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Executive Summary 

Collaborations between academia and industry can serve as a vital tool, bringing together all available 
resources and knowledge from both parties to cope with the rapid pace and complexity of technological 
evolution and the demand for innovative solutions to pressing societal problems. However, despite 
their potential advantages for both sides, industry-academia collaborations still appear to be difficult 
to establish in practice. Frequently, it seems, those collaborations are not even put in place even if they 
could be advantageous for both parties.  
 
Therefore, this whitepaper encompasses a comprehensive examination of existing collaboration 
models between industry and academia and serves as a guide for the future appropriate and successful 
establishment of collaborations. Our results indicate that data sharing lies at the center of most 
collaboration models so far (e.g., in the form of joint research projects, joint research centers, or joint 
thesis projects and study works). However, also other collaboration forms with the objective of a 
knowledge transfer and knowledge application (e.g., technology transfer and licensing), collaborations 
mainly serving industry needs (e.g., contract research), human resource collaborations (e.g., industrial 
PhD programs, employee exchanges, or company internships) as well as collaborations mainly driven 
by financial and strategic support considerations (e.g., industry-funded research chairs and 
scholarships or strategic cooperatives) exist. Collaboration models do not only vary in their objective 
but also in their content, typical duration, and value for each of the involved parties. Different 
collaboration models may, therefore, be more suitable in certain situations. 
 
Yet, the path to successful collaboration is rarely straightforward. We, thus, also address general 
challenges inherent in such partnerships, which include conflicting goals and interests in 
collaborations, legal insecurities, intellectual property concerns, and ethical considerations. Several 
best practices such as setting up an effective project management and establishing clear objectives 
are introduced. These guides and implications should ultimately not only aid researchers and industry 
professionals but also Germany’s National Research Data Infrastructure (NFDI) and international 
political representatives as a whole. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In the rapidly evolving world of (e.g., technological) advancements and dynamic research landscapes, 
collaborations between academia and industry have taken center stage. Combining research expertise 
and practical applicability, collaborations between these two parties can be a strong force to address 
complex, global challenges. Yet, collaborations are still often difficult to establish and can be prone to 
failure.  
 
For instance, between February 2020 and February 2021, German researchers collaborated with a 
Norwegian online service to curate a comprehensive login dataset, aiming to advance risk-based 
authentication research (Wiefling et al., 2022). Facing challenges such as securing a suitable storage, 
ensuring data anonymization, and identifying the right collaboration partners, the project nearly 
faltered. However, this union of academia and business yielded a pivotal resource. By analyzing over 
33M login attempts from 3.3M users, both sectors reaped benefits: while researchers extracted profound 
insights into user behaviors, businesses enhanced their risk-based authentication systems. The 
culmination of their efforts not only optimized security and efficiency but also delivered societal value 
through improved authentication mechanisms. 

To better understand how industry-academia collaborations work to date and they can be managed 
successfully, we have created this whitepaper. This whitepaper outlines the benefits of such 
collaborations for the involved stakeholders but also illustrates challenges discovered in multiple 
collaborations over time. In particular, we provide an overview of collaboration models between 
academia and industry that exist to date, discussing similarities and differences, and guiding the way 
which model may be most suitable in which situation. Finally, best practices in all these types of 
collaborations are summarized. While also highly relevant in this context, this paper does not address 
research data management issues associated with these collaboration models. Our focus in this 
whitepaper is on building a basic understanding of the types of collaborations that exist as well as 
general benefits, challenges, and best practices applicable to all of those collaboration models. 

2. Foundations of Industry-Academia Collaborations 

Collaborations between industry and academia cannot only be advantageous for both parties but also 
society at large. However, there are also certain challenges that can come up in various types of 
collaboration models. This section first summarizes why industrial companies, academic institutions, 
and society can benefit from these collaborations. Secondly, main challenges such as structural and 
operational ones are discussed.  

2.1 Individual Collaboration Benefits  

2.1.1 Benefits for the Industry 

Industry is in perpetual evolution, continuously seeking opportunities to maintain their competitive 
edge. Through academia collaboration, industry cannot only gain direct access to state-of-the-art 
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research facilities and data but also specialized technologies — a crucial asset for those without 
expansive internal capabilities (Lutchen 2018). Such an alliance also facilitates the rapid development 
and rollout of pioneering products and services. Leveraging the infrastructural prowess of academic 
institutions, such as their sophisticated testing apparatus, offers industries cost-effective solutions, 
negating the need for hefty investments in internal resources. Moreover, companies can enhance 
collaboration with researchers by partaking in initiatives such as endorsing academic theses. Such 
engagements invigorate the interest of skilled (young) individuals, equipping them for forthcoming 
challenges (DIHK, 2018). 

Partnering with esteemed educational institutions can also bolster a company's public image, creating 
the perception of progressive industry forerunners committed to innovation and perpetual learning. 
The neutral, unbiased perspective of academic institutions can also play a pivotal role in risk 
mitigation. These institutions offer an objective assessment that aids industries in navigating potential 
pitfalls, particularly in the early stages of a project. 

