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Abstract: In recent years, there has been growing pressure on both universities and enterprises to in-
tensify cooperation. The subject  of this article here is academic entrepreneurship at the researcher level. 
The aim is to identify attitudes towards such entrepreneurship and define the diversity of attitudes. 
Moreover, it has been established how such attitudes towards entrepreneurship differentiate the in-
tention and commitment to start cooperation with industry in reality. Achieving this aim required an 
empirical study involving primary sources. The study subjects were university researchers working on 
tourism issues, and a total of 73 participated. Methods from descriptive statistics and the chi-square test 
of independence were used to analyse the results. According to the study, researchers are much more 
likely to perceive the benefits than the disadvantages of cooperation, and the benefits perceived most are 
chances to obtain information and the inspiration to conduct academic and didactic work. The work 
also found that researchers who see academic entrepreneurship as an opportunity for financial benefit 
and see cooperation as an opportunity to increase enterprises’ competitive advantage significantly more 
often declare their intention to engage in it.

Keywords: academic entrepreneurship; attitude; entrepreneurial researcher; theory of planned be-
haviour; tourism industry

Received: 1 November 2021
Accepted: 2 March 2021

Suggested citation: 

Olszewski, M. (2021). Scientists’ attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship: the results of 
an empirical study. Przedsiębiorczość – Edukacja [Entrepreneurship – Education], 17(1), 7–18.  
https://doi.org/10.24917/20833296.171.1

Introduction 

In the knowledge-based economy, universities increasingly become an essential element 
of innovation systems (Etzkowitz et al., 2000). As a result, cooperation with external stake-
holders is growing, and universities are evolving towards ‘entrepreneurial universities’. 
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Changes in the model of a university’s functioning result from internal factors inherent 
in the education and research system, changes in the external environment, and the need 
to cope with new economic challenges. The most critical factors in the evolution towards 
an entrepreneurial university include globalisation, the development of information tech-
nologies, the weakening of the state’s role as the university guardian, and limitations to 
financing from public funds (Boguski, 2009; Wiśniewska, 2014).

The subject for discussion here is academic entrepreneurship at the researcher level, 
and the aim is to identify attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship and assess their 
diversity and effects. Moreover, how attitudes towards entrepreneurship differentiate the 
actual intention and commitment to start cooperation with the industry was investigated.

The article consists of four parts, preceded by an introduction and concluded with 
a  summary. The first part introduces the concept of academic entrepreneurship, the 
second presents the benefits of entrepreneurial activity identified based on previous re-
search, the next one presents the methodology of the empirical research, and the final one 
discusses the results. The article ends with a summary and proposals for further research 
on the issue of academic entrepreneurship.

The essence of academic entrepreneurship

Due to the growing importance of academic entrepreneurship, there is a need to research 
the determinants of the academic researchers’ entrepreneurial behaviour (Goethner et 
al., 2012; Rothaermel, Agung, Jiang, 2007). Previous studies emphasises academic entre-
preneurship’s distinctiveness from other forms (Goethner et al., 2012). F.T. Rothaermel, 
S.D. Agung and L. Jiang (2007) broadly define academic entrepreneurship as universities’ 
activity related to creating new companies, patents and facilitating transfer by creating 
incubators and science parks. According to M. Abreu and V. Grinevich (2017), academic 
entrepreneurship is the commercial use of scientific research. Thus, the entrepreneurship 
of modern universities has a dual character. On the one hand, the university itself as an 
institution becomes entrepreneurial, and on the other, its employees and students be-
come transformed into entrepreneurs (Marszałek, 2009).

