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Abstract 
 
The literature suggests that the use of project-based learning (PBL) in business education 
through university-industry or academic-corporate collaboration could cultivate well-
educated graduates for the workplace, whereas little research has been conducted to 
address the motivations, implementation and management of a collaborative PBL course 
in the field. It is against this background that this qualitative study attempts to explore the 
know-how behind the scenes and shed light on how PBL courses are initiated, 
collaborated, and managed by the faculty and industry partners in business education 
through the lens of a 3-Pillar Framework, that of Partnership, Pedagogy, Procedure. An 
Asian pilot case study and three European case studies were conducted, and perspectives 
of multiple stakeholders (the faculty, the industry partners and the students) have been 
analyzed. Results reveal that partner recruitment is the top challenge of project course 
implementation, and different partner recruitment strategies imply different 
organizational structures. Different pedagogical practices in terms of course structure and 
student group formation strategy are applied due to dissimilar instructors’ beliefs. Four 
typical project phases of a university-industry project course collaboration are outlined. 
A series of practical recommendations are proposed to support the effective 
implementation of collaborative PBL courses. 
 
 
Keywords: Project-Based Learning (PBL), Industry Project, Project Course, University-
Industry Collaboration, Academic-Corporate Collaboration, Business Education, 3-Pillar 
Framework, Partnership, Pedagogy, Procedure 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
This chapter first introduces the research problem, followed by a brief review of the 
current literature on Project-based Learning (PBL) in order to identify the research gap. 
Thereafter, the research purpose and research questions will be outlined. 
 
1.1 Identifying the Research Problem 
The World Economic Forum (WEF) report New Vision for Education demonstrated that 
“too many students are not getting the education they need to prosper in the 21st century 
and countries are not finding enough of the skilled workers they need to compete” (World 
Economic Forum, 2015, p. 1). This statement can be underpinned by other reports from 
IBM. The report Pursuit of relevance pointed out only 49 percent of the industry and 
academic leaders believed higher education met student needs (IBM, 2015); another 
report Facing the storm stated only 47 percent of key stakeholders believed that higher 
education is preparing students with the skills they need to be competitive (IBM, 2016). 
All the above-mentioned statements exerted considerable pressure on higher education 
institutions to rethink and redesign teaching and learning to meet students’ and industries’ 
needs. 
 
Numerous curricular efforts have been paid by pedagogical experts and learning scientists 
to develop new forms of teaching and learning such as project-based learning to prepare 
students for a dynamic 21st-century society (Krajcik & Shin, 2014). Gharbi et al. (2015) 
warned that a majority of active teaching approaches in higher education neglects the 
presence of industry in academic projects; Epure (2017) stressed the need to encourage 
cooperation between higher education and industry and argued that partnership must be 
established between students, teachers and employers. Fortunately, project-based 
learning can be client-based (R. K. Smith, 2010). University-industry PBL courses could 
be a solution to bridge higher education teaching and learning with industry requirements 
and real-world dynamics. 
 
Current literature identified “planning and operating” to be key challenges for teachers to 
implement PBL. For example, Thomas (2000) conducted an inclusive review of research 
on PBL, and concluded that “there is evidence that project-based learning is relatively 
challenging to plan and enact” (p. 36). Helle et al. (2006) identified that the most 
commonly reported challenges was “the organization and administration of project-based 
courses can be very time-consuming” (p. 304). García-Martín & Pérez-Martínez (2017) 
further corroborated that teachers need to pay greater efforts in redesigning modules, 
operating classes and assessing students' learning. Moreover, when an industry partner is 
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involved in the project, additional considerations need to be addressed, for example, 
inputs from client, pressures to achieve commercial quality results, and high levels of 
expectations in sponsoring corporations (Danford, 2006; Wodehouse & Mendibil, 2013). 
Therefore, it is against this background that further research on effective collaboration 
with industry partners in project-based courses is needed. 
 
1.2 Research Gap 
Although a wealth of literature has been dedicated towards project-based learning, the 
majority of the studies focused on how PBL has been used, studied and evaluated in K-
12 settings. For example, most of the systematic reviews on PBL merely focused on the 
studies in the primary and secondary education (see Condliffe et al., 2017; Kwietniewski, 
2017; Thomas, 2000). Among the relatively few research tackling PBL from secondary 
education to higher education, majority of them focused on student and teacher outcomes, 
especially in the domains of STEM and technology (Bradley-Levine & Mosier, 2014). 
 
In the context of business education in universities, Smith & Gibson (2016) suggested 
that PBL in colleges of business serves as an important step to cultivate well-educated 
graduates. They encouraged the use of PBL in business education by stating that “Project-
based learning is a vital factor in the mission of producing graduates who have a holistic 
view of the business world” (pp. 45–46). They emphasized that even though PBL has 
been widely adopted by various academic disciplines, “It has now become a center-point 
for business” (p. 42). Danford (2006) advocated for the need to apply PBL in international 
business education through academic-corporate collaboration. This is because by 
working with real corporations, it allows students to engage in real-world business 
situations. Moreover, students will be able to acquire the skills and competencies that 
industries are seeking during the process. 
 
Despite several empirical case studies on university-industry collaboration on PBL in 
business education (e.g. Danford, 2006; R. K. Smith, 2010), there remains little literature 
on the perspectives of the stakeholders involved in university-industry collaboration. The 
current literature on university-industry collaboration on PBL in business education 
usually centers on a single perspective (mostly from the faculty’s perspective) to 
constitute a descriptive case study. Overall, little has been done to study multiple 
stakeholders’ points of view at the same time (the faculty, the industry partners and the 
student teams) to achieve a successful university-industry collaboration on project-based 
learning. Moreover, there is an absence of research on what is happening behind the 
scenes, for example, how do faculty staff recruit industry partners for a project, how do 
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industry partners come up with a suitable project topic, and how does each stakeholder 
evaluate the project experience. 
 
1.3 Research Purpose 
In order to diminish the barriers of planning and operating a PBL curriculum for 
universities, particularly in the context of university-industry or academic-corporate 
collaboration, the purpose of this study is to understand the process of initiating, 
collaborating and managing PBL courses by faculty staff and industry partners in 
business education. This study employs a case study approach with a multiple-case design. 
The research aims to unfold the elements involved in the process as well as potential 
challenges and solutions. Perspectives of multiple stakeholders are included and analyzed. 
It is critical for educators in the field of higher education to understand the know-how of 
a successful university-industry collaboration on project-based learning, in order to 
reinvent the curriculum and bridge the gap between what is being taught in universities 
and what the society truly needs. 
 
1.4 Research Question 
The main research question being explored in this study is: “How are PBL (project-based 
learning) courses initiated, collaborated, and managed by the faculty and industry 
partners in business education?” It will be further broken down into several guiding 
research questions in Chapter 4 (see section 4.3.2.2 Interview Guide) using the proposed 
conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 3 (see section 3.1 An Overview of the 3-
Pillar Framework). 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 
This chapter presents a review of the relevant literature on the theme of project-based 
learning. It is organized into two sections: the first section introduces the fundamental 
concepts of PBL and provides a synthesis of definitions found in the literature; the second 
section concerns the implementation of PBL in the context of higher education and 
explores existing studies on university-industry collaboration in the form of project-based 
courses. 
 
2.1 Conceptual background of Project-Based Learning 
Project-based learning is recognized as a comprehensive approach to engage students to 
investigate authentic, real-world problems (Blumenfeld et al., 1991); it has been 
identified as “an effective method for teaching students complex processes and 
procedures such as planning, communicating, problem solving, and decision making” 
(Thomas, 2000, p. 35). Evidence also supported that PBL outperforms traditional 
teaching in terms of “generic competences acquisition, lifelong learning and those tasks 
in which students have to apply knowledge to real situations” (García-Martín & Pérez-
Martínez, 2017, p. 984).  
 
As many studies suggested, project-based learning is an instructional method centered on 
the learner (Kubiatko & Vaculová, 2011) and implies a fundamental change of teaching 
and learning practice (Kolmos et al., 2016). This section begins with an examination of 
the root of PBL, followed by broad and diverse forms of definitions of this pedagogy, and 
concludes with the delineation of its relationship with problem-based learning. 
 
2.1.1 Setting the Scene for Project-Based Learning 
Multiple literature suggested that the underlying concept of PBL method could date back 
to John Dewey (1859–1952) who advocated the ideas of “learning by doing”, “student-
directed learning”, “notion of inquiry” and “reflective thinking” (Krajcik & Shin, 2014; 
Lee, 2009; Maida, 2011). Dewey challenged the traditional view of learning as a passive 
knowledge-receiving experience, and claimed that students should be active learners who 
continually engage in meaningful tasks that provide real-world relevance for learning and 
experiment based on a reflective approach (Aubrey & Riley, 2018; Krajcik & Shin, 2014). 
However, the originator and pioneer of the project method in education was considered 
to be Dewey’s pupil, William H. Kilpatrick (1871-1965) (Graaff & Kolmos, 2007; Pecore, 
2015; Retter, 2018), who published the well-known essay “The Project Method” in 1918.  
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The Proposal of Project Method in 1918 
Kilpatrick (1918) believed that a project which represents a “wholehearted purposeful 
activity in a social situation as the typical unit of school procedure” would best utilize 
students’ native capacities (p. 149). He proposed the following four-type classification of 
projects (p. 147): 

• Type 1, where the purpose is to embody some idea or plan in external form, as 
building a boat, writing a letter, presenting a play 

• Type 2, where the purpose is to enjoy some (esthetic) experience, as listening 
to a story, hearing a symphony, appreciating a picture 

• Type 3, where the purpose is to straighten out some intellectual difficulty, to 
solve some problem, as to find out whether or not dew falls, to ascertain how 
New York outgrew Philadelphia 

• Type 4, where the purpose is to obtain some item or degree of skill or 
knowledge, as learning to write grade 14 on the Thorndike Seal, learning the 
irregular verbs in French 

 
Sutinen (2013) emphasized two distinct features of Kilpatrick’s project method: (a) a 
project is a pupil’s activity aiming at a certain purpose where the pupil has to be aware 
of the goal and with motivation to achieve it and (b) it mostly happens in a social context 
where groupwork is incorporated. Pecore (2015) highlighted that Kilpatrick’s project 
method “links purpose and democracy” by involving students in authentic and 
meaningful learning opportunities connected with the society. 
 
2.1.2 Defining Project-Based Learning 
There may not be a universally accepted definition of project-based learning. However, 
drawing from existing literature, the author tried to put together a holistic picture that 
reflects most of the literature. In the late 20th century, one of the most detailed definitions 
of the project method was proposed by Adderley et al. (1975, p. 1):  

(a) they involve the solution of a problem; often, though not necessarily, set by 
the student himself;  
(b) they involve initiative by the student or group of students, and necessitate a 
variety of educational activities;  
(c) they commonly result in an end product (for example, reports, design plans);  
(d) the work often goes on for a considerable length of time and  
(e) the teaching staff are involved in an advisory, rather than authoritarian, role at 
any or all of the stages – initiation, conduct and conclusion.  
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This definition depicts some important elements in a project method: the ideal role of a 
teacher (advisory role) and a learner (initiator), the learning subject (a problem) and a 
tangible learning outcome (an end product). Morgan (1983) thereafter defined project-
based learning as “an activity in which students develop an understanding of a topic or 
issue through some kind of involvement in an actual (or simulated) real-life problem or 
issue and in which they have some degree of responsibility in designing their learning 
activities” (p. 66), emphasizing the element of “authenticity (real-life problem)” and 
“accountability (responsibility in designing their learning activities)”. 
 
More recently, as the audience become more familiar with the term “project”, researchers 
sometimes briefly introduced project-based learning as “organizing learning around 
projects” or “using projects to engage students and focus their learning” (Mergendoller 
& Thomas, 2000; Thomas, 2000). To specify, the core components of a project in the 
education context include (1) a question or problem that serves to organize and drive 
activities and (2) a final product which is culminated by a series of artifacts, or pieces of 
work that addresses the driving question (Blumenfeld et al., 1991). To further illustrate, 
Thomas (2000, p. 1) proposed a thorough description of the project method by combining 
different literature (see Jones et al., 1997; Thomas et al., 1999): 
 

…projects are complex tasks, based on challenging questions or problems, that 
involve students in design, problem-solving, decision making, or investigative 
activities; give students the opportunity to work relatively autonomously over 
extended periods of time; and culminate in realistic products or presentations. 
 

In recent years, the perspective on projects has changed from “a tool to achieve a higher 
goal” to “temporary organizations” where a certain number of people interact for a certain 
period of time to reach a goal (Kreiner, 1996; Melin et al., 2009). 
 
2.1.3 Project-Based Learning vs. Problem-Based Learning 
Project-based learning (PjBL or PBL) has been defined in countless ways over the years, 
and sometimes it could be difficult to distinguish “project-based learning” from 
“problem-based learning” (PmBL or PBL), as both are learner-centered pedagogies 
sometimes abbreviated as “PBL” and both start with a problem for students to solve or 
study. In the context of this study, the acronym PBL only refers to “Project-based 
learning”. 
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Barrows & Tamblyn (1980) defined problem-based learning as follows (p. 18). It is 
important to note that the problem in this context should be a complex, puzzling issue 
without a clear principle or existing solution in order to stimulate reasoning and learning. 
 

…the learning that results from the process of working toward the understanding 
or resolution of a problem. The problem is encountered first in the learning 
process and serves as a focus or stimulus for the application of problem-solving 
or reasoning skills, as well as for the search for or study of information or 
knowledge needed to understand the mechanisms responsible for the problem and 
how it might be resolved. 

 
Some researchers perceive “problem-based learning” as a type of “project-based 
learning”. For example, in his famous work entitled “The Project Method”, Kilpatrick 
(1918) claimed that “the project method logically includes the problem method as a 
special case” (p. 147). Pecore (2015) on the other hand, classified project-based learning 
into five prominent types, and problem-based learning is one of them.  
 
Some researchers hold different points of view and argued that there are distinct 
differences between project-based and problem-based approach. Felder & Prince (2006, 
p. 130) perceived the end product of the project as the key factor that differentiates these 
two approaches: 
 

The end product of a project-based assignment is typically a formal written and/or 
oral report, while the end product of a guided inquiry may simply be the answer 
to an interesting question, such as why an egg takes longer to boil at a ski resort 
than at the beach and how frost can form on a night when the temperature does 
not drop below freezing. 

 
Helle et al. (2006) shared a similar point-of-view, and further illustrated that problem-
based learning aims to direct students’ energy towards “studying” rather than the aim of 
“constructing the product” in project-based learning, despite a problem could be the 
common starting point. Furthermore, Savin-Baden (2007) provided a detailed comparison 
between project-based learning and problem-based learning, and summarized that they 
are distinctively different in terms of curriculum design (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Differences Between Project-Based Learning & Problem-Based Learning 

 Project-based Learning Problem-based Learning 

Task Produce an outcome (e.g. a report 
or design) 

Not task-oriented 

Focus A solution or strategy to solve the 
problem 

Problem-management 

Role of tutor Supervise and provide an input or 
teaching 

Support but not to direct the 
learning 

Context After a given body of knowledge 
has been covered 

Only propositional knowledge is 
required. Students to decide what 
they need to learn 

Nature Often as a mechanism for bringing 
together several subject areas under 
one overall activity 

Across disciplinary boundaries 

Level A teaching technique in a given 
area of the curriculum 

An overall educational strategy 

Note. Adapted from “Challenging Models and Perspectives of Problem-Based Learning” 
by Savin-Baden, M., 2007, In D. Graaff, & A. Kolmos (Eds.), Management of change: 
Implementation of problem based and project based learning in Engineering (pp. 9–29). 
Rotterdam/Taipei: Sense Publishers. 
 
2.2 Empirical Background of Project-Based Learning in Higher Education 
PBL courses could be implemented in multiple forms, with or without involving an 
industry partner. The first part of this section aims to provide an overview of the key 
features of PBL in higher education, and the second part aims to examine the specific 
contexts in which one or multiple corporate partners are involved in a project-based 
course. 
 
2.2.1 Key Aspects of Project-Based Learning in Higher Education 
In order to grasp an overview of relevant research and practice on the theme of project-
based learning in higher education, the author examined several systematic reviews. Helle 
et al. (2006) conducted a systematic qualitative review of empirical studies on PBL in 
post-secondary education, where a total of 28 course descriptions were reviewed and 
analyzed from a pedagogical dimension. Subsequently, Ralph (2016) examined 14 
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research published between 2000 and 2014 in the area of PBL in STEM subjects in post-
secondary classrooms. Based on the two systematic reviews above, five key aspects of 
PBL in higher education are identified as follows: 
 
Three Purposes of Applying Project-Based Learning in Higher Education 
Helle et al. (2006) identified three main purposes of applying project-based learning in 
higher education, and suggested that the practitioners should distinguish them when 
designing a course (p. 308): 

• A very concrete and holistic experience regarding a certain process (e.g., the 
construction process, the management of a project), usually as an introduction 
to something in a certain field 

• The integration of subject material (and the ability to apply it as circumstances 
dictate), usually as a “capstone” experience 

• A method of guided discovery learning with the intention of promoting self-
regulated deep-level learning 

 
Excessive Learning Goals Incorporated Into Project Courses 
Helle et al. (2006) observed that it was very common that curriculum developers tried to 
incorporate excessive learning goals into project-based courses, including mastery of 
subject content, application of knowledge, critical thinking and communication skills. 
They raised two primary concerns: (a) a risk of losing focus with so many goals in place 
and (b) poorly conceptualized goals such as “communication skills” or “problem-solving 
skills”. They urged practitioners to specify learning goals as clearly as possible. 
 
Difficulties in Terms of Assessment 
Three critical questions were proposed in terms of assessment in PBL (Helle et al., 2006, 
p. 307): 

• Who should do the assessing? 
• On what evidence should the grade be based? 
• How should the contribution of each team member be weighted? 

 
There might not be a single answer that could satisfy every course designer. On the one 
hand, some researchers suggested that the assessment should be handled through a three-
way partnership between the university, the industry partner and the learner (e.g., Tynjälä 
& Tourunen, 2002, as cited in Helle et al., 2006); on the other hand, some researchers 
claimed that work-place instructors were not always comfortable in assessing students 
(Barab et al., 2000; Tynjälä & Tourunen, 2002, as cited in Helle et al., 2006). Finally, 
some proposed to separate the role of assessor and coach or facilitator (Hamilton & 
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Hamilton, 1997). However, student’s self-reflection and self-assessment were usually 
emphasized in a project-base course. 
 
Diverse Teamwork Experience 
In the context of project-based learning, group dynamics are frequently discussed and 
closely associated with learners’ positive or negative experience. Danford (2006) 
indicated a common challenge of teamwork when team members are unfamiliar with each 
other. Team experience is usually diverse since group members usually have different 
motivations, attitudes, and levels of dedication towards the project. Ralph (2016) 
concluded that (a) students’ overall attitude was positive towards teamwork, despite the 
fact that some participants held different opinions and (b) even in an unpleasant teamwork 
situation, it provided a valuable opportunity for students to learn to negotiate through 
conflict. 
 
Time Restrictions as Common Challenges 
Ralph (2016) summarized that practitioners recognized that time demands is a key 
restriction of PBL for both teachers and students, since neither in-depth inquiry and 
deeper understanding could be achieved by learners nor a thorough project course 
planning could be done by teachers without sufficient time. Danford (2006) also reported 
that PBL is “intensive and places significant pressure on learners and facilitators” (p. 13). 
He further proposed that good time management is key to alleviate the challenge. 
 
2.2.2 University-Industry Collaboration Through Project-Based Learning 
Today, the issue to narrow the gap between learning in higher education and the needs of 
labor market is widely discussed. The term “Work-based Learning (WBL)”, albeit 
without a single definition, surrounds the topic of co-operation between education and 
work. According to Foster & Stephenson (1998), two elements form the core of work-
based learning: (a) experience of work and (b) practical application and extension of 
undergraduate learning in work contexts (p. 157). It could also be defined as consisting 
of “university programmes that bring together universities and work organizations to 
create new learning opportunities in workplaces” (Boud et al., 2001, p. 4, as cited in Helle 
et al., 2006, p. 296). Thus, applied learning which takes place through project-based 
learning or single courses involving a small working life project could be labeled as a 
form of work-based learning (European Training Foundation, 2013; Boud et al., 2001, as 
cited in Tynjälä et al., 2003). In the past, universities took control of curriculum design 
and students’ learning process; more recently, Foster & Stephenson (1998) observed a 
rise in “learner-managed work-based learning”, where program design and control were 
shifting away “from universities and students towards employers and employees” (p. 162). 
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Meanwhile, students began to lead their own learning and took charge of their needs and 
aspirations. 
 
Motivational factors for University-Industry Collaboration 
Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa (2015) conducted a systematic review on the topic of university-
industry collaboration (UIC), which included 109 selected studies in the period between 
1990 to 2014. Several motivational factors for the collaboration between universities and 
industries were identified — strategic reason, employment or recruitment opportunities, 
knowledge cultivation, solution and gaining practical experiences, as well as third 
mission and brand image enhancement are among the list of motivations. Drawing from 
Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa's (2015) study, Table 2 shows the most relevant motivational factors 
identified by the author. 
 
Another study conducted by Foster & Stephenson (1998) further revealed that students 
would benefit from developing business awareness, enhancing professionalism through 
application, and gaining a sense of confidence in their expertise through industry projects. 
In the context of PBL courses, Danford (2006) proposed that the practical results and 
skills development as two primary motivators for academic institutions, corporations and 
students. He claimed that the success of academic-corporate collaboration would be 
guaranteed “if the learners gain knowledge and skills which contribute to their future 
careers and the results add value to the corporation” (p. 13). 
 

Table 2 

Motivations of UIC on Project-Based Learning for Universities & Industry 

 Universities Perspective Industry Perspective 

Necessity • Strategic institutional policy • Strategic institutional policy 

Reciprocity • Employment opportunities 
for university graduates 

• Access to students for summer 
internship or hiring 

Stability • Discover new knowledge/test 
application of theory 

• Expose students and faculty 
to practical problems/applied 
technologies 

• Access new knowledge, cutting-
edge technology, 
state-of-the art expertise 

• Solutions to specific problems 

Legitimacy • Service to the society • Enhancement of corporate image 

Note. Adapted from “Universities-industry collaboration: A systematic review” by 
Ankrah, S., & Al-Tabbaa, O., 2015, Scandinavian Journal of Management, 31(3), p. 392. 
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Formation of University-Industry Collaboration 
Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa (2015) proposed a model for UIC formation (see Table 3), which 
is adapted from the Alliance Formation Processes initially created by Mitsuhashi (2002) 
for business-to-business alliance formation. Several insights were incorporated into this 
new UIC model: (a) placing particular emphasis on pre-existing relationships between 
partners since they were expected to lead to better outcome given strong mutual trust 
could lower individual and institutional barriers (Gulati & Gargiulo, 1999; Schartinger et 
al., 2001); (b) clearly defining all the practical issues, for example, the management and 
administrative responsibilities, the financial accountability, the project plan, the 
milestones and the measures of success (Peterson, 1995; Buttrick, 2000, as cited in 
Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015) and (c) having a legally binding document in place 
specifying all of the agreements which is signed by all the partners, such as the intellectual 
property agreement (Kanter, 1994; Peterson, 1995). 
 
Collaboration Mechanisms for University-Industry Projects 
Two case studies on university-industry PBL courses are used to illustrate key milestones 
and assessment phases. The first case study relates to a successful industrial project 
scheme in the field of engineering which embeds multiple disciplines at the University of 
Strathclyde. Based on this case study, Wodehouse & Mendibil (2013) identified four 
project stages associated with milestones (see Figure 1).  
 

Figure 1 

Typical Project Timeline & Milestones in University-Industry Projects 

 

Note. This figure is produced by Wodehouse & Mendibil (2013) to illustrate the overall 
project timeline. From “Collaboration mechanisms for university-industry projects”, 
Design Education-Growing Our Future, Proceedings of the 15th International 
Conference on Engineering and Product Design Education (E&PDE2013), p. 225. 
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Table 3 

UIC Formation Process 

Stages Steps 

Stage 1: Partnership 
Identification  

• Establish the purpose 
• Obtain general knowledge of the capabilities of potential 

partners 
• Consider pre-existent relationships 

Stage 2: Make Contact  • Identify prospective partners 

Stage 3: Partner 
Assessment and 
Selection 

• Objectively assess the strategic interests of the potential 
partners 

• Analyze actual versus professed capabilities of potential 
partners 

• Determine and organize the appropriate mix of partners 
• Choose the partners 

Stage 4: Partnership 
Negotiation 

• Define the partnership 
• Define and agree on the partnership’s documented 

purpose or mission/vision 
• Determine the specific common goals/objectives for the 

particular effort 
• Define the organizational structure of the partnership 
• Define the management and administration of the 

partnership with clearly defined responsibilities 
• Agree on the plan 
• Specify the milestones 
• Identify the measures/indicators for success 
• Specify the interim and/or final deliverables 

Stage 5: Agreement 
Signing 

• Prepare and sign the collaboration agreement and/or 
intellectual property agreement 

Note. Adapted from “Universities-industry collaboration: A systematic review” by 
Ankrah, S., & Al-Tabbaa, O., 2015, Scandinavian Journal of Management, 31(3), p. 394. 
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The second case study relates to the International Market Research Project course 
offered by the Helia University of Business and Applied Sciences since 1997. Based on 
this case study, Danford (2006) described three assessment phases which were built into 
the project process. A comparison table is provided in Table 4. 
 

Table 4 

Project Phases in University-Industry PBL Courses 

 

Milestones 0-3 
(Wodehouse & Mendibil, 2013) 

Assessment Phases 1-3 
(Danford, 2006) 

Stage 0 Review project brief and align with client 
in terms of all critical items, for example, 
objectives, deliverables, resources and IP 
issues. 

N/A 

Stage 1 Define key criteria and parameters for the 
project such as a design specification. 
Student teams have to submit a detailed 
client communication strategy plan 
dealing with potential risks and mitigating 
strategies. 

Based on the project plan, each 
member of the team evaluates the 
plan based on numerous criteria. 
The client and course facilitator 
also evaluate the plan and provide 
feedback to the team. 

Stage 2 Concepts and solutions are developed in 
various formats to enhance clarity on 
final deliverables. Student teams have to 
submit a report on the innovation, 
commercialization and business impact 
elements of project. 

A mid-project review where the 
working relationship, contribution 
and working practices 
(communication, progress, etc.) are 
assessed to identify any problems.  

Stage 3 An industry presentation day is organized 
in a conference-type format. Student 
teams submit both the final project 
solution to the client, and a reflective 
report on their learning journey. 

The final assessment is based on 
the final report and presentation. 

Note. Comparison made by author. Adapted from “Collaboration mechanisms for 
university-industry projects” by Wodehouse & Mendibil, 2013, Design Education-
Growing Our Future, Proceedings of the 15th International Conference on Engineering 
and Product Design Education (E&PDE2013), p. 224 & “Project-based learning and 
international business education” by Danford, 2006, Journal of Teaching in International 
Business, 18(1), p. 16. 
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Suggestions for Future Practitioners 
In order to support the faculty in building a successful university-industry PBL 
experience, the author identified seven effective approaches from the two case studies at 
the University of Strathclyde and at the Helia University of Business and Applied 
Sciences (Danford, 2006; Wodehouse & Mendibil, 2013) and categorized them into three 
sub-groups:  
 
(a) Course Preparation & Planning 
• Limit the total number of students participating in the class (15-20 persons) and in 

individual teams (5-6 persons in large projects, 2-4 persons in small projects) to 
simplify control and coordination of the course. 

• Clearly articulate the course requirements before project commencement to ensure 
students’ commitment and dedication. 

 
(b) Monitoring & Quality Assurance 
• Identify clear and tangible milestones and deliverables for the students. 
• Request reflective reports at certain milestones. 
• Request a weekly progress report to both the client and the project facilitator to 

ensure that the team is making continuous progress and to keep the client posted on 
outputs and problems. 

