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introduCtion
University-company collaboration 
projects are a common way to organise 
research in the universities, especially 
in the area of design. At the same time, 
academic collaboration projects are a 
significant part of different national in-
novation systems, which aim to develop 
competitive advantages (Lemola 2002). 
The importance of the funding from 
outside of the universities is increas-
ing all the time (Georghiou et al. 2002). 
National innovation systems empha-
size cooperation between government, 
universities and companies (Lundvall 
et al. 2002). For instance in Finland 
popularity of the collaboration projects 
is based on the model of public finance 
(Georghiou et al. 2002, 73-90). 
Financier notice itself that although 
university-company collaboration are 

part of national innovation system, 
their significance is still unrecognized 
especially outside of technology devel-
opment projects (Civilization cannot 
be imported 2007). Regardless for the 
competitiveness structure of the proj-
ects should support innovation and 
collaboration of universities and com-
panies. 
Since from the 80’ most of the litera-
ture consist of reports and research lit-
erature was relatively limited (Geisler 
& Rubenstein 1989). There is a lack of 
research from the point of view of col-
laboration firms and also in the in the 
context of design. Why the collabora-
tion projects in the context of design 
appears ineffective? What companies 
think of it? Why they even bother, if 
the projects are as ineffective as evalu-
ation shows?

The research considers specific univer-
sity-company-collaboration projects, 
which are a part of Finnish national 
innovation system and funded by 
Tekes- the Finnish funding agency for 
technology and innovations. This paper 
highlights the point of view of compa-
nies’ managers and foregrounds a con-
tradiction between their conception of 
the fruitful collaboration project and 
an official structure of the innovation 
system. National innovation systems 
in different countries have similarities, 
and for instance transnational public 
programmes (Lemola 2002,1481-1483). 
So, even the subject of the research is 
strictly defined, the results of the re-
search are exploitable widely national 
innovation systems in general.
The data of the study consist of inter-
views with the managers, who have 
been involved in the collaboration 
projects. The paper is organized as 
follows. First it positions the research 
subject conceptually within the discus-
sions and the literature in the discourse 
of open innovation and research col-
laboration. Then the descriptions of 
the empirical material and analysis are 
given. Findings are proposed in the 
empirical part of the paper. In the con-
clusion the main findings are summed 
up and related to the innovation re-
search. 
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firms are led by innovation policy and 
national innovation systems (Lemola 
2002). The third stream of the univer-
sities, societal interaction, was elevated 
alongside traditional streams of uni-
versities, research and education. Soci-
etal interaction is linked with innova-
tions and national innovation systems 
(Lemola et al. 2008, 21-23). Finland 
has been at the head of the progress, by 
assuming the concept of national inno-
vation system as first in Europe (Sharif 
2006, 745). National innovation system 
has got a wide attention and currency 
as a part of politic decision making and 
academic context as well (Sharif 2006; 
Lundvall et al. 2002). National innova-
tion systems are well defined from the 
point of view of knowledge generaliza-
tion and roles of the actors (see more 
Gibbons et al. 1994; Etzkowitz 2003). 
National innovation system is a whole-
ness which is composed of organiza-
tions which is engaged development 
and transfer of technology, products 
and knowledge. The prerequisite of 
the system is a structure created and 
kept up by public sector (Sharif 2006, 
745). Structure of national innovation 
systems can vary in different countries, 
even countries learn each other and 
develop systems by imitating (Lund-
vall et al. 2002; Lemola 2002). The ori-
entation of the systems is usually same, 
to increase national competitiveness. A 
purpose of the system, to create persis-
tent innovation activity, based on the 
relationship of the public and private 
sectors (Lundvall et al. 2002, 222-227).
Finnish national innovation system is 
consisted of producers of new knowl-
edge (universities and research insti-
tutes) and user of knowledge (firms, 
government and policymakers). The 
ground of the systems lies in inter-
dependency of these actors (Seppälä 
2006; Lemola 2002). The central actors 
in the Finnish national innovation sys-
tem are Academy of Finland and Tekes 
– the Finnish funding agency for tech-
nology and innovations (Lemola 2002, 
1487; Seppälä 2006). Especially the last 
one is concentrated on innovations 
and funding also research relation-
ships between universities and com-
panies. In addition, European Union is 
also remarkable financier of the coop-
eration between university and firms 
(Löppönen et al. 2009, 15-19). 
Design has an own specific role in the 

