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Abstract: The University of Basel is Switzerland’s oldest university. Since 1996 the University has enjoyed an ‘au-
tonomous status’ and is governed by a ‘University Council’. Thus, the five hundred years of old academic tradition
demonstrated a pronounced willingness to change. With its seven faculties, the University of Basel covers all ac-
ademic fields; however, two areas will be focussed on: life sciences and culture. The Office of Technology Trans-
fer (OTT) of the University of Basel was created in 1997. In addition to the University of Basel, in Northwestern
Switzerland the Universities of Applied Sciences Basel (FHBB), Aargau (FHA), and Solothurn (FHSO) as well as the
University Hospitals of Basel (KBS) have also entirely or partially entrusted their technology transfer to the OTT of
the University of Basel. Over the past years, the OTT extended its services beyond the conventional activities of
technology transfer involving transfer of intellectual property, transfer negotiations and follow-up, as well as active
scouting for exploitable know-how and research results. The successful record of the OTT is attributable to a num-
ber of success factors: greater participation by researchers in technology transfer, higher productivity as a result
of the innovative public–private partnership (PPP) between a private company specialized in technology transfer
and the University of Basel and favourable financial incentives for the inventors. The rapidly growing number of
transactions shows the strategic significance of technology transfer and its various aspects for all stakeholders. 
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1. Introduction

The term ‘technology transfer’ describes
the transfer and marketing of research re-
sults produced at universities to society at
large, and especially to companies. Tech-
nology transfer is therefore of relevance to
all universities, university-type establish-
ments and university members. For this
reason, technology transfer is increasing-
ly being regarded, along with teaching
and research, as the third main purpose of
universities.
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Technology transfer out of public uni-
versities is a public duty. The aim of tech-
nology transfer is therefore not primarily
to generate additional income for the uni-
versities, including achieving a high level
of self-financing of the Office of Technol-
ogy Transfer (OTT). There are few uni-
versities in the world where technology
transfer and the running of an OTT for the
university are financially self-supporting.
The aim of technology transfer is rather to
provide services for society at large. Re-
search results generated at universities are
achieved with tax money, while society in
turn receives new products and services
whose production and performance create
jobs and added value. Technology transfer
therefore produces wide-ranging benefits
and commands an increasingly important
strategic position. 

2. The Swiss National Technology
Transfer Environment

The recognition and importance of
technology transfer increased consider-
ably in Switzerland. Politicians in partic-
ular hoped and expected that technology
transfer would contribute to greater inno-

vation, economic growth and added value
resulting in more jobs for highly qualified
members of universities [1]. At the same
time, there were attempts to improve the
general conditions for technology transfer
in Switzerland:
– During the discussion of the position

paper on ‘Education, research and tech-
nology for the 2004–2007 legislative
period’, the national parliament also
looked closely at technology transfer
and approved a basic budget of CHF 16
million for innovation and the exploita-
tion of know-how. Technology transfer
at universities can expect to receive a
substantial proportion of this budget.

– The Swiss University Conference
(SUK/CUS) has arranged for a broad
study developing the national strategy
regarding technology transfer in
Switzerland and is considering issuing
guidelines for technology transfer to
universities in Switzerland [2].

– Finally, towards the end of 2003, the
Swiss Technology Transfer Associa-
tion (swiTT) was formed, made up of
members of OTTs from different uni-
versities.
Representatives of the University of

Basel and its OTT participated in all these
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processes and were at all times heavily in-
volved. It can therefore be taken for grant-
ed that these developments will have a
positive effect on technology transfer at
the University of Basel.

3. The Office of Technology Trans-
fer (OTT) at the University of Basel

The University of Basel is Switzer-
land’s oldest university. Since 1996 the
University has enjoyed an ‘autonomous
status’ and is governed by a ‘University
Council’. Thus, the five hundred years of
old academic tradition demonstrated a
pronounced willingness to change. With
its seven faculties, the University of Basel
covers all academic fields; however, two
areas will be focussed on: life sciences
and culture. Life sciences are anchored in
the world-famous Biocenter and are today
complemented by acknowledged compe-
tencies in nanosciences and strong clini-
cal-biological research.

