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Executive summary
This report is based on responses to a survey sent to Dehns’ clients in late spring 2021, 
looking at how intellectual property (IP) intensive firms have responded and adapted to  
the global Covid-19 pandemic throughout 2020, into 2021, and their plans for the future.

Overall, IP is still very much viewed as a tool to protect and grow a business, and an 
organisation’s existing IP, as evidence of innovation, allows great resilience to external 
forces, such as a pandemic. Consistent with this, investment in IP did not contract during 
the pandemic period and portfolios are expected to expand as the crisis recedes. 

Our key findings, which, as highlighted throughout this report, do vary depending  
on organisation type, technology sector and geographic location, were as follows:

• The pandemic affected the majority of 
businesses that are reliant on innovation

• R&D programmes were affected 
during the pandemic

• Collaboration opportunities were 
diminished during the pandemic

• Reductions in funding were seen 
in some areas, but in general, 
funding streams remained stable

• Most businesses kept their 
IP strategy the same

• Some businesses were able to pivot 
and start innovating in new areas

• Businesses had to adapt to new 
working practices to allow business 
continuity and these changes will stay

• There was definite optimism, 
although tentative, for the future

• R&D and innovation is expected 
to normalise quickly

• There were diverse, but generally 
positive, views on the availability 
of future funding opportunities

• IP is very much seen as a tool to protect 
and grow innovative businesses, and 
so investment in IP did not contract 
during the pandemic period

• IP has helped provide great resilience 
during the pandemic and the foundations 
of a strong recovery; and so portfolios 
will expand as the crisis recedes 
to protect against future crises

The raw data from this survey is available with 
the Open Science Framework at: osf.io/2k8tp

The survey highlights that, despite the global Covid-19 pandemic 
most definitely affecting businesses reliant on research and 
development programmes, innovation, and IP to grow and protect 
their business, most appear to have been well positioned to adopt  
the mantra: “Keep Calm and Carry On”, and to look forward to  
a bright future.

R&D and innovation programmes were reduced in 2020 and early 
2021, but not to a very large extent, and the expectation was very 
much that these would generally return to normal in short time. 
For most businesses, their IP strategy would remain unchanged 
throughout the pandemic, and many look to invest more into this 
aspect of the business in the future. There is optimism for the future 
that collaboration and funding opportunities will return to the same 
or better levels. Sentiment on the extent to which these opportunities 
will be available appears to vary depending on organisation type,  
the type of technology and the geographic location.

The 61 organisations who replied represented a wide range of 
organisation types and sizes, technology sectors, and countries, 
enabling us to compare and contrast responses to the various 
challenges which arose as a result of the pandemic.
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Introduction
Background

This report presents results from Dehns’ research on 
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on organisations 
that depend on IP to control innovation, i.e. IP 
intensive firms. The report first sets the scene with a 
general overview of relevant research on the European 
and national levels; then follows our review of the 
survey responses and our reflections thereon.

Our survey was designed to give a more nuanced picture of 
the reaction of such firms to the pandemic as compared to 
the more extensive, “big data” - driven surveys and statistics 
from the EUIPO and other institutions. It therefore contributes 
to a better understanding of decision-making and strategy in 
innovative organisations during a pandemic or other global 
economic shocks. Our survey also aimed to capture the mood 
of IP intensive firms as they emerge from the pandemic.

Recent research on innovation and  
IP management during the pandemic

There are many research reports and journal articles on the effects 
of the pandemic on innovation and IP. Some of them concern 
policy issues, for example, whether patents are favourable for the 
development of Covid-19 vaccines or not. These are not the type 
of questions we address in our survey; instead, we try to see how 
firms that use IP rights have responded to the pandemic in terms 
of their R&D programmes, the development of new products and 
services, and the management of their existing IP portfolios.

However, there are studies that address these questions on an 
aggregated level. For example, one paper (Dahlander & Wallin, 
2020) on strategy and innovation, looked at how firms seek more 
collaboration to solve the issues of the pandemic, and point to 
firms engaging in such open innovation, taking a strategic choice 
of prioritising value creation rather than capturing value. 

Another study (Guderian et al., 2021) points to the pandemic 
being a time for reassessing patent portfolios; saving costs 
where royalty streams do not cover the costs of keeping a 
patent family member. Aadland et al. (2021), in a report to 
Innovation Norway, point to strategic choice and how the firms 
most hit by the pandemic had chosen a reactive strategy, rather 
than being proactive, using digital and flexible resources, and 
having management with an entrepreneurial mindset. 
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Figure 1 Annual rates of change for STS indicators of IPR-intensive industries  
(TM is trade mark, and so forth) in the EU (Reproduced with the kind permission  
by EUIPO (see EUIPO 2021a, 2021b).

There are a number of national studies, and also a study and a 
follow-up by EUIPO, see (EUIPO, 2021a, 2021b). They all confirm 
the prominent dip in Short-Term business Statistics (STS) indicators 
around the outbreak of the pandemic and the current recovery 
therefrom (Fritsch et al., 2021). In the UK, Martin et al. (2020) 
discuss how the UK has a strong research base, but tends to 
underinvest in innovation. Meanwhile, Roper et al. (2021) found that 
in the summer of 2020 nearly 80% of Innovate UK grant holders had 
either stopped or reduced R&D activity due to immediate disruptions; 
but by late 2020, only 1 in 6 grant holders still planned to reduce 
their short-term R&D budget by 50% or more. Interestingly, the  
UK firms reported substantially less collaboration with universities.

