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Case Study Overview
This case study explores the start-up
‘OfficeVitae’ which was conceived by a research
team led by Professor David Keystone, based
at Delft University of Technology (DUT), the
Netherlands. The Faculty of Industrial Design
developed sensor technology and development
hardware (as part of a ‘Green Comfort’ project),
that could measure indoor air quality in homes
and office spaces. The DUT team thought that
the technology could potentially be brought to
market and be profitable, however, the product
required an appropriate business model. The
team in the Faculty of Industrial Design decided to research potential business models, and
realised that they needed a team member with
the business expertise and aimed to source a
full-time external entrepreneur.

participating in a matching process that enabled
the research team to work with an entrepreneur, the process was developed by ClimateKIC Netherlands Business Developer, Sybren
Steensma. Following the event, the research
team identified an experienced entrepreneur
who helped them develop a business in order to
market the product.

Obtaining: From research data to
innovative technical solution
The DUT research team approached ClimateKIC Netherlands in 2016 with their business
idea – they quickly realised the potential of
the product and offered co-funding for further
post-laboratory development. The funding
enabled OfficeVitae
to investigate the
product’s commercial
potential and enabled
the development of the
sensor technology and
the raw data that had
been collated from the
‘Green Comfort’ research project to assess the
product-market fit.

… universities across Europe are opening up
their doors and making their research available
This movement towards free access to research
and data is very important in the creation of
eco-systems capable of hosting Open Innovation
The research team participated in Climate-KIC’s
flagship, ‘Building Technologies Accelerator’
(BTA), a business support programme that provided: access to Climate-KIC’s Living Labs where
the new product could be tested; business skills
to support start-ups, and, opportunities to meet
skilled entrepreneurs that they could potentially take the technology from the university
and turn it into a commercial product available
on the market[1]. They achieved the latter by

[1] Construction 21, www.construction21.org/articles/h/officevitaeput-employees-at-the-center-of-health-and-comfort-in-offices.
html – Accessed December 2017
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Sybren Steensma, a Business Developer at
Climate-KIC Netherlands saw the potential in
the research data and identified that the team
needed a mix of expertise and skills to turn a research project into a commercial business with
great market potential.
‘Prof. Dr. David Keyson had developed a very
interesting system and many ideas on how to
commercialise [the product] … but having a research
background he didn’t have the exact insight in
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where the biggest commercial potential was and
how to bring it from laboratory to product to market. His job is to develop the best integrated solution
for the reduction of energy usage in buildings, which
he did. Now we needed to identify someone, who
might have the right set of competences to develop
the commercial strategy and bring the system to
market.’
Following the funding to develop the product,
Steensma encouraged the DUT research team to
apply for the ‘Building Technologies Accelerator’
(BTA) programme, to open up the commercialisation process and match the project with an
entrepreneur with the required skills.

Integrating: Match-matching the
right skills for a start-up business
Later that year, Climate-KIC Netherlands, as part
of the ‘Building Technologies Accelerator’ (BTA)
programme, organised a ‘Business Lounge,’
a pitching event where ventures originating
from university research projects, were pitched
to a panel of entrepreneurs and experienced
business owners. The event was designed to

Climate-KIC

facilitate the transition from university research
to marketable product by opening-up university work to external parties with the necessary
expertise to assist in the commercialisation
process. In the build-up to the event, Sybren
Steensma, supported the ‘Green Comfort’ lead
Prof. David Keyson in identifying what the right
team for the business would look like (e.g., what
skills were required). The pitch-based event
enabled the Professor and his research team
to identify a suitable entrepreneur with whom
they would like to work. Through Climate-KIC
Netherland’s matching process, the entrepreneur and the university professor entered into a
partnership to lead the company forward: Tako
Werts became the CEO, Professor David Keyson
became the CTO and DUT remains a major
stakeholder of the venture.

