THE ROLE OF INDUSTRY — UNIVERSITY
COLLABORATION IN THE TRANSFORMATION
OF CONSTRUCTION
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TRANSFORMING CONSTRUCTION NETWORK PLUS

The Transforming Constructon Network Plus (N+) mobilises a new movement in the constructon community, bringing

together experts from a range of disciplines to tackle the most pressing problems across the digital, energy, constructon,
and manufacturing space.

The N+ is funded by UK Research and Innovaton, an investment supported by the Industrial Strategy Challed
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There are many benefts of collaboraton between
industry and academia, but each party may value
these slightly diferently*.

Typically, academics working in universites will value
most the intellectual ideas and outcomes from their
research, as well as the beneft (sometmes called
impact) that their work has, say, for the general public,
industry, or government.

Academics are interested in the opportunity to
gain access and insights from frms, projects and
practtoners to develop new knowledge, or new
perspectves on their area of research demonstratng
thought leadership. Academics describe this as ‘data
collecton’. It gives them the chance to write scientfc
artcles (journal papers) — these are a key motvator for
many academics because their publicaton is regarded
by peers as a mark of success — they may also write
books or reports.

Firms, on the other hand, may place more value on the
enhanced producton and innovaton opportunites
that arise from R&D - the commercial beneft. Yet
they could also beneft from access to the latest
thinking, an impartal challenge to assumptons,
new resources, capabilites and knowledge - if they
worked with academics more routnely.

Working with universites ofers input from skilled
researchers, opportunites to co-create and shape new
knowledge, and develop new R&D projects, patents
and licenses. In some instances, streams of funding for
research projects may only be accessible to industry
when frms pair up with universites, to get the best
from both worlds.

Given these potental benefts, are there ways in
which industry and academics can work together
productvely, for instance, to create, share and
implement new knowledge?

Knowledge producton

Table 1 highlights some of the many ways academics,
policymakers and practtoners can collaborate to
produce new knowledge. The interactons show
that collaboratons can take place over a range of
tme periods — from a few days (for ad hoc advice or
consultancy) to many years (for major programmes of
R&D). Importantly, this can be determined based on

organisatonal needs, for instance, the collaboraton
might narrowly defne the new knowledge to be created,
or it may be much more open and exploratory. For

more substantal, or long-term projects, frms should
be aware that universites can employ additonal staf
members — called researchers, or research fellows —
giving a dedicated, skilled resource to the collaboraton.




In an engineering-based industry like constructon,
there is a tendency to focus research actvity on the
delivery of solutons to constructon problems.

As a result, many in the industry view the role of the
academic as an ‘academic intellectual’, undertaking
the basic research that, along with engineering, feeds
industrial applicaton and development.

Less well known is the infuence of those who we can
describe as ‘engaged academics’. They ofen undertake
collaboratve research projects which infuence the
constructon industry more widely, for example through
the implementaton of technical solutons, their
input to policy, and their knowledge of industrial or
organisatonal strategy (Box 1).

Such work may not always have a visible, immediate,
‘botom line’ efect, but the good ideas from an
engaged academic can spread through the thinking of a

Academics and research staF bring rigour, neutrality,
and a degree of constructve challenge to their
actvites in a way that others simply cannot. They
ofen use simple questons to do so.

Many start with the simple queston of what— describing
what’s going on in a partcular situaton, group, or
around a partcular event, for instance. Beyond this,
many academics who study constructon want to fnd
out and understand ‘how' and ‘why’ things happen.

For example, organisatonal and project management
academics focus on exploring the underlying
characteristcs of shifs in industry best practce,
distlling their fndings to develop new perspectves,

positons, and theories (Box 1). Answering these
really important ‘why’ type questons take tme and
input from a lot of diferent perspectves. That is
why academics who study management ofen use
interviews and case studies, rather than simple closed
questons (these tell you how much (%) something is
happening, and not why it is happening).

The long-term impact that can be achieved through
collaboratons between engaged academics and
industrial researchers can be exemplary and highly
infuental. Box 2 describes work on Project 13, which
began as a university-based consultancy project. It is
now in the language of the industry, helping large
infrastructure projects to be organised efectvely.


https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=104799

Table 2, below, shows some of the ways that academics
typically go about sharing or exchanging the knowledge
that they have gained through research — they can be
collectvely called knowledge exchange pathways.
Across all the felds that relate to constructon, academics
are playing a key role in educatng and developing people.





https://catapult.org.uk/ 
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As a society, we are facing a growing number of “grand
challenges” such as the current pandemic, climate
change, natural resource depleton, racial, gender
and fnancial inequality that are beyond the control of
individual organisatons.

Many are looking to the United Natons Sustainable
Development Goals as well as government policy
documents to steer their new strategic projects,
for example, achieving ‘net zero’ carbon in the next
30 years.

To tackle these challenges, we have to do things
diferently, and to think diferently.

This means we need to engage with risks that threaten
society and industrial sustainability in both the
short and long-term, as illustrated in Figure 2. Here,
academics, practtoners, professional insttutons, and
policymakers all have important roles to play, and by
working together, they will be beter able to respond®.
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The Transforming Constructon Challenge (TCC) has
played asignifcantroleincoordinatngchange, working
through the Centre for Digital Built Britain, the Actve
Building Centre, and the Constructon Innovaton Hub,
which each build on relatons between industry and
academia.

However, progress might be accelerated by developing
a coordinated, mission-led coaliton across the sector.
In this way, frms, professional bodies and academics
can work towards a common goal, playing an actve
role in developing a new approach to constructon: to
listen to, to learn from, and work with each other to
take steps towards much needed systems change®.

For those in the academic community, however,
the challenge for constructon remains: how can
we ensure the efcient and efectve transfer of
(discipline-based) academic knowledge to a (mult-
disciplinary) industry?

The Transforming Constructon Network Plus (N+)
was established in 2018 as part of the Transforming
Constructon Challenge to help form a bridge between
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 https://www.systeminnovation.events/blog/day-4-investing-in-systems-innovation



https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/896799/UK_Research_and_Development_Roadmap.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/896799/UK_Research_and_Development_Roadmap.pdf
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www.bit.ly/transforming-constructon-network-plus

enquiries.tcnetworkplus@ucl.ac.uk
@TCN_Plus #TCNPIlus



