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ABSTRACT 
 

Bridging the gap between academia and industry is critical for translating scientific discoveries into societal impact, 

yet this process is shaped as much by human experience as by institutional structures. This study explores the 

personal narratives of scientists, entrepreneurs, and leaders engaged in science commercialization to understand 

how innovation, identity, and leadership intersect in this complex landscape. Through in-depth qualitative 

interviews and thematic analysis, the research illuminates the motivations, challenges, and adaptive strategies 

individuals employ when navigating the transition from academic research to entrepreneurial ventures. Participants 

described tensions between scholarly values and market demands, the evolution of professional identity, and the 

role of mentorship and networks in fostering resilient leadership. The findings highlight the importance of 

storytelling and reflective practice in making sense of the academia-industry divide. This work contributes to a richer 

understanding of how human factors shape innovation ecosystems and offers insights for policy and practice aimed 

at supporting science-based entrepreneurship. 

Keywords: Academia-industry collaboration, science commercialization, innovation narratives, professional 

identity, entrepreneurial leadership, technology transfer, translational research, qualitative research, knowledge 

valorization, innovation ecosystems. 

INTRODUCTION 

The interface between academia and industry has become an increasingly critical locus for innovation and economic 

growth [7, 9]. Universities, traditionally seen as bastions of fundamental research and knowledge creation, are now 

actively encouraged to engage in the commercialization of their scientific discoveries [2, 10]. This shift, often termed 

"Mode 2" knowledge production, emphasizes the societal relevance and application of research, moving beyond 

the traditional "ivory tower" model [8]. Science commercialization encompasses a range of activities, including 

patenting, licensing, spin-off creation, and collaborative research with industry partners, all aimed at translating 

scientific breakthroughs into tangible products, processes, or services [7, 9]. 

While the economic and institutional aspects of university-industry relations have been extensively studied [2, 9, 

11], the human-centric narratives of the scientists involved in this process remain less explored. Commercialization 

is not merely a transactional process; it profoundly impacts the individuals navigating this complex terrain. 

Researchers who venture into commercialization often face challenges related to their professional identity, 

leadership roles, and the very nature of innovation when it moves from a purely academic pursuit to a market-
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driven endeavor [4, 5, 6]. They must reconcile the values and norms of academic inquiry—such as open science, 

peer review, and long-term curiosity-driven research—with the demands of the commercial world, which prioritize 

intellectual property, market viability, and rapid development [5, 6]. 

The journey from laboratory discovery to market application is fraught with uncertainties, requiring not only 

scientific acumen but also entrepreneurial foresight, strategic leadership, and a willingness to adapt one's 

professional identity [4]. Academic entrepreneurs, as they are often called, must develop new skills, build diverse 

networks, and often lead ventures that are fundamentally different from their traditional research groups [1, 4]. 

This necessitates a deep understanding of how these individuals perceive, adapt to, and lead within the evolving 

landscape of science commercialization. Existing literature has touched upon identity modification [5] and the role 

of researchers as enablers [1], but a holistic narrative that weaves together their experiences of innovation, identity 

shifts, and emergent leadership is still needed. 

This article aims to provide a human-centric perspective on science commercialization by exploring the lived 

experiences of academic scientists engaged in translating their research into commercial ventures. Specifically, this 

study seeks to answer: How do academic scientists narrate their experiences of innovation, identity transformation, 

and leadership development as they engage in the commercialization of their scientific discoveries? By capturing 

these rich narratives, we aim to offer a nuanced understanding of the personal and professional journeys involved 

in bridging the academia-industry divide. 

METHODS 

Research Design 

This study employed a qualitative, narrative inquiry approach. Narrative inquiry is particularly well-suited for 

exploring complex human experiences and understanding how individuals construct meaning from their lives [3]. 

By focusing on personal stories, this design allowed for an in-depth exploration of the participants' journeys through 

science commercialization, capturing the nuances of their innovation processes, identity shifts, and leadership 

challenges in their own words. 

Participants 

Participants were purposively sampled from research-intensive universities known for their strong emphasis on 

technology transfer and commercialization activities. The inclusion criteria were: academic scientists (professors, 

senior researchers) who had actively engaged in at least one significant commercialization endeavor (e.g., founded 

a spin-off company, licensed a technology, or held a leadership role in a university-industry collaboration) within 

the past five years. A total of 20 academic scientists (12 male, 8 female) from various scientific disciplines (e.g., 

biotechnology, engineering, computer science) participated in the study. Participants represented a range of 

experience levels in commercialization, from nascent entrepreneurs to seasoned academic-industry veterans. 

Recruitment was facilitated through university technology transfer offices and professional networks. All 

participants provided informed consent prior to their involvement. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted by a trained qualitative researcher. 