Furthermore, this type of collaboration expedites the development and launch of innovative products 
and services. In sectors closely aligned with academia, the partnership offers the advantage of tapping 
into cutting-edge research that aligns closely with their domain. For instance, companies in the 
pharmaceutical sector can benefit from the latest advancements in drug development methodologies, 
accelerating the process of bringing new treatments to market. Similarly, industries in mechanical 
engineering can leverage academic expertise to enhance manufacturing processes, leading to more 
efficient production methods. Moreover, even in sectors seemingly distant from academia, 
collaborating with academic institutions can bring multifaceted benefits. In the services sector, for 
instance, access to advanced research can lead to the refinement of customer experience strategies, 
resulting in improved service delivery and customer satisfaction. Similarly, for businesses in the media 
and culture sector, academic collaboration can offer insights into evolving consumer preferences and 
help shape content creation strategies that resonate with audiences. The advantages also go beyond 
the immediate and obvious, spanning a range of industries, from those more closely associated with 
academia to those seemingly distant from it. Seamless data sharing between academia and industry is 
vital in all of these instances, bridging research findings to industry applications and amplifying 
collaborative success. 

2.1.2 Benefits for Academic Institutions 

Collaborations with the industrial sector offer academic institutions several opportunities that go 
beyond traditional research boundaries. By partnering with industry, investigative endeavors are 
naturally anchored in real-world applications, making the outcomes even more solution-oriented and 
impactful. Firsthand exposure to industrial challenges can significantly enhance academic curricula, 
including contemporary, in-demand skills which ensures an improved preparation of students for 
industry challenges. The connection to industry not only strengthens the institution's research portfolio 
but also opens doors to joint publications that can elevate the institution's stature in the academic 
realm. Collaborations also fortify the academic-industrial network, fostering an ecosystem for mutual 
growth and knowledge exchange. Accessible infrastructures through collaboration additionally 
facilitate data exchange and save resources in the long term, especially if systematic models of 
cooperation are established instead of project-related data exchange (Hoff et al., 2023). Such 
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collaborations may also ultimately lead to direct industrial investments, allowing sustained financial 
backing for academic research (Lutchen, 2018).  

2.1.3 Benefits for the Society At Large 

The harmonization of industry and academia can also have profound societal implications. If 
successful, their collective endeavors can catalyze economic growth, giving rise to new business 
ventures and a plethora of job opportunities. More importantly, such joint ventures frequently result 
in innovations that directly address pressing societal issues, be it groundbreaking healthcare 
solutions, sustainable environmental strategies, or transformative technological tools. The integration 
of academia with industry helps to align educational curricula more closely with practical demands, 
leading to the development of graduates who possess the requisite competencies to fulfill the 
exigencies of the industry effectively. Furthermore, as innovations transition from concept to 
commercialization at an accelerated pace, society stands to benefit from early access to these 
advancements, enhancing the quality of life and fostering a culture of continuous improvement 
(Lutchen, 2018). 

Overall, the synergistic relationship between industry, academia, and civil society is a testament to the 
power of collaborative innovation. It is an alliance which has the potential to usher society into an era 
marked by swift, meaningful, and holistic progress. Noteworthy, however, is the differentiation of the 
European system to systems in the USA (i.e., market-oriented) and China (i.e., state-driven). The 
differences in access and nature of collaborations in Europe are distinct, particularly concerning the 
exchange and utilization of data. The latter is frequently considered the cornerstone of academia-
industry collaborations and, therefore, often strongly shapes the types and outcomes of contributions 
for academia, industry, and the society at large. 

2.2 Joint Collaboration Challenges 

2.2.1 Differences in Research Motivations 

While collaborations between academia and industry can be a catalyst for innovation, they often also 
present multifaceted challenges. At the very core of collaborations between academia and industry lie 
inherent discrepancies in goals and priorities. Academic endeavors frequently originate from a 
foundational interest in the subject (e.g., the complexities of quantum mechanics), and frequently start 
with exploratory data analyses not bound by predetermined outcomes. Although businesses engage in 
research and development as well, they aim at product iterations that have to meet market 
requirements. This divergence is further underscored by the cultural differences. The longitudinal 
nature of academic endeavors, which can span decades, often clashes with the fast-paced, quarterly 
objectives of industries. This incongruence in time horizons can spell potential conflicts, 
misalignments, and inefficiencies if not addressed early. 

2.2.2 Operational and Structural Challenges 

Beyond these foundational disparities, structural and practical roadblocks can hamper the flow of 
collaborative efforts. Intellectual property, a domain fraught with legal intricacies, stands at the 
forefront here (Leloux, 2019). For instance, in the CRISPR gene-editing research collaboration, 
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disagreements between academic institutions over patent rights threatened to eclipse the potential of 
the technology itself (Ledford, 2022). Similarly, when it comes to finances, academia's reliance on grants 
and public funding, might collide with an industry's quick, results-driven financial maneuvers. This 
conflict between financial philosophies can strain collaborative ties. Opposite expectations too can 
lead to discontent, if not mapped out clearly. While an academic might dream of presenting findings 
at a global conference, an industry partner might stress on confidentiality to safeguard their market 
edge. The emphasis on confidentiality adds another layer of complexity to research collaborations and 
impedes the analysis of both the nature and frequency of these partnerships. Lastly, data and 
knowledge transfer represent another hurdle. The granular depth of an academic paper on a topic like 
neural networks might be overwhelming for industries wanting to employ immediate AI applications. 
From an academic lens, the industry's challenges can appear more restrictive, contrasting with the 
wider explorations typical in scholarly research. This divide, if not bridged, can impede the seamless 
exchange of data and critical insights.  
 
