
 Eindhoven University of Technology

MASTER

Strategic alliance formation for university spin-offs
"a case study at the Eindhoven University of Technology"

Ewalds, R.R.

Award date:
2010

Link to publication

Disclaimer
This document contains a student thesis (bachelor's or master's), as authored by a student at Eindhoven University of Technology. Student
theses are made available in the TU/e repository upon obtaining the required degree. The grade received is not published on the document
as presented in the repository. The required complexity or quality of research of student theses may vary by program, and the required
minimum study period may vary in duration.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

https://research.tue.nl/en/studentTheses/9a2e53ef-b7c5-4c22-b81e-8c57ccbd2014


 

Eindhoven, August 2010 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Student identity number 0616936 

 
 
 

 
in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

 
 

Master of Science 
in Innovation Management 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Supervisors: 
Prof. Dr. L. J. H. Verhoef, TU/e, ITEM 
Dr. M.M.A.H. Cloodt, TU/e, ITEM 
  

Strategic Alliance Formation for 
University Spin-offs: 

“A case study at the Eindhoven 
University of Technology” 

 
by 
Ralph Ewalds 
 



 

 
TUE. School of Industrial Engineering. 
Series Master Theses Innovation Management  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subject headings: entrepreneurship, business strategy, university spin-off, strategic alliance 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If you want to make peace with your enemy, you have to work with 

your enemy. Then he becomes your partner”  

Nelson Mandela   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 



I 

Abstract 

Recently the popularity of entrepreneurship as a research-subject has increased dramatically. Within 

the field of university spin-offs, it is commonly recognized that cooperation is inevitable to obtain a 

competitive advantage. One type of cooperation that has received a lot of attention in the last 

decades is the strategic alliance. A crucial capability within a strategic alliance is the partner 

selection. Despite its importance, not much research has been conducted to determine how 

university spin-offs select their partner(s).  

This master thesis aims to develop new insights as a starting point to fill this gap. This research will 

add a contribution to the scientific field as well as to the practitioners’ field. New knowledge is added 

to the scientific field and practical recommendations are provided to university spin-offs. 
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Management Summary 

Introduction 

Entrepreneurial firms play a large role in the commercialization of university inventions. Nowadays, 

universities encourage and assist university spin-offs (hereafter also referred to as ‘spin-off’) during 

the commercialization of their technology. Nonetheless, the process of transforming a technological 

idea into a commercially viable business remains one of the major challenges. 

In general, spin-offs are able to identify entrepreneurial opportunities, but are unable to 

commercialize them successfully. Hardjono (1995) has identified this starting-point as the phase of 

creativity as a result of an external orientation and an orientation on change. Spin-offs that start in 

this phase should change towards the effectiveness phase. Between this change from creativity 

towards effectiveness lies an intermediate phase in which the organization should focus on the 

external orientation. The value of the potential idea should be captured in this intermediate phase. 

One way to capture this value is by structuring a strategic alliance. 

Alliances can be difficult to create and manage successfully. Only around 50% of the alliances are 

considered as successful (De Man and Duysters, 2007). Alliances can fail because of several reasons. 

Not only the characteristic of the alliance are important, but also the skills of the alliance partners in 

managing alliances (Draulans et al., 2003). The choice of a wrong partner often will lead to a failure 

from the beginning of the alliance (De Man and Duysters, 2002). Therefore, partner selection is one 

of the most critical steps in the establishment of alliances (Hitt et al., 2000; Geringer, 1991; Bronder 

and Pritzl, 1992). In spite of its importance, research on the partner selection process for university 

spin-offs specifically is very rare. Therefore the following problem statement was formulated:  

How should a partner selection process be structured in order to improve  

the performance of alliances of university spin-offs?  

Conceptual partner selection model 

Based on ten existing alliance models in the literature, a conceptual partner selection model was 

determined that focused on university spin-offs. The first three phases of this alliance process were 

discussed in detail, since they relate significant to the partner selection process. Figure I illustrates 

these three phases and the accompanying steps that influence the partner selection process of the 

university spin-off. 

 

Figure I: The three phases and the accompanying steps that influence the partner selection process 
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Research Methodology 

An explorative and multiple case study was conducted in order to test the usefulness of the 

conceptual model. The data collection consisted of four steps: a conceptual framework, a pilot case, 

the main research, and one final interview. The main research consisted of fourteen university spin-

offs which were all connected to the Eindhoven University of Technology. In-depth interviews and 

documentary analysis were used to collect the data. These two methods were analyzed by the 

analytic approach pattern matching. Pattern matching involves predicting a pattern of outcomes 

based on a theoretical framework (Saunders et al., 2009). The theoretical framework was specified in 

detail and was used as a means to analyze the data. This provided the necessary data to answer the 

problem statement. 

Analysis and results 

The most important findings of the three phases of the partner selection model were discussed, since 

it was impossible to evaluate the usefulness of each individual step. The analysis showed several 

strengths and improvements in each phase. The analysis of the organization strategy phase showed 

that spin-offs are aware of the need to form an alliance, yet they lack a clear value discipline. The 

analysis of the alliance strategy phase showed that spin-offs are aware of the need to determine 

their strategic drivers and the need to provide added value to the customer through the alliance. 

Nevertheless, most spin-offs did not know how to shape their cooperation into a clear defined 

strategy. Finally, the analysis of the partner selection phase showed that most spin-offs identified 

multiple rewards, yet they lacked the determination of several risks. Furthermore, they lacked to 

determine a list of potential partners. However, most spin-offs analyzed their potential partner on a 

small-scale by means of a fit analysis.  

Based on these findings, three main findings were derived. The first finding suggested that nearly all 

university spin-offs do not follow particular steps in the partner selection process, but go through an 

intuitive process when selecting their partner. The second finding proposed that spin-offs did not 

adjust the partner selection process to the particular phase in which they were situated. The third 

finding suggested that the proposed partner selection process seems to be useful for university spin-

offs. 

Diagnosis and solution design 

The identified partner selection process takes care of the former and the latter conclusion; hence this 

model does not take into account the second finding. The development phases are not part of this 

model. In order to improve the usefulness of the partner selection process, this research proposed to 

combine the identified partner selection process with the development phases a spin-off goes 

through. The Bell Mason framework was selected to illustrate the development phases. This 

framework was selected because of two reasons. First, the Bell Mason framework is practically 

applicable, since it provides concrete milestones at each development stage. Second, the Bell Mason 

framework has proven its usefulness, since this framework has been tested in about 1000 venture 

diagnostics. The combination of both models provided one overall solution that fulfilled the three 

main findings. Figure II illustrates this new partner selection model for university spin-offs. 
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Figure II: The proposed partner selection model for university spin-offs 

This proposed partner selection model consists of three stages, each with its own objectives and 

milestones. Figure II shows that after stage one, the concept plan should be finished and the growth 

strategy must be determined. The objective of stage two is to present one business plan and one 

clearly defined alliance strategy. After the third stage, the most appropriate partner could be 

selected. This proposed model gains at a proper understanding of the most relevant principles in 

alliances for the university spin-off and tries to avoid common pitfalls during the different phases the 

spin-off goes through. 

Conclusion 

Most university spin-offs are able to identify entrepreneurial opportunities, but are unable to 

commercialize them successfully. This research focused on the alliance process to capture the value 

of the entrepreneurial opportunity. One important, yet neglected topic in current alliance research is 

the partner selection process. So far, none of the current development and alliance models satisfied 

the requirements of a partner selection process that is practical applicable for university spin-offs. 

The proposed partner selection model combined the different development stages with the 

identified alliance process and provided one overall solution. The model provides an objective 

classification of the partner selection process as well as a common language across all new business 

development initiatives for university spin-offs. The proposed partner selection model appears to 

suggest an increased chance of a successful alliance, since careful strategic planning and good 

alliance preparation are essential for alliance success.  
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1 Introduction 

One of the primary questions in the field of entrepreneurship is how and why firms survive the start-

up process, how they grow and how they become successful (Gartner, 1985; Cooper and Daily, 

1996). Churchill and Lewis (1983) already proposed a framework that shows the growth stages of 

small businesses. Figure 1.1 shows this framework.  

 
Figure 1.1: Growth stages of small businesses (adapted from Churchill and Lewis, 1983) 

 

Churchill and Lewis (1983) distinguished five growth stages that each firm goes through. University 

spin-offs experience these stages during their growth, each with their own characteristics and 

problems. Accordingly, several factors determine the eventual success or failure of the firm. Those 

factors change during the growth of the firm, so organizations must anticipate and manage the 

factors that are important during each phase (Churchill and Lewis, 1983). 

The Eindhoven University of Technology offers a Certificate in Technology Entrepreneurship (CTE) for 

master’s students interested in starting their own business. The CTE program helps students to 

determine a business strategy and a business plan in order to commercialize their business idea 

successfully. Despite this program, university spin-offs still face complex business issues and lots of 

uncertainties. Making the right decisions during the growth stages is a very important aspect for 

university spin-offs. 

1.1 Background and context of this research 

The process of transforming a technological idea into a commercially viable business remains one of 

the major challenges. Successful entrepreneurship requires more than merely luck and money. The 

main problem is not so much the invention, but rather the commercialization of the technology 

(Gans and Stern, 2003). Organizations must determine a strategy in order to commercialize their 

technology. Hence, selecting and following a strategy is a difficult task. This will be explained by 

means of the Four-Phase model of Hardjono (2000). This model is chosen since the Four-Phase 
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model could be used to analyze the current organization and to determine the most appropriate 

strategy for the organization (Hardjono, 1995). 

The first momentum that leads to the establishment of a university spin-off (hereafter also referred 

to as ‘spin-off’) is a creative or innovative idea. Spin-offs are able to identify entrepreneurial 

opportunities, but are unable to commercialize them successfully. Spin-offs do not have access to the 

market and they lack the necessary resources that are needed to exploit those opportunities. 

Therefore, a change has to be made that corresponds to the four basic core competencies of 

Hardjono (2000). Figure 1.2 shows this ‘challenge’ for every spin-off. 

 

Figure 1.2: Change of the core competencies (adapted from Verhoef, 2010) 

 

The intellectual assets are based on the collective intellect of the spin-off and reflect the learning 

capability and capacity of the spin-off. The socialization assets refer to the ability to motivate and 

inspire people. The commercial assets reflect the ability to execute commercial transactions and to 

have access to markets. Finally, the material assets refer to the tangible resources of the spin-off.  

These definitions illustrate that spin-offs lack the commercial and material assets, but have 

intellectual and socialization assets (the left triangle). The concept on which the Four-Phase model is 

based is that ‘organizations are striving to increase the total competencies in a continuous process of 

exchanging one competence for another’ (Hardjono, 2000, p.4). This means for spin-offs that the 

challenge is to get to the right triangle in Figure 1.2. Most spin-offs ’start’ in the left triangle, and 

should aim to the right triangle. Hardjono (1995) has identified this starting-point as the phase of 

creativity as a result of an orientation on change and on external orientation. Figure 1.3 shows the 

quadrant creativity together with the other three quadrants flexibility, efficiency, and effectiveness. 
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Figure 1.3: The four strategic quadrants (adapted from Hardjono, 2000 and Verhoef, 2010) 

 

The effectiveness refers to the extent to which the organization is successful in reaching its goals; the 

efficiency reflects the extent to which actual efforts correspond to planned efforts; the flexibility 

refers to the ability of an organization to renew and change; and the creativity refers to the ability to 

produce new products and services, and finding and creating new markets (Hardjono, 1995). Spin-

offs will generate or attract new means, by identifying profitable opportunities. To exploit this 

opportunity successfully, spin-offs have to shift attention from one strategic orientation to another.  

Hardjono (1995) found that successful organizations have found a certain rhythm for going from one 

quadrant to another. Creativity is the starting point for most spin-offs, since they are able to identify 

profitable opportunities. The next step should be to set up a market approach. This means a change 

from creativity towards effectiveness. Between this change from creativity towards effectiveness lies 

an intermediate phase in which the organization should focus on the external orientation as can be 

seen in Figure 1.3. The value of the potential idea should be captured in this intermediate phase. One 

way to capture this value is by cooperation with one or more established firms. 

One type of cooperation which has received a tremendous growing interest in the last decades is the 

strategic alliance. Nowadays, strategic alliances (hereafter also referred to as ‘alliance’) are the 

centre of most organizations’ strategies (De Man and Duysters, 2007). The formation of alliances 

between firms has increased at a dramatic rate over the last few decades. Consistent with the 

growing interest in strategic alliances is the growing interest in significant research.  

So far, prior research on alliances has predominantly focused on horizontal alliances between 

established firms based on equivalence (Gulati, 1995; Ahuja, 2000; Chung et al., 2000; Duisters et al., 

2008). However, this traditional fit is unable to explain the difference within the alliance performance 

of organizations (Anand and Khanna, 2000; Kale et al., 2002; De Man and Duysters, 2002; Lambe et 

al., 2002; Hoang et al., 2002). Recent conceptual work has therefore investigated the internal 

capabilities that are the determining factors for the alliance performance. Researchers have 

increasingly paid attention to internal capabilities, yet the literature lacks specific research of each 

individual alliance capability (Lambe et al., 2002; Hoang et al., 2002; Duisters et al., 2008; Heimeriks 

et al., 2005). In-depth studies that investigate the various mechanisms used in practice and their 

impact on alliance performance are missing (Heimeriks et al., 2005). Understanding the performance 
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of individual alliances is an important, yet neglected researched topic in strategic management. 

Alliance research focused on the process underlying the development of capabilities and the various 

mechanisms have been limited in number and lack micro-level evidence and detail (Grant, 1996; 

Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Zollo and Winter, 2002).  

Duisters, Duysters and De Man (2008) proposed a model that links the (1) traditional fit; (2) recent / 

previous conceptual work; and (3) upcoming conceptual work. Figure 1.4 shows this conceptual 

model.  

 

Figure 1.4: Conceptual model that links the different research developments  
(adapted from Duisters et al., 2008) 

 

The focus of recent grounded research shifted from the relationship between individual companies 

towards internal capabilities and operations of alliance partners (Duisters et al., 2008; Anand and 

Khanna, 2000; Kale et al., 2002; Lambe et al., 2002; Hoang et al., 2002; Heimeriks et al., 2005). Those 

capabilities and operations skills are referred to as the alliance capability of an organization. Alliance 

capability is the firm’s ability to capture, share, disseminate and apply alliance management 

knowledge (Heimeriks et al., 2005; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). In today’s business environment, it 

is the alliance capability of the firm that could cause the success or failure of the alliance. Yet 

alliances can be difficult to create and manage successfully. Only around 50% of the alliances are 

considered as successful (De Man and Duysters, 2007; Dyer et al., 2001; Kale et al., 2001; Spekman 

and Isabella, 2000). 

Alliances can fail because of several reasons. De Man and Duysters (2002) found five reasons why 

alliances fail: (1) mismatch with partner’s strategy; (2) the partner was unable to deliver the expected 

competences; (3) a lack of trust; (4) mismatch of partner’s culture; and (5) operational problems. 

From the five main reasons De Man and Duysters (2002) identified, four involved the firm’s partner. 

Partner selection is one of the most critical steps in the establishment of alliances (Hitt et al., 2000; 

Geringer, 1991; Bronder and Pritzl, 1992). Within the alliance process, the first steps, including 

partner selection, are crucial to establish alliance success. Firms need to be capable of forming an 

alliance with the ‘right’ partner (Rothaermel and Boeker, 2008).  
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Some scholars (Hitt et al, 2000; Geringer, 1991; Saxton, 1997) investigated the partner selection 

process, but more research is needed to explain why and how firms select their partners. This is 

particularly important for spin-offs. Companies learn as their business grows, yet high-tech spin-offs 

cannot afford many mistakes (Doherty, 2009). Moreover, collaborating is a risky business for a small 

company, because previous research has showed examples in which incumbent firms take the 

innovator’s technology and commercialize it themselves (Alvarez and Barney, 2001). 

1.2 Problem statement 

The partner selection process has received less attention, but research on the partner selection 

process for university spin-offs specifically is very rare. In spite of its importance, it is surprising that 

research on this subject is rare. Many firms use the same standard partner selection process 

(Duisters et al, 2008). Although there is a huge difference between the parties involved and their 

criteria, they all follow the same selection process. Therefore, the phenomenon of this co-operative 

agreement between the incumbent and the university spin-off needs closer attention. For high-tech 

start-ups, it is not the question whether or not to pursue a cooperation, but when and how to pursue 

this cooperation (Gans and Stern, 2003). In the end, both firms want to commercialize the 

technology, which brought them together, successfully into the market. 

Slowinski et al. (1996) studied technology-based strategic alliances between small and large firms. In 

their study Slowinski et al. (1996) argue for three key events that occur in the life of alliances 

between large and small firms: choose the right partner, negotiate the alliance and manage towards 

collaboration. It is the choice of the ’right’ partner that can lead to an important competitive 

advantage (Dacin et al., 1997), whereas the choice of a wrong partner often will lead to a failure from 

the beginning of the alliance (De Man and Duysters, 2002). This underlines the importance of the 

partner selection process. Therefore the following problem statement will be used during this master 

project: 

How should a partner selection process be structured in order to improve  

the performance of alliances of university spin-offs?  

To identify the partner selection process of university spin-offs, multiple research questions are 

determined. The next section will discuss these research questions. 

1.3 Research questions 

Five research questions are determined in order to answer the problem statement. These research 

questions will be answered in a successive way. The first two questions concern a detailed literature 

search; the third question concerns the construction of the conceptual partner selection process; the 

fourth question will test the conceptual partner selection process in the field; and the final research 

question combines the third and fourth question in order to propose a final model that structures 

the partner selection process of university spin-offs. The five research questions are stated below:    

1. What are university spin-offs and how can they be classified? 

The first research question will elaborate on the term university spin-off. The main characteristics will 

be discussed. 
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2. How are alliances defined and what effect do alliances have on the performance of university 

spin-offs?   

The second research question describes the strategic alliance and will concentrate on the relation 

between alliances and university spin-offs. The effect of alliances on the performance of university 

spin-offs will be discussed. 

3. Which phases and accompanying steps in the current literature influence the partner selection 

processes of university spin-offs? 

This research question focuses on one crucial alliance capability: the partner selection process. A 

conceptual model will be designed from existing scientific literature. The strategic alliance process 

consists of several steps, yet this study focuses on the partner selection. The first steps in the alliance 

process are part of this research, since they influence the partner selection strategy. The conceptual 

model will be general, but the end result will be a practical applicable model that can be useful for 

practitioners in the field. 

4. How does the conceptual model correspond to the partner selection process of university spin-

offs when they choose their alliance partner(s)? 

This research question will test the conceptual model, that was constructed in the former research 

question, in the field. Multiple case studies are performed to determine the positive findings and 

improvements that are important for university spin-offs. Both will be compared with the conceptual 

model.  

5. How should the identified partner selection process be structured and which steps are important 

for university spin-offs? 

This final research question evaluates the usefulness of the conceptual model and will design a final 

model that should be practical applicable for university spin-offs. This model will focus on the 

determinants that are of a major importance for university spin-offs.  

1.4 Deliverables 

Bridging the gap between researchers and practitioners, in this research entrepreneurs, enriches the 

scientific world as well as the entrepreneurs’ world. This research aims to fill this gap and has 

therefore two goals. This study will add a contribution to scientific research as well as to the 

practitioners’ field. Both will be discussed below. 

This study will cover an aspect which has been neglected in the literature until now, so scientific 

knowledge is added to the field. The first aim is to generate new knowledge about the partner 

selection process of university spin-offs.  

Besides this contribution to the scientific community, this study will also contribute to the 

practitioners’ field. Most current models are too general and lack practical applicability. The second 

aim is to provide university spin-offs a partner selection process that is practically applicable.  
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1.5 Structure of the thesis 

To acquire the aforementioned goals, a research plan should be followed. The most guiding 

principles for this research study are: Van Strien (1975), Verschuren and Doorewaard (2007) and Van 

Aken et al. (2007). Van Aken et al. (2007) can be seen as an extension of Van Strien (1975) as these 

principles are both used for structuring practical business problems. This research starts with a 

theoretical framework and this theoretical framework will be tested in the field. Therefore, this study 

is set up according to Verschuren and Doorewaard (2007) and differentiates between the 

construction of a conceptual model via existing literature and multiple case studies that are 

performed through field testing. The theoretical framework and the field tests are confronted to 

design a solution. Based on this solution design, several conclusions and recommendations will be 

given.  

 

Figure 1.5: Research model (according to Verschuren and Doorewaard, 2007) 

 

Figure 1.5 illustrates the research model according to Verschuren and Doorewaard (2007). The first 

part of this research consists of a systematic literature review. This literature search is divided into 

three parts: a literature search on university spin-offs, on strategic alliances, and the effect they have 

on each other. After this literature search, the conceptual partner selection model will be designed. 

Following a detailed search, the existing models in the literature will be identified and compared. 

Chapter three will illustrate this model and the accompanying phases.    

