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Abstract
Universities are considered as a key resource for firms development of technological innovations, and one of the
predominant policy responses to increase university-industry collaboration is academic research centres. The research
centres purpose is to produce academic research and simultaneously contribute to the advancement of innovations.
Although research centres are recognized as important for innovation development, it is a challenging task to meet
these two different demands. A main challenge is to converge different institutional logics were firms and universities
have distinct goals, interests and time horizons for conducting R&D. Based on a multiple case study of six research
centres we find that different dimensions of proximity contributes to reconcile firms and universities institutional logics.
As social proximity increases, it enable higher cognitive proximity, leading to a clearer understanding of the partners
different logics and time-perspectives. As a result, the collaboration process becomes more valuable for both parties
through increased technological proximity, generating academic research and publications with increased potential for
innovation development.
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Abstract

Universities are considered as a key resource for firms’ development of technological
innovations, and one of the predominant policy responses to increase university-industry
collaboration is academic research centres. The research centres’ purpose is to produce
academic research and simultaneously contribute to the advancement of innovations. Although
research centres are recognized as important for innovation development, it is a challenging
task to meet these two different demands. A main challenge is to converge different institutional
logics were firms and universities have distinct goals, interests and time horizons for conducting
R&D. Based on a multiple case study of six research centres we find that different dimensions
of proximity contributes to reconcile firms and universities institutional logics. As social
proximity increases, it enable higher cognitive proximity, leading to a clearer understanding of
the partners’ different logics and time-perspectives. As a result, the collaboration process
becomes more valuable for both parties through increased technological proximity, generating
academic research and publications with increased potential for innovation development.

1. Introduction

Today, firms in a wide range of industries are involved in some form of external collaboration
(Powell et al., 1996) searching to complement their in-house knowledge in innovation
development (Chesbrough, 2003; Hagedoorn, 2002; Lane & Lubatkin, 1998; Sampson, 2007).
Universities1 is considered as one of the key sources for innovation (Laursen & Salter, 2004;
Raesfeld et al., 2012), which gives firms the possibility to access fundamental knowledge and
the possibility of conducting high quality research (Hussler et al., 2010; Laursen & Salter, 2004;
Raesfeld et al., 2012). As a consequence numerous policymakers have since the 1970s
supported a more proactive and increased interaction between universities and industry (Cohen

As Perkmann and Walsh (2007), we use the term ‘university’ to include all types of ‘public research
organizations’ (PROs). These are research organizations that are predominantly government-funded, i.e.
universities, public research laboratories, research institutes, etc.
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et al., 2002; Mowery & Sampat, 2005) and academic research centres are one policy response
to increase innovation in university-industry collaboration (Ponomariov & Boardman, 2010).
Research centres has two main goals; to produce academic research, i.e. academic
journal papers and research monographs, and contribute to industrial competitiveness through
innovation development (Styhre & Lind, 2010). Although research centres are recognized as
important for innovation development, it is a challenging task to meet these different demands
(Ahuja et al., 2008; Smith, 2012), mainly linked to different institutional logics, were firms and
universities are acknowledged to have different interests, goals and time horizons for
conducting research and development (R&D) (Bjerregaard, 2010). Firms tend to be short-time
oriented and want applied results with commercial potential from R&D collaborations, whereas
university partners tends to be long-term oriented and want to leverage academic articles. This
is considered to harm the collaboration processes and the innovation development (Bjerregaard,
2010).
Although a range of literature has highlighted the importance of university-industry
collaboration for innovation development (Cohen et al., 2002; Laursen & Salter, 2004; Mueller,
2006) the understanding of the process on how different logics between university researchers
and firms converge over time is rather limited, and further research is called for (Bjerregaard,
2010). In addition, calls for further research on the microfoundations of institutional logics have
been made (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). In this paper, we address these gaps by relying on the
proximity perspective showing how firms and universities are able to enhance a valuable
collaboration despite their different institutional logics. The proximity dimensions focuses on
the role of common understanding and trust, as well as common norms and physical closeness
between collaborative partners for effective collaboration (Boschma, 2005). As a consequence,
the proximity perspective plays an important role in explaining innovation development in
university-industry collaborations, suggesting that different dimensions of proximity can
facilitate successful collaboration between firms and universities (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006).
In this paper, we focus on the collaboration process by using the dimensions of
geographic, social, cognitive and technological proximity. By doing this we also contribute to
the proximity literature as most studies so far have focused on only one dimension of proximity
(Heringa et al., 2014) and analysed a short time period with a static approach (Balland et al.,
2014). Responding to calls from previous research on proximity, this study focus on several
dimensions of proximity and how they interact and enable each other over time. We thus
propose the following research question: “How do different proximity dimensions facilitate
2

