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ABSTRACT 
Research capacity can be built by collaboration between industry and universities, and Knowledge 
Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) are an ideal way to do this. While good collaboration and team-work has 
been recognised as crucial for success, projects tend to be evaluated on outcomes and not collaboration 
effectiveness. This paper discusses best practice for how a KTP project team might work together 
effectively. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 Collaboration between industry and knowledge bases i.e. higher education institutions (HEIs), public 
as well as private sector research institutions and organisations (Legg, Holifield and Galis 2007) has been 
cited as a major contributor to effective capacity building (e.g. Ternouth et al. 2012; Wilson 2012). Given 
that “[a] key driving force for university-industry knowledge transfer is to move knowledge from 
academia to industry, a process that requires the engagement of both parties” (Ankrah et al. 2013, p.51), 
the UK government has been running a programme comprising individual collaborative projects between 
industry and HEIs, known as Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs), to promote collaboration. This 
programme has been active for over 35 years in the UK (Legg, Holifield and Galis 2007; Howlett 2010; 
Technology Strategy Board Website 2013) and has widely been seen as effective (Lambert 2003; Gertner, 
Roberts and Charles 2011; Wilson 2012), with a “track record of successful knowledge exchange between 
universities and academia, deploying graduates to support innovative companies” (Wilson 2012, p.57). 
 Conceptually, there is strong basis for assuming that good collaboration enhances the chances of 
attaining a successful outcome. However, there has been little demonstration and evidence in the literature 
on evaluating how collaboration actually contributes to project success. Brinkerhoff (2002) wonders 
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whether, and how, partnership enhances performance, while Howlett (2010, p.14) contends that 
“knowledge transfer between universities and business, is not widely covered in the literature and its 
mechanisms and processes are not well described”. Furthermore, studies and evaluations of project 
success tend to be measured on outcomes (Brinkerhoff 2002; Ternouth et al. 2012) and few actually 
explore the effect of collaboration nor examine the role of the KTP Associate, who is the chief 
implementer of the project work and arguably the person closest to the project. As the Associate has a key 
role to play in enabling success of the project, we argue that the Associate’s perspective can be valuable 
for improving practice.   
  Each Associate is typically restricted to one opportunity to manage a KTP project, with KTP rules 
prohibiting the employment of Associates on subsequent projects (Technology Strategy Board 2010, p.8).  
Moreover, each Associate’s knowledge of the project and his or her personal view towards how things 
can be successfully implemented depends a lot on the Associate’s underlying skills and experience, as 
well as the support given during the project, which does vary from project to project. For example, what 
may be construed by someone as a poor form of collaboration may in fact be something quite generous in 
a different setting. To complicate matters, having a consistent way of exploring collaboration across 
different KTP projects is difficult as they are all unique projects in very different fields and address very 
different problems. There is no common reference point for which one can compare the extent of 
collaboration between projects.   
 This paper serves to help advance the discourse on how collaboration impacts project success by 
exploring collaboration in two different projects. This is possible because the lead author has been in the 
unique position of having worked in two KTP projects and can reflect on both experiences. In the next 
sections we will describe what a KTP is, outline the method and present the cases and discussions. As the 
majority of KTP projects involve universities as the knowledge base partner, the term ‘university’ will be 
used in this paper to represent the knowledge base. 

2 KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER PARTNERSHIPS AND THE ROLE OF THE ASSOCIATE 
 KTPs are projects jointly funded by an external business organisation (referred to as a ‘company’ in 
this paper) as well as the government innovation agency Technology Strategy Board (TSB) and/or other 
research funding agencies.  A KTP project is described as: 
 

A relationship formed between a company and an academic institution ('Knowledge Base' partner), 
which facilitates the transfer of knowledge, technology and skills to which the company partner 
currently has no access.  (Technology Strategy Board Website 2013) 

 
Howlett (2010, p. 8) elaborates that in a classic KTP project, 
 

[t]he company must have a need for a demanding project of a strategic nature. This must be 
something that will lead to real business benefits in terms of increased turnover and profit, or 
safeguarded market-share. The project must also be something that the company could not do for 
itself, without the help of the Knowledge-Base Partner.  

 
 The KTP Associate is the chief implementer of a strategic project for a company, having one foot in 
both camps of company and university. KTP Associates are intended to be recently qualified graduates, 
who are 
 