There are several other limiting factors arising with the exchange of data potentially preventing a 
collaboration. Figure 1 illustrates such obstacles. In the figure, limiting factors are constraints that must 
be overcome to enable data to be ready to use. In contrast, utilization factors are critical elements to 
strengthen meaningful and efficient use. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Operational and Structural Collaboration Challenges (Hoff et al., 2023) 

2.2.3 Ethical Challenges 

Any collaboration, while navigating the aforementioned challenges, must also ensure it is grounded in 
shared ethics and values. This is however often a challenge, especially in sensitive sectors like 
biomedicine. Academia might be viewed as overly cautious by an industry partner eager for a swift 
market launch, e.g., because of its strict adherence to comprehensive clinical trials. Yet, these trials, 
underpinned by rigorous ethical guidelines, safeguard public health and both entities' reputations. 
Thus, ensuring collaborations remain anchored in an agreed value system is essential to their success. 
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3. Classification of Existing Collaboration Models 
 
To date we have used the term “collaborations” in a broader sense. However, various types of 
collaborations exist across disciplines and industries, each of them having somewhat different goals, 
strengths, and weaknesses than others. To account for this, this section provides an overview of various 
collaboration models between academia and industry that have been employed in the past. To do so, 
we first distinguish these collaborations by their directionality as either academia-to-business or 
business-to-academia collaborations. Second, we explain the encountered collaboration models in 
detail and, ultimately, discuss their similarities and differences. 

3.1 Differentiation between A2B and B2A Initiatives 
Collaborations can be initiated either by academia or by industry partners. Academia-to-business 
collaborations (A2B) are driven by academic institutions or researchers initiating industrial 
partnerships. Such collaborations often arise from an academic institution's ambition to test a 
theoretic assumption or engage in mere exploratory research with data sourced from practical 
scenarios. However, in many disciplines (e.g., healthcare and business), academia may simply not have 
the data or information they need to conduct relevant research. Therefore, they are interested in 
obtaining it from industry partners. Working together with the industry could also make research more 
applied and relevant to corporate stakeholders. Common A2B collaboration models include licensing 
agreements where universities offer licenses for patented technologies to companies or instances 
where academic research teams jointly develop a novel technology with an industry partner (see next 
subsection). 
 
Conversely, in the business-to-academia collaborative model (B2A), collaborations are initiated by the 
industry. In this case, companies that are well-aware of their research and developmental needs as 
well as curious to get new insights through exploration look toward academic institutions for their 
specialized, longtime expertise in the field. Industry partners are, in these cases, also willing to provide 
their anonymized proprietary data to achieve research results. For industry, this collaboration often 
equates to tapping into a reservoir of academic research and expertise without incurring the 
substantial overheads of creating such facilities or resources in-house. For the industry, these 
collaborations can optimally lead to the development of actionable industrial solutions. It can manifest 
as a breakthrough technological innovation or as nuanced enhancements in existing industrial 
methodologies. However, it is worth acknowledging that research spans a broad spectrum of topics, 
and not all collaborations are geared towards revolutionary breakthroughs. Many voices within the 
academic community stress the significance of independent research that may not always align with 
immediate industry interests. In parallel, industry derives advantages from accessing novel, pioneering 
methods or technologies, fostering innovation and growth. Some further examples of this collaborative 
essence include executive educational modules helmed by academic experts for industry 
professionals, or even industry-funded academic chairs and laboratories (see next subsection). 
 
Independent of the collaboration directionality, it can nevertheless be observed that research and 
industry often try to align their goals to work together successfully. Most collaborations today are 
between closely related research and industry fields (Figure 2). 
 



 

6 

 
 

Figure 2: Schematic representation of the number of cross-sector projects (Hoff et al., 2023) 
 

3.2 Detailed Collaboration Model Overview 
Following the distinction between academia-to-business (A2B) versus business-to-academia (B2A) 
directed collaborations, this section will now investigate which collaboration models actually exist in 
different fields, comparing them to the previously mentioned directionality, but also the level of 
interaction within the collaboration, collaboration content, typical duration of the collaboration, and 
its expected impact and practicability for industry and academic partners. Note, however, that the 
inclusion of all types of collaborations stemming from these partnerships cannot be guaranteed. In 
order to fully comprehend the breadth of these interactions, there would be a need for suitable data. 
However, these are difficult to obtain as numerous companies keep their reasons for a collaboration 
and the actual extent of it hidden.  

The landscape of academia-industry partnerships is both diverse and dynamic. These collaborative 
endeavors encompass a spectrum of interactions, spanning from collaborative research initiatives to 
the transfer of knowledge, financial backing, and human resource development. Below we categorize 
these models based on their objectives and mechanisms: 

3.2.1 Joint Research and Data Initiatives 

a) Joint Research Projects  

Joint research projects epitomize collaboration between academia and industry, both coming together 
with a shared vision to address specific objectives and, e.g., using data from one party and expertise 
from the other to work on it together. These initiatives necessitate the active involvement of at least 
one representative from the academic domain and another from the industrial realm. Given the public 
funding of academia, it is imperative that the results of such projects be disseminated to the general 
public, ensuring transparency and access to knowledge. However, the aspect of transparency remains 
a challenge that needs to be addressed beforehand.
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Objective Collaboration Model 

Directionality Level of Interaction Collaboration Content Typical Duration 

A2B B2A Individual Team Institutional Datasets Algorithms & 
Models Expertise Technology 1-3 years 3-5 years Ongoing 

