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Abstract

We argue that current approaches do not take into full account the process through which
Universities create new spin-offs. Instead, we claim that the overall process through which these
arrangements impact on spin-offs’ performance can vary considerably and that this process should
be interpreted in terms of University-level managerial practices in place for the creation and
development of University spinoffs. Managerial practices are likely to play an important role in
explaining the systematic difference in performance across spinoffs spun from different
Universities.

We rely on a longitudinal dataset comprising more than 800 Italian University spin-offs observed
over the period 2000-2011 and additional data collection via questionnaires and semi-structured
interviews to 68 Italian University TTOs. The scope is to juxtapose the above issues and to begin to
uncover the black box of “managerial practices — spinoff creation/performance” in terms of
antecedents and impact of a range of managerial activities not adequately covered by the extant
literature. The results of this paper should therefore contribute to fill an important gap in the
existing literature on university-industry knowledge transfer and academic entrepreneurship.

Implications would inform policy makers and university managers about how to direct investments.
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Introduction

Following the point of view of both practitioners and scholars (Etzkowitz 2003; D’Este and Perkmann 2010;
Shane 2004; OECD 2003), Universities have started to leverage value from the knowledge they produce in
different ways. The last two decades have witnessed an upsurge in the creation of academic spin-offs. This
way, Universities hope to translate the results of academic research into tangible entrepreneurial results
(Lockett et al. 2005). However, spin-offs are often companies with below-average size, slow growth and
modest profit. In addition their contribution to economic development remains dubious (Lambert 2003;

Harrison and Leitch 2010).
Research question(s)

Strong advocates of the entrepreneurial role of Academia assume that academic spin-offs are adequate in
extracting value and that Universities are well equipped to face the entrepreneurial process (Kirby 2006).

These assumptions may just be a mere act of faith, however.

First, there is a lack of evidence on how academic spin-offs perform in the medium-long term. Indeed,
existing studies have disproportionately favoured short-term output measures: mainly the number of spin-
offs, the amount of capital raised and the rate of survival of new academic ventures (Rothaermel, Agung, and
Jiang 2007). Unfortunately, these measures are highly questionable. For example, it may be argued that to
extract value Universities instead of focusing on the creation of a high number of academic spin-offs, should
pay attention to the creation of a low number of high performing ventures. This would result in a more
efficient utilisation of resources and provide a more tangible contribution to local development. Overall, the
popular (short-term oriented) performance measures fail to connect spin-offs’ outcomes with the
entrepreneurial knowledge they need to operate and therefore be quite misleading (Acs, Autio, and Szerb

2014).

Second, current approaches do not take into full account the process through which Universities create new
spin-offs. We argue that this process is crucial for several reasons: launching a new company is not an easy
task as it requires, among the others, trial and error attitude, strong technological capabilities and an excellent
understanding of customers’ needs (Zahra 2007; Colombo and Grilli 2005). Moreover, spin-offs may require
coaching and assistance. This can be provided directly or with the support of external partners. Direct

support mainly occur through TTO and incubators directly managed by Universities. Indirect support is



provided through external partners, such as companies.

In both cases, we claim that organizational arrangements matter (Perkmann et al. 2013) and that the overall
process through which these arrangements impact on spin-offs performance can vary considerably. For
example, Universities may (or may not) offer classes and courses of entrepreneurship which are likely to
stimulate students’ entrepreneurial attitudes (Astebro, Bazzazian, and Braguinsky 2012). Universities can
also promote specific actions to foster the process, such as internal awards for new ideas or tutoring and
assistance through mentors. Likewise, Universities can train internal units to monitor the process and keep
track of the performance of generated spin-offs through time. They can do that by allocating to spin-offs
specific targets such as growth targets, value extraction, scientific and technological excellence. Universities
may also adopt special compensation systems for spin-offs or use existing ones. Strategic decisions are also
at stake as different dedicated internal units can decide to cover one or more phases of the commercialization
and spin-off support process (e.g. initial coaching, proof of concept definition, support in the patenting
process and fund-raising). These units can even influence spin-offs decision making, by pushing for the
appointment of external managers or external directors on the Board. Universities may also search for the
help of external partners. Collaboration with existing public and/or private incubators might be beneficial
and leverage existing competences but it might also bring about governance issues (Colombo et al. 2012).
Universities can also search for new modes of cooperation, such as joint research agreements, secondments

to industry labs, etc. (Perkmann et al. 2013).

We contend that most of the examples outlined above refer to strategic decisions in the hands of University
managers (at different levels) and can be interpreted in terms of University-level managerial practices for the
creation of University spin-offs. We describe managerial practices as a combination of commitment,
specialization of resource, and ability to modify internal processes (Benassi, 2015). Commitment identifies
the willingness of an institution to enter a programme in contrast with mimetic behaviour. Specialization of
resources implies both the amount and the quality of allocated resources. The ability to modify internal
processes deals with the motivation to set new rules. These rules ought to be goal-oriented and coherent with

the resources available.

Overall, there is a current lack of systematic analysis of managerial practices and their influence on

University spinoff performance. We see this as particularly unfortunate, because they are likely to play an



important role in explaining the systematic difference in performance across spinoffs spun from different
Universities. Finally, they are often direct critical channels through which University “third stream” activities

can impact, both socially and economically, on local and national economic development.
Data and Methods

The empirical analysis is based on a longitudinal dataset comprising more than 800 Italian University spin-
offs observed over the period 2000-2011. It combines data from different sources. Our starting point is the

list of Italian University spin-offs provided by Spinoff Italia (http://www.spinoffricerca.it/), a database

comprising the name and affiliation of 1244 companies. We match this list with the ASIA database of the
Italian National Statistical Office (ISTAT) to retrieve information on the structural characteristics of the
population of Italian companies on a yearly basis. Due to data availability of the other sources, we restrict the
period of interest to the 2000-2011. ASIA contains information about economic activity (e.g. industrial
sector), number of employees etc. The resulting dataset is then matched with balance sheet information (used
to build growth, profitability and productivity measures) obtained from the Bureau van Dijk AIDA database
over the same period of observation (2000-2011). Lastly, we collect information at the University level by
administering a combination of a structured questionnaire and semi-structured interviews to 68 between
Italian University TTOs and incubators. This is done to retrieve the information relating to management
practices supporting university spin-offs inside the Italian university system. Our resulting dataset is an

unbalanced panel of 813 firms observed over the period 2000-2011.

From a methodological viewpoint, we aim at exploiting the longitudinal nature of the data to address issues
relating to unobserved heterogeneity and reverse causality in the data. In particular, we employ a mixture of
(dynamic) linear and non-linear panel data models in order to evaluate the relationship between University

(mostly management practices) and firm level factors on the outcome measure of University spin-offs.
Expected contributions

The scope of this paper is to juxtapose the above issues and to begin to uncover the black box of “managerial
practices — spinoff creation/performance” in terms of antecedents and impact of a range of managerial
activities not adequately covered by the extant literature. The results of this paper should therefore contribute

to fill an important gap in the existing literature on university-industry knowledge transfer and academic


http://www.spinoffricerca.it/

entrepreneurship. This research has also the potential to derive important policy/managerial implications to
be used to inform the relevant stakeholders (i.e. national and local public administrators, managers of
Universities and entrepreneurs). In other words, given the large amount of public funding devoted to foster
the creation of academic spin-offs, this work seeks to inform policy makers and university managers about

how to direct investments to favour the generation of high-impact start-ups.
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