employed by the knowledge base partner but work in [the] business to manage the project, apply 
their own knowledge and ensure that the expertise of the knowledge base partner is embedded into 
[the] business. (Technology Strategy Board Website 2013) 
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 The KTP Associate is typically relatively inexperienced in handling projects, especially those 
involving cross-boundary collaboration.  The Associate is offered an opportunity to handle a strategic 
project for a company, and in so doing, hones his or her skills in a variety of ways, including leadership 
and project management.  
 Given the many barriers to successful projects (e.g. as cited by Perkmann, Neely and Walsh 2011; 
Bruneel, D’Este and Salter 2010), the challenge for the Associate in ensuring project success is 
considerable.  However, current research seems to have largely ignored the importance of the Associate in 
promoting and improving collaboration in KTPs.     
 In a review of different definitions of collaboration, Hara et al. (2003, p.953) found that “working 
together for a common goal” as well as “sharing of knowledge” was vital. Also, Perttu et al. (2010) 
proposed 8 antecedents and 5 mediators for collaboration affecting 3 kinds of collaboration outcomes.  
These are summarised in Figure 1.  The methodology used in this paper is action research coupled with a 
reflective style of writing.  A reflective style has been chosen as it can contribute to personal development 
as well as improve work-based practice (Jasper 2005; Sen 2010).  Two case studies of collaborative 
projects are explored, one being a private sector company and the other, a third sector (not-for-profit) 
organisation.  The cases are first presented separately, then compared using the collaboration antecedents 
as proposed by Perttu et al. (2010).   
 

Collaboration 
antecedents 

    

Roles & processes          
for collaboration 

    

Trust between actors  Project collaboration 
quality (mediators) 

  

Physical &              
cultural proximity 

 Communication  Collaboration outcomes 

Alignment of incentives  Coordination  Project success 

Commitment to project  Mutual Support  Potential for learning       
and innovations 

Goal congruences & 
collaborative goals 

 Aligned efforts  Future Collaboration 

Conflict resolution  Cohesion   

Expectations fulfilment     

 
Figure 1: Collaboration antecedents, mediators and outcomes (adapted from Perttu et al. 2010) 

3 CASE STUDIES 

3.1 Case 1: PSC 
 PSC is a small company operating in the medical recruitment sector mainly serving the National 
Health Service (NHS). Due to new government policy, the NHS was anticipated to undergo significant 
changes. Having previously been introduced to a freelance consultant with an innovative organisational 
change product, the directors felt that there was good basis for expansion of their services into providing 
consultancy in organisational change for the NHS. They set up their consulting arm after successfully 
bringing in another partner for this part of the business. A KTP was established to develop an 
academically validated in-house consulting methodology for the company.   
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The Associate of this 2-year project was involved in developing a consulting methodology which 
made use of and linked up the company’s existing knowledge of two products for organisational change, 
as well as to identify any other products that fit within the consulting methodology. To do this effectively 
the Associate needed to set up a steering group to advise and oversee the work.  Also, the Associate 
would be involved in testing out this methodology in interested companies. This meant the Associate 
needed to be familiar with how the products worked and interacted. The Associate’s role would cover 
both the implementation of the methodology on a trial basis and the validation of the way the 
methodology worked. PSC, who already had some existing links with a number of hospitals and NHS 
Trusts, had responsibility for sourcing the clients and leading negotiations. 

Most of the Associate’s early work involved setting up the steering group and conducting research 
into the organisational change approach that could be adopted by PSC, as well as the exploring the market 
for suitable opportunities. The Associate analysed NHS Trust performance data and identified potential 
targets which PSC could approach, based on the assumption that the lower-performing Trusts would be in 
more urgent need of support and could be more receptive to PSC. 

The working practices and culture at PSC was very different to the Associate’s previous employment, 
where he had worked on the technical team at a manufacturing firm with circa 500 employees. PSC, 
being a small company consisting of 3 directors who were co-owners of the business and who worked 
mostly independently, had a very different internal culture and spirit of collaboration, which required an 
empathic approach. For example, in the early days of the project, the company team disagreed about how 
the KTP should be managed. A meeting was called where everyone collectively explored the issues and 
agreed steps to address them. In the weeks following this, the Associate’s working relationship with 
company colleagues improved as the team became more open and comfortable with expressing opposing 
views and fresh perspectives.  This was especially apparent with the Company Lead, leading him to 
remark some 6 weeks later that he had never before enjoyed such a good working relationship with 
someone following a significant disagreement at an early point in the working relationship. 

The core project team was small, consisting of an Academic Supervisor, a Company Lead, a 
Company Facilitator and the Associate. There was also a second university supervisor on the team, but he 
did not get involved as his expertise was not needed in the early stages. Due to operational pressures and 
differing  engagements, the full team did not meet together very often. Usually, the Associate met the 
Academic Supervisor separately at the university and brought back ideas for discussion with the company 
supervisors. Besides the core team, the Associate worked mainly with two other people: the external 
partner to PSC’s consulting arm, as well as the freelance consultant whose product would form an integral 
part of the methodology. When the Associate assembled the steering group, he took on organisational 
duties such as planning and producing the material for discussion, as well as arranging logistics and 
running the meetings. 

As the methodology development progressed, the Associate started producing materials for use in 
client contact and prepared PowerPoint slides to explain the concepts behind the PSC’s consulting 
methods.  He also authored 4 white papers on problem solving in healthcare, as well as a number of 
thought leadership articles for use on the company website.  

