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A strong research and innovation ecosystem drives
economic growth and job creation by maximizing
opportunities to commercialize research into products,
services and companies, generate intellectual property (IP)
and foster a culture of risk-taking and entrepreneurship.
Together, postsecondary, government and industry have
critical roles to play in strengthening Ontario’s innovation
ecosystem. Much of the research conducted at Ontario’s
universities is leading to significant improvements in quality
of life and economic growth.
But, this type of research cannot be undertaken without
the investment and support from government. While
commercialization is one of the many ways the public and
province can benefit from research, the full spectrum of
research – from basic to applied – must be supported in
order to fully fuel innovation and open Ontario for business.
As one of the players in Ontario’s innovation ecosystem,
Ontario’s universities are committed to:
• Contributing to a strong innovation ecosystem by
conducting research that pushes the boundaries of
knowledge, fuels the innovation pipeline, benefits society
and contributes to the economy; while working with
industry to encourage investment in the early-stage
commercialization of university research;
• Supporting entrepreneurship and commercialization
activities among students, researchers and
industry – particularly small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) – to fuel an innovative, entrepreneurial workforce;
• Supporting the development of flexible IP policies that
will foster a competitive economy and drive regional
economic development.
We greatly appreciate the opportunity to partner with
government and work together to protect made-in-Ontario
ideas and maximize commercialization opportunities in
order to drive economic development across the province.
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Contributing to a Strong
Innovation Ecosystem

Setting the foundation for innovation
through basic research
As the government works to drive economic growth
through innovation, Ontario university researchers
are conducting the research that fuels this innovation.
They are exploring ways to improve quality of life
for the people and communities across Ontario, and
support informed policy and decision-making that will
help boost local and provincial economies.
From helping make the health-care system more effective
to increasing access to digital infrastructure and mitigating
the impacts of flooding on communities, the work of these
researchers is primarily motivated by their desire to have
a positive societal impact, and catalyzed by their curiosity.
Much of Ontario’s groundbreaking research begins with
basic research: the type of discovery that pushes the
boundaries of knowledge. The commercial applications are
not always immediately clear. Basic research fuels
the innovation pipeline, creating the foundation that
strengthens the ecosystem and leads to the commercialized
inventions that benefit all Ontarians.
The discovery of insulin and the creation of radiation
treatment for cancer, for example, were both grounded in
basic research conducted at an Ontario university.
It was only some time later that these discoveries were
commercialized to save countless lives around the world.
In fact, Ontario’s universities are responsible for a number
of groundbreaking inventions like these. And, while
revenue-generation is not their primary motive, research
conducted at universities contributes nearly $25 billion per
year to the province’s economy1.
Strong support for basic research ensures a strong ecosystem
where the innovation pipeline is consistently fueled to
drive discovery, invention and commercialization, ultimately
creating a competitive economy.

Due to basic research conducted
at Ontario’s universities years ago,
the province is now becoming a
global leader in artificial intelligence
(AI). Deep Genomics, a company
that develops treatments for genetic
diseases, and Acerta Analytics
Solutions, which improves automotive
safety by detecting existing and
potential problems in vehicles, are
examples of successful AI start-ups
with origins at an Ontario university.

Working with industry to foster a risk-taking
business environment
Basic research that is further developed moves along the
innovation pipeline towards applied research – research
designed to solve specific problems – before entering
experimental development – ready to be turned into
products and services.
Universities partner with SMEs and large businesses to
transfer their early applied research to the private sector
where it can be commercialized and taken to market –
the role of the private sector.
During these early stages of commercialization, there is
opportunity to strengthen industry capacity to absorb
academic IP and turn it into commercial success. This is
particularly true for the province’s SMEs, which make up
99.7 per cent of Ontario businesses2.
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CONTRIBUTING TO A STRONG INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM

Early stages of commercialization (between TRLs 3 and 5 in
the diagram below) tend to lack support from either the
public sector (typically funding basic and early applied
research) or the private sector (primarily attracted to later
stage product development).
The result is an innovation “valley of death” – the period
between discovery and experimental development – where
a large amount of publicly funded applied research leaves
Ontario to be commercialized elsewhere, or not at all.
SMEs can be hesitant to invest in the valley of death due to
the risk involved. This hesitation can be demonstrated in
Canada’s business enterprise research and development
(BERD) spending, a useful indicator of industry appetite
for innovation in a country.

