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Abstract Joint Ph.D. projects are a prominent form of research collaboration, connecting
universities to firms and public research organizations. When entering into such collabo-
rations, partners need to make choices regarding a project’s governance. This paper
investigates how a university and its partners govern such projects, including decision-
making, daily management and disclosure policies. Earlier studies show that shared gov-
ernance modes have had a higher success rate than centralized governance modes. Nev-
ertheless, more than two thirds of the 191 joint Ph.D. projects we investigated opted for
centralized rather than shared governance. Our findings show that: (1) geographical and/or
cognitive distance render the adoption of a shared governance mode less likely; (2) the
partner controlling critical resources tends to centralize governance, and (3) partnering
firms are more likely to put restrictions on publication output than public research orga-
nizations. We therefore recommend that universities and their partners take these aspects
into account when selecting such projects.
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1 Introduction

Knowledge production can be seen as a process in which scarce resources are exploited to
produce a specific output. From this economic viewpoint, the question of knowledge
production can be outlined as a traditional ‘make-or-buy’ decision (Williamson 1975); a
firm can purchase knowledge through market transactions (e.g. consultancy, license
agreements) or develop knowledge in-house through R&D investment. If transaction costs
are relatively low, a firm will opt for market transaction, while if transaction costs are
relatively high, a firm will favor in-house production.

Inter-organizational collaboration provides an alternative to make-or-buy. Although
collaborative arrangements in knowledge production have always existed in certain sec-
tors, dating back to the Industrial Revolution (Nuvolari 2004), R&D collaboration has
become especially salient in high-technology industries from the 1980s onwards (Powell
et al. 2005; Hagedoorn et al. 2000). The popularity of collaboration can be appreciated by
bearing in mind the disadvantages of both in-house production and market purchase. With
the growing complexity and pace of innovation, it is becoming increasingly harder for
firms to master all the relevant knowledge domains (Granstrand et al. 1997). Hence, to rely
solely on in-house knowledge production is too costly and risky under most conditions. At
the same time, markets for knowledge are far from perfect, mainly because knowledge is
an experience good: its economic value can only be evaluated ex post. The growing
complexity and pace of innovation render such markets even more imperfect. As a result,
firms often engage in inter-organizational research collaborations to pool resources, to
exploit complementary assets, and to share the risks inherent in R&D (Teece 1986).

Inter-organizational collaboration in knowledge production is a “mixed bag”. Actors
may have different motives ranging from technology sensing and basic R&D, joint product
development and value chain optimization, to standard-setting and co-patenting. Moreover,
forms of governance range from informal networking to R&D partnerships and equity joint
ventures. Hence, the core research challenge so far has been to identify the choice of
knowledge production mode for different motives and under varying environmental con-
ditions (Teece 1986).

Here, we focus on collaborations involving universities. In present day science-based
innovation processes, universities have been central in the R&D process. There is clearly a
rising trend in the number of collaborations between universities on the one hand and firms
or public research organizations (PROs) on the other, as indicated by co-publications
(Ponds et al. 2007). Firms and PROs have several reasons to collaborate with universities
(Liebeskind et al. 1996; Ponds et al. 2007), namely: (1) in many knowledge domains,
cutting-edge knowledge can only be gained by actively working together with universities
as such knowledge is not yet codified, (2) universities often have unique resources
including databases and research facilities that would be too expensive for firms or PROs
to construct in-house, (3) through collaboration, university knowledge can immediately be
made relevant to the specific problem-context of the firm or PRO.

Doctoral candidates are key producers of new knowledge and are also considered the
main channels for transferring knowledge to firms (Thune 2009). The relationship structure
between the three main partners in this collaboration (Ph.D. candidate, university and its
partner) makes the collaboration governance very complex. The specificity of joint Ph.D.
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projects not only stems from the nature of the partnership, but also from its duration
(3 years or longer) and type of knowledge (scientific research). Despite this specificity,
joint Ph.D. projects are far from homogeneous regarding the micro-level structure of
governance, as the exact mode of governance varies considerably. In particular, we can
distinguish between a ‘‘shared” governance structure where project management is a
shared responsibility and decisions are made by mutual agreement, and a “centralized”
governance structure where the responsibility for project management and authority in
decision-making are allocated to one of the two parties.

Generally speaking, collaboration in scientific research is organized using shared gover-
nance structures (Gibbons et al. 1994). In most instances, distributing authority among team
members involved in scientific research promotes flexibility, creativity and efficiency (Lie-
beskind et al. 1996; Shrum et al. 2007). In the specific case of joint Ph.D. projects between a
university partner and an external partner, one study found that projects with a shared gov-
ernance structure did indeed have more outputs than those with centralized governance, where
the governance was dominated by one of the partners (Salimi et al. 2013). Hence, the question
arises under what conditions parties opt for a shared or centralized governance structure.

