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Academia Meets The Market – Part One
The What, Why And How Behind UCLA’s Billion Dollar Stake In Life 
Sciences Research

by William Looney

New drug development is an increasingly communal enterprise. In Vivo 
examines how one major US academic institution – the University of 
California at Los Angeles (UCLA) – is expanding its range of research 
contacts to open new areas of therapy and shorten the transition from 
bench to the bedside.  Its commercial impact is considerable: over the past 
two decades, private-sector VC’s have invested more than $2bn in UCLA-
backed innovations, with 26 start-ups launched through the university in 
2019 alone. Amir Naiberg, UCLA’s point man on technology transfer, 
explains the factors that have made the university a successful advocate 
for partnerships that produce results for patients.

Collaborations between industry and academia are a common feature of today’s biopharma R&D 
landscape. Well over half of FDA-approved new chemical entities rely on externally generated 
research at some point in the journey from discovery to development. Factors driving this trend 
include academic scientists’ focus on the complex biology that underpins pathogenic expression 
of disease; high costs of in-house industry R&D coupled with financial pressures on universities 
due to declining public funding support; more transparency on intellectual property standards 
for tech transfers involving industry and academia; and a relaxation of industry concerns about 
“open innovation,” resulting in a greater tolerance for risk, on both sides. More important, new 
studies published in the past year on drug industry trends in R&D productivity cite growth in 
external partnering as one explanation for an uptick in the rate of return on capitalized R&D 
investment, after decades of decline. 

To cast some fresh light on how academia and biopharma are working together to speed the 
translation of research from bench to bedside, In Vivo has profiled one of the academic 
community’s leading sources of technology transfer with industry, the University of California at 
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Los Angeles (UCLA) Technology Development Group (TDG). Now five years old, TDG has unique 
legal status within the university as an external 501(c)(3) corporation with dedicated 
responsibility for managing UCLA’s IP and licensing portfolio consisting of more than 1,000 
active patents, a trove that generated  a record $183m in income for UCLA in 2019.  In the first 
three quarters of 2020, UCLA had secured $1.4bn in new research funding, a 20% increase over 
2019. More than half – $754m – will be spent on bioscience and other health-related projects at 
UCLA’s Geffen School of Medicine.  The federal National Institutes of Health (NIH) is the largest 
single funding contributor, awarding grants worth $565m to projects in AIDS, cancer, 
neurosciences, cardiovascular disease, COVID-19 and mental health. Industry sponsored 
research adds another $53m. Overall, UCLA ranks in the top five US academic institutions in 
research funding, and is first among public universities.

UCLA has a proven record as an innovator in drug 
discovery. Its research faculty played key roles in the 
development of three blockbuster cancer drugs: 
Herceptin (trastuzumab), the first targeted therapy for 
breast cancer; Gleevec (imatinib), another targeted 
therapy for leukemia, which evolved from UCLA 
researchers’ discovery that genetic alterations could 
cause cancer; and, most recently, Xtandi 
(enzalutamide), approved by the FDA in 2012 and 
again in 2019, and now the global market leader in 
new hormonal therapies for advanced metastatic 
prostate cancer. Erleada (apalutamide), a drug from 
Janssen (a division of Johnson & Johnson) approved 
for the same indication in 2018, also originated in 
UCLA Professor Michael Jung’s biochemistry lab.

On the entrepreneurial side, UCLA has a 
flourishing start-up culture, with 26 start-
ups launched by faculty and associates in 
2019 alone.  Its commercial relevance is 
demonstrated by the fact that the private-
sector VC community has invested $2bn 
in UCLA companies during the past two 
decades.  The business focus is reinforced 
by TDG’s board of directors, whose 21 
members include seven executives from 
big pharma and biotech.

To get a closer look at the priorities of 
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The complexity of producing viable drug 
candidates is increasing as an abundance of 
new science keeps extending the range of 
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this mainstay of tech transfer in the US 
top-ranked public university, In Vivo 
spoke with TDG’s CEO and associate vice 
chancellor, Amir Naiberg. Having joined 
TDG in 2016, Naiberg is a veteran of 
Israel’s start-up culture, serving as CEO of 
Yeda Research & Development Co., the 
commercial arm of the Weizmann 
Institute of Science and as co-chair of the 
Israel Technology Transfer Organization, 
which helped solidify the country’s 
reputation as the “Start-Up Nation.”  He 
remains a strong advocate of moving 
research more quickly from the lab to the 
marketplace, and is particularly focused 
on helping positioning the Los Angeles 
region as a leader in global life sciences 
innovation. Naiberg is joined by In Vivo 
Editorial Advisory Board member, Dr. Ken Schultz, CEO and Chair of Trethera Corp., an early-
stage biotech based in Los Angeles whose pipeline has also benefited from some of the science 
conducted in UCLA labs. 

