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Welcome to Spanning Boundaries

If you have not yet heard about the term “boundary spanning”, it is the high time 
that we introduced it to you! Welcome to Spanning Boundaries Magazine!

“Build bridges”, “interconnect and engage”, “break barriers” is only a fraction of out-
wardly interchangeable, but not exactly synonymous phrases that surround the term 
of “boundary spanning”. So, what does it mean to span boundaries, why is it important 
to span boundaries between institutional structures and mindsets, and how can one 
embark on an exciting journey to become a spanning boundaries agent?  

We are delighted to introduce you the bi-annual magazine, dedicated to “spanning 
boundaries” between academia, industry and wider society, and the Spanning Bound-
aries Project (Spanning Boundaries Development Programme).  

With this project, we, a group of academics and practitioners passionate about uni-
versity-business-society cooperation, aim to break down the engagement barriers be-
tween universities and their regional, national and international business stakeholders 
by enabling the most crucial component of positive change – the people – and devel-
oping boundary spanning skills of the higher education faculty, staff, and leadership.  

What is in this issue?  

Our first issue encourages you to explore the concept, highlighting the motivation 
and the vision of our project (p.06) as well as the importance of spanning boundaries 
professionals embedded in the institutional systems (p.10). To further feed your curios-
ity, this issue introduces the preview of our research, aimed to discern the spanning 
boundaries agents’ qualities, knowledge, skills, activities, roles and responsibilities as 
well as mechanisms in order to educate new cohorts of spanning boundaries agents 
and to support the existing ones (p.16).  

To bring the theoretical discussion closer to the world of practice, we spotlight a 
selection of high-standing individuals - the examples of cooperation superheros and 
their perspectives on cooperation enabling factors and barriers based on their own 
expertise and experiences. Hear from esteemed Thomas Baaken (Science-to-Business 
Marketing Research Centre) (p.20), Monalisa Goswami (SPARK904) (p. 22) and Cam-
eron McCoy (Lehigh University) (p.24) .  

Along with these individuals, we take a closer look at the types of the organisation, 
that foster cooperation and nurture the spanning boundaries agents – meet a selec-
tion of our project partners Science-to-Business Marketing Research Centre (Germa-
ny) (p.28) and Crazy Town (Finland) (p.30). Furthermore, this issue features two guest 
articles on how to turn introductions into successful university-industry partnerships 
by IN-PART (p.34) and what it takes to be an industrial PhD supervisor at Elsevier (p.38).  

While these articles in this issue represents only a selection of boundary spanning 
activities and our on-going research, we hope it provides new perspectives and inspi-
ration to start or continue your own “boundary spanning” with more vigour! 

We wish you a pleasant reading!  

UIIN on behalf of the Spanning Boundaries Project Consortium



Spanning Boundaries 
Agents: Setting the 

Stage
Who are Spanning Boundaries Agents and why are 
we interested in them? This section introduces the 
rationale behind Spanning Boundaries Project and 
sheds light on the importance of such invidivuals in 

regional innovation ecosystems.



Recently, the foundations of the mod-
ern society have been impacted signifi-
cantly by the rapid spread of the coro-
navirus outbreak, creating uncertainty 
regarding the implications for all aspects 
of our life. Today, we are witnessing just 
how much the world can suddenly be 
confronted by immense new challenges.  

These disruptions demand quick in-
novation and effective collaboration to 
collectively address pressing issues and 
ensure sustainability. Never more than 
now has the role of change-makers 
and innovators been so imperative. It is 
in challenging times like these that we 
need to strengthen international, na-
tional and cross-continental scientific 
ties between scientists, decision makers, 
private practitioners, industries, health 
professionals and civil society at large for 
a multi-dimensional cooperation. 

At the forefront of such collaborations, 
we have seen the power of PEOPLE 
coming together to address a common 
goal and push through and past the 
looming uncertainties. Whilst universi-
ties and industry working in close co-
operation are considered engines of in-
novation, it is PEOPLE who are the most 
crucial players in transferring innovation 
across institutions, mobilising resources, 
triggering organisational change, and 
making a difference in their regions. The 
success of such endeavours, thus, often 
relies on spanning boundaries agents, 
who successfully bridge the academic 
and industrial worlds to build networks, 
enable knowledge creation and transfer, 
and together create, manage, and im-
plement innovative solutions. 

The spanning boundaries agents*, de-
fined as ‘individuals known for their suc-
cess in breaking down silos both among 
internal units and also across sectors in 
their external engagement for collab-
orative innovation’, are increasingly ac-

knowledged today as crucial in driving 
innovation. They have a deep under-
standing of both the university ecosys-
tem and the business world and help 
to overcome the sectoral and disciplin-
ary boundaries. These individuals do this 
by building networks and exchanging 
knowledge and skills within and across 
such networks.  

But who exactly are the spanning 
boundaries agents? And what are the 
common characteristics embedded 
into a successful spanning boundaries 
agent’s DNA? 

As such, they are often characterised 
as super humans who are capable of 
many different things. These individu-
als must indeed have certain qualities, 
knowledge and skills that allow them, 
on one hand, to initiate and engage in 
cooperation, and on the other hand, also 
support and sustain such activities with 
an ultimate aim to drive collaborative in-

novation.  

Successful spanning boundaries 
agents build on a set of highly likable 
personality traits, influential characteris-
tics, and strong social values. They pos-
sess a large skillset that includes collabo-
ration, bridging, knowledge translation 
and negotiation skills. Spanning bound-
aries agents are, furthermore, consid-
ered entrepreneurial professionals with 
strong complex problem-solving as well 
as leadership and managerial compe-
tences. They know how to mobilise re-
sources and construct a compelling and 
shared vision for cooperative innovation. 

As such, having and acting on such 
wide range of competencies allows for a 
highly situational, flexible manoeuvring 
of the boundary spanning activities that 
are not without pitfalls and dead-ends, 
and yet at the same time can also be 
collectively driven, with an ultimate aim 
to create and enhance collaborative in-
novation initiatives.  

More than ever, there is a need to 
span boundaries between institutions, 
across nations and disciplines, which is 
why the Erasmus+ Knowledge Alliance 
project Spanning Boundaries Develop-
ment Programme was created. We aim 
to empower and enable university and 
business professionals to make a stron-
ger contribution to regional economic 
and social development by providing 
knowledge, support and a closer en-
gagement with each other and their en-
vironment. ■ 

*Within the scope of this project, “Spanning boundar-

ies agents” replaces the term “boundary spanners”. 

Why Spanning Boundaries Agents are the 
New Generation's Super-Heroes 
author: A WORD FROM UIIN,  PROJECT  LEADER

Balzhan Orazbayeva is the Manager Stra-
tegic Initiatives at University-Industry Inno-
vation Network on behalf of the Spanning 
Boundaries Project Consortium
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SPA NNING 
bOUNDA rIES
BETWEEN ACADEMIA + INDUSTRY

BOUNDARY SPANNING  

“ability to understand and operate in 
the academic, public sector and 
business worlds, and even across the 
triple interface of the sectors” 

(Smart Specialisation 
Cohesion Policy 2014-2020). 

www.spanning-boundaries.eu

SPANNING
BOUNDARIES

PROJECT

EMPOWERING 
CHAMPIONS OF UNIVERSITY
-BUSINESS COLLABORATION

OUR GEOGRAPHICAL SCOPE 

University Industry Innovation Network (UIIN), 
400 Science Park, 
1098HX Amsterdam, 
The Netherland

Spanning Boundaries Project unites ten partners from network 
organizations, associations, research institutes, academia and 
business based in eight countries in Europe.   

THEIR EXPERTISE AND IMPECCABLE
REPUTATION MAKE A SOLID FOUNDATION
FOR SUCCESSFUL ACHIEVEMENT OF
THE INTENDED PROJECT RESULTS. 

