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Abstract

Boundary spanners play a critical role in facilitating knowledge transfer in university-industry collaborations
(UIC). However, their intermediary roles are not static and may shift in response to changing project conditions.
While prior research has examined facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles separately, limited attention
has been paid to the dynamic between them, particularly in management-discipline UICs. This study examines a
dynamic boundary spanner, Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) associates within UK management-oriented
KTP (mKTP) projects, employing qualitative interviews with thirty participants from four stakeholder groups.
The findings reveal that unsupportive situational conditions, including insufficient supervisory support and
engagement, competing expectations and power asymmetries, and inappropriate treatment by business partners,
can shape associates’ perceptions toward self-interest, leading to their shifts from facilitative to hindering roles.
Conversely, supportive conditions, such as knowledge and pastoral support and business’s support in their
embeddedness and empowerment, encourage a perception of confident and legitimate conduits. This drives their
role movements from hindering to facilitative conduits. The study also identifies three novel hindering boundary-
spanning roles: project stewards, disempowered conduits and unembedded newcomers. By developing an
integrated framework, this paper advances understanding of the dynamic and context-dependent nature of
boundary spanners in knowledge transfer within UICs and extends boundary-spanning research beyond its
traditional STEM focus.
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1. Introduction

Boundary spanners, defined as intermediary individuals or organisations (William, 2002), play a central role in
knowledge transfer within university-industry collaborations (UIC) (Dolmans et al., 2022; Noke et al., 2024; Crupi
& Mortara, 2025). However, operating between academic and industrial partners with divergent priorities and
expectations can place significant pressure on boundary spanners, diminishing their motivation and potentially
shifting their behaviour away from facilitative behaviours (White et al., 2019; Goodrich et al., 2020)

Existing boundary-spanning literature has predominantly focused on facilitative roles (e.g. Williams, 2002; Ryan
& O’Malley, 2016; Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024), while the concept of hindering boundary spanners remains
underdeveloped (Tang et al., 2018; Ogbanufe et al., 2025). This gap arises from the tendency to view boundary
spanners as stable connectors within established collaborative structures (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; Noke et
al., 2024). In practice, however, collaborative environments are complex and dynamic (Schaeffer et al., 2020;
O’Dwyer et al., 2023; Marques et al., 2024). Boundary spanners frequently encounter conflicting expectations,
power imbalances, or insufficient institutional support, all of which may influence their behaviour (Tootell et al.,
2021; Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024). Although some scholars acknowledge the dynamic nature of boundary spanners
(Haas, 2015; Wegemer & Renick, 2021; Zobel et al., 2024), the focus is often limited to facilitative roles.
Empirical evidence on the dynamic between facilitative and hindering roles remains limited, especially regarding
the situational conditions that drive these shifts (Haas, 2015; Wegemer & Renick, 2021; Dolmans et al., 2022).

Empirically, the study focuses on Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) associates within management-oriented
KTP (mKTP) projects in the UK. mKTPs are relational collaborations in management or business disciplines that
focus on people-oriented initiatives to improve performance (Ates et al., 2025; UKRI, 2025). These projects bring
together multiple stakeholder groups with varied expectations, making them ideal for observing boundary
spanners’ dynamics. KTP associates formally span boundaries, linking academic supervisors and business
partners while facilitating knowledge transfer, relationship management, and project change (White et al., 2019;
Ates et al., 2025). However, their role has limited exploration in KTP research. UIC research also remains focused
on STEM domains, with increasing calls for more attention to management-discipline collaborations (White et
al., 2019; Bamford et al., 2023; Ates et al., 2025). To address these gaps, this study investigates the triggering
situational conditions that influence boundary spanners’ role dynamics between facilitative and hindering roles
within UICs through a focus on KTP associates. Specifically, we ask two questions:

RQ1: What situational conditions do the facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles shift from
one to the other?
RQ2: How and why do these situational conditions drive these role dynamics?



Using qualitative interviews, our novelty lies in identifying situational conditions driving boundary spanners’ role
shifts between facilitative and hindering roles. Unsupportive conditions (e.g. insufficient support and engagement,
competing expectations and power asymmetries and inappropriate treatment from host businesses) can erode
associates’ perception of legitimacy and confidence and develop self-interested perceptions, driving their shifts
from facilitators to project stewards, peripheral and disempowered conduits and outsider status. These roles
perform controlling or disengagement behaviours that impede knowledge transfer. In contrast, supportive
conditions (e.g. knowledge and pastoral support, supporting embeddedness, empowered authority and autonomy,
sufficient engagement) enhance associates’ confidence, sense of legitimacy and commitment. As a result, this
enables their facilitative functions. These findings enrich boundary-spanning theory by explaining how situational
conditions influence the role perceptions, role shifts and enacted behaviours (Farrell et al., 2022). Second, we also
identified three novel hindering conduits in knowledge transfer: project stewards, disempowered conduits and
unembedded newcomers. These distinctive roles and their triggering situations and behavioural patterns enrich
the concept of hindering boundary-spanning roles by moving this concept beyond marginalised perspectives (De
Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; O’Dwyer et al., 2023) and providing greater diversity. Our integrated framework
deepens understanding of situational conditions influencing boundary-spanners’ role dynamics in knowledge
transfer. Finally, since most studies focus on STEM, this research broadens knowledge by examining mKTPs in
management (Bamford et al., 2023; Ates et al., 2025).

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows: the next section reviews relevant literature and develops the
theoretical background. Subsequently, the methodology is described and the findings are presented. The
discussion section outlines key insights and contributions to the literature. The paper concludes with a summary,
practical implications, limitations, and recommendations for future research.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Dynamic boundary spanners within UICs

Boundary spanner is a well-established idea in organisational and management studies (Schotter et al., 2017; Tang
et al., 2018). This concept originated in organisational sociology, describing individuals who work across an
organisation and its external environment (Gouldner, 1957). Gouldner (1957) used ‘cosmopolitans’ and ‘locals’
to show the difference: cosmopolitan professionals are more loyal to their profession, while locals focus on their
organisations. This division led to the first definition of boundary spanners as agents exchanging information
inside or outside an organisation (Tushman, 1977; Tushman & Scanlan, 1981). By locating at the interface
between organisations, boundary spanners may exhibit dynamic roles in knowledge transfer.

Later, scholars have discussed the dynamic boundary-spanning roles in varying contexts. For example, Ryan and
O’Malley (2016) outlined and explained three interdependent boundary-spanning roles in the context of
interorganisational projects: 1) network builders who establish and maintain relationships across organisational
boundaries, creating communication channels; 2) entrepreneurs in charge of identifying opportunities for
innovation by initiating new projects for both organisations. This type of boundary spanner possesses a visionary
mindset that enables them to synthesise problems and solutions. A high level of locus of control within
organisations supports boundary spanners as entrepreneurs, and sufficient respect helps build relationships. The
entrepreneur-type boundary spanners are emphasised because this role can facilitate boundary spanning by
maintaining relationships while consolidating boundaries by avoiding conflicts among actors; 3) mediators
responsible for addressing conflicts and ensuring cultural and objective alignment. To become an effective
mediator, a good relationship is a foundation. This study highlighted that these three roles are dynamic, with
ongoing problem-solving and relationship development, to impact knowledge transfer and innovation. More
recently, drawing upon a collaborative programme including 25 enterprises in the energy sector, Zobel et al. (2024)
argued that effectiveness depends not only on the extent of engagement but also on how engagement shifts over
time between internal and external domains. Their analysis revealed that frequent switching helps simple
knowledge transfer, whereas more sustained, less fragmented engagement enables complex knowledge transfer.
This study conceptualises boundary spanners as dynamic actors who facilitate knowledge transfer by managing
engagement over time.

In the UIC context, individuals in different positions can play dynamic boundary-spanning roles in knowledge
transfer. For instance, Miller (2008) argued that educational leaders act as dynamic boundary spanners because
they are “in and of” diverse partners in American community-based UICs (p. 370). Their embedded position
enables them to develop contextual knowledge and navigate differing norms, priorities, and constraints. Weerts
and Sandmann (2010) classified four boundary-spanning roles: community-based problem solver, technical expert,
engagement champion, and international engagement advocate. They defined these roles along two dimensions:



task orientation (technical knowledge vs emotional leadership) and social closeness (community/practice focus
vs university focus). They also highlighted that these roles are not static but dynamic as responsibilities, expertise,
and institutional contexts evolve. A given spanner may at times exhibit attributes of these roles. Building on these
ideas, Wegemer and Renick (2021) further discussed the dynamic essence of boundary spanners through a
longitudinal study of three Research—Practice Partnerships. They proposed a five-role spectrum that includes
institutional focus, task orientation, expertise, partnership disposition, and agency. The roles within this spectrum
are shaped by changing partnerships embedded within broader organisational, cultural, relational, and historical
systems. As these situational factors evolve, boundary spanners continue shifting across different roles within the
spectrum.

Further evidence emerges from Dolmans et al. (2022), who examined academic researchers as boundary spanners
in large-scale UIC projects over a three-year period. Adopting a perspective-taking lens (a process of placing
oneself in another’s position to comprehend their viewpoint), the study demonstrated that boundary spanners’
abilities develop through continuous engagement with industrial partners and reflexive learning. Over time,
academics become more effective at translating knowledge, aligning interests, and navigating institutional
boundaries. In contrast, Crupi and Mortara (2025) explored boundary spanners from the business position. They
discovered that middle managers function as dynamic boundary spanners who develop managerial capabilities
through ongoing collaboration across organisational boundaries. This process enables them to integrate external
knowledge and adapt internal practices. In the context of KTP projects, Ates et al. (2025) described KTP associates
as knowledge translators and change agents who reduce cognitive distance and foster relationship building to
achieve knowledge co-creation. Even though their findings did not explicitly examine the dynamics of KTP
associate roles, it suggests that boundary spanners are not fixed but evolving as the relationship develops.

The body of research indicates that boundary spanners within UIC occupy dynamic roles, embedded within
evolving environments characterised by ongoing interactions among stakeholders and continued development of
personal and institutional relationships (Weerts & Sandmann, 2010; Ates et al., 2025). Meanwhile, contingent
situations such as emergent problems, shifting priorities, and conflicting targets between partners may alter the
objectives and processes of the project (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; Dolmans et al., 2022). These dynamic
conditions also influence how boundary spanners understand their position and the resultant behaviours in
knowledge transfer (Benmore, 2016; Farrell et al., 2022; Ates et al., 2025; Ollila, 2025).

