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1.1 Introduction  

 
This report contains the six case studies which illustrate the process of 
knowledge transfer in the KEEN programme. The case studies were written 
using the material obtained from a series of interviews with participants 
conducted during spring 2015. These added to prior online survey responses, 
and documentary evidence such as application forms. A single case study was 
taken from each of the partner universities with other criteria such as business 
sector and intervention used to select the cases. Details of the cases are shown 
in Table 1. 
Company University 

Partner 
Sector Primary 

Intervention 
Number of 
employees 

No. of partners available and 
willing to be interviewed 

Auctus 
Management 
Group 

Aston University 
 

Integrated 
administration 
support and 
services for 
infrastructure 

Business process 
improvement 

43 Academic 
Affiliate 
Company representative 

Indestructible 
Paints 

Birmingham 
City University 

Specialist coatings 
manufacturer 
supplying 
aerospace 
industries 

Relationship 
marketing, 
management and 
sales 

40 Company representative 
Business development 
adviser from the university 

Stadium TM Coventry 
University 

Event 
management, 
Logistics and 
Security 

Developing a 
tendering and 
bidding process. 
Web site 
development 

117 Academic 
Affiliate 
Business development 
manager from the university 
Company representative 

Grenville 
Engineering  

Staffordshire 
University 

Sheet metal 
fabrication 

Strategic Marketing 50 Academic, Affiliate, 
Company Representative, 
Liaison Officer from the 
university 

IST 
(Integrated 
System 
Technologies)  

University of 
Wolverhampton 

Information and 
communication 

Product design 10 Affiliate 
Company representative 

The Van Hubb 
(Hubb 
Systems) 

University of 
Worcester 
 

Van storage 
solutions 

CAD Product 
Development 

6 Academic 
Affiliate 

Table 1: Outline of Case Study Companies 

In order to evaluate the findings of the case studies, the research team 
developed a model based on perceived stages of the knowledge transfer 
process. The model was divided into five distinct stages: preparing, starting, 
assimilating, embedding, and continuing. These are outlined in the closing 
analysis summary. The following report details each of the six cases, beginning 
with the Auctus project from Aston University delineated by model stage.  
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2.1 Case Study 1: Auctus Management Group 
 
Background: The Company  
 
Auctus Management Group Limited delivers a range of services covering safety, people solutions, 
training, and community engagement across the infrastructure sector. These take the form of integrated 
services for apprenticeships, training solutions, safety critical labour recruitment, track warning systems, 
and fencing solutions predominantly for clients in the rail sector. The company belongs to the 
administrative and support service activities section of the SIC business classifications. The primary 
intervention was based around business process improvement in order to sustain the high growth rate of 
the company. The operational processes, systems, and procedures of the business needed to be fully 
mapped and reviewed so that changes in practice might be implemented to ensure the firm operates 
efficiently in supporting the next phase of growth. The company was established in 2012 and has 43 
employees. The head office of the Auctus Management Group is based in Birmingham and the KEEN 
project was in collaboration with Aston University. Although this is the first knowledge transfer 
programme that the company has engaged in, the Managing Director (MD) attended the Goldman Sachs 
10,000 small business programme at Aston, which introduced him to the university. The company 
website is http://www.auctusmg.co.uk/. The project duration was six months.  
 
Preparing  
 
In the company response to the survey, it was highlighted that the KEEN programme had been selected 
for the following key reasons: 

 Gain access to university expertise  

 Engage a graduate to run a project  

 Improve the performance of the business 

 Make the business become more innovative  

 Improve the competitive advantage of the business 

 Add to existing knowledge in the business 
 
The company indicated that Aston University appealed as a partner due to its specialist expertise in 
operations management, which was at the core of the intervention.  
 
Although no formal knowledge audit was undertaken, meetings with the university helped the academic 
to establish what the company had previously achieved in terms of process mapping:  
 
Academic: “In a way we had an audit of what they had created…we had quite a few meetings beforehand 
to scope the project while writing the proposal [for the KEEN application].” 
 
In addition to the discussions with the university, the company had formed a strong awareness of what 
they wanted from the project:  
 
Company: “We are a real fast growth business. The processes, the job specifications and everything that 
that we put in place in May 2012 [when the company was starting up] are no longer in synchronisation 
with what we do today. The project was all about re-process engineering where we have got to but have 
somebody who was dedicated to doing it.  …. Take a graduate someone who can process map and process 

http://www.auctusmg.co.uk/
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engineering your business, highlight your waste, highlight your duplication and make yourself a smarter 
business so that you can grow even faster….and so that is where the KEEN project came into being.” 
 
Company: “The skills and people we have in place are rail technical focused. Everybody is too engrossed in 
the current business and the processes. What we needed was somebody completely external who can say 
that’s great or actually that’s not so great, but we thought it was.”  
 
From his initial dealings with the company, the academic formed the opinion that the company was ready 
for a knowledge exchange project and this was further underlined by the company briefing its members 
of staff about the proposed project before the affiliate started:  
 
Company: “[The company] briefed all of the staff before she [the affiliate] came, so everyone was clear on 
what we were looking to do, from a business point of view.”  
 
In terms of the academic team, the lead academic noted that he was introduced to the project through 
the Aston University business development team:   
 
Academic: “I got involved in this through the Business Development Manager (BDM) …The BDM circulated 
the expression of interest to a few people in the [Operations Management] group.”  
 
Due to its nature, the project was one that he felt particularly matched his areas of expertise:  
 
Academic “It was about bills process, mapping, analysis; my background is in that area…it fitted very, very 
well.”  
 
Subsequent to the project obtaining approval, the academic participated on the panel interviewing 
graduates for the affiliate position. He highlighted that it was not only process mapping skills which were 
important to the project but a balance to suit the intervention:  
 
Academic: “I was involved in the interviews…it came down to two people…the graduate [chosen to be the 
affiliate] had some process mapping background but she was more rounded [than the other candidate].” 
 
The company also highlighted that the attitude of the affiliate was important. This would help her to 
drive the project forward:  
 
Company: “I don’t recruit generally on qualifications. I recruit on attitude and ability, and the affiliate had 
the right cultural attitude and fitted what we were looking for, ‘to be firm in what she was doing’.”  
 
Starting  
 
When the affiliate started the project she was provided with an induction:  
 
Affiliate: “I met all the people in my team. I was given a half-a-day induction on their internal systems 
should I need to make use of them in the future….I had a brief introduction to the company and what they 
do, a small presentation which I went through with the CEO on the first day, just to give me some 
knowledge about the services and the products that the company offers.” 
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Almost immediately the academic used the project plan to explain the detail and extent of the 
intervention, and the relationships between the company, the university, and the affiliate started to 
develop:  
 
Academic “We had a meeting and went through the [project] plan, the objectives, different phases.” 
 
Affiliate: “It was quite comfortable actually [settling into the role], on the second day we had a project 
meeting where I met the academics from the university and the people within the company who would be 
involved in the project, quite informal, we got to know each other, we built up a relationship from there. 
They were really, really supportive both the company and the university in the first few weeks of the 
project, [whilst I was] getting up to speed. It was quite a comfortable transition into the company.” 
 
There were some changes to the project plan over time:  
 
Academic: “Timescales wise, some of the timescales moved. Where we expected to have the whole of the 
business mapped...when she started going into process mapping [it was] a far bigger project than we 
thought it would be.”  
 
In view of the short duration of this project, the company had taken steps to prepare itself for when the 
affiliate started:  
 
Company: “We wanted to map the order to invoice process… she [the affiliate] met with each department 
head, mapped what they saw their process was in isolation…From an integrated point of view everyone 
bought into the project because they know that we are bending at the seams. Every department head was 
briefed on what we were looking to achieve.”  
 
For the initial steps, the academic team provided assistance to the affiliate to ensure that she quickly 
became familiar with the mapping skills required as these were not available within the company:  
 
Affiliate: “I don’t think there was [any existing knowledge] as the company is quite new in terms of 
process mapping which the project was mainly around.” 
 
Academic: “She [the affiliate] didn’t have a lot of process mapping skills so we helped with that at the 
beginning. She took to that very quickly.”  
 
Academic: “The affiliate settled brilliantly. At the end of week one she had some draft maps…we provided 
some guidance at the beginning but she has not really needed a lot of input.”  
 
Affiliate: “So the university really helped to direct towards models, theories, and concepts that I could use 
to develop that [argument]. Once I had produced that [case] and showed it to management, it was 
actually new knowledge for them.” 
 
The participants agreed that the project team was made up of six members, with three of these from the 
university and three from the company:  
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Affiliate: “Within the team there are six of us including me; three members from the university (two 
operations management lecturers and a research associate), the CEO, the systems and process manager 
[affiliate’s line manager] and me [the affiliate].”  
 
Academic: “Yes, it was the CEO, the systems and process manager [and the affiliate] from their side and 
the three of us from our side.” 
 
Regular meetings and communication then took place between the members of the project team in 
order to assist the flow of knowledge:  
 
Affiliate: “[The interaction with the other participants] it was mainly by e-mail or face-to-face meetings. 
We still have monthly meetings where we update on the progress that has been made. Communication 
internally was very informal; I can go into the CEO’s office anytime and discuss anything with him without 
having to book a meeting. As well with the university [we had] ad-hoc meetings as and when needed 
rather than have a formalised process which was quite useful.” 
 
In terms of project management, the systems and process manager acts as the ‘project manager’ for this 
KEEN programme:  
 
Academic “The systems and process manager [is project manager], she works very closely with the 
affiliate. They work together; they have at least weekly meetings with the CEO.” 
 
Assimilating   
 
One of the challenges identified in the build up to the start of the project was transferring the knowledge 
from employees in the company: 
 
Company: “Because we’ve grown so quickly, there is a lot of information which is stored in people’s heads 
rather than on paper. It was getting the time to sit with people to pull that information out and get it 
documented.”  
 
However, the affiliate has liaised with employees across the company in order to design the process 
maps: 
 
Academic “To do the process maps, the affiliate has been going to everyone in the company to 
understand how they do their job, why they do it that way….there are process owners for each one of the 
processes.” 
 
Through communicating with individuals across the company, the affiliate was able to produce high 
quality process maps: 
 
Company “The process maps that the affiliate has produced are second-to-none.”  
 
With discussions having taken place with other employees to complete the process maps, the completed 
maps can then be used as documentation and visual aids to display the processes back to others in the 
company:  
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Company: “Because the process maps are visual….you can clearly see the impacts that you have if you 
don’t do your job.”  
 
Academic: “There has been a fair amount of documentation and she sends us lots of updates to the 
process maps.” 
 
Crucially, the company has been supportive in assisting the process mapping completed by the affiliate:  
 
Affiliate: “The support and resources internally really pushed the project forward. There’s a real sense of 
urgency in the company to push the project as they can see the benefits.”  
 
The affiliate highlighted that the process maps have yet to be shown to all employees across the 
company, and this knowledge has mostly been contained at senior management level:  
 
Affiliate: “[Involvement in knowledge sharing?] Not at the moment, what we have done with the process 
maps that I have produced is to distribute those internally to say this is how the organisation currently 
works and should be working to improve employee understanding of the processes, but that has not been 
formally communicated to every single employee. It has been an ad-hoc process. What we hope to do is 
as new employees come in, we hope to share it as part of the induction.” 
 
Affiliate: “It has added extra knowledge, it has helped to identify where the organisation can improve….At 
the moment it’s still at the management level. What they’re doing with that knowledge is identifying 
strategies to drive growth and reduce inefficiency. I feel that knowledge will be filtered down and 
hopefully be shared amongst all employees.” 
 
Embedding  
 
The outcomes of the project have yet to be fully integrated into the existing systems of the company as 
there is still work to complete on the project plan:  
 
Company: “We are rewriting everybody’s job role. So the affiliate is currently finalising the job roles and 
the job descriptions. These will then be mapped into the competency matrix which she’s mapped against 
the processes.”  
 
Company: “The key part for us next is understanding the processes that we’ve got and training people 
who are doing that part of the process. That will add competitive advantage.”  
 
The project has been a source of new ideas, but most of these have yet to be brought into the 
operational routines of the company:  
 
Affiliate: “[New ideas] We’ve looked at engagement in collaboration workshops…They’re being 
implemented at the moment.”  
 
Company: “We’re currently looking at how we implement the new ideas: We’ve identified the duplication; 
where do we look to put in technology….improving the front end quality [of the ICT system] and using the 
system better to get more information out.”   
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Continuing  
 
In the response to the company survey, the CEO stated that the company had made a strategic plan for 
the future. The participants also reflected that the company will employ the affiliate on a full-time basis 
once the project is completed and that the project outcomes had become owned by the company. 
Moreover, by its very nature, the project helps to promote sustainability:  
 
Academic:  “The reason why the project was created was to avoid the risk of people who have the process 
maps in their heads leaving.”  
 
The affiliate also noted the importance of her role continuing in the future:  
 
Affiliate: “If the role [that the affiliate is doing] is not there in the future. I don’t think there would be 
sufficient resource to continue the project…The key challenge is to ensure they [the company] have the 
resource in place.” 
 
The company reinforced the importance of employee ‘buy-in’ to the project and reflected that this could 
be a risk:  
 
Company: “The only foreseeable risk for us is [that our] people buy into the process and do what we want 
them to do. Process system wise we can clearly see what we have done in the past, what we need to do 
and what we need to look like in the future. It is purely down to [our] people delivering against what they 
need to do.”  
 
Despite these risks, the company noted there were improvements to their operations which could lead to 
further benefits:  
 
Company: “Definitely improvement in processes, there will be improvements in how we manage our staff 
and then the way we set targets, objectives and train people….it gives us a foundation to go into new 
sectors and new markets….better use of IT systems.”  
 