SpanBoundaries              Spanning Boundaries Project              SpanningBoundaries

www.spanning-boundaries.eu

Arno Meerman Project Director, UIIN  
meerman@uiin.org
Alexandra Zinovyeva Project Manager, UIIN 
zinovyeva@uiin.org

After the launch of the Europe 2020 Strategy (2010) and the Smart Specialisation 
and Europe’s Growth Agenda (2014), Europe has taken the path to create a more 
connected relationship between society, government, business and higher 
education to improve employment rates, productivity, social cohesion, foster 
innovation and sustainable growth. Within this policy context, successful 
engagement of abovementioned stakeholders in synergetic relationships is 
deemed essential and the question “How can universities and Small and 
medium size enterprises (SMEs) in particular drive deep transdisciplinary 
learning to co-create innovative solutions for sustainable growth?” has a solid 
legitimate stance. 

The co-creation of innovative solutions comes with the combination of diverse 
understandings and knowledge, however, the challenge here lies in the alignment of 
learning between the diversity of actors. A desired alignment can be achieved through 
the use of boundary spanners whose main expertise encompasses knowledge 
transfer/exchange between groups, cooperation enhancement/alignment as well as 

knowledge and industry sectors, however, in the EU context, an utmost urgency is 

By developing skills for spanning the boundaries across institutions and sectors (i.e. 
higher education institutions, government, business and industry), the multi-fold 

knowledge transfer, as well as align knowledge exchange between higher education as 
a knowledge generator and skilled human capital provider and society along with 
industry/business. On top, their non-stigmatised view as well as exposure to a diverse 
corpus of knowledge make boundary spanners in ideation as they can rearrange the 
knowledge puzzle and come up with original solutions. 

OUR GOAL 

With this Erasmus+ Knowledge Alliance project 
“Spanning Boundaries” (project number: 

612665-EPP-1-2019-1-NL-EPPKA2-KA) 

We aim to empower university and business 
professionals to enhance their contribution 
in the regional  economic and social 
development through closer engagement 
with each other and their environment

 
 all potential areas (i.e. education, research, valorisation and  management) by taking them 
 through an experiential learning process;

 
 universities towards development of strategic partnerships by involving them in the large-scale
 survey to map the boundary spanning personnel & the status-quo of their university engagement,

 Foster dissemination and exploitation of the Spanning Boundaries Workshop Programme Toolkits
 across Europe, as well as building capacity through Cascading Workshops, and learning sessions 

WITH THIS IN MIND, 
THE MAIN OBJECTIVES 
OF THE PROJECT ARE TO: 

01

02

03

OUR KEY ACTIVITIES 

IDENTIFYING 
& PROFILING 
relevant skills, 

competencies and 
attributes of a successful 

Spanning Boundaries Agent

DEVELOPING & 
PILOTING

the Spanning Boundaries 
Educational Framework 
and the workshop series 

DEVELOPING 
MODELS 

for boundary spanning
community building, 

assessment and 
certification

DISSEMINATING 
& EXPLOITING 

the results through 
videos, case studies, 
regional events and 
cascading training 

FACILITATING 
STAFF EXCHANGE
 between universities 

and businesses 

OUR KEY BENEFICIARIES 
 

Universities
Universities will acquire experience, knowledge, and skills 
as boundary spanners to more effectively engage with 
regional SMEs and learn to design, develop and 
implement appropriate strategies and solutions to engage 
with diverse stakeholders in business.

Businesses
Businesses will have timely access to knowledge and 
research outputs produced by universities to inform their 
applicability and sustainability in business and society, and 
build efficient and timely communication with universities 
for need identification and solution design. 

WHY TO SPAN BOUNDARIES? 

www.spanning-boundaries.eu

SpanBoundaries 

Spanning Boundaries Project

SpanningBoundaries

WHY TO SPAN BOUNDARIES OUR KEY BENEFICIARIES

After the launch of the Europe 2020 Strategy (2010) and the Smart 
Specialisation and Europe’s Growth Agenda (2014), Europe has taken 
the path to create a more connected relationship between society, 
government, business and higher education to improve employment 
rates, productivity, social cohesion, foster innovation and sustainable 
growth. Within this policy context, successful engagement of above-
mentioned stakeholders in synergetic relationships is deemed essen-
tial and the question “How can universities and Small and medium size 
enterprises (SMEs) in particular drive deep transdisciplinary learning 
to co-create innovative solutions for sustainable growth?” has a solid 
legitimate stance.

The co-creation of innovative solutions comes with the combination 
of diverse understandings and knowledge, however, the challenge here 
lies in the alignment of learning between the diversity of actors. A de-
sired alignment can be achieved through the use of boundary spanners 
whose main expertise encompasses knowledge transfer/exchange be-
tween groups, cooperation enhancement/alignment as well as efficien-
cy improvement via ideation. The deficit of such expertise is identified in 
various knowledge and industry sectors, however, in the EU context, an 
utmost urgency is identified in the interface of higher education cooper-
ating with business and industry.

By developing skills for spanning the boundaries across institutions 
and sectors (i.e. higher education institutions, government, business 
and industry), the multi-fold benefit can be achieved. Transversal skills of 
boundary spanners can stimulate better knowledge transfer, as well as 
align knowledge exchange between higher education as a knowledge 
generator and skilled human capital provider and society along with in-
dustry/business. On top, their non-stigmatised view as well as exposure 
to a diverse corpus of knowledge make boundary spanners in ideation 
as they can rearrange the knowledge puzzle and come up with original 
solutions.

Universities
Universities will acquire experience, 

knowledge, and skills as boundary spanners 
to more effectively engage with regional 
SMEs and learn to design, develop and im-
plement appropriate strategies and solu-
tions to engage with diverse stakeholders in 
business.

Businesses
Businesses will h ave timely access to 

knowledge and research outputs produced 
by universities to inform their applicability 
and sustainability in business and society, 
and build efficient and timely communica-
tion with universities for need identification 
and solution design.

OUR GOAL

With this Erasmus+ Knowledge Alliance 
project “Spanning Boundaries” (project 
number: 612665-EPP-1-2019-1-NL-EPPKA2-
KA).

We aim to empower university and busi-
ness professionals to enhance their contri-
bution in the regional economic and social 
development through closer engagement 
with each other and their environment.

OUR KEY ACTIVITIES 

IDENTIFYING & 
PROFILING

relevant skills, 
competencies 

and attributes of a 
successful Spanning 

Boundaries Agent

DEVELOPING & 
PILOTING

the Spanning 
Boundaries 
Educaitonal 

Framework and the 
workshop series

DEVELOPING 
MODELS

for boundary 
spanning community 
building, assesment 

and certification

FACILITATING STAFF 
EXCHANGE

between universities 
and businesses

DISSEMINATING & 
EXPLOITING

the results through 
videos, case studies, 
regional events and 
cascading training

WITH THIS IN 
MIND, THE MAIN 
OBJECTIVES OF THE 
PROJECT ARE TO:

02

03

Increase the ability of university staff/faculty/leadership to effectively engage with businesses 
in all potential areas (i.e. education, research, valorisation and management) by taking them 
through an experiential learning process;

Increase awareness and understanding of the business staff in their engagement practices 
with universities towards development of strategic partnerships by involving them in the 
large-scale survey to map the boundary spanning personnel & the status-quo of their 
university engagement and offering a workshop to the SME representatives in each partner 
region to develop their capacity;

Foster dissemination and exploitation of the Spanning Boundaries Workshop Programme 
Toolkits across Europe, as well as building capacity through Cascading Workshops, and 
learning sessions and networks to be offered in the national/international launch events

01

www.spanning-boundaries.eu



Spanning Boundary 
Agents as Institutional 
Workers

Innovation has acquired a social na-
ture in a growing open and networked 
economy based on the open innovation 
model. Value creation is no longer the 
result of the work of an organization but 
the result of the joint action of a network 
of agents. The network approach high-
lights the role of the actors and linkages 
among actors, and provides a descrip-
tion of the process that enables innova-
tion through institutionalization.

