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 This year marks the thirtieth anniversary of 
the publication of Nobel laureate Sir Peter 
Medawar ’ s book,  ‘ Advice to a Young 
Scientist ’ . I can remember reading it as a 
young medical school faculty member, eager 
for guidance about how to negotiate the 
catacombs of academia. The book is fi lled 
with advice about how to choose a research 
topic, how to cope with the research 
bureaucracy, tips on academic power and how 
to get it, and how to negotiate with superiors. 
In short, the book is like Machiavelli ’ s  The 
Prince  for academic scientists. I don ’ t 
remember, however, Sir Peter mentioning 
anything about how to commercialise the 
results of my research. 

 Modern academic technology transfer and 
university spin-outs, creating businesses from 
university intellectual property, is a relatively 
recent phenomenon. The major infl ection 
point took place in the United States in 1980 
with the passage of the Bayh – Dale Act, which 
enabled US universities to patent federally 
funded research on a large scale. Similar 
enabling legislation was passed during 
Mrs Thatcher ’ s premiership in the United 
Kingdom in 1987. Since then, universities 
have spun-out companies at impressive rates. 

 A study by the British Venture Capital 
Association showed that no less than 435 
spin-out companies have been created from 
university research since 1999. However, 
two-thirds of these have only attracted seed 
funding so far, with just a handful taking the 
next step and raising signifi cant sums to take 
their plans further.  1   According to a University 
of Warwick report, in 2005, UK universities 
created 50 companies per billion dollars of 
research spending compared to 15 spin-outs 
in the United States, 333 per cent more.  2   

 Professor Graham Richards, the former 
head of the Chemistry Department at the 
University of Oxford, was at the forefront of 
creating technology transfer and spin-outs at 
Oxford with the creation of Oxford 
Molecular Ltd, a company that at one point, 
according to Professor Richards, had 25 per 
cent of the world ’ s bioinformatics market, 
60 per cent of sales in the United States, 
employing 400 employees. His book, 
 Spin-outs: Creating University Intellectual 
Property,  chronicles his journey. 

 The book is divided into three parts. 
In the fi rst part, Professor Richards gives the 
reader a brief overview of the history of 
technology transfer in the United States and 
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United Kingdom, with glowing tributes to 
Mrs Thatcher, to whom he dedicated the 
book. The second part is a history of how 
technology transfer at Oxford was built, using 
Oxford Molecular Ltd as the case study. He 
concludes with some thoughts about the 
dangers of bioscience commercialisation, the 
science behind spin-outs, management, 
funding, the global university, IP industry and 
people. 

 I found the prose to be somewhat dry, the 
story a bit tedious, and the  drammatis personae  
interminable. However, there are many 
lessons to be learned for those willing to listen 
to Dr Richards.   

 There are many models of university 
technology transfer throughout the world, 
some more effective than others, but each 
driven by events and conditions on the 
ground. 
 The creation of university spin-outs 
requires the right balance of science, 
business development and fi nancing. 
 There is an abundant supply of science 
and technology, that is potentially 
commercialisable and funding is cyclical, 
but available for those with solid science. 
 The biggest bottleneck is fi nding 
management talent to grow the 
companies, a fi nding supported by 
others.  1   
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 The skills required to start companies are 
different from the skills required to grow 
companies.   

 Dr Graham evidently had a great deal of fun 
doing this. He tells the story of how he and 
other members of the management team of 
Oxford Molecular entertained Japanese 
partners in the Senior Common Room at 
Brasenose College. Surrounded by silver 
candelabras, fi ne wines and snuff, they did 
deals. 

  Spin-Outs  is more a personal remembrance 
and history than a how-to. As such, it 
provides only superfi cial guidance to potential 
scientist – entrepreneurs on how to get things 
done. After reading the story, however, I 
wish I could dig deeper, picking the good 
professor ’ s brain, over a glass of port in the 
Senior Common Room.      
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