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1 Introduction 

This special issue focuses on individual and organisational actors in the  
university-business cooperation (UBC) context. It features selected contributions to the 
2013 University-Industry Interaction Conference, hosted by the university-industry 
interaction network (UIIN) at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam in May 2013. The core 
theme of this conference, ‘challenges and solutions for fostering entrepreneurial 
universities and collaborative innovation’, aligns with the emergence of topics such as the 
commercialisation of higher education (Bok, 2003), academic capitalism (Slaughter and 
Rhoades, 2009) and the entrepreneurial university (Etzkowitz, 2008). Indeed, conference 
tracks specifically highlighted topical issues such as ‘universities in the regional 
innovation chain’, ‘research commercialisation’, ‘science-to-business marketing’, 
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‘valorisation, ‘academic entrepreneurship’ and ‘entrepreneurial universities’ (2013 UIIN 
International Conference, 2013). 

The UIIN (http://www.uiin.org) was established in 2012 with the aim of fostering and 
improving relationships between university and industry actors. It serves as a platform for 
knowledge and information exchange, the initiation of new UBC ideas and projects, as 
well as professional development at the interface of science and business activities. 

As outlined in its title, this special issue puts particular emphasis on one aspect of the 
2013 University-Industry Interaction Conference, namely the interrelations of, and 
interactions between, actors on the interface of UBC. The importance of UBC is well 
recognised and features strongly in academic, business and policy discussions (Arvanitis 
et al., 2008; Lam, 2010; Lambert, 2003; Mindruta, 2013). However, few have examined 
the actors that operate on the interface of UBC. Considering the well-documented 
challenges, such as the differing institutional cultures, structures and goals of individuals 
and organisations involved (Fransman, 2008; Kliewe et al., 2013; Plewa, 2009; 
Schartinger et al., 2001), success can only be achieved if those actors that proactively 
drive collaboration and pursue collaborative opportunities can be identified, characterised 
and encouraged. 

With the UBC literature focusing strongly on the organisational and  
inter-organisational levels, considerably less attention has been dedicated to the 
individuals involved in UBC. Moreover, while the importance of champions in this 
context has been recognised (Betts and Santoro, 2014), sparse research exists examining 
the large variety of individuals on the interface of UBC. This lack of attention is insofar 
surprising as UBC activities are undertaken by people (Lee, 2000) and researchers in 
principle can decide for themselves if they would like to engage in UBC (Azagra-Caro, 
2007). Indeed, multiple authors have noted that research featuring individual UBC 
protagonists must not be neglected (e.g., Azagra-Caro, 2007; D’Este and Patel, 2007). 

The second core focus of this special issue lies on organisational actors at the 
interface of UBC. We hereby particularly refer to university technology transfer offices 
(TTOs) and their role as organisational intermediaries. The primary purpose of these 
TTOs commonly lies in encouraging and managing relations between universities and 
industry partners with the primary aim of optimising transfer processes (Bianchi et al., 
2013; Poyago-Theotoky et al., 2002; Stankiewicz, 1986; Wood, 2011). 

In practice, university TTOs have been explicitly established to promote the transfer 
of knowledge and technologies out of the university, i.e., to moderate, support and 
manage commercialisation activities. Moreover, their role is to facilitate the relationships 
between universities and businesses (Bianchi et al., 2013; Stankiewicz, 1986). The 
increasing focus of universities on generating and transferring knowledge and 
technologies aligns with a modern view of UBC, which Stankiewicz (1986) entitles as 
‘integrationist school’. It views the generation and transfer of knowledge and 
technologies from universities into business practice as central activities of universities. 
Several elements of this approach have nowadays come to reality. This is particularly true 
for the increase in interdisciplinary research and network activities of universities with 
their respective environment. Both aspects can be promoted by TTOs and other 
intermediaries. 

Bringing together a wide variety of perspectives and methods, the research presented 
in this special issue spans six countries, offering novel insights and impulses regarding 
interface actors. This special issue particularly focuses on the variety of actors at the 
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interface of UBC and likewise aims at overcoming a certain myopia regarding the roles 
and activities of interface actors by putting particular emphasis on communication, 
integration and synergy effects between organisations and individuals engaged in UBC 
activities. 

An overview of the contributions to this special issue follows in a chronological 
order; starting with research examining the individual level and moving to studies 
investigating the organisational interface level. 

2 Special issue contributions 

Berna Beyhan and Annika Rickne’s article ‘Motivations of academics to interact with 
industry: The case of nanoscience’ focus on the individual. Set in Turkey, this research 
offers important insight into the motivations that drive nanoscientists to interact with 
industry. It contributes to the literature by offering in-depth insight into the motivational 
structures of academics collaborating with industry. The results provide interesting 
correlations between motivational factors for interaction and forms of engagement and 
imply a more integrated view of motivational structures as Turkish nanoscientists seem to 
hybridise traditional motivations (having access to resources and learning from industry) 
and entrepreneurial motivations (commercialisation of research outcomes). 

In their paper titled ‘Managerial challenges of publicly funded principal 
investigators’, James A. Cunningham, Paul O’Reilly, Conor O’Kane and Vincent 
Mangematin address the role of individuals central to many collaborations between 
universities and businesses yet often neglected in the literature, namely publicly funded 
principal investigators (PIs). Examining the managerial challenges experienced by 
publicly funded PIs in Ireland, the authors identify project management, project 
adaptability and project network management as the three managerial key challenges 
faced by PIs. The study suggest the need for a more structured and more intense 
professional development support for PIs, hereby encouraging the transfer of (human 
resource) management practices to the environment of UBC. 