As a company, PSC were not experienced in the consulting arena. They had a website which was 
somewhat basic and did not reflect the professionalism associated with a consulting company.  The 
Associate presented a proposal to redesign the website, aimed at making stylistic changes to its look-and-
feel as well as improving the clarity and content.  He also offered 4 suggestions as to how the company 
could be positioned. While the response from colleagues was good, there was some resistance internally 
from the partner who had designed the website and initial marketing materials. Given that all the directors 
were also actively involved in running the medical recruitment business, the company decided to 
postpone the website changes and instead concentrated on supporting the development of the 
methodology and pursuing potential leads with healthcare companies.   

PSC managed to make some good links with industry, but securing commitment from an organisation 
to trial the methodology proved to be more difficult. 11 months into the project, PSC, without prior 
warning, notified the university of their intention to terminate the project because their core business in 



191

 Koh, Clegg and Hall  

191 

medical recruitment was suffering from significant financial pressures. The fact that PSC had been unable 
to secure a client to trial the consulting methodology meant that the timescales for validation were 
delayed, impacting on the anticipated payback time for PSC.  

The business had not anticipated the difficulty in gaining a foothold for consulting in their intended 
market, perhaps having mistakenly thought they had been sufficiently familiar with the marketplace. 
Also, PSC might have underestimated the length of time it would take to secure organisations for trial. In 
terms of collaboration, the team could have communicated better through more frequent meetings 
between all members of the joint supervisory team.  Given the relative inexperience of PSC with the area 
of business it was trying to get into, a closer working relationship with the university, as well as getting 
the 2nd university supervisor involved from the start, could have promoted collaboration and given PSC 
access to broader and more timely advice. This might have resulted in an earlier realisation that the 
company’s sales strategy needed overhauling weeks before the eventual demise of the project.   

3.2 Case 2: NFPC 
 NFPC is a not-for-profit organisation of circa 15 employees focussed on the skills arena of a 
particular industrial sector in the UK.  It is based in the same premises as, and shares some functions with, 
its parent company (circa 45 people), a skills organisation with a larger footprint in industry. NFPC’s aim 
is to improve the collaboration of disparate companies in the sector so as to ensure the overall workforce 
is adequately skilled to meet the needs of industry. NFPC functions as a membership organisation, with 
companies paying an annual subscription for services that it provides e.g. lobbying the government, or 
helping to lead funding negotiations on their behalf. NFPC also has scope to develop products and 
services to further help the sector improve both the way it conducts training as well as the way new 
entrants are attracted. 

NFPC identified knowledge management as an area where it could improve its service offering to the 
sector. A KTP was set up to explore how knowledge in the sector could be retained for the sector, 
especially in light of an ageing workforce which would see the majority of current employees retire or 
otherwise leave within the next 10 years. The intended scope of the project was to develop and implement 
a software system for knowledge capture and sharing, and would last for 2 years. 

During the project it was found that the initial objective of the project was not necessarily what the 
sector required. When he first started at NFPC, the Associate had little knowledge of the specific industry 
and forged links with people in the industry by visiting some members to understand more about the 
sector. Subsequently the Associate found that a software system for knowledge management was not a 
priority for the companies concerned. Their reception to this idea was, at best, mixed. The Associate then 
decided to explore the wider issues surrounding knowledge retention and knowledge management in the 
sector, focussing on 3 specific roles, and ran a questionnaire to solicit further feedback.    

7 months into the KTP, NFPC as well as its parent announced plans to restructure, and after another 2 
months the Associate was moved into a newly-assembled Product Development team but continued to 
report to his existing supervisor in the original department. This necessitated some review and 
realignment of the Associate’s work. There was also significant uncertainty regarding NFPC’s business 
strategy and its impact on both the new Product Development function as well as the applicability of the 
KTP. After a few weeks, in an effort to address these issues, the team decided to involve the Head of 
Product Development directly in the management of the project, with her taking over the role of 
Company Lead. This made sense as the existing Company Lead was focussed on other responsibilities 
post the business restructure. After two strategy meetings to review the project and redefine deliverables, 
a new strategy was agreed. Instead of procuring a knowledge management system, the Associate would 
work on piloting and proving initiatives that contributed to knowledge retention for the sector. This was 
felt to be a better fit with NFPC’s existing internal systems and was also less risky as the procurement of 
a software system would have brought its own set of not insignificant financial and implementation 
challenges. 
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In terms of structure, the core project team consisted of a Company Lead, two university supervisors 
from different departments (the University Lead provided administrative sign-off, while the Academic 
Lead provided input on knowledge management), and the Associate. While the team was supportive, it 
was not always easy to get co-ordinate their busy schedules. For example, when the Associate started, he 
did not manage to get a kick-off meeting in place with everyone present until around 4 weeks into his 
employment. These pressures continued throughout the project, and were also present internally in NFPC.  
This was because, as a membership organisation, colleagues were frequently away from the office 
meeting members and other stakeholders.   

With the new project strategy the Associate began to work much more closely with his new team. 
While colleagues were still not always easily contactable, the Associate now had better access to an 
experienced colleague who could provide more timely input into his work. His new team was also closer 
to the ground in terms of implementation so they could offer useful practical insight into some of the 
issues the Associate was considering.  

