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Abstract
This paper explores the introduction of centrally coordinated initiatives aimed at formalising
universities’ relationships to external organisations. Such initiatives are referred to as struc-
tured relations. Based on a review of nine Swedish Universities, we identify three types of
structured relation initiatives (network events, collaboration platforms, partnership agree-
ments). In common for all structured relations identified are that they offer new opportunities
to manage external expectations on universities, in particular as regards their ability to
demonstrate their commitment to outreach activities. The formalisation of outreach activities
challenges the academic tradition of giving individual professors discretionary mandates to
enter and manage external relationships. Drawing on a collective action perspective, we
analyse the tensions that are generated when universities introduce new elements of support
and central coordination of outreach activities. The introduction of structured relations poten-
tially contributes to changing the nature of the university as an organisation.

Keywords Entrepreneurial university . University-industry .Managerialism . Outreach .

Technology transfer . Academic engagement

Introduction

External engagement has increasingly moved into focus of university managers across the
globe (Benneworth et al. 2016; Guerrero and Urbano 2012; Jongbloed et al. 2008). With
government budgets for research and education under pressure in many countries, the ever-
present need to secure funding beyond base grants for research and education moves up the
ladder of priority (Maassen and Stensaker 2011; Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014a). In this
context, relationships with external partners become increasingly important (Alarcón-del-
Amo et al. 2016; Heitor 2015). Strong relationships with external non-academic organisations
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may help the university to, e.g. develop capabilities for fund-raising, attracting more ambitious
engagement from individual firms and in establishing partnerships which enables the univer-
sity to access funding from sources such as the EU’s Horizon 2020 where collaboration with
external organisations is an important requirement (Jones-Evans et al. 1999). Furthermore,
there are discussions in many countries about reforms to introduce elements of ‘relevance’ and
‘impact’ into the allocation of research funding with the UK research excellence framework
with its use of case studies to capture impact of research as a leading model (Geuna and
Piolatto 2016).

Traditionally, universities have relied on a bottom-up approach when it comes to external
engagement. Each researcher or research group has set up their own networks of contacts and
channels for collaboration. University administrators and leaders can introduce procedures,
guidelines and frameworks for interaction. In countries which have abolished the so-called
professor’s privilege, the use of immaterial rights produced in universities is also controlled by
central administrative university functions. Beyond that, administrators’ influence over the
behaviour of individual academics is strongly dependent on commitment and leadership on
behalf of respected academics. It is, therefore, difficult to commit the university as an
organisation to agreements involving concrete activities which have to be performed by faculty
with specialist competence. Such limitations effectively reduce the scope of what possible
agreements between universities and external organisations that can be implemented.

In a situation where institutional legitimacy and funding become more strongly associated
with external relationships, this practice constitutes an institutional risk. Firstly, there is a risk
of too little engagement. Expectations on industry engagement are generally not specified in
the employee contracts for researchers—at least not in a manner that allows for performance
reviews—so it is up to each researcher to decide on how much they want to work with external
partners. Secondly, the existing networks are person-dependent, meaning that if a key person
leaves for another employment, there is a risk of losing sets of existing networks to external
organisations entirely.

In this paper, we document and discuss how university management has begun to respond
to such concerns by establishing a new kind of relationships between the university as an
organisation and the outside world. Existing structures are typically aimed at facilitating
research commercialisation (e.g. incubators, science parks and technology licencing offices;
Klofsten and Jones-Evans 2000) or at providing institutionalised forms of university-industry
relationships of more limited scope, e.g. special organisational arrangements such as centres
and institutes with some form of joint governance between academics and industrial partners
(Ponomariov and Boardman 2010).

Complementing such structures, the centrally coordinated initiatives studied here represent
university-driven ambitions to stimulate exchange in teaching and research between academia
and external organisations. Such exchange may, for example, take the form of increased
industrial engagement in joint research with the university, increased inter-organisational
mobility and industrially sponsored PhD education.

We refer to university-wide initiatives seeking to strengthen these types of exchange as
establishing structured relations. More precisely, we define structured relations as initiatives to
strengthen a university’s formalised interaction with non-academic organisations with the
following properties: (1) decided on by (but not necessarily originally conceived by) central
leadership; (2) centred on faculty involvement; (3) supported by university employees in
dedicated functions; (4) aiming at bi-directional exchange (beyond the scope of a specific call).