Joint Ph.D. projects are, by nature, organizationally complex, involving at least two
partner organizations and the Ph.D. candidate in question. What is more, the return on a
project’s investments is fundamentally uncertain. Consequently, contingencies are hard to
foresee, let alone codifiable in legal contracts specifying the exact roles and responsibilities of
all parties involved. This is why contracts are only of limited value in joint Ph.D. projects and
partner organizations rely primarily on mutual trust and ongoing cooperation. If mutual trust
is established before the start of the project, or if such trust can easily be established during the
project, two partners are more likely to accept a shared governance structure. By contrast, if
this trust is not already established nor easily created, the partners are more likely to settle for a
centralized governance structure, for example, on the basis of who funded the project.

Below, we apply a proximity framework to probe the conditions that facilitate a shared
governance mode in research collaboration (Rallet and Torre 1999; Boschma 2005). In
most studies, the proximity framework is adopted to predict collaboration intensity: the
more proximate two actors are, the more likely they collaborate in joint research projects
(Autant-Bernard et al. 2007; Ponds et al. 2007; Balland 2012). Here, we are not interested
in the collaboration frequency between organizations, but in the mode of governance they
apply under varying conditions.

2 Theoretical background
2.1 Proximity, resources and governing mode

It has become common to distinguish five forms of proximity: geographical, social,
institutional, cognitive, and organizational (Boschma 2005). Each form of proximity refers
to a particular characterization of the relationship between two actors, where proximity
refers to some kind of similarity, and its reverse, being distance,' refers to some kind of
dissimilarity. Our main hypothesis holds that organizations which are distant will find it
more difficult to create conditions of trust and are thus less likely to opt for a shared mode
of governance. Though shared governance provides a better basis for mutual collaboration

! Note that our theoretical framework reasons from ‘proximity’, whereas our hypothesis and relevant
variables are consistently defined in terms of ‘distance’, being the opposite of proximity.
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among equal partners (Shrum et al. 2007), it is also likely to introduce ambiguities and
potential conflicts regarding decision-making authority (who decides in which case?),
principles (what is the project’s main objective and underlying value?) and routines (how
did we make decisions in the past in similar contexts?) (Torre and Rallet 2005). If partners
are already proximate while entering a partnership, be it geographically, cognitively or
socially, trust is easier to establish, and a shared governance is more likely to be effective.
Hence, proximate partners are expected to prefer a shared governance mode over a gov-
ernance mode that is centralized at one partner. Instead, distant partners will more likely
organize governance either at the university or at the university’s partner organization
given that the conditions to create a common basis of mutual trust and understanding are
less favorable. Whether they centralize governance at the university or at their partner, will
in turn depend on both partners’ relative strategic interest in the project.

Geographical distance refers to distance in physical space. The benefits from geo-
graphical proximity in joint innovation projects have been highlighted mainly with ref-
erence to the need for face-to-face interactions (Boschma 2005). Indeed, tacit knowledge is
easier transferred through face-to-face interaction, which in turn is easier to organize when
partners are located in close vicinity. Furthermore, the more distant two partners are
located from each other, the more time and resources are required for meetings, the less
frequently meetings can take place, and the more difficult it will be to create mutual trust
(Cummings and Kiesler 2005; Ponds et al. 2007; Bouba-Olga et al. 2012). In such
instances, centralizing governance at one location rather than distributing it over two
locations is more practical, as governance requires face-to-face interaction. By contrast,
partners co-located in close vicinity may opt to share governance over its two locations.
Hence, our hypothesis holds:

Hypothesis 1a As the geographical distance between partners increases, a shared gov-
ernance mode becomes less likely

Social distance refers to what extent actors are unacquainted with each other. This can
range from being close friends to being complete strangers. In previous analyses of
research collaboration, social proximity has been referred to as the extent to which two
actors have collaborated in the past on previous projects (Bouba-Olga et al. 2012). The
continuation of a relationship can be seen as an indication of success (Salimi et al. 2013),
which creates trust among partners. Hence, the common experience will greatly facilitate
the organization and management of a following project, making it more likely that roles
and responsibilities are shared. Conversely, first time collaborations are characterised by
social distance. Hence, the sharing of responsibilities will be more difficult to achieve and
governance is more likely to be centralized. According to this reasoning:

Hypothesis 1b  As the social distance between partners increases, a shared governance
mode becomes less likely

A third type of distance concerns cognitive distance, which refers to the extent to which
partners have a different knowledge base (Nooteboom 2000). This form of distance is
possibly the most challenging in research collaboration, because a lack of common
knowledge hampers effective communication and interpretation. In cases where collabo-
rators lack a common understanding, it will be difficult to establish trust because one
partner’s claims are hard to validate by the other, and vice versa. Consequently, a shared
mode of governance is less likely. Instead, one would expect governance to be centralized
at the partner who is most familiar with and knowledgeable about the subject matter.
Hence:
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Hypothesis 1¢  As the cognitive distance between partners increases, a shared governance
mode becomes less likely

