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Six widely accepted aspects of in Western Europe and 
North America:

1. The main function of academic spin-offs is the transfer of 
knowledge and research results to the economy by 
continuous engagement of researchers and in the forms of 
new products, consultancy services, R&D contracts and 
technology platforms (Stankiewicz 1994).

2. Asymmetry between ‘academia’ and industry from the point 
of view of business knowledge and management skills: 
researchers miss some of the knowledge and skills needed for 
successful entrepreneurship (need of a learning process).

3. Need for deliberate policies to support the process of 
commercialization of research results and regulate IP 
protection and licensing, mobility schemes, shared use of 
faculties and labor, etc. To soften the possible repercussions 
to parent institutions – intermediary (transfer) organizations.



Six widely accepted aspects of in Western Europe 
and North America:

1. Need for special financial schemes in support of AS –
venture capital, business angels, public research grants, 
parent institution financing, technology parks, etc.

2. Most of the AS appeared to stay small ventures and do 
not grow at all.

3. Positive attitudes towards AS dominate, but there are 
strong critical voices pointing to the essential 
differences in culture, organization design and 
motivations needed when pursuing new knowledge and 
applying this knowledge in industry. 
Repercussions (negative consequences) for parent 
organizations identified when improperly mixing these 
two distinct types of activities (Schutte et al. 2001).



AS transferred to industry not just knowledge and research results: 
often the scientists became intermediaries between emerging private 
businesses and foreign companies; with the collapse of entire sectors 
of the economy some academic entrepreneurs became sole providers of 
technical services and small-scale production of high-tech products.
No asymmetry between academic spin-offs and the rest of the 
economy from the point of view of business and management skills –
both were at low levels in academia and the industry. In some cases 
AS in an advantageous position because of the skills they acquired in 
the late socialist reforms. 
No deliberate policies towards academic spin-offs, both at the 
government level and at parent institutions. In Bulgaria this was 
accompanied by explicit efforts to restrict and even ban spin-off 
activities of the scientists.
Specialized financial support for AS was practically nonexistent. Often 
parent institutions additionally loaded them with charges up to 30% of 
their profit. In addition, the academic entrepreneurs voluntary used 
part of their profit to support the research and teaching process 
suffering from continuous underinvestment.

Academic entrepreneurship in the Western countries 
and in Eastern Europe – four differences



Most of AS firms in Eastern Europe stayed small and did not grow. 
However, this was true for certain economic sectors only, while in 
some sectors the academic spin-offs achieved remarkable growth (ICT, 
perfumery and cosmetics, industrial automation, machine-building and 
some others sectors. The academic entrepreneurs in fact laid the
ground for rebuilding these sectors and became key players in the new 
industrial structures.
There was too a debate ‘for’ and ‘against’ ASl. However, it has 
different background and dynamics. Emerging as a spontaneous 
bottom-up phenomena and a solution for the severe problems faced by 
parent organizations, in the early years of the transition, the positive 
attitudes towards spin-offs dominated.
The strong arguments against AS appeared after 1991 – BAS and 
many universities banned commercialization efforts. In the rent-
seeking economies of 1990s these measures were considered as a 
protection from stripping out the expensive research equipment and 
against hidden privatization in science. 
In the post-transitional period of EU membership, the rising pressure to 
support innovations and upgrade industrial R&D strengthened again 
the positive attitudes towards academic spin-offs. 

Academic entrepreneurship in the Western countries and 
in Eastern Europe – two similarities



How these differences should be 
explained?