Next, this conceptual model will be tested in the field. Chapter four will describe the research 

methodology that was followed during this study. Figure 1.5 illustrates that this field research has 

been divided into three parts: one pilot case, the main case studies and one interview with an expert 

in the field to obtain an initial indication of the external validity. These analyses and their results are 

presented in chapter five. Based on these results, a solution design will be proposed in chapter six. 

Finally, chapter seven provides a conclusion on the research results and discusses the limitations and 

future research directions of this research. 
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2 Literature review 

Technology-based entrepreneurship is assumed to be one of the most important sources of value 

creation and has recently generated considerable interest (Venkataraman, 2004). Shane and 

Venkataraman (2004) define technological entrepreneurship as the processes by which 

entrepreneurs assemble organizational resources and technical systems, and the strategies used by 

entrepreneurial firms to pursue opportunities. Gilsing et al. (2010) enhance this definition stating 

that technology entrepreneurship implies the creation of new companies that exploit opportunities 

provided by technological innovation. 

Technologically more important inventions are more likely to be commercialized through the 

creation of new firms. Nevertheless, the failure rate among new technology ventures is high. Song et 

al. (2008) analyzed 11,259 new technology ventures established between 1991 and 2000 in the U.S. 

They found that after four years only 36% (or 4,062) of the companies with more than five full-time 

employees had survived. After five years, the survival rate fell to 21.9%, leaving only 2,471 firms with 

more than five full-time employees still in business. 

Despite the high failure rate that was identified by Song et al. (2008), university spin-offs seem to 

entail high potential future profits. Nonetheless, university spin-offs often do not have all the 

necessary resources and capabilities, so cooperation seems appropriate. One type of cooperation 

that has received a lot of attention in the last decades is the strategic alliance. This chapter will 

elaborate on these three topics. Section 2.1 elaborates on the university spin-off, section 2.2 will 

discuss the usefulness of cooperation, and section 2.3 discusses the strategic alliance. The literature 

review ends with a conclusion. 

2.1 The university spin-off 

Governments and universities consider the creation of spin-offs as a way of commercializing their 

internal research results (Clarysse and Moray, 2004). Moreover, universities earn revenues from the 

commercialization of technologies (Shane, 2001). According to the Association of University 

Technology Managers (AUTM), of the 3,376 university spin-offs founded between 1980 and 2000, 

68% remained operational in 2001. Van der Sijde et al. (2002) investigated spin-offs from the 

University of Twente who participated in a special entrepreneurial program. From the 219 companies 

established, 165 still existed, meaning a survival rate of 75.3%. Similar results were found by Mustar 

(1997) who studied French spin-offs. Over the six-year period that Mustar followed the spin-offs, 

only 16% failed. These numbers are much higher than the average survival rate of new technology 

ventures that was identified by Song et al. (2008). According to Shane (2004), spin-off companies are 

108 times more likely to go public than the average new firm and besides this; spin-offs create on 

average more jobs than the average new business in the U.S. (Shane, 2004). 

Today, entrepreneurial firms play a significant role in the commercialization of university inventions. 

Universities invest in these newly established firms and financial investors show interest in these 

spin-offs as an investment opportunity (Lowe and Ziedonis, 2006; Clarysse and Moray, 2004).   
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2.1.1 Definition of university spin-offs 

Many scholars have already attempted to define the university spin-off. Spin-offs linked to 

universities and laboratories are called academic or university spin-offs. Since there is no common 

definition, researchers have used the term university spin-off for studying and describing different 

realities (Pirnay, 2003). One of the reasons why such a definition is missing is because of the diversity 

in spin-offs.  

In some studies, authors used different terms to describe the same concept while in other studies 

the same term is used differently. This research will use the following definition:  

 “A university spin-off is a new company that is founded by individuals who are or were affiliated with 

the university; around a core technology or idea developed within the university; that is transferred to 

the new company.“ 

This definition is close to other definitions in the existing literature and attempts to combine the 

elements that were arbitrarily stated by Clarysse and Moray (2004), Pirnay (2003), Smilor et al. 

(1990), Carayannis et al. (1998), Rappert et al. (1999) and Steffenson et al. (2000). 

2.1.2 Heterogeneity in university spin-offs 

There is no homogeneous type of spin-off, yet studies that consider the diversity of spin-offs remain 

rare. A reason for this could be that much of the current research is focused on the environmental 

level and not so much on the firm level. Nevertheless some scholars made an effort to consider the 

diversity of spin-offs. 

Pirnay et al. (2003) revealed a conceptual framework of the university spin-off along the two major 

dimensions that the literature reveals: (1) the status of persons involved in university spin-offs 

(students or researchers) and (2) the nature of knowledge (codified or tacit) transferred from the 

university to the new venture. The combination of these two factors describes four different types of 

spin-offs: the product-oriented academic spin-off; the service-oriented academic spin-off; the 

product-oriented student spin-off; and the service-oriented student spin-off.  

Colyvas et al. (2002) analyzed eleven case studies for which the universities sought and obtained 

intellectual property rights. In their qualitative study, they made a distinction between embryonic 

(further development needed) and nonembryonic (ready to use) inventions. They found that 

patentability and exclusive licensing were unimportant for ‘ready to use’ university ideas. Intellectual 

property rights were held by the university, but that did not contribute towards commercializing the 

technological ideas. Intellectual property rights were likely to be most important for university 

inventions that need further development. Shane (2002, 2004) also made a distinction between 

technology that is suitable for licensing and technology that is useful for spin-off creation.  

These studies tried to integrate all university spin-offs into a few typologies. Yet, the theory makes a 

clear distinction, whereas in practice overlap is very common. This research will focus on the 

aforementioned definition of the university spin-off and will not distinguish between the several 

types. Nonetheless, one ‘distinction’ is elaborated in the next section: some spin-offs commercialize 

their technology themselves while others work intensively together with other firms. The next 

section will discuss this important trade-off. 
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2.2 University spin-off: cooperation versus competition 

Many organizations around the world demonstrate that cooperation is one of the key elements for 

ensuring a competitive advantage. There are however also many examples in which firms choose to 

compete with established firms. Accordingly, many firms combine the two forms in order to reap the 

benefits of both. Several scholars tried to explain why spin-offs cooperate with incumbents. 

Shane (2002, 2004) argued that one of the factors that improves the performance of university spin-

offs is the presence of an external organization. The founded technology of most university spin-offs 

is still in a pre-prototype stage and cooperation with established organizations is needed to facilitate 

the development of that technology (Shane, 2004). Commercializing the founded technology often 

involves high investment and risk and moreover, a low level of legitimacy (Aldrich and Ruef, 2006). 

Incumbent firms are needed for cooperation to overcome the aforementioned aspects that should 

result in the successful commercialization of the founded technology. 

Gans and Stern (2003) mention that in the high-tech environment, it is not the question whether to 

pursue a cooperation strategy, but when and how to pursue this cooperation. Most high-tech start-

ups do not have all the resources for commercialization, while incumbents’ possesses the 

complementary assets necessary for effective commercialization. This makes cooperation inevitable 

for high-tech start-ups. However, high-tech start-ups face the risk that incumbent firms take the 

innovator’s technology and commercialize it themselves (expropriation hazards). Thus start-ups 

should be extremely cautious when choosing a firm to cooperate with (Alvarez and Barney, 2001). 

Ireland et al. (2003) integrated and summarized the basic tenets of entrepreneurship and strategic 

management. They proposed that all firms must combine effective opportunity-seeking behavior 

(i.e., entrepreneurship) with effective advantage-seeking behavior (i.e., strategic management). On 

the one hand, there are firms that identify entrepreneurial opportunities, but who are unable to 

commercialize them successfully. On the other hand, there are firms with current competitive 

advantages but who are not capable of identifying valuable entrepreneurial opportunities. In most 

cases, spin-offs have the skills and flexibility to identify entrepreneurial opportunities but are less 

likely to have the needed resources and capabilities to build competitive advantages needed to 

exploit those opportunities. In contrast, established organizations have the skills to develop and 

sustain the competitive advantages, but are less effective in recognizing entrepreneurial 

opportunities. 

Rothaermel (2001) analyzed 32 large pharmaceutical companies that have entered into 889 strategic 

alliances with providers in the biotechnology. Rothaermel (2001) argued that both smaller 

biotechnology firms and the larger pharmaceutical firms benefit from their alliances. The small 

biotechnology firms provide the entrepreneurial opportunities and the large pharmaceutical firms 

provide the network and marketing capabilities for the successful commercialization of those 

opportunities. Rothaermel (2001) indicates that the complementary assets are determined for 

successful alliances. A recent study from Rothaermel and Boeker (2008) gave more insight into those 

complementary assets. Rothaermel and Boeker (2008) argued that young firms look for 

complementary assets that can provide organizational resources that cannot be found in the own 

organization. However, during the search for alliance partners, the firm will search for other firms 

with similar firm characteristics. Rothaermel and Boeker (2008, p.72) describe this as: 
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“The challenge of managing alliance relationships focuses on maintaining this balance between 

differences and similarities—the yin and yang of successful alliance formation.” 

Of vital importance is to find a balance between those two aforementioned. University spin-offs 

enter an alliance with an incumbent firm based on complementarities, but when the spin-off 

becomes more mature and more selective, it will enter alliances with firms based on similarities. 

Comparing the results of Rothaermel and Boeker (2008) with the four core competencies of 

Hardjono (1995) shows that spin-offs (should) change their alliance partners during their growth 

stages. Each core competence has its own characteristics and therefore the need for a particular type 

of partner changes. The characteristics change during the growth of the firm, so managers must 

anticipate on and manage the factors that are important in each core competence (Hardjono, 1995). 

There are different ‘modes’ of cooperation in which a spin-off can cooperate with an established 

firm. There is no best cooperation mode, since each spin-off is unique. Each cooperation mode has 

different outcomes in different situations. This study will focus on (strategic) alliances between 

university spin-offs and established firms. The term “strategic” stands between brackets, because the 

focus is on a temporarily period of cooperation. Spin-offs grow and search for other type of alliances 

during their growth stages. Nonetheless, a strategic alliance is an appropriate way of cooperation for 

a spin-off. The next section will elaborate this cooperation strategy. 

2.3 Strategic alliances 

Strategic alliances are used by university spin-offs to acquire technology, expand their ideas of 

technical expertise, acquire operational expertise, increase the size of the market, acquire market 

access, increase production capacity, and so on (De Man, 2004). 

 
Figure 2.1: Number of newly established alliances (adapted from Centre for Global Corporate Positioning) 

 

The number of strategic alliances has grown tremendously in the last decades, as can be seen in 

Figure 2.1. Until the beginning of the 1980s, companies were regarded as autonomous organizations 

with their own resources and competences in order to be as independent as possible. During the 

1980s, companies changed their behavior to organizations that were actively searching for partners 

to form cooperation agreements. Cooperation made it possible to deal with complex and rapidly 

changing technological developments (De Man and Duysters, 2005). The expertise of two companies 
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could be combined and working together shortened the development time. From the beginning of 

this century, the number of strategic alliances increased exponentially. Not only had the number of 

strategic alliances changed, also the content of the strategic alliance changed. While traditionally 

alliances were used to outsource non-core activities, alliances are now increasingly being used to 

share knowledge (De Man, 2004), to gain access to new markets or to create new technologies 

(Duysters et al., 1999). Nowadays, organizations form strategic alliances close to their core business 

(De Man, 2004). 

2.3.1 Definition of strategic alliances 

Consistent with the growing interest on strategic alliances is the variety of definitions regarding 

strategic alliances. Many scholars attempted to define this relationship. This research will follow the 

definition of strategic alliances that is close to the definition stated by De Man and Duysters (2005): 

“A strategic alliance is a temporary co-operative agreement in which two or more separate 

organizations share reciprocal inputs to realize an improved competitive position while maintaining 

their own corporate identities.” 

The co-operative agreement focuses on the temporarily relationship of working together, while each 

organization keeps their own identity, meaning that each organization functions independent. The 

sharing of reciprocal inputs involves the exchange, sharing, or co-development of products, 

technologies, or services. The term ‘strategic’ refers to the mutual benefits or shared goals for any of 

the firms involved in order to realize an improved competitive position. 

There is a subset of possible strategic alliances. Imagine a horizontal line that includes on the left side 

the traditional contracts and on the right side mergers & acquisitions. Strategic alliances fall between 

those two cooperation forms. Where the co-operative agreement is not strong enough within 

traditional contracts, mergers & acquisitions lack the independency of each organization. During the 

previous decade in the high-tech industry, contractual R&D partnerships were the most dominant 

form (Hagedoorn, 2002). A contractual R&D partnership is based on a relatively small-scale 

collaboration in a flexible way with a variety of partners (Hagedoorn, 2002).    

2.3.2 Alliance performance 

Despite the variety of reasons to form an alliance, the success rate still remains low. At least half of 

the strategic alliances may be described as a failure (De Man and Duysters, 2007; Dyer et al., 2001; 

Kale et al., 2001; Spekman and Isabella, 2000). Nevertheless, a recent study from De Man et al. 

(2009) explored that alliance success rates are increasing. De Man et al. (2009) stated that in 2007 

the alliance success rate was approximately 50%, and increased to 57% in 2009. A possible 

explanation for this increase is that companies move through the success rate categories step by 

step. Companies invest in alliance management and obtain a growing experience during this process. 

Despite the failure rate of 50%, alliances are still appreciated as very valuable. De Man et al. (2009) 

found that from the 431 companies, more than half stated that the value of the company depended 

for more than 40% on alliances. De Man and Duysters (2005) reviewed the effects of mergers, 

acquisitions and alliances on innovation. They found that alliances are outperforming mergers and 

acquisitions in their effect on innovation. Alliances make it possible to scan for new business 

opportunities against low costs. Besides the low costs, alliances can aim at a very specific piece of 
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knowledge whereas mergers require the involvement of entire companies (De Man and Duysters, 

2005). 

2.3.3 Alliance capability 

Although the average alliance success rate is around 50%, some organizations have success rates of 

approximately 80% or 90%. Nonetheless there are organizations that have a success rate of only 20% 

or 30%. This would appear to suggest that some organizations are better able to manage their 

alliances than others (De Man and Duysters, 2007).  

Strategic alliance success or failure depends on a number of factors. Not only the characteristic of the 

alliance are important, but also the skills of the alliance partners in managing alliances (Draulans et 

al., 2003). Those skills are referred to as the alliance capability of an organization. Alliance capability 

is the firm’s ability to capture, share, disseminate and apply alliance management knowledge 

(Heimeriks et al., 2005; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). Moreover, the firm’s capabilities are 

embedded in its organizational routines. These routines are responsible for the dissemination of 

alliance knowledge within the firm. Experience is often seen as an important determinant for alliance 

capability (Anand and Khanna, 2000). Yet, the positive effect on the likelihood of alliance success 

decreases as the alliance experience increases (Hoang and Rothaermel, 2005). However, experience 

alone is not sufficient enough to have alliance success (Kale et al., 2002). Managerial skills should be 

present to profit from the acquired experience. Recent research has shown that managerial 

techniques contribute significantly to the capturing and sharing of knowledge (Anand and Khanna, 

2000; Kale et al., 2002). 

The usefulness of the alliance capability of the firm depends on the mediation to capture, share, 

disseminate and apply the alliance management know-how with its’ prior experience (Kale et al., 

2002). Alliance experience positively influences alliance performance and this can be explained via a 

firm’s alliance capability (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). 

2.4 Conclusion 

Following a detailed search, the first two research questions were answered. First, university spin-

offs were defined and the different types were discussed. Second, alliances were defined together 

with the effect that they have on the performance of university spin-offs. 

This chapter showed that university spin-offs play an important role in bringing new technology to 

the market. Spin-offs that discover and exploit successfully technological opportunities contribute 

significantly to the economy. This research has defined a university spin-off as a new company that is 

founded by individuals who are or were affiliated with the university, around a core technology or 

idea developed within the university, and that is transferred to the new company. There are many 

different types of university spin-offs, since they exist in a large variety. This heterogeneity can be 

seen in studies in which scholars have tried to divide this variety in a conceptual framework covering 

the different types.  

Furthermore, this chapter gave insight into the field of strategic alliances. The last decade showed an 

emerging body of literature in the field of alliances. Strategic alliances have become the cornerstone 

of today’s business environment. Based on the gathered evidence, it could be concluded that 
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cooperation is inevitable for university spin-offs. The spin-off has identified the opportunity, whereas 

the incumbent is needed to commercialize this opportunity. Both firms should complement each 

other in order to benefit from the alliance. The spin-off gains access to the necessary recourses, 

while the established firm receives an opportunity for wealth creation. 

Although the failure rate of alliances is still around 50% on average, alliances are nonetheless 

appreciated as very valuable. Accordingly, some firms are more successful in forming alliances than 

others. In today’s business environment, it is the alliance capability of the firm that could cause the 

success or failure of the alliance. In this respect, important is the firm’s ability to capture, share, 

disseminate and apply alliance management knowledge. Experience in forming alliances is important 

together with the firm’s ability to enhance alliance management with this experience. Only then 

alliance capabilities have a positive effect on alliance performance (Anand and Khanna, 2000; Kale et 

al., 2002). 

Now that the main subjects of this research are defined, this research continues with the 

construction of the conceptual model. The alliance capability ‘partner selection’, which was already 

discussed in detail in chapter 1, is used as a starting point to determine this model. The next chapter 

will present this conceptual model. 
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3 Conceptual partner selection model 

This chapter presents the conceptual partner selection model that focuses on university spin-offs. 

This model is determined by combining the existing alliance models into one general model that is 

practically applicable for university spin-offs. 

The phases of the alliance model are determined by comparing the phases of the existing models in 

the literature. Ten extensive models are used in this research. Most of these models are limited to a 

particular industry, size of company, type of alliance, or geographical area. Appendix one shows the 

main limitations of these ten models. As the focus of this model is limited to a practical partner 

selection model for university spin-offs, the current models do not suffice. 

To determine how the partner selection process should be structured in order to improve the 

success rate of alliances of university spin-offs, a new partner selection process should be 

determined. Nonetheless, the current models in the literature contain all aspects needed. The 

specific models offer a complete set of practical activities and tools and the general models offer a 

framework to structure the alliance process. That is, the current models do not suffice alone, but do 

if combined. Therefore, the new alliance model is developed by combining the existing models. This 

comparison is illustrated in appendix two.  

The comparison of the ten current models resulted in six sequential phases. These six phases form 

together the alliance process model for university spin-offs and are shown in Figure 3.1. 

 

Figure 3.1: The six phases of the alliance model 

As can be seen in Figure 3.1, two critical phases need to be established before the process of partner 

selection can ‘start’. First, the organization strategy needs to be determined. A firm must know itself 

before it can understand what type of partner it needs (Kanter, 1994). Second, the firm’s alliance 

strategy needs to be determined. It must be clear how to realize the strategic objectives before 

selecting a partner. Both form an integral and necessary part of the partner selection process. It 

would be impossible to draw conclusions about the partner selection, without knowledge from the 

organization strategy and the alliance strategy. It is therefore that these two phases will be discussed 

in detail as well as the partner selection phase.  

All steps of the first three phases of the existing models are listed, repositioned and combined in 

order to get a complete view of the three phases. Appendix three shows these analyses for each of 

the three phases. The three phases will be discussed in detail together with its main objectives. The 

phases show all activities that are highly relevant for a university spin-off that is looking for a partner. 

However, it must be stated that every alliance is different. One size will not fit all (Porter Lynch, 

2001). Every alliance is unique and must be customized to the alliance strategy and the alliance 

partner. To reduce this complexity, this alliance process contains many checklists that should 

structure the decision making. These checklists are defined since previous research has shown that 

alliance management tools, such as checklists, have a positive effect on the alliance success rate 

Management  
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(Kale et al., 2002; Porter Lynch, 2001). These checklists are shown in appendix four. Each checklist 

should be seen as a starting-point and should be modified to each specific type of alliance and their 

industry. In practice, it could be that some steps are very important and take some time to 

determine, whereas other steps are run through. However, most important is to look at the situation 

objectively to determine the importance of a particular step (De Man et al., 2000). 

The first three phases of the alliance model will be discussed in detail in the next three sections. 

Section 3.1 will discuss the organization strategy phase, section 3.2 will discuss the alliance strategy 

phase and section 3.3 will discuss the partner selection phase. 

3.1 Organization strategy phase 

The organization strategy phase determines the organization strategy and the value the alliance 

could have in this strategy. Pekar and Allio (1994) found that one of the key performance factors that 

distinguished an inexperienced firm from a highly experienced firm is the fact that inexperienced 

managers focus more on defining the financial objectives and less on the consistency and rigor of the 

organization strategy. Pekar and Allio (1994, p.62) phrase this as “trying to build alliances on the 

cheap”. Experienced managers have learned to link the value of budgets to strategic priorities and 

resources. Consequently, spin-offs should elaborate their organization strategy in detail.  

