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Cambridge dictionary: 

Nurture verb (help develop) 

to help a plan or a person to develop and be successful 

Nurture verb (for a long time) 

To have a particular emotion, plan or idea for a long time  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/help
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/plan
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/person
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/develop
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/successful
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1. Abstract 

Strong University-Industry (U-I) relationships support the missions of both parties. For 

universities, strong relationships can increase research income, access to research data, 

improve access to ‘real-world’ situations for students and provide feedback on the 

appropriateness of the curriculum. For industry, these relationships are an additional source of 

knowledge, support the resolution of complex challenges, and provide a pipeline of graduate 

employees. Despite these benefits, such relationships are difficult to establish and maintain; 

this is because of the lack of understanding of who to contact ‘on the other side’, the 

appointment of ‘appropriate’ people and how to continue the relationship after the initial 

project. 

Professional placements are a common feature of many undergraduate, and increasingly 

postgraduate, courses. The benefits for students, the placement employer and the university are 

well documented. However, the role of placements in the development of U-I relationships is 

largely under-explored. This is surprising given that in the UK over 25,000 students went on a 

professional placement during the academic year 2019/20 (Office for Students, 2020), which 

could have resulted in a significant proportion of early-stage U-I relationships or supporting 

existing relationships. 

This study makes a significant contribution to our understanding of how a placement 

single-service relationship can support the development of a multi-service U-I relationship. 

The findings are based on a case study with the placement programme of a leading UK 

Business School. I have developed a new framework for the development of U-I relationships 

via placements. This framework identifies a number of principal actors, their roles in 

relationship development, and bespoke relationship prerequisites and accelerators for both the 

university and placement employer. Furthermore, I recommend that the traditional placement 

programme is repositioned as a relationship building programme incorporating placements. 

This should be supported by the confirmation of strategic intent for relationship building and 

the provision of adequate resources to facilitate its implementation.  

This study makes a significant contribution to the literature on U-I relationship 

development such as those developed by Frasquet et al. (2012),  Plewa et al. (2013); Galan-

Muros and Davey (2019) and  Zunda et al. (2020), Service-Dominant Logic (SDL) (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2004, 2008, 2016) and Dynamic Relationship Marketing (DRM) (Zhang et al., 2016).  
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Finally, this study contributes to the practice of the University of Sussex and its Business 

School through a) its recommendation to reposition placements towards a relationship building 

programme that includes improving employability prospects for students, b) the need to clarify 

and confirm the strategic intent of the programme, c) the need to revise the role descriptors of 

the key actors and finally, d) the provision of adequate relationship building resources. More 

generally and including the U-I relationship and professional placements community, this study 

contributes through the introduction of the new NURTURE framework and associated 

prerequisites and accelerators. 
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2. Introduction 

University-Industry (U-I) relationships and collaborations are well-established phenomena 

and have attracted increasing attention from researchers, with a growing stream of published 

research over the last decade (Rybnicek and Königsgruber, 2019). Such relationships and 

collaborations are not only part of a university’s Third Mission (i.e., fostering regional 

development), they are increasingly important because universities are finding themselves in 

an environment of unprecedented challenges. At the macro level, against a backdrop of having 

to deal with the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, emphasis has been placed on the impact of 

research on society (Pedersen et al., 2020) and on continuous improvement in efficiency and 

effectiveness of funding received for Knowledge Exchange (Research England, 2018). This is 

compounded by concerns over student fees following the Augar review, which could lead to 

lower fees for certain courses (Coyle, 2018), and reductions in European research funding as a 

result of Brexit (Moules, 2018). At the micro level, U-I relationships and collaborations are 

difficult to establish and maintain for a number of reasons, including lack of communication 

and trust (Muscio and Vallanti, 2014; de Wit-de Vries et al., 2019).  

At the same time, for industry, in addition to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

uncertainty remains over the economic impact of Brexit (The FT Editorial Board, 2019); 

business research links with Europe have slowed significantly since Brexit (Foster, 2020). 

Furthermore, slowing productivity growth (Jackson, 2019), coping with the growth in new 

knowledge (Yang et al., 2018), and difficulty in attracting candidates with relevant work 

experience (Evans and Richardson, 2017) create a complex set of challenges for industry 

organisations, large and small. 

University-Industry relationships and collaborations cover a range of activities, including 

Knowledge Transfer Partnerships and collaboration on research (Perkmann et al., 2013), 

cooperation to drive innovation within firms (Grimpe and Hussinger, 2013), the development 

of entrepreneurial universities (Mets, 2010), funding for research (Behrens and Gray, 2001; 

Huggins et al., 2016; Willmott, 2003), and the development of better industry aligned curricula 

(McLernon, 2008). However, as illustrated by Figure 2-1 below, university income from 

contract research (not involving public funding), consultancy and intellectual property has only 

grown by 15.8% over the past five years. Given the challenges faced by universities as 

described above, this is a concern. I suggest that a higher number of U-I relationships can make 

a significant contribution to increasing non-tuition fee income for universities. 
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Figure 2-1, Income from business interactions 

Source: HESA, 2020 

Establishing and managing such relationships is therefore an increasing priority (Salimi 

and Rezaei, 2018). However, the pursuit of mutually successful relationships is not without its 

problems and complexities (Muscio and Vallanti, 2014) and therefore makes the case for 

appropriate relationship building endeavours.  

Given their inherent link between university and industry, professional placement 

programmes1 could provide support for the development of such relationships and the co-

creation of value between both organisations, as illustrated by Figure 2.2 below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-2, Placements supporting U-I relationship building 

Professional placements have a unique place in the context of U-I relationships. They are 

a regular feature of many undergraduate programmes, in the UK over 25,400 students were on 

 

1 This thesis uses the term placement as a generic term that also includes internships.  
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a placement during the 2019-2020 academic year (Office for Students, 2020), and increasingly 

on post-graduate programmes. They are strongly linked to student employability prospects 

(Gault et al., 2010; Knouse and Fontenot, 2008) and graduate salary levels (Gault et al., 2000). 

The benefits of professional placements for employers are also well researched. Recurring 

themes include extra labour capacity, trying out a potential employee, and lower recruitment 

costs (Gault et al., 2010; Hurst et al., 2012). However, relationships within professional 

placement programmes are complex; this is because of the significant number of actors 

involved, each actor having an opportunity to have a positive or negative impact on the 

relationship, and each actor having their own expectations of, and objectives for, the 

relationship. For example, whereas a student is focussed on securing a placement and gaining 

relevant workplace experience, the academic supervising the student is predominantly focussed 

on the graduate content of the placement and wellbeing of the student. At the same time, the 

industry line manager is keen for the student to make a useful contribution to the organisation. 

Such contrasting objectives and expectations provide a significant challenge for establishing 

and maintaining, and importantly developing, relationships between the university and 

industry, which goes beyond the placement programme.  

Universities need to understand the state and potential of the relationship with placement 

employers that are established through professional placements, and how to develop those 

beyond the placement service ecosystem. In order to recognise the potential for additional co-

creation of value, Vargo and Lusch (2016) propose the need to change focus to a higher level 

within the institution, zooming-out to incorporate different service ecosystems. Furthermore, 

in support of relationship building, Zhang et al. (2016) posit migration strategies to manage 

relationships between different states and provide the foundation for Dynamic Relationship 

Marketing.  

Whilst the contribution of U-I relationships through the development of placement 

opportunities has attracted attention (Fleming et al., 2018), research into the role of professional 

placement programmes (in particular with key actors such as the student, placement supervisor 

and placement employer line manager) in developing placement relationships into wider multi-

service U-I relationships is sparse. A review of the U-I literature shows that a significant 

amount of the research focusses on the purpose of the relationship, such as Knowledge Transfer 

Partnerships and funding for research, rather than how such relationships are established, 

maintained or developed. Equally, a review of the professional placement literature shows a 
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focus on the benefits to students and employers, rather than the wider potential of the U-I 

relationship beyond the professional placement service ecosystem. 

An interpretivist philosophy and an abductive approach is adopted to explore the role of 

professional placements in the development of a multi-service U-I relationship to support the 

co-creation of value. Furthermore, a case study approach (Yin, 2018) is applied to investigate 

this in depth and within a real-world setting – the placement programme of a leading Business 

School of a research intensive university – and focussing on the relationship building practices 

between that university and Business School, and placement employers. Acknowledging the 

difficulties in identifying the case boundaries, in-depth interviews with Placement 

Administrators, Placement Supervisors, placement students and placement employer line 

managers have provided the required data to analyse and explore the role of professional 

placements in the development of wider U-I relationships.  

2.1 Research Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this research is to unlock the potential of the traditional professional placement 

in the pursuit of developing multi-service University-Industry relationships. This is particularly 

important given the significant challenges faced by universities and placement employers, as 

described above. Improved understanding of the state of the relationship between the 

University of Sussex and its Business School and their placement employers, and the role of 

the key actors in the development of such relationships, is important to unlock this potential. 

Furthermore, improved understanding of any conditions, organisational characteristics or 

barriers will help to ascertain the potential of such relationships and development if deemed 

appropriate. Together, they could result in an increased number of U-I relationships with 

associated benefits. As a result, the following research objectives have been identified: 

- to improve understanding of the potential and role of the placement programme in the 

context of building and maintaining U-I relationships; 

- to understand the current state of the professional placement relationship between the 

University of Sussex and its Business School and placement employers; 

- to identify the key actors, their placement objectives, and their roles in ascertaining the 

potential and the development of such relationships; and 

- to identify barriers, organisational characteristics and activities in respect of developing 

such relationships.  
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2.2 Thesis Structure 

This introduction is followed by a review of the literature on U-I and placement 

relationships, Service-Dominant Logic and Dynamic Relationship Marketing (Chapter 3). 

Chapter 4 discusses research methodology and ethics. The research findings are presented in 

Chapter 5 and subsequently discussed in Chapter 6. Finally, the Conclusions chapter sets out 

the contribution to theory, methodology, practise, managerial implications, pathways to 

impact, and recommendations for future research, taking into account the limitations of this 

study (Chapter 7).  
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3. Literature Review 

The main focus of this study is to explore the contribution of the professional placement 

programme to the development of U-I relationships. Therefore, the first theoretical frameworks 

appropriate to consider are those that focus on U-I relationships. Such frameworks identify key 

actor groups, criteria, barriers and actions relating to the building and maintenance of such 

relationships. A subset of such frameworks is the one developed by Giselle Rampersad (2015); 

this shows the contributions of predominantly engineering placements to the development of 

U-I relationships and are therefore important to include. The second theoretical framework 

relevant to this study stems from the concept that a placement student, and their supervisor and 

line manager, provide and receive an intangible service. Furthermore, their exchange of 

services takes place to create value for each other – value co-creation. Given the focus on the 

role of the university and the Business School in connection to this exchange of services to co-

create value, the second theoretical framework applied to this study is Service-Dominant Logic 

(SDL) as originally conceived by Stephen Vargo and Robert Lusch (2004). Their framework 

puts emphasis on service being the fundamental basis of the exchange between the parties, the 

strategic nature of operant resources, the involvement of multiple actors, some indirectly 

involved but always including the beneficiary, participating in value co-creation, and the notion 

that value is phenomenologically determined by the beneficiaries. Given the focus on 

relationship building and the duration of the placement, a minimum of 40 weeks, with the 

associated potential for developing the relationships from one state to the next, the third 

framework appropriate for the study is Dynamic Relationship Marketing (DRM) as developed 

by Jonathan Zhang, George Watson, Robert Palmatier and Rajiv Dant (2016). Their framework 

recognises how a relationship can move between different states and the associated actions and 

resources that need to receive priority to move a relationship from one state to the next. 

This chapter starts with an overview of the literature covering U-I relationships including 

related barriers and facilitators, a critical review of the one study that explored the contribution 

of a Work Integrated Learning (WIL) programme to a specific university-business 

collaboration (UBC). This is followed by an overview of the literature on SDL, and the chapter 

finishes with an overview of the literature on dynamic relationship marketing and related 

migration strategies. In summary, this study explores the intersection of these three theoretical 

pillars as shown by Figure 3.1 below. 
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Figure 3-1, Overview of the U-I Relationship, SDL and DRM literature and associated research gap 

 

3.1 University-Industry relationships 

Relationships between universities, industry and government, also referred to as the Triple 

Helix, play an important role in an increasingly knowledge-based society (Etzkowitz and 

Leydesdorff, 2000). This study focusses on the interactions between the university and 

industry, excluding the role governments play. In addition to that framework, universities are 

expected to pursue their “Third Mission” of improving regional or national economic 

performance, becoming commercially aware and entrepreneurial institutions (D’Este and 

Perkmann, 2011; Perkmann et al., 2013; Sánchez-Barrioluengo and Benneworth, 2019). For 

this literature review, given the lack of a unified and broadly accepted term, and to yield the 

largest number of relevant research results, a number of different alternative terms have been 

identified and used, as shown in Table 3.1 below.  

Table 3-1, Different terms used for University-Industry Relations 

 

 

 

 

Given the focus of this study on relationship building between both parties, this thesis has 

adopted the term of University-Industry relationship (U-I) rather than the resultant activity, 

such as the commercialisation of research, and industry given that it provides a broad-church 

label to include non-commercial enterprises, such as charities. 