A deeper understanding of the effects 
and legacy of the pandemic on innovative 
organisations with high IP awareness

The above studies do not go into the details of how organisations 
managed their innovation and research programme during the 
pandemic and how they plan to emerge into the post pandemic 
world. To address this, in the late spring of 2021, Dehns prepared a 
survey to ask our clients questions around issues such as the impact 
the pandemic had on their R&D programme and IP strategy, access 
to funding, and collaboration opportunities. We also asked for their 
views on what the future held in these areas and what the outlook for 
their business and their sector would be in late 2021 and beyond. 
Responses from 61 organisations were received. The full dataset is 
available within the Open Science Framework (OSF) at: osf.io/2k8tp

The responses provided both quantitative and qualitative data. 
The respondents had various roles within their organisations, 
and the organisations themselves came from various sectors, 
technologies and countries, providing the opportunity to 
compare and contrast information on a number of levels. 

The majority of respondents were from SMEs or start-ups,  
but multinationals and universities were also well represented. 
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TM: Trade Mark
DES: Design

PT: Patent
CR: Copyright

STS: Short-Term  
Business Statistics

IPR-intensive

PT-intensive

TM-intensive

CR-intensive

DES-intensive

20%

10%

-10%

-20%

-30%

-40%

20
20
M
01

20
20
M
02

20
20
M
03

20
20
M
04

20
20
M
05

20
20
M
06

20
20
M
07

20
20
M
08

20
20
M
09

20
20
M
10

20
20
M
11

20
20
M
12

20
21
M
01

20
21
M
03

20
21
M
02

0%

65

Resilience & Innovation | September 2021

http://osf.io/2k8tp  


What type of company  
do you represent?

One third of the respondents were from the UK, one third 
from Norway and the rest divided between the USA, 
Sweden, Germany and Japan. Biotech firms represented 
38% of the respondents, with other respondents coming 
from sectors such as Engineering (10%), Pharmaceutical 
& Chemical (13%), Software (7%) and Combination / 
Other* (33%). 

* Combination / Other companies came from fields as diverse as  
manufacturing, nuclear, medical devices, medical technology and marine.

•  Start-up 35%
•  SME 32%
•  Multinational 15%
•  University / Academic 10%
•  Other 8%

7 8
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Lessons learned: 
IP intensive firms were able to 
“Keep Calm and Carry On”

Research, Development and Innovation 

93% of our respondents said that their innovation 
and research programme was impacted by the 
pandemic to some degree or another, although only 
18% said this was to a large or very large extent. 

During 2020, did your innovation and 
research programme continue as normal 
throughout the pandemic, or was it affected?

39%
Affected to a  
small extent

7%
Not at all affected

7%
Affected to a  
very large extent

11%
Affected to a  
large extent

36%
Affected to a  
moderate extent

10
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During 2020, did your innovation and research programme 
continue as normal throughout the pandemic, or was it affected?

0% 100%90%60%40%20%10% 70%50%30% 80%

University / Academic OtherSME MultinationalStart-up

29%
37%

44%
50%

80%

Affected to a small extent

43%
21%

56%
33%

20%

Affected to a moderate extent

R&D programmes seem to have been most affected in respondents 
from the UK and Norway, while respondents from the USA seem 
to have felt less of an impact, with Sweden falling in the middle. 

Specific challenges mentioned by our respondents included: 

• Decreased research activity due to restrictions on  
access to laboratories and delays at management level – 
“Laboratory work has been difficult over social distancing  
and lock-down rules; activity has decreased.” “Slightly  
slower cycle time, slightly delayed decision-making”

• Delays due to supply chain and transport challenges 

• Significant budget cuts and/or prioritisation elsewhere –  
“Our planned activities were slowed or paused as we  
prioritized Covid-19 related projects”

• Workforce retention challenges due to pandemic constraints 
causing delays in the manufacturing process 

• Collaboration challenges – “Customers and partners have  
had reduced R&D capacity. We have also been forced to  
reduce our capacity”

• Clinical trials challenges (less of them, slower patient recruitment 
time, hospital focus on Covid-19) – “The ability to run trials with 
real-time patient sample collection was made impossible leading  
to delay of the trials”

By type of entity, universities were most likely to have been 
impacted to the largest extent. This is perhaps unsurprising; with 
many universities closed and international academic communities 
potentially unable to return to campuses, a lack of access to 
physical facilities may have disproportionately affected universities. 
Multinational respondents seemed, on the whole, to be more resilient 
to the impact, while the story is more varied for SMEs and start-ups.

Affected to a large extent

0%
0%
0%

14%
21%

Not at all affected

5%
16%

0%
0%
0%

Affected to a very large extent

0%
17%

0%

10%
5%
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0% 100%90%60%40%20%10% 70%50%30% 80%

OtherCombinationEngineeringChemical & Pharma SoftwareBiotech

Affected to a moderate extent

35%
50%
50%
50%

22%
27%

Affected to a very large extent

48%
50%
50%

17%
33%

27%

During 2020, did your innovation and research programme 
continue as normal throughout the pandemic, or was it affected?