 
(c) Relationship Management 
• Construct feedback mechanisms for all stakeholders. 
• Encourage student teams to establish a positive impression on the client at the 

beginning of the project to increase client confidence and foster mutual trust. 
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Chapter 3. Conceptual Framework 
 
This chapter describes the conceptual framework used to organize the analysis. A 3-pillar 
analytical framework of partnership, pedagogy and procedure is employed in the study, 
and key concepts drawn from existing literature are explained in this chapter. 
 
3.1 An Overview of the 3-Pillar Framework 
The author draws on an extensive review of literature to compile a conceptual framework 
in order to answer the research question: “How are PBL (project-based learning) courses 
initiated, collaborated, and managed by the faculty and industry partners in business 
education?” In the context of this study, a 3-pillar conceptual framework of partnership, 
pedagogy and procedure has been proposed to serve as the lens through which a 
university-industry or academic-corporate collaborated PBL course is empirically 
analyzed. It could be illustrated by a metaphor of a construction project (see Figure 2): 

• the partnership between the faculty, the industry partners and the students as 
the ground and foundation for PBL course collaboration 

• the pedagogy of project-based learning and the course design as the blueprint 
of the house, which could be in various styles and types 

• the procedure as the phases and milestones that continually build the 
collaborated project-based course from zero to hero 

 

Figure 2 

The 3-Pillar Conceptual Framework 

 

Note. Figure created by author 

 
The key elements of each pillar were primarily identified from existing literature as 
follows: 

• Iyer (2003): partnership characteristics and partner characteristics 
• Melin et al. (2009): project-based learning framework for course design 
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• Project Management Institute (2017): project life cycle 
 
Table 5 provides an overview of this framework. The following sections will elaborate 
on each pillar and the themes associated with it. 
 

Table 5 

Key Pillars of the Conceptual Framework 

Dimension Metaphor Description 

Pillar 1: Partnership Ground & Foundation Partnership concerns the alliance 
formed by stakeholders, and the way it 
is structured and governed. 

Pillar 2: Pedagogy Blueprint of the house Pedagogy is viewed as the science of 
teaching and learning, encompassing 
aims, curriculum content and 
methodology. 

Pillar 3: Procedure Phases & Milestones Procedure breaks down the whole 
project into visible phases. 

 
3.2 Introducing Pillar 1: Partnership 
A partnership could be understood in many different ways. One way to interpret it is that 
one is formed when two or more parties work together to achieve a common goal that 
would benefit each party. Anderson and Narus (1990) explained the term “working 
partnerships” as “there is mutual recognition and understanding that the success of each 
firm depends in part on the other firm, with each firm consequently taking actions so as 
to provide a coordinated effort focused on jointly satisfying the requirements of the 
customer marketplace” (p. 42). The “partnership” between two firms was then further 
developed to extend the scope to cover the partnerships between businesses, nonprofits 
and government, also known as “alliance” (Milne et al., 1996). In this study, the 
relationships between the universities and the corporate entities, or to say, the academics 
and the industry professionals, in a course collaboration context, could also be understood 
as partnerships. Students who participated in this project course were also one of the key 
stakeholders in this partnership. Milne et al. (1996) claimed that the primary drive of 
collaboration is based on the expectation that a greater accomplishment could be achieved 
by two parties working together. 
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Partnership Characteristics & Partner Characteristics 
In the metaphor of a construction project, partnership stands for the ground and 
foundation. The ground sets up the environment for the whole construction project, and 
thus an assessment of ground conditions is critical. In order to understand the nature of 
partnership, Iyer's (2003) theory of alliances proposed two primary issues to address: 
partnership characteristics and partner characteristics (see Figure 3). The term 
partnership characteristics is defined as “the manner in which the alliance is structured 
and governed… will include all written and unwritten, formal and informal agreements 
to be used in the governance of the alliance.” (pp. 46–47); the term partner characteristics 
refers to “all those factors that go to describe the makeup of any organization” (p. 50). 
 

Figure 3 

Theory of Alliances 

 

Note. This figure is produced by Iyer, E. (2003) to illustrate the theory of alliances. From 
“Theory of alliances: Partnership and partner characteristics”, Journal of Nonprofit & 
Public Sector Marketing, 11(1), p. 46. 
 
Since the goal of this research is to distill actionable insights from the multiple case 
studies for other higher education practitioners to learn from, the author decided to restrict 
the focus on partnership characteristics, paying attention to the mechanism and rationale 
instead of partner characteristics, which mainly address the descriptive facts and status 
that could hardly be duplicated, such as size, location, industry and history. 
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Under the umbrella of partnership characteristics, a number of subordinate issues were 
discussed by Iyer (2003): formality, objective, time frame, participation, allocation of 
responsibility and communication systems. Table 6 provides descriptions of each of these 
issues. 
 

Table 6 

Subordinate Issues of Partnership Characteristics 

Issue Description 

(a) Formality Formality concerns "How formal is the agreement?". There are 
various degrees of formality, not simply dichotomized as formal 
or informal. 

(b) Objectives Objective refers to the desired outcome of the alliance. It may be 
stated in broad terms or in narrow terms. Sometimes the parties 
appear to be in agreement although their deeper motives differ. 

(c) Time Frame Time frame refers to the period for which the alliance will exist. 

(d) Participation Participation includes trust (the expression of commitment, and 
the likelihood of commitment being honored), level (in their 
organizational hierarchy) and distance (the gap in between 
, either be close or aloof to each other) in the relationship. 

(e) Responsibility Responsibility refers to the allocation of tasks and a matching of 
full understanding that who is accountable for which tasks. 

(f) Communication 
Systems 

Communication systems pertain to the formality, frequency, and 
level at which the information exchange occurs. 

Note. Adapted from “Theory of alliances: Partnership and partner characteristics” by Iyer, 
E., 2003, Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector Marketing, 11(1), pp. 47–49. 
 
When it comes to the themes to be examined in this research, the author has carefully 
considered the various sub-characteristics suggested in the literature and decided to: 

• replace the term objectives with motivations to study the real intent of each party 
beyond the stated agreement and to understand what drives the formation of 
partnership 

• remove time frame for the reason that it equals to the length of the course in this 
case study research 
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• remove participation for the reason that it is usually dynamic and relatively hard to 
examine and compare across case studies 

 
In addition to the issues related to partnership characteristics, the researcher proposes 
three extra elements to be discussed under the pillar of partnership: partner recruitment, 
maintenance and challenges in partnership. 
• Partner recruitment implies the starting point of the collaboration, and thus is worth 

exploring. Channels for partner recruitment and desired criteria of partners will be 
explored. 

• Maintenance studies the way to facilitate smooth implementation of the agreed joint 
activities, and to mitigate potential risk in partnership. 

• Challenges in partnership concern difficulties encountered by different 
stakeholders in the collaboration, for example, managing expectations. 

 
As the significance of this research lies in its ability to provide profound insights and 
actionable tips for developing and implementing a collaborative project-based course, a 
thorough examination of these themes is expected to bring value to future practitioners. 
 
3.3 Introducing Pillar 2: Pedagogy 
In the metaphor of a construction project, the pedagogy is the blueprint that provides the 
shape of the final output and instructs how to achieve the goal. Pedagogy is a word that 
constantly showing up in various literature in the education field. However, there is no 
single, definitive definition towards this term. In Brian Simon’s well-known publication 
of “Why no pedagogy in England?”, pedagogy was viewed as the science of teaching 
(Simon, 1981). Later, in Robin Alexander’s article revisiting Simon’s judgement, 
pedagogy was further defined as “both the act of teaching and its attendant discourse and 
postulates three domains of ideas, values and evidence by which both are necessarily 
framed” (Alexander, 2004, p. 7). On the other hand, Grimmitt (2000) referred pedagogy 
to “a theory of teaching and learning encompassing aims, curriculum content and 
methodology…to relate the process of teaching to that of learning on the part of the child 
[learner]” (pp. 16–17). Although the concept of pedagogy is never identical in every piece 
of literature, it is very likely that “teaching and learning” is a primary keyword associated 
with pedagogy.  
 
Six Themes 
This research studies the teaching dimension co-led by both the academics and the 
industry partners in the project-based courses, using the framework proposed by Melin et 
al. (2009) which aims to support university teachers’ design and development of project-
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based courses, focusing on six themes: (a) overall course design, (b) project task, (c) 
project group, (d) examination, (e) feedback and (f) course evaluation and subsequent 
improvement. This framework was chosen due to its clear-established structure and its 
focus on teaching and learning. It presented a set of principles and best practices (see 
Table 7) and was originally developed from a pedagogical development project at the 
Department of Computer and Information Science, Linköping University, Sweden. 
Although it originated in the field of information systems, informatics and computer 
science, as Melin et al. (2009) suggested, it could be related to other disciplines such as 
business administration.  
 
The aforementioned six themes will be used to frame the analysis in this research under 
the pillar of pedagogy. Apart from understanding approaches in designing and delivering 
the project-based courses, this study will also explore instructors' and learners' views on 
challenges in teaching & learning. 
 

Table 7 

An Emergent Framework for PBL Courses 

Theme Suggested Guidelines 

(a) Overall course 
design 

(1) The learning objectives should be clearly stated by the teacher 
and known by the students. 
(2) The course activities should stimulate thoughts and skills on a 
metacognitive level. 
(3) The course design can include elements of organizing students 
learning outside student-teacher contact hours 
(4) The design of the course should, from a teacher perspective, be 
based upon a reflection over the last time the course was run. 

(b) Project task The project tasks should be: 
(1) Relevant in order to achieve basic skills in the curriculum and in 
a future profession and reflect authentic situations. 
(2) Based on a certain or interval space of time in order to have an 
influence on student expectations of time needed to work with a 
particular task. 
(3) Flexible enough to adjust to student interests and experiences. 
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Table 7  

An Emergent Framework for PBL Courses (continued) 

Theme Suggested Guidelines 

(c) Project group (1) The composition of project groups should be based on principles 
that are stated explicitly by the teacher. 
(2) Project group performance should be followed up by the teacher 
and the students to reduce the free-rider syndrome.  
(3) Students’ achievements in project groups should always be 
combined by measuring students’ individual achievements in other 
examination forms (written examinations, individual essays etc.). 

(d) Examination (1) The design of the examination and its organizing should be 
explicitly described in a course description/syllabus and orally. 
(2) Examination should be based on a predefined set of criteria. 
(3) At least one examination in a course should measure an 
individual student’s achievement. 

(e) Feedback (1) The expected approach of feedback and time for feedback 
should be expressed by the teacher ahead of time. 
(2) Feedback should be critical, reflective, qualitative and integrate 
different stages or phases in a course. 

(f) Course 
evaluation and 
improvement 

(1) Evaluations of courses are compulsory. 
(2) Evaluations are of three types: “Muddy Cards” evaluation 
(students fill in cards with pros. and cons.), an evaluation performed 
from a teacher perspective, and the one based on a student 
perspective. 

Note. Adapted from “Project-based learning - An emergent framework for designing 
courses” by Melin et al., 2009, Information Systems Education Journal, 7 (34), pp. 1–11. 
 
3.4 Introducing Pillar 3: Procedure 
In the metaphor of a construction project, the procedure marks the phases and milestones 
that build the collaborated project-based course from scratch. In the context of this 
research, there are two kinds of projects: one is the “industry project” or “project tasks” 
where the main topics and issues are pre-defined by the university and industry partners, 
and the project results are delivered by the students; the other is the whole “course 
collaboration” between the faculty and corporate partners, which could be seen as the 
overarching project. The design of the project tasks has already been covered under the 
Pillar 2, and thus the Pillar 3 aims to deal with the procedure of building the overarching 
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project, which is the university-industry PBL course collaboration. Procedure reveals a 
set of instructions or steps to achieve the goal phase by phase. 
 
According to Project Management Institute (2017), project phases constitute the project 
life cycle. The definitions of these terms are presented in Table 8. Although project phases 
can be named in various ways (e.g. according to the needs of the organization, the nature 
of the project), the project life cycle usually follows the structure: starting the project, 
organizing and preparing, carrying out the work, and closing the project. In the following 
chapters, the author will explore the project life cycle of each case study and identify 
project phases and key tasks of each phase, which have the potential to serve as a guiding 
reference for future practitioners. 
 

Table 8 

Project Management Key Components 

Key Component Definition 

Project life cycle The series of phases that a project passes through from its start to 
its completion 

Project phase A collection of logically related project activities that culminates 
in the completion of one or more deliverables 

Note. From A guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK guide) (6th 
ed.), by Project Management Institute, 2017. 
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Chapter 4. Methodology 
 

This chapter aims to provide a detailed description of the methodology adopted in this 
research. The rationale of choosing a qualitative research methodology and case study 
strategy is explained, followed by the process and result of case selection. Next, the data 
collection method, process and participants are outlined and the data analysis procedure 
is illustrated. This chapter ends with the techniques to enhance trustworthiness. 
 
4.1 Qualitative Research Methodology 
Creswell (2012) suggested that the researcher should choose between the quantitative or 
qualitative research methods depending on the nature of the research problem and the 
research questions. While quantitative research is typically associated with the goal of 
establishing generalizations, qualitative research usually features the understanding of 
particular phenomena and the perspectives of the participants. The goal of this research 
is to explore the main research question: “How are PBL (project-based learning) courses 
initiated, collaborated, and managed by the faculty and industry partners in business 
education?” Since this study is primarily concerned with understanding the specific 
phenomenon of a university-industry collaborative project-based course and the 
perspectives of the faculty, industry partners and students involved, the researcher 
adopted the qualitative methodology. 
 
It could be further underpinned by Hoepfl's (1997) statement that qualitative methods suit 
the context where the quantitative measures and statistics have a difficulty adequately 
describing or interpreting a situation. Instead of having the kind of “to what extent” or 
“how many”, “how much” line of inquiry which can be answered by statistical figures, 
this study explores the “how”, “what” and “why” questions which are exploratory and 
require qualitative data to obtain a clear picture, and thus follows a qualitative approach. 
 
4.2 Case Study Strategy 
This research employs a strategy of case study, in which the chosen example is studied 
thoroughly and a range of varied data is collected (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009). To specify, 
a case study is defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident" (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009, p. 13). This 
strategy is particularly suitable in the context when “how” or “why” questions are being 
posed, no control of behavioral events is required from the investigator, and the focus is 
on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context (Yin, 2003). This research 
targets several contemporary PBL courses in business education with university-industry 
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or academic-corporate partnership to understand how project-based learning can be 
initiated and implemented in real-life, where the researcher has no control over the 
behavioral event, and thus suits a case study strategy. 
 
Yin (2003) identified four types of case study designs: single-case holistic designs, single-
case embedded designs, multiple-case holistic designs, and multiple-case embedded 
designs. As suggested by Yin (2003), multiple cases can contribute to a more powerful 
analytical conclusions than those coming from a single case. On the other hand, the 
decision between holistic or embedded design lays its foundation in how many units are 
going to be studied and the research questions (Yin, 2003). An embedded multiple-case 
design was chosen for this study, where more than a single case and multiple units of 
analysis were used to address research questions. 
 
This research investigates a single pilot case study at National Taiwan University and 
three European case studies where one of them is located at Aalto University in Finland, 
and the remaining two at Corvinus Business School in Hungary. Each course is the 
subject of an individual case study, but the research as a whole covers multiple project-
based learning case studies. In each case study, the main unit of analysis is the course 
collaboration as a whole, while three sub-units of analysis were addressed based on the 
conceptual framework illustrated in Chapter 3, namely: (a) partnership, (b) pedagogy 
and (c) procedure. Figure 4 illustrates the case study design utilized in this research. At 
each level of analysis, two data collection techniques were used: documents and 
stakeholder interviews. 
 
Following the premise of qualitative research, the case study strategy aims to deeply 
explore a specific context, instead of looking for generalizable results (Yin, 2003). In 
order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the cases, course-related documents such 
as course description and syllabuses were collected. Furthermore, faculty members, 
industry partners and students were interviewed. A variety of aspects were explored to 
obtain a holistic picture of a university-industry collaborative project-based course, 
especially with regard to the formation of partnership, the design of course activities, the 
management process, as well as challenges encountered throughout the journey. 
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Figure 4 

An Embedded Multiple-Case Design 

 
Note. Figure created by author 
 
4.2.1 Pilot Case Study 
A pilot case study acts as a laboratory for the researcher where invaluable insights about 
the core research topic could be discovered, and the plans, instruments and technologies 
of data collection could be refined (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). The importance of a pilot 
case study is further emphasized by Yin (2003) that “more resources may be devoted to 
this phase of the research than to the collection of data from any of the actual cases” (p. 
79). 
 
Considering the accessibility of multiple stakeholders, familiarity of curriculum 
objectives, and geographic proximity which allows for a stable relationship to be nurtured 
between the interviewees and the researcher, the selection is carefully considered. To this 
end, the single pilot case study of this research is located in the course “Introduction to 
Management Information Systems” at National Taiwan University (NTU). It looked into 
the academic-corporate course collaboration in 2017, where the single industry partner 
was a multinational corporation headquartered in Singapore. 
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On-site interviews with the academic and the industry partner for this pilot case study 
were conducted during July to August 2020, and an online interview with the student 
followed in October 2020. It provided genuine value to the researcher as it illustrated 
what might be the core motivation and expectation of each stakeholder to pursue such a 
collaboration, the potential challenges involved, and a big picture regarding how to 
incorporate industry projects into the curriculum design. Furthermore, the pilot case study 
substantially supported the process of improving the interview guides for various 
stakeholders. The analysis and reflection of this pilot case are presented in Annex 4. 
 
4.2.2 European Case Studies 
This research aims to investigate the expertise to achieve a successful collaboration 
between the faculty and the industry partners on PBL courses in the field of business 
education, and thus the selection of case studies has a critical impact on the results. 
According to Yin (2003), a screening process should be in place when there are more 
than enough qualified case study candidates to choose from in order to avoid the situation 
where the result can not reflect the original objective of the study. Suggested approaches 
included gathering limited documentation prior to formal data collection and consulting 
people who are familiar with these cases. 
 
Firstly, in order to collect a batch of potential case studies, the researcher utilized online 
search engine with particular search queries such as “university-industry projects”, 
“project-based learning in university” or “business project in university” to look for 
relevant university websites or program websites. Secondly, a three-step screening 
process was followed: (1) top business colleges in Europe were prioritized to narrow 
down the focus and compile a convincing list of empirical case studies; (2) contextual 
information was checked to ensure that the student projects were in business discipline 
and co-supervised by the academics and the industry partners and (3) accessibility of the 
stakeholders involved was evaluated, for example, to examine whether contact 
information of stakeholders were provided on the website or reachable through social 
media network such as LinkedIn. The description on the webpage of potential case studies 
allowed the researcher to form initial assumptions regarding its suitability to fit in this 
research and prioritize accordingly. In addition to the usage of online search engines, 
some case study candidates came from the consultation with knowledgeable educational 
professionals in the higher education field. As a result, this research comprised of three 
actual case studies: (a) IDBM Capstone: Industry Project at Aalto University, (b) CEMS 
Business Project at Corvinus University of Budapest and (c) Project Assignment 
(“Gyakorlati Projekt” in Hungarian) at Corvinus University of Budapest. Table 9 
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demonstrates the final selected cases. The case selection process lasted from May to 
October 2020. The following paragraph will briefly introduce the reason why these cases 
were selected. These findings are presented in Chapter 5. 
 

Table 9 

Profile of Selected European Case Studies 

Item Case Study 1 Case Study 2 Case Study 3 

Course IDBM Capstone: 
Industry Project 

CEMS Business 
Project 

Project Assignment 
(Gyakorlati Projekt) 

University Aalto University Corvinus University 
of Budapest 

Corvinus University of 
Budapest 

Country Finland Hungary Hungary 

Program Master's Program in 
International Design 
Business Management 
(IDBM) 

CEMS Master's 
Program in 
International 
Management (MiM) 

Master's Program in 
Management and 
Leadership (Vezetés és 
szervezés) 

Language English English Hungarian 

Credits 15 ECTS 15 ECTS 5 ECTS 

 
The “IDBM Capstone: Industry Project” course at Aalto University was positioned in the 
priority list of the case study candidates due to the highly relevant and fruitful information 
provided on the website, including the brief project summaries in the past, and the call-
out to industry partners for project collaboration opportunities. Besides this, Aalto 
University was ranked at the top in Finland in field-specific rankings of business 
education according to Financial Times (European Business Schools 2020), THE 
(Business & Economics 2020), and QS (Business and Management studies 2020) (as 
cited in Aalto University, 2020c). On the other hand, the “CEMS Business Project” course 
and the “Project Assignment” course at Corvinus University of Budapest were 
recommended by higher education experts in the field during the case study selection 
process. The former course is from the CEMS Master's Program in International 
Management (MiM), a well-known program jointly offered by all members of the Global 
Alliance in Management Education (formerly the “Community of 
European Management Schools and International Companies”), and in Hungary it is only 
available at Corvinus University of Budapest. The latter course is from the Master's 
Program in Management and Leadership at Corvinus University of Budapest, which was 
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ranked 90th among the top hundred masters in management in the world in 2020 
according to Financial Times (n.d.). After carefully examining the websites and 
documents, the researcher concluded that valuable insights could be drawn from these 
case studies to address the research question. 
 
4.3 Data Collection  
In order to obtain holistic pictures of the case studies and draw implications from there, 
three types of information (demographic, contextual and perceptual) were collected by 
two methods: documents and stakeholder interviews. Table 10 illustrates the details. 
 

Table 10 

Overview of Information Needed 

Type of Information Required Information Data Collection Method 

(a) Demographic Program profiles, course objectives 
and activities 

Documents 

(b) Contextual Rationales of pedagogical design and 
organizational structures 

Documents & 
Stakeholder interviews 

(c) Perceptual What the interviewee believes to be 
true based on one's own experience 
and view of the world: motivation, 
challenges 

Stakeholder interviews 

 
4.3.1 Documents 
Ames et al. (2019) suggested that purposive sampling of primary studies is an approach 
of reaching a manageable number of studies and could help avoid the challenges of an 
overwhelming amount of data. In this research, the documents for analysis include public 
information and internal files. The data mainly came from the course syllabuses, course 
online platforms, official websites, and partner guidebooks provided by the interviewed 
participants. 
 
The syllabuses provide details regarding curriculum design, learning outcomes, and 
expected progress over time, which serve as a valuable source of information for this 
research. Partner guidebooks provide deep insights of the roles and responsibilities 
among actors and the know-how to facilitate the project. The full list of documents is 
listed in Table 11. Overall, 16 documents were studied. 
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Table 11 

List of Documents for Analysis 

No. Category Document Year Obtained from 

1 Pilot Case 
Study 

Course guide and syllabus of 
Introduction to Management 
Information Systems 

2017 Interviewee 

2 Pilot Case 
Study 

Couse Map N/A University Webpage 
(NTU) 

3 Case Study 1 Study module: JOIN-E7007 IDBM 
Capstone: Industry Project 

2020 University Webpage 
(Aalto University) 

4 Case Study 1 Corporate collaboration: IDBM 
Industry Project - International 
Design Business Management 
Program 

2020 University Webpage 
(Aalto University) 

5 Case Study 1 IDBM Projects N/A Program Webpage 
(IDBM) 

6 Case Study 1 IDBM Impact 2020 2020 Event Webpage 
(IDBM Impact) 

7 Case Study 2 CEMS Business Project 2020 - 
document for Corporate Partners 
and Academic Advisors 

2019 Interviewee 

8 Case Study 2 CEMS Business Project 2020 - 
Project Topics 

2020 Interviewee 

9 Case Study 2 CEMS Master's in International 
Management at Corvinus 
 

N/A University Webpage 
(Corvinus University 
of Budapest) 

10 Case Study 2 CEMS Business Projects N/A University Webpage 
(CEMS) 

11 Case Study 2 CEMS Corporate & Social Partners N/A University Webpage 
(CEMS) 

12 Case Study 2 CEMS Master in International 
Management 

N/A University Webpage 
(CEMS) 
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Table 11 

List of Documents for Analysis (continued) 

No. Category Document Year Obtained from 

13 Case Study 3 Tantá rgyi ú tmutató - Gyakorlati 
projekt - 2020/2021 tanév 1. félév 
[Course guide of Project 
Assignment - 2020/2021 academic 
year 1st semester] 

2020 Interviewee 

14 Case Study 3 Tapasztalati tanulás a menedzsment 
képzésben [Experiential learning in 
management training] 

2018 University Webpage 
(Corvinus Business 
Partner)  

15 Case Study 3 Vezetés és szervezés mesterképzési 
szak [Master's Program in 
Management and Leadership] 

2020 Downloaded from 
University Webpage 
(Corvinus University 
of Budapest)  

16 Case Study 3 Vezetés és szervezés [Program 
description of Master's Program in 
Management and Leadership] 

2020 University Webpage 
(Corvinus University 
of Budapest) 

 
4.3.2 Stakeholder Interviews 
Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with the participants from the 
identified cases. According to Gillham (2000), firstly, interview is an useful method to 
understand the perspectives, experiences, beliefs, and motivations of a person; secondly, 
semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to explore around the topics on the agenda 
and move further into unexpected issues through open-ended questions and follow-up 
queries. During the interview, the researcher usually started the conversation with general 
questions regarding aspects of partnership, pedagogy and procedure, and then asked for 
concrete examples, rationales or elaboration according to the response of the interviewee. 
The flexibility of semi-structured interviews gives the researcher more room to delve into 
an idea in more detail and uncover the holistic picture. 
 
The interviews for the pilot case study in Taiwan were conducted in Mandarin, and 
interviews for European case studies (Case Study 1-3) were conducted in English. Among 
the 20 interviews conducted for this research, three interviews were performed face-to-
face and 17 interviews were performed via an online meeting software, which could be 
Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or Skype. Upon written approval from interviewees prior to the 
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interview, the conversation was recorded by a device or the online meeting software. The 
interviews of the pilot case study and the three actual case studies were conducted from 
July 2020 to January 2021. The duration of each interview ranged from 30 to 90 minutes. 
The criteria of participants and the development of interview guide are elaborated on in 
the following sections. 
 
4.3.2.1 Participants 
Purposeful sampling is an approach commonly used in qualitative research in order to 
identify and select relevant information-rich units (Patton, 2002). One of the most 
frequently used purposeful sampling strategies is criterion sampling (Palinkas et al., 
2015). In this research, purposive sampling was adopted in order to obtain the richest 
information through a limited number of samples. The strategy of criterion sampling was 
utilized to identify interviewees that are rich sources of specific information. The 
determining question asked was, “Who were the key persons that either managed this 
university-industry collaborative PBL course or delivered the project results?” The 
criteria for respondents were listed as: (a) being a responsible teacher or a project, 
program, or course organizer from the university side who led the course or deeply 
involved in the communication with the industry partners; (b) being an accountable 
person or the project advisor from the corporate side or (c) being a student delivering the 
project result. All samples came from the stakeholders of the identified cases. Participants 
were recruited using one, or a combination of three techniques: (a) formal email invitation 
sent through their official e-mails which were public on the website, (b) a chain-referral 
snowballing technique to reach the information-rich key informants or (c) message sent 
through the LinkedIn network. 
 
