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Abstract
Cooperation between Higher Education Institutions and Enterprises (HEI-E-C) is 
extremely relevant in regional economic development. Therefore, this study aims 
to understand the role of HEI in academic spin-off creation. To achieve this objec-
tive, we adopted the qualitative approach (case study method) and focused on a 
cooperation relation involving a Portuguese HEI and two academic spin-offs. For 
data collecting, several interviews with key informants and direct observation were 
used. Content analysis of the interviews with founders of these academic spin-offs 
and lecturers teaching the curricular unit of entrepreneurship in the HEI studied, 
the results identified some essential aspects to understand this type of cooperation 
(HEI-E): (1) the role of academic entrepreneurship and its importance in the growth 
of spin-offs for regional economic growth, (2) the influence of academic entrepre-
neurs’ characteristics in the process of creating a spin-off, and (3) academic motiva-
tions to create spin-offs and the benefits of cooperation with HEIs. This study also 
presents implications for theory and educational and business practice.
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Introduction

Knowledge is one of the most important strategic resources in Higher Education 
Institutions (HEI), as their mission is to create it intangible resource intensively 
(Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004; Greiner et  al., 2007; Etzkowitz, 2013; Fromhold 
‐ Eisebith & Werker, 2013; Jiang et  al., 2013). However, a great amount of the 
knowledge generated in HEIs by their researchers is not applied in practice, 
remaining in publications when it often contains the solution to “real life” prob-
lems (Kessels & Kwakman, 2006). Therefore, knowledge creators and users are 
recognized as the knowledge created by HEIs is an important resource to be used 
in business context (Becheikh, 2010).

HEIs are being seen as employers and creating job opportunities. In addition, 
they provide a highly qualified workforce and technological know-how, in the 
form of human capital, products, services and even new undertakings. As con-
sumers, HEIs require resources and services to perform the main activities effec-
tively (Vilalta et al., 2018). Therefore, the importance of exchanging knowledge 
between HEIs and enterprises (HEI-E), through cooperation relations, has been 
long been recognised (Grundel & Dahlström, 2016; Mascarenhas et al., 2018). In 
this connection, Agata (2018) defines cooperation as a coherent set of activities 
and processes occurring in inter-organizational networks, and for Franco (2011), 
a cooperative relation is defined as a strategic decision (formalized or not), 
adopted by two or more independent organizations, with the aim of exchanging or 
sharing resources to seek market opportunities and achieve mutual benefits.

In this context, cooperation between HEIs and enterprises (HEI-E-C) can 
facilitate knowledge transfer and stimulate the production of new knowledge and 
technology (Leydesdorff & Meyer, 2006; Enkel et  al., 2009; Freitas & Rossi, 
2013; Grundel & Dahlström, 2016). For Liyanage et al. (2009), knowledge trans-
fer consists of identifying existing (accessible) knowledge and then applying it to 
develop new ideas or improving existing ideas to make a process/action quicker, 
better or more secure than it would be otherwise. Basically, knowledge transfer is 
not only exploiting accessible resources (knowledge), but also how to acquire and 
absorb it to make activities more efficient and effective.

The connection between academia and the business world is developed through 
different knowledge transfer mechanisms (Bercovitz & Feldmann, 2006; Grundel 
& Dahlström, 2016; Jevnakera & Misganaw, 2022). Indeed, some authors even 
consider the creation of academic spin-offs as the main mechanism of that trans-
action (e.g., Bercovitz & Feldmann, 2006; Karnani, 2012). Academic spin-offs 
are created in HEIs to profit from the results of research carried out in this type of 
institution and are considered important for economic growth, due to their posi-
tive impact on the process of technological change and economic development 
(Kingma, 2011; Ramaciotti et al., 2011). In this study, we define an academic or 
university spin-off when the enterprise was established within a HEI, putting into 
practice the knowledge generated in these centres through the research and devel-
opment (R&D) activity of academics (Miranda et al., 2018).
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The creation of academic spin-offs allows exploitation of intellectual property 
generated through research carried out in HEIs (Poponi et al., 2020). The criterion 
for classifying a spin-off created from an HEI is the “transfer effect”, which cor-
responds to exploiting the knowledge created in these HEIs (Karnani, 2012). There-
fore, regarding HEI-E-C, there is a positive bilateral connection between the inten-
sity of relations and the level of tangible results generated (Santoro, 2000).