'University' 'Industry'

University Industry Relations & Relationships Links & Linkages

Academia Business Engagement Interactions

Enterprise Collaboration Commercialisation

Partnerships Management

'Relationships'
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A review of the U-I relationship literature by Rybnicek and Königsgruber (2019) shows 

increasing interest from researchers since 2010, with a resultant significant increase in 

publications. Furthermore, through their survey of Australian and European scientists, 

practitioners and policy makers in the field of University Business Collaboration, Orazbayeva 

et al. (2019) identified 6 main categories and 58 research topics, as shown in Figure 3.2 below. 

For this study, the category Engagement is relevant since the authors of that study conclude 

that research on how to encourage academics in U-I collaborative activities should be a future 

priority. Other topics of interest in the Engagement category include the management of such 

relationships over time and the development of models of communication.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-2, Framework of research and practice priority areas 

Source: Orazbayeva et al., 2019 

 

3.1.1 U-I relationship facilitators 

A literature review of frameworks that describe U-I relationships and collaborations 

resulted in 8 different, but in varying degrees overlapping, frameworks published since 2000. 

The UBC Ecosystem framework as developed by Galan-Muros and Davey (2019), and 

presented below by Figure 3-3, was found to be the most detailed and comprehensive. It 

describes key phases of the relationship building process, suggests a limited number of drivers 

and barriers to relationship building, identifies a number of internal supporting mechanisms 

which facilitate relationship building and provides a number of micro and macro contextual 

factors. However, and somewhat surprising given the level of detail, there is no mention of 
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placements or placement related activities such a placement fairs. Furthermore, this framework 

does not detail the key actors in relationship building nor their role and contribution to the 

same. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-3, UBC Ecosystem framework 

Source: Galan-Muros and Davey (2019) 

Another relevant framework is the one developed by Prigge and Torraco, 2006. This 

framework lists a number of facets of the U-I partnership paradigm such as Causal Conditions 

(e.g. enhancement of university resources), the Phenomenon (e.g. mutually beneficially 

relationships), Context (e.g. central corporate relations organisation), Intervening Conditions 

(e.g. local, regional and national economic climate) and Strategies (e.g. formal regular 

communication between the parties). Whilst this model provides a significant number of 

relevant aspects for relationship building, it is also silent on the role of placements and also 

does not identify key actors nor their role.  

The model developed by Zunda et al. (2020) is relevant to this study given that it makes 

reference to key actor groups, such as higher management and functional managers, and their 

key tasks in relationship building, see Figure 3-4 below. It also presents an internal view of the 

process stages of relationship building, albeit not as a continuous process. However, also this 

model fails to make specific reference to the role of placements, and its key actors, in this 
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process. Furthermore, it also does not elaborate on conditions, barriers nor accelerators of 

relationship building. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3-4, SADI Model for building relationship between Universities and Entrepreneurs 

Source: Zunda et al. (2020) 

The final framework to highlight is developed by Plewa et al. (2013) as presented by Figure 

3-5 below. It describes five phases of relationship development including relevant success 

factors for each phase. It also identifies the key drivers for relationship building, including 

Communication and Individuals. However, as with the other frameworks, it does not make 

reference to the role of placements, nor key actors nor their responsibilities in the process. 

Whilst the success factors are relevant, they don’t provide insight into potential barriers or 

enablers nor conditions for relationship building. 

In summary, all 8 frameworks reviewed for this study, fail to make reference to the role of 

placements and importantly the key actors from both parties, in the process of pursuing 

relationships between universities and industry. Furthermore, the dynamic nature of 

relationship building, e.g. growing or decline, is also an area largely unexplored by these 

frameworks. Whilst all frameworks make reference to relationship facilitators and barriers, as 

reviewed next, the significant omissions as presented above is the main reason that none of 
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these frameworks are directly helpful in exploring the role of placements in the development 

of U-I relationships, the focus of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3-5, Evolution of UIL phases 

Source: Plewa et. Al., 2013 

 

The author analysed the common elements between each framework in respect of the 

factors that facilitate relationship building and overcoming potential barriers that are relevant 

to this study. This generated seven facilitators that are summarised below. 

Communication was found to be directly linked to the relationship factors trust, satisfaction 

and functional conflict and the respective impact on commitment and collaboration (Frasquet 

et al., 2012). Communication, and in particular communication skills, is also highlighted by 

Zunda et al. (2020). Communication, and in particular quality communication, was also 

identified as an important aspect of a successful pre-linkage phase (Plewa et al., 2013) and 

finally communication was also identified as an important activity of the UBC supporting 

mechanisms by Galan-Muros and Davey (2019). Frequency of communication is also found to 

be relevant (Prigge and Torraco, 2006). 

The appointment of suitable people and their characteristics was found to be linked to the 

level of collaboration (Awasthy et al., 2020). They stated that universities should appoint 

people suitable for interactions. Industry should appoint managers who are capable of project 

management. Zunda et al. (2020) posit that universities should appoint people with knowledge 

of communication and marketing in order to formulate attractive offers and communicate them 
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professionally. Galan-Muros and Davey (2019) add to this that people with business experience 

could form part of the UBC structural supporting mechanisms. Appointing internal champions 

both at university and industry should form part of the U-I partnership strategy (Prigge and 

Torraco, 2006). 

Multiple organisational contacts, such as central corporate relationships and other 

university departments to and from industry, are part of the intervening conditions (Prigge and 

Torraco, 2006). Zunda et al. (2020) posit that regularly involving colleagues from other 

departments in activities is important for individuals with responsibility for the relationship 

between the university and entrepreneurs. 

In their study of university relationship management Salimi and Rezaei (2018) conclude 

that geographical proximity is considered to be among the most important factors facilitating 

collaboration. It reduces uncertainty, increases communication and facilitates innovation. 

Furthermore, the formation of U-I relationships is strengthened the closer the geographical 

proximity between the parties and likewise weakened the greater the geographical proximity 

(D’Este et al., 2013). D’Este et al. (2013) also found that this relationship was weakened in the 

case of dense clusters of technologically sophisticated firms. 

Leveraging existing relationships at the university or at the company is an important 

element in the U-I partnership strategy (Prigge and Torraco, 2006). Such relationships can 

include alumni (Awasthy et al., 2020; Prigge and Torraco, 2006; Salimi and Rezaei, 2018) and 

networks based on friendships, social and personal contacts as well as students (Galan-Muros 

and Davey, 2019; Salimi and Rezaei, 2018). 

Awasthy et al. (2020) posit that universities need to play a more proactive role in the 

commercialisation of their research and gain a better understanding of the requirements of the 

business. Related to this, they posit, is the need to create visibility for their research. Finally, 

in their studies Awasthy et al. (2020) and Plewa et al. (2013) confirm that there are a range of 

options available for meeting potential partners such as conferences, online fora, referrals from 

colleagues, workshops and symposia. It is surprising that none of these frameworks nor the 

relationship facilitators described above make reference to either the role of students or that of 

professional placement programmes as a contributing factor, or their role in reducing barriers 

to such relationships. 
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3.1.2 Professional placements in the context of U-I relationships 

As illustrated above, University-Industry relationships and collaborations are well 

researched and receiving increasing attention from scholars. However, research into the role of 

placements in the context of University-Industry relationship building and maintenance is very 

scarce. A literature review of studies into the contribution of placements to the development 

and maintenance of such relationships resulted in the identification of just one framework, 

developed by Rampersad (2015) as shown in Figure 3.3 below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-6, Framework for developing University Business Collaboration via Work Integrated Learning 

Source: Rampersad, 2015 

This qualitative study at a medium-sized university in Australia from September 2012 to 

February 2013 involved students on a 20-week placement programme as well as their industry 

supervisors. The study confirmed that Work Integrated Learning (WIL), a programme similar 

in structure and objectives as placements, played an instrumental role at the University 

Business Collaboration (UBC) interface between the university and the placement employers 

and supporting UBC outcomes. It further confirmed that UBC facilitated by WIL is a dynamic 

and complex interplay between the organisations and individuals involved, where 

communication and coordination are key activities. Furthermore, she found that the role of the 

student was one of planner of the work and subsequently the executer or producer of the work. 

It did not, however, elaborate on the objectives of the placement student and their somewhat 

unique role given that the student remains registered with the university whilst being an 

employee of the placement employer for the duration of the programme. Relationship building 

practices, barriers and facilitators are also unexplored in this study. Furthermore, her study 
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focussed on science and engineering students and not business school students as used for this 

study.  

Furthermore, her study did not elaborate on potential phases in relationship building as 

presented by some of the U-I frameworks reviewed in section 3.1.1 above nor did it make 

reference to external factors such as proximity between the parties. Finally, the study did not 

explore the temporal nature of the placement relationship and related window of opportunity 

to establish or build relationships.  

3.2 Co-creating value from placement relationships 

The core driver of U-I relationships is to initiate and facilitate collaboration between the 

parties to achieve mutual benefit – the co-creation of value. As presented in the Introduction, 

placements and the associated relationships represent a U-I relationship at a very basic level. 

In the context of this study it is therefore important to explore how a placement service can 

contribute to co-creating value beyond its initial purpose and towards a broader U-I relationship 

to include, for example, funding for research or consultancy by academics. Within the three 

research streams that form the basis for the construct of value co-creation – service-dominant 

logic, service logic and customer-dominant logic – there is overlap, but there are also important 

differences (Hansen, 2019). All strands recognise the importance of involving the customer or 

beneficiary in the process of value creation; they also recognise the importance of service in 

this process compared to the role of goods. However, different interpretations are presented for 

the locus of value co-creation and the specific role of the customer/company within a context 

of different units of analysis. It is also worth noting that the concept of value, which originates 

from the company sphere, has been applied to the customer sphere in all three strands of 

research. This has led to denominations such as value in-use, in-exchange and in-context. In 

deciding an appropriate theoretical lens for this study, and given the multitude of actors 

involved in the relationship, with related shifts in the locus of value co-creation between the 

actors, a more abstract and metaphorical approach to the understanding of what value is and 

how it is co-created is deemed appropriate.  

Vargo and Lusch proposed such a metaphorical approach to service provision and related 

value co-creation with their publication of Service-Dominant Logic (SDL) (2004). Their 

approach assumes that the fundamental basis for exchange is service, very relevant therefore 

given the focus on the placement service interactions between the key actors such as the student 

providing a graduate service to the placement employer and in return the placement employer 
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offering graduate work experience to the student. They further present that the indirect 

exchange of services, such as those provided by people and departments not directly involved 

in the core placement service provision, can mask the fundamental basis for the exchange. This 

is highly relevant to this study given the significant number of support actors involved in the 

placement programme such as supervisors, administrators and colleagues at both the university 

and placement employer. They also state that resources for strategic benefit are operant in 

nature, particularly relevant to this study given the focus on the relationship building expertise 

and practices of the key actors in the placement programme. Furthermore, the state that value 

is co-created by multiple actors who cannot deliver value but can participate in its creation and 

always involving the beneficiary. This is also highly relevant to this study given that value can 

be co-created at ‘micro’ level, e.g. a placement student making a contribution to the placement 

employer or an academic receiving data for a research project, and at ‘macro’ level as a result 

of a number of values being co-created across both the university and placement employer for 

example in the case of a knowledge exchange partnership. The aggregate value being co-

created over time is as a result of a significant number of actors involved in the placement and 

U-I relationship, at both the university and the placement employer, that could lead to a long-

lasting deep relationship. It is worth noting that at the point a placement relationship develops 

into a broader U-I relationship, more actors get involved in the relationship building and value 

co-creation processes. This dynamic aspect of the relationship building process taking place 

over time provides the foundation for Dynamic Relationship Marketing, the second theoretical 

lens, as discussed in chapter 3.3.1. This approach and perspective on value co-creation is 

therefore particularly relevant to this study.  

However, whilst their original publication in 2004 is in the top ten of most cited articles in 

the Journal of Marketing (Zeithaml et al., 2020) and their work has resulted in numerous 

academic honours (Laczniak, 2020), it has also attracted much debate and some criticism. For 

example, Tadajewski and Jones (2021) believe that the transition from GDL to SDL is a myth 

and that customer focus and relational perspectives were developed by service marketing 

scholars ignoring the work done by practitioners and scholars prior to the 1950s. Furthermore, 

whilst recognising many similarities, Grönroos and Gummerus (2014) point out the limitations 

of a more abstract, less defined, approach to value co-creation. They also point to the 

limitations from SDL’s focus on value being driven by the service provider rather than value 

being created by the customer processes and driven by the customer – value-in-use – as 

proposed by Service Logic (Grönroos, 2006, 2011).  
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In her hermeneutic review, Hansen (2019) concludes that the unit of analysis in SDL is the 

interplay between actors and an abstract system compared to the joint sphere of the customer 

and the company in Service Logic (SL). Furthermore, she concludes that the locus of value co-

creation is in the lesser defined in-context in respect of SDL and a more defined in-use or in-

social-context in respect of SL. This is an important benefit of SDL given the multiple areas of 

value co-creation at the university and placement employer and the rising number of actors 

involved as the relationship develops from placements into a broader U-I relationship. Critique 

is also provided by Plé and Cáceres (2010) who suggest that the term ‘value co-creation’ 

creates a perception that value is always created that ignores the possibility of value co-

destruction by the parties involved (Plé and Cáceres, 2010). Echeverri and Skalén (2021) echo 

this and state that this term introduces a bias since it presupposes that the processes and 

outcomes between actors are always positive. Whilst not the main focus of this study, it is 

important to bear this in mind given that placements are sometimes discontinued because of 

the lack of value co-creation, for example, the student not making the anticipated contribution 

to the placement employer or the placement employer not providing the graduate level 

experience expected by the student. 

