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Dear Reader,

Universities’ role in society has come to the fore in recent years, and it is
becoming difficult to ignore the need for increased alignment of academic and
business agendas.

The global challenges being faced require effective communication and co-
creation to determine holistic and prompt responses. In order for these
unpredictable hurdles to best be mitigated, the academic strength of
universities and the strategic foresight of industry must be combined to ensure
lasting solutions.

Therefore, this special issue of the UIIN magazine is dedicated to such
institutions being ready for university-business engagement and collaboration
– from the side of the university and the business partner. We examine what it
means to be prepared to engage, the concept of readiness, and its related
dimensions, as well as the role of the university in driving social change.

We have drawn upon the knowledge of experts across Europe in the field of
engagement and collaboration, gaining insights from both university and
business stakeholders, in the hopes of inspiring the development of new
relationships across disciplines, sectors and institutions.

We hope to persuade you to reach across the divide and engage with your
external environment, to create lasting and meaningful impact from your new
partnerships.

Catherine Hayward, UIIN
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Before diving into collaboration with external 

stakeholders, we should first ensure that we are 

ready to do so. In this section we look into the 

competences required by universities and their 

staff, and what it means to be ready to engage.

Preparing to Engage



Engagement has emerged as a
common focus across the higher
education sector. Indeed, given the
well understood benefits of university
engagement with external partners
(i.e., Deloitte, 2022), increasing effort
is placed on advancing such
engagement. The term “engagement”
is ever-present: From engaged
universities to engaged academics,
from research engagement to
engaged learning pathways, from
individual engagement activities to
national engagement assessment
exercises.

While commonly used synonymously
with terms such as collaboration or
partnering, it is worthwhile reflecting
on the unique concept of
engagement, as only then can we
better understand what it means to
be “ready” to engage1.

Engagement
We often focus on the visible
elements of engagement; on the
activities individuals or organisations
undertake that we can see, record,
and assess. While some engagement
researchers follow the same path and
thus focus on the behavioural
manifestations of engagement (i.e.,
Beckers et al., 2018), many recognise
that a focus purely on behaviour is
not enough: Engagement comprises
not only behavioural but also
emotional and cognitive elements
(i.e., Brodie et al., 2019). For
university-business engagement, this
means that engagement is not just
about what academics, for example,
do as part of their engagement
activities; it is also about how they
think and feel about the industry
partner or other “focal objects” their
engagement is directed towards. >

Authored by Carolin Plewa, University of Adelaide

What it Means to Be “Ready” 
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1 While engagement features strongly across a wide range of literatures, areas and
contexts, this short piece draws primarily on customer and actor engagement
literatures.

Photo by Levent Simsek from Pexels. 
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Engagement readiness
Readiness, in general, reflects a state
of preparedness or disposition of
organisations (i.e., Halpern et al.,
2021) or individuals (i.e., Fehrer et al.,
2018) to act. It implies the individual
(or organisation) has agency and can
choose to act in a specific manner.
Engagement readiness, or
engagement disposition, is an
essential facet of engagement
(Storbacka, 2019). If we think about
engagement activities as a process in
which we engage with our partner
emotionally, cognitively, and
behaviourally, what makes us
prepared and likely to interact in such
way?

Emerging research on engagement
dispositions at the level of the
individual identifies that it is both an
individual’s personal tendencies, as
well as their capacity at that point in
time, that inform their readiness (i.e.,
Breidbach and Brodie, 2017).
Adapting work by Sim et al. (2022) to
the university-business context, we
would expect that an academic’s
readiness to engage with a specific
industry partner would depend on
their internal tendencies: Inherent
traits such as their levels of
confidence, their enthusiasm, or
desire for control will influence their

level of engagement, as will other
tendencies that emerge when
interacting with the partner, for
example their sense of similarity or
social connection. Further, their
engagement will depend on their
capacity, and thus whether they have
the relevant expertise and knowledge
or whether they have sufficient time
to engage. While such readiness is
specific to the individual academic,
universities can create an
environment for these tendencies
and capabilities to flourish.

The bigger picture
University-business engagement is
rarely just a dyadic endeavour
between two individuals or parties; it
brings together multiple individuals
and teams, organisations, and
organisational groups. We thus need
to understand engagement not just at
the individual level; but extend it to
the collective (Kleinaltenkamp et al.,
2021). Here, we see readiness to
engage as multiple actors with a
shared disposition, leading to
collective engagement activities and
efforts; critical if we seek to build
engagement across our teams and
institution. Moreover, for us to be
able to transform the future state of
engagement and co-create university-
industry engagement at the systems >

6Photo by Levent Simsek from Pexels. 
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level, our focus should lie on
advancing readiness not just of our
own people, teams, and organisations
but also the readiness of others. For
example, even if our universities are
advanced in their readiness to
engage, potential benefits will remain
limited if other parties, such as small
and medium sized organisations, are
less ready.

Let us thus reflect on our various
roles in developing our own readiness
and that of others. How can
universities help build the readiness
of those individuals and organisations
who would benefit from university-
business engagement? How can they
facilitate engagement readiness at
the ecosystem level? What are the
roles of other public and private
sector organisations in facilitating
such readiness across the economy
and society; for example, by building
connections and knowledge, or co-
creating ecosystem approaches to
university-industry engagement?

Only with wide-spread engagement
readiness will we achieve the
engagement outcomes and impact
we know can be so beneficial to the
higher education sector and society at
large. ∎

Carolin Plewa is the 

Pro Vice Chancellor 

(Researcher Education 

and Development) and 

Dean of Graduate 

Studies at the 

University of Adelaide. 