Joint Research 
Initiatives 

Joint Research Projects 
and Collaborative 
Projects 

X X  X  X X X X  X  

Joint Research Centers X X   X   X X   X 

Joint Thesis Projects and 
Study Work X X  X  X X X  X   

Research Joint Ventures 
(RJVs) X    X X X X X   X 

Joint Research and 
Development 
Agreements (JRDAs) 

X    X   X X   X 

Knowledge 
Transfer and 
Applications 

Technology Transfer X X   X    X   X 

Consultation X X X X    X  X   

Licensing X    X    X   X 

Laboratory Services and 
Test Facilities X    X   X X  X  

Integrating 
Academic 

Resources for 
Business Needs 

Academia-Industry 
Innovations X X   X   X X   X 

Contract Research X X   X X X X X  X  

Co-Creation of Academia 
and Industry X X   X X X X X   X 

Human Resource 
Collaborations 

Industrial PhD Programs X    X X X X   X  

Employee Exchange  X   X X X X   X  

Company Internships X  X X    X   X  
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Joint Course 
Development 

X   X X   X    X 

Financial and 
Strategic Support 

Research Chairs and 
Scholarships 

X    X   X    X 

Publicly-funded 
Collaborative Projects X X   X   X   X  

Strategic Cooperatives X    X X X X X   X 

Long-term Partnerships X X   X   X X   X 

Collaboration in Tech 
Networks and Clusters X    X   X X   X 

Table 1: Overview of Industry-Academia Collaboration Models (own illustration)
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b) Joint Research Centers  

Joint research centers are specialized facilities where academia and industry converge to 
collaboratively undertake research projects. These centers provide a physical and intellectual space 
where researchers, experts, and professionals from both sectors can combine their data, knowledge, 
and other resources to address complex challenges and pursue innovative solutions. For instance, a 
joint research center established between a university's engineering department and a manufacturing 
company could facilitate the development of cutting-edge technologies for efficient production 
processes, benefiting both entities. 

c) Joint Thesis Projects and Study Work  

Thesis projects and study work initiatives are pivotal in establishing a connection between academia 
and industry. These ventures offer students the opportunity to address pertinent R&D questions, 
delving deep into scientific inquiries while simultaneously tackling industry-specific challenges. 
Beyond the provision of scientific insights, such projects play a vital role as initial points of contact 
between academic institutions and industries. 

A hallmark of these collaborations is the comprehensive preparation they necessitate. Joint thesis 
projects require a cohesive triad of collaboration involving the company, the responsible professor, 
and the student. This ensures that the resulting research melds academic rigor with industry data and 
insights, producing outcomes that are both theoretically sound and practically applicable. Such a 
synergistic approach not only elevates the quality and relevance of the research but also fortifies the 
bonds between companies and academic institutions, enabling the conversion of academic findings 
into mutual benefits.  

d) Research Joint Ventures (RJVs) 

Research Joint Ventures (RJVs) epitomize strategic partnerships formed between companies and 
academic institutions to jointly embark on specific research objectives. Unlike traditional partnerships, 
RJVs often involve the creation of a separate legal entity or a designated framework that allows both 
entities to pool resources, share risks, and jointly own the results of their collaborative efforts. By 
combining the innovative drive, data and resources of companies with the in-depth knowledge and 
research prowess of academia, RJVs enable advancements in various fields. 

For instance, a tech company specializing in artificial intelligence might join forces with a university's 
computer science department to create an RJV focused on developing advanced machine learning 
algorithms. Through this RJV, the company benefits from the academic team's research insights, while 
the university gains access to applied settings, company data and industry-grade resources.  

e) Joint Research and Development Agreements (JRDAs)  

Joint Research and Development Agreements (JRDAs) are formal contracts that lay the groundwork for 
collaborative endeavors between academia and industry. These agreements meticulously define 
various aspects of the collaboration, including funding allocations, intellectual property rights, and the 
mechanisms for data and knowledge sharing. By establishing clear terms and conditions from the 
outset, JRDAs ensure that both parties can collaborate seamlessly, with a clear understanding of their 
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roles and responsibilities, and how to communicate about the collaboration. This structured approach 
paves the way for successful, long-term partnerships that are beneficial for both academia and 
industry. 

While RJVs often result in the creation of a separate legal entity dedicated to the research collaboration, 
JRDAs, on the other hand, focus on the contractual relationship without necessarily forming a new 
entity. The reason JRDAs are listed separately after RJVs is due to the distinct nature of their operational 
and legal frameworks.  

Whereas RJVs might embody broader, long-term initiatives, JRDAs provide flexibility, allowing for 
collaborations tailored to specific projects or tasks. The choice between the two models would depend 
on the desired level of integration, duration of the collaboration, and the preferred management of 
intellectual property and assets. 

3.2.2 Knowledge Transfer and Application 

a) Technology Transfer  

Another goal of collaborations may, however, be not to create new research evidence but simply 
exchange existing knowledge. Here, technology transfer, licensing, and using laboratory services and 
test facilities can come into play. 

