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T R E N D S

THE TRAILBLAZER 
Works with an industry 

body to understand 
trends in a sector

THE ENTHUSIAST
A business research 

question is the primary 
focus of the PhD

THE TROUBLE SHOOTER 
Can use their expertise to 

answer business questions 
on a short-term 

consultancy basis   

THE DISSEMINATOR 
Keeps an eye on how 

their academic research 
can be applied

THE INVESTIGATOR 
Uses business data to 

test an idea

Summary 
of partnership 

approaches 

Collaboration comes in all different  shapes and sizes - our research found 
that relationships between academia and businesses are unique. 

However, we have identified a number of different ways in which a PhD student 
can collaborate with business and industry. Some PhD students fall into one  

of these categories but many spread across categories - showing traits of  
both an Investigator and Disseminator for example. These collaboration types 

are to be used by both PhD students (and potential PhD students) and businesses 
as inspiration - perhaps they  will help you to think about what collaboration 

might  look like for you, how to go about it, and the skills and 
resources required.
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THE DISSEMINATOR
Keeps an eye on how their academic 
research can be applied1

The disseminator is a PhD 
student who: 

Will ensure that their research is of 
relevance to business and industry

May present at an industry conference

Will look for innovative ways to get  
their research findings to as many  
non-academics as possible.  
They may write blogs, create podcasts  
and arrange round-tables

May engage a supervisor from  
business or industry to ensure  
that research stays on track and  
is of relevance 

Skills required from the  
PhD student to make 
dissemination possible:

CLARITY Ability to find a common 
language between academic and 
business partners

COMMUNICATION  
Strong communication to keep 
business partner up to date with 
progress and findings

THE INVESTIGATOR 
Uses business data 
to test an idea2

The Investigator will: 

Work with a business or a range of businesses to get 
access to data – qualitative or quantitative 

Use the data to test an idea – a theory or a methodology 

Spend time collecting data - data collection can be 
primary or secondary.  Primary data collection may take 
the form of surveys, interviews, focus groups, document 
analysis and ethnographic fieldwork

Some characteristics:

Research question(s) are often applicable across a range of 
businesses or a sector. 

The research results can  be disseminated to those 
businesses taking part including relevant sector bodies

Skills required from the 
PhD student to make 
this collaboration work:

ETHICS Ensure that 
you are operating within 
ethical guidelines – both 
academically and for the 
business 

RESOURCEFULNESS Find 
ways to make your research 
useful to the business you are 
seeking data from 

NETWORKING Networking 
to find the most relevant 
business partner(s)
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THE ENTHUSIAST
A business research question is 
the primary focus of the PhD3

The Enthusiast is a PhD student who…

Some characteristics of this sort of PhD…

Skills required from the PhD student to make  
this collaboration work:

Has a passion for helping a business or small number of 
businesses to answer specific research questions

Is willing to spend at least 3 years working on those 
questions

Usually spends time at the business to collect data

Is interested in how academic ideas can be applied  
to business and industry

The business may fund or part-fund the doctorate. 
They may provide resources such as desk space or a 
supervisor

Often the PhD candidate has some work experience 
within the sector they wish to research prior to the PhD

Success depends on clear communication channels,  
with regular updates between researcher, university  
and business

CLARITY Ability to find a common language between 
academic and business partners

COMMUNICATION Strong communication to keep the 
business partner up to date with progress and findings

NETWORKING Networking to find the most relevant 
business partner(s)
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The characteristics of the 
Trouble Shooter’s research 
include: 

The collaboration can sit alongside  
the doctorate but is not necessarily  
a key part of the doctorate

It enables the researcher to build 
business networks

The research timescales are short, often 
over a few weeks or couple of months

It normally involves some data 
collection and visiting business sites

Skills required from the PhD 
student to make dissemination 
possible:

TIME MANAGEMENT Do you have 
time to collaborate with a business as 
well as complete your thesis?

FINANCIAL BARRIERS Is the business 
able to reimburse you or pay for your 
time and expertise?

RELEVANT FINDINGS Are you able  
to use the findings  to inform your PhD 
or add value to your thesis?

IP CONSIDERATIONS Are you and 
the business clear on who will own any 
emerging intellectual property?

THE TROUBLE SHOOTER
Can use their expertise to answer business 
questions on a short-term consultancy basis   5

THE TRAILBLAZER
Works with an industry body to 
understand trends in a sector4

T R E N D S

A PhD student working with  
an industry body is great 
because:

An industry body partner can give the 
researcher access to a wide range of 
relevant business contacts

Data can be collected across a whole 
industry in a representative way

The research question(s) will have wide 
applicability to the sector

The research will often have a policy 
component which would be useful  
to the industry body and sector as  
a whole

Skills required from the 
PhD student to make this 
collaboration work:

VISION  
Ability to see the bigger picture  
and ensure that research is  
applicable to a sector

DISSEMINATION SKILLS  
Ability to make academic research 
accessible for non-experts



WHY DO YOU WANT TO COLLABORATE? 
To test a methodology?

To get access to data?

To test a theory? 

To improve the social impact of a business?

To improve business efficiency or profitability? 

Be clear on how a collaboration will add value to your core PhD thesis 

IS THERE A SOCIAL VALUE ATTACHED TO 
YOUR COLLABORATION? IF SO, WHAT IS IT?
Improving corporate social responsibility?

Improving representation of minority groups?

Improving enterprise opportunities?

Improving the efficiency or effectiveness of a business?

If your collaboration idea has a social value, be clear on what it is

WHY SHOULD A BUSINESS COLLABORATE  
WITH YOU? 
What is in it for the business? 

How will they benefit? 

Will they be more efficient? 

More productive? 

Have more social impact?  

Work on your elevator pitch!

Researcher
Are you a PhD student or  thinking about doing a PhD? 
Are you interested in  collaborating with business? 
If so, follow this checklist to get off to the right start…

thesis
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WHAT ARE YOU ASKING THE BUSINESS TO 
DO? 
Do they need to supervise you? 

Do they need to provide data? 

What resources do you need from the business? 

Be clear on what you are asking the business to do as part  
of the collaboration

IS YOUR COLLABORATION CRITICAL TO THE 
SUCCESS OF YOUR PHD? 
Does your PhD need this business collaboration to be a success?

What are the risks involved?

Conduct a risk assessment

WHO IS BEST PLACED TO SUPERVISE YOU?
Do you need your supervisor to manage the relationship with business 
collaborators?

Do you need or want a business supervisor? If so, why?

Do you need or want a supervisor who has good business contacts?

Consider what you need from your supervision team

WHAT SORT OF BUSINESS OR  
BUSINESSES MAKE SENSE FOR  
YOU TO COLLABORATE WITH?
Are you interested in a particular sector or sub sector? If so, why?

Does the size of business collaborator matter? Micro, small, medium or large? 

Do you need one business collaborator or several?

Which business types are most likely to benefit from and be able to engage 
in the collaboration? 

Do you, or your supervisor, have business contacts that can be approached? 

Identify a list of criteria for suitable business collaborators. 
Consider sector, size and any existing relationships you can mobilise

Researcher cont.
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