She specialises in 

interaction and value 

co-creation across 

organisations and 

individuals.
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Six Dimensions of Readiness: 

What Universities Need to 

Engage and Collaborate

To gain a deeper understanding of
universities’ abilities to engage with
business, and their readiness to co-
operate in various engagement
activities, extensive research was
conducted on what is required to
ensure a university is ready to
collaborate and engage. The insights
gained allowed for the development
of different tools and frameworks to
guide universities’ attempts to
collaborate with business.

An example of this is the design of the
Engagement Readiness Framework
which outlines indicators to measure
universities’ engagement readiness.
The framework serves as the basis for
development of the Engagement
Readiness Self-Assessment Tool
which evaluates, at an institutional
level, how ready a university is to
engage with business. The results of

this self-assessment signify areas of
improvement for the university in
their collaboration practices across six
dimensions, which are elaborate
upon here.

Internal awareness/ knowledge of 
external engagement
This dimension refers to awareness
and knowledge of an institution’s
academic and professional staff with
regards to the resources and support
available at the institution, as well as
drivers and barriers affecting external
engagement.

• Awareness of support mechanisms
If researchers and staff are aware of
the current external engagement and
collaboration activities taking place at
the institution, this may serve as
motivation to undertake similar
initiatives themselves.

Having knowledge of accessible
support and resources within the
university, such as a partnership
office, also reduces the barrier to
entry for academics and staff to take
the first steps towards engaging and
collaborating with external partners.

• Knowledge of barriers and drivers
Moreover, having knowledge of the
drivers and barriers of engagement
allows university staff to anticipate
potential difficulties and focus on
driving the collaboration process
forward. For example, awareness of
the cultural differences between
universities and industry, such as
expected timeframes and use of
language is important.

Staff capabilities and experience with 
external engagement 
Furthermore, staff need to have the

ability to engage, thus having skills
and experience with external
engagement activities.

The capability and experience needs
include understanding that
universities have an interest in
bringing research into practical use;
awareness of the importance of
collaboration with business for
professional and institutional growth;
openness to attending events to learn
from others and scope for potential
partners with whom to undertake
joint research; and experience
working in industry.

• Engaging externally
University staff must be aware of the
different forms of engagement
activities in research and education.
The extent to which staff have
experience in engagement and >

Catherine Hayward is a Project Officer at UIIN 

and works on topics related to entrepreneurial 

education and valorisation in higher education.
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collaboration extends to many
activities, including joint R&D,
contract research, commercialisation,
and curriculum co-design and co-
delivery.

• Taking advantage of support 
mechanisms

University staff should be able to
identify and utilise engagement
support structures provided by the
institution, and be aware of
engagement barriers and drivers.
Mapping the university’s internal
research and educational assets is
also a valuable skill.

• Working with “the other side”
Academics who are ready to co-
operate can unite institutional
cultures, speaking both ‘academic’
and ‘business’ languages and
academics with fluid careers that
span both academia and industry are
more likely to collaborate.
Furthermore, university staff
exchanges, in which staff work at a
business, ensure real experience is
obtained which that they are then
able to integrate into their
educational activities. These
exchanges are key elements for
engagement readiness because they
allow relationship building with
industry representatives. It is also

important to consider the role of the
institution, as a whole, to prepare
itself for engagement.

Awareness/knowledge of external
stakeholders
An institution should be aware of its
external stakeholders and should
cultivate specific capabilities that are
focussed on identifying, engaging and
managing relationships with them. A
university must be able to map
external stakeholders and identify
potential collaboration partners.
Furthermore, management processes
should be established at an
institutional level to maintain
relationships.

External engagement culture and
attitude to external engagement
Transitioning towards collaborative
environments requires a well-
developed collaborative culture.

• Institutional culture and attitude
The external engagement culture and
attitude towards external
engagement refers to characteristics
within the institution and among
academic staff. From the institutional
perspective, leadership should have a
positive attitude and commitment to
engagement and collaboration,
supported by an institution-wide

documented vision/ mission that
values external engagement and
collaboration, as well as the presence
of role models or “champions” of
engagement and collaboration, who
can inspire other academics.

• Individual attitudes
Similarly, staff at the institution
should have a positive attitude
towards engagement and should thus
be motivated to undertake such
activities.

Internal support mechanisms for
engagement
There are a variety of different
support mechanisms available at an
institution for external engagement,
ranging form strategies, structures,
operational mechanisms and
resources.

• Strategies
Strategies for external engagement
and collaboration need to extend
across the institution and hiring
policies should prioritise individuals
with knowledge and skills that are
relevant to external engagement and
collaboration and/ or industry
experience. Staff should be motivated
through human resource policies that
incentivise external engagement. >
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The presence of role 

models or “champions” of 

engagement and 

collaboration can inspire 

other academics’ activities. 

university’s ecosystem, and
awareness of external support
mechanisms.

• Awareness of opportunities in the 
ecosystem

The university should be well aware
of the socioeconomic context of the
local environment and innovation
policies and funding mechanisms, as
well as its own ability to shape its
local and regional innovation
environment.

• Taking advantage of these 
opportunities

Furthermore, external support
mechanisms are available that can
support university engagement. The
mechanisms that the university
should take advantage of include
regional and national policies and
funding.