valuable university-industry collaboration in research centres over time, despite of different
institutional logics?”
Our research question is addressed through a qualitative case study of six ongoing
technological research centres developing environment-friendly energy research in Norway,
were firms from different parts of the value chain and universities collaborates for long-term
research and innovation development. The research centres was established in 2009 as a part of
the Norwegian public CEER scheme that encourages interactions between universities and
industry. The aim of the CEER scheme is to encourage long-term research-driven technology
development in renewable energy sectors, and to contribute to industrial development through
innovations. The research centres are selected as cases as universities and industry generally is
acknowledged to represent two different institutional logics (Becker & Trowler, 1989;
Perkmann & Walsh, 2007), and especially, that research centres is supposed to bridge these
different logics through academic research and innovation development (Styhre & Lind, 2010).
This paper extends prior research on university-industry collaboration. Through a
study of six research centres, we find that different proximity dimensions are crucial for the
achievement of a valuable collaboration despite of different institutional logics. Through an
increase in various types of proximity and the converging of universities and firms
institutional logics, the collaboration process becomes more valuable for the firms and creates
potential for innovation development. Different logics between university researchers and
private firms is found to be converged over time within research alliances (Bjerregaard,
2010). As social proximity increases, it enables a higher cognitive proximity leading to a
clearer understanding of the partners’ different logics and time-perspective. Further our
findings shows that a common understanding and cognitive proximity can increase the
technological proximity through mutual learning between firm- and university partners
(Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). This enhances our knowledge of the interrelation between
different dimensions of proximity dimensions (Balland et al., 2014), and shows how different
institutional logics of universities and firms may converge over time (Bjerregaard, 2010).
This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a literature review. Next,
section 3 explains the research method applied. Section 4 presents the empirical findings.
Finally, section 5 provides conclusions and implications.
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2. Literature review
2.1 Challenges with different institutional logics in university-industry collaboration
Although university-industry collaboration could be highly rewarding for firms (Cohen et al.,
2002; Mansfield, 1991; Mueller, 2006), it is a complex process. Paradoxically, partners likely
to provide firms with the most complementary knowledge are the most challenging
collaborative partners. Universities are valuable collaboration partners as they add
technological expertise in innovation development, and firms collaborating with universities
are more likely to develop innovations (Howells et al., 2012). However, most firms find it
difficult to collaborate with universities (ibid.), often ascribed to a dichotomy between the
opposing logics between the long-term research and academic publication system, and
industrial commercialization (Perkmann & Walsh, 2007). Accordingly, scientists are claimed
to be oriented toward the publication system, while industry face the commercial imperative to
apply exploitable results through short-term applied research (Becker & Trowler, 1989;
Perkmann & Walsh, 2007), also known as Merton (1973) descriptions of “academic logic” and
“commercial logic”. Hence, individuals and organisations may face institutional complexity by
confronting multiple logics that may be-or may not-be mutually incompatible (Greenwood et
al., 2011).
Following, a growing body of literature is based on the premise that industry and
academia are characterized by conflicting institutional logics (Perkmann & Walsh, 2007;
Sauermann & Stephan, 2013). Accordingly, a fundamental assumption of the institutional
logics perspective is difference, and an important area for institutional research is to theorize
and empirically show these overarching differences (Greenwood et al., 2014). Institutional
logics are both material and symbolic, and provide formal and informal rules of action,
interaction, and interpretation that guide and constrain organisational members (Ocasio, 1997).
These rules are usually implicit assumptions and values concerning how to interpret
organizational reality, what constitutes appropriate behaviour, and how to succeed (Thornton
& Ocasio, 1999). In other words, institutional logics are the overarching set of principles that
prescribe “how to interpret organizational reality, what constitutes appropriate behaviour, and
how to succeed” (Thornton, 2004, p. 70), where the “logics” provide guidelines on how to
interpret and function in social situations (Greenwood et al., 2011).
Institutional logic has its origins in institutional theory and provides a link between
macro institutions and micro level actions (Sauermann & Stephan, 2013). Where the focus
earlier was more on a macro level in systems or organizations, asking why organisations tended
4