Company: “Competitive advantage…if we can process map on behalf of the client and use the affiliates 
skills, it embeds us more into the client and no one else is offering it.” 
 
The academic noted that the rate of growth could impact on the process maps developed:  
 
Academic: “There might be a risk if they are growing that fast, the process maps they have now, even the 
reengineered ones might not prove suitable for a business which is dealing with ten times the volume.”  
 
Additionally, the company also stated that it has engaged in further collaboration with the university and 
is looking at future projects:  
 
Company “We’ve just taken on another graduate through graduate advantage which all came through 
links to the [KEEN] programme.” 
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Company: “They’ve certainly gained a company that will be engaging with them further. We’re looking to 
do other projects with the university and the Business School…Because of the growth that we are going 
through, we’ve identified a number of other projects for which we don’t currently have the skill set [for].” 
 
For the university, experience and knowledge from the project have been beneficial. The academic noted 
that this has given the Business School an insight into the rail industry which could lead to further 
expansion into this sector:   
 
Academic: “It has come at a good time for us as we are also doing a project with another rail company on 
how to manage disruption…I am also doing some work with another company in the sector…so it has 
given us a big overview….having this knowledge and the contacts is very good.”  
 
Academic: “We were even toying with the idea of creating a research centre on rail transport.” 
 
The experiences of the project have also been brought into the academic’s teaching:  
 
Academic: “I have used an example in my teaching in terms of resource allocations and change 
requirements.”  
 
The project has also led to research outputs:  
 
Academic: “We actually got an MSc project on the back of this, looking at the part of the apprenticeship... 
We have an MSc student doing his dissertation on virtual learning environments that will fit the needs of 
the company.”  
 
Academic: “One of the things we want to do is a journal publication based on this, there are a number of 
projects [with the university] which follow a similar approach to process mapping.”   
 
Summary  
 
Although the outcomes of this KEEN project have yet to be fully integrated into the operations of the 
company, the initial results have been positive. Through support from the organisation and the senior 
management, the affiliate has been able to design process maps which will form part of significant 
organisational change in the near future. These changes will be documented as the maps are a form of 
visual aid which will eventually be distributed across the organisation. Aston University has also 
benefitted from this project, as the KEEN programme has been one of several projects with companies 
operating in the same industry. Additionally, the research output from the project has been identified, 
and the company wishes to engage in further collaboration. This project highlights the importance of 
planning and organisational support in achieving a successful outcome, and paving the way to continue 
company growth.  
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2.2 Case Study 2: Indestructible Paints  
   
Background: The Company  
 
Indestructible Paints are a producer of bespoke coatings across a range of sectors including automotive 
and aerospace. The company essentially produces products to fit the requirements of the customer. The 
company belongs to the wholesale and retail SIC section. The primary intervention was based around the 
implementation of a customer relationship management (CRM) system and changes to existing sales and 
marketing approaches with the aim of maximising current relationships and opening up new market 
opportunities. The company did not have existing expertise in the management of customer 
relationships. The company is based in Sparkhill Birmingham and has 40 employees. The KEEN project 
was undertaken with Birmingham City University (BCU) and the company has previously worked with BCU 
and other institutions through taking students on placements. This is the first knowledge transfer 
programme the firm has undertaken. The company has a website: http://www.indestructible.co.uk. The 
project duration was 12 months.  
 
Preparing  
 
The company had a clear rationale behind the project as they wished to improve the promotion and 
marketing activity undertaken:  
 
Company: “What we felt was the company had been growing for the last eight years, between 7% and 
12% per annum. Because we’ve been in a comfort zone and because we’ve got a niche product, we’ve 
never really been proactive in promoting [the company].” 
 
The company had also identified a weakness in its existing IT capability:  
 
Company: “One of the areas in which we probably do lack skill is IT, that probably does go down to the 
age group of the [staff in the] company.” 
 
As a result, the company was not able to introduce an IT based CRM solution without the support of an 
external source. Although the company was aware of this need, their survey response indicated that no 
formal evaluation of the knowledge gap was conducted. After identifying the need for a project, the 
company consulted with BCU:  
 
Company: “At the time, BCU came back and said what would fit you very nicely is KEEN [that’s how we 
lined the project up].”  
 
The company highlighted that they had selected the KEEN programme for several reasons:  

 Gain university expertise  

 Fill a knowledge gap in the company  

 Engage a graduate to run a project  

 Improve the performance of the business 

 Make the business become more innovative 

 Improve competitive advantage of the business 

 Add to the existing knowledge of the business 

http://www.indestructible.co.uk/
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When selecting their partner university, the most influential factor was the reputation of the institution. 
The company was already familiar with collaborating with universities, and as highlighted earlier had 
worked with BCU before on placement programmes: 
 
Company: “[For] Several years we have been working with Birmingham City University, we’ve had 
students for three to six weeks. We already had a relationship with Aston [University] as well.” 
 
BDA (Business Development Assistant): “We had already had some collaboration with them [the 
company] in other forms with [other] projects.”  
 
In designing the project, the academic team worked with the company to assist the completion of the 
application form and the work plan for the affiliate. Once the application had been completed and 
recruitment began BCU still had an important part to play:  
 
Company: [We] had two or three meetings with BCU….She [the Business Engagement Director] put 
together the requirements, job description….We also let them do the advertising for the role. They [BCU] 
came up with a shortlist; we had six people [on the interview panel].” 
 
The interview panel contained three members of staff from the company and 3 from BCU. The academic 
team from BCU was selected through a recommendation from the head of department:  
 
BDA: “Basically. it [the selection] went through the Head of Marketing. Looking at the type of project, the 
names were put forward by the Head of Marketing who obviously knows the capabilities of all the staff in 
the department.” 
 
In terms of the graduate, the company was looking for someone who had previous commercial 
experience: 
 
Company: “We wanted a graduate but with experience….The project would have been daunting for 
someone as their first task because we haven’t got the [supporting] skills here. The person we were 
looking for was somebody with 2-3 years commercial experience.” 
 
Starting  
 
Once the affiliate had been recruited to the role, she settled in well. This process was enabled through an 
induction and support from the university:  
 
BDA: “All of the affiliates were given inductions into their companies. Support from the university, I [the 
Business Development Assistant] was here at the end of the telephone to answer any queries.”  
 
The company noted that as the affiliate had been working at a larger firm, she had to adapt to working in 
a smaller firm: 
 
Company: “It was a bit of a culture shock [working in a smaller firm]…from the first few weeks she picked 
it [the project] up quite well.”  
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The affiliate was also able to settle into the company quickly through the support of other colleagues. 
This was particularly beneficial in providing knowledge to the affiliate about the company’s products as 
this presented her with a steep learning curve:  
 
BDA: “Yes, I think there has been a steep learning curve in the project.”  
 
Company: “She [the affiliate] had no product knowledge; she hadn’t been in a manufacturing place 
before. To actually understand how the company ticked, because we’re a small company that’s quite 
manageable, because most people have got several years of experience, she could always turn to 
somebody to give her support.”  
 
In order to enhance her understanding of the project requirements and the company, the affiliate 
worked closely with the chemist at the firm:  
 
Company: “Where she has worked a lot is with our chemist, [in order] to understand when we put a 
development on the CRM as a possibility one of the things we require is details of what the company 
requires, but also all the technical spec as well.”  
 
There was also an element of learning over time:  
 
BDA: “It has come up in their [the affiliates] meeting presentation about the work they have done and 
how their knowledge has increased about the company products.”  
 
The most significant challenge faced by the company concerned the software used in the CRM system:  
 
Company: “The CRM system we purchased and had installed was also a new module for the software 
company as well….We had a lot of teething [issues].”  
 
This impacted upon the progress of the project, but the affiliate was able to overcome these issues 
through communicating with the external supplier:  
 
Company: “The affiliate was capable of doing it [overcoming software issues]. She had a lot of 
communication, basically daily communication with the software company.”  
 
In terms of a project team, the affiliate was placed within the sales office:  
 
Company: “From day one we put her [the affiliate] in the sales office; we gave her the desk next to where 
the ordering is…she was given extra tasks to be part of the team.” 
 
The core project team from the company was made up of the affiliate, the company supervisor (Financial 
Director), Operations Director and Sales Manager. The remainder of the team was then made up of the 
academic team from BCU. The BDA also highlighted that a member of the academic team was regarded 
as a CRM specialist: 
 
BDA: “[Project team] The academic supervisor, the company supervisor, the affiliate, secondary 
academics which can be called on…one of them has CRM capabilities.”  
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The company supervisor suggested that the project manager comes from within the business:  
 
Company: “I [company supervisor] probably oversee it; it would be me, the Operations Director and the 
Sales Manager. So it [the project manager] comes from the company.”  
 
Assimilating   
 
In order to share knowledge, regular meetings between members of the project team have taken place: 
 
BDA: “The academics meet [with the affiliate] most weeks. The company supervisor won’t necessarily be 
always available, but I know they are in on some of the meetings.”  
 
One of the purposes of the project was to translate knowledge from employees into the CRM system:  
 
BDA: “I would say so [adding new knowledge to existing knowledge] definitely, the focus was on sales and 
rather than things being documented down formally in the company [the senior management] had all the 
contacts up ‘there’ [in their heads]. It was trying to translate that into a system that could be used going 
forward.”  
 
As part of the knowledge exchange, the affiliate has been tasked with documenting the new software 
and creating user manuals: 
 
Company: “One of the tasks we [the company] put down was that we would have a list of standard 
operating procedures (SOP’s) and also a user manual as well…what we want is screenshots as well. One of 
the faults of this system is that it does not come with a manual… the affiliate’s part was to put in SOPs 
about how the CRM system works and then also about how to deal with enquires on the website.”  
 
Although the senior management were behind the project and the benefits of a new CRM system were 
widely accepted, there was some resistance from staff in relation to changes to the website:  
 
Company: “There were quite a few [comments about] ‘what’s wrong with our website’. I think it was the 
website [which faced more resistance] than the CRM. Most people can see the benefits of the CRM, 
because a lot of people would save their information in different ways, but it wasn’t open. We could see 
why the CRM [was needed]. The website was a bit different, people that had put [material] onto the old 
website were very defensive against that [change].” 
 
The affiliate was able to display personal qualities through persuading other employees about the value 
of changes to the website:  
 
Company: “So you’ve got different people who look after different project ranges…we’ve changed it to a 
standard form…She [the affiliate] has had to beat a few people into submission on that one.”  
 
The BDA also highlighted the skills of the affiliate in convincing other staff members about the changes 
resulting from the project:  
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BDA: “She’s [the affiliate] got a good approach and she is quite a strong lady…. She’s got a certain amount 
on confidence with her that’s carried her through the difficulties she has had to overcome with certain 
people [in the company].”  
 
Embedding  
 
In order to change its attitude towards promotional and marketing activities, the company has made 
changes to its sales team:  
 
Company: “There has been a change of personnel in the sales office….We have built a new team up which 
includes the affiliate.”  
 
The impact of the project is wider than the sales team and the affiliate will engage with other managers 
in order to embed the outcomes:  
 
Company: “This CRM it’s aimed at sales but it’s going to be run out through the company….she [the 
affiliate] is going to have communication with all the managers and staff throughout.” 
 
However, the company has taken steps to educate its workforce:  
 
Company: “We haven’t seen the rewards [of the project] as yet….everyone is still going through their 
training [to use the system]. The hardest part is the project knowledge, so what we have every week in 
Sales is our Technical Manager does a little slide show on certain product ranges.” 
  
Even though the project has yet to be fully embedded in the company, it has been a source of new ideas 
which has altered operational routines:  
 
Company: “Definitely new marketing ideas, new ideas on exhibitions, somebody new coming in with new 
ideas and from a different background.”  
 
Continuing   
 
The survey respondents from the project indicated that the company had a strategic plan for the future 
use of the ideas and outcomes generated by the project. Despite having a future plan, the company 
noted that due to the CRM system not being fully integrated into the company, the affiliate leaving would 
present a challenge:  
 
Company: “The risk would be if she [the affiliate] left us [the company] at the moment, we haven’t got to 
the point [where we could just bring someone else in]. We’ve got all the SOPs, if she [the affiliate] left 
today we would have to replace and that would be very difficult because of the software.”  
 
In order to reduce this risk the company offered the affiliate a permanent position at the end of the 
project which she was willing to accept.  
 
Despite this risk, the company believed that they were in a better position to move forward:  
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Company: “We are in a better position to move forward, that includes the change that we have made in 
the sales approach, we needed somebody like the affiliate and the change in the team, so it is more of a 
team effort than someone from the outside.”  
 
The company also indicated that they were looking to engage further with BCU on different projects:  
 
Company: “We’ve got another project where we’re going to put in a production planner system and we’ll 
probably [look for] something similar [to KEEN] because this one has been successful.”  
 
For the affiliate, additional skills were gained as a result of the project:  
 
Company: “One of the skills she [the affiliate] said she is ok with now is man management and trying to 
understand what the management requirements are.”  
 
The academic also commented on the skills and knowledge the affiliate had gained as a result of the 
project:  
 
Academic: “They [the affiliate] have welcomed it [the project] with open arms to learn a huge amount in a 
very short space of time from a theoretical and practical perspective….So for the individual affiliate it has 
been a wonderful experience despite the frustrations or [possibly] because of. They learn an awful lot 
about how organisations work.” 
 
For the university, there were benefits in terms of observing a company ‘in action:’  
 
Company: “It’s interesting for them [the academics] to come and visit us and to see a company ticking 
over and seeing some of the problems.”  
 