The research on innovation has distin-
guished two types of business networks: 
collaborative and coordinated. Collab-
orative networks are characterized by 
high complexity and a focus on innova-
tion, and are organized hubs. Central-
ized networks are effective in coordinat-
ing simple problems, with decentralized 
networks being considered a better ap-
proach to solve more complicated prob-
lems.

Collaborative network’s performance 
depends on organizations, the “players”, 
and institutions, the “rules of the game”. 
Institutions are considered fundamental 
to innovation processes through value 
co-creation in collaborative networks. 
We conceive institutions as the prescrip-
tions used by humans “to organize all 
forms of repetitive and structured inter-
actions, including those within families, 
markets, firms and governments”. Like-
wise, institutional arrangements refer 
to inter-related sets of institutions that 
together constitute a relatively coherent 
assemblage that facilitates coordination 
of activity in value co-creating service 

RAFAEL VENTURA FERNÁNDEZ 
MARÍA JOSÉ QUERO GERVILLA

authors: 
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ecosystems. So, we can understand in-
stitutions as rules or norms that can be 
established strategically within contexts 
with the aim of achieving a specific de-
sired state. For instance, improving the 
strategic benefit for all the actors in-
volved. Regarding institutions, we can 
consider the “institutional work” as the 
purposive action of individuals and orga-
nizations aimed at creating, maintaining 
and disrupting institutions.

The role of boundary spanning is criti-
cal on the development of the institu-
tional work. They lead changes on insti-
tutions in order to provide the context 
for actors to break, make and maintain 
institutionalized rules of resource inte-
gration on multiple levels of the institu-
tional context. This work determines the 
nature of the network ties, considered as 
the access to diverse resources, as a key 
factor in innovation through collabora-
tive networks.

From a network-ties approach, univer-
sity must face the institutional change 
toward an open university developing 
new network ties that will attract new 
actors in the university sphere. New 
network ties will result in the attrac-
tion of new actors that will allow inno-
vative structure in the university, based 
on the needs of users, providers and 
other involved actors. Connections are 
developed through new network ties 
founded on new institutions that facili-
tate innovation. In this sense, universities 
evolve changing their traditional broker-
age position, and seeking to achieve in-
novation in an open economy, based on 
open innovation and value co-creation.

The complexity relies on how openly 
the university develop new relationships 
with external agents. Traditionally, the 
university has had clear rules governing 
the structure of the relationships with 
the actors around of its environment. So, 
how do the universities change the rules 
in the sense of lending more flexibility to 
the relationships with actors in the uni-
versity context? From the open econo-

my there is a need for rule-breaking to 
engender a more open structure with 
collaborative easy-access network ties.

The critical task for the boundary 
spanning agents consist on breaking 
the rules with the traditional bureaucra-
cy that made the university difficult to 
access making it less attractive to other 
actors. It means a “institutional work,” to 
reach new institutions related to the pro-
cess in which universities are involved 
in order to adopt an open innovation, 
ecosystem perspective. The new institu-
tional arrangements framed by universi-
ties, and the new configuration of net-
work ties, give rise to a model that could 
be considered a “radical organizational 
innovation”, given that the innovation 
takes place not in the technical dimen-
sion but in the organizational one. In this 
sense, there is a need to analyze which 
institutions and institutional arrange-
ments are the ones that determine the 
relationships within the organization (in 
the university context as in other con-
texts) and how they determine the kind 
of network ties developed in it.

Definitely, universities should adopt 
general strategies to reshape their role in 
a modern open society, starting from the 
adaptation to the new open economy 
that demands easier and unstructured 
relationships. From this perspective, the 
aim of eliminating bureaucracy and inte-
grating actors from the entrepreneurial 
environment is considered rule-break-
ing and the base of a disruptive strategy. 
The results of the empirical known cases 
are very clear on the greater attractive-
ness to actors of a new open model with 
easy access and less bureaucracy. ■

Rafael Ventura Fernández is the Vice-Presi-
dent for Social Innovation and Entrepreneur-
ship at the University of Malaga

María José Quero Gervilla is an Associate 
Professor in Service Management (SDL) and 
Arts Management at the University of Mál-
aga
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It's All about 
P E O P L E

What are the profiles of Spanning Boundaries 
Agents? This section highlights the findings from our 
investigation and presents you the first examples of 

cooperation superheroes. 



Investigating into Spanning 
Boundaries Agents - Highlights

In our investigation, we aimed to dis-
cern the spanning boundaries agents’ 
qualities, knowledge, skills, activities, 
roles and responsibilities as well as 
mechanisms in order to educate new 
cohorts of spanning boundaries agents 
and to support existing ones to extend 
and further strengthen the collaborative 
initiatives that help us tackle the press-
ing challenges of today and tomorrow. 

Drawing from the literature, we have 
created a perception survey, which gath-
ered over 400 responses across Europe. 
We complimented the quantitative 
research with the qualitative research 
via interviews of successful spanning 
boundaries agents and the experts in 
the field.  In this article, we present a 
fraction of our findings, while a full pic-
ture can be found in our synthesis re-
port, available online.  

Skills and Knowledge  

Our analysis indicates that being a 
creative and original thinker and con-
ceiving of alternative solutions for a new 
challenge are regarded as more impor-

tant in boundary spanning activities, 
while leadership bears the lowest mean 
importance according to our survey re-
spondents. On the other hand, directing 
co-operation partners to discover their 
strengths and weaknesses, encourag-
ing other cooperation partners not to 
give up when the cooperation is not 
working well, and taking over leadership 
responsibilities are overall considered as 
less important, compared to other skills 
(Fig.1). 

As for knowledge, while knowing the 
aims and needs of your collaboration 
partners are regarded as most impor-
tant, field specific expertise was rated 
as the least important expertise. This 
is also in line with previous literature as 
well as our qualitative interviews, that 
spanning boundaries agents need di-
verse knowledge to effectively function 
as a bridge. In addition, knowing the 
aims and needs of your collaboration 
partners was consistently highlighted as 
one of the most important knowledge 
a spanning boundaries agent needs to 
draw out and build upon when initiating 

and engaging in part-
nerships for collaborative 
innovation (Fig. 2).  

Roles of Spanning 
Boundaries Agents  

When conducting the 
quantitative survey, we 
found that the different 
spanning boundaries 
agents take up various 
roles. The activities shape 
the role which the span-
ning boundaries agent 
takes in the specific situ-
ation. These roles may 
vary on the long run. 
Nevertheless, significant 
differences can be iden-

Figure 1. Mean importance of skills. Quantitative survey analysis, n=368. Own illustration. 

Figure 2. Mean importance of knowledge. Quantitative survey analysis, n=368. Own illustration. 

Figure 3. Relative distribution of spanning boundaries agent roles. 

Lastly, boundary spanning enactors 
are people who do not focus on one of 
these activities but perform both with a 
similar level of engagement. Either en-
actors often or always engage in facilita-
tion and knowledge creation – these are 
called highly engaged boundary span-
ning enactors – or they are rarely or just 
sometimes engaged in these activities 
– these are then called moderately to 
rarely engaged boundary spanning en-
actors.  

Spanning Boundaries Process Model  

Synthesizing the insights of the quali-
tative as well as quantitative survey of 
spanning boundaries agents across 
Europe, this report proposes a process 
model that brings together the multiple 
levels, their interaction, the different ac-

tified in spanning boundaries agents 
mainly taking one specific role and 
their skills and expertise.  

Boundary spanning facilitators 
show a tendency to build and main-
tain networks. As such, they help to 
initiate boundaries, support the col-
laboration throughout the process, 
and also maintain it on the long-term 
perspective.  

In contrast, the boundary spanning 
collaborator is less involved in setting 
up and maintaining the network but 
aims at creating content and sharing 
it with others. Thus, the collaborator is 
highly involved in knowledge creation 
activities and less often involved in fa-
cilitation activities.  
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tivities, as well as the role of the individ-
ual’s competencies and influencing fac-
tors driving and shaping the spanning 
boundaries process over time.  