At the time of writing, the project is approaching completion, having entered its final 4 months and on 
track to proving the implementation of some useful initiatives for knowledge retention in the sector. 

3.3 Comparison of cases 
Table 1 gives a comparison of the two cases using the antecedents suggested by Perttu et al. (2010). 
 

Antecedent Case 1: PSC Case 2: NFPC 
Roles & 
processes 

Small core team with busy individuals.  
Team meetings were usually split and 

infrequent (approx. once every 4 weeks). 
Occasional joint meetings. 

Larger core team with busy individuals. 
More complex to manage. Regular team 

meetings (every 2-3 weeks) online or face-
to-face, attended by all members roughly 

50% of the time. A challenge to co-ordinate 
joint meetings. 

Trust 
between 
actors 

Not a good start to begin with, but built up 
well over a matter of weeks, especially 

between the Associate and the Company 
Lead 

Generally good support from the team.   
Company support in terms of strategy, 
direction and resources had not always 
been strong but improved over time. 

Physical & 
cultural 

proximity 

As not all team members met together there 
was less physical interaction.  Culturally 
things were fine after the first few weeks. 

Physically the team was meeting up in one 
single location, although there were 

frequent pressures on individual 
attendances due to clashes in schedules. 
Culturally there were no major issues. 

Alignment 
of incentives 

The nature of KTPs mean that the company 
and the university draw different benefits 
from participation in the project, hence 

incentives are not always aligned.   

As per PSC case, due to the nature of 
KTPs, incentives are not always aligned.  

Commitment 
to project 

Could be better. The lack of regular catch-
up meetings probably impacted on 

collaboration and commitment.  Could have 
made better use of university input and 

advice, especially when dealing with the 
wider business issues that PSC faced.   

Generally good support (mostly deduced 
from commitment to and attendance at 

team meetings). University collaborators 
could have been more involved by learning 

more about the sector and understanding 
the contextual issues, allowing better 

advice to be given to the team. 
Goal 

congruences 
& 

collaborative 

Generally all parties were in agreement as 
to the goals of the project, but the nature of 
KTPs is such that different benefits would 

be drawn by each party e.g. testing a 

It was felt that there was more congruence 
in this project than in PSC, because the 
success of the NFPC project could more 

directly benefit the university e.g. publicity 
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goals methodology was good in the university’s 
view, but that did not necessarily translate 

into sales which the company needed 

and contacts made from this project could 
lead to increased uptake of courses 

Conflict 
resolution 

Initial disagreement was swiftly resolved 
(within a few weeks). Good example of 

how conflict resolution promotes 
collaboration. 

Main conflicts were strategic in nature – 
different views as to the company should 

be doing. Resolving this took a much 
longer time (around than 6 months). 

Expectations 
fulfilment 

This was largely positive as the Associate 
had in the main delivered what was agreed, 

and the company supervisor expressed 
strong satisfaction with the quality of the 

Associate’s work. 

Largely positive – NFPC received good 
feedback from members and the Associate 

was rated “high performing” within this 
project. 

 
Table 1: Comparison of cases (using antecedents from Perttu et al. 2010) 

4 DISCUSSION 
 Comparing the examples of antecedents as discussed in Table 1, the main issues affecting 
collaboration in the projects are based around managing the structure – in terms of roles and processes, as 
well as physical and cultural proximity. In order to foster stronger commitment to the project, the 
Associate needs to be an effective “flow-keeper” (Masiello 2009, p.505): an enabler or facilitator, who 
“get[s] communication, information, negotiation, listening and explaining, and focus flowing” between 
participants. In terms of designing congruent goals, part of the responsibility lies in the way the projects 
are initially set up. The business case needs to be clear, responsive and achievable.  It is also a priority to 
be aware of timescales and be proactive about getting hold of the right people at the right time to work on 
suitable parts of the project. Communication and shared value and vision-setting at the onset of the team’s 
formation is paramount which should be achieved through the mini project at the start of the KTP. 

Conflicts arise in every situation, especially when two types of organisations with very different 
operating models (e.g. a company and a university) work together. As Bammer (2008) contends, one of 
the key aims of collaboration is to effectively harness differences to facilitate innovation. The role of the 
Associate is crucial in both encouraging healthy debate and managing these conflicts so that the project 
gains overall from the interplay of different perspectives. The Associate also needs to establish good trust 
and expectation fulfilment as these ensure continued commitment from all sides. 

5 CONCLUSION 
 In this paper we have explored the role of the Associate in influencing collaboration and how this has 
occurred in practice in two cases. It is hoped that this paper will inform practice, helping other Associates 
in the future to manage their projects effectively. 
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participants. In terms of designing congruent goals, part of the responsibility lies in the way the projects 
are initially set up. The business case needs to be clear, responsive and achievable.  It is also a priority to 
be aware of timescales and be proactive about getting hold of the right people at the right time to work on 
suitable parts of the project. Communication and shared value and vision-setting at the onset of the team’s 
formation is paramount which should be achieved through the mini project at the start of the KTP. 

