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Introduction

Conducting research that is both practically relevant 
and scientifically rigorous, while also making a great so-
cietal impact, is a continuous challenge for scholars 
and universities (Bartunek & Rynes, 2014; Coughlan et 
al., 2016; Ellström, 2008; Starkey & Madan, 2001). In 
today’s society, we live in a time with a high pace of 
changes leading to a constant need for new compet-
ences and skills. The mobility of scientific competences 
from universities to industrial firms enables firms to ab-
sorb and utilize the knowledge developed in academia 
(Kunttu et al., 2018). Increased competition and global-
ization in engineering communities are motivating in-
dustrial and academic institutions to improve their 
collaborations (Sandberg et al., 2011). 

Embedded in the discussion of making societal impact 
is the character of knowledge, and this leads to realizing 
a new process for producing knowledge for change (Pet-
tigrew, 2011). Several more practice-oriented methods 
have been developed over the years, such as action re-
search (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002), collaboration re-
search (Adler et al., 2004), collaborative management 
research (Coghlan et al., 2012), interactive research (Ell-
ström, 2008; Svensson et al., 2007), cooperative inquiry 

(Reason, 2006), and engaged research (Van de Ven, 
2007). Nevertheless, collaboration is far from easy to 
manage, and scholars continue to address the question 
of how to involve practitioners. For example, boundary-
spanning activities, such as appointing doctoral stu-
dents, have been proposed (Kunttu et al., 2018). Further 
topics have been identified, such as exploring factors 
hindering collaboration (Kaymaz & Eryi it, 2011), re-
viewing success factors powering collaboration (Wohlin 
et al., 2012), and identifying where challenges may be 
found in the literature (Garousi et al., 2016). In such 
studies, however, it is typically the scholar’s viewpoint 
that is considered (Kaymaz & Eryi it, 2011). 

This article will, however, consider both a mutual in-
dustrial and academic perspective, and empirically ex-
plore how the impact can be enhanced by considering 
certain key factors in the research process. The context 
of the research conducted and presented in this article 
is in Sweden, where universities and international in-
dustrial companies are encouraged to conduct research 
together. The article highlights some of the major chal-
lenges when co-producing knowledge. Six research pro-
ject cases will be presented and analyzed based on how 
different key factors are linked to the perceived impact 
of the projects. 

Increased competition and globalization motivate us to join forces to enhance the impact 
of the research conducted. Collaboration between organizations with different views can, 
however, be difficult to manage and needs awareness and skills to meet different expecta-
tions. This article will consider both a mutual industrial and academic perspective into the 
development of action research and, in six research project cases, empirically explore how 
the impact can be enhanced by considering certain key factors in the research process. 
How the phases of problem formulation, methodology, and results are managed is critical 
for the success of a collaboration and, thereby, its impact. Counter-productive forces that 
could dilute the progress over time need to be considered given that combining practical 
relevance and scientific rigour comes with challenges.

From an academic perspective, it can be more interesting 
when things are not working than when they are. In 
industry, we don’t find that interesting, only frustrating.

Industrial manager in this study,
reflecting on university collaboration 

“ ”
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The article is outlined as follows: after the introduction, 
the theoretical framework related to co-production and 
impact is presented, followed by a section on the re-
search approach. Thereafter, the identified key factors 
and cases are presented. Further, the implications are 
discussed, concluding with how different elements and 
categories of impact relate to the management of the 
identified key factors.

Background

Research positioning
Before proceeding, we should clarify the epistemologic-
al assumptions that underlie our recommendations. 
This underlying assumption influences how we per-
ceive the quality of research. We adopt the perspective 
that the purpose of management research is to gener-
ate knowledge that is valid as well as relevant from a 
practical standpoint inspired by Aguinis and Edwards 
(2014). The questions pursued by management re-
search should draw from relevant theory and be 
anchored in issues relevant to the practice of manage-
ment. Management research is here viewed as a sci-
entific discipline that concerns methodological issues 
neighbouring on the social sciences, rooted in the com-
plexity of change phenomena. It is not expected that 
management research will match the rigour and preci-
sion of research in the basic sciences. In applied sci-
ence, the progress in management research depends 
rather on applying the best methods and is a continu-
ous improvement of the methodological tools. In the 
theoretical framework, we will present how we have in-
terpreted the important term of impact, starting with 
collaborative research.

