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Introduction
 
Encouraging impactful industry- 
academia collaboration in the social 
sciences, humanities and arts 

The social sciences, humanities and arts have largely 
been absent from the landscape of industry-academia 
collaboration. This whitepaper explores the relationship 
between these disciplines and industry collaboration and 
looks for ways of removing barriers to collaboration. 



What is SHAPE? In recent years public debate has in-
creasingly highlighted the relevance 
of the social sciences, humanities 
and arts (SHAPE) in understanding 
humanity, the functioning of society 
and addressing societal challenges.1 It 
is widely recognised that these disci-
plines can contribute to the positive 
development of society.

The purpose of this whitepaper is 
to contribute to the discussion on 
how impactful collaboration between 
SHAPE disciplines and industry could 
be furthered to benefit academic 
research, industry and society as a 
whole. Our aim is to encourage both 
academics and industry representa-
tives to engage with this information 
and to use it to inspire and shape fu-
ture collaboration.  

Collaboration with private enter-
prises is a key way of achieving impact 
for scientific research. It can provide 
researchers with access to unique 
data, demonstrate the impact of re-
search in practice and help in scaling 
research findings to benefit society 
more broadly.2 In return, collabora-
tion can equip enterprises to better 
meet future challenges. 

Traditionally, the STEM disciplines 
(science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) have been more active 
in collaborating with the private sec-
tor when compared to the SHAPE 

We use the acronym SHAPE to re-
fer to the broad spectrum of social 
sciences, humanities and arts and 
their role in society and the glob-
al economy. Coined by the British 
Academy in 2020, SHAPE is an up-
date to the earlier acronym SSH or 
AHSS It stands for “Social Sciences, 
Humanities, and the Arts for Peo-
ple and the Economy”. 12 The British 
Academy defines SHAPE as a “col-
lective name for the social sciences, 
humanities and the arts – subjects 
which help us make sense of the 
human world, to value and express 
the complexity of life and culture, 
and to understand and solve glob-
al issues”. Examples of SHAPE disci-
plines include (but are not limited to) 
languages and linguistics, history, 
psychology and cognitive scienc-
es, economics and business, geog-
raphy, media and communication, 
law, education, philosophy, theolo-
gy and anthropology. 13 The need for 
a new acronym reflects the evolving 
interest in including these fields in 
the societal and economic context.
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disciplines.3 These fields are more 
concerned with the straightforward 
commercialisation of science and 
thus with outcomes, such as the ap-
plication of patents, the selling of li-
cences and setting up spin-out com-
panies than SHAPE fields4. All these 
outcomes are measurable, making it 
easier to demonstrate the impact of 
STEM research. 

In contrast, research in SHAPE dis-
ciplines is often more qualitative and 
abstract, making it harder to articu-
late the societal impact of this work.5 
People working in the business sector 
may also struggle to see the practical 
applications of SHAPE research.6

This is reflected in the funding ap-
plications received by the Finnish 
Research Impact Foundation. Only 
8% of all applications represent 
projects that involve SHAPE disci-
plines.7 Within SHAPE, the prima-
ry societal engagement activities 
are formal or informal consultation, 
commissioned research and public 
lectures,8 and there is more collab-
oration with public sector organisa-
tions than with private enterprises.  
However, SHAPE research can pro-
vide industries with creative ap-
proaches, analytical tools and the 
human perspective they need to ad-
dress complex social phenomena, 
such as the impact of AI on work and 

human interaction or social and envi-
ronmental sustainability issues.   

Existing frameworks to measure im-
pact and the ways impact is discussed 
tend to favour a particular type of 
collaboration between industry and 
academia. For example, funding mod-
els designed to support such collab-
oration often prioritise large-scale 
multidisciplinary projects and em-
phasise the achievement of quantifi-
able impacts on organisational com-
petitiveness.9 This orientation may 
be alienating for SHAPE researchers, 
whose contributions are often geared 
towards activities that do not direct-
ly contribute to product and service 
development processes and there-
by lack a straightforward and easily 
arguable link to organisational inno-
vation. 

The contribution of research to in-
novation is typically viewed from the 
narrow perspective of technical or 
scientific development within a given 
project, process or product. In order 
to enhance collaboration between 
SHAPE disciplines and private enter-
prises, innovation should rather be 
interpreted as a set of processes such 
as discovery, creativity, incubation 
and diffusion, alongside knowledge 
exchange between actors and insti-
tutions.10 Innovation can and should 
be seen as something that happens 
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on all levels of an organisation, as a 
culture rather than a process. 11

By providing in-depth understand-
ing of human behaviour, culture, cre-
ativity, history and society, SHAPE 
research can drive ethical and sus-
tainable innovation as well as the de-
velopment of innovative cultures in 
organisations.

 The next chapter presents four 
global trends that call for increased 
collaboration between SHAPE dis-
ciplines and enterprises. The sec-
ond chapter describes the status quo 
of industry-academia collaboration 
from the perspective of SHAPE re-
searchers and enterprises. In the 
third chapter we explore what en-
courages such collaboration by in-
troducing perspectives, pilots and 

trials that have sought to bridge the 
gap between these two spheres in 
different countries. The fourth chap-
ter focuses on how to move forward 
and enhance collaboration between 
SHAPE disciplines and private enter-
prises. We end the report with an ex-
ecutive summary and prompts for ac-
tions that can be taken immediately.

This report is grounded in a six-
month-long investigation that has in-
cluded a roundtable with representa-
tives of Finnish academic institutions 
and other stakeholders, in-depth 
qualitative interviews with Europe-
an experts and an online survey for 
Finnish academic and industry repre-
sentatives. Further details about our 
methods are provided in part five of 
this whitepaper. 
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Four global trends that 
call for increased collabo-
ration between SHAPE  
disciplines and enterprises

A multitude of current trends in industry and society 
suggest that now is the time to investigate the value 
of the social sciences, humanities and arts to the pri-
vate sector and our societies. Below we describe four 
current societal trends where collaboration between 
SHAPE disciplines and enterprises could have mean-
ingful impact.

Part 1
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TREND 1: Societies are grap-
pling with human problems 
that require multifaceted solu-
tions. 
Societies are facing major polarisation 
challenges: the ageing population is 
growing, inequality is increasing, and 
unemployment and mental health is-
sues among young people are on the 
rise. The COVID-19 crisis has exacer-
bated existing societal problems and 
at the same time accelerated digi-
tal development and organisational 
changes, such as remote and hybrid 
work. These rapid changes have left 
many societies and enterprises in a 
state of flux and adaptation. To ad-
dress and resolve these issues, SHAPE 
disciplines are needed to build a mul-
tidimensional understanding of hu-
manity and the functioning of society 
– something that STEM fields cannot 
do on their own.

TREND 2: Artificial intelligence 
is shaping the way we work, in-
teract and manage human rela-
tionships.
The most recent advances in AI have 
been brought about through inter-
disciplinary research and industry 
collaboration. The application of AI 
technologies presents challenges not 
only for technology developers but 

also for the workforce, policymak-
ers and governments. They all need 
an understanding of what is possible 
not just in technological terms but 
also from an ethical and legislative 
perspective. The further evolution of 
AI-human interaction encourages in-
creased involvement of researchers 
and experts from outside the tech-
nology space. 
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TREND 3: The climate crisis 
is not being solved by STEM 
alone. 
Technological innovations for green 
energy and climate-friendly con-
sumption depend on the ability of 
societies to adopt them. To solve the 
ongoing climate crisis and its impli-
cations on society, SHAPE fields need 
to be more involved in corporate and 
government strategies. Technological 
innovations rely on comprehensive 
knowledge about human behaviour 
to solve and adapt to the widespread 
issues caused by climate change and 
to bring about the necessary be-
havioural change.  