core of the innovation system (Löp-
pönen et al. 2009, 141), even it is quite 
young discipline in Finnish universi-
ties (see more Valtonen 2007). Still 
design has already own and important 
role in the changing field of academic 
research, as a part of innovation sys-
tem and cooperation between univer-
sities and companies (Research in art 
and design in Finnish universities: 
evaluation report 2007; Löppönen et 
al. 2009, 134-140). 
National innovation systems and gov-
ernments’ actions try to support re-
search interactions between university 
and industry (Caloghirou, Tsakanikas 
& Vonortas 2001). As it turns out, 
collaboration between university and 
firms has also many different modes. 
Perkmann and Walsh (2007, 262 - 
264) define and present seven differ-
ent modes of university-industry links. 
The weakest link is a use of scientific 
publications and networking in gen-
eral level, like in the conferences. The 
extent of relational involvement is also 
quite low in the transfer of university 
generated intellectual property (for 
instance patents) to firms. Universi-
ties and companies have also links 
through mobility like academic en-
trepreneurship and transfer of human 
resource. The first one means commer-
cial exploitation of technologies and 
inventions of academic inventors. And 
the second one refers for instance to 
graduate or post graduate training in 
industry. 
High extent of the links and actual re-
lationships represent contract research 
where the university offers research 
services to firms. Typical university-
company relationships also include 
collaborative research and design 
(R&D) (Perkmann & Walsh 2007). 
This paper concerns the last one, re-
search partnerships between universi-
ty and company. In the study, research 
partnerships are assisted by public 
funds and are in their nature small-
scale temporary projects in the con-
text of national policy programmes or 
framework programmes in the level of 
European Union. Usually the projects 
are managed by an individual univer-
sity, though consortium with several 
universities is possible (Perkmann & 
Walsh 2007, 268-270). 
Geisler and Rubenstein (1989, 44-54) 
have reviewed of major issues in uni-

versity-company relations. Accord-
ing to them there are six categories 
of arrangement. This research is con-
centrated for the fourth main theme, 
effectiveness of university-industry 
arrangements and mechanism for col-
laboration. The most descriptive sub-
theme for this research is cooperative 
research. According to Geisler and Ru-
benstein, cooperative research includes 
five modes and three of them describe 
well the subject of this research. First 
this research considers cooperative 
research projects with direct coopera-
tion between university and industry. 
Second in this research is interested 
cooperative research programs, where 
university coordinates project and 
government (in my cases Tekes) is fi-
nancier. Third possible mode of the 
collaboration project is research con-
sortia, where university or universities 
and multiple companies collaborate. 
The main interest of the Tekes is exact 
funding collaboration projects which 
have an open innovation nature. So, 
Projects were universities collaborate 
with firms. Collaboration projects are 
from firms and government viewpoint 
one mode of open innovation, where 
essential point is to generate knowl-
edge and transfer it from universities 
to firms. In Finish innovation sys-
tem, university-company collabora-
tion projects have remarkable role in 
transferring knowledge (Torkkeli et al. 
2008). 
Briefly, open innovation as Chesbor-
ough (2006) defines it, means an activ-
ity where company utilizes innovation 
outside from the company. In contrast 
with the common, closed innovation 
model, where only internal “in house” 
research and design processes are em-
ployed, open innovation model utilizes 
external sources of knowledge and in-
novation. 
Still, open innovation is not a strictly 
defined operation but rather a collec-
tion of different practices. The main 
idea is that the sources of innovation 
can vary a lot. Conventional assump-
tion is that the firm should develop 
new products in house (Hippel 1988). 
According to open innovation para-
digm, ideas can flow into the process 
and out into the market in many ways, 
for instance from outside the company 
(Chesborough 2006) In general open 
innovators utilize widely and deeply 
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external sources in their innovation 
activities. So, external knowledge plays 
an important role (Laursen & Salter 
2006, 131-132).
National innovation system constitutes 
an official structure for open innova-
tion for firms and universities. Uni-
versity research system is traditionally 
open: information, results and find-
ings are shared in public and research 
is typically peer reviewed. Different 
sources of external knowledge have 
different influence subject to cultures, 
rules and norms of the collaborating 
organizations. These all contribute 
to the nature of the open innovation 
(Laursen & Salter 2006, 133). 
Anyway, traditionally the relationships 
between a university and a company 
have been seen as a linear mode of 
technology transfer from university 
to companies (Bakhshi, Schneider & 
Walker 2008, 8). In spite of all, pub-
lic scientific research offers not only 
a source of knowledge but also active 
collaboration networks. Collaborative 
networks are an effective way to utilize 
the knowledge of external scientists 
from universities (Fabrizio 2006). 
In this research open innovation is a 
viewpoint of firms and a part of de-
scription of the research subject. It is 
defined as collaboration and knowl-
edge sharing over organization bound-
aries. At the same time, participating 
companies are R&D oriented and the 
university is defined as the expert of 
design in the projects. Design research 
appears as a basis for the projects be-
cause of the role of the university and 
design programme in it. Still the oper-
ation and the nature of the project do 
not necessarily support conceptions of 
design research in practice. 
However, effectiveness of these proj-
ects appears narrow for the financier. 
Evaluation has evolved to immense 
systems with high number of indica-
tors and quality criteria. In general, ef-
fectiveness consist of different point of 
view, like research, education, societal 
level or organizational level, but shared 
basis is that effectiveness constitutes 
of factors in the specific criteria and 
framework (Parhizgari & Gilbert 2004; 
Lemola et al. 2008). Commonly the 
main point of evaluation is not only 
to rank the existing models but also to 
generate utilizable knowledge (Coryn 
et al. 2007). Mainstream evaluation re-