Despite such criticisms, one SDL characteristic of particular importance to this study is its 

potential to unmask the indirect contribution of multiple actors involved in the placement 

service provision with a view to developing that relationship into a U-I relationship. As 

discussed in Section 3.2.2 below, this has a significant impact on exploring who the key actors 

are in the placement service sphere. Furthermore, SDLs premise of the co-creation of value in-

exchange or in-context rather than value created through the use of service is appropriate given 

the focus on how placements can potentially support the early stages of the U-I relationship 

development, rather than, say, the monetisation of academic research, being value-in-use. As 

mentioned above, SDL also assumes the firm, in this case the university and the focus of this 

study, to be the driver of the value co-creation process with the customer, being the placement 

employer. It also places great emphasis on operant resources (knowledge, skills, etc.) that lie 

at the heart of university activities and are of relevance to this study given the focus on 

relationship building skills and associated activities. SDL represents a framework of value co-

creation through the integration of such operant resources and service exchange, making it very 

relevant to the broad spectrum of potential U-I relationships and the many actors involved in 

its delivery. Also of interest is the concept of zooming out to incorporate additional service 

ecospheres for exploring additional value co-creation through developing a U-I relationship.  
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Service-Dominant Logic has been updated since its first publication in 2004 and now 

comprises of eleven foundational premises (FP) and five axioms (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). The 

literature review has not found any relevant articles that focus on the application of SDL to 

either the placement or wider U-I service ecospheres. The next section provides a review of the 

relevant foundational premises, as listed in Figure 3.4 below, with application to the placement 

and U-I spheres. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-7, Relevant Foundational Premises of Service Dominant Logic 

Source: Vargo and Lusch, 2016 

3.2.1 Operant Resources as the basis for strategic benefit 

In contrast to Service Logic (Grönroos, 2006), Service-Dominant Logic makes the 

distinction between operand and operant resources, where the former constitutes tangible 

resources, such as manufactured goods, and is the basis of the Goods-Dominant Logic (GDL), 

and the latter intangible resources, such as knowledge and skills, the basis of Service-Dominant 

Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). Furthermore, FP4 elevates operant resources to form the basis 

of strategic benefit for the actors involved in the creation and offering of value propositions. In 

the context of U-I collaborations, the operant resources include, for example, technology 

transfer involving academics and often Technology Transfer Offices (TTO) and Knowledge 

Exchange Partnerships (KTP). For professional placements, the operant resources of the 

university and Business School include the knowledge and skills provided by the student in 

performing the duties required by the placement, the placement supervisor as mentor, 

relationship builder with the placement employer, and facilitator between other relevant 

colleagues, and the placement administrator to, for example, secure further placements or 

FP2 Indirect exchange masks the fundamental basis of exchange.

FP4 Operant resources are the fundamental source of strategic benefit.

FP6 / axiom Value is cocreated by multiple actors, always including the beneficiary.

FP7
Actors cannot deliver value but can participate in the creation and offering of 

value propositions.

FP8 A service-centred view is inherently beneficiary orientated and relational.

FP9 / axiom All social and economic actors are resource integrators.

FP10 / axiom Value is always uniquely and phenomenologically determined by the beneficiary.

FP11 / axiom
Value cocreation is coordinated through actor-generated institutions and 

institutional arrangements.
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introduce academics from other schools. For the placement employer, the operant resources 

include the mentoring and relationship building knowledge and skills of the line manager and 

their ability to engage their colleagues as maybe required. Both groups of actors also require 

resources to ascertain the state of the relationship as well as an ability to move the relationship 

from a placement ecosphere to a broader U-I ecosphere should that be of interest to the parties. 

3.2.2 Indirect exchange masking the broader potential of the relationship 

Unlike Service Logic (Grönroos, 2006), SDL, through FP2, posits that indirect exchange, 

in this case the co-creation of value within the professional placement services ecosphere, can 

mask the fundamental basis of the exchange, the value co-creation as a result of a multi-faceted 

relationship incorporating additional services ecospheres such as KTPs (Vargo and Lusch, 

2008). This is relevant in the context of U-I relationships and professional placements given 

the hierarchical nature of the university and larger placement organisations (vertical) and the 

different departments (horizontal) involved, such as placement administration and academics 

at the university, and different functional departments at larger placement employers. For 

example, a university department that is focussed on the development of relationships for 

placement purposes could potentially be ignorant to the opportunity to develop a more 

encompassing U-I relationship involving such service exchanges as KTPs and research 

collaboration. Likewise, the placement supervisor and the placement employer line manager 

are likely to be primarily interested in the well-being and contribution of the student to the 

organisation, rather than the wider opportunities between the placement employer and 

university and Business School as discussed in section 3.2.1 above. Therefore, in the context 

of a placement relationship, unmasking the roles played by key actors could assist in reducing 

barriers to the development of a placement relationship into a wider U-I relationship. 

3.2.3 Value co-creation by multiple actors 

FP6 posits that value is co-created by multiple actors and always includes the beneficiary 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2016). This foundational premise is of great interest since its intention is to 

confirm that value co-creation is not optional but a positive statement about the 

interdependency of the organisations involved (university and industry) and the actions of 

multiple actors in support of this pursuit. Furthermore, it states that value cannot be created if 

it does not involve the beneficiary of that value. This view is supported by Ramaswamy and 

Ozcan (2018) who conclude that co-creation consists of multiple interactions between people 

and devices supported by technological platforms and enhanced by digital technologies 
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(Ramaswamy and Ozcan, 2018). However, as presented in section 3.2 above, SDL is not clear 

about its definition of value, in fact, there is little consensus about the concept of value or a 

firm’s processes that create it (Grönroos, 2017; Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Gummerus, 2013). 

The approach adopted by SDL is based on a phenomenological interpretation and exploration 

of what constitutes value. This approach to defining value suits this study, since in the context 

of professional placements, the value for the student is meaningful temporary employment to 

enhance job prospects (Gault et al., 2010; Knouse and Fontenot, 2008) and for the employer 

additional labour capacity and reduction of recruitment costs (Gault et al., 2010; Hurst et al., 

2012). Furthermore, when a placement relationship develops into a U-I relationship, the 

number of actors increases with the associated increase in opportunities to co-create value. For 

example, colleagues of the supervisor could potentially obtain funding or data for a research 

project (Behrens and Gray, 2001; Huggins et al., 2016; Willmott, 2003) and other colleagues 

of the supervisor could assist the placement employer with finding solution to challenges they 

may face (Grimpe and Hussinger, 2013) or participate in broader knowledge transfer 

(Perkmann et al., 2013) between the parties. Furthermore, the placement employer could assist 

in the development of entrepreneurial universities (Mets, 2010) and the development of better 

industry aligned curricula (McLernon, 2008). All together a significant number of potential 

value co-creating opportunities by an increasing number of actors as the relationship develops. 

It is therefore of interest to explore how the co-creation of value by the different actors in the 

placement ecosphere can transcend towards a broader U-I ecosphere. 

3.2.4 Actors’ participation in the creation of value propositions 

In further contrast to the views of Grönroos and Gummerus (2014), who posit that the 

customer creates and determines value and that the provider compiles resources with embedded 

value-in-use, FP7 posits that actors cannot deliver value but can participate in the creation and 

offering of value propositions (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). This FP endorses the non-deliverable 

nature of value as well as the concept that further value can be co-created once the initial value 

proposition has been espoused. It states that further value can, for example, be co-created by 

associated actors either directly (e.g., interpersonally) or indirectly (e.g., through goods). This 

principle is particularly relevant for the placement supervisor, the placement administrator and 

the line manager of the placement employer given their potential important role in developing 

the relationship. It provides endorsement for the need to explore the key actors’ operant 

resources, such as relationship building skills (as discussed in section 3.2.1), to develop a 
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relationship to a higher state adding additional U-I service ecospheres such as KTPs, and 

consultancy and partnerships to conduct research. 

3.2.5 Beneficiary oriented and intrinsically relational 

Foundational Premise 8 suggests that a service-centred view is adopted by the service 

provider that is inherently beneficiary orientated and relational (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). Both 

aspects are relevant given the multiple beneficiaries, such as the student (as a beneficiary for 

the business school and placement employer), the placement employer (as a beneficiary for the 

student and the business school), and the business school (as a beneficiary for the student and 

placement employer). Equally, the relationship is not considered to be of an ongoing 

transactional nature, such as associated with Goods-Dominant Logic, but rather a 

multidimensional reciprocal exchange of services, such as those associated with placements 

and U-I relationships, facilitated by shared institutions. The latter is discussed is Section 3.2.8 

below (FP11).  

3.2.6 All actors are resource integrators 

FP9 posits that all social and economic actors are resource integrators (Vargo and Lusch, 

2008). Interestingly, this FP is deliberately agnostic with regards to the definition of actors and 

includes both institutions (e.g., a university and placement employer) as well as individuals 

(e.g., the student, placement supervisor, and line manager). Also embedded in this FP is the 

encouragement to zoom out, away from a focus on the individuals, to a wider firm or institution 

perspective. This process of zooming out to “service ecosystems” is relevant given that, at 

lower levels, the placement service ecosystem contains the student, academic supervisor and 

line manager, but at a higher institutional level, the service ecosystem can be considered as a 

broader set of actors and relationships. At this level, such service ecosystems could include, 

for example, technology and knowledge transfer, collaborative research, funding or data for 

research, guest speaking or participation in case studies for teaching, making up a U-I Service 

Ecosystem, as illustrated in Figure 3.5 below.  

This is of significant interest to this study given its focus on the role of the key actors and 

their operant resources, as described above, in facilitating the co-creation of additional value 

through migrating from a placement ecosphere to a wider U-I ecosphere. Whilst outside of the 

scope of this study, Boukis and Kabadayi (2020) posit that four different resource types – core, 

augmented, add-on and peripheral – are to be made available by organisations to support their 

employees’ contribution to value co-creation processes (Boukis and Kabadayi, 2020).  
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Figure 3-8, Migration from a placement ecosphere to a broader U-I ecosphere 

3.2.7 Value is phenomenologically determined by the beneficiary 

FP10 posits that value is always uniquely and phenomenologically determined by the 

beneficiary (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). In the context of value co-creation by multiple actors 

(FP6 and FP7) and accepting the intangible nature of operant resources, determining what 

phenomenon the beneficiaries regard as value is important. This is particularly given that they 

are likely to be different for the university, Business School, placement student, placement 

supervisor, placement administrators, and the placement employer and their line manager as 

discussed in section 3.2.3. above. Furthermore, the value to be co-created is likely to change 

when zooming out from a professional placement ecosphere to a wider U-I ecosphere. This 

approach to value co-creation is synonymous with a macro view or view from above 

perspective (Grönroos, 2017). He states that by taking this view micro-level phenomena of 

value co-creation might not be visible, such values can only be observed from below. This 

limitation of SDL is of lesser importance to this study since the focus is on relationship building 

from a placement position in order to develop additional value co-creation opportunities. The 

focus is not on the actual value co-creation phenomena. 

3.2.8 Value co-creation through institutions 

FP11 posits that value co-creation is coordinated through actor-generated institutions and 

institutional arrangements (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). Important to note is that institutions are 

not to be confused with organisations; institutions are the “rules of the game” and the 

organisations are the players/teams (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). Furthermore, institutions enable, 

or can hinder, the actors to achieve an increasing level of service exchanges and value co-

creation subject to organisational resource constraints. Also, this foundational premise is of 
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much interest given that its ‘rules’, such as at operational level, are the basis for allocating 

placement supervisors, the priorities of placement administrators, and the priorities of 

placement line managers. Also, at the strategic level in respect of the organisational purpose 

and objectives for the relationship between the parties, they will have a significant impact on 

the actors’ abilities to co-create value beyond the initial placement ecosystem and towards a 

broader U-I ecosystem, as illustrated by Figure 3.5 above. 

The more fluid nature of value co-creation, the multiple actors involved in a growing 

relationship, and the indirect exchange of services by individuals and departments provides a 

strong rationale for the application of Service-Dominant Logic as the first theoretical lens for 

this study. Furthermore, this literature review demonstrates that its application to the placement 

and U-I service exchanges is underexplored. 