It important to note that all these
dimensions are present to different
extents within an institution. Thus,
the Engagement Readiness Self-
Assessment is valuable in identifying
areas of improvement and serves as a
conversation-starter for institutional
change.∎

These polices may include workload
reduction and official recognition of
engagement activities.

• Structures
To further enhance readiness at the
university, structures dedicated to
external engagement should be
present. These include incubators and
accelerators, a Vice Chancellor
position for external engagement,
offices dedicated to external
collaboration, and joint research
institutes. Moreover, communication
channels should disseminate
successful collaboration projects.
Events and training for collaboration
can help staff and partners network
with one another.

• Resources
In terms of the resources required to
increase readiness, dedicated funding
and support for external engagement
and collaboration are crucial. As such,
knowledge/ technology/ partnership
offices can support financing for
engagement and collaboration.

External conditions affecting
engagement
The final dimension considers the
external conditions relevant to
engagement. Important factors
include the ability to shape the
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The past two years have exemplified
the new social change facing
societies. Apparent transformations
in the climate, the growth of
technologies and sciences, increasing
urbanisation, globalisation and
increased mobility have met the
global pandemic and now even a
global security threat.

These developments, and especially
their interconnectedness, complexity
and the universal scale, call for novel
ways of understanding and
addressing social change. They call us
to rethink how societies function and
how threats should be mitigated and
turned into opportunities. The key
role in that process of social
reconsideration and reconfiguration
have universities and research
institutions.

This article elaborates on the novel
social framework for the higher
education institutions (HEIs) that is
built upon the notion of an engaged
university.

The engaged university
The engaged university has a
responsive and developmental role in
meeting the needs of society and
contributing to regional economic
development (Davey, 2017). As such,
the engaged university is oriented
towards a locally connected
execution of the university’s third
mission, with focus on forms of
collaboration involving teaching and
research, with academic
entrepreneurship as a key element
(Davey, 2017). Engaged universities
act as hubs of networks of constant
knowledge exchange between local,
regional and international actors. >

Authored by Elma Demir, Institut Mines-Télécom Business 
School

Universities as the 

Drivers of New Social 

Change
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The European Commission highlights
benefits of a collaborative approach:

• Collaboration in education allows
better aligning of curricula and
graduate skills with the labour
market, increasing student
employment, recruitment for
employers, and lifelong learning
programmes for business.

• For research, HEIs offer greatest
benefit to business as an innovation
partner. Conversely, business offers
HEIs insights, opportunities,
research data and the ability to
bring research into practice and
create impact.

• Through valorisation, HEIs become
part of a regional innovation system
acting as a source of innovations,
new companies and entrepreneurial
talent for industry.

• Collaboration in management
provides improved regional and
institutional governance, and
sharing of facilities, equipment and
other resources.

Thus, the needs for HEIs to embrace
their roles as drivers of societal change
is clear and, to create meaningful
impact, they must engage externally.∎

Article references
Davey T., 2017. Converting university knowledge into
value: How conceptual frameworks contribute to the
understanding of the third mission role of European
universities. International Journal of Technology
Transfer and Commercialisation 15 (1), 65 – 96.

Ecosystem embeddedness
Universities and other HEIs that are
able to generate significant social and
economic impact from their
educational and research activities
are an essential part of business and
socio-political networks. Thus, these
HEIs not only offer educational
opportunities, but rather create
knowledge that drives the
development of the region by
meeting needs of diverse
stakeholders. Their educational
programmes correspond to existing
and anticipated economic demands
for human, financial and material
resources, and generate knowledge
production processes through
collaborative learning and research
endeavours. As such, an engaged
university is constantly learning about
and from its wider environment.

Open institutions
The fact that engaged universities are
strongly interconnected with their
regional socioeconomic ecosystem
brings us to the next feature of HEIs
that act as agents of new social
change: their institutional setup is
open and adaptive. Precisely the
collaborative aspect of the knowledge
production process is based on
institutional policies that favour
academic entrepreneurship, joint

research projects, experimentation,
pilots, start-ups, etc. Such policies are
translated into organisational culture
and values that guide hiring and
career development processes.

Collaborative learning
Beyond research and valorisation, the
engaged universities support
collaborative and empirical learning
processes for its students and staff.
By creating diverse and embodied
learning opportunities, engaged
universities provide real-life
educational settings where teachers
take up roles of experienced mentors
that guide students in discovery
processes rather than reiterate
information. Such approach requires
a critical approach towards industrial
and social environments, trends and
to the knowledge itself.

Inter-functional linkages for structural
transformation
The key takeaway from the research
on engaged universities is that such
institutions foster collaborative
processes in research, education,
valorisation and management.
Moreover, these roles of universities
are strongly interlinked for mapping
structural socioeconomic realities and
constant adjustments to novel
developments.

18
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Being ready is only the beginning – we must then 

undertake the activity of engaging and collaborating 

with external partners. Here experts in the field 

provide their insights on how best to support 

engagement and overcome common barriers.

Engagement in Practice
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Linkoping University: How to 

Foster and Monitor 

Engagement 

A considered collaborative approach
to external partnerships enables HEIs
to make real impact both locally and
globally. Understanding the factors
that underpin engagement are critical
to a HEIs success in this area. In
conversation with Engagement
Readiness Monitor partners, Jan
Axelsson, Director of Collaboration at
Linköping University offered his
insights on “engagement readiness”
and contributed his valuable
knowledge on the topic.

What makes a university ready to
engage?
A university that is ready to engage
has a culture open to engaging,
especially with the challenges faced
by society. Linköping University
conducts its activities under three
pillars: research, education and
valorisation.