With this model, we build on the as-
sertion that any networking process 
is based on a complex interaction be-
tween a micro-, meso-, and macro-
environment that provides the founda-
tion of where and how the collaboration 
is taking place (Groen, 2005). As such, 
the macro-environment influences the 
spanning boundaries process by in-
creasing or decreasing the role of barri-
ers in the process. 

Conclusion 

Concluding the insights gleaned from 
our literature review as well as a large 
qualitative study on spanning bound-
aries agents and experts on university-
business collaboration and spanning 
boundaries agents as well as an exten-
sive quantitative studies on spanning 
boundaries agents in Europe, we ar-
ticulate a comprehensive picture of the 
spanning boundaries agent as the indi-
vidual that engages in spanning bound-
aries between HEI, industry, and society. 
This individual draws on a set of qualities, 
knowledge, and skills that allow to initi-
ate the collaboration, engage in collabo-
ration for joint development and innova-
tion, support collaborative activities, and 
/ or engage in sustaining the network 

for further collaboration in a success-
ful manner. Indeed, by specifying the 
differences within the activities, our re-
search further identified three different 
roles (the initiator/the collaborator/the 
enactor) that are all equally relevant for 
spanning boundaries, yet, give differ-
ent importance to the different com-
petencies. As such, we conclude that 
the spanning boundaries agent’s set of 
competencies allows for a highly situa-
tional, flexible manoeuvring of the span-
ning boundaries journey, which involves 
pitfalls, dead-ends, and drivers that can 
be circumvented to ensure successful 
collaborative innovation initiatives.■

This article draws its selected conclusions from 
a comprehensive analysis and report on the 
Spanning Boundaries Investigation report, devel-
oped by Thomas Baaken, Habtamu Garomssa, 
Judith Helmer, Neele Petzold and Maria Paula 
Troutt from Science-to-Marketing Research Cen-
tre, Muenster University of Applied Sciences in 
collaboration with the partners from Spanning 
Boundaries Project. You will be able to access the 
full report on our website soon.

References:  

Groen, A. J. (2005). KNOWLEDGE INTEN-
SIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN NETWORKS: 
TOWARDS A MULTI-LEVEL/MULTI DIMEN-
SIONAL APPROACH. Journal of Enterprising 
Culture, 13(01), 69–88. https://doi.org/10.1142/
S0218495805000069 

Figure 4. Process model of spanning boundaries. Own illustration. 
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ble. But then someone came along who 
didn't know that and simply did it". With 
the creation of the institute, I have made 
myself quite independent from the 
university's budget allocation system. 
We raise our own money as third-party 
funds from industry and thus have "free 
funds". Therefore, I was always able to 
make decisions myself and did not have 
to obtain approvals. In cases of doubt I 
always acted according to the motto "It's 
easier to ask forgiveness than it is to get 
permission". This, however, didn’t help 
my ‘popularity’ amongst those decision 
makers within the university, who look 
after the processes and regulations. This 
sometimes requires a little "courage of 
the desperate" to go forward with the 
flag; but the success always proves you 
right.

With my resilience, on the other hand, 
it is not so far off. I, of course, get really 
upset when I fail, when applications get 
rejected, when my proposals don’t get 
granted... so much work and so little re-
ward. And often I ask myself:  "Why are 
you doing all this? Can't you just be like 
others and simply follow the rules with-
out experiencing any ups and downs?”. 
But I always had these role models right 
in front of me, in my team, who were once 
successful competitive athletes: these 
people taught me that you can only be 
successful if you refuse to let temporary 
setbacks defeat you and put you down. 
"Fall down. Stand up. Straighten your 
crown. Carry on!". It's hard to keep go-
ing at times, but when success comes 
along, it will by far outweigh those minor 
setbacks. Any athlete can confirm that, 
just like anyone who works in the field of 

"As a spanning boundaries 
agent, you have to be your 

genuine self. If you are 
not authentic and true to 
yourself, it's not going to 

work out [...]".

I am a great admirer of Walter Gropius, 
who, despite adversity of times, founded 
the Bauhaus in Weimar in 1920ies. The 
establishment still stands for a unique 
connection between art and architec-
ture. And Gropius didn't let himself be 
disheartened: after heavy political at-
tacks, he alternated and moved the Bau-
haus to Dessau. The Bauhaus’ leader in-
spired and captivated a large number of 
people, greatly impacting the architec-
ture during short but fruitful existence 
of the Bauhaus. Gropius had to assert 
himself against many opponents with a 
great deal of courage and will; and even 
during the times when his project was 
on the brink of collapse, he still managed 
to succeed. Gropius did not give up and 
kept going. Many students were inspired 
by him and joined his movement, thus 
showing heaps of trust... 

Last week, when I visited the Bau-
haus in Dessau and immersed myself 
into Walter Gropius works once again, I 
realized what five qualities contributed 
to his success as a Spanning Boundaries 
Agent: civil courage, resilience, visionary, 
enthusiasm and fun/humour/celebra-
tion. 

I, by no means (!), want to put myself 
into the same line with Gropius; but let's 
see if I am a bit of a spanning boundary 
agent myself when measured against 
these criteria.

An organisation such as a university 
always requires civil courage when one 
wants to make a difference. At our insti-
tute, one of my favourite sayings is quite 
literally hanging right in front of the en-
trance: "Everyone said that's not possi-

Prof. Dr. Thomas Baaken holds a position 
of a Senior Professor in Marketing at FH 
Münster - University of Applied Sciences. In 
1998-2003 Thomas Baaken served as Vice 
President Research and TechTransfer. In 
2002 he founded the “Science-to-Business 
Marketing Research Centre”, which is creat-
ing marketing strategies and tools on how 
to market research and how to undertake 
university-business cooperation (UBC) and 
brought the Centre to a great success.

Am I a Spanning 
Boundaries Agent?
A word from Thomas Baaken

university-business cooperation (UBC).

Yes, you have to be visionary! Other-
wise nobody knows where to go. And 
you have to create and share this vision 
with everyone else – make it as ambi-
tious as possible, yet achievable. In our 
filed, there are so many great ‘visions’ 
out there, such as consolidating the uni-
versity in its region with hundreds of 
projects and developing relationships 
full of trust between SMEs and academ-
ics. My vision was that with our approach 
at the institute we can demonstrate the 
paybacks and mutual benefits for both 
sides by bringing people together on 
equal terms. We developed and provid-
ed (visionary) tools for this purpose ... and 
it worked. 

There is always a commitment to do 
the best we can - always 110% by always 
running the extra mile. And we owe it to 
ourselves. These visions must find their 
way into reality through enthusiasm. If 
we are passionate about something and 
develop real drive, only then will we be 
able to overcome our limits and move 
forward. 

Last but not least, it is quintessential 
to have fun, feel joy, and face complex 
situations with humor. This keeps us all 
together and makes us stronger as a 
team. More importantly, you also have 
to celebrate successes properly. Your 
own celebration is contagious and those 
around you would want to share your ac-
complishments.

Finally, as a spanning boundaries 
agent, you have to be your genuine self. 
If you are not authentic and true to your-

self, it's not going to work out, because 
we are in the people’s game when we 
talk about UBC. 

I am also very happy and grateful that 
I have such a great team to work with. 
So far, about 40 people from all over the 
world, from South America to Africa, 
from Asia to Europe. I am aware of and 
acknowledge that these diverse cul-
tures, personalities and worldviews have 
made a considerable contribution to my 
ability to break down the boundaries too.

So, am I really a spanning boundar-
ies agent? Maybe a somewhat ... and 
I am proud of this; proud that we have 
achieved so much, that we have really 
been able to improve the world, that so 
many colleagues in both academia and 
industry in so many countries have been 
able to benefit from our knowledge and 
our projects. Those ‘at home’ often don't 
know anything about it; but what the 
heck – we do know it and we look at our-
selves in the mirror every day. Thank you 
to everyone whom I’ve met and worked 
and thank you, Walter Gropius! ■

Thomas Baaken is the Founder and Senior 
Managing Director of the Science-to-Busi-
ness Marketing Research Centre from the 
Münster University of Applied Sciences 
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commitment, Monalisa recognised the 
challenge and set the vision to become 
the bridge for these two parties. In 2017, 
Spark904 was born.  