576 Higher Education (2019) 78:575–591



With universities establishing centrally organised activities and forms of interactions
with non-academic organisations and stakeholders, new opportunities—but also new
tensions—arise. In the following section, we explore the inherent tensions between the
introduction of centrally conceived procedures for interaction and the traditionally
decentralised nature of relationships in the university organisation. The ‘Methodology’
and ‘Findings’ sections present methodology and findings from a review of structured
relation initiatives at nine Swedish universities. ‘Conclusion’, finally, summarises the
discussion and elaborates directions for further empirical and theoretical exploration of
the opportunities and challenges connected to university initiatives to institutionalise and
formalise relationships with external organisations.

Individual agency and the institutionalisation of outreach

A legacy of individual action

We consider the organisation of universities from a collective action perspective (Olson 1971).
Our point of departure is a view of universities as being embedded in scholarly culture of
professional autonomy. The notion of academic freedom is typically evoked to establish a
limitation on political and interest group influence over the teaching and research activities of
academics (Altbach 2001), but is also interpreted more broadly as a right to autonomous
behaviour by faculty. In consequence, top-down decision-making plays a less accentuated role
in universities than in many other types of organisations (Cohen et al. 1972; Blaschke et al.
2014). Not only is subject expertise seen as the most legitimate basis for many decisions, such
expertise is also fragmented across the various disciplines and scientific areas of expertise
represented in the organisation. The loyalty of many individuals is primarily oriented towards
their field, disciplines and scientific peers (Becher and Trowler 2001). Representatives of the
university in which they happen to be currently employed cannot always count on the same
type of loyalty towards the organisation.

As a result of these characteristics, universities are often described as ‘bottom-heavy’
organisations which generally have low potency for collective action (Clark 1983;
Gornitzka 1999; Olsen 2007). Studies on the role of strategies in universities have, as a
consequence, tended to describe these as ‘a ceremonial act of compliance with environ-
mental demands’ (Fumasoli and Lepori 2011), as mostly adaptive (Maassen and Potman
1990) or as one of several inputs into complex and non-transparent decision processes
(Weick 1976). However, it has also been repeatedly contended that universities are—in
response to external pressure to act ‘strategically’—moving towards greater centralisation,
and that thereby academic freedom or autonomy at the sub-unit, group and individual
levels may be seriously threatened (Tapper and Palfreyman 2011; Trow 1994). A possible
reconciliation of these two views, it may be argued that contemporary universities
maintain both elements of the organisational archetype ‘organised anarchy’, which has
been used extensively in organisational studies of academia (Cohen et al. 1972), and
elements of strategic actorhood (e.g. Krücken and Meier 2006).

As university-wide initiatives seeking to strengthen a university’s formalised interaction
with non-academic organisations, the introduction of structured relationsmay be understood as
a shift towards collective action. Against the view of competing, co-existing logics of individual
and collective action outlined above, we ground our analysis of such initiatives in a delineation
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of rationales for collective action. Specifically, we are in this study concerned with the problem
of mobilising academics for collective action regarding contacts with external, non-university,
organisations. The rationale for collective action in this domain of activity can be understood in
relations to inherent limitations of individual action. We therefore next turn to the following
question: What are the characteristics of external relationships which may require collective
action?

Structured relations and the potential of collective action

Following previous research on inter-organisational exchange in the tradition of the sociology
of organisations, we identify three key dimensions of an organisation’s external relationships
(c.f. Koput 1997; Laursen and Salter 2006). The first of these is the number of relationships in
which an organisation is involved, i.e. the breadth of relationships. The second two dimensions
are characteristics of the depth of a specific relationship. We draw on Lefton and Rosengren
(1966) and Kaulio (1998) in classifying relationships by their temporal duration and thematic
scope.

Table 1 lists limitations of individual action, and the associated opportunities to overcome
these limitations, along these three dimensions.

Our characterisation of external relationships along the three dimensions of Table 1 provides
us with an analytical framework on which we may base our empirical investigation of the
phenomenon structured relations. Specifically, it offers an analytical scheme against which a
specific structured relation initiative may be mapped, in terms of what limitations of individual
action that the initiative seeks to address.

Structural relations and barriers to collective action

Initiative to structure external relationship is a considerable departure from the tradition of ‘ad
hoc’ relationships between faculty and external partners, and of professorial self-governance in

Table 1 Inherent limitations of individual action in external relationships

Dimension Limitation of individual action Potential for collective action

Number of relationships An individual academic is limited in his
or her ability to engage in
relationship-building
efforts with multiple actors by the ef-
fort
required.

