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In 2015, the National Centre convened a group of public stakeholders to fund a survey that would canvass 
all UK academics about how and why they engage with the business, public, and third sectors. The survey 
reached out to 130,000 academics between March and October in 2015, and achieved over 18,000 responses. 
This briefing summarises the extent of and motivations for external engagement across academics in the UK.

Academic roles are made up of a range of activities and responsibilities which are typically grouped into: teaching, 
research, administrative, and knowledge exchange (KE).

Most academics report engagement in all of these activities at the same time, but with varying levels of intensity. Nearly all 
academics undertake research and they spend four times as much time in research compared to outreach.

Advancing research and testing findings are the main motivations for academics to engage externally. 

Commitment to institutional mission is the second most important driver of external engagement, while personal rewards 
and income are both the least prevalent and the least important of motivations.

What do academics do?

Why do academics seek interactions 
with external organisations?
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See p.30 of the full report. 

Importance of motivations for activities with external organisations (mean score and % of respondents)

Gain insights in the area of my own research

Keep up to date with research in external organisations

Secure access to the expertise of researchers at the external organisation

Secure funding for research assistants and equipment

Source of personal income

Look for business opportunities linked to my own research

Secure access to specialist equipment, materials or data

Create student placement and job opportunities

Gain knowledge about practical problems useful for teaching

Test the practical application of my research

Further my institution’s outreach mission
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See p.47 Exhibit 36 of the full report.

Mean score



Since research is the most prevalent and time-consuming activity, academics were asked to select the primary motivation for 
this research according to the classification of Stokes quadrant (adapted from Stokes, 1997, and Dasgupta and David, 1994).

What type of academic research and who for?

Research motivation

See p.31 Exhibit 16 of the full report. 
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The Republic of Science
Pure Basic Research

26%
(Bohr)

User-inspired Basic Research

26%
(Pasteur)

The Realm of Technology
Pure Applied Research

43%
(Edison)

User-inspired Basic Research:

Theoretical, empirical or experimental 
work, undertaken primarily to acquire 
new knowledge about the underlying 

foundation of phenomena or 
observable facts, but also inspired by 

considerations of use.

Pure Applied Research:

Original investigation undertaken 
in order to acquire new knowledge 

directed towards an individual, 
group or societal need or use.

Pure Basic Research:

Theoretical, empirical or experimental 
work, undertaken primarily to 

acquire new knowledge about the 
underlying foundation of phenomena 

or observable facts, without any 
particular application or use in view.
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This briefing is based on ‘The Changing State of Knowledge Exchange: UK Academic Interactions with External Organisations 2005 -2015’.
Hughes, A., Lawson, C., Salter, A., Kitson, M. with Bullock, A. and Hughes, R.B. (2016). See the full report for details of the mix of 
external interactions across disciplines and regions.

National Centre for Universities and Business, 
Studio 10, Tiger House, Burton Street, London, WC1H 9BY info@ncub.co.uk +44 (0)207 383 7667 @NCUBtweets

The survey captures a wide range of interactions between academics and private, public, and third sectors, classified under 
four categories: people-based, problem-solving, community-based, and commercialisation.

Engagement with each of these ranges from 3% for spinning out a company or community-based sports, to 81% attending 
practitioner conferences.

The survey also shows that the most popular types of engagement such as ‘giving invited lectures’ are not considered as 
important pathways to impact. In some cases, important pathways to impact - such as ‘setting up physical facilities’ or 
‘external secondment’ - are less prevalent, possibly because there are less opportunities for engaging in these. 

The rich resources of a university are being used to make wider economic and societal impact, over and above commercialisation 
of research. In fact, commercialisation activities are less common than many of the others across all disciplines.

What activities go under the banner 
of external engagement?

Share that consider mode as very important as pathway to impact

Non-commercial forms of engagement used in the last three years (% of respondents)
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See p.38 Exhibit 26 of the full report.
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See p.57 Exhibit 44 of the full report. 

Academic external interaction activity and commercialisation in the last three years (% of respondents)

For more information about the report and this briefing, please contact: Inga Sileryte, Research Analyst: inga.sileryte@ncub.co.uk

http://www.ncub.co.uk/reports/national-survey-of-academics.html
http://www.ncub.co.uk/reports/national-survey-of-academics.html