2.2 Hindering boundary spanners and corresponding solutions

By definition, boundary spanners embody the organisational divide between two entities, placing them in complex
environments where competing expectations and knowledge boundaries must be navigated (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011). Thus, individuals may vary in their effectiveness in this role and, under certain conditions, may even hinder
knowledge transfer, as shown in Table 1 (Tang et al., 2018; Marques et al., 2024; Ogbanufe et al., 2025). In UIC
settings, academics and practitioners often differ in expectations and work rhythms (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019;
Ates et al., 2025), making it difficult for boundary spanners to satisfy diverse stakeholder demands and increasing
the risk of role conflicts (Goodrich et al., 2020). These challenges may be compounded when other actors lack the
time and resources to support boundary-spanning activities (Goodrich et al., 2020; Dolmans et al., 2022; Abu Sa’a
& Ystrom, 2024). This may further reinforce individuals’ perception as peripheral or marginalised participants
within the collaboration (White et al., 2019). In many KTPs, KTP associates reflect themselves as ‘outsiders’ from
host companies (e.g. White et al., 2019; Bamford et al., 2024). Such outsider status may extend beyond
organisational relationships to knowledge domain, as boundary spanners may lack expertise in the required
knowledge (Goodrich et al., 2020). It requires their substantial time to acquire relevant knowledge and engage
diverse stakeholders (Dolmans et al., 2022; Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024). However, these efforts may remain
unrecognised, particularly when the outcomes of knowledge transfer are not ideal (Goodrich et al., 2020). Over
time, boundary spanners become more self-interested and marginalised (Tootell et al., 2021). Keller and Holland
(1975) argue that marginalised boundary spanners focus on economic interests but become less dedicated to their
roles in knowledge transfer. Thus, academic and industrial partners may not obtain the expected knowledge.

Even when positioned as ‘insiders’, boundary spanners may lack the connections and authority required to
mobilise internal knowledge and coordinate dissemination (Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024). Similarly, Wegemer and
Renick (2021) demonstrate that the voices of graduate students acting as boundary spanners are often deprioritised
in research and partnership activities, potentially undermining their sense of belonging and self-efficacy. In UIC
settings, power asymmetries may amplify the negative effects experienced by boundary spanners in knowledge
transfer (Tootell et al., 2021; Wegemer & Renick, 2021). For example, Minkler (2004) highlights that “outside”
researchers in community-based participatory research often grapple with power asymmetries and legitimacy
issues while attempting to balance academic demands, such as deadlines and publication, with community



expectations for quick wins and sustainable capability building. In parallel, in a study on supervisors and
employees’ boundary-spanning behaviours, Mell et al. (2022) show that supervisors may resist boundary
spanners’ efforts. This tendency is especially evident when boundary spanners bypass their supervisors for advice,
as supervisors may perceive this as self-serving and challenging to their authority. Such restrictive conditions can
generate frustration and cognitive conflicts between boundary spanners’ expected role and self-positioning
(Benmore, 2016; Farrell et al., 2022). Likewise, White et al. (2019) reveal that unclear or changing project
objectives can impede project progress, leading to short-term anxiety, while limited organisational support may
hinder boundary spanners’ social integration within host companies. When these constraints persist, boundary
spanners often experience prolonged frustration and disengagement, even resignation. Boundary-spanning
behaviour was significantly and negatively associated with employees’ innovative behaviour via ego depletion,
as employees’ intrinsic motivation or organisational support was low (Zhu et al., 2023). These outcomes can
disrupt knowledge transfer and increase the risk of collaborative failure (Farrell et al., 2022).

Table 1. An overview of hindering boundary-spanning roles

Authors/years Hindering Descriptions Triggering conditions
Roles
Keller and Holland (1975); Marginalised Boundary spanners experience a Limited time and resources
White et al. (2019); participants ~ diminished sense of belonging in ~ from other actors; lack of
Wegemer and Renick project relations and self-efficacy ~ connections or authority;
(2021) in knowledge transfer, resulting in  boundary-spanning efforts
Abu Sa’a and Ystrom passive participation in or voices are not
(2024) knowledge-transfer activities recognised by other actors.
Minkler (2004) Outsiders Boundary spanners perceive, or Being perceived as an
White et al. (2019); are perceived by others, as outsider; limited expertise
Goodrich et al. (2020); outsiders in organisational in the knowledge domain;
Bamford et al. (2024); relationships or knowledge weak integration into the
domains, reducing their host organisation or
motivation to participate and partnership.
potentially leading to withdrawal
from the collaboration.
Keller and Holland (1975);  Self- Boundary spanners prioritise Unrecognised efforts or
Tootell et al. (2021); interested or  personal interests and preferences  contributions; power
Mell et al. (2022) economic- over collective project objectives, —asymmetries; legitimacy
focused selectively engaging in boundary-  challenges; tensions in
status spanning activities that provide balancing academic and
personal benefits. organisational demands
White et al. (2019) Disengaged  Boundary spanners reduce their Unclear or changing
Zhu et al. (2023) actors or engagement in knowledge transfer project objectives; short-
resignation and relationship building and may term anxiety; prolonged

ultimately withdraw from or
resign from their boundary-
spanning position and undermine
their innovative behaviours

frustration; inadequate
organisational support

Despite the existence of these hindering roles, their adverse effects can be mitigated through coordinated actions
by university and industrial partners. From the university perspective, academics can facilitate knowledge transfer
by allocating sufficient time, embracing diverse viewpoints, and providing both intellectual and pastoral support
to boundary spanners (Dolmans et al., 2022; Marques et al., 2024). Ates et al. (2025) emphasised that academic
supervision is particularly important because knowledge transfer is an iterative learning process requiring ongoing
guidance and reflection. In parallel, White et al. (2019) stressed the importance of pastoral care from academic
supervisors to address KTP associates’ frustration and demotivation. With academics’ pastoral guidance, KTP
associates can enhance their motivation to embed more in the host organisation and to engage more with project
actors. By contrast, from the industrial side, management support is critical for developing boundary spanners’
skills, such as perspective-taking, knowledge translation, communication, and social networking (Goodrich et al.,
2020; Dolmans et al., 2022; Mascarenhas et al., 2024). Abu Sa’a and Ystrom (2024) emphasised that middle
management plays a pivotal role in fostering organisational openness toward boundary spanners (industrial PhD
students) because this position can integrate individuals and resources for the given context and actors. They also



help create supportive environments that facilitate PhD students' embeddedness and day-to-day operations.
Support from middle management enables PhD students to tailor the knowledge transfer process, adjust
knowledge to suit the specialised stakeholders while improving organisational awareness of ‘who knows what
(De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; Mell et al., 2022). In doing so, boundary spanners change the traditional work
methods and culture and implement the new knowledge within the business.

Across the UICs, transparent communication is essential for building trust and reducing misunderstandings
(Tootell et al., 2021; O’Dwyer et al., 2023). Structured activities, such as training and workshops, create spaces
for mutual learning and feedback (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019), while sustained face-to-face interaction
strengthens relational alignment (Schaeffer et al., 2018; Scandura & lammarino, 2022). Trust-based relationships
establish a foundation for knowledge transfer and innovation (Ryan & O’Malley, 2016; Ates et al., 2025). In KTP
settings, Ates et al. (2025) argued that as relationships deepened, KTP associates could become more embedded
in their roles as knowledge translators. The presence of a knowledge facilitator or change agent in the form of the
KTP associate and fluidity of roles are critical to allow novel and relevant knowledge co-creation. Over time,
boundary spanners can better comprehend partners’ needs and knowledge, enabling them to apply that knowledge
(De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019). Hence, the above discussion indicates that the supportive academic and industrial
actions potentially facilitate the hindering boundary spanners shifting into facilitative positions.

2.3 Conceptual framework and knowledge gaps

Drawing on the aforementioned discussion, we have developed a conceptual framework to illustrate boundary-
spanning roles in knowledge transfer within UICs (Fig. 1). Boundary spanners undertake multiple and dynamic
functions in facilitating knowledge transfer, such as bridges, network builders, and mediators, shown in the upper
semi-circle (Williams, 2002; Ryan & O’Malley, 2016; Wegemer & Renick, 2021). However, they also exhibit
hindering roles under challenging conditions, particularly when confronted with conflicting stakeholder
expectations, inequitable distribution of benefits, power asymmetries, and inadequate institutional support (White
et al., 2019; Tootell et al., 2021; Mell et al., 2022; Mascarenhas et al., 2024) (see the lower section in Fig. 1).
These roles are potentially dynamic, shifting in response to situational demands and contextual complexity,
thereby influencing the effectiveness of knowledge transfer (Wegemer & Renick, 2021).

Boundary spanners as facilitators in KT:
Well-researched

Gap 2: Dynamics between facilitators and

g Boundary
hindrance: less researched

Spanners

Company

Gap 1: Boundary spanners as hindrance in KT:
less researched

-’4“

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework of boundary spanners in knowledge transfer between university and company

Despite extensive research on boundary spanners, the hindering roles remain conceptually underdeveloped (Tang
et al., 2018; Ogbanufe et al., 2025). This gap stems from the prevailing assumption that individuals at the middle
of organisational boundaries inherently serve as bridges, connecting diverse actors and facilitating
multidimensional relationships (Schotter et al., 2017). However, boundary spanners do not invariably guarantee
effective knowledge transfer. Complex and evolving collaborative environments pose challenges to them (Tang
et al., 2018; Tootell et al., 2021; Ogbanufe et al., 2025). Challenging situations can influence the role they adopt
and how they choose to behave (Benmore, 2016; Farrell et al., 2022; Wegemer & Renick, 2021; Ollia, 2025).
When confronted with conflicting stakeholder expectations, inequitable distribution of benefits, power
asymmetries, or inadequate institutional support, dedicated boundary spanners may prioritise self-interest and
exhibit/shifting into hindering roles in knowledge transfer (White et al., 2019; Tootell et al., 2021; Mascarenhas
et al., 2024).



Secondly, although boundary spanners are recognised as dynamic roles, this idea tends to be descriptive, and role
dynamics are primarily discussed within facilitative roles (e.g., Haas, 2015; Wegemer & Renick, 2021; Dolmans
et al., 2022; Zobel et al., 2024). The literature continues to portray boundary spanners as relatively stable
intermediaries embedded within the established collaborative structures (e.g. De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; Noke
et al., 2024). However, they also entail a degree of agency, allowing individuals to interpret, enact, and adapt them
in diverse ways (Benmore, 2016; Wegemer & Renick, 2021). In the UIC context, stakeholders with different
expectations work within multidimensional relationships, e.g. institutional, interpersonal and intrapersonal levels,
which require a boundary spanner to act dynamically in response to different situations (e.g. Schaeffer et al., 2020;
Wegemer & Renick, 2021; O’Dwyer et al., 2023; Marques et al., 2024). This determines that boundary spanners
are dynamic. Despite this, little is known about how and why boundary spanners shift between facilitative and
hindering roles, especially the conditions that drive these shifts. As Hass (2015) and Abu Sa’a & Ystrom (2024)
suggested, exploring boundary spanners’ role dynamics is crucial for explaining when knowledge transfer is
enabled or obstructed. Hence, this study aims to explore the situational conditions that influence shifts between
facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles within UICs.

3. Methodology

This paper employed an inductive qualitative approach to explore the situational conditions that influence
facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles shift from one to the other within specific UIC projects in the
UK, mKTPs. This approach facilitates gaining an in-depth understanding of how and why boundary spanners act
in and/or shift into different roles in knowledge transfer through their experiences across varying situations. It is
through the exploration of ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions that we can analyse and understand the dynamic situations
influencing boundary spanners' role shifts in knowledge transfer (Easterby-Smith et al. 2021).

