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For companies eager to tap into early-
stage discoveries, part of the problem is that 
“there’s no central place to figure out who 
the experts are in various institutions and 
companies and then to connect them to 
each other,” says Steinberg. In principle, he 
hopes that industry executives looking for 
a specific expertise or capability for, say, a 
drug-development project will be able to use 
Knode’s search engine to locate the scientists 
they need. 

Knode has generated some high-profile 
partners from the academic side of the 
aisle, including the University of California, 
San Francisco (UCSF). For UCSF, Knode 
is developing ‘widgets’ that the univer-
sity can embed into its own technology 
tools to enhance networking opportunities  
both inside and outside the university, 
Steinberg says.

Certainly, the need for new ways to facili-
tate networking between industry and aca-
demic researchers has never been more 
acute. Garret FitzGerald, a professor at the 
University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia 
and director of its Institute for Translational 
Medicine and Therapeutics says, “We need 

to be adventurous with respect to expand-
ing the nature and scale of precompetitive 
interaction.” With so many companies look-
ing to spur academic collaborations, it’s no 
surprise that others are getting in the act. 
One such enterprise is Boston-based startup 
company Relay Technology, which in 2011 
received a strategic investment from London-
based Nature Publishing Group (publisher of 
Nature Biotechnology). Relay provides data 
analytics to the biopharmaceutical industry 
and academic technology transfer offices and 
its proprietary platform is offered to compa-
nies interested in identifying either key opin-
ion leaders or assets in a particular field.

“One component is social network map-
ping,” says co-founder Brigham Hyde. “We 
have metrics that enable our users to iden-
tify who the most successful collaborators 
might be. It’s not just about who has the most 
papers on PubMed. We look at qualitative 
aspects such as grant funding and whether 
their research is translational, basic, or clini-
cal.” Relay just signed a deal with the National 
Institutes of Health to profile all of its post-
doctoral students along those lines, Hyde says. 

Arlene Weintraub New York

Box 1  news ways of commercializing iP
Online exchanges for pooling intellectual property (IP) have been around for several 
years (Nat. Biotechnol. 28, 200–202, 2010). These have had mixed success in terms 
of generating licensing revenue, being used more as shop windows for sellers of life 
science assets. However, given the glut of unlicensed IP in many university technology 
transfer offices and the paucity of sustainable funding for startups, new approaches to 
pool IP and facilitate its translation are beginning to emerge.

London-based IP Group, which commercializes discoveries from ten top UK 
universities, is enthusiastic about the role of social networking in fostering 
commercialization of academic assets. In June, it invested £371,000 ($601,000) 
into Oxford-based startup Marblar. This online network allows individuals to interact 
with scientific researchers to brainstorm new ways of advancing existing IP (mostly 
from UK universities) that has not been licensed yet. IP Group piloted the service with 
a competition to find commercial applications for a discovery in DNA chemistry made 
by a professor at the University of Southampton, one of IP Group’s academic partners. 
“This is a creative way of using social networking to build on ideas,” says Alison 
Fielding, chief operating officer of IP Group, which has so far spun out 65 companies 
from its academic partners. “It’s multidisciplinary, so people with different areas of 
expertise can work on a problem together.”

Elsewhere, Easy Access IP, launched by University of Glasgow’s Director of Research 
and Enterprise Kevin Cullen in 2010, offers some university technologies free of charge 
to companies. The discoveries are primarily those that would be difficult to commercialize 
otherwise, either because they are too early in the development process or they present 
uncertainties that make them too risky for a traditional investment. Easy Access IP has 
since been adopted by King’s College London, the University of Bristol, Copenhagen 
University and the University of New South Wales in Australia. Technologies are offered 
via simple licensing agreements with no financial terms included. Although there is no 
immediate monetary payoff for the universities, the program is designed to foster long-
term partnerships with industry leaders that could pay dividends in the long run.

Brandon Capital, which has offices in Sydney and Melbourne, Australia, takes a 
different approach to developing assets from Australian universities that other venture 

Elan splits in two
On August 13, Dublin-
based Elan announced 
its decision to split 
into two independent 
companies. Its drug-
discovery business, 
Neotope Biosciences, 
will become a 
stand-alone public 
company, leaving the 
core Elan business 

immediately profitable. Elan’s management 
says the separation is unrelated to the failure 
of its Alzheimer’s disease candidate drug. 
Only a week earlier, Elan’s collaborators, 
Pfizer of New York and Johnson & Johnson of 
New Brunswick, New Jersey, announced they 
were halting phase 3 trials with intravenous 
bapineuzumab—an antibody targeting 
amyloid beta peptide—in Alzheimer’s disease 
following poor results. After the split, the drug 
discovery company Neotope Biosciences, 
originally formed in 2010, will operate from 
San Francisco and focus on Parkinson’s 
disease and related disease areas. Elan will 
seed Neotope with $120–$130 million and 
retain a 14–18% equity stake. Elan’s current 
executive vice president and chief scientific 
officer, Dale Schenk, will serve as Neotope’s 
chief executive officer. The remaining core is 
Elan Corporation headed by the company’s 
current CEO Kelly Martin with its key asset, 
multiple sclerosis drug Tysabri (natalizumab) 
co-marketed with Biogen Idec of Cambridge, 
Massachusetts. The core company will also 
retain a financial interest in the AIzheimer 
Immunotherapy Program (AIP), set up in 
partnership with Wyeth, and sold in 2009 with 
assets and rights to its Alzheimer’s disease 
compounds (including bapineuzumab) to 
Janssen for $1.5 billion (Nat. Biotechnol. 
27, 679–681, 2009). The AIP is currently 
managed by Pfizer of New York, and its 
portfolio includes compounds acquired from 
Elan, including subcutaneous bapineuzumab 
in a phase 2 trial; ACC-001, a vaccine 
designed to induce an anti–amyloid beta 
peptide immune response in a phase 2 trial; 
and AAB-003, a variant of bapineuzumab in 
phase 1 studies. There has been speculation 
that Elan’s decision to separate the two 
businesses was an attempt to make the 
company a more attractive acquisition target, 
especially for Biogen Idec. But Eric Schmidt, 
an analyst with Cowen in New York, is doubtful 
that Biogen will take the bait because the 
Cambridge, Massachusetts–based company 
is currently focused on BG-12, a multiple 
sclerosis drug about to be approved and 
launched that could disrupt Tysabri’s market 
position. Schmidt says a bid for Elan would be 
“highly distracting” for Biogen, but adds that 
“because Biogen and Elan share Tysabri, and 
it’s a fairly complex relationship between the 
two, I don’t think anyone else is likely to buy 
Elan.” Allison Proffitt
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