3.3 Relationship marketing for U-I value co-creation 

Service and relationship marketing are intrinsically linked because services are influenced 

by the marketing effect of employees’ performance as ‘part-time marketers’ in the service 

provision (Gummesson, 1991). Such services are often provided without the immediate control 

of management and, therefore, form the basis of an effective service culture, aimed at helping 

the customer achieve their goals in a value co-creating manner. This concept is increasingly 

important given the discussions in the literature about considering the student as a customer 

and related perceptions of quality in higher education (Calma and Dickson-Deane, 2020). The 

first comprehensive definition of Relationship Marketing (RM) was published over 30 years 

ago and described the need for long-term relationships to achieve the objectives of the parties 

involved in the relationship (Grönroos, 1989). Underpinning the growing importance of RM, 

Grönroos (1997) described it as a paradigm shift away from the traditional marketing mix. In 

2015, Grönroos described the purpose of Relationship Marketing as being: 

To identify and establish, maintain and enhance, and when necessary, terminate 

relationships with customers (and other parties) so that the objectives regarding 

economic and other variables of all parties are met. This is achieved through a mutual 

making and fulfilment of promises (Grönroos, 2015, p.281). 

Much of the original RM literature focussed on the exchange between persons and things, 

common with the neoclassical economic theory. However, Ehret and Haase (2012) posit that 

the fulfilment of promises is made between people (e.g., placement student, supervisor, 

administrator, and line manager) and that the organisation (e.g., the university, Business 

School, and placement employer) is a unit to govern the relationship between economic actors 
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(e.g., policies and procedures governing placements and the broader U-I relationships). As 

discussed in section 3.1, the literature on U-I relationships focusses on the relationship between 

academics and the firm with the purpose of, amongst others, knowledge/technology transfer, 

commercialisation and establishing impact. Importantly, the focus of such relationship 

interactions goes beyond the research project and the transfer of technology (Mora-Valentin et 

al., 2004).  

However, little is known about who initiates, maintains and develops such relationships. 

The first serious attempt was made by Grimpe et al. (2017). Utilising the German part of the 

Community Innovation Survey 2003, their empirical research of 833 German manufacturing 

firms showed that university scientists are instrumental in the initiation of the relationship 

whereas the management of the relationship is more frequently done across a larger number of 

different types of relationships by the firm’s employees. Their research also found that larger 

firms were more likely to initiate the relationship, whereas for smaller firms the initiation was 

more frequently done by the university scientist. These findings seem to support the research 

done by Rothwell and Dodgson (1991) who report that U-I relationships are not easy to 

establish from a firm perspective. Issues such as appropriate in-house skills and linking 

activity, as well as the complimentary in-house and external know-how accumulation, are 

considered to be important antecedents that are more commonly found in larger firms 

(Rothwell and Dodgson, 1991). After establishing the initial relationship and potential 

subsequent collaboration on one or more projects, the next aspect to consider is growing that 

relationship or potentially recovering a relationship from a ‘broken’ state. 

3.3.1 Dynamic Relationship marketing 

Building on the work by Dwyer et al. (1987), who suggested that relationships operate 

differently as they evolve over time, and the subsequent popularisation of concepts such as 

relationship ‘stages’ and ‘age’, Palmatier et al. (2006) found that most studies focussed on the 

relationship stage – a snapshot in time – rather than the conditions that inform the evolution of 

a relationship to grow stronger or weaker. Schweidel et al. (2011) posit that to understand the 

future value of a customer, the entire, historical, relationship needs to be considered rather than 

the current state. In 2013 the concept of ‘commitment velocity’ as the rate and direction of 

change in the commitment to the relationship was introduced (Palmatier et al., 2013) and led 

to the development of a Dynamic Relationship Marketing model (Zhang et al., 2016). Whilst 

different frameworks cite different numbers of relationship states and conceptualisations, this 
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model identifies four different relationship states and five migration mechanisms (three 

positive and two negative), see Figure 3.6 below. It also seeks to provide a guide as to which 

Relationship Marketing strategy is most appropriate for which state migration.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-9, Overview of relationship states and migration mechanisms 

Source: Zhang et al., 2016 

The same is true for the variables that make up the relational states. Based on the review 

by Zhang et al. (2016) of the literature between 1987 and 2013, 15 different variables were 

identified across conceptual and empirical research. However, the most common variables 

studied are trust, commitment, dependence and relational norms; these have been adopted in 

this model. In the main, increasing levels of these relationship state variables will point towards 

a strong, or strengthening relationship. Conversely, a reduction in the level of these variables 

points towards a deterioration or weakening of the relationship. The model in Figure 3.6 

illustrates four different relationship states. The first, the Transactional state is often the start 

of the relationship with low experience, low to moderate personal relationships, and low levels 

of relational state variables. This state could be considered synonymous to a placement 

relationships, particularly if it is the first time that a student from a university goes to that 

placement employer or to that department within that employer. Then from that point two 

additional states, the Transitional and Communal states, describe a growing relationship with 

the related development of shared purposes, values and expectations as well as value creating 

opportunities. The latter state is the point of stabilisation of the relationship characterised by 

high levels of relationship state variables and satisfactory performance of the same. These two 

states could be considered synonymous with a placement relationship growing towards a U-I 
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relationship. Equally, a relationship can also weaken over time to arrive at the Damaged state, 

demonstrating low level state variables and could subsequently be terminated if little holds the 

relationship together. This state could be considered synonymous with a placement relationship 

gone wrong where, through the actions of the placement student, supervisor or line manager, 

value was not co-created but potentially co-destroyed, as mentioned in Section 3.2 above. 

Zhang et al. (2016) propose that when establishing the state of the relationship, all variables 

need to be considered to provide a broad understanding of the state of that relationship. 

Furthermore, Dynamic Relationship Marketing strategies are proposed to manage the transition 

between the identified states. Dynamic Relationship Marketing is based on the premise of the 

opportunity for repeat transactions, either of the same product or service or of other 

products/services in the portfolio. This is very relevant to this study given that, for growing a 

relationship, there are opportunities not only for subsequent placement positions but also for 

additional services, such as Knowledge Transfer Partnerships, joint research, 

commercialisation of research, etc.  

The above mentioned principles of Dynamic Relationship Marketing provide an obvious 

fit with the more phenomenologically defined value co-creation as presented by Service-

Dominant Logic. The dynamic processes of value co-creation that can include multiple and 

changing loci of value co-creation involving a growing number of key actors, some providing 

a direct service, others an indirect service, including the beneficiaries provide further relevant 

connections to the different stages as presented by Dynamic Relationship Marketing.  

As with Service-Dominant Logic, the literature review in respect of Dynamic Relationship 

Marketing and placement and U-I service ecospheres did not produce any relevant articles; this 

suggests that this is also an underexplored area. 

This chapter has provided a rationale and overview of the relevant U-I and related 

placement literature as well as two theoretical lenses relevant to this study. The next chapter 

presents the methodology adopted by this study, including the research questions and strategy.  
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4. Methodology 

4.1 Research questions 

Given the importance of good U-I relationships that have the potential to co-create value 

to help deal with the challenges facing both parties the main purpose of this study is to explore 

whether a professional placement programme can make a contribution to the development of 

U-I relationships. Whilst Rampersad (2015) developed a framework for how Work Integrated 

Learning (WIL) can strengthen U-I relationships, it is very much a high-level framework with 

limited exploration of the role of individual actors. Her study was also based on interviews 

with just students and the industry supervisors involved in a 20-week programme involving a 

large majority of engineering students at a university in Australia. This current study is based 

on interviews with a broader actor group, including placement administrators and academic 

placement supervisors, involved in a 40-week programme with a sole focus on students at a 

Business School at a leading university in the United Kingdom. I believe that it is important to 

go back to the fundamental question of how professional placements can support the 

development of U-I relationships. Therefore, the main research question is to understand 

how U-I relationships develop via placements. To answer this question, the following sub 

questions have been identified: 

1. What are the objectives of the placement programme for students, the Business School, 

and the placement employer? 

2. What is the state of the current placement relationship between the Business School and 

the placement employers, and what is its future potential? 

3. Who are the key actors in this placement relationship? 

4. If that placement relationship developed, how did it develop, if it did not, what were 

the barriers? 

Based on these research questions, the following research methodology has been developed. 

4.2 Rationale for a case study research design 

Saunders et al. (2012) posit that within business and management research, the question of 

positivism versus interpretivism is central to the research philosophy. Our limited 

understanding of “why” and “how” these placement relationships develop and the exploratory 

nature of this research suggests that an interpretivist philosophy is appropriate (Saunders et al., 
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2012). This is especially true when regarding the nature of reality (i.e. the ontology) there are 

multiple realities, and there is a performative relationship between the researcher and the 

phenomenon under research (i.e. the epistemology). In the case of U-I relations, there are 

multiple realities due to the number of potential institutional and social actors involved across 

the university, Business School and placement employers, the anticipated range of placement 

objectives, relationship drivers and constraints, and the level of understanding of the state of 

the relationship of the actors mentioned above. Furthermore, since this research adopts an 

exploratory approach, I seek to understand the meanings behind participants’ verbatim and 

interviews. Hence the epistemology of this research is performative/interpretivism. Due to the 

nature of this research and the ontology and epistemology of this research, a socially 

constructivism philosophy is adopted. An abductive approach is required and adopted to 

discover and explore surprising or anomalous phenomena, and identify themes and patterns 

that can help with reviewing existing theory as well as theory generation and building. “The 

surprise, puzzle, or anomaly that may trigger a novel theory then emerges methodologically 

through careful data analysis against a background of cultivated theoretical expertise” 

(Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). 

The primary objective of this study is to develop a deep understanding of placement 

relationships; this means that the data collected will be rich in nature, diverse across the actors 

and unstructured. In order to develop such levels of understanding, it is necessary to establish 

the trust and participation of the participants. Due to the exploratory nature of this research, a 

qualitative methodological approach is adopted. Furthermore, given the number of potential 

placement actors, and therefore the amount of potential data to be collected, a mono-method is 

considered sufficient. 

Yin (2018) defines a case study as “an empirical method that (1) investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon in depth (the “case”) and within its real-world context, especially 

when (2) the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident”. These 

characteristics of a case study approach are important given the need to analyse the constituent 

components that hinder or stimulate the development of a placement relationship from a single-

service, the placement, to a multi-service state or ecosystem, involving, for example, funding 

or data for research, or consultancy services by academics. Equally, given the different 

organisations and number of actors involved in the provision of a placement, the boundaries 

between the phenomenon and the context will not always be evident. Furthermore, a case study:  
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“(a) copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many more 

variables of interest than data points and as one result (b) benefits from prior 

development of theoretical propositions to guide design, data collection, and analysis, 

another result (c) relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge 

in a triangulating fashion” (Yin, 2018).  

These characteristics are relevant since there will be many views from the different actors and 

potential avenues to explore in order to shed an empirical light on the theoretical frameworks 

presented in the Literature Review (Chapter 3) above, summarised as analytical generalisation. 

This is in contrast to statistical generalisation, where an inference is made about a population 

on the basis of data collected from a sample of the same, which is not the purpose of this study. 

In the case of the former, the theory, or theoretical propositions, which guide the case design, 

and which are enhanced by the case study findings, will form the basis of the analytical 

generalisation, and will allow the generalisation of the findings to go beyond the setting of this 

specific case. Furthermore, the analytical generalisation can lead to greater understanding of 

the “why” and “how” questions of this study.  

As with many approaches to research, critics are keen to point out the limitations of case 

study research (Patton and Appelbaum, 2003). Aspects such as its lack of representativeness 

and lack of rigour in collection and analysis of the data are frequently mentioned. However, 

the former is not relevant given the potential unique nature of placement programmes within 

universities and related relationships with placement employers. The latter is countered by 

adopting a rigorous approach in the research methodology and subsequent data collection and 

analysis to avoid issues such as researcher bias and superficial presentation. 

This study is conducted using a single-case design – the University of Sussex Business 

School placement programme – given the interest in and access to every-day relationship 

building practices of the placement actors, a common case, as well as the potential revelatory 

aspect of the case, both accepted rationales as described by Yin (2018) for single case studies. 

More specifically it adopts an holistic approach, rather than an embedded approach, given that 

the focus is on the role of the placement programme in developing U-I relationships and the 

views of the actors on the same, rather than, say, multiple programmes within the same 

university organisation. 

4.3 Unit of analysis 

Before describing the case used for this study, clarification of the unit of analysis of the 

“case” is needed. Yin (2018) warns about potential confusion during data collection between 
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the unit of analysis (i.e., the case), and the unit of data collection (e.g., an interview), if this is 

not clear from the start of a case study. For this research, the unit of analysis will be the 

University of Sussex Business School professional placement programme, in particular the 

relationship building practices of the different placement actors, including the placement 

employer. This study defines practice as the behaviours, processes and systems adopted by 

these actors and their organisations. Given the significant number of different placement 

employers and placement actors involved, and therefore potential data sources, bounding this 

case is important to provide the necessary clarifications and limitations to the case (Yin, 2018). 

The following section discusses the approach to defining the case at the conceptual and 

operational level respectively, as well as defining its boundaries. 

4.4 Defining the case 

Yin (2018) stresses the importance of theoretical concepts informing the definition of the 

case; after all, case study research seeks to make generalisations in order to make a contribution 

to theory. Equally important is setting out clear boundaries of the case to avoid focus-drift. The 

next section explains the definition of the case to be studied, first at conceptual level, then at 

operational level. 