Three years fast forward, Spark904 of-
fers a range of services for chemical R&D 
companies, primarily connecting them 
with scientists and infrastructure in Am-
sterdam Science Park, providing analyti-
cal instruments and chemical analysis 
and spectroscopy services. Spark904 
caters to pharma and life sciences, poly-
mer industry, and runs projects in circu-
larity and waste valorisation. . 

"Boundary spanning 
is all about tolerance 
that accommodates 
other people's needs, 

biases and fears".

With an academic training and PhD 
in chemistry, Monalisa Goswami is a true 
academic entrepreneur who founded 
a research-intensive business as a spin-
off from University of Amsterdam. After 
spending most of her academic life in 
labs, she shifted her focus towards mak-
ing better use of university infrastruc-
ture by enabling open access to external 
stakeholders such as companies, other 
institutes or independent researchers 
with her start-up Spark904.

What motivated Monalisa and 
Spark904? 

During her doctorate studies, Mon-
alisa witnessed a large number of small 
and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) in 
the chemical research and development 
(R&D) sector, whose innovation capacity 
was limited because of lack of adequate 
infrastructure and equipment. Let alone 
the talk about the price for such equip-
ment – smaller R&D companies are not 
able to afford purchasing such luxury.  

Universities, on the other hand, were 
and are well-equipped with resources 
and expertise, but sitting idle at times, 
and not fully utilised. Originally coming 
from India, where the resources at uni-
versities are more limited, Monalisa saw 
the availability of equipment and infra-
structure at Dutch universities as a privi-
lege that should be shared with those 
without access or/and finances.  

Yet, where is the starting point? Given 
the differences between academia and 
industry in terms of the working styles, 
research goals, timelines, and the level of 

Spark904 - Open access to university labs

Monalisa’s main boundary spanning activ-
ity is promoting and renting lab facilities at 
universities as well as providing scientific ex-
perimentation and analysis services at her 
company Spark 904. She actively works with 
the different levels of stakeholders both at 
universities and business organisations.

Chemists Turned 
Academic
Entrepreneur:
Monalisa Goswami

What are the knowledge, skills and at-
tributes needed to become a success-
ful spanning boundaries agent? 

Understanding both academia and 
business world is essential. As a chemist 
from university environment, Monalisa 
knows how chemistry labs work and the 
way scientists and universities function. 
Her intensive business training at the 
start-up bootcamp provided by universi-
ty incubator was also pivotal for her, both 
for starting her business and for under-
standing the business-mind. 

Boundary spanning is all about toler-
ance that accommodates other people's 
needs, biases and fears. Although univer-
sity-industry collaboration is promoted 
at the universities, academics are still of-
ten sceptical when an outsider with dif-
ferent motives approaches them. Thus, 
it is important for a boundary spanner to 
be aware of these mentalities and to be 
able to convince academics about the 
importance of such engagement.  

Also, given the different expectations 
of academics and companies, transver-
sal skills, stakeholder and expectations 
management are very important assets 
that boundary spanners should have. 

Monalisa believes that being a good 
boundary spanner in the end comes 
down to a personality. Unlike most of 
her colleagues in academia, she is rather 
extraverted and comfortable with being 
under the spotlight on the stage, giving 
presentations, approaching people she 
does not know. However, it is still a skill – 
networking can and should be learned!■

The interview was originally taken 
as a part of investigation exercise and 
the collection of case studies within the 
scope of Spanning Boundaries Project. 
Stay tuned for a full case study about 
Monalisa to be published online!

Learn more about Monalisa and 
Spark 904: www.spark904.nl

Elif Celik (interviewer) is the Business Devel-
oper at the University Industry Innovation 
Network (UIIN)

Alexandra Zinovyeva (editor) is the Manager 
of EU Projects at the University Industry In-
novation Network (UIIN)

What drives the collaboration?

Firstly, if the spanning boundaries activity 
addresses a real problem, it finds its own mo-
mentum on both sides. Key point here is com-
municating this problem well to the right stake-
holders.

Secondly, proximity is important between 
companies and the university especially regard-
ing the use of shared facilities.

What are the success factors? 

Showing and promoting the examples of 
success is very important. Commonly, most 
academics and professionals at universities are 
followers, and only few are leaders. Successful 
examples and role models give confidence to 
people to take actions. Thus, it is very important 
to make the first successful attempt and then 
let it be known by others.
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American Council on Education (ACE) 
Fellowship, and with leaders at UIIN that 
have shaped my perspective on univer-
sity-industry-government relationships, 
institutional and academic innovation, 
and university-led economic develop-
ment including the future of work, scale- 
and value-based engagement

What knowledge is important to 
gain to become a successful spanning 
boundaries agent? 

Although boundary spanning is a very 
practical area, it is important to have 
some degree of knowledge of under-
lying theories in higher education and 
university-business collaboration that 
explain what leads to good and poor or-

"Having the network 
inside and outside 

the institution helps 
build trust and foster 

collaborative activity".

In this article, we interview a universi-
ty-business-society cooperation expert 
and practitioner Cameron McCoy, who 
is the Vice President & Vice Provost for 
Strategic Initiatives at Lehigh University 
where he leads enterprise-wide external 
engagement, aligns careers and eco-
nomic development, and facilitates in-
stitutional innovation. 

What is your motivation to engage 
in spanning boundaries activities? 

I believe that boundary spanning 
functions in higher education are neces-
sary for universities moving forward and 
I am particularly motivated by trans-
formational and macro level initiatives. 
Being able to make changes leading to 
positive impact both at organisational 
and societal level is what makes the 
higher education sector and boundary 
spanning activities interesting.

What do you think is the reason for 
your success? 

I’ve been blessed with a talented 
and committed group of professionals 
around me, which is essential for this 
type of work. I have also been lucky to 
learn from very diverse leadership expe-
riences across various sectors prior join-
ing the academia. My academic back-
ground is a bit eclectic as well, including 
history, architecture, organisational lead-
ership, economics, and education, which 
helps to frame challenges constructively. 
Finally, I have had rich learning oppor-
tunities since entering into academia, 
including the Academy for Innovative 
Higher Education Leaders (AIHEL), the 

Lehigh Economic Engagement Office:

With 10 years of leadership experience across 
military, non-profit, and private sectors, Cam-
eron McCoy dedicated his career to higher 
education where he believed he could make 
a substantial societal impact.  Since 2007, 
Cameron has been engaged in various cross-
sectoral university-business-society coopera-
tion areas such as technology transfer, valori-
sation, and entrepreneurial education. 

Cross-Disciplinary 
Expert and Reformer: 
Cameron McCoy

ganisational behaviour.  It is also impor-
tant to have a strong sense of the his-
tory of, and functions of, other boundary 
spanning functions within and across 
higher education institutions. Having 
diverse academic and professional ex-
perience in life is likely to be beneficial 
as well, not only for understanding dif-
ferent mentalities, but also for gaining 
interdisciplinary perspectives.. 

What about skills and competen-
cies, any highlights? 

Being a strong communicator is really 
important, as both a listener and a cura-
tor translating between the three or four 
functions in the workplace. The ability 
to create a vision is essential as well, in 
terms of being able to ideate directions 
an initiative might develop in the short 
term and in the long run. This can also 
help visualising the paths to mutually 
defined success.   

Being resilient is another important 
skill because, first, there is a strong like-
lihood that it will take time for people 
who you work with to understand what 
it is that you're trying to get them to do 
and why. Second, there is going to be a 
lot of shifting in the organization along 
the way.

