
WHAT IS A PATENT?

A patent can be granted for any invention which is NEW 
(i.e. unpublished), NON-OBVIOUS (i.e. entailing more than 
just a combination of existing knowledge), and SOLVES A 
TECHNICAL PROBLEM.

A patent is a legally guaranteed right which allows the pat-
ent-holder to use his or her invention for a period of twenty 
years. The purpose of granting exclusivity for a limited pe-
riod of time is to provide an incentive for the inventor to run 
the financial risk of developing an innovative product or 
technology.

In return for patent protection and exclusive rights, the in-
ventor must publish his or her idea so that everyone can 
view the patent specifications, use them for further devel-

opments, and upon expiry of the patent make commercial 
use of them too. The invention is thus placed in the public 
domain where it contributes to the advancement of scien-
tific and technical progress.

Not all patents allow an invention to be used commercially. 
Before granting a patent, however, the patent office will as-
sess whether it would be “unethical.” In Germany, neither 
the cloning of humans nor the breeding of animals involv-
ing unnecessary suffering can be patented.

LICENSES AND SPIN-OFFS SUCCESS STORIESNO MEDICATION WITHOUT A PATENT

Patent protection is especially important to the develop-
ment of new drugs, which have to undergo extensive clini-
cal trials and withstand scrutiny by state regulators before 
they can be approved for use in humans. It takes about ten 
years or more to develop a single new drug, and the costs 
are generally in the order of 500 million euros and more. 
Only with patent protection and the temporally limited ex-
clusive rights that come with it can the huge sums spent on 
pharmaceutical research be recouped.

Without effective patent protection, industry and investors 
would think twice about following up an idea from cancer 
research and spending vast sums on developing new drugs 
on the basis of these findings. That is why the DKFZ seeks 
patent protection for many of its inventions as early as pos-
sible.

DKFZ researchers patent and publish in parallel
In order not to jeopardize an invention, the patent applica-
tion is drafted in parallel to the preparation of the manu-
script for publication in a scientific journal. Both docu-
ments are then submitted simultaneously: the patent to 
the patent office and the manuscript to the publisher. The 
same procedure is applied for abstracts, discussion papers, 
posters, and presentations.

Not all inventions by the German Cancer Research Center 
are patented. Many new developments such as cell lines, 
antibodies, mouse models, and software can nevertheless 
be licensed.

The advantages for DKFZ inventors
The inventors themselves are entitled to a 
proportion of all revenues.

A license entitles the license-holder to use a patented inven-
tion or technical know-how. Granting a license to an estab-
lished corporation or a start-up is a way of ensuring that an 
invention is developed into a marketable product. Licensing 
revenues are plowed back into research at the DKFZ.

Spin-offs or start-ups are companies founded by scientists 
themselves with the aim of marketing their own research 
findings. The Office of Technology Transfer assists DKFZ 
researchers interested in doing this by providing advice 
and training courses on subjects such as how to draw up a 
business plan. It also regulates the use of DKFZ infrastruc-
ture, the granting of licenses, and much more besides.

In addition, the DKFZ can hold an equity of up to 25 percent 
in the spin-off for a period of eight years. To avoid being a 
drain on the company’s liquidity, however, the DKFZ can 
elect to waive its right to down payments for licensed pat-
ents and accept shares and royalties in lieu.

PROGEN Biotechnik GmbH, a company specializing in 
in vitro diagnostic agents and recombinant antibodies, is a 
DKFZ spin-off dating from 1983.

Another such spin-off is mtm laboratories AG, which de-
velops, manufactures, and distributes products for the ear-
ly detection and diagnosis of cervical cancer.

Founded in 2000 from within the DKFZ, Affimed Thera-
peutics AG develops recombinant antibodies to treat vari-
ous diseases and cancer in particular.

Cancer, alongside inflammatory diseases, is also the main 
target of Apogenix GmbH, a spin-off committed to devel-
oping active substances to act on apoptosis (programmed 
cell death) and uncontrolled cell growth.

The development of a vaccine to prevent 
cervical cancer

Two vaccines best known 
by the tradenames Gardasil® 
and Cervarix® which provide 
protection against human 
papillomviruses are the 
DKFZ’s most prestigious in-
vention to date. Professor
Harald zur Hausen was 
awarded the Nobel Prize for Medicine 2008 
for the research that led to this development.

Development of a multi-leaf-collimator 
for the targeted radiation of tumors

This collimator was devel-
oped by MRC Systems GmbH, 
a spin-off by the DKFZ scien-
tists who invented it, and is 
now being marketed by Sie-
mens Medical Solutions.

Strategic Alliance with Bayer Schering Pharma

This strategic alliance draws 
on the strengths of both 
partners and so expedites the 
process by which research 
findings are translated into 
innovative active substances 
for cancer treatment.



Technology transfer at the DKFZ

FROM BENCH 
TO BEDSIDE

WHAT WE DO

The Office of Technology Transfer of the German Cancer 
Research Center (DKFZ) has been committed to making 
commercial use of the innovative potential of excellent 
cancer research since 1997. Working at the interface of re-
search and industry, the team headed by Dr. Ruth Herzog 
(on the far right in the photograph) helps to get new can-
cer medications, diagnostic test procedures, and research 
instruments onto the market as quickly as possible.

 Your science is 
   our business

• to advance the commercialisation of cancer re-
search findings

• to professionally manage, protect and market the 
ideas and innovations coming out of the DKFZ

The Office of Technology Transfer supports DKFZ scien-
tists with patenting and works out the best marketing 
strategy for each new invention in consultation with 
them. One important decision, for example, is whether 
the application of the invention or technology would 
best be advanced by licensing, a cooperation agreement 
with industry, or the founding of a start-up. The reve-
nues earned are plowed back into cancer research.

GOALS 

Contact

German Cancer Research Center
Office of Technology Transfer
Im Neuenheimer Feld 280
D-69120 Heidelberg
Tel: +49-6221-42-2958
Fax: +49-6221-42-2956
www.dkfz.de/en/techtrans

The Office of Technology Transfer at the German Cancer Re-
search Center (DKFZ) provides a link between science and 
industry. Its main tasks are as follows:

•  invention disclosures

• patent applications

• license agreements

• confidentiality agreements

• industrial cooperation agreements

• material transfers

• technology marketing

• spin-offs