 
 
 

TREND 4: Customer-centricity 
is the driving force behind suc-
cessful businesses.
In an AI-intensive digital era, cus-
tomer-centricity is more important 
than ever before. Companies that 
understand the nuances of custom-
er needs, preferences and emotions 
can design products, services and 
strategies that resonate with their 
audience. The social sciences, hu-
manities and arts can offer a deep 
dive into historical and cultural con-
texts, foster creativity and provide 
data about consumer behaviour, en-
abling enterprises to make informed 
decisions. By integrating SHAPE 
disciplines, companies can devel-
op a holistic understanding of their 
customers, which will lead to better 
engagement, loyalty and a stronger 
competitive edge in today’s custom-
er-centric business landscape.
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60% of the academic survey respondents 
think that industry-academia collaboration 

would help them answer their research 
questions.

What societal issues does your research 
seek to address? Top 5 themes 

1) Sustainability transition 

2) Social equality 

3) Healthcare, health, and well-being 

4) Work transformation and workplace well-being 

5) Use and impacts of technology 

The issues addressed by our survey respondents in their research 
are related to the top 5 themes listed above. Research questions 
typically span two or more themes, reflecting the interdependence 
of various domains. For instance, researchers may study the use of 
technology from the point of view of promoting health and well-be-
ing or social equality, or they may study work transformation from 
the perspective of sustainability.

Survey results
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Part 2

The status quo of  
industry-academia  
collaboration within  
SHAPE disciplines

We asked academics to describe what their collab-
oration with industry partners currently looks like 
and what might be hindering this collaboration. The 
results highlight a need for more established forms 
of collaboration. 
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It is well accepted that scientific 
knowledge creates an impact through 
interactions where different stake-
holders are involved in co-creating 
knowledge.17 By working closely with 
social sciences, humanities and arts 
researchers, enterprises gain access 
to knowledge and analytical methods 
that can pave the way to new solu-
tions. For researchers, industry-aca-
demia collaboration provides access 
to data, processes and knowledge that 
can help further the academic impact 
of research as well as teaching.18 Col-
laboration with private enterprises 
also directs research towards ques-
tions grounded in practice, which in 

turn can enhance theoretical and ac-
ademic knowledge.19 

Previous literature has shown that 
the most typical forms of industry 
collaboration within SHAPE disci-
plines are consultancy, public lec-
tures and one-off research projects, 
while large-scale research and de-
velopment collaboration is margin-
al.20 Our survey results are consistent 
with these earlier findings. Consul-
tancy and lectures are considered 
the most prevalent forms of collabo-
ration. However, 38% of our respon-
dents had prior experience of joint 
R&D projects (see Figure 2). 

Based on our open-ended question 

Lecturing	

Consulting

Joint projects

Skills & competencies development

Commissioned researc�

Joint pu
lications

Thesis supervision

Joint courses and teaching

Regional development projects

Research in�rastructure utili�ation

Patents and licences

Other

46%

44%

38%

38%

33%

20%

20%

19%

11%

10%

5%

13%

What kind of  
collaboration  
have you had with  
companies?

Figure 2 – Survey results

(Respondents: 
academics, n = 81)
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regarding the amount and length of 
collaborative projects (N=99), 13% of 
respondents had one to five years of 
experience of either a single, long-
term project or several shorter proj-
ects. 18% reported a high level of busi-
ness collaboration and involvement 
in numerous joint projects during 
several years. The rest of the respon-
dents had less than 12 months or no 
experience of collaboration.

Our survey results show that aca-
demics see industry collaboration as a 
great opportunity to widen their pro-
fessional networks and increase the 

impact of their research (see Figure 
3). Having access to new contacts ties 
in with increasing research impact 
because speaking to new audiences 
brings the research out of the univer-
sity and into the wider society. Societal 
impact was a benefit that came across 
frequently in our in-depth interviews 
with experienced collaborators and 
experts. It was also mentioned by en-
terprises as an important outcome of 
these collaborations (see Figure 5). It 
appears that societal impact is a key 
benefit that can equally motivate both 
parties to engage with one another. 

Figure 3 – Survey Results

What specific benefits or value do you see for 
your research in working with companies?  
(Respondents: academics, n = 107)
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Our data shows that both academics 
and enterprises can derive benefits 
from collaborating with one another. 
Yet, industry-academia collaboration 
is not widespread in the SHAPE con-
text. We wanted to understand what 
is keeping researchers and enterpris-
es from working together so that we 
could then imagine viable solutions. 
In our survey we asked academics 
and enterprises to give open-ended 
answers to this question and discov-
ered several obstacles to collabora-
tion that we then labelled under the 
following seven categories. Because 
we received significantly more re-
plies from academics than enterpris-
es, the categories presented here are 
more representative of the academic 
perspective. 

Lack of time and different 
rhythms 
Academics feel that collaboration with 
enterprises is hampered by differences 
in time cycles and operational tempo. 
This includes challenges arising from 
shortage of time both within enter-
prises and academia. Time scarcity can 

hinder the initiation of collaborations 
and the realisation of their full benefits. 

Finding contacts and initiating 
collaboration 
One of the hurdles in academic-busi-
ness collaboration is the difficulty of 
finding suitable contacts and coop-
eration partners. Researchers in the 
social sciences, humanities and arts 
often work alone and may thus lack 
networks that could help build bridg-
es with the private sector. Addition-
ally, established practices of cooper-
ation and support structures for this 
kind of collaboration are difficult to 
find within universities.

Financial constraints 
Financial constraints pose a significant 
challenge for academics who want to 
collaborate with enterprises. Enter-
prises have limited financial resources 
set aside for this kind of collaboration, 
and alternative financing options are 
scarce. Academics feel that the uncer-
tainty of securing funding for collabo-
ration can dissuade them from insti-
gating the collaboration. 

Lack of mutual understanding 
Collaboration between academia 
and industry is hindered by a lack of 

What stands in the way of 
industry–academia col-
laboration in the SHAPE 
context?
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What obstacles and challenges have you encoun-
tered in working with and creating collaboration 
with companies?
(Respondents: Academics and industry respondents, n = 103)

Figure 4 – Survey Results
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mutual understanding. This includes 
researchers’ limited grasp of business 
needs, lack of industry awareness 
about researchers’ expertise, uncer-
tainty about applying research in a 
business context, language barriers, 
and the presence of prejudices and 
fears.

Trouble identifying common 
interests 
Academics sometimes grapple with 
the challenge of aligning their inter-
ests with those of enterprises. The 
two sets of research goals and objec-
tives can differ significantly, as can 
the underlying value systems.

Cumbersome collaboration 
agreements 
The process of reaching collabora-
tion agreements between academ-

ics and enterprises can be laborious. 
This includes navigating complex ne-
gotiation processes, addressing in-
tellectual property rights (IPR) issues, 
agreeing on confidentiality questions 
related to the research results and 
complying with funding conditions.

