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Abstract 
The research paper evaluates the extent of current international aspects of university-business 
cooperation related to the programmes in the field of Technology and potential for its development. 
The study is exploratory and is based on qualitative interviews with managers of industrial companies. 
Business representatives value internationalization most as a way to access global knowledge and 
talent pool to increase innovation. Most potential for enhancing cooperation lies in international 
research and development projects. However, the current experiences are mainly related to the 
student projects supervision and workforce recruitment. The findings can be used by universities for 
developing a dialogue and strengthening cooperation with industrial partners. Universities should more 
actively promote the international cooperation opportunities to companies to increase their awareness 
and consequent involvement. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Universities around the world cooperate internationally more extensively than ever. International 
students on campus, joint and double degree programmes, research projects – internationalization 
has become an integral  part of almost every type of activity in higher education. Educational 
programmes in the field of Technology particularly need to keep connections and constant feedback 
from industrial enterprises. However, knowledge on position and attitudes of companies, as important 
external university stakeholders, towards university internationalization is still limited.  

University-business cooperation, or university-industry cooperation/collaboration, is the topic of 
increasing interest, but it is considered mainly at local/national level with little attention to 
internationalisation. In the existing literature, companies are recognized as an important stakeholder 
group for higher education and its internationalization. Studies of relationship of graduate employability 
and international experience confirm that companies appreciate international experience of university 
graduates as positive contribution to skills needed at work [1; 2; 3]. In the study of stakeholder groups 
essential for higher education, universities from Netherlands and Brazil consider companies’ 
expectations in their internationalization and rank average importance to their influence [4]. The above 
mentioned studies, however, indicate a moderate business involvement in and influence on 
internationalization. There is a need for further investigation and more complete view on the 
international dimension of university-business cooperation overall. 

Heitor [5:281] calls for new forms and quality of international cooperation between universities, 
industry and government to create ‘knowledge integrated communities’. For this purpose, companies’ 
voices on what would they need and value in international relations should be heard. Based on the 
literature analysis, the research gap can be recognised in international dimension of university industry 
cooperation. This research aims at exploring how companies are involved in international activities of 
universities, what benefits they expect and what are the potential areas for cooperation development. 

The study is based on interviews with representatives of large international industrial companies, 
which have cooperated with universities in Engineering field. The findings can be used by universities 
for developing dialogue and strengthening cooperation with industrial partners. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
To respond to the above mentioned questions, interviews with 6 company representatives from 
Finland, Sweden and Russia were conducted. Respondents represent engineering and service 
companies specializing in the areas of Energy, Mining, Manufacturing, and ICT. Background 
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information of respondents and their affiliations is presented in Table 1. All respondents work in large 
industrial companies at the managerial positions and are responsible for business development or 
research and development (R&D). All of the companies cooperate with international partners and/or 
have branches in other countries. 

Criteria for selection was based on the experience of cooperation with universities. Disciplinary areas 
of collaboration include Energy, Industrial Engineering and Management and IT. We believe that 
business representatives who have already cooperated with universities in one way or another are in a 
better position to consider opportunities for future cooperation and name values of cooperation.  

Experiences and expectations of collaborators were discussed based on the semi-structured 
questionnaires. The questions combined both open-ended questions and questions asking 
participants to evaluate the importance or relevance of certain issues for them. 

Table 1.   Respondents. 

Respondent Country Position Company Size Area of operation 
1 Finland Top manager Large Maintenance 
2 Finland Line manager Large Technology 

3 Finland R&D manager Large Manufacturing 
4 Russia Top manager Large Maintenance 
5 Russia Top manager Large ICT 
6 Sweden R&D manager Large Energy 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Cooperation experiences 
The company representatives were interviewed about the types of cooperation with universities they 
are/were involved in. The typology adopted in this study follows the widely accepted one in the 
European Union: research and development cooperation, mobility of students, mobility of academics, 
curriculum development, lifelong learning, governance, entrepreneurship and commercialisation of 
R&D results [6; 7]. 