Each case was represented by various stakeholders who were deeply involved in the 
specific PBL course: (a) the faculty staff from the university side: a course leader, a 
program manager, a community manager or a corporate relationship manager; (b) the 
industry partner: a key coordinator represented the corporate or a corporate project 
advisor and (c) the student: a current or former student who participated in the course. In 
summary, a total number of 20 interviews were conducted, and 17 unique participants 
were interviewed. Table 12 provides the list of the interviewed participants. It is worth 
mentioning that in certain conditions where an interviewee was simultaneously involved 
with more than one case study, or simultaneously held the identity of an industry partner 
and a former student in a single case study, the researcher had a thorough communication 
with the participant beforehand to arrange two sessions of interview, and focused on one 
perspective at a time. In order to protect the respondent confidentiality, both the job title 
of the participants and the corporate names have been kept confidential. 
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Table 12 

List of Interviewed Stakeholders 

Case Identity Participant ID 

Pilot Case Study: 
Introduction to Management 
Information Systems at 
National Taiwan University 

Faculty ID 1 

Industry Partner ID 2, ID 3 

Student ID 4 

Case Study 1: IDBM 
Capstone: Industry Project at 
Aalto University 

Faculty ID 5, ID 6 

Industry Partner ID 7, ID 8 

Student ID 9, ID 10 

Case Study 2: CEMS 
Business Project at Corvinus 
University of Budapest 

Faculty ID 11, ID 12 

Industry Partner ID 13, ID 14 

Student ID 14, ID 15 

Case Study 3: Project 
Assignment at Corvinus 
University of Budapest 

Faculty ID 11 

Industry Partner ID 16, ID 17 

Student ID 17 

 
4.3.2.2 Interview Guide 
The questions in the interview guide are thematically grouped into three main sections 
aligned with the conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 3: (a) partnership 
dimension, (b) pedagogy dimension and (c) procedure dimension. Table 13 illustrates 
how the main research question has been further broken down into eight guiding research 
questions, and then reflected in the interview guide (see Annex 1, Annex 2, Annex 3). 
 
The researcher developed different interview guides for different stakeholders. To specify, 
the interview guide for the faculty members and the one for industry partners are similar, 
while the one for students is relatively unique due to the fact that students have limited 
knowledge regarding the university-industry partnership and the rationales behind the 
course design. However, it is a widely held view that student voice is critical in 
developing any curriculum. Thus, the interview guide for students focuses more on 
understanding their learning experience, expectations, and challenges as a learner. 
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Table 13 

Thematically Grouped Questions in the Interview Guide 

Dimension The focus Research questions Interview 
guide 

Pillar 1: 
Partnership 

University-Industry 
collaboration 

(1) What were the motivational 
factors for universities and industry 
partners to collaborate with each 
other for a project-based course?  
 
(2) How were the partners recruited? 
What were the criteria used to select 
a partner? 
 
(3) What were the roles and 
responsibilities of key stakeholders? 
How did they usually interact with 
each other? 
 
(4) What were the challenges 
involved in this partnership? 
  

Part I.  
Q1-Q9 

Pillar 2: 
Pedagogy 

Course design, project 
tasks & groups, 
evaluation, 
enhancement 

(5) What were the learning outcomes 
and course activities? 
 
(6) How were the project groups 
formed? 
 
(7) What were the major challenges 
in the teaching and learning process? 
  

Part II. 
Q1-Q8 

Pillar 3: 
Procedure 

Process management, 
phases & milestones 

(8) How could the whole process be 
broken down into project phases? 

Part III. 
Q1 

Note. Interview questions in this table refer to the interview guide for the faculty (see 
Annex 1). 
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The researcher is well aware of the suggestions provided by Rubin and Rubin (2005):  
“Qualitative interviewing design is flexible, iterative, and continuous, rather than 
prepared in advance and locked in stone” (p. 43). In general, the questions in the interview 
guide were not necessarily addressed fully during the interview, and the question list also 
evolved over time according to developed understanding, instead of strictly sticking to 
the first version. Having said that, the partnership, pedagogy and procedure dimensions 
are well-covered in each case study. 
 
4.4 Data Analysis Procedure 
Patton (1987) suggested that data should be organized and reduced through 
summarization and categorization, and patterns and themes should be retrieved from the 
data during analysis. Kawulich (2004) further indicated there is no single prescribed 
process for analyzing qualitative data, but there are some typical steps: (1) familiarize 
oneself with the data; (2) figure out patterns and themes; (3) search for relationships and 
links between data and (4) visually display the information and write it up. 
 
Thematic analysis is defined as “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting 
patterns (themes) within data” which minimally organizes the data set in detail (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p. 79). In this study, the researcher applied a hybrid approach of inductive 
and deductive coding, which are two primary ways in thematic analysis.  
 
A deductive approach, also known as a “theoretical” thematic analysis, is a “top-down” 
analytic method which aims to focus on certain aspects of the data instead of providing a 
well-rounded description (Braun & Clarke, 2006). At the beginning, the researcher 
generated initial codes deductively based on the 3-pillar conceptual framework 
introduced in Chapter 3 to reflect the researcher’s theoretical interest in the area. Major 
pillars and themes are listed as follows: 

• Partnership: motivation, partner recruitment, formality, responsibility, 
communication systems, maintenance, challenges in partnership 

• Pedagogy: overall course design, project task, project group, examination, 
feedback, course evaluation & improvement, challenges in teaching & learning 

• Procedure: project phases and key tasks 
 
According to Patton (1987), inductive analysis generates patterns, themes, and categories 
of analysis from the data instead of prescribing them beforehand. After the interview 
transcripts was organized by pillars and themes, the researcher then returned to the data 
and conducted an inductive analysis to look for patterns and form sub-themes. 
Subsequently, a massive table was created in Microsoft Excel for a comparative analysis 
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across case studies. Implications and practical suggestions to initiate and sustain a 
collaborative project-based course were then provided according to the findings. The 
result of the data analysis described above is presented in Chapter 5. 
 
4.5 Trustworthiness 
According to Fraenkel and Wallen (2009), validity refers to the appropriate use of an 
instrument which allows the researcher to draw correct conclusions and reliability refers 
to the consistency of answers achieved by an instrument. However, in qualitative studies, 
since a certain amount of personal interpretation is usually necessary, these concepts are 
redefined. As Golafshani (2003) stated, “Reliability and validity are conceptualized as 
trustworthiness, rigor and quality in qualitative paradigm” (p. 604). Lincoln & Guba 
(1985)’s framework regarding trustworthiness is one of the most widely used in 
qualitative studies – they claimed that trustworthiness could be assessed by four criteria: 
(a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c) dependability and (d) confirmability. These concepts 
are further explained in Table 14. 
 

Table 14 

Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research 

Concept in 
qualitative research 

Purpose Concept in 
quantitative research 

Credibility To ensure the findings are true and 
believable 

Internal validity 

Transferability To ensure the results can be applied or 
transferred to other contexts 

External validity 

Dependability To ensure the findings are consistent when 
the research is repeated within the same 
context 

Reliability 

Confirmability To ensure the findings come from 
participants’ response instead of the bias or 
intention of the researcher 

Objectivity 

Note. Adapted from Naturalistic Inquiry, by Lincoln, Y. S. & Guba, E. G., 1985, SAGE 
Publications. 
 
Qualitative researchers usually perform a series of techniques to validate their 
understanding and ensure accuracy and consistency. In this research, several strategies 
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were utilized to enhance trustworthiness, namely triangulation, member checking, peer 
debriefing, and thick description. 
 
Triangulation  
Triangulation can be used to enhance credibility and confirmability by comparing two or 
more different sources of information. Fraenkel and Wallen (2009) defined it as “Using 
a variety of instruments to collect data” (p. 453). In this research, the author carefully 
cross-checked the interviewees’ statements with existing official information. For 
example, the author thoroughly studied the syllabus prior to the interview, and raised 
questions to the interviewee to double check some critical information such as timeline 
and the length of the project. Moreover, the researcher posed the same question to various 
stakeholders to examine the consistency of a message. When the information gathered 
from two different sources was not aligned, the researcher attempted to find a third 
participant to verify the information. 
 
Peer Debriefing 
Peer debriefing can be defined as “obtaining an individual outside of the study to review 
and evaluate the report” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009, p. 453), also called as external audit. 
In this research, the research design, coding process and findings were reviewed by two 
peers outside of the study in the middle and at the end of the research. The peers posed 
questions to challenge the process and findings of the study, which prompted the author 
to provide a more detailed description of the research process and further elaborate on the 
rationale behind the scenes in order to enhance dependability.  
 
Member Checking 
Fraenkel and Wallen (2009) defined member checking as “asking one or more 
participants in the study to review the accuracy of the research report” (p. 453). Creswell 
(2012) also suggested member checking as a process to bring the results back to one or 
more participants and ask them to review whether the findings and interpretations are fair. 
In this study, after the initial result was formed from data analysis, it was sent to each 
participant for feedback regarding the fairness of the interpretations. This technique was 
applied to enhance credibility. 
 
Thick Description 
As addressed by Gillham (2000) , research in the field of natural science may aim for 
generalizable findings with implications for theory, “but in human behavior, 
generalization from one group of people to others, or one institution to another, is often 
suspect — because there are too many elements that are specific to that group or 
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institution” (p. 6). Having said that, it is possible to enhance transferability by providing 
a detailed context in which the qualitative research is conducted. This technique is also 
known as thick description. By doing so, others would be able to judge whether it is 
suitable to apply the findings of this research to other situations. In this study, with an 
intention to provide value to an extended audience, the researcher incorporated multiple 
case studies and gave a detailed description of each case. 
 
4.6 Limitations 
It has to be made clear that this research has its limitations. Firstly, during the process of 
data collection, the researcher tried hard to recruit more participants to learn about their 
perspective and experience, but the effort was very often in vain. Especially in one of the 
case studies, there was a time when the researcher sent out interview invitations to nine 
potential participants but no response had been received from any of them. Although the 
author finally managed to acquire at least one participant from each stakeholder group, 
namely the faculty, industry partner and student in every case study, the difficulty to reach 
a bigger number of participants may limit the variety of voices represented in this research. 
Secondly, this research targets to reveal insights regarding how a project-based course 
could be initiated and managed by university staff and industry partners, and thus 
prioritizes the opinions of the professionals. Students’ opinions are included in the study 
in order to understand their experience and support further enhancement of the course 
design but it may have limited implications towards the main research question. Thirdly, 
respondents might have a tendency to avoid negative comments during the interview due 
to cultural and self-protective bias. Thus, to minimize this limitation, the researcher has 
tried to build strong and professional rapport with interviewees and make them feel 
comfortable enough to disclose information in a transparent and protected way. 
 
The next chapter provides a detailed description of both the pilot case study and three 
European case studies, and presents the findings of this research. 
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Chapter 5. Data Analysis 
 
This chapter presents the findings of three European case studies derived from the 
analysis of documents (n=14) and stakeholder interviews (n=16, with 13 unique 
interviewees) case by case. The data analysis aims to answer the research question on 
how PBL (project-based learning) courses are initiated, collaborated, and managed by 
the faculty and industry partners in business education, taking into account the 
perspectives of the faculty, industry partners, and students. It is worth noting that the 
interviewees participating in this research do not aim to represent any institution or 
company but provide personal opinions and points of view from within their respective 
roles. 
 
Table 15 summarizes key themes examined under each pillar in this research. The data 
analysis is guided by a predetermined conceptual framework which has already been 
introduced (see Chapter 3 for a detailed description of each theme).  
 

Table 15 

Key Themes Analyzed in This Research 

Dimension Pillar 1: Partnership Pillar 2: Pedagogy Pillar 3: Procedure 

Key themes  (1) Motivations 
(2) Partner recruitment 
(3) Formality 
(4) Responsibility 
(5) Communication 
systems 
(6) Maintenance 
(7) Challenges in 
partnership 

(1) Overall course design 
(2) Project task 
(3) Project group 
(4) Examination 
(5) Feedback 
(6) Course evaluation & 
improvement 
(7) Challenges in 
teaching & learning 

(1) Project phases  
(2) Key tasks 

 
Tables 16 –70 were used in this chapter to organize data. The interviewee coding in the 
format X:Y:Z is as follows: 

• The first item (“X”) refers to the ID number ascribed to the interviewee in the 
previous chapter (see section 4.3.2.1 Participants). 

• The second item (“Y”) indicates which case it is where:  
• P = Pilot case in Taiwan (Introduction to Management Information 

Systems). The analysis of pilot case is presented in Annex 4. 
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• C1 = Case 1 (IDBM Capstone: Industry Project)  
• C2 = Case 2 (CEMS Business Project) 
• C3 = Case 3 (Project Assignment) 

• The third item (“Z”) indicates the identity of the interviewee where:  
• U = University staff/Faculty member 
• I = Industry partner 
• S = Student 

 
5.1 Case Study 1: IDBM Capstone: Industry Project at Aalto University 
The “IDBM Capstone: Industry Project” was a 15 ECTS credits course organized by the 
Department of Management and International Business at Aalto University, Finland, for 
the International Design Business Management (IDBM) Master's students (Aalto 
University, 2020a). IDBM was a joint master's program between the schools of Aalto 
University: School of Arts, Design and Architecture, School of Business, School of 
Chemical Engineering, School of Electrical Engineering, School of Engineering and 
School of Science (Aalto University, 2020b). The graduates of the IDBM program earned 
a master’s degree in either business, design or technology (IDBM, n.d.). IDBM was 
initially a minor program which then evolved into a two-year master’s program. The 
industry project has been running since the IDBM program was first established in 1995. 
When the research took place, the IDBM Capstone: Industry Project was at the core of 
the IDBM program, where 3-6 students with arts, business, and engineering backgrounds 
were formed in multidisciplinary teams and committed towards a six-month project in 
collaboration with industry partners. According to the university website, the project fee 
for the company was 25,000 euros (Aalto University, 2020b). The following section 
presents the findings gathered from document research (n=4) and stakeholder interviews 
(n=6). 
 
5.1.1 Pillar 1: Partnership 
IDBM has been implementing the industry project for more than 25 years, and it had a 
solid ground in maintaining existing partnerships and collaborating with new partners. 
This section explores participants’ experiences and opinions relevant to partnership. 
 
5.1.1.1 Motivations 
The data in Table 16 suggested that the motivations for the IDBM faculty to collaborate 
with the industry partners mainly stemmed from the program's objective. “Industry-
driven” was at the core of this program, and thus the collaboration with industry partners 
was an indispensable element. 
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Table 16 

Motivations for Faculty to Collaborate With Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Industry-driven 
program design 

▣ This industry project is one of the obligatory courses 
for our major students and many of our minor students, 
so it's a central part of the program. 
▣ IDBM is an industry-driven program, and we do need 
this collaboration with the industry. This faculty brings 
in the academic rigor, and then we show what's the 
practice in real life, so it's a win-win situation. 

5-6:C1:U 

 
The motivations for the industry partners to join this course collaboration were very 
diverse, as shown in Table 17. During the interviews, the faculty members were asked 
about their assumptions of the motivations of the industry partners. Two sub-themes were 
simultaneously mentioned by both the faculty members and the industry partners 
themselves: (a) this industry project collaboration serves as a great opportunity for the 
companies to recruit outstanding talents, and (b) students with up-to-date knowledge have 
the potential to provide fresh insights and suggest innovative approaches. One faculty 
member also assumed an affordable price to be one of the drivers. Other motivations 
expressed by the industry partners themselves included: a need to explore business 
opportunities, the multidisciplinary team offered, confidence gained through previous 
experience, global perspectives and academic knowledge brought in. 
 
As for students, they aspired to gain practical experience with this industry project 
experience, which might also create a positive impression on their future employers. 
Moreover, when the students were asked to compare this project course with other 
experiences where there was no real industry partner involvement, they commented that 
the authenticity of having a real client and a real problem to solve motivated them (see 
Table 18). 
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Table 17 

Motivations for Industry Partners to Join the Project Course in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Recruitment ▣ I think this is a really good recruitment 
opportunity for the clients, not to mention the results. 
If they want to hire students from Aalto University 
and particularly from IDBM, this is a really good 
opportunity to see the students in action. 
▣ The companies or organizations they use this to 
find new employees, so they have recruited some of 
the students who worked in the teams and in the 
project. 

5-6:C1:U 

 
▣ I have also been positively surprised how many 
students can get a thesis position after a project or 
traineeship position or these opportunities. So, I think 
that's also something that we can also see that our 
company is doing. 

8:C1:I 

Knowledge & 
Fresh insights 

▣ The students they're active. They are enthusiastic, 
and they have the most up-to-date knowledge about 
the field, and they get maybe fresh insights into the 
business of the activities. 

5:C1:U 

 
▣ In general, it's interesting for us to collaborate 
with students as they have this very current 
knowledge about different trends in the world, and 
they have the very current education also in different 
fields. For example, from the business aspect, they 
might have some interesting ideas of approaching 
that topic. 

8:C1:I 
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Table 17 

Motivations for Industry Partners to Join the Project Course in Case 1 (continued) 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

A need to explore 
business 
opportunities 

▣ We needed to explore the business opportunities 
and thought like IDBM students could be the 
potential crew to collaborate within our project. I 
think they have a nice mixture of expertise in this 
program and project. So, we thought like, let's 
collaborate with them. 
▣ There's often this quite practical approach, where 
we want to understand users and their needs and the 
future, what it would look like from different fields, 
and understand how to create a business, especially 
scalable business, around these opportunities. 
▣ IDBM is also quite a long project. So, there's time 
to also focus on a bit more challenging topics, or 
these more like abstract topics.  

7-8:C1:I 

Multidisciplinary 
team 

▣ From my point of view, it has been very 
interesting the combination of technology, business, 
and design. And that is something that we value at 
our company a lot. Also, this holistic view and 
interdisciplinary working and so on. So that has been 
affecting the decision to choose exactly IDBM. 
▣ We have been collaborating with designers only 
previously. So, I thought, like, collaborating with the 
business people, designers, and engineers would be 
beneficial for our project.  

7-8:C1:I 

Affordable price ▣ Because the students will help them in their real-
life cases and help them develop their business or 
activity, I think it benefits the companies and doesn't 
need to pay us as much as they would if they were 
hiring a consulting firm.  

5:C1:U 
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Table 17 

Motivations for Industry Partners to Join the Project Course in Case 1 (continued) 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

The confidence 
gained through 
previous 
experience 

▣ Previously, I knew what they are capable of doing, 
and I was familiar with the methods they are using in 
this program, and I thought, well, I'm pretty sure that 
they will come up with great results. 

7:C1:I 

Global 
perspectives 

▣ It allows us to also get outside the Finnish borders 
and understand the more global aspects, which is, 
interesting for a very much global company. So, it's 
valuable to have local people from other places than 
Finland participating in a project.  
▣ And also, the aspect that they can travel abroad or 
they conduct service abroad. 

8:C1:I 

Academic 
knowledge 

▣ The teachers have a big role in sharing their 
current information and guiding their students to 
work on current topics. So, I think there's a nice 
balance between the academic professors and 
people's knowledge and the students' interest areas 
and ability to follow what's discussed in society and 
social media.  

8:C1:I 
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Table 18 

Motivations for Students to Participate in the Project Course in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Practical 
experience 

▣ The students get a very good practical experience that 
they can put on their CV... and many times, the 
companies have used the ideas that the students come up 
with for real projects afterward. 

6:C1:U 

 
▣ I also see the project to get experience, to show future 
employers what kind of project I've been doing. So, it's 
nice to have a somehow relevant project to what I want to 
do in the future. 

9:C1:S 

Authenticity & 
Sense of 
responsibility 

▣ Immediately having real stakes motivates you, for the 
teachers, for the whole team to do their best. When you 
make up a project, you don't get the details you get with 
the real case... Fake projects easily lose motivation on 
either you or your teammates.  
▣ There's always like some responsibility if you have a 
real-life partner, and like, we're working on this, and this 
could happen. 
▣ Without having the real-life context, the motivation 
was way lower to solve it and bring it forward. Because 
we were just playing with it... without thinking how we 
could bring it forward and could impact the market and 
stuff like that. 

9-10:C1:S 

Employment ▣ Some of them would also get an offer from the 
companies they work with. 

6:C1:U 

Interactions 
with client 

▣ The client has needs that they want to build. If it's just 
a fake project, you don't get feedback from the client, 
which is the main thing. 

9:C1:S 

 
5.1.1.2 Partner Recruitment 
Finding an industry partner to collaborate on a PBL course is never an easy task, 
especially with a certain project fee to pay, as in the case of IDBM Industry Project. The 
primary partner recruitment channels were: historical database, alumni, and the faculty’s 
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networks (see Table 19). Apart from these, the university’s corporate-relationship 
services and the IDBM program’s website were also useful in attracting potential partners.  
 

Table 19 

Channels for Partner Recruitment in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Historical 
database 

▣ It's been a master's degree program for 10 years, and 
we have a lot of industry partners who have been our 
partners before as well, so we already knew them. It's 
easier to sell new projects if they have already once been 
our partners. 
▣ Generally, we go to the historical record and see 
which clients we've worked with within the past, and of 
course, if they're interested, we start from there. 

5-6:C1:U 

Alumni ▣ We also look through our alumni for partner 
companies. 
▣ IDBM alumni know about this. So, when they go to 
work for a company, they know that we have this 
industry project they might reach us. We have one of 
those cases that a former IDBM student reached us. 

5-6:C1:U 

Faculty’s 
personal 
networks 

▣ I think we use a lot of personal connections, so the 
staff will think about if they know someone who maybe 
has a project. 
▣ Sometimes the clients have worked with some of our 
faculty members before, and they're interested in 
working with IDBM. 

5-6:C1:U 

University’s 
specialized 
services 

▣ Aalto University also has specialized services in 
external relations and corporate relations, so they 
promote all our study projects for the whole of the 
University, and the IDBM industry project is one of 
them. 

5:C1:U 

Program 
website 

▣ I think most contacts are from our side, so we reach 
out to the partners, but yes, we do get some contact 
requests through our website. 

5:C1:U 
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The data suggested that the IDBM faculty had been doing a great job in recruiting industry 
partners. Nevertheless, one faculty member reported that looking for partners was still 
challenging under a time constraint. 
 

I think the biggest challenge is finding partners. That is always the challenge even 
though we have succeeded in that... the schedule is also quite tight; we need to 
find them quite quickly. (5:C1:U) 

 
When asked about what the desired criteria for industry partners were, both a faculty 
member and students emphasized that: (a) a relevant project topic is more important than 
whether the company is famous or not, and (b) the partner needs to commit certain time 
and effort to the project. Other than that, the faculty cared about the alignment between 
project topics and learning objectives and tried to offer students a diverse portfolio of 
projects. The students also expected the industry partners to propose real-life problems 
instead of simply joining the collaboration for other purposes. Details are shown in Table 
20. 
 

Table 20 

Desired Criteria for Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Project topic 
more critical 
than brand 
name 

▣ Usually, the topic of the project is the criteria that we 
use, so it's not actually about the company so much 
because a lot of the companies from different industries 
can have relevant projects. 

5:C1:U 

 
▣ It's more about the project, I think, if the project 
sounds interesting, the brand isn't that important. 
▣ I think it depends on the case, what they provide. The 
project content itself is more important. 

9-10:C1:S 
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Table 20 

Desired Criteria for Industry Partners in Case 1 (continued) 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Dedication ▣ We require more support from the clients than typical 
other projects because we want the clients to be available 
for their students. So one thing we look for from the clients 
is that they're available at least on a bi-weekly, or if not, 
weekly convenience of the students, so they can have 
meetings with the clients every week, almost. 

6:C1:U 

 
▣ They have to understand the involvement level they 
agree to, so they have first to understand what's needed 
from them and how long it'll take.  
▣ They need to be committed to the project all the time, 
not like full time, but be available and provide information 
and resources and stuff like that. 

9-10:C1:S 

The real 
problem to 
solve 

▣ I also guess that they have this problem they are willing 
to expand on. So, they have the problem, and they're open 
to all the ideas that come. 
▣ Definitely, they need to be companies that want to get 
results from it, not just doing it for PR. 

9-10:C1:S 

Alignment 
with learning 
objectives 

▣ The projects need to be suitable for students. They need 
to reflect the learning objectives of the program. The 
international design business management program makes 
focuses on design thinking and designing services and 
products. 

5:C1:U 

Diversity ▣ We know that the students might be interested in some 
topics more than others, but then we try to have diverse 
clients. So, we try to have only one company from the 
same field to avoid any conflicts of interest and ensure 
diversity. We also try to have a range of companies in 
terms of their size because some students are interested in 
non-profits. Then some students want to get these big 
company experiences, so we try to have diversity in the 
portfolio... every year for the projects. 

6:C1:U 
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5.1.1.3 Formality 
Industry partners had to pay a project fee, which was mainly used to cover students’ travel 
cost of field research, the academic supervisors’ salaries, and the final gala event. 
 

Most of the costs we charge are for the travel budget, then for the supervisors’ or 
the mentors’ salaries. Basically, all the salaries and the students also get a budget 
for developing their ideas... and we also use the project fees together, like a small 
chunk from each of the projects, to organize the final event, which is the Impact. 
The companies benefit quite a lot from these collaborations. Then for the 
university, the goal is not to make a profit, and that way, the money is used to 
make sure that the students get the best experience. (6:C1:U) 

 
Data from the interviews revealed that official contracts regarding issues on IP, 
confidentiality, and finances were in place between the university, the industry partners, 
and the students for this IDBM project-course collaboration. 
 

In the contract, we do agree about the IP, confidentiality, and payments. They 
(industry partners) can ask the students to sign a separate NDA, but we prefer to 
agree with one contract. (5:C1:U) 

 
5.1.1.4 Responsibility 
The faculty members in charge of the IDBM Capstone: Industry Project course consisted 
of multiple roles with clear responsibilities (see Table 21): the program director, academic 
staff, academic supervisors/mentors, the program manager, and the community 
manager/course assistant. 
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Table 21 

Roles & Responsibilities of Individual Faculty Members in Case 1 

Role Responsibility 

Program Director The program director is responsible for the whole course and is 
the main contact person for the industry partners. 

Academic Staff Academic staff could be IDBM faculty or guest speakers, who 
might be involved in the workshop acting as facilitators.  

Academic 
Supervisors/Mentors 

Each of the teams has a project supervisor who is part of the 
academic staff. They can be from other schools of Aalto 
University or people who are experts in that field. They may 
present in the meetings and give guidance when needed, but 
student teams lead the projects. 

Program Manager  The program manager is involved in practical matters such as 
contracts, coordinating, instructing, and answering students' 
questions concerning practical things such as traveling. 

Community 
Manager/Course 
Assistant 

The community manager acts as the contact person between the 
students and staff faculty. It has been a good practice that there is 
an IDBM student who works as the course assistant/community 
manager since the person would have close contact with students 
and the staff.  

 
The experiences with the academic supervisors were very different across student teams. 
One student regarded the supervisor as helpful and supportive, whereas another student 
felt the supervisor was not crucial for their project but simply for guidance on course 
deliverables (see Table 22). 
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Table 22 

Students’ Perceptions of the Role of Supervisor in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Helpful and 
supportive 

▣ Academic advisors were also really helpful. We 
had lectures, and whenever we needed something, we 
could get help. Also, there were different levels; some 
groups had a different experience, but (in our 
experience), [the supervisor] was very chill and just 
let us do our thing and didn't interfere a lot. 

9:C1:S 

Not crucial for the 
project but giving 
guidance on course 
deliverables 

▣ In our case, we had meetings with the academic 
advisor, but [the supervisor] wasn't crucial for the 
project. I would say... we had about monthly 
meetings with [the supervisor], which was just for 
catching up. We mostly asked [the supervisor] about 
the course deliverables... we didn't ask for help with 
the project itself. 

10:C1:S 

 
On the other hand, there was usually one or more contact persons from the industry 
partner side dedicated to this project and acted as clients/industry mentors. 
 

We try to have at least one of the client personnel available for the students 
throughout the project, so they are basically dedicating half their work time or at 
least one day per week to the students. (6:C1:U) 

 
When the faculty members and industry partners were asked whether industry partners 
were perceived as clients or industry mentors, the participants provided different opinions 
and rationales (see Table 23). One faculty member perceived the industry partners as 
clients, given that their works involved more decision-making and less coaching. One 
industry partner regarded themselves as a client due to the high expectations towards 
results. Another industry partner regarded themselves as a sponsor instead of a client; 
otherwise, the students may be hindered by the company’s strict guidelines and have 
limited flexibility to explore. 
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Table 23 

Perception of the Role of Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

A client: 
decision 
power 

▣ They (industry partners) present the project, and then the 
students will at some point provide them with three 
directions where they could go, and then the client needs to 
decide on. In that way, they don't coach them, so they are the 
client. And of course, they know that these are students, so 
they might need to give them a little more instruction maybe, 
but still, it's like the student team is working for them. It's 
like a working partnership. 