Other challenges
Aside from the challenges mentioned 
above, there are other obstacles that 
academics encounter when collab-
orating with enterprises. These in-
clude dealing with personnel turn-
over, understanding the researcher’s 
role, assessing enterprises’ commit-
ment levels, ensuring the openness of 
research results, and shouldering the 
responsibility for building and main-
taining collaboration, which often 
falls on the researcher.



What do enterprises 
gain from these 
collaborations?
 
We have learned that industry collab-
oration can significantly boost the re-
searcher’s work and career. But what 
benefits do industry partners enjoy 
from this collaboration? Our findings 
show that SHAPE collaboration can 
be especially beneficial for compa-
nies in the service industries. 

Most industry representatives who 
responded to our survey agreed that 
research in the social sciences, hu-
manities and arts plays an important 
role in developing new ideas and inno-
vations in the company. Some of the 
respondents’ enterprises were root-
ed in these disciplines, and research 
collaboration was seen as a prerequi-
site for business development. In the 
context of technology development, 
SHAPE disciplines were recognised 
as essential for understanding the 
socio-technical implications of new 
technologies and innovations. Some 
responses highlighted the significance 
of SHAPE disciplines in broadening 
the perspectives of strategic endeav-
ours, challenging conventional ways 
of thinking and working, and creating 
a deeper understanding of custom-
er requirements. Furthermore, they 

How to solve the challenges of 
time, initiating collaborations 
and financial constraints? 

Time and operational disparities pose 
a common challenge in SHAPE collab-
orations. Academic research projects 
span years, whereas businesses seek 
quicker outcomes, causing a mismatch 
in pace. In section three of the white-
paper, examples show how academ-
ics attempt to address this by offering 
faster pathways for industry partners, 
like streamlined reporting or special-
ised workshops for mutual learning.

The challenge of finding contacts 
and initiating collaboration was fre-
quently mentioned not just in our sur-
vey but also in our in-depth interviews, 
and we struggled to identify entities 
focused on establishing these net-
works. Currently, SHAPE collaboration 
is often considered optional rather 
than essential, limiting its potential to 
projects initiated by like-minded indi-
viduals convinced of its benefits. More 
contact between academics and 
businesses is necessary to increase 
collaborations. 

SHAPE research receives limited 
funding for industry collaboration. 
Typical collaboration forms, such as 
consultancy and lectures, do not of-
ten fit the definition of industry-ac-
ademia collaboration or funded as 
such. As such they may resemble free-
lance work. This absence of system-
ic approaches highlights the need to 
develop institutionalized practices to 
enhance industry-academia collabo-
ration in SHAPE.
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were seen as instrumental in facili-
tating internal organisational devel-
opment, including the promotion of 
change and the enhancement of or-
ganisational culture.

Industry representatives also 
agreed that collaboration with SHAPE 
researchers could help them solve 
future challenges such as ensuring a 
skilled workforce, dealing with sus-
tainability concerns, and securing 
sufficient funding and profitability 
for their business. Most of our re-
spondents had prior experience of 
research collaboration and saw it as 
an opportunity to develop the enter-
prise’s competitiveness both from a 
product and service perspective and 
from a skills, knowledge and brand 
perspective (see Figure 5). 

In our survey, 40% of the respon-
dents represented service industries. 
This explains why the development 
of new services was seen as a pivot-
al benefit from the enterprises’ per-
spective. However, previous research 
shows that SHAPE collaboration can 
be especially useful for service indus-
try businesses. 

A 2023 report prepared for the Brit-
ish Academy analysed commercial 
innovation through four comprehen-
sive case studies with Tesco, Phoe-
nix Group, Accenture and Netflix.21 
The study found that as innovation in 

the services sector is primarily cen-
tred on meeting customer needs, 
SHAPE disciplines assume a pivotal 
role in the innovation efforts of ser-
vice-based businesses. Research ar-
eas such as psychology, behavioural 
science, sociology and ethnography 
can be of crucial importance to com-
panies whose success depends on 
how well they understand their cus-
tomers’ behaviour.

The study also shows that formal 
R&D projects are just one part of the 
services sector’s innovation invest-
ment. The sector also depends heav-
ily on internal sources of innovation. 
These internal sources can be ideas 
generated organically within the 
business, internal research and data, 
client and customer feedback, open 
innovation channels, partnerships 
with external innovators, partnerships 
with external consultancies and ex-
perts, ideas derived from market and 
competitor analysis, and collaboration 
with academia. The forms of academic 
collaboration mentioned by the inter-
viewed companies included everything 
from fellowships and PhD programmes 
to research and student projects, com-
missioned research and gathering in-
sights from existing academic research. 
This broader view of innovation in-
vites us to examine academic re-
search as an important contributor to 
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corporate innovation on multiple lev-
els. If service and product develop-
ment is not limited to traditional R&D 
functions, SHAPE academics could 
potentially add value to companies’ 
innovation capacity by developing the 
ways in which ideas spread and move 

inside organisations and help em-
ployees stay innovative. These types 
of research collaborations are tradi-
tionally categorised under the title of 
organisational development rather 
than innovation. 

The absorption of new knowledge, 

What speciec  eneets or 

value do you see for the 

company in working with

researchers in the human 

sciences?

Developing new services

Absorbing new knowledge

Strengthening skills

Increased competitiveness

Corporate social responsibility

Developing new products

Employer image

Increasing operational e�ciency1

Improving cost e�ciency

Solving technical problems

Joint publications

Other

81%

77%

73%

65%

65%

58%

54%

42%

31%

27%

27%

4%

What specific benefits or value do you see for 
the company in working with researchers in the 
human sciences?
(Respondents: industry representatives, n = 26)

Figure 5 – Survey Results
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strengthening skills and increasing 
operational efficiency may all be con-
sidered to contribute to the develop-
ment of new services and products in 
one way or another. This encourages 
us to take a broad view when analys-
ing the impact of SHAPE-industry col-
laboration, weighing the added value 
it generates across operations rather 
than considering its direct contribu-
tion to a specific service or product.

The close relationship between 

SHAPE disciplines and the service 
industry has the potential to act as 
a positive case study that demon-
strates the importance of these 
fields to commercial success. Con-
sidering that the services indus-
try accounts for around 70% of the 
EU’s GDP and employment,22 effec-
tive collaboration between SHAPE 
research and industry partners 
could lead to significant innova-
tion potential and economic growth.  
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		    Part 3

 
What encourages  
collaboration between 
SHAPE researchers and 
enterprises? Perspectives 
and case studies

Systemic approaches to industry-academia collabora-
tion in the context of SHAPE are still in their infancy, 
but discussions, trials and pilots are underway around 
Europe. We used our networks to find perspectives and 
case studies that could help inform the development of 
future collaboration.  
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As we have learned so far, the motiva-
tions behind industry-academia collab-
oration are many and varied, and there 
is no single hurdle to be conquered and 
no magic bullet that could bring the 
SHAPE disciplines closer to corporate 
partnerships. However, some clues can 
be found by analysing prior successes.

In our survey, we asked both ac-
ademics and enterprises what they 
thought had made their prior collabo-
rations successful. The open answers 
(N=81) show that existing contacts 
and networks are crucial to finding 
the right collaborators and setting up 
the collaboration. Other key factors 
named by the academic respondents 
included finding a mutually interest-
ing research topic and having a part-
ner that was genuinely interested in 
the research, identifying and com-
mitting to clear targets, and having 
an understanding of the corporate 
world. Some respondents also said 
that trust and communications were 
key to delivering a collaborative proj-
ect. Furthermore, access to existing 
funding was seen as a driver for col-
laboration. 