Another form of distance in research collaboration concerns institutional distance.
Actors are said to be institutionally distant when they operate under a different set of
norms, values and incentives (Ponds et al. 2007). For example, a university—industry
collaboration is characterised by institutional distance, as firms have different incentives
(to apply knowledge and to make profit) than a university (to seek novelty and to publish
results). By contrast, an inter-university collaboration or an inter-firm collaboration can be
characterised by institutional proximity, since actors in such collaborations have very
similar incentives. Given that our study only deals with collaborations between a university
and external partners, all relations are by definition institutionally distant. However, our
data include both collaborations between a university and a firm, as well as those between a
university and a PRO. Thus we have added as a variable a dummy “industry” to distin-
guish university-industry relations from university-PRO relations.

Finally, organizational distance is a fifth type of distance and generally refers to the
extent to which collaborators operate autonomously. Conversely, organizational proximity
refers to the extent that collaborators are governed under a hierarchical relationship (e.g.
two subsidiaries of a single firm). In our study, we deal with collaboration between two
different organizations. Hence, the relationship is by definition characterized by organi-
zational distance, which is why no hypothesis will be developed regarding the organiza-
tional dimension.

A second factor that affects the governance mode is resource imbalance. In particular,
once one of the partners holds resources that are critical, such as data and research
facilities, this partner will probably be reluctant to share project management and decision-
making. In such contexts of resource imbalance, a shared governance mode is less likely
for at least two reasons: strategic and pragmatic. Strategically, the holder of critical
resources is interested in temporarily sharing resources for their joint exploitation, and not
in transferring these resources on a permanent basis. By temporarily granting access to
critical research resources such as data or facilities to external partners, an organization
runs the risk of losing its competitive advantage in the longer term. Hence, the granting
partner will be more prone to stay in control of the exact course and content of the research
project. And, pragmatically, there are reasons to centralize governance at the partner
holding the critical resources. The use of critical resources in research projects requires the
possession of complementary tacit knowledge. As this knowledge is primarily centralized
with researchers employed by the partner granting access to the resources, management
and decision-making will mostly be allocated to those with the most knowledge about the
productive use of the resources. Hence:

Hypothesis 2 If one of the partners holds critical resources, it is more likely to control the
governance

A typical feature of research projects is that resources are not only being used, but also
being created. Resources such as data, software and research facilities are not only
potential inputs, but also potential outputs. Furthermore, a Ph.D. project essentially
involves the training of the Ph.D. candidate, that is, the creation of human capital. Actually
training of the Ph.D. doctorate which is the highest degree in academia is considered as an
investment in human capital (Mangematin 2000). Not only investing in the Ph.D. degree is
important for the students because of the positive relationship between having Ph.D.
degree and rate of employment and salaries, but also the characteristics of human capital in
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terms of their level of education, knowledge and skills are critical for firms (Hitt et al.
2001). Although partners, almost by definition, only enter into collaboration if both have
something to gain, the distribution of the resulting output may be imbalanced. For
example, some projects are initiated by the university because it foresees interesting
research opportunities, while other projects are initiated by a university’s partner, for
example when a key employee wishes to obtain a Ph.D. degree. Though motivations can be
many, if one of the two partners is the sole project funder, this can be seen as “revealed”
evidence that the main interest in the project lies with that partner. Hence:

Hypothesis 3 If one of the partners is the sole project funder, it is more likely to control
the governance

2.2 Proximity, resources and disclosure

What probably causes the most specific tension in university-industry projects are the
divergent incentives between universities and their partners regarding the disclosure of
research output (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 2000; Dasgupta and David 1994). University
researchers, almost without exception, are evaluated by the research output they generate
(mainly in the form of scientific papers) and its impact in the scientific community (mainly
in the form of citations). This means that they will be eager to publish the research output
of a joint Ph.D. project as widely as possible. Furthermore, they have an incentive to
publish their results quickly as competing research teams may pre-empt them, lowering
their (citation) impact. While university patenting (often combined with publication
restrictions) is becoming increasingly important, it is still a relatively rare phenomenon in
most countries.

Firms, by contrast, develop knowledge with a commercial application in mind. Given
the competition from fellow firms, the public disclosure of research output would render
this knowledge accessible to competing firms. Hence, firms have an interest not to disclose
research output, or at least put restrictions on what is exactly being disclosed and when.

Importantly, there are situations where tensions regarding publication may be negligi-
ble. For example, some firms are interested in co-producing scientific research as a means
of building ‘absorptive capacity’, that is, the capacity to understand and make use of
knowledge produced elsewhere (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Rosenberg 1990). Firm
employees who engage in scientific research activities are also better able to exploit the
cutting-edge scientific knowledge produced elsewhere and published in the public domain.
Once the results are published, other firms only have access to the codified part of the
knowledge produced, while the absorptive capacity remains proprietary.