search has mostly focused on measur-
ing various attributes, describing the 
object of evaluation and finally judging 
the outcomes. Essential point has been 
the realization of goals (Guba & Lin-
coln 1989). 
In the context of academic open in-
novation projects the mainstream 
way of evaluation is typical, but prob-
lematical. From the point of view of 
financial benefits the evaluation con-
centrates without doubt on the con-
crete achievements, like applications 
or publications. Very popular way to 
evaluate university-company collabo-
rating projects is consider it through 
input-output model (Pekkanen, Ri-
ipinen & Leminen, 2004; Georghiou 
et al. 2002). For instance even Walter 
et al (2007) concentrates on societal 
effects of transdisciplinary research 
projects, they approach phenomenon 
by measuring. In the context of design, 
a lot of unrecognized effectiveness lies 
outside of the measureable indica-
tors, because for instance input-output 
model do not catch that (Civilisation 
cannot be imported 2007) In open in-
novation projects research can be seen 
as a social intervention itself. So, con-
centrating on the outcomes and results 
in evaluation gives a one-dimensional 
picture of the projects. 
Benefits of the research between uni-
versity-company collaboration have 
been proven in many studies and the 
competitive advantages of open inno-
vation are known commonly (Fabrizio 
2006). Earlier studies highlight differ-
ences in the culture, policies and expec-
tations between universities and firms 
as well as financial aspects (Geisler & 
Rubenstein 1989). But deeper research 
on the research relationships (Laursen 
& Salter 2006, 147; Perkmann & Walsh 
2007, 272) and from the company 
point of view is needed. The study asks 
what kind of meaning university-col-
laboration projects in the context of 
design has for the firms. The research 
considers the subject by qualitative 
approach through interviews with the 
companies’ managers and highlights 
the discourses which is linked with 
meaningful of projects. 
While university-company collabora-
tion is an interesting phenomenon, it 
is also a mode of project work. Univer-
sity-company collaboration is defined 
by different research interests and dis-

