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DISCOVERY AND INNOVATION 

Opportunities after COVID: How can university-industry relationships succeed? 

 

 

 
The latest instalment of the GEDC Industry Forum webinar series focused on discovery and innovation in university-
industry collaboration. Research, both fundamental and applied, is essential for innovation – in industry as well as 
for society as a whole. Collaboration between universities, academics, industry, and others can help make research 
more impactful, although currently, outcomes often sadly lag expectations. 

In this webinar, moderator Andrea Belz - Vice Dean for Transformative Initiatives at the USC Viterbi School of 
Engineering, was joined by Ignacio Sierra Ruiz - World Wide Innovation Program Manager (Value Add Services) at 
IBM, and Glenn Llewellyn - Vice President, Zero-Emission Aircraft at Airbus for a candid conversation on the 
important topic of collaborating on research for maximum impact.  

Here are five areas where we took valuable insights from their engaging conversation… 

 

1. What are companies looking for in university/academic partners?  

A prerequisite is demonstrated excellence in the technologies that align with company strategy. The next most 
important criterion for successful research collaborations is a “delivery” mindset both at the university and in 
the individuals working on the collaborative project. This includes sticking to clearly defined timelines (the top 
challenge cited by panellists) and expected deliverables, as well as the ability to prototype, test and scale. With 
this focus on delivery in mind, companies search for academic partners who they know can concretely work with 
them towards their goals and demonstrate understanding of innovation in business such as "proof of concept" 
and "minimum viable product".   

Beyond this, transparent and timely administrative and legal procedures (such as IP agreements) are important 
to companies, and an area where both universities and companies can face challenges if the procedures get 
cumbersome. This is newer or smaller universities can bring an advantage. 

“When working with a newly established university, the advantage is that it is smaller so things move quicker 
and an agreement can be signed. At a more established university, they have the same process but with more 
lawyers involved to make an agreement and a longer review process.”  

Ignacio Sierra Ruiz, World Wide Innovation Program Manager (Value Add Services), IBM  

 

2. How do companies find and engage with university/academic partners?  

Finding the right partner for research collaboration to start with is not straightforward. Some companies 
communicate their needs through challenges or competitions (Airbus AQCC challenge), or have local points of 
contact for university/academic partners looking for opportunities to collaborate. For example, IBM encourages 
universities to look out their ambassadors in the respective regions, who serve as the point of contact for the 
company.  

However, companies also search for university/academic partners as the need arises. Because of this, it is 
essential for universities to be able to (1) understand the needs of companies in their ecosystems, (2) understand 
their own strengths and expertise, and (3) communicate and market these strengths.  

“If we want to make more valuable relationships, universities need to understand what different companies and 
industries need and go into a ‘sales mode’ so they expose more of what they are capable of and what they are 
doing in areas where businesses have gaps or needs. We need help to understand the academic landscape to be 
able to maximise our relationships.”  

Glenn Llewellyn, Vice President, Zero-Emission Aircraft, Airbus  

  

https://www.airbus.com/en/innovation/disruptive-concepts/quantum-technologies/airbus-quantum-computing-challenge
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3. How can companies and university/academic partners work effectively together?  

Involving participants from many levels within a university in projects, from students to deans and university 
leadership. Working with students is especially important to companies, who are looking for "intellectual 
capital", or talent with the skills they need.  

“At the moment, in technology, the students are key. There is a lack of intellectual capital, to get higher skilled 
people. One of our key initiatives is to train people to understand our technology. That is why we have our 
university programme to share our software. There is a platform called skill base where you can go and learn 
about Quantum or Artificial Intelligence – you have a bunch of courses and lectures, and it is key for us to get this 
intellectual capital.”  

 Ignacio Sierra Ruiz, World Wide Innovation Program Manager (Value Add Services), IBM 

In addition to this, key skills in university staff and academics can make a significant difference to the success of 
the collaboration. These include leadership skills, such as communication and the ability to deliver.  

“Communication, which is about selling, about getting people to understand why a given project is important 
and attracting people inside and outside the university to participate. The other really important leadership skill 
is about delivering; pulling everybody together with the right rhythm and focus on deliverables, which really is a 
leadership skill in an industrial context.”  

Glenn Llewellyn, Vice President, Zero-Emission Aircraft, Airbus 

 

4. What about the bigger picture of research collaborations?  

While universities and academics are poised to have a considerable industrial impact when research 
collaborations go well, the impact of collaboration goes beyond this. Undeniably, the principal goal of businesses 
is to bring in revenue, however company projects and their university/academic partners can have a broader 
positive societal impact. One example is Airbus’ ZEROe project, which aims to develop the world’s first zero-
emission aircraft by the year 2035.  

Additionally, students and academics can discover in concrete terms how their work can have an impact, and 
learn invaluable skills and knowledge for doing so. For example, quantum computing has the potential to 
transform the world of computing and help solve challenges that require new ways of processing data. 
Therefore, when students and academics collaborate with IBM through the use of their Quantum Lab, they are 
gaining critical (and highly desired by employers) experience and competences in quantum computing.  

 

5. What has been the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on university-industry research collaborations?  

The global pandemic, while presenting many significant challenges, has also provided important opportunities 
to universities/academics and companies looking to collaborate. Due to the urgent need for online institutional 
organisation and delivery of courses, universities around the world have gone through rapid digital 
transformations which have contributed to the development of the online collaboration skills of students, 
academics, and university staff. Meanwhile, companies around the world have also developed their online 
collaboration capabilities as pandemic-related restrictions were put in place.   

This means that online collaboration between universities/academics and companies today works more 
effectively than before, and all stakeholders can search for collaboration partners globally, whereas they might 
have been limited to their own geographical regions previously.  

“COVID has created a huge opportunity because we have realised how good we are at collaborating remotely. In 
the past, Airbus had core partners located physically close to main industrial centres, whereas now, we can have 
partners that are located anywhere in the world. It means that the global players that have the best technical 
capabilities, ability to deliver and ecosystems to leverage are really the ones that we want to work with in the 
future and independent of where those universities are located.”  

Glenn Llewellyn, Vice President, Zero-Emission Aircraft, Airbus 

 

To hear more about these topics, and learn more about what IBM and Airbus are looking for and how to engage 
with them, watch the full webinar here. 

http://www.gedc-industryforum.com/
https://www.airbus.com/en/innovation/zero-emission/hydrogen/zeroe
https://quantum-computing.ibm.com/lab
https://www.gedc-industryforum.com/2022-events/discovery-innovation