The OTT of the University of Basel
acts as a central point of contact and ser-
vice, offering advice and support to uni-
versity members in the transfer of their
know-how and research results. Accord-
ingly, the marketing of work carried out
by the university is currently the OTT’s
main activity (push). In future, the OTT
will also initiate activities for the stimula-
tion of demand for technology transfer
(pull) among companies. 

2003 was the most successful year for
the OTT of the University of Basel since
it was created in 1997. All the essential in-
dicators for success of the OTT improved
considerably. Taking into account the
technology transfer potential of the asso-
ciated universities, it can now be assumed
that the OTT of the University of Basel is
one of Switzerland’s best performing
OTTs, placing it even among the 10%
most successful OTTs in the world [3].

3.1. Expansion of the Operational
Range 

The OTT of the University of Basel is
becoming a regional centre of competence
for technology transfer in Northwestern
Switzerland. In 2003, the following uni-
versities and public research institutes en-
trusted their technology transfer to the
OTT of the University of Basel:
– University of Basel
– University Hospital of Basel (KBS)
– University of Applied Sciences Basel

(FHBB)
– University of Applied Sciences Aar-

gau (FHA) 
Since 1 January 2004 the University of

Applied Sciences Solothurn (FHSO) also
uses the services of the OTT. Despite the
increase in the number of universities

looked after by the OTT, the University of
Basel remains its highest priority. 

3.2. Expansion of the Scope 
of Activities

The transfer of research results is a
complex process that rarely takes place in
a straightforward manner or according to
a precise timescale known in advance, but
in practice involves a number of formali-
ties. Nevertheless, it is true to say that the
added value chain in technology transfer
comprises the following six tasks:
1. Transfer culture, or determination of

the transfer policy, guidelines and
framework conditions at the universi-
ty;

2. Transfer initiation, or identifying
transfer possibilities (scouting),
searching for partners for cooperation
in a transfer project;

3. Transfer of intellectual property, or
evaluation and, if applicable, protec-
tion of inventions/patents;

4. Transfer negotiations, or building up a
negotiation position for the transfer,
negotiating cooperation and licence
agreements, resolving conflicts of in-
terest;

5. Transfer follow-up, or monitoring of
transfer partners as well as support of
start-ups from the universities;

6. Transfer cooperation, or support in co-
operation between the University and
Universities of Applied Sciences in
development projects and regional and
national cooperation in technology
transfer.
Up until the end of 2001, the OTT con-

centrated primarily on the ‘conventional’
activities of technology transfer, that is to
say the transfer of intellectual property
(task 3), carrying out transfer negotiations
(task 4) and a certain amount of transfer
follow-up (task 5).

Since the beginning of 2002, the scope
of work carried out by the OTT has been
substantially extended, the OTT carrying
out additional work not done before. This
includes work in the forefront of technol-
ogy transfer, specifically transfer initia-
tion work (task 2). Here, the University of
Basel conducted active scouting and iden-
tification of potential transfer projects by
routine contacts with professors and other
university members. The ‘Technology
Scouting’ pilot project confirmed that the
University of Basel had considerable po-
tential in terms of know-how and research
results that could be used for technology
transfer. On the basis of a sample of 20 in-
stitutions and research groups of the Uni-
versity of Basel, it was possible to identi-
fy various research results suitable for
transfer. The discussions revealed a direct
need for OTT services, such as
advice/support in contractual agreements.

With a certain time lag, scouting therefore
has exerted a direct and positive effect on
the number of projects from the Universi-
ty of Basel managed by the OTT.

In 2003 the OTT extended its activities
to transfer follow-up (task 5) and transfer
cooperation (task 6) work. Particular
mention is made here of the ‘Innovation
Transfer’ project [4]. Supported by the
Vice-Chancellor for Research, results and
technologies originating from basic re-
search are developed together with the
Universities of Applied Sciences of
Northwestern Switzerland (FHBB, FH-
SO, FHA) in a target-specific manner. The
aim is to develop products all the way to
near market introduction. In 2003, a total
of five projects was carried out under the
framework of ‘Innovation Transfer’; one
of these projects being financed by a US
investor. 