Surprisingly, both the academics and 
the industry representatives attached 
more importance to finding the right 
problems to solve together with the 
industry partner (see Figure 6 and Fig-
ure 7). Accordingly, being able to make 
a societal impact was the third most 

important factor to encourage aca-
demics to collaborate with companies. 
Neither group of respondents consid-
ered financial returns a top priority.

Industry representatives, in turn, 
seemed to highlight the importance of 
their staff competencies in delivering 
these collaborations (see Figure 7). Our 
study has made it clear that these col-
laborations often result from person-
al contacts and some understanding 
of the social sciences, humanities and 
the arts as fields of science. If employ-
ees lack educational experience and 
connections with these disciplines, 
it may be hard for them to envision a 
project that relies on their expertise 
and to initiate such a project.  

Agile funding mechanisms and 
support for establishing con-
tacts could help initiate collab-
orations
Because the Finnish Research Im-
pact Foundation provides funding 
specifically for industry-academia 
projects, we were especially inter-
ested in what kinds of support and/
or funding mechanisms could fa-
cilitate these collaborations in the 
SHAPE context. The academics’ open 
answers (N=74) emphasised the fol-
lowing structures: 
•	 Support structures aimed at fos-

tering interactions between re-
searchers and businesses, including 
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organisational support for estab-
lishing contact with enterprises 
and platforms for engaging poten-
tial industry partners. 

•	 Preparatory funding was identified 
as a valuable tool for identifying 
common interests, project plan-
ning, and launching collaborative 
pilot initiatives with enterprises.

•	 Funding that would enable com-
panies to employ researchers for 
training periods.

•	 Agile, streamlined funding models 
with minimal bureaucratic hurdles, 
ensuring rapid responses when 
collaborative opportunities arise. 

•	 Refinement of reward systems with-
in universities and research organi-
sations to incentivise collaboration 
with industry partners.

Industry respondents’ suggestions   
(N=13) regarding support structures 
closely mirrored the preferences ex-
pressed by researchers. They em-
phasised the following structures:   

•	 Agile funding models that can re-
spond quickly when collaboration 
needs arise. 

•	 A staged funding model that en-
sures longer term funding on condi-

tion that the objectives set for each 
stage are achieved. This approach 
would not only reduce barriers for 
industry partners to participate in 
collaborative research but also fa-
cilitate funders’ commitment to 
supporting novel partnerships. 

•	 Enhancing researchers’ compre-
hension of business-related infor-
mation needs. 

To gain a deeper understanding 
of what kind of activities could en-
hance industry-academia collabo-
ration within the SHAPE disciplines, 
we interviewed 16 experts and expe-
rienced collaborators whom we dis-
covered through our networks. We 
quickly learned that the United King-
dom has been especially active in 
redefining the role of the social sci-
ences, humanities and arts in relation 
to the economy and society, and we 
therefore decided to give space to a 
few expert voices from the UK. We 
also found interesting examples and 
perspectives from Sweden, Denmark 
and Ireland. 

The following interviews and case 
studies offer insight into some key 
elements we found to be beneficial 
to increasing collaboration between 
SHAPE disciplines and industry part-
ners. 
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Interdisciplinary teams can forge 
connections between SHAPE  
researchers and enterprises: 
case Human+ at Trinity College

Human+ is a five-year interdisciplinary fellowship programme 
at Trinity College Dublin that brings together computer scientists 
and arts and humanities researchers in projects that focus on fore-
grounding the human experience in technology development. Dr. 
Caitriona Curtis, Executive Director of Trinity Long Room Hub, 
discusses its merits.

“The Human+ programme aims to 
provide opportunities for research-
ers from the arts, humanities and 
computer sciences to come together 
to address the challenges posed by 
technology. It also seeks to provide 
researchers with an opportunity to 
have deep interaction with the real 
world scenarios of industry and en-
terprise. Human+ is a partnership be-
tween Trinity’s Arts and Humanities
Research Institute, the Trinity Long 
Room Hub, and the ADAPT Centre 
for Digital Content Technology fund-
ed by Science Foundation Ireland. It 
involves interdisciplinary teams from 
computer sciences and engineering, 
and the arts and humanities to work 

together with an enterprise partner. 
Enterprise is defined in its broadest 
sense and includes cultural, civic and 
non-government organisations as 
well as businesses. 

Establishing these connections re-
quires a lot of brokerage and guid-
ance from our team. Matching su-
pervisory research expertise and 
interests and identifying potential 
enterprise alignment as well as forg-
ing interdisciplinary collaboration 
amongst the diverse backgrounds 
of the fellows is a demanding ef-
fort. But when it works, it is incred-
ibly exciting for all involved and 
has great potential to be a vehicle 
for cross-cutting theme explora-



“At Human+ we believe the deep perspectives of the 
arts and humanities have a lot to offer in the space of 

human-centred technology.” 

tion and nurturing a community of 
cross-disciplinary experts. 

The computer scientists have a lot 
more experience of engaging with in-
dustry than the arts and humanities 
and they bring their existing connec-
tions to the programme. It’s been quite 
a steep learning curve for the arts and 
humanities side of the programme. 

We actively sought enterprise part-
ners who expressed interest in collab-
orating with these teams. Big consul-
tancies, such as Accenture, recognise 
the potential of social sciences, hu-
manities and the arts in their foresight 
exercises and appreciate the latitude 
that our disciplines can bring. For ex-
ample, Accenture’s human insights lab 
funded a lecture series with the Trini-
ty Long Room Hub on what it means to 
be human and then became involved 
in our Horizon 2020 funded Shape-ID 
project on how to forge greater inter 
and transdisciplinary collaborations. 
They then became involved as an en-
terprise partner for Human+. 

Other collaborations forged through 
Human+ have included companies 

such as AI-education company Adap-
temy, AR & VR company Vologram and 
healthcare robotics company Akara. 

In these projects, our researchers 
have been able to, for example, ad-
vance research on the ethical frame-
work for AI and digital technologies, 
incorporate machine learning for new 
forms of customised learning and ex-
plore design dynamics between robot 
and user using feminist theories. 
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I can see the benefits a dedicat-
ed business development specialist 
could bring to the arts and human-
ities. Someone who understands and 
can translate what the deep insights 
and critical approaches of these re-
search disciplines can offer to en-
terprise could help forge meaning-
ful pathways and partnerships. They 
could help package the research 
goals and outcomes in a way that 

resonates with businesses. A spe-
cialist like this could fast-track these 
collaborations.

Pioneering initiatives like Human+ 
foster new collaborations and proce-
dures within the research culture of 
the university and dismantle existing 
barriers. We know interdisciplinarity 
and cross-sectoral collaboration will 
take time to embed, this is just the 
beginning.”

Summary
 
Interdisciplinary programmes can facilitate SHAPE-industry 
collaboration by  

•	 dismantling existing barriers within the university 

•	 nurturing a cross-disciplinary community 

•	 helping connect SHAPE researchers with industry part-
ners through other researchers

To be successful interdisciplinary programmes require: 

•	 brokerage between different disciplines as well as  
external partners 
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Evidence on research impact is crucial to  
inspire policy-level change: a conversation 
with Hasan Bakhshi
 
One of the greatest debates around SHAPE industry-academia 
collaboration concerns the need to provide quantifiable data 
and evidence about the efficacy and impact of that collabora-
tion. We discussed this matter with Hasan Bakhshi, who is di-
rector of the UK-based Creative Industries Policy and Evidence 
Centre and Professor of Economics of Creative Industries at 
Newcastle University Business School. 