More widely, the university gained reputational benefits from engaging in the KEEN project plus 
opportunities to enhance teaching and research:  
 
Academic: “From an organisational perspective, it is good for the university to be seen to be involved in 
these things.” 
 
BDA: “Building reputation with the SME community…It feeds into teaching, it can feed into research.”  
 
The academic highlighted that there were personal benefits:  
 
Academic: “It is still enjoyable to do it. It is much more intimate than lecturing to a theatre full of 
students. You really can see the benefits of marrying the theory to the practice and you can see the 
development of the person very markedly even in the space of six months. So from that perspective it is 
very enjoyable.”  
 
Due to the academic being involved in a second marketing based KEEN project run by BCU, the affiliates 
have been encouraged to share experiences: 
 
Academic: “[Sharing experiences] Yes, and at a low key level we have actually done that because of the 
similarity between these two projects, although the nature of the businesses is different they [the 
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projects] are remarkably similar. Both of the affiliates have been to each other’s premises and they have 
corresponded by e-mail and so on along the way.”  
 
Summary  
 
An existing relationship with the university led to this KEEN project which has enabled the company to 
appoint a graduate to develop their marketing and introduce a CRM system. The affiliate has displayed 
resilience and persistence in order to ensure that issues with the CRM software have been overcome. The 
company has supported and encouraged her to take responsibility for the challenges of introducing new 
knowledge into the company. A start has been made to train other employees to use the new CRM 
system and, with the changes to the website, the project will enable the organisation to become more 
proactive in marketing. The company has offered the affiliate a future full time role at their company and 
they are also looking to develop other links with the university. Academic staff have worked closely with 
the affiliate and the company to support them in achieving their objectives. The academics have used 
their experience to improve their relationships and understanding of the needs of companies. As the 
academic in this project has worked on two similar KEEN interventions, the affiliate in this programme 
has been able to share their experiences with the affiliate on the second project led by the academic. 
Such network building has been advantageous in helping to resolve problems and to provide mutual 
support.   
 

2.3 Case Study 3: Stadium TM  
 
Background: The Company  
 
Stadium TM Limited (STM) is a specialist supplier of traffic management, stewarding, security, and 
training services to the events industry, both nationally and internationally. The company belongs to the 
arts, entertainment and recreation section of the SIC business classifications. The primary intervention 
was related to Human Resources management. The project objective was to develop a staffing manager 
role, strategic planning, and market research, to accommodate recent growth in the company’s 
personnel and to work alongside the operations team in order to make the company’s processes and 
procedures more efficient. The company had been trading for 15 years, had 117 employees inclusive of 
temporary staff at the start of the project, with headquarters in Coventry. This KEEN programme was 
undertaken with the Coventry University. The company website is: http://www.stadiumtm.co.uk.  
 
STM has previously engaged with the events management department of Coventry University through 
taking students as interns for the company. The company had two KEEN projects with the university, and 
the focus of this case study will be the second project which was of 18 months’ duration.  
 
Preparing  
 
In the response to the company survey, it was identified that STM had selected the KEEN programme for 
several reasons: 

 Gain access to university expertise  

 Engage a graduate to run a project  

 Improve performance of the business 

 Make the business become more innovative  

http://www.stadiumtm.co.uk/
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 Improve competitive advantage of the business 

 Add to the existing knowledge in the business 
 
Alongside the existing relationship the company had with Coventry University, the company stated that 
the KEEN project was recommended to them by the university.  
 
When considering the existing knowledge in the company, although they had engaged in bid writing,  
STM had not developed any templates: 
 
Academic: “They did not use any templates; they were writing every bid from scratch which is not really 
time effective.”  
 
Although he did not refer to bid writing at this stage, the Managing Director (MD) noted that the 
employment of graduates could enable the company to increase growth:  
 
Company: “The whole idea of taking on graduates was ‘taking a risk’, but I genuinely wanted them to 
grow with the company. I wanted them to enable the company to grow, especially overseas.” 
 
In preparation for the project, the business development manager (BDM) stated that the existing 
relationship between the university and the company helped to provide an awareness of the business 
requirements:   
BDM: “That need [for knowledge] was felt across the faculty. It was not one of these [projects] where we 
had to sell a business relationship back to the faculty….They knew the business and were aware of what 
the business wanted and they had a fit with the academic.” 
 
The academic initially involved in the project helped to establish the project plan for the company:  
 
Company: “Yes we [the company and university] sat down and had a plan of action.”  
 
The BDM also noted the engagement of the business development group in designing the project plan:  
 
BDM: “Part of the application process was to have that project plan and then from the business 
development side, we passed it to the delivery. So when the affiliate started they got a full insight into the 
objectives.”  
 
In terms of recruiting the affiliate, the BDM highlighted how the relationship between the company and 
academic had been influential:  
 
BDM: “There was a mature relationship between the academic and the business. That showed its benefit 
at the recruitment side….then in the recruitment it was pretty quick. We had a cohort of people, Coventry 
graduates, who could actually work in there [the company].”  
 
Although the recruitment process had gone well, the MD stated that previous graduates involved across 
the company’s two KEEN programmes had left to explore different challenges. The company were looking 
for specific qualities from the graduates: 
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Company: “If they have a blank sheet of paper [in terms of skills] that we can mould into…so long as they 
have the appetite and energy to say that this is what I want to do….They [the affiliate] do need a lot of 
energy because it’s an environment where we tend to go at 100mph.”  
 
Starting  
 
According to the MD, the project did not get off to a straightforward start and in order to overcome these 
challenges, the university reorganised the academic team supporting the project. Further changes 
involved revising the project plan to alter the project objectives and giving the affiliate greater influence 
in updating it:  
 
Academic: “We re-aligned [the objectives], clear objectives to what they [the company] wanted and to 
what was achievable.”   
 
The new lead academic also encouraged the affiliate and the company to develop the project plan in 
conjunction with her input:  
 
Academic: “The project plan was written by the affiliate, so then the company and the affiliate take 
ownership of the document. So although I am guiding to what I am expecting to see, that was the 
discussion between the affiliate and the lead within the organisation.”  
 
The affiliate was provided with an induction by the company, and this not only contained an on-site 
element but also involved the affiliate visiting some of the company’s customers:  
 
Company: “Yes he [affiliate] was introduced to the company, and gradually went out on site. We have 
four football clubs that we look after, during the season…. it’s fairly easy to get into and meet the teams 
out there and see what they do.… he had plenty of time to get to understand the company.”  
 
From the affiliate’s perspectives he stated that whilst he settled well into the project there was an 
element of learning on the job:  
 
Affiliate: “It’s more a case of learning on the job…due to the fact that it’s a small company.... It’s more a 
case of directing yourself and fulfilling the role as much as you can.”  
 
The MD also noted that a learning curve was present which was driven by the nature of the industry:  
 
Company: “There is a learning curve….At weekends we have events on and you’re part of those events. 
You can’t play at events. It takes up a lot of time.”  
 
The affiliate also noted that he was provided with training by the university to improve his skills relating 
to bidding:  
 
Affiliate: “From the university, I have had very useful training in bid writing…. I had extensive coaching 
sessions with a senior lecturer….That was all done in time for a key set of six tenders ….I found it really 
very useful.”  
 
This was also noted by the academic: 
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Academic: “Yes we have had the affiliate here [at the university] to put him through a meeting with one of 
our bid experts that they have talked him through on how bids should look, and then the support is there 
if he needs to send the bid before he submits.” 
 
In terms of a project team, the affiliate worked closely with the finance director at the company:  
 
Company: “It [the KEEN project] lay really with my finance director who had the greater impact.”   
 
After changes were made to the project, the affiliate also began to work more closely with the MD:  
 
Affiliate: “The management made a change and moved me into the director’s office, so I was sitting next 
to the finance director and the managing director which made a massive change….you have to be privy to 
a lot sensitive information….and when I needed information I could say to the finance director I have an 
issue with this.”  
 
The MD noted that whilst the affiliate did work as part of a team, he had to take ownership of the tasks 
he was assigned:  
 
Company: “Yes they are always part of the team here….With the affiliate we have given a task, and that’s 
his own…he [the affiliate] does have the input of myself or the finance director.”  
 
After the change in the project team, the academic took on the project manager role:  
 
Academic: “So it’s really been that project managing it… it’s also managing that professionalism within 
the KEEN affiliate, so this is your deadline; this is what we need to do.”  
 
Academic: “We have a monthly meeting with the KEEN leads and with the affiliate and at that point we 
check where we are on the project plan, sometimes I would send out emails, to ask if we have achieved 
anything else as well, and then we have quarterly reviews where we tick off the project plans and 
objectives as well, there is a clear paper stream.”  
 
Assimilating  
 
In the survey response, the affiliate stated that he shared knowledge through various means. This 
included methods such as holding team meetings and sharing experiences as well creating documents 
and reviewing reports. However, the spread of knowledge was limited to the immediate project team as 
the wider company was not involved in the project:  
 
Affiliate: “The knowledge brought into the company hasn’t filtered to other employees, largely because 
my manager has taken the view that this scheme is for me and for me only.”   
 
Although the spread of knowledge was limited across the organisation, the affiliate worked with external 
specialist engineers in order to complete the website:   
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Company: “But that [website] project was very important to the company, but I am sure it has helped him 
on his self-esteem within the group on how it works, people say that the affiliate did the website with 
engineers.”  
 
The respondents noted that within the company there had been little resistance to the changes brought 
about by the project.  
 
Affiliate: “I can’t say anyone has really [resisted the changes]….my role has a bearing on taking the 
company forward….the more that they [company] can help me the more they can help themselves.”  
 
Crucially, the MD was considered to be a ‘champion’ of the project and its ideas which helped to gain 
support for the project:  
 
Affiliate: “Our boss has so much drive, incredible drive, he knows what he wants and everyone 
follows….he is always looking at how we can be better as a company.” 
 
Due to the changes made in the project, the MD noted that the project was now generating positive 
results:  
 
Company: “It is different now, in this later KEEN project, the academic that has come in and has got hold 
of this [the project] from the university is actually getting results….it’s been far more productive, and I 
could see the affiliate getting the benefits of that.”  
 
One of the changes which had resulted from the project was the development of the new website and 
the affiliate was given project management responsibility for this aspect:  
 
Academic: “They developed the website, that was project managed by the affiliate and that was 
completely new that was started from scratch. It had input from the three academics with one focusing on 
the social media aspect … another one was on events.” 
 
Embedding  
 
Due to the focus on the completion of the redesigned website, the project has yet to embed other 
outcomes of the project. The academic did reflect that the new knowledge and skills have been utilised in 
relation to the development of the web site and social media presence: 
 
Company: “New ideas with social media and website that are now in practice.”  
 
Academic: “Absolutely they have used what we have helped them develop, so when we leave they could 
update the web site….all those skills that they will have when after we have stopped being there.”  
 
The company indicated that the new knowledge from the project is part of the process that will lead to 
promoting further growth which will potentially lead to further innovation in the future: 
 
Company: “Every company develops to a certain level. We are at a level now whereby we know the next 
seismic change upwards is happening in the company, and it is part of this process. What we are trying to 
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do is get a rounded team with us who have various abilities and come from different sectors to enable us 
to manage this growth. People think that growth is easy but it is incredibly difficult.”  
 
Continuing  
 
As a result of the project, the affiliate stated that the company was now more prepared for innovation in 
the future:  
 
Affiliate: “The company is more prepared for innovation; the MD is always looking for how we can make 
things better, how we can improve things.” 
 
A key element related to the future competitiveness of STM was the website:  
 
Company: “I would have to say yes [website assists growth] it is because when I go out networking, when 
I go out overseas….some of these offices they will be on our web page straight away, because they would 
want to get a handle on what I have been talking about and what we are so the affiliate helping on that 
has been fundamental. We know because of the stats the hit rate has gone over the roof.” 
 
Not only is the company more prepared for innovation, but progress had been made on developing a 
strategic plan for the future use of the ideas brought about by the project. Additionally, the survey 
responses and the academic indicated that the company had taken ownership of the project outcomes: 
 
Academic: “I think in terms of the bidding and the website they have ownership.”  
 
As part of the project, templates for bidding have been developed which should enable the outcomes of 
the project to be sustained in the future: 
 
BDM: “The templates are obviously there so from that sustainability. Also the director, who is very 
engaging, sits in with all the meetings. So that knowledge will stay with him.” 
 
Affiliate: “If I leave, the next person that comes along can see what I did and follow it.”  
 
Alongside the templates, the academic stated that the university liked to ensure that the outcomes of the 
project could be sustained and used in the future:   
 
Academic: “In terms of the affiliate leaving, somebody else could take over that position, as long as they 
are trained by the website designer to be able to use that equipment….The way we have set up all our 
KEEN projects is that when we walk out of the door that improvement carries on.” 
 
For the affiliate, the company MD suggested that the KEEN project was useful in helping a graduate 
transition from university to the workplace as it contains an element of ongoing input from the 
university:  
 
Company: “The need for this ongoing training, certainly within the first couple of years of them leaving 
university is absolutely paramount….We can do so much but they also need a bit of guidance.”  
 



 
 

 KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE AND ENTERPRISE NETWORK (KEEN) PROJECTS IN DETAIL   25 

 

The survey responses stated that the affiliate had gained new writing skills and experience of dealing with 
different stakeholders within the business. The affiliate also stated that KEEN was a bridge for graduates 
who had recently left university and enabled him to get his career started:  
 
Affiliate: “I think KEEN is a key bridge for those leaving university and in need of gaining real world work 
experience….The beauty of KEEN is whilst gaining work experience, my learning post-degree has not 
stopped – I have allotted areas of time that reconnect me with the learning environment/ experience of 
university which has assisted in my transition.”  
 
