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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to get involved in the global dialogue concerning university 
entrepreneurship by studying a very specific population (social sciences academia) in a very 
specific context (Romania) and to identify the ways in which the insights garnered from this 
particular case study can be integrated into the international flow of knowledge related to 
academic entrepreneurship. The thesis has multiple objectives which have been grouped 
around three main themes: a) the identification of the way in which academic 
entrepreneurship has permeated the discourses related to higher education in Romania and 
how these entrepreneurial discourses have shaped the Romanian higher education landscape 
through the creation of new organizational structures and new  industry-university-state 
partnerships; b) the analysis of the practices of academic entrepreneurship in social sciences 
and the way in which organizational factors influence the entrepreneurial choices of 
Romanian social sciences faculty members; and c) the analysis of the way in which individual-
level factors such as gender, age, academic rank, management position act as drivers or as 
barriers for different types of academic entrepreneurship. This multi-level research design was 
deemed adequate because the changes associated with the entrepreneurial turn are 
occurring simultaneously at the ‘national-structural’, ‘organizational’ and ‘professional-
subjective’ layers (Parker and Jary, 1995, p. 320) and because there was no prior information 
regarding any of the layers in regards to Romanian social sciences, thus making it necessary 
to cover all the levels in order to have a comprehensive understanding of what being 
entrepreneurial implies in this context.  

The relevance of the study comes from the existence of an entrepreneurial turn inside 
today’s universities and from the need to rearrange the knowledge concerning the values, 
norms, motivations, products and impact of higher education in the light of this new 
development. At a particular point in time (during the 1960s), scientists came to see that the 
values of neoliberalism, capitalism and market forces had entered the sacred realm of the 
university without notice and they started debating on whether this was a positive or negative 
change and what the final outcome will be. This sudden realization seemed to mark a critical 
rupture in the historical development of higher education, implying major structural changes 
that would, in the end, leave the field of knowledge unrecognizable. As the shock passed and 
scientists learned to swim in the new troubled waters of managerialism, the discourse has 
shifted towards less drastic transformations, embracing the theory of path-dependence, of 
individual agency and other theories postulating the ability of the structure and the individual 
to reject or postpone change. 

The second chapter introduces the theory of structuration developed by Giddens 
(1994) and discusses the way in which the concepts of agency, structure, resources and rules 
can inform the study of entrepreneurship, in general, and academic entrepreneurship, in 
particular. We have deemed structuration theory an appropriate social theory for the study 
of academic entrepreneurship because it allows  us to understand, on the one hand, the way 
in which social actors are enabled or constrained in their choice of actions by the structures 
existent as latent possibilities which are reinforced the moment the social actors act and, on 
the other hand, how social actors can use their agency to introduce changes to the structures 
and, in time, produce long lasting changes to the whole social system. Thus, structuration 
theory explains how entrepreneurship is possible inside a social system which is at the same 



time static (through the existence of structures) and dynamic (through the existence of 
agency) and the way societies manage to change through time and still remain recognizable 
to the social actors who are part of them.  

Informed by the structuration theory we performed a systematic literature review of 
the previous studies on academic entrepreneurship focusing on identifying the way in which 
the concept has evolved throughout time and on the way in which current definitions 
converge towards dominant topics. As a result of our analysis, we propose a categorization of 
academic entrepreneurship definitions into three groups: a) commercial based definitions 
which focus on the for-profit business creation by academia and were based on the study of 
entrepreneurship in hard sciences; b) knowledge transfer definitions which have extended the 
scope of commercial definitions by also including soft entrepreneurial activities such as grant 
seeking, contract research, joint publications; and c) value based definitions which represent 
the newest stream of definitions and place less emphasis on the monetary gain resulted from 
knowledge transfer activities and instead focus on the social value created by the involvement 
of academic entrepreneurs with their external stakeholders.  

After the analysis of the existent definitions of academic entrepreneurship we 
conclude that the study of this social phenomenon in social sciences requires a much wider 
definition and thus proposed to define academic entrepreneurship as  a practice performed 
with the intention to transfer knowledge between the university and the external 
environment in order to produce economic and social value both for external actors and for 
members of the academia, and in which at least a member of academia maintains a primary 
role.  This definition places the academic entrepreneur at the center of the phenomenon and 
also places an emphasis on value creation (not necessarily measured in monetary terms) for 
external stakeholders, not only for academia.  