Similar considerations may also apply when breaking the results 
down by sector. 67% of respondents from ‘Engineering’ reported 
a moderate or greater impact on their R&D programme. Those in 
the ‘Software’ and ‘Chemical & Pharma’ fields were evenly split, 
with 50% of respondents in each of these categories reporting a 
moderate impact and the other 50% reporting a small impact – 
with no respondents in either category reporting a large or very 
large impact. ‘Biotech’ respondents were not far behind, with 43% 
reporting a moderate or greater impact, while 48% reported only 
a small impact. Thus, for those in the Engineering and Biotech 
fields, it appears that if more than a small impact was felt by 
respondents, those impacts were potentially quite substantial. 

We speculate that those impacted most significantly will likely be 
those respondents who have been affected primarily due to a lack 
of access to physical facilities and/or colleagues during lockdowns 
and social distancing policies when not in lockdown. For SMEs and 
start-ups, these restrictions would be compounded by their reliance 
on other parties who themselves were struggling with the same 
issues. Respondents mentioned that national restrictions were not 
harmonised and so left partners out of sync in terms of their business 
capabilities. A further drag on the system was noted to be the effects 
of national pandemic mitigation strategies on supply chains. Brexit 
may also have played a part in supply chain disruption in early 2021. 

Of course, this part of the survey was measuring pandemic 
impact in general (negative impact specifically is discussed 
below), and so some of those entities noting an impact may be 
referring to a positive impact. This may go some way to explaining 
the results from the Engineering and Biotech fields, because it 
was these sectors which we saw as being most likely to take on 
Covid-19 related innovation and file new IP on such research.

Affected to a small extent

4%
0%
0%

17%
11%

9%

Affected to a large extent

4%
0%
0%
0%

33%
27%

Not at all affected

9%
0%
0%

17%
0%

9%

14

Resilience & Innovation | September 2021

13



While the R&D activities or innovation cycle of many respondents 
were impacted negatively by the pandemic (92%), it is worth 
noting how many faced such impacts only to a small degree or not 
at all: 67% of those in Engineering; 71% of those in Chemical & 
Pharma; 50% of those in Software; and 70% of those in Biotech. 
Considering how much disruption the pandemic has caused to 
society at large, it is encouraging to see so many respondents 
that have found themselves in the fortunate position of being 
able to weather the storm and continue with their innovation 
and research work without too much impediment. We believe 
this bears testament to the ingenuity and agility of our clients.

Moreover, when read together with the answers to the question 
about overall impact of the pandemic on R&D activities, we can see 
that the pandemic may have had a positive impact on innovative 
companies, especially in the Biotech and Engineering sectors: in 
Engineering, 67% reported moderate to substantial impact overall, 
but only 32% reported moderate to substantial negative impact; in 
Biotech the values were 43% and 30%, respectively. In contrast, 
the numbers for our Software respondents correlated exactly, 
suggesting that where impact was felt it was all negative. This may 
be accounted for by the ability of our Biotech and Engineering clients 
to turn their existing capabilities and IP to tackling the pandemic.

During 2020, were your R&D activities 
or your innovation cycle negatively 
impacted due to the pandemic?

49%
A little

8%
Not at all

11%
Substantially

32%
Moderately
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During 2020, were your R&D activities or your innovation 
cycle negatively impacted due to the pandemic?

A little

61%
50%

25%
67%

33%
36%

Moderately

22%
38%

50%
17%

33%
45%

In this regard, some respondents specifically identified significant 
improvements during the pandemic in the organisation of projects 
and workforce, which were noted as having become quicker, more 
efficient, more structured, and better controlled altogether. Other 
respondents reported general uplift and buoyancy in the Health, 
Tech, and Energy sectors on account of their increased visibility 
and perceived investabillty in the face of global healthcare crisis. 
This has led to an increased focus on R&D activities in these areas.

Despite 92% of respondents saying that their R&D activities had 
been affected by Covid-19, it is important, and very positive, to note 
that 86% of respondents had made only slight or no change to their 
R&D or IP team, and that only 20% of respondents said that their IP 
Strategy had been altered because of the pandemic. This emphasises 
the value of innovation and the IP it generates to our clients and 
the resilient nature and longevity of IP in the wider commercial 
context. Although short-term shocks to budgets and workflows were 
experienced, our clients consistently focused on innovation and IP as 
key business areas, no doubt recognising that such programs impart 
continuity for the business and allow it to absorb and recover from 
short-term economic shocks. This is very much the epitome of the 
”Keep Calm and Carry On” ethos.

Not at all

9%
13%

25%
0%

11%
0%

Substantially

9%
0%
0%

17%
22%

18%
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During 2020, did you alter your IP 
strategy in response to the changing 
landscape due to the pandemic?

80%
Not at all / Same as before

14%
A little

4%
A moderate amount

2%
Substantially

During 2020, did you make any changes 
to the structure of your R&D team or IP 
management / IP team due to the pandemic?

56%
No changes

3%
Substantial changes

3%
Not applicable

8%
Considerable changes

30%
Slight changes

2019
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This may have reflected a calm and measured optimism that the 
pandemic would pass in good time and that rash decisions affecting 
a company’s IP portfolio should be avoided. Indeed, 89% said the 
outlook for innovation in their business was positive or would not 
change, even though only 23% expected there to be no lasting 
effects or changes from Covid-19 on the R&D landscape. However for 
those that do foresee lasting changes in these areas, the sentiments 
expressed in the qualitative answers were predominantly positive. 