ciplines. Project as a work model and 
a way of organizing resources has also 
an effect to the content of the collabo-
ration as well as to the activity. At the 
same time projects are a part of soci-
etal change toward temporary fabric 
of society (Engwall, Steinhòrsson & 
Söderholm 2003, 111–113). Projects 
are nowadays a constant and signifi-
cant part of organizations. For instance 
Söderlund (2004, 186) describes re-
search on projects as a key factor for 
understanding organizations.
Project as a work model has an effect 
in the collaboration and research. A 
classical mode of the project is strictly 
defined, well planned and narrowly 
executed (Söderlund 2004, 183-186) 
Instead of that, in this study the project 
is defined as a temporary organization. 
Temporary organization is an organi-
zational way to consider projects. In 
the practitioner driven field of project 
management, temporary organiza-
tions represent a theoretical discussion 
without immediate interaction with 
practice (Engwall, Steinhòrsson & Sö-
derholm 2003).
According to Engwall, Steinhòrsson & 
Söderholm (2003, 111-112, 118-128) 
temporary organization includes four 
specific qualities, which differ from 
mainstream discourse: 1) the social 
construction of project boundaries, 2) 
the natural uncertainty and flexibility 
in project missions, 3) the high degree 
of embeddedness and 4) the expecta-
tion and mission driven patterns. 
Mainstream discourse is based on as-
sumption that structure and mode are 
important in projects (Packendorff 
1995, 327-328) Project is defined from 
the outside and established because of 
a specific goal. Contrary to the main-
stream way of thinking, temporary 
organization defines the project from 
inside. In the temporary organization 
flexible goals are not a mark of a fail-
ure but a natural way to operate. In the 
mainstream discourse static goals and 
linear way to operate are a virtue. Plan-
ning and management are in essential 
role in the mainstream project (Eng-
wall, Steinhòrsson & Söderholm 2003, 
118-120).
In the temporary organization an im-
portant point of view is the natural and 
contextual uncertainty of the action. 
Goal’s flexibility gives a freedom to 
produce what is needed, not only what 
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is planned. In other words, not the plan 
or the goal but the needs, lead tempo-
rary organizations (Packendorff 1995, 
321; Engwall, Steinhòrsson & Söder-
holm 2003, 120-122) In addition, tem-
porary organizations consider projects 
commensurate with the surroundings: 
people come from other organizations 
and get back to the parent companies 
(Lundin & Söderholm 1994, 449) So, 
there is an ontological divide between 
the mainstream and the temporary 
organization: the mainstream consid-
ers projects due to their content and 
emphasizes generic project manage-
ment techniques, whereas temporary 
organization approaches projects as a 
result of their form and highlights the 
dynamics of the temporal form (Eng-
wall, Steinhòrsson & Söderholm 2003, 
115-118). 
According to Modig (2007, 809) fea-
tures of the temporary organization 
are seen more often in the contexts of 
creative projects than ordinary ones. 
Temporary organization highlights the 
meaning of the people in the project, 
while the mainstream discourse con-
centrates on planning and manage-
ment instead. According to Bakhshi, 
Schneider and Walker (2008, 1-5), 
quality of the innovation system is 
based on the relationships between the 
actors, and especially on the impor-
tance of the people in the project. 
Anyway, to consider projects as a tem-
porary organization gives a possibil-
ity to dissect a project it self instead 
of the organization around it. From 
firms’ perspective, the effectiveness of 
the university-company collaboration 
projects can be seen to have multiple 
qualities instead of evaluating it just as 
a way to execute and attain a goal. In 
this paper the subject is approached 
from the perspective of the companies’ 
managers, considering what they tell 
about the projects. Their speech is the 
starting point, and discourses which 
arise from the data, reflected with the 
unrecognized effectiveness. 

data and Methods
Information about the university-
company collaboration projects was 
collected through interviews. The 
empirical data consists of seven semi-
structured interviews with nine per-
sons, five with individuals and two 
with pairs. The interviews were execut-

ed in three periods, first in December 
2007, then two in October 2008 and 
then three in March and April 2010. 
The data was analyzed between the 
three interview rounds. So, every stage 
in the data collection built the inter-
pretation and at the same time the new 
interviews were based on the earlier 
ones, as the themes for the new inter-
views were elicited from the analysis. 
The companies’ managers’ point of 
view was essential and the interviews 
were conducted with managers who 
had an extensive work experience in 
collaboration projects within open in-
novation context. 
The informants are working both in 
midsize and large firms, which are 
research and development –oriented. 
The firms represent different lines of 
business, for example paper industry, 
printed intelligence, mobile technol-
ogy and mobile services. The profes-
sional background of the informants 
varies; they come from different fields 
such as sociology, technology, design 
and marketing, and their tasks are 
mainly linked with research and de-
velopment. In the interviews the in-
formants spoke about their experience 
in collaboration projects in the nation-
al innovation system context. They 
spoke through their career experience, 
unattached to a specific project. The 
main interest in the interviews was 
particularly in their experiences con-
cerning those collaboration projects, 
where the university had represented 
design expertise. University called 
them “design research projects”, but 
for companies they were “experimen-
tal projects”.
In the interview situation, the discus-
sion was based on five different themes 
which led conversation: theme 1, de-
scribing projects; theme 2, the goals 
and meaning of the projects; theme 3, 
experiences from the projects; theme 4, 
after a project; and theme 5, the results 
and significance of the projects. In ad-
dition, the themes included questions, 
which helped to specify conversation 
when needed. Purpose of chronologi-
cal structure of interview was to make 
sure that the interviews encompass 
whole process of projects when in-
formants described their experiences. 
Added to this, the interviewer asked to 
specify some details in the description. 
The interview situations were informal 