3.1. Positioning the Research context: KTP associates

Launched in 2003 and sponsored by Innovate UK, KTPs initially focused on transferring technical knowledge to
foster product and service development within STEM fields, known as classic KTPs (UKRI, 2025). Due to its
success, the government expanded funding and broadened the scope to address managerial and business problems,
leading to the mKTP schemes (White et al., 2019; Bamford et al, 2024; Ates et al., 2025). These programs seek
to improve key corporate operations, such as marketing, finance, human resources, and information management
through partnerships with business and management schools. Its uniqueness emphasises people-oriented and
management initiatives to improve overall performance (Ates et al., 2025; UKRI, 2025).

Both classic KTPs and mKTPs involve a core team comprising an academic, a practitioner and a KTP associate.
Academics, as knowledge-based supervisors, provide expertise in specific disciplines, while practitioners, as
business supervisors, offer practical, business-based knowledge. Under joint supervision, the associate manages
knowledge transfer and builds relationships for the two institutions (White et al., 2019; Ates et al., 2025). A KTP
Advisor, a government representative, monitor and guides KTPs and mKTPs to ensure the project’s integrity
(UKRI, 2025). As needed, the projects can involve additional academics and industry employees (Ates et al.,
2025).

KTP associates function as the boundary spanner, facilitating interactions among multiple actors (White et al.,
2019; Ates et al., 2025). Through multiple case studies, White et al. (2019) highlighted the central role of KTP
associates in knowledge transfer with individuals. Because of their embedded role within the company, associates
frequently interact with business supervisors. In contrast, communication between the associate and the academic
occurs less often, as stipulated by KTP contracts. However, when faced with complex issues, the associate engages
more regularly with academics to acquire the knowledge necessary to address these challenges (White et al.,
2019). KTP associates do not often receive training from the KTP advisor, as this role typically engages with
other actors during local management committee meetings. In addition to the key actors, the associate also needs
to engage with employees who are affected by or may be affected by the project. It enables them to identify
business issues and knowledge gaps within the company, thereby supporting both academic and business
supervisors. Although academic and company supervisors may interact at monthly meetings, their communication
is often less frequent than intended (White et al., 2019). Through frequent interaction with various stakeholders,
KTP associates can facilitate mutual understanding and relationship-building within UICs (White et al., 2019;
Bamford et al., 2024; Ates et al., 2025). Therefore, associates are boundary spanners in mKTPs, which are the
focus of this study.

3.2 Sampling



While the research focused on KTP associates, considering their interactions with other key actors (White et al.,
2019), other actors’ experiences and stories were also valuable to make sense of boundary-spanning roles that
KTP associates played in knowledge transfer within varying situations (Bamford et al., 2024; Ates et al., 2025).
To achieve this purpose, we adopted a purposeful sampling method to select participants based on one criterion:
KTP associates involved in mKTP projects. As mKTP projects were launched in 2019 and experienced delays
during the COVID-19 pandemic, few projects had been completed by the time of data collection in April 2022.
Therefore, we targeted KTP associates working on ongoing mKTP projects.

We approached a KTP adviser, a gatekeeper who supports mKTP projects at the researchers’ university, to assist
in identifying potential KTP associates for this study. The adviser introduced ten suitable candidates, and seven
agreed to participate in the study. During data collection, KTP associate participants were asked to recommend
additional participants for subsequent interviews, using a snowball sampling strategy. This approach enabled a
more comprehensive understanding of the research context (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Participant selection
and data collection occurred concurrently and lasted fifteen months (May 2022 — August 2023). In total, thirty
participants from four groups (KTP associates, academics, business supervisors and KTP advisors) were
interviewed. Table 2 presents their demographic information, and pseudonyms are used to protect their identities.

Table 2. Demographic Information of Respondents

Code Age Gender  Duration in Role Project stage Sectors located
band mKTPs

P1 30-39 Male 3 years KTP associate Late stage Construction

P2 40-49 Female 4-5 years KTP manager all stages Various

P3 20-29 Female 1.5 years KTP associate Late stage Construction

P4 20-29 Male 1.5 years KTP associate Late stage Energy

P5 40-49 Male 5 years Business supervisor Late stage Energy

P6 30-39 Female 1.5 years KTP associate Middle stage Housing

P7 50-59 Female 1.5 years Academic Middle stage Housing

P8 50-59 Female 5 years KTP advisor all stages Consultation

P9 40-49 Male 5 years KTP advisor all stages Consultation

P10 60-69 Male 5 years KTP advisor all stages Consultation

P11 40-49 Female 1.5 years Academic Middle stage Housing

P12 40-49 Female 2 years Business supervisor Middle stage warehouse

technology

P13 40-49 Male 1.5 years Business supervisor Late stage Housing

P14 40-49 Male 2 years Business supervisor Late stage Construction

P15 60-69 Male 4.5 years Lead academic all stages Various

P16 50-59 Female 6 months Academic Completed Construction

P17 40-49 Male 4 years Academic Completed Consultation

P18 60-69 Male 4.5 years Lead academic all stages Various

P19 40-49 Male 3 years Academic Completed Social enterprise

P20 40-49 Male 1 years Academic Completed digital marketing

P21 20-29 Female 2 months KTP associate Early-stage Biotech

P22 20-29 Female 5 months KTP associate Early-stage Biotech

P23 20-29 Male 3 months KTP associate Early-stage manufacturing

P24 50-59 Female 3 years Academic Completed manufacturing

P25 50-59 Male 1 year Academic Middle stage Housing

P26 50-59 Female 2 years Business supervisor Early-stage manufacturing

P27 20-29 Male 1.5-2 years Business supervisor Early-stage Biotech

P28 50-59 Male 1.5 years Business supervisor Middle stage Legal service

P29 30-39 Female 1.5 years Business supervisor Middle stage Not-for-profit

P30 20-29 Male 8 months Business supervisor Middle stage digital marketing

Note. 1. The early stage involves mapping processes and defining requirements.
2. The middle stage refers to customising and implementing solutions and testing and adjusting the solutions in the host business.
3. The late stage requires analysing and reviewing the results and finalising the outputs (Ates et al., 2025; UKRI, 2025).

3.3 Data collection and analysis



A semi-structured interview protocol, informed by an extensive literature review, was designed to explore
participants’ experiences and stories regarding KTP associates' facilitation and hindrance of knowledge transfer.
The interview protocol included four areas: (i) descriptions of mKTP projects and the participant’s responsibilities
in that project; (ii) the positive experiences of KTP associates in knowledge transfer; (iii) the negative experiences
of associates in knowledge transfer; and (iv) suggestions for KTP associates in knowledge transfer. These
questions provide sufficient space for the participants to reflect on their experiences and stories in relation to KTP
associates at different stages of mKTP projects.

Interviews, lasting between 30 and 100 minutes, were conducted and recorded via Microsoft Teams. Following
the interviews, the transcripts were transcribed and reviewed by the interviewer and sent to participants for
verification to ensure the accuracy and trustworthiness of the information (Creswell, 2015; Harvey, 2015).
Participants’ feedback was incorporated into the transcripts, which were used for data analysis.

Our analysis drew on boundary-spanning roles in knowledge transfer and the situations shaping these roles within
mKTP projects. We adopted a reflective thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-step process
(Fig. 2). First, the researcher familiarised herself with the data through repeated reading of interview transcripts,
identifying apparent situations experienced by KTP associates and the behaviours they performed for knowledge
transfer. This process generated preliminary insights into facilitative and hindering roles and the situations
influencing them. Consistent with Thomas (2006), establishing this analytical focus guides the identification and
extraction of relevant data for subsequent coding. As such, KTP associates’ experiences and working situations
provided the foundation for the further coding process.
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Fig. 2. Data coding and analysis process

Second, the first researcher conducted open coding through repeated engagement with the data. Initial codes were
generated directly from participants’ original language (Saldana, 2021), such as “absent”, “isolated”, “on my
own”, etc. This approach ensures data accuracy and consistency (Creswell, 2015). In Step three, attention shifted
from individual excerpts to identifying patterns of shared meaning across the dataset, as this helps maintain a
consistent analytical focus (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Frandsen et al., 2023). Related codes were iteratively grouped
into broader categories that represent boundary-spanning roles and the situational conditions associated with them.
The coding process combined inductive and deductive approaches (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Saldana, 2021).
Inductively, role-related and situational-condition codes emerged from participants’ accounts. For example, role-

EEIYs

related codes included “peripheral conduits and disengagement”; “project steward and control”, etc. Situational-
conditional codes included “insufficient academic support and engagement”, “power asymmetry”, etc (see Fig.
2). Deductively, insights from the boundary-spanning literature informed the classification of roles into facilitative
and hindering conduits. Through constant comparison, situational conditions were found to operate at both
academic and industrial levels. This process produced four subthemes: “unsupportive academic conditions for
hindering conduits”, “‘unsupportive industrial conditions for hindering conduits”, “supportive academic
conditions for facilitative conduits” and “supportive industrial conditions for facilitative conduits”. These
subthemes were further consolidated into two initial themes: “Theme One: unsupportive situational conditions

for hindering conduits” and “Theme Two: supportive situational conditions for facilitative conduits”.

In the fourth step, the second researcher, who had supervised several mKTP projects, contributed to the
interpretation of the data. Comparing accounts from associates and their supervisors involved in the same projects
revealed a key analytical perspective: the dynamics between facilitative and hindering roles. Incorporating insights
from multiple participants enabled a more comprehensive understanding of the situational conditions shaping
these role transitions. During this stage, a reflexive process involved moving back and forth between the data, the
research focus and relevant literature to ensure analytical coherence (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Jackson & Mazzei,
2012). Given the limited attention to boundary spanners’ role dynamics in prior literature (e.g., Haas, 2015;
Wegemer & Renick, 2021), the analysis was refined to examine the situational conditions triggering shifts in KTP
associates’ roles. In Step five, the two researchers collaboratively reviewed and redefined the emerging themes
through ongoing discussion and reflection. Rather than seeking coding consensus, the analysis evolved through
reflective engagement with the data and theoretical concepts (Braun & Clarke, 2019; 2021). This process resulted
in two main themes: (1) unsupportive situational conditions triggering negative role dynamics; and (2) supportive
situational conditions triggering positive role dynamics. Appendix 1 presents the empirical evidence supporting
each theme and its associated subthemes.

4. Findings

Through the analysis, our results discover that all of KTP associates understood that their role was a conduit in
knowledge transfer between universities and business. However, such a conduit is “dynamic”.

Knowledge transfer is very dynamic. So, my role is dynamic, being alert in the process all the
time in order to capture that knowledge transfer (P21, an associate)

This reflection stresses the dynamic nature of boundary spanners. By recognising the “dynamic” of knowledge
transfer and her role, the associate argued that effective knowledge transfer required her to continue adapting and
being situationally responsive. The phrase “being alert in the process all the time” highlights the need for active
monitoring of interactions, emerging insights and shifting organisational conditions. This position was associated
with a “dynamic” boundary spanner who needs to constantly adapt their behaviour, communication methods and
strategies to interpret knowledge as it moves between academic and business environments.

