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On the occasion of the 30th anniversary 
(congratulations!) Symposium of the Finn-
ish Society of Physical Pharmacy, to be 
held at Orion Corporation on 7.-8.2.2019, I 
am very delighted to share my views why 
university pharmaceutical labs and pharma 
scientists should more actively and closely 
engage on collaborative work. This com-
mentary article aims to foster the discussion 
on this topic and to encourage both parties 
to discuss and communicate more, and learn 
and collaborate from each other even more 
in the future.

It is true that the overall cooperation be-
tween academic and industrial scientists 
has increased in the past years. Despite the 
economic crisis, when looking at the Nature 
Index Science Inc. 2017 [1], one can ob-
serve that the number of collaborations be-
tween academy and industry have doubled 
from 2012 to 2016 (from 12672 to 25962 
connections), of which half were collabo-
rations in the life sciences. Although this is 
very promising for the future, it is certainly 
desirable for both parties that this coopera-
tion continues to increase and be extended 
to other fields of research, such as in phar-
maceutical nanotechnology.

It is obvious that one of the advantages of 
research labs at the university would benefit 
from the industrial collaboration is financial. 
More than ever governmental funding is be-
coming scarce, and thus, research labs also 
need funding from industry. Furthermore, 
academic scientists also need real problems 
to apply their innovation and to solve those 
problems, as well as to move towards a clin-

ical set, only possible with industrial collab-
oration. In addition, the academic collabora-
tion can offer to industry access to different 
innovative paths. Moreover, when research 
labs and industry scientists work together, 
the PhD students, for example, can be ed-
ucated for business and commercialization 
aspects, which will also help them to devel-
op an industry mindset. In turn, they will be-
come qualified employees that can then be 
later hired by industry. Besides funding, the 
industry can also offer personnel and expe-
rience in manufacturing products, and help 
the academic research labs, often without 
enough resources, to take their discoveries 
all the way to market.

There is no doubt that pharma holds mon-
ey and workforce, whereas academics 
have extensive knowledge and are experts 
in their respective fields. Thus, to translate 
basic-science pharmaceutical technologies 
into end-user products, we need the pro-
fessionals that are the very best at this, i.e., 
pharma. However, pharma has also a lot to 
gain from the academic researchers in phar-
macy, as they usually have the knowledge 
on many innovations and can help to ex-
plore the new ideas to improve some of the 
current health issues. Pharma is investing 
on innovation and many pharma companies 
are doing R&D research on similar or com-
plementary topics to the ones conducted in 
research labs. Often, such research seems 
to overlap and though the final goal is the 
same, in most cases, we still continue to 
work in separated worlds. 
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The search for better treatments to patients 
is a common goal both to the pharmaceuti-
cal scientists working at the universities and 
at the pharma companies. Pharma do like to 
protect their property, but they also value 
collaboration of the production of high-qual-
ity research. Thus, probably the best way to 
increase the chances to get a fast and the best 
product out to the patients is to join forces 
and work together in an academic-industrial 
partnership. This would certainly be the best 
way to translate bench pharmaceutical tech-
nology or therapies into the clinic or at least 
to unveil if the approaches explored would 
be valid or not for such clinical translation. 
However, working together also means a 
change in the way of thinking of academic 
and industrial scientists. Academic scien-
tists should promote their research results 
to not only please the grant foundations and 
achieve high impact factor publications, but 
also to bring those results closer to the ones 
that can help to translate them to a clinical 
set. This will bridge the gap between the 
scientific knowledge/technology generated 
at the universities and the real application 
of such scientific knowledge/technology 
by the pharmaceutical industry into a final 
product ready to be used.

For this, researcher labs should make sure 
their processes/methods are very repro-
ducible and highly validated. For example, 
recently it has been suggested a MIRIBEL 
(minimum information reporting in bio–
nano experimental literature) [2] on what 
comes to study the interactions between 
nano-engineering materials and biological 
systems. The authors recommended that a 
minimum information standard should al-
ways be reported in every study, in order to 
improve the reproducibility and the litera-
ture comparisons between the different bio–
nano studies. This problem can also be min-
imized if academic scientists provide more 
detailed methods/protocols and also initiate 
collaborations with industrial partners on a 
project as early as possible in the develop-
ment of a product, thus minimizing poten-
tial translational problems. Such issues can 

also be overcome by bringing to the table 
academic and industrial scientists for early 
cross-talks, in order to help academic re-
searchers to improve reproducibility, and 
also to help them to carry out studies that 
could more closely achieve translation. 

Although not very common in Finland yet, 
[3] but widely used elsewhere, it would be 
highly beneficial to establish university/
faculty–industrial programs to promote the 
cooperation between both parties, and allow 
young researchers to work for some time 
in an industry lab during their PhD studies. 
Scientific publications (particularly inter-
esting for academic researchers) and intel-
lectual property (particularly interesting for 
industrial researchers) are big issues when 
universities and industry work together, 
but the establishment of proper agreements 
from both parts in the very beginning of 
the negotiations are key for a healthy and 
long-lasting cooperation.

Other advantages of the academic-indus-
trial collaboration is, on one hand, the fact 
that academics might find an opportunity 
for extra career valorization, get familiar 
with industrial trends, and get into a total-
ly different world of business and inspiring 
discussions towards commercialization of 
a technology/product. On the other hand, 
industry might find a way to access to dif-
ferent networks, expand their knowledge 
and think outside the box, finding talented 
researchers for future hiring, and also have 
access to the latest technological resourc-
es and discuss with highly skilled experts 
in specific fields. Mutual benefits for both 
parties are the exchange of knowledge, but 
more importantly, the collaborations can 
lead to important socio-economic impacts. 
For example, the development and clinical 
trials of new drugs is a long and very expen-
sive process. Tight collaborations between 
academic and industrial scientists will help 
to overcome some of the problems in drug 
development, for example, by employing 
novel technologies to solve the problems of 
drug solubility or other. 
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Overall, academic-industrial collaboration 
is ongoing, but should certainly be en-
hanced in the future. Research labs at the 
university and pharma have common in-
terests and they both can take advantage of 
their potentials to work together, expanding 
their diversity and promoting synergies. 
Particularly in Finland, it would be import-
ant to have more and more joint doctoral 
traineeship programs between universities 
and pharma, the so-called industrial PhD 
(iPhD), designed to train industry-specific 
experts in drug research and development. 
Such program can provide the doctoral stu-
dents a new education path to be carried out 
partially/fully at the industry. Such educa-
tion will provide the doctoral students to 
gain valuable experience in the work life by 
working at the interface between academic 
and industrial drug research, and also help 
to prepare the future professionals for the 
bio-sector, which highly depends on the ad-
equacy of skilled people. This would be a 
win-win situation for young researchers and 
industry.
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