Technology readiness levels
(TRLs) are used to measure and
evaluate the maturity of a
specific innovation, with TRL1
being the least ready and TRL9
being already used in real-life
conditions. An innovation
valley of death lies between
TRLs 3 and 5.

According to a 2018 report by the Council of Canadian
Academies, Canada ranks 33rd among leading countries on
an index assessing the magnitude, intensity and growth
of BERD. Between 2006 and 2015, Canada BERD spending
grew less than both inflation and Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) average spending.

The Innovation Pipeline

Source: Luke, R. (2017, November 29). The #PivotEconomy: Capacity and Contribution for Intentional Innovation [Blog Post].
Retrieved from https://www.robertluke.ca/2017/11/the-pivoteconomy-capacity-and.html

4

1

CONTRIBUTING TO A STRONG INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM

Between 2014 and 2017, it is projected that Canadian
BERD will decline by 2.8 per cent per year, meaning most
Canadian industries are now spending less on research
and development (R&D) than in the previous decade3.
To improve the overall performance of technology transfer
in Canada and Ontario and further strengthen the
innovation ecosystem, there must be incentive to invest in
the valley of death, as well as an appetite to take risks
and foster an entrepreneurial culture within government,
postsecondary and industry.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Strengthen the research and innovation ecosystem in
Ontario and encourage industry to invest in universitygenerated IP. The government should:
1. Develop a targeted provincial R&D
strategy that brings together stakeholders in the innovation ecosystem to
encourage industry investment.
2. Adopt a whole community approach
to build a culture of innovation,
risk-taking and entrepreneurship that
fosters the development of IP.
• This may include: Integrating
entrepreneurship skills into the
Ontario Grade 10 Career Studies
curriculum; facilitating partnerships
between educational institutions
at different levels around specific
projects that focus on innovation; and
encouraging business engagement
with programs like Junior
Achievement in local communities.
3. Support SMEs that are actively
pursuing the R&D of a particular
technology to develop industry
patents.

4. Develop and promote resources
for SMEs to improve the overall
performance of Canadian technology
transfer and incentivize industry to
cross the “valley of death” by:
• Working with the federal government
to make ExploreIP searchable by
province to more easily connect Ontario
patent holders with industry partners
and improve access to information
about publically held IP in Ontario.
• Developing an online resource
specifically for Ontario businesses that
bridges industry issues with university
solutions, such as, highlighting
opportunities to collaborate with
universities, researchers, business
and IP law clinics and academic
programs to create work-integrated
learning opportunities.
5. Increase SME capacity for commercialization and encourage universityindustry partnerships by:

A 2017 House of Commons
report stated that financial
and opportunity costs for the
private sector were primary
deterrents to investing in IP.
This risk-aversion can impede
the adoption of high-potential
but commercially unproven
university IP4.

• Developing initiatives that are
modelled on the success of existing
programs in other jurisdictions, such as:
i. The Small Business Technology
Transfer program, where universities
can secure prototype development
funding to build pre-commercial
prototypes, marketed to companies and potential investors.
ii. The Small Business Innovation
Research fund, where federal
departments allocate a portion of
their budget to small businesses
entrusted to lead research projects
in areas with commercial potential.
• Creating a venture capital program
for early seed financing and high-risk
opportunities to help start-ups with
the staffing, development and sales
expenditures that are critical for
their success.
• Providing guidelines that make it easier
for SMEs to bid on government
contracts and access public procurement
opportunities in the province.
• Incentivizing Ontario-based
corporations to become first adopters
of Ontario created innovations.
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Supporting Entrepreneurship and
Commercialization Activities

Helping students and SMEs thrive
A skilled workforce that can create, adopt or help SMEs
navigate IP is key to the province’s future prosperity.
Ontario’s universities are finding ways to instill an
entrepreneurial spirit in students, equipping them with
the adaptable skills they need when they enter the
private sector as innovative employees and job creators.
Our students have the opportunity to learn about IP, both
inside and outside the classroom. It is embedded into
the curriculum in law and business schools, and often into
science, engineering and humanities programs. These
initiatives allow a diverse cross-section of students to deepen
their knowledge about IP and learn valuable skills that
will help drive industry when they enter the workforce.
Outside the classroom, a number of initiatives help students
apply what they learn and gain experience in IP.