We identified the dynamics that KTP associates play in knowledge transfer by analysing data from associates and
their academic and business supervisors involved in the same KTP projects. Combining information from
associates and their supervisors enabled a clearer understanding of each KTP associate’s experiences within their
projects, which helped capture the situational conditions for their role shifts and corresponding behaviours. Hence,
in the two themes, we interpret our findings through specific KTP associates’ stories across different situations.

4.1 Theme One: Unsupportive situational conditions triggering negative role dynamics

4.1.1 Unsupportive academic situational conditions



Unsupportive academic conditions were evident in P6’s stories. Unlike most mKTP projects, which typically
involve one academic and one business supervisor (White et al., 2019; Ates et al., 2025), P6’s project included
three academic supervisors and one business supervisor. This supervisory structure generated complex relational
and situational dynamics that shaped her multiple roles and the transitions among these roles. Three identified
unsupportive academic conditions were particularly influential, including insufficient supervisory support and
engagement, competing expectations and power asymmetries. We demonstrate unsupportive academic situational
conditions triggering the associate’s “dynamics” through several quotes from her and her academic and business
supervisors (P7, P11 and P13).

Insufficient supervisory support and engagement
P6 presented a facilitative conduit in knowledge translation and relationship building in the beginning:

I can see my role is to try to and understand what the company needs, and then what is available
from the academics. In the beginning, I tried to simplify the information to multi-
stakeholders...Then I brought all of the academics together to have meetings to get them on the
same page because they are interested in different things...Also, I facilitate workshops where
everybody can share their perspectives and hear from each other.

The associate’s quotation manifests, in the early stage of the project, that she actively positioned herself in a
facilitative role in knowledge translation and relationship building. Her proactive stance was grounded in a clear
understanding of the role expectations of a KTP associate, which included bridging academic and business
perspectives through varied practices, including maintaining communication, holding meetings, and conducting

workshops. This understanding motivated her to enact a facilitative conduit to “simplify the information”, “bring
all of the academics together”, and ‘‘facilitate workshops™.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic led to the absence of academics and business employees and changes in work
methods (hybrid method), negatively impacting the associate’s performance as a facilitative conduit.

1 enjoy teamwork. I enjoy being in the middle, coordinating things. But due to COVID, there is
an absence of many people, and we don’t know what will happen next. We had a phase where
it didn't do anything for a while. Sometimes I felt very isolated, like being on my own in the
middle and trying to figure out everything... 1 felt like quitting for more than half of the project
because it’s hard to see how this is benefiting my career. (P6)

The associate’s experience shows that although she enjoyed teamwork and being a facilitative conduit, the
pandemic context prevented her from doing so. Staff absences and ongoing uncertainty limited her contact with
both university and business partners, leaving her feeling "isolated" and unable to perform collaborative
sensemaking, relationship building, and knowledge translation. Her description of “trying to figure out
everything” suggests she lacked support from the university and business. Instead of being collaborative, she
became disconnected and shaped a role perception of being a peripheral conduit. Moreover, her thoughts of
“quitting” and her difficulty seeing the benefits to her career eroded her professional motivation to be in a
facilitative role. This reinforced her perceptions of being a peripheral conduit in the project. It can be seen that a
lack of support and engagement from both the academic and business is a mechanism for the KTP associate that
shapes a peripheral conduit.

Resulting from the perception as a peripheral conduit, one of her academic supervisors, P7, expressed the
associate’s behaviours in knowledge transfer practices:

I sent her an article or a website, and I don’t think she was particularly inspired by the
knowledge...it’s possibly difficult being on-site, she felt that she was not sitting with people she
wanted to learn from. She’s not with the people often.

The academic’s experience shows that disengagement from knowledge transfer practices is the associate’s
behaviour when the associate holds the perception as a peripheral conduit. The academic’s observation that the
associate was not “particularly inspired by the knowledge” and “not with the people often” suggests a declining
motivation to engage with the academic's knowledge and materials. Her limited presence “on-site” further
constrained her opportunities to interact with staff. The comment “she was not sitting with people she wanted to
learn from” indicates a relational disconnect that P6 did not feel embedded in the business context or connected
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to those with relevant expertise. Accordingly, low perceived learning value reduced her engagement in facilitative
behaviours expected for knowledge transfer.

Competing expectations

When the academics and staff returned to work, many changes were made to the project tasks. This required the
associate to rework and change the project plan and manage the change:

When we returned and worked on the project, we found the project was super ambitious. For
example, the academics were quite removed from what happened within the company and were
Jjust interested in their areas, but the company was just waiting for us to tell them what they
needed to do... However, due to little time allocated to the academics, the main work of
changing the current project plan relied on me...So I spent much time rewriting it and now it is
reassuring. I felt like I own it and I'm the only full-time resource on this project. (P6)

The associate’s account reveals how changes in academic priorities and project dynamics altered her perception
of the KTP associate position. The associate perceived academics as “quite removed” from the company’s
operational realities and primarily focused on their areas, indicating that academic priorities were discipline-driven
rather than context-driven. Because academics had “little time,” a structural gap emerged in leadership and
coordination. Meanwhile, the company appeared passive, “waiting for us to tell them what they needed to do,”
which further intensified the associate’s responsibility. Within this context, the associate became the only
consistent, full-time actor driving the project forward. By rewriting the project plan and stabilising its direction,
she produced a role perception of project steward. Her statements “I own if”” and “only full-time resources” reflect
arole perception of a project steward, where ownership emerged not solely from formal designation but also from
necessity. Thus, limited academic time became the second mechanism shaping the associate’s perception as a
project steward, consolidating authority around her role.

This perspective is underpinned and further explained by another associate.

The project is not the priority of any of these stakeholders. They just think that this is the
associates’ main responsibility. (P23)

This associate’s statement demonstrates that mKTP projects are frequently treated as peripheral by academics,
business managers and other stakeholders, yet positioned as the associate’s “main responsibility”. This
perspective encourages reliance on associates to address difficulties and manage projects. This imbalance places
associates in a structurally vulnerable conduit position, bearing disproportionate accountability for project
outcomes without corresponding support. Pushing the mKTP project onto the associate might reinforce their
perception as a project steward to control knowledge transfer and other academics.

Holding this perception, the associate exhibited controlling behaviours in knowledge flows. For example, the lead
academic supervisor and business supervisor provided two examples:

Our time allocated in the project is 3 hours a week to offer academic advice and support the
associate. Now the associate tries to give the academics the tasks to do... like on Monday, she
wants to meet... We do the actions and report to her... However, our schedule is very busy for
many other things, like teaching, marking, etc, so we cannot be managed in that way (P11,
academic supervisor)

We're sharing that knowledge back to the university, but we don't often always know what is
happening. It's down to the associate to disseminate information. If we don't ask, that can
sometimes maybe not get through. This makes change hard to understand and drive (P13,
business supervisor)

The two accounts demonstrate the associate’s controlling behaviours in knowledge transfer. The academic
supervisor’s reflections indicate that the associate imposed task and meeting schedules on academics, despite time
constraints for the project. It highlights a dominant position that the associate held in project communications.
Although academics contribute expertise and support, the statement that they were required to “do the actions and
report to her” suggests that knowledge was mediated through the associate rather than exchanged directly
between academics and business partners. Consequently, the associate functioned as a steward who determines
how and when knowledge is disseminated.
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This interpretation is reinforced by the business supervisor’s observation that “we don't often always know what
is happening” and that “It's down to the associate”. These comments indicate that the business partners were not
consistently informed and depended on the associate for updates. The perception that information “can sometimes
maybe not get through” unless business partners actively request it suggests selective knowledge and controlled
knowledge transfer. The controlling behaviours can hinder stakeholders’ understanding of organisational change,
limiting the development of a shared understanding of project objectives and implementation processes. In this
sense, these examples suggest that the perceived stewardship of the project makes the associate become the project
steward, controlling knowledge transfer and other actors, hindering effective knowledge transfer.

Power asymmetries between academics and associates

However, our analysis discovered that when the associate lost controlling authority over knowledge flows as a
project steward, P6 could lose interest in engaging in knowledge transfer practices, behaving as a disempowered
conduit.

Academics already made up their mind about how things need to go, asking me stuff and I'm
relaying. Some stuff is not very interesting to me... They need to come to share knowledge more
regularly, rather than expecting me to do all.

We have the scholar’s data-built environments. The 20% of that I don’t think is realistic. I kept
saying to them like, “I can’t do it. I don’t see how this works. If you want that, then you have to
find someone else to make it happen”.

P6’s two quotes manifest that the diminished controlling authority contributed to her disengagement from
knowledge transfer. The associate noted that key decisions and knowledge contributions were being managed by
the academics. It reflects power asymmetries between the academic and the associate in the project. This
repositioned her from a project steward to a passive “relay”, undermining her role perception of a project steward
and reducing her interest in the knowledge being exchanged. Her statement that knowledge “is not very
interesting” and “rather than expecting me” reflects both frustration and reluctant involvement. The second
statement further presents the associate’s loss of control over the project direction, particularly when confronted
with unrealistic expectations. By saying that “/ don’t see how this works”, she felt unable to influence. Her
statement that the academics should “find someone else to make it happen” signals not only resistance but a retreat
from responsibility, as she did not view herself as the appropriate actor to carry the work forward. These
experiences reveal competing expectations and power asymmetries between academics and the associates as the
third mechanism eroding the associate’s perception of stewardship and authority. It leads her to shift into a more
disempowered conduit stance, thus exhibiting resistance, retreat from responsibility and disengagement
behaviour.

This section illustrates how three unsupportive academic conditions trigger associates’ shifts from facilitative to
hindering roles. First, insufficient supervisory support and engagement reduced associates’ ability and willingness
to engage stakeholders, resulting in a perception of peripheral roles characterised by disengagement from project
activities. Second, limited academic time increased the associate’s responsibility and authority for project
planning and implementation, fostering a strong sense of project stewardship. As such, they performed as project
steward to control knowledge flows and stakeholder interactions. Knowledge transferred is based on associates’
preferences and interests. The project steward roles enhanced associates’ involvement in knowledge transfer
practices whilst they also fragmented knowledge exchange. Third, competing expectations and power
asymmetries between academics and associates undermined associates’ perceived authority and autonomy,
generating a sense of disesmpowerment. This perception encouraged them to become disempowered conduits that
resist and retreat from fulfilling their responsibilities as a conduit.

4.1.2 Unsupportive industrial situational conditions

Our analysis uncovers that unsupportive industrial conditions can influence KTP associates’ role shifts from the
facilitator to hindering roles. Three unsupportive conditions from the industries include limited engagement from
businesses, limited legitimacy and inappropriate treatment from businesses. P3 provides some significant
examples. As a young female associate undertaking a PhD within the mKTP project, she experienced ageism and
sexism in the host business, which undermined her legitimacy and reinforced her outsider status. These
experiences progressively reduced her engagement with project stakeholders and led her to depart the KTP
associate position from this project. We selected this case to illustrate a clear role transition from a facilitative
conduit to an outsider through the quotations from P3 and her lead academic supervisor (P15).
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Limited business engagement and limited legitimacy

P3 performed as a facilitative conduit in knowledge translation, relationship building and change driving at the
outset, as she described:

I hold a lot of workshops because I've keyed into some of the more pedagogical aspects of
working with the company and how they like to learn and how they transfer... also, within the
workshops, I help to bring the academics to be integrated into that project team environment.
So they can bring in that more theoretical knowledge to support business transformation... this
job aligns with my personal goals because I'm doing my PhD through this. It centralises me to
drive the mKTP projects.

