Technology Innovation Management Review

Supporting Research-Inspired
Entrepreneurial Activities in India
Nikhil A. Gokhale

€€ Cherish creativity, be bold, and have »”»
the audacity to seek and discover.
Never lose your nerve!

Alan J. Heeger
Nobel Laureate in Chemistry (2000)

Nations built on innovation, entrepreneurship, and production are able to dominate the
world economy. However, risk taking has traditionally been discouraged in developing na-
tions. The uncertainty and financial insecurity associated with entrepreneurial activities
are the greatest barriers that budding entrepreneurs need to overcome in order to trans-
ition into successful entrepreneurs. This challenge needs substantial effort and steady sup-
port from society. Easy access to information, mentorship, and a network of venture
capitalists and angel investors also play critical roles in promoting entrepreneurial activit-
ies. To this end, the Government of India recently launched a nationwide campaign to pro-
mote entrepreneurial activities across the country. Some of the recently emerging trends
indicate that scientific and technological innovators from India are now willing to be a part
of the global entrepreneurial revolution. Research-inspired entrepreneurial initiatives are
expected to play a key role in facilitating India’s economic growth in the coming years. This
article focuses on the initiatives undertaken by the Indian Government and by various aca-
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demic institutes to facilitate entrepreneurial activities across the country.

Introduction

Entrepreneurship is defined as the ability to develop a
business model in an attempt to find a creative solution
to an existing problem, quite often using limited re-
sources (Stevenson, 1983). Thus, entrepreneurs are path
creators rather than path seekers, and they benefit from
an ever-present sense of urgency (Bhide, 1994). The abil-
ity to take risks is an essential attribute seen in most en-
trepreneurs (MacKo & Tyszka, 2009), regardless of the
area of expertise. Although most developed countries
primarily focus on technology-driven entrepreneurial
initiatives, many people in economically developing
countries are essentially forced into less technologically
focused forms of entrepreneurship as their only oppor-
tunity for self-employment (Singer et al., 2015). Recent
trends, however, indicate that research-inspired entre-
preneurial ventures (i.e., innovative business ideas that
are the direct offshoots of scientific and technological
breakthroughs) are on the rise in many developing and
developed nations. Many universities from around the
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world have recently started supporting incubation facil-
ities and training cells for innovators who wish to be-
come successful entrepreneurs (Pattnaik et al., 2014).
Science- and technology-driven innovations are now
being patented and commercialized by universities and
research institutes from around the world (Hartmann,
2014). Researchers from developing countries such as
India are now exploring new opportunities for commer-
cializing their innovations.

This article provides an overview of the trend towards
research-inspired entrepreneurship in India. It charac-
terizes the India entrepreneur and outlines various gov-
ernmental and academic initiatives to foster
entrepreneurship in a culture that has traditionally
been more focused on seeking steady employment
than risk taking. It concludes with a mix of optimism
and caution: if the challenges can be overcome and the
opportunities can be taken, the scene is set for Indian
entrepreneurs to redefine and reinvigorate the Indian
economy.
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Research-Inspired Entrepreneurship

Recent advances in science and technology have
opened up new avenues for the commercialization of
innovative products and services. The research com-
munity is increasingly becoming aware of the benefits
of patent protection, licensing, and innovation-driven
entrepreneurship. In India, budding researchers are in-
creasingly publishing their work in reputable journals
and seeking patent protection only for meaningful and
commercially viable innovations. Funding agencies in
India and abroad are now giving higher priority to in-
novations that can have a direct impact on the field,
either through high-impact publications or through
marketable patents. The ultimate goal is for research
activities to make an impact on society — and not
simply contribute to the vast number of patents and
publications lying unnoticed in the ever-increasing
database of global innovations.