5:C1:U 

A client: 
expecting 
results 

▣ Let's say I tried to be the client as much as possible. If my 
role would be the industry mentor, then I wouldn't have even 
preferred them. And I wouldn't expect so much the results. 
But if I'm the client, then I'm expecting them to make some 
results, and I was carefully providing brief for them to kind 
of show what I'm expecting. A mentor would be there to 
give kind of expertise and maybe the networks to use and 
guide towards relevant people, but not so keenly expecting 
any results. 

7:C1:I 

A sponsor 
instead of a 
client 

▣ It has been very important from our side that we are 
sponsors and not clients. Because this also enables the 
students to research on a more flexible and freeway. 
Otherwise, the project should be done with restrictions... 
then specific guidelines and requirements are binding... So 
that's why we need to be a sponsor and not a client so that 
the students can take care of the legal stuff at all time, for 
example, IDBM course, and not with [company name] legal 
department.  

8:C1:I 

 
5.1.1.5 Communication Systems 
Faculty & Industry Partners 
The communication between the IDBM faculty and the industry partners might involve 
different roles at different stages. For example, it was usually the program director or 
sometimes the academic staff who had connections to negotiate with the industry partners 
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at the initial stage. The program manager might later come in to deal with contracts and 
practical issues. 
 
Industry Partners & Students 
Student teams were in regular contact with the industry partners, usually weekly or bi-
weekly meetings.  
 

The different clients were more or less different, like some of them just gave up 
halfway. I think our client was really involved the whole way, gave us a lot of 
support, met us weekly, and gave us feedback. And we worked at their office once 
a week. (9:C1:S) 

 
Supervisors & Industry Partners & Students 
The project direction was primarily co-led by the students and the industry partners. The 
academic supervisor only served as a supporting role in this course. According to the 
students’ own experience, student teams only contacted the supervisor approximately one 
or few times per month for guidance when needed. The supervisor sometimes attended 
the meeting which the students and the industry partners organized, but it was optional. 
Other than that, the interactions between the supervisor and the industry partner was 
relatively rare. As the industry partners described: 
 

We don't quite know what they (supervisors) do behind the scenes. Sometimes, 
these mentors have also participated in the meetings, and then we have also been 
discussing together. But I would say that it has been quite separate in that we 
collaborate with the students. We don't maybe collaborate that much between us 
and the academia, I would say. (8:C1:I) 
 
We tried to have the supervisor in our every meeting… when we meet with the 
group. We hope that the supervisor is there. In addition to that, we don't 
communicate. (7:C1:I) 

 
5.1.1.6 Maintenance  
When asked about the key to maintaining great partnership in this PBL course, the faculty 
members and the industry partners were quite aligned with each other in terms of their 
answers. Approachability, open communication, trust, and meeting the expectations were 
considered key points (see Table 24). 
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Table 24 

The Key to a Great Partnership Between Faculty & Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Trust & Meeting 
expectations 

▣ Of course, for the clients, it's that we match their 
expectations of delivering high-quality results for 
them, and that's usually never a problem. 

6:C1:U 

 

▣ It would be like they (the faculty) are trusting us 
that we are giving a good brief and we are there to 
support students. We are not escaping from the 
situation and only expecting the results and not 
participating. We would then trust that they are 
providing such a teaching, which supports the kind of 
students’ work. 

7:C1:I 

Approachability 
& 
Communication 

▣ We (the faculty) try to be available for them 
(industry partners), that's also one reason that we have 
a mentor for each team because there might be some 
questions that the client wants to ask, not just from the 
team, but from the academic perspective… and then, 
of course, the [program director] and [community 
manager] are always available for the clients. 
▣ If you make all things clear from the start, you 
avoid or minimize the risk of some kind of conflict 
happening during the project. 

6:C1:U 

 
▣ I think the most important thing is to have open 
communication, to know who to contact and kind of 
be informed what's happening next and what is 
expected from people. 

8:C1:I 

 
5.1.1.7 Challenges in Partnership 
There are always predictable and unpredictable risks existing in any kind of collaboration. 
The faculty identified several challenges associated with this university-industry 
partnership: (a) setting industry partners’ expectation right, namely a good result to be 
delivered in six months; (b) making partners well-informed about design thinking 
methodology, which was employed throughout the project and (c) ensuring partners’ 
dedication along the way (see Table 25). 
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Table 25 

Challenges for Faculty to Collaborate With Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Expectation 
management 

▣ I think it might be the expectation. If there is a new 
industry partner, we need to be quite clear in what is 
reasonable to expect from the student teams. 

5:C1:U 

Client's 
familiarity with 
the 
methodology 

▣ Some clients have worked with us before, so they 
know what this whole design thinking is about, other 
clients don't get it as much, so that's tricky because the 
team wants to do the methodologies and things that 
we've taught them, but the client is expecting a 
traditional consulting project. But that's part of the 
learning curve for the students as well. 

6:C1:U 

Client's 
dedication  

▣ We make it clear to them that this is not just a project 
where they give us the money, and then they disappear. 
We need them to be there the whole time, but of course. 
In the past, it's happened that the client, they get busy 
and then they disappear, so that's something we try to 
make sure that we're communicating. 

6:C1:U 

 
One student provided a similar point of view aligned with the faculty member that 
consistent dedication from the clients was crucial but not always easy. Another student 
identified the bureaucracy of a large corporation as the top challenge to cope with, in the 
sense that a lot of paperwork had to be completed to satisfy the requirements (see Table 
26). 
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Table 26 

Challenges for Students to Work With Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Client's 
dedication  

▣  But there was definitely a lack of time on their part to 
help us. Especially as the project went on, later they (the 
clients) got busier, and they had less time for us, and they 
might have to skip the weekly meeting. We would need to 
have a couple of meetings to see if we're going in the right 
direction. 

9:C1:S 

Bureaucracy ▣ I think the top challenge was the bureaucracy. Because I 
got such a big corporation, I remember we had to send like, 
letters and agendas and minutes... to prove that's why we 
are gathering this, and we're likely going there. It was sort 
of extra work for us to write those things to their different 
departments. Yeah, basically we spent one week doing 
that... we could be doing something way more, but no, we 
have to do this because [the company] requires us. 

10:C1:S 

 
On the other hand, one industry partner emphasized that the coordination of contract 
process could be lengthy and painful, especially in a global company. 
 

The most challenging part has been when we initiate the project, and then I have 
been discussing whether we have the contracts with my boss. She has directed me 
to the kind of sourcing or legal department... and then there has been a 
collaboration between all of these different people bit here and there. So, it has 
not been a very straightforward process. (8:C1:I) 

 
5.1.2 Pillar 2: Pedagogy 
Overall, IDBM Capstone: Industry Project had a well-structured course design and 
thoroughly incorporated key features of project-based learning pedagogy, such as student 
voice and frequent feedback. In general, the industry partners and students were satisfied 
with the course experience. 
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5.1.2.1 Overall Course Design 
Learning Outcomes 
The IDBM Capstone: Industry Project course focused on project management, design 
thinking methods, and other transferrable skills such as problem-solving, 
transdisciplinary teamwork, communication. The learning outcomes were defined as 
follows (Aalto University, 2020a): 

• Explore and create cross-cutting and creative new business opportunities within 
complex, ambiguous problem settings and environments 

• Apply design thinking process and tools in product, service, business, and 
ecosystem development 

• Solve real-world problems creatively 
• Design and conduct research in the project contexts 
• Connect one's disciplinary expertise to a wider multidisciplinary design 

business context 
• Lead and collaborate in a multi-cultural multidisciplinary team 
• Communicate ideas and concepts, both verbally and visually, in and outside the 

team on both operative and strategic levels 
 
Course Activities 
The course activities consisted of two major parts. The first part contained the core 
teamwork projects, where the industry partners set the scenes and the students in 
multidisciplinary teams developed innovative business concepts using design thinking 
methodology. The projects might involve field research and international travel for the 
development of the project context. At the closing stage, an event named IDBM Impact 
was hosted to present students’ hard work to a broad audience.  
 

The main purpose (of IDBM Impact) is to give the client and students an event 
that kind of highlights their hard work, and it's also a really great opportunity to 
invite other guests such as alumni and previous IDBMers and also people from 
the university generally to attend the event. For the clients, because they get to 
meet other members from Aalto University, we usually have a keynote, so it's not 
just about the team presentations. (6:C1:U) 

 
The second part concerned multiple workshops organized by the faculty, where the 
workshops aimed to align with the timeline of the projects to guide students throughout 
the design thinking journey. The workshops might involve speakers from outside of 
the IDBM faculty, depending on the topic.  
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Academics lead workshops, and they have a detailed schedule for the project, so 
what needs to be done at which point. For example, before the prototyping phase, 
they have a prototyping workshop, so they go through the whole design thinking 
process during the course, and then they know what's next and what they need to 
do. (5:C1:U) 

 
Reflection 
However, one student mentioned that since every team was in different phases of their 
project, the workshops' planning could hardly satisfy each team. 
 

Some days we complained to the department that they were showing stuff too 
early where we didn't need it at that stage. But at the same time, the reality is that 
there were like, six or eight teams, and all of our work in different phases. So that 
it's fair enough to have it like, one slot. (10:C1:S) 

 
One student found the workshops very helpful on account of useful information and tools. 
The “problem framing workshop” was strongly favored (see Table 27) since it brought 
the student teams and the industry partners together and worked on finding mutual ground.  
 

Table 27 

Positive Feedback From Students in Terms of Workshops in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Problem 
framing 
workshop 

▣ Especially one of the workshops, it's done with the 
client. We together work on the project, defining the 
project goal more clearly. It helped us to find new 
directions and improved the whole process. 
▣ What I found the most useful from there where they 
support the team and the partner. As I remember, we had 
this problem framing workshop at the beginning of the 
project. That was good because it was bringing the partner 
and us together. And it was facilitated by other person than 
us, and really helping us to see what [the company] wants 
and what we can do.  

9-10:C1:S 

Fruitful 
information 
& tools 

▣ It gave a lot of information about the methods and tools 
we can use in our projects. And we use the information and 
tools a lot during the project. It was very helpful. 

9:C1:S 
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5.1.2.2 Project Task 
The project topics were mainly set by the industry partners, which usually came with a 
brief at an early stage about what business opportunities they wanted the student teams 
to explore. A whole project lasted for approximately six months. It started from the 
client’s brief and ended with the delivery of project results. It typically went through the 
project plan, initial research, newly defined problem statement, multiple design directions, 
design sprints, and then came to the final solution. 
 

It's basically like the design thinking methodology, so once they get the brief, the 
first few weeks are spent with the project plan and things like that, but then they 
also do initial research on the brief itself. Then they come up with a new defined 
problem statement. From that problem statement, they would explore these three 
design directions that they present to the client, and then the client can choose one 
of them or come up with a combination of the three, and from there, then they 
could start narrowing down their project into one or two solutions. So, we ask the 
clients to give a brief that can be explored and questioned by the students. (6:C1:U) 

 
As mentioned previously (see section 5.1.1.2 Partner Recruitment), the faculty cared 
much about whether the industry partners' project topics were suitable for students in a 
way that aligned with learning objectives and with much room to be explored. A previous 
list of project topics is shown in Table 28 as a reference, adapting from the website IDBM 
Impact 2020. 
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Table 28 

All Projects of IDBM Impact 2020 

No. Project Topic 

1 ABB Ability TM History: Boosting digitalization of industrial operations 

2 Predicting Emotional Dynamics in the Mid 21st Century Workplace 

3 Urban journeys 2030: Mobility hub ecosystem 

4 The Future of UX in Smart Buildings 

5 Lappset Kamu: A Playground Revolution 

6 Redesigning Neste Easy Deli experience 

7 Enabling housing for young people in Helsinki 

8 HS Pro - the key to life-long learning at work 

9 Ubujamii: The innovation community for a better tomorrow 

10 Supporting safe public transport in Nairobi 

11 Enhancing consumable boxes’ location tracking in an industrial environment 

Note. Adapted from “Projects” by IDBM Klubi, 2020, IDBM Impact 2020. 
 
Two industry partners commented that the project topics they proposed to students were 
subparts of their existing bigger projects (see Table 29). 
 

Table 29 

Approaches to Identifying Project Topics in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

A part of the 
existing 
project 

▣ Yeah, it is part of the bigger research. We have been 
doing some preliminary research already for several years, 
but at this moment, this is somewhere in the conception 
and prototyping stage. It's (the project) giving us the kind 
of support and guidance to concentrate in the future. 
▣ The topic this year came quite strongly from our 
existing EU project, so research that we have been doing in 
that project. It's tackling one small part of all that many 
findings that we have in the project... definitely, the topic 
is very beneficial for us and interesting. 

7-8:C1:I 
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5.1.2.3 Project Group 
Quite a lot of effort was paid into forming student teams. A questionnaire was first sent 
to the students to understand their professional background, preference for project types, 
and motivations. Then the teams were formed by the IDBM faculty members matching 
students with industry partners’ requirements. Students’ expertise and nationality were 
also seriously considered to make the teams multidisciplinary and multicultural. The 
typical team size was around four to six members, but there would be three IDBM 
students with other students outside of the IDBM program in some special cases. The 
team list was not announced until the course began, along with the assigned supervisors 
and project topics that were associated with the industry partners.  
 

We ask them to fill out quite a lengthy survey, so it's usually asking them about 
their previous background, and which part of IDBM they are from, what's their 
nationality, and if they feel comfortable, what's their gender? These things we ask 
because we want to maximize the diversity in each team. Then we go into more 
personal things like what are their interests, and we usually give them an option 
which matches with certain projects that we have got. But, we don't tell the 
students the clients’ names because that might affect their decision. Hence, we put 
options like product or service design, education design, organizational design, 
and these might correspond to some of the clients we have. Then we also give the 
students quite a lot of space to answer about their motivations, what is their whole 
thing to get out of the industry project. (6:C1:U) 

 
When asked about opinions regarding team formation, one industry partner emphasized 
the diversity would be the focal point, and another industry partner required at least one 
member in the team to have proficiency in the local language due to the nature of the 
project (see Table 30). 
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Table 30 

Industry Partners’ Perspective Regarding Team Formation in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Diversity 
within the 
team 

▣ It's better to have, like, a half female, half male, one 
engineer, one business person, one design background, one 
from the chemistry, for example. 

7:C1:I 

Proficiency in 
local 
language  

▣ One thing that has been important for us is that there's at 
least one or two students with Finnish language skills, as 
the [company] team is quite often doing end-user research 
doing it with citizens of, for example, Espoo or Helsinki. 
But it's not something that the whole team necessarily 
needs to have, but at least one person with that background. 

8:C1:I 

 
Students were happy that they could not intentionally choose their team members and the 
project topics, as they believed it would be a valuable lesson to learn, and it pushed them 
to step out of the comfort zones (see Table 31). 
 

Table 31 

Students’ Perspective Regarding Team Formation in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Learning to 
work with 
whoever 
you're with 

▣ In our course, the main learning point is that you 
learned to work with whoever you're with. And I feel that's 
kind of, what the real world would be like. So, in the real 
world, you don't get to choose who you work with; 
usually, you work in a team. So, it's a valuable lesson to 
learn to deal with what you're given. 

9:C1:S 

External 
pressure for 
you to do 
different 
things 

▣ I like it when the teacher assigns the teams. And I like 
when they give us the random case because if forming a 
team yourself, you would pick up all your friends. And 
then if you could choose a case, and then you pick the one 
which is like closest to your field. I think it opens your 
eyes more when there's external pressure for you to do 
different things. 

10:C1:S 
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5.1.2.4 Examination 
Deliverables in this course included two elements: (a) team assignments such as research 
report, project plan, final reports, and presentations, and (b) individual assignments such 
as reflective essays (see Table 32). 
 

Table 32 

Assessment Methods in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Group & 
Individual 
assignments 

▣ The research report, project plan, final reports, and 
presentations they're all graded, but then there are also 
individual components that are graded for the students, so 
there are some essays that the students write about their 
reflections. 
▣ Students are required to hand in several reports and 
reflective essays (reports on the different phases of the 
project and the academic learning process and findings) 
either as a team or as individuals. This way, all the stages 
of the project are monitored by IDBM staff and the 
project supervisor, and the industry partner. 

5-6:C1:U 

 
In terms of the grading process, peer evaluation and industry partners’ feedback were 
taken into account, but the faculty members took the final decision on students’ grading. 
 

At the end of the project, we ask the students to grade each other as team members, 
and it's completely confidential... the clients give their feedback on all the other 
deliverables, like the project plan research report. Usually, the mentors 
recommend a grade, but the course teacher makes the final decision. (6:C1:U) 

 
5.1.2.5 Feedback 
The students mainly received feedback from the industry partners and academic 
supervisors through regular contacts and final presentations to the clients. One student 
commented that concrete and specific feedback was very important. 

 
So, most of the time, they were saying, yeah, good job, keep going. But things 
like what is possible would not be going well, where we could focus more, which 
helped. For example, when we were presenting for the leadership team, they told 
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us what things to focus on in the presentation and which things they care about. I 
learned a lot about presentation, too, and how to communicate with the client. 
(9:C1:S) 

 
Moreover, some informal group feedback or reflection sessions were arranged by the 
IDBM faculty to facilitate each team’s inter-communication and address interpersonal 
problems within the group, which were considered very helpful by the student. 
 

During that team feedback sessions, you could write down different things about 
people, and then you would receive what other people say about you. You write 
down the strong points and the developing points. At the same time, those sessions 
helped our teammates because we had struggles going on for teammates. It was 
frustrating for us also. So, in the session, we could bring it up in a constructive 
manner. (10:C1:S) 

 
5.1.2.6 Course Evaluation & Improvement 
The faculty members received the students’ feedback mainly through the course 
evaluation questionnaire, which the university automatically sent. Besides, the 
community manager/course assistant also collected students’ feedback informally. 
Furthermore, the faculty asked for the industry partners’ general feedback through email. 
Overall, both the industry partners and the students commented that they were satisfied 
with the project experience. One industry partner further pointed out that the student 
team’s quality of work is great. 
 

I would say that we have been very happy with their quality. And the students 
have done excellent literature reviews and the way they utilize academic resources 
to augment their decisions and outcomes. (8:C1:I) 

 
In terms of what could be done to enhance the course collaboration experience, one 
industry partner mentioned it would be valuable if industry partners would have 
opportunities to opt-in the workshops or lectures they found interesting. The shared 
knowledge might help keep everyone on the same page. 
 

Let's say they have a design sprint, and we have been able to participate. I think it 
has been very interesting to see how they have conducted the design sprints and 
if there’s something that we could also learn and start to apply in our work, and 
especially if the partners would have an opportunity to select which lectures to 
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participate. It would also make it easier for us to mentor the students if we would 
have a common view of what's going to happen. (8:C1:I) 

 
5.1.2.7 Challenges in Teaching & Learning 
The industry partners identified two challenges they had encountered during coaching 
students: (a) difficulty in scheduling multi-stakeholder meetings and (b) data protection 
issues concerning data types that could be shared (see Table 33). 
 

Table 33 

Pedagogical Challenges for Industry Partners in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Scheduling 
of the 
meetings 

▣ Maybe the scheduling of the meetings has been the 
biggest issue... because people are busy. And there are quite 
many people involved. Like from our side, two persons are 
participating in the meetings. We have a group of four 
people doing the challenge, and then we have the 
supervisor. So that already makes seven people. It's 
sometimes complicated. 

7:C1:I 

Data 
protection 

▣ I think information sharing is the challenging part and 
kind of what is secret and what's not. And especially if the 
partner's mentors are quite new for the company, they 
might not even understand where the lines go. And then it 
can be very difficult to decide or understand whether 
something is secret or not. 
▣ As we have the NDA, we can also share secret conflict 
information, but at the same time, we try to avoid it as 
much as possible. Because then, at the end of the project, it 
creates challenges when the students don't quite know what 
they're allowed to say, and then it will also take quite much 
time and effort on the [company] side to go through all the 
materials. 

8:C1:I 

 
When the faculty members were asked what kinds of common challenges students 
encountered in this course, collaboration skills and team conflicts were suggested (see 
Table 34). This also aligned with one student’s own experience. 
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Table 34 

Challenges Faced by Learners During Project Work in Case 1 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Collaboration 
skills & Team 
conflicts 

▣ In general, (challenges) are team working skills and 
soft skills needed to work in multicultural and 
multidisciplinary teams; that is one thing I think 
students have mentioned. 
▣ Team conflicts are something that happened. One 
could be this uncertainty and this nervousness that 
creates the team conflict, or then later, there have been 
situations where there's just been a clash of personalities 
and things like that, and then they need the faculty to 
step in, so those kinds of conflicts happened. 

5-6:C1:U 

 
▣ It would be teamwork probably. We had very 
opinionated team members. So did not let them 
overwrite the whole project, but to have our input in, 
was a challenge. 

9:C1:S 

 
5.1.3 Pillar 3: Procedure 
The whole process for building up the IDBM Capstone: Industry Project course could be 
broken down into 4 phases: (a) preparation, (b) project kick-off, (c) actual project work, 
and (d) evaluation & closing (see Table 35). 
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Table 35 

Project Life Cycle for Case 1 

Stage Timeline Project Phase Key Tasks 

Phase 1 June/Aug. - 
Oct. 

Preparation (1) Course Planning (U) 
(2) Recruiting Partners & 
Projects (U) 
(3) Project Brief (I) 
(4) Appointing Academic 
Advisors (U) 

Phase 2 Nov. Project Kick-Off (1) Preference Survey (U, S) 
(2) Team Formation (U) 
(3) Formal Contract (U, I, S) 

Phase 3 Nov. - April Actual Project Work (1) Project Plan (S) 
(2) Research Report (S) 
(3) Design Directions (S) 
(4) Prototyping & Testing (S) 

Phase 4 May Evaluation & Closing (1) Demo Day (U, I, S) 
(2) Final Report (S) 
(3) Feedback Form (U) 

 
The first phase involved sourcing, negotiating & planning. The IDBM faculty members 
tried to reach out to industry partners for potential project collaboration opportunities. 
The work usually got going after the summer break. There would be frequent discussion 
regarding project topics and practical issues between the faculty members and the 
industry partners until the agreement was made. The partners were requested to provide 
the project brief. Meanwhile, the faculty was preparing for the course materials, such as 
workshops. 
 

In June, we will have some idea for which companies are going to join us this 
year, and then in August, we would start more actively seeking out. September is 
when we maybe do the pitches to some customers. Ideally, the end of October is 
the closing date for fixing all the clients. (6:C1:U) 

 
The second phase started with a project kick-off session where the industry partners 
presented their project topics, and students were informed about which team they 
belonged to. Student teams then met their clients. 
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We have the project kick-off around the end of November, and then the students 
will get to know their team, and then there are the workshops and different 
deadlines for different project deliverables. (5:C1:U) 

 
The third phase highlighted the hands-on project work. Student teams got started with 
background research, identified the problem statement and project scope, conducted the 
field research, and then went through ideation and prototyping. They came up with 
multiple ideas and multiple solutions to tackle the same problem, and the industry partner 
would make a direction on which direction to move forward. Throughout the project, the 
academic supervisor guided the team whenever needed, and the faculty members were 
there to support workshops and monitor each team’s progress. 
 

In the “discover” phase, we're exactly starting from the brief that the client gives. 
We give the students complete freedom and show them tools that will allow them 
to explore the topic.... Then they come to the “define” phase, and that's where they 
do the point-of-view workshop and identify the problem we're solving. (6:C1:U) 

 
Usually, in January, the students would travel and do the field research. After the 
field research, they will use the design thinking method to ideate the service's 
prototyping, and they will present the client's different directions. Clients will 
decide where direction to move, and then there might be products or services to 
be tested and refined. (5:C1:U) 

 
In the fourth phase, the student teams delivered two presentations, one at the IDBM 
Impact gala event and another usually at the industry partner’s office where the whole 
leadership team and colleagues may join. Finally, a written report was delivered by the 
student team, and the faculty collected feedback of the course from both the students and 
the industry partners. 
 
5.2 Case Study 2: CEMS Business Project at Corvinus University of Budapest 
The “CEMS Business Project” was a 15 ECTS credits course organized by CEMS Master 
in International Management Program (CEMS MiM). CEMS, which stood for “The 
Global Alliance in Management Education,” formerly known as “Community of 
European Management Schools” established in 1988, was a global cooperation of 
universities, business schools, multinational companies, and non-profit organizations 
(Corvinus University of Budapest, n.d.-a). 
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The CEMS MiM was a one-year international business program with 66 ECTS in total. 
It was exclusively open to students enrolled in a master’s program in Business 
Administration, Management, or Economics at one of the 34 CEMS member schools or 
universities (Corvinus University of Budapest, n.d.-a; CEMS, n.d.-c). The only institution 
in Hungary which offered this program was the Corvinus University of Budapest. 
Students completed the CEMS MiM program parallel with another business master’s 
program at the Corvinus University of Budapest. 
 
The CEMS Business Project course was one of the crucial components of the CEMS 
MiM program, as the program aimed to connect university education and practical 
business training (CEMS, n.d.-a). This course was placed in the spring term every year, 
where student teams of 3-6 members solved a real-life business problem brought by 
corporate and social partners. The project work lasted for approximately 3 months. The 
following section presents the findings gathered from document research (n=6) and 
stakeholder interviews (n=6, with 5 unique interviewees) regarding the CEMS Business 
Project implementation at the Corvinus University of Budapest. 
 
5.2.1 Pillar 1: Partnership 
CEMS had a global business network of 69 Corporate Partners and 8 Social Partners to 
date (2021 March) and a global alumni network (CEMS, n.d.-b). The CEMS Corporate 
Partners, which were usually multinational companies, were obliged to pay annual 
membership fees of about 25,000 euros in return for access to talented students, brand 
awareness, participating in business projects, interactions with students, networking 
events with professionals CEMS alumni, etc. All of the project topics for the CEMS 
Business Project course at Corvinus came from these established corporate partners. The 
following section presents both descriptive and evaluative claims from key stakeholders. 
 
5.2.1.1 Motivations 
From the faculty’s standpoint, the CEMS Business Project “reinforces the partnership 
between universities and companies in jointly shaping the students’ learning process in 
international management” (CEMS, n.d.-a). Additionally, it also provided networking 
opportunities between academics and industry partners. 
 

For the academics, the business project's also a nice opportunity to network with 
corporate partners, and maybe in the future, they can cooperate on a research topic. 
(12:C2:U) 
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One of the internal files (CEMS Office at Corvinus University of Budapest, 2019) showed 
that industry partners participating in this course would derive benefits, including: 

• Benefit from the project results 
• Have access to student teams worldwide via one contact 
• Network with academia  
• Exchange ideas at a high intellectual level 
• Get to know potential employees 

 
The data gathered from interviews suggested that the motivations for the industry partners 
to join this course collaboration was relatively diverse (see Table 36). One faculty 
member and one industry partner emphasized the recruitment perspective, whereas one 
industry partner reported that the recruitment purpose was not the most critical objective 
for them to participate in the Business Project but the chance to help NGOs (as clients) 
through the Business Project and contribute to students’ growth. 
 

We have dedicated recruiting events for CEMS students, but I don't think that the 
business project itself is dedicated purely to recruiting. I'd say that it does have a 
side effect that. And my experience is that students who are signing up for our 
project as a top priority in their list, overall, 're typically interested in this industry. 
But I wouldn't say that it's our goal number one to have it as a recruiting platform. 
(14:C2:I) 

 
In some cases, the corporate partners offered services to other clients, for example, 
consulting services or financing services. In this regard, the term “industry partner” refers 
to the corporate partner directly associated with CEMS, and “client” refers to those who 
requested service from the industry partner. In those cases, students usually acted as 
consultants who worked on the projects for the clients under the guidance of industry 
partners. One industry partner perceived the Business Project as a chance to develop 
further relationships or deepen engagement with its clients while providing students with 
practical experience. 
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Table 36 

Motivations for Industry Partners to Join the Project Course in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Access to 
talent/Recruitment  

▣ They (industry partners) have access to five or 
six talented students that can get familiar with 
them, and they can potentially recruit them later on. 

11:C2:U 

 
▣ We are always recruiting from the CEMS and 
the CEMS Club for the connection with the 
students. Basically, we believe that they are far 
more enthusiastic and willing to go the extra mile. 
So, there was a recruitment perspective. 

