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Putting technology transfer in context: development of the KE Framework 

Professor Trevor McMillan opened this year’s PrU conference with a keynote on HEFCE’s KE Framework project i. 
This multi-strand initiative was launched in 2015 in response to the 2014 Science and Innovation Strategy ii and 
reinforced by the subsequent Productivity Plan and HE White Paper. 

The KE Framework is built on the premise of guiding ‘continuous improvement’, reflecting the excellent work 
that the sector clearly does. It has two work streams: benchmarking (how do we know what is good?) and best 
practice (what is out there that exemplifies best practice?). Additionally, Professor McMillan has convened a 
group (The McMillan Group) to take a ‘deep dive’ into specific aspects of the KE process; the first of these dives 
concerns IP commercialisation and particularly spin-outs. One of the main challenges with discussions around KE
is the high profile given to issues around commercialising IP, such as issues around equity share raised by 
mainstream press and focused on by Ministers. Even though this activity is small in terms of overall KE income, 
one only needs to look at the underlying issues of BIS’s recent National Innovation Plan consultation to see the 
importance attached to the activity by government. The usefulness of HEFCE’s work is to get the sector’s voice 
heard in what has become a negative debate, to counter criticism with evidence and explanation. The McMillan 
Group is “a voice from the sector representing as many voices as possible”. 

One tactic to address these issues has been to look to other mature markets – namely the US – to determine 
what strategies underpin activity there. What is the good practice that can be shared? The problem with looking 
to the US is that even the leaders of MIT and Stanford recognize that those systems stand out within their own 
country system. Stanford’s Kathy Ku visited the UK recently and underlined the importance of looking at the 
ecosystem within which as university sits, not simply how the individual institution runs activities iii. However, 
comparing the US and UK systems – as two world leaders in KEC – is tempting. But when the data is analysed 
more closely, as HEFCE does in its annual HEBCI data review, the story is much more positive: the UK receives 
proportionally more research income from industry than the US, and is just as efficient as the US in terms of 
creating spin-outsiv. This is the kind of message that we want government to hear. 

But another major message to government arising from the Framework is that policy papers should not focus on
just one aspect of KEC (such as spin-outs) because the activity is broad and non-linear and HEIs have varying KEC 
strengths. A ‘one-size’ approach doesn’t work for countries or for sectors – using his own institution as an 
example, Professor McMillan noted that Keele should not be compared with Imperial when it comes to KEC. But 
whatever an institution is doing, they should do it well and it is down to the leadership of a university to decide 
where the emphasis should be; whether that is on spin-outs, contract research or CPD. Data arising from the 
sector can then be used by institutions to enable them to compare activity with similar sector players, or those 
that they would like to aspire to. 

PraxisUnico members are not just universities of course, and we need to remember how many stakeholders are 
involved in KEC. Professor McMillan spoke about the tensions inherent in the ‘exploitation landscape’ arising 
from their very different motivations: 

o The vast majority of academics don’t want to engage with the [commercialisation] agenda. 
Others have a pet project, a few want to make lots of money. Many will need support to get 
started or understand the benefits. (This was reflected in the recent NCUB/CBR survey of 
academic engagementv.) 



o University leadership needs to make KEC part of the overall university agenda, not “something 
stuck on the side” and more and more universities recognize this as an issue. Tension here 
comes through conflicting internal views: do unis expect to make money out of this activity? Is it
something that should be considered in terms of longer term financial survival of the university?
Or is it simply a social good. University Councils will have many different views. 

o Funders and financiers worry about putting money into research commercialisation because it’s
risky and often long-term: they want returns. 

o Government gives out ambiguous messages; is KEC an activity for public good, or a way of 
diversifying income streams for universities? The current focus on spin-outs is hard to balance 
with the often non-economic impacts demonstrated by the REF, for example. 

o KEC offices are often caught in the middle of all this, pushed and pulled in different directions 
and reorganized to suit the prevailing institutional wind. Added to this is the challenges of 
dealing with peoples’ aspirations for their work: sometimes you have to tell an academic that 
“their baby is ugly”. 

These points underline the need to increase communication of the range of drivers and motivations that the 
various players bring to KEC from both inside universities and outside. The messages that the government hears 
need to be more unified, but the messages that HEFCE’s work is bringing out should not be unexpected or 
surprising to the KEC community.  

The two work streams have now been concluded and their reports will be published soon, with the McMillan 
report to follow. It’s fair to say that no firm conclusions have been reached, in the case of benchmarking in 
particular, and this should come as no surprise to the PraxisUnico membership since metrics have been the topic
of much discussion and debate for some time: how do we use data to inform activity in such a diverse range of 
HEIs, many of which now fall outside HEFCE’s remit in the devolved nations (and so are subject to different 
innovation funding conditions)? How do we inspire our members and share best practice? Where can 
professionals access the right information about training and skills as they aspire to be better practitioners? How
can we work across the profession with once voice to demonstrate success and achievement, but also to 
address challenges and acknowledge the need for continuous improvement? 

Professor McMillan and colleagues are giving us plenty of food for thought as we return to our day jobs this 
week. PraxisUnico, AURIL and ARMA members debated some of these issues at our joint Directors’ Forum in 
April, and we will continue to work together and with HEFCE to develop outputs from the work streams and 
present conclusions to our stakeholders in government and beyond. 



i See HEFCE Knowledge Exchange Performance Framework for project details and a list of McMillan Group members 
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