4.4.1 Defining the case at conceptual level 

Within case study research, defining the case is an important step in the process (Yin, 

2018). This study seeks to explore the role of the placement programme in the development of 

U-I relationships within three theoretical frameworks: those relating to U-I, Service-Dominant 

Logic (SDL), and Dynamic Relationship Marketing (DRM).  

The case for this study will represent a cross-section of views on the relationship building 

activities in connection with the placement programme in recent years, and will seek to obtain 

the views from the key actors from the internal organisation and a selection of placement 

employers. Specifically, the focus of this study are those actor groups that are directly involved 

in the placement programme, being (A) the Administrators of the Placement Programme, (B) 

the academics who take on the role of Placement Supervisor, (C) placement students, and (D) 

placement employers. With regards to the latter, the focus is on the line manager of a placement 

student. In each of these groups, the focus is on actors who are considered front-line staff in 

respect of relationship building activities. The people in higher level management positions are 

excluded from this study given this focus.  
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In order to construct a detailed understanding of placement relationship building 

behaviours, a sufficiently large and established placement programme is needed. Furthermore, 

a placement programme from which successful U-I relationships have been developed, as well 

as unsuccessful attempts have been made would increase the prospect of generating a broad 

collection of views from the actors interviewed. The placement programme at the University 

of Sussex Business School is a programme that meets such criteria. Their placement 

programme is offered to undergraduate students of the Business School and was launched in 

2011. A decade later, over 90 students have gone on a placement each academic year over the 

past two years. As a result, the number of different placement employers runs in the many 

hundreds and the relationship with a small number of such employers was developed into a U-

I relationship. Similarly, placement supervisors are drawn from a pool of over 300 Accounting 

& Finance, Economics, Management and Strategy & Marketing faculty on an annual basis and 

therefore provides ample opportunity for collecting appropriate data. 

4.4.2 Defining the case at operational level 

The professional placement programme of the University of Sussex Business School is part 

of the wider placement programme of the University of Sussex that is aimed at improving 

graduate outcomes. It was launched during the academic year of 2011/12 with 11 students from 

5 courses. The programme grew to over 95 students from 8 courses for the academic year 

2020/21. There are approximately 30 academic placement supervisors and the programme is 

administered by the Careers and Employability Centre (CEC), a university-wide organisation 

that supports all 10 schools on campus and is located in the university library. The Business 

School is allocated a team of three Professional Services staff who are located within the 

Business School and who support students with the application process, ensure placements are 

compliant with university regulations, and support students when they are on placement.  

This study focusses on the relationship between the Business School and the placement 

providers. In order to obtain an adequate range of views on relationship building practices two 

placement employers have been selected, one where the relationship includes placement and 

additional services such as funding for research and consultancy by academics, and one where 

the relationship is purely focussed on placements. The placement students and Placement 

Supervisors involved in both relationships are also included in this study. Placement 

Supervisors are academics of the Business School and are employed on one of two types of 

contract. The first contract type is a Research and Teaching Contract (R&T). Academics with 
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these contracts are given an allowance of 40%, on a full-time equivalent basis, to do research 

and 60% allowance for teaching and broader organisational activities. Often such academics 

have enjoyed careers in only Higher Education and therefore have limited direct industry 

experience. The second type of contract is Education and Scholarship (E&S). Academics on 

this type of contract are given an allowance of 80%, on a full-time equivalent basis, for teaching 

activities and 20% allowance for scholarship and broader organisational activities. The careers 

of these academics often involve roles in industry before joining a Higher Education institution 

such as the Business School. This study has obtained the views on the placement relationship 

building practices from Placement Supervisors on both types of academic contract. Their role 

is to review and provide feedback on the learning logs submitted by their placement student, 

to visit the placement student and placement employer at least once during the placement, and 

to assess the assignment the placement student needs to complete at the end of the placement. 

The Professional Services staff of the Business School are not involved in placements and 

therefore not included in this study. 

The placement administration team that supports students in finding a placement, ensures 

the placement position conforms to the requirements set-out by the university and that the 

appropriate contract is signed by all parties. They are part of the University of Sussex Careers 

and Employability Centre and, as such, has well defined organisational boundaries. Figure 4.1 

below shows a simplified illustration of the different actor groups and, represented by the dark 

blue panels, the actor groups that are the focus of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-1, Simplified illustration of actor groups 
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4.5 Data collection methods 

4.5.1 The sample for data collection 

Theoretical sampling is used to ensure the selected sample has all the criteria listed from 

the literature (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The sample for data collection will be the actors 

involved in the day-to-day running of the placement programme at the University of Sussex 

Careers and Employability Centre and the University of Sussex Business School, being the 

Placement Administrators, the Placement Supervisors (on either an R&T or E&S contract), the 

placement student, and the student’s line manager at the placement employer, as illustrated in 

Figure 4.1 above.  

4.5.2 Selection of placement actors 

For the selection of the Placement Administrators, the researcher decided to interview all 

actors currently involved in the Business School placement programme as well as three former 

Administrators. Given the large number of placement students and placement employers, 

inviting all Placement Administrators ensured the widest possible view on the relationship 

building practices between the Business School and the placement employers. With regards to 

the selection of placement employers, one company was selected with whom the school had 

developed a broader relationship and one employer was selected with whom the Business 

School had just a placement relationship. Since it would make sense from an access perspective 

to find a placement employer where the placement student was in their final year and the 

Placement Supervisor was still employed by the Business School, this reduced the possible 

number of placement employers, particularly with whom the Business School has a wider 

relationship. Consequently, two placement students, two Placement Supervisors and two line 

managers of the placement employers were invited to participate. 

A third placement employer with whom the Business School has a wider relationship was 

invited; however, both line managers had left that business as a result of Covid-19, removing 

them from the interviewee pool. The placement student and Placement Supervisor in 

connection with that organisation remained in the selection of actors to be interviewed. Given 

the potential role of the Placement Supervisor in the relationship building practices of the 

Business School, the selection of additional Placement Supervisors to be interviewed was 

carried out through theoretical sampling (Saunders et al., 2012). This technique is appropriate 

for case studies where the participants volunteer to take part in the research. Adding additional 

actors to interview will stop when either no new insights emerge from the interviews, i.e., the 
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point of data saturation has been achieved, or no further actors are suggested by the previous 

interviewees. One common concern about this type of sampling technique is the bias 

introduced as a result of the respondents identifying other respondents who are potentially 

similar in their views on the relationship building practices of the Business School. The 

researcher is not concerned about this given that the respondents will not benefit from a 

selective approach to recommendations. 

4.5.3 Semi-structured interviews  

For this research it was decided to adopt interviews as the method of data collection. Yin 

states that interviews are targeted, can focus directly on the case topic and insightful, providing 

explanation and personal views (Yin, 2018). The disadvantages include bias as a result of 

poorly phrased questions, inaccuracies due to poor recall and reflexivity – i.e., the interviewee 

giving answers the interviewer wants to hear. These disadvantages are dealt with in the design 

of the interview protocol, interviewees who have current experience of the placement 

programme, and the adoption of semi-structured interviews encouraging the interviewee to 

freely express their views as much as possible. Also, there is no hierarchical or managerial 

relationship between the interviewees and the interviewer, avoiding conflicts of interest or bias 

where relevant.  

With regards to analysing the relationship practices of the aforementioned actors, the 

interview questions are phrased to solicit responses that seek to explore, describe and provide 

evidence of relationship building behaviour, applicable practises and any systems in use, or not 

as might be the case. Appendices 1 to 4 contain the interview schedules for the different actor 

groups. Based on the case definition and bounding, 19 interviews were held during the period 

November 2019 to April 2020 across the actor groups, as shown in Table 4.1 below. The 

interviews lasted between 20 and 35 minutes.  

The type of questions in the interview protocol followed the first three levels as cited by 

Yin (Yin, 2018:100). The opening questions in the interview protocol, the First Level, were 

specific to the role of the interviewee in the organisation and their views on the objectives of 

the placement programme for students, the Business School, and the placement employer. They 

were prompted to give additional objectives if all three groups were not referred to in their 

initial answer. The Second Level questions were specific about the case, an important line of 

enquiry being the status of the relationship between the Business School and the placement 

employer and the potential for that relationship. The Third Level of questions were aimed at 
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another, cross case, line of enquiry being how such relationships have developed, the potential 

challenges and the role of the placement programme. 

Table 4-1, Overview of interviewees 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.6 Ethics and Data Access 

The researcher is the former Head of Placements within the University of Sussex Business 

School and currently a Senior Lecturer and the Director of Student Experience of the same 

school. He therefore has access to the contact details of Placement Administrators, Placement 

Supervisors, placement students and placement employers. Given the research strategy, this 

type of access is referred to as traditional access; furthermore, given the research objectives, it 

is anticipated that both the Business School and the employers will need to provide consent for 

this research, referred to as cognitive access (Saunders et al., 2012). Ethics is a standards 

# 

Interviewees
Actor type Abbreviation

1 Senior Placement Administrator based at the central Careers and Employability Centre PA

2 Senior Placement Administrator seconded to the Business School PA

3 Placement Administrator seconded to the Business School PA

4 Assistant Placement Administrator seconded to the Business School PA

5 Former Senior Placement Administrator seconded to the Business School PA

6 Former Placement Administrator seconded to the Business School PA

7 Former Assistant Placement Administrator seconded to the Business School PA

8
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Strategy & Marketing Department on an 

Education & Scholarship contract
PS E&S

9
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Strategy & Marketing Department on an 

Education & Scholarship contract
PS E&S

10
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Management Department on an Education & 

Scholarship contract
PS E&S

11
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Economics Department on an Education & 

Scholarship contract
PS E&S

12
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Management Department on a Research & 

Teaching contract
PS R&T

13
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Strategy & Marketing Department on a Research 

& Teaching contract
PS R&T

14
An academic Placement Supervisor in the Strategy & Marketing Department on a Research 

& Teaching contract
PS R&T

15 Placement Student on the BSc Marketing & Management course ST

16 Placement Student on the BSc Marketing & Management course ST

17 Placement Student on the BSc Economics course ST

18
Placement Employer - Regional Head of Audit of a large firm of accountants with whom the 

University/Business School has developed a relationship beyond placements
PE

19
Placement Employer - Global Manager for CRM & Loyalty of a large retailer with whom 

the University/Business School has not developed a relationship beyond placements
PE
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framework to ensure the behaviour of a researcher is appropriate and acceptable (Saunders et 

al., 2012). The researcher is bound by the University of Portsmouth Code of Ethics for 

Research (University of Portsmouth, 2017). Adoption of this code ensures the integrity and 

objectivity of the researcher, respect for the interviewees, avoidance of any forms of harm, 

privacy of interviewees, confidentiality of the answers given (including anonymity), securing 

informed consent and voluntary nature of the interviews, responsible analysis and secure 

storage of the data, and safety of the researcher (Saunders et al., 2012). Before the data were 

collected, ethical approval was obtained (reference BAL/2019/33/MOOLENAAR). Given the 

age of the interviewees, the location of the interviews (University of Sussex campus or other 

suitable location), the nature of the questions and the knowledge and experience of the 

interviewer, this research is considered low risk. 

4.7 Analysis of the data 

All interviews were recorded, stored on Google Drive and subsequently transcribed. The 

transcriptions were loaded into NVvivo 12 Plus and coded using In Vivo Coding (Miles et al., 

2020) clustered by the topics of the interview questions. Utilising the Gioia Methodology 

(Gioia et al., 2013), for each interview topic, 1st Order Concepts were first identified within the 

interview data, utilising open and axial coding. This process was repeated for every interview 

and through an iterative process going through every interview for each topic or interview 

question. This process resulted in 216 Concepts. During this process a Journal was maintained 

to note down findings of particular interest, 28 in total, which were used throughout this 

process. Subsequently 2nd Order Themes were developed from clusters of Concepts with 

significant commonalities, and lastly, higher-level Theoretical Dimensions were developed 

from clusters of Themes to give a macro perspective. For example, the assessment of the state 

of the placement relationship between the university and the placement employer, was 

developed through 27 Concepts which were distilled from the interview transcripts. A 

frequency table was created that showed the number of times a Concept was mentioned and by 

which actor providing an audit trail for each Concept. Subsequently, these Concepts were 

clustered into 6 Themes through a thematic analysis. And finally, these 6 Themes where unified 

through a 2nd or higher-level theoretical Dimension.  

Once themes and theoretical dimensions were derived from the data, quotes were selected 

to represent and present these subsets of data, providing a “verbal display” (Miles et al., 2020), 

presented in Chapter 5, and an aid in the interpretation of the same. 
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4.8 Method criteria 

The validity of this study was assessed by applying two overlapping sets of criteria. 

Credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability and integrity were adopted from 

interpretative research. These criteria were complemented by fit, understanding, generality and 

control from grounded theory (Flint et al., 2002). Table 4.2 below presents an overview of 

these criteria with their associated method of how they have been addressed in this study. 

Table 4-2, Validity of the study and findings 

   
Trustworthiness criteria Method of addressing trustworthiness in this study

Credibility

- Extent to which the results 

appear to be acceptable 

representations of the data

- Six months of interviews.

- Four different actor groups and a total of 19 participants.

- Result: the emergent framework was critically reviewed, altered and expanded.

