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Background – Academic 
Entrepreneurship 
• Academic Entrepreneurship (Etzkowitz) 

• Promotion of academic research to market 

• Academic research commercialization; Technology Transfer 
University-Industry Interactions 

• Focus on biomedical and life sciences 
 

• Incented by policy & institutional initiatives 
• Rationale of public benefit 

 

• Canada’s commercialization climate 
• Poor performance 

• Mandate of CIHR 
 



Background – Conflicts of Interest 

• Financial & IP interests in research 

• Bias research in favour of industry 

• Create cultures of secrecy 

• Downstream harms 

• Harms to research participants in clinical trials 

• Patients & the public 

• Threaten public trust 
 

 

• Little attention in the basic, biomedical sciences 
 



Aims 

• Examine how publicly-funded academic 
entrepreneurs in the biomedical sciences value 
and navigate the activities of entrepreneurial 
science 

• How/where is value generated? 

• How is legitimacy generated in these valuative claims? 

• How does COI play out and shape entrepreneurial 
scientific practice in academic research settings? 
 

 



Theoretical Orientation 

• Institutional work (Lawrence, Suddaby & Leca, 2009) 

• Neo-institutionalism, recognizing agency 

• Actions undertaken to maintain institutions, as well as 
disrupt or change them 

• Focus on legitimacy and credibility of actors and 
actions  

 



Methods 

• In-depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews 
(n=38) 
• Biomedical researchers funded CIHR in 2009-10 
• 24 Entrepreneurial PIs; 14 Trainees 

 
• Interviews explored: 

• Motivations to participate in entrepreneurial activities 
• Management of entrepreneurial activities  
• Conflict of interest in academic biomedical research 
 

 
• Analysis: Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006)  & 

Interpretive Description (Thorne, 2008) 

 



Results 1 

• Valuing Academic Entrepreneurship 

• Value to scientific practices (resources, enjoyment) 

• Downstream value (societal & economic impacts) 

• Clinical impact 
 

 

• Maintenance of academic norms 

•  Protecting academic freedom and researcher 
autonomy 

• Protecting curiosity-driven research 

• Conflict of interest harms as irrelevant 



“The basic motivation is that if you develop a prototype 
of something in the lab and it looks like it would be 
useful and helpful to a number of patients, if you don’t 
[commercialize], it just remains a laboratory curiosity 
really, that may be the subject of a paper or two and 
then does nothing beyond that.  If you patent it and 
license it and make arrangements to sell it … then you 
can help thousands of people.” [ABR14] 
 



“Now [conflict of interest is] much less of a problem in a 
very basic science supported protocol that is years and 
years and years away from any patients being involved 
or clinical decisions being made, because then the 
company’s paying for some experiments, nobody has 
any idea where it’s going to go, you’re not asking a 
patient to try the drug or not try the drug” [ABR24] 
 



Results 2 

• Organizing the Entrepreneurial Laboratory 
• Select Projects 

• Select Collaborators 

• Temporal, Spatial, Personnel Distinctions 
 

 

• Maintenance of Academic Practices 
• Emphasis on academic freedom and control of 

research 

• Compatibilities between academic and 
entrepreneurial activities 

• Conflict of Interest avoidance in practices 
 



“I do not accept funds to go out and proselytize 
about a particular drug company, that’s not what I 
do, so there’s no conflict.  If I’m asked, if I’m 
approached by a company and they say this is what 
we’re working on and we’re interested in some of 
your models, I say I’m not a contract lab….  I don’t 
do contract work, and I don’t tout companies for 
what they’ve made, so there’s no conflict” [ABR7] 
 



“I don’t think it’s as large a problem with people who are 
doing contract research for industrial partners.  I think the 
real difficulty is particularly when a researcher is a 
principal in a company, and this company contracts with 
this individual to do the research.  And then I think there’s 
a confusion arising between what is university, what is 
industrial and how the two interact.” [ABR4] 



Discussion 

• Strategic legitimization of entrepreneurial activities 
• Benefits can be reaped and harms avoided 

• Maintenance of academic norms legitimize entrepreneurial 
activities 
 

• Entrepreneurial activities are legitimized by 
entrepreneurial scientists as credible and 
academically-aligned pursuits.  
 

• Institutional change-through-maintenance 
• Entrepreneurial activities cast as beneficial and legitimate 

• Introduce entrepreneurial pursuits as adding value to and 
aligning with academic activities 



Implications 

• Understanding how research policies are 
understood and enacted by academic scientists 

 

• Recognize need to regulate these interactions as 
they proceed and are legitimized by academic 
scientists 

•  Especially in the biomedical sciences where research 
is increasingly directed toward clinical applications. 
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