Division of labour, where
relationship-building actions
are partly transferred to specialist
functions

Duration of a specific
relationship

A relationship is disrupted when the
individual academic leaves his or her
position, when the relationship no
longer satisfies the personal interest of
the academic, or when efforts needed
to maintain the relationship are
crowded out by other duties and
activities.

Avoiding disruption of valuable
relationships due to personnel
mobility by formalising and
institutionalising relationships

Scope of a specific
relationship

A specific relationship is bounded in
terms of content by the interest of the
individual academic.

Offering a broader interface of interaction
towards an external stakeholder by
coordinating university expertise
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a mode of individual action. It follows naturally from our description of structured relations as
leveraging potential for collective action to consider resistance towards such initiatives.

Collective action theory suggests that we may understand the preference of university
professors to retain full control over external relationships as a social dilemma (Ostrom
1998), where individuals with agency hesitate to contribute to the generation of public goods.

In transforming external relationship management from being exclusively an activity for
individual academics to being partly subjected to organisational control, public good charac-
teristics are introduced. In traditional professor-centred relationships, the individual academic is
both taking on the effort to build and maintain relationship and enjoying much of its benefits
(e.g. the mobilisation of resources for activities performed by, or sanctioned by, the individual
academic). The institutionalisation of external relationships, however, introduces a partial
separation between relationship-building efforts and the benefits of resource mobilisation from
external relationships. This introduces potential free-riding problems and, hence, reluctance
among individuals towards collective action. Unless carefully aligned with existing ambitions
and motivations of individual academics, any structures imposed on interaction with external
organisations will therefore tend to be ignored, if not actively opposed.

Hence, it may be argued that the implementation of structured relation initiatives requires a
delicate act of balance. On the one hand, an initiative must allow the organisation to take
significant steps beyond what can be achieved through uncoordinated individual action.
Looking back at Table 1, this means that the initiative allows for a broader spectrum of
relationships, for relationships of considerable longer duration, for relationships of considerable
broader thematic scope, or a combination of these. On the other hand, the more ambitious the
initiative in terms of demands for academics to adapt to organisational procedure and in terms of
support from specialised functions, the greater the tensions (and hence resistance) surrounding
the initiative. Collective action theory suggests that the success of organisational reforms
introducing elements of collective action requires successfully making visible public good
benefits to build acceptance (Olson 1971).

Methodology

This research set out to investigate the phenomenon structured relations through a review of
existing initiatives in this area among Swedish higher education institutions (HEIs). All larger
domestic HEIs were contacted to participate in the project. Since the project required in-kind
financing from the participating universities, as well as upper management participation, their
commitment was secured. In the end, nine universities joined the study (see Table 2). Together,
these nine HEIs are representative of Swedish academia at large. Among them, we find five
comprehensive universities, two single-faculty (specialised) universities as well as two HEIs
with the formal status of University College in the Swedish HEI-system.

At each university, the senior representative responsible for developing university strategy
regarding external engagement (typically the prorector or a vice rector) was involved and
engaged in both providing the upper management perspective at each university and selecting
initiatives for further study, thus ensuring the strategic importance of the initiatives under study.

The research was divided into two phases. The first phase was characterised by exploration,
where the phenomenon structured relations was investigated. At the beginning of this phase,
the authors did not have a name for the phenomenon. The aim of the first phase was to identify
avenues for further exploration with respect to structured relations. The data collection in the
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first phase was carried out by one of the authors (Broström), through semi-structured interviews
with the senior university manager responsible for developing external engagement at each of
the nine participating HEIs. Each interview lasted approximately one hour and covered strategic
priorities with regard to external engagement and organisation of engagement activities as well
as evaluation systems for external engagement. As complement to the interviews, a workshop
with all interviewees was arranged to synthesise and validate the findings from the interviews.

As a result of work in the first phase, a definition of structured relations was developed along
with the analytical framework presented in the ‘Structured relations and the potential of
collective action’ section. Furthermore, it was found from a first review of structured relation
initiatives that it was analytically meaningful to group initiatives into three clusters, according to
the three dimensions of our analytical framework (the number of external actors involved,
duration and thematic scope; see Table 1). Table 3 offers on overview of the three resulting
types of structured relations, named network events, platforms and partnerships.