13:C2:I 

Deepening client 
relationship by 
coaching students 
for the client's 
project 

▣ We provided the students with the connection 
and the coordination with the client... so we gave a 
client to the students, and they needed to organize 
the meetings together. They needed to act like an 
actual consultant. So basically, we wanted to 
deepen our relationship with a client by introducing 
strong students to them. 

13:C2:I 

Helping NGOs ▣ It serves as the opportunity to work closely 
together with the students and help NGOs because, 
typically, we are engaging with the NGOs in these 
business projects. 

14:C2:I 

Student's growth ▣ We are helping them (students) with problem-
solving, structuring their problems, giving them 
guidance. But at the same time, we also want to 
make sure that they get a very practical experience 
in a sense that they have a client on the other side, 
where they are bringing value to an NGO, social 
enterprise, where typically those recommendations 
formulated by students are implemented as well. 

14:C2:I 

 
Students viewed the Business Project as a great learning opportunity to apply what they 
have learned in a different way. They were highly motivated by the fact that there was a 
real client giving feedback and a real business problem to solve and that the solution they 
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proposed was likely to be implemented. Besides, it also implied potential career 
opportunities (see Table 37) for students. 

 

Table 37 

Motivations for Students to Participate in the Project Course in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Authenticity ▣ I think the fact that there's a client on the other side, that 
you're working on an actual problem, I think that's pretty 
cool... you're getting feedback from people who are doing it 
on a daily basis. 
▣ When you do a school project, you know it will be 
graded, and that's all. But here, and especially with this 
project, where we had a real client, and we had the 
motivation that it will be implemented, it will be used some 
way, and we have to deliver something which will be used. 
So, it's not like, okay, let's do the minimum effort, and we 
can pass and let's go, but we put our standards very high to 
deliver a feasible solution for the client. 

14-15:C2:S 

Employment ▣ Also, the fact that you get access, or you get to know a 
company. Back then, I was also considering applying for a 
job there. 

14:C2:S 

Practical 
experience 

▣ I think it was a very good learning opportunity that the 
school projects cannot give you… You learn something 
and try to do it for the school things, but not go away with 
it. But in an industry project, you have to think out of the 
box, and you have to seize all of your knowledge and use it 
differently.  

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.1.2 Partner Recruitment 
The CEMS Corporate Partners were mainly recruited by each of the 34 schools offering 
the CEMS MiM program. Once joining the alliance, each corporate partner would gain 
access to all the CEMS universities' students. Each CEMS school could contact the 
partners to ask for potential collaboration on the Business Project course. 
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 The CEMS Corporate Partners are multinational companies. Some of them only 
operate in one or two countries, but most in 30 to 40 countries. Each university is 
responsible for acquiring two corporate partners at least. Once they have found 
these two corporate partners, they become global partners so that everyone can 
leverage other universities’ corporate partners. (12:C2:U) 

 
Ideally, the Business Project course worked exclusively with CEMS Corporate Partners 
(see Table 38). These corporate partners usually actively participated. However, one 
faculty member commented that acquiring projects could still be challenging since the 
Business Project required lots of capacity and input from the corporate partners’ side. 
 

 The biggest challenge is to acquire the projects. A lot of them turned us down 
because they don't have the capacity. At least we need one person dedicated to the 
project (from the corporate partner’s side), but usually, there are two or three or 
even more, and they should dedicate a couple of hours per week. (12:C2:U) 

 

Table 38 

Characteristics of Project Recruitment in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Exclusively 
working with 
CEMS Corporate 
Partners 

▣ The Business Project course starts with contacting 
the regular partners, and they will provide the project 
because this is one of the reasons why they are 
participating in the CEMS network... only in a very, 
very, very rare situation, when there is not enough 
project, maybe we can try to involve another 
company. But it's the first intent to only and 
exclusively work with these [CEMS corporate 
partners]. 
▣ At Corvinus, we are very lucky because we always 
get the required number of projects from the existing 
corporate partners. Because these companies pay a lot 
of money to get at this opportunity, it's about to be 
avoided to work with non-corporate partners on 
Business Projects. 

11-12:C2:U 
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Another faculty assumed that the benefits of the CEMS’s approach mainly lay in: (a) 
decreasing the workload of sourcing new industry partners every time, and (b) industry 
partners’ familiarity with the way how Business Project typically runs. 
 

One advantage of the CEMS's approach could be that it seems to be a little bit 
easier not always to seek new companies but to have a reliable group of companies 
to agree on projects that will be offered for the student groups. Another benefit is 
that they understand well how this Business Project course works, the purpose, 
what they can expect from a student group, and how they are familiar with this 
format. (11:C2:U) 

 
In terms of the desired criteria for industry partners, one student commented that the 
critical elements fell under two headings: (a) being well-structured and clear on 
expectations, and (b) giving students the space to develop ideas (see Table 39). 
 

Table 39 

Desired Criteria for Industry Partners in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Well-
structured 

▣ I think that an ideal industry partner has to be very 
structured. On the first day, we knew that we have to deliver 
this at that time. And we knew it from the first day, and we 
could do all of our jobs accordingly, all of our planning, 
everything, to the end deliverable. 

15:C2:S 

Student's 
voice 

▣ That they are willing to help you, I mean, they give you 
the freedom to come up with your ideas and own solutions. 
But they always listen to you. They are not pushing you in 
one direction directly. They raise their concerns; they 
challenge your ideas and see the feasibility. 

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.1.3 Formality 
There were a certain contract and membership fee in place associated with CEMS 
Corporate Partnership, but there was no separate contract signed between the faculty and 
the industry partner specifically for the Business Project. However, some industry 
partners would request students to sign a non-disclosure agreement. 
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In CEMS, they have a corporate partnership agreement signed, but it's not limited 
to the cooperation in Business Project. (11:C2:U) 

 
These corporate partners have to pay 25,000 euros as an annual membership fee, 
and they do not pay Corvinus; they pay to the CEMS global office. There is no 
additional fee and no additional contract for Business Project, but sometimes they 
ask the students to sign an agreement so that they're not allowed to talk about the 
project. Normally, we have 10 to 12 projects per semester, and maybe one or two 
of them are confidential. (12:C2:U) 

 
5.2.1.4 Responsibility 
The faculty members in charge of the Business Project course included the academic 
director, the course leader, academic advisors/supervisors, and the CEMS corporate 
relations manager. In each project, there was a professor of the Corvinus University of 
Budapest who was appointed as the academic advisor for the student team by the CEMS 
academic director. The Business Project's main organizer was the CEMS corporate 
relations manager, who connected the faculty members with the industry partners and the 
student teams. Table 40 lists their roles and responsibilities.  
 
When the students were asked to reflect on their experience working with the academic 
advisors, they believed academic advisors were there to (a) provide guidance and 
resources and (b) ensure that student teams collaborated well with the industry partners. 
The students viewed the academic advisors as supporters instead of co-leaders of the 
project works (see Table 41). 
 
On the other hand, the industry partners took the responsibilities to generate the project 
topics and appoint a company project advisor for the student team. The company project 
advisor worked closely with students, provided mentorship, and ensured the progress of 
the project work (see Table 42). 
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Table 40 

Roles & Responsibilities of Individual Faculty Members in Case 2 

Role Responsibility 

Academic Director The academic director is responsible for the academic 
background of the CEMS MiM program at the CEMS member 
university. 

Course Leader The course leader focuses on the business project's academic 
content, invites and appoints the academic advisors for each 
project, and approves the companies' business projects. 

Academic 
Advisors/Supervisors 

Academic advisors are expected to: 
• help the company advisors assigned for the project focus 

the topic of the project 
• meet with the company representatives (Company Project 

Advisor) to agree on expectations and conditions of the 
project 

• coach the students in terms of analytical and 
methodological approach 

• evaluate students’ performance at the end of the project 
• participate in the Business Project Day event where the 

teams present their project results 

CEMS Corporate 
Relations Manager 

The CRM is expected to: 
• contact the company members and inquire about possible 

projects 
• provide guidelines of the business project, the CEMS, and 

university requirements for the company members 
• prepare the schedule and share it with the actors of the 

project 
• match students/teams with projects/companies 
• ensure smooth flow of the project throughout the 3 months 
• arrange the initial kick-off meeting and the closing 

presentation event 

Note. Adapted from “CEMS Business Project 2020 – Document for Corporate Partners 
and Academic Advisors” by CEMS Office at Corvinus University of Budapest, 2019. 
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Table 41 

Students’ Perceptions of the Role of Academic Advisor in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Guidance 
on theory & 
resources 

▣ Our academic advisor helped us with like, “I think these 
are the list of resources that you guys should read,” “This is 
what I've seen in the different case study competitions,” etc. 
So, he was giving us guidance in theory. 
▣ In the weekly meetings, she didn't participate. I don't say 
she didn't care because she was always curious about us, but 
she didn't push herself on us. We knew that if we have 
questions, we can just send an email, and she will reply the 
next day, and she will help us whenever we need it. 

14-15:C2:S 

Connector 
with the 
company 

▣ I think that the role of the academic advisor here is to 
help you connect with the company. So, they have to make 
sure that you are on board with the industry member, but 
after it, I think that they can let go a few and only supervise 
and check on (your status)... And if there is any problem 
with the relationship between the team and the industry 
members, then the academic advisor should step in. 

15:C2:S 

 

Table 42 

Responsibilities of Industry Partners in Case 2 

Role Responsibility 

Company Project 
Advisors/Company 
Representatives 

Project Advisors are expected to: 
• set up the project work together with the team 
• ensure that the team has access to the necessary information 

and, if needed, can contact the relevant company employees 
• meet the teams weekly and follow the progress of the 

project work, give support when needed 
• evaluate the students’ performance at the end of the project 

work 
• participate in the Business Project Presentation Day event 

where the teams present their project results 

Note. Adapted from “CEMS Business Project 2020 – Document for Corporate Partners 
and Academic Advisors” by CEMS Office at Corvinus University of Budapest, 2019. 
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Different stakeholders held different opinions towards whether industry partners were 
more similar to clients or industry mentors (see Table 43). First of all, even though there 
was an annual membership fee required to become the CEMS Corporate Partner, it did 
not lead to a client's perception. However, the fact that industry partners received all the 
students' CVs and could rank their preference indicated they were not simply mentors. 
One student described themselves as “somehow part of the company”. 
 

Table 43 

Perception of the Role of Industry Partners in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

A coach & a 
client 

▣ I think more like a coach. This fee that the corporate 
partner pays is not limited to this business project, but many 
benefits such as a job fair. I don't think that they feel that 
they have to calculate what they receive for their money in 
this course. 
▣  They want to select which students they want to get in 
their team, so that could be a sign that maybe there is still a 
little bit of client and not just coaches. 

11:C2:U 

Expecting 
results 

▣ We expect students to take this seriously; we expect them 
to deliver things that we agreed on, make sure they are on 
time, and do a great job. But I don't think this is because of 
the partnership fee paid globally... we want to make sure 
that whatever we put on the table, it's valuable for [the 
client]. 

14:C2:I 

A colleague 
instead of a 
client 

▣  We were somehow part of [the industry partner]. So, I 
think it was like you are with them (the industry partner), 
but they are your supervisors. That's the best way to say it. 
So, they supervise you, but they were not the client. And 
they always tell us that not we are not the client, [the client's 
name] is the client, you have to please them. We just here to 
help you. 

15:C2:S 
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5.2.1.5 Communication systems 
Industry Partners & Students 
As shown in Table 44, the student teams had regular meetings with the industry partners 
in person or virtually, and the industry partner also provided remote support via email 
whenever needed.  
 

Table 44 

Communications Between Industry Partners & Students in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Regular 
sessions & 
via email 

▣ I think we provide them with the weekly, bi-weekly 
problem-solving sessions and offline and remote support if 
they need it via email. 

14:C2:I 

Weekly 
meeting at 
the office or 
via Zoom 

▣ I think we were the team with the most industrial 
member support throughout the project. The workflow for 
us was that we had a weekly meeting until the pandemic; it 
was personally in the [industry partner's] office every 
Friday. And after it, we went to use Zoom. Every week, we 
had a task to finish and delivered to [the industry partner] to 
have a conversation about it, and they were extremely 
helpful. 

15:C2:S 

 
Academic Advisors & Industry Partners & Students 
The interactions between the academic advisors and the industry partners varied among 
teams (see Table 45). One industry partner commented that there was almost no 
engagement between them and the academic advisor; another industry partner said they 
used to invite the academic advisor to join the problem-solving session, which they 
organized for students. One student had the experience of having the industry partner, the 
client, and the academic advisor in a steering committee where students presented the 
deliverables.  
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Table 45 

Communications Between Academics, Industry Partners & Students in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

No interactions 
between the 
industry partners & 
the academic 
advisors 

▣ Basically, there weren't any meetings with the 
academic sponsor and us. So, the students actually 
meet with the client and us several times, and we had 
discussions and so on. And they met with the 
academic sponsor only once. In this case, it was like 
no engagement from the academic sponsor. 

13:C2:I 

Invitation to join 
problem-solving 
sessions 

▣ Sometimes, we set up a problem-solving session 
where we help them (students) in structuring the 
problem itself, guiding them. In those sessions, 
academic advisors, they are typically invited, but as 
optional. 

14:C2:I 

Steering committee 
meetings 

▣ We had the first kick-off meeting with [the 
industry partner] and the client, and our academic 
advisor. In that kick-off meeting, we agreed that we 
would have three steering committee meetings. Every 
month on the beginning date, we delivered the 
relevant parts we agreed on… [the academic advisor] 
and [the client] only participated in these three 
meetings, not on our weekly ones with [the industry 
partners]. 

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.1.6 Maintenance 
To maintain a great relationship among stakeholders involved in the Business Project 
course, one faculty member mentioned early interference would be critical when there is 
an issue popping up. 
 

At the beginning, I always encourage both the corporate representatives and the 
academic advisors to approach me as soon as there is probably some issue with 
either the student or communication or anything so that I can intervene and find 
some solutions. And it does happen sometimes. (12:C2:U) 

 
Besides, as shown in Table 46, one faculty member considered students’ attitude to be 
crucial in maintaining a great partnership between the students and the industry partners. 
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On the other hand, one industry partner suggested to ask students feedback frequently and 
provide students with something valuable that they had limited access to, such as insights 
from the company or a meeting with the leadership team. 
 

Table 46 

The Key to a Great Partnership Between Students & Industry Partners in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Students being 
motivated and 
hardworking 

▣ As for the industry partners and students, the key 
to maintaining a great partnership is if students are 
motivated and hardworking, they listen to the needs 
of the corporate partner. And the partners are 
satisfied. 

12:C2:U 

Asking feedback 
and providing 
valuable resources 

▣ The one with the students is always asking for 
feedback from them and always giving something 
they cannot get. So, organizing a meeting with the 
CEO or giving some insight information from the 
company. 

13:C2:I 

 
5.2.1.7 Challenges in Partnership 
Partnering with another party could serve as a means of acquiring resources, yet risks and 
challenges come along. From the faculty member’s point of view, it could be challenging 
that the industry partner did not respond to requests timely.  
 

I initially set a deadline for each corporate partner to give me their […], but it's 
like you cannot force them to give you something according to the timeline. And 
sometimes industry partners would not provide something to you according to 
your request. But I can understand they have other priorities. Eventually, it always 
works out fine, but it's just a lot of pressure there. (12:C2:U) 
 

The engagement level of academic advisors differed in each team. However, two industry 
partners reported the challenges of finding a way to engage with the academic advisor 
that could bring value to the student team (see Table 47). 
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Table 47 

Challenges for Industry Partners to Collaborate with Faculty in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

The way to 
engage with 
the academic 
advisor 

▣ Unfortunately, there wasn't any engagement between 
the team and the academic advisor... our academic advisor 
was not handy at all. On the other hand, I should have 
been more proactive, write an email (to students) saying 
let's have a kick-off with the academic sponsor and set up 
our requirements, and so on. 
▣ I think the biggest challenge can be when students don't 
find a way to engage with the academic sponsor so that it's 
useful for the team. 

13-14:C2:I 

 
A common challenge which most students faced was that the expectations from industry 
partners were unclear so that they could hardly carry out the project. In those cases, the 
academic advisors would have to step in. Another student mentioned the stress of living 
up to the industry partner’s high expectations (see Table 48). 
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Table 48 

Challenges for Students to Collaborate with Industry Partners in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Vague 
expectations 
from the 
industry partner 

▣ The most frequent problem is that students complain 
that the expectations are not clear from the corporate 
side. They don't know what to do. They don't know how 
to do it. But then we have the academic advisor who, in 
these cases, serves as the mediator, and he or she 
communicates with their company or with students, and 
then it works. 

12:C2:U 

 

▣ And in some teams, I heard that along the way, they 
figured out what they should deliver in the end, and it 
made their lives so hard. The approach, I mean, for us, it 
was easier because we know from the beginning and just 
go on the track, and you will be okay. 

15:C2:S 

High 
expectations 
from the 
industry partner 

▣ So [the industry partner] likes to deliver the perfect 
and above the perfect. They expected this from us as 
well because their name was on our project. They said 
that if you work with [the industry partner], you have to 
work like [the industry partner]. So, we had a very big-
time pressure in this, but it worked out well in the end. 

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.2 Pillar 2: Pedagogy 
The Business Project course featured consultancy-like projects dealing with real business 
challenges encountered by the CEMS Corporate Partners. The project topics were varied 
across student teams, and each team might apply a different methodology. The formation 
of project groups took into account the preferences of both the students and the industry 
partners. Overall, the industry partners and the students were highly satisfied with the 
project results. Further suggestions were made to enhance the course. 
 
5.2.2.1 Overall Course Design 
Learning Outcomes 
The Business Project course aimed to equip students with real-life learning experience 
solving business problems with an international team. Through this course, students were 
expected to achieve the following learning outcomes (CEMS Office at Corvinus 
University of Budapest, 2019): 
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• Gain insight into business life 
• Train capacities of analysis and problem solving 
• Apply research methods 
• Transfer theoretical knowledge to practicalities 
• Learn process management 
• Train social skills and competences 

 
Course Activities 
Students enrolled in Business Project were expected to devote 15 hours per week to the 
project for around 12 weeks, working in a team of three to six members. The project work 
usually started in February and lasted for three months. A closing event, Business Project 
Presentation Day, was organized by the faculty in May. Each student team delivered a 10 
minutes presentation and a short Q&A session regarding their project results in front of 
the whole class, academic advisors, and industry partners. 
 

At the end of the project, there is a closing presentation normally at the university. 
And each team has 15 minutes. We also invite the corporate representatives and 
their academic advisors. It's good if they can make it, but if not, it’s students’ time 
then. So, they have 10 minutes to present the project with findings, and then 
anyone can ask questions. (12:C2:U) 

 
Reflection 
When asked if having additional workshops prepared by the academics would be helpful, 
one student believed that the workshops prepared by their assigned industry partner were 
far more useful. 
 

This project aimed to step away from the academic area and try yourself out in 
real life. So, I think that it wouldn't be that useful. What [the industry partner] 
gave us in the beginning, that workshop was far more useful than the one from 
the academic part. We needed from the academic part that clear boundary that 
they had to grade our project. So, when they stated how they were going to grade 
it, I think it was enough. (15:C2:S) 

 
5.2.2.2 Project Task 
At the beginning of the course collaboration, the industry partners submitted a 1-page 
written project description to the faculty, the project definition document. Then the 
project ideas were approved by the course leader. Each project should deal with a real 
business problem with an international focus.  
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The topics have to be international. It's good if they are related to sustainability, 
but it can be any topic. It should be a real business problem because students are 
more motivated if they know that they are dealing with the real case and 
contributing to the solution, and the results will be used. (12:C2:U) 

 
A wide range of topics were covered in the Business Project course shown in Table 49, 
such as strategic planning, marketing, and research. Some industry partners acquired the 
project topics from their clients (see Table 50). 
 

Table 49 

All Projects of CEMS Business Project 2020 

No. Project Topic 

1 Strategic sales planning: How to incorporate macroeconomic indicators within 
the yearly Market Insights data collection 

2 Industry 4.0 and OT Security 

3 Hungarian Space Program 

4 Neobanks in Retail Banking 

5 Personality development in kindergartens 

6 Savings is the new king - Develop a new product that motivates people to save 

7 Perfect solution selling via trade customized value proposition 

8 Speed Up Health Tech - How ready is our society in leveraging technology to 
improve adoption for health solutions? 

9 Launch of [Product] online API in new markets in Central and Eastern Europe 

10 Leading sustainable transformation in Hungary - Building sustainable business 
for a sustainable future with consumer beauty products 

Note. Adapted from “CEMS Business Project 2020 - Project Topics” by CEMS Office at 
Corvinus University of Budapest, 2020. 
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Table 50 

Approaches to Identifying Project Topics in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

From the 
clients 

▣ We decided to ask any of our clients whom we have a 
good relationship with… and they needed kind of three or 
two consultants or interns to provide the target research 
and to establish a strategy.  
▣ Basically, we have a long-lasting relationship with [the 
client], which is the one bringing a list of projects. And 
then, we together go through the list to check what exactly 
could be a great fit for us and how much we can structure 
the problem in a way suitable for a semester. 

13-14:C2:I 

 
The planning of the exact project schedule depended on each team. However, each team 
usually set up a kick-off meeting where key milestones or deliverables were aligned by 
the industry partner and the student team, as well as the client if applicable. Regular 
meetings followed, and students were in the driving seats. 
 

What happened back then is that once we agreed on the deliverables, we actually 
came up with a proposal and just aligned it a bit with the corporate partner. Overall, 
I think the high-level direction was there, and it has to be there. But other than 
that, like shaping the pieces of it, I think they were listening to the students. 
(14:C2:S) 

 
One student shared that their industry partner had organized an onboard training to equip 
them with the required knowledge and skills for the project. 
 

We had a huge kick-off meeting with [the industry partner, and they gave us a 
lecture; I think it was four hours. They taught us the basics of this structured 
thinking and how they would like to work with us. So, we weren't like, dropped 
in the middle of something and know nothing, but they gave us the relevant 
knowledge as well. (15:C2:S) 

 
At the end of the semester, student teams had to present their final results in front of other 
student teams, industry partners, and academic advisors. 
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5.2.2.3 Project Group 
A student team typically consisted of three to six students, with a mix of Hungarian and 
international graduate students of the CEMS MiM program. The formation of student 
teams and the allocation of projects were arranged by the faculty through a standard 
procedure, as shown in Table 51. The diversity of nationality was one of the parameters 
in the mathematical model. 
 

Table 51 

The Procedure of Allocating Projects in Case 2 

Step Task 

1 Companies present their Business Project ideas for the students. 

2 Students set up their preference lists of all projects. An online platform is 
available to collect the lists. 

3 CVs of all the students (from cems.org) are sent to the company representatives, 
who will mark them between 1-10. 

4 A mathematician colleague is matching the students with the projects, using the 
method of stable matching. 

Note. Adapted from “CEMS Business Project 2020 – Document for Corporate Partners 
and Academic Advisors” by CEMS Office at Corvinus University of Budapest, 2019. 
 
This unique allocating approach took both the student’s and the industry partner’s 
preferences into consideration and it had significantly increased students’ and industry 
partners’ satisfaction towards project group formation. 
 

I think we are quite unique with this algorithm that we do... Most of the 
universities either only asked the preference of the corporate partners or the 
students' preference, but not both of them. Or in some other universities, I think 
it's just allocated randomly. (12:C2:U) 

 
We used to have a different system, but we received a lot of complaints, and 
students were not happy particularly, and sometimes corporate partners were not 
happy. So, we wanted to find a way where both of them could be satisfied. And I 
think I can say that we have found it because since we have introduced this new 
method, we have very rarely received any complaints. With this method, 95% of 
the students get their first three choices, so they are extremely happy with what 
they get, and so are the companies. (12:C2:U) 



 
 
 

99 

 
5.2.2.4 Examination 
Each student team’s performance was examined through two elements by the academic 
advisor and the company project advisor: (a) a written report or a detailed power-point 
presentation or other formats that the faculty approved, weighted as two-thirds of the final 
grade and (b) the presentation at the CEMS Business Project Presentation Day, weighted 
as one-third of the final grade. One faculty member commented that the deliverables 
highly depended on the needs of the industry partner; one student claimed that the 
examination was very much linked with the final project result (see Table 52).  
 

Table 52 

Assessment Methods in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Deliverables 
deciding by 
the industry 
partner & the 
academic 
advisor 

▣ It’s the corporates who are the boss (in this project) so 
that they tell if they need that (a research paper) or not. But 
we asked for a very detailed ppt, like 100 slides at least. 
And I guess the corporates sometimes ask for even more, 
because the students have to present their findings here at 
the university, but they also have to do it at the corporate 
level in front of some senior people. 

12:C2:U 

 
▣ I think they just care about the final project result. And 
this year, we didn't have to create a written report. If the 
academic adviser was okay with it, we could hand in only 
the presentation, and they didn't need anything else. 

15:C2:S 

 
In addition to the CEMS Business Project Presentation Day, some industry partners also 
requested students to present at their company. One student believed that it was a great 
motivator to present in front of all the key persons especially in the case where the 
industry partner “created a huge thing about it”. 

 
The thing that we presented among the students, of course, we want to be the best. 
It motivates you that you don’t want to present something that you are not 
comfortable with or are not proud of. But we also had the final presentation for 
the steering committee. Not only the industry members were there, but there were 
the organization, the client, the academic members, so they created a huge thing 
about it. It was a super big deal, and they created this environment that it was like, 
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really in the job venue, finally going to your client and having a talk with them 
and presenting your ideas and telling them that this is the thing you get from us. I 
think it was super motivating. (15:C2:S) 

 
In terms of the grading process, there was no peer evaluation involved. The industry 
partner might suggest a grade for the students, but the academic advisor gave the final 
grade. All team members received a single mark. 
 

In the CEMS business project, there is no peer evaluation. The companies usually 
write a few sentences and also gave a grade as a recommendation to the academic 
supervisor. The academic supervisor also evaluated students and will give a grade 
to the team, including those words coming from the companies. The team has the 
same grade for all members. (11:C2:U) 

 
5.2.2.5 Feedback 
The industry partners constantly provided feedback to students during regular meetings 
or check-ins. One student reported that they also proactively asked the academic advisor 
for feedback. Table 53 provides their statements. Moreover, students also received 
feedback about their project work on the CEMS Business Project Presentation Day. 
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Table 53 

Channels for Students to Receive Feedback in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Receiving 
feedback during 
the regular 
meeting 

▣ We also had with only us and the students monthly 
check-ins. So, we were giving constant feedback to the 
students because it's just four months. Basically, we 
wanted to give some feedback, which they could 
leverage on for the next month. 

13:C2:I 

 
▣ Every week on Friday, there was this meeting with 
[the industry partner], and on Thursday afternoon, we 
had to send our materials so they can look through it. 
They can think about it, and they can raise their 
questions in the meeting. 

15:C2:S 

Asking for 
feedback before 
the check point 

▣ We always asked her (academic advisor’s) opinion 
about it. She was extremely helpful. She always let us 
do what we wanted to do and deliver what we wanted to 
deliver. 

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.2.6 Course Evaluation & Improvement 
In terms of course evaluation, one faculty member and one industry partner mentioned 
they collected feedback from students either during the project period or at the end of the 
project (see Table 54). 
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Table 54 

Approaches to Collecting Feedback from Students in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Casual talk ▣ I also contacted students informally. When they just came 
into the office or something, I asked them, "how is your 
project going?", "Is everything okay?". And then they were 
more willing to tell me something. But mostly, I think the 
business project is the most successful part of the whole 
program. 

12:C2:U 

Surveys & 
debrief 
meeting 

▣ I think we do send out surveys at the end of the semester, 
and then we get the results from it, and we also want to 
make sure that we act upon those feedbacks. We also 
organize a semester debrief at the end of the 14th week, 
together with the whole team supporting the students about 
key learnings, takeaways, etc. So, I think we do quite a lot 
when it comes to evaluation. 