The MD stated that the university would have gained understanding of how an events business operates: 
 
Company: “What they should get out of it [KEEN] is to understand how private business works and the 
pressures on us.”  
 
The KEEN programmes have also been useful in giving practical experience to academics at the university: 
 
BDM: “In terms of academics, we broaden the engagement with businesses ….What we have done is to 
broaden our pool of industry ready academics.”  
 
Some benefits were also noted for the academic in translating the experiences of the project into the 
class room:  
 
Academic: “In terms of being able to use things in the classroom it’s nice to say when I was in this business 
or that business this is what is happening…. because it gives students that opportunity to work on live 
cases all the time, so that is hugely beneficial.” 
 
Academic: “It keeps me up to date, I enjoy consulting anyway, I still enjoy teaching but I also enjoy 
consulting, it keeps me up to date, not just focusing on my academic discipline.”  
 
Summary  
 
STM, a company which is operating in the fast paced and dynamic events industry, has undertaken a 
KEEN project to develop innovative new ideas through the design of a website, social media engagement, 
and the use of templates in their bidding process. The company is open to new knowledge and this 
project has faced little resistance to acceptance within the company. The MD acting as champion for the 
work has been critical because the project faced elements of stickiness during its early stages. The drive, 
expertise, and knowledge of the lead academic who took the project over have been a vital element in 
managing the project outcomes. The lead academic was able to work with the participants to help 
rewrite the project plan and objectives which ensured that the project was able to make more progress. 
The new website and the social media presence are an innovation which will help the future growth of 
the company. The affiliate has shown resilience and persistence in overcoming the steep learning curve 
related to the writing of bid tenders. In order to lessen this curve, the affiliate was provided with 
additional training on bid writing by an expert at the university and the affiliate also gained experience 
through learning on the job. This helped to overcome one of the ‘stickiness’ issues present in the project. 
The introduction of a bid template will ensure that the new knowledge entering the company will be 
sustained into the future. This project has successfully built on an already established relationship 
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between the company and the university, which could open up the opportunity for further collaboration 
in the future.  

2.4 Case Study 4: Grenville Engineering  
 
Background: The Company 
 
Grenville Engineering is a precision sheet metal fabrication company mainly operating in the plant and 
machinery, construction, petrochemical and general engineering industries. Established in 1984, the 
company specialises in laser cutting, punching, and metal forming (see Figure 1). The company belongs to 
the manufacturing section of the SIC business classifications. The primary intervention was strategic 
marketing. The project proposal was to develop and implement a strategic marketing plan. This plan 
included the development of brand identity, clear direction in target markets, and implementation of 
marketing mix activities. Grenville is based in Stoke-On-Trent and has 50 employees. Its website is 
http://grenville-engineering.co.uk/. 
 

 

Figure 1: Laser Cutting in Action at Grenville Engineering 

The company had previous experience of university collaboration, having completed a successful 
Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) project with Staffordshire University. The KTP enabled Grenville to 
redesign and computerise their information systems for sales, production control, management 
information, and supply. The KTP associate was retained by Grenville after completion of the project and 

http://grenville-engineering.co.uk/
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he is now the operations director at the company. The KEEN project also involved Staffordshire 
University, but this project had a marketing focus. The project duration was 24 months.  
 
Preparing  
  
Due to their previous KTP, Grenville directly approached the university about further collaboration:  
 
Liaison Officer: “We had a relationship with the company….They approached the university specifically 
with this marketing issue they wanted to look at…They had remembered their previous positive 
experience.”  
 
From the survey response, the company supervisor also noted that the company had selected KEEN in 
order to:  

 Gain access to university expertise  

 Fill a knowledge gap in the company  

 Add to the existing knowledge in the business  

 Engage a graduate to run a project  
 
More specifically the survey response noted that Grenville had never had a marketing department 
before. As a result, the KEEN project would be a way of addressing this need according to the academic:  
 
Academic: “We have created a marketing manager position, which is there to introduce marketing to 
them.”  
 
Once this approach had been made, the university began working with the company in order to establish 
the project. A key aspect of this process was the selection of an experienced academic who had 
engineering knowledge and the expertise drawn from engaging in successful knowledge transfer projects 
for the last 15 years.  
 
Liaison Officer: “Fortunately the academic was available and we have had really successful projects with 
him before.” 
 
With this experience, both the liaison officer and academic noted that the academic was strongly 
involved in the development of the project plan: 
 
Academic: “I have to really understand the business first, the businesses don’t actually know how to put 
the project plan in place, which I do…..The companies wouldn’t have time to do it all themselves.”  
 
In terms of recruitment, in order to ensure the quality of the graduate, the lead academic stated that he 
was involved in the recruitment process:  
 
Academic: “It’s absolutely dependent on the affiliate and how good they are. I get very involved in 
selecting somebody.”  
 
In addition to the experienced academic, the affiliate also brought a range of skills and experiences to the 
project:  
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Academic: “She’s great, very capable….[in the interview] You could see that real spark and knowledge 
coming out.”  
 
Academic: “She wasn’t a new graduate. She’s had three years out working; she was pretty clued up on 
digital marketing.”   
 
Once the project had started and with the gap in marketing identified, the graduate conducted a further 
assessment of the existing knowledge in the company:  
 
Affiliate: “Initially, when I started at Grenville historically they never had a marketing function and so it 
was definitely a need for them. I conducted an information gap analysis to look at what level of activity 
they had done historically – this was an advert in the yellow pages.” 
 
Starting  
 
When the project began, the affiliate was given an induction and was also introduced to the project plan: 
 
Liaison Officer: “The affiliate got a copy of the plan early on and also she referred back to it at every 
project review meeting….All along, she was referring to the original deliverables.”  
 
The academic noted that there had been some minor changes to the plan:  
 
Academic: “You have to say yes but nothing too major, we kept mostly to main milestones….It was only 
minor. One thing I had got into it was to investigate international aspects. We had to modify that into 
indirect exporting.”  
 
In order to build up knowledge of the company and its products, the affiliate shadowed other employees:  
 
Affiliate: “Then what I looked to do was to try to shadow various people from other departments to 
understand what they did. Also, [I did this] on the shop floor because I don’t come from an engineering 
back ground and so to understand and market the product, I needed to understand our service offering.”  
 
The academic also noted that it took time for the affiliate to fully understand the company’s systems:  
 
Academic: “She learnt partially by understanding Grenville. She had to spend quite a bit of time 
understanding the system in terms of planning and estimating.”  
 
A factor which helped the affiliate settle in the company was the supportive nature of company 
management: 
 
Affiliate: “I was quite astounded [about] how supportive they were even with the lack of knowledge they 
had around marketing.”  
 
In order to complete the project, a project team was established which contained the key participants. 
The academic noted: 
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Academic: “Academic, affiliate and company supervisor were predominantly the core team. The other 
director (sales and production) was very positive about it.” 
 
Moreover, the affiliate also had a close relationship with other staff members including the managing 
director (MD): 
 
Affiliate: “I can directly go and speak to the MD so having that shorter hierarchy was very beneficial.”  
 
Aside from the immediate project team, the affiliate was also part of a sales and marketing unit:  
 
Affiliate: “[Along with myself] We would have the sales director, the managing director, the operations 
director; we would have the production manager….we then also took on a sales account manager relating 
to one of our biggest customers.”  
 
Within this team, the key participants agreed that the affiliate had acted as the project manager for the 
Grenville KEEN project.  
 
Affiliate: “I think because of my background. I have done a marketing degree. I had an understanding of 
what I wanted very quickly and how to move that forward. So managing the project, I would probably say 
that was me.”    
 
Despite management support, a problem identified in the early stage of the project concerned resistance 
to change:  
 
Liaison Officer: “It [resistance to change] was referred to at some of the early meetings. Not as a serious 
issue but something that they [the company] were aware of.”  
 
This issue was addressed during the assimilating phase of the project. This is discussed further in the next 
section. 
 
Assimilating   
 
The knowledge was brought into the company in a variety of ways, with all of the key participants noting 
the importance of regular meetings in sharing knowledge. The academic explained the meeting process: 
 
Academic: “I would have regular meetings with the affiliate on a weekly basis. Then we would have 
formal meetings with the other two directors to go through everything. Then I would have quarterly or six 
monthly full strategic sessions with the MD…We did this when the affiliate produced a full marketing 
strategy plan. Before it was published, we went through it with the MD.”  
 
Academic: “They did spend a lot of time in sales and production meetings with the management team and 
the two other directors getting some agreement about the strap-line and which logo they like. That 
worked out well because the other directors were very favourable to it.”  
 
This not only highlights the nature of the meetings; it also suggests that managing director had ultimate 
authority over the final decisions and was consulted as the project progressed.  
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However, in order to establish the new marketing strategies the wider workforce had to be informed 
about marketing and the project:  
 
Affiliate: “It was more about educating the workforce and the senior management around the 
implementation of marketing and the effect that it could have on the business.”  
 
Despite the lack of marketing knowledge, the senior management at Grenville acted as an enabler:  
 
Affiliate: “I was very fortunate that they [the management] could see that [the strategy] and they were 
very supportive of that [the project].”  
 
In order to convince the rest of the organisation about the project and to reduce resistance to change 
and scepticism on the shop floor, the affiliate produced a presentation which was shown to all members 
of staff: 
 
Liaison Officer: “Initially, there was scepticism on the shop floor about this graduate coming into do 
something with marketing and what the value of that really was….He [production and sales director] 
suggested that it would be a good idea if she [the affiliate] were to do a presentation to the shop floor 
workers….She had begun to convince other staff of her value but by all accounts this presentation was a 
real success. It certainly helped her to secure the buy-in of people around her.”  
 
Furthermore, the affiliate also involved staff members in the branding decision. The results are illustrated 
by Figure 2:  
 
Affiliate: “I think with regards to the branding side of things I really felt it was important to involve people, 
the relevant people that would buy into the brand because essentially they are advocates of the brand so 
they need to have that understanding.”  
 
 
 

 

Figure 2: The Grenville Engineering Workforce Pictured beneath the New Brand Image of the Company 
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Embedding  
 
Grenville changed some of its operations as a result of the project in order to take advantage of the 
knowledge brought into the company:  
 
Company: “We have [made] structural change to suit the need to follow the leads generated from the 
marketing activities.”  
 
Further observations about changes to operations were made which included the new branding logo as 
shown in Figure 3: 
 
Affiliate: “Full rebrand across the business, new website which required hosting using a different provider. 
Quarterly perception surveys, exhibiting at shows for the first time which required allocation of 
resources.” 
 
 

 

Figure 3: The New Logo and Branding for the Company 

 
In addition to the changes in operations, the project also led to the generation of new ideas:  
 
Company: “All new ideas from the marketing project have been put into practice and the affiliate will 
continue her work within the marketing side of the company.”  
 
This view was supported by the affiliate: 
 
Affiliate: “I think that I have been very, very fortunate where most of the ideas which I have put forward 
have been implemented just because I have been able to justify them and they [the company] are happy 
and they have seen the results.”  
 
Indeed, as the project has progressed the company has become more supportive due to the results 
generated by the programme:  
 
Academic: “[The] Company becoming more confident and supportive as they have seen the success of the 
scheme.”  
 
As a result of the changes, the affiliate stated that she feels the company is now more prepared for future 
innovation:  
 
Affiliate: “Definitely so [prepared for future innovation] 110%. We are looking at the customer 
relationship management (CRM) system; we have implemented lead tracking software which is quite 
new…. All of the steps have been taken because they [company management] can see the benefits of the 
company looking more professional. We need to reflect that in how we operate.”  
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Continuing  
 
Grenville already had a strong reputation in customer service prior to the start of the project. This 
reputation has been enhanced through the marketing activities conducted during the KEEN project:  
 
Academic: “They are being considered amongst the bigger companies and able to bring in some really 
major new customers…. Grenville are very good at key account management.”  
 
Academic “Going to a major exhibition, it shows that you’re a player in the market...They did win a couple 
of major businesses from that. It way overpaid the investment put in.”  
 
Academic: “The customer’s perception of them has improved quite a lot which we measured through 
more followers on Twitter…. To get a half a million a year account rather than ten £20,000 accounts is a 
major achievement.”  
 
With these successes from the project, the company is looking to take advantage of the new ideas and 
outcomes in the future. Grenville indicated a strategic plan had been made and this was reinforced by the 
liaison officer:  
 
Liaison Officer: “They’ve put in place a strategic marketing plan for the next five years.”  
 
After the completion of the project in early 2015, the affiliate was secured on a permanent basis which 
helped the continuity of the changes:  
 
Academic: “KEEN helped really as the contract of employment is with the company…It meant there was 
no fuss about keeping her on….she is part of the management team.”  
 
Another factor which has assisted continuity is the employment of a second member of staff with 
marketing expertise:  
 
Affiliate: “Interestingly one of the other employees here actually applied for this role, for the marketing 
manager for a KEEN affiliate…He is now the sales account manager for [the major customer]. So I would 
like to think he would be able to follow on.”  
 
So should the affiliate leave then there is a member of staff within the company who could take over the 
marketing manager position within the company and the academic noted that the company were aware 
of the need to replace should such a situation arise.  
 
A potential challenge to continuity is if the company reverts back to old methods. Both the academic and 
the affiliate argued that the company needs to remain focused on marketing:   
 
Academic: “It’s highlighted the importance of marketing. I have said don’t take your foot off the pedal; 
don’t move the affiliate into more sales work. The marketing works and it’s a full-time job to keep that 
promotional activity.”  
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Affiliate: “[Biggest Risk] I think if they [the company] relapse…it really has to move to a marketing 
orientation for it to work, because they [the company] need to understand that outside of the production 
element, they have got to look at how the company is perceived.”  
 