Each interview lasted approximately 90-120 minutes and was audio-recorded with the participants' permission. The 
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interview guide was designed to elicit rich narratives about their commercialization journeys, focusing on three core 

areas: 

1. Innovation Narratives: Questions explored the genesis of their commercializable ideas, the challenges 

encountered in translating research from lab to market, and how their understanding of "innovation" evolved (e.g., 

"Tell me about the moment you realized your research had commercial potential," "What were the key challenges 

in moving your discovery out of the lab?"). 

2. Identity Transformation: Questions delved into how their professional identity as a scientist was influenced 

by commercialization activities (e.g., "How do you see yourself now, compared to when you were solely an 

academic researcher?", "Did you feel a shift in your role or priorities?"). 

3. Leadership Development: Questions focused on their experiences leading commercial ventures or industry 

collaborations (e.g., "What kind of leadership skills did you need to develop for this venture?", "How did leading a 

commercial team differ from leading a research lab?"). 

Probing questions were used to encourage elaboration, reflection, and deeper storytelling. Field notes were also 

taken during and immediately after each interview to capture contextual information and non-verbal cues. 

Data Analysis 

The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis, guided by the principles of systematic 

qualitative research methodology [3], was employed to identify recurring patterns, themes, and meanings within 

the narratives. The analysis process involved several iterative steps: 

1. Familiarization: Repeated reading of transcripts to gain a holistic understanding of each narrative. 

2. Initial Coding: Generating initial codes that captured key concepts, phrases, and experiences related to 

innovation, identity, and leadership. 

3. Developing Categories: Grouping initial codes into broader categories, noting relationships and overlaps. 

4. Identifying Themes: Synthesizing categories into overarching themes that represented the core findings 

across all narratives. This involved constant comparison across transcripts. 

5. Constructing Narrative Summaries: For each participant, a concise narrative summary was created, 

highlighting their unique journey and how it exemplified the emerging themes. 

6. Writing the Report: Presenting the themes with illustrative quotes from the participants, ensuring that the 

findings were grounded in the empirical data. 

Rigour was ensured through researcher reflexivity, peer debriefing sessions with other qualitative researchers, and 

maintaining an audit trail of the analytical decisions. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the participating universities. All participants 

were informed of the study's purpose, the voluntary nature of their participation, their right to withdraw at any 
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time, and strict confidentiality measures. Pseudonyms were used in all reports and publications to protect their 

identities, and all data were stored securely on encrypted drives accessible only to the research team. 

RESULTS 

Analysis of the interview narratives revealed several interconnected themes that illuminate the human-centric 

experiences of innovation, identity, and leadership among academic scientists engaged in commercialization. 

1. Innovation as a Dual Pursuit: Scientific Rigor Meets Market Relevance 

Participants consistently described a shift in their understanding and practice of innovation. While academic 

innovation traditionally prioritizes scientific novelty and theoretical contribution, commercialization introduced a 

new imperative: market relevance and practical utility. Scientists narrated the challenge of maintaining scientific 

rigor while simultaneously considering the commercial viability and societal impact of their discoveries [7]. One 

participant, a biochemist who founded a biotech spin-off, stated, "In academia, you publish, you get grants. In 

commercialization, you build a product that solves a real problem. It's a different kind of validation, but equally, if 

not more, rewarding." This dual pursuit often required them to reframe their research questions, prioritize different 

aspects of their work, and embrace a more iterative, problem-solving approach to innovation [1]. They learned to 

navigate the "valley of death" between basic research and commercial application, often requiring significant 

personal investment and resilience. 

2. The Evolving Identity: From Academic to "Ambidextrous" Scientist-Entrepreneur 

A prominent theme was the profound transformation of professional identity. Participants described grappling with 

the tension between their established identity as an "academic" and the emergent identity of an "entrepreneur" 

[4, 5, 6]. Many initially felt a sense of dissonance or even conflict between these roles. However, over time, most 

evolved towards an "ambidextrous" identity, capable of seamlessly switching between academic and 

entrepreneurial mindsets. This involved: 

• Role Blending: Integrating aspects of both roles, such as applying academic research methodologies to 

market analysis or leveraging entrepreneurial networks for academic collaborations. 

• Legitimacy Negotiation: Navigating perceptions from academic peers who might view commercialization as 

a distraction from "pure" science, and from industry counterparts who might question their business acumen. 

• Skill Acquisition: Consciously developing new skills in business development, fundraising, intellectual 

property management, and team leadership, which were often outside their traditional scientific training [4]. 

One participant articulated this evolution: "I used to see myself as just a professor. Now, I'm a professor and a CEO. 

It's not one or the other; it's both, and they feed each other." This identity shift was often a gradual, iterative 

process, marked by learning, adaptation, and a growing comfort with ambiguity [4]. 

3. Emergent Leadership: Beyond the Lab Bench 

Commercialization activities demanded a different form of leadership than managing a traditional academic 

research group. Participants narrated their journey from leading scientific projects to leading diverse, 

multidisciplinary teams with commercial objectives. Key aspects of this emergent leadership included: 
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• Visionary Leadership: Articulating a compelling vision for the commercial potential of their science to attract 

investors, talent, and partners. 