The organization strategy phase starts with an external and internal analysis. After these analyses, 

the value discipline can be determined together with the vision and mission. Next, the shortcomings 

can be identified by comparing the current competences with the required competences. The 

identified shortcomings will be defined as the capability gap. Finally, this capability gap will be used 

as a starting-point in order to determine the most suitable growth strategy. Below, the steps in the 

organization strategy phase are reflected: 

1. External analysis 

2. Internal analysis 

3. Determine value discipline 

4. Define vision and mission 

5. Identification of shortcomings 

6. Determine growth strategy 

7. Evaluate organization strategy 

Step 1.1 External analysis 

The external analysis consists of an exploration of the business environment. Future trends and 

developments should be identified together with the competences that are necessary to fulfill these 

developments. However, understanding the business environment is extremely difficult, due to the 

many different environmental influences, the uncertainty, and the complexity managers face 

(Johnson and Scholes, 1999). The business environment can be divided into three layers: the macro-

environment, the competitive environment, and a market analysis. The macro-environment should 

identify the future trends with an understanding of the political, economic, social and technological 

influences. The PESTEL-framework combined with Porter’s Diamond (Porter, 1998) can be used as a 

tool to determine the future trends. The competitive environment should identify the forces which 
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affect the level of competition in an industry.  The five forces framework (Porter, 1980) could be used 

to identify this level of competition. The market could be analyzed by means of a strategic group 

analysis (McGee et al., 1995), market segmentation and market attractiveness (Johnson and Scholes, 

1999). As this thesis focuses on strategic alliances and not on corporate strategy, a complete 

description of these tools goes beyond the scope of this thesis. The objective of this step is to identify 

the key opportunities and threats in the business environment. 

Step 1.2 Internal analysis 

The internal analysis determines the strategic capabilities of the spin-off. The strategic capabilities 

relate to three main factors: the resource availability of the organization, the competences of an 

organization and the balance of the resources, activities and business units in the organization 

(Johnson and Scholes, 1999). The resource availability can be analyzed by a resource audit, which 

identifies and classifies the resources that the spin-off owns. The competences can be identified with 

the value chain analysis (Porter, 1985), which describes the activities within and around the spin-off, 

and relates them to an analysis of the relative strength of the spin-off. An important competence 

that needs to be determined is the type of innovation. A start-up with an incremental innovation 

requires a different set of network ties to develop and prosper than a start-up that pursues a radical 

innovation (Elfring and Hulsink, 2007; Ruef, 2002). Start-ups involved in incremental innovations can 

rely much more on their strong ties than start-ups involved in radical innovations (Elfring and Hulsink, 

2003). Step 2.1 will discuss this important competence. 

The available resources and the competences of the spin-off should be in balance. A portfolio 

analysis can be used to analyze the balance between the two aforementioned (Johnson and Scholes, 

1999). As a complete description of these tools goes beyond the scope of this thesis, they are not 

elaborated here. The objective of this step is to identify the strengths and weaknesses. 

Step 1.3 Determine the value discipline 

The spin-off should determine the value discipline, taking into account the external and the internal 

analysis. Treacy and Wiersema (1993) identified three distinct value disciplines: product leadership, 

operational excellence, and customer intimacy. Product leadership is concentrated on offering 

products and services that consistently enhance the customer’s use or application of the product. 

The main goal is to provide the best products to the customer. Operational excellence is focused on 

reliable products or services with the best price and with the least inconvenience. Operationally 

excellent companies deliver a combination of quality, price, and ease of purchase that no one else in 

their market can match. Customer intimacy focuses on delivering not what the market wants, but 

what specific customers want. Customer-intimate companies do not pursue one-time transactions; 

they cultivate relationships. The aim is to sell a total solution to the customer, not just a product or 

service. Table 3.1 shows the three value disciplines together with its main characteristics. 
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Table 3.1: The three value disciplines (adapted from Kluin, 2004) 

 Operational 

Excellence 
Product Leadership Customer Intimacy 

Value proposition  Best total cost  Best product  Best total solution 

Golden rule 
 Variety kills 

efficiency 

 Cannibalize the 
success with 
breakthroughs 

 Solve the client’s 
broader problem 

Core process 

 End-to-end product 
delivery 

 Customer service 
cycle 

 Invention 

 Commercialization 

 Market exploitation 

 Client acquisitions 
& development 

 Solution 
development 

Main characteristics 

 Product service 
with lowest total 
cost 

 Competitive prices 

 High reliable 
products / services 

 Continuous stream 
of state-of-the-art 
products / services  

 Continuous 
innovation is key 

 Meet each 
customer’s specific 
need 

 Customer’s lifetime 
value is key 

 

The spin-off has to become champion in one of these disciplines, while meeting industry standards in 

the other two. The choice of a value discipline shapes the spin-offs’ subsequent plans and decisions. 

These value disciplines can be compared with the four core competencies of Hardjono (1995). Figure 

3.2 shows that the three value disciplines of Treacy and Wiersema (1993) correspond to three core 

competences of Hardjono (1995). As mentioned in section 1.1, most spin-offs have identified a new 

technology but lack the necessary resources for commercialization. This new technology refers to the 

core competence intellectual assets and the value discipline product leadership in Figure 3.2. This 

similarity applies also to the other two value disciplines. Customer intimacy corresponds to the 

commercial assets and operational excellence corresponds to the material assets. This research did 

not take into account a possible fourth value discipline. Nonetheless, this fourth value discipline 

corresponds to the core competence ‘socialization assets’ of Hardjono (1995) and this core 

competence is included in this research. 
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Figure 3.2: Combination value disciplines and core competencies (adapted from Verhoef, 2010) 

 

Each discipline requires a company to emphasize different processes, to create different business 

structures, and to gear management systems differently. Choosing a core competence or value 

discipline is one challenge, maintaining that focus is another. Most spin-offs should determine their 

value discipline as product leadership. It is impossible to give attention to all three value disciplines. 

Additionally, the selection of one discipline provides clarity to the spin-off. Not choosing means 

creating managerial complexity that results in less focus to the customer (Treacy and Wiersema, 

1993). The objective of this step is to determine the value discipline of the spin-off. 

Step 1.4 Define vision and mission 

Now that the value discipline and the accompanying opportunities, threats, strengths and 

weaknesses are identified, the vision and mission of the organization should be defined.  The vision 

can be defined as the desired future state of the organization, whereas the mission can be defined as 

a generalized statement of the overriding purpose of the organization (Johnson and Scholes, 1999). 

The objective of this step is to have a clear view about the desired future of the spin-off. 

Step 1.5 Identification of shortcomings 

Based on the aforementioned steps, the required competences and resources could be determined 

that are of importance to fulfill the mission and vision. The shortcomings can be identified by 

comparing the current competences with the required competences. This comparison makes it also 

possible to abandon the competences and recourses that are no longer needed. Nonetheless, this 

will not frequently occur at a spin-off. The objective of this step is to identify the capability gap of the 

spin-off. 

Step 1.6 Determine growth strategy 

Step 1.5 identified the capability gap and abandoned the surplus competences. The next step is to 

determine the desired growth strategy. Fundamentally, there are three ways to obtain the missing 

competences: internal (organic) growth, mergers & acquisitions, and strategic alliances (Porter 
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Lynch, 2001). Each approach has its own advantages and disadvantages, no approach is inherently 

better than another. Table 3.2 illustrates some pros and cons of each organization strategy. 

Table 3.2: Pros and cons of the three growth strategies (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 

 Pros Cons 

Internal Growth 

 Strengthen internal capabilities 

 Tailor growth to needs 

 Control assets and technology 

 Maintain core competences 

 Expensive 

 Time consuming 

 Value capture delayed 

 Uncertain success 

 Limited expansion / growth 

 Competitive disadvantages 

Merge or 
Acquire 

 Quick entry into similar business / 
geography 

 Proven capability 

 Product differentiation 

 Reduce supply / demand 
interruptions 

 Expand competencies 

 Large cash outlay 

 Massive integration 
challenges 

 Uncertain regulatory 
approval 

 High risk 

 Complex deal negotiations 

 Disruptions from 
simultaneous acquisitions 

Strategic 
Alliance 

 Quick entry into similar business / 
geography 

 Proven capability 

 Shared risk 

 No acquisition premium 

 Multiple alliances possible 

 Expand competencies 

 Change positioning 

 Value chain leverage 

 Shared reward 

 Governance challenges 

 Must define performance 

 Lack of attention 

 Portfolio management 
challenges 

 Control difficulties 

 

Besides those pros and cons, there are also environmental business conditions that influence the 

choice of the growth strategy. Table 3.3 shows the environmental business conditions that could 

influence the growth strategy. For example, if the risk is high, than a strategic alliance would be 

preferable. Each spin-off should determine these business conditions. 



- 23 - 

Table 3.3: Environmental business conditions that influence the three growth strategies (adapted from 
Porter Lynch, 2001) 

 

Checklist one in appendix four can be used to select the most suitable growth strategy. Checklist one 

compares the most important pros & cons and the environmental business conditions of each of the 

three strategies. Based on these aspects, the most suitable growth strategy could be determined. 

Note that the impact of the preferred strategy must be clear for everybody. The alliance must be 

perceived as a logical one (De Man et al. 2000). The objective of this step is to determine the 

preferred growth strategy that has the best fit with the identified capability gap. 

Despite the fact that this research focuses on strategic alliances, the growth strategy should be 

determined in order to make the right choice. The reason for this is twofold. First, spin-offs should 

discuss the pros and cons of their venture in the three strategies. Second, the environmental 

business conditions should be determined. Based on these two, it might be that merging or internal 

growth is a better option than an alliance. Moreover, spin-offs should analyze the factors to become 

already aware of particular risks.  

Step 1.7 Evaluate organization strategy 

The results of the organization strategy should be evaluated by the spin-off. A management summary 

summarizes the main findings of the organization strategy phase. Checklist two provides a basic 

management summary. This summary can also be useful in a later phase, as it indicates why certain 

decisions are made. If the preferred organization strategy is the strategic alliance, the spin-off can 

proceed to the next phase. 

3.2 Alliance strategy phase 

Based on the pros & cons and the environmental business conditions that were identified in step 1.4, 

the organization strategy was chosen that best fits the mission and vision of the spin-off. When the 

strategic alliance is chosen, the next step will be the determination of the alliance strategy. 

The alliance strategy phase consists of two different elements. First, the overall alliance strategy 

should be determined. The overall alliance strategy provides an answer to the question how alliances 

are used to realize the specific strategic objectives, taking into account the risks, availability of 
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resources, and the trends in the business environment (Duysters and Van Den Oord, 2002). This 

should be determined in the first four steps. Second, the strategy for each individual alliance needs 

to be defined. The goal of each individual alliance should be determined within the overall alliance 

strategy. This should be determined in the last four steps. The overall and individual alliance strategy 

should be determined with the following steps: 

1. Design optimal alliance portfolio 

2. Management of optimal alliance portfolio 

3.  Determine strategic drivers 

4.  Determine value migration 

5.  Determine alliance strategy 

6. Define breakthrough value added proposition 

7. Create fall back positions 

8. Evaluate alliance strategy 

Step 2.1 Design optimal alliance portfolio 

The first step in the alliance strategy phase is to design the optimal alliance portfolio. Firms cannot 

often rely on single high-profile alliances. A spin-off needs a bundle of alliances that provide access to 

the required external resources (Gomes-Casseres, 1996). Most spin-offs do not have many partners, 

yet each individual alliance will become sooner or later part of the spin-offs’ network. 

Elfring and Hulsink (2007) have explored how entrepreneurs shape their surrounding network. They 

determined three distinctive patterns: network evolution, network renewal and network revolution. 

These patterns resulted from a particular set of founding conditions and post-founding 

entrepreneurial processes. The founding conditions consist of the initial network condition (industry 

insider - industry outsider) and the type of innovation (incremental - radical). The post-founding 

entrepreneurial processes consist of seeking opportunities, acquiring resources and gaining 

legitimacy. Each of the three entrepreneurial processes requires a different mix of weak and strong 

ties. Spin-offs should define both the founding conditions and post-founding entrepreneurial 

processes. The results of these decisions correspond to one of the three distinctive patterns. 

The first pattern, network evolution, consists mainly of industry insiders pursuing incremental 

innovations. This network involves the development from a network dominated by strong ties 

towards a network with a growing share of weak ties. In the emergence phase, strong ties are 

important for the start-up, since they provide access to resources and offer trusted feedback (Elfring 

and Hulsink, 2007). As the start-up moves into its early growth phase, it will need weak ties. The 

second pattern, network renewal, consists mainly of industry insiders pursuing radical innovations. 

Here, weak and strong ties are both important in the emergence phase. Weak ties are important in 

the search for new information and strong ties provide legitimacy and trusted feedback. In the 

growth phase, some weak ties will develop into strong ties and others will be dropped. The third 

pattern, network revolution, is associated with relative outsiders pursuing a radical innovation. In the 

emergence phase, weak ties will dominate which results from a detailed search for private 

information on business opportunities. When a prominent player becomes connected to the spin-off, 

than some weak ties will develop into strong ties and others will be skipped (Elfring and Hulsink, 

2007). 
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The three network patterns show the direction of the alliance portfolio. Therefore, the spin-off must 

determine the founding conditions and the post-founding entrepreneurial processes in order to 

select the most appropriate network pattern. Table 3.4 shows the three network patterns together 

with the changes in the weak and strong ties. 

 

Table 3.4: The three network patterns and the changes in the weak and strong ties (adapted from Elfring and 
Hulsink, 2007) 

 Adding weak 

ties 

Transform weak 

into strong ties 
Dropping ties 

Changes in mix of 

weak/strong ties 

Network 

evolution 

Limited number is 

added. 

Limited number as 

they rely largely on 

‘old’ strong ties. 

Not many. 

Gradual change in 

mix from dominance 

of strong ties to one 

with more weak ties. 

Network 

renewal 

Some weak ties 

added as they 

provide the 

complementary 

resources. 

Some, as they provide 

the complementary 

resources and trust. 

Some are dropped 

when they do not 

provide the 

complementary 

resources and trust. 

The balanced mix of 

weak and strong ties 

does not change very 

much over time. 

Network 

revolution 

Large number is 

added as they 

provide the 

complementary 

resources. 

Some, as they provide 

the complementary 

resources and trust. 

Large number is 

dropped when they 

do not provide the 

complementary 

resources and trust.  

Dominance of weak 

ties at the start 

changes as share of 

strong ties increases 

over time 

 

Table 3.4 shows which changes are needed in the growth stage of the spin-offs. Defining a network 

pattern reduces the complexity of the overall alliance strategy. The objective of this step is to 

determine the most appropriate network pattern of the spin-off. 

Step 2.2 Management of optimal alliance portfolio 

The second step in the alliance strategy phase is to classify the current partners into the network 

pattern that was determined in the previous step. First, the current partners should be positioned in 

the portfolio management matrix. Figure 3.3 shows this matrix.  

 

Figure 3.3: Portfolio management matrix (adapted from Wildeman et al., 1998) 
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The current partners should be assessed on the balance between investment and added value for the 

organization. Although most spin-offs only have a few or even no partners, the portfolio 

management matrix gives a clear view when an imbalance is obtained between the investment and 

the added value. Table 3.4 shows which actions should be undertaken for each network pattern 

when an imbalance is obtained. The objective of this step is to align the current partners to the 

portfolio management matrix and one of the network patterns. 

Step 2.3 Determine strategic drivers 

The strategic drivers should be determined for each alliance individually. That is, the alliance should 

have added value for both the spin-off and its partner. Both companies will stay together for a long 

time only when there are sufficient strong driving forces to keep them together. These forces are the 

nature of the strategic fit element (Porter Lynch, 2001). It is therefore a necessity to identify the 

strategic drivers and their duration early in the alliance process. Strategic drivers can be classified as 

internal or external and proactive or reactive, resulting in four quadrants: customer driving forces, 

competitive driving forces, capability / capacity driving forces, and core competency driving forces. 

Those four quadrants are illustrated in Figure 3.4.  

 

Figure 3.4: Strategic drivers (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 

Customer drivers are typically opportunities that exist within the customer’s needs, such as a new 

technology, product or service. Competitive drivers focus on providing better value to the customer 

than the best competitor. A strong competitor is often a good motivating factor. A lack of capability / 

capacity is the fundamental driving force to form an alliance. Core competencies add unique 

strengths to the competitive advantage of the alliance. The four strategic drivers correspond to the 

four strategic quadrants of Hardjono (1995). Figure 3.5 shows this correspondence. Identifying the 
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opportunities corresponds both to the creativity quadrant and the customer driving forces. The same 

goes for the other three strategic drivers, as can be seen in Figure 3.5.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Combination strategic drivers and strategic quadrants 

 

Based on this figure, it could be concluded that the strategic drivers of most spin-offs could be 

assigned to the customer driving forces, since they relate significant to the creativity quadrant 

(Hardjono, 1995). Many spin-offs have identified a new technology, whereas the prospective partner 

has the necessary resources for commercialization. Both drivers are driven by the need to bundle 

complementary skills and competences. Both the technology and the resources are typical 

characteristics that can be applied to one of the four quadrants. Obviously there are more strategic 

drivers involved for both parties. Moreover, there is a large variety in university spin-offs, so it is 

almost impossible to assign all of them to the customer driving forces. Checklist three can be used to 

write down the strategic drivers. The objective of this step is to determine the number and the 

strength of the driving forces on both sides of the alliance. 

Step 2.4 Determine value migration 

Once the alliance is underway, not only will the strategic drivers change, but the nature of value will 

also shift dramatically over time. This shift is called the value migration. It is vital for all alliance 

partners to have a common vision regarding these shifts, because they must position themselves, 

their investments, and their technologies to capture the value (Porter Lynch, 2001). The value 

migration can be determined with the use of checklist four. 

The results of the value migration should be checked at least on an annual basis, because rapid 

innovation in the industry or changing customer needs may require the alliance partners to 

reconfigure the alliance (Porter Lynch, 2001). This is especially important for spin-offs, since their 

technology is still in an early development stage. The time it takes to bring the technology to the 
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market, the nature of the value can change dramatically. The objective of this step is to determine 

the current and future value migration. 

Step 2.5 Determine the alliance strategy 

Clarifying the strategy of the alliance is an indispensable step for success (De Man, 2004). A wide 

variety of strategic objectives are attracting companies to form alliances. Most alliances between 

spin-offs and incumbents have several objectives; i.e. leverage core competencies, decrease the run 

time, shorten the value chain etc. The start-up should therefore determine the priority of each of 

these objectives in order to focus attention and resources (Duysters, 2001).  

All too often strategy is left in a vague, immeasurable, unactionable state of being, with no clearly 

defined, targetable program of action (Porter Lynch, 2001). Too often, the deal makers put labor for 

structuring and closing the ‘deal’ instead of architecting a successful business. The spin-off should 

translate the vague strategy into something that is more concrete, specific, and definable. By 

redefining the alliance strategy with the partners later on in the process, organizations can ensure 

strategic alignment, thus enhancing strategic fit (Porter Lynch, 2001). The objective of this step is to 

determine a clearly defined, targetable alliance strategy. 

Step 2.6 Define breakthrough value added proposition 

While the previous activities focused on the internal needs and objectives of the organization, the 

breakthrough value added proposition (VAP) deals with the external value of the alliance to the 

customer.  The VAP is a critical unification point because it focuses externally on the customer, rather 

than internally on the individual organizations. Spin-offs should define the VAP in terms of 

measurable results, so that the alliance will have clear benchmarks for its performance. The VAP 

makes it clear to the customer precisely why this alliance provides greater benefit to the customer 

than other competitive offerings. Checklist five can be used to determine this breakthrough value 

added proposition. The objective of this step is to determine the added value of the alliance to the 

customer.  

Step 2.7 Create fall-back positions 

The spin-off should establish a set of strategic options that can be used whenever there is a need to 

change, e.g. the partner could turn into a competitor. Moreover, it is advisable to create fall-back 

options, because partners may not be able to meet the expectations (Yoshino and Rangan, 1995). 

Those fall-back options should be established before the spin-off enters an alliance. The objective of 

this step is to determine sufficient strategic options to cope with future developments. 

Step 2.8 Evaluate alliance strategy 

The results of the alliance strategy should be evaluated by the spin-off. A management summary 

summarizes the main findings of the alliance strategy phase. Checklist six provides a basic 

management summary. This summary can also be useful in a later phase, as it indicates why 

particular decisions are made.  
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3.3 Partner selection phase 

After defining the organization strategy and the alliance strategy, the most suitable partner can be 

selected. This phase is of a major importance for spin-offs since previous results showed that 

inexperienced firms appeared to emphasize objectives rather than a detailed analysis and selection 

and understanding of the potential partners. Inexperienced firms put more emphasis on the 

negotiation step than over the strategy development and partner assessment, whereas the two 

latter are both critical to the success of any alliance (Pekar and Allio, 1994).  

This phase starts with the creation of a long list of potential partners and an optimal partner profile. 

