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This papers presents the main topics and issues raised by the author as discussant in the panel of 
session 1 (“growth, technological change and partnerships for innovation: learning by comparing 
experiences”) after Daniel Malkin (from OECD Science and Technology Policy Division) key speech 
(“Connecting science and innovation for economic growth”). The comments are based on the author 
personal experience in both sides (business and university). 
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1. Context 
 

Daniel Malkin presented a nice tutorial (1) on the state-of-the-art of public & 

private partnerships for innovation, something that can be described as a 

complex non-linear multivariable process. His conclusion (“no silver bullet but a 

set of co-ordinated actions”) clearly translates how fuzzy the issue is.   

During the last twenty years I have been a professional business manager 

and an executive member of the board of several companies, from computer 

services to a large industrial company listed in the stock market and with 

operations in several countries.  

Before that I have been teaching and doing research in University for around 

10 years  (at the Chemical Engineering Department of Oporto University). 

Two years ago I came back to University (of Minho), as professor by 

invitation.  

During my business years I kept some weak links to academy with some 

occasional lecturing.  

Based on this two-sided experience, I will try to comment on the Portuguese 

situation. Of course I am talking about the engineering arena. But in general it 

applies to the all of the science and technology areas 

 

 

2. Twenty five years later 
 

I can see two important differences between the University environment now 

and twenty or twenty five years ago: 

an increase of the importance of  “industry-science relationships”, specially 

formal ones at the institutional level, including partnerships with private 

companies, associated with better internal and external evaluation and control 

procedures; 
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an increase of the closeness of the academic environment, with much less 

informal and personal interaction with industry and trade and with much more 

internal oriented values. 

It may look like a paradox. But it is what I found. I do not see it as an 

improvement. The Portuguese University still has lots of significant barriers for 

partnerships with business. 

 

 

3. What is R&D? 
 

R&D has different means for business and industry people (specially SME 

people) and for science and university people.  

And the public-private partnerships between companies and University 

usually have a non-symmetric sharing of risk and different hidden agendas from 

both sides. 

The usual model for a traditional industry-science partnership is based on 

the principle that the private companies contribute mainly with some cash and 

the public University contributes with time of researchers and equipment 

resources. But cash is usually a very scarce (and expensive!) resource for 

companies (although academics often think the other way) and labor and 

depreciation costs are basically non-variable costs in the University (although 

sometimes people in business think about them as free).  

Companies really care about R&D, because they care about their 

competitiveness and productivity, within the boundaries of their financial 

resources. University people usually miss the essential second part of the 

statement.  

When a company needs R&D resources, basically new additional knowledge 

to increase its competitive position, it usually has a choice of several available 
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sources for that knowledge: buying it through consultancies, from other 

companies, through capital investment (I will be back to this point later), through 

R&D projects (probably through an industry-science partnership), … . 

University people usually do not realize that R&D projects are one the 

several options (not the option) and that the last option is usually the more risky 

(in time and content efficiency) and expensive. 

I also think that the usual metrics for evaluation of R&D commitments by 

companies are biased. Indeed defining what are R&D cost and capital expenses 

at the company level is very tricky, as everyone used to accounting (creative one 

or not) has experienced. Different national accounting practices make cross-

countries analysis even more difficult.  

Portuguese companies are not strong on R&D efforts, no doubts. But my 

feeling is that there is more work being done than the figures usually suggest. 
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4. The tip of the iceberg 
 

Daniel Malkin´s slide #10 (page 5) is quite interesting and can be very useful 

to understand the performance of the Portuguese science & technology system (or 

any other national one). 

 

He talks about the “tangible results” of industry-science relationships (joint 

labs, spin-offs, licensing, research contracts) as the “tip of the iceberg” supported 

(“irrigated”) by a large “intangible results” base (mobility of researchers, co-

publications, conferences, expo and specialized media, informal contacts between 

professional networks, flow of graduates to industry).  
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You can not expect sustainable and significant tangible results with a fragile 

intangible side. That is the Portuguese problem: informal linkages are very weak, 

cross-polinization by networking and mobility is very limited, policies at the 

national or university level try to go directly to tangible results and forget the 

home-work of strengthening the intangible activities. The temptation is building 

the top of the pyramid (or the top of the iceberg) without a solid base. 

But improving the intangible side implies things like 

• recognition of the importance of industrial activity or experience for 

progression in the academic career 

• incentives to publish in trade and industry specialized media, as well 

as to publish in research journals 

• promotion of opportunities of informal networking between industry 

and university people, of joint brainstorming, of joint conferences and 

workshops, of joint lecturing … 

Actual bylaws of the University are not favorable to this kind of things. A 

closed and internal-oriented academic environment, with an high level of 

inbreeding, can not be pro-active for those activities.    