For the university, the successes of the project have been useful in terms of public relations (PR):  
 
Academic: “It gets very good (PR). It’s able to generate what we have done and show that we’re practical 
and particularly to highlight the successes of graduates…it raises our profile.”  
 
Additionally, experiences in the Grenville project have been shared across the Business School and can be 
used to inform staff involved in other KT projects: 
 
Academic: “The knowledge is shared with the rest of the Business School team. We have sessions with our 
enterprise area and we run training days and updates, we try to show people what we have done.”  
 
Grenville has also shared their experiences with other companies and this has led to another project:  
 
Liaison Officer: “They [Grenville] have talked to one of their suppliers….But [the supplier] they’re now 
interested in a marketing programme themselves and we’re just in the process of putting together a KTP 
expression of interest.” 
 
On a personal level, the academic was able to increase his knowledge due to participating in the project:  
 
Academic: “I do it because I like doing it. It gives a lot to me, understanding what goes on in the market 
place and getting real world practical experience.”  
 
Liaison Officer: “He gained a lot from the affiliate in terms of social media and the website. She was really 
able to open his eyes to what you can do these days with social media tools in terms of marketing.”  
 
The academic was also able to share his experiences from the project in teaching:  
 
Academic: “It really helps your teaching. You can use anecdotes from it all the time…it’s nice to have real 
examples of it [marketing].”   
 
Meanwhile, the affiliate shared her experiences with university students:  
 
Affiliate: “I actually did a presentation for the university careers team…. I talked around the project, on 
what we had achieved so far and what we were looking to move towards and the benefit that the KEEN 
project has had.”  
 
Summary  
 
The KEEN project between Grenville and Staffordshire University was highly successful with the affiliate 
securing new business and the company increasing its exposure as a result of the rebranding and 
marketing plan put in place. The success of the project has been enabled by a highly supportive senior 
management who have seen the rewards and value of the project. Whilst there was some minor 
scepticism about the project on the shop floor, the affiliate has successfully convinced other members of 
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staff about the project’s value. This situation illustrates the overcoming of stickiness. Additionally, the 
KEEN programme has generated new ideas for the company (such as attending exhibitions) which have 
proved to be successful. Through the implementation of a five-year plan, the outcomes of the knowledge 
transfer will maintain dynamism to enable the company to continue to grow and prosper. There have 
been further benefits in terms of the lead academic updating his knowledge, and acquiring teaching 
material. More widely for the university, they have benefited from the enhancement of reputation, and a 
first-hand presentation from the affiliate of practical experiences to a careers forum of business students.  

 
2.5 Case Study 5: Integrated Systems Technologies (IST)  
 
Background: The Company  
 
Integrated Systems Technologies ltd (IST) is a manufacturer of energy efficient lighting products. Their 
product range includes intelligent iDrive® LED drivers and Serenity™ OEM LED lighting solutions 
for commercial, office, architectural, retail, entertainment, outdoor, amenity, and domestic applications. 
The company belongs to the information and communication section of the SIC business classifications.  
The primary intervention was in product design. It is based in Sutton Coldfield and at the start of the 
project had ten employees. The company has a website: http://www.istl.com/. IST partnered with the 
University of Wolverhampton for their KEEN project. 
 

The company had previously completed two Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) with the university. 
The second of these projects concentrated on thermal modelling of LED products and was completed in 
2013. The KTP associate did not stay at IST after the project completed. The duration of the KEEN project 
was initially 18 months but this was later extended to 22 months.  
 

Preparing 
 

After the thermal modelling KTP project, the managing director (MD) stated that this experience had 
highlighted the need for further collaboration:  
 
Company: “The reason why KEEN was suggested to us as another mechanism was [because] we had 
already had a KTP associate work with the company for two years which had proved that we had needed 
the resources internally within the company [For example] product design, 3D CAD development, 2D 
production control.”  
 
Before the start of this project, IST had discussed the KEEN programme and the requirements with staff 
from the University of Wolverhampton Business Solutions team. Essentially, this formed an evaluation of 
the existing knowledge and an establishment of the needs of the company:  
 
Company: “We needed to speak with the business team to assess what needs we required in terms of 
skills and capabilities, and that was then matched against whether KEEN was an appropriate 
mechanism.”  
 
An initial 18 month project (later extended to 24 months) was devised which aimed to further develop a 
product design capability to support the company’s research and development efforts. The project 

http://www.istl.com/
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included the 3D CAD, securing the new product design process, bringing new products to market, 
developing prototyping and testing facilities and support for the sales and marketing operation.  
 
In the survey responses, IST also noted several other reasons for their KEEN selection. These were:  

 Gain access to university expertise  

 Fill a knowledge gap in the company  

 Engage a graduate to run a project  

 Add to existing knowledge in the business  
 
However, the need from the company was slightly different compared to the previous KTP projects and 
selecting a KEEN project was beneficial in this aspect:  
 
Company: “We decided that we needed someone to come in who was much less theoretical and much 
more practical and that’s where KEEN was ideal for us.” 
 
The university also offered support in terms of recruiting the graduates for interview, assisting with the 
KEEN application form and appointing an appropriate academic to the project. The process of engaging 
with the university was assisted by IST being open to collaboration. The consequence of this process was 
that IST was able to recruit a graduate who had some experience of the industry:  
 

Business Development Manager (BDM): “He was taken on purely on his skill set. This company [IST] does 
LED lighting, it was a guy who had done some projects in LED lighting and has this interest in electronics, 
so that is a perfect fit for them [IST].”  
 

In addition to these skills, the affiliate also noted that he had previous work experience in graphic design 
which helped him to produce illustrations as part of the project.  
 

The project plan, an integral part of all KEEN projects, was developed by the company, BDM, and 
academic and identified the key milestones and objectives. At this stage, supporting input from the 
academic established the new knowledge in the form of key skills which would be transferred as a result 
of the project. The plan itself was focused on the development of products, and also included the 
creation of user manuals and marketing literature.  
 
Starting  
 
In order to introduce the project, the affiliate was provided with an induction by the company. This 
included meeting members of staff across the organisation as well as site visits. In the early phase of the 
project, the affiliate noted that he faced some challenges in adapting to the role: 
 
Affiliate: “I settled in really well, but it was tough at first as I have never done this role before.” 
 
Affiliate: “It [the learning curve] was slightly steeper at the start, where I was really trying to understand 
the company position.” 
 
These challenges were overcome through the support provided by both the company and the academic:  
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Affiliate: “Everyone here has been helpful and with the academics support, I didn’t feel like I was left 
alone.” 
 
Affiliate: “It was really useful to have the [academic] onside because with being the only product designer, 
it’s really good to have that support as there is not really anyone else I could turn to in the company.” 
 
This highlighted the capabilities of the academic who helped to provide product design knowledge which 
did not exist in the company. Whilst other employees in the company may not have had the specific 
product design knowledge, their willingness to support the affiliate benefitted him in the early stages.  
 
The respondents were in broad agreement about the dynamics of the project team. The project team 
was made-up of the MD, affiliate and academic with some assistance from other departments when 
required. Despite the small project team, the affiliate also liaised with staff members from other 
departments: 
 
Affiliate: “It’s mainly me, the MD, the academic and the supporting staff. But I’ve dealt with all staff as 
part of the project who have not necessarily been involved in how the project is structured, but they 
supported me to do the project.”  
 
In the IST project, both the MD and BDM suggested that it was the MD who acted as the project 
manager. Indeed, the BDM noted that this was due to the small number of employees of the company. 
The affiliate stated that whilst they managed the day-to-day aspects of the project (a statement also 
made by the MD), it was the MD who had the ultimate control. There was also further evidence provided 
of regular meetings where decisions would be discussed:  
 
The affiliate: “We had regular meetings and discussions on everything. If I had thought I needed some 
help on making something progress or if I thought something was not a good idea I would put that 
forward and we would discuss it.”  
 
Assimilating   
 
The surveys indicated that knowledge in the project was shared in a variety of ways. The key participants 
all indicated that regular meetings amongst themselves were important in sharing the project knowledge:  
 
Other methods of sharing knowledge were also present in the project. A feature of the IST project was 
the importance given to developing documentation and user manuals to support the sharing of 
knowledge in the project:  
 
Affiliate: “We have documentation of all products that I have developed we have also got documentation 
of [the] product development processes, so where I have made changes to the process they have been 
documented.” 
 
In a specific example of bringing knowledge into the company, the affiliate was given freedom by the 
company to add to the design software used by purchasing a 3D rendering software which can create 
realistic images from 3D CAD data. These could be used for illustrating early concepts, making design 
decisions, and creating marketing and sales images.  
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Affiliate: “I wanted to put KeyShot in as I had used it before. The academic backed me up on this and said 
it would be useful…There was a training course for his students…and he invited me and other KEEN 
participants…I brought that straight back here and it made a huge, huge difference.”  
 
The decision was supported by the academic who also offered the affiliate an opportunity for further 
training through the university. The knowledge from the training course at the university was not the only 
example of where the university was used to bring knowledge into the company. IST also made use of the 
3D printing facilities at the university prior to purchasing 3D printer facilities themselves. In this project, 
the use of university facilities was an enabler to the knowledge exchange process.  
 
In terms of the spread of knowledge, the knowledge was mostly contained within IST with only a limited 
flow of knowledge to external suppliers. However, the affiliate did liaise with external customers about 
their particular products including their design and user manual requirements.  
 
Embedding  
 
One of the strengths of IST is that the company is open to new technology and innovation:  
 
Company: “We’re an IP [intellectual property] company and we are always innovative.” 
 
This indicates that IST already had a very strong level of absorptive capacity (receptiveness to new ideas 
and innovation) prior to the KEEN project commencing, but the project had still provided new insights 
into product design which helped to address an area of weakness:  
 
Company: “It’s made us more aware of what’s been useful from a product design perspective…What 
KEEN’s been really good at doing is allowing us [to address] an area where our skill set isn’t strong and 
get somebody who is an expert in product design from the university to allow us to understand wider 
possibilities.”  
 
Company: “It’s opened us [the company] up a bit more too new design concepts and new methods of 
working.”  
 
As a result, this product design knowledge has been used by the affiliate to help produce new products: 
 
Company: “95% of the products that the affiliate has worked on have been put into production.” 
 
Another aspect of change brought by the project was to revitalise the marketing efforts of the company. 
Despite having a marketing function, IST had not previously engaged in much branding activity, but the 
skills brought by the affiliate (in particular audio-visual) helped to drive this aspect forward. 
 
This change had reflected wider systems changes which have occurred as a result of the project:  
 
Company: “A whole variety of changes have been made by the affiliate, including new processes for sales 
teams when handling projects through to ensuring project initiation documents are created before any 
concepts are started.”  
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Clearly, the innovations brought into the company have had a significant effect on its operations. Such 
expertise has been utilised for changes across the organisation and not just for the completion of a 
project in isolation. Other new ideas (such as the 3D printing) have also been accepted by the company. 
These ideas have been accepted through the ideas having positive results (such as a reduction in waste) 
and through production staff being encouraged by the affiliate to offer suggestions:  
 
Affiliate: “Even the girls down in production, as well, have changed in how they look at making things, and 
they suggest things….they have been quick to come back to me if they think we could do better. They feel 
that they could approach me…. they could put forward their opinions and they are absolutely engaged in 
the design processes.”  
 
Continuing  
  
Due to his strong performance, IST offered the affiliate a permanent position in the company after the 
completion of the project. The affiliate has also indicated his willingness to continue at the project 
company following the completion of the project. This will help the project outcomes to be maintained. 
The sustainability of the project has been enhanced by the ideas and knowledge brought into the 
company being documented.  
 
Not only has the affiliate been offered a permanent position in the company, but he has also gained new 
knowledge as a result of KEEN: 
 
Affiliate: “I now have real experience of sending designs out to manufacture and production….I now 
understand what the [lighting] industry needs and wants from a product designer. Supporting parts of 
design for manufacturing…Working with real clients.”   
 
The significant usage of documentation in this project is valuable in enabling other employees to make 
use of the ideas and knowledge which has been brought into the company by the affiliate. However, LED 
technology is a relatively embryonic field and the rate of change is still quite fast. Any documentation will 
require constant revision in order to keep pace with the market.  
 
Ongoing input from the new product development function will be required to ensure that the company 
remains competitive in terms of production costs and meets the challenge from overseas producers 
(particularly from Asia). Critically, the MD believed that the company’s products (and as a result 
competitive advantage) had improved as a result of the project, and that KEEN was more suitable for an 
SME than a KTP:  
 
Company: “I really like the KEEN project, I really thought it actually adds beneficial flexibility compared to 
the KTP… it’s relatively relaxed in terms of how we engage with the university and the university engages 
with us. From a company perspective, the KEEN affiliate is a member of staff so they understand they 
understand what they have to do in the project which is highly aligned to what the company wants to do 
rather than being totally academic. KTPs are useful for more academic input, whereas  KEEN is brilliant as 
it’s still got that academic input, but it’s more in line with the company’s time frames.”  
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Summary  
 
In this project, IST was clearly open and ready for knowledge exchange. Whilst having an innovative 
culture from the nature of their market, the project supplied additional new knowledge. The affiliate 
acknowledged that there was a learning curve associated with acquiring the knowledge of the company’s 
products and processes. The academic provided an important resource to support the affiliate in his role 
as the sole product designer. He also provided access to university resources and training to assist with 
the project. This project demonstrated strengthened sustainability through utilising documentation. IST 
found the KEEN programme easier to administer than their previous KTPs and it was of a more practical 
nature. Finally, further observations from the MD in the survey indicated that the project had strongly 
exceeded its original objectives.  