Both will be combined in order to end with approximately three of four prospective partners. Next, a 

detailed examination needs to be performed for each prospective partner. This examination consists 

of a due diligence, a fit analysis and a risk & reward analysis. Based on these results, the most 

suitable partner could be chosen. The objective of this phase is to select the most suitable partner 

from a list of potential partners. The following steps need to be executed: 

1. Create long list of potential partners 

2. Define optimal partner profile 

3. Create short list of potential partners 

4. Evaluate preconditions 

5. Candidate research and due diligence 

6. Perform a fit analysis 

7. Analyze risk and rewards 

8. Evaluate partner selection steps 

9. Select most suitable partner 

 

Step 3.1 Create long list of potential partners 

The added value for each potential partner should not be evaluated in this step. The spin-off may 

already be familiar with several potential partners, like current partners, partners from current 

partners, and best-in-class organizations (De Man et al., 2000). The potential partners should be 

listed in checklist seven and will be used as a point of departure in the next step. The objective of this 

step is to identify as many potential partners as possible. 

Step 3.2 Define optimal partner profile 

To reduce the long list of partners, a partner profile must be defined. This profile needs to be 

developed to assess the value of all potential partners. The alliance strategy together with its’ 

strategic drivers and value added proposition should be used as a starting point in order to identify 

the most valuable partners for this alliance (Porter Lynch, 2001).  

The desired partner should be described in terms of structure, competencies, strategy, management 

style, the desired alliance capability, financial strength, and corporate culture (De Man et al., 2000). 

The expectations from the prospective partner should be concrete. This will simplify the selection 

process. This will take a substantial amount of time, but does pay off later. The time and effort to 

make a detailed and specific list of partner requirements is well worth the investment. The defined 
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expectations should be divided into basic requirements and optional “nice to have” criteria (De Man 

et al., 2000). This can be done by assigning a weight factor to each defined expectation. Checklist 

eight can be used to list the desired expectations. The objective of this step is to define a partner 

profile, which lists the desired characteristics of the prospective partner 

Step 3.3 Create short list of potential partners 

The two previous steps should be combined in order to create a short list of the potential partners. 

The criteria that are listed in checklist eight should be used to evaluate each potential partner that is 

listed in checklist seven. The weighting factors should be used to define the importance of each 

requirement. Based on these results, a short list of approximately three or four prospective partners 

can be drawn up (De Man et al., 2000). Checklist nine can be used to create a short list of the 

prospective partners. 

This initial selection can often be made without actual contact with the potential partners, for 

example, through previous experience with the company, the Internet, business journals, etcetera. 

(De Man et al., 2000). Nonetheless, spin-offs should be careful with assumptions. In many cases, the 

start-up is familiar with the prospective partner and this could result in wrong assumptions (Duysters 

and Van Den Oord, 2002). The objective of this step is to combine the two previous steps into one list 

of three or four potential partners. 

Step 3.4 Evaluate preconditions 

The spin-off and the prospective partner both have a set of preconditions for the proposed alliance. 

Both partners should be willing and able to comply with each other’s preconditions in order to form a 

successful alliance. Checklist ten can be used to evaluate the preconditions. The objective of this step 

is to evaluate the preconditions for both the spin-off and the prospective partner. 

Step 3.5 Examine the Due Diligence 

The Due Diligence should maximize the changes of a successful alliance, avoiding entering into a deal 

that will eventually sour (Porter Lynch, 2001). It is vital to have a profile of each prospective partner. 

The Due Diligence provides insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the potential partners. This 

is done by examining both the hard and the soft issues of the potential partners. Critical hard issues 

are, among other things, the financial & tax issues, valuation issues, and environmental & facility 

issues. Critical soft issues refer to the relationship with suppliers & customers, industry reputation, 

and the strategic alliance track record (Porter Lynch, 2001). Checklist eleven should be used to 

examine the Due Diligence. The objective of this step is to provide a detailed examination of each 

prospective partner. 

Step 3.6 Perform a fit analysis 

The strengths and weaknesses of the prospective partners are identified in the previous step. Now 

the spin-off needs to determine the fit with the potential partners. The fit analysis discriminates 

between the strategic, operational and personal fit. Besides these three, the partner’s alliance 

capability is also an important determinant (Pekar and Allio, 1994). The alliance capability positively 

influences the alliance performance and should therefore be determined for the potential partners 

(Duysters and De Man, 2002).  
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The focal point of the strategic fit is synergy (Johnson and Scholes, 1999). Strategic synergy ensures 

that the weaknesses of the spin-off are offset by complementary strengths of the incumbent and 

vice-versa. Previous research has showed that both the spin-off and the incumbent can benefit from 

their alliances. The strategic fit examines the organization's view of the potential partners, such as 

the corporate values and expectations. The operational fit looks at more common activities, such as 

the working methods and the decision making process. A deadly sin is assuming that a good strategic 

fit implies a good operational fit. The strategic direction should be similar, but the operational 

strengths and weaknesses should be different (Porter Lynch, 2001). The personal fit evaluates the 

partner’s culture, the elements of trust and integrity etc. Nonetheless, these personal issues are 

often hard to assess (De Man et al., 2000). The alliance capability evaluates the previous alliance 

experience, the knowledge of alliances, their management tools etc. Checklist twelve should be used 

to analyze the fit between the organizations. The objective of this step is to determine the fit of the 

prospective partners with the spin-off.   

Step 3.7 Risk & Reward analysis 

Before the most suitable partner is chosen, the major risks and rewards should be identified. The 

proper division of risks and rewards serves not only the doctrine of fairness in an alliance, but it 

creates the proper long term motivation (Porter Lynch, 2001). Pekar and Allio (1994) identified the 

key factors that help to explain the performance difference between experienced and inexperienced 

firms. The most important factor that separates an inexperienced firm from a highly experienced firm 

is the anticipation of key business risks. Plans by inexperienced managers do not identify the major 

business risks that are involved in forming a partnership. Another study that was by done by 

Harbison and Pekar (1998) showed the same result. They stated that inexperienced managers do not 

identify the business risks and thus invite undesirable consequences later on. Inexperienced 

managers pay much more attention to the opportunities than to the potential problems. 

Successful alliances are based on effective risk management. Several risks should be examined in 

order to define the major critical risks. Table 3.5 shows the major critical risks. Checklist thirteen 

should be used to evaluate the critical risks. 

Table 3.5: Critical risks (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 

Critical risks 

Market risk 
Market opportunities / threats that influence the determined 

growth. 

Competitive technology risk 
The availability of competitors and their influence on the 

technology.  

Cooperative environment risk 
The chance that an outside entity will slow down or even stop 

the commercialization. 

Management risk The availability of sufficient personnel. 

Political risk Governmental regulations that influence the commercialization. 

Resources risk The availability of sufficient resources. 

Capital risk 
The change that the investment’s value will change (due to 

inflation, exchange rates, or government policy). 
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The rewards of the proposed alliance can be determined by the Strategic Return on Investment 

(STROI), which measures the five basic dimensions that result from a successful strategy. The STROI 

determines how both the spin-off and the partner derive value. Figure 3.6 shows the Strategic Return 

on Investment together with the five dimensions. 

 

Figure 3.6: Strategic Return on Investment (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 

The market impact can be explained in a variety of ways, e.g. market share, the expansion into a new 

market, the future growth etcetera. The competitive advantage is the organization’s ability to 

operate more efficiently than their competitors. Organizational effectiveness is the ability of the 

organization to achieve their results and is measured in terms of the effectiveness of people. 

Financial returns can be gained in a variety of ways, e.g. lower costs, increased profit. Innovative 

capacity is the organization’s capacity to systematically create innovation initiatives (Porter, 1985; 

Porter Lynch, 2001). 

An important benefit of the STROI is that it does not only take into account the financial gains, but 

also other strategic elements. A successful alliance results in more than just financial rewards. For 

each of the five dimensions, the invested resources (in time, money, materials, or people), and the 

expected returns need to be determined. Checklist fourteen should be used to develop the STROI 

matrix. The spin-off should develop the STROI matrix together with each potential partner 

individually. In this way, both companies become unified in their goals and the methods in which 

they will gain return on investment (Porter Lynch, 2001). The objective of this step is to determine 

the major risks and rewards. 

Step 3.8 Evaluate partner selection steps 

The results of the previous steps should be evaluated by the spin-off. A management summary 

summarizes the main findings of the partner selection phase. The summary should not include any 

new information, but should combine the identified steps. This management summary should be 
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used to select the most suitable partner. This summary can also be useful in a later phase, as it 

indicates why certain decisions are made. Checklist fifteen provides a basic management summary. 

Step 3.9 Select most suitable partner(s) 

Finally, the most suitable partner could be selected. The results of the Due Diligence, the fit analysis, 

and the risk & reward analysis should be used to select the most suitable partner (Duysters and Van 

Den Oord, 2002). These results should be stated in the management summary that is formulated in 

the previous step. The summary should explain why this partner is chosen instead of the other 

prospective partners. Based on the management summary, the decision to choose a particular 

partner should be a logical one without assumptions. Checklist sixteen can be used to select the most 

suitable partner. 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter answered the third research question in which was asked which phases and 

accompanying steps in the current literature influence the partner selection processes of university 

spin-offs. 

These phases were presented in a conceptual partner selection process that focuses on university 

spin-offs. This model was determined by combining the existing models in the literature into one 

general model that should be practically applicable for university spin-offs.  

The first three phases of the alliance process were discussed in detail, since they relate significant to 

the partner selection phase. Each phase consists of several steps that influence the partner selection 

process of the spin-off. The next step is to test the usefulness of this conceptual model in the field. 

The next chapter describes how this conceptual model was tested in the field. 
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4 Research methodology 

This chapter will describe the research methodology that will be used to answer the fourth research 

question. First, the research design and the methodology for analysis will be discussed. Second, the 

data collection and data analysis, which are guided by the research questions (Pettigrew, 1990) and 

the conceptual model (Eisenhardt, 1989), will be discussed. Third, the quality of this research will be 

addressed by two important research-oriented quality criteria: reliability and validity (Yin, 2003; Van 

Aken et al., 2007). 

4.1 Research Design 

Generally, three types of basic research types are identified: descriptive, exploratory and explanatory 

research. The object of descriptive research is ‘to portray an accurate profile of persons, events or 

situations’ (Robson, 2002, p.59). Studies that ascertain causal relationships between variables may be 

termed explanatory studies (Saunders et al., 2009). An exploratory study is valuable when it is 

important to clarify the understanding of the problem and to seek new insight (Saunders et al., 

2009). The aim of this research is to generate new knowledge to the field of university 

entrepreneurship and partner selection, rather than testing or confirming a hypothesis. Therefore, 

exploratory research is best suitable for this research.  

A typical technique used in exploratory research is by means of case studies. The case study 

approach allows researchers to study examples and experiences from the practical context and 

translates them into generic statements (Yin, 2003). Robson (2002, p.178) has defined a case study as 

‘a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary 

phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of evidence’. The case study approach 

will be used since the aim of this research is to gain a deeper understanding of the context of the 

research. This research tries to explore a phenomenon by gaining insight in the partner selection 

process of university spin-offs. Therefore an explorative and multiple case study is executed 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003).  

4.1.1 Unit of analysis 

The unit of analysis is the actual ‘case’ of the case study (Yin, 2003). The unit of analysis is related to 

the problem statement. This research will consist of multiple case studies in order to compare the 

results of all cases and to improve the reliability. The unit of analysis is the current partner selection 

process which includes multiple units of analyses, i.e. an embedded case study in which the founders 

from several university spin-offs will be interviewed. 

4.1.2 Case selection 

The adequacy of sample size is relative in qualitative research (Sandelowski, 1995). In qualitative 

research it is a matter of judging the optimum size for the intended purpose of the research 

(Neergaard, 2007). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) state that one should conduct at least 10-15 

interviews. The sampling strategy that was used is a combination of purposive sampling and snowball 

sampling. Purposive sampling targets a particular group of people and snowball sampling relies on 

referrals from this particular group of people to generate additional cases. Both methods are used 

when working with very small samples that are particularly informative (Neuman, 1997). Patton 
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(1990) argues that this combination ensures a good starting point in which the informants have the 

knowledge to point the researcher in the direction of which cases may constitute exemplars of the 

subject of interest. 

The university spin-offs chosen for this research were all connected to the Eindhoven University of 

Technology (TU/e). These university spin-offs were contacted through connections within the 

network of the author, the stakeholders of this research and the Innovation Lab of the TU/e. This 

resulted in fourteen university spin-offs which were all connected to the Eindhoven University of 

Technology. Hence, a division is made between university spin-offs which started half a year ago and 

university spin-offs which started a few years ago. This division was made in order to combine the 

experiences of both groups. The latter group has actual experiences with alliances, whereas the 

former group has prospective propositions regarding their alliances. The former group consists of 

university spin-offs which participate in the Certificate Technology Entrepreneurship (CTE) program 

of the TU/e at the moment. The TU/e offers this CTE program to master’s students interested in 

starting their own business. The CTE program helps students to improve their entrepreneurial skills. 

The latter group consists of university spin-offs which are already founded and which are likely to be 

further in the new product development process. The next chapter will elaborate this differentiation 

into more detail.  

Almost all of the spin-offs preferred to stay anonymous. Therefore none of the company names and 

interviewee’s will be mentioned in order to maintain secrecy. 

4.2 Data Collection 

The data collection consisted of four steps: a conceptual framework, a pilot case, the main research, 

and one final interview. The first step was an extensive literature search that covered all aspects of 

the partner selection process. The main objective of this step was to combine current literature into 

a new partner selection process that focused on university spin-offs. This model was presented in 

chapter three.  

In the second step, a pilot case was conducted (anonymously) to obtain an initial indication of the 

accuracy and comprehensiveness of the questions. Based on this pilot case, it was concluded that 

most elements were relevant. However, because of the diversity in university spin-offs, the interview 

structure was expanded with some additional questions. The main objective of this step was to 

prepare the interview protocol for the upcoming case studies of the main research.   

The third step contained the main part of the field research. Fourteen case studies were performed 

to evaluate the usefulness of the partner selection process. The spin-offs were analyzed by means of 

a within-case analysis and a cross-case analysis in which each case was treated as an independent 

case. The main objective of this step was to test the usefulness of the partner selection process. 

Finally, in the fourth step the research results were verified with the Vice President Open Innovation 

at DSM. Since 2009, Robert Kirschbaum is the Vice President Open Innovation who fostered various 

innovations up to full commercialization in his career. In the ‘Corporate Incubator’, he altered several 

early phase commercial activities and new ventures into sustainable businesses. Based on these 

aforementioned experiences, he was selected as an expert in the field to discuss the findings. The 

main objective of this step was to obtain an initial indication of the external validity.  
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4.2.1 Methods used to collect data 

The primary method used to collect data in this study was the in-depth interview. This method was 

used to obtain specific information from the spin-offs. Since an exploratory research is conducted, 

this method will be helpful in finding out what is happening and to seek new insights (Robson, 2002).  

The interviews were conducted with (one of) the founders of the fourteen university spin-offs and 

lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The founders were chosen, because they ultimately make the 

decisions in the partner selection process. These interviews were used as input for the empirical 

analysis. The interviews were semi-structured, so open questions were used as a starting point. 

These open questions were primarily based on the research questions and the conceptual framework 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994). Nonetheless, during the interviews there was room to shift to topics 

which seemed important at that moment. All interviews were recorded to keep attention on the 

interview and to recap moments after the interview. The interviews were introduced by a short 

briefing in which the need for the interview was discussed, permission was asked to use a memo 

recorder, confidentiality was mentioned, and the interviewee’s were offered the opportunity to clear 

obscurities (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). The questions asked during the interviews were classified 

into themes that correspond to the conceptual framework. The structure of the interview can be 

found in appendix five. Since the interviews were held in Dutch, the structure of the interview is also 

illustrated in Dutch. 

The secondary method used to collect data in this study was documentary analysis. The documentary 

analysis included company material (website, prospects, data sheets, internal documents etcetera). A 

remark that should be made is that not every spin-off had company data available. Some spin-offs 

had recently started and did not have company material available.  

4.3 Data analysis 

Collecting data is not a goal in itself (Van Aken et al., 2007). The analysis of qualitative data involves a 

demanding process and should not be seen as an ‘easy option’ (Saunders et al., 2009). In this 

research, the qualitative data was analyzed with the use of a theoretical framework. The theoretical 

framework shaped the data collection and the analytic strategy. Yin (2003) proposed four important 

analysis techniques: pattern matching, explanation building, time-series analysis, and program logic 

models.  

The analytic approach that was used in this research is pattern matching. Yin (2003) assesses pattern 

matching as one of the most desirable strategies in case study analysis. This approach was chosen 

since the theoretical framework was specified in detail including different phases with different 

steps. This is essential in pattern matching (Yin, 2003). Using this approach, the predicted activities in 

the partner selection process may prove to be useful.  

In summary, the conceptual framework was tested by pattern matching for its adequacy as a means 

to explain the findings (Saunders et al., 2009). Pattern matching consists of four steps. Section 5.2 

will elaborate these four steps. 
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4.4 Reliability and validity 

In order to provide a thorough case study, attention was paid to two important research-oriented 

quality criteria: reliability and validity (Yin, 2003; Van Aken et al., 2007). Both will be discussed here.  

4.4.1 Reliability 

In order to improve the reliability of the results of the interviews, a number of measures were taken 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Full confidentiality was guaranteed, the interviews were conducted at 

locations that were convenient to the interviewee, which were mostly the interviewee’s office, 

relevant information was supplied to the interviewee before the interview, and the interviews were 

held in the native language of the interviewee’s. This was done to create a trusted environment in 

which the interviewee was motivated to provide accurate information. Furthermore, documentary 

analysis and interviews were combined in order to improve the reliability. 

Potential bias may result from the interviewee. The CEO / founder, who is the decision maker, is 

often not able to accurately recall the past (Miller et al., 1997). The founder can have the tendency to 

have a different perspective or to recall decision processes as purposeful and sequential and 

influence the data. It is tried to address this limitation by focusing on recent or upcoming facts and 

events which prevented the incorporation of opinions, and reduced the potential bias (Miller et al., 

1997). 

4.4.2 Validity 

A criticism often made of case study research concerns its external validity (Yin, 2003). Qualitative 

research has often been blamed on a lack of rigor and sufficient methodological detail. The research 

results are usually easily deducible from the specific cases, but cannot necessarily be generalized to a 

wider domain than the cases researched. However, this research tried to address this inherent 

limitation by structuring this empirical research in four phases: the theoretical framework, one pilot 

case, fourteen developmental cases, and one final interview, each with a specific objective. The pilot 

case was conducted to obtain an initial indication of the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the 

questions. The final interview was conducted to verify the research results with an expert in the field. 

Thereby more knowledge was created about the results and the implications.  

The interviews were recorded in order to control bias and to produce reliable data for analysis. Those 

interviews were extended with documentary analysis. Through this, data triangulation is present 

since various sources are used to collect the data which increases the construct validity (Yin, 2003). 

Nevertheless, company documents were not available for every case. Future research could improve 

the construct validity by taking into account other perspectives in the partner selection. This could be 

done by interviewing the alliance partner of the university spin-off. The partner selection process 

from a bilateral perspective could increase the construct validity.    

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter described the research methodology that will be used to test the usefulness of the 

theoretical framework. An explorative and multiple case study is executed, since the aim of this 

research is to gain a deeper understanding of the context of the research. 
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The unit of analysis is the current partner selection process. Fourteen university spin-offs, which 

were all connected to the Eindhoven University of Technology, were selected to test this unit of 

analysis. The data collection consisted of four steps: a conceptual framework, a pilot case, the main 

research, and one final interview. Those four steps tried to secure the external validity. 

Two methods were used to collect data: in-depth interviews and documentary analysis. Both data 

were analyzed by the analytic approach pattern matching. This approach was chosen since the 

theoretical framework was specified in detail including different phases with different steps. 

Several measures were taken to improve the reliability and validity of this research. Based on those 

measures, it could be concluded that a chain of evidence is built. The chain of evidence ensures that 

the findings can be traced back to the interviews and documents (Yin, 2003), thereby showing the 

proof for the answers to the research questions. Overall, the research methodology seems sufficient 

to continue with the analysis of the case studies. The next chapter will discuss the analysis and 

results. 
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5 Analysis and results 

The completeness of the data and adequate coding are crucial for the reliability of the results created 

with the process research (Langley, 1999). Although data analysis is the heart of building theory from 

case studies, it is the most difficult and the least codified part of the process (Eisenhardt, 1989).   

This chapter compares the actual alliance partner process of the studied cases with the process 

described in the theoretical framework in chapter three. This comparison has two objectives. On the 

one hand to evaluate and enhance the usefulness of the partner selection process and on the other 

hand to provide practical recommendations to university spin-offs.   

