The DLR spin-off strategy
The spin-off strategy is an integral part of DLR’s activities in the
field of technology and knowledge transfer. It forms the basis for
a continuing expansion of the technology transfer approach
through spin-off enterprises.
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1. Summary
This spin-off strategy aims to improve how DLR facilitates the emergence of successful spin-offs and in doing
so increase the number of DLR spin-offs. Examples such as the German Future Prize awarded to FRANKA EMIKA or Mynaric’s IPO clearly demonstrate how successful spin-offs can help shine a light on DLR’s innovative
power, raising its profile among political representatives and the general public alike. Current studies and the
significant interest in start-ups indicate that now is the time for DLR to increase its support for spin-offs. For
instance, a study commissioned by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi) in
March 2018 recommended helping research institutions to transform their current methods of assisting startups into a system of effective incubation structures1. A recent project funded by the German Federal Ministry
of Education and Research also confirmed that among the most important factors determining the success of
technology and knowledge transfer among research institutions is the existence of a culture that values exploitation activities such as start-ups and that incentivises scientists2.
Hence, this strategy aims to

(1)

expand the structures that support spin-offs at DLR;

(2)

create structures to implement the new DLR strategy of participation and co-investment in spin-offs;

(3)

foster a culture of innovation and entrepreneurship at DLR;

(4)

introduce incentive models for institutes and employees; and

(5)

raise the visibility of DLR’s spin-off activities and examples of successful spin-offs.

1 See Trends in der Unterstützungslandschaft von Start-ups – Inkubatoren, Akzeleratoren und andere, a study conducted on behalf of the Federal Mi-

nistry for Economic Affairs and Energy (BMWi), Berlin, March 2018.
2 See “Akademisches Unternehmertum stärken”, a press release of 4 June 2018 by Fraunhofer IAO on the research project “Gender und Verwer-

tung” commissioned by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF).
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2. Background and objectives
2.1. Background
The principles adopted in the Federal Government’s
research and innovation policies state that the transformation of results obtained from publicly funded
research into economic value is essential to maintaining Germany’s economic performance. Spin-offs
from publicly funded research institutions present a
promising opportunity to translate scientific findings
into new products and services. The Federal
Government‘s high-tech strategy therefore plans to
improve financing opportunities and create an attractive environment that gives impetus to start-ups.
DLR is committed to this political mission, which is
also consistent with DLR’s statutory objective to
place knowledge at the disposal of society by means
of technology transfer (Article 1 (2) f of the DLR statutes).
The DLR Strategy 2030 acknowledges the growing
importance of spin-offs as a form of technology
transfer by setting the medium-term objective of
strengthening support for spin-offs and by expanding the pathways for DLR participation as an opportunity to significantly increase the number of
spin-offs.

	�improve the opportunities for successful technology transfer and increase revenues from technology
transfer by including dividends and exit proceeds
through greater participation in spin-offs;
	�foster an entrepreneurial spirit and start-up culture
at DLR in which both the executive level and employees are potential entrepreneurs; and
	�raise the visibility of spin-off activities at DLR.

2.2. Strategic objectives in the area of spin-offs
DLR’s strategic objectives in the area of spin-offs can
be summarised as follows:
	�activate start-up potential at DLR ensuring the
transformation of knowledge and technology into
applications that have economic and social benefits
and that generate impact, e.g. through job creation;
	�leverage potential for the exploitation of DLR’s
technology portfolio and generate revenues
through licensing income and third-party funding,
etc.;
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3. Favourable conditions for leveraging
transfer using spin-offs
The objectives set out in the DLR Strategy 2030 in
connection with spin-offs – as well as those mentioned in section 2.2 of this document – can only be
achieved if adequate conditions to promote the
transfer pathway of spin-offs are established at all
levels of DLR. The conditions for the emergence of
spin-offs at DLR will be optimised by implementing
the measures described below.

3.1. Expanding the current spin-off support structures at DLR
A variety of funding instruments (including Helmholtz Enterprise, EXIST) are available to spin-offs with
a focus on business development (also combined
with development work in the case of EXIST). Employees at DLR institutes can apply for this funding in
the pre-establishment phase and will receive support
and co-financing from DLR Technology Marketing.
In addition, DLR offers a number of in-house consul-