to look alike (Greenwood et al., 2014) (e.g DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977),
the focus has shifted the effects of differentiated institutional logics on individuals’ and
organisations’ in a variety of contexts. By this, it provides a link between institutions and action,
and bridges the macro and the micro approaches and perspectives (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).
A core assumption in the institutional logics approach is that individuals and
organizations interests, identities, values, and assumptions are embedded within the established
institutional logics. There is an interplay between the individual and the institutional logics as
the individuals decisions and its outcomes are enabled and constrained by the individual itself,
and the prevailing institutional logics (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Institutional logics are
difficult to observe directly, but they manifest themselves in particular organizational forms,
managerial practices, and individual decisions (Sauermann & Stephan, 2013; Thornton &
Ocasio, 2008). The primary focus in the institutional logics perspective is to describe features
of science and the consequences of institutional differences across sectors (Sauermann &
Stephan, 2013).
In this paper we use of the proximity perspective to show how different dimensions of
proximity contributes to converge firms and universities institutional logics contributing to a
more valuable university-industry collaboration. We build on earlier proximity studies showing
that more proximate actors will collaborate and interact more easily (Balland et al., 2014;
Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). We also take a dynamic approach, showing the development of
proximity over time (Balland et al., 2014).

2.2 The proximity perspective
The proximity concept has gained a prominent position in the inter-organizational collaboration
literature over the last 20 years (Balland et al., 2014; Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). The different
dimensions of proximity have in common that they all can improve coordination and reduce
uncertainty, thus enable interactive learning and innovation (Boschma, 2005). The proximity
concept refers to “being close to something measured on a certain dimension” (Knoben &
Oerlemans, 2006, pp. 71-72). The proximity concept is often related to geographical proximity,
though other forms of proximity are present as well. In this paper, we apply the dimensions of
geographical, social, cognitive and technological proximity which is found to be particular
important in inter-organizational collaboration (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006)
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Geographical proximity relates to territorial, spatial, local or physical proximity
(Broekel & Boschma, 2012). Literature has shown that collaborative partners can be
geographical spread as long as they share a common knowledge base on a specific practice in
the beginning of the collaboration. For collaborative partners with different goals and
knowledge bases geographical proximity is required. Hence, cognitive proximity allows spatial
distant collaboration (Hussler & Ronde, 2007).
Social proximity are embedded in agents relations at the micro-level and refers to
personal relationships between actors that are social when they involve trust, friendship and
common experiences (Boschma, 2005).
Cognitive proximity refers to the similarities between the ways actors perceive, interpret,
understand and evaluate the world (Wuyts et al., 2005). For effective collaboration, there is a
need for a minimum level of similarities in the knowledge bases to make the actors have the
capacity to absorb new knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), which requires cognitive
proximity (Boschma, 2005). In practice, this means that collaborates cognitive bases should be
close enough in order to communicate, understand and process it successfully (Boschma &
Lambooy, 1999), which may contribute to learning and knowledge building (Nooteboom,
2000).
Finally, technological proximity refers not only to technologies themselves, but also to
the knowledge actors possess about these technologies. Technological proximity is therefore
based on shared knowledge bases and experiences between collaborative related to technology
development. It refers to the knowledge that actors gain from the process of developing
technologies, rather than knowledge on the technologies it selves. This proximity may seem
similar to the concept of cognitive proximity, but cognitive proximity is much broader referring
to the extent that actors can communicate efficiently, whereas technological proximity denotes
the extent to which actors can actually learn from each other (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006).
We aim to study whether and how different combinations of proximity are contributing
to mitigate the collaborative partners’ institutional logics over time for the potential
achievement of innovation development in research centres. It is likely that different
dimensions of proximity may reconcile firms and universities different institutional logics.
Creating social relations and common understanding, for instance, may positively influence the
collaborators consciousness of considering each other’s requirements in a way that benefits all
the collaborators and contributes to innovation development.
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research design
A qualitative research method was deemed appropriate to understand and interpret human
interactions, meanings and processes (Gephart, 2004) in university-industry collaborations. The
research process was guided by the research question: “How do different proximity dimensions
facilitate valuable university-industry collaboration in research centres over time, despite of
different institutional logics?”. A multiple case-study is used to build theory on whether and
how proximity dimensions facilitates valuable collaboration between firms and universities in
research centres (Yin, 2009). A qualitative design was chosen as it is suitable for addressing the
“how” questions, for understanding the informants perspective and for examining and
elucidating processes (Pratt, 2009). To obtain a precise account of the specific collaborations,
the research centres is the unit of analysis, relying on viewpoints from both the firm- and
university partners.