On a related note, highly skilled Indian scientists and
engineers educated in North American and European
universities are increasingly returning to India because
of a sudden increase in the demand for such research-
ers from government, academic, and industrial laborat-
ories spread across the country. Many of the science
and technology researchers, who previously preferred
to remain confined inside their research laboratories,
are now attempting to commercialize their inventions.
Easy access to information, higher Internet speeds, and
efficient business networking (Habiby & Coyle, 2010)
have now made it possible for entrepreneurship-
supporting communities to spread awareness about
the importance of entrepreneurial ventures. Indian uni-
versities and national institutes have now started invest-
ing time and resources to motivate researchers to
transform themselves into promising entrepreneurs. As
an example, RK University in Rajkot, India, organized
an International Conference on Research & Entrepren-
eurship in January 2016 (ICRE 2016; rku.ac.in/fdst/icre/) to
create a platform for researchers to interact with Indian
and North American experts and entrepreneurs. Many
distinguished researchers and entrepreneurs from In-
dia and abroad attended this event. Chemistry Nobel
Laureate Dr. Alan J. Heeger (himself a technology entre-
preneur) delivered a recorded keynote speech on the
importance of research-inspired entrepreneurship.
Similar initiatives and longer-term programs are also
being increasingly undertaken by various other uni-
versities and institutes in India, examples of which will
be provided in the section that follows.
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The Indian Entrepreneur

Traditionally, most Indian families have encouraged
their children to take up jobs in the government, aca-
demia, or industry. Risk taking and entrepreneurship
have mostly been confined to certain geographical re-
gions of India. The Indian state of Gujarat is aptly re-
ferred to as the land of entrepreneurship, because of the
large number of entrepreneurs it has produced, includ-
ing a large number of women entrepreneurs (Shastri &
Rao, 2014). Over the years, the state has also exported
thousands of entrepreneurs to a large number of coun-
tries around the world. The most popular entrepreneuri-
al innovators in India include Narayana Murthy, the
founder of Infosys (infosys.com), Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw,
the founder of Biocon (biocon.com), and the co-founders
of Flipkart (flipkart.com), Binny Bansal and Sachin Bansal.
All of them had the right technical background to
launch their companies. Several other technology-
based companies in India were founded by people who
did not have deep technical expertise in the related sub-
ject area. Varaprasad Reddy’s Shantha Biotechnics
(shanthabiotech.com), now owned by Sanofi (Frew et al.,
2007), serves as an example of a small Indian research
startup that obtained global recognition, after certain
initial struggles. Shantha Biotechnics started as a re-
search outfit in the Osmania University campus and
was subsequently able to commercialize India’s first
low-cost (recombinant-DNA-based) Hepatitis-B vac-
cine (Chakma et al., 2011).

The technically competent Indian entrepreneur is in-
creasingly receiving support from startup incubators
spread across the country. Examples include:

1. The Centre for Innovation, Incubation, and Entre-
preneurship (CIIE; ciie.co) at the Indian Institute of
Management in Ahmedabad works in close collabora-
tion with industry and with the Indian Government’s
Department of Science & Technology (DST; dst.gov.in)
to actively catalyze the rapid commercialization of
business ideas.

2. The Indian Institute of Technology Bombay's Society
for Innovation & Entrepreneurship (SINE; sineiitb.org)
provides support to technology-based innovations.
Spread over an area of 10,000 square feet, SINE has
also received support from the DST.

3. Venture Center (venturecenter.co.in), a initiative of the
Council for Scientific & Industrial Research (CSIR;
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csir.res.in), predominantly focuses on the commercial-
ization of technologies related to material science,
chemical synthesis, biomedical research, and chem-
ical engineering. The Venture Center receives sup-
port from the National Science & Technology
Entrepreneurship Development Board (NSTEDB;
nstedb.com), a body functioning under the aegis of the
DST.

4. IIT Kharagpur’s Science & Technology Entrepreneur-
ship Park (STEP; step-iit.org) provides support to new
ventures during their initial growth phase.

5. IIM Bangalore’s Nadathur S. Raghavan Center for En-
trepreneurial Learning (NSRCEL; nsrcel.org) offers
training to promising entrepreneurs.

6. The International Centre for Entrepreneurship &
Technology (iCreate; icreate.org.in) in Gujarat provides
incubation and guides entrepreneurs through ment-
orship, workshops, and seminars focused on build-
ing the entrepreneurial spirit and enabling the
growth of existing companies.

7. The Indian Angel Network (indianangelnetwork.com) is a
network of angel investors that provide funding,
mentoring, and market access to early-stage ven-
tures.

8. Khosla Ventures (khoslaventures.com) provides financial
backing for solutions to large problems that are
amenable to technology solutions.

Besides the examples listed above, a large number of
other startup incubators have already been set up or
are currently being set up across India and the number
is expected to rise steadily in the next ten to fifteen
years.