P3’s narrative presents that she acted as a facilitative conduit in both knowledge translation and relationship
building because the KTP associate position was embedded in her PhD project, which was an important incentive
for her personal career. She describes organising pedagogically informed workshops tailored to how the business
“likes to learn and how they transfer”, while simultaneously using these sessions to integrate academics into the
project. Thus, theoretical insights can effectively support business transformation. These actions demonstrate a
proactive approach to bridging knowledge, expectations and relationships, rather than simply relaying
information. Importantly, P3 links the KTP associate position to her personal academic goals, noting that “this
job aligns with my personal goals”, which gives her a strong “incentive” to engage with the project. Her feeling
“centralised” in the mKTP reinforces her sense of responsibility, motivating her to actively coordinate, translate
and facilitate interactions between academic and business partners.

However, the lead academic supervisor observed that the associate encountered challenges from limited business
employees’ engagement.

They (business employees) receive an email or a phone call from my associate saying, “Can we
meet?” and they're going “I'm busy”. This really makes her feel isolated. (P15)

The academic’s observation demonstrates how limited engagement from business employees reshaped the
associate’s perception of herself as an outsider, undermining her ability to become embedded within the company.
The employees’ response of “I'm busy” when approached by the associate suggests that interactions with the
associate were not prioritised. The associate encountered barriers to accessing staff and building relationships.
Such responses seemed a signal of a lack of organisational acceptance, which are essential for understanding
business needs and facilitating knowledge transfer. As a result, the associate experienced feelings of isolation,
reflecting a weakened sense of belonging within the company. The narrative suggests that outsider status was not
solely a self-perception but was reinforced through reactions of business employees. When repeated attempts to
engage stakeholders are met with indifference or avoidance, the associate may find it difficult to build trust and
confidence in their role.

Inappropriate treatment from business employees

However, P3 experienced ageism in the host business, leading her to start engaging less and shaping the perception
of being an outsider.

I work with a lot of men who are twice my age. Age with experience elements. A lot of sexism
and ageism exist. I have to work 10 times harder to prove myself. You're not a subject expert
and you're coming in from the outside, so people don’t see you as credible and can’t trust you.

I've had people make ridiculous comments, like comments on what you're wearing or
derogatory comments about capabilities. it is unfortunate... 1 felt like someone from the
outside...previously, I think this position looks interesting but now 1 feel all the pain and share
none of the joy.

The two quotes from P3 reveal that ageism and sexism reshaped her perception from a facilitative conduit to an
outsider role. Although she initially expressed interest in the position, her daily experiences as a young woman
working “with a lot of men who are twice my age” created an environment in which she constantly had to “work
10 times harder to prove” her legitimacy. The phrase “firom the outside ” indicated that business employees viewed
the associate as an outsider who might not be accepted in the host business. By acknowledging that being “not a
subject expert” and “from the outside”, P3 identified that trust is a key barrier to facilitating knowledge transfer.
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Effective knowledge translation relies not only on the content of knowledge but also on the perceived legitimacy
of the knowledge holder. When P3 is not recognised as a “credible” insider, her attempts to transfer knowledge
may be discounted or resisted by business members. Hence, the effectiveness of knowledge transfer will be
obstructed.

The second quote manifests inappropriate treatment that P3 received from the host business. “Derogatory
comments” about her clothing and capability indicated that her expertise and contribution were not recognised,
undermining the respect necessary for effective knowledge transfer and relationship building. These situational
dynamics shaped her perception as an outsider. Her reflection that she now feels “all the pain and shares none of
the joy” captures her growing disengagement in the project and a shift toward psychological distancing. After the
data collection, P3 left this KTP associate role. This suggests that an unsupportive workplace environment, such
as limited legitimacy and inappropriate treatment, can push the associate out of the facilitative role and into an
outsider role, weakening knowledge transfer.

A similar situation is also found from academics’ experiences. P24 revealed that an outsider perception impacts
how the associate communicates and engages with other actors.

The associate was heavily reliant on email for knowledge transfer because he did not see himself
as part of the company and was less willing to talk to business employees. I couldn't keep up
with the email thread.

The academic’s experience illustrates that outsider status can lead to one-way communication with actors for
knowledge transfer, such as via email. The perception of not being “part of the company” recognised his outsider
status, leading to his disengagement in direct, interpersonal interaction, but he just used emails to communicate.
Excessive reliance on emails could fragment knowledge transfer and overwhelm recipients, as evidenced by the
academic being unable to “keep up with the email thread”. Furthermore, a lack of face-to-face dialogue restricted
opportunities to contextualise and adapt knowledge to organisational practices, thereby undermining both
knowledge transfer and relationship development. As P24 further shared:

In a meeting, for the whole time, the associate turned away and looked out of the window.
Managing Director was really offended by that... There was a lack of willingness on both sides
and they weren't able to communicate. So, the associate left after 12 months, and the project
did not complete.

P24’s story positions the associate as an outsider who struggled to engage with the business environment. The
account centres on a symbolic incident, such as “turning away and looking out the window”, which is presented
as evidence of disengagement and a lack of respect towards the Managing Director. This behaviour increased the
social distance between the associate and business manager, contributing to mutual frustration and communication
breakdown. Although the supervisor briefly acknowledges that there was “a lack of willingness on both sides,”
the narrative primarily attributes the failure to the associate’s unwillingness and inability to build relationships
with the business. The associate’s behaviours, including withdrawal, avoidance of interaction and limited
engagement with managers, reinforced his outsider status. This perception further contributed to his decision to
leave the position, which in turn hinders project progress and collaborative relationships.

In this section, we articulate how three unsupportive industrial conditions contributed to shifts from facilitative
roles towards outsider positions. First, limited engagement, limited legitimacy and experiences of inappropriate
treatment, including ageism and sexism, made associates perceive themselves as outsiders because they are unable
to receive sufficient respect and acceptance from the business. These situations influence associates to prefer one-
way, impersonal communication rather than face-to-face engagement with stakeholders. This disengagement not
only undermined the relationship with the business but also reinforced the outsider status, further contributing to
the decision to leave the position. As a result, knowledge transfer was impeded, and even the project would fail.

4.2 Theme Two: Supportive situational conditions triggering positive role dynamics

4.2.1 Supportive academic situational conditions

Our data shows two supportive academic conditions enabling movement from peripheral to more active boundary-
spanning roles, including knowledge-based and pastoral support, and sufficient academic engagement. The

outstanding evidence of supportive academic conditions emerged from P1’s story. As P1’s project involved two
academic supervisors from the divergent disciplines, creating complex relational dynamics and multiple
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opportunities to learn from academic supervisors. While insufficient support and engagement during covid make
P1 become a peripheral conduit characterised by disengagement from knowledge transfer activities, subsequent
academic support altered this trajectory. P1 described:

Initially, I felt less involved in the project because of COVID. That happened with one of the
academic supervisors. He was like, “hey...if you need anything, just come to my module”. 1
went to his module. This really helped my understanding of what we are doing, as well as I felt
settled and confident in the uncertain period. It's very lucky that the academic staff were willing
to have some conversations. So, I started getting involved in the project and helping knowledge
transfer among different people.

The account emphasises how the academic supervisor played a crucial role in helping the associate move from a
peripheral conduit to a more active facilitator within the knowledge transfer. Initially, the associate had limited
confidence and interest in interactions. Recognising this, the academic supervisor not only provided knowledge
support but also actively created opportunities for him to engage with others. The academic’s invitation, “if you
need anything, just come to my module”, provided a friendly signal for the associate that he was welcomed and
accepted. The exposure enabled the associate to interact with important stakeholders and gain confidence in
sharing his ideas and expertise. In doing so, the academic provided important pastoral support, helping him
overcome feelings and perceptions of isolation and strengthening his sense of belonging with the current position
and project. As a result, the associate was willing to take on a more effective role in facilitating knowledge transfer.

P1’s lead academic supervisor described how he supported the associate from knowledge wise and emotion.

Our associate was quite worried because he likes structuring, whereas in the beginning you
can't really know these things. So, he found that frustrating. I brought him into my office. At
least, he got some of the routines. I could explain to him and assure him that a lack of routines
in the beginning was fine. Since then, he participates in the conversations and, more recently,
starts to contribute to our ideas. (P18)

The academic’s example demonstrates the importance of more time and engagement from academics to the
associate, particularly in the uncertain context. A lack of direct interaction with individuals left the associate with
fewer opportunities to develop relationships, build confidence and gain practical insights into the host business.
Gradually, the associate became a peripheral conduit, exhibiting “frustration” and disengagement behaviours. In
response, the academic supervisor adopted a proactive approach by inviting him to the “office”, giving him
structured tasks and creating opportunities for reflection. Functionally, this support helped the associate remain
connected to the project and develop the knowledge and skills necessary to perform his role despite the disruption
to normal working arrangements. This process provided pastoral support by the academic, who regularly checked
on his wellbeing, offered reassurance, and created a safe space to discuss challenges and uncertainties. This
emotional support reduced feelings of isolation and strengthened his confidence during a difficult period. As a
result, the associate gradually moved beyond a passive, peripheral conduit characterised by limited disengagement,
becoming an active conduit capable of transferring knowledge between university and business partners.

This section illustrates that academic supervisors provided both knowledge-based and pastoral support through
regular communication, project guidance, and emotional encouragement, helping associates navigate uncertainty
and strengthen their engagement with project activities. These forms of support reduced feelings of isolation and
uncertainty while enhancing associates’ sense of confidence, legitimacy and belonging with project relations.
Thus, the associates became more willing to develop themselves into a more active knowledge-transfer conduit,
engaging with stakeholders and communicating knowledge.

4.2.2 Supportive industrial situational conditions

Three identified supportive industrial conditions enabled associates to transition from unembedded newcomers to
embedded conduits, including supervisory support, open work environments and supporting embeddedness and
empowered authority.

Supervisory support and open environments

Supportive industrial situations for associates’ role shifts from hindering to facilitative conduits can be learned
from the experiences of P4 (the associate) and his business supervisor (P5). For example, P4 shared:
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I came from an engineering background and did not know management knowledge. This is a
new challenge for me, like working as a management role with a new environment. At the start,
1 felt less confident in doing this position and less confident in speaking to the business
employees... Fortunately, I have very supportive and experienced academic and business
supervisors. The academic supervisor helps with my management expertise. The business
supervisor is very open about the project to me, ... whether what he feels is beneficial or what
issues the company has now. We built a good relationship. It provides a push for my personal
development and confidence in doing this job.