The growing relevance of academic spin-offs for economic and social devel-
opment in their regions has been widely recognized through the development of 
research in the field of entrepreneurship, and consequently, the literature examining 
academic spin-offs is expanding rapidly (Dorner et al., 2017; Miranda et al., 2018; 
Poponi et al., 2020; Prokop et al., 2019). However, this study intends to fill a gap 
identified in the literature, due to not finding studies on this topic in the context 
of Portuguese HEIs, an added contribution to its originality. It also aims to trigger 
greater interest in the creation of academic spin-offs and greater, continuing coop-
eration with HEIs to achieve this goal. Therefore, this study aims to answer the fol-
lowing research question: What is the role of HEIs in creating academic spin-offs, 
from an HEI-E-C perspective? This study contributes to the academic entrepreneur-
ship literature by providing new insights into how HEIs have an important role in 
academic spin-off creation. By establishing cooperation bonds with academic spin-
offs, HEIs can make a more solid contribution to regional and even national socio-
economic development. At the same time, this type of cooperation between the edu-
cational and business spheres can identify the best procedures for management and 
implementation of more efficient policies.

Literature Review

The Change in the Role of HEIs

HEIs’ third mission has rapidly gained prominence. With this mission, the aim is 
to identify how to apply science through knowledge transfer to the enterprises and 
society in general. In this context, entrepreneurial universities emerge, as institutions 
characterized by greater involvement in economic and social development, more 
intensive commercialization of the results of research, patenting and licensing activ-
ities, in institutionalizing spin-offs and changes in management, as well as in aca-
demics’ attitudes towards collaborative projects with firms (Van Looy et al., 2011). 
Universities are forced to operate more like businesses, commercializing the results 
of their research and creating new knowledge-based firms (Kirby, 2006).

Currently, HEIs are under political pressure to stimulate and support entre-
preneurship. Growing public concern about integrating academic institutions and 
enterprises and its general impact on society has led to establishing the model of  
an entrepreneurial university (Clark, 1998; Etzkowitz et al., 2000). As universi-
ties have taken on the mission of research and technological development, the 
role they play in this process is essential. Scientific knowledge is seen as an 
important contribution to technological progress (Etzkowitz, 1998; Feldman, 
1999), and in this context, universities are considered the main up-to-date sources 
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of knowledge and technology. Particularly at the regional level, they have become 
important drivers of development and economic growth (Bleaney et  al., 1992; 
Etzkowitz, 2001; Jevnakera & Misganaw, 2022).

HEIs have changed greatly in recent decades, with academics leaving the traditional 
“ivory towers.” This change is largely due to the political will of various governments 
(Henkel, 2007). From the 1980s, there has been growing concern about economies’ com-
petitiveness and commercial exploitation of the research carried out in universities has 
become central in reflection about these HEIs’ role (Etzkowitz, 1998; Vallas & Kleinman, 
2007). Many countries have tried to strengthen economic growth through linking HEIs to 
the business sector, thereby allowing an exchange of knowledge (Acworth, 2008; Henkel, 
2007). The studies by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) and Etzkowitz (2001) describe 
this development as the “second academic revolution.”

Before the 1990s, government policy had changed the system of exploiting research, 
from one in which universities published their research results and industry managed 
the subsequent intellectual ownership and innovation, to one in which universities were 
encouraged to increase their “technological impulse,” developing their own methods of 
intellectual ownership through patenting, licensing and spin-offs (Lockett et al., 2015; 
Wilson, 2012). Consequently, both academics and businesspeople-managers are unani-
mous in believing that knowledge transfer should be encouraged, to create value not 
only for society (Becheikh, 2010; Etzkowitz, 2013; Fromhold ‐ Eisebith & Werker, 
2013), but also for HEIs’ sustainability (Laukkanen, 2003).

In the current context of knowledge-based innovation and the associated role 
played by knowledge-based networks, the model of universities focused on func-
tioning as a vehicle for technology transfer has become more complex organiza-
tionally and institutionally. However, universities function essentially as a channel 
through which the exchange and exploitation of knowledge become more effec-
tive (Doloreux & Mattson, 2008; Estrada et al., 2016). Consequently, universities’ 
institutional framework has witnessed some important changes to facilitate U-E-C. 
These initiatives are found at the global level, including mainly the introduction of 
laws that stipulate knowledge and technology transfer, attributing intellectual owner-
ship to the university and permission of public sector employees to collaborate with 
private firms (Geuna, 2001; Guenther & Wagner, 2008; Looy et al., 2003; Wright 
et al., 2004).