The university has had a culture of co-
operation for some time and, as a
relatively new institution, has been
engaged with the actors surrounding
it from early on. Furthermore, the
university is focusing more on impact
that is created by engagement in both
the short and long term, rather than
only in a narrow, financial sense.
Government policies in Sweden
stating that universities should
engage in research and education for
the benefit of society, also ensured
the university fosters a culture of
engagement.

In general, to increase readiness for
engagement, a university should have
relationships with the surrounding
society, whether that be industry or
other stakeholders, and should be
willing to enter into dialogue with
relevant societal stakeholders.

To be ready to engage, the university
should also understand the societal
challenges that need to be dealt with.
Furthermore, only once a university
can collaborate internally, is it
possible for a university to
collaborate externally. Thus, the
university needs to be able to
internally co-ordinate research and
education and create interdisciplinary
research. This is especially important
because challenges facing society are
not rooted in a single discipline, and
thus universities also require research
centres and education that can focus
on these different disciplines.

What makes an academic ready to
engage?
A researcher must want to find
causes to collaborate. An academic
ready to collaborate will have an
open mind towards engagement in

terms of co-operation, co-learning,
and co-creation. The internal systems
of academic merit and research
funding in collaboration are both a
large motivation to collaborate.

At Linköping University, engagement
is counted within its internal system
of merit and academics, where
researchers or teachers are evaluated
on three points: research, education
and the impact of their
collaboration/co-creation. Thus, there
are incentives for engagement, in
terms of career progression and
financial benefit. Besides this merit
system, engagement has a clear
connection to successful funding.

60% of Linköping University’s
research funding is from external, co-
creational research projects.
Linköping University also fosters a >

Jan Axelsson is Director of Collaboration at 

Linköping University. He has worked to 

strengthen processes of collaboration, innovation 

and utilisation within the region and the 

university.
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mentality among researchers and
their communities that encourages
working and learning together, as
well as creating with others to bring
knowledge forward.

How to monitor engagement
activities?
Linköping University uses a simple
system to measure key performance
indicators (KPIs) on an institutional
level. There are three overall KPIs
that measure engagement, and
additional impact case studies are
reviewed by national agencies that
analyse the impact of engagement
activities. The KPIs are as follows:

1. Ability to attract external funding
– this is the overall measure of
the activity.

2. Mobility between academia and
social stakeholders - for example,
how many external stakeholders
are employed at Linköping
University and how many
academic staff are employed
externally.

3. Ability of students to find
employment after their studies –
this indicates how relevant the
education at Linköping University
is to society and industry.

In terms of using case studies, the
different departments, education
programmes and research
environments are required to provide
impact case studies on a regular basis.
Thus, engagement and outputs are
measured from these cases as well.
Case studies allow for a more
qualitative analysis of the
engagement activities compared to
the more quantitative nature of the
KPIs. A number of impact case studies
have been published on university’s
website.

A final word on readiness
From the information presented, it is
clear that having a culture conducive
to engagement is an important
precursor for engagement success for
universities.
Furthermore, incentivising academic
staff through university merit systems
that include engagement in their
assessments for career progression
can further demonstrate the value
that engagement activities hold at the
institution. In terms of monitoring
and evaluation, the use of case
studies of impact and KPIs in
conjunction allow for a broad range
of measurement and are valuable in
determining the extent of
engagement with businesses and
other societal actors.∎

“An academic ready 

to collaborate will 

have an open mind 

towards engagement, 

in terms of co-

operation, co-

learning, and co-

creation. ” 
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In the spotlight: Silvia Vecchi

The Enablers and Barriers 

Associated with 

University-Business 

Engagement 

Readiness means having the essential
operative tools and the crucial human
resources. There must be a structured
interface that enables engagement
between university and business, a
legal framework and collaboration
model that suit business needs.
Human resources, both internal
professionals in the institution and
professors, must be educated for
collaboration.

A culture for co-operation within the
whole university is crucial. It
guarantees both the engagement of
the professors and new stimuli for
education and research. It is
necessary a forma mentis that goes
beyond the idea that UBC is
something irrelevant from an
academic point of view and thus, a

loss of time. Sometimes, there is a
hidden thought that collaborating
with business means that academics
subjugate themselves to the market.
This does not happen with other
societal actors; they are seen as
nearer to the university mission as a
result of their not-for-profit nature.

Motivators and barriers for
engagement
The main institutional motivation for
engagement is to strengthen the
impact of the first and second
missions of the university. For this
reason, universities look at business
for opportunities to collaborate for
education, research and training.

The most common ways universities
and businesses collaborate for

Silvia Vecchi is Head of the University-Business 

Collaboration Office at the University of Bologna. 

She promotes university-industry relations to 

enhance and diversify collaborations.

educational purposes (and for which
they are already ready) are
internships and seminars. However,
collaboration for education is
evolving and other ways are not fully
exploited or are not explored yet.
Nowadays, there is the trend to
propose business challenges as part
of a teaching class, and include
external actors into co-designed
education programmes to provide
specifications on the needed
competencies and, in some cases, to
contribute as teachers. Universities
are not fully ready for this “deep
contamination” in education but are
working to reach them.

Professors are more motivated to
collaborate for research, both to raise
funds - directly from the business, or

indirectly, through joint participation
in competitive funding programmes -
and to validate their research through
real-world application.