• Stakeholder Management: Engaging with a wider array of stakeholders, including investors, legal teams, 

marketing experts, and regulatory bodies, requiring strong communication and negotiation skills [11]. 

• Risk Tolerance and Decision-Making: Making high-stakes decisions with incomplete information, often 

under significant financial and time pressure, a stark contrast to the often more deliberative pace of academic 

research. 

• Team Building and Motivation: Attracting and retaining talent with diverse skill sets (business, engineering, 

sales) and motivating them towards commercial milestones, rather than just scientific publications. 

One scientist reflected, "Leading a company is very different from leading a lab. You're not just guiding experiments; 

you're guiding people, resources, and a vision towards a market goal. It forces you to grow as a leader in ways you 

never anticipated." This theme highlighted the personal growth and development required to transition from 

scientific expert to entrepreneurial leader. 

DISCUSSION 

This study provides a nuanced, human-centric understanding of the complex process of science commercialization, 

revealing that it is not merely an institutional imperative but a deeply personal and transformative journey for the 

academic scientists involved. The findings underscore that innovation in this context is a dual pursuit, requiring a 

delicate balance between scientific excellence and market relevance. This echoes the "Mode 2" knowledge 

production framework, where knowledge is generated in the context of application and societal impact [8]. The 

narratives highlight the inherent tension and eventual synthesis between these two drivers of innovation, 

suggesting that successful academic entrepreneurs are those who can effectively bridge this divide. 

The theme of evolving identity, from a singular academic role to an "ambidextrous" scientist-entrepreneur, is 

particularly salient. This aligns with existing research on role identity modification [5] and the blurring boundaries 

between university and industry [6]. Our findings extend this by illustrating the process of this identity shift, 

emphasizing the ongoing negotiation of legitimacy, the conscious acquisition of new skills, and the eventual 

integration of seemingly disparate professional personas. This identity transformation is crucial for sustained 

engagement in commercialization, as it enables individuals to navigate the differing expectations and norms of both 

worlds without experiencing debilitating role conflict. 

Furthermore, the study sheds light on the emergent leadership required in science commercialization. Academic 

scientists, traditionally leading research groups, must develop a new set of leadership competencies focused on 

vision, stakeholder management, risk tolerance, and multidisciplinary team building. This supports the notion that 

researchers become "enablers of commercialization" [1], taking on roles that extend far beyond their initial 

scientific training. The personal growth associated with this leadership development is a key, often overlooked, 

aspect of the commercialization journey. 

Limitations 

Despite its rich insights, this study has limitations. As a qualitative narrative inquiry, the findings are not statistically 

generalizable to all academic scientists engaged in commercialization. The sample size, while appropriate for in-
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depth qualitative research, is relatively small. Participants were self-selected, potentially leading to a bias towards 

those with more positive or reflective experiences. The reliance on retrospective narratives may also introduce 

recall bias. Future research could benefit from longitudinal studies tracking scientists' journeys over time, larger-

scale quantitative studies to test the generalizability of these themes, and comparative studies across different 

national innovation systems. 

Implications and Future Research 

The findings have significant implications for universities, policymakers, and individual scientists. Universities should 

recognize the personal challenges involved in commercialization and provide targeted support beyond just 

intellectual property services. This could include mentorship programs, entrepreneurial training specifically tailored 

for academics, and creating organizational cultures that legitimize and reward entrepreneurial endeavors alongside 

traditional academic metrics [1, 10]. Policymakers should consider the human element when designing innovation 

policies, ensuring that incentives support the development of entrepreneurial identities and leadership skills among 

researchers. 

For individual scientists, the study highlights the importance of self-awareness, adaptability, and a proactive 

approach to skill development when considering commercialization. Understanding that identity shifts and 

leadership challenges are an inherent part of the journey can help manage expectations and foster resilience. 

Future research could delve deeper into the specific mechanisms of identity integration for academic 

entrepreneurs, exploring how different institutional contexts or disciplinary backgrounds influence this process. 

Investigating the role of gender and diversity in shaping these narratives would also be valuable. Furthermore, 

longitudinal studies could track the long-term career trajectories and well-being of academic entrepreneurs, 

providing insights into the sustainability of this "ambidextrous" identity. Finally, research could explore the 

effectiveness of specific training interventions designed to cultivate entrepreneurial leadership and identity in 

academic settings. 

CONCLUSION 

This study offers a human-centric exploration of science commercialization, revealing the intricate narratives of 

innovation, identity transformation, and leadership development among academic scientists. It highlights that 

bridging the academia-industry divide is not merely an institutional or economic challenge but a profound personal 

journey. Successful engagement requires scientists to embrace a dual pursuit of innovation, evolve into 

ambidextrous scientist-entrepreneurs, and cultivate new forms of leadership. By understanding these human 

experiences, universities and policymakers can better support the individuals at the forefront of translating 

scientific discovery into societal impact, ultimately fostering a more vibrant and effective innovation ecosystem. 
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