Technology transfer embodies the direct incorporation of academic discoveries into industrial 
production. This fusion of academic innovation and industrial applicability ensures that cutting-edge 
research directly benefits the broader society. For instance, in the automotive domain, collaborations 
between automobile manufacturers and engineering institutes have successfully translated research 
findings into tangible advancements in industrial production (e.g., Toyota Production System, 2023). 
Application labs also exist in this regard. 

b) Consultation  

Consultation acts as a vital bridge, facilitating knowledge exchange between academia and industry. 
Academics contribute expertise and gain insights from industry challenges, aiding in decision-making 
and cross-sectoral strategy development. Some of these consultations, often lasting a few days, can be 
financed through innovation vouchers, easing the financial load on companies and encouraging the 
use of diverse scientific and practical knowledge. 

c) Licensing 

Licensing stands out as more than just a transactional process; it is a cornerstone of technology 
transfer and plays a pivotal role in the current innovation ecosystem. At its core, licensing facilitates a 
legal agreement in which academic entities grant businesses the right to use, modify, or further develop 
specific innovations, inventions, or patents they have cultivated. This arrangement extends beyond 
merely giving firms the permission to use an innovation; it fosters a symbiotic relationship that 
magnifies the value of research findings for both parties involved. Creative Commons (CC) licenses, for 
instance, provide a flexible framework for content creators to share their work while retaining certain 
rights, allowing for a wide range of permissions, from open sharing to more restrictive usage, tailoring 
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to diverse preferences. In particular, it clarifies the potential reuse for industry partners while giving 
the relevant credit to the researcher. 

Licensing, consequently, offers significant advantages for companies by granting access to cutting-edge 
research without the burden of initial research costs, leading to faster time-to-market and reduced 
R&D expenses. It enables academic research to have additional impact in applied contexts, generating 
revenue for institutions and fostering a cycle of innovation. This collaboration between academia and 
industry broadens the potential applications of inventions, translating academic discoveries into 
practical products that address genuine market demands. 

d) Laboratory Services and Test Facilities  

Laboratory services and test facilities relate to applying joint knowledge. Research institutions which 
are equipped with state-of-the-art facilities partner with industry and enable industry to use modern 
research infrastructure. This mutual collaboration ensures that industry gains access to top-tier 
research facilities while academic institutions use industry data to find practical applications for their 
knowledge and facilities. To ensure fair competition and to uphold market dynamics, research 
institutions either align their services with prevailing market prices or adopt standardized hourly rates, 
ensuring a transparent and equitable ecosystem for all stakeholders involved. 

3.2.3 Integrating Academic Resources for Industry Needs 

a) Academia-Industry Innovations  

Academia-industry innovations are direct collaborations in which firms and their academic partners 
utilize academic insights to foster innovation. These partnerships, characterized by a symbiotic 
relationship, allow companies to leverage the depth of academic knowledge, bringing a fresh 
perspective to their innovation endeavors. At the same time, academia gains additional insights into 
real-world challenges, ensuring that their research remains relevant and applicable. 

b) Contract Research  

Contract research is a tailored avenue where industry commissions specific research tasks to academic 
institutions. Such collaborations uniquely empower companies to seek solutions to their challenges, 
leveraging the profound expertise of academia. As the company provides the necessary data, the 
research is meticulously aligned with their objectives, which ensures applicability and ultimately a 
benefit for the company. A standout aspect of this collaboration is the proprietary nature of the results; 
the industry retains exclusive rights. Consequently, they can capitalize on the research outcomes, 
securing a competitive edge in the market. To further encourage and facilitate these partnerships, some 
state ministries offer innovation vouchers, acting as a potential funding source and adding an extra 
layer of incentive for the industry to engage in these research collaborations (e.g., the German State 
Government of Baden-Wuerttemberg). 

c) Co-Creation of Academia and Industry  

As both the academic and the industry world continually evolve, the convergence of academic depth 
and commercial innovation is becoming increasingly central. Research underscores the enriching 
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benefits of synergies formed between research institutions and industries (e.g., Maier et al., 2023). A 
testament to this successful amalgamation is the partnership between Angles90 and the Technical 
University of Munich, leading to innovations such as the dynamic training grips. 

However, the rewards of this co-creation process are not limited to just groundbreaking innovations. 
They also confer a distinctive marketing advantage. When products emerge from such collaborations 
and bear the mark of reputable academic institutions, they gain a competitive edge in the marketplace, 
combining scientific and industrial knowledge. This fusion can potentially elevate the product's market 
value by a staggering 65%. Yet, a surprising number of businesses either overlook or undervalue this 
co-creative advantage. 

3.2.4 Human Resource Collaborations 

a) Industrial PhD Programs  

Industrial PhD programs offer a unique blend of the academic and industrial realms. In these programs, 
doctoral candidates immerse themselves in research that caters to both the academic world and 
industry-specific needs. For example, in the realm of materials science, partnerships between materials 
research entities and automotive companies have resulted in the creation of lightweight, robust vehicle 
components. Similarly, collaborations in cultural studies between research institutes and publishing 
firms delve into understanding cultural trends that shape the book market. 

b) Employee Exchange  

Employee exchange programs involve temporary role swaps between professionals in academia and 
industry. Typically situated within a framework of joint research projects, this exchange offers 
employees invaluable insights into the latest research and scientific methodologies. Concurrently, 
academic researchers benefit from a comprehensive understanding of the intricacies of company 
operations, allowing them to gain a fresh perspective on industrial processes. 

c) Company Internships  

Company internships play a crucial role in addressing pressing R&D questions. By allowing students to 
work on industrial problems, companies not only foster a spirit of innovation but also establish early 
contact points with potential future employees. These internships serve as a dual advantage, offering 
students practical experience and providing companies with a recruitment gateway. 