Academic entrepreneurship as an endogenous 
phenomenon of late-socialist economies 



Kevin Pavitt (1995) about advantages of doing science 
& technologies in the former Soviet bloc…

“From 1930s to the 1950s, distinguished scientists with Marxist 
sympathies – like Bernal, Blackett, Joliot Curie – argued 
persuasively that public ownership and central planning were 
better able than the capitalist system to mobilize science & 
technology for economic and social progress. 
The argument was considered more widely in the early 1960s in 
the light of the Soviet lead in manned space flight and in rates of 
economic growth… A former economic advisor to President 
Eisenhower wrote the book entitled The Price of Freedom, in 
which he argued that the pluralism of the capitalist system could 
not hope to compete with the centrally planned system in 
mobilizing resources for investment, education and ambitious 
technical advance.” (p. 44)



But there were flows too…

“…There were similarities between central planning and 
Western innovation model of the post-war decades in that 
both systems were committed to large public investments in 
science as leading force for the economy. However, the 
Soviet system is best understood as linear model of 
technical development rather then innovation, since the role 
of marketing and business interests is largely absent. 
Each link in the linear model chain was institutionally 
separate – training, basic research, applied research and 
development, production – so the system as a whole was 
profoundly fragmented. The formality and centralized 
nature of this system was a major barrier to effective 
knowledge flows.” (Balazs et al. 1995: 616).



Bottom-up ‘entrepreneurship’ as (partial) remedy

“…In practice technical development occurred because 
people found ways to get around these formal barriers. In 
all walks of life, central planning worked in spite of its 
inefficiently, because people developed elaborate ways of 
getting around the system – by finding back doors, 
exchanging favors and paying ‘back-handers’ – all of 
which relied on extensive informal networks. Science and 
technology, too, functioned because people developed 
informal ways of communication and getting things done”. 
(Balazs et al. 1995 : 616)



The contract research as specific socialist 
phenomenon and its key characteristics:

- focused in specific areas (daily technical problems 
and consulting for investments),

- in-house small-scale manufacturing, 
- trade in services, 
=> academics in stronger position compared to 
industry; internal division inside the scientific 
communities

NIS-people and Students’ Cooperatives

The reforms in late socialism as ‘learning site’ for the 
academic entrepreneurs 



‘NIS’ - abbreviation of the Departments for Applied 
Research in Bulgarian, established at universities in early 
1970s as part of the economic reforms. NIS was a socialist 
version of Technology transfer offices (TTO) created in 
USA in 1984 after Bayh-Dole act.
NIS allowedthe universities to hire scientists fully engaged 
in research. Appointed on temporary ‘NIS contracts’ the 
researchers knew that they could lose their job provided 
there were no new contracts the next year. Having lasted 
almost two decades, this institutional arrangement created a 
special layer of academic scientists, who call themselves 
‘we, the NIS-people.’ Educated in seeking commercial 
application of their research, they knew better how to 
approach the ‘business people’ and collaborate with them, 
and they clearly distinguished themselves from other 
scientists, who had guaranteed salaries and who were mostly 
engaged in teaching and curiosity-driven research. 

NIS-people



“…We began in 1985-86 when an opportunity emerged for 
establishing students cooperatives because of special 
Government’s Decree. The professors were also allowed to take 
part in it, often as Board members. We produced vegetables and 
other agricultural products, and we had some auxiliary activities 
such as taxi services. It lasted several years when in 1990 some of 
us established our first private companies. 

The cooperatives were a good school – there we applied our 
knowledge and expertise as scientists, but also learned a lot about 
how to make business, especially how to manage more complex 
organizations, to conclude contracts and to follow them, etc. Most 
of the students, too, they acquired managerial skills and later some 
of them became our partners or established their own companies. 
These skills are missing in the academic environment – I should 
confess most of my colleagues don’t have it.”
(Professor at Agricultural University, who in the early 1990s 
established his own spin-off firm).`

Students’ Cooperatives



The academic entrepreneurship in Eastern Europe after 1989

The first phase (1990-1993) - the academic 
entrepreneurship as top-down process 

The second phase (1993-2003) – banning the 
entrepreneurial activities of scientists. ‘Pure 
scientists’ against ‘entrepreneurs’

Restoring normality (after 2003) – ‘cold co-existence’
between two groups
Two peculiar forms: ‘institutional entrepreneurship’; ‘research 
as personal fulfillment’