“Since the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
have seen an increasing interest to-
wards SHAPE disciplines in the UK. 
This is because many of the socie-
tal consequences of the pandemic 
require human solutions. However, 
without proper evidence and data, 
the momentum built will unlikely 
lead to sustained progress,” Bakhshi 
says. 

He is currently working on improving 
the evidence base because he knows 
ministries won’t make any funding de-
cisions without economic evaluations 
of cost and effect. “We’re sort of stuck 
in a position in the UK where we ap-
preciate the importance of these dis-

ciplines for business innovation, or at 
least it’s increasingly acknowledged, 
but there’s no obvious way to act on 
that insight at the moment.” 

When politicians ask him how much 
he thinks UK businesses should invest 
in the social sciences, humanities and 
arts in their R&D, Bakhshi struggles 
to answer. “The problem is, we can’t 
measure the impact of these disci-
plines using the conventional mea-
sures of R&D.”

To measure the link between SHAPE 
disciplines and innovation, Bakhshi 
emphasises the need for well-designed 
pilot programmes like the 2009/2010 
Creative Credits project, which ex-



SHAPE Report 27

plored how small and medium-sized 
companies engaged with creative in-
dustries. 

Creative Credits, a business-to-busi-
ness voucher system, was trialled in 
the Manchester city region in 2009–
2010. The participating SMEs received 
£4,000 in credits for purchasing cre-
ative services from their choice of cre-
ative services provider and contribut-
ed at least £1,000 of their own funds. 
The research employed a unique 
mixed-method approach that com-
bined a randomized controlled trial, 
quantitative evaluation of the busi-
ness impacts, and an in-depth qual-
itative study of what factors deter-
mined and shaped the impacts.

The results showed that Creative 
Credits fostered new connections be-
tween creative enterprises and SMEs, 
increasing the likelihood of SMEs un-
dertaking innovation projects with 
new creative partners by 84%. Six 
months later, this collaboration was 
still a driving force for product and 
process innovations within the SMEs. 
The use of creative services also 

enhanced the SMEs’ sales growth. 
However, the research revealed that 
longer-term impacts dissipated es-
pecially in cases where the enterprise 
viewed the collaboration as transac-
tional rather than as a relationship 
which should be nurtured with future 
collaboration in mind.

The Manchester pilot focused on 
business-to-business collaborations, 
but it also holds relevance for re-
search-business collaboration, nota-
bly through the concept of ‘addition-
ality’. Bakhshi believes the ability to 
show evidence on additionality is key 
in convincing decision-makers about 
the relevance of these kinds of col-
laborations. He and his team assessed 
network additionality, which involved 
creating new innovation networks 
through Creative Credits; output ad-
ditionality, indicating quantifiable in-
creases in innovation and business 
performance; and behavioural addi-
tionality, evaluating changes in or-
ganisational behaviour resulting from 
collaboration.

Bakhshi would like to see well-de-

“It’s one thing acknowledging the importance of 
the humanities and social scientists, and another 
thing understanding how it specifically impacts 

business innovation.”
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signed, international trials across Eu-
rope as a means to gather robust data 
on research collaboration between 
SHAPE disciplines and enterprises. 

Government bodies play an import-
ant role in defining voucher schemes 
and providing tax reliefs on R&D col-
laborations, but funders can also make 
an impact through the design of fund-
ing calls. Bakhshi suggests that the EU 

Horizon Europe programme as well 
as the various private SHAPE funders 
could create cross-national trials to 
gather a relevant and high-quality ev-
idence base. “Practice informs policy 
and definitions, and policy then feeds 
on practice. Unless we get that sort of 
virtuous cycle going, this debate will 
never progress.”

Summary

Creating trials to improve the evidence base can facilitate SHAPE-industry 
collaboration by: 

•	 communicating the importance of these collaborations in a language 
that decision-makers are familiar with and thus impacting the premises 
for this collaboration, such as taxation, financial incentives, and voucher 
schemes

•	 showcasing quantifiable results that can inspire private enterprises to 
seek this kind of collaboration

•	 creating networks between funding agencies in different countries 

 
To be successful the evidence base requires: 

•	 well-designed and large-scale trials that can provide the necessary 
depth and scale of data 

•	 a shared understanding of the R&D and impact terminology
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Targeted funding can be an effective  
enabler but requires effort from universi-
ties – the Swedish case of Flexit funding

The Swedish Riksbankens Jubileumsfond runs a Flexit funding 
programme to enhance connections and knowledge transfer be-
tween SHAPE disciplines and society. Flexit funding is avail-
able for researchers in the social sciences and humanities, and 
it is intended to support collaborations with private, public and 
third-sector organisations. We discussed the funding with the 
foundation’s representatives Torbjörn Eng and Robert Hamrén.

Participation in a collaborative project 
can significantly boost a researcher’s 
career. According to Riksbankens Ju-
bileumsfond, 31% of Flexit-funded re-
searchers have received career oppor-
tunities outside academia, and those 
who have returned to academia after 
the project have typically been very 
successful in their academic careers. 

Motivations to apply for Flexit fund-
ing range from general frustration 
with the academic system to uncer-
tainty about career prospects. Some 
researchers use it as a way to contin-
ue their academic research and stay 
in academia, whilst others view it as a 
safe way to explore career paths out-
side academia. The funding is seen as 

an opportunity to connect theory to 
practice, solve real-life problems and 
find meaning for academic work.23 

Research manager Torbjörn Eng 
from Riksbankens Jubileumsfond says 
that organisations have been very 
satisfied with the knowledge transfer 
and have benefitted from having ac-
cess to an in-house researcher. 

However, the foundation has learned 
that knowledge transfer has been 
less efficient the other way around. 
Some of the Flexit-funded academ-
ics have reported that they struggled 
to consider the work they did for the 
organisations as ‘real knowledge’ as 
they felt it didn’t meet their academic 
standards.24 
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“It seems like universities have not 
been able to use the knowledge cre-
ated by these collaborations to en-
hance their academic work. We have 
tried to solve this issue by involving 
the universities from the start of the 
project to define goals and objec-
tives for each party involved” Eng 
explains. 

Eng and his colleague, research 

manager Robert Hamrén conclude 
that the biggest difficulty with the 
funding relates to finding research-
ers who want to apply. “Flexit fund-
ing receives fewer applications than 
our other calls and we believe it’s due 
to the lack of networks. We hope the 
universities and institutions could 
help researchers build these con-
nections,” says Hamrén. 

Summary
 
Targeted funding calls can facilitate SHAPE-industry collabora-
tion by: 

•	 reaching the right audience of collaboration-minded researchers

•	 providing examples of collaborations to motivate researchers 
and organisations

To be successful targeted funding calls require: 

•	 university collaboration to reach the researchers and help 
them build networks with external partners

•	 clearly stated benefits for both parties involved
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How does industry collaboration change 
the academic identity and skillset? 
Three researchers share their thoughts

Will engaging in industry collaboration erode the research-
er’s credibility within the academic sphere? Or will it allow an 
academic to make an impact that is not achievable within ac-
ademia? Our interviews with academics showed that enhanc-
ing industry-academia collaboration is not merely a matter of 
mechanisms, but it also raises discussion about what it means 
to be an academic who operates in different spheres. We dis-
cussed the question of academic identity with anthropologist 
consultant Liubava Shatokhina, professor Alf Rehn and princi-
pal lecturer Johanna Vuori. 
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Liubava Shatokhina pursued degrees 
in the philosophy of culture and later 
in social sciences and anthropology. 
Living in Russia at the time, she en-
gaged in political activism, organising 
events and gatherings in support of 
disadvantaged, anti-fascist and fem-
inist groups. It was purely coinciden-
tal that she was approached at her 
university to assist with an applied 
business research project.