Overall experience of university-industry cooperation among the respondents is diverse and includes 
cooperation in both education and research and development (R&D) (Figure 1). All the respondents 
have cooperated with universities through supervision of student projects. Five out of six respondents 
cooperate with universities in R&D projects, training for own employees, student traineeships and 
recruitment of graduates. Half of the respondents have experience in personnel mobility between 
university and company, strategic cooperation and curriculum development and teaching. Despite 
some of the respondents reported about strategic cooperation with universities, none had academics 
in company boards neither participated themselves in university boards. 

 
Figure 1. Experiences of cooperation with universities. 
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In most of the cases international dimension in university-industry cooperation is conducted via 
students (Figure 2). Two thirds of respondents supervised student teams that included international 
students. Benefits of international teams is considered in wider access to knowledge available in 
different languages and diversification of views on a problem: 

“It gives more diversity for the material that then they are creating, their work and their 
reports based on that. … I have seen that it’s … too narrow, if you are seeing it from the 
national point of view. But multinational point of view and wider experience on working or 
studying internationally normally helps to widen their perspective more and then it gives 
better report or better outcome” (Finnish company, Line manager).  

International students have been recruited for internships or employment as well as worked in R&D 
projects in half of the cases. One Russian respondent also teaches both local and international 
students in university with a purpose of selecting candidates for recruitment. Company employs also 
international graduates: 

”[International education] tells about alternative point of view, broad outlook and that he 
[candidate] is potentially inclined to develop further and look for new opportunities. That 
is, “I was searching, and a competent group of scientists confirmed that I can find it””. 
(Russian company, Top manager) 

In the studied examples, company representatives rarely cooperate with international staff of 
universities. Cooperation with foreign universities is also uncommon and mainly done indirectly 
through local universities, for example in international R&D projects or supervision of student theses. 

 
Figure 2. Participation of international students and staff in university-industry cooperation.  

3.2 Importance of international university-industry cooperation 
We asked company representatives to evaluate the importance of certain benefits, which international 
dimension of cooperation with universities could bring, on a scale of 1 to 5. Highest values belong to 
innovation and knowledge creation. It is expected that international collaboration with universities 
would enhance innovative capacity and provide access to international knowledge pools. 
Diversification into new areas of expertise is on the third place by importance to companies.  
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Figure 3. Importance of international university-industry cooperation. 

3.3 Potential areas for international university-industry cooperation 
Despite the fact that supervision of international student projects and theses, companies have pointed 
different activities as the most interesting for them. Four out of six respondents would like to be 
involved more in international R&D projects. Second place pointed by half of industry representatives 
is for more complex and strategic cooperation with international universities, so that universities would 
serve better company needs. A third of respondents would prefer to get international best practices 
training to employees. Involvement of international students to cooperation with companies is pushed 
largely by professors’ initiatives. However, companies expect more initiatives that would directly 
support business activities. 

 
Figure 4. Most interesting cooperation modes. 

Motivations and preferrable modes of cooperation correlate with each other. Interest in international 
R&D projects correspond to the values of enhancing innovative capacity and access to international 
knowledge. A partner in Sweden also sees international R&D projects as a way to interact with 
external world and promote own vision: 

“So either you … do research because you want to develop information that you want to 
use yourself; you want to develop knowledge and information that others can understand 
you; or, which basically if you call it lobbying or informing or what ever you call it, but then 
it’s influencing external partners. And that’s also research cooperation is very good for” 
(Swedish company, R&D manager). 
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Company representatives are also interested in more strategic cooperation with international 
universities for more targeted support of their activities and wider cooperation. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
This research paper evaluates the extent of current international aspects of university-business 
cooperation and potential for its development. The exploratory study was conducted in six large 
industrial companies in Finland, Russia and Sweden. Overall, companies’ awareness of international 
activities of universities as well as understanding of the benefits that it could bring are rather limited. 
The most common mode of cooperation is supervision of international student teams’ projects and 
traineeships. However, companies would be more interested to participate in international R&D 
projects as well as provision of international best practices trainings to their employees. The highest 
perceived values of international cooperation with universities is enhancing innovation, new 
knowledge and diversification into new areas of expertise. 

We suggest that universities should more actively promote international cooperation opportunities to 
companies to increase their awareness and consequent involvement. Research participants value 
internationalization most as a way to access global knowledge and talent pools and increase 
innovation.  
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