HEIs‑Enterprises Cooperation and Academic Spin‑offs

Enterprises are also under constant pressure to change, which makes regional inno-
vation systems important for economies and national competitiveness (Anderson 
et  al., 2011; Carayannis & Campbell, 2014; Grundel & Dahlström, 2016; Malik 
et al., 2021; Jevnakera & Misganaw, 2022). The effectiveness of investment in R&D 
depends on interactions between firms and local institutions in the scientific and 
technological system. When that interaction becomes progressively more active, 
investment in R&D by firms, universities and research institutes has a stronger effect 
on building regional innovation systems (Etzkowitz & Klofsten, 2005; Carayannis & 
Campbell, 2014; Jiao et al., 2016; Malik et al., 2021; Jevnakera & Misganaw, 2022).
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To obtain external knowledge, enterprises seek to create different partnerships and 
strategies to govern and contextualize (Muscio et al., 2013; Santoro & Chakrabarti, 
2002). One way to acquire knowledge is by resorting to HEIs, which provide a wide 
variety of channels though which knowledge and technology can by transferred to 
firms. This is reflected in cooperation perspective, where HEI-E can occur. Accord-
ing to Rebocho (2010), cooperation networks favour firms’ competitiveness and 
provide them with a set of resources and information about the market and clients, 
increasing the chances of survival and success. The contacts obtained in a coopera-
tion network give firms access to resources they do not have and could not acquire 
otherwise (Lobo & Guedes, 2014). Consequently, research is considered the essence 
of economic growth.

Therefore, one way to generate that knowledge transfer is through academic spin-
offs (Miranda et al., 2018). The term spin-off refers to the process by which a firm is 
created from an existing entity. The resulting new firm is also known as a spin-off. 
The term serves to define the process itself and its result. At the university level, an 
academic or university spin-off is referred to when the firm is established within an 
HEI, putting into practice the knowledge generated there through academics’ R&D 
activity (Miranda et al., 2018).

Academic spin-offs are characterized by their activity being based on exploiting 
new processes, products or services arising from the knowledge acquired and the 
results obtained in the HEIs itself. The basic premise behind academic entrepreneur-
ship is that a wide range of scientific research takes place in universities, and some 
of the results of that research can have commercial applications able to generate 
income for these HEIs (Wood, 2011).

Students can be in a better position than teaching staff to overcome the obsta-
cles to creating academic spin-offs. Unlike lecturers, as highlighted by Colombo and 
Piva (2012), students do not need “genetic mutation” to become entrepreneurs, and 
are often well positioned to gain access to business competences. Here, entrepre-
neurship can be a viable employment option for students who seek to exploit the 
knowledge and skills acquired through learning. Students have direct access to busi-
ness ideas, with intensive use of the knowledge they acquire while learning, and 
they can exploit this to initiate spin-off creation. In this way, the intensity of interac-
tion and cooperation processes among the creators, users and suppliers of knowl-
edge has a great influence on a region’s competitive and technological development 
(Debackere et al., 2005; Grundel & Dahlström, 2016; Guerrero et al., 2012).

HEIs have also taken on a more entrepreneurial role through their departments 
and faculties (Wright et al., 2004), with collaborative experiences between academic 
scientists and firms (López Jiménez et al., 2021). Researchers are encouraged to pro-
duce applicable knowledge and code the result of their research through publications 
and patents (Becheikh, 2010). Karnani (2012) states that economic agents in gen-
eral, and spin-offs in particular, perform the tertiarization of economically relevant 
knowledge generated in HEIs and there is growing evidence that academic spin-offs 
are important for economic development (Vincett, 2010), as they are one way to 
translate academic research into social and economic impacts. Consequently, in the 
last two decades, scholars have made significant efforts to improve understanding 
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of how to increase the efficiency of this installation process to form more academic 
spin-offs (Fini et al., 2017; Miranda et al., 2018).