P4’s narrative describes a significant developmental shift in the associate’s role from an unembedded newcomer
to a more confident, embedded facilitator of knowledge transfer. At the outset, the associate emphasised his lack
of management knowledge and unfamiliarity with the new business environment. This led to feelings of “less
confidence” and reluctance to engage with business employees. This self-positioning as an unembedded
newcomer, both in terms of expertise and organisational embeddedness, reflects conditions that typically hinder
effective knowledge translation and collaboration. However, the academic supervisor strengthened his knowledge
of the management subject, while the business supervisor’s openness created opportunities for trust, contextual
learning, and mutual understanding. These supportive relationships enhanced the associate’s confidence and
enabled him to integrate more fully into the project. Gradually, the associate viewed himself as an insider of the
business. As a result, supporting embeddedness by the business supervisor is instrumental for the associate to shift
from an unembedded position to a more embedded conduit capable of bridging academic and business
perspectives, demonstrating how the KTP associate role can evolve dynamically through learning, relational
engagement, and supervisory guidance.

Supporting embeddedness and empowered authority
P4’s business supervisor reinforces the analysis of the importance of business supervisory support:

In the beginning, I introduced him (the associate) to my employees and empowered him with
authority to deliver the projects. Everyone in the organisation is clear. So, he is able to
investigate the business and communicate with the staff about the project. He's got very
supportive people around him ... We’ve also gotta let him find the solutions even though we
may already know them. It helps him to grow within the project. Now, he could identify and
solve barriers independently and have more confidence in communicating his insights with
different people. (P5)

The business supervisor’s accounts emphasised the importance of business support in enabling the associate to
evolve from a newcomer into an embedded conduit. The business supervisor facilitated establishing the
associate’s legitimacy early on by introducing him to employees and “empowering him with authority.” This
organisational endorsement helped position the associate not as a less confident newcomer but as an authorised
actor with a clear mandate, which is crucial for gaining staff cooperation and accessing embedded organisational
knowledge. This action offered more autonomy for the associate to deliver knowledge transfer, developing his
professional skills. From the other perspective, it manifests a high level of trust from the business supervisor
toward the associate. He allowed the associate to “investigate the business” and “communicate with the staff”.
This perspective reflects the business supervisor’s insight into the importance of a “supportive” environment,
such as “supportive people” and “let him find the solutions”. These statements highlight an open environment
where the associate could access resources and relevant “staff”. This is consistent with P4’s statement, “The
business supervisor is very open about the project to me”’. The open space strengthened the associate’s confidence
and encouraged deeper engagement with business processes. Consequently, the associate was capable of
“investigating the business” independently and “communicating his insights” with both partners. This progression
demonstrates a shift from an unembedded newcomer to an embedded facilitative conduit in knowledge transfer,
triggered by the business support in empowering authority and an open work environment.

Interestingly, our analysis also discovered an exceptional case in which empowered authority by the business
enabled the associate to shape a perception of project steward. An associate articulated,

In our weekly meetings with the university, we had different concerns. They were thinking about
theoretical frameworks and asked me to follow up on their concerns about that framework. [
was like, “This is not what I should work on. The problem is a cultural thing”. But they didn't
listen. They didn't care about these things. It frustrated me, because they were not there and did
not observe and feel the atmosphere, but I am assigned to deliver the report, having everyday
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conversations and observing everything in the field. Thus, [ felt less willing to contribute to the
ideas. (P23)

The associate’s account illustrates how empowered authority by business enabled the associate to hold both
facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles. Initially, the associate drew legitimacy and stewardship from
the business, evidenced by “having everyday conversations and observing everything”. This embedded conduit
role provided access to contextual knowledge and enabled the associate to act as a knowledge transfer facilitator
in the project. As the individual responsible for delivering reports and maintaining close contact with the business,
the associate perceived himself as a central project steward capable of determining and controlling which form of
knowledge should be transferred.

However, the project steward role was accompanied by tensions arising from competing expectations. Although
the associate possessed the first-hand organisational knowledge, the academics focused on “theoretical
frameworks”. This reflects a power asymmetry, in which academics retained authority over knowledge and project
direction. This discrepancy created a perception that the associate’s expertise and authority as the project steward
were challenged because the academics’ knowledge did not fit the business culture. As authority was constrained,
the associate developed a sense of “frustration”, less legitimacy and exclusion from the knowledge exchange
process. The statement “/ felt less willing to contribute to the ideas” suggests a transition from a project steward
to a disempowered conduit, whose reduced influence over decision-making causes their reluctance to share
knowledge. This case not only articulates how the associate roles shifted from embedded conduit to a project
steward and eventually to a disempowered conduit under the situation of holding empowered authority and power
asymmetries but also emphasises that facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles can occur simultaneously
under similar situational conditions. However, it is worth noting that the associate’s knowledge contribution may
be essential for mKTP projects.

The final section manifests how three identified supportive industrial conditions enabled associates to transition
from unembedded newcomers to embedded conduits. First, organisational efforts to support embeddedness
reduced feelings of isolation and strengthened associates’ confidence and sense of belonging. In addition,
empowered authority and autonomy not only positioned the associate as an authorised actor to better embed in
the organisation but also developed the associates’ necessary skills serving knowledge transfer. These effects were
reinforced by open and trust-based workplace environments, which promoted inclusion, relationship building, and
active participation in organisational processes. Collectively, these supportive conditions strengthened associates’
insider status and enhanced their capacity to facilitate knowledge transfer across organisational boundaries.
Exceptionally, we also reveal that empowered authority simultaneously enabled associates to hold the project
steward role.

5. Discussion
This research explores situational conditions that influence boundary spanners’ role dynamics between facilitative
and hindering conduit roles within UICs by identifying several supportive and unsupportive situational conditions

at both academic and industrial levels. We integrate our findings into a framework in Fig. 3. The two divergent
roles in the semicircles are adapted from the initial conceptual framework (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 3. Dynamic roles of boundary spanners within university-industry collaborations

At the centre of the framework lies the boundary spanners’ role perceptions, which continuously evolve with
changes in situations. The changing situations are shown in the outer layer within the framework, which includes
supportive and unsupportive situational conditions. The upper green section of the framework represents
supportive situational conditions from academic and industrial partners. Under these conditions, academics
provide knowledge and pastoral support, while business supervisors facilitate embeddedness and empowerment.
This strengthens boundary spanners’ perception as an embedded and capable conduit. As a result, they display
facilitative roles in knowledge transfer (see the red bidirectional arrows). The facilitative roles in the upper
semicircle of the framework are adapted from the initial conceptual framework (Fig. 1).

Moreover, the lower orange section depicts unsupportive situational conditions from academic and industrial
partners. Insufficient supervisory support and engagement, competing expectations and power asymmetries, and
inappropriate treatment from business staff develop boundary spanners’ self-interested perceptions of their
conduit roles: project stewards, peripheral and/or disempowered conduits, outside status and unembedded
newcomers. These roles exhibit hindrance in knowledge transfer, as represented by the solid-dash arrows. Existing
literature has primarily conceptualised hindering boundary spanners from the marginalised or self-interested
perspectives, including marginalised participants, outsiders, self-interested or economically oriented actors, and
disengaged or withdrawn actors (e.g., Keller & Holland, 1975; White et al., 2019; Tootell et al., 2021; Abu Sa’a
& Ystrom, 2024). In contrast, the three novel hindering roles identified in this study, highlighted in red, extend
and complement these established conceptualisations rather than replacing them.

Interestingly, our findings suggest that boundary spanners may simultaneously enact facilitative and hindering
roles when granted substantial authority by business supervisors. On the one hand, empowered authority enables
boundary spanners to assume a project steward role, allowing them to determine and control the direction and
content of knowledge flows. This may constrain knowledge exchange by concentrating decision-making and
restricting access to knowledge. On the other hand, the same authority enhances their organisational
embeddedness, legitimacy, and access to key stakeholders, thereby facilitating knowledge transfer. This dual
effect highlights the coexistence of facilitative and hindering role enactments under the same situational condition,
as highlighted in red.

Finally, a core of the framework emphasises role dynamics between facilitative and hindering roles. The dotted
boundary surrounding the two main boundary-spanning categories indicates that roles are evolving, shaped by
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situational conditions, as shown in the upper and lower sections. The red bidirectional arrows signify that
boundary spanners may shift between facilitative and hindering roles over time. These dynamics demonstrate that
boundary spanners are dynamic actors influencing knowledge transfer within UICs. The following sections will
explain the novel findings in depth by comparing them with current studies and demonstrating how they contribute
to the literature on boundary spanners and UIC practices.

5.1 Theoretical contributions

The study has made two contributions to the boundary-spanning literature and the context of UICS by explaining
situational conditions for positive and negative boundary spanners’ role dynamics and identifying three novel
hindering roles. First, it advances a dynamic perspective in boundary-spanning theory by empirically interpreting
how dynamic academic and industrial conditions trigger transitions between facilitative and hindering boundary-
spanning roles. Prior discussions on boundary spanners in the literature are often confined to facilitative roles
(Haas, 2015; Wegemer & Renick, 2021; Dolmans et al., 2022). The situational conditions influencing their shifts
between facilitative and hindering roles remain underexplored. Our findings reveal two interrelated patterns of
role dynamics. The negative dynamics concern the shifts from facilitative to hindering roles under unsupportive
conditions. Specifically, at the outset, as KTP associates understand what is required in their position, they initially
enact a conduit role in supporting knowledge transfer (White et al., 2019; Ates et al., 2025). However, newcomers
struggle to embed within the company environment (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; O’Dwyer et al., 2023), and
boundary spanners may become an untrusted and unembedded actor. When associates experience insufficient
supervisory support and engagement, competing expectations and power asymmetries, and inappropriate
treatment from business staff develop boundary spanners’ self-interested perceptions of their conduit roles
(Tootell et al., 2021; Mascarenhas et al., 2024). These perceptions subsequently shape boundary spanners to
become distinctive hindering roles, such as peripheral, unembedded conduits, project stewards, disempowered
conduits and outside status. What’s more, a role shift between project stewards and disempowered conduits is
observed, associated with changing authority relations. This is because these roles are inherently unstable because
authority within UICs remains asymmetrically distributed across actors (Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024).

In contrast, the positive dynamic trajectory from hindering to facilitative conduits occurs under supportive
conditions. When commencing the KTP associate position, individuals perceive themselves as an unembedded
conduit due to limited subject knowledge and an unfamiliar environment. Also, business employees may not
cooperate with associates due to a lack of legitimacy (Goodrich et al., 2020). However, sustained support reduces
cognitive and emotional barriers that may otherwise constrain participation in knowledge transfer during the
evolving learning process in UICs (Schaeffer et al., 2020; Ates et al., 2025). On the other hand, supporting
embeddedness and empowerment from business supervisors facilitates building an open environment that allows
business employees to better accept the newcomer who undertakes the associate position (Mell et al., 2022; Abu
Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024). When KTP associates need specialised employees for knowledge transfer practices,
business employees could actively cooperate and respond to their queries. Empowerment from the host business
signals trust to associates, strengthening their insider status (Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024) and supporting their
professional development (Dolmans et al., 2022). Gradually, associates enhance a sense of confidence in their
position and sense of belonging in host companies, thereby reshaping their perception from an unembedded,
peripheral conduit to a more embedded actor in knowledge transfer. Overall, the above evidence of the positive
and negative role dynamics and their triggering situational conditions advances the current theoretical
understanding of boundary spanners’ dynamics beyond facilitative roles to transitions between facilitative and
hindering functions (Haas, 2015; Wegemer & Renick, 2021). Our results explained this argument in detail by
presenting role dynamics as a result of an interplay among situational contingencies, KTP associates’ role
perceptions and behaviours. More importantly, we integrate the identified situational conditions, boundary-
spanning roles and these two types of dynamics into a conceptual framework. It presents the context-dependent
boundary-spanning dynamics within a complex UIC context. Therefore, this study extends existing boundary-
spanning scholarship by providing an integrative framework for understanding what academic and industrial
situational conditions drive boundary-spanning dynamics and how and why these conditions trigger these role
dynamics in knowledge transfer.