“I had mixed feelings about working 
for the benefit of companies. It was 
fun and interesting, but I was also 
very anti-capitalist at that time.” 
However, the opportunity led Sha-
tokhina to undertake freelance work 
for companies outside of Russia, 
helping them gain insights into Rus-
sian culture and sparking her interest 
in applied social research. She began 

to contemplate the idea that perhaps 
there should be individuals who en-
gage in dialogue about the changes 
they aspire to bring about, wheth-
er that dialogue took place with the 
capitalist system or the government.

“I still believe in political activism, 
but I also see a clear need for indi-
viduals who contribute to improving 
aspects of society that are not func-
tioning optimally.”
Presently, Shatokhina combines her 
anthropological background with 
business through her research role 
at Gemic, a global consultancy spe-
cializing in strategy and innovation. 
She is also a board member at Human 
Sciences in Strategy, an association 
dedicated to fostering a communi-
ty of human scientists interested in 
business strategy work. In these roles, 
Shatokhina feels she can contribute 
to business development from within 
and speak to people in power.

“In strategy consulting, you are there 
to understand. Most of the time, you 
can even criticise what the company 
is doing but then you need to suggest 
alternatives. This is different to aca-
demic or activist critique, where you 
just state your opinion without help-
ing to facilitate the change.” 
Shatokhina knows that many small 
companies and NGOs have difficul-
ty allocating resources for consul-
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tancy services, yet this could help to 
forge research collaboration with ac-
ademia. This approach, particularly 
from the academic standpoint, offers 
a valuable means to identify pertinent 
research topics instead of selecting 
them at random. Stepping into a more 
consultancy-type role alongside ac-
ademia can also create a different 
rhythm of work for an academic as 
well as a sense of achievement. 

“I appreciate the straightforward 
nature of project-based consult-
ing work. There is no contemplation 
about whether I have exhaustively 
researched every possible aspect or 
read every existing source. You com-
plete the work and move on.”

Professor Alf Rehn believes that the 
depth of research work may well be 
the most significant distinguish-
ing factor between academic re-
search and consultancy-type re-

search. It’s possible to delve into the 
same research topics but on vastly 
different timelines, and this is a skill 
that academic consultants often need 
to acquire. Rehn holds the position 
of professor of innovation, design, 
and management at the University 
of Southern Denmark and actively 
engages in both academic and con-
sultancy work as well as in joint re-
search projects. He believes there are 
important advantages to having the 
ability to operate in both contexts.

Rehn says he fully acknowledges 
the challenges of maintaining high 
academic integrity while striving to 
produce results within a timeline set 
by a business partner. He notes that 
for academics, the idea of conducting 
research within a three-week time-
frame can be quite bewildering as it 
contradicts the traditional academic 
approach. “In my experience, many 
researchers feel uneasy about any-
thing less than full-scale academic 
research efforts,” Rehn says.  

Through years of experience with 
companies, Rehn is confident that 
companies don’t have the time to read 
academic papers and need something 
easier and faster to make use of re-
search. To bridge this gap, Rehn has 
found a solution in producing con-
densed versions of reports for com-
panies within their timelines and 
subsequently using the same con-
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tacts to conduct more rigorous aca-
demic research for his own scholar-
ly purposes.

“I’ve come to understand that in 
order to establish and maintain col-
laborations with corporate partners, 
I must adhere to my academic prin-
ciples where applicable but also re-
main flexible enough to meet the 
company’s needs,” says Rehn. 

He believes that producing what he 
humorously calls ‘quick and dirty’ ver-
sions of academic reports need not 
conflict with a researcher’s identity 
but can, in fact, open up new chan-
nels for knowledge dissemination.

“People who are willing to operate 
within these intermediate spaces 
can have a profound impact on the 
dissemination of research. They are 
the ones who can bring knowledge 
into arenas to which traditional aca-
demics do not have access.”

Johanna Vuori, a principal lecturer at 
the Finnish Haaga-Helia University of 
Applied Sciences, has dedicated near-
ly her entire research career to aca-
demia-industry collaborations, as her 
primary research interest resides in 
management studies. Having worked 
closely with corporate partners, she 
possesses a deep understanding of 
the essential skills required to estab-
lish connections and foster mutually 
beneficial collaborations.

She places particular emphasis on 
the value of teamwork and sales pro-
cesses as instruments for facilitating 
collaborations that generate value for 
all parties involved. When referring 
to teamwork, she highlights the prac-
tices used by academic teams when 
writing funding applications and ne-
gotiating corporate partnerships. She 
provides an example where her team 
used shared documents and Excel 
sheets to manage the ‘sales process’ 
of a research project. “We collective-
ly decided who would contact which 
organisation and when. Each team 
member had to pick up the phone 
and get involved,” she says. 

In Vuori’s projects, the team has 
consistently presented companies 
with a clear proposal outlining how 
the collaboration would benefit the 
company and the specific actions that 
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Summary
 
An open conversation about the academic identity can facilitate 
SHAPE-industry collaboration by: 

•	 breaking down beliefs and prejudices about industry collaboration

•	 developing the academic’s intrinsic motivations for these collabora-
tions

•	 understanding the skills and mindset required to become successful 
and satisfied researcher in these collaborations

To be successful the conversation about the academic identity  
requires: 

•	 honesty and vulnerability to welcome all views, fears and doubts

would be undertaken. 
In the MoDe project funded by Busi-
ness Finland, the team conducted 
research into self-managing organi-
sations and offered participating en-
terprises ten masterclasses that en-
abled them to engage in discussions 
with their peers. “These gatherings 
were the most significant benefit of 
this research-industry collaboration 
because they provided an invaluable 
safe space for companies to learn 
from one another,” she remarks.

Vuori firmly believes that communi-
cation and sales skills are essential for 
academia-industry collaborations, ir-
respective of the scientific field. She 
encourages academics to view social 
media as a channel for building net-
works that can ultimately lead to col-
laborations. “If researchers actively 
participate in social discourse and 
recognise the advantages it brings 
to their work, the divide between 
researchers and companies can be 
bridged.”
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Existing knowledge creation practices can 
encourage enterprises to connect with 
researchers – The case of pension fund 
Ilmarinen and Uniarts Helsinki

The Finnish pension fund Ilmarinen was encouraged to collabo-
rate with The University of Arts Helsinki (Uniarts) because they 
wanted to publish new insights about the well-being of Finnish 
pensioners. Data analyst Jouni Vatanen from Ilmarinen shares 
his experience of collaborating with arts research. 

“Our collaboration with research-
er Tuulikki Laes from Uniarts began 
through personal connections. Jaakko 
Kiander, our Director of Communi-
cations and Corporate Responsibility, 
had pre-existing ties with research-
ers at Uniarts. After several discus-
sions, we realised that exploring the 
relationship between pensioners and 
the arts would make for an intriguing 
topic for our annual seminar, iAree-
na. This seminar serves as a vital plat-
form for presenting new knowledge 
relevant to pensioners, motivating us 
to delve into their lives and well-be-
ing. Without this seminar, it’s uncer-
tain whether this collaboration would 
have materialised. 

