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ARTICLE

The significance of knowledge readiness for co-creation in 
university industry collaborations
Line Mathisen and Eva J. B. Jørgensen

School of Business and Economics, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, Alta, Norway

ABSTRACT
This study explores value co-creation in university industry colla
borations. The study is inspired by the constructivist approach to 
grounded theory and self-ethnography and based on interviews 
with 27 informants (eleven industry mentors and 16 academics) 
engaged in university industry collaborations. The findings suggest 
that co-creation depends on knowledge readiness and knowledge 
readiness develops through an interplay between temporary geo
graphical and cognitive proximity. This study contributes to the 
existing literature on value co-creation, university industry colla
borations, and proximity as follows: first, we shed light on the use of 
the co-creation perspective to enhance understandings of how 
value can be co-created in university industry collaborations. 
Second, we introduce the concept of knowledge readiness and 
demonstrate that co-creation in university industry collaborations 
between academics and industry mentors rests on knowledge 
readiness. Knowledge readiness concerns knowledge use and 
develops in the interplay between temporary geographical and 
cognitive proximity. We describe knowledge readiness as a sub- 
dimension of cognitive proximity. Knowledge readiness takes time 
to develop and is important for value co-creation and, subse
quently, innovation in university industry collaborations.
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Introduction

Collaboration between universities and the industry has received considerable attention 
from researchers for many years (Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015; Skute et al., 2019). This 
type of collaboration has been seen as important for regional knowledge spillovers and 
innovation (Mueller, 2006; Ponds et al., 2010). Such collaborative innovation processes 
can be described as co-creation when knowledge contributed by partners is used to create 
new value, e.g., products and services (Martínez-Cañas et al., 2016; Payne et al., 2008; 
Perks et al., 2012). A perspective on co-creation is rare in the university-industry 
literature, but such a perspective can contribute to opening up the black box of colla
boration. I.e., what are the prerequisites for university-industry collaborations aiming to 
create value for both partners? We argue, in this study, for the usefulness of this 
perspective in exploring co-creation in collaborations between academics and industry 
actors.
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Partners in such collaborations come from different contexts, with different knowl
edge types and modes of innovation (Bjerregaard, 2010; Isaksen & Karlsen, 2010; De Wit- 
de Vries et al., 2019), which can limit innovation and value creation. In particular, tacit 
knowledge is difficult to use, because this type of knowledge is less accessible than other 
types of knowledge (Nonaka & Konno, 1998).

Considering the fact that innovation is a collaborative process (Greer & Lei, 2012; 
Magnusson et al., 2003; Roser et al., 2013) understanding the potential for knowledge use, 
particularly use of tacit knowledge, to innovate becomes pertinent. However, this per
spective on knowledge as an accessible input in innovation processes fails to address what 
makes actors capable of using accessible knowledge. Considering the fact that univer
sities, as knowledge providers, are linked to regional development at a larger scale 
(Karlsen et al., 2017), knowledge of what enables industry actors to use knowledge is 
crucial in realising innovation potential in university-industry collaborations. This brings 
us to the concept of co-creation, which describes processes in which producers, users, 
companies and external actors collaborate to create new value (Payne et al., 2008; Tekic & 
Willoughby, 2019; Vargo et al., 2008). The value co-creation literature conceptualises 
innovation as one potential outcome of the ‘co-creation or collaborative recombination 
of practices that provide novel solutions for new or existing problems’ (Vargo et al., 2015, 
p. 70), involving ‘the joint creation of value by the firm and its network of various entities 
(such as customers, suppliers and distributors), which are termed actors’ (Perks et al., 
2012, p. 395). The knowledge process is central to innovating and creating value that can 
extend beyond dyadic levels (Frow et al., 2016; Perks et al., 2012; Vargo et al., 2015). This 
multilevel perspective considers knowledge to be an emergent process, with involved and 
committed actors interacting across levels to create value.

However, successful innovation requires a recognition of knowledge in use, i.e., the 
value that can be created based on accessible knowledge. In this study, knowledge use and 
co-creation is connected to collaborations between academics and industry actors. Given 
that the social context helps explain knowledge use, our study argues that for actors in 
university-industry collaborations to realise the knowledge potential embedded in 
knowledge-interaction processes, they must understand tacit knowledge; i.e., they must 
have an awareness of how they can integrate new knowledge and thus innovate.