ding the Helmholtz Validation Fund, VIP+) in order
to increase the application readiness level and obtain
validation. In turn, this will help align research and
development findings from DLR institutes with the
market demand for innovation.
The objectives and activities of these measures must
be closely coordinated and meaningfully connected
in order to create a systematic approach for the purposeful and sustainable support of spin-offs. For instance, innovation and validation projects can be aimed directly at spin-offs and, depending on the individual transfer situation, also connected to funding
programmes such as Helmholtz Enterprise. These
funding programmes can build on each other or
overlap.
An evaluation must also be performed to identify
which additional measures would contribute to successful technology transfer via spin-offs. In particular,
this means new formats, the complement of purely
scientific start-up teams with team members with
entrepreneurial experience or the initiation and costructuring of spin-offs that do not include DLR
founders (company building). It also involves developing and collaborating with a network of investors,
external founders, interim managers, mentors, accelerators and the like. These new activities must be
added to the current measures and then integrated
into the procedure so that the start-up support system can precipitate the evolution of effective incubation structures. The measures must be adapted
continuously to keep pace with changing requirements. To this end, regular feedback should be collected from founders and institutes, including an evaluation of their experiences obtained by DLR Technology Marketing.

3.2. Participation through co-investment
tancy and coaching services to support potential entrepreneurs in the planning of spin-offs and the
completion of start-up projects. Applications can be
submitted for innovation projects under the DLR
transfer corridor and for alternative funding (inclu-
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Its aim is to increase the success rate of DLR spinoffs. Especially in the high-tech segment significant
capital investment for new companies is required to
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be potentially successful. Additionally, leverage of revenues is obtained in this way.
The strategy states that over a period of three years
from the establishment of the undertaking, DLR can
invest up to 500,000 euro in potentially high-growth
spin-offs, provided the investment is matched by
another investor. Where it decides to co-invest, DLR
always acquires an interest in these spin-offs under
company law (i.e. up to 25 percent of the shares in
the company). This acquisition can take place before
or at the same time as the co-investment and is associated with DLR obtaining the commensurate
number of voting rights at the general meeting.
Other details are defined in the DLR Strategy for Participation in Spin-offs, which is based on the Guidelines for the Participation of Research Institutions in
Company Start-ups dated 1 October 2001 and (following amendment through the Academic Freedom
Initiative) 1 June 2012. Through these guidelines,
which also apply to DLR, the BMBF has provided
non-university research institutions with a framework for participation in spin-offs.
DLR intends to implement this approach by increasing its participation in promising spin-offs and establishing the necessary structures.

research; (3) the establishment of incentives for institutes and founders as a means of encouraging them
to embark on the transfer pathway of spin-offs and
of rewarding noteworthy performance; and (4) the
visibility of DLR’s spin-off activities/achievements as a
priority for internal and external communication. As
DLR’s exemplary reputation for promoting successful
spin-offs grows, it is reasonable to expect that a career track involving spin-offs will become more attractive, especially for young scientists.

3.4. Introducing incentive models for institutes and
employees
Prospective spin-off founders are dependent on receiving sustained support from their institutes and
can benefit considerably if the institute directors and
heads of department provide access to their networks and experience as a form of active assistance.
The ‘parent institutes’ can benefit from their spinoffs in various ways, for instance as a means of
showcasing their innovative capabilities to the outside world and therefore improving their image.
They can also cooperate in funding projects in which
the spin-offs are also involved as SMEs. Moreover,
they can obtain income from licensing, although this
revenue stream does not grow substantially until after market launch.

3.3.Promoting an innovative and entrepreneurial culture at DLR
DLR intends to integrate the principle of technology
and knowledge transfer via spin-offs more strongly
than before in its strategic orientation at the highest
levels of the organisation and to provide sustained
support to everyone involved in the spin-off process.
The aim is to create a vibrant start-up culture at DLR.
This includes (1) the promotion – at the programme
level as a precursor to innovation projects – of research projects that accurately reflect the market demand for innovation and that therefore promise favourable exploitation opportunities; (2) the financing
of unusual and creative innovation ideas, even those
that extend beyond the institutes’ current areas of
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But spin-offs can also present significant challenges
for their parent institutes, as the process will usually
involve the transfer of highly qualified and innovative employees from the institute and potentially the
assignment of industrial property rights to the spinoff as well. In such cases, the parent institute cannot
know when or to what extent it will receive a return
on these ‘investments’. Introducing incentives is an
effective method of encouraging institutes to cooperate with their employees in embracing the transfer
pathway of spin-offs more frequently and to provide
proactive support during spin-off processes. This is
why a spin-off bonus must be developed to compensate institutes for the loss of their staff and potentially of intellectual property, provided certain
conditions are met. These funds should then be used
to develop new areas of research.
In addition, the performance of institute employees
involved in spin-off projects will be taken into account for future performance bonuses. This will
reward their commitment as pioneers and trailblazers of promising spin-offs. Remunerable achievements can be, for example, the successful acquisition of third-party funds within the framework of funding projects in preparation for spin-offs by the
founders or active support of spin-offs by heads of
institutes and departments, e.g. by providing access
to networks; or the acceptance of honorary positions on an advisory scientific board without acquiring shares under company law. Finally, there are
plans to include technology transfer activities such
as spin-offs and the licensing of intellectual property
rights as key performance indicators in target agreements with the institutes.