3.2 Case selection
Our research question is addressed through a dataset of six ongoing technological research
centres developing environment-friendly energy research in Norway. The six centres focus on
CO2 storage, bioenergy, zero emission buildings, offshore wind energy (two centres) and solar
cell technology. All research centres are mainly based on new, immature industries. Therefore,
the high need for the development of new knowledge in each centre, along with immature
technologies makes the collaboration extremely challenging. The research centres was
established in 2009 as a part of the Norwegian public program Centres for Environmentfriendly Energy Research (CEER) that encourages interactions between universities and
industry. The aim of the CEER program is to encourage long-term research-driven technology
development in renewable energy sectors, and to contribute to industrial development through
innovations. The CEER scheme will operate until year 2016, were the funding for the last three
years are depending on a favourable midterm evaluation. The centres financing are split, where
the Research Council of Norway contribute up to 50 percent of the annual budget, and industry
and university partners contribute approximately 25 percent each. In sum, each research centre
has a funding of NOK 14-40 million each year (Research Council of Norway, 2008).
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3.3 Data collection
We conducted a comprehensive secondary data collection for each research centre consisting
of various reports, newsletters, web sites and news articles. In addition, we have interviewed in
average eight key persons in each research centre in the period from September to November
2013 representing both firms and universities. We started out by contacting the centre director
or the centre manager and asked for an interview and permission to study their CEER. After
this interview, we conducted snowball sampling were we asked for potential informants from
universities and industry (Tjora, 2012). This have especially been necessary for getting in touch
with industry partners representatives, as they often only are known by their company name in
secondary data, with their representative unnamed.
The interviews were semi-structured covering six main themes, starting in chronological
order with the respondent’s background and work relation, following with the initial stages of
planning of the centre activities and the rate of involvement and the respondent’s expectations
at that stage. Further, the interview covered their experiences of the collaboration processes,
innovation activities, and suggestions for improvements, and finally their views on future
collaboration. By this we got the peoples narrative view of the reality (Gephart, 2004). Taking
into account the different perspectives of our informants we designed and relied upon two
separate interview protocols, one for industrial partners and one for university employees. The
questions were designed to provide insights regarding the collaboration processes from the
point of view of industry and university representatives. With an emphasis on situational details
unfolding over time, we got in-depth description of the collaboration processes (Gephart, 2004).
The interviews were always conducted with two or more persons from the research team present
as to minimize interviewer bias. During the research process, the interview questions were more
“fine-tuned”, and additional questions added to the interview protocol. This allowed us to
follow emerging themes (Eisenhardt, 1989).