Conflicts arise in every situation, especially when two types of organisations with very different 
operating models (e.g. a company and a university) work together. As Bammer (2008) contends, one of 
the key aims of collaboration is to effectively harness differences to facilitate innovation. The role of the 
Associate is crucial in both encouraging healthy debate and managing these conflicts so that the project 
gains overall from the interplay of different perspectives. The Associate also needs to establish good trust 
and expectation fulfilment as these ensure continued commitment from all sides. 

5 CONCLUSION 
 In this paper we have explored the role of the Associate in influencing collaboration and how this has 
occurred in practice in two cases. It is hoped that this paper will inform practice, helping other Associates 
in the future to manage their projects effectively. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 Thanks to the Technology Strategy Board, Economic and Social Research Council and the European 
Regional Development Fund, who funded these KTP projects in part, and to the two case companies. 

REFERENCES 

Ankrah, S.N., Burgess, T.F., Grimshaw, P. and Shaw, N.E., 2013. Asking both university and 
industry actors about their engagement in knowledge transfer: What single-group studies of 
motives omit. Technovation, 33(2-3), pp.50–65. Available at: http://linkinghub.elsevier. 
com/retrieve/pii/S0166497212001228 [Accessed March 2, 2013]. 



194

 Koh, Clegg and Hall  

194 

Bammer, G., 2008. Enhancing research collaborations: Three key management challenges. 
Research Policy, 37(5), pp.875–887. Available at: http://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/ 
pii/S0048733308000528 [Accessed May 7, 2013]. 

Brinkerhoff, J.M., 2002. Assessing and improving partnership relationships and outcomes: a 
proposed framework. Evaluation and Program Planning, 25(3), pp.215–231. Available at: 
http://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0149718902000174. 

Bruneel, J., D’Este, P. and Salter, A., 2010. Investigating the factors that diminish the barriers to 
university–industry collaboration. Research Policy, 39(7), pp.858–868. Available at: 
http://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0048733310001034 [Accessed February 27, 
2013]. 

Gertner, D., Roberts, J. and Charles, D., 2011. University-industry collaboration: a CoPs 
approach to KTPs. Journal of Knowledge Management, 15(4), pp.625–647. 

Hara, N., Solomon, P., Kim, S. and Sonnenwald, D.H., 2003. An emerging view of scientific 
collaboration: Scientists’ perspectives on collaboration and factors that impact 
collaboration. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 
54(10), pp.952–965. Available at: http://doi.wiley.com/10.1002/asi.10291. 

Howlett, R.J., 2010. Knowledge Transfer between UK Universities and Business. In Robert 
James Howlett, ed. 1st International Conference on Innovation through Knowledge 
Transfer. London, pp. 1–14. 

Jasper, M.A., 2005. Using reflective writing within research. Journal of Research in Nursing, 
10(3), pp.247–260. Available at: http://jrn.sagepub.com/cgi/doi/10.1177/ 
174498710501000303 [Accessed April 11, 2013]. 

Lambert, R., 2003. Lambert Review of Business-University Collaboration, Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office. 

Legg, L., Holifield, P. and Galis, M., 2007. Case Studies in the UK Knowledge Transfer 
Partnership Programme. In 2nd International Conference on Virtual Learning. Constanta, 
Romania, pp. 105–112. 

Masiello, I., 2009. Learning to succeed in European joint projects: the role of the modern project 
manager--the flow-keeper. Journal of interprofessional care, 23(5), pp.498–507. Available 
at: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20602587 [Accessed March 31, 2013]. 

Perkmann, M., Neely, A. and Walsh, K., 2011. How should firms evaluate success in university-
industry alliances? A performance measurement system. R&D Management, 41(2), pp.202–
216. Available at: http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/j.1467-9310.2011.00637.x. 

Perttu, D., Eskerod, P., Dalcher, D. and Sandhawalia, B., 2010. The Dynamics of Collaboration 
in Multipartner Projects. Project Management Journal, 41(4), pp.59–78. 

Sen, B.A., 2010. Reflective writing: a management skill. Library Management, 31(1/2), pp.79–
93. Available at: http://www.emeraldinsight.com/10.1108/01435121011013421 [Accessed 
May 7, 2013]. 

Technology Strategy Board, 2010. Handbook: Managing Knowledge Transfer Partnerships. 
Technology Strategy Board Website, 2013. Knowledge Transfer Partnerships - FAQs. Available 

at: http://www.ktponline.org.uk/faqs/ [Accessed May 9, 2013]. 
Ternouth, P., Garner, C., Wood, L. and Forbes, P., 2012. Key Attributes for Successful 

Knowledge Transfer Partnerships, Council for Industry and Higher Education. 
Wilson, T.D.L., 2012. A Review of Business-University Collaboration, Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills. 
 



