too many things and meet rigid performance 
criteria are bound to be frustrating places to work. If TTO success is linked to becoming 
a profit-centre for the university, for instance, then emphasis will inevitably shift away 
from building long-term value by developing truly innovative and disruptive 
technologies.

With a recession coming up, there is a concern 
that universities will press TTOs to focus on more 
immediate licensing opportunities instead of major 
impact areas that are more appropriate for the 
spin-out route. Universities should instead double-
down on the long-term impacts of technology 
transfer and support their 
TTOs accordingly. 

"Oxford committed consistently to 
investing in its TTO and, initially, returns 

were sporadic. This eventually turned 
into stable returns and the last 5 years 

have seen an explosion in activity."
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ECOSYSTEM PARTNERSHIPS WILL HELP 
ADDRESS THE CAPABILITY GAP AT THE 
COMMERCIAL VALIDATION STAGE

TTOs have an unenviable task of working across a number of technical, 
commercial and legal disciplines. For small teams, this places significant 
restrictions on the breadth of commercialisation services they can provide 
to entrepreneurial academics. However, being able to access and leverage 
a symbiotic ecosystem of specialist partners would help TTOs add another 
dimension to their commercialisation activities.

Equipping spin-outs with the proper commercial knowledge and expertise at 
the right time is a common challenge. This manifests itself most acutely during 
the awkward (and expensive) patenting process that eats up most of the TTOs 
time and budget. TTOs, understandably, don’t necessarily have staff with the 
knowledge and experience of the commercial opportunities inherent in each 
technology area that comes across their desk. Being able to quickly test and 
validate, firstly, the commercial applications of the technology, and secondly, 
the technical hurdles to overcome to orientate the technology towards those 
market applications would be a significant boost to TTOs. 

Budget and funding should therefore be made available to TTOs to develop 
on-demand partnerships with 3rd parties such as industry experts, 
business or market consultants, supply chain players and other 
niche service providersthat can rapidly and affordably 
address this gap during a critical stage in the concept 
validation process. 

If done properly, this process would add another level 
of sophistication to the ways that a TTO can help 
pursue commercial avenues for a technology. For 
instance, while R&D practitioners in the private sector 
might be approached to share their views on a new 
technology area, their opinions may not necessarily align 
with their more market-orientated colleagues in product 
development. It is important therefore to ensure that 
this stage incorporates as many different perspectives 
as possible. 
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The commercial validation stage also lends significant market credibility to a 
technology innovation when presenting to investors. It could also help redirect an 
academic entrepreneur to a new set of research experiments that are more attuned 
to market requirements. Key business fundamentals such as regulatory barriers, 
pricing, competitive landscape, best practices and common pitfalls for 
each technology area could also be captured during this phase. 

Another benefit of utilizing different types of ecosystem 
partners throughout the concept development process 
is that it would help to motivate entrepreneurial 
academics in their commercialisation efforts for 
their inventions. TTOs can sometimes be viewed 
suspiciously by academics, but if a wider network 
of expertise and knowledge are sourced that 
can “speak the academic’s language” then 
they will be more likely to engage with the 
TTO on an ongoing basis. 

However, this is all quite difficult to achieve 
for many TTOs with limited resources. What 
needs to happen is that more proof of concept
and “bridge” funding needs to become more 
readily available, both in the form of grants 
and increased university budgets.  

“When we can, 
we will bring in consultants to 
help with a regulatory pathway 

or to provide weekly commercial 
guidance, but we don’t have the 

funding to do that most of the time. 
I have a spin-off right now where 
the CEO is a postdoc. She could 
be a phenomenal CEO but she’s 

young and she needs someone with 
experience guiding her along that 

path. How do we get that 
support to her?”

“If we had more 
money, we would 

probably use it to have 
someone at each spin-
off to play that role of 

CEO to work alongside 
the academics.” 
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VCs NEED TO BE HANDLED 
APPROPRIATELY

In addition to 3rd party partners, a healthy technology transfer ecosystem 
relies on TTOs having a reliable pool of investors to call on. 

Investors are always on the lookout for the next big thing and it isn’t any 
surprise that TTOs engage VCs early on in the go-to-market due diligence 
process to get a barometer on investor appetite for a new technology.

