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Background to the thesis project

This research project has been conducted in partnership with a corporate innovation
network named Innovation Pioneers. This is a network of global leading firms, founded in
2008 to support collaborations and innovation-thinking. A project was initiated by a group
of member firms within the network, with the objective to increase the opportunities for
collaboration with students. The initiating firms were CGI, Stena, Volvo Cars and SKF, and
they shared the consensus that firms should be able to interact more closely with graduate
students for the purposes of both recruitment and innovation. As a complement to current
practices, the group have an idea of a collaborative arena where firms and students from
different backgrounds can meet and interact, and this conceptual vision has inspired the
focus of this thesis, that has been conducted as a pilot study on the topic and has been shared
with the group to further their work.

Problem description

Opportunities for students to interact with and engage in co-innovation with companies exist
in several different forms. In the Swedish educational context, the main opportunities for
industry integration are internships, industry cases in university curricula, and thesis
projects in collaboration with companies. These collaborations enable students to gain
greater insights into industries and offer an opportunity for students to apply their
knowledge to practical problems. However, despite that Sweden ranks very high
internationally in terms of collaboration between industry and higher education, we as
graduate students, and our peers, perceive that Swedish university education should include
more collaborations with industry. This contradiction can be explained by the fact that the
clear majority of university-industry collaboration is conducted on a higher level, such as
through science parks, or in highly specialized educational contexts, such as applied
engineering programs. Opportunities for graduate students to engage in industry
collaboration, and interdisciplinary innovation, are limited in the Swedish context, but do
exist in other parts of the world. This mode of co-innovation has proved to be a powerful
source of innovation and can be a remarkably enlightening experience.

Case study at Stanford University in Silicon Valley

To learn more about how students and companies can collaborate, we researched a plethora
of existing models. Initially we were looking at MIT Media Lab in Boston as a possible
empirical case for the thesis, as this had been the source of inspiration for the project of our
corporate partners, but our research eventually led us to the discovery of the Hasso Plattner
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Institute of Design at Stanford University, mostly referred to as d.school. It was founded in
2004 and is a non-degree granting institution within Stanford, that specializes in Project
Based Learning, based on a Design Thinking philosophy. It is a place where students can do
practical projects and cases for partnering companies, unchained from the rigor of academia.
In the Bay Area it is a well known institution that attracts companies far and wide to
collaborate, and as we found through our research, d.school had inspired several other
initiatives around the world, two of which were located in Sweden which we also included in
our multiple case study.

Our experience at d.school

Thanks to the generous scholarship grant
from the Sten A. Olsson foundation, we were
able to travel to Stanford University and
study d.school in person. Prior to our
departure we spent a lot of time trying to
establish contact with relevant people, which
turned out to be harder than anticipated.
Luckily, things became easier once we arrived
and knocked on some doors. In the end we
were allowed to participate in a number of
classes offered at the d.school, and we were
given the opportunity to interview Kkey
figures, as well as participating students and
corporate representatives. We spent a bit
more than two weeks in Palo Alto and at
Stanford University, doing research. The trip
was a remarkable experience for the both of
us, as we had the opportunity to closely
observe and experience the culture,
environment and the people, and it provided
us with a lot of valuable data and insights for
our thesis. Picture taken at Facebook campus in Palo Alto

Results of our thesis project

We realised from our visit that it is no coincidence that the d.school is situated at Stanford
University in Silicon Valley. The whole area has been built on a culture of collaboration, and
we found that a sense of multidisciplinarity permeated the Stanford Campus. Everything is
purposefully designed to enable people to interact over boundaries, from buildings and class
locations down to placement of furniture. The practices and processes that we observed at
the d.school resonated well with the theoretical findings we had collected on how such
activities and collaborations should be designed and pursued. By comparing our findings
from the case studies with theory, and also input from external respondents in industry and
academia, we found that this model of collaboration can generate valuable experiences and
insights for both students and industry. Through participation and interaction, students
become more prepared for their future careers, and companies can gain insights that can
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support their innovation processes. On top of this, both parties are able to network, so the
collaboration serves an effective recruitment purpose as well. We also discovered that this
type of collaboration is hindered from emerging due to lack of understanding from both
academia and industry. It’s a controversial approach that is somewhat prohibited in the
academic world, and companies have not yet realized the potential of this type of
interactions, so as a result they are not willing to spend enough effort and resources on it.



