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Shaping the Future of Academia–Industry Cooperation in Europe 

The HigherED4Industry Final Conference marked the conclusion of a two-year 

collaborative effort aimed at strengthening cooperation between academia and 

industry, with a particular focus on enabling hybrid and second-career pathways 

in higher education. The event brought together a diverse group of stakeholders, 

including policymakers, higher education leaders, industry representatives, 

social partners, and researchers, to reflect on the project’s findings and discuss 

how its outputs can be implemented across different national and institutional 

contexts. 

The conference served not only as a platform to present the project’s key 

outputs — the Research Report, Policy Recommendations, and Practical 

Guidelines — but also as a space for dialogue and collective reflection. 

Participants were invited to critically engage with the materials, share 

experiences from their own systems, and contribute to refining future 

approaches to academia–industry collaboration in Europe. 

Policy Context and Emerging Challenges 

The opening discussions situated the project within a broader European policy 

context, highlighting the increasing importance of higher education in addressing 

labour market needs, supporting the green and digital transitions, and 

facilitating lifelong learning. Particular attention was given to persistent skills 

mismatches and the need for more flexible education pathways, including the 

growing relevance of microcredentials and reskilling opportunities. 

While there is a clear interest from industry professionals to engage in teaching 

and research, participants acknowledged that structural and cultural barriers 

continue to limit these transitions. These include rigid recruitment frameworks, 

limited recognition of professional experience, administrative burdens, and 
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differing expectations between academic and industry environments. The 

discussions underscored that bridging these gaps requires both systemic change 

and practical, institution-level solutions. 

Research Findings: Understanding Cooperation Dynamics 

The presentation of the HigherED research report provided an analytical 

foundation for the conference, emphasising that academia–industry cooperation 

is shaped by a combination of individual, institutional, disciplinary, and national 

factors. 

A key insight was the role of practitioners as connectors between the two 

sectors, facilitating two-way knowledge flows and contributing to more relevant 

and applied teaching and research. However, the research also highlighted 

significant barriers, including administrative complexity, legal constraints, 

cultural differences, and the lack of reliable data on practitioner involvement. 

Participants agreed that successful cooperation depends on aligning systems 

across levels, rather than relying on isolated initiatives. This reinforces the need 

for coherent frameworks that support both policy development and institutional 

practice. 

Policy Recommendations 

The presentation of the Policy Recommendations was followed by structured 

discussions, which provided valuable insights into their clarity, relevance, and 

feasibility. Overall, participants found the recommendations comprehensive and 

well-grounded, but identified several areas where further refinement would 

strengthen their impact. 

A recurring theme was the need for clearer definitions and a shared 

understanding of key concepts, such as hybrid roles, flexible certification, and 

practitioner appointment categories. Participants also emphasised the 

importance of strengthening the industry perspective within the 

recommendations, particularly by clarifying what incentives and benefits exist for 

companies engaging with higher education. 

Concerns were also raised about administrative burden and regulatory 

complexity, with participants calling for more streamlined processes and greater 

flexibility. The concept of institutional autonomy was widely supported but 

required clearer articulation, especially regarding financial and governance 

dimensions. In addition, the role of social partners and collective agreements 

was highlighted as a critical element that should be more explicitly integrated. 

There was strong support for developing a common European framework of 

guiding principles, similar to existing OECD approaches, which could provide 

direction while allowing flexibility for national adaptation. Participants also 

suggested further work on standardising assessment approaches and improving 

consistency across countries. 
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Supporting Hybrid Pathways: Policy Perspectives 

The first panel discussion explored how policy can better support hybrid and 

second-career pathways. A central message was that collaboration between 

academia and industry must be based on clearly articulated mutual benefits. 

Industry engagement, in particular, depends on understanding the value it can 

derive, such as access to talent, innovation, and research partnerships. 

Speakers highlighted that academia and industry often operate with different 

timelines, priorities, and communication styles, which can create 

misunderstandings and limit cooperation. Addressing this requires not only 

structural changes but also efforts to build shared understanding and trust 

between sectors. 

The discussion also emphasised the importance of data and evidence in 

supporting policy development. While some monitoring mechanisms exist at 

European level, participants noted the lack of specific indicators on hybrid 

careers and called for more systematic data collection, including qualitative 

insights into impact. At the same time, the need for multi-stakeholder 

governance structures, particularly involving social partners, was repeatedly 

underlined as a key factor in ensuring effective and sustainable implementation. 

From Policy to Practice: Applying the Guidelines 

The interactive session on the Practical Guidelines allowed participants to test 

their applicability through case-based discussions. These exercises highlighted 

common institutional challenges, such as unclear role definitions, workload 

imbalances, limited pedagogical preparation, and insufficient integration of 

practitioners within academic environments. 

Participants identified a range of practical solutions, with particular emphasis on 

structured induction and mentoring, clearer role descriptions, and stronger 

communication within institutions. The importance of creating supportive 

environments where practitioners feel integrated and able to contribute 

meaningfully was a recurring theme. 

The discussions confirmed that while formal structures and policies are 

important, successful implementation ultimately depends on institutional culture, 

including openness to collaboration, peer support, and shared ownership of 

teaching and learning processes. 

Institutional Perspectives: The Role of Industry Professionals 

The second panel focused on institutional practices and explored how higher 

education institutions can make hybrid roles more attractive and sustainable. 

Speakers highlighted the need for flexibility in workload and evaluation systems, 

recognising that practitioners often balance multiple responsibilities and operate 

within different professional contexts. 
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Students’ perspectives were also emphasised, with strong appreciation for 

practice-oriented teaching and exposure to real-world expertise. However, 

challenges remain in aligning expectations, particularly where academic 

structures are rigid or where evaluation criteria do not adequately reflect applied 

contributions. 

The discussion pointed to the importance of involving practitioners early in 

curriculum design and ensuring ongoing support beyond initial onboarding. It 

also reinforced the need to adapt evaluation frameworks to account for diverse 

forms of expertise and contribution. 

Looking Ahead: Implementation, Transferability and Scalability 

The final session focused on the future of the project’s outputs and their 

potential for broader impact. Participants reflected on how the Policy 

Recommendations and Practical Guidelines could be implemented in their own 

contexts and what conditions would be necessary for successful transfer and 

scaling. 

A key conclusion was that flexibility is essential, as higher education systems 

across Europe vary significantly in terms of governance, funding, and 

institutional culture. While common frameworks and principles can provide 

guidance, their implementation must be adapted to local realities. 

Participants also highlighted the need for more concrete examples, case studies, 

and success stories to support adoption. Strengthening collaboration with 

professional networks and federations was identified as an important avenue for 

dissemination and engagement. There was also interest in continuing the work 

initiated by the project through future collaborations and initiatives. 

Key Takeaways and Next Steps 

The conference confirmed that hybrid and second-career pathways have 

significant potential to enhance the relevance, innovation capacity, and societal 

impact of higher education. However, realising this potential requires 

coordinated action across policy and institutional levels, as well as sustained 

dialogue between stakeholders. 

The project’s outputs will be finalised and published in March 2026, incorporating 

the feedback gathered during the conference. These documents are intended to 

support both policymakers and higher education institutions in developing more 

flexible, inclusive, and future-oriented approaches to academia–industry 

collaboration. 

As highlighted throughout the event, the conference does not mark the end of 

this work, but rather a starting point for continued engagement, 

experimentation, and collaboration across Europe. 

 