3.4 Data analysis
The data analysis is based on cross-case comparisons searching for cross-case patterns across
the research centres’ (Yin, 2009).
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4. Findings and discussion

First, the overall findings are presented in relation to the establishment of the research centres.
Then key findings regarding opposing institutional logics and divergent understandings
between firm and university partners in the research centres are discussed. Further, the midterm
evaluation is discussed, and finally, a discussion of the collaborative process after the midterm
evaluation is presented. The findings and discussion below integrate the case findings with the
scholarly literature on university-industry collaboration, institutional logics and proximity
dimensions.

4.1 Establishing the research centres
Based on a call for applications from the Research Council, the different universities wrote a
thorough application with plans and goals for the next five-eight years. An important part in the
application process was to recruit university and industry partners. The recruitment process of
industry partners was challenging for most of the universities. As one sub-project leader
experienced it: “It is a challenge, and the bigger cash-share from the industry, the harder it is
to recruit industry partners”. However, what characterised all of the research centres was that
most of their potential industry partners were obvious. One Centre Director stated that “we
talked with the ones we knew first… so it was through acquaintances… we have worked with
many of the industry partners before, some for ages, but some relatively new partners”. Another
aspect is that the range of possible firms was limited as they all operate in new industries with
immature technologies with few active firms. Additionally, most of the industry partners’
representatives had a Ph.D. from the university. Hence, the most of universities and industry
had seemingly quite high social, cognitive and technological proximity through shared
knowledge bases and experiences (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006).
Moreover, social proximity was present in some research centres from early phases
through friendship and common experiences (Boschma, 2005) as some also had worked in the
university before. As one industry partner told us: “I have worked there [in the university] for
around 15 years, so I know all the researchers very well, even though the university has
changed since I quit… and I also know how the university-world works”. Further, both industry
and university partners consider the CEER scheme as important in the effort to maintain and
develop the research competence in Norway. Based on the above, it would be reasonable to
assume that the cognitive proximity (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006) was quite high as both
9

universities and industry operated in the same industry, with the same perceptions of the need
for technology development.