Based on the research methodology that was explained in the previous chapter, the analysis was 

executed. The analysis and the results of the case studies are presented in this chapter. This chapter 

starts with a general description of the studied cases. Zodiac signs were used since the company 

names and interviewee’s are anonymous in order to maintain secrecy. Next, the analysis that was 

executed will be described in detail. Based on this analysis, the results will be discussed. These results 

will be classified into the positive findings, the potential improvements, and other factors that 

influence the partner selection process. Besides these results, the spin-offs were also asked for their 

opinion on the alliance process and the assistance of the TU/e in this aspect. Hereafter, the results of 

the case studies were intensively discussed with the Vice President Open Innovation at DSM. Finally, 

a conclusion on the results is given. 

5.1 Case descriptions 

This section presents the cases that were studied in this research. Global information of each case is 

given in order to provide a brief overview regarding the fourteen cases. Table 5.1 shows the overview 

of those cases. The first six cases (Aquarius, Mina, Dhanus, Pisces, Virgo and Sagittarius) represent 

the university spin-offs which were already founded officially. Table 5.1 shows that all six cases have 

experience with alliances. At the moment of the interview, only Aquarius had not entered into an 

official contract with another firm. The other five all entered an alliance with another firm. All 

companies are founded between 2006 and 2009 and consist of just a few employees. 

The remainder eight cases (Taurus, Aries, Libra, Tula, Scorpio, Gemini, Karka and Capricorn) are all 

university spin-offs which participate in the CTE program of the TU/e at the moment. Only Aries and 

Tula were already founded. These eight spin-offs have no previous experience with alliances. 

Furthermore, only Tula has hired additional employees, the other seven spin-offs consist only of the 

founders. 
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Table 5.1: Overview of the cases 

 
Founded Industry 

Employees 
(FTE) 

Prior experience with alliances 

Aquarius 2009 Pharmacy 2 No contracts, only preferences. 

Mina 2009 Service 4 + 1 intern Yes, one alliance with a supplier. 

Dhanus 2007 Building 1 Yes, one failed and one succeed. 

Pisces 2006 
Architectural 
Acoustics 

4 
Yes, two alliances which form 
together a triangle. 

Virgo 2007 
R&D, automotive, 
aerospace: i.e. the 
precision industry 

4 
Yes, five alliances: all with 
manufacturers. 

Sagittarius 2008 
Pharmacy and 
chemistry 

3 + 2 interns 
Yes, five alliances: three 
succeed, two failed. 

Taurus 
- 
 

Linking business and 
education 

2 (part-time) No. 

Aries 2010 
Construction 
management 

2 (part-time) No. 

Libra - Chemistry 2 (part-time) No. 

Tula 2010 Games 4 No. 

Scorpio - 
Research and 
Development 

1 (part-time) No. 

Gemini - Architecture 1 (part-time) No. 

Karka - Windmill & aerospace 1 (part-time) No. 

Capricorn - Games 2 (part-time) No. 

 

Many scholars have done research into the transfer of ventures into a business (Gartner, 1985; 

Cooper and Kleinschmidt, 1986; Bhave, 1994; Timmons and Spinelli, 2009). This research combines 

two models in which the cases can be classified. Those models are chosen because of their 

practicability, their quality, and their usefulness. The models enable the reader to get a first 

impression concerning the cases that were studied. 

    Figure 5.1: Bell Mason Framework 
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The first framework is a practical framework which is developed by the Bell Mason Group. This model 

consists of five phases which are based on a systematic approach developed by the Bell Mason 

Group and tested in about 1000 venture diagnostics. Figure 5.1 shows the five development phases 

of a venture, the main goal of each phase and the connection with the partnering process. 

The second framework was determined by Cooper and Kleinschmidt (1986). Cooper and 

Kleinschmidt (1986) determined thirteen activities that described the product creation process. 

Those activities were determined on the basis of an extensive and detailed study of 123 firms and 

252 actual new product case histories. Table 5.2 shows the thirteen activities.  

Table 5.2: New product process activities (adapted from Cooper and Kleinschmidt, 1986) 

Activity Description 

1. Initial screening 
The initial go/no go decision where it was first 
decided to allocate funds to the proposed new 
product idea. 

2. Preliminary market assessment 
An initial, preliminary, but nonscientific, market 
assessment; a first and quick look at the market. 

3. Preliminary technical assessment 
An initial, preliminary appraisal of the technical 
merits and difficulties of the project. 

4. Detailed market study / market research 
Marketing research, involving a reasonable 
sample of respondents, a formal design, and a 
consistent data collection procedure. 

5. Business / Financial analysis 
A financial or business analysis leading to a go/no 
go decision prior to product development. 

6. Product development 
The actual design and development of the 
product, resulting in e.g. a prototype or sample 
product. 

7. In-house product testing 
Testing the product in-house: in the lab or under 
controlled conditions. 

8. Customer tests of product 
Testing the product under real-life conditions, 
e.g. with customers and/or in the field. 

9. Test market / trial sell 
A test market or trial sell of the product-trying to 
sell the product but to a limited or test set of 
customers. 

10. Trial production 
A trial production run to test the production 
facilities. 

11. Precommercialization business analysis 
A financial or business analysis, following product 
development, but prior to full-scale launch. 

12. Production start-up 
The start-up of full-scale or commercial 
production. 

13. Market launch 
The launch of the product, on a full-scale and/or 
commercial basis: an identifiable set of 
marketing activities specific to this product. 
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The thirteen activities could be assigned to one of the phases of the Bell Mason framework. The first 

three activities relate to the Concept phase; activity four and five relate to the Seed phase; activity six 

and seven relate to the Alpha phase; activity eight through eleven relate to the Beta phase and the 

last two activities relate to the Market Calibration. Table 5.3 shows the cases and the location within 

both frameworks. The first six cases are mainly located in the Beta or Market Calibration phase. This 

is in contrast with the remaining eight cases which are mainly located in the Seed phase. The same 

holds true for the location within the framework of Cooper and Kleinschmidt (1986). The first six 

cases are all located around the activities 8-12, whereas the eight remaining cases are located 

around activity four. Furthermore, the time between the initial idea and the market launch is shown. 

Table 5.3 shows that the time to the market differs between the cases. Some cases need at least five 

years, whereas others only need one year. This reflects once the again the heterogeneity in 

university spin-offs, as was stated in the chapter two. 

Table 5.3: Location of the cases within the venture creation models 

 
Location in Bell Mason 
framework 

Time between Concept and 
Market Calibration 

Location in new product 
process  

Aquarius Beta Two years 8: Customer tests of product 

Mina Market Calibration 
Two years (exclusive 
doctoral degree) 

12: Production start up 

Dhanus 
Between Alpha and 
Beta 

Min. four years.  7: In-house product testing 

Pisces Market Calibration One year 13: Market launch 

Virgo Market Calibration 
Five years (exclusive  
doctoral degree) 

12: Production start-up 

Sagittarius 
Between Beta and 
Market Calibration 

Two years 10: Trial production 

Taurus Seed One year 4: Detailed market study 

Aries 
Between Seed and 
Alpha 

Two years 6: Product development 

Libra Seed Three years 4: Detailed market study 

Tula 
Between Beta and 
Market Calibration 

One year 9: Test market / trial sell 

Scorpio Seed Min. three years 4: Detailed market study 

Gemini Seed Min. five years 4: Detailed market study 

Karka Seed Min. three years 4: Detailed market study 

Capricorn Seed One year 4: Detailed market study 

 

The two tables aforementioned show a brief overview concerning the cases that were studied. Two 

‘types’ of university spin-offs were identified together with their location in the venture 

development. One ‘type’ had previous experience with alliances and the other ‘type’ had no previous 

experience with alliances. The next section will describe the analysis into more detail in order to 

determine the partner selection process of the studied cases. 
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5.2 Pattern Matching 

The analytic approach that was used in this research is pattern matching. Pattern matching involves 

predicting a pattern of outcomes based on a theoretical framework (Saunders et al., 2009). Two 

patterns are compared in order to determine whether they match or not. Essential to pattern 

matching is that the expected pattern is precisely specified before the matching takes place. This is 

done by the theoretical framework that can be found in chapter three.  

The framework, which was derived from existing literature, was used as a means to start and direct 

the analysis of the data. Four steps had to be executed in order to test the usefulness of this 

framework.  

The first step in pattern matching was coding the data into meaningful categories. Corbin and Strauss 

(2008) suggested three main sources to derive names for these categories: terms that emerged from 

the data, terms that were actually used by the interviewee’s, and terms that were used in existing 

theory. This research combined the former and the latter. Terms that were part of the conceptual 

framework were used as a starting point. This was a structured approach in which an initial set of 

categories was derived from the conceptual framework and linked to the problem statement (Miles 

and Huberman, 1994). These were extended with terms that emerged during the interviews.  

To extend those categories, it was necessary to assign the data to a category. This is the second step 

in pattern matching which is referred to as the within-case analysis. Relevant data was assigned to 

the appropriate category that was set up in the first step. This selective process had the effect of 

reducing and rearranging the data into a more manageable and comprehensible form. This was done 

for each case individually. For each case, the analysis resulted in two tables with the most important 

lessons learned. One table reflected the positive findings that were identified and the other table 

reflected the potential improvements that were identified.  

The third step consisted of the cross-case analysis in which multiple cases were compared. The basis 

for the cross-case analysis is the result of the within-case analysis. The within-case analysis delivered 

two tables per case. Those tables were compared and analyzed. Similarities and differences between 

the different cases were defined and patterns and relationships were identified in the re-arranged 

data. According to the replication logic (Eisenhardt, 1989) comparisons across the various cases 

confirmed particular emergent relationships. This resulted in four tables with the most important 

results. 

Finally, conclusions were drawn based on the three aforementioned steps. Based on the four tables 

that were defined in the cross-case analysis, conclusions can be drawn. The most interesting results 

will be discussed in the next section.  

5.3 The results 

This section will present the results that were identified using pattern matching. Despite the fact that 

it is almost impossible to evaluate the usefulness of each individual step, this analysis is still valuable 

to explore the usefulness of the framework in general. This is done in four steps. 

First, the most important positive findings will be discussed. Second, the most important potential 

improvements will be discussed. Third, other factors that influenced the partner selection process 
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will be discussed. For each of them, the relation with the alliance process model is described as well. 

It is determined if the important activities that should enable a strength are executed and if the 

activities which should be a potential improvement are not completed. After those three steps, the 

assistance of the TU/e in the alliance process will be discussed. 

The four tables that resulted from the cross-case analysis are set up in the same order. The column 

on the left illustrates the university spin-offs, the row at the top shows the determined steps out of 

the partner selection process, and the remaining boxes show the results of the analysis. Three 

options were determined. The sign ‘ √ ’ illustrates that there was an effect between the spin-off and 

the finding. If the box was left empty, than no effect was found. The sign ‘ * ’ illustrates that this 

relation was currently not applicable for the spin-off. In other words, some spin-offs were not in this 

phase and they had therefore not yet thought of those aspects. Therefore, they were excluded from 

that particular finding.  

5.3.1 The positive findings 

This section discusses the most important positive findings that were identified. Table 5.4 shows 

which positive findings were identified in which case. These findings had the most impact on the 

partner selection process and will be discussed individually. Each finding starts with a quote that was 

mentioned by one of the interviewee’s. This quote represents the general opinion of the studied 

cases. Therefore, it is not assigned to a particular spin-off. 

Table 5.4: The most important positive findings from the analysis 

√ = an effect 
empty = no effect 
* = not applicable 

Clear growth 
strategy 

Consciousness of the 
strategic drivers 

Value added 
proposition is 
determined 

Several rewards 
were identified 

1 Aquarius √ √ √ √ 

2 Mina √ √ √ √ 

3 Dhanus √ √  √ 

4 Pisces √ √ √ √ 

5 Virgo √ √ √ √ 

6 Sagittarius √ √ √ √ 

7 Taurus √ √   

8 Aries √ √   

9 Libra √ √  √ 

10 Tula √ √ * * 

11 Scorpio √ √ * * 

12 Gemini √  * * 

13 Karka √  * * 

14 Capricorn √    
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Positive finding 1: Clear growth strategy 

“Cooperation is necessary in order to become successful” 

One of the major findings that was found was the awareness to cooperate. Every spin-off was aware 

that cooperation was inevitable. Reasons to cooperate were among others: lack of resources and 

capabilities, decrease of the costs, more secure, expand competences, shorter time to the market, 

and a shared risk. Most cases had determined their most appropriate conditions to start an alliance 

for the development of their venture. 

The link between this finding and the theoretical framework can easily be seen. The growth strategy 

is the last step in phase I: Organization strategy. In this step, the pros & cons and the environmental 

business conditions should be defined of the three possible growth strategies. Nonetheless, the 

analysis showed that the advantages were identified by the spin-offs, whereas the disadvantages 

were taken for granted. The same goes for the environmental business conditions. Furthermore, the 

previous steps in phase I should together determine the desired growth strategy. This does not 

correspond to the cases that were studied. Many cases had not determined their value discipline. 

This is strange, since the spin-offs are convinced of the need to cooperate, but the appropriate 

business structure remains unclear. In the case of Sagittarius, they mentioned that they entered an 

alliance with one firm, although they did not had an idea in what exactly. If Sagittarius had 

determined their value discipline, it would have been much easier to set up the accompanying 

business process and structure. Both should accelerate a successful alliance process with a 

prospective partner. Section 5.3.2 will elaborate on this potential improvement. 

 Positive finding 2: Consciousness of the strategic drivers 

“Added value for both partners is an absolute condition”  

Almost all spin-offs were conscious of the need to have added value for themselves and their 

prospective partner. A strong synergy was only created when there were sufficient strong driving 

forces. The spin-offs who are located on the right side in the Bell Mason Framework in Figure 5.1 

were more aware of these drivers than the spin-offs which are located in the Seed phase. A possible 

explanation for this could be that the latter is still writing their business plan and has not yet arrived 

at this point in their business plan. However, without these strategic drivers, the alliance is doomed 

to die. All spin-offs were aware of the need to cooperate, so these drivers should be defined. 

The theoretical framework had defined four quadrants: customer driving forces, competitive driving 

forces, capability / capacity driving forces, and core competency driving forces. None of the studied 

cases had determined one of these quadrants literally, but the identified drivers were easily put into 

one of the quadrants. Most important is that the spin-off determines the strategic drivers for both 

their own firm and their prospective partner. Here, the theoretical framework is a useful tool to 

determine the appropriate strategic drivers. 

Positive finding 3: Value added proposition is determined 

“You need to put a solution on the market, not a technology”  
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The breakthrough value added proposition (VAP) deals with the external value of the alliance to the 

customer. Table 5.4 shows that five spin-offs, which were all located in the Beta or Market 

Calibration phase, were aware of the VAP. The five spin-offs mentioned independent from each 

other that it is critical to provide a solution for a problem. A good example is Virgo, which has a form 

that includes ten cooperation criteria. One criterion out of the ten is literally “has problem we can 

solve”. The VAP should indicate why the alliance provides greater value than any competitive offer. 

The remaining spin-offs did not speak about a concrete solution. Most spin-offs had a technological 

venture which is better than current techniques. Most of them are now located in the Seed phase, so 

it might be that they have not thought about the external value of the alliance. At the moment of the 

interviews, Karka, Tula, Scorpio and Gemini were not actively searching for potential partners, so 

their comments were not taken along.    

The theoretical framework provides very useful checklists for particular steps. The breakthrough 

value added proposition is such a step. Checklist five in appendix four provides several concrete 

constructs that collectively answer the question why this alliance provides greater benefit to the 

customer than other competitive offerings. Using this checklist should result in the identification of 

the VAP which was cited by five spin-offs as a critical unification point.  

Positive finding 4: Several rewards were identified 

“Small firms always have more rewards than only profit”  

Several spin-offs had indicated multiple rewards. Table 5.4 shows that the majority of the spin-offs, 

that had indicated multiple rewards, were located in the Beta or Market Calibration phase. Rewards 

that were mentioned were among others increased profit, higher market share, expansion of the 

network, increase of the credibility, and gaining of new knowledge. The remaining spin-offs only 

thought of financial returns and they had not identified other rewards yet. At the moment of the 

interviews, Karka, Tula, Scorpio and Gemini were not actively searching for potential partners, so 

their comments were not taken along. 

The rewards in the theoretical framework were determined by the Strategic Return On Investment 

(STROI). The STROI does not only take into account financial returns, but also four other strategic 

elements: market impact, competitive advantage, organization effectiveness and innovative capacity. 

The rewards that were mentioned by the spin-offs could all be categorized into one of the five 

dimensions. Nevertheless, not every spin-off identified multiple rewards. If the theoretical 

framework was used, than every spin-off would have determined their rewards. 

5.3.2 The potential improvements 

This section discusses the most important potential improvements that were identified. Table 5.5 

shows which improvements were identified in which case. These improvements had the biggest 

impact on the partner selection process and will be discussed one at a time. Each improvement starts 

with a quote that was mentioned by one of the interviewee’s. This quote represents the general 

opinion of the studied cases. Therefore, it is not assigned to a particular spin-off. 
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Table 5.5: The most important potential improvements from the analysis 

√ = an effect 
empty = no effect 
* = not applicable 

No clear value 
discipline 

No clear 
alliance 
strategy 

Lack of a list of 
potential 
partners 

No clear risk 
analysis 

1 Aquarius √ √ √ √ 

2 Mina     

3 Dhanus √ √ √ √ 

4 Pisces   √ √ 

5 Virgo √ √   

6 Sagittarius √ √ √ √ 

7 Taurus √ √ √ √ 

8 Aries √ √ √ √ 

9 Libra √ √ √ √ 

10 Tula √ √ * * 

11 Scorpio √ √ * * 

12 Gemini √ √ * * 

13 Karka √ √ * * 

14 Capricorn √ √ √ √ 

 

Improvement 1: No clear value discipline 

 “Our value discipline is a hodgepodge between product leadership and customer intimacy”  

One of the major improvements that was found is the lack of a clear value discipline. Despite the fact 

that most spin-offs are aware of the three value disciplines, they did not choose one. Spin-offs try to 

keep all possibilities open as long as possible. Many spin-offs have a venture that is based on a 

technological idea. However, they face problems reaching the market. Therefore, they verge on a 

combination of product leadership and customer intimacy. Only Mina and Pisces had determined a 

clear value discipline. 

Appendix three shows that all current alliance models do not include the value discipline. The reason 

for this is that they do not focus on spin-offs, so the value discipline should already be determined. It 

is necessary for spin-offs to determine this strategy. Therefore, this step is added to the theoretical 

framework. Based on the analysis, it would appear to suggest that no clear value discipline 

complicates the other steps of the partner selection process. Without a clear value discipline, it is 

hard to make other decisions further down the road. Each discipline requires a different business 

structure. Not choosing means creating managerial complexity that results in less focus to the 

customer (Treacy and Wiersema, 1993). The next identified improvement will elaborate further on 

this issue. 

Improvement 2: No clear alliance strategy 

“It is unclear how we are going to realize our final goal through an alliance” 
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Another major improvement was that many spin-offs had not formulated a clear alliance strategy. All 

spin-offs were aware that cooperation is inevitable, but most spin-offs did not know how to shape 

this cooperation into a clear defined strategy. This was one of the causes of the alliance failure in the 

cases of Dhanus and Sagittarius. They cited that “it was unknown what to do by whom” and “our 

cooperation was based on a contract, but a contract is not a goal”. Both refer to a lack of clear 

actions and goals. Both spin-offs learned from their prior experiences. On the other hand, the case 

Mina showed a concrete plan of action that stated precisely in the course of which goals whom was 

needed. This plan gave clarity to the partners and accelerated the partner selection process. Besides, 

this plan decreased the chances of an alliance failure.  

With the exception of Mina and Pisces, the other spin-offs did not determine their alliance strategy, 

although this is an indispensable step for success (De Man, 2004). The alliance strategy should be 

defined in a clearly targetable program of action (Porter Lynch, 2001). It seems that there is a 

relation between the value discipline and the alliance strategy. Most spin-offs did not choose a value 

discipline and this complicates the alliance strategy. The two exceptions Mina and Pisces had also 

determined their value discipline. It appears to suggest that the selection of one discipline provides 

clarity to the spin-off which has a positive effect on the alliance strategy. 

Improvement 3: Lack of a list of potential partners 

“We only contacted one and they responded positively”  

Out of the first six cases, only Mina and Virgo created a list with potential partners. The other four 

cases did not speak with other partners. Reasons that were mentioned were among others that the 

incumbent contacted the spin-off or that the partner was selected through the informal network of 

the spin-off. Nonetheless, it remains strange why spin-offs had not identified potential partners. This 

is especially strange in the cases of Dhanus and Sagittarius where an alliance had failed in the past. 

They both just contacted another firm via their informal network. The remaining spin-offs showed 

that Libra, Aries, Capricorn and Taurus also not drew up this list. Aries and Taurus only contacted one 

partner. Libra and Capricorn did some research, but they had not drawn up a real list with criteria. At 

the moment of the interviews, Karka, Tula, Scorpio and Gemini were not actively searching for 

potential partners, so their comments were not taken along. 

The theoretical framework provides three steps that result in a short list of potential partners. First, a 

long list should be created in which as many potential partners as possible should be identified. 