14:C2:I 

 
In addition, the faculty member also collected feedback from the industry partners 
through (a) corporate dinner after students’ presentations or (b) the annual review 
meetings (see Table 55). 
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Table 55 

Approaches to Collecting Feedback from Industry Partners in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Corporate 
dinner 

▣ For the corporate partners, I can tap each of them and ask 
for feedback. We also invited them for a corporate dinner 
after presentations were over, and then they could tell us 
their impressions or feedback more informally. I think it's 
always good to give them the chance to give us feedback and 
also to make the partnership stronger. 

12:C2:U 

Annual 
review 
meetings 

▣ We always have these annual review meetings with 
partners. Each university has its corporate partners, two or 
three, and we are responsible for holding the annual review 
meeting. When I talked to them, they all raised that they 
valued these business projects. 

12:C2:U 

 
Overall, both the industry partners and the students reported that they viewed the Business 
Project as a successful and satisfying experience. In terms of what could be done to 
enhance the course further, industry partners suggested the following actions: (a) provide 
students with relevant skills training as a kick-off, (b) have an active role in ensuring 
students’ progress or requesting compulsory mid-term deliverables, and (c) facilitate 
interactions across different teams. Table 56 presents the full statements. 
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Table 56 

Suggestions from Industry Partners to Enhance Business Project in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Providing 
relevant 
workshops of 
skills training 

▣ At some point, we started to run these workshops 
more on structuring a problem, prioritizing, hypothesis-
driven, etc. Not sure if this could be something that 
should be done for the whole class. I would encourage 
corporate partners to have a proper kick-off with the 
students. And then if the corporate partners feel like 
there's a need for additional skills training, there might 
be some useful skill seminars or whatever, like half a 
day.  

14:C2:I 

Requesting mid-
term 
deliverables or 
having an active 
role ensuring 
the progress 

▣ During the first half of the project, I have 
experienced a lack of control and then a lack of 
engagement. These could be mitigated by something 
like the mid-term course paper or a status update; 
maybe they (students) will realize that team is far away 
from where we are standing... if there was an active role 
for the whole business project, I think that could be 
useful. 

13:C2:I 

Facilitating 
interactions 
across different 
teams 

▣ You can learn from other teams. What are the 
difficulties they are facing? Maybe they have the same 
difficulties or challenges? So, maybe they can sit 
together and learn from each other. "Okay, guys, it 
seems you need the same thing of what we are doing"; 
"How did you approach that?"  

13:C2:I 

 
On the other hand, suggestions made by the students included: (a) balance workload 
across different project teams, (b) clarify roles of academic advisors & industry partners, 
and (c) provide students with a clear work plan, such as expected deliverables and 
timeline as early as possible. Table 57 provides the details. 
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Table 57 

Suggestions from Students to Enhance Business Project in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Balancing 
workload across 
teams 

▣ We had teams in the class who spent literally 30-40 
hours on the project versus teams that had spent 2-3 
hours on the project per week. I'd say to make sure that 
the workload itself is balanced across the different 
groups. I think trying to make sure that the corporate 
partners are aware of the depth of the research or the 
work that they are expecting from the students to take 
around 15 hours per week. 

14:C2:S 

Clarifying roles 
of academic 
advisors & 
industry partners 

▣ I feel like a bit of a challenge, clarifying what to 
expect from the academic advisor, what to expect from 
the corporate partner, how to use them. I think 
clarifying the roles can help a lot to the students. 

14:C2:S 

Providing 
students with a 
clear work plan 
as early as 
possible 

▣ I've heard from the others that they would need this 
kind of guidance, which we got. So, I think that the 
further improvement would be to give the students a 
structure where they can operate and give them the 
deliverables and the time of delivery, very advanced in 
the first or second week latest... what helps in this 
project the most is that you know what to do. 

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.2.7 Challenges in Teaching & Learning 
The industry partners identified several challenges they had encountered as industry 
mentors: (a) limited control over the project; (b) low level of engagement of some 
students at the beginning, and (c) limited capacity to support students when themselves 
got busy (see Table 58).  
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Table 58 

Pedagogical Challenges for Industry Partners in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Limited control 
over the project 

▣ I was feeling a little bit, not having control over the 
whole project, and so on. When I'm working with my 
coworkers on a project, we catch up daily, but they 
want to have either an email or just having a status 
update bi-weekly with the student. For the first one and 
a half months, I was like, I know you are working on 
this project, but I do not see the results. 

13:C2:I 

Low level of 
engagement of 
some students at 
the beginning 

▣ In the first month, we believe they (students) were 
not engaged in the whole business project when I felt 
there is no comfort. There is no deliverable... they have 
other courses parallelly and so on, and I actually could 
understand why the level of engagement was low at 
that time. And we sat down with the students once, and 
we raised this issue. And somehow, their engagement 
just started to level up. They produced a lot of quality 
materials... after that turning point, it went very well. 

13:C2:I 

Limited capacity 
to support 
students 

▣ We don't have dedicated people only focusing on 
the specific project. So, what happens is that 
sometimes people's calendar gets busy, and then it's a 
bit difficult to get everyone's attention on the project 
and enough dedication to the students. 

14:C2:I 

 
One industry partner mentioned that, particularly in their case, the students were not 
dedicated to the project at the beginning and were not providing proper updates, perhaps 
due to the reason that they were overloaded with other courses at the same time. 
Nevertheless, after a serious talk with the students, the team started to deliver qualified 
results and led to a successful ending. To tackle this challenge, the industry partner 
suggested that “next time, setting up key milestones with deliverables and having status 
updates every week probably would increase my comfort” (13:C2:I). 
 
Another industry partner mentioned that it was challenging for them to provide students 
with enough attention and support when their own schedules got busy. They had solved 
this problem by allocating more staff to support one student group. 
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In order to solve this, we try to allocate four to five [our staff] for one student 
group, and then make sure that there's always one coordinator also from our side 
for the given student group. Even if someone's calendar gets busier, we always 
ensure continuity between the students' different touchpoints. (14:C2:I) 

 
When the students were asked about difficulties that they had faced in their daily project 
work, one student identified key issues including (a) time pressure and (b) the difficulty 
to apply what they had learned into practice (see Table 59). 
 

Table 59 

Challenges Faced by Learners during Project Work in Case 2 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Time 
pressure 

▣ Of course, the time pressure. It was a huge deal for me as 
well; you had to do so many things in so little time. 

15:C2:S 

The gap 
between 
theory and 
practice  

▣ The things that you had to implement what you learned 
in a real-life situation. You cannot just open the book, do 
what it says and finish the work because it's not how it 
works. It was challenging for the first time to realize that, 
and I had to try to find a solution for it. 

15:C2:S 

 
5.2.3 Pillar 3: Procedure 
The whole process for building up a Business Project course could be divided into four 
phases. Key tasks associated with each phase are shown in Table 60. 
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Table 60 

Project Life Cycle for Case 2 

Stage Timeline Project Phase Key Tasks 

Phase 1 Oct. - Jan. Preparation (1) Course Planning (U) 
(2) Recruiting Projects (U) 
(3) Project Definition Document (I) 
(4) Appointing Academic Advisors (U) 

Phase 2 Feb. Project Kick-Off (1) Presenting Project Topics (I) 
(2) Preference Lists (I, S) 
(3) Team Formation (U) 

Phase 3 Feb. - May Actual Project Work 
(12 Weeks) 

Student teams co-supervised by the 
industry partners & academic advisors 

Phase 4 May Evaluation & Closing (1) Presentation Day (U, I, S) 
(2) Final Report or Slides (S) 
(3) Collecting Feedback (U, I) 

 
In the first phase, the faculty member reached out to CEMS Corporate Partners for 
potential collaboration. They usually started with those who already had experience with 
Business Project, followed by those they had not worked with. After brainstorming about 
possible projects, the industry partners initiated a 1-page written project description, the 
Project Definition Document (PDD), which might be iterated in a later period with further 
inputs from the students. Once the course leader approved a project idea, the faculty 
started looking for an academic advisor. 
 

Around October every year, I approach the companies that have local offices in 
Hungary. First of all, the ones we have already worked with. If they turn me down, 
I contact companies we have not previously done a business project with. As a 
last resort, I look for other (CEMS) schools’ extra projects. (12:C2:U) 

 
The second phase began with an opening session, also known as the kick-off meeting, 
where the industry partners presented their project topics in front of the students. The 
students would submit their preference lists of the project topics, and meanwhile, the 
industry partners received students’ CVs and ranked them. A process of allocating 
business projects would then take place. 
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Entering the third phase, student teams carried out the 12 weeks of project work and were 
co-supervised by the appointed company project advisors and academic advisors. 
 
The fourth phase mainly dealt with evaluation, presentation, and closing. Each student 
team submitted the deliverables, presented their project results at the CEMS Business 
Project Presentation Day. Furthermore, they might also have to present at the industry 
partner’s office. After the presentation, some industry partners organized their feedback 
sessions with students, and the faculty members collected course feedback from both the 
students and the industry partners. 
 
5.3 Case Study 3: Project Assignment at Corvinus University of Budapest 
The “Project Assignment” (“Gyakorlati Projekt” in Hungarian) was a five ECTS credits 
course organized by the Department of Management and Control at Corvinus 
University of Budapest, Hungary for the MSc in Management and Leadership Program 
(“Vezetés és szervezés” in Hungarian). Although the medium of instruction in this 
program was Hungarian, as mentioned previously, it was a well-recognized 
management training program (see section 4.2.2 European Case Studies). Students 
could choose from three different specialization tracks (Corvinus University of 
Budapest, n.d.-b; Master's Program in Management and Leadership, 2020): 

• Organization Development and Process Management 
• Controlling and Performance Management 
• Human Resource Management and Organization Development 

 
Two of the specialization tracks, “Organization Development and Process Management” 
and “Controlling and Performance Management,” had the Project Assignment course as 
a joint class. The course was conducted semi-annually in September and February, where 
around 3 members in each student team solved a real organizational problem with support 
from the industry partner and the academic supervisor. Some projects featured the 
interdisciplinary aspect, requiring knowledge from multiple domains. The project work 
lasted for approximately 3 months. The following section presents the findings gathered 
from document research (n=4) and stakeholder interviews (n=4, with 3 unique 
interviewees) regarding the Project Assignment implementation at the Corvinus 
University of Budapest. 
 
5.3.1 Pillar 1: Partnership 
In the spring semester of the 2017/2018 academic year, 16 projects were launched within 
the Project Assignment course with 13 industry partners. Six academic supervisors were 
appointed to support a total number of 47 students in the course (Corvinus Business 
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Partner, 2018). In this course, partner recruitment was highly dependent on personal 
networks, and there was no project fee involved. This section explores participants’ 
experiences and perspectives of the partnership between the faculty, industry partners, 
and students. 
 
5.3.1.1 Motivations 
First of all, both the faculty and the industry partner agreed that “it's a mutual beneficial 
corporation”, where the students would gain practical experiences and up-to-date 
knowledge about the industry, and the companies would benefit from students’ work. 
 

In our program, it's a mutual beneficial corporation, so there's no payment in this 
scheme. We basically help students, support them, develop them. They (industry 
partners) also benefit from the free work of students. (11:C3:U) 

 
I think it's a mutual benefit. It's very beneficial for the company if we are smart 
enough to select the projects and tasks for the students. They could deliver us lots 
of work, lots of added value to an existing company project. It's also very 
beneficial for the university because we provide them a real platform, and they 
could start practising in a live environment, and gain a lot of experiences about 
how the industry is currently working on, what are the topics really on the table. 
(16:C3:I) 

 
Some frequently mentioned motivations for the industry partners could be classified into 
four types: (a) fresh insights provided by students, (b) opportunities of talent recruitment, 
(c) supporting students’ growth, and (d) valuable outputs created by students. In addition, 
one faculty also assumed “gaining visibility in this program” as a motivator for the 
corporates; one industry partner valued that students’ specialization was highly aligned 
with their needs; another industry partner viewed it as a chance to introduce the industry 
and sector to students. The motivators are presented in Table 61. 
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Table 61 

Motivations for Industry Partners to Join the Project Course in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Fresh 
insights 

▣ Companies value it as an advantage when master students 
look at different problems with a fresh eye through a project. 
Plus, it doesn’t involve a big energy investment on their part.  

11:C3:U 

 
▣ When designing new generation digital services 
platforms, it's always very useful to work with students from 
that age. They always have lots of good ideas, they have 
experience of how this new digital world would or should 
look like, so I also gain a lot from their perspectives. 
▣ I think it's always important to have fresh and different 
viewpoints that the students can bring. Obviously, we are 
working every day with basically the same topics and the 
same surrounding. I guess, very, very motivating for us 
because students from different backgrounds can bring new 
ideas that maybe we haven't thought of. 

16-17:C3:I 

Recruitment ▣ If I remember correctly, I hired three students already 
from these courses. Because we get acquainted with each 
other, we can try them out with no obligations, and we see 
how they can work on their own. So, this sort of project 
collaboration is also very useful from the recruitment point 
of view.  
▣ We have good experience with them. Basically, this is 
also motivation for us to check if the team members have 
interest or motivation to join the company. 

16-17:C3:I 
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Table 61 

Motivations for Industry Partners to Join the Project Course in Case 3 (continued) 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Student's growth ▣ I think for a firm whose thinking is really up to date, 
we care about students, let's say the further 
generations, we care about the future experts, I think 
it's also... company's social responsibility.  
▣ We want to allow our students to have a sneak peek 
into how this works, getting them to get knowledge or 
information, what works, what happens in real life. 

16-17:C3:I 

Enthusiastic 
students & 
valuable outputs 

▣ I appreciate that they (the students) also have lots of 
enthusiasm, lots of curiosity... They could deliver us 
lots of work, lots of added value to an existing 
company project.  
▣ We want to use the outcomes of their project as 
inputs for our projects and work. 

16-17:C3:I 

Visibility & 
connecting to the 
students 

▣ In the Project Assignment course, I think it's a 
general feeling that they (industry partners) are 
somehow involved in our program, and they have a 
sort of visibility in our program.  

11:C3:U 

Perfect match of 
professional 
background 

▣ I have been working in roles where process 
management, strategy, and planning are in focus. And 
the subjects of this faculty are very close to that. So, 
they are always heavily interested in topics that I'm 
also working on. Students are learning about, and they 
have lots of really close subjects to the activities that 
I'm regularly doing a job. 

16:C3:I 

Promote the 
industry/sector 

▣ We also find this collaboration a good opportunity 
to show the students that the [industry] sector can be 
very interesting and innovative and creative projects 
are going on in this sector. 

17:C3:I 
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From the student’s perspective, the practical industry project experience was precious 
since what is taught in the textbook is usually not enough for the workplace. 
 

It's such a good opportunity that students have the chance during their studies to 
work with industry partners, or try themselves out in the real world… because 
what was learned in school, that's very important. But only the basics, when you 
go out to the real world, and you have to start working, it's a different thing. 
(17:C3:S) 

 
5.3.1.2 Partner Recruitment 
Partner recruitment seems to be quite a demanding task for the faculty. One faculty 
member claimed that there was limited capacity from the industry side to provide decent 
projects and dedicated mentorship for students. In addition, when fluctuations in student 
numbers were not predictable, it might lead to situations where too many projects or not 
enough projects were gathered. 
 

There is not that much energy in the industry to be able to offer and coach projects, 
so the capacity from the industry parties is limited. From the university’s side, it's 
very difficult to make this arrangement, build relationships, recruit projects, etc. 
(11:C3:U) 

 
It is always challenging because the number of students fluctuates each year, 
which means you can also run into the problem that you gather too many projects 
and don't have enough students. And of course, another problem is more frequent 
than when the course starts, and you realize that you still do not have enough 
projects. (11:C3:U) 

 
The primary partner recruitment channels for the Project Assignment course were: 
historical database, the faculty’s personal networks, and alumni. In some cases, certain 
units of the university would also offer relevant projects for students. 
 

Most of the time, it turns out that we still need a few more projects, and then we 
start to seek new ones. I check companies previously offered the projects, and 
maybe I can still find a project for students or check new partnership options. In 
the Institute of Management, all of the colleagues have several contacts with the 
corporates, and we also have alumni students we can contact, so it's just one by 
one task to recruit new projects. (11:C3:U) 
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In the last few semesters, we have started some projects that the industry partner 
is the university or a university unit. For example, we now have a group working 
on the BPR (business process re-engineering) project offered by the Student 
Office. This is, I think, a good solution. First, because there are always students 
who are eager to look into the university processes and operations, they have the 
interests of working in university-based projects; on the other hand, it offers a 
buffer for our project numbers. (11:C3:U) 

 
It must be noted that the academic-corporate partnership in the Project Assignment course 
was mainly built on personal relationships between the faculty members and the industry 
professionals instead of institutional relationships between the universities and the 
companies. In a particular case, even though the industry professional was no more 
employed by the same corporate, they brought the project collaboration opportunity to 
the next corporate. 
 

I have been collaborating with Corvinus University for many years. For the first 
time, the opportunity came from the fact that one of my employees has been a 
student of Corvinus, and the course leader approached her and asked if they would 
have a possibility to work with us on a project where students could try them out 
in the practice of the industry. And it happened to be so successful and so useful 
for both parties that I kept the connection with them, regardless of the fact that I 
changed my position after some period. (16:C3:I) 

 
The criteria which the faculty used to select industry partners were threefold (see Table 
62). First and foremost, the primary principle was that the project focus should resonate 
with students’ specializations. It is not about choosing specific industry partners but 
choosing suitable projects. Secondly, the projects should ensure enough room for 
creativity so that students did not get bored. Thirdly, it was intended to collect a diverse 
mix of projects offered by large companies, smaller ones, and NGOs so that students 
could choose from. 
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Table 62 

Desired Criteria for Industry Partners in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Topics aligned 
with students' 
specializations 

▣ I think the first is that it's something that is not like 
marketing or finance or something like that. But it's 
dealing with sort of management hopefully with 
strategy, processes, or controlling... so there are no 
specific criteria like focusing on an industry or one 
company and not focusing on its competitors. 

11:C3:U 

Room for 
creativity 

▣ We try to find exciting projects where the students 
can be a little bit more creative. And there are some 
cases when we feel that this project fits in the topic, 
but it's a little bit boring, and then we try to make it a 
little bit more exciting. 

11:C3:U 

Diversity ▣ The third one is to offer a mix of different projects. 
So, offering project from the non-profit sector, from 
the large companies, from smaller ones, makes the 
students feel that... it's a selection, and I can think 
about which one fits me best. 

11:C3:U 

 
5.3.1.3 Formality 
There was neither a project fee nor a formal contract for this Project Assignment course 
collaboration between the university and the industry partner. Only in a few cases, some 
industry partners might require the students to sign a non-disclosure agreement. However, 
the student teams had to compile a project definition document (PDD) that had to be 
signed by both the academic advisor and the industry advisor. When asked about the 
rationale of not having a formal contract in place, one faculty member and one industry 
partner replied that a formal contract was not perceived as necessary since this project 
course collaboration was primarily based on personal network and mutual trust.  
 

Well, it's mutually beneficial cooperation, and it's highly based on personal 
linkages, personal networks, so it's not a business, it's not a formal thing. It's based 
on trust. Of course, it has some drawbacks. It could have some problems, but 
fortunately, we did not have problems during the several years. (11:C3:U) 
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As I said, I'm really glad about the previous project results, and I feel that I will 
also be glad about the current ones. Since there is no fee involved, and it has never 
been necessary to sign an NDA in the previous project, I don't feel the necessity 
of having such a written framework. From my perspective, I don't think that 
creating such a written framework should somehow enhance cooperation. 
(16:C3:I) 

 
Furthermore, a faculty member suggested that a formal contract might imply some 
undesired constraints to deal with, for example, the corporate policy. 
 

Universities try to have formal agreements with specific large corporate partners, 
but the reality when we are working with students is quite different. And for us, 
it would be a real constraint if there would be some corporate policy to work with, 
for example, not working with a company because we agree with one of its 
competitors. Fortunately, because we do it at a course level now, we don't have 
any limits on this. (11:C3:U) 

 
5.3.1.4 Responsibility 
The organizational structure of the Project Assignment course was relatively simple. The 
faculty members included (a) the course leader responsible for the whole course and (b) 
academic supervisors who took charge of recruiting industry partners and providing 
mentorship to the students. On the corporate side, there were several persons involved in 
initiating the project collaboration and coaching the students. Table 63 lists their roles 
and responsibilities. 
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Table 63 

Roles & Responsibilities of Faculty Members & Industry Partners in Case 3 

Role Responsibility 

Course Leader The course leader oversees the whole course and appoints academic 
supervisors. If there is any problem, the course leader can step in. 

Academic 
Supervisors  

Academic supervisors are university lecturers who recruit industry 
partners and industry projects and coach the students through these 
projects. Each project has an academic supervisor. The course leader 
is also one of the supervisors. 

Corporate 
Partners/Industry 
Advisors 

At least one point of contact from the company side is deeply 
involved in the project but might be different from the one who 
initiated the project process. 

 
The Project Assignment course strongly relied on the personal network, basically the pre-
existing relationship between the academic supervisors and the industry professionals, 
and thus the management was fairly decentralized. Comparing this “personal network” 
approach with another approach where the corporate list had been prescribed, one faculty 
reported that it enabled the flexibility of selecting projects and partners tailored to 
students’ preference. 
 

It is much more flexible and can handle very different numbers of students and 
tailor to their preference. If the students are more eager to work on the process 
management projects, then we can contact those companies who have this intent. 
It's not an option when you have a fixed partner list, and you can only do what the 
partners need. We can find those partners that fit best to the expectations of our 
students. We are not limited to those companies we know already. (11:C3:U) 

 
Two industry partners held different opinions towards whether they perceived themselves 
as clients or industry mentors (see Table 64). One industry partner viewed themselves as 
both clients and mentors. On the one hand, the deliverables had to add value to the 
company; on the other hand, mentorship and support were graciously provided to the 
students. Another industry partner commented that they evaluated this collaboration 
primarily based on students’ growth instead of the project results, and thus they were 
mentors rather than clients. 
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Table 64 

Perception of the Role of Industry Partners in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

A client & a 
mentor 

▣ I think it's both a client and a mentor. I told you that we 
select project scopes, which is adding value to the company. 
So, the deliverable is always something that we need, and 
we can use it in the following phases of the projects; from 
that perspective, I'm a client. How I give them feedback, 
share my experiences from my previous courses, and really 
drive them towards the result and how I can give them 
sometimes good advice, I see myself as a mentor. 

11:C3:U 

A mentor  
instead of a 
client 

▣ My boss said it recently, very nice, so we see it as a 
successful collaboration if we can say that we have the 
students to improve their knowledge, skills, and stuff like 
this. So that's why I wouldn't say that we are thinking of 
ourselves as clients because we want something that is not 
the result but has these students learn to improve 
themselves. 

17:C3:I 

 
5.3.1.5 Communication systems 
Academic Advisors & Industry Partners 
It should be pointed out that despite the fact that it was primarily the academic advisors 
who recruited the projects in the first place, they were not necessarily contacting the 
industry advisors regularly during the project work (see Table 65). Two industry partners 
indicated that they only met the academic supervisor at the beginning and the end of the 
project but without regular contact during the project work period. 
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Table 65 

Communications Between Academics & Industry Partners in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Rare 
interactions 
with the 
academic 
supervisor 

▣ We meet the academics in the beginning and then 
when the project is finished. During the project, I contact 
only the students. 
▣ Basically, we don't have a lot of interactions during 
the project with the faculty members. We usually get in 
contact with each other in the beginning. Also, when we 
have the project kick-off, usually the faculty advisor 
from the university joins the meeting too, to introduce 
the students to me (corporate advisor) and tells a little bit 
about how the course usually works. 

16-17:C3:I 

 
Academic Advisors & Students 
According to the syllabus, the student teams should update the academic advisors on 
project progress at least every two weeks. However, this rule was not always followed in 
the real situation. One academic advisor mentioned that sometimes they had to 
proactively reach out to the students; one student mentioned that they usually only worked 
with the industry partner but not the academic supervisor. 
 

It's not formally, not saying that you need to have a meeting or something with 
the supervisor, but you can arrange your meeting if you think you need. There is 
no formal form for the regular update; they drop an email or send a message. But 
honestly, they are not that eager to do so. Sometimes I, as a coach, have to contact 
them saying that it has been three weeks that I didn't hear from you, and then they 
provide some updates. (11:C3:U) 

 
Back then, our team did not talk or meet with our academic advisor from my 
student experience. Basically, we were all talking with the industry advisor. 
(17:C3:S) 

 
Industry partners & Students 
The frequency of contact between the industry partners and the students depended on the 
complexity of the project and the students' specific needs. The relevant statements from 
participants are presented in Table 66. One industry partner mentioned that the students 
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got support from the corporate advisor and other colleagues in the company on demand. 
Another industry partner claimed that a need-based meeting was more effective than a 
recurring meeting in light of previous experience. 
 

Table 66 

Communications Between Industry Partners & Students in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Varied frequency 
based on the 
complexity of the 
project 

▣ The frequency depends on the project and the 
complexity of the topic that they are working on. It 
happened previous years ago that I had to contact them 
more than twice a week. But now I think in every 
second week. 

16:C3:I 

Assistance from 
other colleagues 
in the corporate 
when needed 

▣ If the topic requires some types of observations or 
assistance from my colleagues, they can come here or 
organize a Skype meeting. So, they can contact me as 
the so-called counterparty from the institute perspective 
and experts working in my organizations... if they need 
assistance, they can come to us, which can be even 
more times a week. 

16:C3:I 

Preference 
towards need-
based meetings 
instead of regular 
ones 

▣ This semester, one of my teams suggested that they 
would meet weekly or every two weeks, and it's the 
first time I have tried this. But I felt like that, not all the 
time they had the right amount of time to get prepared 
for that meeting. Previously what I do is based on the 
project definition paper that they are doing in the 
beginning. When they think that you have enough 
information and knowledge or questions, I always ask 
them to drop me an email, and then we will schedule a 
meeting. Usually, this is something that works, that 
they contact me whenever they feel okay, they have 
enough thing to talk about, and they are well prepared. 

17:C3:I 

 
5.3.1.6 Maintenance 
When asked about the key to sustaining a great partnership between stakeholders in this 
course, open and immediate communication was emphasized. 
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Whenever a company has any issue, or the students, or the university have any 
issues, then first being honest and open and being responsive to answer that 
question, not blaming anyone but finding a solution if something happens. In the 
last semesters, and we had a project definition document stating that some of our 
groups are going to the field research and interviewing workers at branch offices. 
They were not able to do that because of the Covid pandemic, but fortunately, we 
managed to communicate and revise immediately. (11:C3:U) 

 
One student mentioned that they appreciated that the industry partners were not simply 
assigning certain tasks to students to get expected outputs but allowed them to come up 
with their ideas and solutions. 
 

We could come up with our ideas that it wasn't about if we had to prove it and 
underline it with information we gathered from the market. Back then, I enjoyed 
this project because we could come up with basically our baby, our solution. 
(17:C3:S) 

 
5.3.1.7 Challenges in Partnership 
One faculty member reported that it could be challenging to “find last-minute solutions” 
for unexpected situations in a constantly changing business environment; for instance, a 
project got cancelled, or the corporate project advisors suddenly left their jobs. 
 

It can happen that you agree with a company on a project in July and when you 
try to announce them, they report that the key contact has left our company, or 
this project has been canceled or something like that. So, it needs flexibility from 
our side and just finds last-minute solutions for things like that. Sometimes, the 
project member from the company side leaves a company in November, and the 
project gets stuck just in the middle. So, I think it's always a little bit challenging 
dealing with these sorts of problems. But, of course, when someone left a 
company, because they are in a close relationship with us, there will be someone 
who can take over his role in most cases. (11:C3:U) 

 
One student mentioned that it was challenging to cope with high expectations from the 
industry partners especially when student teams were having limited time working on the 
project. 
 