What is your outlook for innovation 
within your business for 2021?

41%
Very positive

35%
Slightly positive

13%
No change 8%

Slightly negative

3%
Very negative

Do you foresee any significant changes or lasting 
effects from Covid-19 on the R&D landscape?

23%
Not at all

2%
Major changes

20%
Considerable changes

55%
Slight changes

22
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While a lot of the impact on 
R&D seen during 2020, and 
into 2021, took the form of 
businesses looking inwards 
and shoring up core activities, 
here at Dehns we have seen a 
number of clients being agile 
enough to pivot and begin 
to explore new avenues of 
innovation in the fight against 
the pandemic. This has taken 
the form of directing existing 
platforms to the Covid-19 
problem or the redeployment of 
existing technology in this area. 
A number of our clients diverted 
resources into innovations in 
pandemic-related technologies, 
and we have been involved 
in protecting some of the IP 
resulting from that work.

ConceptoMed 

ConceptoMed AS is a small Norwegian 
medical devices company, with which 
Dehns has worked since 2012. As a 
result of its size, expertise and innovative 
culture, the team was quickly able to 
react to the pandemic and developed a 
new product, SalivaPOD. SalivaPOD is a 
device intended for use by a lay person for 
the collection and short-term storage of 
oral fluid specimens, particularly relevant 
for the collection of DNA/RNA for PCR. 

Christian Mide, MD of ConceptoMed AS, 
noted that: 

“Once it was clear that this  
health issue was to become a 
pandemic, we used our knowledge 
of medical devices and associated 
scientific expertise to quickly come 
up with the SalivaPOD concept, 
develop the concept into a product, 
and then manufacture the product 
in just a few months. Since Q1 
2021, we have had the capacity to 
manufacture 1.5 million units per 
month. Being an innovation-focused 
company allowed us to bring  
this new product to market  
at a time that it was most needed.”

NTNU (Norwegian University 
of Science and Technology)

During 2020, after several weeks of 
intensive testing for Covid-19, St. 
Olav’s hospital in Trondheim was 
running out of test equipment.

To prevent a shortage of test materials, as 
well as limit the country’s dependence on 
commercial sources for test equipment, 
researchers from NTNU’s Department of 
Clinical and Molecular Medicine and the 
Department of Chemical Engineering teamed 
up to develop their own test method.

The result is a new method based on 
known processes, which uses an in-house 
chemical mix and NTNU-crafted magnetic 
nanoparticles. Preliminary results indicate 
that the NTNU test is at least as sensitive 
as the best methods on the market 
(see ntnu.edu/ntnu-covid-19-test).

Genetic Analysis 

Genetic Analysis AS (GA) is a science-
based diagnostic company and pioneer 
in the human microbiome field with more 
than 10 years of expertise in research 
and product development. It is one of the 
leading companies for standardised gut 
microbiota testing worldwide, and its core 
competence is in detecting microorganisms 
like bacteria and viruses in stool.

In response to the global pandemic, 
GA used this expertise and knowledge to 
develop, create and launch a CE-marked 
IVD test to detect SARS-CoV-2 in the gut. 
SARS-CoV-2 has been detected in fecal 
samples of Covid-19 patients up to 40 
days after infection. Even if respiratory 
samples are negative, the virus can still 
be found in fecal samples of at least 50% 
of Covid-19 patients. GA also developed a 
simple collection kit for sample collection, 
and GA now provides a laboratory testing 
service and produces reagent kits for test 
laboratories and FMT (fecal microbiota 
transplant) clinics all over the world.

Finn Terje Hegge, CTO and Head of 
Operations at Genetic Analysis, commented: 

“With our existing technology and 
knowledge, we knew we would be 
able to help with Covid-19 testing 
in a way that might not have been 
normally considered before. We 
are an innovative and forward 
thinking company, and we could 
quickly see the practical use which 
could be applied in this situation.”

2423
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2%
Definitely no

39%
Probably yes

41%
Probably not

18%
Definitely yes

The results of the survey seem to suggest a great deal of 
resilience to the effects of the pandemic in the innovation 
industries. As mentioned, 23% of respondents thought there 
would be no significant changes or lasting effects from Covid-19 
on the R&D landscape, while a further 55% thought that any 
such changes or effects would be only slight. This might be 
a result of the Covid-19 vaccines becoming available in the 
developed world and being taken-up in significant number, thus 
reassuring our clients that an end to the pandemic is in sight. 

Therefore, it appears that the general outlook for R&D and innovation 
across sectors and business size is a positive one. This sentiment 
is reflected in our respondents’ view that their R&D priorities for 
2021 will be influenced by the pandemic only slightly (48%) or 
not at all (21%), and the need to implement a different or new 
R&D strategy is a definite in only 18% of companies. Likewise, 
as discussed in more detail below, respondents expressed the 
view that their IP strategies would continue much the same and 
remain central to their business plans as being a core asset.

Have your R&D priorities for 2021 
been influenced by Covid-19?

21%
Not at all

15%
Substantially

16%
A moderate amount

48%
A little

During 2021, will you be implementing  
a different or new R&D strategy for your  
business to keep ahead of the competition?