During the second phase of the research, which took place throughout most of the year 2014,
the identified types of structured relations were populated with examples and studied more in
depth. The data collection in this phase was conducted in a distributed arrangement. Three
teams of administrative employees from the participating HEIs were screening the participating
universities for structured relation initiatives. Each team was led by a senior representative for
university leadership (vice rector, prorector). The data collection process was coordinated
across institutions through a series of meetings and workshops, with one of the authors

Table 2 Sample universities

HEI Type Turnover (in MSEK)

Jönköping University University college 931
Linköping University Comprehensive 3734
Lund University Comprehensive 8113
Mälardalen University University college 914
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences Specialised 3350
Royal Institute of Technology Specialised 4426
Stockholm University Comprehensive 4930
Umeå University Comprehensive 4221
Uppsala University Comprehensive 6643

Table 3 A classification of structured relation initiatives

Type of
structure

Number of
external
organisations
involved

Duration Thematic scope Number of
initiatives
studied

Network
events

10+ One day + follow-up Thematically oriented, often with
highly specialised sessions

8

Collaboration
platforms

3–15 Subject to continuous
evaluation and mutual
decisions about
continuation

Thematically oriented 9

Partnership
agreements

1 Set up over a fixed,
multi-year time period,
with expectations on re-
newal

Broad; encompassing all issues of
mutual interest to the university
and the partner organisation

9
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(Feldmann) taking the role as coordinator. A general research protocol was drafted for all
participants and specific interview guides and survey questions from the local teams were
reviewed and shared with the whole project group.

In total, 56 different initiatives were identified. These were described in terms of the three
dimensions of Table 1, and mapped onto the three categories of Table 3. Twenty-five initiatives
were selected for in-depth studies. Selection was based on analytical sampling (c.f. Yin 1989),
in that cases were selected to cover as many different types of initiatives as possible. The
initiatives that were not included in the study were considered duplicates of already included
initiatives and structures.

Key focus for the in-depth analysis was to study resource dedication and incentives, both to
build the structure and to populate the structure. Furthermore, narratives and logics regarding
the underlying purpose of the structure were documented. In particular, data was collected on
the background to the introduction on each initiative in terms of key actors and events. Beyond
the scope of this study, each local team also worked to answer additional research questions,
specific to their context and type of initiative.

At the local level, data for the second phase of the study was collected through a mixed
interview and document study, drawing on public disclosures as well as internal documents.
These combinations allowed for data triangulation. The interviews were semi-structured and
followed a joint research protocol in the aspects relevant for this study. Depending on the nature
of the studied initiatives, some initiatives were also studied using questionnaires in addition to
interviews and documents.

An advantage with a distributed research process such as conducted here is that it combines
in-depth understanding of each HEI and expertise from the local team with objectivity and
theoretical understanding of the academic project leaders. An obvious downside is that the
approach limits researchers’ access to first-hand contact with the ‘raw’ empirical data. Rather
parallel to work carried out through the construction of a survey or collection of other types of
quantitative data, a distributed approach such as ours limits researchers’ exposure to unexpected
findings and insights. Conducting appropriate pre-survey testing and investigation (as in the
first phase of this research effort) helps mitigate concerns about neglecting important dimen-
sions or aspects. Furthermore, researchers need to make sure that they can ensure the validity of
data collected by others. Continuous discussions with both the local teams and the responsible
university leaders throughout the review process did in this case offer significant opportunity to
double-check findings and probe further into unresolved or unclear issues regarding the studied
initiatives. To further complement the data and to allow for better cross case analysis, interviews
with the data collectors were carried out (Torbert and Taylor 2008). Finally, the authors have
conducted a final round of interviews with the director of external engagement at each of the
nine participating HEIs. These were performed at the end of the project to verify the findings.

Findings

A first finding from our study is that the structured relation initiatives which were identified could
be clustered into three groups. As described in the previous section, groups were identified on the
basis of our analytical framework of Table 1. That is, groups differ in the number of external actors
involved, the duration of relationships and the thematic scope of a relationship. Each group thus
represents an ambition to overcome a specific set of limitations of individual action.
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Within each of these clusters, 8–9 initiatives were selected for in-depth study. Table 3 offers
an overview of these three types of structured relations.

Throughout the in-depth analysis of 25 initiatives, opportunities and tensions of collective
action through structured relations have been reviewed. In order to place the general development
of structured relations in perspective, we have also analysed the emergence of these initiatives.

Network events

The first cluster of initiatives can be described as network events, i.e. events organised to
facilitate meetings with potential collaborators. The relationship managed in these structures is
short in duration and typically limited in thematic scope (at least in the initial ‘structured’
phase), but they address a large number of external organisations.

In recent years, several of the universities that were reviewed had begun organising events to
meet and establish contacts with potential external industry collaborators. These are organised
by staff in dedicated liaison support office of the type normally involved also in partnership
agreements and collaboration platforms. The university’s commitment here is restricted to
matching interested firms with appropriate faculty contacts, and setting up meetings to take
place during a dedicated day in ‘fair-like’ environment. Any further collaboration must be
negotiated from there; there is no commitment from either side to do more than meet and talk.