195

 

195 

THE EXPERIENCE OF DELIVERING CASE AWARD RESEARCH  
IN A PUBLIC SECTOR SETTING 

 
 

Alexis Southall 
Aston Business School 

Aston University 
Aston Triangle 

Birmingham, B4 7ET 
southaae@aston.ac.uk 

 

 
ABSTRACT 
The CASE Award PhD is a relatively new approach to completing academic research degrees, aligning 
the ideals of comprehensive research training and cross-collaboration between academics and 
organisations. As the initial wave of CASE funded PhD research begins to near completion, and indeed 
become evident through the publication of results, now is an appropriate time to begin the evaluation 
process of how to successfully deliver a CASE PhD, and to analyse the best practice approaches of 
completing a CASE Award with an organisation. This article intends to offer a picture into the CASE 
PhD process, with a focus on methods of communication to successfully implement this kind of research 
in collaboration with an organisation.  
 
 
KEYWORDS: public sector, communication, mixed methods  
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
CASE Award PhDs are a new way of implementing PhD research training, aiming to generate research 
that delivers applied relevance in collaboration between universities and external partners, while 
developing a generation of researchers possessing skills learned in academic and non-academic settings. 
The author began her CASE Award PhD in 2009, being among the first of the CASE Award students to 
go through this within the Business School. The CASE Awards that were awarded during that period are 
now currently being submitted, or are nearing completion, and this provides the perfect time to evaluate 
and reflect on how these CASE Awards were successfully implemented and develop some best practice 
understandings of this approach to degree by research. This article aims to develop some best practice 
approaches from the experiences of a CASE researcher being embedded within an organisation. 
Specifically the communication approaches utilized for the successful completion of this research will be 
discussed and related to the context of the public sector, within which the research was conducted. The 
article also discusses the potential challenges CASE researchers face and provides real life examples of a 
CASE Award PhD in action.  

2 CASE AWARDS 
The CASE Award PhD completed by the researcher was funded by the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC) in 2009.The nature of CASE Awards induce a more encompassing approach to research, 
aiming specifically to create not only theoretical contributions to the academic literature, but to also 
include practical requirements for the case organisation. While this may not be unique with regards to 
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research agendas, the uniqueness comes from the structure of the CASE Award approach, through the 
development of a well-rounded researcher that understands the approach to working within organisations 
in a different way. Rather than being an external researcher that enters and leaves the organisation they 
are studying, the CASE approach requires that researchers become embedded in organisational life, 
becoming like a member themselves, while maintaining their role as a researcher and as a student. This 
balancing act becomes an important part of the life of a CASE researcher. 
 Furthermore, the focus on strengthening cross-collaborative working between academics and 
universities with organisations in all sectors is a fundamental concept within the CASE approach. CASE 
Awards provide a mutually beneficial exchange for both parties, with the researcher gaining unique skills 
that may not be achieved through the traditional PhD approach (creating a more all-encompassed 
researcher once qualified, which ultimately benefits universities in the future); with the organisation 
receiving the benefits of three years of research work from an individual that is engaged with the 
organisation, ultimately receiving benefits such as suggestions for areas of improvement, policy 
suggestions, implemented interventions or tailored tools that they can continue to use after the departure 
of the researcher. This approach to research-based degrees is becoming increasingly popular in academia 
to develop student skills and encourage collaboration between theory and practice (Barnacle & Dall’Alba, 
2010). 
 The CASE Award undertaken by the researcher required that she be embedded into a department 
within the organisation – in this case the Human Resources function – for three days per week for the first 
two years of the project; while simultaneously completing the research degree training provided by 
universities. The practical element allows the researcher to develop a clear picture of the organisation, the 
problems at hand and the processes of change and culture that the organisation experiences. The benefit to 
the organisation is a resulting practical application of the results and the associated tools developed for the 
business. Additionally, the researcher is required to provide formal reports on progress and findings to the 
business, at least on a yearly basis. 

3 BACKGROUND TO THE CASE ORGANISATION 
The research conducted by the author took place in a large local authority within the UK public sector, 
serving a population of over one million residents, and possessing a culturally diverse workforce of 
approximately 59,000. During the period of study (2009-2011), the organisation was undertaking a 
change process involving organisational redesign through strategic human resource management (SHRM) 
initiatives. These initiatives consisted of flattening the management structure; devolving transactional HR 
responsibilities to line managers in order to allow the HR function to act more strategically; a focus on 
front line employee engagement; implementing new technology systems;  workforce planning, succession 
planning and talent management; and streamlining services through cost efficiency ideas such as hot-
desking and home working. 
 The researcher was embedded within the HR department that was leading the change from HR being 
a transactional service to a transformational and influential department within the business, for a period of 
approximately 18 months. Following this, the researcher shifted the focus of the research to one service 
area in order to collect the data for the project. The researcher embedded herself within this service for 
two to three days per week during the data collection period.  
 The service consisted of 74 employees, including their management team, employed in four different 
teams – Commercial, Community and Surveying Services on the technical side, and the Administration 
team; offering building control services to the general public and to commercial clients. The service was 
classified as ‘high performing’ by the organisation, and as such wished to understand the reasons behind 
this to create transference of skills to other parts of the business. The service had experienced on recent 
organisational change (computerisation of their work, paperless office and electronic system 
replacement), and were working in partnership with HR to implement pilot schemes surrounding 
workforce and succession planning and talent management. They also provided a unique perspective due 
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to the business operations side, working in a private sector domain with competition from private sector 
firms, but as a public sector operation.  
While working with the service, the UK was going through the global recession, and this created, over a 
period of time, recruitment freezes, cut backs and eventually voluntary redundancy exercises and 
organisational restructures within services.  