Universities are more prepared for
calls and consultancies, but they miss
many opportunities in PhD research
due to a lack of awareness about its
value by companies. From the
business perspective, companies are
interested in engaging with
universities mainly for two reasons:
they seek to hire new talent, and
(advanced) solutions to their
technical issues, so they recruit
students through internships, thesis
papers, and they propose sponsored
research projects.

Engagement does not occur easily >
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Universities need 

collaboration 

models that are 

flexible enough to 

suit the different 

collaboration 

scenarios. 

An aspect that is equally quickly
growing in importance is the
communication strategy. Some
European universities are setting
specifically targeted communication
channels and content that boost third
mission activities and business
collaboration.

Universities must pursue strategies
that push long-term relationships
through the definition of shared
goals, defined leadership and flexible
contractual models that suit each
collaboration need. The contractual
templates should consider the trade-
off between public universities'
restrictions and the business' needs.
∎

and both parties must be aware of
possible inhibitors to the process.
Often there is a misalignment in
timing and expectations: the amount
of time required by the university to
reach the goal is different from that
of businesses; the technology
readiness level of the university
research/solutions is not always what
the business needs. Other times
companies ask universities to develop
“research” projects when, in reality,
they need the services of an
engineering consultancy.
Collaboration can also fail if a
business asks the wrong interlocutor
within the university, and the
university then fails to redirect
business to the correct entry point.

Strategies to enhance engagement

There are many activities that a
university can promote to enhance
engagement at different levels:

• Students’ involvement in open
innovation initiatives

• Encouraging academics'
entrepreneurial interest with a
broader focus than just business
engagement

• Developing IP policies to better fit
academic's and business’ needs

• Define corporate training models
with a tailor-made perspective.

Authored by Silvia Poli, 
University of Bologna
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In the spotlight: Christian Lechner

Considering Mutuality and Environment in University-

Industry Collaboration

On the topic of university-industry
collaboration, much has been
discussed about the misalignment in
culture and communication between
both parties.

Mutual knowledge
Universities and businesses do not
know each other enough. This lack of
mutual knowledge deeply affects
their relationship. Universities need
time to understand the business
world, while companies need time to
generate and acknowledge the value
of collaboration.

University and business have
different motivations, needs and
goals. The university’s primary driver
is to apply theory (and the value
generated by the research) to the real
world. For businesses, the primary
motivator is to stay up to date on new
patents and knowledge.

Their goals reflect it: businesses are
interested in the know-how, while
researchers are interested in the
know-why.

Looking from the education
perspective, universities usually teach
theory with a long-term perspective.
When students engage with business,
they need more short-term
knowledge, especially in those fields
that quickly change according to
technological and scientific progress.

Engagement often fails due to
communication problems when
universities and businesses are not
fully aware of each other’s approach.
A key factor that can help universities
and companies understand each
other is the figure of the facilitator,
i.e., someone who negotiates and
mediates between the different
needs of universities and companies.

Mutual curiosity
Engagement readiness exists when
there is mutual curiosity. For
successful engagement, both
businesses and universities must lack
self-esteem. Their motivation must
base itself on the awareness of their
own limits and their need to
collaborate with others in order to
bypass them. They must be humble
enough to accept others’ points of
view.

To be ready, universities and
businesses need to share their
experiences and define a shared
knowledge, creating opportunities to
get in touch. They have to be close
and affine. Establishing goodwill
relationships is crucial: collaborations
often end too soon, and universities
and businesses lose opportunities to
explore new subjects. A good strategy
to combat this is the organisation of >
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On the other hand, other universities
are in cities where there are not
enough possible partners in their
proximity. Thus, it is more difficult to
obtain funds and find a suitable
business to collaborate with. They
have to look farther away, increasing
the possibility of communication
problems, as well as the cultural and
physical distance between their
potential partners. Their
opportunities to collaborate
decrease, undermining the value that
co-operation generates.

Learnings
In sum, successful partnerships are
possible when partners:

• Use a facilitator/mediator to
streamline communication and
goal-setting

• Can show humility toward one
another and appreciate their
respective epistemologies

• Utilise the richness of their local
environmental resources for
collaboration.

Understanding the above, both the
areas of need, as well as the
resources a HEI already has at its
disposal will prime it for engagement
readiness. ∎

workshops and shared spaces where
students, professors, researchers,
staff, and companies can get to know
each other on an equal footing. The
existence of culture for co-operation
is crucial. It should be built starting
from PhD programmes, involving
students and not just academics to be
successful.

The importance of environment
Large and established universities’
collaborations start through
networking, already existing
relationships, and companies
attracted by their reputation. Other
universities start collaborating
through personal relationships. For
this reason, building a network that
facilitates interactions and meetings
between researchers and companies
is crucial.

A resource that is important to
consider is the local reality in which
the university is present. The
university's dimension and the city
and region in which it lies deeply
affect the opportunity that the
university itself has to engage with
businesses. Universities located in big
cities with large, well-established
industrial areas could easily raise
funds from big companies and
collaborate with several businesses.



In the spotlight: Antero Kivelä

of academic research and as a result,
more educators are using their
expertise for business collaboration,
though not all staff members need be
involved in this effort.

Students’ academic performance and
graduation into working life is a major
element in attracting university
funding. University educators, too,
wish to create learning environments
around real-life industry cases in
order to adequately prepare their
students. As it is not always possible
to guarantee the quality of outcomes
performed by students when working
with industry partners, educators
often co-operate free-of-charge and
use their own personal networks to
avail of this university-industry
partnership for their students.