One of the biggest challenges we were facing was just to politely let them (the 
industry partner) know your expectations are a bit too high with us. It may be a 
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bit unrealistic; we're trying to do our best, but this is a three-month-long project; 
you cannot ask for everything. But in the end, it turns out very well. (17:C3:S) 

 
5.3.2 Pillar 2: Pedagogy 
The Project Assignment course aimed to provide students with opportunities to apply 
their learning into practice and equip students with critical skill sets through real-world 
projects in the fields of process organization, controlling, or strategic management. The 
students were able to select their teammates and set preferences for project topics. A well-
defined project definition document (PDD) served as the solid basis for the project work. 
On the whole, the industry partners and the students mainly reported positive feedback 
regarding this project-based course. 
 
5.3.2.1 Overall Course Design 
Learning Outcomes 
One faculty member reported that this project-based course with cooperation between 
higher education and the labor market was established to achieve the learning objectives 
which could hardly be covered simply through classroom teaching. There were critical 
skill sets that students had to learn by doing. It could be further underpinned by what was 
stated in the course syllabus: “… they have to apply what they have learned in the 
specializations with great independence and responsibility, in a sharp teamwork situation” 
(Course guide of Project Assignment, 2020, p. 1). 
 

The project course's rationale is to cover those learning goals and learning 
outcomes that usually were not covered enough in the past. These are skills that 
are not limited to a specific module that we have to teach, it's related to take 
responsibility, making decisions, structuring a problem, to apply methods. It's 
more important to have the general skill sets than just having a specific knowledge 
mosaic that you have to fill. (11:C3:U) 

 
The learning outcomes were defined as follows (Course guide of Project Assignment, 
2020, p. 2): 

• Compile a project plan with great independence to set project goals that fit the 
organizational goals, to break them down into expected results, and assign 
methods, responsibilities, and schedules to them 

• Give well-thought-out and practical answers to new problems (suggestions, 
tools) 

• Shape and improve the operation of the project team as a proactive participant 
in a project 
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• Take responsibility for the work and results of the group 
• Summarize the work one has done and its results in a professional, convincing 

presentation 
• Strive for methodical and sophisticated work 
• Characterized by open and ethical behavior in an advisory role 
 

Course Activities 
Students enrolled in the Project Assignment course were expected to devote six to eight 
hours per week to the project for two to three months, working in a team of three members. 
At the end of the course, a closing conference was organized where student teams 
delivered a 15 minutes presentation followed by a short Q&A session in front of the 
academic advisors and other student teams. The industry partners were also invited. One 
faculty member claimed that the presentation served as a motivator for students and 
supported a less subjective performance evaluation. 
 

I think the presentation is a great motivator for the students. Also, I think it makes 
the evaluation a little bit open and less subjective because this is the only point 
where not only the academic supervisor can see the result, but the others can 
comment. (11:C3:U) 

 
Reflection 
When asked whether it has been considered to add some teaching sessions to support 
students’ learning in this project courses, one faculty replied that most of the students also 
took a parallel course regarding project management methods, where synergy was 
possible. However, it should be emphasized that the project management tools might not 
necessarily offer direct support to students’ industry projects based on earlier experience.  
 

Exactly in the same semester, most of our students have another compulsory 
course called project management or managing organizational design and IT 
projects, something like that. It's a course dealing with project management 
methods, and it's really helpful. (11:C3:U) 

 
A few years earlier, we also tried to connect the two courses so that the other 
project management course just followed up this project course, for example, 
teaching them Gantt chart, project reporting, and other tools. But we found that 
they don't need it because, in a project management course, you will teach them 
the project management tools of the large corporations. But these are fewer cases, 
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so they do not need very detailed project management tools to make a good result 
in the Project Assignment course. (11:C3:U) 

 
5.3.2.2 Project Task 
Before the course, the faculty members collected some basic information from industry 
partners such as topics, project descriptions, and expectations. At the beginning of the 
project work, each team had to meet with their industry partners to compile a detailed 
project definition document (PDD) that defined the tasks, methods, deliverables, and 
deadlines. After the PDD was finalized, the team started their project work, which lasted 
approximately two to three months. 
 

Their (student’s first task was to scope the project, meaning that they discussed it 
with the company, what kind of project deliverables, and what format and in 
which timing they had to deliver. They also discussed the methods, the scope, etc. 
The results of this discussion were then summed up into a project charter or 
project definition document. (11:C3:U) 

 
The project topics in the Project Assignment course primarily lay in the fields of process 
organization, controlling, or strategic management. The way the industry partners 
identified project topics for the Project Assignment course was presented in Table 67. 
Two industry partners held different views towards the difficulty of sourcing a project 
topic for students. One industry partner picked a trendy topic within that industry and 
commented that “It wasn't very difficult to figure out (the project topic).” Another 
industry partner discussed with product developers in the company to look for an 
innovative, forward-looking topic that met students’ capabilities and claimed that 
“Defining a project is not always as easy as it looks like.” 
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Table 67 

Approaches to Identifying Project Topics in Case 3  

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Hot topics in 
the industry 

▣ In this industry in Hungary, digitalization and customer 
experience, focused developments are really in focus. So, 
it's always a very rich field where we can pick up a lot of 
topics, which is closely connected to the subjects that the 
students are learning about. So, it wasn't very difficult to 
figure out.  

16:C3:I 

Innovative, 
forward-
looking topics 

▣ When I asked my colleagues who are product 
developers how could we define a project that would fit 
into their everyday work. Because they are so involved in 
that topic, they might have way unrealistic expectations 
with students with no background in either of that smaller 
topic or the sector itself. Defining a project is not always 
as easy as it looks like. 
▣ We usually try to give innovative, broad topics to the 
students, something new and creative that they can work 
on. In the area that we're working in, a lot of things change 
rapidly. Usually, what I go with is to think about solutions 
for maybe four to five years from now. 

17:C3:I 

 
During the project, the student teams worked closely with the industry partner and were 
supported by the academic advisor simultaneously. The project work could be very 
different depending on the theme. One industry partner provided the student team with 
documents, presentations, and sessions to equip them with field knowledge. Another 
industry partner allowed students to work on the theme that they found most interesting. 
 

We handed over a lot of internal documents. We organized presentations where 
they could see how the current solution looks like and works like. We organized 
sessions to show them how is the paper-based process currently working. So, we 
let them see everything to collect information, collect feelings, and collect ideas. 
(16:C3:I) 
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I suggested a huge topic, and… basically, we're giving them two opportunities. 
At the very beginning, they have to choose what to do; the second opportunity is 
that they can find the exact smaller topic they want to work with. (17:C3:I) 

 
5.3.2.3 Project Group 
Firstly, students found their own ways to form project groups of three members. The 
course leader announced the project topics collected from the industry partners, and then 
each team had a chance to rank their preferences. Finally, the faculty assigned project 
topics to each team based on the preference lists. 
 

First, they formed a group of three, and it's organic. They already know each other 
in the same program, and they have maybe preferences or experiences, likes, and 
dislikes. It is a much easier process for the students because it is very difficult if 
they don't like each other. (11:C3:U) 

 
When the industry partner was asked if it would be important to have a say in selecting 
who were the students to work with, one corporate advisor reported that it was never 
important to them based on positive experiences in the past. 

 
It's not important. Based on my experiences, I have always been working with 
very good students, with a high level of academic knowledge, with a very high 
level of enthusiasm and openness. And it hasn't been ever important for me to 
select students. (16:C3:I) 

 
5.3.2.4 Examination 
Student teams’ performance was assessed through (a) project definition document signed 
by both the academic advisor and the industry partner (15 %); (b) project report prepared 
not for the industry partner but the academic advisor (25%); (c) deliverables based on 
PDD delivered to both the academic advisor and the industry partner (35%) and (d) 
presentation at the closing conference (25%) (Course guide of Project Assignment , 2020). 
 

When I evaluated the students, in the end, I never required something that was not 
included in the PDD. I think it's an essential part of this course's learning that they 
have to narrow the topic and define the exact project deliverables in a quite 
complex situation. (11:C3:U) 

 
In terms of the grading process of presentation, all of the academic supervisors could 
provide comments and scores as suggestions. But it was the assigned academic supervisor 
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of the team who decided the final grade of the team. All team members received a single 
mark. Industry partners were not formally involved in this grading process. 
 

The academic supervisors had internal evaluation sheets. They wrote down some 
words and gave some scores (for every presentation), and then at the end of the 
presentation, they gave it to the academic supervisor (of the specific team). The 
academic supervisor made the evaluations for his or her team, but based on his or 
her own experience, slightly aided by the other academic supervisor’s experience, 
but independently from the feedback that students gave to each other… the team 
has the same grade for all members. (11:C3:U) 
 
We talk to them (industry partners), we got some words or feedback from them, 
but they are not involved in the evaluation process. (11:C3:U) 

 
5.3.2.5 Feedback 
According to one industry partner, feedback was given to the student team during every 
milestone review.  
 

In some years, I felt that the students needed more coordination. This year, I feel 
that it's enough for them that we just give directions, give opinions, make it clear 
what our expectations are, and set them into project initiation documents. And 
then, we have milestones set in the project. At every milestone, we give our 
feedback. (16:C3:I) 

 
In the closing conference where each team delivered presentations, students not only 
received developmental feedback from academic advisors, but also received peer 
feedback regarding the strengths and weaknesses of their performance. 
 

The students evaluate each other, but only regarding the presentation... rather in 
text, not grades or points. We only used it to receive specific suggestions such as 
the strengths and weaknesses of the presentation, and students could give more 
direct feedback because it was independent of the score or the grade they received. 
It was just developmental feedback. (11:C3:U) 
 

5.3.2.6 Course Evaluation & Improvement 
The faculty received the students’ formal feedback through the course evaluation 
questionnaire sent by the university. They occasionally collected informal feedback from 
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the industry partners if there was a chance to meet them afterwards, for example, when 
they were invited to students’ presentations at the corporate’s premises. 
 

I think that we are not that good or not that formal in gathering feedback or 
evaluation from the company side… sometimes, the companies asked the students 
to give another speech or presentation at their premises, and sometimes I joined 
them. I had the chance to talk to a company representative, and they gave some 
feedback. Formal evaluation, we only have on the student side because you have 
a student evaluation system in the university in each course. (11:C3:U) 

 
When asked about how they evaluated whether this project course collaboration was 
successful, one industry partner commented that the evaluation was largely based on the 
tangible evidence set in the PDD, which could always be evaluated from a more objective 
perspective in terms of quality and punctuality. There was then another small portion 
concerning subjective feelings such as the students’ effort put into the project or students’ 
satisfaction with their project results. Overall, the industry partners had satisfying 
experiences with the Project Assignment course. 
 

It's never subjective, we never talk about only feelings, and there is tangible 
evidence if the quality of the deliverable meets our expectations or not. So, I think 
the success criteria we set in the PDD gives 80% of the evaluation. The rest is 
subjective because now we are always inspired by the enthusiasm of the student. 
We can see the effort they are putting into the project at the final presentation: the 
personal impression, how they enjoy or how much they’re really satisfied from 
their point with the results, so that could be the 20% subjective. (16:C3:I) 

 
In terms of the perspectives of the faculty and the students, one faculty further reported 
that this kind of project pedagogy was regarded as successful and had become more and 
more popular in the university; one student felt grateful that this project course opened 
their eyes to a whole new sector they were not aware of. 
 

Absolutely, it's one of the most successful parts of university teaching these days. 
Now at the Corvinus University, we have several program development projects... 
The first outcome shows that all programs want to imitate this or involve this type 
of methodology into their program, so I think that now it's a huge wave. When 
there is a program renewal, they want to have at least one course that is project-
based almost in all semesters. (11:C3:U) 
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We never learned about the [industry] at all during my studies. So yeah, that's why 
I'm thankful that it opened my eyes, knowing that this sector could also be 
interesting. (17:C3:S) 

 
In terms of what could be done to enhance the course further, one industry partner 
suggested to have a longer project, for example, starting earlier at the very beginning of 
the semester. 
 

As far as I remember, but I don't know, the students didn't start working with these 
projects at beginning of the semester, but rather from the fourth or fifth week. So 
basically, it would be nicer if they will be able to start right in the beginning. I 
think those extra weeks would also help the teams as well because sometimes we 
feel that the knowledge gathering at the beginning or the small market research, 
they are taking way too much from the project... and then they have quite a short 
time actually to work with their actual proposal. They don't have the time to go 
into details. (17:C3:I) 

 
5.3.2.7 Challenges in Teaching & Learning 
Challenges encountered by the industry partners through the mentoring process are listed 
as follows: (a) it was not easy to look for time slots that suit both parties; (b) it could be 
hard to set a feasible project scope for students and (c) it was frustrated to deal with the 
poor level of student engagement in some instances (see Table 68). 
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Table 68 

Pedagogical Challenges for Industry Partners in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Scheduling of 
the meetings 

▣ I think managing time slots and aligning timeframes is 
also a challenge in most cases to organize possible dates 
that could work for both parties for interactions, 
presentations, and activities. For example, we regularly 
provide them (students) the possibility to talk with real 
experts, such as process engineers in the company, but 
it's not easy to find a time which is okay for everybody.  

16:C3:I 

Setting a 
feasible scope 
for students 

▣ For my first cooperation with the Corvinus, it wasn't 
easy to understand the students' capabilities and how 
much time they can spend on the project. Therefore, 
setting a possible viable scope for their project work was 
not easy. Now I feel the amount of time that they can 
dedicate in that semester for that project, so it's easier. 

16:C3:I 

Low level of 
engagement for 
some students 

▣ Sometimes it's hard to have students in a team that are 
not very motivated to do their best in the projects. And 
still, somehow... I have to make them work and have an 
output. At the end of the project, I always ask the 
students to come and present their ideas to those 
colleagues that are involved in the topics. I try to make 
them have something good (to present) because that's 
also a way of showing my colleagues and my bosses 
how I worked or what we have done together. 

17:C3:I 

 
In terms of common challenges students had encountered in this course, issues related to 
teamwork were mentioned by a faculty member, for example, a free-rider in a team. 
Another issue proposed by a student was a lack of understanding of domain knowledge 
in the particular sector (see Table 69). 
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Table 69 

Challenges Faced by Learners During Project Work in Case 3 

Sub-theme Statement Interviewee 

Teamwork I think it's most challenging of course, in such course, there 
are typical challenges like in a group work someone not 
working as hard as the two others. 

11:C3:U 

A lack of 
domain 
knowledge 

We did not know about product development nor how the 
solutions work, and obviously, [the industry partner] asked 
us to go further in detail. And I remember with the team 
that we were thinking, why is [the industry partner] asking 
us these questions, because we don't know that. 

17:C3:S 

 
5.3.3 Pillar 3: Procedure 
Taking the whole academic-corporate collaboration on the Project Assignment course as 
a big project, the project life cycle is illustrated in Table 70. 
 
For the semesters starting in September, the first phase usually started in August. The 
course leader appointed the academic supervisors, and the academic supervisors started 
to reach out to industry professionals for potential industry projects. By the end of August, 
the faculty members collected a short description of each project. 
 

Normally, at the beginning of each semester, [the academic advisor] contacts me 
and offers me the possibility to collaborate. Normally, we are doing two different 
kinds of collaborations. One is the project type, and the second is that I have been 
asked to be a guest speaker in tutorials several times. For example, in previous 
years, I have also been presenting them and showing them real industrial examples. 
If we agree on the topics we can offer, we set the timelines, the project initiation 
documents and then start the collaboration. (16:C3:I) 

 
In the second phase, student teams were formed on their own, and project topics were 
allocated to student teams based on their preference lists. The students started to get in 
touch with the industry partners and had the first kick-off meeting to discuss the project 
scope, timeline, and deliverables. The PDD was the most important output in this phase. 
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Entering the third phase, student teams worked on the project. They had meetings or 
check-ups with the industry partners, ideally also consulting academic advisors or giving 
regular status updates. 
 

Table 70 

Project Life Cycle for Case 3 

Stage Timeline Project Phase Key Tasks 

Phase 1 Aug. - Sep. Preparation (1) Course Planning (U) 
(2) Appointing Academic Advisors (U) 
(3) Recruiting Partners & Projects (U) 
(4) Project Brief (I) 

Phase 2 Sep. Project Kick-Off (1) Topic Announcement (U) 
(2) Team Formation & List of Project 
Preference (S) 
(3) Assigning Projects to Teams (U) 
(4) Project Definition Document (U, I, S) 

Phase 3 Oct. - Dec. Actual Project 
Work (Approx. 8 
Weeks) 

Student teams co-supervised by the industry 
partners & academic advisors 

Phase 4 Dec. - Jan. Evaluation & 
Closing 

(1) Deliverables Based on PDD (S) 
(2) Project Report (S)  
(3) Closing Conference/Presentation (U, I, S) 
(4) Collecting Feedback (U) 

 
In the fourth phase, each student team provided project deliverables and project reports, 
followed by a presentation at the closing conference in front of other students, academic 
advisors, and perhaps industry partners. Sometimes a student team had to present again 
at the industry partner’s premises. Course evaluation was mainly completed through 
university questionnaires sent to the students, and the faculty member sometimes 
informally collected feedback from industry partners. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 
 
This final chapter firstly summarizes the research findings in relation to the 3-pillar 
conceptual framework, and then concludes the main contributions of this study. Finally, 
practical recommendations identified through this study are proposed to support future 
implementation of project courses with the involvement of industry partners. 
 
6.1 Summary of Major Findings 
This study aims to answer the research question: “How are PBL (project-based learning) 
courses initiated, collaborated, and managed by the faculty and industry partners in 
business education?” A summary of findings is discussed as follows according to the 
eight guiding research questions presented in Chapter 4 (see section 4.3.2.2 Interview 
Guide). 
 
6.1.1 Pillar 1: Partnership 
Q1. What were the motivational factors for universities and industry partners to 
collaborate with each other for a project-based course? 
Drawing from the pilot case study and three actual case studies, the primary motivational 
factor for the faculty staff to organize an industry-based project course is to equip students 
with practical workplace experiences and develop their general skills which could hardly 
be taught through any textbook or a classroom setting, such as structuring a problem, 
making decisions, or applying methods. In addition, the project course provides a great 
networking opportunity for both academics and industry partners, who could facilitate 
ideas and knowledge exchange and potentially lead to future research collaboration. 
 
Some frequently mentioned motivations for the industry partners to join the project 
course collaboration could be classified into four types: (a) the recruitment purpose (b) 
the branding purpose, (c) the value-creation purpose and (d) the talent-cultivation purpose. 
 
The Recruitment Purpose. Access to talented students was mentioned in every single 
case of this research. Industry partners perceived this project course collaboration as a 
great opportunity to recruit outstanding talents, since they would become acquainted with 
the students during the project work and be able to observe their performance. In each 
case study, there were industry partners who offered job positions to the students after the 
project. 
 
The Branding Purpose. Gaining visibility and building brand awareness among students 
were some of the enticing factors for industry partners. The project collaboration with a 
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well-known university built a positive impression towards employer-brand reputation. 
 
The Value-Creation Purpose. One of the most tangible benefits for industry partners 
participating in the project course was the results of the project, especially when there 
was a need to explore business opportunities. Several industry partners reported that they 
believed students with up-to-date knowledge have the potential to provide fresh insights 
and interesting ideas of approaching business activities. Some industry partners also 
valued the multidisciplinary student team and their flexibility to travel aboard to conduct 
field research. 
 
The Talent-Cultivation Purpose. Most of the industry partners mentioned that they cared 
about students’ growth and the cultivation of future experts, as part of corporate social 
responsibility. They wanted to help with students’ problem-solving skills and provide 
them a sneak peek into the industry and what happens in a real work situation. 
 
Q2. How were the partners recruited? What were the criteria used to select a partner? 
In the pilot case study, it was the industry partner who proactively reached out to the 
academic partner to offer the industry lectures and project ideas for this introductory 
course in the field of Management Information Systems. However, in other three 
European case studies, the project course schemes had already been established for years 
and the aims were to provide students with a capstone experience, in a way that 
capabilities and knowledge which students acquired from previous learning were brought 
together even across subject boundaries. When the faculty staff had to proactively recruit 
industry projects for the course, there were different strategies to do it (see Figure 5). 
 

Figure 5 

Strategies for Industry Partner Recruitment 

 

Note. Figure created by author 
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Recruited through an existing alliance. In the CEMS Business Project course, all 
industry projects had to be offered by CEMS Corporate Partners, which were usually 
multinational companies obliged to pay annual membership fees. The primary strength 
of this approach lies in efficiency, since it minimizes the workload of sourcing new 
industry partners every year, and the repeated collaboration has a positive influence on 
mutual trust and smooth implementation. However, having to follow a prescribed list of 
high-profile corporate partners may also imply less flexibility in selecting project ideas. 
 
Recruited through the faculty’s personal networks. In terms of the IDBM Industry 
Project course and the Project Assignment course, the primary partner recruitment 
channels were historical database, alumni, and the faculty’s networks. Without a fixed 
partner list, the faculty staff could find the projects according to students’ preferences, 
and constantly recruit new partners they had not previously been working with. When it 
comes to the criteria which the faculty used to select industry partners, “a relevant project 
topic” that could resonate with students’ specializations was the primary consideration. 
In addition, the faculty also took into account whether the partner could commit enough 
time for the students and whether the topic would allow enough room for creativity. 
Finally, the faculty staff strived to offer students a diverse portfolio of projects to choose 
from, for example, those from large companies, small and medium-sized business, and 
NGOs.  
 
No matter which recruitment strategy was employed, all the faculty members agreed with 
each other that partner recruitment was one of the most challenging tasks in organizing 
the industry project course, especially with the time constraint. 
 
Partnership based on institutional relationships. In the cases of the IDBM Industry 
Project course and the CEMS Business Project course, there was either an official project 
contract agreeing upon the IP, confidentiality and payments or a corporate partnership 
agreement signed. The collaborative agreement between the corporate and the university 
represents an official institutional relationship. 
 
Partnership based on personal relationships. By contrast, in the case of the Project 
Assignment course, a formal contract was perceived as not necessary nor beneficial since 
the academic-corporate partnership was mainly built on pre-existing personal 
relationships and mutual trust between the faculty members and the industry professionals. 
Some industry professionals leaving their original jobs would still bring the project 
collaboration opportunity to their next employer corporations. 
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Q3. What were the roles and responsibilities of key stakeholders? How did they usually 
interact with each other? 
A standard university-industry collaboration on project courses involves three 
stakeholders: the faculty, the industry partners and the student teams. The composition of 
faculty members was diverse (see Table 71) depending on the nature of the course and 
the program. At least there should be (a) a course leader who oversees the whole course 
and approves the companies' project topics and (b) academic supervisors/advisors who 
provide mentorship and give guidance to the students alongside the industry advisors 
when needed. Generally, it is the course leader who appoints the academic supervisors. 
In the case of Project Assignment course, since it was the academic supervisors who 
leveraged their personal networks to recruit projects, there was no additional role 
coordinating the partner recruitment process. In a more complex situation where 
international travels, international partnerships or contracting processes were involved, a 
dedicated program manager or a corporate relations manager would provide great value. 
Furthermore, a community manager could serve as the bridge between the students and 
staff faculty. 
 

Table 71 

Roles of Faculty Members in Each Case Study  

Case 1 
(IDBM Industry Project) 

Case 2 
(CEMS Business Project) 

Case 3 
(Project Assignment) 

Program Director Academic Director - 

- (Program Director as 
Course Leader) 

Course Leader Course Leader 

Academic Supervisors/ 
Mentors 

Academic Advisors/ 
Supervisors 

Academic Supervisors 

Academic Staff (as speakers 
or workshop facilitators) - - 

Program Manager Corporate Relations 
Manager - 

Community Manager/ 
Course Assistant - - 
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There should be one or more contact persons from the industry partner side, some of them 
would be dedicated to this project and act as company project advisors or industry 
mentors and generate the project topic and work closely with students. It is worth 
mentioning that industry partners held different opinions and rationales towards whether 
they saw themselves as clients or mentors, or both. As clients, some industry partners 
reported that they were keenly expecting valuable project results or selecting projects that 
could add value to the company. Alternatively, some industry partners claimed that their 
top-of-mind priority was students’ growth and improvement instead of the project results, 
and thus they acted as mentors rather than clients. Some industry partners cared about the 
project results but also provided genuine feedback and support to students, consequently 
viewed themselves as both a client and a mentor. 
 
It should be pointed out that in each of the European case studies, it was frequently 
reported by the industry partners and students that there was very little engagement 
between them and the academic supervisors. Usually, students were required to provide 
weekly or bi-weekly status update to academic supervisors, but in reality, it was not 
happening frequently. The responsibility and contribution of an academic supervisor was 
perceived as unclear by both the industry partners and students. 
 
Q4. What were the challenges involved in this partnership? 
Several challenges were identified by the faculty staff in the university-industry 
partnership: (a) industry partners could hold unrealistic expectations towards project 
results; (b) industry partners might not be familiar with the specific methodology 
employed throughout the project (e.g. Design Thinking); (c) industry partners’ dedication 
to the project sometimes fluctuated; (d) industry partners did not always respond to 
requests timely and (e) there could be unexpected situations to cope with, for example, 
organizational or staffing change in the corporate might lead to a sudden cancellation of 
a project. On the other hand, one industry partner indicated the coordination of the 
contracting process could be troublesome, while others regarded finding a meaningful 
way to engage with the academic supervisors to bring value to the team as a challenge. 
They noted specifically that they were not sure about what should be expected from 
academic supervisors. 
 
Several challenges were identified by the students in the student-corporate project 
collaboration: (a) it could be stressful managing unclear or high expectations of the 
industry partners; (b) the industry partners tended to skip weekly meetings when they 
became busy while the undecided directions could be an obstacle to project progress and 
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(c) it was inevitable for them to cope with bureaucracy when working with a large 
corporation. 
 
6.1.2 Pillar 2: Pedagogy 
Q5. What were the learning outcomes and course activities? 
The author argues that these case studies were different in nature of course types. The 
pilot case study was an introductory course in a certain field, and it aimed to equip 
students with a holistic experience of managing a business project, instead of focusing on 
the integration of different subjects or accumulation of previous knowledge. In 
comparison, the three European case studies shared some characteristics of a capstone 
project. Although these courses were not necessarily positioned at the end of the academic 
program, they all required students to utilize the knowledge they acquired from earlier 
courses. Moreover, in the case of IDBM Industry Project, the multidisciplinary aspects 
(arts, business, and engineering) were incorporated. In the Project Assignment course, 
while most projects focused on an in-depth exploration of a specific topic, some projects 
required a merge of knowledge regarding process organization and controlling. 
 
The author classified the stated learning outcomes of three European project courses into 
six broad categories (see Table 72). These were: (a) application of learning in a real 
business setting, (b) application of a specific methodology, (c) problem-solving and 
research skills, (d) teamwork and social skills, (e) communication skills and (f) project 
management skills. It is evident that all these project courses have incorporated the goal 
of applying or connecting one’s existing knowledge into real-world context to generate 
valuable outputs. Furthermore, transferable skills such as analysis and problem-solving, 
intercultural collaboration skills, communication and presentation skills, social skills, and 
project management skills were emphasized. 
 
Overall, three actual case studies largely shared similar course activities, expect for the 
inclusion of teaching sessions or workshops. Firstly, each industry partner provided an 
initial brief on the project topic and secondly, each student team had a kick-off meeting 
with their industry partner and academic supervisor to define the problem, scope, tasks 
and deliverables. Thirdly, each student team conducted the project work using the aligned 
methodology and finally, students proposed the solution and presented at a closing 
conference or a Presentation Day. Throughout the journey, students received feedback 
from the industry partners and academic supervisors through regular contacts. Another 
key detail worth noting is that the faculty members held different perspectives in terms 
of whether additional workshops or teaching sessions would be beneficial to students’ 
project progress. In the IDBM Industry Project course, there were a series of workshops  
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organized by the faculty to guide students throughout their design thinking journey, which 
students also found helpful. In other two cases, one student and one faculty member 
commented that workshops or teaching sessions organized by the academics might not 
necessarily offer direct support for the project, whereas the training sessions organized 
by the industry partners were recognized as highly relevant and useful. 
 
Q6. How were the project groups formed? 
The three actual case studies presented three different approaches in allocating project 
topics and forming student groups, which led to different team dynamics. 
 