Academic spin-offs are mostly created and administered by academics from 
HEIs, where the knowledge and technology available serve as a basis for the emer-
gence of a new firm (Diánez-González et al., 2020). The management teams of aca-
demic spin-offs generally reveal inherent homogeneity in functional and educational 
contexts and include a majority of members with prominent knowledge, skills, net-
works and experience related to the technological and scientific context but lack-
ing entrepreneurial skills and attitudes (Ben-Hafaïedh et al., 2018). Consequently, to 
create academic spin-offs, the existing literature mentions determinants at the indi-
vidual and team level (demographic characteristics, entrepreneur engagement, team 
development and human capital), determinants at the firm level (technological char-
acteristics, firm development process and networks) and determinants regarding the 
ecosystem and institutions (support policies and programs, university relations and 
the regional context) (Bigliardi et al., 2013; Jevnakera & Misganaw, 2022; Mathisen 
& Rasmussen, 2019; Migliori et al., 2019).

The literature also states that academic spin-offs, by their specific nature, may 
also require the development of an entrepreneurial orientation for effective manage-
ment of the intersection between the research activity carried out in the academic 
context and commercialization of its innovations in enterprises (Diánez-González 
& Camelo-Ordaz, 2019; Migliori et  al., 2019). This is because the role of entre-
preneurial orientation is especially important for firms that compete in hostile, 
extremely competitive and/or technologically sophisticated environments, where 
they constantly need to seek new opportunities (Rauch et al., 2009).

Academic spin-offs are currently considered as an important instrument, due to their 
contribution to business generation, job-creation and maintaining balance in the eco-
nomic system, as well as their positive influence on innovative processes (Miranda et al., 
2017). These authors contradict the studies by Guerrero et al. (2015) and Iacobucci and 
Micozzi (2015), who analysed the impact of academic/education entrepreneurship on 
the local/regional economy and on the reputation and results of the university itself, find-
ing no conclusive results. According to Prokop et al. (2019), the survival of academic 
spin-offs depends on three main actors in the university network: investors, external 
entrepreneurs and technology transfer offices. In addition, academic spin-offs created in 
less industrially diversified regions are more likely to survive.

Summarizing, in the last decade, academic spin-offs have become one of the most use-
ful mechanisms for the transfer of R&D knowledge from HEIs to firms Miranda et al. 
(2017). Regarding the impact on the quality of teaching, all the studies by Holmen and 
Ljungberg (2015) show a positive effect, since the teaching staff involved in academic 
spin-off creation understand that their teaching performance improves significantly, 
through being able to share their business experience with their students, enhancing their 
teaching. Finally, the results obtained by academic spin-offs, after the first years of their 
life, depend on various factors, such as the strength of their bond with the HEI in which 
they originate (Cardamone et  al., 2015; Fernandez-Perez et  al., 2015; Soetanto & van 
Geenhuizen, 2015), the composition of the promotion team (De Cleyn et al., 2015), the 
promoters’ previous experience (Nielsen, 2015) and the involvement of risk capital firms 
(Fernandez-Perez et al., 2015).
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Research Methodology

Type of Study and Case Study Selection

To achieve the aim defined for this study, i.e., to understand the role of HEIs in cre-
ating academic spin-offs, from a cooperation perspective, a qualitative approach was 
adopted, and within this, the case study method (Yin, 2015; Fassinger & Morrow, 
2013). According to Yin (2015), the qualitative research method aims to identify 
relations and is more efficient when the intention is to examine in depth a contem-
porary phenomenon in its real context. Therefore, the choice of a qualitative method 
is justified as this method describes processes that are not accessible from experi-
ence and also by allowing more detailed analysis of the answers obtained (Cheuk, 
2010). This approach should be adopted when little is known about the phenomenon 
under study, and when dealing with entities that cannot be quantified (Fassinger & 
Morrow, 2013).

In the field of qualitative research, Yin (2015) considers the case study an appro-
priate research methodology when aiming to understand and explore in depth 
complex events and contexts such as the one presented here. In this study a case 
is defined as: a cooperation relationship established between a public Portuguese 
HEI and two spin-offs (SO and SD)—whose anonymity were ensured -, one in the 
area of management and the other in health, situated in a nearby local authority. 
The choice of this cooperation relation took the following criteria into considera-
tion: (1) previous knowledge of informal cooperation between the HEI and the spin-
offs created; (2) the fact that the creators of these spin-offs had been students at the 
HEI here studied; and (3) geographical proximity and the researchers’ easy access 
to information. Therefore, this case study aimed to combine rich, wide-ranging and 
systematized information to find out more about HEI-E-C.