2625
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Funding for Research 
and Development 
The general trend mentioned earlier of initial 
challenges giving way to cautious optimism, is also 
seen in the responses regarding access to funding for 
R&D/IP. In general, 59% of respondents said that they 
had the same access to finance and funding in 2020 
that they had previously, with 33% saying they had not. 

In 2020, did you have the same 
access to R&D/IP finance/funding 
as you have had previously?

59%
Yes

3%
Not applicable

5%
Unsure

33%
No

2827
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The majority of every type of entity, from 
start-ups through to multinationals and 
universities, reported that they had access 
to the same funding and finance in 2020 
as before. Larger organisations appear 
to have fared better than small, with 
universities experiencing the least change 
(80% reporting that their access to finance 
and funding remained unchanged) and 
start-ups and SMEs experiencing the most 
(61% reporting that their access to finance 
and funding remained unchanged). This 
perhaps reflects the smaller, short-term, 
but more frequent injections of funds 
used by start-ups and SMEs, as compared 
to the longer term nature of the grants 
underpinning academic research.

Comparing industries, those in the Biotech 
and Chemical/Pharma fields reported 
reasonably consistent levels of funding for 
R&D and IP in 2020 (circa 75% retaining 
existing funding), whereas the software field 
appears to have been the most negatively 
impacted, with 75% reporting that they did 
not have access to the same R&D and IP 
finance and funding as previously. However, 
there were fewer respondents in the software 
field compared to some of the other fields so 
this may not be a general trend in that field. 

Of the countries in which respondents were 
based, it is noteworthy that the stability in 
access to funding is consistent across the 
UK, USA, Germany, Norway, and Sweden.

Despite the view that in 2020 the levels 
of funding for R&D/IP were ultimately, for 
the most part, unchanged, the majority 
of respondents (63%) also indicated that 
they had at least some need to re-allocate 
R&D and innovation budgets, though only 
14% needed to make substantial changes. 
This maps quite closely to the 18% of 
respondents noting large to very large 
changes to their innovation and research 
programs. We speculate that this was due 
to uncertainty and concern for the future 
at the start of the crisis causing businesses 
to adopt a very cautious mindset, which in 
turn led understandably to early decisions 
to reduce expenditure where possible and 
focus on existing core projects, products and 
services. This would be consistent with the 
observations of the report from Roper et al. 
(supra). Once it became clearer that funding 
streams remained steady, the reallocation 
of these resources was most likely reversed.

In 2020, did you have to reallocate 
R&D/innovation budgets?

29% 20% 14% 8%29%

Not at all A little

A moderate  
amount

A substantial 
amount

Not  
applicable
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In terms of access to future funding, 
respondents predict similar levels of access 
to government funding and private finance 
in 2021 and beyond. While the general trend 
is optimistic, some respondents did express 
a general cautiousness regarding access to 
funds in 2021, which may influence spending 
on R&D, innovation, and IP. In particular, 
some respondents expressed fears that 
seed-stage capital from venture capital (VC) 
or angel investors is ‘dwindling’ and access 
to public funding has become difficult. There 
was also the view that the surge of Covid-
19-specific funding may dry up too once the 
pandemic is perceived to be under control.

Those operating in the life sciences 
industry seem a little more confident 
regarding the future, with respondents 
indicating in supplementary comments 
that they consider their industry to have 
been less impacted by Covid-19 than 
other industries may have been. 

Another firm reports seeing acceleration 
of technology investments into climate 
tech and energy tech, with venture 
capital funding booming in early 
2021 for technology start-ups.

To our respondents, private funding looks 
slightly healthier than public funding. 
This is perhaps due to the latter having 
longer and more complicated application 
processes, more restrictive eligibility 
criteria, and more competition than before 
the pandemic. It might be seen that VC 
funds will direct more to tech start-ups 
than established enterprises. We remain 
hopeful that the pandemic will stimulate a 
desire in VCs, or perhaps even an obligation, 
to invest in science and technology, 
having seen the difference the scientific 
community can make in times of crisis. 

 

Do you see government funding 
becoming more accessible in 2021?

37%
No change /  
About the same

31%
Slightly more accessible

15%
Not applicable

7%
Slightly less accessible

5%
Much more accessible

5%
Much less accessible
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That being said, many governments have 
rolled out extensive programmes providing 
additional* resources for governmental 
funding of innovation in order to mitigate 
the impact of the pandemic. In any case, 
it appears that both private and public 
sources of funds are believed to be looking 
more available going forward. In response 
to the pandemic, there were a number 
of calls for innovation, backed by public 
funds, aimed at helping to deal with the 
pandemic, and this may well be needed 
for future global health crises (Fritsch 
et al., 2021; Kuckertz & Brändle, 2021; 
Lungu et al., 2021; Aadland et al., 2021).

One point to note here is that in 
order to maximise opportunities to 
raise finance or be awarded funds or 
grants, businesses should have their 
IP portfolios ready for inspection 
and for due diligence by the 
potential funding/finance sources. 
If an IP portfolio is “investment 
ready”, the business will stand a 
much better chance of winning 
the investment or being awarded 
the funds it is seeking. Patent 
attorneys, such as those at Dehns, 
are able to review your IP portfolio 
and suggest, and implement, 
ways in which to make sure an 
IP portfolio is in the best possible 
shape for attracting investment.