Networking skills: Having a robust 
network of people that one can call on 
is an essential piece to success. Hav-
ing the network inside and outside the 
institution helps build trust and foster 
collaborative activity. It is important for 
a spanning boundaries agent to have a 
people focused approach rather than 

a transactional focused approach in re-
lationship building, being purposeful 
about building a network of people that 
they can collaborate with and helping 
others build political capital. Attending 
several conferences every year in not 
only boundary spanning fields but also 
in other sectors is helpful for building po-
tential cooperation possibilities. ■

The interview was originally taken 
as a part of investigation exercise and 
the collection of case studies within the 
scope of Spanning Boundaries Project. 
Stay tuned for a full case study about           
Cameron to be published online!

Learn more about Cameron and Le-
high Economic Engagement Office: 
www.engage.lehigh.edu.

After joining Lehigh university, Cameron 
transformed the engagement office from 
fundraising focused function to a compre-
hensive spanning boundaries team, now 
consisting of 22 staff members, The office 
focus on multiple areas including career, in-
dustry relationships, non-profits, strategic ini-
tiatives, and administration.

Elif Celik (interviewer) is the Business Devel-
oper at the University Industry Innovation 
Network (UIIN)

Alexandra Zinovyeva (editor) is the Manager 
of EU Projects at the University Industry In-
novation Network (UIIN)

What drives the collaboration?

Senior university leaders are key stake-
holders whose support and commitment 
might foster considerable boundary span-
ning activity. In order to get the support of 
the senior management that can turn a 
barrier into an enabler, boundary spanners 
should be able to clearly showcase  what 
they want to do including the justification. 

What are the success factors? 

It is important to verbalistic and inten-
tional about the cooperation goals -  tak-
ing a ‘’less is more’’ approach. It is more 
beneficial to work with 3 to 5 companies at 
a time and build a trust-based relationship, 
rather than spread the resources into 50 to 
100 partners. 
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They Nurture 
Spanning Boundaries 

Agents
What are the types of organisations that Spanning 
Boundaries agents associate themselves with? This 
section will highlight Spanning Boundaries project 

partners, who foster cooperation superheros.  



Translating Research with the 
Science-to-Business Marketing 

Research Centre

The Science-to-Business Marketing 
Research Centre (S2BMRC) has a long 
name, which tells a short story: it is a re-
search Centre dealing with science-to-
business. However, it does not follow the 
push approach as in all previous knowl-
edge transfer concepts (we, the univer-
sity has something to give you), but a 
market and benefit-oriented approach 
(we, the university might have some-
thing you could potentially use for your 
success. Let’s see what exactly you need, 
and we will try to deliver it), the pull ap-
proach of marketing. This customer ori-
entation is new to the transfer business 
and turns it upside down, as universities 
do not traditionally think like this. Yet, the 
great successes of this approach contin-
ue to underline its validity.  

The competences that the Centre has 
built up over the years since its founda-
tion by Thomas Baaken target precisely 
these interfaces between science and 

This special theme and unique focus, 
and the special spirit and momentum 
and successes associated with it, at-
tract a very special type of employee. 
The Centre receives applications and 
enquiries from all over the world, which 
are strongly driven by content and come 
from people who want to develop them-
selves and further drive these topics. Be 
it first as a partner in a project, or as a 
volunteer or visiting scholar or delegated 
by their government or university. Very 
often they stay longer than originally 
planned and work in S2B projects and 
on their PhDs. Sometimes they go back 
to their countries after a while to take the 
knowledge they have built in Münster 
with them and apply it. Sometimes they 
set up Spin Off to further use and valo-
rise the knowledge. For example, UIIN 
and the ACEEU have emerged from the 
S2BMRC. 

So, it is mainly the people in S2BMRC 
who make the special spirit and mo-
mentum. Here, passionate people come 
together, who want to carry out their 
ideas and change the world. Everyone 
has many challenges that require com-
mitment, dedication, creativity and en-
thusiasm. And everyone goes the "extra 
mile", they always want to deliver their 
best. This usually involves finding uncon-
ventional, creative and courageous solu-
tions and also making decisions.  

Therefore, many Spanning Boundar-
ies Agents have been and are represent-
ed here. ■ 

Science-to-Business Marketing Cen-
ter (Germany) is the partner of Spanning 
Boundaries project consortium.

IMAGE CREDIT: University Industry 
Innovation Network

and North America, Asia, Australia. To-
gether, they develop, test, and imple-
ment the necessary strategies and tools 
in public research funding projects (na-
tional and EU). 

The international orientation of the 
projects is also reflected in the com-
position of the team: approximately 30 
employees come from more than 20 
nations. They always include about 10 
to 15 doctoral candidates who are doing 
their PhDs on precisely these topics. The 
Centre is largely third-party funded and 
has to prove itself in the competition for 
research funds. This also includes com-
petitive scientific publications in interna-
tional journals.   

business. It is those interfaces that are 
increasingly relevant for the welfare of 
Europe as it is here that innovation po-
tential is developed. This is one of the 
reasons why the European Commission 
has already twice awarded the contract 
for one of the world's largest studies 
on UBC to the research Centre. In the 
2017/18 study alone, 17.432 interviews 
were conducted in 33 EU countries in 26 
languages; with researchers, university 
managers, transfer agents, company 
representatives ... this did not only allow 
the Centre to draw a comprehensive 
picture of University-business coopera-
tion (UBC) in Europe, but also enabled 
potential and new approaches and 
tools to be identified and developed. 

As a result, many universities from 
all over the world come to the Centre 
and seek advice on how to improve and 
make transfer work more successful; 
universities from all over Europe, Latin 

Habtamu Garomssa

Academic Researcher & 
PhD Candidate

Neele Petzold

Academic Researcher & 
PhD Candidate

Prof. Dr. Thomas Baaken

Founder, Senior Managing 
Director 

Meet the S2BMRC project team:

THOMAS BAAKENauthor: 

Thomas Baaken is the Founder and Senior 
Managing Director of the Science-to-Busi-
ness Marketing Research Centre from the 
Münster University of Applied Sciences 
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Community-Driven Co-Creation 
with Crazy Town

Crazy Town builds entrepreneurial co-
working communities that collaborate 
with universities. We have four locations 
in Finland, with each one bringing to-
gether solopreneurs, micro-sized com-
panies, startups and teams from larger 
organizations, who want to cooperate, 
learn new and grow their business to-
gether. Universities and their university-
business cooperation (UBC) profession-
als are our members. 

Three elements that describe our ap-
proach to spanning boundaries: 

1) Culture: Our focus is on people, not 
organizations. No matter what back-
ground you have, you always participate 
as an individual. We build and nurture 
culture that encourages interaction be-
tween people, who either work or visit in 
our community. 

2) Community managers: The main 
job of our staff is to facilitate interaction 
between members of our community, 
as well as visitors and partners. Connect-
ing needs and services together often 
requires a person whom you know and 
trust. 

thing in common – they happened be-
cause our counterparts in the universi-
ties were open to new ideas, but could 
also connect with relevant resources 
and deliver. In other words, they had ex-
cellent boundary spanning skills.  

With the help of Spanning Boundar-
ies, we hope to increase this kind of ca-
pability throughout Finland and Europe. 
For other project partners in consortium, 
we bring the viewpoint of a privately-
funded innovation hub. Being part of 
this impressive group of experts is also 
a great opportunity for us connect our 
members and Finnish universities with 
their networks. ■ 

Crazy Town (Finland)  is the partner 
of Spanning Boundaries project consor-
tium. 

IMAGE CREDIT: Crazy Town Oy

3) Space: We have a physical environ-
ment designed to facilitate collabora-
tion and networking between people. 
All locations have also flexible space for 
workshops and bigger events. 

During the years, Crazy Town has or-
ganized hundreds of projects related to 
university-business-cooperation as a 
contractor, but also utilized all sorts of 
cooperation methods with universities 
to develop its own business.  