The HEI studied was founded in 1973 and is formed of two main centers: the 
School of Management and the School of Technology. The HEI’s mission is to 
train quality professionals, with a strong connection to the labor market, and pro-
mote entrepreneurship, innovation and knowledge transfer, emphasizing work and 
rigor. The institution currently offers 18 degree courses, 15 master courses, 18 TeSP 
courses, 25 post-graduate, and specialization courses and 2 courses of other aca-
demic training. The HEI has around 2000 students.

The academic spin-off SO is a private small and medium-sized enterprise created 
in December 2011. With relatively recent premises, this firm responds to the health 
needs of the local authority’s population, as well as filling existing gaps in the popu-
lation’s access to healthcare. This SO spin-off offers 28 medical specializations and 
its mission is to provide quality healthcare through experience and scientific rigor, 
always with an innovative spirit, promoting ethical values and humanism in health. 
This information obtained from the website of this spin-off.

The academic spin-off SD was founded in January 2018. This private SME pro-
vides several management services: accounting and financial consultancy, training 
and firm, market studies, marketing services and support in internationalization 
process. This academic spin-off aims to: provide clients and collaborators with 
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confidence and satisfaction; be recognized for the excellence of its performance; 
be recognized as a private firm providing services, with quality and technical 
rigor, contributing to target clients’ satisfaction; and be recognized for the assur-
ance provided to clients concerning their tax obligations. Its values are: the quality 
and assurance of the services provided; customer satisfaction; respect for ethical and 
human dignity; innovation and critical spirit to improve the services provided; con-
fidentiality; humility; appreciation of collaborators and partners; and team spirit and 
entrepreneurship.

Data Collection and Analysis

To validate the case study selected here, the strategies proposed by Yin (2015) and 
Abdalla (2013) were used, where in qualitative studies and in the social and human 
sciences, the interview takes prominence in gathering information. It was decided 
to hold personal interviews based on a semi-structured script, with related, ordered 
questions and based on the literature review carried out. The interviews were held 
with various people involved in the case study: founders of the academic spin-offs 
created (hereafter referred to as interviewees ESO and ESD); one element repre-
senting the HEI, i.e., the director of the Department of Business Sciences (hereaf-
ter referred to as EDD), who also teaches subjects related to entrepreneurship; and 
another lecturer from the same department, also teaching in the area of entrepre-
neurship (hereafter referred to as EDE). As Patton (1990) states, “key informants” 
should be people with the right knowledge, whose vision can be particularly useful 
to help the observer understand the phenomenon analyzed.

Table 1 presents a brief characterization of the interviewees.
Also according to Patton (1990), during the interview, i.e., when collecting infor-

mation, the aim is to record the interviewee’s personal perspective as accurately as 
possible. Therefore, the interviewee should ask a small number of direct questions, 
but considering two main focuses, not limiting the interviewee’s information and 
guiding the interview so that they do not stray from the points of interest. Conse-
quently, the interview script (see Appendix) was constructed based on eight main 

Table 1   Characterisation of the interviewees

Source: Own elaboration

Characteristics HEI Academic spin-off

Interviewee EDD EDE ESO ESD
Gender Male Male Male Male
Age 43 58 42 52
Academic qualifications Ph.D. in Management Degree in 

Management
Master in Health 

Resource 
Management

Master in 
Management

Occupation Lecturer Lecturer Manager Manager
Position Director of the 

Department of 
Business Sciences

Lecturer Nurse Accountant
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questions. The interviewees were contacted by e-mail to arrange the day and time 
of the interview. These were held from 12 to 17 April 2021 and lasted an average 
of 30 min, each aiming to capture the interviewees’ perception of the HEI’s role in 
creating academic spin-offs.

During the interviews, notes were made for subsequent transcription. The infor-
mation collected was subject to content analysis, a widely used technique in quali-
tative research (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This consists of a set of techniques for 
systematic analysis of texts (Mayring, 2004), allowing definition and analysis of cat-
egories/themes of information (Weber, 1990). Patton (1990) adds that content anal-
ysis consists of the process of identifying and categorizing the main topics in the 
data obtained. In this case study, content analysis was based on the transcription of 
the interviews or relevant sentences or ideas for the study. Here, the post-interview 
period was fundamental for reflection and elaboration, and to ensure that the data 
obtained were useful for the matter in question.