Business and IP law clinics, for example, allow students to
provide legal assistance and work directly with clients,
such as, start-ups, SMEs, non-profits and charities. They
advise on corporate governance issues; draft legal
documents and contracts, terms of use and privacy policies;
write legal opinions on a range of topics; and file patents
with the help of supervising law firms.
These types of opportunities help students secure jobs in
innovative areas of the economy, from artificial intelligence
(AI) to other emerging legal technology sectors.
As well, the clinics play a critical role in serving the broader
community by helping organizations that do not otherwise
have the capacity or resources to seek legal assistance.
Patent and other legal costs can be prohibitive for start-ups.
Business and IP law clinics help undercut these barriers
to innovation.
Other examples of on-campus supports for student
entrepreneurs and small businesses include:
• IP-specific Internships: Ontario universities are building
relationships with industry partners to provide students
with opportunities to apply their IP knowledge through
placements in different industries, such as, pharmaceutical
and media. Institutions may also offer internships at
government and non-profit agencies, as well as, the university
technology transfer office, where the student can engage
with researchers, entrepreneurs and industry.
• IP Moots: Moots are mock trials that examine a
hypothetical case. Several Ontario universities regularly
participate in the Harold G. Fox IP Moot where law students
from across the country present arguments based on
real-world issues about Canadian domestic IP. Winners
of the competition go to the Oxford International IP
Moot, which brings a global perspective to a particular IP
law problem.
• Campus Incubators: Campus incubators have connected
more than 280,000 Ontario students to entrepreneurs,
mentors, business leaders and investors to help turn ideas
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SUPPORTING ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND COMMERCIALIZATION ACTIVITIES

into products and services, and give companies a
competitive edge and an opportunity to grow.
• Innovation Centres: These spaces support
entrepreneurship activities by providing resources and
linkages for students, researchers and industry to
incubators, infrastructure, accelerators, joint courses,
workshops, internship opportunities, seminar series,
conferences and business plan competitions. SMEs, in
particular, are able to use cutting-edge university
equipment, while accessing talent and infrastructure, to
find solutions to challenges they’re facing – an opportunity
they may not otherwise afford.
• Venture “pitch” competitions: Student entrepreneurs
have the opportunity to pitch ideas to potential industry
partners for investment. In advance of these
competitions, law students provide information on IP to
the student entrepreneurs.

Taking ideas to market
Ontario’s universities also facilitate commercialization by
helping move research through the innovation pipeline,
out of the university and ready for private sector investment.
Much of this heavy lifting is done by university technology
transfer offices (TTOs), which help identify commercially
viable IP, sort IP contracting constraints and pursue IP
protection and management activities.
The majority of university-generated IP is typically very early
stage, often without working prototypes. TTOs work to
secure funding to build first-generation prototypes in order
to de-risk the IP and make it more attractive to private sector
investment. Once secured, the actual commercialization
of research – turning ideas into products and services and
creating jobs through new companies – is the role of the
private sector.

These are just a small collection of examples where
universities are providing opportunities for students
to learn about and engage with IP, as well as supporting
small businesses to scale and innovate.

The 2015 Annual Report of the Office
of the Auditor General of Ontario
stated that patent costs and legal costs
were upwards of 30% of the total
expenditures of the TTO offices visited.
For example, filing a U.S. provisional
patent application and a subsequent Patent
Cooperation Treaty (PCT) utility patent
application typically costs approximately
$20,000 CAD, with a final cost that could
easily exceed $30,000 CAD for an issued
patent. Once this patent is issued, there
is a further requirement to pay escalating
maintenance fees to keep the patent alive.
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SUPPORTING ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND COMMERCIALIZATION ACTIVITIES

