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Better intellectual property 
policies for universities
In a context of increasing accountability, funding constraints, harmoni-
sation requirements and a move from science-push to demand-pull  
policies, IP management adds up to a significant challenge for universities. 
The institutional role of universities and their TTOs as regards IP should  
be to become ‘enablers’ of research collaborations with industry and 
facilitate the exploitation and commercialisation of products derived  
from research results. 

In that sense, the role of TTOs is much broader than simply managing IP 
filings, it requires managing multiple and increasing complex relationships, 
but not all universities are equally prepared. IP policies for universities at  
the institutional, regional, national and international levels should facilitate 
the accomplishment of the third mission of universities, while at the same 
time preserving their traditional teaching and research missions. Universities 
should not become producers of IP at all costs to comply with their third 
mission of knowledge transfer to society. They are first and foremost educa-
tional and research institutions and TTOs can help advertise their research  
to industry and society in general.

A number of messages came out from the presentations of participants 
and the open discussion with experts from the audience:
–  Universities are very heterogeneous; only a few are performing well  

in IP.
–  IP policies are about motivating people and creating incentives, not  

just about designing formal structures and processes.
–  IP is not just about technology, there is a great potential in the  

transfer of other forms of knowledge produced at universities, such  
as teaching materials protected by copyright. 

–  TTOs have to manage increasingly complex contractual relationships.
–  Making revenues from IP should not be the priority for universities  

and their TTOs. The price of IP has to be balanced with the need of 
further investments by industry to reach the market.

–  There have been some attempts to harmonise IP policies at the EU  
level, but there are still stark differences across countries.
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A number of proposals for better iP policies were made.

New metrics
There is a need to rethink indicators to measure IP performance at univer-
sities and build indicators of the overall impact of the IP generated at univer-
sities. Current rankings may not rely on the right measures. The number of 
patents filed by the university gives the wrong image when a large number 
of patents protecting inventions generated at universities are held by firms. 
There is a need to build new indicators about the IP performance of univer-
sities and measure their overall impact, but it is not an easy task.

Increasing the scale
A few top TTOs are doing well, as evidenced by results from several national 
and supranational surveys. TTOs need to join forces, bundle activities and 
offerings, within and across countries. This can be done by public initiatives 
or through competitive forces. Bundling offerings across institutions, within 
countries and cross-border, will increase the attractiveness of university 
offerings for industry, reduce transaction costs and facilitate collaboration, 
especially in technological domains where patent portfolios and families  
are much more relevant than individual patents. But there is a limit to the 
concentration of TTOs: personal contact and proximity to researchers is 
important. There is a plan in Austria, for example, to exploit synergies across 
TTOs as regards training, while keeping them as independent entities.

Support for increasingly complex contractual processes
There is a need for soft guidelines, model contracts, support for the development  
of proofs of concept and professionalization of TTOs. The key is to have clear and 
transparent rules at all levels from project funding to conflict of interest and 
royalty sharing, as well as establishing well-defined boundaries between open 
science and proprietary IP. As regards the professionalization of knowledge trans-
fer, a European certification for knowledge professionals would be welcome.  
A higher degree of mobility between industry and university will also be helpful  
to form better professionals. Knowledge transfer networks already provide pro-
fessional training, but some TTOs would only attract the best professionals if they 
increase their scale.

Consolidation of harmonisation efforts
IP policies and practices at universities are still very heterogeneous across Europe, but 
there have been some harmonisation attempts at the EU level in the past few years. 
The IP Charter initiative launched under the German EU Council presidency in 2007 is 
a good example. It aimed to raise IP awareness, but there are still stark differences in 
levels of implemen tation across countries. Knowledge transfer is gaining importance 
in policy making and IP is expected to play a significant role in the new EU Framework 
Programme for research and innovation, Horizon 2020, where addressing societal 
challenges is the priority.
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