Collaborative research
Collaboration with industry is critical for academia to 
create scientific knowledge and obtain industrial data. 
In turn, collaboration with universities is crucial for or-
ganizations in joint, scientific-based research projects 
in order to develop solutions for production-sourced 
problems (Kaymaz & Eryi it, 2011). When entering this 
kind of research project, the expectations of the contri-
bution, not only to an academic audience but also to 
the organization where the problem exists, makes parti-
cipatory research a suitable approach. The Knowledge 
Foundation in Sweden uses co-production as their way 
to adapt knowledge production to a more participatory 
way to conduct research. Co-production can be seen to 
exist when a research problem is framed in the context 
of the application and allows diffusion during know-
ledge production.

Coghlan and Coughlan (2008) identified three particu-
lar insights into collaborative research from their exper-
ience of designing, conducting, and publishing their 
collaborative research. In short, these are: 1) linking the-
ory, practice, and collaboration; 2) capturing differ-
ences while sustaining collaboration; and 3) managing 
quality. This points towards more complex manage-
ment when conducting the research, which is further 
discussed below. With the complexity arising from com-
bining two differently organized systems, it is clear that 
multiple versions of collaboration exist, and these are 
dependent on too many factors to point towards one 
overall methodology. However, we have found Figure 1 
to be a useful guide for us when discussing co-produc-
tion.

The co-production process illustrated in Figure 1 has 
been developed from the Knowledge Foundation and 
further developed by the research group at Mälardalen 
University. First of all, trust and relations have to exist 
among the persons and organizations involved. The 
motivation to conduct co-creative research is triggered 
by the results and values that have been generated from 
earlier research or from people seeing the potential for 
new collaboration projects. 

The conceptual co-creating model is based on three 
phases. It starts with formulating a common problem 
that both the academic and industrial representatives 
are interested in from their respective perspectives. The 
funding and resources phase is important in securing 
involvement and participation in the research from 
both industry and academia. Finally, in the collaborat-
ive work phase, the actual research needs to be conduc-
ted collaboratively, demanding relevant research 
methodologies and project management.

One of the goals of collaborative research is the genera-
tion of new knowledge that is of value to the parti-
cipants, and to society at large. However, one challenge 
in working towards this goal is that practitioners and re-
searchers develop a discrete understanding separately; 
each needs the other in the generation of a shared un-
derstanding. The fact that researchers investigate a top-
ic important to practitioners does not necessarily mean 
that the researchers are to apprehend what that topic 
means to practitioners, and vice versa. Both parties 
work to different timescales, objectives, reward sys-
tems, and perceptions, and they understand each oth-
er’s practice differently (Garousi et al., 2016). Each has 
to train and educate others both to think and to apply 
that thinking systematically and even creatively to the 
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design, running, and improvement of operations 
(Coughlan et al., 2016). A classical criticism towards col-
laborative research concerns the potential threats to 
“objectivity”, and thereby also to the validity of the re-
search results, due to the involvement of the researcher 
in practical activities. On the other hand, there are also 
counter-arguments that a collaborative relationship 
may contribute to better access to important processes, 
but also to more valid data compared with traditional 
research (Argyris, 1980). The process of co-creating re-
search questions needs to expose the tensions in the 
process of learning to collaborate and to accommodate 
different perspectives of research partners (Shani et al., 
2007). Scientific knowledge that does not make the re-
quired contribution seriously hinders university–in-
dustry collaboration. If the universities are not creating 
knowledge to solve industry problems, industry will 
have less regard for the knowledge provided by the uni-
versities (Kaymaz & Eryi it, 2011). 