‘Innovation Transfer’ between the
University of Basel and the Universities
of Applied Sciences of Northwestern
Switzerland is exemplary and almost
unique in this country. This has also led to
support for individual projects in the ‘In-
novation Transfer’ field by the Commis-
sion for Innovation and Technology (CTI)
of the Federal Office for Professional Ed-
ucation and Technology (OPET).

Since the spring of 2003, the OTT has,
thanks to the use of a new database, start-
ed to market inventions systematically
around the world, potentially interested
companies being contacted directly by e-
mail. This proactive approach has consid-
erably increased the commercial use of
research results from the University of
Basel. 

3.3. Growing Number of Projects
After a significant increase in the

number of projects managed by the OTT
in 2002, this trend continued in 2003 and
became even more pronounced. Overall,
193 new projects were taken on by the
OTT in 2003, nearly twice as many as in
2002. Including the 124 projects still
pending from the previous years
1998–2002, a total of 317 projects were
therefore being actively managed by the
OTT in 2003. 

Only a small fraction of these projects
were connected with the founding of new
companies by university members and
start-ups. The reason for this was that on-
ly two start-ups from the University of
Basel were founded in 2003. This is not
because of a low motivation by university
members or lack of interest in forming
start-ups by universities or the OTT, far
from it. The first reason for the compara-
tively small number of start-ups is the
scarcity of facilities and measures for the
active promotion and support of start-ups
in Northwestern Switzerland. As a result,



BIOVALLEY LIFE SCIENCES CLUSTER – STRATEGIES AND CHALLENGES 794
CHIMIA 2004, 58, No. 11

founders find it especially difficult to cre-
ate new companies in the Basel region.
Secondly, the potential for founding start-
ups is limited. As a result, the vast major-
ity of transfers managed by the OTT are
with existing companies in Switzerland
and abroad. 

3.4. Contracts with Third Parties
Of the total of 317 projects managed,

256 involved working on, arranging and
negotiating contractual agreements such
as services/orders (16), R&D collabora-
tions (50), EU contracts (12), inter-insti-
tutional agreements between universities
(20), licence agreements (55), intellectual
property right transfer contracts or IP
transfer (15), confidentiality agreements
or CDAs (43) and material transfer agree-
ments or MTAs (31), consultancy agree-
ments (1), gifts/sponsorship (3) and other
agreements with third parties (10). In
comparison, in the previous two years, on-
ly 25 (2001) and 80 (2002) projects re-
spectively included work on contractual
agreements (Fig.).

In order to financially assess the con-
tracts managed by the OTT and signed in
2003, the corresponding contract value
was determined according to monetary or
non-monetary criteria. The monetary pay-
ment flows and the value of other items
such as equipment and materials covered
under these contracts were added up.
Thus, the total value is estimated at CHF
126 million, CHF 78 million of which
came from EU consortium agreements.

3.5. Patents
A total of 45 of the 193 new projects

taken on in 2003 involved activities in the
field of patent property rights such as in-
vention disclosures (31), and patent and
commercial evaluations resulting in
patent applications (11). Compared to the
previous year, this is a doubling of the
patenting activities of the OTT.

3.6. Marketing
A total of 27 of the 317 projects in-

volved the active marketing of research
results and technologies of the University
of Basel. Using internet searches, more
than 1000 potential exploitation partners
around the world were identified for these
projects, and these were subsequently
contacted with project-specific ‘Project
Summaries’. 

This procedure generated around 5000
communications with potential partners.
This marketing strategy led, in 2003, to
the signing of five licence and one option
agreement, resulting so far in total royal-
ties of around CHF 250’000. There is the
possibility of millions more in royalties if
industrial partners take up the pending op-
tions.