Transferability

- Extent to which the findings 

from one study in one context 

will apply to other contexts

- Theoretical sampling was adopted.

- Result: the final iteration of the theoretical framework is represented by data 

from all participants.

Dependability

- Extent to which the findings 

are unique to time and place; 

the stability or consistency of 

explanations

- Participants reflected on many experiences covering recent events as well as 

events over the past three years.

- Result: consistency was found across participants' answers regardless of when 

events took place.

Confirmability

- Extent to which 

interpretations are the result of 

the participants and the 

phenomenon as opposed to 

researcher biases

- Semi-structured interviews allowed ample opportunity for interviewees to express 

their own thoughts. 

- More than 100 pages of transcripts were analysed.

- Multiple rounds of coding were applied.

- Some data triangulation was built into the interviews.

Result: interpretations were challenged and refined.

Integrity

- Extent to which 

interpretations are influenced 

by misinformation or evasions 

by participants

- Interviews were professional and of a non-threatening friendly nature.

- Appropriate managerial distance between interviewer and interviewees.

- Result: it is believed that participants were honest in expressing their views and 

not trying to evade the issues being discussed.

Fit

- Extent to which findings fit 

with the substantive area 

under investigation

- Addressed through the methods used to address credibility, dependability, and 

confirmability.

- Result: issues were discussed extensively, application of theory was done 

iteratively recognising the complexities as a result of the objectives of the different 

actors.

Understanding

- Extent to which participants 

buy into results as possible 

representations of their worlds

- Discussions of the findings with supervisors.

- Result: broad acceptance of the findings.

Generality

- Extent to which findings 

discover multiple aspects of 

the phenomenon

- Interviews were of sufficient length and openness to explore many complex 

facets of the phenomenon and related concepts.

- Result: captured multiple aspects of the phenomenon.

Control

- Extent to which 

organisations can influence 

aspects of the theory

- A number of variables within the theory are aspects over which the participants 

and the organisations they represent have some degree of control.

- Result: participants and their organisations can influence the outcome of 

placement relationship towards the development of a broader U-I relationship.
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5. Research Findings 

The interviews generated a wealth of information and form the basis for answering the 

research questions as stated in Section 4.1. This chapter presents the main findings of the 

interviews, starting with the Objectives of the Placement Programme for the three different 

audiences: placement students, the Business School, and the placement employer. This is 

followed by the views of the interviewees on the current status of the relationship between the 

Business School and the placement employers, and their views on the potential of that 

relationship. Thereafter their views are presented regarding how the relationship has grown and 

the challenges they encountered. This chapter concludes with the views of the interviewees on 

the role of placements in growing the relationship between the Business School and the 

placement employers and the key actors. 

5.1 Objectives of the placement programme 

In the next three chapters the objectives for placement students, the Business School, and 

the placement employer are presented. For each, a higher, more abstract Theoretical Dimension 

is presented with the supporting 2nd Order Themes and 1st Order Concepts. 

5.1.1 Objectives of the placement student 

In respect of the objectives for the placement students, three Themes have been derived 

from a total of eighteen Concepts (i.e. objectives). The first Theme represents a cluster of six 

Concepts, that illustrate a certain ambivalence from the student in respect of their motivations 

for doing a placement. The first Concept in this cluster suggests that family may be the driving 

force for going on a placement. The second suggests that a placement could be convenient for 

getting a 4-year visa instead of a 3-year visa. Both Concepts are illustrated by the comment 

from Placement Administrator A1 below: 

“You do get some students that are enrolled on the programme because ‘my dad told 

me to’”. 

“I get a four year visa”. 

The third and fourth Concepts suggest that students may choose to do a placement to elongate 

student life or to earn some money, as illustrated by the comments below: 

“Some elongating the student life I think” (Placement Student ST1). 

“From my academic advisees, what they said is time to get some money” (R&T 

Placement Supervisor SU1). 
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The fifth and sixth Concepts suggest that the student is not concerned about the relationship 

between the university or Business School and their placement employer, or is just simply not 

clear about why they are doing a placement. Both are illustrated by the comments below: 

“They’re probably not that concerned about whether the school or the university builds 

connections with their employers” (R&T Placement Supervisor SU2). 

“Oh well, it just seemed easier to tick the box” (Placement Administrator A1). 

The second Theme represents a cluster of objectives (i.e. Concepts) that the students want to 

achieve during their placement year. This Theme is supported by seven 1st Order Concepts. 

The first in this cluster is the opportunity for a student to apply the theory learned in previous 

years, as evidenced by the quote from Placement Employer E2 below: 

“And I think from a career perspective, it will also give them the opportunity to be able 

to take what they’ve learnt at university, be able to apply that in a real world setting”. 

The second, third and fourth Concepts centre around the gaining of employability skills, 

learning and applying general skills, and personal and professional development, as illustrated 

by the comments below: 

“To support penultimate undergraduate students into a year in industry to help them 

gain employability skills” (placement Administrator A4). 

“The first thing that would pop into my mind is that it’s an opportunity to help students 

develop skills and experiences that will help them in their professional and personal 

development” (R&T Placement Supervisor SU2). 

The fifth and sixth Concepts are for students to gain industry experience, and discover what it 

is like to work for a brand, as evidenced by the comments below: 

“To offer the choice of students on our programmes to go on a placement to gain 

relevant industry experience” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU3). 

“Being able to work for and experience a day in the life of the [name] brand so 

obviously we're quite an iconic well-known brand so I think for the student perspective 

definitely being able to actually see behind the scenes” (Placement Employer E2). 

The final Concept is about placements giving students an opportunity to find out what they do 

or do not like, as illustrated by the comment below: 

“And for them to identify perhaps what they would like to do- or alternatively as I have 

found what they do not want to do. You know, sometimes, I’ve found students being able 

to say ‘actually I don’t want to work for the big corporation, I want to work for an 

agency’” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU4). 
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The third Theme focusses on objectives to be achieved after the placement when students have 

returned for their final year, or even have already graduated. This Theme is supported by five 

Concepts. The first Concept in this cluster is focussed on the final year of their academic studies 

and shows that the student is looking for an improved academic performance, as illustrated by 

the comments from Placement Administrators A3 and A5 below: 

“They tend to say when they get back from placement that they are a lot more focused, 

more motivated, because they are used to that 9-5 work life” (Placement Administrator 

A3). 

“So there have been some really good results with students who have been out on 

placement and come back. They tend to have better grade at the end of their degree” 

(Placement Administrator A5). 

The second and third Concepts are the desire for the student to build a name for themselves 

and build a network of contacts, as evidenced by the comments from Placement Student ST3 

below: 

“I wanted to build a name for myself within an industry that I was interested in. 

I think that networking and building contacts, especially in business, is one of the most 

important things.” 

The final two Concepts centre around improving their employability prospects and getting a 

graduate job, as illustrated by the comments below: 

“I guess ultimately you know when people leave university, they are looking for, you 

know, careers aren’t they” (Placement Employer E1). 

“I wanted to get a step above other people who perhaps just had the degree because it 

made my employability chances higher” (Placement Student ST3). 

 

Proposition: based on their placement objectives, students can be grouped into three 

categories – 1) ambivalent about what they want to achieve, 2) what they want to achieve 

during the placement and 3) what they want to achieve after their placement. 

Table 5.1 below shows the 2nd Order Themes with supporting 1st Order Concepts. 
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Table 5-1, Placement Objectives of students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1.2 Objectives of the Business School 

Regarding the objectives for the Business School, three Themes have been derived from a 

total of sixteen Concepts (i.e. objectives). The first Theme represents a cluster of four student 

focussed Concepts. The first Concept is for students to do better in their final year, as illustrated 

by the comment from Placement Student ST2 below: 

“I think I would probably argue that in my third year of my course, so returning after 

my placement, I was a lot more focussed and I think I was a lot more efficient with my 

work”. 

The second is to improve the career prospects of the students, as illustrated by the comment 

from Placement Employer E2 below: 

“It’s almost giving them an opportunity in terms of, you know, you have a lot of campus 

placements and opportunities to graduate, and go and work within industries and 

almost give them a head start with that”. 

The third is to give students an opportunity to apply the theory they have learned, as illustrated 

by placement employer E2 below: 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes

Family told me to do it

Visa reasons

Elongating student life

Earn some money

Not interested in U-I relationships

Not clear about objectives

Application of theory

Gain employability skills

Learn and apply general skills

Personal & professional development

Gain industry experience

Experience working at a brand

Find out what they like / not like

Improved academic performance in final year

Build a name for myself

Build network of contacts

Improve employability prospects

To get a graduate job

Ambivalent about the placement objectives

Objectives for during the placement year

Objectives for after the placement year
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“Give my students that well-rounded experience, in terms of taking what they’ve learnt 

and how that applies to the real world”. 

The fourth is to give students an opportunity to gain industry experience, as illustrated by the 

comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 below: 

“From the school perspective, yes of course, it’s good way to expose our students to 

the business community”. 

The second Theme represents a cluster of five internal-facing organisational Concepts. The 

first is to use placements as a feedback loop to ensure the syllabus is current, as illustrated by 

the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU6 below: 

“The main reason I saw that being useful for us is that it allows us to get a pulse on 

how relevant our curriculum is. It allows us to understand. It gives us with every 

placement visit that I’ve been on and I have asked the employer as an economics 

education, do you think there is something we can do that you expected the student to 

have that they don’t, or that you would have found useful in this setting that we currently 

don’t have” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU6). 

The second is for academics to get exposure to industry, as illustrated by the comment from 

E&S Placement Supervisor SU6 below: 

“I think an important objective of the placement is to get people who have been lifelong 

academics who are in a position where they need to create individuals who are ready 

to go out into the labour force but who have never been in the labour force that’s not 

academic so don’t know how it works. I think it’s an important outcome of the 

placement is to get people like that to actually appreciate this student might not be very 

good at taking second derivatives of border hessians and what not but while they are 

out there, their employer regards them very highly, maybe I should have these skills 

here as well, maybe I should value that as well.” 

The third is to get as many students on the placement programme as possible, as illustrated by 

the comment from Placement Administrator A4: 

“I think for the Business School, actually getting as many students out as possible was 

the main objective”. 

The fourth is to complement teaching with industry experience, as illustrated by the comment 

from E&S Placement Supervisor SU3 below: 

“Well, to support the excellent teaching and learning that the students receive”. 

The fifth is that placement is seen as an obligation for the Business School to provide value for 

money to students, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A6 below: 
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“Well, I think that there are considerations that have been taken in, because what they 

would want has changed significantly in the past few years- that’s in line with 

marketisation of HEIs in general, it's a business, we now need to provide value for 

money statements and as per the OFS”. 

The third Theme represents a cluster of four objectives that are external-facing organisational 

Concepts. The first Concept is to improve the attractiveness of the Business School, as 

illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU7 below: 

“There are also rankings in which the employability is one of the criteria, so if you 

want to have a high position in the rankings of course you have to be, to include us in 

terms of employability”. 

The second is about building credibility and the brand of the university and Business School, 

as illustrated by the comment from placement employer E2 below: 

“I definitely think there will be an element of being able to get recognition and build a 

reputation for the university through the students”. 

The third is to develop a relationship with industry, as illustrated by the comments below: 

“On a broader sort of level, it would be the Business School who would benefit 

probably from making connections with local conference and employees you know” 

(Placement Employer E1). 

“Also it links companies and the University so that students, after they’ve left the 

University, are able to also have links with the same companies” (Placement Student 

ST2). 

The fourth is to provide value to industry through the work of the students during their 

placement, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU7 below: 

“But I think it's also a matter of having an impact even just locally. There are so many 

placement opportunities, even in the cluster in which we are based in Brighton, so it’s 

also like I think an impact in terms of knowledge impact brought by our graduates into 

the ecosystem you're sitting in”. 

These three Themes with supporting Concepts are summarised in Table 5.2 below. Finally, it 

is worth noting the comment from Placement Administrator A1; this suggests that there is no 

clear agreed set of objectives: 

“One of the problems that we’ve had from the start, from when I first started working 

there, was that there weren’t any”. 
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Proposition: the placement objectives of the Business School can be grouped into three 

categories – 1) student focussed, 2) internal-facing, and 3) external facing. 

Table 5-2, Placement Objectives of the Business School 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1.3 Objectives of Placement Employers  

In respect of the objectives for the Business School, three Themes have been derived from 

a total of ten Concepts. The first Theme represents a cluster of two Concepts (i.e. objectives) 

showing objectives that serve current employment needs. The first Concept is about placement 

employers viewing students as cheap labour, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Student ST3 below: 

“I want to say that it’s to broaden the minds of young students, however there’s very 

much a lot of examples that I’ve heard, and perhaps took place in myself, that we are 

cheap labour, easy to train, easy to tell what to do, fast results with not too much 

expectation- but enough to get things done within the workplace”. 

The second is about students fulfilling a role and making a contribution, as illustrated by the 

comments below: 

“But obviously while they're working with us they do provide us with commercial 

benefits, they do work; they support our teams” (Placement Employer E1). 