d) Joint Course Development  

Companies have the opportunity to significantly contribute to academia through joint course 
development. By actively participating in the creation of courses, modules, and even full-fledged 
programs, industry professionals can bring their insights to the classroom. The added advantage of 
having industry experts act as guest lecturers further enhances the learning experience. Moreover, 
fostering close connections with professors can lead to joint projects that involve students, further 
strengthening the connection between academic and industrial knowledge and practices. 
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3.2.5 Financial and Strategic Support 

a) Research Chairs and Scholarships  

Industries play a crucial role in supporting academic endeavors through financial backing of specific 
academic positions and students, thereby ensuring an enriched collaboration and a seamless exchange 
of knowledge. The direct financial support for research chairs by various sectors is a testament to this 
commitment. Such collaboration intensifies the bond between academia and the industrial world, 
leading to mutual growth. A prime example of this commitment is the "Deutschlandstipendium" 
scholarship initiated by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research in 2011, which epitomizes the 
efforts made to bridge academia and industry (Deutschlandstipendium, 2023). 

b) Publicly-funded Collaborative Projects  

Publicly-funded collaborative projects present a dynamic approach with multiple stakeholders coming 
together, each providing data and knowledge to address shared challenges. These projects not only 
provide a platform for diverse entities to unite their expertise but also ensure that common issues are 
tackled efficiently, promoting widespread knowledge dissemination in the process. 

c) Strategic Cooperatives  

Strategic cooperatives serve as structured alliances between industries and academic institutions to 
enhance research and knowledge exchange in specialized areas. A prime example of such a 
collaboration is the Semiconductor Research Corporation (SRC, 2023). This consortium, composed of 
semiconductor companies, collaborates intensively with universities to further semiconductor research 
and facilitate technology transfer, thereby ensuring that academic findings find practical applications 
in the industry. 

d) Long-term Partnerships  

Long-term partnerships represent enduring relationships where companies show their dedication to 
academic pursuits by actively supporting specific departments or even joining their advisory boards. 
Such commitments provide academia with invaluable industry insights and a continuous stream of 
industry data, ensuring that research remains mutually beneficial and aligned with market needs.  
Furthermore, companies can also champion technology advancements by instituting awards for 
exceptional academic works. A specific area where this type of partnership thrives is the support for 
MINT subjects (Mathematics, Informatics, Natural Sciences, and Technology). By endorsing these 
subjects, companies and academic institutions can work hand in hand, paving the way for future 
innovations and mutual growth. 

e) Collaboration in Tech Networks and Clusters 

Collaboration in technological networks and clusters represents a symbiotic union of companies, 
research institutions, and various other stakeholders. By coming together within these networks or 
clusters, these entities can leverage and benefit from each other's core strengths. Such collaborative 
ventures not only amplify the capabilities of each participant but also create a conducive environment 
for shared growth and discovery.  
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For example, the Fraunhofer Institutes operate a vast network of applied research institutes that 
engage deeply with the industry. For those seeking to navigate these collaborations, valuable 
information about regional clusters and networks is readily available through the Chambers of Industry 
and Commerce innovation advisors (The Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft’s Mission and DNA, 2023). This 
accessibility facilitates easier initiation of potential partnerships, streamlining the process of mutual 
growth. 

3.3 Discussion of Results 
The 21 collaboration forms presented previously are partially similar but also partially different. This 
subsection will discuss the similarities and differences between the mentioned approaches to foster 
a better understanding of what an industry-academia collaboration typically contains and where it 
can differ. 

3.3.1 Similarities Among Collaboration Models 
The dynamic landscape of academia-industry collaborations, as diverse as it may seem, is coherent 
through a set of shared characteristics that define its essence. These recurring themes offer a lens to 
appreciate the core values and principles fostering these joint ventures, transcending the boundaries 
of disciplines and industries. 
 

● Mutual benefits: Irrespective of the collaboration model, a hallmark of these partnerships is 
the mutual advantage. While academia gains access to industrial data, resources, and 
knowledge, industry benefits from cutting-edge research, innovative approaches, and a pool of 
skilled talents. It is a symbiotic relationship where both entities, in their distinct capacities, 
ensure a win-win outcome. 

● Knowledge exchange: These collaborations epitomize the seamless flow of knowledge. Whether 
it is through joint research projects, employee exchange, or consultation, there is a continuous 
transfer of data, expertise, methodologies, and insights. This exchange broadens perspectives, 
enriching both the academic and industry domains. 

● Longer-term orientation: Whether it is the establishment of research centers, long-term 
partnerships, or the funding of scholarships, there is a clear inclination towards longevity. These 
collaborations often take time, at least one year (see Table 1). 

● Flexibility and adaptability: Given the ever-evolving nature of both sectors, collaborations 
prioritize adaptability. Models like technology transfer or collaborative projects, in their essence, 
denote an inherent ability to shift focus, resources, or methodologies based on emerging data, 
trends, or challenges. 

● Talent cultivation and nurturing: Whether through industrial PhD programs, company 
internships, or scholarships, there is a unanimous emphasis on identifying, nurturing, and 
fostering talent. These collaborations serve as a nurturing ground for the next generation of 
innovators, researchers, and industry leaders. 

● Shared risk and investment: The collaborative undertakings often involve shared 
responsibilities. Be it financial investment in joint research centers or the risk involved in 
exploring uncharted research territories, both entities often shoulder the challenges, sharing 
both the risks and rewards. 
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● Inclusivity and diversity: These partnerships often transcend geographical, cultural, and 
disciplinary boundaries. From global pharmaceutical collaborations to tech networks spread 
across regions, the emphasis is on harnessing diverse perspectives, ensuring a holistic 
approach to problem-solving. 