Results and Discussion

This section presents the results obtained from content analysis of the semi-struc-
tured personal interviews held (primary data) and the secondary data obtained from 
the websites. This gave rise to various topics/themes: (1) HEIs’ role in promoting 
academic entrepreneurship, (2) the impact of academic entrepreneurship, (3) charac-
teristics of academic entrepreneurs, (4) reasons to initiate an academic spin-off, and 
(5) benefits of the HEI-E cooperation.

The HEI as the Promoter of Academic Entrepreneurship

Regarding this HEI’s role in entrepreneurship, EDD states that “HEIs promote a 
number of initiatives to stimulate the entrepreneurial spirit, through conferences, 
post-graduate courses or even through subjects contained in the various study 
cycles.” EDE corroborates this statement, but adds that “HEIs have an increasingly 
entrepreneurial role, through the various school departments, which encourage the 
entrepreneurial and innovative spirit,” which agrees with the conclusions of Wright 
et al. (2004).

About this matter, the interviewees from the academic spin-offs, ESO and ESD, 
mention respectively that “lecturers promote entrepreneurship, through continuously 
passing on knowledge and incentives that produce the innovative spirit” and that the 
HEI “in recent years, has concentrated greatly on internal competitions, promoting 
entrepreneurial and innovative projects, and then supporting students in advancing 
with those projects, as well as providing them with premises such as incubators.” These 
arguments agree with the view of Muscio et al. (2021), who observed increased spin-
off creation by students. In this case, academic institutions are encouraging students to 
become more entrepreneurial, providing entrepreneurship courses, supporting installa-
tions such as firm incubators, business competitions and awards for innovation.
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Impact of Education Entrepreneurship on Academic Spin‑off Creation 
and Regional Development

Interviewee EDD says that “education entrepreneurship has a growing impact on the 
local economy and the HEI, since the more academic spin-offs it is possible to cre-
ate, through academic encouragement, the more this will affect the local economy, and 
consequently, the HEI’s reputation. Vincett (2010) also states that academic spin-offs 
are important for economic development, contradicting the studies by Guerrero et al. 
(2015) and Iacobucci and Micozzi (2015) who analysed the impact of university entre-
preneurship on the local/regional economy and the results of the university itself. These 
authors, and Bray and Lee (2000) and Pitsakis et al. (2015), found no conclusive results 
of that relation. EDD also says that, “this situation is noted more in less developed 
regions, in that innovative firms in the area can attract a greater target-public, which 
can help the growth of the spin-offs themselves and regional economic growth.” This 
was also referred to by Prokop et al. (2019) and Jevnakera and Misganaw (2022), who 
concluded that academic spin-offs set up in less industrially diversified regions are 
more likely to survive.

As for the interviewees from the firms studied, EDE and ESO say respectively that, 
“the greater the impact of academic entrepreneurship on the spin-off creators, the more 
this will influence their knowledge, their personal research towards innovation,” with a 
consequent “tendency towards a greater entrepreneurial spirit, and so greater likelihood 
of spin-off growth, helping the local economy to grow.” Indeed, for Vincett (2010), 
academic spin-offs are one way to translate academic research into social and eco-
nomic impacts. In this connection, interviewee ESO also states that “the development 
of academic spin-offs in a given region will allow local economic development, via 
the human resources involved and the financial means necessary, but also through the 
partnership dynamics that can be created with other firms in the area, even creating the 
possibility of developing clusters linked to the products/services provided.”

For ESD, “the impact of academic entrepreneurship is important for spin-offs’ 
growth, but over time, what will affect continued growth is the cooperation that can 
be established with suppliers and other entities.” This idea is reinforced by Debackere 
et al. (2005), Guerrero et al. (2012) and López Jiménez et al. (2021), who state that 
the intensity of interaction and cooperation processes between creators, users and sup-
pliers of knowledge has a great influence on a region’s competitive and technological 
development.