To name just few examples, we’ve 
done curriculum development and 
delivery, had university staff mem-
bers working for us part-time or on 
project-basis, had university investing 
seed funding into our company and 
even having university expert in our 
company board. One of our university 
partners uses Crazy Town as a pop-up 
campus and learning environment in 
a city where they don’t have their own 
campus. Way back in 2012, we even co-
developed and licensed commercializa-
tion methodology IPR with one our uni-
versity partners.   

All these best examples have one 

Matleena Laaksonen

Project Manager

Toni Pienonen

Partner

Mikko Korpela

Director, Consulting Services 

Meet the Crazy Town project team:

MATLEENA LAAKSONENauthor: 

Matleena Laaksonen is a Project Manager at 
Crazy Town

30



Bonus: Practices in 
University-Business 

Cooperation
This bonus sections brings you a selection of 

guest articles on practices in university-business 
cooperation.



Turning Introductions 
into Successful 
University-Industry 
Partnerships 

Around the world, governments and 
funding bodies are upping the pressure 
on universities to increase their commer-
cialisation efforts. Whether it’s to generate 
a return on investment for public fund-
ing, or to secure new funding streams for 
research, universities are expected now 
more than ever to work with industry to 
license intellectual property (IP), launch 
spin-outs, and establish long-term stra-
tegic partnerships and knowledge ex-
change programs. Regardless of what sort 
of agreement is on the table, the negotia-
tions between academia and industry can 
be long and complicated, and it often falls 
to the technology transfer office (TTO) at 
the university to handle these conversa-
tions. 

With all of these expectations on uni-
versities, it’s unsurprising that a common 
question we receive from the 230+ institu-
tions that use IN-PART is "how can we es-
tablish more university-industry partner-
ships?". 

In order to help answer that question, 
we’ve spoken to two experienced technol-
ogy transfer professionals – Travis Wood-
land, Director of Innovation & Intellectual 
Property at Portland State University, and 
Mark Saulich, Senior Commercialization 
Manager at Northeastern University. 

From the initial introduction to new po-
tential industry partners, through to mak-
ing sure they get the most from positive 
and negative outcomes in a negotiation, 
we asked them how they successfully turn 
their leads into collaborators. 

First impressions 

 DANIEL JUDDauthor: 

The start to many conversations be-
tween industry and academia, especially 
those initiated through IN-PART’s match-
making platform, is when someone in a 
company’s research and development 
(R&D) or external innovation team reads 
a non-confidential summary of a new 
breakthrough and decides it’s worth tak-
ing the time to learn more about it.  

Capturing the attention of the right 
person in the right company is a big chal-
lenge for universities. That’s why it’s essen-
tial that the project summary or technol-
ogy disclosure effectively gets across all 
the relevant points in a clear and engag-
ing way. A blog we published earlier this 
year on how to write an effective technol-
ogy disclosure goes into this initial review 
stage in more detail.  

After an R&D team has indicated that 
they’re interested in learning more, how 
do technology transfer offices capitalise 
on this interest? As with nurturing any 
relationship, clear communication is key 
to get things off on the right foot. Travis, 
Director of Innovation & Intellectual Prop-
erty at Portland State University, outlined 
his approach, stating the importance of 
a prompt response, as well as getting to 
know who the company is and what ex-
actly they’re looking for: 

“When we do get a positive response from 
someone who wants to talk, I get in touch 
with them almost immediately. Usually, I’ ll 
send them a copy of the PDF with a little 
more context and try to do the due diligence 
on who the person is and why they might be 
interested”.

Doing the research to understand the 
company’s interest and position can then 
feed into the initial conversation between 
the company, the TTO and the university 
researchers. By filling in the researchers 
on what the company is looking for, Travis 
explained that it helps to build a rapport 
much more easily and moves the discus-
sion forward much faster: 

“I do the best I can to help the faculty 
understand why the company might be 
interested, what they’re currently doing, is 
it going to be a new product, or are they 
just trying to improve something they’re 
already doing… I find that having that pre-
conversation with the faculty really helps 
them to develop a rapport with the business 
contact more quickly. That way it’s less of 
the company having to do that education 

and you can just go faster”. 

Mark, Senior Commercialization Man-
ager at the Center for Research Innova-
tion at Northeastern University, echoed 
Travis’ points about the importance of 
building trust and understanding the 
company’s outlook:  

“Our first step in forming a relationship with 
a company is to understand their needs and 
challenges. Once we have a clear picture 
of those, we can then determine how best 
to approach a potential partnership… 
Regardless of what shape the partnership 
takes, we believe strongly in building trust 
between the parties. This trust is critical on 
both the business side, as well as research/
technology side.” 

Why do some conversations break 
down? 

Even if a conversation gets off to a good 
start, advancing the relationship and 
working towards an agreement that un-
derwrites a collaboration can be a tricky 
process. Discussions can easily get de-
railed. We asked both universities about 
the common roadblocks that stop a col-
laboration moving forward and how they 
work to avoid them.  

When it comes to avoiding conversa-
tions breaking down, Mark at Northeast-
ern University said that his team diligently 
ensures that everyone involved is on the 
same page: 

“Without proper communication, it is easy 
for things to breakdown or stall. We try to 
take as collaborative and team-oriented an 
approach as possible, making sure that all 
parties are aware of actions, responsibilities, 
timelines, and so on. While some challenges 
are unavoidable, through effective 
communication and accountability, you 
can typically avoid large bottlenecks in the 
process.” 

While it’s an obvious problem when 
one party in the conversation is slow to 
reply or doesn’t at all, Travis at Portland 
State University explained that hearing 
too much can also be a major issue for his 
university’s academics. Non-disclosure 
agreements (NDAs) are designed to help 
protect research secrets for both industry 
and academia, but sometimes either side 
may not want to proceed with an NDA if 
they think the confidential information 
that will be shared could compromise 
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their own research: 

“Most of the time the biggest hurdle is 
if one of the sides, and it’s usually the 
company, is requesting an NDA. The 
companies sometimes want to describe 
their business process or a product they’re 
thinking about in some detail, and we don’t 
always want that information… Very often, 
NDAs have multiple-year confidentiality 
periods and there’s a real danger that the 
faculty might be blocked in publishing 
their work because it originally came from 
a business source that’s confidential, and 
that, of course, upsets their grant cycle, 
causing issues for some students who 
need to publish and move on to their 
next academic target… If a company is 
adamant about an NDA, we’ll often do 
one and just try to frame it as narrowly as 
possible.” 

Choosing the right type of university-
industry partnership 

Assuming the conversation looks 
promising and potential roadblocks 
have been swerved, how do you decide 
what sort of agreement would be best 
for a particular project at that time? Both 
Mark and Travis agreed that this decision 
is usually guided by the industry partner 
based on their R&D strategy, capacity to 
invest time and resources, and whether 
they’re interested in just the intellectual 
property or a broader collaborative proj-
ect or relationship. 

Mark at Northeastern University out-
lined that: 

“We generally look to the company to 
determine what makes the most sense for 
them. In some cases, they are interested 
solely in a license of a patent or patents. 
In other cases, they may be interested in 
a license and/or funding research in a lab. 
As long as the partnership makes sense 
for all parties, we try to remain as flexible 
as possible.” 

Travis at Portland State expanded on 
this sentiment, providing some context 
on what might inform the decision that 
a company makes when they come to 
make a decision about the type of part-
nership they want to pursue: 

“If we have a very broad, early patent, 
often we don’t know what to do with it 
yet. We’ll know it’s interesting, we know 
that there’s potential, maybe in several 
different large markets, but there’s a lot of 

unanswered questions… The company has 
to make this fuzzy logic decision between 
whether they have the resources internally 
to do something and go at the speed that 
makes sense for them, or if they want to 
partner with the university and pay the 
overhead that comes attached with that, 
and the IP questions that may arise out of 
that future work” 

By maintaining flexibility and open-
ness, a university can respond to the 
ideas and preferences that the compa-
ny has about the partnership, making it 
much easier for both sides to come to an 
agreement.  