4.2 Opposing institutional logics and divergent understandings
Following the establishment of the research centres, the activities was essentially researcherdriven, with the industry partners as more passive observers who did not spend much time on
the centre activities on a daily basis. Although the research undertaken was judged as relevant
for publication by both sides, the presumptions taken in research models did not always match
possibilities for implementation and the relevance was more or less lost for the firms, illustrated
by a quote from one university researcher: “I think the clue is different expectations. The
industry in general, or many of them, have an expectation to turn research into commercialised
products in a short time-horizon.”
The research centres has up to 25 industrial partners, all with different expectations and
requests. If the university cannot put the request on the annual plan for this year, or the
following, the firms has to wait some years to get their problem or challenge addressed. Some
industry representatives got a bit astonished to this, and this indicates that the time horizon and
goals between university and industry representatives permeates the collaboration processes,
and may hinder innovation development (Bjerregaard, 2010).
The underlying different institutional logics for university versus industry is evident
from one quote from an industry representative: “When we join the research centre, we go into
it with an intention to look where it is possible to gain most money. Either in terms of improved
internal operations or more profits”. The informant is clearly influenced by the “commercial
logic” (Merton, 1973), and the commercial imperative to apply exploitable results through
short-term applied research (Becker & Trowler, 1989; Perkmann & Walsh, 2007). By this, the
cognitive proximity (Wuyts et al., 2005) is divergent with the academics who states the
importance of long-term research in these immature technological fields. This is also related to
the dilemma of exploration versus exploitation framed by March (1991).
Still, other industry representatives are aware of this dilemma, but work in an operative
organization. To quote one industry representative: “I am not located in a research department,
we [the firm] are very operative, and we are measured to a large extent on our effort to make
a surplus from year to year… and that’s a struggle”. This implies that even though some of the
industry representatives have cognitive proximity similar to the university partners, which
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could possibly bridge the institutional logics, they still need to cope with commercial shortterm perspectives (Becker & Trowler, 1989; Perkmann & Walsh, 2007).
The university informants often experience that the firms’ short-term focus affect their
ability to absorb the explicit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) produced. The first twothree years, the university partners wondered if and how the industry partners have the capacity
to be involved. A quote elaborates this:
“The challenge is if and how the industry partners have the capacity to be integrated
[in the research centre]. It is a matter of how we communicate together. We can write
rather detailed works and publications, but they do not read these, obviously! They need
to absorb the knowledge in another way”.
Even though it is clear that the industry largely do not read published works, little is done to
mend this gap in the first three-four years. All documents and publications are available for all
parties on an intranet page for each research centre. However, to a high extent, the industry
partners do not navigate on this page, and do not read the published materials. This indicates
that the collaborates’ cognitive bases are not close enough in order to communicate, understand
and process the explicit knowledge (Boschma & Lambooy, 1999), which hinder learning and
knowledge building (Nooteboom, 2000) for the industry partners, which in turn is harmful for
the potential innovation development.
Some industry partners believe that relevant information and knowledge for each
industry partner should be tailored and diffused to each firm directly. As the industry partners
are participants in the same research centre, it implies that the actors to a certain degree have
shared knowledge bases. However, the distinct interest in research results indicate that the
technological proximity is divergent, and limits the extent to which actors can actually learn
from each other (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006).
The dimension of geographical proximity was deemed to be of low importance from
both university and industry partners. It was rather the lack of time and prioritization of meeting
one another that was looked upon as a constraining factor. This finding is related to Broström
(2010) who claims that geographical location is generally seen as a less critical for long-term
R&D projects.
Both industry partners and university partners mentions the challenges for the research
centres, to both be at the forefront of international research and to contribute to practical
innovations (Research Council of Norway, 2008). Vie (2012) has addressed these objectives,
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and concludes that it would be difficult to achieve both due to different institutional logics
between academia and industry. Our findings show that it would be true, especially in the shortterm.
However, as most of the research and technologies are at an immature stage, one of the
centres were more successful than the others obtaining cognitive and technological proximity
(Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006) by establishing a joint applied project which engaged all the
industry partners in that particular research centre which created common rules and norms
(Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). Both the institutional logic of academia and industry was reached
with regard to academic articles and scientific results that could be commercialised (Becker &
Trowler, 1989; Perkmann & Walsh, 2007). This is a major achievement compared to the more
passive industry partners in the other research centres.

4.3 The midterm evaluation
Many of the industry partners were quite passive in the collaboration in the first three-four
years, and awaited to see the results from the research centre. However, during these years there
was a growing understanding of what the research centre consisted of, and what it produced.
When there was a formal external midterm evaluation by the research centres, many of the
industry partners uttered their dissatisfaction with the ongoing activities. For some of the
university partners, this came as a shock. Especially for the university-representatives not
involved in the application and recruiting process. This made even some of the university
researchers to question what was actually promised at early stages, particularly since some staff
members involved in the recruitment process resigned after the agreement was signed. To quote
one of the sub-project managers:
“I`m now starting to wonder how things have been done, how the application was
written, and what we did promise to the industry partners. I know almost nothing about
this issue… Therefore, it seems as some misapprehensions and expectations stem from
the start-up-process. Industry partners said to us that “you were supposed to this and
that”, but I believe that we did not have the same expectations”.
In accordance to this, one of the industry informants stated:
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“The research centre is not as I thought it would be. I thought it would be more results
flowing out. When we contribute with 1 million NOK each year and In-kind [working
hours by industry employees into the research centre], then I expect that we would have
more influence over the problems addressed… It may be that we was informed a bit
wrong when the research centre was rolled out; what they [university partners] could
deliver, and what they expected from us. That has influenced our expectations at later
stages”.
A quote from the official midterm evaluation draws the same picture:
“Important reasons for this lack in industrial interest … seems to be that corporate
partners when joining the FME centres, have not always fully understood the rationale
behind the long-term research, goals and research programme of the centre and/or had
not in sufficient detail evaluated what their expectations are in relation to these goals
before they joined. Direct interactions with user partners involving reporting of
research results have mainly taken part through annual or biannual workshops and/or
“centre days” (Research Council of Norway, 2013 pp. 8)
As the quotes entail, the lack of cognitive proximity through unsuccessful communication and
understanding (Boschma & Lambooy, 1999), as well as technological proximity (Knoben &
Oerlemans, 2006) between the industry partners and the researchers led to divergent
expectations, which again led to misunderstandings.