In line with existing research (Broström, 2010; D’Este et al., 2013; Villani et al., 2017), 
we suggest that the concept of proximity (Boschma, 2005), i.e., how actors form con
nections to gain access to knowledge, is central to co-creation in university-industry 
collaborations. Our study suggests that the interaction between temporary geographical 
proximity, i.e., short- or medium-term visits in which the partners meet face-to-face 
(Torre, 2008, 2011), and cognitive proximity, i.e., a shared knowledge base (Boschma, 
2005), is particularly important for knowledge creation in university-industry collabora
tions because these types of proximity facilitate knowledge exchanges (De Fuentes & 
Dutrénit, 2016; Garcia et al., 2018; Maietta, 2015). We argue that temporary geographical 
proximity is important in realising the innovation potential embedded in university- 
industry collaborations because of the tacit component of knowledge (Johnston, 2020; 
Villani et al., 2017). However, existing research emphasises that geographical proximity 
(permanent or temporary) is not sufficient for knowledge exchange (Boschma, 2005; 
Müller & Stewart, 2016; Torre & Rallet, 2005). In addition, while existing research has 
studied the interplay between temporary geographical proximity and organisational 
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proximity (Gilly et al., 2011; Torre, 2011), with regard to social and personal proximity 
(Werker et al., 2016), the interaction with cognitive proximity remains rather unex
plored. Furthermore, the co-creation literature highlights knowledge as crucial to creat
ing value. Hence, we focus on cognitive proximity and its interplay with temporary 
geographical proximity.

Based on the above, the aim of this study is to explore the following research question: 
How does temporary geographical and cognitive proximity increase knowledge use and 
thereby enhance co-creation in university-industry collaborations?

In the current study, we use a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 
2014), in combination with a self-ethnographical perspective (Alvesson, 2003), in which 
the focus is on interactive knowledge creation in university-industry collaboration. The 
empirical setting of this study is the collaboration between academics and industry actors 
in Norway through an arrangement labelled industry mentors. The study is structured as 
follows: the next section presents the theoretical background on proximity and value co- 
creation. The following sections present the method and the findings, before we discuss 
our findings, conclude and consider the implications for future studies.

Theoretical background

The notion of co-creation and the value of knowledge

The notion of value co-creation concerns actors’ reasoning about their involvement in 
and contribution to their own value-creation processes (Lusch & Vargo, 2014; Vargo & 
Lusch, 2004), and it is increasingly used to describe various types of collaborations in 
which knowledge is considered key to the creation of value (Payne et al., 2008; Vargo 
et al., 2008). The focus is on knowledge use and how this creates value, i.e., value-in-use 
and value-in-context (Akaka & Parry, 2019; Chandler & Vargo, 2011; Edvardsson et al., 
2011). Value-in-use concerns the use of knowledge to enact activities; value-in-context, 
meanwhile, concerns how culture, history, and socio-technical and situational factors 
influence how knowledge is used. It follows that viewing knowledge as an attainable 
resource for firms to use in innovation is too simplistic because it fails to consider 
knowledge use in context (Waluszewski & Håkansson, 2007).

In line with the logic of value co-creation (Lusch et al., 2016), Waluszewski and 
Håkansson (2007) argue that knowledge is only useful when it can increase the value 
of something that already exists, that is, when it can circulate and thus be combined and 
re-combined to create new value. Actors, e.g., individuals, firms, and organisations, are 
always embedded in larger structures and systems, which influence their ability to 
estimate the value of circulating knowledge for future value creation. This means that 
the potential for innovation depends on actors’ ability to recognise knowledge and thus 
be able to act on it. In particular, knowledge is a process in which direct, indirect and 
unintended incidents can contribute to new ways of knowing (Nonaka & Konno, 1998).

Use of knowledge in university-industry collaborations

University-industry relationships include forms of collaborative innovation, which 
points to knowledge integration and use as essential (Greer & Lei, 2012; Kristensson 
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et al., 2004; Magnusson et al., 2003). Integrating different types of knowledge, as is the 
case in university-industry collaborations, is considered particularly advantageous 
because of the possibility of creating knowledge that cuts across mindsets. However, 
combining different types of knowledge highlights the possibility of a failure to integrate 
knowledge and use it due to a lack of understanding concerning this knowledge in terms 
of use and context.