Spinning-in as an alternative pattern of 
academic entrepreneurship in Eastern Europe

The changed environment of academic research in Bulgaria during 
the last 20 years:

- The government research money radically cut down (from about 3% in 
late 1980s to less than 0.5% since early 1990s; 

- Disappearance of corporate sector of the economy;

- The existing infrastructure for technology transfer dismantled -
Department for Applied Research (‘NIS’) closed down or downgraded; 
patent consultants (where existed) disappeared 

Yet in some technologically oriented universities the tradition of 
working with industry and seeking applications was preserved, 
resulting in 

⇒ institutional hybrids: academic units with strong market presence



The University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’, Bourgas

Founded in 1963 as Higher Institute of Chemical Technology. The University has 
350 lecturers 150 of them full or associated professors, 70 others with PhD. 
University has 19 specialized laboratories and Centre for Applied Contract 
Research. Major areas of research: 

Quantum-chemical methods for modelling and prediction of the relation 
between structure, reactivity and biological activity of organic compounds; 
Geometric and electronic structure and thermodynamics of inorganic and 
organic  compounds; Electrochemical and spectral methods of analysis of 
inorganic and organic compounds and biogenetic elements; 
Heterogeneous catalysis and topochemical reactions; Chemical 
transformations of low molecule organic nitro-compounds and nitro-
oligomers; 
Synthesis based on organic acids with specific structure and study of the 
possible use of the products; 
Study of the influence of meteorological and other factors on the level of 
pollution of the environment and ecological monitoring; 
Optics and spectroscopy; 
Higher algebra and development of mathematical methods in ecology and 
chemical technologies.



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

BULURITEST Laboratory at Department of Biotechnology,
headed by prof. Tzonka Godjevargova;

Established in 1990; in 2002 received European accreditation. During the 
years its permanent staff varied from 3 to 10 persons.  

Main activity: Small scale production and commercialisation of dry 
test strips for express medical diagnostics of blood and urine 

The lab commercialises a product, designed by prof. Godjevargova and 
its team – diagnostic test strips

Key research expertise of the Department of Biotechnology: 
immobilisation of enzymes and micro-organisms on polymer 
membranes used in catalysis, degradation of toxic substances, etc.  



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

BULURITEST Laboratory at Department of Biotechnology,



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

The Laboratory of mathematical chemistry (LMS), headed 
by prof. Ovanes Mekenyan. 

LMC founded in 1983 as a Laboratory for Structure Activity Modeling, 
headed by Prof. Danail Bonchev, member of BAS. 
LMC has a research staff of 30 scientists, including 2 professors, 5 
associate professors, 10 research associates (chemists, physicists, 
programmers and mathematicians). .

Main activities: 
Developing mathematical methods for predicting toxicity of the 
chemicals; 
Modelling the environment behaviour of chemicals;
Design of new chemicals with predefined properties
Developing information technology for implementing the derived 
mathematical models.

http://oasis-lmc.org



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

The Laboratory of mathematical chemistry (LMS)

LMC has bilateral cooperation and research contracts with major industrial 
companies in the World  - Procter & Gamble, 3M, ExxonMobil, AstraZeneca, 
DuPont, BASF. 

LMS has contracts also with State Agencies such as Canadian EPA, Health 
Canada, US EPA, Danish EPA, Japanese METI. JRC, European Chemical 
Bureau, Italy. 

“When a government agency such as Danish EPA use our products 
to evaluate chemical compounds, then the industry importing in 
Denmark says: “OK, why not to buy the same product, so to know 
what they see!” Hence to be positioned between the regulators, 
the government agnecies and industry is highly profitable”. 