However, in certain cases/industries
students may be compensated for
their contribution, for example, >

The Systematic Internal 
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Universities of applied sciences are
generally financed in part by the
government and owned by regional
public sector organisations.
Nevertheless, these institutions face
pressure to attract private funding. In
Finland, the universities of applied
sciences are obligated to play a role in
regional development, which guides
them to make multiple avenues of
collaboration between university and
industry possible. These
collaborations may take place
through public or private means.

The monetary base of a university’s
research, development and
innovation activities largely come
from collaboration on projects; these
are distinct from the business
interactions which can be either
offered pro-bono or for a fee. In
recent years, there has been an
increased need for educators’
involvement in the commercialisation

Photo by Jaakko Kemppainen from Unsplash 
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through paid internship or the
completion of a thesis. Antero argues
that these contexts whereby co-
operation can be compensated
should be managed more
systematically by universities.

Management of Human Capital
Educators are the core resource of
universities and currently their
individual collaboration with industry
is voluntary and dependent on their
own interest. This too, could be
organised more systematically. The
needs of industry are often pragmatic
and require a more “feet on the
ground” attitude which can be a
useful alternative perspective in
research for university educators.
University-industry collaboration
typically emerges through
relationships between teaching staff
and industry representatives. Antero
suggests educators should be able to
voluntarily work at a partner
company to generate these trusting
relationships and encourage future
collaboration.

Marketing management
The final element of this strategy is
the issue of marketing - how will
companies know about university’s
services if they are not appropriately
advertised?

Marketing communications of
universities are often focused on the
needs of incoming and current
students and, as a result, their
capacity or budget for their corporate
marketing strategy can be lacking.
The partnership model of co-
operation is a relevant practical
concept with several valued levels.
The university should communicate
about its industry partners and its
alumni to the public and make use of
these connections.

Customer relationship management
(CRM) programmes are typically used
in industry to track both current and
potential customers/relationships and
their engagement. In these cases, the
company or organisation is the
“owner” of these relationships.
Investing in and utilising such a
programme in universities is crucial to
nurturing university-industry
collaboration. All staff members
involved in such collaboration should
be trained in how to manage CRMs
and clear goals and motives for CRM
use is required – in particular,
understanding who is willing to use
connections from their own network
to benefit the university. In terms of
resources, there should be one
customer relationship manager
available to coordinate collaboration

with the business service specialists
of all university departments, and
moreover, there should be a clear
budget for these activities. Having a
sole “owner” of the CRM limits the
decision-making power to ensure a
coordinated effort in business
collaboration.

In a nutshell
Reflecting on Antero’s insights,
questions regarding ethics
surrounding this topic are raised.
When there are no common
compensation practices around
university-industry collaboration,
such activities can be seen as an
unequal or unethical activity in the
eyes of industry, university staff and
students. Having a systematic
management structure concerning
university-industry relationships
should therefore be a priority as it is
in everyone’s best interests.∎
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Organisations require strong
relationships with other institutions
and key players in their ecosystem in
order to achieve effective
engagement. HEIs in turn, will be
ready to engage when they
understand the needs of the
businesses and other parties in their
environment. Jaroslav posits that
organisations should be able to offer
a “value-add” to other stakeholders
in their ecosystem through this
collaboration.

The most important resource is
human capital – the kind of personnel
and people that can handle
discussions and interactions with
businesses. Issues can arise when a
HEI is dealing with a company that
academic staff do not know how to
effectively communicate with. HEIs,
by definition, attract and employ
academically ambitious people

capable of producing innovative
outputs; a more difficult human
capital issue for HEIs is to attract
business-oriented people. Therefore,
HEIs should be offer comparable
conditions of employment to these
people to motivate them to join
academia or venture outside the
business sphere.

Another important element is
financial resources. These play a
central role when it comes to the
establishment and operation of a
Knowledge Transfer Office (KTO)
within the HEI. KTOs and their staff
are crucial in order to mediate
contact between those in academia
and business and progress from first
contact to a practical output. Jaroslav
argues that this effort should be
supported internally in HEIs through
clear internal practices and rules on
external collaboration. >

In the spotlight: Jaroslav Menčík

A Business Perspective 

on Engagement
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Barriers, facilitators, motivators and
drivers of engagement
The inflexibility of processes in
academia and within HEIs is a major
inhibitor to collaboration. In Jaroslav’s
experience, the processes within
universities and other HEIs are often
quite complex, with even more
complex relationships existing
between internal departments within
the HEIs themselves. Decision-making
in this sector is a long process, often
with multiple stakeholders needing to
give consent or permission on each
choice point. This can lengthen the
process of commercialisation of some
inventions and be an unnecessary
drain on resources.

One major facilitator of HEI
engagement with business and other
societal actors is the financial
incentivisation for both sides to co-
operate. For example, there may be
some grants that stipulate such co-
operation to create a final output.
This is an effective tool to encourage
both sides to use of such an
opportunity and find common ground
through collaboration. A key driver of
such engagement for HEIs is,
primarily, its potential as a source of
income. Another motivator is the
increase in prestige or reputation of
the university as a result of this

engagement, which can create a cycle
of increased activities: a good
reputation attracts students and
ambitious students increases chances
of having higher quality outputs etc.
For academics in particular, such
engagements with society and
businesses offers the opportunity to
carry out research that is not only
theoretical, but more practice-
oriented with some real-life
application. This personal recognition,
as well as potential financial
remuneration, can prove to be a
significant motivator for academics to
take part in this engagement.