4. Success Factors of Technology
Transfer at the University of Basel

The progress made by the OTT can be
attributed to the following factors:

4.1. Expert Staff 
Since technology transfer is primarily

a ‘people business’, the persons working
in the OTT require skills and experience
in the following fields: the sciences, par-
ticularly life sciences, patents and licens-
ing, law, marketing, business manage-
ment, as well as administration. Some of
them have special expertise that is very
hard to find in the market but is crucial for
the quality of the work carried out by the
OTT.

In view of the increased workload, the
staff of the OTT was increased from 2.25
full time employees to 2.75 in 2003 of
which about 20% was financed by the oth-
er universities associated with the OTT.

4.2. Greater Participation 
by Researchers in Technology
Transfer

Technology transfer would be impos-
sible without researchers having the nec-
essary interest in technology transfer and
therefore wishing to be involved in it. The
increasing number of technology transfer
projects in 2003 is mainly due to the fact
that, at the University of Basel, but also at
the University Hospital of Basel (KBS),
FHBB and FHA, more and more re-

searchers have looked at technology
transfer and decided to hand their projects
over to the OTT. These researchers are not
just from science or engineering, which
are traditionally more involved in technol-
ogy transfer, but increasingly also from
other disciplines. This is another indica-
tion of the increasing acceptance of tech-
nology transfer and its recognition among
the academic community.

4.3. Financial Arrangements
The work carried out by the OTT is ba-

sically free for members of the University
of Basel and the other universities associat-
ed with the OTT. As a result of the larger
number of technology transfer projects,
however, the costs for patents and in partic-
ular for repayments of financial income
from successful transfers to the institutions
of the universities and inventors is increas-
ing. According to the rules established by
the universities, 40% thereof goes to the in-
ventor(s) and 30% each to the research
group/institute and the parent university.
The level of self-financing of the OTT is
70%. The operating deficit of the OTT of
the University of Basel has remained rela-
tively constant over the last few years,
while the ‘turnover’has increased consider-
ably. Therefore, despite the fact that the
OTT carries out more and more work, it is
not more expensive for the university than
before. Thus, the increase in technology
transfer work was at no extra cost. This is of
benefit to all those involved.

Fig. Projects managed by the OTT
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4.4. High Productivity
The number of technology transfer

projects managed per full-time post was
dramatically increased from 24 in 2001 to
70 in 2003. This increase by 300% reflects
the great efforts to improve the efficiency
of the operational procedures in spite of
the fact that not only the number of proj-
ects grew, but their complexity also in-
creased significantly (numerous universi-
ties involved, inventions under greater
competition, negotiations with multina-
tional companies, etc.). 

4.5. Innovative Organizational
Model 

One of the main reasons for the current
performance of the OTT is its innovative
organizational model. Due to a successful
public–private partnership (PPP) in force
since the middle of 2001, operational
management and the provision of services
of the OTT of the University of Basel has
been handed over to the company BDC
GmbH on the basis of a service agree-
ment, while the strategic management of
the OTT is retained by the Vice-Chancel-
lor for Research of the University of
Basel. As a result, a commercial attitude
and approach has been introduced at the
OTT which underwent a ‘business reengi-
neering process’ to be able to provide ef-
ficient services. In addition to the intro-
duction of modern management instru-
ments and information technology, BDC

can provide the specialists necessary for
each job at the OTT in a targeted manner
and on a part-time basis thereby enabling
access to the knowledge and experience of
about ten specialists.

As a result of the efforts to expand
geographical area and scope of work, the
status of technology transfer has
improved considerably in Northwestern
Switzerland. With constant financial ex-
penditure by universities associated with
the OTT for technology transfer, the out-
put has increased. As a consequence of
technology transfer, new companies and
jobs for university members have been
created in the region.

5. Outlook

There is still much room for expanding
the activities of the OTT. In particular, as
shown by the results achieved at the Uni-
versity of Basel in the ‘Technology Scout-
ing’ pilot project, there is still great po-
tential in this domain.

Thus, the OTT will continue to build
on the factors for success described above
and strive to satisfy the growing demand
among university members and the local
economy for its services. 
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