Implementing: Creating
partnerships in the Open
Innovation process
For the ‘Open Innovation’ process to be effective
it requires the development of a dynamic, functional team. Central to a team’s functionality is
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trust between partners. The ‘Business Lounge’
provided a safe space for the research team to
meet with skilled entrepreneurs in order to get
to know each other and to recognise each member’s different modes of working. Steensma
explains how Climate-KIC Netherlands facilitated and supported the match making between
the research team and entrepreneur:
‘We held a lot of meetings, we talked a lot. More
and more, they started working as a team and I
could take a step back. Instead of being the primary
point of contact I just got CC’d in and after a while I
wasn’t even part of the email correspondence. This
was an important step.’
Following Climate-KIC’s matching effort, there
were a few months of negotiations between
Prof. David Keyson and the entrepreneur before
agreeing on a partnership that could successfully take the business forward. Following the
matching, in 2016 the ‘Green Comfort’ research
project re-branded to become ‘OfficeVitae’ and
became a registered spinout that started as
a project by the DUT. The process took time,

however, as the three parties needed to agree
on how to create the right foundations and vision for the future company. Steensma reflects
upon the most important factor for the ‘Open
Innovation Process’:
‘Open Innovation is always about human interaction and the most important thing is to get
the right people together.’
Successful Open Innovation requires supporting stakeholders who connect and match
stakeholders together, build bridges between
them and act as brokers between the different sub-divisions of the collaboration. These
match-making stakeholders are essentially
acting as civic accelerators building bridges
between players and are pivotal in keeping the
overall process in motion. However, to get the
right people together takes time and requires
a key point of contact (in this case, Climate-KIC
Netherlands) that can initiate the relationships
and provide enough support to ensure the team
works together.

Case Study Summary
The successful collaboration between the
research team, entrepreneur and DUT resulted
in the development of a commercial business,
OfficeVitae. The team created the ‘OfficeVitae
Health Platform’ that used the data sets and
smart technology from the DUT research project
to measure key parameters in the office environment and visualises the data on its interface[2].
Through the provision of this data, OfficeVitae is
able to facilitate more efficient building management. Steensma identified the commercial value
in the health platform, stating that:
‘In the economy of the future, more and more employers are competing over talent. To invest in their
wellbeing and productivity is becoming a necessity,
which is why I see great opportunity for OfficeVitae.’
However, without the ‘Building Technologies
Accelerator’ (BTA) it is possible that the research
team would not have found a suitable entrepreneur to collaborate with.

the traditional limits of cities and municipalities
to collaborate with a range of stakeholders that
otherwise may not be available to them before.
Often, though, innovation can be challenging as
it requires a diverse mix of knowledge and different approaches to turn a research project into a
commercial business. For OfficeVitae, it was necessary to identify someone with the right skills
and once part of the team, create establish an
efficient internal structure. The internal structure
was paramount to the research team as they
needed an outsider with commercial experience
to supply a stream of effective ideas for product
development to ensure it was market ready.

Results:
●●

The collaboration led to the first ‘Building
Technologies Accelerator’ (BTA) start-up
being developed in December 2016.

●●

The results from pilot studies with Accenture
and Knight Frank have been promising: with
energy savings, more productive employees,
less sickness, higher retention rates and
better company performance.

●●

The team has expanded with five researchers employed by the business and are currently exploring other products and projects.

Challenges:
The open innovation process enables pioneering
university spin-off companies that think outside

[2] Climate-KIC, OfficeVitae www.climate-kic.org/start-ups/officevitae/ – Accessed December 2017

Obtaining
• Identify raw products within
university research that
have market potential
• Create a team with a comprehensive set of competencies and skills
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Climate-KIC

Interaction

Integrating

Interaction

• Open up the commercialisation
process by linking academics to
entrepreneurs
• Identify what the right team
could look like

Implementing
• Establish trust between a
research team and external
partners
• Ensure the necessary time
investment is made in trust
building by all partners
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