We argue that to achieve knowledge integration in university-industry collaborations, 
partakers in knowledge-creation processes must take on an active role because active 
involvement is crucial for knowledge use (Lusch & Nambisan, 2015; Vargo & Lusch, 
2004), particularly due to the tacit component of knowledge (Eklinder-Frick Jens, 2016; 
Nonaka & Konno, 1998; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). We suggest that enabling knowledge 
access is not sufficient to realise the innovation potential present in university-industry 
collaborations, particularly because the vagueness of tacit knowledge makes it difficult to 
identify and use (D’Este & Patel, 2007; Nonaka & Konno, 1998; De Wit-de Vries et al., 
2019).

The ability to use knowledge is crucial to developing new knowledge, which is at the 
core of innovation and future value creation (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & Konno, 1998)). 
The literature points to issues such as the use of lead users (Baldwin & von Hippel, 2011; 
Von Hippel, 1986); the way participants are involved in innovation projects; and how 
their competencies are identified, valued, and included (Christensen et al., 2017; Pals 
et al., 2008) as influencing the success of knowledge integration in collaborative innova
tions. The concept of co-creation focuses on actors collective actions and combined 
ability to act on knowledge to create value. Through co-creation, actors expand their 
opportunities for knowledge integration and innovation by increasing the cognitive space 
for innovation (Akaka et al., 2017; Christensen et al., 2017), including their ability to 
recognise the value of knowledge that enables and facilitates innovation.

Temporary geographical and cognitive proximity

Temporary geographical proximity is explained as short- or medium-term visits in which 
the partners meet face-to-face (Torre, 2008, 2011). The contextual nature of knowledge, 
e.g., tacit knowledge (Vallance, 2011; Vissers & Dankbaar, 2013), highlights the impor
tance of some form of geographical proximity because actors from different contexts may 
perceive the value of knowledge differently. Temporary geographical proximity can 
create favourable conditions for interactions that facilitate the use of tacit knowledge 
(Müller & Stewart, 2016; Torre, 2008). To innovate in short-term collaborations, more 
frequently physical interactions between the partners is needed, while this is not con
sidered equally important when collaborating across geographical distances for a long 
period of time (Broström, 2010).

Cognitive proximity, e.g., shared knowledge bases, are considered essential to enable 
future knowledge creation in university-industry collaborations because it influences 
knowledge sharing directly (Boschma, 2005; Molina-Morales et al., 2014) and creates 
a mutual understanding between university and industry partners (Lauvås & Steinmo, 
2019). This implies that actors that are cognitively proximate may not depend on being 
geographically close to create value, because access to knowledge, e.g., reports, models, 
and drawings, contributes to knowledge use. In university-industry collaborations, the 
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nature of academic and industry knowledge, particularly in terms of tacit knowledge, can 
create barriers to innovation and value co-creation (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019). Hence, 
we argue that cognitive proximity is key to integrating the theoretical knowledge from 
universities with the more experience-based knowledge from industry.

Further, co-creation in university-industry collaboration places the interplay between 
temporary geographical and cognitive proximity at the very centre of value creation. This 
is in line with the literature suggesting that, over time, temporary geographical and 
cognitive proximity enables collaborative innovation through the development of plat
forms that facilitate value creation and innovation (Balland et al., 2015; Boschma, 2005; 
Torre, 2008). In fact, knowledge integration rests on a minimum level of cognitive 
overlap, with temporary geographical proximity being argued to play a supportive role 
(Boschma, 2005; Santos et al., 2020; Torre, 2008). Recent research demonstrate that for 
academics in relationships with industry partners, temporary face-to-face contact, in 
combination with modern communication tools, is crucial to overcoming cognitive 
distance (Werker & Ooms, 2020). On the other hand, research also demonstrates that 
cognitive proximity is a substitute for geographical proximity in stimulating long- 
distance collaboration (Garcia et al., 2018). However, how the interplay between tem
porary geographical and cognitive proximity can increase knowledge use and co-creation 
in university-industry collaboration is not clear.