The quintessential example—and the model for many other initiatives of this kind—is the
AIMday format that has been developed by Uppsala University and spread to several other
HEIs. AIMdays are arranged around varying thematic areas, during 2014, e.g. ‘bioimaging’,
‘big data’, ‘materials’, ‘cancer’, ‘ICT’, ‘modelling & simulation’, ‘and disabilities’. Irrespective
of the theme, however, the format remains the same. In the first step, organisations interested in
interacting with the university are invited to submit questions that they want to discuss. Under
guidance from liaison office personnel, faculty then ‘sign up’ for questions that they, based on
their interests and expertise, want to discuss. A schedule for a full day of group discussions is
then set up. Each question is assigned a one-hour slot in groups of 7–12 people, while making
sure for the schedule to contain ample space for mingling and follow-up discussions. The last
activity to which the university is committed takes place about one month after the AIMday
event, when the liaison officers follow up on the meetings. Through this contact, or through
further interaction between firm and faculty, a promising relationship may be transferred to
other structured relation initiatives at the university (i.e. collaboration platforms).

The [AIMday] event gives an opportunity for organisations from industry and the public
sector to meet university researchers, discuss their challenges, establish contacts and
exchange knowledge. Industry liaison officer

Network events allow the university to overcome inherent limitations of individual action in
networking, by means of creating an interface for inter-organisational exchange. To function,
two types of collective action must be introduced: an indirect form whereby resources are
shifted to centrally run support services and a direct form whereby academics comply with
thematic priorities and organisational arrangements outside their direct control.

Collaboration platforms

The second cluster is collaboration structures which we here refer to as collaboration platforms.
These initiatives involve an intermediate number of external actors. Similar to network events,
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initiatives in this category of structured relations are relatively well-defined in terms of thematic
scope. Whereas meeting events have a short duration, however, interaction structured as
collaboration platforms takes place over a significant time span. Successful platforms may
remain active for years. These structures, which typically involve several different academics,
may survive over fairly long times, sometimes evolving into broader relationships. In their
original form, however, commitments for collaboration are often made on a shorter time-
horizon (intermediate duration).

Among the examples of collaboration platforms that were identified in the review, it was not
unusual for third-party funding (e.g. from a regional body or a national authority) to play a role.
Such funding was typically made available in order to stimulate university-industry interaction.

The review on which this study is based engaged with nine cases of collaboration platforms,
selected from among more than 20 candidates. These cases include the regionally oriented
collaboration platform in the area of quality management and leadership within the health care
sector set up by Jönköping University together with the local municipalities and the regional
health care council. The collaboration platform is active since 2009 and its purpose is to both
develop new knowledge on improved health care systems and to systematically make new
developments available for practitioners in health care. The platform is funded through
monetary engagement from the members as well as in-kind contributions. The platform
supports projects such as the regional colon cancer project, which sets out to develop a formal
process for colon cancer patients. Another project sets out to capture the patients as resources,
both for innovation and for improvements. While the projects are explicitly time-limited, the
platform itself is not.

In the context of our analytical framework, as developed in Table 1, collaboration platforms
constitute a solution to limitations of individual action similar to those addressed by the
introduction of network events. This form of temporal organisation provides the university
with an opportunity to offer a broader interface for interaction over longer periods of time, and
with reduced risks of disruption due to individual-level factors.

Partnership agreements

A third cluster of structured relation initiatives is partnership agreements. Three of the
universities participating in the review had entered into 15 different one-to-one agreements
with a partner organisation. The partners were industrial firms and bodies of regional admin-
istration (counties, municipalities), which had been identified as stakeholders with a significant
level of present (direct or indirect) relationships to the respective university.

These types of initiatives are characterised by being expected to cover considerable scope,
i.e. to involve academics from different parts of the university for different problems of interest
to the partner organisation, and to be expected to be in place for a relatively long time. They also
tended to involve both teaching (i.e. student-centred) and research-related (i.e. centred on PhD
students and faculty) exchange.

A joint property of the partnership agreements was that they stipulated forms for high-level
interaction between the university and the partner, including forms for mutual evaluation of the
partnership. They also stipulated what resources that the partners were committing within a
specified time period (ranging from one to four years).

