
academic-practitioner collaboration: 
EURO2015

1. At EURO 2015 there were two ‘round tables’ each consisting of a mix of senior academics and practitioners, holding an open discussion. A full write-up is in Inside O.R. - October 2015 No 538 http://

 HYPERLINK "http://www.theorsociety.com/Pages/Publications/InsideOR/InsideOR_2015.aspx" www.theorsociety.com/Pages/Publications/InsideOR/InsideOR_2015.aspx
2. It is important to note that much of the conversation was about improving academic-industry links, rather than academic-practitioner. The distinction is important, as academics may find links to industry chief executives, chief operation officers or chief information officers are more fruitful to them than links directly to practitioners, and practitioners may not be aware of these links at all.

3. Questions were posed on how to:

3.1 measure practical impact of research 
3.2 …get ‘practice’ recognised as valuable academic output
3.3 …make industrial data available for research, safely
3.4 …build relationships of trust, academic-industry and academic-practitioner
3.5 …align objectives, recognise different needs, different approaches to transparency and publication, different views on timeliness, different importance attached to methodological novelty as against specific solutions and practical application
3.6 …improve awareness of what OR is and can do, and its multi-disciplinary nature
3.7 …make better use of structures already in place to support ac-prac collaboration.
4. Ideas proffered were: 
4.1 Prize for collaboration
4.2 Subcommittee of each OR Society to promote collaboration? EURO Working Group?
4.3 Professional societies draft ‘best practice’ Non-Disclosure Agreement
4.4 Think about ways of improving communication of research
4.5 Produce ‘Value of OR’ brochure/book.
4.6 Research/ PhD training should be harmonised between the Universities, and should include case‐based reasoning and client interactions.
4.7 Collate some guidelines and tips on successful collaboration for young academics. E.g., choose 12 practitioners, ask each to give 3 top tips on improving relations with academics
4.8 A stream in the next EURO conference or one‐day colloquium/workshop.
4.9 Promote secondments of academics to industry – may need re-thinking of academic career path.
EURO2016
5. EURO2016 built on these discussions to pose the specific questions:
5.1 What is the rationale for academic-practitioner collaboration? Is it sufficient to overcome the inertia?

5.2 What can be done to (a) strengthen the case, and (b) make collaboration easier and better?
Each panellist presented their response to these points, and the issues were then opened to the floor.  Key points follow. 

6. The rationale

6.1 Academics need problems, practitioners have problems

6.2 For academics:

· there is pressure to prove relevance

· they get access to exciting real challenges, data and problems, which in turn provide sicentific inspiration

· they get access to the domain and cultural knowledge/expertise of practitioners

6.3 For practitioners:

· academics can solve problems they can’t, or at least can provide authoritative confirmation of the validity of their solutions

· academics can provide practitioners with access to additional skills and resource (including beyond O.R. into computer science etc)


Also sometimes some positive side-effects:

· specialist practitioners may find a community of like-minded people in interested academics

· academics may provide training for practitioners

6.4 For both:

· It is very rewarding

· And it is fun.
6.5 But:

· Only works if win-win

· Rationale is for long-term – can be hard to give it enough short-term energy

· People on each side must not be too far apart – geographically, and technically/motivationally; smaller gaps are easier to bridge

6.6 In summary, it was agreed that there was a strong rationale for collaboration. Nevertheless, there should not be an expectation that everyone will collaborate, it is very individual.

7. Activities/ steps to support collaboration:

7.1 Information/communication:  It was noted that there are good examples of collaboration, there are interested academics, and there are interested practitioners. These need to be converted into known good examples, known interested academics, known interested practitioners; this would create collaboration opportunities which would in turn drive up the number of examples and levels of interest

· Create a bank of known good examples of collaborative projects.

· Examples of failed projects can be useful too, especially with the analysis of reasons for failure, which can be misalignment between expectations and reality. Reputation is the key. One needs to get the expectations right and understand the context.

· Problems become increasingly interdisciplinary and complex in nature, need to have system of referring specialists from other fields.

· Need to have system of recommendations for experts in certain fields.

· Create a database of consultants/ academic experts.

7.2 Networking opportunities/structures:          

· Super-challenge workshops with the objective of producing a set of practical problems/ research objectives and provide networking opportunities. Noted that setting up a problem in a way that it can be accessible and understandable to academics can take a lot of time. 

· Half-day networking events

· Co-supervise students.

· Secondments: offer PhD students opportunities to spend time in industry; offer practitioners opportunities to do part-time PhDs

· Mixed careers; part-time Profs from industry and vice versa.

· Need to close the gap in funding hybrid teams.

· Going back to the roots of the OR (during WWII when scientists and military had to work side-by-side, and so research was inherently imbedded in operations)

· Air Liquide – example of ROADEF challenge. Takes time, implies long-term relationship.

7.3 Note  example of Sintef (Norway): independent research organisation funded partly by  Research Councils, partly by commercial payments from its industry collaborations, filling the gap between basic research and applied research pays the money to companies to hire academics/researchers for innovation.

8. Risks

8.1 Misalignment of expectations, or bad examples of work, can be damaging.

8.2 If the difference between PI-based research and consultancy is not understood, researchers may be seen as giving cheap consultancy, but of non-professional standard.

8.3  There is a danger for academics of becoming too absorbed into short-term demands of the organisation and its culture, thus losing a longer-term bigger picture.

8.4 Industry can come to academics with problems which do not match academic interest. In such cases, consultancy skills are key (to find exactly what is needed by the problem-owner) and it is essential to be honest about what the academic can and will do. ‘Need to find the red thread’

9. Other points

9.1 There is no need to wait for large interesting problems, need to do small things so that big projects appear.  Sometimes small projects can be the best

9.2 May not be academic positions for people to carry things forward after the first phase of research

9.3 Need a position on intellectual property

9.4 Try to find a compromise between open-ended research and not turning into consultants.

9.5 Increase educational offering from academics who are not only researchers but also teachers. Industry needs to be educated by Professors.
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