The last section of the chapter provides an overview of the research on academic 
entrepreneurship in social sciences with a particular focus on the debates regarding the 
potential of social sciences to become engaged in academic entrepreneurship. Thus, we 
observe that there are multiple discussions on whether the type of knowledge that social 
scientists produce and the skills that they have act as an asset or as a liability in their relation 
with the market. Jernberg and Sodergren (2011) explained that the existence of different 
opinions is a result of the way in which knowledge is conceived: those who stress the practical 
and emancipatory characteristics of social science research see multiple opportunities for 
knowledge transfer activities, whereas those who stress the technical application of research 
see only barriers and consider that social sciences are poor candidates for academic 
entrepreneurship. Besides the nature of their knowledge, there are also several other barriers 
which might impede social scientists from turning into entrepreneurs: the norms which govern 
their activities, the fact that their potential partners might not have the capabilities or the 
interest necessary to engage in academic entrepreneurship and the fact that they might fear 
that connecting with external partners would result in a contamination of their research 
results. Although from the discussions it could seem that academic entrepreneurship is absent 
from social sciences faculties, there are several studies which have shown that social scientists 
do engage in academic entrepreneurship, albeit not in the type of entrepreneurship that is 
currently valued (spin-offs and licensing). These academics are instead active in informal 
knowledge transfer activities which are difficult to capture through the study of official 
documents.  



The third chapter provides an overview of the discourses regarding academic 
entrepreneurship in Romanian higher education and of the organizational changes which 
were generated by the new entrepreneurial paradigm. One of our findings is that academic 
entrepreneurship is still in an incipient form in the Romanian higher education system as there 
is no clear and cohesive legal framework for defining what entrepreneurship entails for 
Romanian universities. We also signal that the entrepreneurial turn has mostly caught the 
attention of hard sciences universities and faculties and that the main focus is on generating 
revenues from the commercialization of knowledge through the creation of spin-offs, through 
licensing deals and through consultancy. We also signal the fact that there are voices which 
express concerns in relation to the increased exposure of higher education institutions to 
market forces and also a general reluctance of getting directly involved in transforming 
universities in entrepreneurial entities, as this would corrupt the academic norms and values 
which are currently upheld. 

As it was to be expected, the organizational forms of academic entrepreneurship that 
we investigated (technology transfer offices, incubators, spin-offs, bureaus for the relation 
with the economic environment) were found most frequently in either technical or mixed 
universities with strong technical faculties, but there were also signs that academic 
entrepreneurship has been informing the strategic choices of universities with social sciences 
and arts and humanities faculties and even those of universities with a naval or national 
security profile. Moreover, changes to the internal structure are far less prevalent than 
changes in the external configuration of public and private entities manifested through 
partnerships with the industry and the public administration which resulted in the creation of 
technological clusters and science parks. Several authors have pointed out that Romanian 
companies have a low capacity of absorbing innovation and of innovating and claimed that 
Romanian universities must act proactively and create internal structures which would enable 
them to understand the needs of the industry and offer solutions (Militaru, 2014). However, 
our research shows that the pull from the industry has strengthened in the last 10-15 years 
and economic agents have taken steps towards creating partnerships with higher education 
institutions which have materialized in the form of science parks and technology clusters.  

The fourth chapter surveys the academic entrepreneurship activities of Romanian 
social sciences faculty members and there are several conclusions which have a bearing on 
whether the academic entrepreneur comes before or after the entrepreneurial university and 
whether there are tensions between the entrepreneurial university and the academic 
entrepreneurs. In the case of Romanian social sciences faculties, it is clear that 
entrepreneurship is the result of the activities of the faculty members who get involved in 
bottom-up initiatives usually with little or no institutional support. It is these actions which 
make the faculty look entrepreneurial, but if we look at the organization itself, it is clear that 
its structures are far from entrepreneurial. In general faculty members are left to their own 
devices and they have to deal with the strict bureaucratic administration of the university 
which means that only those with enough practical knowledge can initiate actions which have 
institutional outcomes, such as creating a research center, managing a research contract 
through the university or finding other opportunities for collaboration with external partners. 
These faculties also have a lack of entrepreneurial culture, which means that they are inclined 
to stick to traditions and to already established patterns of activity and to react very slowly to 
the demands of the external environment. These are some of the reasons why all faculty 
members choose in various degrees to get involved in entrepreneurial activities which do not 



require the participation of the faculty. Thus, Romanian social sciences faculties are missing 
the opportunity of profiting from the high level of entrepreneurialism of their faculty members 
by not creating a suitable environment for them.  

The last part of the thesis is concerned with the study of individual-level factors which 
affect academic entrepreneurship in Romanian social sciences and the results showed that, in 
general, the findings of previous studies are applicable to this particular context, but have also 
revealed several particularities. By having a wider scope, we were able to measure the 
involvement of social sciences faculty members in a number of activities which have not been 
previously examined through the lens of academic entrepreneurship: involvement in public 
administration, politics and the dissemination of scientific knowledge for public audiences, 
and involvement in non-governmental organizations which, most of the times, have similar 
activities with the private companies set up by social scientists, and thus, in further studies, 
could be considered university spin-offs. We also show that there are multiple relations 
between the different entrepreneurial activities and thus provided ground for further 
research into the ways in which academics (including social scientists) go about gathering 
resources for their entrepreneurial pursuits by creating strong linkages between them and 
external actors through involvement in a series of activities such as finding other employment 
opportunities, joining other groups of people with similar values (through non-governmental 
organizations or political parties) and looking for a direct involvement in public administration 
matters.  
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