Characteristics of Academic Entrepreneurs in Spin‑off Creation

Concerning the characteristics academic entrepreneurs should have to create spin-offs, 
interviewee EDD says that “training, as well as family antecedents, are of great relevance. 
Also when there is already professional experience, we find that will contribute positively 
to the emergence of entrepreneurs, and consequently, make it easier to create academic 
spin-offs.” This interviewee’s answer reinforces the conclusions of Bigliardi et al. (2013), 
Mathisen and Rasmussen (2019) and Migliori et  al. (2019), where to create academic 
spin-offs, individual and team chararacteristics are determinant. Interviewee EDE says 
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there is no need for “innate individual characteristics to create spin-offs,” which agrees 
with Colombo and Piva (2012), who say that students do not need a “genetic mutation” to 
become entrepreneurs.

In addition, ESO and ESD state respectively that “besides individual characteris-
tics, they knowledge they acquire in HEIs in the different subjects is central” and argue 
that “academic entrepreneurs have more means and technology available, which will 
support the creation of academic spin-offs.” These statements show that most aca-
demic spin-offs are founded and administered by academics originating in an aca-
demic institution, where the available knowledge and technology serve as the basis for 
the emergence of a new firm (Diánez-González et al., 2020). Interviewee ESO adds 
that “however, academic entrepreneurs will also need characteristics such as resil-
ience, objectivity, creativity, entrepreneurial experience and solid individual and social 
responsibility” to become entrepreneurs.

Reasons for Academics Initiating a Spin‑off

On this topic, interviewee EDD says that “the great motivation behind creating a spin-off 
results from the impetus of active demonstration of the knowledge learned.” The literature 
also mentions that students seek to exploit the knowledge and skills acquired from their 
learning (Colombo & Piva, 2012). “Students are often encouraged to take up this initia-
tive influenced by the HEI they belong to,” adds EDD. This agrees with the literature, 
which mentions that academic spin-offs are mostly created and administered by academ-
ics from an academic institution, where the available knowledge and technology serve as 
the basis for the emergence of the new firm (Diánez-González et al., 2020).

For EDE and ESD, the reasons for academics starting up an academic spin-offs have 
to do with the fact of spin-offs being an employment opportunity, applying much of 
the knowledge learned during the time spent in the HEI. This argument is also pre-
sented by Colombo and Piva (2012). Interviewee ESO answered that one of the reasons 
for academics creating spin-offs “is that they contribute to regional economic growth, 
by creating more employment,” agreeing with the study by Miranda et al. (2017) and 
Jevnakera and Misganaw (2022). In that study, the authors mention spin-offs’ contri-
bution in generating business, creating employment and maintaining the balance of 
the economic system. This interviewee also says that “the motivations at the root of 
beginning an academic spin-off go beyond profit. Developing in the real economy the 
assumptions developed in scientific research will be a motivation behind creating an 
academic spin-off.”

Benefits of HEI‑E Cooperation

For EDD “a cooperative relation is very beneficial for both HEIs and the spin-offs 
created, since they are one of the best means for students to put the knowledge 
acquired into practice” and regarding lecturers, “they also manage to improve their 
professional competences, in that by sharing much of their knowledge in this field, 
they will encourage students to create their own spin-offs, with lecturers also gaining 
a greater incentive for their future research, for subsequent knowledge transmission” 
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(EDE). These statements agree with Holmen and Ljungberg (2015), who found a 
positive effect when the teaching staff involved in academic spin-off creation per-
ceive that their performance improved significantly through being able to share their 
business experience with students, thereby enhancing their teaching.

Furthermore, ESO and ESD mention that “the benefit of a cooperative relation-
ship is great, since the spin-offs are always gaining from that cooperation, as they 
are are an excellent means to transmit the knowledge coming from HEIs, being 
up-to-date with recent research and development.” In fact, academic spin-offs have 
become one of the most useful mechanisms to transfer R&D knowledge from HEIs 
to firms, as concluded by Miranda et al. (2017).

Summary of Results

Table 2 presents a summary of the empirical evidence obtained in this case study 
about the role of HEIs in academic spin-off creation. It highlights the essential 
points of the answers provided by those in charge of the HEI and the entrepreneurs 
in the academic spin-offs created.

