
 

Four Tips for Working with Industry as an Academic 
The problem most academics have working with industry is that they assume industry is like them. 

The problem most industry has with academics is they assume academics are like them. 

Or worse, both assume the stereotypical version of the other. Academics stuck in theory. Industry 

not willing to wait for the evidence. 

So, as an academic how can you overcome these stereotypes? How can you get industry partners? 

Tip 1 - Remove your prejudice 
Recognise the stereotypes you have. So, you may not think industry aren’t willing to wait for 

evidence. Maybe you think they rush in in other ways. Maybe you think they have too much money. 

Or aren’t willing to invest for the long term. Or are too quick to dismiss projects. Whatever the 

stereotype you have, name it. Identify it. That way you can avoid it, and ideally not use it. 

A good way to identify your prejudice is to pretend someone suggests you should work with 

industry. The immediate response will be something like “They’re not interested”, “I’ve done it 

before and they’re too pushy” or “They want quick fixes”. The source of the prejudice is in those 

responses. Ask yourself, why am I saying that? What evidence do I have for that? If it were a 

research paper, would my peers approve it for publication based on that evidence? 

Tip 2 – Understand their motivations 
As an academic, you’ve got three major indicators of success. The things that your employer cares 

about and measures you against. They are income (often grants, but also consultancies, tender, 

partnerships, etc.), publications (often peer reviewed journals, but also books, chapters, works of 

art, presentations, etc.), and research student completions (mostly PhD, but perhaps also masters, 

and honours).  

So, what are the equivalent industry motivations, and measures? It could be profitability. It could be 

sales of products or services. It could be delivery of the service. It could be customer satisfaction. It 

could be less mistakes on the production line. It could be almost anything. DO NOT ASSUME. The 

only way to identify the motivation of an actual or potential industry partner is to ask them. And 

then ask again. And then ask again.  

I’ve written ask three times, because you should ask at least three times.  

The first ask could be a desktop review. An internet search of companies, and the people they 

employ. What do they write about on social media? What do they write in their reports? What do 

they sell? What do they buy? Who do they service? 

The second ask is for a meeting with the potential partner. And you’re asking for a meeting to 

understand their world. To get to know them. The aim is NOT to sell your idea or service to them. 

The third ask is the actual questions concerning success, failure, and what keeps them up at night. 

Feel free to go deep here. Ask why. Ask about dependencies. Ask about performance measures. Use 

your own career, and experience as an example. “I know that you might think research is all about 

finding new knowledge. Navel gazing. But, when it comes down to it, new knowledge comes second 

to three things, peer reviewed publications, research income, and student completions.” Using 

yourself as an example allows them to hear what drives you. If they’re on the ball, they’ll realise you 

need to get something from the collaboration that matters to you. 
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Tip 3 – Know their financial schedule 
Universities (in Australia) have a financial schedule set around the calendar year. And, we have a tax 

system that has reporting schedules in quarters lining up with the calendar year. As well as end of 

year reporting that aligns with mid-year. On top of that, companies set their own financial 

timeframes. Some, like universities, choose the calendar year. Some choose the Australian financial 

year. Some choose April. 

Knowing the choice can help when it comes to making and acting on decisions. We all know that 

unspent funds need spending towards the end of financial year. That unspent funds are often a 

reason to lower next years’ budget. Thus, being ready to leverage those funds can be an important 

part of project (financial) success. Or being responsive to requests for quotes, project plans or 

information, might be the difference between progressing now or permanent pause.  

Tip 4 – Time is different 
I’ve already written on time being a major factor in the success or failure of industry partnerships. 

But that was mainly in the context of project conduct. As mentioned above, timely response to 

requests for information can be the difference between a project starting and being permanently on 

pause. As an example, I worked with an energy and water company interested in improved metering 

technology. I identified the university research partner, and we had a meeting to discuss the 

feasibility. And, at its end the verbal agreement was to proceed. The project was possible. The 

outcome was achievable. “Send us a proposal” they said. Three months and several reminder emails 

later the proposal arrives. Not timely at all. But that shouldn’t kill the project. Or should it? Well, in 

that time the company had restructured, the available R&D budget was reallocated, and the R&D 

focus of the company changed.  

So, yes, academic timeframes are flexible. And the wheels slowly turn in universities. But that’s not 

the case in industry. Just like an academic could get scooped by taking too long to publish. Industry 

can get scooped by taking too long to get to market. 

 

Dr Richard Huysmans is the author of Connect the Docs: A Guide to getting industry partners for 

academics. He is a #pracademic and specialises in identifying and attracting industry partners for 

researchers. Richard is driven by the challenge of helping academics be commercially smart. His 

strategic approach to collaboration and research translation has been making the impossible 

possible for more than seven years.  

To find out more, call 0412 606 178, email (Richard.huysmans@drrichardhuysmans.com) or 

subscribe to the newsletter. He's on LinkedIn (Dr Richard Huysmans), Twitter (@richardhuysmans), 

Instagram (@drrichardhuysmans), and Facebook (Beyond Your PhD with Dr Richard Huysmans). 
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