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Business Model Innovation has become an ubiquitous term in the business world (Hwang and 

Christensen 2008). Broadly speaking, business models can be seen as abstractions of the ways 

in which firms generate value for their customers, manage the supply chain and monetize on 

these actions (Baden-Fuller and Haefliger 2013). Accordingly, business model innovation can 

be seen as the process of developing and implementing novel configurations of the three 

aforementioned factors in such ways that these configurations are beneficial to the firm and are 

seen as legitimate by important stakeholders (Snihur and Zott 2013). Given several waives of 

digital innovation, business model innovation has become a core mechanism to commercialize 

new technologies (Chesbrough 2010; Rai and Tang 2014). 

The aforementioned finding is particularly relevant for university spin-offs because universities 

traditionally provide seedbeds for highly innovative technologies (Garud 2008; Jain and George 

2007). This raises the question as to how effective universities are in delivering ideas and 

competencies necessary to implement business model innovation to scientists, who want to 

launch a venture in order to commercialize technology. Answers to this question are of 

particular relevance for any type of disruptive technology because founders need to establish 

these in the face of existing legal, economic and cultural institutions first (Ansari et al. 2015; 

Hargadon and Douglas 2001) even though these technologies may lead to institutional 

disruptions later on (Maguire and Hardy 2009). 

Against this background, we explore the antecedents of business model innovation (Amit and 

Zott 2015) in an university context. In particular, we study how potentially disruptive 

technological innovations were tried to be commercialized via several university spin-offs in 

the field of nanotechnology. We focus on how founders’ background in science both enabled 

and constrained their capacities to establish business model innovations. Science enables 

business model innovation because it provides the basis to innovate highly novel technologies 

that, if fully diffused, could turn around industries. However, science also constrained business 

model innovation since it led to a primary focus of founders on principles of science and not 

business.  

We elaborate on these findings through the identification of how universities could promote 

business model innovation better through identifying where and how founders in our sample 

felt that there could have been more support for their ventures. This enables us to further explore 

how a systematic “entrepreneurship education” can be implemented in order to improve the 

translation of research findings into robust business ideas that have the potential to survive on 

the markets.  
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