Method

Research design

To answer our research questions about how geographical and cognitive proximity can 
increase knowledge use and enhance value co-creation in university-industry collabora
tion, we have used a qualitative approach combining the constructivist version of 
grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014) and a self-ethnographical perspective (Alvesson, 
2003). In addition, we have attempted to make our research as transparent as possible 
(Aguinis & Solarino, 2019). Grounded theory consists of systematic and flexible guide
lines for collecting and analysing data to develop theories ‘grounded’ in the data 
themselves (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Constructivist grounded theory includes research
ers’ and participants’ experiences and views the findings as constructed rather than 
discovered, which is useful when theoretical concepts are deployed to explore research 
ideas in a dynamic way (Charmaz, 2014). Both authors are employed at one of the 
universities involved in this study and collaborate with industry mentors; thus, both 
researchers are insiders who share experiences with the study participants (Berger, 2013). 
We see this as a self-ethnographic approach (Alvesson, 2003; Brannick & Coghlan, 2007), 
which draws attention to our experiences in the organisational context rather than our 
deeply personal experiences (Alvesson, 2003). As academics interacting with industry 
actors, we have experiences that allow us to build on in-depth direct knowledge (Bleiklie 
et al., 2015), which can enrich the data and, as such, improve this study’s reflections, 
quality, and resonance (Alvesson, 2003; Brannick & Coghlan, 2007; Charmaz, 2014). 
However, care must be taken to avoid pre-understandings stagnating into prejudices and 
restricting reflection and exploration. We have therefore strived to be as transparent as 
possible in our research, and according to the criteria suggested by Aguinis and Solarino 
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(2019), we have described our qualitative research and design and our roles as insiders. In 
addition, we will explain the selection of informants and their relative importance, data 
collection, the saturation point, and how we analysed the data.

Participant selection and data collection

The participants in the study were selected based on current or recent employment as 
industry mentors and academics at UiT, The Arctic University of Norway, and Nord 
University. The overview of the industry mentors hired at the two universities is limited 
due to the number of short-time contracts, various application procedures, and differ
ences in how the mentor positions were financed. However, based on our own knowl
edge, secondary sources (i.e., webpages and newspaper articles), and referrals from 
participants, we have identified 25 persons in such positions. We applied a purposive 
sampling procedure based on a desire for variation related to industries and academic 
disciplines, and we selected eleven industry mentors and 16 of their academic counter
parts for interviews (see an overview in Table 1).

The industry mentors were engaged in adjunct positions at the universities. In these 
positions, their roles were related to activities taking place at the universities (mainly 
teaching and supervising but also research and consultancy) and companies (arranging 
company visits, excursions, and other practice-related activities for the students), as well 
as activities connecting the industry and academia (work as door openers, information 
carriers, and translators). Outside the university, nine of the industry mentors were 
entrepreneurs from local or national private companies, and two had types of expertise 
that were particularly interesting for the university department. Our key informants were 
Industry Mentors B and C because we have collaborated with them ourselves. The 
selected academic participants were involved in close collaborations with industry 
mentors over time. The interviews were loosely structured and conducted over a two- 
year period (May 2017 to May 2019). In total, 27 participants were interviewed through 
22 semi-structured interviews, three of which were group interviews, four of which were 
Skype interviews, and four of which were telephone interviews. The length of the inter
views varied from 45 to 90 minutes. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. 
After these 22 interviews, we felt that we had reached a saturation point (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008), beyond which little new insight into the proximity dimensions and co- 
creation in the collaboration between industry mentors and academics was added.

Data analysis

Our paper follows a semi-inductive approach, using our research question and the 
concepts of proximity and value co-creation as a point of departure for the data analysis 
(Charmaz, 2014). As such, our paper has a priori conceptualisations anchored in research 
on proximity and value co-creation, which has influenced the coding of the data. The 
analysis began by coding the data from the interviews using NVivo 12 Plus. We 
conducted two rounds of coding, one initial and one focused. The initial coding round 
was based on the research question, which meant that we arranged the data into broad 
categories to identify proximity, knowledge use, and co-creation. In the second and 
focused coding round, new categories linked to our initial codes but with improved 
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theoretical centrality were constructed (Charmaz, 2014). For instance, the category 
‘knowledge readiness’ subsumed the initial categories of ‘knowledge and context’, ‘recog
nise knowledge’, ‘acknowledge knowledge’, and ‘knowledge about’. In addition, the 
categories ‘meet and greet’, ‘meeting places’, and ‘historical closeness’ indicate geogra
phical proximity, while the categories ‘communicate knowledge’, ‘needed competence’, 
and ‘recombine knowledge’ indicate cognitive proximity.