The best high-level strategy to
prepare one’s institution for
engagement would be to foster and
maintain long-term relationships with
organisations such as business
associations or similar, who have
particular insight into the business
sector. On an individual level, if
someone is proactive, open, and
seeking out opportunities for co-
operation between the academic and
business spheres, these are all good
indicators that they have the
willingness and necessary motivation
for success in these engagements.∎
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Collaboration with external stakeholders can 

be a daunting process, and therefore this 

section highlights learnings and potential 

support programmes for universities and 

business to take advantage of on their 

journey to become a more engaged 

institution.

Support for Engagement



The pace of change today has major
consequences on the socio-economic
landscape of the future, for example
a forecast by Dell Technologies
estimates that 85% of jobs in 2030
have not been invented yet (Dell,
2022). This rapidly changing
modernity affects technological
innovation, scientific discovery, but
also the evolution of “wicked
problems” in society, i.e., particularly
challenging problems such as climate
change, refugees, and aging
populations, that defy the borders of
traditional policy areas and instead
require the creative collaboration of a
diverse set of actors in order to tackle
the scale of these issues (Termeer et
al., 2019).

This ability to identify new social
developments and quickly adapt to
them through creative and innovative
operations, is notably present in small
and medium enterprises (SMEs).
SMEs play a growing economic role as
through their engagement with a
variety of stakeholders (e.g., higher
education institutions (HEIs),

corporations, governments, and local
citizens) and are therefore uniquely
primed to fill gaps in the system by
offering services, skills, resources and
techniques. Despite their prominence
in these partnerships, these
relationships, particularly between
SMEs and HEIs remain largely
unexplored.

Unite4H
The research conducted as part of the
Unite for Horizon Europe (UNITE4H)
project seeks to investigate this
central role of SMEs by focusing on
their collaborations with HEIs and
how future partnerships
collaborations could be further
developed through training. More
specifically, UNITE4H aims to foster
the capacity for strategic engagement
between the target groups of
European academics/researchers,
and SME representatives in order to
increase the proportion of successful
partnerships within the European
Commission’s “Horizon Europe”
funding initiatives.

44

Learnings on Partnerships with SMEs

In order to reach this goal, the project
was segmented into the following
three stages:

1. Identify the engagement needs
and challenges experienced, and
collaborative opportunities
envisioned by both academics
and SME representatives across
Europe.

2. Apply these learnings to develop
a Horizon Europe engagement
training programme that will
increase awareness skills and
knowledge capacity among both
target groups.

3. Validate this training programme
through rigorous pilot testing and
workshop sessions.

The project began with a common
understanding of what successful
university- business co-operation
(UBC) looks like, which was defined
as: endeavours of individuals
possessing competencies that are
highly relevant to co-operation for
achieving mutual benefit,
collaboration, and results. >

Edited by Madeline Arkins, UIIN
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This premise of successful UBC stems
out of any personal or professional
experience, i.e., the better people get
at doing something, the more results
improve. Based on this starting point
we designed our research which was
informed by UBC professionals, and
case studies of good practices in HEI
and SME collaboration and
implementation of European-level
projects. By gathering data on their
experience and insights, our research
found the following motivators,
facilitators and challenges for
collaboration between HEIs and
SMEs:

Motivators
From surveying and conducting
qualitative research with UBC
professionals, we found the following
motivating factors, each of equal
importance given their
interrelatedness.

These motivators were influential in
the later design of the training
programme in order to foster the
best possible learning experience of
the participant. The most relevant
motivators for UBC in HEIs and SMEs
include: continuous learning, social
impact, excellence, social capital,
exchange, and funding.

Facilitators
Facilitators, are factors that make
enabling UBC between HEIs and SMEs
easier and more efficient. Similarly, a
lack of the below factors in the
environment will generate various
challenges for initiating and
maintaining collaborative projects.
Facilitators of an individual,
organisational and policy nature that
support the above motivators include
opportunities for networking,
intermediaries spanning the
boundary between academia and
industry, and training programmes
providing skill development for
collaboration.

Challenges
Lastly, three main challenges that
UBC practitioners from HEIs and SMEs
both face are related to a mismatch in
time-orientation, strategic orientation
and focus and priorities.

All these factors - motivations,
facilitators and challenges - were then
used to identify needs for skills and
knowledge by interviewing UBC
professionals and determining what
they need to know in order to achieve
effective collaboration between both
target groups in Europe. From here,
the project consortium defined the

knowledge (in-depth understanding)
in specific academic/professional
areas that enable UBC, as well as the
competencies (the practical abilities)
on how UBC should be developed and
systematically managed. They utilised
both these central concepts in the
development of supportive
engagement training programmes,
one for HEIs, and one for SMEs, to
create opportunity for more strategic
co-operation between both parties
and support their overall success.

Article References
Dell Technologies (2022) Realizing
2030: Dell Technologies Research
Explores the Next Era of Human-
Machine Partnerships.

Termeer, C. J., Dewulf, A., &
Biesbroek, R. (2019). A critical
assessment of the wicked problem
concept: relevance and usefulness for
policy science and practice. Policy and
Society, 38(2), 167-179.

Unite4Horizon Europe (2022)
Towards coalition excellence report
on university-SME collaboration in
Europe. https://unite4horizon.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/Unite4H_S
ynthesis-Report-FINAL_formatted.pdf

46

Madeline Arkins is a 

Project Officer at 

UIIN, working on the 

topic of innovation  

in regional 

ecosystems.

https://unite4horizon.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Unite4H_Synthesis-Report-FINAL_formatted.pdf


One of the ways to engage with
current and new partners is through
collaboration in projects and funding
programmes. The Horizon Europe
funding programme is the EU’s key
funding programme, running from
2021 – 2027 with a total budget of
almost 100€ Billion for research and
innovation grants and a fundamental
focus on topics that pose global
challenges.