Exceptionally, our observation reveals that the same situational condition may simultaneously generate both
facilitative and hindering boundary-spanning roles. Specifically, when business supervisors grant associates
substantial authority and autonomy, boundary spanners may concurrently enact embedded conduit and project
steward roles. On the one hand, authority signals trust and legitimacy, enabling associates to access organisational
members, strengthen their insider status, and facilitate knowledge transfer (Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024). On the
other hand, the same authority can reinforce a sense of project stewardship, encouraging associates to exercise
greater control over stakeholder interactions and knowledge flows. Such control may restrict knowledge exchange
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and impede collaboration. This finding extends the boundary-spanning literature by demonstrating that situational
conditions do not always produce a single role outcome. Instead, the same condition may simultaneously enable
and constrain knowledge transfer through the coexistence of facilitative and hindering role enactments. The
finding therefore highlights the paradoxical and context-dependent nature of boundary spanners and suggests that
authority functions as a double-edged mechanism, fostering both organisational embeddedness and knowledge-
transfer constraints. By identifying this role coexistence, our study advances a more nuanced understanding of
how boundary spanners shape knowledge-transfer processes within UICs.

Second, this study challenges the prevailing assumption that boundary spanners are inherently facilitative actors
(Tang et al., 2018; Ogbanufe et al., 2025) by broadening the conceptualisation of hindering boundary-spanning
roles (see Table 3). Prior literature has often conceptualised the hindering boundary spanners from marginalisation
perspectives in organisational relations or knowledge domains, such as outsiders, self-interested or economically
oriented actors, and disengaged or withdrawn actors (e.g., White et al., 2019; Goodrich et al., 2020; Tootell et al.,
2021; Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024). Nevertheless, we identify three novel hindering roles: project steward,
disempowered conduit, and unembedded newcomer. Specifically, the project steward role diverges from prior
studies. Wegemer and Renick (2021) suggest that authority-type boundary spanners more closely resemble a
facilitator who helps achieve knowledge mobilisation by coordinating actors’ participation in the decision-making
process, rather than a directive control figure. However, in our study, the project steward is evidently characterised
by their control over decisions or knowledge flows that impede knowledge transfer. Moreover, we conceptualise
the unembedded newcomer as a distinct hindering boundary-spanning role. Prior studies recognise that
newcomers often face difficulties integrating into UICs (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; O’Dwyer et al., 2023), yet
these challenges have rarely been theorised as a form of hindering boundary spanners. By identifying unembedded
newcomers as a hindering role, we demonstrate that ineffective boundary spanners may arise from insufficient
organisational embeddedness rather than active disengagement or resistance. These identified three novel roles
are complementary, rather than replacing the established roles of hindering boundary spanners. Taken together,
our findings enrich the concept of hindering boundary spanners by labelling more possible hindering roles
grounded in the distinctive situational triggers and behavioural patterns. By complementing existing discussions
of hindering boundary spanners beyond marginalisation perspectives (e.g., White et al., 2019; Tootell et al., 2021;
Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024), this study demonstrates the multiple ways in which boundary spanners may impede
knowledge transfer. In doing so, it highlights the context-dependent nature of hindering boundary spanners and
advances a more nuanced understanding of how such roles emerge and operate within UICs.

Table 3. Novel hindering boundary-spanning roles

Authors/years Hindering Descriptions Triggering conditions
Roles
Keller and Holland Marginalised Boundary spanners experience a Limited time and resources
(1975); participants diminished sense of belonging from other actors; lack of
White et al. (2019); in project relations and self- connections or authority;
Wegemer and Renick efficacy in knowledge transfer, ~ boundary-spanning efforts
(2021) resulting in passive participation or voices are not
Abu Sa’a and Ystrom in knowledge-transfer activities  recognised by other actors.
(2024)
Minkler (2004) Outsiders Boundary spanners perceive, or  Being perceived as an
White et al. (2019); are perceived by others, as outsider; limited expertise
Goodrich et al. (2020); outsiders in organisational in the knowledge domain;
Bamford et al. (2024); relationships or knowledge weak integration into the
domains, reducing their host organisation or
motivation to participate and partnership.
potentially leading to
withdrawal from the
collaboration.
Keller and Holland Self-interested Boundary spanners prioritise Unrecognised efforts or
(1975); or economic- personal interests and contributions; power

Tootell et al. (2021);
Mell et al. (2022)

focused status

preferences over collective
project objectives, selectively
engaging in boundary-spanning
activities that provide personal
benefits.

asymmetries; legitimacy
challenges; tensions in
balancing academic and
organisational demands
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White et al. (2019) Disengaged
Zhu et al. (2023) actors or
resignation

Boundary spanners reduce their
engagement in knowledge
transfer and relationship
building and may ultimately
withdraw from or resign from
their boundary-spanning
position and undermine their
innovative behaviours

Unclear or changing
project objectives; short-
term anxiety; prolonged
frustration; inadequate
organisational support

Our contributions Project steward

Disempowered
conduit

Unembedded
newcomer

Boundary spanners display
enhanced associates’
involvement in knowledge
transfer whilst controlling and
fragmenting knowledge flows.

Boundary spanners resist and
retreat from fulfilling their
responsibilities as a conduit.

In a new position, boundary
spanners exhibit insufficient
organisational embeddedness

Little supervisory
engagement;

Empowered authority and
autonomy in knowledge or
knowledge transfer by
business supervisor
Competing expectations;
losing control authority in
knowledge or knowledge
transfer

Limited subject knowledge
and unfamiliar
environments

rather than actively
disengagement or resistance
from host companies’
environments

Finally, our results respond to calls for greater empirical research on management-focused UIC contexts, as
existing UIC studies primarily focus on STEM partnerships (White et al., 2019; Bamford et al., 2023; Ates et al.,
2025). In contrast, our study examines mKTP projects operating within management schools and industrial
collaborations (Ates et al., 2025; UKRI, 2025). By examining boundary spanners within management-discipline
collaborations, this research widens the empirical scope of UIC studies beyond STEM contexts. It illustrates that
management-discipline knowledge transfer entails relational dynamics, authority negotiations, and change
processes that may differ from those in STEM collaboration.

5.2 Practical implications

By demonstrating the situational conditions triggering associates’ role shifts between facilitative and hindering
roles, this study offers practical guidance for universities and industry partners seeking to strengthen knowledge
transfer in UIC and mKTP projects. The findings suggest that knowledge transfer effectiveness by boundary
spanners depends heavily on supportive situational and relational conditions that encourage facilitative role
enactment while reducing the risk of control-oriented or disengaged behaviours (Wegemer & Renick, 2021;
Dolmans et al., 2022; Zobel et al., 2024). Foremost, sustained supervisory engagement from both academic and
business partners is essential. Supervisors should allocate sufficient time to support boundary spanners’
knowledge development, helping them align academic expertise with business needs (De Wit-de Vries et al.,
2019; Dolmans et al., 2022). Both supervisors need to consider empowering boundary spanners with authority to
diagnose business issues and generate solutions within UIC projects, as they may have more opportunities to
engage with individuals on both sides. It can enhance their embeddedness and stewardship in constructive ways.
However, empowerment should be accompanied by regular interaction to prevent excessive control over
knowledge flows by boundary spanners (project stewards) and ensure that transfer processes remain transparent
and collaborative.

Moreover, mitigating the emergence of peripheral, disempowered conduits, unembedded newcomers and outsider
status requires proactive relational support, especially at the early stage of collaboration (De Wit-de Vries et al.,
2019; O’Dwyer et al., 2023). Business supervisors should formally introduce boundary spanners to employees,
clarify their responsibilities, and foster an open and inclusive work environment (Abu Sa’a & Ystrom, 2024).
Clear objectives and visible management endorsement enhance legitimacy and facilitate acceptance. Business
supervisors must also actively address inappropriate treatment, such as ageism or sexism, which can undermine
associates’ confidence and trigger disengagement. In the meantime, pastoral and developmental support from
supervisors plays a critical role in strengthening confidence, reducing emotional strain and self-interest, and
supporting professional growth (White et al., 2019; Ates et al., 2025). When boundary spanners perceive that their
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career development and skill acquisition are aligned with project goals, they are more likely to remain engaged
and committed (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019; Tootell et al., 2021). Over time, supervisory support fosters
embeddedness within collaborative networks and encourages boundary spanners to enact a facilitative conduit.
Overall, the present study emphasises the significance of support and engagement from both university and
industrial partners to enable boundary spanners to enact and shift into more embedded, competent facilitative roles
while mitigating the risk of becoming control-based project stewards, peripheral and unembedded actors or
outsiders.

5.3 Limitations and future research avenues

Three limitations should be acknowledged, which may provide research avenues for future studies. First, the study
adopts a qualitative approach based primarily on interview data collected from thirty participants. Although this
design enabled an in-depth exploration of participants’ perceptions, experiences and sense-making processes
(Easterby-Smith et al., 2021), it relies heavily on retrospective self-reporting. Consequently, the findings may not
fully capture the real-time interactions, relational dynamics and behavioural processes through which boundary
spanners are enacted during knowledge transfer (White et al., 2019). Future research could address this limitation
by employing methodological triangulation, combining interviews with observations, focus groups or diary
methods to provide richer insights into how situational conditions influence boundary spanners’ dynamics in
knowledge transfer. Second, the study employs a cross-sectional design, providing a temporally bounded view of
how situational conditions influence boundary spanners’ role shift (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). However, this
role is inherently dynamic. The cross-sectional nature of the data may not effectively capture such role dynamics,
adaptation processes and the emergence of facilitative and hindering behaviours through the project lifecycle.
Future studies could use longitudinal research designs to track boundary spanners across different project stages.
This could help provide a more nuanced understanding of how varying situational conditions shape boundary
spanners’ role dynamics over time.

Finally, the generalisability of the findings should be considered in light of our empirical and conceptual
boundaries. This study reveals the dynamics through several salient roles, including facilitative conduits,
peripheral conduits, unembedded newcomers, project stewards, disempowered conduits, and outsiders; however,
these roles do not constitute a complete set of boundary-spanning roles. Moreover, only one empirical instance of
the situational condition was identified in which boundary spanners simultaneously hold facilitative and hindering
roles. This may limit understanding of the broader conditions under which this role dynamic occurs, which leaves
more research space for future scholarship (Weerts & Sandmann, 2010; Wegemer & Renick, 2021). Additionally,
the findings are bounded by the mKTP context, a formally contractual and government-supported form of UIC
with defined objectives and supervisory arrangements (Ates et al., 2025; UKRI, 2025). These features may shape
role expectations, power relations and knowledge transfer processes in ways that differ from the informal, non-
contractual UIC forms, e.g. conferences, informal student placement, etc. (Schaeffer et al., 2020; O’Dwyer et al.,
2023). Therefore, the identified roles and their dynamics may not be fully transferable to other collaborative
settings. Future research should examine a broader range of boundary-spanning roles and situational conditions
triggering their role shifts within other UIC forms.