Findings

Value co-creation in university industry collaborations revolves around knowledge use, 
i.e., the fact that partners who are collaborating are actively involved in knowledge 
activities, during which they gain knowledge that is used to create value. For instance, 
both academics and industry mentors agree that to understand how knowledge can be 
used by each individual partner, is essential to further knowledge creation and growth. In 
the following sub-sections, we describe the key findings from the interviews.

Temporary geographical and cognitive proximity

The informants in this study offered the view that temporary geographical proximity is 
essential in mediating cognitive proximity; for instance, the two industry mentors believe 
that understanding the potential of academic knowledge for value creation in industry 
requires face-to-face meetings because these meetings provide a solid foundation on 
which to develop cognitive proximity.

They (academics) have a type of competence that is important for the industry, is important 
that the industry understands. Moreover, how can they communicate this competence? It is of 
no use to refer to books; it has to be communicated where academia meets industry. However, 
how to organize – seminars, symposiums? (Industry Mentor K)

Value creation is anchored in discussions where we first meet to share stories about who we are 
and then we make suggestions of themes linked to academic subjects and our experiences. After 
this, we have something to build on and understand better what and how we can share and use 
our knowledge. (Industry Mentor F)

The importance of temporary geographic proximity is also reflected in the following 
quote: ‘For me, as a person from academia, it is essential that I go around and meet people 
as much as possible’ (Academic 1). This academic was unfamiliar with the local and 
regional industry and thought it essential to meet face-to-face to establish a cognitive 
foundation for future interactions. While temporary geographical proximity, in terms of 
having meeting places in which actors can meet face-to-face, seems to facilitate future 
interactions through, e.g., digital platforms, geographic proximity is considered by some 
industry mentors to be essential in developing the knowledge that the region needs: ‘We 
need to have academic institutions physically close to facilitate recruitment to the industry 
that the industry needs’ (Industry Mentor I). This means that ‘more students with a PhD 
are working in the industry’ (Industry Mentor I). It can be difficult to recruit young people 
from larger cities to knowledge-intensive industries in rural areas. These industry 
mentors thought it fundamental to have some form of geographic proximity to academic 
knowledge institutions and thus facilitate the recruitment of students with relevant 
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knowledge who are from the area. Relevant knowledge was also described as essential by 
one academic (Academic 9), who said that the knowledge that industry mentors can 
contribute to help students is very important. This industry mentor was also active in 
a group planning the course curriculum. This group was central in the development of 
new educational courses. The work in this group entailed regular face-to-face meetings 
over two years. In addition, the majority of the industry mentors in the studied region 
work in SMEs. Traditionally, SMEs in this region have had little interaction with knowl
edge institutions; hence, geographic proximity, in itself, has had a limited effect on 
knowledge transfers.

If you consider history, then it is obvious. The oldest university in this region is 50 years old, 
while the University in Oslo was established in the 1790s or around that time. It is the same 
with NTNU. In addition, the alumni linked to these are stronger. Therefore, these regions have 
older structures; they have stronger spatial links to organizations, institutions, and the 
industry. (Industry Mentor F)

Regions with a history of collaborating with universities are perceived to be better 
equipped to initiate collaborations with universities because they have experience with 
this type of collaboration. Academic 14 said, ‘When there is not a tradition if it (collabor
ating with industry), it is difficult to start working to establish such collaborations’ and ‘We 
(universities and industries in the studied region) have more issues separating us than 
binding us together, and we need time to create activities that bind us’ (Industry Mentor J). 
This lack of experience has hampered co-creation. For industry mentors, the interplay 
between temporary geographical and cognitive proximity in acting on knowledge is clear.

We have to educate the young generation, those who are enrolled in universities now and will 
have positions in the future, to see the positive aspects of being located and doing business in 
north Norway, how you can do business in north Norway and what it is that makes north 
Norway different’ (Industry Mentor C).