2.6 Case Study 6: The Van Hubb (Hubb Systems)  
 
Background: The Company   
 
Hubb Systems Ltd formerly known as Rack-A-Van provides engineered cargo-handling and storage 
solutions for all makes and models of vans and light commercial vehicles, with each storage system 
bespoke to a particular customer and van. The company belongs to the manufacturing section of the SIC 
business classifications. The primary intervention was based around computer-assisted design (CAD) 
based product development. In order to meet rapidly increasing product demand, the company 
purchased the Solid Edge 3D CAD software package and needed a product designer to operate it. The 
company has been trading for four years, has six employees, and is based in Redditch. This KEEN 
programme was undertaken with the University of Worcester. The company website is 
http://www.thevanhubb.co.uk/. The project duration was ten months.  
 
Preparing   
 
Before the start of the project, the company did not conduct a formal evaluation of knowledge in order 
to identify a gap in the company, but instead they had a clear idea of the type of knowledge required due 
to understanding the business and market requirements:  
 
Academic: “To my knowledge no audit was carried out with the company to find out how much they 
knew…… This is their business, so they know their business really well; they know their products, their 
competitors and so they know what needs to be done.” 
 
Despite not having conducted a knowledge audit, the company had a clear strategy and KEEN was a 
vehicle which would enable their ideas to be achieved:  
 
Academic: “Lots of homework was done before [the project start]. When the KEEN project was launched, 
it was the right time for them to realise those ideas. KEEN wasn’t a project where they had to find out 
what they had to do but was about doing it.”  
 
According to the survey responses, the company directly approached the university about the KEEN 
project. In terms of the plan for the project, this was highlighted as being clear and workable:  
 

http://www.thevanhubb.co.uk/
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Academic: “What really struck me was the company really had a clear vision of where they wanted to go. I 
did look at their project plan and the work plan looked to be feasible and achievable.”  
 
In this case, the project plan was mostly designed by the company with input from the business project 
coordinator who was involved in establishing the project.  
 
The skills brought to the project by the academic were not specific to CAD or product design but were 
based in project management and innovation within the Small Medium Enterprise (SME) domain:  
 
Academic: “My interest is from a background in new product development and project 
management….about how a small/ medium sized company develops new products and how they launch 
them into the marketplace… I was keen to be involved in this project…. In the past, I was involved in 
Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTP).” 
 
Starting  
 
At the start of the project, there was a substantial learning curve for the affiliate in getting used to the 
CAD software which was a more recent version to the one he had previously used:  
 
Affiliate: “It [the software] is similar [to university] but it’s getting used to it.”  
 
This did affect the process of the affiliate settling into the company:  
 
Affiliate: “Definitely it was quite difficult [settling into the company]; there was a new process with the 3D 
CAD system, trying to get to know the products.”  
 
Alongside getting used to the software, the affiliate had to get used to the range of products offered by 
the company. Despite these issues, the academic stated that she thought the affiliate settled into the 
company well and she helped to enable this process:  
 
Academic: “From my previous experience, I felt that I needed to give some space for the affiliate and the 
company to settle in together. It was crucial for me that their working relationship got established and the 
affiliate understood fully the requirements, took the time to look at the project plan, got to know the 
company, got to know the team, the managing director……The affiliate has communicated to me that he 
was settling well so there were no major issues.”  
 
In order to overcome some of the issues with the lack of familiarity with the Solid Edge version, the 
company arranged training for the affiliate. However, this also provided another aspect which the 
affiliate had to get used to:  
 
Affiliate: “The first two months wasn’t a simple process, because a lot of things were new to me, new to 
my boss, and also the training programmes I was getting used to as well.”  
 
Over time this did enable progress to be made and the affiliate was able to overcome these challenges. 
Additionally, there was an element of self-teaching which was important in increasing the affiliate’s 
knowledge of the software:  
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Affiliate: “The training was definitely helpful, because I was using different CAD software….I kind of self-
taught myself as well, initially. Sometimes you get forced into things which is good as you learn more 
quickly.”  
 
Academic: “He [the affiliate] had to go on a training course. He undertook one week of training then went 
back on the project and then had a further two weeks training.”  
 
In terms of a project team due to the size of the company, the affiliate found himself working with the 
MD who is the only person in the company with expertise in product design:  
 
Affiliate: “In terms of my managing director, he is the designer here….I executed his ideas in terms of 3D 
[CAD].” 
 
Another aspect of the settling-in process was the academic establishing a relationship with the company 
supervisor (the MD). This was done through arranging several meetings:  
 
Academic: “[Interaction was] pretty good….We had a couple of meetings to get to know each other.” 
 
The project management role in the project was fulfilled by the academic:  
 
Academic: “I did say a couple of times that his [the affiliate’s] role is to be a project manager; he has to be 
in charge of the project. But I think that he got so much involved in the hands-on things that he actually 
couldn’t see the project or managing it.”  
 
However, the academic also stated that the roles and responsibilities given to the affiliate exceeded his 
expectations:  
 
Academic: “He didn’t expect that he would be involved to such an extent, to take such important decisions 
and to work so closely with the MD.” 
 
Due to the lack of project management experience, the academic suggested that further training in the 
area would be beneficial for the affiliate:  
 
Academic: “There was no opportunity to actually upskill him with project management training which 
would have helped the affiliate to have a fuller understanding and control over the plan.”  
 
Assimilating   
 
The responses to the survey indicated that knowledge was shared through using a variety of methods. 
This included sharing personal experiences, face-to-face communication, holding meetings and using 
visual aids. Documentation was not noted as a method of sharing knowledge, but the academic noted the 
importance of visual aids:  
 
Academic: “Drawings, the physical products, he is not writing formal reports.” 
 
The affiliate agreed, but highlighted that documentation could be brought into the project at a later stage 
as this is something that other firms have done: 
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Affiliate: “They [larger firms] do produce instruction manuals, brochures.”  
 
Due to the nature of the small project team, the affiliate was able to liaise with the MD in order to 
progress the project:  
 
Affiliate: “Just because I work directly under the company director, I am lucky in the sense that most days I 
can go and ask him what’s going on, how the project is going.”  
 
Therefore, rather than formal meetings, there is an element of informal communication between the 
affiliate and the MD. The academic also highlighted the importance of the relationship between the two 
individuals:  
 
Academic: “That tacit knowledge in the head of the MD had to be translated. There was a good rapport 
between the two….they were hands on, supporting each other.”  
 
The academic has also provided assistance to the affiliate:  
 
Academic: “I have been in touch with him [the affiliate] more than the MD. We have had some coaching 
and mentoring sessions over the phone.”  
 
When spreading knowledge to other individuals in the company, the designs and visual aids were useful:  
Affiliate: “But now I have started to produce certain things, they understand that [what the project is 
about].” 
 
Affiliate: “I produce a technical drawing and explain it to them [the staff on the shop floor] because of our 
relationship.”  
 
Not only does this highlight the importance of the drawings as visual aids, but the affiliate also states that 
building personal relationships with other members of staff has been effective in spreading the 
knowledge. The openness to new ideas of the MD has also helped the spread of knowledge as the 
company is open to new ideas: 
 
Affiliate: “He [the MD] is definitely open-minded compared to other people I have spoken too or small 
businesses I have seen.”  
 
Additionally, the knowledge brought into the organisation has also been used to liaise with external 
customers through the production of drawings or prototypes:  
 
Affiliate: “It’s very beneficial, especially when trying to communicate with external customers. My boss 
can just go to a customer, he tells me to produce something and I just send him something…That whole 
process of discussing a design with the customer has changed.” 
 
Importantly, the affiliate also stated that he has seen positive results from the new software:  
 
Affiliate: “Because of the type of work I am producing it’s paying off.”   
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In this case, the project plan is also important as the company is undertaking a marketing rebrand so 
milestones were put into the plan and needed to be achieved in order to meet demands for promotion 
and sales of the new products.  
 
Embedding  
 
In order to try and embed the knowledge brought into the company through the project, the affiliate has 
built personal relationships with other members of staff at the company: 
 
Affiliate: “It’s all about the relationship you build with the people…. I am quite sociable that helped a lot in 
the whole process, so just talking to everyone, dealing with the company director, and just talking being 
open-minded and honest those are the things that help the whole process.”  
 
The project has also been a source of new ideas, and some of these ideas have been put in practice at the 
company. One such example was the use of 3D printing:  
 
Academic: “The fact that they have invested in a 3D printer has also helped, but there is a challenge to get 
things right. They had some support from a mechanical engineer who was hired for the purpose because 
there were some issues and challenges with the mechanical parts of the new product.”  
 
However, in order to establish the product design as part of the routine of the organisation, the company 
had to secure additional input from engineers outside of the company. The academic also noted that 
external collaborations were built by the company in order to ensure that problems were solved.  
 
As part of the project plan the development of new products was an important aspect. According to the 
academic this stage has yet to be reached:  
 
Academic: “The project is up to [the] launch of new products [by the end of June] there will hopefully be 
new products.” 
 
This implies that the project outcomes surrounding new products have yet to be fully integrated into the 
routines of the company. Indeed, there may be further challenges concerning commercialisation:  
 
Academic: “They [the products] had different functionality. The new products have a different 
functionality. The challenge is to implement the new technology into the business.”  
 
Continuing  
 
The respondents believed that there had been a range of benefits to the company (from the project) 
which had made them more prepared for future innovation and would assist continuity:  
 
Academic: “They [the company] are in a stronger position because of the investment they have put in 
terms of acquiring assets, getting the affiliate into training, developing the new website. They are very 
keen to grow.”  
 
A potential advantage could also arise in terms of lowering production costs:  
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Affiliate: “The workers will see a parts list…It’s going to reduce time; it’s going to be cheaper.”  
 
In terms of sustaining the project outcomes, the company is planning to employ the affiliate at the end of 
the project and the academic highlights the importance of this aspect in future planning:  
 
Academic: “It would be good if the affiliate continues with the project…I feel this organisation has put a 
lot of investment into him. It’s a critical resource.”   
 
The organisation is also developing a plan for the future:  
 
Academic: “It could be sustained. I could already see the effort from the organisation in planning.”  
 
Whilst this indicates that the company has a strategy for using the new ideas and innovation which has 
been brought by the project, the affiliate noted the importance of the company continuing to invest in its 
marketing push. A failure to do this may impact on the product range the company is able to offer:  
 
Affiliate: “If the company doesn’t advertise and get itself out there enough, it could be maybe reduce the 
variety of products they are going to offer.” 
 
In terms of the university, the academic was able to reinforce their links with business due to engaging in 
the project:  
 
Academic “The university is definitely going to benefit from this project in terms of myself, it was 
important to have this link with industry. I come from industry so it was very important to have this 
continuity. I do enjoy working with businesses, the SMEs.” 
 
Some of the experiences of the academic in the project were passed onto students:  
 
Academic: “It was very important for me to coach and mentor a graduate and see how the affiliate 
develops all skills. I do now have some examples to talk to my students about the company. I can use the 
company as a case study later-on. There is a lot of value for the university and myself as a lecturer.”  
 
The affiliate also stated that the KEEN programme enabled universities to stay in touch with industrial 
developments through the mentoring of a graduate:  
 
Affiliate: “This is the best way for universities to be in touch with industry, having a student on board who 
they support for a full programme and who is also working at the same time.”  
 
There is also the scope for the academic to engage in further research and possibly collaborate further 
with the company:  
 
Academic: “I would like to get some more involvement with the company from a research point of view.…I 
would like to find out a bit more, my particular interest is to explore how SMEs manage the innovation 
process ….and publish articles out of this.”  
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The affiliate also stated that he had gained new knowledge as a result of the project:  
 
Affiliate: “It’s given me a lot in terms of building my fundamentals…work experience, dealing with 
relationships, the design and manufacturing process, and dealing with customers…it has given me a 
pathway towards the direction I want to go.” 
 
Summary  
 
When establishing the project, although the company did not conduct a formal evaluation of existing 
knowledge, it had a clear vision of the new product strategy which they believed they needed and the 
offerings available from the competition in the market place. In this instance, the affiliate encountered a 
steep learning curve as he needed to become familiar with a new version of CAD software, and also the 
engineering concepts of the range of products that the company wanted to develop. The company was 
supportive in this phase by supplying training and the affiliate was able to learn through doing. The 
affiliate showed a substantial degree of resilience in overcoming this stickiness. The affiliate also built up 
a good rapport with the MD in the translation of his ideas into tangible concepts. He employed these 
communication skills and initiative to gain acceptance from the shop floor personnel. In this project, the 
academic took on the management of the project to allow the affiliate to concentrate on the technical 
aspects. In order to give affiliates a good grounding in project management, the recommendation of the 
academic should be considered in any future knowledge transfer programmes. This project demonstrates 
a good bi-directional flow of knowledge between the company (i.e. the MD) and the affiliate. The affiliate 
has brought to the collaboration his skill in contemporary design technology, whilst the company has 
provided the product innovation and concepts for new design to support the business. 
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3.1 Cross Case Analysis 
 
A model illustrating the knowledge transfer process within the various projects of the KEEN programme 
was developed from the six in depth case studies and the online survey data.  This section draws upon 
those findings to provide a cross case analysis of the key features of the intervention process. As the case 
studies were collected when the individual projects were at different stages, caution was exercised with 
respect to drawing conclusions around commonalities within the knowledge transfer processes that were 
subject to time frame limitations.  
 
The six individual case studies are illustrative and were selected on the basis of a number of variables set 
out in Table 1 (see Introduction). Four researchers were involved in conducting the case interviews. Each 
interview was recorded and transcribed in order to identify themes. Each interview report was then 
scrutinised by another member of the research team to develop a commonality of understanding of 
these themes. These were initially aligned to the study design format, which used a modified version of 
the Szulanski (1996, 2000) knowledge transfer model. Szulanski’s model (ibid.) has four stages which are 
initiation, implementation, ramp-up, and integration. On further scrutiny and subject to interpretation of 
the data both from the online survey results and the cases, an alternative model was generated 
describing the knowledge transfer process within the SMEs as perceived from these case studies.  
 