In many cases, IP creators – the researchers – must be
engaged in the commercialization process from start to
finish. TTOs support them on a number of activities, such as,
facilitating investor/company meetings, proposal support
and patent/agent interactions. Providing this support for
researchers is a key component in encouraging researcher
engagement throughout a process that is typically complex.
Both roles of the TTO – having to make early investments
in protecting commercially viable IP, coupled with
unpredictable researcher commitment – means that simply
creating IP and moving it through the TTO does not always
lead to successful commercialization.
With more resources and programs, TTOs can bolster their
activities, reduce transactional costs between the SME,
inventor and university, and streamline IP protection and
commercialization processes.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Strengthen commercialization
resources for students and
communities, and opportunities for
technology transfer. The Ontario
government should:
6. Encourage Business and IP Law Clinic engagement at every institution to connect university
expertise with communities who would otherwise
not have the resources to seek legal counsel,
including SMEs and student entrepreneurs.
7. Provide dedicated funding to develop programs
and services that bolster knowledge translation
and better support community services, such as:
• A Start-up Management Program to connect new
start-ups with experienced CEO and management
candidates. These candidates can help guide
start-ups from early development through to
growth and scale-up via “sweat equity” compensation structures.
• A tech transfer collaborative that supports and
acts as a resource for all TTOs in Ontario (modelled
after the Massachusetts Technology Transfer
Centre). More established TTOs could provide
regional services, tailored for the needs of that
specific geographical area, to institutions with
less-robust TTOs.
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Adopting a Range of IP Policies
for a Competitive Economy

Ontario universities adopt a range of IP ownership and
licensing policies that best serve the research strengths
and campus culture of each institution, as well as their target
and regional markets. This variety in policy ensures each
institution’s policy is tailored to the unique cultures and
research environments of the individual university and
surrounding regions, and the postsecondary sector.

Allowing for flexible first-right to IP

In fact, research is inconclusive as to whether type of IP
ownership policy affects commercialization activity.
A one-size-fits-all approach will not necessarily allow
institutions to build on their strengths and specialties,
and ultimately contribute to Ontario’s local economies
and societies.

At 99.8 per cent of Canadian businesses, SMEs are the
overwhelming majority of the country’s industry landscape5.
However, they do not always have the resources and
appetite for risk to invest in the significant costs associated
with IP development and protection, such as, patents,
industrial designs, trademarks and copyrights.

For example, for computer science software creations,
where patents are often not applicable, getting first
to market is an advantage for commercial success. As
creator-owned IP policies tend to have a less tedious
administrative process, this type of IP policy enables the
fast tracking of such software creation to the market.

In addition, defining a Canadian company can be
challenging. While companies, such as, Rogers, Bell and
Bombardier, were founded and headquartered in Canada,
companies with long histories and headquarters in
Canada (but with global headquarters elsewhere), such as,
IBM or Ford, could also fit this definition.

While universities aim to support Canadian industry, a
Canada First Right to IP approach is not always beneficial.
For some commercialization opportunities, universities
must cast a global outlook due to the lack of Canadian
companies with specific expertise.

However, bringing medical-related IP to market typically
involves deeper patent protection strategies (and costs) and
a lengthy regulatory approval timeline. In these
circumstances, an institution-based ownership IP policy
may be more appropriate, as the institution is in a better
financial position, with control over clinical infrastructure to
make a long-term commitment to such discoveries.
Instead of a one-size-fits-all approach to IP, what is more
critical is the transparency of these policies to inventors
and industry stakeholders. In order to ensure clarity around
university-generated IP ownership and licensing policies,
some universities have developed resources, such as
guidebooks, specifically tailored for inventors and industry
stakeholders to help streamline the commercialization
process.
A variety of IP ownership policies tailored to unique
needs of institution and region will ensure opportunities for
the commercialization of university-generated IP are fully
realized.
9
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ADOPTING A RANGE OF IP POLICIES FOR A COMPETITIVE ECONOMY

Other possible definitions include companies who have
CEOs based in other countries, historically Canadian
companies that were acquired by multinational
corporations, such as, Labatt’s and Stelco, or Canadian
start-ups acquired by global companies that were grown
in Canada, such as, Maluuba-Microsoft.
Yet, regardless of how a Canadian company is defined,
holding IP rights do not equal economic gain. Giving
first-right to IP to Canadian industry doesn’t necessarily
lead to more jobs or more profit for Canadian companies.
By restricting potential buyers, this type of policy also has
the potential to hurt start-ups looking to grow and scale.
Instead, there is an opportunity to encourage multinationals,
SMEs and larger Canadian companies to establish
their headquarters in underserved communities across the
province, leading to job creation in local economies.
Not only will efforts to incentivize multinationals to rural
and remote communities continue to help drive regional
economic development, they will benefit local and
Canadian companies, as well. When multinationals move
to a particular region, their impacts are invaluable to
local industry and SMEs who benefit from the products
and services they provide.
In addition, multinationals often partner with local
businesses to either purchase SME products and services,
or enlist their help in distribution, optimizing the
supply chain. Local firms, then, have access to scalable
technology and production techniques, as well as
opportunities to train local workers and develop an
upskilled workforce.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Support regional economic
development through policies that
maintain flexible IP ownership
and encourage the establishment
of companies in all of Ontario’s
communities. The Ontario
government should:
8. Continue to recognize the diverse cultures and
research environments of universities across
the province, which is reflected in the variety of IP
ownership and licensing policies.
9. Encourage SMEs and multinational companies to
establish in underserved areas of the province to
boost local economies and drive regional economic
development.