Two of the industry mentors in our study found collaborations with academics necessary 
to new ways of thinking, i.e., innovation and enhanced value creation: ‘We are unable to 
get there unless we can use research and rethink; thus, we think it is to our advantage to 
have local actors with us on such a journey’ (Industry Mentor I). Also, the use of knowl
edge is linked context: ‘He (industry mentor D) contributed to a better discussion about 
the context, on what the industry finds interesting, which shed light on new research 
possibilities for us’ (Academic 9).

To sum up, the interplay between temporary geographical and cognitive proximity is 
essential in enabling actors to construct new sense-making frames that will enable them 
to realise the knowledge potential embedded in relationships with academics/industry 
mentors. This can be viewed as reaching a higher cognitive level that strengthens the 
integration and use of knowledge, which fuels future co-creation processes. We describe 
this as a precondition, which we call knowledge readiness, for knowledge management.

Knowledge readiness

Our data show the importance of temporary geographical and cognitive proximity for 
value co-creation and innovation over time. Moreover, our findings suggests that the 
interplay between these forms of proximity creates knowledge readiness. We suggest 
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knowledge readiness as a sub-dimension of cognitive proximity. For example, the co- 
supervision of graduate students can be viewed as a co-creation process facilitated by 
knowledge readiness. When co-supervising, academics and industry mentors meet and 
spend time together on a regular basis, during which they discuss, negotiate, and reflect 
on knowledge, i.e., knowledge types meet and are applied in a particular context. Co- 
supervision takes time, which allows for an expansion of the cognitive space for innova
tion (Akaka et al., 2017; Christensen et al., 2017) and. Hence, facilitates co-creation and 
knowledge use, e.g., for future innovation (Dahlin et al., 2019; Kristensson et al., 2004; 
Magnusson, 2009).

Other examples that show knowledge readiness in a different light are new course 
development and research projects. Academics and industry mentors who participate 
new course development and/or research are involved in knowledge creation processes 
for the future, i.e., ensuring that the region is prepared to leverage future opportunities 
for innovation and value co-creation. As with co-supervision, these processes are char
acterised by discussions, negotiations, and reflections on knowledge (developing knowl
edge readiness).

Discussion

Knowledge readiness

Readiness, as a concept, is linked to individuals’ and/or organisations’ ability to absorb or 
manage knowledge to succeed in, e.g., change or innovation processes (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990; Mohammadi et al., 2009; Van Wijk et al., 2008) and their ability to 
identify and use knowledge in new ways (Dahlin et al., 2019; Kristensson et al., 2004). 
Our study points in particular to a lack of understanding about the contextual element of 
knowledge, as in tacit knowledge, as a barrier to knowledge integration between uni
versities and industry. Industry mentors often underestimate the value of academic 
knowledge, and vice versa because of the unfamiliarity connected to knowledge use. 
Because tacit knowledge is argued to be key for organisations’ knowledge creation 
(Nonaka & Konno, 1998), a lack of understanding on the part of universities in particular 
can reduce the realisation of the region’s knowledge potential and, subsequently, 
innovation.

Based on this and our empirical findings, we describe the state of actors’ readiness to 
act on knowledge as knowledge readiness. Activities in which actors feel they can 
contribute equally with their expertise facilitates the development of knowledge readi
ness. In line with research describing the ability to identify and absorb knowledge 
(Dahlin et al., 2019; Mohammadi et al., 2009), our study view knowledge readiness as 
a precondition that facilitates the unfolding of actors’ collective knowledge contributions 
in context, i.e., the co-creation of value and innovation (Frow et al., 2015; Greer & Lei, 
2012). Furthermore, once established, knowledge readiness can, over time, increase the 
speed of knowledge creation in the region, e.g., by facilitating the development of new 
university courses that better suit the needs of the region or contributing to projects and 
research and thus strengthening regional knowledge creation. Relating cognitive proxi
mity to context and time through knowledge readiness can be important in strengthening 
innovation and value creation in university industry collaborations.
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The creation of knowledge readiness

This study suggests that knowledge readiness is created in the interplay between tem
porary geographic and cognitive proximity. Knowledge readiness facilitates co-creation, 
along with the subsequent creation of new knowledge that can enhance value creation 
and/or innovation. The co-supervision of graduate students and participation in the 
development of new courses and research projects are examples of activities that con
tribute to the creation of knowledge readiness, which, in turn, contributes to establishing 
platforms for co-creation (Frow et al., 2015).