6. Conclusion

This research explores the situational conditions triggering associates’ role shifts between facilitative and
hindering roles within UIC. Drawing on the positions of KTP associates in mKTP projects in the UK, we find that
unsupportive situational and relational contexts characterised by competing expectations, limited supervisory
support and engagement, limited legitimacy and authority asymmetry make associates gravitate toward peripheral,
unembedded conduits, control-based project stewards or outsider roles, thereby impeding knowledge transfer.
Conversely, supportive situational and relational contexts, such as supervisory support, stakeholder engagement,
empowerment and an open work environment, could enhance associates’ professional confidence and trust in the
collaborative relationship. These conditions enable a transition from hindering roles to facilitative conduits. In
this way, associates facilitate knowledge transfer within the projects.
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Appendix 1

The Empirical Evidence of Situational conditions and Role Dynamics in Themes

Theme Subthemes Codes Representative quotes Participant
P1, P2, P3, P4, PS5, P6, P8, P9, P10, P12, P13,
associate represents a key channel of communication and interaction between the two partners. P15, P16, P17, P18, P19, P20, P21, P22, P23,
Dynamic conduit P25, P26, P27, P28, P29, P30
Knowledge transfer is very dynamic. So, my role is dynamic, being alert in the process all the times in order to capture that knowledge  P1, P2, P3, P4, PS5, P6, P7, P§, P9, P11, P13,
transfer P15, P18, P21, P22, P23, P24, P25, P26, P29
Story 1: P6
1 can see my role is to try and understand what the company needs, and then what is available from the academics. In the beginning, 1
o tried to simplify the information to multi-stakeholders...Then I brought all of the academics together to have meetings to get them on
Beginning: the same page because they are interested in different things... I facilitate workshops where everybody can share their perspectives
facilitative and hear from each other. P6 (associate)
conduit
1 put everything onto a Myro board...and then we had to get everybody to vote them. We just had a really good conversation that 1
could take away and then I proposed something back to them
Insufficient 1 enjoy teamwork. I enjoy being in the middle, coordinating things. But due to covid, there is absent of many people, and we don’t
support and know what will happen next. We had a phase where it didn't do anything for a while. Sometimes I felt very isolated, like being on my P6 (associate)
engagement: own in the middle and trying to figure out everything... I felt like quitting for more than half of the project because it’s hard to see how
Becoming this is benefiting my career.
peripheral I sent her an article or a website, and I don’t think she was particularly inspired by the knowledge... she felt that she was not sitting , . .
conduit with people she wanted to learn from. She’s not with the people often. P7 (P6's academic supervisor)
Theme 1:
Unsupportive When we returned and work on the project, we found the project was super ambitious...the academics were quite removed from what
situational happened within the company and were just interested in their areas, but the company was just waiting for us to tell them what they P6 (associate)
conditions Little academic needed to do... However, due to little time allocated to the academics, the main work of changing the current project plan relied on
triggering Unsupmortive engagement and | e...So I spent much time rewriting it and now it is reassuring. 1 felt like I own it and I'm the only full-time resource on this project.
negative role acad el:;si c competing Our time is allocated in the project is 3 hours a week to offer academic advice and support the associate. Now the associate tries to
dynamics situational expectations: give the academics the tasks to do... like on Monday, she wants to meet... We do the actions and report to her... However, our schedule P7 (PG demi .
. Becoming is very busy for many other things, like teaching, marking, etc, so we cannot be managed in that way. (P6's academic supervisor)
conditions

project steward

Things are being heard that want to be heard. What the associate doesn't wanna hear, the company is not hearing...
We're sharing that knowledge back to the university, but we don't often always know what the university is doing. It's down to the
associate to disseminate information. If we don't ask, that can sometimes maybe not get through.

P13 (P6's business supervisor)

Power
asymmetries:
Becoming
disempowered
conduit when
losing authority

Academics already made up their mind about how things need to go, asking me stuff and I'm relaying. Some stuff is not very
interesting to me... They need to come to share knowledge more regularly, rather than expecting me to do all.

We have the scholar’s data-built environments. The 20% of that I don’t think it realistic. I kept saying to them like “I can’t do it.
don’t see how this works. If you want that, then you have to find someone else to make it happen”

for me, what was SWOT Analysis about? that was not realistic. I kept saying to them like, ‘I don't see how this works”. We didn't have
any good suggestions from the academics about how those things were gonna work either.

P6 (associate)

Story 2: P23

Competing
expectations
and power
asymmetries:
Becoming
project steward

The project is not the priority of any of these stakeholders. They just think that this is the associates’ main responsibility

In our weekly meetings with the university, we had different concerns. They were thinking about theoretical frameworks and asked me
to follow up on their concerns about that framework. I was like, “This is not what I should work on. The problem is a cultural thing”.
But they didn't listen. They didn't care about these things. It frustrated me, because they were not there and did not observe and feel
the atmosphere, but I am assigned to deliver the report, having everyday conversations and observing everything in the field. Thus, |
felt less willing to contribute to the ideas

P23 (associate)
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Theme Subthemes Codes Representative quotes Participant
Story 3: P3
1 hold a lot of workshops because I've keyed into some of the more pedagogical aspects of working with the company and how they like
to learn and how they transfer... also, within the workshops, I help to bring the academics to be integrated into that project team
environment. So they can bring in that more theoretical knowledge to support business transformation... this job aligns with my
Beginning: personal goals because I'm doing my PhD through this. It centralises me to drive the mKTP projects
facilitative P3 (associate)
conduit we're doing on our project is ambidexterity. breaking that down into literally saying like “you have two hands, with the left, you're
doing this and with the right, you're doing this”. Talking about things that people can understand
1 focused on creating a project team of experienced individuals from across the company at different levels.
1 work with a lot of men who are twice my age. Age with experience elements. A lot of sexism and ageism exist. I have to work 10 times
harder to prove myself.
, e . ) . e . P3 (associate)
Theme 1 I X I've had people make ridiculous comments, like comments on what you 're wearing or derogatory comments about capabilities. Uh... it
Unsupportive nappropriate is unfortunate... I felt like someone from the outside...previously, I think this position looks interesting but now I feel all the pain and
L Unsupportive treatment: share none of the joy.
situational . . ; : ) Joy-
conditions industrial Becqmmg
- . situational outsider
triggering conditions within the construction industry that I work in, there's a lot of people working in construction who had no management training or no
positive role development opportunities. Suddenly you say to them as those at director levels, “you need this person coming into help develop P1 (associate)
dynamics management and leadership within your organization”... There is resistance there
Limited
engagement: When the KTP starts and someone in the company who didn't know much about it, they receive an email or a phone call from my s . .
. . R P ' , . , ” . . ‘ P15 (P3’s academic supervisor)
Becoming associate saying, “can we meet?” and they're going “Well. I'm busy”. This really makes her feel isolated.
outsider

Story 4: P24’s associate

Becoming
outsider

The associate was heavily reliant on email for knowledge transfer because he did not see himself as part of the company and was less
willing to talk to business employees. I couldn't keep up with the email thread

P24 (associate)

Outsider status

you can be seen as a bit of an outsider sometimes. you can't work in isolation a bit.

P1, P2, P3, P6, P8, P9, P13, P15, P21, P22,

P23, P24
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Theme

Subthemes

Codes

Representative quotes Participant

Theme 2:
Supportive
situational
conditions
triggering role
dynamics from
hindering to
facilitative
conduits

Story 5: P1

Knowledge and
pastoral
support:
Becoming
active conduit

Initially, 1 felt less involved in the project because of covid. That happened with one of the academic supervisors. He was like,
“hey...if you need anything, just come to my module”. I went to his module. This really helped my understanding of what we are
doing, as well as I felt settled and confident in the uncertain period. It's very lucky that the academic staff were willing to have some
conversations. So, I started involving in the project and helping knowledge transfer among different people

P1 (associate)

Instead of saying, “I'm only available on Fridays”, other supervisor [...] and I always said, “just drop us an email and we'll get back

Supportive to you”. And we did respond as quick as we could, it helped get her (associate) assured and feeling a bit more settled... I think she is P16 (P1's academic supervisor)
academic open up and start getting used to flexible routines in the mKTP project.
situational
conditions Our associate was quite worried because she likes structuring, whereas in the beginning you can't really know these things. So, she
academic _{ound t_hatffustrqting. 1 bl‘pught her info my office. At least, shg got some of the routings. I could explain to her and assure he;i that a P18 (P1's lead academic supervisor)
ack of routines in the beginning was fine. Since then, she participates in the conversations and, more recently, starts to contribute to
engagement: our ideas
Becoming
active conduit P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P8, P9, P10, P12, P13,
having strong links with the academics on a personal level will be really helpful (P3) P14, P15, P18, P20, P21, P22, P23, P24, P25,
P26, P27, P30
Story 6: P4
Beginning: 1 came from an engineering background and did not know management knowledge. This is a new challenge for me, like working as a
unembedded management role with a new environment. At the start, 1 felt less confidence in doing this position and less confidence in speaking to P4 (associate)
newcomer the business employees...
Supervisory Fortunately, I have very supportive and experienced academic and business supervisor. The academic supervisor helps with my
support and management expertise. The business supervisor is very open about the project to me, ... whether what he feels is beneficial or what
open issues the company has now. We built a good relationship. It provides a push for my personal development and confidence in doing
environment: this job. P4 (associate)
Becoming
embedded For me, the project matched with the company's trajectory because of the honesty from the company director. I have good
Supportive facilitator relationship with the company director, and he will talk to me openly and honestly
;?fuzst?(‘)lselal In the beginning, I introduced him (the associate) to my employees and empower him with authority to deliver the projects. Everyone
conditions in the organisation is clear. So, he is able to investigate the business and communicate with the staff about the project. He's got very
supportive people around him ... Weve also gotta let him find the solutions even though we may already know them. It helps him to
grow within the project. Now, he could identify and solve barriers independently and have more confidence in communicating his
Empowering insights with different people
authority and P5 (P4's business supervisor)
supporting The ability to allow the associate to have some autonomy to move around those barriers; to explore those barriers, to question those
embeddedness: barriers and to look towards the company to help solve those barriers.
Becoming . . . . . . . ) ) .
embedded I am supporting associate to communicate about the project. That's part of his development is to communicate the project, not just
facilitator communicate that ‘this is the project’, communicate the benefits and show people what you're doing and just keep people interested

in the first three months of the project, I had quite clear resistance from the Management Director as to the way the project was going.
They wanted to be more functional. And this wasn't something identified until two or three months into the project...while I was trying
to adapt the culture, and build a more resilient organization, and bring people on board with this continuous improvement strategy to
develop and keep improving the business model.

P4 (associate)
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