4.4 After the midterm evaluation
Around the time of the midterm evaluation and after, there is a growing recognition of the
parties’ different perspectives and underlying institutional logics. The industry partners are
apparently valuing the research more, and understand that it could contribute to make their dayto-day operation more knowledge-based. At the same time, the universities understand that the
industry need some help to read and get something out from the articles. It could be through
reader-guidelines, or short summaries in Norwegian or English that the industry partners can
use internally. The industry partners gradually understood that it was necessary to put more
effort into the collaboration through a higher degree of involvement to reap the benefits. An
industry partner holding a Ph.D. said the following:
13

“At the same time I believe that what you get in return, depend on your own effort… It
is wrong if the industry just blame the universities. We are not young birds that just sit
here, with an open mouth, ready to be fed. Indeed, we do need to do something to reap
the benefits. It is two-way collaboration.”
The growing understanding that a two-way collaborative interaction is necessary to bridge the
two complementary knowledge bases is acknowledged by universities as well. As one
university researcher put it: “… We sit here in our offices with our models of the reality, and
they, they are out in the reality”.
Recalling the industry representative quoted in Section 4.1, stating the intention for
joining the research centre as to“… look where it is possible to gain most money. Either in terms
of improved internal operations or more profits” is an example of converging institutional
logics. Now, after four years the same informant stated:
“… It may have something with our understanding as well; we cannot expect to get
results that we can exploit commercially. It may be that we were wrong at the time we
joined the research centre - that we expected to get direct commercial results. We do
not get that, we get a direction and interesting inputs that we can develop further with
a supplier for example”
The informant is still influenced by the “commercial logic” (Merton, 1973), and the commercial
imperative to apply exploitable results (Becker & Trowler, 1989; Perkmann & Walsh, 2007).
However, the cognitive proximity (Wuyts et al., 2005) is converging with the universities, and
the informant shows a clearer understanding of the “academic logic” (Merton, 1973) and the
university partners long-term perspective. The time horizon and goals between the universities
and the industry actor are more aligned and can contribute, rather than hinder, collaboration
processes and innovation development (Bjerregaard, 2010) as the technological proximity is
increased (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006).
The informants’ quote also indicates that a common understanding has developed their
cognitive proximity and technological proximity, as they are now able to actually learn from
each other (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). The following quote from an industry representative
elaborates this, and that the dimension of trust has not been an issue:
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“I think that it [trust] has been there all the time, but it is the understanding that has
improved. The trust has been there… we are used to work with universities, and they
are used to work with us. So there is nothing wrong with the trust, however, the
understanding of what we can do together has become much better”.
The industry partners experience the universities as more proactive, actively seeking advice
from the industry in the development of the research centre. There is a common understanding
that communication is necessary, they need to talk, and learn to talk a language that both parties
understand, and that takes time. As the parties became more engaged, social relations was
created. University partners have visited and spent more time with the industry partners,
considered as successful for both parties, especially by the industry partners as this shaped a
common understanding of the problems they faced; gradually social proximity was created
(Boschma, 2005). In this process, some research centres used the meetings to go through, and
repeat what a research centre is. A centre director declares:
“I think there has been a mismatch between what the Research Council of Norway mean
that a research centre should be and what the industry partners mean it should be.
Therefore, the meeting with the industry partners after the midterm evaluation, one by
one, has been to harmonise different understandings. In the future, I think it is important
to highlight what is short-term, what is industry-relevant, and what is long-term
research activities. Meanwhile we do see that some projects could be regarded as
counselling, but we also recognize that it generates scientific articles, because it
includes new processes and new ways of calculating. Therefore, it is up to us [research
partners] to see the possibilities in the short-term activities, to spot the research
possibilities inherent in the short-term activities”.
By this, the centre director shows that the universities also have an enhanced understanding of
how industry partners perceive, interpret and understand the world. Cognitive proximity has
therefore also been developed at the universities that contribute to an understanding of the
industries institutional logics. This increased understanding enhances the capacity to absorb
new knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) and process it successfully (Boschma & Lambooy,
1999). This is clearly shown in the statement that short-term counselling activities could also
contribute to learning and knowledge building (Nooteboom, 2000) through academic papers.
As a consequence, technological proximity are enhanced (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006).
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As well, there is a growing acknowledgment from both universities and industries that
a balance regarding “academic and commercial logic” is necessary. As a centre director
expressed it: “We got some critique for too little publications. At the same time do the industry
partners say that we publish too much…So, maybe we have the balance, I do not know…But
the industry do understand now that we need to publish, at least more than they did before.”
In sum, we observe that several of the research centres have managed to achieve balance
with regard to publications and industry relevance because of common understanding and social
relations, which have helped them to be conscious of the collaborative partner’s requirements.
Hence, different logics between university researchers and private firms converged over time
within the research alliances (Bjerregaard, 2010). By providing insights into how different
logics between universities and industry partners converge over time, these findings addresses
(Thornton & Ocasio, 2008) call for work on the microfoundations of institutional logics.