By students. In the case of Project Assignment course, students had complete freedom to 
choose their own team members and then ranked their preferences of project topics. In 
doing so, students might feel more comfortable working with each other. 
 
By matching the preferences of students and industry partners. In that of the CEMS 
Business Project course, students set up their preference lists of all projects and the 
industry partners assessed the CVs of all students and marked them between 1-10. The 
matching process was facilitated by a mathematical model, taking other parameters into 
account such as nationality to ensure diversity within a team. This approach satisfied most 
of the students and industry partners.  
 
By the faculty with the aid of a questionnaire. In the case of the IDBM Industry Project 
course, it was the faculty who formed the teams with the aid of a questionnaire, 
considering students’ professional backgrounds, preferences for project types, 
motivations and the multidisciplinary aspects. 
 
Overall, giving students the autonomy to find their team members might minimize the 
risk of personality clashes as in the case of Project Assignment; nevertheless, some 
students expressed that it could be valuable to collaborate with colleagues they were not 
familiar with, which simulated the real workplace, such as in the cases of CEMS Business 
Project and IDBM Industry Project. 
 
Q7. What were the major challenges in the teaching and learning process? 
All of the participants commented that they were satisfied with their project experience. 
Having said that, the author explored what kinds of challenges they have experienced in 
order to bring value to future practitioners.  
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The top challenge faced by industry partners in their mentoring process concerns 
students’ engagement level. Not all students were enthusiastic and devoted to the project. 
Some industry partners spoke highly of the students, whereas others reported the 
frustration of dealing with poor level of student engagement in some instances. In terms 
of project implementation, it was not easy for some industry partners to find a suitable 
project topic and set a feasible project scope for students in the first place, and then there 
were some difficulties in scheduling multi-stakeholder meetings. Other constraints 
included data protection issues and limited capacity to support students when the 
company project advisors themselves became busy. 
 
In the student learning process, team conflict was a challenge identified by both the 
faculty members and the students, for instance, working with a free-rider or a highly 
opinionated member in a team. Next, one student reported that “you cannot just open the 
book, do what it says and finish the work because it's not how it works”. They could 
hardly apply what they had learned into practice, but to learn through practice. Moreover, 
students reported a lack of understanding of domain knowledge in the particular sector, 
alongside stress to deliver results within a short period of time. 
 
6.1.3 Pillar 3: Procedure 
Q8. How could the whole process be broken down into project phases? 
Drawing from the case studies, four project phases constituted a typical project life cycle 
for the whole “course collaboration” between the faculty and industry partners. The 
project phases were: (1) preparation, involving the course planning, the recruitment of 
partners and the negotiation of project briefs; (2) project kick-off, including the process 
of team formation, project allocation and the meetings between industry partners and 
students to discuss the project scope, timeline, and deliverables; (3) actual project work, 
in which students were given specific milestones to deliver certain results and feedback 
was subsequently provided by the appointed company project advisors and academic 
supervisors and (4) evaluation and closing, where students submitted their deliverables 
and presented their project results on the Presentation Day and probably also at the 
corporation's premises. The faculty staff collected informal feedback from the industry 
partners, and the students filled in a course evaluation questionnaire. 
 
6.2 Conclusion 
Project-based learning is among the most widely discussed learner-centered pedagogies 
in the education field. Particularly in higher education, it is frequently used to stimulate 
relevant self-directed learning, to cultivate transferable skills such as problem-solving, 
intercultural collaboration, communication and project management, and to equip 
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students with a holistic experience where they apply knowledge to real-world settings 
across subject boundaries. Students reported that they appreciated project-based learning 
with the involvement of a real industry partner, since the authenticity of solving a real 
business problem and receiving feedback from the corporate side would motivate them. 
This study seeks to unfold how university-industry collaborative PBL courses are 
initiated, collaborated, and managed in business education through the lens of a 3-pillar 
framework (Partnership, Pedagogy, Procedure). An Asian pilot case study and three 
European case studies were conducted, examining the perspectives of the faculty 
members, industry partners, and students. Key differences among the case studies are 
illustrated in Table 73. 
 

Table 73 

Key Differences Among Case Studies 

 

 
The study revealed that the rationales for industry partners to take part in a university-
industry collaborative project course could be captured by four purposes: recruitment, 
branding, value-creation, and talent-cultivation. The degrees of formality of a partnership 
have a linkage with the nature of relationships between the faculty staff and the industry 
partners. The partnerships based on institutional relationships are characterized by formal 
contracts and sometimes project fees, while the ones based on personal relationships are 
characterized by high flexibility and mutual trust. It is worth noting that in every single 
case, partner recruitment was identified as a top challenge of PBL course implementation. 
 
Different partner recruitment strategies also imply different organizational structures. The 
case of the Project Assignment course had the simplest composition of faculty, and it was 
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the academic supervisors who recruited industry projects from their existing personal 
networks and served as the primary point of contact. In the other two cases, apart from 
the course leader, there was either a program manager or a corporate relations manager 
supporting the coordination of project recruitment or practicalities of project 
implementation. Throughout the collaboration with industry partners, challenges of 
managing expectation, effective and thorough communication between stakeholders, and 
fluctuations in partners’ commitment over time were encountered by the faculty members. 
 
PBL could be applied in different course types. The pilot case study highlighted an 
introductory course in a certain field, while the three European case studies shared some 
characteristics of a capstone project, for example, requirement of previous knowledge or 
a multidisciplinary aspect. When it comes to the teaching and learning dimension, 
instructors applied different methods based on different beliefs. Some course instructors 
planned workshops alongside students’ project work to guide them on certain 
methodology or facilitate project progress, whereas others decided to minimize the 
teaching element since they learned from experience that professional tools and 
approaches might not be the key to students’ success in project results. Some course 
instructors gave students complete autonomy to form their own teams to avoid personality 
clashes; contrarily, some perceived a team composition assigned by the faculty as a great 
opportunity for students to learn to negotiate through conflict. On the other hand, although 
all the industry partners expressed positive views towards the project results, they 
reported a diverse experience of working with students. Some spoke highly of students 
and were impressed by students’ enthusiasm and quality work, whereas others sometimes 
experienced a sense of losing control due to students’ passive attitude occurred at the 
beginning of the project. 
 
Finally, to serve as a guiding reference for future instructors, the author breaks down the 
whole PBL course collaboration into four project phases: the preparation phase to lock 
down the partner list and project ideas, the project kick-off phase for industry partners 
and student teams to align project plan and deliverables, the actual project work where 
students are in the driver's seat under the supervision of the academic supervisors and 
corporate project advisors, and finally the evaluation and closing phase where a 
presentation day is organized and the course evaluation is performed. 
 
6.3 Recommendations for Practice 
Drawing from a review of available literature and the analysis of multiple case studies, a 
series of practical recommendations are proposed for future practitioners to develop and 
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implement an effective PBL course with industry partners. The recommendations are 
classified into four groups according to project phases. 
 
(a) During Preparation 
Course Planning 
• Decide on the purpose of applying PBL. It is common to apply PBL in an 

introductory course which focuses on a holistic experience regarding a certain theme 
in a certain field, or a capstone course where either the application of previous 
knowledge or an integration of different subjects is emphasized. It is suggested to 
distinguish these purposes in an early stage to support effective course design. 

• Reconsider learning outcomes. The syllabuses of three European case studies 
suggested multiple learning outcomes for the PBL course, for instance, application 
of knowledge or a specific methodology, problem-solving and research skills, 
intercultural collaboration skills, communication and presentation skills, social skills, 
and project management skills. Nevertheless, Helle et al. (2006) warned that it is 
critical to focus on limited goals, since excessive ones might not be feasible. 

• Communicate workload requirements. Clearly articulate and emphasize the course 
requirements (e.g. the number of hours required per week) before project 
commencement to ensure students’ commitment and dedication. 

• Consider group size. Limit the total number of students participating in the class 
(15-20 persons) and in individual teams (5-6 persons in large projects, 2-4 persons 
in small projects) to simplify control and coordination of the course. 

• Set up the role of a Community Manager. When there is a large number of student 
teams, it could be beneficial to have a community manager, who is a current or a 
former student and acts as the bridge between the students and staff faculty. The 
community manager who is close to students could gather informal course feedback 
every now and then, and flag potential issues in an early stage. 

• Consider the grading mechanism. It is suggested by Melin et al. (2009) that the 
examination should assess students’ performance in both individual work and group 
work. However, some case studies highlighted a single mark for all team members 
for every deliverable. Moreover, peer evaluations were taken in different formats. In 
the IDBM Industry Project, the result of peer evaluation might affect individual’s 
grade, whereas in the Project Assignment, the aim of peer evaluation was only to 
provide developmental feedback such as strengths and weaknesses for each other 
without association with grades. 
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Partner & Project Recruitment 
• Decide on the partner recruitment strategy. A common approach is to recruit 

through historical database, alumni, and the faculty’s networks if there is not an 
existing alliance of corporate partners to leverage. Partnerships based on pre-existing 
academic-corporate relationships rely more on mutual trust and might not involve 
the contracting process, while projects involved project fees are usually associated 
with formal collaborative agreements between the university and the industry 
partners. 

• Sourcing a wide portfolio of partners & projects. Firstly, it is emphasized by both 
the faculty members and students that a project topic relevant to the course 
objectives is the most important criterion for partner selection. Secondly, desired 
projects also feature a real business problem to solve with room for creativity. 
Thirdly, partners have to commit an appropriate level of time and effort. Fourthly, it 
is preferred to have a wide portfolio of projects offered by large companies, smaller 
ones, and NGOs in order to fit students’ diverse preferences. 

• Seek alumni’s support. The university’s alumni working for the corporate partner 
usually have a much higher level of motivation to contribute in either giving lectures 
or providing mentorships to students. 

• Look for back-up projects. The potential mismatch between the number of student 
teams and the number of projects could be mitigated by recruiting relevant projects 
from various departments of the university. 

 
Roles & Expectations 
• Clarify roles of industry partners. Some industry partners perceive themselves as 

clients who keenly expect high-quality results; others regard themselves as mentors 
who prioritize students’ personal growth; still others see themselves as both. It would 
be valuable to reach a consensus between all stakeholders before project kick-off. 

• Clarify roles of academic supervisors. Although positioned as a supporter, the 
unclear role and unstable engagement level of the academic supervisor have been 
identified as an improvement area by both industry partners and students. Clarify the 
duties of academic supervisors and find the way for them to contribute to the project 
would be critical to enhance PBL collaboration. 

• Discuss the expected workload for students. Ensure that the corporate partners are 
aware of the depth of the research or the work that they are expecting from the 
students to avoid a yawning gap of workload across different project teams. 

• Require multiple company project advisors for one project. The findings reveal that 
the industry partners, on occasion, tend to postpone the regular meetings or become 
not approachable when themselves get busy. In this regard, allocating more company 
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project advisors to support one student group proved to be a solution. 

 
(b) During Project Kick-off 
Team Formation 
• Decide on the group formation strategy. Numerous approaches for groups 

formation are possible. This could be self-proposed by students to avoid personality 
clashes or it could be decided by the faculty with the aid of a questionnaire to balance 
diversity in nationality, gender, professional background, and students’ motivation. 
Alternatively, a mathematical model matching the preferences of students and 
industry partners could potentially satisfy most stakeholders. A combination of these 
strategies might also work. 

 
Project Commencement 
• Create a clear project plan. The industry partner should discuss with the student 

team to identify a clear and feasible work plan, including the timeline, milestones 
and deliverables as early as possible. 

• Provide relevant workshops or onboard trainings. There could be methodology 
workshops to provide students with useful information and tools, or for example, a 
problem framing workshop to bring student teams and the industry partners together 
to find mutual ground. Beside this, industry partners may consider to provide 
students with relevant onboard trainings. 

• Students’ attitude matters. The faculty should encourage student teams to establish 
a positive impression on the client at the beginning of the project to increase client 
confidence and foster mutual trust. 

 
(c) During Actual Project Work 
Quality Assurance 
• Request regular updates & mid-term deliverables. It is suggested by literature and 

one industry partner that requesting a mandatory weekly or bi-weekly progress 
report or a regular status update as well as mid-term reflective reports or deliverables 
from students would increase the comfort level of industry partners and ensure that 
the team is making continuous progress. 

• Provide recurrent feedback. Real-time feedback is invaluable to students. Academic 
supervisors and company project advisors are expected to provide feedback during 
regular meetings and by each milestone.  
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Partner Relationship Maintenance 
• Promote open communication. Construct feedback mechanisms for all stakeholders. 

Build a culture of open and immediate communication. 

 
Interactions between stakeholders 
• Encourage academic-corporate interactions. The findings suggest that the 

interactions between academic supervisors and the company project advisors are 
relatively rare. However, an active engagement from both sides would facilitate 
intellectual exchange. 

• Build a steering committee. One effective way to keep all stakeholders on the same 
page is to build a steering committee between all stakeholders (typically the student 
team, the company project advisor, and the academic supervisor) where students 
present the deliverables on a regular basis. 

• Facilitate interactions across teams. Although student teams are working on 
different project topics, they might be facing similar challenges. A discussion 
session among student teams would allow students to learn from each other. 

 
(d) During Evaluation & Closing 
• Organize a Presentation Day. Every case study in this research organized a 

Presentation Day for students, where academic supervisors and industry partners 
were all invited. Upon request, student might have to present again at the 
corporation's premises with a more detailed version. This Presentation Day serves 
as a motivator for students and supports a less subjective performance evaluation. 
Students can also get developmental feedback from the audience. 

• Collect course feedback from all stakeholders. Apart from the course evaluation 
questionnaire sent to the students, the faculty members could collect feedback from 
industry partners through email or a corporate dinner after students’ presentations. 
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Annex 1. Interview Guide for the Faculty 
 
Part I. Partnership dimension (Ground: university-industry cooperation) 

1. How did you get to know the industry partners in the first place? Were there any 
criteria used to select the industry partners? 
2. What motivated each party to develop this academic-corporate partnership?  
3. Did you sign a contract or an agreement with the selected industry partners? Did you 
specify IP and confidentiality issues in the contract? Why or why not? 
4. Was the industry partner required to pay a fee for the project? 
5. What was the organizational structure of this partnership? What were the roles & 
responsibilities of each stakeholder? 
6. From your perspective, how would you describe the role of an industry partner in 
this course? Are they closer to a “client” or an “industry mentor” for students? 
7. Did you make contact with the industry partners on a regular basis? How did student 
teams work with the academics and the industry partners respectively during the 
project?  
8. What were the biggest challenges you have encountered in building an academic-
corporate partnership? 
9. From your point of view, what was the key element in maintaining a great 
partnership between stakeholders? 

 
Part II. Project dimension (House: the topic & content of student project)  

1. Did you provide any course lectures for the students during the project period? If 
yes, what was the content? If no, what was the reason behind it? 
2. Can you describe the selection process of the project topics and the formation 
process of the student groups? 
3. How did you provide feedback to the students? 
4. How was the grading process? 
5. What was the rationale of having a presentation day? 
6. Did you collect feedback from industry partners and students in terms of evaluation 
or room for improvement for this course? 
7. Based on your observation, what were the biggest challenges that your students 
encountered in delivering the project result? 
8. How would you determine whether this project course cooperation was successful? 

 
Part III. Procedure dimension (Scaffolding: steps and milestones)  

1. How many phases were involved in this course? Can you briefly explain each phase? 
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Annex 2. Interview Guide for the Industry Partner 
 
Part I. Partnership dimension  

1. How did you get to know the faculty in the first place?  
2. What motivated you to join this course collaboration with the faculty? 
3. Were you required to sign a contract or an agreement with the university? Why or 
why not? 
4. How did you work with the academic supervisor and students during the project? 
5. Based on your experience, was your role as an industry partner in this course closer 
to a “client” or an “industry mentor” for the students? 
6. From your perspective, what was the key element in maintaining a successful 
partnership between (a) the faculty and the industry partner and (b) the students and 
the industry partner?  
7. What were the biggest challenges you encountered in this academic-corporate 
partnership?  
 

Part II. Pedagogy dimension  
1. How did you devise the project topic? How does the project fit within the company's 
roadmap? 
2. Did you have a role in forming the students’ teams? How important was it to you? 
3. How would you describe the output delivered by the students? Did it meet your 
expectations?  
4. How did you provide feedback to the students? 
5. Did you collect feedback from students? 
6. What were the biggest challenges you encountered in the collaboration with students? 
7. How would you evaluate whether this project course cooperation was successful? 
8. What are your recommendations for further improvement for this project course? 
 

Part III. Conclusion 
1. Is there anything else you think is important in your experience as an industry partner 
that I did not touch upon? 
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Annex 3. Interview Guide for the Student 
 
Part I. Overview 

1. Who was the industry partner of your project? Can you briefly describe the nature 
of the problem that you were required to solve? 
2. What did you learn from this project course? What was different from the expected 
learning outcomes? 

 
Part II. Partnership dimension 

1. Can you briefly describe the relationship and frequency of interactions between 
yourself and your academic supervisor and industry partner in this course?  
2. How would you describe the roles of the industry partner and the academic staff  in 
supporting your project?   
3.What were the challenges you encountered while working with the industry partner? 
4. Have you experienced any project work where there was no industry partner 
involved? How was that experience different from this one? 
5. What are your most desirable criteria in selecting an ideal industry partner for a 
project-based learning course? 
 

Part III. Pedagogy dimension  
1. How important was it for you to be able to choose your own team members and 
project topics? 
2. Did the fact that there would be a public audience on the presentation day further 
motivate you  to strive for a better project result?  
3. Would the provision of academic lectures and/or workshops alongside the project 
be helpful to you? 
4. What were the biggest challenges you encountered in delivering your project result? 
5. What would be your recommendations for the academics and industry partners to 
improve this project-based learning course? 

 
Part IV. Conclusion 

1. Is there anything else you think might be important in your experience that I did not 
touch upon? 
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Annex 4. Analysis of Pilot Case Study 
 
Pilot Case Study: Introduction to Management Information Systems at National 
Taiwan University 
This pilot case study highlights the Introduction to Management Information Systems 
(MIS) course, which is a 3 credits course (approximately 6 ECTS credits) for the 
undergraduate students organized by the Department of International Business at 
National Taiwan University. The course leader had been trying out innovative 
pedagogical approaches over the years. Particularly in the spring semester of 2017, the 
course leader collaborated with a corporate partner, which is a multinational corporation, 
to bring industry projects and industry-specific lectures into the course. 
 
As described in Chapter 4, conducting a pilot case study provides great value to support 
the refinement of the research plan and research instruments. Before commencing a large-
scale, in-depth investigation, the preliminary data obtained from the pilot case study 
equipped the researcher with further understanding of this topic. Moreover, useful 
implications were drawn from the pilot case study and contributed to the refined interview 
guides for actual case studies, for example, uncovering new themes worthy of exploration, 
or reflecting on some issues around the current instruments. The following section briefly 
presents the analysis of this pilot case study, and reports the researcher’s reflections 
accordingly. 
 
I. Pillar 1: Partnership 
Motivations 
This academic-corporate partnership started with the industry partner’s proactive 
outreach. The driving motives for the industry partner (2-3:P:I) to seek this kind of course 
collaboration could be categorized into two primary aspects: business strategy and 
recruitment strategy. In terms of business strategy, at the time of this pilot, the corporate 
partner was putting efforts into expanding its brand awareness among consumers, 
especially those between the age of 18 and 35 years old. Engagement with students could 
possibly bring fresh insights and form better understanding of the young generation. On 
the other hand, students from Taiwan's best universities are desirable candidates for 
corporates from the recruitment perspective. The company had an intention to build a 
close relationship with these students towards employer-brand awareness and reputation. 
Apart from these motives, the corporate partner also valued its contribution to students’ 
growth. From the perspective of the faculty (1:P:U), the university-industry collaboration 
could get students familiar with up-to-date industry trends, and equip students with real-
world project experience. 
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Partner Recruitment 
It was actually the human resources department in this corporate partner that initiated this 
idea of university-industry collaboration. The industry partner (3:P:I) mentioned that they 
had put tremendous effort into looking for suitable academic partners for course 
collaboration, but it was challenging to find a decent format that could satisfy both parties 
under certain restrictions such as strict corporate policy regarding data sharing. Luckily, 
the course leader of MIS had fruitful experience in implementing new pedagogies and 
foreseeing the industry project as a good opportunity for student’s future career 
development. One student (4:P:S) also reflected that this industry project experience was 
regarded as valuable by other employers during job interviews. 
 
Formality 
There was neither a formal contract nor a project fee involved in this project course 
collaboration, as the main activities in this course simply concerned knowledge sharing, 
coaching and mentoring. 
 
Responsibility 
The faculty taking charge in this MIS course included the course leader, who was 
responsible for the course, and a course assistant who assisted with practical issues. From 
the industry partner’s side, two members from the human resources department of the 
corporate partner acted as the main points of contact for the faculty, and managed the 
coordination and communication within the corporation; two business managers acted as 
industry mentors for students’ projects, and several colleagues played the roles of guest 
speakers for industry-specific lectures. Students were not only active participants in 
classes, but also acted as external business consultants in conducting industry projects. 
 
Communication Systems 
The corporate points of contact from the human resources department maintained regular 
contact with the faculty, and also participated in classes where industry-specific lectures 
were given. On the other hand, student teams not only participated in the weekly lectures, 
but also consulted the industry mentors through emails or meetings for the industry 
projects. One student (4:P:S) mentioned that they provided the industry mentor with 
weekly updates via emails, and arranged three physical meetings to propose project ideas 
and plans. On average, each team contacted their industry mentor at least four or five 
times over the semester. 
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Maintenance 
The industry partner (2:P:I) reported that there was a high level of trust and an atmosphere 
of honest and open communication in this partnership. There was once an incident where 
one of the planned industry lectures was not able to be delivered due to a sudden change 
in business strategy. Nevertheless, the faculty demonstrated immediate understanding and 
support by adjusting the content of the session. 
 
Challenges in Partnership 
The industry partner (2-3:P:I) mentioned that since the corporate partner was dealing with 
a rapidly changing business environment, the collaboration had to be flexible and 
sometimes details could not be fixed at an early stage. Besides that, this kind of course 
collaboration required a lot of corporate resources, namely time and effort from 
coordinators, industry mentors and speakers. Thus, it would be crucial to gain internal 
support to make it happen. They concluded that the university’s alumni working for the 
corporate partner played an important role in this regard, since they had a much higher 
level of motivation to contribute in either giving lectures or providing mentorships to 
students. 
 
The Researcher’s Reflections 

• Some participants showed slight hesitation in answering questions around the 
“mutual objectives” of this university-industry course collaboration. However, 
when asked about “motivations” regarding this collaboration, the participants 
were more willing to share their thoughts and reveal more insights. Therefore, 
for future case studies, the author decided to probe into the underlying 
“motivations” instead of the formal “objectives”. 

• The industry partner revealed that it was challenging to find a suitable academic 
partner for course collaboration. Thus, partner selection criteria might be worth 
exploring from the perspectives of both the faculty and the corporates partners. 

• This case has equipped the researcher with basic understanding regarding 
potential roles and responsibilities in such a project-based course collaboration. 
Other kinds of organizational structures might be worth examining under 
different contexts. 

 
II. Pillar 2: Pedagogy 
Overall Course Design  
Two components constituted the Introduction to Management Information Systems (MIS) 
course: (a) the 2.5 hours weekly lectures and (b) the industry projects. The learning 
objectives of the course included the following items (Course guide and syllabus of 
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Introduction to Management Information Systems, 2017, p. 1): 
• Understand what are the roles and functions of MIS, and the impacts MIS could 

bring to the organizations 
• Understand key roles in the department of MIS and their career development 
• Understand how to execute an IT project and solve the challenges faced by 

enterprises 
• Understand industry practice by collaborating with the industry partner 

 
The faculty member (1:P:U) mentioned that this course featured a broad coverage of 
relevant issues in the field of MIS, and thus the learning objectives could not be fulfilled 
simply through industry-based projects. The lectures dealing with theory and industry 
overview were also regarded as critical to the learning outcomes. That being said, a real-
life project incorporating the four elements of project management (scope, time, cost, and 
quality) could be a great learning experience for students. Thus, a combination of lectures 
and projects constituted an ideal design for the MIS course. 
 
Project Task  
The project scope and methodology were primarily decided by student teams. One student 
(4:P:S) reported their methodology could roughly be explained as follows: (1) narrow 
down the scope of the problem; (2) conduct research on best practices; (3) brainstorm 
potential proposals; (4) submit for feedback; (5) apply feedback to improve their proposal 
and (6) present the result. The actual project work lasted for approximately three months. 
 
Project Group 
Students chose their own teammates to form six project groups in total, with around four 
to five members in each team. Two big themes were proposed by the industry mentors; 
one was on the topic of an e-commerce platform, while another focused on e-payment. 
Student teams could express their preferences of topics but in the end they had to be 
evenly distributed.  
 
Examination 
Students’ performance in this course was assessed through: (a) class attendance, (b) active 
engagement and participation in class, (c) reflection essays, (d) peer evaluation, (e) final 
reflective report and (f) final presentation. The final presentation was hosted at the 
corporate partner’s premises in the presence of all student groups, the faculty, the industry 
mentors and other senior managers from the corporate side. The presentation was graded 
by all stakeholders including the faculty, the industry mentors and the students’ peers. 
 



 
 
 

161 

Feedback 
Student teams collected feedback from industry mentors every one to two weeks. In 
addition, each student team had at least one consultation session with the faculty over the 
semester. One student (4:P:S) commented that the regular feedback gained from the 
industry mentor was “really helpful in making steady progress on the project”. Besides, 
the feedback loop which went back and forth between the student team and the industry 
partner also contributed to personal growth. 
 
Course Evaluation 
The industry partner (2:P:I) reported that it was obvious that a great deal of effort had 
been devoted to this project from both the student teams and the industry mentors. Overall, 
the mentors were fairly satisfied with students’ project results. One student (4:P:S) 
commented that this hands-on project experience was invaluable in a way that it enabled 
students to step down from the ivory tower of academia and realize the gap between 
theory and practices; furthermore, they appreciated that there was a realistic business 
problem to solve, and they were given real ownership of their work. 
 
Challenges as a Learner 
From the student’s perspective (4:P:S), it was sometimes difficult at the beginning to 
equip themselves with enough domain knowledge. For example, there were several 
technical terms that they were not familiar with. Besides this, it was tough for some to 
find a way out within the time constraints when the feedback from the industry mentor 
was not concrete enough. Moreover, members within a team might not hold the same 
level of motivation towards the project, and this could sometimes create frustration. 
 
The Researcher’s Reflections 

• It is an important learning that most of the participants were not familiar with 
the technical terms used in pedagogical literature, such as “authenticity” and 
“sustained inquiry”. Therefore, the researcher decided to adjust the wording of 
the interview guides for better communication with participants. 

• The course syllabus usually provides fruitful information regarding 
pedagogical design. Thus, a thorough examination of the document is critical 
before conducting any interviews. The interviews should be used to address 
questions that were not covered in documents. 

 
III Pillar 3: Procedure 
This course started in February 2017 and ended in June 2017. Before the semester started, 
the academic-corporate partnership was confirmed. The faculty and the industry partner 
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discussed and defined the available resources and co-designed the curriculum. At the 
beginning of the semester, the faculty announced this course collaboration and introduced 
the industry partner to students. By end of March, after two industry lectures had been 
delivered, student teams had a chance to express their preferences of project topics. The 
project kick-off happened in early April, where students met the industry mentors and 
started to define the “what” and “why” of the project. Later, for the second half of the 
semester, student teams were expected to develop the “how” part with a detailed action 
plan of the project. Meanwhile, the weekly lectures paralleled the industry projects. At 
the end of the semester, a presentation day was hosted at the industry partner’s office with 
the physical presence of all stakeholders (namely the faculty, the industry mentors and 
the students). 
 
The Researcher’s Reflections 

• There could be multiple ways to break the whole process down into small 
chunks, in other words, project phases. It could be valuable to find a structure 
which is applicable across different cases to explain the procedure. 

 