Restrictions on the publication of results stemming from a joint Ph.D. project can be
considered a special mode of governance. Obviously, restrictions will be more likely if the
university collaborates with a firm rather than with a PRO. The latter usually has a similar
interest in disclosing results as quickly and widely as possible, given their public mission.
That is, PROs are more proximate to universities than firms, because their incentive
structure resembles the university structure more than that of firms. Therefore we can put
forward the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 Industry involvement renders publication restriction more likely

Resources, again, are also expected to play a role in publication restrictions. The par-
ticular imbalance in critical resources can affect the dominant institutional logic. If the
university holds the critical resources, it can be expected to grant a university partner
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access to these resources provided that results can be published without restrictions. This
outcome is likely because the university has a stronger negotiating position than the firm.
Conversely, if the university’s partner holds the critical resource, the partner can be
expected to put restrictions on publications, as a means to protect their resource from
competitors. Such an outcome is likely because, in this context, the university’s partner has
a stronger negotiating position than the university. Thus the following hypotheses can be
derived:

Hypothesis 5a If the university holds critical resources, publication restriction is less
likely

Hypothesis 5b If the university’s partner holds critical resources, publication restriction
is more likely

Similarly, negotiating positions will differ according to the funding source. If one of the
actors is the sole funder of the project, it is likely that the institutional logic of the funding
organization applies. This means that if the university finances the entire project from its
own funds, it will be unlikely to accept any restrictions on publication, while if the
university’s partner funds the entire project, it is more likely that publication restrictions
will apply. Hence:

Hypothesis 6a If the university is the sole project funder, publication restriction is less
likely

Hypothesis 6b If the university’s partner is the sole project funder, publication restric-
tion is more likely

2.3 Overview of hypotheses

Based on our theoretical outline, we have developed a total of ten hypotheses. We have put
forward five hypotheses regarding the choice of a shared or centralized mode of gover-
nance and five hypotheses on the option of putting restrictions on the disclosure of results
in the form of publications. Table 1 provides an overview of the hypotheses in our study.

3 Methodology and data

3.1 Data collection

Our empirical analysis is based on data from collaborative Ph.D. projects at the Eindhoven
University of Technology that resulted in published doctoral theses. We analyzed all such

theses published between the years 2000 and 2011 in all departments of the university.”
Data was gathered by asking the Ph.D. candidates® who conducted these collaborative

2 Departments concern Applied Physics, Chemical Engineering, Electrical Engineering, Mathematics and
Computer Sciences, Mechanical Engineering, Built Environment, Biomedical Engineering, Industrial
Design, Industrial Engineering and Innovation Sciences. The latter four departments where categorized in a
single category Management/Design in the regression analysis.

* In terms of context, it might be good to explain here that in The Netherlands, Ph.D. candidates typically
have an employment contract with the university and receive a regular salary. In that sense, involving them
in a collaboration with a firm should probably not be seen a form of exploitation of these individuals.
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Table 1 Overview of hypotheses

Hypotheses regarding modes of governance

Hypothesis 1a: As the geographical distance between partners increases, a shared governance mode
becomes less likely

Hypothesis 1b: As the social distance between partners increases, a shared governance mode becomes
less likely

Hypothesis 1c: As the cognitive distance between partners increases, a shared governance mode becomes
less likely

Hypothesis 2: If one of the partners holds critical resources, it is more likely to control the governance
Hypothesis 3: If one of the partners is the sole project funder, it is more likely to control the governance
Hypotheses regarding publication restriction

Hypothesis 4: Industry involvement renders publication restriction more likely

Hypothesis 5a: If the university holds critical resources, publication restriction is less likely
Hypothesis 5b: If the university’s partner holds critical resources, publication restriction is more likely
Hypothesis 6a: If the university is the sole project funder, publication restriction is less likely

Hypothesis 6b: If the university’s partner is the sole project funder, publication restriction is more likely

Ph.D. projects to fill in a questionnaire. We included the university’s collaborations with
both firms and PROs, which are to some extent similar in The Netherlands in that both rely
heavily on external sources to fund research and both value technology development at
least as important as knowledge creation.* We excluded collaborations with other uni-
versities and (other) governmental bodies, as we believe that such collaboration are rather
different in nature. We also excluded collaborations with three or more partners.

Whether a particular Ph.D. thesis resulted from collaboration, was determined by
reading the abstract, acknowledgements and other relevant front matter of these docu-
ments. Of the total of 1783 Ph.D. theses in the specified period, we identified 496 (28 %)
that had resulted from a collaboration with either a firm or a PRO. (From here on, both
groups will be referred to as ‘university’s partner’ or ‘partner’.) Through various methods,
we were able to find up-to-date contact details of the former Ph.D. candidates for 408 of
these 496 collaborations. Each individual was approached with the request to submit a
questionnaire, in other words we did not draw a sample but contacted the full population.
After sending two subsequent reminders, we received 191 completed questionnaires, which
is a response rate of 47 %. To check for possible non-response bias, we used the projected
respondent method offered by Armstrong and Overton (1977). This method assumes that
non-respondents are more similar to late respondents. After analyzing the differences
between several waves of respondents, we found no serious concerns regarding non-
response bias.