discussions, where purpose was to get 
behind the formal expressions. The in-
terviews were approximately one hour 
long each; in total the data includes 
about seven hours of talk. The inter-
views were recorded and then tran-
scribed to text. The data consists of 52 
pages of text. 
The interviews were analyzed applying 
data-driven analysis using Atlas-ti data 
management software. Starting point 
of the analysis was to categorize things 
which were meaningful for the firms in 
those projects. Data was coded accord-
ing to the principle of open coding in 
the first round. In the next steps codes 
formed categories and finally main cat-
egories, code families (Strauss & Corbin 
1998, 101-121). The subcategories were 
grouped visually and constituted new 
categories in the network view.
Focus of the analysis was on the ways 
the interviewees speak about the proj-
ects and the activity in them. So, by 
analysis is composed of discourses 
around meaningful of projects. In 
practice analysis does not grow just 
from the data, but the interpretation of 
the researcher has its own role in the 
data analysis process. So even the anal-
ysis has been data-driven, the ground 
for the interpretation lies on the theo-
retical framework of temporary orga-
nization.
Knowledge of project meaningful was 
constructed through the alternating 
analysis process and interview rounds. 
Considering the framework of tem-
porary organization, the analysis has 
emphasized three discourses. The first 
discourse is societal level of the proj-
ects, which refers to projects as part 
of the environment and deals with the 
projects’ position and influence on 
their surroundings. The second dis-
course is the special nature of design 
as one of the actors in the project. This 
discourse refers to characteristics of 
design in the collaboration. Design ap-
pears very special for the other actors 
and entails “practical doing”–culture 
in the project. Finally, active participa-
tion is the third discourse, which re-
lates to social interaction. Meaning of 
the collaboration is based on active 
participation and is linked with the 
constructed knowledge. 

FindinGs
According to the data, from the com-
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panies’ point of view, those projects 
appear a mode of open innovation. 
Open innovation describes the mul-
tidisciplinary, knowledge generation 
and wide context of collaboration. At 
the same time open innovation ap-
pears mostly as a motivator for the 
collaboration between university and 
firms. Talk about the open innovation 
contexts is typically at least partly of-
ficial. The most interesting part of the 
interviews is behind the formal speech. 
Four discourses have grown from the 
interviews and the active participa-
tion concerning collaboration is one of 
those. 
Collaboration between university and 
company is constructed in the inter-
views as an exhilarating and informal 
environment, which is a good set-
ting for enabling innovation. Still the 
operational environment of the col-
laboration projects is often unusual, or 
difficult to conform to at least for the 
most participants or stakeholders in 
the projects. That is because a project 
creates an independent organization 
and the operations in the project or-
ganization can vary a lot compared to 
participating organizations around it.
The projects of research are positioned 
inside the third stream. Despite that 
actual research is carried on in the sec-
ond stream. Third stream concentrates 
on the “commercial activities of the 
university” (Laursen & Salter 2004), 
the societal interaction. Same way the 
descriptions of the projects found in 
the third stream sound more like tradi-
tional research. Mainly informants re-
fer in the interviews to projects, which 
were located inside the university. Even 
so, informants refer to the actors of the 
university naming them with the term 
“designer”. The term “researcher” refers 
to the actors outside of the universities’ 
design programme, such as research-
ers in other universities or a research 
centre. In the speech of the companies’ 
managers, the projects collaborating 
with the design programme of the 
university, does not appear as design 
research, like Cross (2006) defines it. 
According to Cross (2006, 98-103) de-
sign research falls into three categories 
depending on the research subject. The 
goal of the design research is to create 
knowledge about the designerly ways 
of knowing, practices and processes of 
design and the form and configuration 