Do you see private finance funding 
becoming more accessible in 2021?

37%
Slightly more accessible

17%
Not applicable

10%
Slightly less accessible

2%
Much more accessible

3%
Much less accessible

31%
No change / 
About the same

*However, it is still unclear to what extent this funding is aimed at pandemic-related issues, or is a 
general increase. (The general increase will depend on the rate on inflation and the growth of the 
gross domestic product (GDP), which is still not known for the period. For example the Norwegian 
government announces a nominal growth of around five per cent for R&D funding, whereas the real 
growth is around two per cent. However, the estimated growth may be caused by a reduced GDP.)
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Collaboration 
The majority (59%) of respondents saw a downturn 
in collaboration opportunities (30% moderate 
to substantial) during the pandemic, although a 
similar proportion (57%) believe things will bounce 
back, with 47% believing there will be slightly more 
opportunities for collaboration in 2021 and beyond, 
and 10% believing there will be considerably more. 

During 2020, did you see a downturn in 
collaboration opportunities due to the pandemic?

29% 20% 10% 7%34%

Not at all

A little

A moderate  
amount

A substantial 
amount

Not  
applicable
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Do you foresee there being more  
or fewer collaboration opportunities 
in the next 12-24 months?

39%
No change /  
About the same

10%
Considerably more 
opportunities

2%
Slightly fewer 
opportunities

2%
Not applicable47%

Slightly more 
opportunities

There seemed to be three main reasons  
provided by the respondents for 
fewer collaboration opportunities: 

• Lockdowns and travel restrictions 
impacting the possibility of face-to-face 
meetings, especially for new potential 
collaborations and partnerships – 
in particular the lack of in-person 
conferences where collaboration 
partners are often sourced

• Lockdowns and travel restrictions 
impacting on the execution of existing 
joint ventures, especially between 
undertakings in different countries at 
different stages of the pandemic

• R&D budget cuts and focus 
on core business due to 
uncertainty over the future

Given the general impact of the pandemic 
throughout 2020, particularly with the 
various measures such as lockdowns 
and blocks on international travel 
preventing face-to-face meetings, it 
is perhaps unsurprising that this has 
had a negative impact on the ability to 
network, foster relationships, and set 
up collaboration projects with others. 

While much of the world has embraced 
remote working over the course of 
the pandemic, many industries are 
reliant upon on-premises innovation 
teams for effective collaboration.

A particular issue mentioned by our clients 
involved the difficulties with organising and 
executing contract research, especially 
clinical trials. The reasons behind this 
were cited as closure of labs, lack of 
test facilities and wards, difficulties in 
patient recruitment, and hospital focus on 
combating the coronavirus pandemic.

As restrictions now appear to be easing, 
the outlook for such collaborative projects 
in 2021 is more optimistic. SMEs and 
start-ups account for much of the optimism 
of collaboration opportunities returning 
to previous levels, whereas University 
respondents are more downbeat, largely 
feeling that collaboration opportunities 
will plateau in 2021. Perhaps this is 
an indication of the agility inherent in 
smaller initiatives and willingness to get 
back out into the innovation ecosystem 
more quickly, as compared to the inertia 
and caution inherent in larger more 
conservative academic organisations. 
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Slightly more opportunities

45%
38%

75%
17%

56%
60%

No change / About the same

41%
38%

25%
67%

33%
30%

Do you foresee there being more or fewer 
collaboration opportunities in the next 12-24 months?

It is interesting to note that while the Biotech respondents were mainly positive 
(59%) or neutral (41%) about future collaboration, the only respondents to express 
pessimism about future collaboration were from the Chemical & Pharma sector. 

University / Academic OtherSME MultinationalStart-up

0% 100%90%60%40%20%10% 70%50%30% 80%

30%
42%

33%
60%

40%

No change / About the same

56%
40%
40%

55%
42%

Slightly more opportunities

0%
0%
0%

5%
0%

Not applicable

10%
16%

0%
0%
0%

Considerably more opportunities

0%
0%

11%
0%
0%

Slightly fewer opportunities

0%
13%

0%
0%
0%
0%

Not applicable

Considerably more opportunities

14%
0%
0%

17%
11%

10%

Slightly fewer opportunities

0%
13%

0%
0%
0%
0%
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IP Strategy and the Value of IP 

Despite the various impacts of the pandemic on our clients discussed 
above, it is noteworthy that the vast majority of respondents (80%) 
reported that their IP strategy remained essentially the same 
and only 6% changed their strategies a moderate or substantial 
amount. This is reflected in 63% of respondents filing the same 
amount of patent, trade mark and design applications as before.

During 2020, did you alter your  
IP strategy in response to the changing 
landscape due to the pandemic?

80%
Not at all / Same as before

14%
A little

4%
A moderate amount

2%
Substantially

We speculate that this might reflect the 
perception that Healthcare is the burgeoning 
area of innovation and investment in 
response to global health crises, and 
non-clinical Chemical sectors have taken 
the back seat for the time being. This is 
reflected in comments from respondents 
mentioning increased interest from the 
public, governments, and early stage 
capital investors in the Life Sciences, 
particularly animal health projects. 
Anecdotally, activity within the Dehns Life 
Science group has remained undiminished 
during the pandemic and we have seen 
a significant number of Covid-19-related 
innovations come through our doors.