This is, on the face of it, a win-win for all parties. The TTO and the 
academic entrepreneurs get much welcome market guidance, while 
investors get an early glimpse of the university’s new technology pipeline. 

But, perversely, it is precisely this type of relationship that is hampering 
the ability of some TTOs to successfully translate research output. In 
some cases it also impacts the long-term prospects of some USOs. By 
revealing their nascent technology and business model before it has been 
fully developed and tested in the market, TTOs risk losing the small 
control and leverage they might otherwise have in a subsequent 
negotiation. 

This ceding of control over the monetisation of IP is often out of necessity 
more than anything else. While the Tier 1s engage with investors at an 
early stage as well, they have the ecosystem  and expertise in place to 
ensure that academic entrepreneurs get all the support they need in 
order to understand, control and drive the commercial decisions that are 
being made. Other universities simply haven’t reached the critical mass of 
activity that allows them that level of control.  



Commercial understanding and experience are critical for any university team wishing to 
maximise the impact of its IP relative to their aims (which may or may not be financially 
motivated).  One experienced former TTO director reflected, “I was involved with one spin-
off where we had an experienced team and we decided to delay going for VC funding to 
focus our technology on a specific market application. This put us in a better position when 
we came to the negotiation table a year later. Without that prior experience, we may have 
gone straight to the VC tap and been diluted before the business was ready to take off.”

Major investor groups in university spin-outs have started to move away from TTOs in favour 
of more concrete opportunities further up the development curve. However, it appears that 
some VCs and investors are taking another look at the long-term opportunities of investing in 
disruptive technologies. One key opinion leader in technology transfer we spoke to revealed 
that, instigated by the coronavirus and amid concerns that the UK is losing its best tech to 
foreign investors, “VCs are calling me up now and asking ‘So…can you explain deep tech 
to me again?’” 

If Tier 2 TTOs succeed in building the appropriate ecosystem partnerships and networks, 
they will be in a much better position to engage with investors and attract the type of 
funding partners each spin-off requires. 

WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO 

Arkane Innovation

Carol David Daniel, Senior Managing Consultant 
IP & Commercialisation (City University)

Cllr Timothy Barnes FRSA (Former Head of UCL 
Enterprise Operations)

Jaci Barnett RTTP, Head of Research 
Commercialisation and Investment (University of 
Bristol)

Phil Clare, Deputy Director, Research Services 
(University of Oxford)
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“What COVID has 
shown is there is a much 

deeper story to technology 
transfer and knowledge 

exchange than just creating a 
spin-out. It has already become 

quite mainstream, but that 
trend is only going to continue 
as government and society see 

the important impacts 
on society.”



INSIGHT GRAVITY IS A MARKET RESEARCH CONSULTANCY 
THAT WORKS WITH INNOVATORS TO COMMERCIALLY 

VALIDATE NEW AND EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES
Insight Gravity provides bespoke commercial research and analysis. We specialise in helping 
technology-centric businesses become more aware and attuned to themes and trends in the 

external environment that are critical to growth and sustained success.

We work with carefully vetted industry experts to derive cutting edge insights for 
technology innovators at universities and research institutes to 

• validate ideas and concepts
• identify and quantify market needs and

• reduce commercial risk

WE PROVIDE COMMERCIAL SUPPORT 
TO TECHNOLOGY INNOVATORS ACROSS ALL STAGES 

OF THE INNOVATION PROCESS

Horizon scanning

LAB
PROTOTYPE

MARKET 
PREPARATION

MARKET 
ADOPTION

Commercial validation Commercial due diligence Investor readiness

• Access emerging technology
needs in industrial areas

• Anticipate market changes

• Feed into R&D planning

• Evaluate market demand 
and readiness

• Inform prototype design
and testing methods to 
fit market needs

• Scale-up partnerships

• Qualify interest in new
technologies and solutions

• Identify barriers to adoption

• Dialogue with private sector
and key decision makers

• A seat at the table with an
aligned business proposition

This Insight Paper was authored by 
Jack Coory. You can contact him 
at jack.coory@insightgravity.com 
and check out the Insight Gravity 

website at www.insightgravity.com 
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