“For some of them it is really like having someone that can help in an area that is 

under-resourced for them, or in an area in which they just started working but they 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes

For students to do better in the final year

Improve career prospects of the students

Opportunity for students to apply theory in industry

Give students industry experience

Ensure education is current

Academics to get exposure to industry

Get as many students on a placement as 

possible

Placements complement teaching

Value for money requirement

Improve attractiveness of the school

Building credibility and brand

Opportunity to develop rel'ship with industry

Provide value for industry through students

Student focussed Objectives

Internal-facing organisational objectives

External-facing organisational objectives
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don't have staff yet, so it's kind of an exploration for them of that specific kind of 

function of area or task” (R&T Placement Supervisor SU7). 

The second Theme represents a cluster of four Concepts showing objectives that serve future 

employment needs. The first Concept is about treating it as a recruitment opportunity and 

building a talent pipeline, as illustrated by the comments below: 

“So, in terms of what we’re looking for I guess we're looking, ultimately we're looking 

for a person that may well turn into a graduate person that joins us in the future. So 

really I guess we'd see it as a bit of a 12 month interview if you like and we would hope 

that you know if it works out we would take that student on” (Placement Employer E1). 

“I think one is definitely to be able to identify, nurture and grow young talent, so 

through our internship programme we’re hoping to be able to get some keen, bright 

individuals into the branch shop, with the opportunity to mould them and shape them 

into future leaders of the company. That’s the business objective” (Placement Employer 

E2). 

The second is about creating a diverse workforce, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Administrator A3 below: 

“Diversifying their staffing, it’s important to have different age students with different 

experiences”. 

The third is about filling an information asymmetry about understanding the ‘quality ’of 

undergraduates, as illustrated by the comments from E&S Placement Supervisor SU6 below: 

“The main benefit of employing a placement student is that is fills an information 

asymmetry and then when you hire a fresh graduate, you don’t know if they are high 

quality or low quality and you’ve got some sort of sense of their grades and their marks 

but in terms of an employment setting, those things are very important but it’ll only take 

you up to a certain point”. 

The fourth is to provide students with an opportunity to find out what it is like to work at their 

organisation, as illustrated by the comment for Placement Employer E2 below: 

“And really help them understand what it’s like to work at [company], and really find their 

calling. I think that an internship is an opportunity to find something, whether you really, really 

like it or really don’t like it, and I think either is fine”. 

The third Theme represents a cluster of three Concepts showing objectives that serve strategic 

business needs. The first Concept is about placements providing an opportunity to develop the 

brand of the placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from Placement employer E2 

below: 

“The development aspect of it, the more brand purpose objective, is from a [company] 

brand perspective, would constantly be looking to empower and nurture young, smart, 
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ethically engaged women. It’s an opportunity for us to go out there, and all of those 

young students to have the opportunity to really see what [company] is about”. 

The second Concept, and one particularly important to this study, is the opportunity for 

placement employers to develop a relationship with the university and/or Business School, as 

evidenced by the comments below: 

“Being able to build that relationship and create more opportunities, because I think 

it’s kind of like a two-way street from the School or university perspective as well” 

(Placement Employer E2). 

“And also, I guess I mean on a personal level, I've helped on one of their Future of 

Work projects so we can provide sort of experience and guidance and advice and 

knowledge, mentoring, that sort of stuff” (Placement Employer E1). 

“It does occur to me without thinking more deeply about it, that there is a purpose other 

than for the student, such as building relationships and partnerships and engagement 

with universities” (R&T Placement Supervisor SU2). 

The third Concept is about opportunities for placement employers to demonstrate an altruistic 

motive and to ‘give something back’, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Administrator A7 below: 

“However, if it’s a small accounting firm for them some of it is actually, I’m just trying 

to think of the word, I was thinking holistic I don’t think that’s the right word, it’s almost 

charitable, but for them it’s almost like giving back”.  

 

Proposition: the placement objectives of the Placement Employers can be grouped 

into three categories – 1) satisfying current employment needs, 2) satisfying future 

employment needs, and 3) satisfying strategic needs. 

Table 5.3 below shows an overview of the Themes and supporting Concepts. 
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Table 5-3, Placement objectives of placement employers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2 The relationship between the Business School and placement employers 

In the next three sections, the Themes with supporting Concepts are presented in respect of 

the views of the interviewees on the current status of the relationship between the Business 

School and the placement employers. It is worth noting at this stage that all actor groups stated 

that their knowledge of the relationship was limited. In the context of this study, that is an 

important finding given that this could mean that their views are unsubstantiated or just very 

limited. Below follows a selection of quotes that illustrate this finding: 

“So the short answer I suppose is I don’t know” (Placement Administrator A1). 

“I know the name, but I don’t know the relationship” (Placement Administrator A6). 

“Yeah, I wasn’t aware at all. Not until you mentioned it” (Placement Student ST1). 

“So I guess, I’m not the most qualified person to comment on that because I don’t know 

as much about how we interact with the placement providers” (R&T Placement 

Supervisor SU2). 

“So I’m not quite clear from their perspective how much of a relationship they have 

with universities, because it’s the individual students applying” (Placement Employer 

E2). 

The first Theme represents a cluster of seven Concepts showing that the relationship with the 

Business School or the university is not a priority of the placement employers. The first 

Concept that demonstrates this is that the placement student is not seen as part of the Business 

School, as illustrated by the comments below: 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes

Cheap labour

Students to fulfil a role - make contribution

Recruitment opp / talent pipeline

Development of a diverse workforce

Fills information asymmetry

What it's like to work at their company

Brand development opportunity

Opportunity to develop rel'ship with university

Giving back - altruistic motives

Aimed at current employment needs

Aimed at future employment needs

Aimed at strategic business needs
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“I think that they completely detached myself from university, and to them I was 

completely an employee instead of anything to do with my degree. I would say that 

placement visits, and myself doing the assessment, was to them an annoyance instead I 

wasn’t doing the work for them, I was doing the work for my degree and that was 

frustrating. Instead of I was here because of my degree, there wasn’t any link from my 

employer’s point of view to my degree, I was just another employee” (Placement 

Student ST3). 

“I think it’s, I mean with [name of large corporate], it was interesting when I saw them, 

they said, you know, ‘love to send more students your way’ and she said ‘well, we don’t 

even bother to look at what university they come from’” (E&S Placement Supervisor 

SU3). 

The second and third are that the relationship with the university is of limited interest to the 

placement employer and that there is limited contact with the university, as illustrated by the 

three comments below: 

“The company that I was in wasn’t interested, perhaps because they were going 

through a restructure, moving office, too many things going on” (Placement Student 

ST3). 

‘”’ve seen a couple of placement students whose supervisor, one or two, have been very 

disimpressed when talking to me. Could be the pressure of their own job, you know that 

they’ve suddenly had an emergency come up five minutes before I’ve come up for the 

meeting, but there’s been a couple who have been very cursory in their attitude, and 

their answers, and you know ‘what do you want from me’, ‘everything’s fine’, ‘good’, 

‘any questions’, ‘no’, ‘good, fine, I’ll leave you with the student’” (E&S Supervisor 

SU4). 

“I don't think there are lots of those touchpoints going on if I'm honest, or if there are 

I am not aware of them” (Placement Employer E1).  

The fourth is about the relationship asymmetry where the placement employer has a limited 

number of placement positions for which many students and their respective schools are 

competing, as illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU6 below: 

“With some of them, especially the big employers, I get the feeling that we are one in a 

long line, you know what I mean. I get the feeling that we are vying for their time. They 

hold a scarce resource and we are competing over it. These job placements, things like 

that”. 

“Especially with larger employers, I’ve felt there is an asymmetry and we want them to 

give our students these scarce placements”. 

The fifth is about the university or Business School not having a preferred status with the 

placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E1 below: 
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“I say we take two students, but they come from all sorts of different places as opposed 

to being made as specifically to Sussex or Brighton or any local University”. 

The sixth and seventh Concepts are about there not being many different touch points with the 

university and/or Business School, and that the relationship is intermittent, as illustrated by the 

comments from the placement employers below: 

“I think I had probably a couple of touch points in all from a [company name]-

university perspective, so definitely quite minimal would be my answer” (Placement 

Employer E2). 

“I think it's probably a bit, I’m not sure if sporadic is the right word but it ebbs and 

flows a bit. We might not talk for a while but then if [name] says we got something 

coming up would you like to attend” (Placement Employer E1). 

The second Theme represents a cluster of ten Concepts showing that the relationship with 

placement employers appears not to be a priority for either the Business School or the 

university. The first and second Concepts demonstrating this is that contact is limited with the 

placement employer or only when there are issues to be resolved, as illustrated by the comment 

from Placement Administrator A4 below: 

“It’s really difficult to say because the contact was minimal, as I mentioned before, it 

was only really to contact for agreement purposes or whether there was an issue that 

needed sorting”. 

The third is about the university or Business School not being proactive in the management of 

the relationship with the placement employer, as illustrated by the comments below: 

“It would be a more beneficial relationship because other than just saying ‘oh hi, you 

haven’t filled in your form’ there wasn’t that much. I know that if an employer had 

reached out to us, we would be there- but that’s not very proactive” (Placement 

Administrator A7).  

“Very little to no relationship- attempt at relationship was made” (Placement Student 

ST3). 

The fourth and fifth concern contact with the placement employer and whether this is limited 

to the placement form that they need to complete, or whether the relationship is represented by 

just an entry in the Relationship Management System (“CRM”) system, as illustrated by the 

comments below. 

“I’m aware that [name] has done a lot of research, in terms of identifying the employers 

that we engage with. I think that the identification process is there, we also have that 

data, we know which companies our students have been placed with, I feel that data is 

there, but it’s like ‘ok what are we going to do with that now?’” (Placement 

Administrator A2). 
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“We have a placement visit form, where we have suggested questions- some of them we 

do ask tutors to ask the employer about, ‘what is your relationship with the University 

of Sussex’” (Placement Administrator A3). 

The sixth suggests that the relationship with industry is not a priority for the university or 

Business School, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

I think we don’t really do a whole lot to capitalise on those relationships because I think 

that the purpose of the visit is to primarily check on the student and check that they are 

being treated well, that their job is challenging but fulfilling- its very student focused 

and then at the very end of the form when I went on the visit, was like oh talk about 

establishing a future partnership. 

The seventh and eighth are about the relationship being superficial and/or not strong or good, 

as illustrated by the comments below: 

“You know, the Placement Tutor visits once a year, so they have hopefully a manager, 

one manager from that organisation has contact for maybe one hour with a Placement 

Tutor, who might or might not be skilled in having that conversation” (E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU3). 

“I would say for the most part, there wasn’t really a relationship between the university 

and [company] as such” (Placement Employer E2). 

The ninth is about the Placement supervisor feeling uncomfortable about discussing the 

relationship with the placement employer, as illustrated by the comments from two Placement 

Supervisors below: 

“I found it to be slightly awkward as I think that they didn’t necessarily know what I 

was supposed to be doing. I think they felt like they were being evaluated in a way, but 

then they also didn’t really care that they were being evaluated, like who am I to come 

in and make any judgements about them or their company or their organisation. 

There’s a bit of awkwardness I think in those placement visits” (R&T Placement 

Supervisor SU2). 

“I sometimes wasn’t really sure what I was going to be asking their supervisor. You 

know obviously ‘how are they getting on?’, ‘are they doing fine?’ and ‘how have they 

contributed?’. They might have given you thirty words in the answer to those three 

questions, and then you are two minutes into the chat, and you’re just like… you know- 

it has made me feel quite uncomfortable at times actually” (E&S Placement Supervisor 

SU4). 

The final Concept is about the relationship building efforts being dependent on the Placement 

Supervisor involved, as illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU5 

below: 

“It’s a function of how well the, if we want to call ourselves academics, I don’t like the 

term, it’s a function of how the academics treat this process”. 
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The third Theme represents a cluster of three Concepts showing that the relationship is focussed 

on the placement. The first Concept demonstrating this shows that contact is focussed on 

placements, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrators A1 and A3 

respectively below:. 

“So I think the staff that I line-manage here is quite a functional relationship, you know 

‘we’re providing this, they’re providing that, we need to have this agreement’ and then 

the student goes on their placement”. 

“From our specific team, the main focus is more student facing than employer 

engagement, so as much as we’d like to visit employers and take students on employer 

visits and things, we don’t do that as part of our team”. 

The second and third are that contact with the placement employer is either through the 

Placement Administrators or the Placement Supervisors, but both are limited, as illustrated 

above and by the comments below: 

“So, in terms of the relationship with the School, I mean some of, I understand, the 

Careers department has more direct contact with the placement organisation than the 

Business School. There’s a whole team of people in the Careers department aren’t 

there, like [name] etc., who do the more interface with the employers, that’s what I 

understand. So not so much directly with the Business School I would say” (E&S 

Placement Supervisor SU3). 

“We have our placement visits from supervisors, such as myself, which helps to 

establish some rapport, but again I feel it’s perhaps a little bit limited” (E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU4) 

“And also, there is little contact between the university and the employer from any 

point, apart from the placement advisor” (Placement Student ST3). 