Impact
The concerns in the literature often come back to the 
terms of rigorous and relevant research. The research 

process itself should be transparent and carefully con-
sidered in order to create rigorous research. Its useful-
ness indicates the need for relevance and rather 
addresses the question of how we conduct relevant re-
search. Some streams in research argue that the relev-
ance should come from the gap of existing knowledge 
in research (Mohrman et al., 2001)

The rigour and relevance gaps are said to stem from the 
alienation of practitioners from formal academic styles 
and lead to substantial stylistic differences (Kelemen & 
Bansal, 2002). This issue is related to knowledge trans-
fer and interpretation, with the problem lying in the in-
ability or unwillingness of academic researchers to 
translate their insights for practitioners (Chen et al., 
2013). Further, Antonacopoulou (2009) argued that im-
pact does matter in management scholarship, because 
it is a means of demonstrating the transformation of 
general information into meaningful knowledge en-
abling purposeful action. The impact matters because 
it demonstrates what can happen when research brings 
attention to neglected issues, it poses different ques-
tions, and it builds confidence to experiment.
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Figure 1. A Co-production process based on the Knowledge Foundation co-production model
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Nor is the impact factor well-defined when conducting 
collaborative research, as the objective is more complex 
with more stakeholders aligned in the process. Meagh-
er (2009) identified categories of impact, published by 
Pettigrew, 2011:

• Instrumental impacts: tangible products or services

• Conceptual impacts: scholarly contribution

• Capacity-building impacts: training and collaborative 
activities

• Cultural changes: achieved in the organizations

• Enduring connectivity impacts: knowledge exchange 
activities and relationships

According to Antonacopoulou (2009), one of the factors 
contributing to the tension between rigour and relev-
ance of management scholarship relates to the ques-
tions we ask and the way we ask them. Learning to ask 
the “right” questions is fundamentally more important 
than a “right” answer. For management scholarship to 
be impactful, rigour and relevance must be connected 
so that the questions capture the interests and con-
cerns of different users.

Antonacopoulou (2009) describes impact as having six 
elements (I-M-P-A-C-T): 

I = Influential 
(technical, scientific, and practical)

M = Memorable 
(lasting experience, “measurable” outcome)

P = Practical 
(integrating knowledge about the practitioner)

A = Actionable 
(connections based on authenticity)

C = Co-created 
(through learning-driven collaborations)

T = Transformational 
(create new questions and possibilities)

Pettigrew (2001) has argued that the elements needed for 
the research to accomplish high impact and change are 
many, but the most frequently debated features include:

• a more porous boundary between science and society

• a resultant loss of research autonomy

• a breakdown of assumptions about unitary views of 
science 

• greater range of participants and research practice

• greater recognition of the character of research prac-
tice and outcomes

• recognition of the complex interactions between mul-
tiple stakeholders in the research process and evalu-
ation of the quality and relevance of research 
processes, outputs, and outcomes

The literature presented here is further related to the 
empirical data in the results and analysis described 
later in this article. The research approach is described 
in the next section.

Research Approach

The research projects described in this article have 
been conducted over five years in a co-production set-
ting between universities and companies in Sweden. 
The participating companies are global companies 
within the automotive and pharmaceutical industry 
segment. The cases were selected based on companies 
who developed synergy projects with the universities 
in the past. Therefore, they also had an equal voice in 
terms of expecting research resulting in impact for 
them, too. They were interested in further collabora-
tion with universities, which made it relevant to them 
to discuss the impact of the research. The purpose of 
this analysis is to capture important factors influencing 
the research process enabling enhanced impact.