The above-referenced clinical trial bottle-
necks would also have most likely been 
keenly felt by our Biotech and Pharma SME 
and start-up respondents which are almost 
solely reliant on outsourcing this aspect of 
their product development pipelines. We 
feel that the optimism for the future from 
within these sectors is based, at least in 
part, on the view that such activities will 
open up and return to normal as the world 
opens up. Insights from our clients in this 
regard include the view that the UK NHS 
has become more agile – getting faster in 
their management of clinical trials and more 
willing to adopt new technologies rapidly 
and comprehensively. On the other hand, 
another respondent expressed the view that 
academic clinical trial units have struggled 
to adapt to the pandemic and are seeing 
significant losses in staff to the private sector.

When looking for collaboration 
opportunities, key issues to keep in 
mind include those relating to: the 
sharing of confidential information, 
especially at the stage before 
collaboration agreements are signed; 
the ownership of any IP generated 
as part of the collaboration; and 
the future commercial exploitation 
or licencing of the products of 
the collaboration. Dehns has 
significant experience in guiding 
and assisting clients through these 
types of issues to ensure that all 
parties successfully achieve what 
they want from the collaboration.

Other research has called for more open 
innovation and collaboration as a response 
to a crisis, to solve immediate questions 
related to the pandemic and to create 
resilience. (Dahlander & Wallin, 2020; 
Kuckertz & Brändle, 2021). Encouragingly, 
our results show an increase in collaboration 
opportunities on the horizon, which is in line 
with the reports from Roper et al. (supra). 
Of particular interest for further study is why, 
as reported in Roper et al, universities have 
seemingly seen a decrease in collaboration.
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Have you filed more trade marks/patents/
design applications than previous years?

63%
No changes 

5%
Vastly fewer

5%
Not applicable

13%
Somewhat more

14%
Slightly fewer

It is pleasing to see that the vast majority of our surveyed clients 
retained their faith in IP as a tool to protect and grow their business 
(96% and 97%, respectively), and that we, as a leading IP law 
firm, are considered central to that. Indeed, the perceived value 
of IP remains undiminished (52%), or even enhanced (42%), 
with half of our surveyed clients believing it to have done so 
substantially. Those clients who engage in collaborative innovation 
might also be taking into account the positive effect that IP has 
on collaborative innovation, particularly in terms of trust and 
knowledge sharing, as discussed by Olaisen and Revang (2017). 

Olaisen and Revang show that collaborative innovators and their 
projects benefit significantly from pursuing IP protection, not only for 
reasons connected to the ownership and control of the innovation, 
but also because well-regulated sharing of knowledge is made 
possible and this leads to improved teamwork and increased trust. 

How integral is your IP attorney  
to your innovation process?

59%
Very important

21%
Moderately important

16%
Somewhat important

4%
Not at all important
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22%
No change

2%
Definitely not

2%
Unsure

35%
Probably yes

7%
Probably not

32%
Definitely yes

Has the value of IP changed for  
your business over the last year?

52%
No change / About the same

2%
IP is substantially 
less valued 4%

IP is slightly 
less valued

21%
IP is slightly 
more valued

21%
IP is substantially 
more valued

This sentiment appears to be supported by the fact that two 
thirds of respondents expect to increase the size of their patent 
portfolio over the next 12 months, 42% expect their trade secret 
portfolio to increase, 35% expect to file more trade marks and 
26% expect to generate increased numbers of designs.

Over the next 12 months are you  
planning to increase your IP portfolio?
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We believe that this continued confidence 
in IP can be attributed to the respondents 
operating in the ‘knowledge economy’ 
in which IP is well-recognised as 
underpinning their value to a significant 
extent. Were such companies to give up 
their IP, or cease to nurture it, they may 
find themselves in a difficult position 
commercially. Consequently, IP is likely to 
be a component of their business that they 
would be very reluctant to sacrifice, even 
under the intense pressures of a pandemic. 
This shows the resilience of IP as a core 
part of these businesses’ overall value. 
The presence of IP in an enterprise and a 
commitment to growing that portfolio is of 
course an indication of the innovative and 
entrepreneurial nature of such businesses. 

As our research shows, funding and 
investment for such businesses remained 
available during the pandemic and is 
expected to bloom in the aftermath, thus 
emphasising that IP intensive firms might 
expect to handle and emerge from such 
economic crises in the future better than 
less innovative peers. Those that also 
take logistical and organisational steps to 
ensure R&D and collaboration continuity, 
and therefore continued generation of 
IP during periods of global crisis, will be 
even better placed to ride out, and even 
take advantage of, such upheavals. It is 
pleasing to see our clients recognising 
this, and identifying IP as an area for 
increased investment alongside practical 
steps to ensure operational continuity. 

There are numerous factors involved 
when creating and implementing 
an IP strategy, and it is vital that, 
to be of maximum value, the IP 
strategy needs to be robust and 
resilient enough to help the business 
through economic downturns, global 
pandemics and other crises. As 
patent attorneys, we were pleased 
to see that so many of our clients 
have been able to get through 
the pandemic without having to 
change their IP strategy, and are 
continuing their journey, with 
several of them now also offering 
new and innovative products that 
they had not considered before. 