The research topic itself was pro-

posed by the researcher. She had 
previously been investigating the 
role of arts and culture in the lives 
of children and adolescents as part 
of a strategic research project called 
ArtsEqual and expressed an interest 
in extending this research to include 
pensioners. Finding common ground 
between Laes’s research and the mis-
sion of Ilmarinen took some time. Our 
legal team insisted that the research 
should stay closely aligned with the 
realms of workplace well-being and 
work capacity. Consequently, we in-
troduced some research questions 
that would yield insights most perti-
nent to our business.

Ultimately, the research centred on 
how and why pensioners engage in 
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“Arts research can best support business when we 
are creating something entirely new, rather than 

validating pre-existing assumptions.”

arts and cultural activities and how 
this engagement influences their per-
ceived well-being. This research pro-
vided us with valuable insights into 
the significance of art and culture in 
the lives of pensioners. Additionally, 
the seminar where this research was 
presented garnered significant suc-
cess and attracted interest from our 
collaborator, The Finnish Association 
for the Welfare of Older Adults, as well 
as the Finnish media.

Although we didn’t actively seek spe-
cific impacts or measure them, the 
research and its presentation at the 
seminar likely had a positive effect on 

our brand. It prompted us to reflect 
on the connection between pension-
ers and art and its importance in their 
well-being, a topic that might not have 
otherwise crossed our minds.

I believe the value of collaborating 
with arts and humanities research 
lies in it offering fresh perspectives 
and uncovering underlying needs. It 
would be highly beneficial if there 
were a more systematic way to fa-
cilitate such collaborations. A service 
or platform could forge connections 
and help us find research that is most 
relevant to us.”

Summary
 
Existing knowledge creation practices within private enterprises can facilitate 
SHAPE-industry collaboration by: 

•	 motivating the need for new and different research collaboration

•	 establishing networks with academics

•	 developing an understanding of the varied benefits of industry-academia collaboration

 
To be successful in delivering multidisciplinary research perspectives, existing  
knowledge practices require:

•	 key people within the organisation who are already connected to SHAPE fields

•	 brokerage from universities or researchers
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A new language for entrepreneurship 
and innovation could inspire more 
industry-academia collaboration: 
insights from Aspect 
 
Aspect is a SHAPE Platform for Entrepreneurship, Commer-
cialisation and Transformation which describes itself as a net-
work for organisations looking to make the most of commer-
cial and business opportunities from SHAPE research in the 
UK. Aspect discovered that choice of language can play a piv-
otal role in fostering industry-academia collaboration. 

The realm of entrepreneurship is of-
ten dominated by catchwords such 
as wealth creation, profit, invest-
ments, commercialisation and inno-
vation. Aspect has conducted a com-
prehensive study on the significance 
of language in motivating SHAPE ac-
ademics to engage with the private 
sector. Their findings have shown 
that language associated with social 
impact is more likely to spark the in-
terest of SHAPE academics than lan-
guage tied to economic impact. In 
fact, the use of business jargon may 
put SHAPE academics off altogether.
Consequently, institutions that aim 

to support and encourage academ-
ics to embark on private sector 
engagement projects or to set up 
their own enterprises may need to 
reconsider how they present and 
communicate the potential of en-
trepreneurship, commercialisation 
and industry collaboration. A more 
nuanced and socially impactful ap-
proach to ‘selling’ these opportuni-
ties could yield more favourable re-
sults and spark an entrepreneurial 
mindset. 

To find the right language, Aspect has 
compiled a list of do’s and don’ts for 
adapting entrepreneurial language to 
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suit the interests of SHAPE academics. 
This list recommends, for example:   

•	 Avoiding jargon such as ‘disruptive 
10x return’ and ‘high-growth en-
terprises’ and giving preference in-
stead to an understanding of entre-
preneurship that is inclusive to all 
different sizes, including freelanc-
ers and small businesses. 

•	 Understanding the different moti-
vations behind becoming an entre-
preneur, especially those that go 
beyond making a profit and focus 
on delivering societal impact. 

•	 Accepting that innovation can also 
mean changes to policy, develop-
ment or other practices in addition 
to business development.25 

•	 Using phrases such as ‘private sec-
tor engagement’ instead of ‘busi-
ness engagement’.

•	 Speaking of ‘impact through com-
mercial markets’ might be a good 
way of phrasing the various op-
portunities available to SHAPE re-
searchers in the private sector 
instead of forcing upon them a spe-
cific type of collaboration, such as 
creating a startup.26 

By unlocking the meaning of lan-
guage used about private sector en-
gagement, we can start to under-
stand how different universities and 
funding agents should approach in-
dustry-academia collaboration and 
what kind of support academics need 
to initiate this collaboration. 

Language is an important vehicle 
for creating mutual respect. It allows 
both parties to become proficient in 
each other’s dialect. For academics, it 
is useful to have the ability to convey 
the significance of their work from 
various perspectives and through 
multiple linguistic lenses. One lan-
guage might pique an academic’s in-
terest, while another might captivate 
their enterprise partner. Collabora-
tive goals can be effectively shared, 
even when expressed in two distinct 
linguistic frameworks.

Aspect has since continued its work 
by providing SHAPE academics with a 
wealth of online training materials to-
gether with its member universities. 
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Changing the nuances of business language to suit the interests of SHAPE  
researchers can facilitate SHAPE-industry collaboration by:

•	 giving SHAPE academics more control over how and why the collaboration is  
interesting and innovative 

•	 increasing intrinsic motivation for collaboration

•	 creating a common, inclusive language that both parties can relate to

 
To be successful the development of new nuances requires:

•	 a mutual desire from all involved parties to understand each other

•	 developing skills to adapt language according to each audience’s needs 

Summary

Learn more

Examples of organisations and ongo-
ing initiatives in Europe that strive to in-
crease the impact of SHAPE disciplines

SHAPE-ID is an EU-funded project ad-
dressing the challenge of improving in-
terdisciplinary cooperation between the 
social sciences, humanities and arts and 
STEM and other disciplines. 

University of Cambrige Enterprise facili-
tates collaboration between academics 
and enterprises through academic con-
sultancy opportunities, discovery of ro-
bust technologies, investment opportu-
nities and commercialisation of scientific 
ideas. 

Creative Informatics is a research and 
development programme based in Ed-

inburgh which provides funding and de-
velopment opportunities that enable 
creative individuals and organisations to 
explore how data can be used to drive 
groundbreaking new products, busi-
nesses and experiences.

Edinburgh Futures Institute brings to-
gether 21 schools across Edinburgh to 
collaborate at scale with businesses.

Ekip Engine project is a European Com-
mission project that strives to develop 
innovation policies for the cultural and 
creative industries. 

EPIC is a global community of research-
ers, creators, innovators and leaders do-
ing ethnography for impact in businesses 
and organisations.

https://www.shapeid.eu/
https://www.enterprise.cam.ac.uk/
https://creativeinformatics.org/
https://efi.ed.ac.uk/
https://ekipengine.eu/
https://www.epicpeople.org/epic-community/
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         Part 4

How to move on and  
enhance collaboration  
between SHAPE disciplines 
and private enterprises

Our findings conclude that the task of enhancing collab-
oration cannot be accomplished by any one funder, aca-
demic organisation, researcher, academic or enterprise 
alone. The necessary changes may be structural, politi-
cal and technical, but none of these changes can happen 
without dialogue and collaboration among all the parties 
involved. 