While conducting co-production research, the authors 
identified certain key factors and challenges. Two of 
the authors were externally-employed doctoral stu-
dents at the Innofacture Research School at 
Mälardalen University in Sweden. At the manufactur-
ing company, a department with 10 researchers was es-
tablished for manufacturing research with strategic 
and long-term academic partnership. Two of the au-
thors managed the department, and two other uni-
versities had PhD students in the department. The 
steps leading to the results in this article are described 
in Table 1 and are inspired by Kolb’s learning cycle 
(Kolb, 2014).

Increasing the Impact of Industry–Academia Collaboration through Co-Production
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The factors are summarized in Table 2 and Table 3. The 
projects had been carried out in close collaboration 
with academia and industry, and all were related to 
technology management and innovation. The cases 
were selected on the basis that they all resulted in new 
knowledge for the researchers and the organizations. 

Co-Production in Industrial Cases 

Key factors related to perspectives from the co-production 
process
The different perspectives of the co-production re-
search process, as described in the practical handbook 
(Sannö et al., 2018), are briefly described in Table 2. 
These process perspectives are further used to describe 
the six cases in the next section.

The key factors as counterproductive forces influencing 
the projects 
Details of the identified counterproductive forces are 
presented in Table 3 (Sannö et al., 2018). These counter-
productive forces are later used to further describe six 
cases.

Case description and key factors related to impact
The cases individually described below are analyzed 
from the literature in the impact section (Antonaco-
poulou, 2009; Meagher, 2009). The cases are then con-
solidated in the section that follows. 

• Case A – “Disagreement on deliverables”: This project 
studied variation when creating welding procedures; 
one university and four companies participated. The 

project management was run by a consultant who was 
hired by the university. However, during the early 
phases, the expectations of the project were never dis-
cussed. When publications were discussed after two 
years, the expectations of the participants differed, 
leading to mistrust. The result became useful for the 
industrial partners in capacity-building impacts but it 
also resulted in two publications written by the com-
pany. The lesson learned was the importance of gain-
ing an understanding of what the respective 
participants want to get from the project, in line with 
driving forces and rewards, since it influences, for ex-
ample, methodology and prioritization. Unfortu-
nately, relations were broken and research in the 
same constellation did not happen again. The indus-
trial company managed to produce actionable results 
and raised new questions with other partners. 

• Case B – “Manufacturing of new product”: This subpro-
ject was an externally-employed doctoral student pro-
ject that investigated how to manufacture a new type 
of highly innovative product. The externally-em-
ployed doctoral student and the participants were em-
ployed at the company involved in the project. In the 
main project, other parties were also involved. Early 
on, the researchers in the project communicated ef-
fectively and received positive attention from the top 
management, competitors, as well as the media. The 
methodology was described in the research proposal 
and the result became useful for the company with in-
strumental impacts (products and services taken up 
by the company) as well as capacity-building impacts 
with training (sessions), and sustainable relationships. 

Increasing the Impact of Industry–Academia Collaboration through Co-Production
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Table 1. The steps leading to the identified challenges, key factors, and analysis of impact in this study
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Several publications such as conceptual impacts with 
unique material “from inside” an organization also 
had high academic value and interest. The project be-
came influential, memorable, practical, actionable, co-
created, and transformational (i.e., it had I-M-P-A-C-T, 
as described earlier), with new questions leading to 
new research projects. 

• Case C – “Development of a new production system”: 
This project developed a production system where five 
different families of powertrains for the automotive in-
dustry could be assembled in one line. The company 
co-employed academic staff. The academic research-
ers formulated the aim of the project as a practical 
need. The academics also announced that, in addition 
to this, their objective was to collect material for sci-
entific publications and hold presentations, seminars, 
or workshops to disseminate knowledge on the use of 
simulation technique in the organization. One of the 
success factors was that the time plan was based on es-
timates from previous projects, which did not involve 
changes of equal magnitude to the production pro-
cesses. The project involved the externally-employed 
participants in a number of joint activities during the 
course of the project, with high attendance because of 
the good formulation of the practical needs, and tan-
gible products and services. The project led to the im-
plementation of the new production system. Access to 
data enabled joint learning and conceptual impact 
with robust evidence-based data achieved from a re-
search point of view as well, fulfilling the influential, 

memorable, practical, actionable, co-created, and 
transformational objectives. This conceptual know-
ledge also led to further research questions and pro-
jects. 