In a narrow sense, the concept of academic entrepreneurship is defined as establish-
ing companies by university employees and students (and sometimes even its graduates) 
(Hayter et al., 2018; Shane, 2004). However, over the years, such a narrow understanding 
has been supplemented with other activity forms related to the commercial use of knowl-
edge created at universities. In a broad sense, academic entrepreneurship should be under-
stood as the involvement in relations with entities from the external environment within 
the so-called third mission of the university. According to Abreu and Grinevich (2013), 
the understanding of academic entrepreneurship should be broadened to include any 
research activity beyond the traditional roles related to research and teaching and which 
leads to financial benefits for the researcher’s university. The financial benefits obtained 
may be direct or indirect, e.g. by increasing reputation, prestige or influence. Similarly,  
S. Jain et al. (2009) believe that any form of knowledge transfer with potential financial 
benefits can be referred to as academic entrepreneurship. H. Etzkowitz (1998) believes 
that an entrepreneurial researcher has an entrepreneurial perspective and uses it to evalu-
ate research results in terms of commercialisation potential. E. Albats et al. (2018) suggest 
that it is a member of the academic community who adopts an entrepreneurial outlook 
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expressed in searching for opportunities to achieve research and teaching goals through 
cooperation with business partners.

Recently, there has been a noticeable increase in universities’ and enterprises’ expec-
tations related to intensifying cooperation. For enterprises, this results from competitive 
pressure and the need to improve products and processes’ innovativeness. In turn, uni-
versities are looking for funds for research activities and cooperate under the influence of 
social pressure related to expectations of intensifying economic development thanks to 
the knowledge created at universities (Ankrah, AL-Tabbaa, 2015). Therefore, researching 
academic attitudes towards entrepreneurship may clarify the scope of involvement in co-
operation with the industry.

Perceived benefits and threats of researchers’ entrepreneurial involvement 

One of the concepts explaining entrepreneurial behaviour is I. Ajzen’s (1991) theory of 
planned behaviour which shows the relationship between action and intention and its 
determinants. Behavioural intention is influenced by attitudes towards behaviour, subjec-
tive norms and perceived control of the action. The theory of planned behaviour has been 
used to explain general entrepreneurial behaviour (Liñán, Chen, 2009) and researchers’ 
specific behaviour (Goethner et al., 2012; Miranfrda et al., 2017). One of the determinants 
of intention is the attitude towards a given action, where attitude is the degree to which 
a person favourably or unfavourably assesses a given action and its effects. According to 
Ajzen (1991), the more positive the attitude towards action, the stronger the intention 
to undertake it. As shown by previous research, academics are more likely to become 
involved in relationships with entities from the external environment if they positively as-
sess entrepreneurial approaches to the use of academic knowledge (Goethner et al., 2012).

Previous studies, which used the theory of planned behaviour to explain entrepre-
neurial behaviour, indicate that it explains 30–45% of entrepreneurial intention variabil-
ity (Saeed et. al, 2015). In the research on academic entrepreneurship, these figures reach 
57% (Miranda, Chamorro-Mera, Rubio, 2017).

The importance of attitudes in explaining entrepreneurial behaviour justifies re-
searcher opinions on the benefits and threats of cooperation with business. A summary of 
the work conducted so far on the perception of academic entrepreneurship’s advantages 
and disadvantages is presented in Table 1.

Academic entrepreneurship may be perceived through the lens of its benefits, both 
financial and non-financial. The latter include the possibility of researching enterpris-
es, joint publications with businesses, access to enterprise infrastructure, testing ideas in 
practice and enriching didactics (Ankrah, AL-Tabbaa, 2015; Marszałek, 2014).

