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A need to rethink
the relationship between science
and entrepreneurship
GIUSEPPINA GRASSO

cientific research has a component of
self-motivation and lack of interest
for wealth1 but has always been an
expensive activity with vast returns
on investments both at the social level, allowing
better living and health conditions, and at the
economic level, spearheading the formation of
entire business sectors.2 Governments have funded
universities and research programs to create and
diffuse knowledge to foster economic growth,
but a decrease in their funding forced academia
to focus on innovation and profit making, rather
than research and education.3 Patents transformed
the products of knowledge and thus intangibles,
into appropriable commodities,4 allowing universities and their staff to establish commercial
alliances with industries, with some scientists
profiting from their discoveries, becoming entrepreneurs and founding their own start-up companies.
Because science is built around an incentive
system of non-monetary and monetary rewards,
5
this new brand of “entrepreneurial science”
easily managed to shift from recognition, as expressed in published work, to one expressed in
patents.6 In fact, patents and papers share the
characteristic of making authored claims, after
following a specified set of rules, and giving detailed descriptions of how a result was obtained.
They both also rely on evaluation by peers in
order for the claim to be validated. 7 But, entrepreneurial science sees research as an investment
and it funds only what is commercially viable,
shifting the goals of science from benefiting
society to benefiting individuals.8 It also reduces
Science’s claim to authority and respect, by
blurring the division of labor between academia,
business and politics on which the legitimacy of
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science, as a public good, rests.9 Furthermore,
the secrecy of the patenting process prevents the
exchange of scientific knowledge and collaboration
among peers, hindering scientific research.10 And
the competition for funding and publication, and
the winner takes it all scientific culture,11 have
determined an increase in the levels of dishonesty,
errors and sloppiness among scientists.12 On the
entrepreneur side, market related stress and the
need to make the company survive, force startups to “temporarily” prefer the financial gain
over the common good and society’s integral development.13 In fact, recent surveys show, that
misconduct among managerial figures is often
observed within start-ups.14
We need to redesign the science and entrepreneurship relationship. A reward system that
will honor an entire group in the achievement,
rather that the main investigator, will respond to
the principle of distributive justice and will motivate
the younger scientists.15 An emphasis on quality
rather than quantity in publications, fostering a
cooperative and collaborative culture, the reduction
in funding pressure and investment in salary levels
will also be effective.16 Because science has an
unspoken component that can only be learned via
practice,17 the principal investigator should act as
a role model and a leader for his students. His
qualities will have to include scientific honesty
and curiosity,18 but also the cardinal virtues of
prudence, temperance, fortitude and justice. In
fact these virtues are essential for working as a
scientist as well as entrepreneur. Prudence, is the
use of our intelligence to determine the common
good in a given situation and to plan our actions
considering the past and present yet projecting us
towards its future.13 It is needed for the sharing of
information, strategies and objectives related to
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projects, but also for the wisdom required to carefully assess potential unwanted harm or the consequences of research and thus to act for the
interests of others above self-interest.19 Justice,
the resolution to render to each his due, will help
in developing fair and honest relationships with
all stakeholders,20 and will promote the development
of scientists and technicians as well. Fortitude ensures firmness and steadiness of the will to
overcome moral obstacles and difficulties and to
keep pursuing the common good.21 It is required
to endure the stress and difficulties of a job whose
end is unknown, and to support the group motivational status. Temperance, moderation in the use
of created goods, is reflected in a balanced approach
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In fact these virtues are essential for
working as a scientist as well as entrepreneur. Prudence, is the use of our intelligence to determine the common good
in a given situation and to plan our actions
considering the past and present yet projecting us towards its future
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to investment in money, human capital and partnership, with technical and ethical training coupled
together so that each side of this dual knowledge
will reinforce the other; it is favored by an “open
door” policy and the sharing of ideas, with humility
in the relationships with stakeholders and a life
lived with modesty.22 If ethical education is important, the presence of a virtue model/mentor
has far more reaching effects than just informing
people about ethical principles. In fact, even if
science has several layers of laws, rule and norms,
in the end both the scientist and the entrepreneurial
scientist, and the entrepreneur as well, have to
rely on their personal ethics to choose what is
right or wrong. Because virtues are learned by
education and training, hard work and perseverance,23 the lab itself is the best place to start being
virtuous. The virtuous scientist can, in turn, create
a company engaged in being responsible and sustainable economically, socially and environmentally,
but also sustainable in the production of knowledge.
The entrepreneurial scientist could use Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) and stakeholder management as tools to weigh the moral consequences
of choices when no company policy or procedure
can assist in doing so.24
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