of design. 
According to the data those projects 
concentrates on either technological or 
user-oriented perspectives. Basically 
projects lie in the university. Procura-
tor from every collaborative company 
and financier attend in the meetings of 
steering group. Some times interaction 
between universities and companies is 
restricted to steering group. But com-
panies want more interaction between 
partners in cooperation. One inter-
viewee for instance describes how par-
ticipation in workshops during project 
is important for them. Their company 
does not want only to receive informa-
tion in steering groups but also to get 
empirical experiences.
The concrete outcomes are commonly 
seen as one of the main results of the 
collaboration projects. In the data uni-
versity research is associated with qual-
ity among firms and thus constitutes a 
good ground for the innovation, even 
if all the concrete outcomes would not 
be considered significant. In one inter-
view, informants speaks how difficult 
is to transfer outcomes, like knowledge 
from project to firm.
“Informant 1: Että se on tosi raad-
ollista, mitä ihmiset on hirveän ki-
ireisiä, organisaatiot on ajettu tosi 
uhuiksi, niin se viesti pitää aina muo-
kata täsmämuotoon. Vaikka mä saisin 
hirveen hyvän PP:n, niin kuin oikein 
unelma PP:n, niin mä todennäköis-
esti joudun pistämään…It`s really 
wretched, people are deathly busy, or-
ganizations has become real thin, so the 
message has to sweeten for niche mode. 
Even I`ll get very good power point pre-
sentation (from university/project), like 
a dream presentation, there is a strong 
possibility that I`ll have to still…
Informant 2: Sitä joutuu editoimaan. 
You’ll have to edit it…
Informant 1: …viiteen eri tulkintaan, 
että mä saan sen niille kaikille oleel-
lisille, niin kuin tahoille syötettyä 
kurkusta alas. …edit it for five different 
version, that I could feed information 
for essential people.
Informant 2 : Se on tunkemista välillä. 
It’s like stuffing some times.”
Informants think that knowledge 
transfer is difficult and require lot of 
extra job for succeed. Informants de-
scribe that the project reports are like 
in “wrong language” when they come 
from the university. Reports are diffi-

cult to utilize in the real world and they 
are almost value of nothing. So, con-
trary to the general assumptions, the 
companies do not consider concrete 
outcomes as the most in the collabora-
tion projects. 
“Mä näen hyvin suurena sen merki-
tyksen, että ne kasvattaa mun ihmisten 
kompetenssia ja yleissivistystä ja tiet-
outta siltä alueelta. It`s very important 
and meaning ful, that project should en-
hance competence and all-round educa-
tion of my team.
Niin se on, että tehtäis, istuttais yhdessä 
alas ja tehtäis jotain. Niin se, se on ai-
nakin, mihin itse olen kyllä pyrkinyt. 
So, that we would do together, would sit 
at the table together and do something. 
That used to be my aim (in the collabo-
ration).” 
One solution for the knowledge trans-
fer seems to be active participating. 
Knowledge is not just information, but 
also new works of action and cultures. 
According to the data one meaningful 
aspect in a project is the constructed 
knowledge. The aims and results of the 
projects seem to be too general level 
to produce tangible benefits for col-
laborating companies. Results are not 
utilizable straight for the firms need. 
So companies seek significance from 
the process of projects. Constructed 
knowledge culminates to the active 
and lively interaction and participation 
during the project. 
Even if the whole point of the project 
is multidisciplinary collaboration be-
tween different cultures, in practice 
there are contradictions in attitudes. 
Some expressions approve the multi-
disciplinary character of the projects 
and highlight active collaboration. 
Regardless of that, some opinions de-
mand ready and concrete results from 
the projects, and are not ready to take 
up active participation. And so, in the 
perceptions of the informants both 
prohibitive and supportive factors of 
active participation can be noted. 
ProHiBitive factorS of  
active ParticiPation
Traditionally the utilization of the re-
sults in companies’ business is the main 
point of the whole project. Some infor-
mants in the data underline the impor-
tance of an upswing of the revenue as 
the main factor of effectiveness from 
the concrete outcomes. Apart from 
that the upswing of the revenue has no 
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role in the effectiveness of the project. 
However, mostly the ability to see the 
effectiveness of the project beyond the 
measurable impacts is connected with 
the participants’ wide experience of the 
projects and openness of the company.
According to some managers, com-
plete results produced by the university 
as well as readily applicable results, are 
almost the only criteria for a success-
ful project. These kinds of expressions 
come from the organizations, where 
openness appears to be in the minority 
role. Those companies seem to confine 
the official line or method of collabo-
ration and interaction in university-
company –collaboration projects to 
steering group meetings. In their view, 
projects are described in a mainstream 
way, where the planning and goals 
have an essential role, and the concrete 
and ready results are important too. 
Thus the mainstream way to interpret 
the projects becomes an essential pro-
hibitive factor of active participation. 
These companies base the projects on 
a vision about classical project and 
contract research. They are waiting 
for results that are ready to be exploit-
able. According the data for instance, a 
manager describes that the process is 
unessential: firms do not want to visit 
to “tune in” or “watch” when research-
ers or designers do they job. So, if the 
participants’ expectations are formed 
along the mainstream interpretation of 
projects, the openness is confined and 
the interaction across the organiza-
tional boundaries does not come true. 
Furthermore, the official framework of 
collaboration appears in the data as a 
prohibitive factor. The official frame-
work and structure of the projects 
leads projects and links them with a 
conventional way to execute project 
as planned. There is no room for the 
lively and wide openness across orga-
nizations’ boundaries in that structure. 
In the managers’ speech bureaucracy 
constricts collaboration by creating an 
artificial structure. Bureaucracy con-
stricts collaboration through organiza-
tion boundaries and prohibits free in-
teraction in general. Factors which are 
identified with bureaucracy are disap-
pointing for managers. 
Dougherty (2006) affirms this by in-
dicating that the free innovation en-
vironment and innovation-minded 
organization are meaningful for the 