The received responses are almost evenly split between collaborations with firms
(53 %) and those with PROs (47 %). Given the presence of a number of large technology
companies in the Eindhoven region, it will come as no surprise that firms such as Philips
and ASML are well represented in the responses, but there are also numerous partners with
only one or two collaborations. Of all the respondents, 130 (66 %) had the Dutch
nationality, emphasizing the fairly international character of these candidates.

4 Here, it is important to stress that in The Netherlands, most of these institutes rely heavily on contract
research and other sources of commercial funding, and have very limited public funding, making them quite
comparable to firms in many respects. We do realize this situation is notably different in most other
countries.
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A consequence of our hypotheses is that we require data from all three partners’ per-
spectives (university, Ph.D. candidate, and collaborating partner). In an ideal world, such
data would be collected from all three sources. However, this approach would also have
very serious drawbacks. First, it is often difficult to identify and find up-to-date contact
information for all the relevant persons. Second, requiring all three completed question-
naires for each case we receive would have a dramatic effect on the total number of usable
cases.” Third, the supervisors at the university or partner institute may not very accurately
remember the details of a specific collaboration, especially if they were involved in many
Ph.D. projects and collaborations over a long period. In contrast, for the Ph.D. candidates,
it was a once in a lifetime experience, which they are likely to remember in detail, resulting
in higher data quality. Considering all the above, we decided to collect data by sending
questionnaires only to Ph.D. candidates.®

We are aware, though, that using a single source may result in common method bias. To
address this concern, we applied some remedies offered by Podsakoff et al. (2003). Among
other things, we focused our questions as much as possible on actual facts, which were
open to interpretation or opinion (e.g. who funded the research, or whether there was a
publication restriction or not). We also piloted a concept survey with several members of
the population, to ensure all questions were clear and understood the way we intended
them, and to ensure that we offered the appropriate answering categories. On the basis of
this pilot, we made a number of changes and added examples where helpful. Finally, in
addition to remedies for preventing common method bias, to make sure there would be no
common method bias after conducting the survey, we used Harman’s one-factor test. In
this method, all variables (dependent and independent) are entered into an exploratory
factor analysis (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Based on the result of the factor analysis, nine
factors were extracted, accounting for 73 % of the total variance, with the first factor
accounting for about 11 % of the total variance. This suggests that our study does not
suffer from common method bias.

3.2 Description of variables

According to our hypotheses, the dependent variables in our study concern the governance
mode of the collaboration and potential publication restrictions. While the hypotheses only
distinguish between ‘centralized’ and ‘shared’ governance modes, we actually collected
more detailed data on the way these projects were governed, recognizing there might be
different dimensions at play. As can be seen from Table 2, we measured both the man-
agement (such as daily supervision) as well as the decision-making aspects (relating more
to one-time, fundamental and critical issues, such as the topic, the aims and objectives, and
so on). In each case, we determined whether the prominent partner is the university (a
centralized mode), the partner (also a centralized mode), or both (a shared governance

5 If we assume the response rate for all groups is identical to what we had for Ph.D. candidates (47 %), and
that non-response is independent between respondents, then the response rate for complete cases would be
A47*%47*%47 = 104 only, which would have left us with only 42 cases. Moreover, it is likely that the
identification and response rate among supervisors at both university and partner are lower than those for
Ph.D. candidates, which would result in even fewer cases.

© It also implied that we could not ask the university supervisor and the university’s partner directly about
the levels of trust, which—as we assume—affects the governance mode choice. Neither can one expect the
respondent (the Ph.D. candidate) to be able to judge how trustful the relationship was between the col-
laborating partners. Instead, as explained in the theory section. We derive hypotheses based on the
underlying theoretical arguments in the proximity literature.
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mode). Concerning our measurement of publication restrictions, we only considered the
situation where the partner imposed such restrictions.

Table 3 reports the correlation between dependent variables. Not surprisingly, we
thereby observed some degree of correlation between the management and the decision-
making dimensions. Yet, they are certainly not perfectly correlated, which motivated us to
test our hypotheses for both different dimensions. There appears to be no significant
correlation between the governance modes and the publication restriction.