5. Conclusion and implications

Our paper extends prior research on university-industry collaboration by clarifying how firms
and universities manage to mitigate different institutional logics through various types of
proximity for the enhancement of innovation development. In particular, we provide important
insights into how valuable collaboration between university and industry develops over time
and thereby respond to several calls stating that the collaboration processes are largely
unexplored (Balland, 2011; Bjerregaard, 2009, 2010; Boardman & Gray, 2010; Lind et al.,
2013; Perkmann & Walsh, 2007; Smith, 2012).
Different logics between university researchers and private firms is found to be
converged over time within research alliances (Bjerregaard, 2010). We extend this finding by
showing how proximity dimensions contribute in facilitating a valuable collaboration between
firms and universities in research centres where academic research and innovations takes place.
We observe that several of the research centres have managed to achieve a balance with regard
to publications and industry relevance because of social relations (social proximity), which have
helped them to be conscious of the collaborative partner’s requirements. Cognitive proximity
is found to be crucial for firms converging with the universities, as this proximity facilitate a
clearer understanding of the “academic logic” (Merton, 1973) and the university partners longterm perspective. Our findings also shows that a common understanding can develop cognitive
proximity into technological proximity through mutual learning between firm- and university
partners (Knoben & Oerlemans, 2006). This increased understanding enhances the capacity for
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collaborative partners to absorb new knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) and process it
successfully (Boschma & Lambooy, 1999).

Implications
At the policy level our findings implicates that a long time period is necessary for the
development of immature technologies in university-industry collaborations; firms and
university partners need time to achieve common understanding and create personal relations
to establish common working conditions were all the partners requirements are mitigated,
which is essential for the achievement of innovations. As the process of developing proximities
is timely, our findings implicates the importance of having a long time – horizon for policy,
industry and university actors.
Most university-industry collaboration programs exist a much shorter period than the
CEER scheme. A possible consequence is that some projects are closed before the collaboration
processes finally are starting to function well. This may hinder future applicable results for both
industry and universities, which have just gotten the fundament needed for technological
innovations. Moreover, to enhance engagement from the industry partners there should be a
requirement that the industry partners should participate actively. Consequently, the research
partners should be motivated largely to involve the firm partner early in the collaboration.
On a managerial level our findings implicates that firms should proactively build
different dimension of proximity towards collaborative research partners to enhance a well
working collaboration within research centres. It is beneficial to the firms to get involved in all
aspects of the collaboration, from initiating to completion of working tasks to gain benefits on
invested resources, and to secure that the research partners mitigate the firms’ requirements,
important for the development of innovations.
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