Government Initiatives for Indian
Entrepreneurs

Under the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
the Government of India has recently launched several
schemes for facilitating the establishment of entrepren-
eurial ventures across India. The “Make in India”
(makeinindia.com) initiative aims to build an environment
that is favourable to inventors, entrepreneurs, in-
vestors, and manufacturers. The initiative makes it sig-
nificantly easier for product manufacturers to obtain
industrial licenses, and the overall process has been
streamlined to cater to the basic needs of the manufac-
turing industry. The government also has plans to build
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"smart cities" in India's industrial corridors. Besides en-
couraging foreign direct investment, the government is
also keeping funds aside for infrastructure develop-
ment.

The Department of Electronics and Information Tech-
nology’s (DeitY’s) Technology Incubation and Develop-
ment of Entrepreneurship (TIDE; tinyurl.com/zfbwg43)
program is yet another example of how the government
is trying to provide support to new technology business
incubators and technology-driven entrepreneurship.
Under the TIDE scheme, DeitY is facilitating product-
oriented innovation, attempting to bridge the gap
between research and commercialization, providing
training to budding entrepreneurs, promoting the in-
volvement of research faculty in startup businesses,
and reinforcing the linkages between academia and in-
dustry. The TIDE centres have also been empowered to
offer financial assistance for incubation and infrastruc-
ture improvement.

In January 2016, Prime Minister Modi officially
launched the Startup India (startupindia.gov.in) campaign.
The most prominent highlights of this pro-entrepren-
eurship campaign include simplified e-registration, self-
certification, reduced patent application fees, fast-
tracked patent applications for new India startups, an
easy exit policy, financial support, income tax relaxa-
tion for the first three years, special benefits for female
applicants, and pedagogical support for students. The
Startup India campaign also puts special emphasis on
innovation-driven entrepreneurial ventures. The cam-
paign will also organize startup festivals to showcase In-
dia’s research-inspired entrepreneurial initiatives and
to connect entrepreneurial innovators with mentors,
technology incubators, and investors. Research parks,
startup centres, and technology business incubators
will be set up across the country at premier institutes.
Student innovators will be benefit from a platform to
showcase their work in order to secure adequate fund-
ing for their entrepreneurial innovation.

In summary, the Indian Government is enthusiastically
supporting science- and technology-driven entrepren-
eurial initiatives and making it easier for budding re-
searchers to transform themselves into successful
entrepreneurs.

Conclusion
The traditionally job-seeking Indian research com-

munity is rapidly developing profound interest in com-
mercializing their technology-driven innovations. The
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Indian Government is also investing significant re-
sources into supporting entrepreneurship and is put-
ting special emphasis on promoting research-inspired
entrepreneurial initiatives. Indian and multinational
companies have started showing great enthusiasm in
supporting the Indian government’s policies that
would help India attain a more visible position on the
global entrepreneurial map. The “Make in India” and
“Startup India” programs have clearly outlined a de-
tailed roadmap that would encourage researchers to
turn their innovations into successful businesses.

Entrepreneurial innovators are now receiving the
much-needed support required for overcoming the ini-
tial hesitation, uncertainty, and financial risks associ-
ated with startup ventures. A large cross-section of the
Indian society has now started giving social recognition
to budding technology entrepreneurs. Although the
overall environment seems conducive to entrepreneur-
ship, it remains to be seen whether the Indian innovat-
ors will try to make the most of every opportunity.
India’s budding scientists and engineers now need to
focus their attention on originality and stay away from
derivative work. India’s innovators need to show a
sense of urgency when it comes to launching science-
and technology-driven entrepreneurial ventures.
Merely proposing ground-breaking ideas is not enough.

On the positive side, several highly skilled researchers
are returning to India to take up research positions in
government, academic, and industrial laboratories.
This rapid influx of highly skilled scientists and engin-
eers is expected to give a boost to innovation (and pos-
sibly to entrepreneurship in the long run). Renowned
universities and national institutes of repute spread
across India are now establishing incubators to facilit-
ate technology-driven startups. The Indian Govern-
ment is also taking drastic measures to support
research-inspired entrepreneurial initiatives. India is
undergoing a dramatic transition and Indian innovat-
ors are attempting to catch up with the global leaders in
the entrepreneurial sector by making use of their sci-
entific and engineering skills. If the current trend con-
tinues, then the Indian economy is expected to reap the
benefits of science- and technology-driven entrepren-
eurial initiatives in the coming years.
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