Q In Vivo: Translational research – turning insights from academic science into 
clinical advances for patients – is widely seen as the most important change 
in medical practice of the century thus far. Do we still have further to go in 
reducing the time lag from the bench to the bedside? How is the UCLA 
Technology Development Group helping to foster collaborations that really 
move the needle on new product innovations? 

A Amir Naiberg: Differences between academia and industry in their approach to 

research are well documented. There will always be some gaps due to the structure of 

funding, whereby the federal government supports the basic discovery work of 

universities while industry relies on private capital to defray the high costs of 

development. What matters is the incentives that now exist for both groups to 

collaborate in moving from a knowledge-driven organization to a commercial 

enterprise. 

The Technology Development Corp., the 501( c )(3) established six years ago to 

possible targets and fragmenting disease 
subtypes. Proximity to novel exploratory 
research is a driver of pipeline productivity – 
so can physical location within a communal 
geography of well-resourced intellectual 
firepower raise the odds for R&D success? In 
Vivo sits down with eight key leaders in 
academia, VC, commercial real estate and 
groundbreaking biotech to discuss how Los 
Angeles – the “out there” city of out-sized 
ambitions – is positioning itself for global 
leadership in the curative technologies of the 
future.

Read the full article here
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oversee TDG’s mission, helps UCLA’s research faculty bring its life-changing 

discoveries to the market faster, creating economic value and advancing the standard 

of care for patients.  Of course, making this happen in real-time required some 

creativity. It was necessary to tie what was a disaggregated flow of research expertise 

into a coherent framework that would allow us to match this expertise to the best 

external opportunities. It required a cultural change in that our most productive 

faculty had a history of pursuing start-up ventures on their own, without leveraging 

the partnering capabilities embedded within the vast UCLA ecosystem.  This year 

alone, UCLA scientists have received a record $1.4bn in research grants, nearly half of 

which is earmarked for medicine and the life sciences. Making the world outside our 

labs aware of that is the essence of what we do.

Q IV: Describe the mission and structure of the TDG enterprise.

A Naiberg: We are a central, campus-wide hub with a mission to help faculty move their 

research from the lab to the marketplace quickly, for the patient, and ultimately for 

the benefit of UCLA and society at large.  We don’t drive the research; we facilitate its 

translation into products or services that people need. That way, our faculty can 

pursue their creative ambitions; their innovations are valued and monetized, 

generating more income for university’s research budget; and supporting 

scholarships and fellowships so our graduates can find jobs. It’s a robust ecosystem of 

knowledge.  

TDG consists of three functional pillars. The first is business development, where our 

people work with faculty to identify innovations and develop external applications 

for their research, arrange contacts with interested parties and facilitate deals. The 

second is industry-sponsored research, where we support everything from material 

transfer agreements to long-term collaborative research activities. We also have a 

central function role, such as managing business and tech transfer operations, such 

as marketing and licensing inventions; prosecuting patents; distributing royalties 

and other income to inventors and various UCLA departments and labs; educating 

the UCLA student body and community about tech transfer issues; and evaluating the 

commercial value of new technologies. Third is New Ventures, which involves 

managing the UCLA Innovation Fund, which seeks to fill the funding gap between 
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basic research at UCLA and commercial development through modest grants that 

cover those interim steps like proof-of-concept and clinical validation studies.

UCLA is highly diversified in the life sciences so our work ranges from physical 

sciences and engineering to medical devices and diagnostics, drug therapeutics, and 

advanced software like artificial intelligence.  We spend much of our time bringing to 

the table external partners with background to secure, value and monetize inventions 

developed across the UCLA campus. One of our more exciting recent examples of the 

Innovation Fund is the licensing of an AI algorithm for spine MRI evaluations to a 

local, faculty founded start-up, Theseus AI Inc.   

Q IV: Do you have any recent examples of innovative collaborations that merit 
the attention of the In Vivo readership?

A Naiberg: In June, we launched a strategic collaboration with Autobahn Labs, a newly 

formed virtual life sciences investment incubator backed by the VC firm Samsara 

BioCapital; Evotec SE, a global drug discovery and development alliance company, 

based in Germany; and KCK Ltd., a US family office investment fund. UCLA is the first 

university to work with Autobahn on its mission to identify, fund and de-risk early-

stage, preclinical research projects in academia that have significant therapeutic 

potential for patients. TDG will help Autobahn pursue its model of building joint 

ventures with university start-ups, accelerating the discovery and development 

process with strategic guidance as well as access to Evotec’s network of 3,000 

scientists and clinical trial logistics experts. 