The information for the case studies drew on interviews with a minimum of two participants of the 
project, data from the online surveys, and documents of project review meetings.   
 
This alternative knowledge exchange model is made up of two dimensions. The first consisting of the 
stage which the project has reached. These are:  
 

 Preparing  
o The period of time when the company identifies a need, decides to undertake a project, 

chooses a university with which it makes a plan and recruits the human capital to bring it 
to fruition 

 Starting  
o The period of time when the affiliate joins the company and is presented with the project 

plan. It is at this time that the affiliate may require new technical skill or product/ process 
knowledge and experience a learning curve 

 Assimilating  
o The period of time when the affiliate begins to actively share new knowledge with the 

company  
 

 Embedding  
o The period of time when objectives are being met (e.g. new products may be launched) 

and the new knowledge brought in is integrated into the company 
 

 Continuing  
o The period when the company has the confidence that the new knowledge has been 

integrated and it can plan further developments and set new strategic goals.  
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In the second dimension, the model has four attributes at each stage which describe the actions, agency 
or events associated with that stage. The attributes which define each stage are:  
 

 Activities 

 Knowledge Flow  

 Brokerage   

 Skills and Resources  
 
The knowledge transfer process may not always proceed smoothly, and when problems have been 
identified in the process, the term used by Szulanski (1996, 2000) of stickiness has been applied. 
Problems can occur at any stage during the knowledge transfer process, and as these may present a 
barrier to the progress of the project, they were clear challenges which the affiliate, assisted by the 
project team, needed to overcome.  
 
These stages (in particular the starting stage) were also influenced by the absorptive capacity of a project 
company. This relates to the ability a company has to use and assimilate new knowledge in order to apply 
it for commercial means. Those companies which are open to new knowledge tend to have the 
absorptive capacity to assimilate and utilise any new knowledge in order to generate competitive 
advantage (Zahra and George, 2002; Ternouth et al., 2012).  
 
A fully populated diagram of the knowledge transfer process model can be found in Table 2, with each of 
the five stages being defined by examples of attributes typical of that stage.  
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              Stages 
 
Attributes 

 
Preparing  
 

 
        Starting 

 
Assimilating 

 
Embedding 

 
Continuing 

 
 
 
 
 
Activities  
 

Company has an idea for 
improvement and 
development. 
Business need identified. 
Employers identified value 
of a graduate. 
Seeking new knowledge, 
new blood and fresh 
ideas. 
Recruitment of graduate. 
 

Initial project definition and plan. 
Involve all stakeholders in   the 
start-up process. 
Project goals and objectives 
defined. 
Project manager identified. 

Identify communication 
routes/people to develop and 
share new knowledge. 
Regular team meetings and 
review of project plan. 

New knowledge is recognised 
and used. 
Product development and 
'testing'. 
A working product. 

Company adopts deliverables. 
Operational change is visible to all. 
Project has extended beyond project 
objectives. 
Employ graduate. 
Project review and future plan – 
sustainability. 

 
 
 
Knowledge 
flow 

Company renewal seeking 
new ideas. 
Communication with 
university if have existing 
link. 
University selection 
seeking best fit for 
required knowledge. 
 

Work readiness of affiliate. 
Recognition that affiliate is not 
'plug-n-play' 
Knowledge Transfer from 
company to affiliate –beginning 
with induction. 
Company to establish work 
readiness and increase absorptive 
capacity 

From affiliate to project team.  
From company staff to affiliate. 

Two-way communication 
between affiliate and the 
company. This is increased by 
testing the idea/knowledge. This 
becomes a 'knowledge' loop – 
affiliate→ company trial→ 
lessons learned→ affiliate 
→idea to be tested... 
 

Sharing outcome with all company 
and potentially with clients. 
Affiliate seeks further ideas to share. 
Academic possible research 
opportunities, case study lecture 
materials. 

 
 
 
Brokerage 

Communications with 
university BDM, academic. 
Making judgement on 
which university is best or 
most appropriate. 
 

Affiliate mentored by academic 
and detailed plan produced. 
Academic (or team of academics) 
liaises with company. 
Set up regular communication 
routes. 
 

Academic and affiliate 
Academic and company 
Project team meetings. 
Affiliate – company colleague, 
close link. 

Academic with affiliate. Affiliate 
with company 'champions' who 
become early adopters and 'sell' 
idea to colleagues and potential 
customers. 
Academic recognises success of 
affiliate and potential for use of 
information in own work at 
university 

Company shares success of 
collaboration with other companies 
Company seeks further 
collaboration. 
University uses success to 'sell' 
further ideas for collaboration. 

 
 
 
Skills and 
resources 

Idea of what and/or who is 
required.  
Decision-making required. 
 

Resilience of affiliate. 
Employee knowledge and 
understanding of the project. 
Affiliate and academic project 
planning and management skills. 
Communication skills of all 
stakeholders. 
Project plan with regular review 
and change and modifications. 

Affiliate motivation and 
resilience. 
Confidence of the affiliate and 
company. 
Range of skills required to 
effect Knowledge Transfer 
within a new environment for 
the affiliate. 

Of affiliate – resilience and 
testing, use of evidence, 
persuasion, selling ideas, skill to 
convince others of 
skills/knowledge/ideas. 
Of academic – mentoring and 
facilitating; learning and 
development; maximising use of 
academic resources 

Using new knowledge to grow the 
company. 
Awareness of what is required to 
maintain growth and development.  
Academic seeking new companies 
to support; nurturing new graduates 
or undergraduates. 
Academic maintaining network of 
contacts 

Table 2: Model of the Knowledge Transfer Process Relating to KEEN Projects 
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3.1.1 Preparing Stage  
 
Overview 
 
The way in which firms approached the possibility of a university intervention varied; some companies 
had previously developed a relationship with a university from other interventions, or from providing 
work placements. In some cases, the firm was only aware of the availability of the KEEN project by 
making contact with the University Business Development Unit. Needs and proposals for projects varied 
from the embryonic to the fully formed. This period is a period of discovery for both the SME and the 
university trying to establish the match or fit between the SME needs and the graduates and academic 
staff available. The role of the university business development manager was to inform companies of the 
potential of the programme and to clarify what knowledge and skills were required in order to achieve 
successful outcomes, effectively acting as a knowledge broker.  
 
Activities 
 
The analysis suggests that SMEs approach the possibility of intervention by a university in several ways. 
Some had an idea for development, whilst others had a formalised proposal. Only two firms out of the six 
cases had undertaken an internal knowledge audit to identify whether there was some latent knowledge 
hidden within the organisation which could be utilised in achieving the objectives. 
 
Knowledge Flow 
 
Knowledge flow at this point is mostly initiated by the business development arm of the university and 
their specialist staff. After this initial contact, it becomes a two way process where information is 
exchanged in order to achieve an optimum match between needs and resources available. 
 
Brokerage   
 
Whatever the means by which the company was introduced to KEEN, the first key interaction will be 
developed by the university business manager. At this stage of the process, the business manager acts as 
the key knowledge broker in the knowledge transfer process. The majority of the projects result from the 
development of previous collaborations. Only one company amongst the case studies had no previous 
university relationship. In the other cases, contact varied from undertaking a KTP to involvement in a 
management training course. As part of the knowledge broker role, the business manager is instrumental 
in bringing the company together with an academic with the expertise needed for the intervention.  
 
Skills and resources needed 
 
During preparation, the company must decide if a KEEN project will fulfil its needs and whether they have 
selected an appropriate university to work with. The prospective project participants identified the job 
specification needed to recruit a suitable affiliate.  
 
This stage must deliver:  

 Project application for approval  

 The appointment of the academic team  
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 Agreement of the project budget and funding support  

 Recruitment of the affiliate.  
 
Stickiness problems which could be encountered at this stage: 

 Undeveloped concept of need 

 Lack of awareness of internal potential within the company  

 Difficulty in recruiting suitable graduate.  
 
When problems are encountered at this point in a project, a protracted preparation stage may result.  
 

3.1.2 Starting Stage   
 
Overview 
 
The starting stage is about introducing the affiliate to the company and the project. The company 
supervisor and the academic take over the knowledge broker roles at this point. In this stage the 
company transfers knowledge through induction or other methods to give the affiliate an understanding 
of the business. The academic introduces the affiliate to the proposed plan and the objectives of the 
intervention. However, it requires much more than the identification of a problem and a potential 
solution. Time invested at this stage, in particular with providing training specific to the project, led to a 
shorter learning curve and a more successful outcome for all concerned. Recognition of a learning curve 
contributed to the specification of an appropriate time frame in which to implement this stage in order to 
achieve initial goals and objectives. At this point, it is useful to recognise that knowledge flows are 
needed from the company to the affiliate as well as the reverse, and that the affiliate will need to be 
resilient in order to quickly adjust and learn about the sector, products/ processes and company culture 
in which the requisite practical, specific knowledge is to be transferred. 
 
Activities 
 
Project plan: the plan is a critical document and the research found that there was a tension between 
being sufficiently specific and being capable of flexibility should the need arise. All projects had a plan but 
some were more robust than others as they contained tasks and milestones. The plans were initially 
devised by the university and company at the preparation stage but once the affiliate joined the team 
there was typically an expectation that they shared in the role of maintaining and updating it.   
 
During this stage, as work on the project developed, it was important that the plan was supported by 
actively setting objectives and determining appropriate new knowledge requirements. The cases 
identified the importance of identifying a project manager rather than working under an assumption of 
the identity of the role holder.  
 
The induction of the affiliate into the company was a critical feature of this stage as it introduced not only 
the specifics of the project but also the “way in which things were done” within the company culture. The 
length and nature of affiliate induction varied and those in the case studies show that where induction 
extended beyond a mere introduction to the company and health and safety requirement the affiliate 
became productive more quickly. Inductions ranged from internal introductions, to work shadowing, and 
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time on the factory floor to see production processes, to meeting with clients. The affiliates indicated 
that the knowledge transfer was not a one way process. However, time spent on induction creates a 
short term time loss in getting the project underway and most affiliates felt that this was a very stressful 
period where academic availability and support was crucial. 
 
Knowledge Flow 
 
Individual companies expressed a variety of expectations for their affiliate. There was an underlying 
assumption in some cases that the affiliate would be “ready to go or plug and play” when in fact not all 
affiliates had work experience and those who had, had  generally worked in a different capacity in a 
different sector. The extent of the learning curve was not fully appreciated until the affiliate was in situ. 
The research identified that an induction process both into the company and to the general issues of the 
sector were helpful to speed up the process of knowledge transfer.  
 
At this point, it is useful to recognise that knowledge flows are needed from the company to the affiliate 
as well as the reverse, and that the affiliate will need to be resilient in order to quickly adjust and learn 
about the sector and company.  
 
Brokerage  
 
At this stage, the key knowledge brokers were the academic and the company supervisor who helped to 
clarify the project plan and objectives and ensured the match or fit between the company and the 
graduate/academic resource. 
 
Communication between all parties needs to be set out in this stage. Key documentation of the nature of 
the issue, project plan, and person specification depending on quality and match can either inform and 
enable effective transfer, or conversely, create barriers to successful transfer. 
 
Comments from participants indicated that during this stage, the relationship between the academic and 
the affiliate grows stronger, which was supported in the survey responses through respondents 
highlighting increases in the level of confidence between project members.  
 
Skills and resources needed 
 
During the early part of this stage, regular support from the academic, such as a weekly review meeting, 
was instrumental in getting the project off to a good start, and where this was absent projects could 
become stagnant. It is important that the project team recognises that the skill and resources needed are 
available.   
 
There is a recognition that project management skills are not only limited to setting and achieving 
objectives but also to the softer, higher level skills such as change management, relationship 
management and resolution of problems. Affiliates do not tend to have well developed project planning 
or higher level project management skills at this stage, so it is important that academics are able to 
function in these areas.  
 
Communication and influencing skills are useful as during this stage, the affiliate needs to acquire 
knowledge from the company, and build relationships outside of the immediate project team.  
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During this stage, the affiliate needs a high degree of resilience and increased levels of support from their 
mentors. 
 

3.1.3 Assimilating Stage   
 
At this stage, the introduction of the new knowledge from the project takes effect within the company. 
The affiliate has begun to share the new knowledge and buy-in is required from both the company and 
individual employees. This process is important if the transfer is to be assimilated into the company 
effectively. As the stage is one of high activity, issues of stickiness may come to light.  

 Inadequate specification of the plan  

 “Readiness” of the organisation for new knowledge  

 Requisite knowledge and skills  

 Adequate allocation of time  

 Adequate communication  
 

It is a stage which needs careful and effective project and relationship management as it is potentially 
one where pressures and frustrations could cause a breakdown in relationships to the overall detriment 
of the project. 
 
Activities 
 
The assimilating stage brought in the new knowledge and this was shared through a variety of 
mechanisms which emerged in the case studies e.g. 

 Meetings 

 Emails  

 Documents (such as manuals)  

 Technical drawings  

 Ideas boards  

 Specification data sheets 
 
These mechanisms enabled contributions from those not directly involved with the project but who 
would be affected by it and who might have tacit knowledge which would be beneficial to the project.  
 
The volunteering of tacit knowledge can be a beneficial contribution to the project but one that is easily 
overlooked.  
 
 
As part of the activity, changes will inevitably be needed and it is important that the project team identify 
the key decision makers in the company, and cultivate their support to champion the actions.  
 