3.5. Raising visibility

Suitable measures include the provision of detailed
information to employees as the most common instigators of spin-off projects. This can involve informative events at which DLR presents the support
programmes that are available to founders. It is
equally important to provide practical information
about this transfer pathway to employees involved in
innovation projects, e.g. on the IdeaSpace. Communication should also be organised – with dedicated
support from the DLR Executive Board – at the level
of the institute directors as a means of raising awareness of the topic and of obtaining feedback and
suggestions for improvement.
Other DLR communication channels will also be used
to increase visibility, including press releases, the
staff newsletter, the Internet and the intranet. To this
end, the topic of spin-offs must be addressed in future as a priority of internal and external communication.

3.6. Success is determined by the founders
In conclusion, DLR only has a supporting role to play
in the development of successful spin-offs in the
case of investment models that involve the limited
influence of a shareholder. In addition to the usual
ingredients for success such as having a product
tailored to customer needs, a large market and promising financial planning, the decisive factor is usually the composition, experience, personality, motivation and time commitment of the founding team.
Therefore, when asked which three factors play the
biggest role in an investment decision, investors reply: “Team, team and team”. The success of spinoffs lies predominantly in the hands of their founders or managers.

If a culture of innovation and spin-offs is to emerge
at DLR, spin-off activities and examples of successful
spin-offs must be publicised to the outside world
and especially internally to the DLR institutes and
employees.
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4. Spin-off types and terminology
The term spin-off refers to a company that has been
established based on new knowledge or specific
competencies acquired within publicly financed research institutions; a distinction is made between exploitation spin-offs (referred to in the following as
technology spin-offs) and competence-based spinoffs (cf. ZEW, 20023).
DLR uses the following definition for spin-offs: a DLR
spin-off is a company whose business activities, at
the time of its launch or after a change in business
activities, are materially based on industrial property
rights and/or know-how acquired during research
and development work at DLR. Distinctive features
in most cases are that the initiators or founders will
be DLR employees and/or that a licence agreement
exists between DLR and the company.

work of a contractual arrangement, e.g. a licence
agreement. There are various funding instruments
(including Helmholtz Enterprise, EXIST) and support
services from DLR Technology Marketing to assist in
the sustainable development of these technology
spin-offs. Licenses will only be granted to a spin-off
that can present a coherent business concept in the
form of a business plan. Moreover, the spin-off must
not conflict with other legitimate interests of DLR,
taking into account the interest in technology transfer. Finally, targeted support will only be provided to
spin-offs that possess a unique selling proposition
and that do not intend to engage exclusively in predatory competition with European companies in the
middle or later phases of product lifecycles.

4.2. Competence-based spin-offs
Unlike technology spin-offs, competence-based spinoffs are not founded on concrete, protected research
findings. Instead, their founders have acquired special skills and/or knowledge during their work at DLR
that are vital to the new company. It follows, therefore, that competence-based spin-offs are intended
to transfer DLR knowledge, and not technology, for
the purpose of value creation. This form does not require a contract between DLR and the spin-off for
the use of industrial property, so DLR will usually not
be involved in the organisation of the spin-off and in
many cases, may not even be aware of its existence.

4.1. Technology spin-offs
DLR actively supports spin-off projects initiated by its
employees or external founders (or a combination of
both) based on market technologies – including software – that have been developed by DLR to a significant extent and are protected by industrial property
rights or by other provisions of law or are based
on material, unpublished, documented know-how
(such as construction manuals or drawings). The
technology is transferred to the spin-off in return for
customary market remuneration within the frame-
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Europäische Wirtschaftsforschung GmbH) on behalf of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), 2002.
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About DLR
DLR is the Federal Republic of Germany’s research centre for aeronautics and space. We conduct research and development activities in the fields of aeronautics, space, energy, transport, security and digitalisation. The DLR Space Administration plans and implements the national space programme on behalf of the federal government. Two DLR project management agencies oversee funding programmes and support knowledge transfer.
Climate, mobility and technology are changing globally. DLR uses the expertise of its 55 research institutes and facilities to develop solutions to these challenges. Our 9000 employees
share a mission – to explore Earth and space and develop technologies for a sustainable future. In doing so, DLR contributes to strengthening Germany’s position as a prime location
for research and industry.
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