
Commercialising University Knowledge:  
The New Zealand Story 

 

Nick Lewis, Cris Shore & Miri Davidson, 
University of Auckland 



1: The Third Mission: Definition & Scope 
•  “Activities concerned with the 

generation, use, application and 
exploitation of knowledge and other 
university capabilities outside 
academic environments” (SPRU 
Report to the Russell Group, 2002) 

 
•  Term hardly used in NZ. Concern 

with externalization focuses mostly 
on ‘knowledge transfer’ (‘KT’), forging 
links with industry and 
commercialising university IP.  

•  Nothing new about business-
university linkages (e.g. Stanford 
University has engaged with high 
tech since 1930s), what is new is the 
degree to which these relationships 
are becoming institutionalized  



The Murky Realms of the Third Mission 

•  Little literature on third mission or 
commercialisation in NZ universities, either 
quantitative or qualitative 

 
•   Virtually no critical literature: where is the 

conflict? Contradictions? Resistance? 
Implications for wider society? 

•  What is actually going on? Financially, 
socially, politically, discursively… 



Our Project: Cross-Faculty Research Initiative:  
“Mapping the Third Mission in New Zealand” 

Aims of project: 

1.   Trace rise of third mission in NZ: from policy expectations and commercialising 
strategies, to reorganizations of university management & governance 

2.   Map third mission across NZ’s 8 universities: tracking its keywords, metaphors 
& discourses:  identifying the subjects and organizational forms that support it 
(commercialization entities, research institutes, knowledge brokers, academic 
entrepreneurs etc.)  

3.   Assess impact of third mission: by documenting the practices of third stream 
agents, including their financial basis; effects on university governance, disciplinary 
knowledge, academic practice, and power relations within universities - as well as 
their reworking of borders with community, state and industry 

4.  Assemble an evidence base to enable New Zealand universities and policy-
makers to reflect on their own practice and enhance their understanding of current 
trends in the globalization of higher education.    

 



Analyzing the ‘emerging’ Third Mission?  
  

NB. Third mission is already deeply embedded in the 
university: 

 
•  “Follow the money”: avenues for commercialisation 

beyond technology transfer offices 

•  Various avenues of commercialisation offices,  
different degrees of overlap with university and with 
external institutions 

•  Revolving doors: triple helix as realised through 
personnel 

•  New kinds of ‘entrepreneurial pedagogy’ 



Enacting the Third Mission 
 

1.  Commercialisation 
 companies: 
 UniServices, Viclink, 
 Waikatolink, Otago 
 Innovation… 

2.  Large research 
 institutes: Liggins 
 Institute, Auckland 
 Bioengineering 
 Institute 



3.  Smaller research 
centres/institutes: 
 NZ Leadership Institute, NZ 
 Asia institute, Centre for e 
 research etc… (Departmental 
 research units, Faculty 
 research centres, Education 
 Centres, CoREs) 

Enacting the Third Mission 
 

4.  Student programmes 
 and scholarships 
 SPARK, Chiasma, 
 Audacious, TIF 
 scholarships… 



Enacting the Third Mission 
 

5.  Commercialisation 
 networks and 
 organisations:   
 Kiwinet, UCONZ, 
 Callaghan Innovation 

6.  Targeted government 
 grants: Technology 
 transfer vouchers, 
 Technology 
 development grants… 



2: Mapping The Third Mission:  
 
Different models for commercialisation in NZ universities  



How are Commercialisation structures changing? 
- Unbundling/Re-bundling 

Recent restructuring of commercialisation offices in NZ: 



Changing face of commercialization (cont.)  

Shift away from managing spin-offs, 
including dollar-oriented KPIs, towards… 

“going back and re-integrating and 
getting back in touch with the 

academics and those coming up with 
the bright ideas” 

 

“being a catalyst for 
innovation and 
entrepreneurship 
within the 
University” 

“alignment” with 
the University  

 being a “gateway to 
industry” 

 

“engagement with 
academics, 
engagement with the 
students” 

 



The revolving doors phenomenon?   

•  Triple helix as 
realised through 
personnel 

 
•  Crossovers between: 

–  commercialisation 
office staff/directors, 

–  business 
representatives, 

–  government officials, 
–  university managers 
–  academic 

entrepreneurs 



Revolving  
Doors?  

 
 

Steve Maharey 
 

•  Vice-Chancellor of Massey University 
•  Director on Board of Bio Commerce Centre 
•  Formerly Government Minister (9 years), 

holding various positions from Minister of 
Education, Minister Responsible for the 
Education Review Office and the NZ 
Qualifications Authority, to Minister of 
Research, Science and Technology, Minister 
Responsible for Crown Research Institutes, 
and several others. 

•  Responsibility for Families Commission, 
Learning Media, Foundation for Research 
Science and Technology, Marsden Fund, the 
Health Funding Authority... 