In line with literature on temporary geographical and cognitive proximity (Torre, 
2008, 2011; Vissers & Dankbaar, 2013), our study finds that temporary geographic 
proximity alone is not sufficient for knowledge readiness to be developed. Still, temporary 
geographic proximity is important in initiating knowledge readiness because academics 
and industry mentors can obtain information about their own knowledge use. Academics 
and industry mentors’ knowledge types differs (De Wit-de Vries et al., 2019), and 
meeting to explore how knowledge is used in these two contexts increases the likelihood 
that the actors can identify and visualise how knowledge can be integrated and used to 
create something new. Knowledge readiness helps them to understand the value of 
knowledge and thus engage in co-creation processes with other actors, which can result 
in new activities and the creation of new knowledge. This means that temporary 
geographical proximity matters most during the initial phase of the collaboration 
process.

In line with the existing literature, we confirm that partners who are more cognitively 
close but geographically distant are better able to take advantage of accessible knowledge 
because they partly understand one another’s knowledge contributions (Molina-Morales 
et al., 2014; Rosenkopf & Almeida, 2003). While this facilitates collaboration, it is 
inadequate for co-creation. Scant contextual understanding limits value creation and 
innovation. While our study shows that actors with different knowledge types must, first, 
understand this difference and, second, understand the relationship between the contexts 
of the knowledge dispersed in these collaboration processes, we suggest that also actors 
who have some cognitive overlap can benefit from the creation of knowledge readiness.

The importance of knowledge readiness for co-creation

Our study illustrates that once knowledge readiness is established, the interplay between 
geographic and cognitive proximity increases the realisation of the knowledge potential 
that is embedded in the context when knowledge is used to create value-in-use and value- 
in-context (Akaka & Parry, 2019; Vargo et al., 2020). It is difficult for academics and 
industry mentors to realise the knowledge potential embedded in university-industry 
collaborations. Knowledge readiness can facilitate knowledge creation in university- 
industry collaborations through co-creation and the creation of value for end users, 
e.g., value-in-use and value-in-context (Akaka et al., 2017; Magnusson et al., 2003; Van 
Wijk et al., 2008). Our findings show that the potential for value creation is, in part, 
contextual and that academics and industry mentors must understand how knowledge is 
contextualised to realise this potential. The importance of including context with regard 
to value creation is discussed in the literature on knowledge creation (Hautala & Höyssä, 
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2017; Hautala & Jauhiainen, 2014) and collaborations between universities and entre
preneurs (Hytti et al., 2015). Knowledge readiness, like other sub-dimensions of cognitive 
proximity (Huber, 2012), can enhance knowledge integration between partners in uni
versity-industry collaborations because it enables them to act on knowledge.

Knowledge readiness, innovation, and value co-creation

We argue that knowledge readiness is particularly important for actors in university- 
industry collaborations because of the current focus on universities’ third mission, i.e., as 
an active participant in regional development processes (Karlsen et al., 2017). Our study 
argues that creating knowledge readiness among academics and industry actors in these 
regions is an important contribution to this endeavour. For instant, knowledge readiness 
can broaden the scope of action for both industry actors and academics in terms of 
expanded opportunities for innovation and new research in the region (Akaka et al., 
2017; Dahlin et al., 2019; Perks et al., 2012). In addition, fast-paced global knowledge 
changes mean that actors who are able to interpret, integrate, and use knowledge quickly 
are in a better position to be innovative. For universities, this means outdated educational 
activities with diminishing student applications, while for industry actors and regions, it 
often means reduced value creation and increased unemployment. This can have detri
mental effects on organisations’ ability to think new thoughts and conduct the other 
business and research activities needed to sustain and/or develop regional value creation.