4 THE RESEARCH AGENDA 
The CASE Award undertaken by the author involved the examination of innovative behaviours and work 
engagement, with a focus on line manager responsibility, within a public sector service undergoing 
organizational change. This was achieved through a mixed methods approach (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 
2003), utilizing qualitative methods of focus groups, individual interviews and ethnographic approaches, 
alongside a quantitative survey. The process of the CASE Award took approximately three years, with an 
additional year for writing up the research as a PhD thesis.  
 One of the challenges faced as a CASE researcher is that of balancing roles of researcher, student and 
additionally your responsibility to the business. CASE students’ responsibilities extend beyond doing 
good research and adequately representing the views of respondents, with the addition of mandatory 
situation within the organisation as an active citizen, shaping the way in which organisations work, and 
communicating with various stakeholders requiring differing methods of communication and an 
understanding of when these are required, and with whom. The unique nature of the public sector 
business structures and approaches created the opportunity for communicating with a variety of key 
stakeholders within the business. The interconnecting nature of the public sector workforce and the 
political implications existing within the framework provides a foundation for the researcher to learn how 
to develop the appropriate communication strategies for successful research implementation. 
 Entering the process of beginning a CASE Award research project with no prior examples to follow 
can be a challenging and daunting process for a research student. The already tumultuous relationship one 
can experience with a research agenda is enhanced by the lack of prior guidance and exemplary work 
upon which to base the experience. As such, the process of completing CASE research in an effective 
manner provides a basis for evaluation of how CASE awards work in practice, and how best to fulfill the 
role expectations attached to CASE research. 
 

5 COMMUNICATIONS IN CASE RESEARCH 
The CASE Award PhD provides a unique approach to studying behaviour in organisations. In particular, 
the embeddedness of the student researcher within the case organisation, operating both as a researcher 
and as a member of the business. The associated practicalities of communicating the research agenda, 
obtaining participation from the population and the associated relationships that develop through this 
embededness demonstrate a somewhat different underlying experience than that of a ‘typical’ PhD 
research project. Communication within organisations is never ‘neutral’ in context (Hoogervorst, van der 
Flier & Koopman, 2004). Differing cultures, structures, policies and management practices all impact 
upon the way in which communication is both delivered and received across organisations. In the public 
sector, culture, policies, systems and managerial approach can differ widely, not only across the 
organisation, but also within directorates and service areas; creating microclimates of organizational 
culture. This creates an added difficulty for the researcher in standardizing their approach to 
communicating research agendas. 
 Stakeholders within the public sector ranged from working with top management and political 
figures, line management within service areas, directorate leaders and all other levels of management, as 
well as with highly trained technical staff and those perceived as being at the bottom of the ladder 
hierarchically, typically those in manual jobs or on the front-line of services. Regardless of the area within 
which the research is conducted, external individuals and those from other areas of the business are either 
involved in your research, or affected by it. During the research journey of the author, communications 
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were conducted not only with the teams and individuals that formed the service, but with the upper 
echelons of management, with the legal team, with external public sector colleagues and with trade union 
members. The interconnecting political relationships make working in the public sector as a researcher as 
challenging as it is fascinating.  
 Challenges faced by CASE researchers in this particular setting highlight the potential difficulties of 
working within this realm of research, and how cross-collaboration is not always at the forefront of the 
business, particularly with regards to underlying political issues affecting the research, However, with the 
purpose of the CASE approach being to provide a well-rounded learning approach for research students, 
the experiences whereby things went wrong were equally as important as when it all ran smoothly, 
particularly with regards to the best practice approaches to completing a CASE. 