P. D’Este and M. Perkmann (2011) found that the main benefit of prompting coope- 
ration is a research motive. However, the assessment of the effects of cooperation may dif-
fer depending on the knowledge transfer channel. Specific forms of entrepreneurial activ-
ity are mainly financially motivated, such as setting up spin-off companies and patenting 
the results, but others are scientifically based. Research conducted at universities in Brazil 
shows that cooperation allows developing and transferring new technologies and new 
knowledge (Bodas Freitas, Marques, Silva, 2013). This work also shows that researchers 
claim that financial incentives and access to research funding are less critical. Other work 
confirms strong relationships between maintaining connections between businesses and 
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academic activity. Siegel et al. (2004), in a  study conducted in American universities, 
found that there is a positive relationship between cooperation with enterprises and the 
quality of basic research. The transfer of knowledge from universities to enterprises is 
accompanied by a flow of information and knowledge the other way. Researchers treat 
collaboration as an opportunity to collect the data necessary for academic work or as an 
inspiration and source of knowledge about current problems and practical challenges. As 
a result, those involved in business relations publish more than those who do not conduct 
joint projects with practice (Van Looy et al. 2004). R. Welsh et al. (2008), based on in-
depth interviews with academics from biotechnology universities in the US, determined 
that among the most considerable expected cooperation benefits were access to research 
funds, new research tools and support for students.

Table 1. Perceived effects of entrepreneurial engagement

Perceived effects  
of entrepreneurial engagement Source example

Increase in the university’s prestige Rohrbeck, Arnold (2006); Sobaih, Jones 
(2015)

Data sources for research activities Rohrbeck, Arnold (2006); Siegel et al. (2004) 
Improving academic productivity  
(number of publications)

Van Looy et al. (2004)

Improving the financial situation of researchers D’Este, Perkmann (2011); Sobaih, Jones, 
(2015)

Sourcing of finance for academic activities D’Este, Perkmann (2011); Rohrbeck, Arnold 
(2006); Lai, Lu (2016); Welsh et al. (2008) 

Increasing the quality of teaching activities Caloghirou, Tsakanikas, Vonortas (2001); 
D’Ambrosio et al. (2017); D’Este, Patel 
(2007); Lai, Lu (2016); Rohrbeck, Arnold 
(2006); Sobaih, Jones, (2015) 

Increasing the chances of employing students 
and graduates

Hudson, Meng, Cárdenas, So (2017); 
Rohrbeck, Arnold (2006); Welsh, Glenna, 
Lacy, Biscotti (2008) 

Accessing enterprises’ infrastructure necessary  
to conduct research

Caloghirou, Tsakanikas, Vonortas (2001); 
D’Este, Patel (2007); Welsh et al. (2008) 

Time-consuming activity that limits the 
opportunities to do research

Anatan (2013); Nelson (2004)

The influence of entrepreneurs on the subject of 
research (restriction of freedom)

Behrens, Gray (2001)

Pressure not to disclose research results Carayol (2003); Nelson (2004)
Source: author based on the literature

I.K.W. Lai and Lu (2016), in a study conducted in Taiwan in the creative sector, found 
that for researchers, the fundamental motives for starting cooperation with the industry 
are financial benefits and support for educational activities. The work done so far shows 
that universities treat cooperation as an alternative to public funding and a  source of 
finance for research activities. The interviews among representatives from universities 
in Egypt show that one of the expected effects of cooperation with the tourism industry 
is improving researchers’ financial situation as a professional group with relatively low 
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salaries (Sobaih, Jones, 2015). Moreover, researchers see an opportunity to improve pro-
fessional competences, which, in their opinion, will translate into an improvement in the 
quality of education (Sobaih, Jones, 2015).

F. Rossi, A. Rosli and N. Yip (2017) indicate different ways of assessing the effects 
of knowledge transfer and entrepreneurial involvement. They are more concrete and 
measurable in reality, and they appear relatively shortly after establishing a  relation-
ship and the transfer of knowledge. The effects of a researcher’s involvement are more 
challenging to quantify. Firstly, these effects are smaller than in the case of knowledge 
transfer and, secondly, they are often deferred in time. Long-term cooperation between 
practitioners and researchers, accompanied by an atmosphere of mutual trust, leads to 
a change in both parties’ way of thinking. Such a change in perception over time is re-
flected in behavioural change.