Conclusion
There is a real opportunity to strengthen the research and
innovation ecosystem in Ontario. Given the value of IP
in today’s economy, federal and provincial policy makers
should explore the various avenues that facilitate the
use of university-generated IP.
Ontario’s ecosystem is not static – it continues to evolve
and adapt with shifts to the innovation-based economy,
both regionally and globally. In order to be nimble and most
responsive, government, industry, universities and
communities must continue to build a working relationship
to drive research and commercialization in Ontario,
contributing to a competitive economy.
The university sector is committed to working with the
government and other stakeholders as partners to
strengthen the innovation ecosystem for the benefit of our
students, communities and province.
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APPENDIX A

Report Priorities – Summary of
Recommendations
1 	
 Contributing to a Strong Innovation
Ecosystem

5. Increase SME capacity for commercialization and
encourage university-industry partnerships by:

1. Develop a targeted provincial R&D strategy that brings
together stakeholders in the innovation ecosystem
to encourage industry investment and drive Ontario’s
economy.

• Developing initiatives that are modelled on the success of

2. Adopt a whole community approach to build a culture of
innovation, risk-taking and entrepreneurship that fosters
the development of IP.
• This may include: Integrating entrepreneurship skills into

the Ontario Grade 10 Career Studies curriculum; facilitating
partnerships between educational institutions at different
levels around specific projects that focus on innovation;
and encouraging business engagement with programs
like Junior Achievement in local communities.
3. Support SMEs that are actively pursuing the R&D of a
particular technology to develop industry patents.

existing programs in other jurisdictions, such as:
i. The Small Business Technology Transfer program,
where universities can secure prototype development
funding to build pre-commercial prototypes, marketed
to companies and potential investors.
ii. The Small Business Innovation Research fund, where
federal departments allocate a portion of their budget
to small businesses entrusted to lead research projects
in areas with commercial potential.
• Creating a venture capital program for early seed financ-

ing and high-risk opportunities to help start-ups with the
staffing, development and sales expenditures that are
critical for their success.
• Providing guidelines that make it easier for SMEs to bid on

4. Develop and promote resources for SMEs to improve the
overall performance of Canadian technology transfer
and incentivize industry to invest in the “valley of death” by:

government contracts and access public procurement
opportunities in the province.
• Incentivizing Ontario-based corporations to become first

• Working with the federal government to make ExporeIP

searchable by province to more easily connect Ontario
patent holders with industry partners and improve access
to information about publically held IP in Ontario.
• Developing an online resource specifically for Ontario

businesses that bridges industry issues with university
solutions, such as, highlighting opportunities to collaborate
with universities, researchers, business and IP law
clinics and academic programs to create work-integrated
learning opportunities.
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APPENDIX A: REPORT PRIORITIES – SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

2 	Supporting Entrepreneurship and
Commercialization Activities
6. Encourage Business and IP Law Clinic engagement at
every institution to connect university expertise with
communities who would otherwise not have the resources
to seek legal counsel, including SMEs and student
entrepreneurs.
7. Provide dedicated funding to develop programs and
services that bolster knowledge translation and better
support community services, such as:
• A Start-up Management Program to connect new start-

ups with experienced CEO and management candidates.
These candidates can help guide start-ups from early
development through to growth and scale-up via “sweat
equity” compensation structures.
• A tech transfer collaborative that supports and acts as a

resource for all TTOs in Ontario (modelled after the
Massachusetts Technology Transfer Centre). More
established TTOs could provide regional services,
tailored for the needs of that specific geographical area,
to institutions with less-robust TTOs.

3 	Adopting a Range of IP Policies for a
Competitive Economy
8. Continue to recognize the diverse cultures and research
environments of universities across the province, which is
reflected in the variety of IP ownership and licensing
policies.
9. Encourage SMEs and multinational companies to
establish in underserved areas of the province to boost
local economies and drive regional economic
development.
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