Knowledge Flow 
 
The sharing of ideas was helped by the case study companies having a very open communication culture 
where everyone was encouraged to take an interest in what was going on and to support each other. 
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At this time, in some cases the workforce needed to be informed of proposed changes and their roles 
within the process, since the knowledge transfer objectives embraced cultural/procedural change. 
Moreover, the provision of staff training educated the employees in preparation for the change, and thus 
improved their absorptive capacity. 
 
Brokerage 

This was predominantly a time for the affiliate to propagate or consult on the new knowledge, to 
establish allies and acceptance and to broker change. With the knowledge transfer of the project 
underway, it may be necessary for the company to make decisions and this role varied between the 
managing director, a head of department, or a company supervisor, and in many cases, the executive 
responsible offered an open door policy.  
 
The academic assumed the project management role or a project management team was established 
within the company. The recording of project management issues and milestones varied between 
projects from rudimentary to structured. In addition to being involved with project management, there 
was a requirement for academics to manage relationships between all parties, utilising personal contact 
and networking skills both externally and internally. The role of the academic was crucial at this stage as 
the affiliate sought to transfer the new knowledge into the company. This meant that the academic has 
shown the way by modelling effective communication behaviours and offering strategies to the affiliate 
that they can use in order to broker the knowledge amongst key stakeholders. Academic mentoring and 
support was critical at this stage, which is evidenced as being a busy period for the affiliate and one 
where the expectations of the company are met by the realities of the knowledge transfer process. In 
certain instances, the academic was able to provide training for missing or under developed skills. 
Examples were a university software training course and university tutoring in bidding expertise, and 
additional academic support on web design. These examples demonstrate a further facet of the 
knowledge sharing process.  
 
Skills and Resources 
 
When the projects were underway, further training needs for the affiliates were identified. It became 
evident that multiple skills, which varied by case, were required. Some of these reflected a lack of work 
experience, while others reflected a lack of sector experience. Analysis showed that while the training 
was beneficial overall, it created additional time pressures in relation to the project deliverables which 
had implications for shorter projects. 
 
As projects developed, the need for the affiliate to form skills in project direction, project management 
and developing working relationships with the senior management team appeared. Cases where the 
academic could offer support to the affiliate in these competences demonstrated that academic selection 
should also take into account the broader experience of the academic.  
The case material revealed that stickiness due to resistance to change had been identified in one instance 
as staff saw their own layout phased out and replaced by new materials and initiatives (to which they 
would still be party). In a separate instance, the company was actively involved in defining strategies to 
overcome resistance to change, but it is unclear as to whether this was a proactive initiative or whether it 
was a reaction to a specific situation. 
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3.1.4 Embedding Stage  
 

Overview 
 

This stage is reached when the company has absorbed the new knowledge being brought in by the 
project and the results of the work in the previous stages have become a new product or service 
introduced into the company. This is made visible through pilots, trials, and roll out. By this point, the 
required resources to achieve the project objectives are largely in place. The learning curve becomes less 
intense and the new knowledge is passed on beyond the project team. This is the point where the 
knowledge sharing processes increase both in number and frequency through a variety of communication 
methods both within the company and in the university.  
 
Activities 
 
Enhanced products and processes are developed in this stage either in prototype or in end usage. This 
demonstrated the project was a platform for innovation. Resources within the university for prototyping 
were called on where necessary. The continued support and mentoring from the academic was required 
to ensure the project achieved its milestones and outcomes, but generally this also resulted in increased 
confidence for the affiliate. 
 
Knowledge Flow 
 
When this stage of the process was reached, the flow of knowledge was predominantly from the 
university/affiliate to those in the company working on the changes associated with the intervention. 
Successful execution at this stage increases the company’s confidence in the affiliate, raising the 
affiliate’s status and in-turn their personal confidence.  
 
At this stage, the project is normally reaching maturity and there is a greater likelihood of a creation of a 
knowledge loop, where project outcomes feedback into university activities. It was important at this 
point in the timeline that mechanisms were put in place to begin to preserve the new knowledge 
embodied within the project. Methods used to achieve this included formal/ informal meetings, and 
various methods of documentation which extended the extent of sharing from just the project team to 
wider management teams for the whole company.  
 
Brokerage 
 
When this point is reached, interaction has increased between all parties. The affiliate has become the 
champion of the knowledge transfer and forged close links with colleagues in the company. Although the 
affiliate has typically become more assertive, the value of ongoing academic support and mentoring was 
still visible.  
 
Skills and Resources 
 
The extent to which new knowledge and skills necessitated change within the company suggested that 
change management was a key element of knowledge transfer. In turn, there needed to be a change 
manager who identified critical areas and managed the relationships, both internal and external which 
were necessary for a successful outcome. The study found that the recognition and management of this 
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need varied and ranged from the introduction of structured formal communication systems, to internal 
and external relationship management programmes, role re-organisation and the employment of staff 
with specific skills which would be required in the future. The project saw operational changes which 
better delivered products and services and enhanced involvement with higher level management. 
 
A key skill therefore for both affiliate and academic was knowledge of change strategies. 
 
The affiliate’s confidence and skill levels increased as a result of the project, with the following examples: 

 Willing and able to liaise with customers 

 Promote their work in-house 

 Use their technical skills to share developments 
 
This needed high level communication skills applicable to a range of settings and the ability to produce 
appropriate documentation, presentations, and other artefacts that are designed to transfer knowledge 
to different audiences. Academics recognised the value of their role and the knowledge they gained in 
carrying it out. They gained knowledge that they were able to use in lectures, staff training sessions and 
research. 
 

3.1.5 Continuing Stage  
 
Overview 
 
This stage is where the company adopts the project deliverables and the operational change is visible to 
all. The company integrates the new knowledge and prepares for further innovation towards new 
markets, products, and services with a more forward looking attitude and increased responsiveness to 
change. Projects start to extend beyond their objectives with the affiliate looking for new ideas and the 
company entering new markets. The academic seeks new companies to support and identifies possible 
research opportunities.  
 
Activities 
 
The cases illustrated the companies’ readiness for future change expressed as a desire to become more 
innovative through drawing up strategic plans, building on the work and products of the affiliate, better 
to move forward. A key part of this stage was that innovation developed during the project is delivered. 
Examples of this were: 

 Incorporating new products 

 New methods of manufacture  

 New markets,  

 New collaborations with customer and external suppliers and co-manufacturers and within and 
across university schools and departments  

 Alternative ways of delivering services.  
 
Some of the SMEs had made changes in the structure of the organisation to prepare better for future 
developments. 
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Four of the case studies had offered employment to the affiliate at the time this report was written.  
All cases identified the benefits of being part of a KEEN project.  
 
Knowledge Flow 
 
Knowledge was shared beyond the company in most cases to customers or potential customers. Affiliates 
showed their confidence in developing and selling their new ideas within the company. Future research 
opportunities were identified by at least two of the academics. All companies expressed their wish to 
maintain their relationship with the university and some sought further project opportunities. 
 
Brokerage 
 
In all cases the role of the university, particularly the academic was valued by the company and the 
affiliate. Each recognised the beneficial relationship of working on their KEEN project. Academics 
identified the importance of working with companies for the benefit of the university as a whole. Within 
knowledge transfer analysis, there is an argument that the intervention itself can act as a broker for 
cultural change. The cases showed that, at this stage of the project, the culture of the firms had 
progressed from reactive to proactive and the competitive position had favourably increased. In many 
instances, changes were seen throughout the organisation, in those not directly involved in the 
programme which generated ideas from new ways of working to potential new markets. 
 
Skills and resources 
 
The companies have gained new knowledge and skills that they appear ready to use in future 
development. Some of the academics added to their skills during the project, e.g. 3D CAD and digital 
marketing. 
 
Affiliates who were new graduates transitioned their skills from the university environment into that of 
the working world and now play an active part in the operations of their company and are confident of 
building on their new knowledge.   
 
There was recognition by the academics of the opportunities afforded by the project to gain knowledge 
and skills about how an SME functions and they acquired material to use in their lectures. In some cases, 
the academics shared their experience with colleagues and helped to promote working with SMEs in the 
future. 
 
Companies recognised the value of the knowledge and resource bringers within the projects. All firms in 
the study recognised the breadth of intervention undertaken by the affiliate, the academic and the wider 
university personnel, and this was reflected in the offer of a permanent job to the affiliate, and an 
expressed wish to continue some form of future university collaboration. 
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3.2 Summary of key outcomes 
 

3.2.1 The Company Perspective 
 
These projects set out to generate growth through innovation, and the projects demonstrate such 
outcomes. In all cases the management teams were of the opinion that competitive advantage had 
increased. This was achieved in various ways according to the nature of the project: 

 Rebranding  

 New products   

 New manufacturing methods  

 New or enhanced IT/communication systems   

 Training 

 Reduced costs 

 Diversification 
 
A number of firms indicated that stickiness in the preparation stage had resulted in a much later start to 
the project than expected.  
 

3.2.2 The University Perspective 
 
The KEEN programme maintained the reputation of local universities as a leading supplier of knowledge 
transfer. Academics have gained increased job satisfaction both via the direct interaction but also 
through the further opportunities offered. Isolated incidents of problems in trying to select a well 
matched academic generated stickiness. The impact of the project workload in addition to teaching 
commitments was another rarely seen stickiness issue.  
 

3.2.3 The Affiliate Perspective  
 
Some of the affiliates experienced steep learning curves stemming from unfamiliarity with the modus 
operandi of the company, its products/processes, and, in some cases, the sector or technology issues. 
Some were unfamiliar with the management of multiple relationships and relied on academic mentoring 
to assist with this. Further training was needed often in the early stages and for some this created extra 
pressure particularly in respect of time which required resilience of character and motivation to cope.  
 
Overall, as the project progressed the affiliates gained further skills from what was ultimately a three way 
knowledge transfer process. It is clear that affiliates were not “plug and play” for the companies and that 
possibly attention to higher level skills and problem based learning could have prepared the affiliates 
more effectively for the experience. In terms of resilience of the affiliates, this was fostered by the 
support of the academic. Generally speaking those with effective support were more resilient when less 
isolated. The KEEN programme enabled a project based learning experience that was high stakes but 
authentic, and this should be replicated in undergraduate final year courses. Project and change 
management knowledge and skills, high level communication and persuading skills, resilience and a 
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willingness to take the initiative are all fundamental qualities in becoming an effective change agent 
within a Black Country SME.  
 

3.2.4 Project Management 
 
The case study analysis indicated that the management of a KEEN knowledge transfer process was a 
multi-faceted undertaking which extended beyond the apparently straightforward input of knowledge 
and skills. Projects which demonstrated clear lines of accountability for various aspects at various stages 
progressed more smoothly than those where management responsibility was unclear. Previous 
management skills were relatively weak as the affiliates were relatively fresh in their post-university 
career. The conflict of meeting project deadlines meant that training the affiliate in management was 
difficult to undertake.  
 
Amongst the projects two management areas were observed: the management of the knowledge 
transfer process, and the management of the project. Whilst one is a function of the other, they require 
two different sets of skills. No single project management model emerged, but the following variations 
were observed around those who supplied the necessary skills: 
 

 From the affiliate  

 The affiliate plus the academic  

 The academic alone  

 The affiliate and company supervisor  

 The affiliate and company supervisor plus functional heads of department. 
 
The extent to which project progress was monitored also varied – from informal chats, to structured 
meetings and documentary evidence of management decisions plus affiliate presentations. 
Communication to others both inside and external to the firm ranged from verbal, to newsletters, to 
comments on a generally available whiteboard, but again the scope of the communication was not 
standardised across cases. Management of the new knowledge transfer was primarily undertaken by the 
affiliate and the university. Some projects drew academic resources from departments in their university.  

 
3.2.5 Sustainability 
 
The extent to which firms are able to harness new knowledge not only within the project but for future 
innovation is dependent upon a number of factors including the ability to retain and apply knowledge 
gained in new situations. In order to ensure that knowledge was not lost, a number of companies offered 
permanent positions to the affiliates, in recognition of the ongoing dependency on the source; not all 
accepted. Another mechanism was to seek further university collaboration. 
 

Most firms, to a greater or lesser degree of sophistication, had written material which could be accessed, 
including in one case purpose written instruction manuals produced by the affiliate. All had transferred 
some knowledge verbally, either by team meetings or conversation. The extent to which the core skills 
and knowledge become embedded in the company, as opposed to immediate project related skills will 
only become evident in the future. 

  



 
 

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE AND ENTERPRISE NETWORK (KEEN) PROJECTS IN DETAIL   59 

 

3.3 Conclusion  
 
The participants of the KEEN programme in these studies have demonstrated that knowledge transfer is a 
complex process with a variety of influencing factors. The case study analysis suggested that an 
appreciation of factors, some of which will be common, and others varying according to firm and sector 
variables, could provide an improvement in the way projects are set up and managed thereby minimising 
time loss and other aggravations which are implicated in a less than smooth process. 
 
It is considered important that the managerial scope of the undertaking and the necessity and advisability 
of staff who “need to know”, and are also able to contribute, is determined before the project 
commences; a gap analysis prior to setting out project objectives can achieve this. 
 
Communications and change management are key underpinning platforms of a successful transfer and 
may include external as well as internal parties. 
 
Key qualities for the affiliates, in addition to their subject specific skills, are skills in project management, 
change management, persuasion, high level communication, personal resilience, and a willingness to take 
the initiative and make decisions against a time frame. 
 
Time is a key factor for many companies and is reflected in the accuracy of projected development time 
frames and the effect on finances. Important here is the role of universities and funders in assisting with 
the former in streamlining administration processes including recruitment processes and financial 
reimbursements. 
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