results. Organizing the projects using 
the bureaucratic model does not en-
able motivation enough to get good re-
sults. The data points out this also. Still, 
the structure of the projects is based 
on the innovation system and policy. 
Managers’ interviews point out, that 
the source of the project is meaningful 
for the organization and the mode of 
the project. Collaboration and interac-
tion appears to remain narrow, when 
the project is led from outside the firm.
SUPPortive factorS of  
active ParticiPation
Supportive factors of active participa-
tion are linked with three different dis-
courses in the data. The first supportive 
discourse pertains to openness of the 
organizations. Firms, which are widely 
open and experienced in using univer-
sity projects, concentrate to construct 
collaboration in the interactive par-
ticipation. The generality of managers 
consider project as a mode of open in-
novation and the attitude is approving 
for the open innovation in general. The 
base for the open innovation appears 
to be lively cooperation with other 
participants, especially with university. 
Projects are then expected to be “ex-
perimental” and “wild” and directed 
towards the future. 
The second supportive factor in the 
data is the flexibility of the project. 
Here the attitude of the managers 
comes closer to the discourse about 
temporary organization and the un-
certainty of project missions is seen 
natural. In this perspective the project 
plans constitute a framework for the 
activity. The projects are seen mission 
driven, but an element of uncertainty 
is welcome and worthwhile.
Managers link design actors (in this 
study the design actors are university 
participants) with the uncertainty of 
the projects. Designers, as the manag-
ers call them, “confuse” activity in the 
projects. Designers have their own way 
of work, which appears different and 
unfamiliar for the managers. Not a sin-
gle manager that carries this view has a 
design background but their speech il-
lustrates the practical nature of design 
and gives a meaning for the flexibility 
of the project. 
The flexible and innovation-minded 
environment described by Dougherty 
(2006) is a natural way to organize 
temporary organisations. The main 