 

•  Chief Science Advisor to John Key 
•  Continues to be based in the Liggins 

Institute as an active researcher 
•  Professor of Paediatric and Perinatal 

Biology 
•  Proponent of ‘Knowledge Wave’ policy 

initiatives 
•  Holds shares in Neuren, which holds 

first rights to intellectual property from 
the Liggins Institute 

Peter Gluckman 
 



3: New Missionary Positions (or Mission Merger?)  
e.g. The rise of ‘Entrepreneurial Pedagogy’ 

New courses, 
degrees, majors… 



Entrepreneurial Pedagogy (cont.) 
Institutionalisation of specifically entrepreneurial 

curricula… 
 
New Qualifications: 
•  Victoria (2013) Master of Advanced Technology Enterprise 
•  Auckland (2012) PGCert/Masters in Commercialisation and Entrepreneurship 
•  Auckland (2011) Graduate Diploma/Graduate Cert in Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
•  Canterbury (2010) Graduate Certificate in Science Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
•  Lincoln (2010) Graduate Certificate in Science Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
•  Otago (2010) Postgraduate Certificate in Technology and Entrepreneurship 
•  Otago (2010) Master of Entrepreneurship 
•  Victoria (2008) Bachelor and Master of Design Innovation 
•  Waikato (2006) Postgraduate Diploma in Social Enterprise  
•  Auckland (2005) PG Dip/Master of Bioscience Enterprise 
 
New Majors: 
•  Auckland: Innovation and Entrepreneurship (Bachelor of Commerce) 
•  Massey: Entrepreneurship and Small Business (Bachelor of Business Studies) 
•  Waikato: Entrepreneurship and Innovation (Bachelor of Management) 
•  Canterbury: Strategy and Entrepreneurship (Bachelor of Commerce) 
•  Lincoln: Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Commercialisation (Bachelor of Commerce) 



Entrepreneurial Pedagogy 

Competitions, student associations  
e.g. SPARK, Chiasma, Audacious 



Nick – add slide on mission – 
merger with research centres 



4: Mission Impossible: 4 Emerging 
Tensions/contradictions 

 

•  Rhetoric of ‘patent or perish’ – but UniServices have 
admitted that patents are loss leaders.  

•  Collaboration (or an NZ Inc. approach) seen as long 
overdue by many, yet patenting encouraged by pressure to 
compete, e.g. through PBRF.  

 

•  ‘Collaboration’ as guise for monopolies on knowledge?  
–  “For New Zealand, do we even need seven universities is a question 
… to have everyone collaborating as much as possible, I mean that’s 
surely got to be beneficial.” – Viclink employee 

•  Move from patents: towards a more ‘integrated’ approach to 
the third mission?  

 

(1) “Patent or perish” – or collaborate or perish?  



(2) Push or pull?  
•  What comes first: pursuit of knowledge or industry needs?  

•  Drive in NZ towards “pull”: 
responding to industry needs 

•  But: “That interaction has to be 
managed very carefully because 
… we will inform research in the 
University, but we can’t direct it. 
Because otherwise we destroy 
what we’re using … what that 
special character of a university 
is” – Peter Lee, UniServices 
former CEO  

•  Universities’ competitive 
advantage: being ‘without 
condition’, creative thought (but 
not too creative) 

 
 



(3) Bundling, Unbundling or re-bundling 

•  ‘Unbundling’ of teaching and research a  
major element of the financialisation of 
education 

•  ‘Third mission’ increasingly re-bundled 
into second mission (research) and 
increasingly first (teaching) 

•  Mission to ‘foster an entrepreneurial 
culture’ perhaps more worrying than 
dollar-driven KPIs? 



(4) Entrepreneurship or ‘Social 
Entrepreneurship’?  

•   E.g. “Spark IDEAS Challenge for 2012 - More Diverse than Ever” 
  

  
 

  

“The introduction of new categories, such as the Arts, 
NICAI, and Law faculty prizes, and with 39% of entries 
based on social entrepreneurship this year, shows the 
celebration and value that the Spark competition places 
on diversity in 2012”  
 

“We are delighted 
that commercial 
companies with a 
strong social 
purpose have taken 
the top prizes.” 
 
- SPARK CEO Geoff 
McGrath 
 



4: The nebulous ‘Third Mission’:  
A Three-Headed Monster? 

•  Outward-facing mission to benefit 
society, or inward facing mission to 
become self-sustaining.  

•  Third Way? The consensual ‘middle 
ground’ between business and 
university aims 

•   Post-political consensus 

–  “There’s nothing political in this, 
really … It’s just today’s 
reality.” (Interview: UniServices 
employee) 



Beyond submission: Rethinking the 
Third Mission 

 §  Creating distinctions, definitions:  
§ What does the ‘open’ university really 

mean?  
§ What is the ‘third mission’? 
§ What is ‘relevance’, ‘benefit to society’? 
§ What is ‘value’? 

§  Third mission reconfigured: 
opportunities for social responsibility 
and community engagement?  

§  Contesting the ‘third mission’ 
conceptualisation altogether 



5: Conclusions 

1.  Third Mission is not reducible to commercialization 

–  It takes many forms 
–  Universities unconcerned about where  money comes from 
–  Terminology leads us to over-emphasise commercial dimension 

2.  But commercialization so prevalent/normalized it now permeates 
everyday practice and shapes the academic habitus 

3.  What are the alternative ways of performing the Third Mission?  

–  Why unbundling is a threat to universities; the benefits of bundling 
–  Re-thinking the ‘drivers’ – KPIs? 
–  Toronto as a case study 