Turning dead-ends into future oppor-
tunities 

Of course, not every conversation be-
tween a company and a university can 
lead to a successful partnership. What 
can be taken from a situation where an 
agreement can’t be reached? 

Whether it’s due to an incompat-
ibility with the technology itself or dis-
agreements about NDAs and IP owner-
ship, sometimes agreements can’t be 
reached. This isn’t necessarily a dead 
end, however. There’s still plenty of value 
that can be derived from keeping the 
conversation going.  

When asked how they made the 
most out of a discussion with a potential 
industry partner once a deal was off the 
table, both Mark and Travis were quick 
to highlight the benefits of maintaining 
an ongoing relationship with the com-
pany – whether that’s setting up for an 
alternative agreement down the line, or 
learning how to improve and develop 
the innovation so it’s more attractive to 
the next company who comes looking: 

Mark said that: 

“While we are ultimately seeking to 
execute commercial agreements with 
industry, we recognize that a key part of 
achieving success is maintaining positive 
ongoing relationships. Deals are great 
and certainly they are the end goal, but we 
also see tremendous value in establishing 
ongoing relationships with companies, 
where we can continue to explore future 
opportunities to collaborate.” 

Travis from Portland State added that 
not only can a positive outlook lead to an 
ongoing relationship with a company, it 

can also offer the academic behind the 
project valuable feedback to refocus 
their research and better align it to the 
requirements of industry: 

“We always try to keep things really 
positive and keep that good will. You 
never know when you’re going to have an 
opportunity with someone you’ve worked 
with in the past… What I try to do is, if the 
faculty member is involved in the phone 
call, to give them the opportunity to ask 
about the sector itself and let the business 
contact answer as much as they’re willing 
to. The faculty can use that opportunity 
to learn about what’s happening on the 
side of industry and think about how their 
research might relate to that.” 

In addition, Travis said: 

“Sometimes feedback is incredibly helpful 
because the questions that they ask are 
things that we can bring back to the 
investigator and if they know the answer 
we can perhaps add that to the disclosure 
to make it more relevant or encourage 
them to find out the answer… As much as 
we would like to get a large licensing deal, 
it’s also about the long-term relationship, 
we do want to make sure the company 
continues to work with us if there’s a 
reason to after this project is over.” 

Effective communication between 
all parties – the R&D team, technology 
transfer office, and lead academics – 
underpins a productive conversation. A 
quick response to requests from a com-
pany and getting a good understanding 
of their needs doesn’t just mean start-
ing off on the front foot to the negotia-
tion of an agreement, it’s also a proac-
tive approach to ensure success in the 
long-term. ■

Daniel Judd is a University Liaison at IN-
PART, Sheffield Office

The article was originally published in IN-
PART blog on UIIN blog (December 2019) 
and re-published in this magazine under a 
full permission granted by the author, Dan 
Judd, and the editor, Alex Stockham. 
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Elsevier academic partners want to 
stay at the cutting edge of research and 
ensure that their work is impactful in so-
ciety. One way they do it is to have their 
PhD students work on real-life projects 
in industrial settings. Elsevier has em-
barked on a program to support the PhD 
researchers doing work in applied data 
science. It gives researchers a chance to 
work with Elsevier staff and data that 
are relevant to real life challenges. It also 
gives Elsevier teams an opportunity to 
tap into young talent, keep a finger on 
the pulse of academic research and ex-
ercise research and mentoring skills.

This year Elsevier is supporting 12 PhD 
students at six centres, with the staff act-
ing as industrial sponsors:   

But what does it mean to be an indus-
trial PhD supervisor?

We asked George Tsatsaronis, VP 
Data Science, Research Content Opera-
tions, in Amsterdam.  George has a PhD 
in Text Mining and has acted as both an 

academic and industrial PhD supervisor 
in his professional roles at TU Dresden, 
Transinsight GmbH, and Elsevier.    

Why did you take on the role of an 
industrial PhD supervisor?

Personally, I enjoy doing research and 
thinking as a researcher. The idea of be-
ing able to participate in developing a 
study from scratch is really satisfying.  I 
love when I’m the first to take some-
thing experimental and apply it in a real 
system.  It’s like someone makes a new 
prototype car and you’re the first to drive 
it.

How does the role as an industrial su-
pervisor differ from an academic PhD 

supervisor?

They’re compli-
mentary roles.  The 
PhD supervisor has 
the responsibility to 
ensure that a PhD 
project is designed 
correctly. They need 
to ensure that a stu-
dent does research 
in the area that 
hasn’t already been 
explored.  It needs 
to be substantial 
enough for a PhD 
project, but it also 

needs borders. 

The industrial supervisor has the re-
sponsibility of coming up with the best 
possible application of the outcome of 
the student’s research. It is a big respon-
sibility. If the application we choose for 

the algorithm isn’t appropriate, it might 
show no impact. But that’s because it’s 
not applied properly, not because of 
the algorithm [itself]. Normally a person 
who takes a role of an industrial supervi-
sor is experienced enough to pick which 
application of the research project will 
have demonstrable impact.

What kind of skills/experience do you 
need as a PhD supervisor? Do you 
have to have a PhD yourself? 

It’s not necessary, but it’s helpful.  It’s 
helpful because you understand the 
process and structure of a PhD pro-
gram.  Your role as an industrial super-
visor is to help students showcase their 
research and help them graduate. They 
[PhD students] need publications, gen-
erally, so it’s helpful if an industrial super-
visor understands what research makes 
a publishable unit, what quality of work 
is publishable, what’s been done already 
in the academic field, what’s considered 
cutting edge – all of that is useful. 

Industrial supervisors also need to be 
good people managers with a willing-
ness to dive deeply into the latest pub-
lished work.  They need to help students 
position their research in comparison to 
other current work and help them shape 
the project to fill in what is missing.  Stu-
dents can’t graduate just because their 
work is applicable.  It needs to be novel 
and contribute to the field, so the indus-
trial supervisor needs to be up-to-date 
with the field.

What projects are the most appropri-
ate for industrial PhDs?

Ideal projects are the ones on the 
roadmap for products 2-3 years down 
the line (Horizon 3).  I would not attempt 
to bring PhD students onboard and co-
supervise them to contribute to some-
thing I need to deliver this year. With a 
Horizon 3 timeframe, students can work 
at their own pace without stress and 
they can validate their work appropri-
ately and publish it as required.

Projects should also have specific re-
quirements in terms of objectives and 
success criteria.  We can’t ask a PhD stu-
dent to “improve the Scopus set.” They 
need a project that is well-defined and 
specific. 

Noelle Gracy is the Head of the Research 
Collaboration Office at Elsevier

The article was originally published in UIIN 
blog section (December 2019) and re-pub-
lished in this magazine under a full permis-
sion granted by the author, Noelle Gracy and 
the inteviewee George Tsatsaronis.

What it Takes to Be an 
Industrial PHD Supervisor 
at Elsevier: Interview with 
George Tsatsaronis

 NOELLE GRACYauthor: 

What value does it bring to Elsevier?

It clearly brings us talent. My team 
has supervised several PhD students in 
the recent past. We were responsible for 
shaping their work in a way that the out-
come would be helpful for our industrial 
applications.  Three of those students 
came to work at Elsevier as NLP scien-
tists.  And now we see that they’re en-
gaged into research collaboration and 
act as industrial supervisors to new PhD 
students.

If we really do our best to become a 
global leader in information analysis and 
data science applications, we need to 
nurture an environment in Elsevier that 
is attractive to the best talent. For that 
reputation to be built and that environ-
ment to be created, we need to prove 
to the top universities and departments 
that we have interesting content, people 
and applications.  We need to show that 
our products and services make differ-
ence to society.  PhD programs are a 
unique opportunity to do that.  Univer-
sities have the raw materials and turn 
to industry partners, like us, to show 
impact.  This allows us to be a leader in 
transforming and producing the best 
work out there in applications that are 
genuinely important to our society.  ■
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