Research on the entrepreneurial commitment of researchers shows that such activity 
carries certain risks. Firstly, when researchers start working for a business, they devote 
their limited time, which they cannot, as a result, spend on basic tasks such as research 
and teaching (Anatan, 2013). With the growing interest in collaborating with the indus-
try, researchers are beginning to focus more on current, practical problems and less on 
basic research’s fundamental issues (Nelson, 2004). As a result, universities’ autonomy 
may decrease and, due to the growing role of finance from businesses, may be forced to 
carry out research commissioned by enterprises. Research freedom may also be limited by 
the imposition of research directions and topics (Behrens, Gray, 2001). 

Another problem is the potential conflict of interest related to the publication of the 
results of joint research. Researchers may strive to make the obtained results public in 
publications and presentations at academic conferences. Enterprises whose goal is to ob-
tain a permanent, i.e. difficult to imitate, competitive advantage will keep the work results 
carried out as a secret available only to them. Such a conflict is confirmed by the work 
carried out by P. Dasgupta and P. David (1994). D. Blumenthal (1996) found in a study of 
researchers in the life sciences that there was pressure from companies to delay publish-
ing collaborative research results. Entrepreneurs expect that researchers will share their 
conclusions only when competitors’ risk of copying solutions is gone, for example, guar-
anteeing secrecy until the end of a long-term patent.

Other threats most frequently indicated include conflicts between researchers (re-
sulting from differences in involvement in relationships), failure to disclose the fact and 
scale of involvement, the need to choose between research work and gainful activity 
(Gulbrandsen, Smeby, 2005). K. Philpott (2011) also add challenges with limiting re-
search and teaching time and increased requirements related to keeping business secrets.  
As a result, there is a  threat of limitation or loss of the researcher’s academic freedom 
(Rothaermel, Agung, Jiang, 2007). However, other studies have not confirmed that com-
mercial involvement in relationships occurs at the expense of the researcher’s remaining 
tasks (Van Looy et al., 2004).

The theory of planned action (Ajzen, 1991) assumes a relationship between attitudes 
towards a given activity, the intention to take any action and the actual action. As a result 
of the above discussion, the following two detailed research questions were formulated:

1. Is there a relationship between attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship and the 
intention to start cooperation with enterprises?
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2. Is there a relationship between attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship and ac-
tual involvement in cooperation with enterprises?

Conducting a primary source study using the diagnostic survey method was necessary 
to obtain answers to these questions.

Research methodology

The issue of entrepreneurial attitudes and their impact on researchers’ entrepreneurial 
commitment has rarely been discussed in social disciplines (Sobaih, Jones, 2015). This 
article, however, covers researchers who are related to issues of tourism. Based on the 
website Science in Poland run by the Information Processing Center (OPI), a database 
of researchers in tourism was prepared, i.e. those who declared their relationship with 
tourism at the level of academic specialisation. The search engine available on the OPI 
website was used to identify them, thanks to which the respondents’ contact details were 
obtained. An invitation to participate in the study was sent to 325 people.

Data was collected in the first half of 2018. The tool used was an electronic question-
naire sent in the form of a  link and an introductory letter, together with an individual 
invitation to participate in the study. The study was preceded by testing the research tool. 
A total of 73 people participated.

Researchers’ entrepreneurial commitment and intention to engage were assessed with 
a dichotomous scale. The dependent variable was the attitude of researchers towards ac-
ademic entrepreneurship. A gradual order scale was used, indicating the degree to which 
the respondent agrees or disagrees with the definition of academic entrepreneurship. 
Descriptive statistical methods and chi-square tests of independence were used to ana-
lyse the results. By comparing the values of the deviations of the obtained figures from 
expected values, conclusions can be drawn about the existence of dependencies in the 
distribution of responses.

The research results

An analysis of attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship’ diversity and effects were re-
quired to achieve the goal and obtain answers to the research questions. Table 2 presents 
a summary showing researchers’ attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship, i.e. what 
they perceive as the positive and negative effects of entrepreneurial involvement.

