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Iain Thomas, Introduction

Iain Thomas introduced the session highlighting the credentials and the complementary experience 
of the speakers. Karl spun out an AIM listed graphene company. John has spun out more than 12 
companies, while Anne manages strategic relationships and licensing opportunities with several 
Universities.

John Halfpenny , ‘Independent Technology Transfer Consultant’

John Halfpenny’s talk highlighted the fact that technology transfer world has evolved from the 
chaotic nature and lack of understanding of the late 1980s, to a better defined and structured 
approach of today. However, the TTO dilemma continues to be the understanding of the incentives 
for academic inventors and other stakeholders’ interests. Inventor interests could vary from a desire 
driven by celebrity entrepreneur culture to the simple desire to come across as clever. Often the 
inventor do not understand their limitations and investors tend to unnecessarily tie them into the 
technology rather than allow them to continue with the traditional research.

He ended his discussion by stating that the TTO need to allow stake holders to express what they 
want from the process and find a way to accommodate them. Some of the factors that are relevant 
to continued success of a TTO include:

 Understanding what is important to the stake holders and use that as the basis to improve 
interaction between relevant parties.

 Valuation of the technology/Spin out traditionally use to be the sticking point, but TTO 
should help to identify the best route forward, apart from the highest valuation. 

Karl Coleman, ‘University Spin out’

Karl Coleman gave the history of the Applied Graphene Materials (AGM) Group highlighting the key 
milestones that underlines the success of the spinout. Milestones included about three (3) rounds of
fund raising in addition to government grants. Some of the factors that contribute to success can be 
summarised as follows:



1. Karl as the inventor was very clear what role he wanted to play. On that basis, communication was
important in navigating the collision between business and the scientific aspect of the spin out 
company.

2. The management of the academic inventor’s ego is very important in working with the TTO. 
Specifically, the TTO needs to do their homework on the technology in order to gain the trust of the 
academic inventor.

3. A strong TTO (as was his case) helped him to navigate the commercial obstacles.

4. Business mentors and a commercial Chairman was instrumental in creating credibility for raising 
capital from Venture Capitalists. This is again seen as the job of the TTO. 

Some of the important issues that came out of the question time included:

 Access to further improvement from the academic inventor needs to be clarified upfront 
through communication and clarity of roles.

 The commonality of language as opposed to the academic inventor needs to be clarified 
upfront, through communication and clarity of roles.

 Conflict of interest of the academic research and the start-up they are involved in, needs to 
be managed carefully. Issues like subcontracting of research to the company or vice versa 
needs to be transparent with clear line drawn between the University and the business.

Ann Connolly, ‘Industry-University Collaboration’
Ann Connolly identified TTO as the first point of contact to provide insight into what is available 
within the University. She stated that it is much easier to deal with the TTO especially as the TTOs 
are now getting their act together. The desire to take technology from Universities requires three 
issues to be adressed:

1. Money is always limited within the company and the company’s Business Development person 
faces similar internal pressure as the academic inventor and the University.

2. Freedom to operate and due diligence is very important for companies. Therefore companies are 
not often interested in taking on technologies that may be controlled by other companies in the 
field.

3. TTO needs to work out the business aspect of the technology, well ahead of meeting with 
companies as that could be the deal breaker.

• Proximity between company and the people (TTO) that you work with is very important 
in building relationship and encouraging confidence in one another.

• Speed of action is important in dealing with companies. 



Anne Lane and Iain, ‘Open Floor’
Important issues from subsequent questions include:

 Dependability and speed to market are important to commercial organisations as opposed 
to the status of the patent or general IP (where there is freedom to operate). 

 Each industry treats patents differently with Pharmaceutical industry having the exact 
opposite to software development.

 Filing a patent too early is not advisable.

 Proof of concept is critical in dealing with investors.

 The relationship between the TTO, Ecosystem and Inventors through the processes are 
crucial to a successful spinout.

 While most TTO’s do the job because they enjoy seeing the technology go on to be 
successful, big TTOs retain up to 10% of their income to offer bonus as incentive.