We like it because it brings a structured, “baked-in” process to academic-industry 

collaborations, minimizing a lot of the transactional friction that can occur when 

business partners try to negotiate financing, licensing/IP rights and due diligence on 

their own.  Despite the COVID-19 distractions, Autobahn has already had discussions 

with 80 UCLA faculty members to share project ideas and I expect this to result in 

several brokered agreements on new start-ups by the beginning of 2021. I think the 

relationship with Autobahn is an important precedent that puts UCLA in the lead in 

bridging the translational science gap you just mentioned.
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Another example where we innovate is our growing focus on the convergence 

between the tech sector and the life sciences. In June, UCLA signed a three-year 

research partnership with Apple Inc. as part of the university’s inter-disciplinary 

Depression Grand Challenge project geared to finding objective, evidence-driven 

metrics for diagnosis and treatment of this disease. It is notable that major 

depression, which afflicts an estimated 300 million people worldwide, still relies on 

the old tool of personal observation to track symptoms. Under the agreement with 

Apple, which TDG helped execute, the company will supply more than 3,000 study 

participants with smart watches and the Beddit sleep monitor to record individual 

behaviors in real time. With Apple’s help, we are able to do all this research remotely, 

which represents a practice model that has resonance during a pandemic. I see the 

Apple agreement as a milestone for TDG as it enables us to diversify around key 

industries of the future outside of medicine.

Q Ken Schultz, chair and CEO Trethera:  The largest translational licensing life 
sciences deal to date was signed in November 2019 between Takeda 
Pharmaceuticals International GmbH and the MD Anderson academic medical 
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center. It involves the development of drugs from Anderson’s novel platform 
of chimeric antigen receptor-directed natural killer-cell (CAR-NK) therapies to 
treat B-cell lymphoma malignancies and other cancers. The project will 
launch in early 2021 with a Phase I cancer trial whose enrollment will also 
break records. Is TDG considering similar tech transfers with biopharma 
partners of this scale and scope? Is there an appetite on campus for this kind 
of precedent?

A Naiberg: Leadership in tech transfer relations with industry as well as other health 

providers is definitely something we aspire to. UCLA has the foundational 

capabilities to bring an asset forward, from high throughput screening at the 

discovery stage, clean rooms for manufacturing, right up to the clinical trial phase. 

However, whether we have the resources to manage those last crucial steps to the 

clinic is an open question. It certainly raises some issues relating to our priorities as a 

public university. 

That’s why right now we are putting the emphasis on partnering. I can point to a 

recent precedent where UCLA professor of medicine Dennis Slamon initiated the 

clinical trials that led to approval of Genentech’s Herceptin (trastuzumab), one of the 

first targeted monoclonal drugs for cancer.  He also collaborates with Brian Stoltz’s 

chemistry lab at the California Institute Technology (Caltech) on a novel molecular 

construction for the treatment of cancer. Together with Caltech and some local 

investors, we spun a company from their joint work that continues to generate new 

compounds which can be evaluated quickly and efficiently for therapeutic potential 

and then moved to a clinical trial network affiliated with UCLA. I believe that to this 

day it is one the best models of how translational research delivers clinical results to 

many thousands of cancer patients. Although the present crisis around COVID-19 is 

certainly a setback, the example of this long-standing collaboration gives us a useful 

set of tools that we can replicate once campus life resumes.

Q IV: Many VC investors assert that it has become more difficult to assess 
opportunities among the growing number of start-ups launched from major 
academic research centers like UCLA. Do you agree and, if so, what is TDG 
doing to help raise the curtain on deal-making?
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A Naiberg: We definitely see more academic start-ups operating in “stealth” mode. 

Arranging private capital is a competitive sport. It’s understandable that a new start-

up will seek to control what it shares with prospective investors. What TDG has done 

is build a data base that serves as an up to date resource on all the spin-offs from 

UCLA’s faculty and lab ecosystem, which a VC or biopharma company can access to 

find a match. All this is conducted in an open and transparent manner, freely 

available to all interested parties.  We also strive to relate to the motivations of our 

different stakeholders: entrepreneurs want us to help them relate to the “next big 

thing,” while VC firms are looking for projects that complement their own capital 

allocations and investments. And then there are our industry partners, most of whom 

want relationships that expose them to the diversity and range of our research 

interests. Most important, TDG has staff with the therapeutic area expertise to 

facilitate and progress these contacts.  As the middleman, we strive to ensure 

everything works seamlessly and without friction. 

Finally, TDG relies on UCLA’s large alumni network as a rich source for new business 

development opportunities. Here in Los Angeles, there is a large group of affluent 

alumni outside biotech in areas like finance and entertainment who are personally 

familiar with UCLA’s world-class medical institutions and may have benefited from 

that care. These business “angels” are proving useful in filling some of the gaps in 

start-up financing, especially for that initial seed round. 

The conversation continues in part two.
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