Giselle Camille Rampersad’s article ‘Developing university-business cooperation 
through work-integrated learning’ highlights the importance of students at the interface of 
UBC. From a theoretical perspective, this article provides concrete insights on how the 
concept of work-integrated learning may foster such collaboration in terms of outcomes. 
Based on Australian qualitative data, the article outlines the development of a conceptual 
framework of UBC development through work-integrated learning. The study results 
provide important implications on how to foster work-integrated learning, e.g., by 
integrating alumni and intensifying the process of such approach. In this context, the 
author recommends better communication of such programmes to build relationships 
between the individual actors at universities and firms engaged in work-integrated 
learning projects. 

In the article ‘Transferring knowledge: PhD holders employed in Spanish technology 
centres’, Susana Pablo-Hernando examines the involvement of PhDs in various stages of 
the knowledge transfer process, with a particular focus on technology centres (TCs),  
non-academic UBC intermediate organisations, in Spain. The author studies the UBC 
involvement of PhDs employed by TCs and suggests an increase in PhD employability in 
non-academic organisations. The study results emphasise the importance of integrating 
academic and non-academic actors in regional innovation systems, thus better bridging 
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the gap between science and business practice. In this context, PhDs turn out to play a 
decisive role in supporting TCs, hereby contributing to a better knowledge flow and 
increased commercialisation in UBC knowledge transfer activities. Hence, the paper 
highlights the large potential of integrating organisational and individual actors for a 
better exploitation of UBC knowledge transfer potential as well as a better integration of 
science and business practice. 

Will Geoghegan, Conor O’Kane and Ciara Fitzgerald’s paper titled ‘Technology 
transfer offices as a nexus within the triple helix: the progression of the university’s role’ 
outlines research findings from a three-country study, including Ireland, New Zealand 
and the USA. Specifically, the study focuses on TTOs and issues of commercial 
orientation in the context of patenting activities. The results show that the degree of 
commercial orientation is largely influenced by the environmental context a university is 
embedded in. This means that differences between countries with regard to the 
sophistication of university commercialisation can be explained by path dependency, 
support from university leadership, and scale and connectivity of operations. The paper 
illustrates potential issues with policy makers holistically adopting best practices from the 
USA TTO to other countries. Furthermore, the authors raise the question if it is desirable 
for each university to strive for a degree of commercial orientation. 

3 Outlook and future research directions 

The articles in this special issue offer important contributions, improving our 
understanding of the actors at the interface of UBC. In particular, the broad international 
focus of research presented in this special issue provides research impulses with regard to 
the transfer of the presented concepts to a large range of geographical areas. Nonetheless, 
at the same time they signal the need for future research to progress the theoretical 
development as well as advance managerial and policy implications. 

In particular, future research may wish to build on the findings reported here, refining 
our understanding of how those organisations and individuals on the interface can best 
support the development and extension of UBC over time. Future studies may not only 
seek to test the adaptability of concepts to other countries but also consider adaptability 
challenges with regard to specific disciplines and science systems. Though the latter may 
be partly linked to cultural particularities, they provide an additional focus that is worth 
considering in deriving further implications on optimising and professionalising the UBC 
interface. 

Longitudinal studies are also of particular importance so as to enable researchers to 
better understand changes over time and, in turn, offer more specific management 
guidelines. Furthermore, little knowledge exists of the capabilities that facilitate 
collaborative success in a UBC context, suggesting the value of research investigating 
how those on the interface can best be trained and managed. 

A broadening of our focus would be valuable to better understand the interface 
between UBC actors and their broader environment, including relevant direct and indirect 
stakeholders. For example, while the relevance of UBC on the student body of 
universities has been conceptualised (Stephan, 2001), further empirical research is 
required to better understand the impact of UBC on the perceptions and behaviour of a 
large variety of stakeholders. Such theoretical development would benefit from a better 
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application of the existing marketing and management theory and its advancement in the 
UBC context. 

Indeed, identifying approaches and theories which could be transferred from, for 
example, business-to-business (B-to-B) and service marketing to UBC (Kesting et al., 
2014) would help to professionalise and optimise UBC processes, hereby contributing to 
a better exploitation of cooperation potential. An intensification of UBC may be 
beneficial for academia, business practice and societal progress and prosperity (Perkmann 
et al., 2013; Poyago-Theotoky et al., 2002). Given that research-based relations between 
science and business bear considerable particularities, science-to-business (S-to-B) 
marketing provides a relevant foundation by integrating marketing elements from B-to-B, 
service and relationship marketing and adapting them to the needs of the UBC actors 
(e.g., Baaken and Schröder, 2008; Kesting et al., 2014). S-to-B marketing “entails the 
marketing of research competencies, capacities and results at research institutions, 
particularly universities, to business organizations and other interested parties” [Kliewe  
et al., (2013), p.60], with individuals and organisations at the interface playing a decisive 
role for successful and sustainable UBC. 

Further research should also improve our understanding of how to use existing 
synergies in exploiting unused UBC potential. For example, Rampersad suggests a better 
alignment of teaching and UBC, while Pablo Hernando proposes a better integration of 
academic and non-academic actors, following recent work by Wei et al. (2013) on the 
relevance of founders’ academic experience on UBC. Hence, we suggest focusing future 
research on examining UBC activities and consequences within the complex higher 
education environment, i.e., with a stronger focus on the interrelationships between 
research, learning and teaching, as well as business and community engagement. This 
will enable the advancement of UBC at the interface of all involved actors as well as the 
broader network of stakeholders. 
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