Table 4 provides an overview of the independent variables. As discussed in Sect. 2, we
asked respondents to evaluate their Ph.D. projects in terms of three types of proximities
and two types of resource indicators. For measuring geographical proximity, we considered
whether the offices of university partners are located abroad or not (asking specifically
whether the partner’s offices were located in its supervisor’s place of residence). Given the
small size of the Netherlands, this variable captures geographical proximity as almost all
Dutch cities can be reached within just 2 h from Eindhoven. As can be seen in Table 4, the
geographical distance is low in 163 cases, and high in 28 cases. Social distance is measured
by observing whether the collaborating organizations had previous relationships, as dis-
cussed above. We see that for most cases, the social distance is low (i.e. there have been
previous relationships); in only 33 cases is the social distance high. Finally, cognitive
distance was measured by asking the respondents to rate the university supervisor’s level of
knowledge on the specific research topic (on a five point Likert-type scale), as well as that
of the partner’s supervisor, and then consider the distance between these two ratings.
Hence, we measure cognitive distance in the vertical sense (how much more does one
partner know about the specific topic than the other) instead of cognitive distance in the
horizontal meaning (how different is the knowledge the partners hold), as other have done
(e.g. Nooteboom et al. 2007).

Our measurements for resource indicators are quite straightforward, simply asking the
respondents to what degree either partner provided access to unique resources (where we
provided a number of examples of such resources). For funding, we distinguish between
projects funded by the partner, projects funded with the university’s own budget, and ‘other
funds’ (which notably include large public funding organizations such as the Dutch NWO
and STW agencies, as well as personal scholarship).

We also measure industry involvement using a dummy, considering whether the uni-
versity’s partner is a firm (dummy = 1) or a public research organization (PRO)
(dummy = 0). Out of 191 collaborations, 103 involved industry.

As part of our analysis, we also considered the effect of nine control variables. Table 5
presents these variables, which all relate to the motivation of the university or the partner to
engage in the collaboration, and thus offer an alternative explanation of the phenomena we
measured. (Below we provide more information on how we entered these control variables
in our analyses.)

4 Results and discussion

Using binary logistic regressions, we tested our ten hypotheses for the effect of proximity
and resource imbalances. A general overview of these regressions is shown in Table 6.
Each of the Columns [1] to [6] has a different dependent variable relating to the gover-
nance mode, whereas for Column [7], the dependent variable is whether or not the partner
imposed a publication restriction.
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics of dependent variables

Dependent variable Value N

Prominent partner in managing the coordination The university: n = 88 (46 %) 191
The partner: n = 38 (20 %)
Both partners: n = 65 (34 %)

Prominent partner in decision-making By the university: n = 93 (49 %) 191
By the partner: n = 37 (19 %)
Both partners: n = 61 (32 %)

Publishing some results was restricted by university’s partner ~ Yes: n = 19 (10 %) 191

Table 3 Correlation between dependent variables

Variables Prominent partner in managing the Prominent partner in
coordination decision-making
Prominent partner in 492
decision-making
Publication restriction .084 188%*

Phi coefficient was used to measure the association between dichotomous and categorical variables
*p <0.10; ** p <0.05; *** p <0.01

Table 6 shows that geographical distance has a significantly negative impact on both
shared project management and decision-making based on mutual agreement, supporting
Hypothesis 1a. As argued before, we believe that this high geographical distance between
the university and its partner reduces the level of trust due to less and less frequent
interaction and face-to-face communication between them (Ponds et al. 2007; Boschma
2005; Desrochers 2001). In these cases, the partners opted for centralized governance
opposed to shared governance. Table 6 also shows that in such scenarios, the university is
far more likely to perform the governance tasks than the partner. Perhaps this is because we
also observed that the Ph.D. candidate in most cases resided at close proximity to the
university (not separately reported in this paper); thus there is a low spatial distance
between this candidate and the university—and a high spatial distance between this can-
didate and the partner.

Regarding Hypothesis 1b, we found that, contrary to our expectation, social distance has
a positive effect on shared management. Hence, this hypothesis regarding shared mode of
management is rejected. Possibly, and different from geographical and cognitive distance,
social distance may be a possible reason for choosing shared governance as both partners
still need to know each other. By contrast, when partners have collaboration experience
(social proximity), they are more likely to trust each other already, and it may be more
likely that one partner governs the collaboration on behalf of the both. Our results further
indicate that social distance among partners also have positive effect on the shared deci-
sion-making, but not significantly so.

Regarding Hypothesis 1c, we found no significant effect of differences between the
level of knowledge at the university and its partner’s supervisors (cognitive distance) on
shared management. However, our results show that cognitive distance has a significant
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Table 4 Descriptive statistics of independent variables

Theoretical Independent variable Values/mean SD Min Max N
concept
Geographical Country of the offices of the  The Netherlands: n = 163 191
distance main collaborating partner (85 %)
(where supervisor of Abroad: n = 28 (15 %)

collaborating partner was
located) is abroad

Social distance No previous relationship Previous relationship: 173
between supervisors from n = 140 (81 %)
both the university and its ~ No previous relationship:
partner before Ph.D. project n =33 (19 %)

Cognitive Differences between level of .73 (on a scale of 1-5)* 805 0 3 187
distance knowledge of university
and its partner’s supervisor
Critical University holds critical 3.49 (on a scale of 1-5) 1.190 1 5 171
resources resources
Partner holds critical 3.39 (on a scale of 1-5) 1.092 1 5 169
resources
Funding Ph.D. project funder Partner: n = 109 (57 %) 191

University: n = 14 (7 %)
Other: n = 68 (36 %)

Industry University’s partner is a firm  Firm: n = 103 (54 %) 191
involvement PRO: n = 88 (46 %)

 Please note that we consider the absolute value of knowledge difference among university and its partner
supervisors

negative impact on shared decision-making, meaning that Hypothesis 1c regarding shared
decision-making is confirmed.