 As shown in Table 2, researchers perceive many more benefits of cooperation than 
disadvantages. The benefits perceived most often include obtaining information and the 
inspiration to conduct academic and didactic research. The researchers also see the im-
portance of such cooperation for enterprises, both in competitiveness and ability to create 
innovations. To a lesser extent, the advantages bring personal benefits such as increased 
prestige or financial benefits. What is positive in future collaboration is that researchers 
do not share negative views about entrepreneurial engagement. They do not see cooper-
ation as a deviation from ideals favouring the pursuit of profit, and they do not see coop-
eration as a source of tension and conflict. Moreover, in their opinion, cooperation takes 
time and hinders basic research to a small extent only.

Differentiation of researchers’ attitudes towards entrepreneurship was also examined 
in terms of gender, age, academic title, and academic centre size. For this purpose, the 
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chi-square test of independence was used. The one variable which significantly differ-
entiates attitudes towards entrepreneurship is gender, as shown in Table 3. It shows that 
women see the possibility of enriching didactic activity through entrepreneurial involve-
ment to a greater extent (χ2(2) = 7.162, p = 0.028). They also see benefits for cooperating 
with enterprises more often relating to increasing innovation (χ2(2) = 7.165, p = 0.028). 
The factor that distinguishes women from men the most is perceived pressure to cooper-
ate, and the statistics show that women notice such pressure significantly more often than 
men (χ2(2) = 8.554, p = 0.014). In the subgroup of researchers who feel pressure, women 
constitute 63.6%, compared to 41.1% in the entire study group.

Table 2. Researchers’ attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship

N Min. Max. Mean SD
it is a source of information and inspiration to 
conduct academic research 73 1 5 4.27 0.917

it is a source of information and inspiration for 
didactic work 73 1 5 4.26 1.054

it is a source of competitive advantage for 
cooperating tourism enterprises 73 2 5 3.85 1.023

it increases the researcher’s prestige 73 1 5 3.79 1.054
it contributes to the creation of innovation in 
enterprises 73 1 5 3.75 1.024

it brings financial benefits to the researcher 73 1 5 3.42 1.224
it is beneficial from the perspective of career 
advancement 73 1 5 3.36 1.306

it allows you to obtain funds for research 73 1 5 3.12 1.235
it is necessary due to socio-political pressure 73 1 5 2.88 1.224
it hinders the conduct of basic research (takes 
time) 73 1 5 2.58 1.212

it is a source of tensions and conflicts between 
university employees 73 1 5 2.45 1.119

it is a departure from academic ideals in favour of 
the pursuit of profit 73 1 5 2.12 1.105

Source: author based on empirical research

Table 3. Differentiation of attitudes due to the gender of the respondents

Females Males
Chi-square test

Share in the studied population 41.1% 58.9%
Didactic inspiration 46.9% 53.1% χ2(2) = 7.162, p = 0.028
Innovations 46.7% 53.3% χ2(2) = 7.165, p = 0.028
Pressure 63.6% 36.4% χ2(2) = 8.554, p = 0.014

Source: author based on empirical research

Attitudes towards entrepreneurship affecting the intention to start cooperation and 
the actual involvement in relations with the industry were also examined. Table 4 pre-
sents the attitudes towards academic entrepreneurship, which significantly differentiate 
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the intention to start cooperation. The study found that researchers significantly more 
often declare their intention to engage when they perceive academic entrepreneurship as 
a chance to gain financial benefits (χ2(2) = 5.964, p = 0.0507) and perceive cooperation 
as an opportunity to increase the competitive advantage of enterprises (χ2(2) = 6.889,  
p = 0.032).