• Case D – “Simulation in the development of production 
systems”: This project aimed at acquiring knowledge 
about simulation for the development of production 
systems, including challenges and benefits. Research-
ers presented past and ongoing simulation-related pro-
jects to members of the manufacturing organization at 
university premises and at different manufacturing 
sites as well as workshop series developed on the top-
ics. Company representatives and graduate students 
identified areas and evaluated the consequences of 
solutions through simulation. A similar approach was 
taken initially as in case C. The only difference was that 
the organization and academic institution did not 
know each other at the start of co-production. Cases 
given to academic partners were initially small in scope 
and involved decisions that had already been taken. 
Therefore, it took time and several joint activities be-
fore the participants of the project became aligned to 
expectations of knowledge. Cases to base this know-
ledge on were presented as examples, and practical 
solutions were important, but in the end, the expecta-
tions that emerged from the industry side went beyond 
solving an immediate issue. After building trust and re-
lations, the project started to deliver rigorous data as 
well and co-created learning, leading to capacity-build-
ing impacts and further connectivity impacts. 

Increasing the Impact of Industry–Academia Collaboration through Co-Production
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Table 2. The different perspectives in the research process that were identified as key factors to manage 
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Table 3. Counterproductive forces from an academic and industrial perspective
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• Case E – “Technology change with insights”: This case 
was initiated as a project to upgrade a technology to im-
prove the environmental impact of a process in a man-
ufacturing plant. The team consisted of the researcher 
employed by the organization, a researcher from a uni-
versity observing the other researcher, as well as the 
company team and suppliers. The researcher used visu-
alization to communicate the role of the researcher 
and, early on, discussion concerning the methodology. 
The expectations of the technical support were at first 
higher than those of the management research. After 
implementing the technology, with several issues along 
the way, the organization realized that the need for 
knowledge had to be built upon their own competence, 
not by the knowledge of external parties. The co-pro-
duction initiated a learning process inside the organiza-
tion by asking research-related questions and by giving 
support to find solutions in the literature. The research-
er built up knowledge about how different factors in 
the organization influenced the project while the parti-
cipants learned how to manage the change process. It 
also led to mutual understanding of problems and how 
to develop a collaborative methodology to enhance 
learning in the organization. The project was influen-
tial, memorable as “before and after” memory, practic-
al, actionable, co-created, and transformational, 
leading to several new questions and possibilities. Its 
conceptual impact was the scholarly contribution of in-
novation theory related to time and contexts, cultural 
change and enduring connectivity impacts, as well as 
capacity-building impacts of learning. 

• Case F – “Study of re-used material with project coopera-
tion issues”: An evaluation was made concerning 
whether parts could be re-used, leading to a new tech-
nology to be used in the value chain. Several actors 
from different companies and universities joined the 
project, with the research leader acting as project man-
ager. The project was sold to the companies as a prac-
tical problem where all the different perspectives were 
also taken into account. However, the driving forces of 
business interests by partners in the project misdirec-
ted the purpose and the methodology. The expected 
result was not achieved. The main finding was that a 
common problem formulation was missing and a fail-
ure to make sure, by communication and manage-
ment, that all the actors were aligned through the 
process. In order to have done so, it would have been 
necessary to realize the driving forces and motivation 
for the project and what to expect from the actors. The 
project was hardly influential; it became less practical 
or academically rigorous and did not lead to further 
projects. 