Conclusions and Implications

The main aim of this study was to understand the role that HEIs can have in aca-
demic spin-off creation, and how this type of HEI-E-C relation can facilitate this 
business creation process. Study of a relation between an HEI and two academic 
spin-offs allowed the conclusion that HEIs promote education entrepreneurship, and 
thereby can also motivate academics to create a spin-off. Through their mission of 
cooperating with the business community, HEIs are no longer considered as isolated 
islands of knowledge, but rather institutions increasingly involved with a number of 
external partners through business activities (Zhang et al., 2016). Here, knowledge 
transfer will only be successful if an organisation has the capacity to acquire knowl-
edge and the capacity to absorb it.

The HEI-E-C studied here reflects the effort and entrepreneurship of all par-
ties involved: HEI and spin-offs created. Moreover, a cooperative relation of 
this type is essential for knowledge acquisition, as it stimulates its creation and 
strengthens the absorption capacity of the firms involved (Grekova et al., 2016). 
The case study carried out also leads to the conclusion that the HEI studied 
had a central role in the education entrepreneurship and that this phenomenon 
has great relevance in the growth of the academic spin-offs created, and conse-
quently, the latter will have an important role in regional economic growth.

The results obtained also allow the conclusion that the characteristics of aca-
demic entrepreneurs, such as training, family antecedents and individual char-
acteristics, among others, are crucial determinants in the process of creating a 
spin-off. Indeed, what motivates academics to initiate an academic spin-off is 
the opportunity to work, and show and apply the knowledge acquired in the HEI. 
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The benefits of this type of cooperation, both for HEIs and the academic spin-
offs, are found to be connected with the transmission of up-to-date knowledge, 
allowing lecturers and entrepreneurs to improve their professional competences.

This study also presents implications for theory and practice, as well as edu-
cational institutions. Regarding theory, this study maps the main topics to con-
sider in the role HEIs can play in creating academic spin-offs and determines 
the perspective of HEI-E-C. In addition, the study shows how HEIs that promote 
education entrepreneurship can motivate academics to create a spin-off.

In the practical domain, this investigation can trigger greater interest in aca-
demic spin-off creation, especially in less favored regions, as well as showing the 
need for greater, continuous cooperation between HEIs and enterprises. Bringing 
HEIs closer to the creators of academic spin-offs can provide solutions for the 
needs of both parties and find answers to their existing shortcomings. HEIs, as 
sources transmitting updated knowledge, can promote synergies with the business 
world, namely with spin-offs, by sharing resources and knowledge mainly in the 
area of entrepreneurship and innovation. By establishing cooperation bonds with 
academic spin-offs, HEIs can make a more solid contribution to regional and even 
national socio-economic development. At the same time, this type of cooperation 
between the educational and business spheres can identify the best procedures for 
management and implementation of more efficient policies.

This study is not without limitations. One of these is the fact of studying only 
one case, and as the HEI universe is vast, the empirical evidence obtained here 
cannot be generalized. It is therefore suggested that more cooperation relation-
ships (multiple cases) of this type could be studied in other regions and different 
countries, with different cultures and social and economic situations. Another lim-
itation concerns the fact of studying only two academic spin-offs in two very spe-
cific areas of operation: management and health. Another suggestion is to carry 
out more studies, with another type of methodology, and covering a wider sample 
of academic spin-offs in different sectors of activity and of different sizes.

Finally, we believe that this study has improved knowledge of HEIs’ role in 
creating academic spin-offs and provides new ideas for a future research agenda 
in this area. From a perspective of HEI-E-C, some of the future lines of research, 
considered particularly critical for this field of knowledge, could be followed for 
each of the limitations found in this study.

Appendix

Interview Script

1.	 Gender.
	   Male… Female….
2.	 Please indicate your year of birth
3.	 What is your function in the Higher Education Institution (HEI) and/or industry?
4.	 What is the role of HEIs as promoters of academic entrepreneurship?
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5.	 What is the impact of academic entrepreneurship on the growth of academic 
spin-offs and consequently on regional economic growth?

6.	 What are the characteristics of academic entrepreneurs?
7.	 What motivates academics to initiate an academic spin-off?
8.	 What are the benefits for HEIs of establishing a cooperation relationship? Or what 

are the benefits for academic spin-offs of establishing that cooperation relation-
ship?

The interview ends here. Thank you very much for your collaboration. If you 
are interested in receiving information about the results of this study, indicate your 
name and e-mail address. When available, we will send you this information.

Name: E-mail:
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