It is notable that university commitments in these partnerships typically were rather limited
(or vague) in terms of direct funding, and in terms of faculty participation. The objective of the
partnership agreements focused on securing the continuous attention of senior managers from

Higher Education (2019) 78:575–591 583



both sides (including the participation of the rector in annual partnership reviews and meetings)
and on establishing an administrative support structure for future contacts. As such, it is clear
that universities are seeking to overcome some particular limitations associated with individual
action in the domain of external relations, but also that they remain cautious about the
conflicting interest of preserving academic autonomy and exploiting opportunities of collective
action.

An example of a partnership agreement is that between KTH Royal Institute of Technology
and Ericsson, an ICT multinational founded and based in Sweden. With corporate and R&D
headquarters in Stockholm, recruitment from and collaboration with KTH have long been of
importance to Ericsson. When existing ad hoc and individual-level relationships were
complemented with a formal partnership agreement in 2012, the focus was set on establishing
new dialogue about aligning the university’s educational offerings to changing industrial
realities, and to promote international student recruitment. The partners also, however, sought
dialogue on new potential collaborations in research.

Many actors at KTH confirm that the strategic partnerships have led to improved
dialogue with industry. In particular, communication with top management has been
strongly facilitated. Excerpt from the KTH Administrative Assessment Exercise 2014
Report

Notably, Ericsson did during 2014 enter into a separate agreement with KTH, providing
funding for a 17 million Euro joint venture research centre in the transport area.

The emergence of structured relation initiatives

We would argue that these initiatives to a significant extent have emerged in contexts
characterised by direct and indirect interventions by external policy actors. First, we find that
several of the initiatives that were identified in our review (in particular those that we refer to as
‘collaboration platforms’ above) were supported and co-funded by national or regional policy
bodies with an interest in promoting university-industry relationships (c.f. Benneworth and
Jongbloed 2010). Secondly, the introduction of structured relation initiatives can be understood
as a managerial response to increased demands from the national government to demonstrate
clear strategies for—and results from—outreach and collaboration (Redford and Fayolle 2014).
Structured relation initiatives provide central university representatives with actions and struc-
tures to showcase as evidence of their commitment towards encouraging external relationships.
It is therefore logical that we find that the establishment of structured relations seems strongly
linked to the presence of internal champions with considerable legitimacy (Bstieler et al. 2015).
Furthermore, it is noteworthy that structured relation initiatives in some instances are
championed by existing industry liaison offices seeking to legitimise their activities and to gain
a more clearly defined role within the university.

The spreading of structured relations across our nine reviewed universities would further-
more seem to contain important elements of institutional isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell
1983). For example, the AIMday format for events as well as the principles for establishing
partnership agreements had already at the time of our review started to diffuse between
universities (Jonsson et al. 2015). A key motivation for universities to participate in the review
that was reported in this study was to facilitate further sharing of experiences from existing
structured relation initiatives. Beyond such mimetic isomorphism, we note signs of coercive
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isomorphic change in that external partners tend to bring with them experiences and expecta-
tions regarding the forms of interaction between their different university contacts.

Tensions

The structured relation initiatives that we have identified here have been introduced as
complements to traditional forms of ‘grass roots’ engagements, not as a replacement. At all
of the nine universities that took part in the review, the introduction of new initiatives had not
changed the formal delegation of authority to individual academics to work with industry or
other stakeholders in the way they saw fit. Furthermore, we observe that resource flows built
into the structured relations identified in the review often are set up so that direct funding
derived from external partnership activities is channelled towards environments where the
involved academics are active, rather than to ‘strategic development’ or brand new initiatives
at the discretion of central decision-makers.

These observations imply that academic engagement is allowed to maintain much of its
traditional logic of individual action. Proponents of structured relations, such as many of the
university leaders and support staff participating in the review from which this paper draws its
empirical material, are generally highly aware that moving strongly in a direction of collective
rather than individual action would generate significant resistance within universities, and likely
also be practically difficult to implement.

We have to move forward carefully, avoiding to step on toes where possible. While there
is considerable support for our current strategy [of implementing structured relations] in
the university leadership, we are also aware of critical voices among faculty. External
relations support officer

While the introduction of stronger elements of collective actions that we observe thus is gradual
and limited rather than radical, the implications for life at the university are not trivial. The
introduction of structured relations contributes to a shift of authority within universities towards
centrally placed decision-makers, in a development which is clearly mirroring a more general
tendency towards ambitions for the university to ‘act strategically’ (Pinheiro et al. 2014). This
authority is not exercised as direct control over the activities and relationships of individual
faculty members, but rather as ‘soft’ power in the form of influence over who gets to be
involved in forming structured relations. Individual faculty may find (or fear) that their ability to
maintain and develop personally oriented relations to external stakeholders outside the scope of
the structured relation interface decreases with the establishment of structured relations, as
managerial attention and resources of a university’s external partners are channelled through
structured relations. In our study, we saw clear indications that the introduction of structured
relationships was perceived as strengthening the pressure on individual faculty to engage with
centrally placed offices, in order to coordinate their outreach activities and in order to not miss
out on opportunities for future external collaborations.1 Thereby, the introduction of structured
relations can be made formally compliant with academic autonomy, while still enabling
collective action.