Table 4. Differentiation of attitudes due to the intention to start cooperation

Question 1 Negative 
intention

Positive 
intention

Chi-square test
Share in the studied 
population 25% 75%

Financial benefits 13.4% 86.6% χ2(2) = 5.964, p = 0.0507
Competitive advantage 17.5% 82.5% χ2(2) = 6.889, p = 0.032

Source: author based on empirical research 

Table 5. Differentiation of attitudes due to the actual involvement of respondents in cooperation

Question 2 Not engaged Engaged
Chi-square testShare in the studied 

population 27.4% 72.6%

Prestige 21.3% 78.7% χ2(2) = 7.719, p = 0.021
Source: author based on empirical research

As shown in Table 5, those who assess entrepreneurial involvement as a  prestige 
source are more likely to engage in cooperation (χ2(2) = 7.719, p = 0.021). 

Conclusions

Researchers whose primary task is to conduct research and didactic activity increas-
ingly see the need to cooperate with external stakeholders. Success in cooperation be-
tween universities and enterprises in knowledge transfer depends on many factors, with 
A. Agrawal (2001) emphasising the importance of researching individual motives and 
the conditions for researchers’ involvement in cooperation with entities from the exter-
nal environment.

The obtained results indicate that researchers formulate positive attitudes towards 
academic entrepreneurship. The perceived benefits mainly concern the possibility of en-
riching academic and didactic activities thanks to relations with businesses, which con-
firms previous research results, including D.S. Siegel et al. (2004) and Lai and Lu (2016).

According to the survey, engagement in academic entrepreneurship is influenced by 
its perception. The intention to start cooperation is significantly greater among research-
ers who see financial benefits in cooperation and perceive it as an opportunity to increase 
enterprises’ competitiveness. Moreover, actual involvement in entrepreneurial activity is 
significantly greater among researchers who see a source of prestige in such cooperation. 
As a result, it can be concluded that the answer to both research questions is partially 
positive.
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It should be emphasised that the benefits of academic entrepreneurship perceived 
most often do not significantly impact intention and commitment. Only financial bene-
fits and those for enterprises have a significant impact on the intention to start coopera-
tion. A.E. Sobaih, E. Jones (2015) reached similar conclusions based on a study conducted 
among researchers dealing with tourism.

The benefits of cooperation may be long-term or short-term (Arza, 2010). Long-term 
benefits are most often associated with opportunities to access new knowledge, and this 
allows teaching activities to be enriched, research to be conducted, or it can be an inspi-
ration for future research (Arza, Carattoli, 2017). Short-term benefits are financial and 
can be an opportunity to obtain additional funds for the researcher’s research or indi-
vidual benefits. This article confirms that obtaining funds is one of the essential benefits 
of involvement in relations with external environment entities (Etzkowitz et al., 2000; 
Perkmann, Walsh, 2009).

Attitudes towards entrepreneurship are not constant, and they change over time.  
As indicated, for instance, by Etzkowitz (1998), the negative perception of obtaining 
financial benefits from such cooperation is replaced by a positive perception of entre-
preneurial behaviour. Further work on researchers’ attitudes towards entrepreneurship 
should be dynamic and take into account trends in attitudes. It should also consider the 
simultaneous role of all the determinants of intention and actual action as indicated in the 
theory of planned behaviour by Ajzen (1991), i.e. attitudes towards behaviour, subjective 
norms and perceived action control. Moreover, the factors influencing academic entre-
preneurship in the stricter sense, e.g. establishing spin-off companies, which is relatively 
the rarest form of entrepreneurial activity, are worth examining. It is also necessary to 
expand the research scope and include researchers from other disciplines and research 
areas.

Involvement in knowledge transfer is most often treated as a mission complementary 
to universities’ traditional activities, i.e. teaching and research. Etzkowitz et al. (2000) 
emphasise that universities should find a balance between traditional and entrepreneurial 
activities. The main challenge in university management is to support researchers’ entre-
preneurial commitment in such a way as not to lose control over the traditional mission 
or limit the freedom of research.
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