● Similar motivations: Industry and academia both share similar interests when collaborating. 
These can be strategic-financial, performance-oriented, environmental, or recruiting-related 
(see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Academic and Industrial Motivation Levels for Cooperations (Hanebuth et al., 2015) 
 
In sum, while the individual models of collaboration have their nuances, at the core, they all reflect a 
commitment to innovation, mutual growth, and the relentless exchange and pursuit of knowledge. 

3.3.2 Differences Among Collaboration Models 
The presented collaborations are, however, also different from each other. In fact, they differ according 
to the following factors (also see Table 1): 
 

● Purpose and duration: The intent behind collaborations can significantly vary. While for 
instance in the case of joint research initiatives joint research projects often aim at specific 
problem-solving with a predefined timeline, research chairs and long-term partnerships 
insinuate a more enduring commitment. On the other hand, technology transfers and licensing 
might signify a more transactional or commercial intent when transferring knowledge or rights 
from academia to the industry. 

● Depth of integration: Some models necessitate a more profound intertwining of academia and 
industry than others. For instance, joint research centers often require dedicated infrastructure, 
pooled resources, and sustained collaborative endeavors, while consultations or labor services 
might be more episodic, with limited engagement. 
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● Ownership and intellectual property: In contract research, the industry usually retains the 
rights to research outcomes, contrasting with collaborative projects, where results might be 
publicly accessible. Licensing explicitly involves acquiring rights to use academic findings, while 
shared research might demand more intricate IP agreements. 

● Talent engagement: Industrial PhD programs and company internships primarily focus on 
individual development, giving students or professionals exposure to both academic and 
industry environments. This personal focus is contrasted by broader ventures like joint projects, 
where entire teams from both sides engage without a direct emphasis on individual growth. 

● Financial models: While financial support for research chairs or scholarships denotes direct 
funding, models like collaborative projects often involve joint investments. In some cases, like 
innovation vouchers, external funding bodies might subsidize collaborations.  

● Scalability and replicability: Some collaborations, like partnerships in technology networks and 
clusters, are designed to scale, encompassing multiple institutions and industries. In contrast, 
a cultural study collaboration with a publisher, for instance, might be unique and less replicable. 

● Knowledge flow dynamics: In employee exchanges, knowledge transfer is bidirectional, with 
both entities gaining insights from the other. However, in technology transfers, the knowledge 
predominantly flows from academia to industry, catering to industry needs. 

● Engagement scope: While collaborations like course, module, or program development involve 
both entities in curriculum design, company lectureships might be limited to sporadic 
interactions without a broader curriculum influence. 

● Stakeholder involvement: Stakeholder involvement differs between collaboration approaches. 
Partnerships in technology networks or collaborative projects demand active engagement from 
multiple stakeholders, ranging from researchers to industry leaders. In contrast, licensing 
agreements might involve a limited set of decision-makers. 

● Ethical and regulatory overlays: Collaborations involving medical or pharmaceutical research 
and health data, for example, come with a heavier ethical and regulatory burden compared to, 
say, a linguistic study for speech recognition system improvement. 

● Triggers for a collaboration: Collaborations may be started for systematic reasons or on a 
special occasion. This may also be further distinguished by the initiator (i.e., initiated by the 
industry vs. initiated by academia).  

 
One collaboration type may thus sometimes be more suitable to reach certain goals than others (for 
instance, see Figure 4). Selecting the right approach hinges on understanding these intricate differences 
and aligning them with the desired objectives and outcomes.  
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Figure 4: Choosing an Appropriate Collaboration Model (Luxinnovation, n.d.) 

4. Best Practices for Establishing Successful 
Collaborations 

 
Given the challenges mentioned in the previous section, certain strategies and best practices have 
been developed to ensure that a joint industry-academia collaboration turns out to be successful. In 
the following, we will outline seven of them: 
 

1. Alignment of joint objectives and interests: Understanding the underlying objectives and 
ensuring alignment with them is paramount in collaborations between academia and industry 
(Pertuzé, Calder, and Lucas, 2010). The focus extends beyond current trends, encompassing the 
identification of projects that add tangible value to both the company and the academic 
institution. Without strategic alignment, collaborations can become misdirected, resulting in 
wasted resources and missed opportunities. By aligning with company objectives and the 
academic institutions’ research strengths, efforts are channeled more effectively. For instance, 
when a tech firm collaborates with a university's computer science department, both parties 
work in familiar territories, maximizing their combined strengths and ensuring impactful 
outcomes. Before any partnership takes root, both parties must also have a lucid understanding 
of the intended outcomes.  

2. Vision sharing: Related to the latter pont, a successful collaboration also hinges on a unified 
vision (Pertuzé, Calder, and Lucas, 2010). Both parties need to understand not only the objectives 
but also shared values, potential challenges, and long-term aspirations. When collaborating 
entities clearly communicate their strategic objectives, there is an opportunity for reciprocal 
enrichment. Researchers can then carefully refine and choose methodologies that are 
congruent with relevant (industry) data, leading to mutually beneficial advancements.  