1 Notably, the professor’s privilege legislation that is in place in Sweden still places all rights to IPR in the hands
of the individual faculty member. It can be posited that in countries where the university has a direct stake in IPR
ownership, the introduction of structured relation initiatives may threaten individual autonomy in an even higher
degree (c.f. Kenney and Patton 2009).
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When a steering group for the partnership [with firm X] was formed, those who like me
already had well-developed contacts with [firm X] could not afford to stay out of that
group since important decisions were being taken there. Professor

Consistent with our theoretical expectations, we see signs of tensions and resistance most
notably surrounding initiatives which most clearly deviate from the practice of professor-
centred relationships. For example, many of the initiatives which we have classified as
collaboration platforms would seem to maintain many elements associated with traditional
individual action, while also helping universities to present interfaces of interaction themati-
cally broad enough to meet expectations from certain external stakeholders. Regarding
partnership agreements, on the other hand, there are signs that the introduction of structured
relations may strengthen existing tensions between different organisational levels of the
university.2

Conclusion

A consensus exists that universities are moving towards an organisational stance of strategic
actorhood (Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014a). Plentiful observations from several countries
suggest that over time, universities in many countries have adopted features of formalised,
rationalised decision-making and strategic action lead by more powerful managers (Ramirez
and Christensen 2012). They have thereby become more ‘organisation-like’ than before
(Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 2000), while to a significant degree maintaining a strong
element of bottom-up decision-making (Krücken et al. 2013; Musselin 2013). For example,
centralisation of research commercialisation activities has been forcefully imposed on univer-
sities in many countries through national reforms, with the 1980 Bayh-Dole Act of the USA as
the flagship example (Mowery et al. 2015).

In this paper, we argue that a parallel development is taking place regarding the wider
spectrum of outreach activities commonly referred to as ‘academic engagement’ (e.g. joint
research with industry, c.f. Boardman and Ponomariov 2009; Perkmann et al. 2013) and in
interaction grounded in education activities (Perkmann and Walsh 2007; Thune 2009).
Specifically, we document a wave of initiatives meant to institutionalise contacts between
the university and external organisations.

We refer to such university-level initiatives as structured relations, on the further contin-
gency that their implementation involves active efforts by central administrators and dedicated
support staff, as well as a central element of faculty involvement. In terms of commitment and
duration, the structured relations identified in a review at nine Swedish universities were found
to range from the organisation of one-day events involving several outside organisations to
multi-year partnership agreements with a single external organisation.

While our review suggested that most, if not all, structured relation initiatives that were
identified were introduced in the last few years, we are not proposing that the involvement of
centrally placed decision-makers in external relationships is an entirely recent phenomenon.

2 We have not been able to compile precise estimates on the costs of the structured relation initiatives identified in
the review. It may be noted, however, that the level of resource commitment to a particular structure can be
expected to increase in all three dimensions with both duration and scope—at least as far as the costs of managing
the structure itself are concerned. In this sense, setting up multi-year partnership agreements would seem to
represent the most significant type of strategic commitment that was identified in the review.
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Elements of what we here have named ‘structured relationships’ have existed among universities
for a fairly long time (c.f. Lee 2011), certainly also among the Swedish universities that we have
studied in this paper. Clark (1998) described the evolvement of an ‘enhanced developmental
periphery’ among his five cases of ‘entrepreneurial universities’, which partly related to the
emergence of administrative offices tasked with supporting outreach activities. Jones-Evans
et al. (1999) observe proactive, relationship-building activities on behalf of industry liaison
officers at four Swedish universities in the latter half of the 1990s. Indeed, many TTOs and
liaison offices have for a long time talked and thought about their tasks in similar terms
(establishing relationships, etc). In practice, however, the networks developed by these offices
have typically been strongly oriented towards its main functions of research commercialisation in
general and IPR management in particular (Fisher and Atkinson-Grosjean 2002; Geuna and
Muscio 2009). The expectation on these offices has typically been formulated in terms of patent
activity and spin-off creation, rather than in terms of the development of a university’s portfolio of
joint research projects and education-oriented exchange with industry.