Continuing with the role resources play in the mode of governance, we conclude that
decision-making is indeed strongly dependent on the ownership of critical resources, such
as data or research facilities. This result confirms Hypothesis 2. If the university holds
these resources, this also has a positive effect on its likelihood of managing the project, but
the same does not apply to partners. The fact that most Ph.D. candidates were resident in
Eindhoven (the city which university is located) during the Ph.D. projects, may further
explain why especially the university tends to centralize the day-to-day management when
holding critical resources. Concerning Hypothesis 3, funding by the university or its
partner does not increase its likelihood to manage the project, nor to centralize decision-
making. Hence, we find no support for this hypothesis.

Finally, we consider in what situations publication restrictions occur. Our results in
Table 6, Column [7] show that industry involvement (meaning the university’s partner is a
firm as opposed to a PRO), renders publication restrictions more likely. This result supports
Hypothesis 4. We believe the firm’s focus may be predominantly commercialization
activities, and in this case, the disclosure of output can run the risk of knowledge leaking to
a firm’s competitors.

Ownership of critical resources (Hypothesis 5a and Hypothesis 5b) has no effect on
publication restrictions. Concerning funding, partner funding increases the likelihood of
publication restrictions (confirming Hypothesis 6b), while university funding does not
reduce this likelihood (rejecting Hypothesis 6a). That is, universities do not seem to defend
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Table 5 Descriptive statistics of control variables

Control variable Mean SD Min Max N

Motivation of collaborating partner

A need for a very specific piece of knowledge to fill an 3.58 1.154 1 5 174
existing knowledge gap

A more general increase in the organization’s longer-term 3.70 .987 1 5 169
stock of knowledge in a specific area

Promoting employee to obtain a Ph.D. (in cases where 2.67 1.389 1 5 130
the Ph.D. candidate was employed by the collaborating
partner prior to the Ph.D. project)

Creating and maintaining linkages to universities 3.73 984 1 5 177

Motivation of university

Collaboration was required to obtain public funding 2.83 1.428 1 5 134
Attractiveness of research topic 3.94 .829 1 5 173
Alignment of university research with industry needs 3.57 1.170 1 5 172
Contributing to the regional or national economy 2.64 1.141 1 5 143
Creating and maintaining linkages to industry 3.74 1.116 1 5 170

All variables measured on a Likert-like scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)

an open publication attitude in such collaborations, even when they have the bargaining
power to do so (by owning critical resources). This is in contrast to what we expected from
a university’s primary mission. Furthermore, as we mentioned, our results show that in
cases where projects are funded by a partner or even by the university itself, publication
restrictions increase. It is clear that in the first situation, the partner as a funder stays in
power so imposes publication restrictions. However, in the second situation (university is a
project funder), it seems that the university partner tries to maintain the power balance by
placing restrictions. We need to stress, however, that regardless of the effects we found,
publication restrictions remain rare, as can be seen in Table 2.

As there might be alternative explanations for the evaluated phenomena, we performed
robustness checks by adding nine control variables, all relating to the motivation of either
the university or the partner to collaborate (see Table 5). However, in order to prevent
losing a degree of freedom unnecessarily, we opted to include the control variables one by
one, each time checking whether the conclusions regarding the confirmed hypotheses were
still valid. In our findings below, a high robustness score means that the initial effect also
holds whatever control variable is added, and that the weaker the score, the more often the
effect disappeared when one of the nine variables was added.

Table 7 shows an overview of the results of our robustness checks for each of the
accepted hypotheses. As can be seen, the robustness scores do tend to vary. In par-
ticular, the effect of funds at the partner organization on the decision to restrict pub-
lication (Hypothesis 6b) can be said to be little robust, as this effect was only found in
three of the nine regressions that included a control variable. The remaining hypotheses
confirmed in the initial analysis were found to be robust in at least five out of nine
regressions.