3. Investing in relationships: Collaborative endeavors should be perceived as long-term 
relationships, fostering trust, and a mutual understanding of each other's cultures. Long-term 
engagements cultivate mutual success (Pertuzé, Calder, and Lucas, 2010). A company's sustained 
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engagement with a university's specific department, for example, facilitates a deeper 
comprehension of shared goals and a profound exchange of data and resources. Often it is 
about communicating the existence of knowledge in academia to industry and making them 
aware of the potential benefits in using it. This continuous relationship nurtures refined and 
increasingly impactful research outcomes. There is a need for translational services and 
coordinators of this relationship.  

4. Strong communication: This point relates to the second point of effective project management, 
but further extends it. Effective collaboration goes beyond merely updating on progress. 
Continuous communication recalibrates objectives, addresses challenges, and ensures 
alignment (Pertuzé, Calder, and Lucas, 2010). Regular interactions, especially face-to-face, can 
reveal nuances missed in digital exchanges, fostering a more profound understanding and 
synergy between collaborators. 

5. Effective project management: Navigating both the academic and corporate landscapes 
requires a unique skill set. Project managers adept at this dual navigation ensure that academic 
insights meld seamlessly with market-driven demands. Their understanding guarantees that 
the research aligns with market needs, while also ensuring the contributions of the academic 
institution are valued and integrated. Take, for example, a pharmaceutical company 
collaboration, where research does not only have to meet market demands but also needs to 
adhere to regulatory standards, and maintain scientific validity. A project manager could better 
merge these elements cohesively. 

6. Broad awareness and internal support: The essence of collaboration should permeate 
throughout the company, not remain confined to select teams. Spreading awareness of the 
academic partnership garners greater internal support and seeds potential for future 
interdisciplinary endeavors. By doing so, diverse company sectors can tap into academic 
expertise, leading to multifaceted innovations (Pertuzé, Calder, and Lucas, 2010). Feedback from 
varied departments can also provide a richer perspective for researchers, refining their 
approach. 

7. Choosing appropriate KPIs: To evaluate the collaboration's effectiveness, selecting the right 
metrics is paramount (see also, e.g., LinkedIn Higher Education, 2023). While inputs could be 
data, funding or equipment provided, outputs might be patents or prototypes developed, and 
outcomes could include knowledge transfer or economic impact. Academic institutions and 
industries can utilize tools like logic models for visual representation or balanced scorecards 
for performance evaluation. For instance, an automotive company collaborating with a 
university on electric vehicle technology might measure inputs like funding, outputs like 
prototype development, and outcomes like advancements in sustainable transportation. 
Frequently, qualitative measures should also be used in addition to those quantitative metrics 
to illustrate the essence and benefits of the collaboration. 

 
In essence, successful collaborations require strategic planning, clear communication, mutual respect, 
and a shared vision of achieving innovation and problem-solving. If these requirements are fulfilled, 
industry-academia collaborations are more likely to be successful. 
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5. Outlook 
 
By collaborating, both the business world and academia can combine their strengths, leading to 
advancements that surpass mere economic gains. This collaboration acts as a catalyst for progress 
benefiting society at large. Especially in fields like artificial intelligence, quantum computing, and 
biotechnology, there's already a close synergy between academic research and industrial application. 
 
Yet, there remains a significant need for more coordinated efforts. Despite Germany's strong stance in 
fundamental research, there is a heightened need to strengthen the transfer from research results 
towards application-oriented implementation and innovation. This is essential for maintaining 
international competitiveness. Central to this transformation are dialogue platforms that foster 
exchanges between businesses and research institutions. Dialogue platforms offer space for 
constructive discussions and simplify the establishment of mutual agreements on data exchange. An 
integrative approach to investments in joint research and development projects is vital here. 
 
Moreover, data accessibility plays a pivotal role in data exchange. Research data centers act as trusted 
intermediaries, ensuring data integrity and security, and thus creating a foundational trust. Companies' 
willingness to share data is fundamental and includes data that might not have an immediate 
commercial value. This challenges the prevalent mindset regarding data sharing practices. Expanding 
the data horizons of research institutions is crucial, requiring a readiness to leverage data from diverse 
domains to discover innovative solutions to intricate challenges. Another critical aspect is data literacy, 
which needs investments from both businesses and research institutions. 
 
Clear legal frameworks are also indispensable for minimizing uncertainties and enhancing 
confidentiality, laying the groundwork for successful collaborations. Continuous funding and 
independent infrastructures are crucial as well. Funding for data exchange infrastructures should be 
distinct from project-based resources to guarantee stability and sustainability. 
 
A comprehensive approach in these areas not only fosters effective partnerships in data exchange but 
also contributes to addressing intricate societal issues, promoting innovation, and driving growth. A 
transparent and trustworthy strategy ensures successful collaboration for the benefit of all 
stakeholders. 
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About NFDI 

In the German National Research Data Infrastructure (NFDI) with currently 279 member organizations, 
valuable data from science and research are systematically accessed, networked and made usable in 
a sustainable and qualitative manner for the entire German science system. NFDI consists of 26 
consortia and one joint initiative of all NFDI consortia dedicated to research data management in the 
natural, life, engineering, cultural and social sciences. Legally dependent departments, known as 
sections, have been formed within the NFDI association. In these sections, cross-sectional topics are 
promoted across the boundaries of the specialist consortia in a transdisciplinary manner. Together, 
the association, consortia and sections are shaping the future of research data management in 
Germany and building on (inter)national developments and existing initiatives. For example, the NFDI 
association represents Germany’s national interests in the EOSC association (European Open Science 
Cloud) as mandated member. 
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