 

6 CROSS-COLLABORATION THROUGH CASE AWARD EXCHANGE 
Essentially the collaborative process of working with organisations and the people that compose them 
boils down to developing trusting relationships within which the researcher can be trusted on all levels – 
this equates to delivering work when they say they will, being trustworthy with regards to data 
confidentiality and field work, and demonstrating a positive attitude towards working with the business 
regardless of potential problems and pitfalls the individual may face during cross-collaboration. Trust is 
defined as being willing ‘to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the 
other will perform a particular action important to the trustor’ (Mayer, Davis & Schoorman, 1995: 712; 
Dietz & Den Hartog, 2006), and is typically something which individuals must build up over time 
(Meyerson, et al, 1996). In the case of CASE research, there is an element of this long term development 
insofar that the student embeds within the business. However, the actual nature of the research is that it is 
still relatively short-term and project based. This is somewhat reflective of the ongoing nature of modern 
organisational life (Miles & Creed, 1995), and somewhat reflected the nature of the business conducted 
by the service with people coming together to work on a projects basis. Essentially, the trust relationship 
developed with an organisation is that of communication of trustworthiness, defined by Kasper-Fuehrer & 
Ashkanasy (2001: 238) as ‘an interactive process that affects, monitors, and guides members’ actions and 
attitudes in their interactions with one another, and that ultimately determines the level of trust that exists 
between them’. Regardless of the length of time within which trust is developed, the underlying principle 
remains the same – being reliable and working ethically (Hosmer, 1995). Kasper-Fuehrer & Ashkanasy 
(2001) refer to this short-term trust development as common business understanding, whereby individuals 
share a vision and expectation of the result of their transaction and understanding of their roles within the 
exchange (Scott & Lane, 2000) 
 One issue faced by the researcher in delivering on promises that is likely to be typical specifically to 
the sector within which the research was conducted, was that of minor bureaucracy and red tape. 
Specifically the time frame within which gaining approval for work to be carried out in particular created 
problems that not only impacted upon the delivery of work based on the timetable initially presented to 
the service area and to the HR service with which the researcher worked, but also delayed progress with 
data collection and ability to proceed with the duty of writing the PhD.  The primary example of this for 
the researcher occurred with the necessary approval of a quantitative survey measure that had to be 
approved by several individuals prior to being approved by a steering committee board, which took a 
period of several months, delaying the delivery of the project and creating months where little could be 
provided to the business.  
 Through these problems and stalls in the research process, the short term trust development becomes 
central to the communication approach between researcher and organisation members. The key to this 
appeared to be managing and fulfilling expectations, and being explicit with members when things were 
delayed and the reasons why. Best practice communication approaches within the research process 
included active listening. Active listening is essential for depth of understanding and avoids the potential 
for missing vital information (Fielding, 2006), and develops the trust that individuals place in the 
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researcher. For example, during the ethnographic fieldwork conducted by the author, many participants 
were willing to share highly sensitive information about their working lives. One example was that of a 
participant experiencing a negative relationship with their manager, frequently revealing the nature of the 
relationship due to the active listening of the researcher – as an external and somewhat neutral actor 
within the fieldwork, the trust placed in the researcher is evident as short term, but highly concentrated.  
The role of the researcher in a CASE organisation such as this, with a variety of key stakeholders, is to 
spend time researching the role of the individual so that the researcher may enter the initial meeting with 
the stakeholder with an understanding of the individual’s purpose in the organisation and how they 
contribute to the research. The effort-making process of gaining understanding of the individual inspires 
trust in the researcher, which aids in the successful implementation of a research programme. The author 
spent time researching the industry within which the business members operated in order to understand 
and maintain conversations regarding technical details. This effort in learning about the organisation and 
the business engendered a greater degree of trust in the participants, demonstrating a more openness to 
communication throughout.  

 

7 BEST PRACTICE RECCOMMENDATIONS 
For CASE implementation to be successful, the key recommendation to participants is to go the extra 
mile in learning about your organisation. Being knowledgeable about the business and the industry helps 
with communication and gives the participants peace of mind that the researcher understands and has the 
organisation’s, and the participants, best interests at heart. This development of knowledge base creates a 
platform from which the essential trust can be developed. 
 CASE students should expect to deal with difficulties in research processes in an efficient manner and 
be prepared for delays in research, particularly with regards to public sector bureaucracy channels. The 
key to this is ensuring that communication with the business is not lost, as regaining the trust and 
willingness to participate of some employees can be difficult. The author experienced this during her own 
delays due to these channels – through delay in the approval of ethnographic research creating a time 
barrier of approximately 10 months between data collection waves, the trust relationship with these 
employees had to be built from the beginning, with some members of staff being unwilling to re-engage 
with the author regardless of communication attempts. CASE students should be prepared, however, to 
treat this non-response as equally important data to that which has been collected from willing 
participants. If the key to successful implementation is trust, and the trust process requires frequent 
interactions between members, then this delay in contact can create negative feeling. The author 
attempted to combat this by ensuring that reports were sent to the organisation detailing progress, and 
where data from respondents was utilised, this was sent to participants for comment in order to ensure 
their views were adequately representing, maintaining the trust relationship. 
 Ultimately, the CASE PhD is about building trustworthy relationships that typically rely on the trust 
in the researcher being high, and reliance on the organisation being low. The nature of public sector 
services means risk averse approaches, which create delays. Researchers must find ways to continue to 
connect with their participants to maintain trust and to ensure that their research continues to progress 
regardless of the organisation’s imposed delays. CASE researchers should enter the field with the aim of 
developing long term relationships that are trustworthy, productive and mutually beneficial.  
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