We also included the different university departments as additional variables to control
for disciplinary differences (not separately reported in this paper). We did not find any
difference between departments as after adding all departments one by one to our models.
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5 Conclusions, implications and future research

Our empirical study adds to the burgeoning field of university-industry relations in two
ways. First, it deals with joint Ph.D. projects, which is a seriously underexplored topic in
this area. Hitherto, the main focus has been on university patenting and licensing and on
university spinoffs. However, as stressed recently by Perkmann et al. (2013), the “aca-
demic engagement” of universities towards industry is much more varied and multifaceted,
and includes, among other channels, joint Ph.D. projects. Our study aimed to fill this gap
by investigating the conditions that affect the governance mode choice in joint Ph.D.
projects. Second, we have gone beyond previous statistical studies on university-industry
relations, which only tested whether various forms of proximity affect the number of
university-industry collaborations (Ponds et al. 2007; Balland 2012; Bouba-Olga et al.
2012; D’Este et al. 2013). We looked, instead, into the nature of university-industry
collaborations by distinguishing various governance modes. In doing so, we could
investigate whether shared governance modes are more likely among proximate partners.

In summary, this study finds three main robust results, which confirmed our hypotheses:
(1) geographical distance renders the choice for shared management and shared decision-
making less likely; (2) the partner controlling critical project resources tends to centralize
project governance, and (3) partnering firms are more likely to put restrictions on publi-
cation output than public research organizations. We further found that, as expected,
cognitive distance rendered shared decision-making less likely, but no such effect was
found on shared management. Regarding social distance, we found that—unexpectedly—it
increased the likelihood of shared management. No effect of social distance on shared
decision-making was found.

We believe our conclusions have implications not only for universities wanting to
improve the performance of collaborations, but also for their partners. As earlier research
(Salimi et al. 2013) has shown that projects adopting a shared governance are more
successful than those adopting a centralized governance mode, one may consider the
conditions that favor shared governance in future project selections. As geographical and
cognitive distance make the adoption of a shared mode of decision-making less likely,
universities are recommended to either: (1) be selective in choosing collaborations and
favor those collaborations where partners are located nearby and have a similar knowledge
level, or (2) not to select on the aforementioned aspects, but insist on having a shared
governance by sharing both decision-making and project management tasks, even though
that might require additional investments in time and resources from both collaborators.
Furthermore, we believe that when it comes to accepting publication restrictions, uni-
versities could be more critical than they are at present. While universities may not always
be in a position to bargain, they can certainly do so if they have critical resources. Our
results show that even in such cases, universities often do not make use of their bargaining
power to ensure open publication.

Our recommendations to universities’ partners (firms and public research organizations)
mirror to a large degree our recommendations for universities. We advise them to seek
collaboration with universities that are located relatively nearby. Given our findings that
with long-distance collaboration, the Ph.D. candidate usually resides close to the university
anyway, choosing a near-by university provides other advantages also to the partner. If
one, nevertheless, enters into a long-distance collaboration (for instance because the
institute located further away is more attractive in terms of its expertise), then the partner
should be willing to spend additional resources and time to ensure that shared governance
is achieved, thus improving the chances of high output. Concerning cognitive proximity,
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the implication for partners would be to allocate supervisors who have a knowledge level
on the specific topic that is roughly in the same range as that of the allocated university
supervisor. In that case, a shared governance mode becomes more likely and this in turn
affects the probability of a project’s success.

Our study has a number of limitations, some of which suggest avenues for further
research. To begin with, all our cases are from one single university (Eindhoven University
of Technology). Even though this university has no strict guidelines on Ph.D. collabora-
tions, with faculty members having a large degree of freedom to design their collabora-
tions, we cannot exclude some aspects being university-specific. In order to be able to
generalize this for other institutions, other national contexts, and other disciplines, we hope
future studies can test our findings in different settings. Regarding the national setting, we
have operationalized our geographical distance as whether both collaborative partners were
located in the Netherlands, or not. Given the small size of the Netherlands, we regard this
as an obvious choice, since all distances between the university and national partners can
easily be travelled within one working day. In a larger country, however, the longer
distances could have quite different implications, and more refined conceptualizations of
distance could be explored. A further limitation is that we have only considered suc-
cessfully concluded Ph.D. studies, where success is defined as the Ph.D. candidate
receiving the doctoral degree. We have not explored the relationship between governance
modes and the likelihood of Ph.D. collaborations failing prematurely, for whatever reason.
A study on Ph.D. failures in the context of collaborations could extend our understanding
of this area. In this study we considered the characteristics of university and its partner
such as cognitive differences, and social differences between them. However, character-
istics of Ph.D. candidates in collaborative Ph.D. projects, and their proximity to the uni-
versity and partner supervisors, may also influence the mode of governance. Furthermore,
creation of knowledge requires different and complementary knowledge, which is the
source of novelty and creativity (Boschma 2005). The investigation of effect of different
and complementary knowledge of partners on the governance choices compared to the
effect of similar knowledge base among partners on governance would deserves consid-
eration. Moreover, considering other government bodies and universities would be inter-
esting and deserves attention as one of the valuable future research in this filed. Finally,
while we restricted ourselves to collaborative Ph.D. projects, future studies exploring
governance modes across other types of collaborations (like R&D) could complement the
current insights.
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