Second, the optimal partner profile should be defined. Third, both previous steps should be 

combined into one list of the three or four most suitable partners. These steps will ultimately simplify 

the selection process, because the possible doubts are removed by this process. In many cases, the 

spin-off is familiar with the prospective partner and this could result in wrong assumptions (Duysters 

and Van Den Oord, 2002). The second step of the model provides a detailed and specific list of the 

partner requirements, so the model should diminish this assumption and increase the selection of an 

appropriate partner. 

Improvement 4: No clear risk analysis  

“The risks were analyzed by guesswork”  
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Only Mina and Virgo reflected upon several risks, such as financial risk, competitive risk and capital 

risk. Nevertheless, these risks were not assigned to a risk analysis. Acquarius, Dhanus, Sagittarius and 

Aries thought about risks as well, but they were unable to provide a clear description of those risks. 

Pisces, Libra, Capricorn and Taurus lacked the execution of a risk analysis. At the moment of the 

interviews, Karka, Tula, Scorpio and Gemini were not actively searching for potential partners, so 

their comments were not taken along. 

The theoretical framework provides seven critical risks that were determined by Porter Lynch (2001). 

Those risks should be examined, especially for spin-offs, since previous research showed that 

inexperienced managers do not anticipate key business risks in the formation of a partnership 

(Harbison and Pekar, 1998). This reflects once again the importance of a suitable risk analysis.   

5.3.3 Other factors that influence the partner selection 

This section shows other factors that influenced the decision making process. Table 5.6 presents the 

most important results that were derived from the analysis. All factors are related to Step 3.6 in the 

theoretical framework where a fit analysis should be performed. Checklist twelve in appendix four 

shows all elements that should determine the fit with the prospective partners. Checklist twelve 

consists of four categories: strategic fit, operational fit, personal fit and the alliance capability. Each 

category will be compared with the results in Table 5.6. A remark that should be made is that the 

first six cases provide the best results, since they all had prior experiences with alliances. Most 

remaining spin-offs are still writing their business plans and they have not yet arrived at this point in 

their business plan. 

Table 5.6: Factors that influence the partner selection process 

√ = an effect 
empty = no effect 
* = not applicable 

Trust 
Size of the 

partner 
Reputation / 

credibility 
Capacity Location 

Alliance 
experience  

Powerful 
synergy 

1 Aquarius √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

2 Mina √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

3 Dhanus √ √ √   √ √ 

4 Pisces √  √  * * √ 

5 Virgo √ √ √ √ √ * √ 

6 Sagittarius √ √   √ √ √ 

7 Taurus √     *  

8 Aries √  √   √  

9 Libra √  √   √  

10 Tula √ * * * * * * 

11 Scorpio √ * * * * * * 

12 Gemini √ * * * * * * 

13 Karka √ * * * * * * 

14 Capricorn √       
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The strategic fit examines the organization's view of the potential partners. The size of the partner 

and powerful synergy contribute to this fit. The size of the partner is included in this fit, since the 

marked spin-offs in Table 5.6 all focused on small and medium enterprises (SMEs). The spin-offs cited 

that working with SMEs provides multiple advantages, such as a fast and easy decision making 

process, more willingness to invest resources and personnel, and a greater contribution. The 

powerful synergy corresponds to the unique value that should be created through the alliance of 

both firms. 

The operational fit looks at more common activities, such as the working methods and the decision 

making process. Table 5.6 shows that the reputation, the capacity, and the location were mentioned 

by the spin-offs. The reputation concerned the credibility of the prospective partner in the market, 

the capacity deals with the volume that could be ordered and the location deals with the 

geographical location where the partner is located. 

The personal fit evaluates the partner’s culture, the elements of trust and integrity etc. Table 5.6 

shows that trust is a necessity for every spin-off. Nonetheless, all spin-offs had difficulties with 

describing what they exactly meant by trust. Based on their answers, the factor trust covered all 

elements that were part of the personal fit. Some mentioned the work ethics and others the cultural 

differences, but overall each spin-off had included some elements. This could be the reason why 

there were no other elements identified that belong to the personal fit. 

The alliance capability evaluates the previous alliance experience, the knowledge of alliances, their 

management tools etc. Table 5.6 shows that the spin-offs only mentioned the prior alliance 

experience of the partners.  

The results showed that for each category, one or more elements were mentioned by the spin-offs. 

This shows the need to determine the fit for each category. Therefore, checklist twelve is a very 

helpful list to determine this fit. The checklist tries to make the ‘qualitative feelings’ more 

quantitative by providing concrete elements. Besides, it makes sure that no factor could escape one’s 

memory. 

5.3.4 Cooperation and the assistance of the TU/e 

Besides the aforementioned factors that enhance or diminish the eventual partner selection process, 

the spin-offs were also asked their opinion about the alliance process and the assistance of the 

Eindhoven University of Technology in this aspect. Table 5.7 has summarized the most important 

findings. Three items will be discussed: the alliance process and the business plan, the alliance 

process and the CTE program, and the alliance process and the TU/e. 

The alliance process and the business plan (column A) 

Table 5.7 shows that seven out of the fourteen spin-offs wrote about cooperation in their business 

plan. In four out of those seven cases, their business plan and business model was based on 

cooperation, so this was obvious. From the remaining seven cases, three had not written about their 

cooperation or on small-scale. The other four cases were not applicable. The cases that wrote about 

cooperation cited that it had a surplus value, since it caused them to think about several decisions 
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that had to be taken. Their comments suggest to insert a chapter or section in the business plan 

regarding cooperation and some basic elements that should be answered.  

Table 5.7: The alliance process and assistance of the Eindhoven University of Technology 

√ = an effect 
empty = no effect 
* = not applicable 

A B C D E 

Cooperation 
involved in 

the business 
plan 

Lack of 
cooperation 
within the 

CTE 
program 

Should a 
workshop 
regarding 

cooperation 
be useful? 

What should be 
involved in such 

a workshop? 

Items that the 
TU/e could 
add to the 

spin-off 
concerning 
cooperation 

1 Aquarius * * * * Legal issues 

2 Mina * * * * 
Hand over 

tools to use 

3 Dhanus √ * * * 
Ask critical 
questions 

4 Pisces √ * * *  

5 Virgo √ √ √ *  

6 Sagittarius √ * * *  

7 Taurus √ √ √ 

Structuring the 
formation of an 

alliance 
Legal issues 

8 Aries √ √ √ - 
Legal issues 

and 
accounting 

9 Libra  √ √ 

Stories from 
one’s own 
experience 

Legal issues 

10 Tula * √ √ 
Practical tools 

and stories 
Legal issues 

11 Scorpio  √ √ Storytelling  

12 Gemini  √ √ 

Structuring the 
formation of an 

alliance 
 

13 Karka * √ √ 
Real life stories 

are a must 
 

14 Capricorn √ √ √ 
Practical 

experiences 
 

The alliance process and the CTE program (column B, C and D) 

All spin-offs which participate in the CTE program at the moment agreed upon the lack of discussing 

the topic of cooperation in the CTE program. Currently, ‘the network’ is a workshop in the CTE 

program, but all spin-offs agreed on the need to insert a workshop specifically on structuring an 

alliance. Column D in Table 5.7 shows the recommendations that were given for such a workshop. 

These recommendations could be summarized into two topics: (1) real life stories of entrepreneurs 

and (2) practical tools and checklists to structure the alliance process. Both topics could be discussed 

in one workshop. 
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The alliance process and the TU/e (column E) 

Column E in Table 5.7 shows the recommendations that were cited by the university spin-offs. Those 

comments represent the items that the TU/e could add to the spin-off concerning the alliance 

process. Most frequently cited was ‘legal issues’ which include among others the juridical aspects 

and drafting a contract. Spin-offs have difficulties with these items and currently, they do not know 

where to go to for advice.  

A remark should be made on these findings, since only the comments of the spin-offs’ perspective 

were involved in the data collection. This research did not take into account the perspective from the 

TU/e. It might be that there is a juridical office, yet the spin-offs have not been notified of this office. 

Nevertheless, these findings show some aspects that could be improved, either by adding new 

activities or by improving the visibility of existing activities. 

 

This section showed the most important results that were identified by pattern matching. The next 

step was to obtain an initial indication of the external validity. This was done by one interview in 

which the determined results were discussed with an expert in the field. The next section will 

elaborate these results.  

5.4 Final interview with Vice President Open Innovation at DSM 

“The process of turning an idea into a development project depends upon a change in mindset, a 

transformation from a “scientific” to an “intrapreneurial” view.” (Kirschbaum, 2005, p.27)  

The results of the analysis were discussed with the Vice President Open Innovation at DSM. Since 

2009, Robert Kirschbaum is the Vice President Open Innovation who fostered various innovations up 

to full commercialization in his career. Kirschbaum is the co-inventor/developer of Dyneema® super-

strong fibre and founded DSM Solutech, the manufacturer of Solupor®, a microporous specialty film. 

Kirschbaum agreed on all the positive findings and its importance in the partner selection process. He 

particularly mentioned the importance of the value added proposition (VAP). A spin-off must 

distinguish themselves from their competitors to obtain this added value. To create real value, it is 

necessary first to identify what is needed in particular market segments and then to identify which 

technologies can be adapted or developed to meet this need (Kirschbaum, 2005). This could be 

difficult for spin-offs, since most spin-offs have a venture that is based on a technological idea. 

Moreover, he mentioned the importance of the VAP in the near future, i.e. spin-offs should 

determine the expected shift of the VAP in the next 3-5 years. This is of a major importance in order 

to retain a sustainable competitive advantage.  

Next, Kirschbaum subscribed the improvements and cited all of them as recommendations to 

university spin-offs. He mentioned the importance of choosing and following a strategy. In order to 

create maximum value, new businesses should focus its efforts on the offers with the best 

cost/benefit ratio (Kirschbaum, 2005). Those offers should be visible in the strategically important 

activities that are part of the firm’s value chain (Porter, 1998). Kirschbaum cited the importance of a 

firm’s value chain in order to retain a sustainable competitive advantage. If the activities in the value 

chain are clearly defined, this results in a clear focus and provides clarity to the spin-off. 
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Furthermore, Kirschbaum mentioned trust as a prerequisite for a successful alliance. The formation 

of an alliance is for spin-offs impossible without open innovation. He cited this as: “Open innovation 

is a mindset; a mindset based on trust”. 

Obviously, Kirschbaum was not acquainted with the kind of assistance of the TU/e in the alliance 

process. Nonetheless, he responded to the comments of the spin-offs and suggested that spin-offs 

could for instance make use of Dutch Polymer Institute (DPI) and its Value Center. DPI (a virtual 

organization which has its main office at the Kennispoort at the TU/e), carries out pre-competitive 

research projects to add value to the scientific community through scientific publications and to the 

industrial community through the creation of intellectual property. It is unknown by this author 

which possibilities are currently available with regard to the link between the TU/e and DPI.  

To summarize, the results of the analysis were confirmed by Kirschbaum. He enhanced the findings 

and cited the importance of the value added proposition and the focus on the core competences. 

This focus facilitates the choice of a value discipline and the alliance strategy. Overall, it could be 

concluded that the framework seemed valid outside of the original research population. 

5.5 Conclusion 

This chapter presented the analysis and the results from the case studies and answered the fourth 

research question that stated how the conceptual model corresponded to the partner selection 

process of university spin-offs.  

This chapter started with a short description of the cases that were studied. Two types of cases were 

studied: one type consisted of spin-offs which were located in the Beta or Market Calibration phase 

and the other type consisted of spin-offs which were mainly located in the Seed phase and which 

participated in the CTE program.  

The analytic approach that was used in this research was explained. In this research, pattern 

matching was used in order to compare the conceptual model with the actual alliance partnering 

process of the university spin-offs. 

This analytic approach resulted in four tables with the most interesting results. The results were 

divided into four parts. First, the most important positive findings showed the awareness of the need 

to form an alliance, the awareness of the need to provide added value for both the spin-off and the 

partner, the awareness of the need to provide value to the customer, and the awareness of multiple 

rewards.  

Second, the most important improvements showed the lack of a clear value discipline, the lack of a 

clear alliance strategy, the lack of a list of potential partners, and the lack of a risk analysis.  

Third, other factors that influenced the partner selection process of the spin-offs were discussed. 

Those factors were trust, the size of the partner, the reputation of the partner, the capacity of the 

partner, the geographical location of the partner, the alliance experience of the partner, and a 

powerful synergy. All three parts were compared with the conceptual model. 

 Finally, the fourth part presented the link between the alliance process and the assistance of the 

TU/e. This part showed the need to add a chapter or section in the business plan dedicated to the 
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alliance process, to add a workshop to the CTE program regarding the alliance process and 

cooperation, and to add / improve the legal assistance on at the TU/e. 

After this, the results of the case studies were intensively discussed with the Vice President Open 

Innovation at DSM. Kirschbaum agreed on all aspects of the analysis. Moreover, he particularly 

mentioned the importance of the value added proposition (now and in the near future), the focus on 

the core competences in the value chain, and trust as a prerequisite for a successful alliance. This 

interview tried to ensure the external validity of this research. 

Based on the results that were presented in this chapter, it could be concluded that the factors that 

influence the partner selection process are included in the conceptual model. Moreover, some 

important steps are currently missing in the partner selection process of the spin-offs, whereas the 

conceptual model includes these steps. It could therefore be concluded that the conceptual model 

corresponds to a certain extent to the partner selection process of the spin-offs, since all 

determinants that emerged from the case studies were included in the conceptual model. 

The next chapter elaborates on these results and discusses the different steps in the partner 

selection process. Moreover, the usefulness of the partner selection process will be discussed. 
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6 Diagnosis and solution design  

The former chapter analyzed the case studies by comparing the partner selection process of the spin-

offs with the conceptual model. This comparison resulted in several findings that are of importance 

when spin-offs choose their alliance partner(s). This chapter will elaborate on these findings and tries 

to answer the fifth research question. 

This chapter starts with a final diagnosis on the research findings. This is divided in the three phases 

that influence the partner selection process. Based on these results, the main findings of the partner 

selection process of university spin-offs will be described. These main findings are used as a starting 

point to discuss the usefulness of the identified partner selection process.  

6.1 Diagnosis of the alliance process 

This section presents the final diagnosis on the research findings. The determined alliance process 

consisted of six phases of which three phases are critical in order to select the most appropriate 

partner. This section will discuss each phase together with the most important findings. Based on 

those results, the main findings of the partner selection process will be discussed. 

6.1.1  Organization strategy phase 

This section will discuss the most important results of the organization strategy phase. The 

theoretical framework described seven sequential steps that should be executed in order to 

determine the growth strategy. The analysis showed one major improvement and one major 

strength in the organization strategy phase. Both will be discussed and linked to the academic field. 

Step 1.3 Determine the value discipline 

One of the major weaknesses that was found was the lack of a clear value discipline. Spin-offs try to 

keep all possibilities open as long as possible. Hence, not choosing creates managerial complexity 

that results in less focus to the customer (Treacy and Wiersema, 1993). Most spin-offs did not 

identify themselves in a particular phase; they try to give attention to two or even three disciplines.  

The choice of a value discipline shapes the company’s future plans and decisions. Changes in the 

context or strategic orientation will influence the set of selection criteria (Hitt et al., 2000). Spin-offs 

should first determine their value discipline. Once they achieved a discipline for a certain amount of 

time, they could aim for another discipline. 

Figure 1.3 and Figure 3.2 already showed that most spin-offs ‘start’ in the creativity phase, i.e. the 

value discipline product leadership. Out of this phase, spin-offs should aim to get to the customer 

intimacy discipline (Hardjono, 2000). Nonetheless, many spin-offs identified themselves in a 

combination of product leadership and customer intimacy, yet their potential idea was not ‘ready’ to 

shift. Spin-offs should aim at one value discipline, since each value discipline demands different 

operating processes and a different business structure (Treacy and Wiersema, 1993). Therefore, it is 

of a major importance to determine one of the value disciplines.  
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A remark that should be made is that this analysis did not take into account a possible fourth value 

discipline. The results show a need to add a fourth possible strategy to the three strategic choices of 

Treacy and Wiersema (1993). Most spin-offs had difficulties with the choice of a particular value 

discipline. A previous study that was done by a student of the TU/e showed the same result. Burgers 

(2009) identified that companies had difficulties of determining the right strategic focus in the theory 

of Treacy and Wiersema (1993). He and his supervisor proposed a fourth value discipline which was 

called supply enrichment. This research appears to suggest the need for this fourth value discipline. 

Step 1.6 Determine growth strategy  

Every spin-off was aware that cooperation was inevitable. All fourteen cases agreed on this item, 

despite the diversity of reasons to cooperate. The literature review showed already that start-ups do 

not have the necessary resources for commercialization, while incumbents possess the 

complementary assets necessary for effective commercialization. It is not the question whether to 

pursue a cooperation strategy, but when and how to pursue this cooperation (Gans and Stern, 2003). 

Many scholars found a positive effect between the commercialization of an academic venture and 

the presence of an external organization (Shane, 2004, 2002; Rothaermel and Boeker, 2008; Druilhe 

and Garnsey, 2004; Ireland et al., 2003; Alvarez and Barney, 2001). The founded technology of most 

university spin-offs is still in a pre-prototype stage and cooperation with a partner is needed to 

facilitate the development of the technology (Shane, 2004). 

Despite the fact that cooperation seems to be inevitable, the other two growth strategies are still 

included in the organization strategy phase. The reason for this is twofold. First, spin-offs should 

discuss the pros and cons of their venture in the three strategies. Second, the environmental 

business conditions should be determined. Based on these two, it might be that merging or internal 

growth is a better option than an alliance. Moreover, spin-offs should analyze the factors to become 

already aware of particular risks. Because of this, the growth strategy should be determined in order 

to make the right choice. 

6.1.2 Alliance strategy phase  

This section will discuss the most important results of the alliance strategy phase. The theoretical 

framework described eight sequential steps that should be executed in order to determine the 

alliance strategy. The analysis showed one major improvement and two strengths in the alliance 

strategy phase. These three will be discussed and linked to the academic field. 

Step 2.3 Determine strategic drivers 

This research showed the need to determine sufficient strategic drivers for both the spin-off and 

their prospective partner. Without the added value for both, the alliance is doomed to die. Previous 

research showed that differentiated, but partially overlapping drivers have a positive effect on the 

alliance success (Lambe et al., 2001; Doz, 1996). Those drivers should be identified early in the 

alliance process, since they form the nature of the strategic fit.  

If these drivers are determined, it will motivate both the spin-off and the partner to achieve the 

predetermined outcomes (Dyer et al., 2001). Insufficient value can limit the partner’s ability to invest 
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time and resources in the alliance. Therefore, the number and the strength of the driving forces 

should be determined on both sides of the alliance (Porter Lynch, 2001). 

Step 2.5 Determine the alliance strategy 

All spin-offs were aware that cooperation is inevitable, but most spin-offs did not know how to shape 

this cooperation into a clear defined strategy. However, this is a critical step in the alliance strategy 

phase. Success in an alliance depends on the partners having a common vision of the future 

(Spekman et al., 1998). This common vision requires the establishment and execution of clearly 

defined goals. To achieve these goals, well-defined procedures must be determined, since specific 

goals lead to better performance than vague goals (Dyer et al., 2001; Lorange and Roos, 1992) 

Almost all cases that were studied had not determined a value discipline. It appears to suggest that 

there is an effect between the value discipline and the alliance strategy. No value discipline creates 

managerial complexity and this complicates the alliance strategy. The alliance strategy should be a 

clearly targetable program of action (Porter Lynch, 2001), yet this is difficult to achieve if no overall 

program is determined. The focus on one value discipline provides clarity to the spin-off and this 

appears to have a positive effect on the concreteness of the alliance strategy.  

Step 2.6 Define breakthrough value added proposition 

The VAP determines the external value of the alliance to the customer. The spin-offs, which were all 

located in the Beta or Market Calibration phase, were aware that it is critical for the alliance to 

provide a solution for a particular problem. The alliance product/service offering should solve a 

problem for the customer.  

That is, the alliance should provide greater benefit to the customer than other competitive offerings. 

If this is not the case, then the alliance does not have a surplus value. The alliance should be used to 

profitably create the best chain of value-added for the customer, to be the best at every step in the 

value chain, and to produce significantly better results (Porter Lynch, 2001). Kirschbaum strengthens 

this finding, as he cited in the interview the importance of a clear and explicit definition of the ‘added 

value’ of the alliance. 

6.1.3 Partner selection phase 

This section will discuss the most important results of the partner selection phase. The theoretical 

framework described nine sequential steps that should be executed in order to select the most 

suitable partner. The analysis showed several strengths and improvements in the partner selection 

phase. These strengths and improvements will be discussed and linked to the academic field. 