Grounding our analysis in collective action theory, we show that institutionalisation of
external contacts has non-trivial implications for the functioning of universities as organisa-
tions and for university-industry interaction. By moving away from a fully decentralised
(non-)organisation of outreach activities, the introduction of structured relations may contrib-
ute to change both external and internal perceptions of what a university is, and to a
transformation of the way universities operate as organisations (Pinheiro and Stensaker
2014b; Pinheiro et al. 2015). We may think about a movement from ad hoc, individual-
based relationships between higher education institutions and external organisations as an
instance of change from organised anarchy (Cohen et al. 1972) towards the university as a
strategic actor (Krücken and Meier 2006). The structured relation initiatives that were identi-
fied in our review serve the joint purpose of introducing elements of relationship management
of a type associated with more ‘traditional’ forms of organisations (Palmatier et al. 2006;
Payne and Frow 2005). Specifically, it contributes to changing the expectations of mandates
and functions in the university organisation.

This paper contributes to our understanding of trends and developments in universities’
external engagement activities, and their potential consequences. It primarily does so by
offering a set of conceptual contributions, which are relevant both to the ongoing discussion
on the governance of universities alluded to in the previous paragraph and to the discussion of
the ‘entrepreneurial university’ and its role in society.

The first such contribution of the paper is to provide a theoretically informed framework for
discussing the phenomenon of structured relations at universities as a phenomenon in and of
itself. In particular, we argue that it is useful to delineate the set of activities that we have
referred to as structured relations from the more traditional instruments of research
commercialisation. These include traditional technology transfer offices tasked with IPR
management and support of new form formation (Debackere and Veugelers 2005; Siegel
andWright 2015). Structured relation initiatives, on the other hand, are focused on relationship
management, joint research and teaching-oriented interaction of structured relations. As such,
we argue, structured relation initiatives have potentially more far-reaching consequences for
universities and their future income streams as well as organisational identities than the
traditional tech-transfer tools. In their capacity as university-level initiatives, the structured
relation initiatives are also set apart from the long-existing plethora of university research
centres and other collaboration structures managed and controlled from an organisational level
well below that of the rector and the central university administration. We furthermore
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demonstrate that structured relation is a theoretically separate phenomenon from
commercialisation support, in terms of what fundamental tensions that are triggered. Whereas
commercialisation of research through immaterial property rights protection challenges aca-
demic tradition by introducing private good characteristics into the products of public science
(Slaughter and Rhoades 2004), structured relations generate tensions by introducing public
good characteristics into external relationship activities.

A second contribution of the paper is to offer a systematic analysis of in what ways
institutionalised relationship may be an advantage to the university as an organisation. Specifi-
cally, we show that structured relation initiativesmay help overcome limitations of fully professor-
centred external relationships in how many actors a university reaches out to, and in the duration
and thematic scope of relationships. We also empirically identify three categories of structured
relations (meeting events, collaboration platforms, partnership agreements) each positioned to
overcome a different set of these limitations. In this way, the paper offers concrete insights into a
development towards a more proactive behaviour of universities in regard to their external
relationships that has been outlined or suggested in previous research (Alarcón-del-Amo et al.
2016; Jongbloed et al. 2008; Lee 2011; Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014a).

Several aspects of structured relation initiatives would seem to deserve further research.
From the point of view of university management and university policy, several questions
about the effects of structured relation initiatives need to be addressed. How may structured
relation initiatives be implemented so as to avoid ‘crowding out’ other forms of collaboration
and interactions, and to reduce tensions? What portfolios of structures and initiatives may be
used to build valuable relations to external organisations, and how may the performance of
such structures be assessed? The case of structured relations in universities would also seem to
provide an interesting starting point from which to explore the more general issue of inter-
organisational exchange in knowledge-intensive organisational contexts, and the opportunities
and constraints of orchestrated action in such settings.

In analysing the phenomenon of structured relations, we have grounded our analysis of both
the rationale for this development and of its consequences in collective action theory. Our
analysis has demonstrated how this perspective, which to date has not been much utilised in
higher education studies, provides a useful structure for interpreting the introduction of new
organisational capabilities in the domain of universities’ external relations. We believe that
further research could draw on this perspective to tackle central questions about opportunities
and limitations of organisational reform in universities, and about fruitful strategies to manage
the tensions that often arise in the context of such reform.
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