The concept of the “tip of the iceberg” can be very rich for policy making 

purposes. 

 

 

5. The issue: the university governance model 
 

At the end of the road we will meet the usual problem: the issue of the 

governance of the University, or the model of top planning and control of 

University activities and policies.  

This makes the difference on the integration of different people and cultures 

(the academy has a melting pot of different experiences) or not (the academy as a 

closed self-serving institution) (2) . This is the big issue.  
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 New formulas and new models, may be in competition with the classical 

ones, need to be tried. Not easy under the present circumstances. 

 

 

6. Intra-universities alliances 
 

The concept and practice of strategic alliances and partnerships are well 

known in business and industry. Competition is compatible with cooperation. 

But not in the university itself.  

It is surprising how few joint projects involving people from different 

Universities are done in Portugal.  

It is surprising how much some internal rules and policies are against team-

work and experience-sharing between different departments of the same 

university or between different universities. 

Of course this does not contribute to the intangible side of the iceberg. 

 

 

7. Entrepreneurship and commercialization of R&D results 
 

Entrepreneurship is the name of the game, now. Of course, it is (very) 

important. Students and academics must be encouraged to be or to become 

entrepreneurs. But not everyone can be, or should be, an entrepreneur. 

Commercialization of R&D results is as important as entrepreneurship 

promotion, but it is a different problem. And a very difficult problem. 

We often see incubators, start-ups, interface institutions (visible side of the 

iceberg) with the wrong people as leaders. These institutions need experienced 

business people involved in the operations and top management. People used to 

understand the risks of commercialization of innovation, people used to make 

 

»«wp 18 (2002) 

8



 
 
                                                                                                          Escola de EngenhariaUniversidade do Minho    Departamento de Sistemas de Informação  
                                                                                                             »«MERCADOS E NEGÓCIOS: DINÂMICAS E ESTRATÉGIAS 

deals in the national and international markets, people with large personal and 

informal networks, people used to search for partners and alliances, people used 

to contract making and dealing. This is not for junior people, academic or not 

academic. This is not even for senior academic people without minimum business 

experience. 

Experience shows the difference when senior people with business experience 

lead industry-science partnerships.  

It is not a coincidence that some of the more successful Portuguese technology 

centers (typical private-public partnerships for innovation) have board of 

directors with a very strong influence of senior business people. UK experience in 

this domain is also very clear. 

 

 

8. Public investment and expectations 
 

Slide #12 (page 6) of Daniel Malkin´s presentation also offers some food for 

thought.  

From the left side graph (yearly number of spin-offs from public research 

investment) we conclude that from 5 to 10 start-ups result from 1 billion USD of 

public investment. This means around 100 to 200 million USD per start-up: a lot 

of money!.  

This numbers can tell a lot about the unreasonable level of expectations we 

often have about the results of public investment in incentives to 

entrepreneurship and start-ups. Compare it with the volume of Portuguese 

commitments! 
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9. Innovation and capital expenses 
 

Let me go back to the idea of innovation and knowledge acquisition through 

capital investment in technology and equipments. OCDE studies (3,4) have shown 

that this is the most efficient way to introduce innovation. And it is usually the 

preferred channel used by companies. 

University people usually have trouble to understand or to accept the idea, a 

concept that has deep implications at national policy level (5,6).  

The problem is that academics usually never become involved in large 

technology transfer projects through capital expenses. As a consequence they fail 

to participate in the knowledge acquisition process and in the endogenization of 

the new technologies involved (and associated project management 

methodologies), as well as missing a superb opportunity to build the invisible side 

of the iceberg. 

Once again University bylaws and policies are not favorable to the idea (see 

previous point 5). 

 

 

10. Conclusion: innovation in university is needed 
 

The market value of a business manager or of a business professional 

increases with the scope of his (her) experience with different situations, 

environments, markets and institutions. 

Unfortunately this does not apply in academy. 

Worst: the reverse seems to be the rule.  

Of course in-breeding is rampant in the Portuguese University. University 

life continues to be a corporative one, driven by internal customers and rules. To 

change this is a nightmare at the policy (read: political) level, as government 

after government has experienced. 
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To conclude I call for innovation in the university system. May be a paradox, 

but University is said to be (or expected to be) the driver of the innovation based 

economy, but it is itself really a very non-innovative institution. New formats for 

degrees (undergraduate and graduate), new open policies and procedures, new 

anti-breeding recruitment rules, improved multidisciplinary, … are needed. 

Twenty-five years later the Portuguese University has changed a lot. Mainly 

in volume. But not in some of the most damaging barriers to innovation. 
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