Step 3.1; Step 3.2; Step 3.3: Create a short list of potential partners 

Eight of the ten cases had not drawn up a list of the potential partners. The remaining two cases had 

drawn up a list, from which one cited the strength of this list in a perfect way: 

“If we had spoken with one partner, than we had to pay more and received less quality” 
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This quote shows the importance of this list. In a respectful way, partners could have played off 

against each other. This will increase the chances of a better quality, a cheaper price, more flexibility 

etcetera. In other words: it could result in a better deal. 

Obviously, drawing up this list will not guarantee success, but it is a prerequisite for the analyses that 

will follow after these steps. The theoretical framework provides three steps that should result in a 

list of three or four potential partners. Besides structuring a better deal, performing those steps also 

has another advantage. In many cases, the spin-off is familiar with the prospective partner that could 

result in wrong assumptions (Duysters and Van Den Oord, 2002). In the second step, the optimal 

partner profile should be defined, so those assumptions should emerge in this analysis. The partners 

with the most complementary and non-contradictory alliances have an edge over the others (De 

Man, 2004). 

To summarize, it could be concluded that the three steps should be performed in order to end with a 

list of the three or four most suitable partners. These three or four potential partners were analyzed 

in detail, so the chances of possible assumptions were minimized. These analyses will simplify and 

accelerate the upcoming steps in the partner selection phase. 

Step 3.6 Perform a fit analysis 

The results of the analysis that was performed in section 5.3.3 were all related to the fit analysis. 

Each result will be discussed. 

Trust between partners is often cited as a critical element in the partner selection process that in 

turn enhances the quality of the alliance. Several scholars found that successful partnerships were 

characterized by a great level of trust (Hoffman and Schlosser, 2001; Whipple and Frankel, 2000; 

Mohr and Spekman, 1994). Trust allows both parties to assume that each will take actions that are 

predictable and mutually acceptable (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003; Das and Teng, 1998). Kirschbaum 

strengthened this finding and cited trust as a prerequisite for a successful alliance. 

The reputation concerned the credibility of the prospective partner in their market. The reputation 

can help the trustworthiness of the spin-off (Das and Teng, 2002). New ventures have to deal with 

the “liability of newness.” The more innovative, the greater its need to organize institutional support 

and legitimacy (Stinchcombe, 1965; Baum et al., 2000). Young organizations face higher risks of 

failure than old ones (Elfring and Hulsink, 2003). Therefore, an alliance with a partner with a good 

reputation could increase the reliability and validity of the university spin-off. 

Furthermore, spin-offs take into account the alliance experience of the prospective partner. Prior 

research showed that greater alliance experience should result in more successful alliances (Kale et 

al., 2002; Reuer et al., 2002; De Man, 2004). Heimeriks et al. (2005) see experience as something that 

positively influences learning. The analysis showed that spin-offs evaluate the partner’s alliance 

experience with other spin-offs or start-ups. That is, horizontal alliances between established firms 

based on equivalence are not evaluated, but vertical alliances are an important evaluation criterion.    

The size of the partner was also evaluated. Most spin-offs focused on small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs), instead of large firms. The spin-offs cited that working with SMEs provides multiple 

advantages, such as a fast and easy decision making process, more willingness to invest resources 

and personnel, and a greater contribution. This is in contrast with previous research. Porter Lynch 
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(2001) stated that firms should not be judged by size, but by strategy, culture style, and relationships. 

It should be wise to categorize the cited advantages to the appropriate strategy, culture style, and 

relationship. Making the categories more quantitative should result in a more structured fit analysis 

which has a positive effect on the partner selection phase. A possible explanation could be that spin-

offs are looking for similarities between the potential partners and themselves. Rothaermel and 

Boeker (2008) found that similarities enhance the probability of alliance formation. This applies also 

to the geographical area of the partner. 

New and established firms that are located closer geographically are more likely to cooperate 

(Rothaermel and Boeker, 2008). Hagedoorn (2002) enhances this, since he found that companies in 

most high-tech industries prefer to partner with firms in the same geographical area. The spin-offs 

tend to be less likely to form alliances across cultural and institutional boundaries. 

Another important evaluation criterion was the powerful synergy. Unique valuable synergy is created 

when no other combination of firms could produce the same value (Harrison et al., 2001). Research 

showed that the creation of valuable, unique and inimitable synergy could result in a competitive 

advantage that can be sustained over a reasonable period of time (Harrison et al., 2001). This 

corresponds to the number and the strengths of the strategic drivers on both sides of the alliance 

(Porter Lynch, 2001). 

Finally, the capacity was evaluated as important by most spin-offs. The capacity deals with the 

volume that could be ordered and is related to the operational fit. Previous research indicated the 

capacity as a metric for day-to-day business and not as a particular success factor (Bamford and 

Ernst, 2002). 

Step 3.7 Risk and Reward analysis 

The analyses of the identified risks and rewards showed a contradictory effect. In other words, most 

spin-offs identified multiple rewards, yet they lacked the determination of several risks. When 

searching for a partner, most spin-offs determined multiple rewards which all could be categorized 

to one of the five dimensions of the Strategic Return On Investment (STROI). Porter Lynch (2001) 

identified the following five rewards: financial returns, market impact, competitive advantage, 

organization effectiveness and innovative capacity. These five form together the STROI. Not all 

rewards should and will be identified, yet for a spin-off, it is necessary for the long term to measure 

more than only the financial revenues (De Man, 2004; Arino, 2003; Geringer and Hebert, 1991). 

Whereas most spin-offs did determine multiple rewards, they lacked the analysis of possible risks. 

Porter Lynch (2001) identified seven critical risks that should be examined: market risk, competitive 

technology risk, cooperative environment risk, management risk, political risk, resources risk, and 

capital risk. Nevertheless, only two cases examined a risk analysis. Previous research enhanced this 

finding. Harbison and Pekar (1998) found that inexperienced managers do not identify the major 

business risks that are involved in forming a partnership and this could have undesirable 

consequences later on. This reflects once again the importance of a suitable risk analysis. 

6.1.4 Main findings of the partner selection process 

Based on the three phases that were evaluated, the main findings of the partner selection process 

can be given. Each finding starts with a quote that was mentioned by one of the interviewee’s. This 
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quote represents the general opinion of the studied cases. Therefore, it is not assigned to a particular 

spin-off. 

“In our mind, we knew the direction we were heading for” 

First, this research showed that nearly all spin-offs did not follow a particular partner selection 

process. From the fourteen cases that were studied, only one spin-off possessed a form with ten 

cooperation criteria. Nevertheless, this did not mean that the other spin-offs did not have any criteria 

at all. Most spin-offs used their common sense for the direction they were aiming for, for their 

partner selection, for the accompanying strategy, etcetera. Most spin-offs determined several steps 

in the partner selection process, but all in an intuitive way. It could therefore be concluded that 

university spin-offs do not follow particular steps in the partner selection process, but go through an 

intuitive process when selecting their partner. 

 “Searching for a partner happens unconscious and is more a natural process”  

Second, this research showed that although all spin-offs were aware of the phase in which they were 

situated, the spin-offs did not adjust the partner selection process to this phase. An example was 

Libra who was situated in the Seed phase of the Bell Mason framework, but who was already 

participating in a partnering process which normally takes place in the Alpha phase. In other words, 

some spin-offs started too early with the partner selection process, whereas others started too late. 

This appears to suggest that university spin-offs do not look at which phase they are situated, when 

they make decisions in their partner selection process. 

“I could imagine that a specified partner selection process quickens the process and improves the 

quality” 

The third conclusion ensues from the two aforementioned. All strengths and weaknesses that were 

identified had a strong link with the partner selection process. In other words, the pitfalls could have 

been avoided if the spin-offs had executed the steps in the alliance process, while the strengths 

would have been enabled. The partner selection is a dynamic process and firms need to design a 

partner selection process including different steps and criteria (Hitt et al., 2000). It could therefore be 

concluded that the proposed partner selection process seems to be useful for university spin-offs.  

The identified partner selection process takes care of the former and the latter conclusion, i.e. a 

structured approach that can be used to determine the most suitable partner. However, this model 

does not take into account the second conclusion. The development phases are not part of this 

model. In order to improve the usefulness of the partner selection process, this research proposes to 

combine the identified partner selection process with the development phases a spin-off goes 

through. The next section will link both topics into one model. 

6.2 Solution design 

This section proposes the new partner selection process that meets the three main findings of the 

previous section. The analysis and the conceptual model serve as input for the design of this model. 
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The analysis and diagnosis showed that university spin-offs mainly use their common sense when 

they make decisions. Each spin-offs has their own intuitive partner selection process and most of 

them do not take into account the phase in which they are situated. Moreover, the diversity in spin-

offs is enormous and this complicates the alliance process. Nevertheless, the proposed model must 

facilitate one overall solution, but also motivate the university spin-offs to adopt it in practice.  

To deal with the abovementioned findings, this research proposes a combination of the three phases 

of the identified alliance process and the Bell Mason framework. The Bell Mason framework is 

selected because of two reasons. First, the Bell Mason framework is practically applicable, since it 

provides concrete milestones at each development stage. Second, the Bell Mason framework has 

proven its usefulness, since this framework has been tested in about 1000 venture diagnostics. The 

combination of both models provides one overall solution and meets the three main findings of the 

previous section. Moreover, following the Bell Mason framework, main critical milestones are 

included to motivate spin-offs to adopt this model in practice. Figure 6.1 shows the proposed partner 

selection model for university spin-offs. 

 
Figure 6.1: The proposed partner selection model for university spin-offs 

 

The aim is to have an objective classification of the partner selection process as well as a common 

language across all new business development initiatives for university spin-offs. The proposed 

partner selection model consists of three stages. The first stage ends with main critical milestones. 

Figure 6.1 shows that after stage one, the concept plan should be finished and the growth strategy 

must be determined. The phases of the organization strategy should be combined with the elements 

of the Concept stage. The objective of this step is to present one concept plan that among others 

includes the preferred growth strategy. 

The second stage ends with main critical milestones which belong to the Seed stage and the alliance 

strategy. The Seed phase results in a business plan, whereas the alliance strategy should result in a 

clearly defined targetable program of action (Porter Lynch, 2001). Both milestones should be 
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completed parallel to each other in order to reduce the chances of a vague strategy. The objective of 

this step is to present one business plan and one clearly defined alliance strategy. 

Finally, after the third stage the most appropriate partner could be selected. Figure 6.1 shows that 

this can be done after the partner selection phase and the Alpha stage. The goal of the Alpha stage is 

an operational prototype whereas the goal of the partner selection phase is a detailed analysis and 

selection of the potential partners. Nevertheless, in practice it could be that cooperation is already 

necessary in the Alpha stage. This should be clear after the second stage where the business plan and 

the alliance strategy are determined. If this is the case, than first the partner selection phase should 

be defined after which the Alpha stage could ‘start’.  

Although every spin-off experiences these stages in its development and partner selection, the 

length of each stage and the accompanied results will be radically different depending on the sector 

the university spin-off is operating in. Nonetheless, the proposed model aims at gaining a proper 

understanding of the most relevant principles in alliances for the university spin-off as to avoid 

common pitfalls. 

6.3 Conclusion 

This chapter provided the final diagnosis on the research findings and proposed the new partner 

selection model. These results answered the fifth research question in which was asked how the 

identified partner selection process should be structured and which steps are important for 

university spin-offs. 

This chapter started with a final diagnosis in which the most important findings of the three phases 

of the partner selection model were described. Each phase has its own strengths and improvements. 

Based on those strengths and improvements, three main findings were derived. The first finding 

suggested that nearly all university spin-offs do not follow particular steps in the partner selection 

process, but go through an intuitive process when selecting their partner. The second finding 

proposed that spin-offs did not adjust the partner selection process to the particular phase in which 

they were situated. The third finding appeared to suggest that the proposed partner selection 

process seems to be useful for university spin-offs. 

The identified partner selection process corresponded to the first and third finding. Nevertheless, the 

partner selection process did not take into account the second finding. To improve the usefulness of 

the identified partner selection process, it was combined with the Bell Mason framework. This 

proposed partner selection model consists of three stages, each with its own objectives and 

milestones. This proposed model gains at a proper understanding of the most relevant principles in 

alliances for the university spin-off and tries to avoid common pitfalls during the different phases the 

spin-off goes through. 

Based on the proposed partner selection model, conclusions and recommendations can be given. 

The next chapter will describe these conclusions and recommendations.  



- 65 - 

7 Conclusion and discussion 

In this final chapter, the results of the previous chapters are discussed and linked to the academic 

field and the practitioners’ field. The first part will discuss the theoretical contribution of this 

research and the second part will provide practical recommendations to both the university spin-off 

and the TU/e. Next, the limitations of the results will be discussed, followed by recommendations for 

future research. 

7.1 Theoretical contribution 

University spin-offs are able to identify entrepreneurial opportunities, but are unable to 

commercialize them successfully. Spin-offs do not have access to the market and they lack the 

necessary resources that are needed to exploit those opportunities. Therefore, a change has to be 

made that corresponds to the four basic core competencies of Hardjono (2000). Figure 7.1 illustrates 

this change. 

 

Figure 7.1: The change from the strategic quadrant creativity to the strategic quadrant effectiveness  

 

Most spin-offs are situated in the creativity phase and should change towards effectiveness. To reach 

this phase, an intermediate phase should be completed first in which the spin-off should focus on the 

external orientation. This research focused on the alliance process to capture the value in the 

external orientation phase. One important, yet neglected topic in current research is the partner 

selection process. Partner selection is one of the most critical steps in the establishment of alliances 

(De Man and Duysters, 2000; Hitt et al, 2000; Geringer, 1991; Bronder and Pritzl, 1992). Therefore, 

this research had the following problem statement: 

How should a partner selection process be structured in order to improve  

the performance of alliances of university spin-offs? 

The results of the previous chapters can be used to provide an answer to this problem statement 

that emerged from the literature gap. Three main findings emerged from the case studies and these 

were used as specifications for the proposed partner selection model. The proposed partner 

selection model combined the different development stages with the identified alliance process and 

provided one overall solution. The model provides an objective classification of the partner selection 
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process as well as a common language across all new business development initiatives for university 

spin-offs. So far, none of the current development models satisfies the requirements of a partner 

selection process that is practical applicable for university spin-offs. The Bell Mason framework 

provides several milestones in each development phase, but lacks a practical applicable structure for 

spin-offs when they search for alliance partners. The same applies to the current alliance models. The 

current models are limited to a particular industry, size of company, type of alliance, or geographical 

area. These limitations were already discussed in chapter three and are illustrated in appendix one. 

This research tried to fill this gap and proposed a partner selection model that is practical applicable 

for university spin-offs.  

The proposed partner selection model increases the chance of a successful alliance, since careful 

strategic planning and good alliance preparation are essential for alliance success (Hoffmann and 

Schlosser, 2001). Spin-offs need structure to make decisions and the proposed model consists of a 

clear structure including several milestones. Moreover, the model shows the practical direction 

towards the effectiveness phase of Hardjono (2000). In practice, organizations cannot give attention 

to all four phases at the same time, so several shifts are needed from time to time (Hardjono, 2000). 

If the spin-off stays to long in the creativity phase, this will eventually lead to hobbyism. This 

implicates the necessity to shift the attention on the strategic orientations as was illustrated in Figure 

7.1.  

This shift can also be seen in the competing values approach of Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983). Quinn 

and Rohrbaugh (1983) suggested that the criteria of organizational effectiveness can be sorted 

according to three axes or value dimensions. These three value dimensions are the organizational 

focus (internal-external), the organizational structure (flexibility-control), and the organizational 

means and ends (important processes - final outcomes). Figure 7.2 illustrates these three value sets 

together with the effectiveness criteria.  

 

Figure 7.2: The three value sets and the effectiveness criteria (adapted from Quinn & Rohrbaugh, 1983) 

 

Most spin-offs are located in the open system model where the emphasis is on flexibility and 

readiness (as means) and growth, resource acquisition, and external support (as ends). The open 

system model is stark in contrast with the opposite model internal process. Flexibility and an external 

focus counters to the focus on control and internal focus (Quinn and Rohrbaugh, 1983). Spin-offs 
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could use this framework to indicate the direction of their organization. This framework resembles 

the model of Hardjono (2000). The model of Hardjono (2000) suggests a change from the creativity 

phase to the effectiveness phase. This change could also be applied to the framework of Quinn and 

Rohrbaugh (1983). This is illustrated by means of the yellow arrow in Figure 7.2. Most spin-offs ‘start’ 

in the open system model and a shift is needed to the rational goal model. The proposed partner 

selection model is a useful tool that focuses on the external support. 

Besides the contribution to the existing literature, this research created also valuable knowledge that 

practitioners could use to improve their partner selection process. The next section will describe 

several practical recommendations to both the university spin-off and the TU/e. 

7.2 Recommendations to practitioners 

This section will provide several practical recommendations to both the university spin-off and the 

TU/e. However, since the proposed model was not tested, no actual guidelines could be presented 

here. Therefore only suggestions will be given to both the university spin-off and the Eindhoven 

University of Technology. 

7.2.1 The university spin-off 

One of the objectives of this research was to identify practical lessons based on actual experiences in 

the partner selection process of spin-offs. Those practical lessons relate to the proposed model that 

is visible in Figure 6.1. University spin-offs should use the proposed partner selection model, since 

this model combines the different stages spin-offs go through with the phases of the partner 

selection process. Using this model will avoid common pitfalls and increase the chances of a 

successful alliance. 

Spin-offs should focus on the different steps that were identified in the analysis. Section 6.1 already 

discussed the most important steps of each phase that should be determined. In each phase, spin-

offs should pay additional attention to the strengths and improvements that were found in the 

analysis, since those steps are of a major importance in the partner selection process. 

As the focus of this model is not limited to a particular sector or industry, the model should be 

practically applicable for all university spin-offs. The different steps in each phase provide a clear 

structure. For instance, the use of this model provides a clear risk analysis and attends that 

inexperienced managers do identify the major business risks. The use of this model makes sure that 

no step could escape one’s memory. 

The same goes for the checklists which are shown in appendix four. The use of such a checklist 

should result in quantitative arguments instead of qualitative feelings. The qualitative meaning of the 

entrepreneur should be converted into quantitative numbers and arguments. The different steps and 

the accompanying checklists are a suitable tool for this. 

Nonetheless, the proposed model is not a guarantee for success. Spin-offs still have to determine 

their own organization strategy before determining their alliance strategy. However, the model 

suggests that spin-offs who use the proposed model have a higher chance of success in their partner 

selection process.  
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7.2.2 The Eindhoven University of Technology 

Not only could the spin-off make use of the proposed partner selection model, also the TU/e benefits 

from this model. This model shows which facilities are needed in which particular stage. It is 

recommended to the TU/e to insert these milestones in their current way of supporting spin-offs. 

In the first stage, the support of the TU/e should focus on the concept plan and the preferred growth 

strategy. Spin-offs should create one concept plan that among others includes the growth strategy. 

This stage should for instance be a prerequisite before the start of the CTE program, or the main goal 

of the first month in the CTE program. In this stage, the TU/e should be active and supportive to the 

spin-offs. Gilsing et al. (2010) enhance this and suggest to build a socially supportive entrepreneurial 

climate at the creation of corporate and university spin-offs. 

In the second stage, the focus should be on the business plan and the alliance strategy. The TU/e 

should add a workshop to the CTE program specifically on structuring an alliance. Besides, a chapter 

in the business plan should be assigned to the alliance process. Van Burg et al. (2008) suggest that 

spin-offs should have access to advice, coaching, and training. The TU/e should approach the spin-

offs in an active, yet consultative way. In other words, the TU/e should ask critical questions to the 

spin-off regarding the decisions that are made. Gilsing et al. (2010) strengthen this, since they 

proposed that coaching tends to be more critical than ‘awareness creation’ of spin-offs. 

In the final stage, the TU/e should support the spin-off with more specific facilities, such as juridical 

aspects and drafting a contract. Here, the TU/e should be passive to the spin-off. The spin-off should 

contact the TU/e when they encounter problems. No research was found on this topic, since all 

studies concern the creation and support of university spin-offs. This is an interesting topic for 

further research, since the support of the TU/e should be brought once to an end. 

Furthermore, the support facilities that spin-offs could use should be more transparent. Currently, 

spin-offs do not know what the TU/e can offer to them. The proposed model could help the TU/e, 

since the TU/e could provide concrete advice and hand over the right tools in every stage. Van Burg 

et al. (2008) suggest that universities should help starters in obtaining access to resources and 

developing their social capital by creating a collaborative network organization of investors, 

managers, and advisors. 

This research did not distinguish between the different facilities that the TU/e offers, such as 

Innovation Lab, Brabant Center of Entrepreneurship, Incubator 3+, etcetera. Therefore, the 

abovementioned suggestions are recommended to the Eindhoven University of Technology in 

general. 

Despite the valuable knowledge that practitioners could use to improve their partner selection 

process, this research suffers from several limitations. The next section will discuss these research 

limitations. 

7.3 Research limitations 

 A research study is always confronted with several limitations, and demands tradeoffs among 

different quality aspects (Langley, 1999). An important limitation is that the usefulness of the new 

proposed partner selection model could not be validated in this research. The proposed model was 
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not tested in this research. It is therefore recommended to university spin-offs to actively use this 

model and to validate its usefulness.  