point is a balance between freedom, re-
sponsibility, creative problem solving 
and control from the top. The open in-
novation project combines innovative 
actors and encourages participants’ in-
teraction and knowledge construction.
Besides flexibility, designers seem to 
bring a “practical doing”–culture to 
the projects. So, the third supportive 
factor is the meaning of the process. In 
the data, managers emphasize the pro-
cess even more than the outcomes. The 
generality of the managers highlights 
the meaning of the learning through 
the process. They tell, for instance, that 
new experiences and the influence of 
the multidisciplinary context give a 
good place for learning and refining. 
The main results of the projects men-
tioned in the data are usually identified 
as knowledge, which can be applied 
elsewhere, sometimes also products, 
service concepts or other applications. 
Accordingly the biggest challenge in 
the projects is getting the knowledge 
from the project to the organization. 
As the projects are usually located 
outside the mother organizations, the 
knowledge flow is often challenging. 
Cohen & Levinthal (1990) examine 
companies’ absorptive capacity for the 
knowledge sharing with a cognitive 
approach. From their point of view the 
ability to exploit external knowledge, 
like results of the projects, is a factor of 
innovative capability. They suggest that 
the organization’s absorptive capacity 
depends on the absorptive capacities 
of the individual members and grow 
cumulatively. In addition absorptive 
capacity and innovation performance 
depend on the history and experience 
of members of the organization. 
In contrast to the general assump-
tions of knowledge as mainly individ-
ual capacity, here knowledge is seen as 
something that people create together 
(Gherardi & Nicolini 2000, 330-331). 
Knowledge and sharing of it, is not 
seen as a capacity, which is a general 
way to cover it. In the data knowledge 
sharing is essential from the point of 
view of project success, but without 
the active interaction between partici-
pants, knowledge distribution and in-
dividual learning is not enough. 
In managers’ interviews, the compa-
nies concentrate on the knowledge 
produced in the multidisciplinary 
projects and emphasize participation. 
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Active participation is a practical way 
to improve the utilization of the out-
comes. As the temporary organizations 
approach assumes, knowledge is situ-
ated in the context, and in particular, it 
is dynamic and provisional as Gherardi 
& Yanow (2000) describe. Similarly to 
the temporary organisation, also the 
knowledge, which is constructed in it, 
has a dynamic nature. Thus the main 
point in the university-company col-
laboration projects is to recognize in-
formal, socially constructed knowledge 
and find ways to share knowledge in the 
process from inside the project com-
munity to the mother organisations. 
Wenger (2000, 237-238) describes 
projects a natural environment for the 
innovation and learning. Similarly to 
the open innovation, Wenger describes 
that knowledge sharing with the com-
petitors is a ground for the success. 
Learning and knowledge are diffused 
from a project with the members of 
home community to a new project and 
further. The direct and active partici-
pation is the basis for social learning. 
By Wenger, in a community of prac-
tice, much like the projects described 
in this study, knowledge production, 
exchange and transformation are as 
important as the core processes of the 
project (Wenger 2000).
The three central factors prohibiting 
or supporting the participation are in-
terpreted to be subject to the ontology 
and nature of the project (see Table 1). 
First, the level of openness interacts 
with active participation; thereby more 
open organization is more active across 
the organization boundaries. Second, 
flexible nature rather than abstinence 
in the official structure support active 
participation. Third, the importance of 
the concrete outcomes restrains the ac-
tive participation in the process.

disCussion
University-company collaboration 

projects culminate in the strength of 
the relationship (Perkmann &Walsh 
2007). In spite of all, in practice there 
are different levels of strength in the re-
lationships. The study shows that even 
learning motivates the participants 
more than the outcomes (Perkmann & 
Walsh 2007). The analysis of the data 
presents both prohibitive and support-
ive factors of collaboration. 
In the research starting point of the 
analysis is the unrecognized effective-
ness, which is approached by analysing 
interviews with managers of the collab-
orating firms. Three discourses about 
meaningfulness from the firms’ point of 
view are elicited including active partic-
ipation as one of those. The purpose of 
this paper is to propose one of the dis-
courses, active participation and defines 
prohibitive and supportive factors of it.
In addition, the paper highlights the 
special role of the design partner in the 
collaboration projects in the context of 
open innovation. Designers appear to 
bring a practical doing –culture and 
natural uncertainty to the project. In 
the beginning managers are embar-
rassed by the way that designers work 
in the research relationship, but during 
the project managers accept the flex-
ible mission and consider it a good way 
to organize collaboration. 
The interview data, seven interviews 
and total nine informants, will be the 
first part of overall data. Data from two 
cases will be collected in the spring 
2010. Case data will give a change to 
find deeper discourses under the main 
discourses and probably also new ones. 
Also then is a possibility for a compar-
ative setting and increase validity of 
the study. 
The paper pays attention to potential 
ways to intensify collaboration and 
points out the contradiction between 
ideal innovative environment and the 
official structure of the projects as well 
as the meaning of the process in the 
university-company collaboration. The 
study implicates that there is a need 
to take notice of the flexibility of the 
projects and the special role of the de-
sign partner or design research in the 
 projects.
Official structure of project in the 
Finnish national innovation system is 
based on the mainstream way to un-
derstand project work nature. Accord-
ing to data, especially in the design 

expertise context, official structure 
support not active participating or in-
teraction in projects. Regardless, data 
shows that interaction is important 
for companies. Together constructed 
knowledge is more effective from the 
companies viewpoint than reports or 
knowledge transfer. The research de-
bates with the structure of the national 
innovation systems nowadays and the 
development of the new and more ef-
fective way to construct collaboration 
projects in the future. 
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