(Prof. Mekenyan in and interview)



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

Both laboratories stay within the university. Why?
BULURITEST Lab founder:

“Because it requires lot of resources. And we have no resource – since 
1991 we are working in scarcity… While at UBAZ, we pay no rent, this 
helps a lot.”
“…At the same time I am teaching here at UBAZ and this makes the two 
activities things easier. Otherwise I would have had difficulties.”
“The revenues are modest, if regular. This is a kind of additional income 
for me, which compensates for our low salaries. I am able to cover some 
research and travel expenses too.”
The satisfaction you get is also important – to see that you has created 
something and you are producing it. To receive letters of gratitude, this 
touches you hard. There were cases we sent your test strips to people who 
need it, but have no money to pay. You see your product valuable and 
needed…
The production also influenced my research – I became better organized, 
now I am screening the problems much faster, I am getting straight 
forwards to the goal. The organisation of my work changed.  



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

Both laboratories stay within the university. Why?

We always had moral support from UBAZ leadership. But the 
university have no resources to support us with some capital (to 
expand our facilities, to hire new people) or in some other way... 
But I blame no one – my colleagues at UBAZ are underpaid, some 
of them had a second job out of the university.

You see – I am so engaged in research, in teaching (we wrote new 
teaching book), etc, that I simply have not time to look around of 
some other way do develop BULURITEST. There is no one to help 
you… And in order this enterprise to grow, you need some help.

I did not patented the technology, I did it on purpose. The 
patenting in fact reveals your secrets, and I prefer to keep my 
know-how within the product. We just got a license for production. 
I did not discovered America, of course, but there are some details 
in stabilisation of bio-elements in the strip, which are mine.



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

Both laboratories stay within the university. Why?

“The uncertainty as major factor.
We are producing a fine, high-tech product that is of interests of every 
clinical laboratory. But the competition is high – I am fighting since 1991 
to establish the lab in competition with established firms like Boehringer, 
Merck , Lachema, etc. It took us a lot to position our lab at Bulgarian 
market, with the same quality but at lower price... 
With bigger revenues one could take the risk to establish independent 
company. Yet the future is uncertain…
We cannot expand our production. We cannot invest enough in 
advertising, especially in big cities where the distributors of Boehringer 
and others are operating – they offer discounts  we can’t afford… While at 
the same time the investments in equipment and standards of production 
increase constantly.
There not external sources of funding either. Once a German consultancy 
firm on technology transfer went on some project at UBAZ, I wrote them 
but there was not response. They were not interested… And I did not ask 
for joint venture with other companies like Actavis or some other…



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

Both laboratories stay within the university. Why? - LTM head 
share most of these though, but adds more:

The difference between academic and professional science

The critical role of large international customers of scientific 
expertise – big multinational companies, international bodies 
and government agencies

Work in large international research teams and partnerships

Intellectual protection of you results and products

Continuous reinvestment in people, equipment and your home 
university. 



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

Algorithm for professional science (Prof. O. Mekenyan)

Solid scientific basis, need a lots of investment both 
in research facilities and human capital (good 
academic sciences)

Dissemination and advertising of the research results 

Transformation of the research results into practical 
instruments (software, technologies, substances, 
equipment, projects, etc)

Application and selling of the practical instruments



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

More on professional science:

“The professional science is market oriented. It is goal-
oriented science, with clear requirements and clear framework 
of application. It is not the curiosity that moves the 
professional science – here the curiosity is subordinated to the 
goal, to the user.”

Professional science is global science, it is based on co-
operation within world-wide community of experts, users and 
regulatory bodies and it require interdisciplinarity as rule.

LMCPresentation2007.pdf



The case of University of Bourgas ‘Prof. Assen Zlatarov’

Prof. O. Mekenyan:

“You go to a company, they need something that day 
and you should be very attentive what they are 
saying, to understand what they really needed. 
Because you come back to your lab, and it is 
precisely at the stage of professional science to 
decide where to invest your efforts. So when you go 
next time to the company to be able to say: “We have 
this!” None is paying today for a project at zero 
stage with a promise to be ready in 3-4 years!”



Thank you for the attention!
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