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Commercialization and Conflicts 

How values can drive simplification
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The Goal
Effectively and efficiently address conflicts in 
commercialization by first addressing conflicting values. 

The Plan
• Listen: Commercialization in Higher Education 
• Discuss: Values-Based Problem Solving Tool
• Solve: Conflicting Values/Conflict of Interest Problems

Office of University Compliance and Integrity
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Takeaways 

• What do you hope to learn?

• What we hope you learn. 

• Please tell us what you actually learned.

Office of University Compliance and Integrity
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University of Michigan Economic Growth Institute Study
Maximizing Innovation and Technology Commercialization of Federal 
Research Investments: Best Practices at Innovation and Economic 
Prosperity Universities
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Prosperity Universities
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University of Michigan Economic Growth Institute Study
Maximizing Innovation and Technology Commercialization of Federal 
Research Investments: Best Practices at Innovation and Economic 
Prosperity Universities

Office of University Compliance and Integrity

“… faculty members shared finding conflicting 
messages from leadership on wanting to support 
technology commercialization, but also wanting to 
protect the university IP and ability to maximize 
the revenue for the university. These
are competing priorities when negotiating with 
industry, and the faculty can get caught in the 
middle.”
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• None
• Consultant or Advisor
• Director or Officer 

Roles

• None
• Consulting Payments
• Equity Interest

Interests

Office of University Compliance and Integrity

Faculty and Staff:
Roles and Interests in Start-Ups
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• Unclear/dual roles in SBIR/STTR projects
• Graduate students serve as start-up 

employees
• Shared resources

Research

• Sale of goods or services to the university
• Start-up board service or officer role

Financial and 
Fiduciary 

• Use of time to the detriment of other 
university responsibilities

• Competing with services offered by the 
university

Commitment

Office of University Compliance and Integrity

Common Conflicts in Commercialization: 
Start-ups
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Commercialization in the News
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Commercialization in the News

• “Top officials at Memorial Sloan 
Kettering Caner Center repeatedly 
violated policies on financial 
conflicts of interest, fostering a 
culture in which profits appeared to 
take precedence over research and 
patient care…”

• MSK issues “New and Enhanced 
Conflicts of Interest Principles”
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Risks Associated with COIs

• Flawed Research Resulting in Harm

• Financial Harm to the University

• Externally: Loss of Public Trust in Research

• Internally: Loss of Trust in Leadership

Office of University Compliance and Integrity
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What values are represented by commercial izat ion?

What values should guide commercial izat ion 
processes/controls? 

Should administrators be held to a higher standard?

Values Discussion 
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J.M. Smucker Company Ethics Basic Belief 

Office of University Compliance and Integrity

The Four Ethics Paradigms: 
(In situations where all things are equal, 
it is best to choose the underlined.)
1. Truth vs. Loyalty
2. Individual vs. Community
3. Short-term vs. Long-Term
4. Justice vs. Mercy

The Three Decision Rules: 
• Ends Based: Which result will have the greatest benefit for the greatest 

number of people?
• Rule Based: Will what I am about to do be a suitable standard for 

everyone else to follow?
• Care Based: Will this be truly best for the other person? This is basically 

applying the Golden Rule of “doing unto others”. 
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Will this 
practice foster 

excellence, 
innovation, 

and 
collaboration? 

Will this 
practice 

benefit the 
university?

Will this 
practice be a 

suitable 
standard for 

others?

Do any laws 
or policies 

prohibit this 
practice? 

Office of University Compliance and Integrity

Values-Based Decision Tool
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Carla is a professor in Arts & Sciences at Ohio State.  Through her 
research efforts at the university, Carla developed a new software 
program which was subsequently patented by the university.  

Carla would like the university to grant a royalty bearing license for 
the software program to Start-up LLC.  Start-up LLC plans to 
commercialize the software program.  Carla owns 25% of the equity 
in Start-up LLC, and serves as the President of the company. 

Should Carla be permitted to participate in the licensing 
agreement negotiations?

Question #1
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In a faculty meeting, Carla suggests that her company’s software 
program is much better than a software program that the university 
currently licenses for administrative purposes. The university decides 
to use Carla’s program. (The program is free! But Start-up LLC is the 
only company that can install and maintain it.) Carla also mentioned 
that she will be spending 40% of her time serving as the President of 
Start-up LLC. 

Should the university enter into a contract with Start-up LLC for 
installation and maintenance fees? 

Should Carla be permitted to spend 40% of her time with Start-
up LLC?

Question #2
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From the beginning, the university’s Board of Trustees and the Chief 
Financial Officer have been immensely supportive of Carla’s work. In 
fact, three trustees now hold an equity interest in Start-up LLC and 
the CFO is now a member of the Start-up LLC’s Board of Directors.  

Should the trustees be permitted to hold an equity interest in 
Start-up LLC? 

Should the CFO be permitted to serve on Start-up LLC’s Board 
of Directors? Should the CFO be permitted to accept director 
compensation?

Question #3
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