Conclusions, implications, and future research

By studying the relationship between academics and industry mentors, this study 
enhances our understanding of how context, or tacit knowledge, is woven into the 
interplay between temporary geographical and cognitive proximity, as well as how this 
strengthens the realisation of actors’ knowledge potential with regard to subsequent 
innovation. Moreover, this study proposes that knowledge about the context, or knowl
edge readiness, is a sub-dimension of cognitive proximity that facilitates co-creation. 
This can be considered a precondition for value co-creation because partners in uni
versity-industry collaborations are more likely to understand the value of knowledge and, 
as such, contribute to realising the potential embedded in partners’ knowledge to create 
value. Hence, the key contribution in this study is twofold. First, we shed light on the use 
of the co-creation perspective to enhance understandings of how value can be co-created 
in university-industry collaborations. Second, we demonstrate that co-creation in uni
versity-industry collaborations between academics and industry mentors rests on knowl
edge readiness, which concerns knowledge use and develops in the interplay between 
temporary geographical and cognitive proximity. As such, this study clarifies the factors 
linked to knowledge as a primary resource for value co-creation and highlights areas of 
concern in terms of the interplay between temporary geographic and cognitive proximity 
in university-industry collaborations.

Our findings have practical implications for universities and industry actors seeking to 
collaborate to create value. For industry actors, the findings suggest that, to co-create 
value, they must invest effort into activities in which they have the opportunity to meet 
face-to-face and work together on actual projects with academics because this will help 
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them to develop knowledge readiness. Over time, they will be able to use knowledge 
readiness to engage in value co-creation processes. For universities, the findings suggest 
that universities must work with industry on a long-term basis to create levels of 
knowledge readiness among academics that enable academics to make use of industry 
knowledge to enhance the value of their own activities. By carefully building knowledge 
readiness, both academics and industry mentors can spot opportunities for knowledge 
use that create value-in-use and value-in-context (e.g., contributing to strengthening and 
diversifying local and regional knowledge readiness to increase the future scope of action 
and thus realise local and regional attractiveness and value co-creation potential). This 
creates new and mutually beneficial traditions and a culture of future value creation. Our 
findings also have value for policy actors, particularly when they are designing funding 
schemes to increase university-industry linkages and regional value creation. Our find
ings suggest that, for example, the criteria for funding must be thought of as contextually 
constructed, which indicates a move on the part of future funding schemes away from 
uniform national standards to better match the knowledge potential in, e.g., local/ 
regional contexts.

One limitation of this study is that we have addressed the empirical context of 
northern Norway, in which this study takes place in a limited geographic context. We 
believe that this rural context, characterised by long geographical distances between 
actors; young, small, and decentralised universities; and an industry consisting of many 
SMEs, may be important for understanding proximity and co-creation in university- 
industry collaborations. However, further research is needed to discover more about the 
influence of specific regional characteristics on this type of collaboration. Hence, one 
should be careful regarding the generalisability of our results to other contexts. More 
work is needed to verify the proposed findings in theoretical and practical contexts that 
can contribute to enhanced generalisability. The study’s findings also show the necessity 
of extended empirical research on the relationship between geographic proximity, cog
nitive proximity, knowledge, and value co-creation in university-industry collaborations 
and other types of collaborations in which different types of knowledge are considered 
critical in creating value. Extended empirical research can contribute with deeper insights 
into knowledge readiness in terms of value co-creation.

Future studies on knowledge readiness could also investigate how knowledge readi
ness influences resilience. Resilience is linked to an increased ability to tackle a variety of 
challenges (Billington et al., 2017), and the relationship between resilience and knowl
edge readiness could therefore be an interesting avenue for future studies to explore. 
Research in rural areas is of particular importance because measures to enhance innova
tion and value creation in such areas often are based on findings with little contextual 
relevance. Furthermore, knowledge readiness can also be an interesting concept in terms 
of tackling the unknown. We live in a complex world, and actors must often tackle 
challenges for which they have not prepared, e.g., the current global crisis linked to 
COVID-19. Can knowledge readiness and value co-creation be useful perspectives in this 
sense? In addition, creating knowledge readiness between actors with different knowl
edge types takes time. While the literature discussing the role of proximity for value 
creation often views knowledge as a process detached from time, recent research has 
discussed time in relation to geographical and cognitive proximity (Hautala & 
Jauhiainen, 2014). Hautala and Höyssä (2017) link time, knowledge, and micro-scale 
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knowledge interpretation and suggest that time empowers knowledge to flow between 
actors at a micro level. More research is needed to understand the relevance of time for 
knowledge readiness and value co-creation. To gain an in-depth understanding of how 
time works with the dimensions of proximity – and the meaning of this interplay for 
knowledge readiness and value co-creation – we suggest that future research could 
benefit from being undertaken in the form of longitudinal studies.
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