To increase your chances for a
successful application within this
funding programme there are certain
key competencies and fields of
knowledge that you can invest in. The
Horizon Europe Engagement
Programme Framework is designed
with the intention to capture the
overarching competency and
knowledge areas that are essential
for successful HEI-SME collaboration
and project applications within the
Horizon Europe funding programme.

This framework is based on an
investigation of the Unite for Horizon
Europe Project to understand the
needs and challenges experienced by
HEI and SME representatives that was
conducted in 2021. This investigation
consisted of:

• Desk research on HEI-SME
collaboration in European-level
and national-level contexts in
Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany,
Ireland and Spain

• Benchmarking analysis

• European funding survey with 217
respondents from the EU

• Expert interviews with 49
academics and engagement
officers, SME representatives,
European funding programme
experts, and non-university
engagement professionals

• 35 case studies on HEI-SME and EU
level funded projects.

Horizon Europe Engagement Competency 

Framework and Training Programme

8
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Based on this research the key
competencies and fields of
knowledge for HEI-SME collaboration
have been identified (see overview
on pages 51-52). This has led to the
design of 9 different modules within 6
overarching competency areas that
address all key competencies and
fields of knowledge.

See an overview of all 6 areas with
the corresponding modules below. To
further support those interested in
applying for Horizon Europe funding,
or other funding programmes with
HEI-SME consortia, the Unite for
Horizon Europe Project has designed
a training programme in which
modules are organised in the project
lifecycle stages. Guiding you from the
proposal development, to ultimately
accelerating the impact. >
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The full research report on the findings can be found on the Unite for
Horizon Europe Project website: www. unite4horizon.eu/report/.
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Proposal initiation and 

application

Project implementation

Research outputs 

valorisation

Refresher: Open Science & Open Innovation, R&D and EU innovation policy, Horizon Europe framework, 

University-SME collaboration
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scouting project ideas

Networking, emotional intelligence, and 

communication

How to maximise the impact of your 

Horizon Europe project results

How to manage the financial and 

administrative aspects in Horizon Europe

How to initiate and manage your Horizon 

Europe partnerships

How to develop a winning proposal for 

Horizon Europe

How to negotiate risks and benefits in 

open science - IP in Horizon Europe 

How to turn transactional Horizon Europe 

relationships into strategic partnerships

Concept and proposal design

Interpersonal skills

Valorisation and marketing

Project management

Partnerships and relationships

Partnerships and relationships

Project Lifecycle Phases Competency Area Training Module 
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Engagement Readiness Monitor Project

Higher education institutions lack an
overarching approach towards
integrating engagement into their
research and educational missions,
with efforts being scattered across
technology transfer and engagement
offices. To better-align and synergise
approaches towards university-
business engagement on the
institutional level, we still lack depth
and understanding of the means and
factors that enable external
engagement.

Undoubtedly, measurement of
university engagement occurs; but it
invariably focusses on quantitative
metrics such as patents, licenses,
spin-outs and research contracts,
ignoring many valid forms of
engagement and mechanisms that
need to be in place for it to occur. It is
high time that we should stop
focussing on the narrowly- defined
existing quantitative indicators and
ask ourselves: “What is the real
extent to which universities are ready
to co-operate and how can we
enhance their readiness for more
successful engagement?”

The Erasmus+ funded project
“Engagement Readiness Monitor” has
been on the mission to answer the
aforementioned question advance
the engagement between universities
and businesses by developing tools to
measure and scale their socially
impactful co-operation.

Led by UIIN, our international
partnership comprising universities,
businesses and intermediaries from
the Netherlands, France, Finland,
Czech Republic and Italy has
investigated the factors which make
higher education institutions more
likely to engage with companies by
developing an Engagement Readiness
Investigation Report, Engagement
Readiness Self-Assessment
Framework and Engagement
Readiness Toolkit over the course of
two years.

While the Horizon 2020 programme
has demonstrated closer and more
increased collaboration activities in
comparison with its predecessor FP7,
the European Commission is looking
to “raise the bar in the quality and
widening of participation” in its
follow-up Horizon Europe programme
period. It particularly concerns
involvement of small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in innovation
partnerships as the latter have been
reported considerably low, resulting
in lower intensity of cross-sectoral co-
operation among knowledge
providers and smaller businesses.

Observing this gap, an international
consortium from Cyprus, France,
Finland, the Netherlands, Spain,
Germany and Ireland to undertook
the Erasmus+ project “Unite for
Horizon Europe” (UNITE4H), which
aims to identify limitations and build
strategic engagement capacity
between academics and SME
representatives to develop, apply and
implement projects within the
Horizon Europe framework.

Notably, many SMEs continue to
struggle to adopt the right strategy,
business processes, skills, or other
resources to get involved in European
funding partnerships. Their
involvement for the new framework
is deemed to be further enhanced by
the provision of tailored support for
collaboration with a more diverse
range of stakeholders. In the light of
the low success rate and missed
opportunities for more strategic co-
operation between HEIs and SMEs,
the availability of supportive
engagement training programmes is
crucial.

Throughout the life of the project, we
have produced several outputs,
including the Horizon Europe
Engagement Programme Framework,
training programme modules, and an
openly accessible toolkit.

Unite for Horizon Europe Project
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