42

Executive summary

We started this investigation by asking why the social sciences, hu-
manities and arts do not feature more prominently in the landscape 
of industry-academia collaboration. We identified three main chal-
lenges and outlined potential solutions based on our findings to 
overcome these obstacles.

01 Systemic approaches to collaboration need to be  
developed to increase collaboration

The challenge: SHAPE researchers and enterprises share a mutual 
interest in working with each other but struggle to make this hap-
pen. The birth of successful collaborations is dependent on individ-
ual awareness and interest, and on chance. A more systemic ap-
proach requires involvement on the part of universities, academic 
organisations, researchers, funders and enterprises.  

Potential solutions could include: 

•	 Creating funding calls that are targeted at SHAPE disciplines and 
that encourage industry-academia collaboration.

•	 Supporting academics and enterprises to set up mutually benefi-
cial projects. 

•	 Increasing diversity in corporate leadership to include people with 
backgrounds in the social sciences, humanities and arts or edu-
cating current staff about the benefits these disciplines can offer. 

•	 Facilitating open-minded discussions about what it means to be 
an academic who collaborates with the private sector, exchanging 
experiences with other academics and defining the benefits of this 
type of collaboration from the academic’s perspective. 

02 Industry-academia networks are key in facilitating  
collaboration

The challenge: SHAPE academics typically work in very small teams 
or alone and on small budgets. The lack of teamwork and large-
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scale projects limits the number of potential contacts for these aca-
demics and means they cannot create extended networks through 
other team members. Without appropriate networks, it is hard to 
imagine a collaborative project, contact potential collaborators or 
apply for funding. 

Potential solutions could include: 

•	 Building interdisciplinary research teams that help to broaden 
networks and make new connections. 

•	 Creating networking events where researchers and enterprises 
can meet.

•	 Encouraging brokerage from academic organisations to establish 
relationships and connect the right academics with the right en-
terprises. 

•	 Creating easy-to-access digital platforms or university consul-
tancies that can help enterprises get in touch with the right re-
searchers. 

03 We need more versatile means to discuss and evaluate re-
search impact 

The challenge: In private enterprises, the language and discourse of 
impact are typically focused on economic outcomes and quantifi-
able results. Success is measured in terms of patents, products and 
revenue, which are typically not areas in which SHAPE disciplines can 
bring most value. Because of this, SHAPE disciplines are often exclud-
ed from traditional innovation and R&D spaces but rather employed 
in other areas of business, such as organisational development. This 
is not necessarily a problem, but it can limit the potential of aca-
demia-industry collaboration and reduce its impact. 

Potential solutions could include: 

•	 Increasing data and evidence on the impact of collaboration 
through carefully designed trials.

•	 Developing impact measures that reflect the unique nature of 
SHAPE research. 
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•	 Defining the added value that SHAPE disciplines can bring and 
communicating it effectively, also through quantifiable measures. 

•	 Challenging the language of innovation and impact to embrace 
not just economic but also societal, environmental and other types 
of impact. 

•	 Providing academics with the necessary skills to talk about their 
research from the perspective of impact.  

•	 Demonstrating case studies of successful collaborations and their 
impact on both parties involved. 

The next steps that each  
organisation involved in this 
space can take

This investigation has shown that 
SHAPE disciplines hold untapped po-
tential that can enrich the ways in 
which companies innovate and de-
velop their current practices. We are 
still far from systemic approaches to 
enhance this collaboration, but that 
does not mean these approaches are 
inconceivable. 

In this moment, we need to effec-
tively communicate the potential and 
the proven benefits of these collabo-
rations to help them gain wider trac-
tion among academics and enterpris-

es. We also need to increase dialogue 
between academia and the private 
sector to establish a shared language 
and build networks. 

We firmly believe that the social sci-
ences, humanities and arts can pro-
vide deeper insights into the future 
of humanity; foster creativity to inno-
vate in unprecedented ways; and help 
build bridges between cultures and 
groups. These are all aspects that en-
terprises must grasp and build upon 
for future success. 
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The next steps that academic  
organisations, funders, enterprises 
and academic researchers can take
We invite every reader of this whitepaper to ask the 
following questions within their organisation:

Academic organisations: How could we make it easier for enter-
prises to find relevant social sciences, humanities and arts research 
and set up collaborative projects? How could we make it easier for 
our academics to connect with the private sector and find partners 
that can help them create societal impact through their research?

Funders: How well do our current funding calls reach SHAPE aca-
demics? Is there something that we need to understand or change 
in our funding calls to better serve this group?

Enterprises: Have we recognised the potential of social sciences, 
humanities and arts research for our business? Do we have people 
in-house who could help establish an understanding of the impact 
of these fields and create connections with universities to see what 
they have to offer?

Academic researchers: What is my current understanding of pri-
vate sector collaboration and its benefits for my research? Is there 
someone at my university or in my existing networks who could help 
me understand this better and forge connections with potential 
corporate partners?
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         Part 5

Authors, methodology 
and references

This section introduces our methodology, the au-
thors of the report and the references and sources 
mentioned in the text. 

Our methodology and acknowledgements
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The views presented in this paper are 
based on the results of a six-month 
investigation of the current status 
and future prospects for collabora-
tion between enterprises and the so-
cial sciences, humanities and arts. The 
investigation has included a round-
table with representatives of Finn-
ish academic institutions and other 
stakeholders, in-depth qualitative in-
terviews with European experts and 
an online survey for Finnish academ-
ic and industry representatives. This 
whitepaper is not an academic paper 
nor should be treated as such.
All the graphs in this whitepaper are 
based on the results of our online 
survey. 

The survey was open from 15 Au-
gust 2023 to 15 September 2023, and 
we used a snowball method to recruit 
respondents and disseminate the 
survey to Finnish universities and re-
search organisations and to the Finn-
ish Research Impact Foundation’s 
business networks. The respondents 
were academics who had actively 
collaborated with industries, or who 
had intended to do so but had not yet 
had the opportunity. We received 137 
responses, 81% of which were from 
academia and 19% from businesses in 
Finland. Thank you to everyone who 
responded or shared the survey with-
in their networks. 

In addition to the survey, we conduct-
ed in-depth interviews with 16 people 
from Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Ire-
land and the United Kingdom. These 
people were chosen because they 
possess extensive experience or ex-
pertise in industry-academia collab-
oration and have been at the fore-
front of developing new practices to 
nurture these partnerships. We dis-
covered that the UK has been most 
active in initiating this discussion and 
in  advancing the roles of SHAPE dis-
ciplines in society. This is why the 
whitepaper includes several British 
examples. 

The people we interviewed for this 
whitepaper are listed below. We wish 
to thank each of you for your partici-
pation and insight and hope to contin-
ue our discussion in the future: Hasan 
Bakhshi, Caitriona Curtis, Jaana Erk-
kilä-Hill, Torbjörn Eng, Robert Ham-
rén, Maarit Haataja, Tuulikki Laes, 
Nando Malmelin, Solveig Roschier, 
Merja Sagulin, Liubava Shatokhina, 
Tiia Saarinen, Kati Uusi-Rauva, Jouni 
Vatanen, Johanna Vuori, Alf Rehn.
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