Lessons learned:  
A bright future awaits for  
those that innovate and adapt

In all metrics assessed (R&D activity, collaboration 
opportunities, funding availability, IP creation 
and filings) the majority of our respondents 
consistently expressed positive or very positive 
views. Taken together, this explains the large 
majority of our respondents (circa 80%) expressing 
optimism for the outlook of their business and 
their overall sector in 2021. This is consistent with 
the discussion of historical crises in Aadland et 
al. (supra), who identify a historic trend of a very 
strong economic recovery follow a period of crisis. 
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Has the value of IP changed for  
your business over the last year?

How do you regard the outlook for 
your business in 2021 and beyond?

61%
Slightly more positive

6%
Slightly less positive

2%
Much less positive

12%
No change /  
Same as before

19%
Much more positive

54%
Slightly more positive

7%
Slightly less positive

2%
Much less positive

15%
No change /  
Same as before

22%
Much more positive
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None of our Biotech or Chemical/Pharma clients in particular expressed overt pessimism, 
suggesting that these sectors are well positioned to blossom in response to the challenges 
of the pandemic and in the face of a recalibration in the innovation priorities of society. 

Interestingly, the only respondents to express overt pessimism were SMEs and start-ups.  
The numbers are small and this view does not seem particularly aligned with the trends seen 
in their responses across the other aspects of the survey. These responses might therefore be 
explained by the specific circumstances of those businesses and the subsectors they are in.

How do you regard the outlook for your business  
in 2021 and beyond?

University / Academic OtherSME MultinationalStart-up

0% 100%90%60%40%20%10% 70%50%30% 80%

OtherCombinationEngineeringChemical & Pharma SoftwareBiotech

No change / Same as before

8%
2%

0%

2%
4%

4%
4%

Slightly less positive

0%
0%

0%

0%

Much more positive

2%

2%

9%
9%

Slightly more positive

17%
19%

6%
6%
6%

No change / Same as before

9%

2%

2%

0%

0%

2%

4%
2%
2%

Slightly less positive

0%
0%
0%

13%

0%

Much more positive

4%
2%

2%
2%

19%
9%

9%

2%
4%

Slightly more positive

11%

2%

Much less positive

0%
0%

0%
0%
0%

2%
0%
0%
0%
0%

Much less positive
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Supplementary comments from respondents indicated that the 
changes to their businesses that are expected to be advantageous 
and long-lasting are those relating to flexible working and 
remote collaboration, with digital tools and video conferencing 
having now been adopted and well established. However, this is 
balanced by some who feel that the loss of face-to-face meetings 
has made discussions relating to complex or sensitive matters 
difficult. Some respondents indicated that they have been looking 
even further ahead to find ways of mitigating the impact of the 
next pandemic or health crisis through contingency planning. 
For example, one company is looking to relocate to a site that 
is less likely to be affected by lockdown, such as hospitals.

It is clear that although many of our clients have weathered the 
pandemic admirably and hold optimistic views of the future, 
they are not resting on their laurels. Instead they are looking to 
adapt to the “new normal” and protect themselves and their 
innovation projects from future crises. Not least, they are looking 
to IP as a means to protect that innovation and provide resilience 
and continuity to their business. Their future looks bright.

Conclusion 

With the coronavirus pandemic affecting billions of people 
and millions of businesses around the world throughout 
2020 and 2021, there can scarcely have been a more 
important time for scientific innovation in the race to 
understand, treat and protect people from the virus.

This report, providing results from the survey conducted 
by Dehns in the late spring of 2021, has highlighted 
the resilience of innovative and IP intensive businesses 
during the pandemic, and their bright future. 

R&D activities may have initially been reduced, but are 
now bouncing back to former levels of activity. Funding and 
collaboration opportunities, in particular, may have stalled for 
some, but there appears to be general optimism for the future 
in these areas too, particularly for those businesses who have 
considered and acted upon the relevant issues to maximise the 
potential that these opportunities could bring to the business.

IP Rights are still highly valued as a mechanism to protect and 
grow innovative businesses, and enhance collaborations and joint 
ventures. As a result, few changed their strategies during the 
pandemic, recognising that a carefully developed and implemented 
IP strategy would allow them to grow through the remainder of 
this current pandemic and emerge better protected for the next. 

A robust IP strategy clearly helps provide great business 
resilience, and will enable the majority of innovative 
businesses to ”Keep Calm and Carry On” through most 
significant events, and then look to build a brighter future.
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About Dehns 

Dehns is one of Europe’s leading full service IP law firms, with 
more than 260 people in 8 offices around Europe, including 
London, Munich and Oslo. Top tier ranked by all major legal 
and IP directories, our team comprises of patent attorneys, 
trade mark attorneys, IP consultants and solicitors.

Dehns has over 100 years’ experience in developing and 
implementing IP strategies, drafting and filing patent applications 
and registering trade marks and designs. Dehns handles more 
filings and oppositions than any other UK firm, and is one of 
the leading firms for these activities in Europe. We provide IP 
services and advice on a full range of IP issues including: portfolio 
reviews; investment and capital raising; due diligence; valuation; 
licencing and collaboration; information control; analytics and 
investigation; IP Management research and IP litigation services. 

To find out how your IP can best support your business 
resilience and continuity, please contact info@dehns.com
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