Discussion

Effective management of the phases of problem formu-
lation, methodology, and results is important for suc-
cessful collaboration and thereby impact. From the 
different cases, we can conclude that, even if there is 
not one methodology or research process, these phases 
are still important to clarify and manage when initiat-
ing a collaborative research project. The research 
should not be based on the interest of only one of the 
stakeholders; communication and mutual interest in a 
driving force are important key factors during all 
stages, opening up a more porous boundary between 
science and society (Pettigrew, 2011). 

The summary of the cases presented in Table 4 shows 
the identified factors that influence the impact/implic-
ations of co-produced research. If we were to grade the 
perspectives by importance, we would see that the driv-
ing forces that motivate engagement in a project as 
well as communication are particularly important in 
terms of achieving impact, which is in accordance with 
previous findings (Garousi et al., 2016; Kaymaz & Ery-
i it, 2011; Sandberg et al., 2011). The cases were evalu-
ated from the perspective of the different factors. Each 
case was assigned a grading for each factor according 
to the I-M-P-A-C-T elements described by Antonaco-
poulou (2009): 

++ Several elements with a positive impact

 + A few elements with a slightly positive impact

 - A few elements with a slightly negative impact

-- Several elements with a negative impact

Further, the different categories of impact (Meagher, 
2009) for each case were evaluated by the academic 
and industrial perception of the outcome. 

Positive impact

Negative impact

Just as Coghlan and Coughlan (2008) highlighted the 
insights of linking theory, practice, and collaboration, 
differences were encountered while sustaining the col-
laboration by managing the counterproductive forces. 
Built on trust and relationships, progress is facilitated 
and can lead to several impacts, as seen in the differ-
ence between Case C and Case D. If trust and relation-
ships are built, the practical and scholarly results are 
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likely to be equally balanced. A greater range of parti-
cipants in the knowledge development process will re-
quire adaptation of the methodology (Pettigrew, 2011), 
and this will lead to cultural changes in both systems. 

One limitation of the cases investigated is whether re-
search funding was secured, because the driving force 
of obtaining funding will likely impact the project. We 
see the result of decades of emphasis on the co-produc-
tion of knowledge in Sweden, but the study is limited to 
doctoral students in this environment and the interna-
tional industrial companies involved. This article does 
not look toward theory development, nor method de-
velopment, but rather creates a voice of experiences of 

scholars aiming for practical relevance in the academic 
system. We encourage the inclusion of other stakehold-
ers from companies and academia to reflect on the char-
acteristics and challenges addressed.

Today, several terms and definitions of quality and im-
pact exist, but it is still difficult for academics to agree 
on these definitions and improve collaboration. There-
fore, it is necessary to have tools, measurements, and 
methods to evaluate co-production and the impact it 
gives. We would like to emphasize the need for involving 
the participant stakeholders in the discussion. We there-
fore propose that greater emphasis should be placed on 
the Implications for Practice section (Bartunek & Rynes, 
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Table 4. Categories of impact and influence by the identified key factors for each case
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2014), but also greater emphasis should be placed in the 
introduction and methodology parts of the resulting 
journal publications. By using the findings from this art-
icle, these can more explicitly be discussed by the col-
laborating organizations. As Adler and Harzing (2009) 
wrote, presenting research findings as if other research-
ers are the only end users is hardly an ideal situation for 
addressing complex questions in a way that contributes 
to society.

Conclusion

To do collaborative research requires awareness and 
certain skills from the participating organizations. In 
this article, we have used different forms of action re-
search, and from the different industry–academic col-
laborations we have identified key factors influencing 
different elements – and categories of impact. We are 
contributing to the continuous discussion by scholars 
by including the academic and industrial views, seen as 
fundamental to fully realizing the research impact po-
tential. How we manage the phases of problem formula-
tion, methodology, and results is critical for successful 
collaboration and thereby its impact. Counter-product-
ive forces that could dilute the progress also need to be 
considered since combining practical relevance and sci-
entific rigour comes with challenges. A research gap 
concerning how to assess co-production was identified 
and further research on assessment models including 
impact needs to be conducted.
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