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State of the art:
The socio-economic benefits produced by the university in the development of research and highlevel education are recognized as important sources for the innovation of industries and regions, in
some sectors in particular (Mansfield e Lee, 1996; Anselin et al., 1997). More recently, the attention
has been focused on those benefits brought by the presence of university third function, with a
progressive interest for the activities and the tools of the technology transfer (Etzkowitz and
Leydesdorff, 2000; Mowery et al, 2002). Literature has investigated various types of technology
transfer mechanisms (Lee, 1996; Friedman and Silberman, 2003; Rothaermel et al., 2007; Grimaldi
et al., 2011)), among which: contract research mechanisms, university patenting and licensing, and
spin-off promotion. Each mechanism has its own specificities, but in any case the technology
transfer is understood as a complex process, which involves the formation, modification and
transfer of information, knowledge and competencies between two or more agents usually
belonging to the world of research and to the world of enterprises.
However, despite the great emphasis on technology transfer, only a few number of contributions
have tried to enter the black box of the process (or to disentangle the many processes into which
technology transfer can be articulated, Bozeman, 2000), explaining how different ideas, knowledge
and competencies are produced, transformed, absorbed by the agents and, finally, how they enter
the market (Clarysse et al, 2011; Åstebro et al, 2012).

Purpose of the paper:
The paper aims to contribute to the understanding of the nature of technology transfer processes, by
investigating the case of academic spin-offs. Although this mechanism of technology transfer is
among the most studied in the literature (O’Shea et al, 2005; Bekkers et al, 2006), we think that
some of its peculiarities deserve a “plus” of attention. We adopt an evolutionary approach to the
study of the antecedents and the consequents of a spin-off formation (Winter, 2011). By doing so,
drawing on Weeks and Galunic (2003), we take firms as groups of ideas, beliefs, assumptions, and
heuristics. By looking at the evolution of a spin-off, our aim is to highlight how and where does the
project idea originate, how it develops and transform over time, how beliefs, assumptions and
heuristics changes over time, how they are absorbed by the member of the spin-off, and – finally how they becomes object(s) that enter the market. In so doing, we try to investigate more directly

processes, routines and procedures which lie at the ground of the transfer of knowledge and
competencies between academia and the industrial world, in different stages of the spin-off
evolution. We aim to add to recent literature on “academic entrereneurship” by improving present
understanding of processes by which academic entrepreneurs accumulate resources and skills to be
successful in the market. Moreover, analysing the micro-foundations of new ventures creation by
academics, we include the evaluation of the role played by social processes (Felin et al., 2012).
Long term university-industry relationships may have a positive impact on academic
entrepreneurship. We believe that contexts are important in fostering spin-offs. By analysing the
social networks to which academics belong we can infer on the ecology of ideas (Staber, 2008,
2012) that lead to the spin-off formation. Network characteristics, network position and network
evolution are all key aspects to be taken in account.

Methodology:
Our empirical analysis combines quantitative and qualitative methods. Through ethnographic
interviews to the founders’ team of 50 academic spin-offs promoted by the University of Padua
during the 2000s (that is, all the spin-offs that have been promoted by this university), and 500
university professors we try to detect what kind of deficits or obstacles, as well as what kind of
successful elements are prevailing during the various stages of firm evolution. We investigate social
processes leading to academic entrepreneurship by means of social network analysis tools applied
to the network of relationships of academics, before and after the spin-off creation. We evaluate the
determinants of the success of a spin-off by identifying a set of relevant factors, such as number of
university-industry relationships, number of patents, experience, financial support, marketing
capabilities, institutional support, academic research policies, heterogeneity of competences in spinoff members.
Findings and interpretation:
Our findings inform on the complex business and innovation ecosystem which sustains a spin-off
company. We find support of the importance of supporting entrepreneurial skills and industry
interactions. By recognizing the heterogeneity of academic entrepreneurship and context
heterogeneity we suggest to use caution in shaping innovation policies, which must be more
focused on the individual patterns of idea developing.
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