
The role of spin-offs

Basic research vs. political priorities: It’s a timeless struggle. The conflict 
often comes down to competing timescales: Basic research tends to  
produce benefits in the long term, while politicians in a representative 
democracy are required to show their constituents what they are accom-
plishing in their current terms in office. 

One way scientists try to defuse this tension is to talk about scientific 
spin-offs–the serendipitous application of basic research to the creation  
of new technology or products.

The real value in scientific spin-offs, apart from the new technologies 
or creations themselves, is that they reflect an integration of science into 
wider society. Science need not be relegated to a corner of human exis-
tence where atypical people work in atypical jobs. Science is a natural 
part of a healthy society.

Even given the value provided by spin-offs, it is important to remember 
that they are merely a consequence and never a justification for basic 
research. If you want a better system for steering tractors, or a better way 
to create new enzymes for medical purposes, you don’t invest in a space 
program, even though these two technologies came as a result of NASA’s 
investment in basic research.

The same is true in particle physics, where basic research has many 
and varied benefits that add considerable value to the original scientific 
purpose. Research that led to the creation of the Large Hadron Collider at 
CERN is spinning off technologies (see page 3), and development of the 
International Linear Collider is already at a stage where entrepreneurs 
can sensibly talk about spin-offs (page 22). These contributions show  
our basic research program is effective in advancing knowledge and con-
necting the rest of society with the scientific endeavor.

Scientists should never use spin-offs as a primary justification for 
research, but should embrace the fact that spin-offs make it easier for  
politicians to justify scientific funding to their constituents in this short-term, 
blockbuster-driven culture.
David Harris, Editor-in-chief
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