This research only studied university spin-offs which were located at the Eindhoven University of 

Technology. Since the TU/e specializes in sciences and technology, the findings of this research are 

maybe not applicable to other university types. More extensive studies on other universities are 

required to test the extent to which the findings can be applied more generally. Nonetheless, 

focusing on a single industry enhances the validity since such an approach controls for exogenous 

industry factors (Stuart, 2000). 

An examination of the literature revealed very limited extended research about the partner selection 

process of university spin-offs. Therefore, this research has adopted the perspective of the university 

spin-off and as such its findings and the proposed partner selection model can only be interpreted 

from this perspective.  

Another limitation is created by the small number of cases. Fourteen cases were studied in this 

research. Most cases had not any company documents available, so the data was only collected 

through an in-depth interview of approximately 60-90 minutes. As a qualitative piece of work, it is 

hard to generalize the results of these interviews. Nevertheless, these interviews provided a good 

understanding of the current partner selection process, since the data collection consisted of four 

steps: a conceptual framework, a pilot case, the main research, and one final interview. The 

interview did not lead to further adjustments to the framework, and confirmed the relevance of the 

findings of the case studies. 

Furthermore, the interviewees were asked questions about processes and decisions in the past. The 

CEO / founder, who is the decision maker, is often not able to accurately recall the past (Miller et al., 

1997). It was therefore impossible to evaluate every step in the partner selection process. The 

founder can have the tendency to have a different perspective or to recall decision processes as 

purposeful and sequential and influence the data. It is tried to address this limitation by focusing on 

recent or upcoming facts and events which prevented the incorporation of opinions, and reduced the 

potential bias (Miller et al., 1997). 

Some of these limitations could be converted into future research directions. The next section will 

discuss these and other possible research directions. 

7.4 Future research directions 

The results of this study hold several implications for future research. Because of the limited 

timeframe and initial focus, the proposed partner selection model could not be validated. Future 

research should examine the usefulness of the proposed partner selection model. New insights from 

this research created additional questions. An aspect which has not been discussed and incorporated 

in this study but demands future research is the relation between the stages of the Bell Mason 

framework and the partner selection process. Future research should examine the effect these 

stages have on the proposed model.  

Furthermore, the partner selection model is potentially useful as a basis for a quantitative study that 

could provide more general findings. University spin-offs face problems and challenges that are 
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different, in many respects, from those of large enterprises. Spin-offs need theoretically sound and 

empirically proven recommendations on how to structure an alliance. Future research with a larger 

sample size would make the results of this research of a less indicative nature. 

This research might also be conducted in another setting in which for example the partner selection 

process is evaluated from the perspective of both the university spin-off and its partner. This could 

reveal additional insights in the partner selection process of the spin-off.  

Another interesting topic would be to conduct the same research after three years with the current 

CTE participants. It would be interesting to know how the alliance influenced the performance of the 

spin-off. From this can be concluded what kind of effect the partner has on the success of the spin-

off. Besides, their partner selection process could be compared and evaluated by means of the 

findings of this research. From this can be concluded to what effect spin-offs learn by their 

experiences and practices. 

7.5 Conclusion 

At the outset of this research, two goals were expressed. A problem statement together with five 

research questions were determined to achieve both goals. The first goal was to gain new insights 

that contribute to existing literature. As was shown in the theoretical contribution in section 7.1, 

this research added new knowledge to the academic field. The second goal was to create valuable 

knowledge that practitioners could use to improve their partner selection process. Section 7.2 

provided several recommendations to both the university spin-off and the TU/e. It could therefore 

be concluded that both goals have been achieved. 

Obviously, this research suffered from several limitations. This research was only conducted from the 

perspective of university spin-offs which were all connected to the TU/e. The interviewees had to 

recall the past, yet people have the tendency to have a different perspective on the past. Only 

fourteen cases were studied from which most of them only consisted of an in-depth interview. Based 

on the results, a new model was proposed. The usefulness of this model was not validated in this 

research. 

In spite of these limitations, some future research directions were suggested. The usefulness of the 

proposed partner selection model could be examined by both a qualitative and a quantitative study. 

The proposed model might also be evaluated by the partner selection process of a university spin-off 

and its partner. Another interesting topic would be to evaluate the current partner selection process 

of the selected CTE participants after three years. Interesting topics in that respect would be the 

changes that have been made in the partner selection process and how these changes influence the 

performance of the spin-off. What effect did the partner selection process have on the alliance 

success? In other words: 

“Coming together is a beginning; keeping together is progress; working together is success” 

              Henry Ford  
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Appendix 1  Limitations current alliance models 

This appendix shows the main limitations of the current alliance models. In total, ten alliance formation models are used from which five can be classified as specific and 

five can be classified as general. The row at the top shows the scholars that have proposed the alliance models. 

The limitations of these existing models are determined by the requirements of the new alliance model. First, the new model should be applicable for university spin-offs, 

so the existing models were evaluated on their bias towards a particular industry, size of the company, type of alliance, or geographical area. Second, the model should also 

be practically applicable, to the existing models were evaluated on their usefulness. The table below illustrates the limitations of each model. 

 

Pekar and 
Allio 

(1994) 

De Man, 
Van Der Zee 
and Geurts 

(2000) 

Duysters 
and Van 

Den Oord 
(2002) 

Porter 
Lynch 
(2001) 

Harbison 
and 

Pekar 
(1998) 

De Man 
(2004) 

Yoshino 
and 

Rangan 
(1995) 

Ring 
and 

Van De 
Ven 

(1994) 

Dyer, 
Kale, 
Singh 
(2001) 

Lendrum 
(2003) 

Practical applicable √ √ √ √ √ 
     

General applicable 
     

√ √ √ √ √ 
All industries involved √ 

 
√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

Focus on multinationals √ √ 
 

√ √ 
   

√ 
 

All sizes of organizations 
     

√ √ √ 
 

√ 
All geographical areas 

 
√ √ 

 
√ √ √ √ √ √ 

All types of alliances √ √ √ 
 

√ √ √ √ √ 
 

- 

The table shows that none of the current alliance models satisfies the requirements of being general and practical applicable for university spin-offs. Some models are 

general applicable, but lack practicality. Other models provide practical activities and tools, but are biased towards a particular industry, size of organization, geographical 

area, or type of alliance.  
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Appendix 2  Comparison of existing models 

Appendix one showed the main limitations of the current models. Nonetheless, appendix one showed that a 

combination of the current models contains all aspects that are needed. Therefore, the new alliance model is 

developed by combining the existing models. 

After a detailed comparison of the ten models, six sequential phases were determined. Those six phases are 

illustrated in the left column. The most suitable names are chosen for each phase. The row at the top shows the 

scholars that have proposed the alliance models. Five models are shown on this page and five models on the next 

page.  

Despite the diversity in the amount of phases and their names, similarities can be identified. Phases with rather 

similar objectives are positioned in the same row. When a cell is left empty, the model does not include that 

particular phase. 

Appendix 2A Comparison of existing models part 1 
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Appendix 2B Comparison of existing models part 2 
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Appendix 3  Analysis of the three existing phases 

This appendix shows the comparison of every step in one of the three phases. All steps of the first three phases of the existing models are listed, repositioned and 

combined in order to get a complete view of the three phases.  

First, some steps are repositioned, because existing models could have a different alliance process. It could therefore be the case that a model does not include a particular 

phase, but however includes one or more steps that belong to that phase. E.g. the model of Harbison and Pekar (1998) does not include a separate alliance strategy phase, 

but still has some steps that belong to this phase. Therefore, the current positions of the steps are evaluated and repositioned if needed. Second, some steps with almost 

similar names or content are combined in order to reduce the number of steps and to maintain a clear overview. Appendix 3A shows the organization strategy, appendix 3B 

shows the alliance strategy and appendix 3C shows the partner selection phase.  

Appendix 3A Organization strategy  

 

Pekar and 
Allio 

(1994) 

De Man, 
Van Der Zee 
and Geurts 

(2000) 

Duysters 
and Van 

Den Oord 
(2002) 

Porter 
Lynch 
(2001) 

Harbison 
and 

Pekar 
(1998) 

De Man 
(2004) 

Yoshino 
and 

Rangan 
(1995) 

Ring 
and 

Van De 
Ven 

(1994) 

Dyer, 
Kale, 
Singh 
(2001) 

Lendrum 
(2003) 

Organization strategy 
          

External analysis 
 

√ √ 
 

√ 
 

√ 
  

√ 

Internal analysis 
 

√ √ 
   

√ 
  

√ 

Determine value discipline 
          

Define vision and mission 
  

√ 
       

Identification of 
shortcomings   

√ 
     

√ √ 

Determine growth strategy 
 

√ √ √ √ √ √ 
 

√ 
 

Evaluate organization 
strategy           
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Appendix 3B Alliance strategy 

 

Pekar and 
Allio 

(1994) 

De man, 
Van der Zee 
and Geurts 

(2000) 

Duysters 
and Van 

Den Oord 
(2002) 

Porter 
Lynch 
(2001) 

Harbison 
and 

Pekar 
(1998) 

De Man 
(2004) 

Yoshino 
and 

Rangan 
(1995) 

Ring 
and 

Van De 
Ven 

(1994) 

Dyer, 
Kale, 
Singh 
(2001) 

Lendrum 
(2003) 

Alliance strategy 
          

Design optimal alliance 
portfolio   

√ 
       

Management of optimal 
alliance portfolio   

√ 
      

√ 

Determine strategic drivers 
  

√ √ √ 
   

√ √ 

Determine value migration 
   

√ 
      

Determine alliance strategy √ √ √ √ 
 

√ 
    

Define breakthrough value 
added proposition   

√ √ √ 
 

√ 
  

√ 

Create fall back positions 
      

√ 
   

Evaluate alliance strategy √ 
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Appendix 3C Partner Selection 

 

 

Pekar and 
Allio 

(1994) 

De man, 
Van der Zee 
and Geurts 

(2000) 

Duysters 
and Van 

Den Oord 
(2002) 

Porter 
Lynch 
(2001) 

Harbison 
and 

Pekar 
(1998) 

De Man 
(2004) 

Yoshino 
and 

Rangan 
(1995) 

Ring 
and 

Van De 
Ven 

(1994) 

Dyer, 
Kale, 
Singh 
(2001) 

Lendrum 
(2003) 

Partner selection 
 

√ 
        

Create a long list of 
potential partners 

√ √ √ 
  

√ 
    

Define optimal partner 
profile  

√ √ 
  

√ 
 

√ 
  

Create short list of potential 
partners           
Evaluate preconditions 

        
√ 

 
Candidate research and due 
diligence 

√ 
  

√ √ 
   

√ 
 

Perform fit analysis √ √ √ √ √ 
   

√ √ 

Analyze risk and rewards √ 
 

√ √ √ 
   

√ 
 

Evaluate partner selection 
          

Select most suitable partner 
  

√ 
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Appendix 4  Checklists alliance process 

 

Checklist 1: The growth strategy 
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        Checklist 2: Management Summary Business Strategy 
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      Checklist 3: The Strategic Drivers (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 
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        Checklist 4: Value Migration Analysis (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 
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       Checklist 5: Value Added Proposition (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 
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    Checklist 6: Management Summary Alliance Strategy 
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        Checklist 7: Long list potential partners 
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       Checklist 8: Optimal partner profile 
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   Checklist 9: Short list potential partners 
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    Checklist 10: Preconditions spin-off & prospective partners 
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     Checklist 11: Due Diligence (adapted from Porter Lynch, 2001) 

 



 

- 98 - 

 

     Checklist 12: Fit analysis (adapted from Duysters & van den Oord (2002) and Porter Lynch (2001)) 
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     Checklist 13: Critical risk analysis (adapted Porter Lynch, 2001) 
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   Checklist 14: Reward analysis (adapted Porter Lynch, 2001) 
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    Checklist 15: Management Summary partner selection 
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    Checklist 16: Selection most suitable partner 
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Appendix 5  Interview structure university spin-off (in Dutch) 

Bedrijfsnaam:   ..................................................................... 

Interview met:   ………………………………………………….. 

Datum:    ……………………………………………….... 

 

- Introductie en duur (± 60 min) van het interview; 
- Toestemming om de memo recorder te gebruiken. 

1 Algemene vragen      ± 10 minuten 
A  Company gerelateerd 

1. Wanneer is uw bedrijf opgericht? 
2. Wat is uw huidige functie en hoe lang bent u al werkzaam in uw bedrijf? 
3. Wat is het huidige aantal werknemers?  
4. Bent u (mede)eigenaar van dit bedrijf? 
5. In welke industrie is dit bedrijf actief?  
 

B  Alliantie gerelateerd         

1. Hoeveel allianties is uw bedrijf reeds aangegaan?  
2. Welk bedrijf, waarmee uw bedrijf een alliantie heeft, zal worden besproken in dit interview? 
3. Wanneer zijn jullie deze samenwerking aangegaan? 
4. Wie is de contactpersoon bij dit bedrijf en wat is zijn functie? 
5. Wat is de input / rol van de partner en uw bedrijf in deze alliantie? 

2 Ontwikkeling fases van de high-tech start-up  ± 10 minuten 

Een start-up doorloopt een aantal fases voordat het product de markt op kan. In dit interview worden 

de vijf fases van de Bell Mason Group gebruikt. Gedurende deze fases gaat de start-up ‘op zoek naar’ 

eventuele samenwerkingspartners. De ene start-up doorloopt deze fasen sneller dan de ander en 

selecteert ‘makkelijker’ een partner. Vandaar een aantal vragen over de fase waarin de start-up zich 

bevindt. 

 

  

Concept plan  

(8-10 pages) 

First business 

plan 

Operational 

prototyping 

Test in the field Formal launch 

Initial funding from 

the corporation 

Identification of 

partners 

Partnering process 

takes place 

Partners are engaged 

in the venture 

Partners have specific 

roles 

  
1. Kunt uw bedrijf duidelijk de fases onderscheiden waarin uw bedrijf zit? 
2. Vanuit de ‘ik heb een idee’ totdat het 1e product / dienst verkocht was, hoeveel tijd zat 

daartussen? 
3. In welke fase bevond uw bedrijf zich toen uw bedrijf de alliantie aan ging?  

Market Calibration        Beta           Alpha   Seed      Concept 
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4. In welke fase is uw bedrijf op zoek gegaan naar potentiële partners? 
5. Hoeveel maanden / jaren heeft uw bedrijf over de eerdere fases gedaan? 
6. En hoeveel maanden / jaren duurt / duurde het nog om de andere fases te doorlopen? 
7. Wat is de periode waarvoor de alliantie is aangegaan?  
8. Is de samenwerking al geëvalueerd met de partner(s)? 
9. Is deze alliantie nog steeds operationeel of is deze inmiddels beëindigd? En waarom? 

3 Alliantie proces      ± 20 minuten  
A Alliantie proces algemeen 

 Hebt u ondersteuning gehad bij het aangaan van de allianties? Ondersteuning kan zijn door 
personen, literatuur. Oftewel alles zelf gedaan of gestructureerd? 
 

De literatuur beschrijft een bepaald stappenplan om een samenwerking aan te gaan. Ondanks het feit 
dat de university spin-off wellicht geen stappenplan heeft doorlopen, kunnen bepaalde stappen, al 
dan niet bewust, zijn doorlopen. De volgende vragen zullen dieper ingaan op 3 fasen, te weten de 
organisatie strategie, de alliantie strategie en de partner selectie.  

B Organisatie strategie 

1. Was u er zeker van dat uw bedrijf een alliantie moest aangaan? En waarom (niet)? 
2. Welke andere opties heeft uw bedrijf overwogen? 

(denk hierbij aan zelf verder ontwikkelen (autonome groei), fuseren of een overname etc.) 
3. Welke strategie (the value discipline) heeft uw bedrijf vastgesteld?  

- product leadership  Expert in een bepaald gebied, continu innovatie door creativiteit. 
- customer intimacy  Klant centraal, complete oplossing voor de klant. Total solution. 
- operational excellence  Beste prijs-kwaliteit verhouding: operationeel voortreffelijk, dwz 
een optimaal bedrijfsproces. 

4. Heeft uw bedrijf de gemaakte keuze achteraf geëvalueerd?  
5. Heeft uw bedrijf een externe en interne analyse (SWOT) gedaan? 
6. Had uw bedrijf een duidelijke visie en missie voordat u op zoek ging naar een alliantie? 
7. Had uw bedrijf zijn competenties en tekortkomingen in kaart gebracht? 

C  Alliantie strategie 

1. Had uw bedrijf een duidelijk beeld over de alliantie strategie die gevolgd moest worden? 
2. Bestond deze alliantie strategie uit specifieke, concrete en meetbare doelen?  

SMART  Clea goals have positieve effect on alliance formation. 

3. Was het doel van de samenwerking voor beide partijen duidelijk? 

4. Welke strategische drijfveren had uw bedrijf (en de potentiële partner) om een alliantie aan 
te gaan? Vooral: 
- Klant gedreven      external driver & opportunity driven 
- Concurrentie gedreven    external driver & problem driven 
- Tekortkoming gedreven   internal driver & problem driven 
- Nieuw product / competencies gedreven  internal driver & opportunity driven  

5. Waren deze drijfveren duidelijk toen uw bedrijf de alliantie aanging? 
6. Had uw bedrijf meerdere strategieën uitgestippeld? (fall-back positions) 
7. Heeft uw bedrijf achteraf de uitgestippelde route geëvalueerd? 

 
8. Had uw bedrijf een alliantie portfolio opgesteld? Dwz een partner programma waarin de partners als 

het ware ingedeeld worden.  

9. Naar wat voor soort partner in ‘t netwerk was uw bedrijf op zoek? (i.e. strong – weak ties) 
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10.  Heeft uw bedrijf rekening gehouden met ’t feit dat de waardes van deze drijfveren kunnen veranderen 
in de toekomst? Bijv. videoband   DVD  digitaal bestellen. 

11. Wat is het voordeel voor de klant dat deze alliantie werd aangegaan? (VAP customer) 

D Partner selectie 

1. Hoeveel potentiële partners heeft uw bedrijf uitvoerig onderzocht en geëvalueerd?  
2. Hoe zijn jullie uiteindelijk bij deze partner(s) uitgekomen? 
3. Welke individuele factoren speelden een rol bij het selecteren van de partner en waarom?   

(denk hierbij aan vertrouwen, controle v/d alliantie, vergelijkbare werksfeer, wijze van communiceren)  
4. Welke strategische factoren speelden een rol bij het selecteren van de partner en waarom?  

(denk hierbij aan dezelfde ambitie, samen sterke synergie, geen directe concurrent van elkaar) 

5. Welke operationele factoren speelden een rol bij het selecteren van de partner en waarom?  
(denk hierbij aan reputatie, de aanwezigheid van financiën, faciliteiten, kennis, patenten, R&D deling) 

6. Heeft uw bedrijf rekening gehouden met de ervaring in samenwerking van de partner?  
(denk hierbij aan alliantie ervaring, huidige partners van de partner, ’t netwerk) 

7. Welke risico’s heeft u geïdentificeerd en geanalyseerd? 
(denk hierbij aan markt risico’s, aanwezigheid concurrentie, de wet, ontbreken van middelen & 
kapitaal) 

8. Welke rewards heeft u geïdentificeerd en geanalyseerd? 
(denk hierbij aan concurrentievoordeel, grotere winst, groter marktaandeel, innovatie groei ) 

9. Heeft uw bedrijf de gemaakte keuzes achteraf geëvalueerd? 
10. Had uw bedrijf een lijst opgesteld met daarin alle potentiële partners zonder ze al te 

evalueren? 
11. Had uw bedrijf een partner profiel opgesteld met hierin de gewenste competenties, 

management style, structuur etc.? 

4  Onderwijs &  TU/e        ± 15 minuten 

1. Heeft uw bedrijf deelgenomen aan het CTE programma van de TU/e? 

Zo ja, heeft u tijdens het CTE programma al gesproken over concrete samenwerking? 

 d.w.z. welk soort samenwerking, welk doel, welke strategie etc. 

2. Heeft de TU/e uw bedrijf geholpen met de daadwerkelijke keuzes bij het wel / niet aangaan 

van een alliantie? 

Zo ja, op welke manier heeft de TU/e dat gedaan? 

Zo nee, heeft de TU/e dan wel op een andere manier bijgedragen aan de samenwerking?  

3. Had uw bedrijf in het business plan al aandacht besteed aan het soort samenwerking? 
Zo ja, op welke manier? Hoe concreet? 
Zo nee, zou dit geholpen hebben bij het uiteindelijke aangaan van de samenwerking?  

4. Wat zou de TU/e / Innovation Lab kunnen toevoegen bij het aangaan van een 
samenwerking? 

5 Afronding interview      ± 5 minuten 

Noem vijf kenmerken, waarvan u denkt, dat die de grootste invloed hebben gehad op de 
uiteindelijke keuze van een desbetreffende partner.
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