The fourth Theme represents a cluster of four Concepts showing that the relationship with the 

placement employer appears to be positive. The first and second Concepts are about the 

relationship being deep and positive, as illustrated by the comments below: 

“He’s come up all the way from, I can’t remember where they’re based now, I think 

it’s somewhere near Reading or Southampton […] But he’s come up to meet one-to-

one with one of our students on many occasions and finds it such a hugely rewarding 

scheme, [..] I am well enough connected to that person that I feel that I can pick the 

phone up at any point and he would be pleased to hear from me” (Placement 

Administrator A5). 

“I think it’s sort of, I think it’s respectful and I think it’s quite open. If I can help them 

out I will, if they can help me out they will, so it sort of you know that level” (Placement 

Employer E1). 
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“But I like to think that unless you hear otherwise it’s all very positive” (Placement 

Administrator A1). 

The third and fourth are about there also being contact at university events, including those not 

related to placements, as illustrated by the comments from Placement Administrators A3 and 

A5 respectively below. 

“We also work in collaboration with the Careers and Employability Centre, where we 

host a lot of employer talks and sessions, so for example last week we had a [company 

name] skills session and the [company name] team came onto campus and spoke to 

students about how their application process works and mini assessment centre tests to 

give an idea of what it’s going to be like if you are successful. So that’s how we try to 

keep our engagement up with employers, and also with bigger events- the careers fair, 

part time jobs fair and that kind of thing”. 

“I also invited him to become one of our University of Sussex Business mentors and 

he’s been very active in that space… when they wanted to commission some consultancy 

for their planning around Brexit and trade, they came to us because they knew about 

our UK Trade Policy Observatory… They’ve run projects with our UK TPO office… 

we have a lot of representatives from those small companies who are business 

mentors… and I’ve gained a lot of letters of support for research engagement from 

many of those parties…” 

The fifth Theme represents a cluster of two Concepts showing that there is a lack of focus on 

the student, as illustrated by the quote from E&S Placement Supervisor SU5 below: 

“As the very most important thing they do, and I think, you know, I think we should be 

customer led, and if that’s what’s important to them and the student cohort puts it at 

the top of the list, then it should be sort of our top of the list. Where would I say it is at 

the moment? And I’m not exaggerating, the bottom of the list. Crucially is doing us no 

good, no good at all”. 

These differing views on the state of the relationship are further amplified by the finding that 

14 of the 19 interviewees admitted that they lacked knowledge regarding the state of the 

relationship between the Business School and the placement employers, as illustrated by the 

comment below. In the context of this study, this is a very important finding. 

“So I am aware that all of that is going on, and hopefully in quite a strong way, but I 

don’t really know much about it and that’s probably my own fault for not getting 

engaged” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU3). 

 

Proposition: there are wide ranging views on the status of the placement relationship, 

however, most interviewees lacked sufficient knowledge. 

Table 5.4 below presents an overview of the Themes with supporting Concepts. 
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Table 5-4, Status of the placement relationship 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3 Views on the relationship potential 

The next question in the interviews focussed on the views of the interviewees about the 

potential of developing the relationship between the Business School and the placement 

employers. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly given the findings presented above, in general all 

actor groups were positive about the potential to develop this relationship. This is best captured 

by the quotes from Employer E2: 

“You know, the honest answer is, absolutely, and that’s also my personal opinion. 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Theme

Student - not seen as part of university

Rel'ship - limited interest from industry

Contact - limited with university

Rel'ship - asymmetrical

Rel'ship - university does not have preferred status

Contact - limited touch points

Rel'ship - intermittent

Contact - limited with industry

Contact - only when there is a problem / issues

Contact - university not proactive

Contact - through placement visit form

Rel'ship - basic, just data in CRM

Rel'ship - not a priority for university

Rel'ship - superficial

Rel'ship - not strong / good

Not comfortable discussing development of rel'ship

Rel'ship - depends on the supervisors

Contact - focussed on placements

Contact - mainly through placements team

Contact - through placement supervisor

Rel'ship - deep

Rel'ship - positive

Contact - at university events

Non-placement activity

Student - feels isolated

Student - not #1 focus

Knowledge of the relationship - limited
Lack of knowledge of the status of the 

relationship

Relationship appears to be positive

The relationship with the Business School 

appears not  to be a priority of the placement 

employers

Relationship is focussed on placements

The relationship with the placement employer 

appears not to be a priority of the Business 

School

Lack of focus on the student
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But, you know, having been on that journey and given where we are today and where 

we want to go tomorrow, I think there is plenty of opportunity”. 

The view from Placement Administrators, Placement Supervisors and Placement Students was 

also in general positive, as illustrated by the quotes below: 

“I think it would really depend on, what we want to get out of the relationship first of 

all, but of course, there’s opportunity for partnership definitely, but as a Business 

School identifying what are the outcomes that we want to achieve, is there an academic 

that wants support and is there an employer that connects to that? I think it’s of course 

possible, but we need to be clear what do we want to get out of this” (Placement 

Administrator A2). 

“Whether that leads any further than that, to areas that we could forge research, I don’t 

know, but I guess if we wanted to do that, then we would have a pretty meaningful 

research project associated with the student that does a placement, and that would be 

the opening up of a door possibly, that could say ‘wow if these guys are coming from 

Sussex Business School and they can research in this way for us, what must the experts, 

or the academics, be able to do’ you know, maybe this institution, it’s all about the 

corporate brand image and I feel in some ways, this is such an opportunity to improve 

the perception of industry” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU5). 

“But I have been to a couple of events and I just chatted with people there and it seems 

that they’re really interested in having more connections” (R&T Placement 

Supervisors SU1). 

“I don’t know a lot about their company like their research side, but I think it would 

definitely benefit from someone actually doing solid research here” (Placement Student 

ST1). 

In particular, Placement Administrators and R&T Placement Supervisors provided additional 

views with regards to the proximity between the Business School and the placement employers, 

or the size of the placement employer, as illustrated by the following quotes:  

“I think maybe because like here we have in Sussex, we have quite a lot of small and 

medium businesses, so maybe it will be also interesting to establish connections with 

them” (R&T Placement Supervisors SU1).  

I do think location is really important. I think when I’ve spoken to people who’ve run 

businesses in Brighton, so there was a few people that did kind of go onto the, they 

didn’t take on a placement student, but they did go onto the business mentor programme 

for students and for Brighton and for just outside Brighton, we are close knit, wanting 

to work with each other, almost like an incubator hub or innovation and things like 

that” (Placement Administrator A4). 

There were two negative views expressed about the potential to develop the relationship. The 

Placement Student had a positive view about the potential with start-ups, but not with larger 

placement organisations, as illustrated by the quote below: 
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“In a smaller company definitely, I know in a start-up they would be revelling in the 

opportunity to have research, but perhaps a larger corporation- no” (Placement 

Student ST3). 

Placement Administrator A6 was not positive about the potential with regards to larger 

placement employers, as illustrated by the quote below: 

“This is a bit of a bleak outlook, I don’t think it can be with the bigger organisation 

because we would be competing against other places and they are very kind of open 

about their approach to parity”. 

Given these findings it is clear that the overarching Theme is the positive views on the 

prospects for the development of the relationship between the university/Business School and 

the Placement Employers.  

Proposition: most interviewees are positive about the potential of the placement 

relationship. 

Table 5.5 shows an overview of the answers given by the different actor groups. It is worth 

noting that three interviewees (one Placement Supervisor, one Placement Student, and one 

Placement Employer) were not asked about the relationship potential because the relationship 

had already developed beyond placements. 

Table 5-5, Views on the relationship potential 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationship Potential
Cited by # 

actor 

groups

Placement 

Admini-

strators

Placement 

Employers

Placement 

Students

Placement 

Supervisors 

E&S

Placement 

Supervisors 

R&T

1 : negative  about the prospect of developing a 

relationship with a large placement employer
2          1               -               1               -               -               

2 : neutral about the prospect of developing a 

broader relationship with a placement employer
1          -               -               -               2               -               

3 : in general positive  about the prospect of 

developing a relationship with a placement 

employer

5          5               2               2               2               2               

4 : positive about the prospect of developing a 

relationship with a large  placement employer
1          -               -               -               -               1               

5 : positive about the prospect of developing a 

relationship with a local placement employer
2          3               -               -               -               1               

6 : positive about the prospect of developing a 

relationship with a small or medium sized 

placement employer

3          1               -               1               -               2               
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5.4 Views on developing the relationship 

The interviewees were next asked about growing the relationship between the Business 

School and the placement employers. Questions such as “why did it grow”, “how did it grow” 

and “who were the key actors” were asked. This section presents the findings of these 

questions. The first Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of eleven Concepts 

showing the conditions prior to and during relationship building. The first Concept is about the 

placement employer having interest in and being keen to support a university, as illustrated by 

the comment from Placement Employer E1 below: 

“Also I'm just quite interested and curious and I like to ask questions and see how things 

work and see whether I can influence and benefit them”. 

The second is about knowing the strengths of the university, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Employer E2 below: 

“We also know which kind of tracks work well in different universities, so, for example, 

take Biology programme, we would hire from certain universities, for Marketing 

programme, we would hire from certain universities- it’s almost that ongoing 

relationship where we have a yearly internship programme and we would always hire 

from 5 or 6 universities from certain tracks”. 

The third is about being somewhat opportunistic about the potential of a relationship with a 

university, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E2 below: 

“It's probably as I say it kind of comes and goes, it's not it's not like we meet once a 

month or once a quarter, it hasn’t got a fixed routine or agenda to it. I guess it's on a 

needs basis or opportunistic basis”. 

The fourth is about the placement employer recognising the opportunity for developing a 

relationship with a university, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor 

SU7 below: 

“So, I was invited as keynote speaker at this final event, talking about my expertise in 

these kind of initiatives”. 

The fifth is about the university or Business School having a clear strategy for developing a 

relationship with a placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement 

Supervisor SU1 below:  

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a whole document which describes all of those aspects that 

you just mentioned. They are kind of bites in different parts of emails, different 

documents that I receive. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen any document that really 

explains everything and really suggests what we can do in this case”. 
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The sixth is about making relationship building with the placement employer a priority, as 

illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

“That’s one area where we could do a much better job of being really intentional so 

we could identify all the possible outcomes or like things that could happen based on 

relationships with industries”. 

The seventh is about both parties having a mutual interest in building a relationship, as 

illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A1 below. This view was expressed 

by six of the nineteen interviewees. 

“To make a relationship work, there needs to be willingness and time from our side, 

willingness and time from their side, and a good understanding from what happens in 

each”.  

The eighth is about the existence of a prior relationship that would facilitate relationship 

building, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU7 below: 

“I was approached by [company] because [company] had already a relationship with 

Bocconi in Italy and Bocconi was one of the founding partners of this intrapreneurship 

hub, so the intrapreneurship hub at Sussex was initially established by the Business 

School, our Business School and the Business School of Bocconi University. So, 

knowing that there was a really close relationship between [company] in Italy and 

Bocconi Business School I think this person which is [name] thought of approaching 

also us to see whether we could develop a relationship also in the UK”. 

The ninth is about the proximity between the parties, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Administrator A4 below: 

“From what I was aware of at the time, would have been, just thinking of a specific 

example, so most of them were the local employers”. 

The tenth is about having the right people around the table for relationship building, as 

illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E2 below: 

“I think first of all, it’s about understanding the organisational requirements, so really 

coming forward and sitting down with the right people at [company] and trying to 

understand which stage the organisation is at, what the immediate short-term and 

longer term needs are” (Placement Employer E2). 

The final Concept is about understanding each other’s priorities and interests, as illustrated by 

the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

“I feel like there is the potential but it depends on, like I teach negotiations, so I’m 

going to use negotiations concepts here, you have to identify mutual interest. That’s 

why I’m saying I don’t think we are clear sometimes on what our interests are, what 

things do we care about that we might like to achieve in a relationship with an 
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employer. Also, we are not clear on what their interests are to the extent that you can 

find overlapping interests, then you can work together towards achieving that mutual 

interest that helps establish the relationship” (R&T Placement Supervisor SU2). 

The second Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of five Concepts showing 

the benefits of the relationship between the Business School and the placement employer. The 

first Concept is about the university and Business School having an opportunity to build their 

brand, as illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU5 below: 

“It’s all about the corporate brand image and I feel in some ways, this is such an 

opportunity to improve the perception of industry, for want of a better description, red 

brick university because I think they are driven more towards the likes of Portsmouth” 

(E&S Placement Supervisor SU5). 

The second is about the Business School having access to industry data for research purposes, 

as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 below: 

“I mean for researchers the most important thing is to get the data and the possibility 

to collect the data and write a piece for that company”. 

The third is about the placement employer having an opportunity to develop exposure for their 

brand, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A4 below: 

“So building their brand on campus, getting students to go there”. 

The fourth is about the Business School helping the placement employer with developing a 

different perspective on challenges they may face, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Employer E1 below: 

“As I say, I find it quite valuable from my perspective because it's interesting, it gives 

me a different perspective on things outside of what I normally will see and do. I think 

it's quite interesting what universities are up to and spending their time and focuses 

on”. 

The final Concept is about the Business School helping the placement employer to solve 

problems, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 below: 

“She said for them as a company it’s also very interesting to offer something, having 

their problems solved, having their issues solved… it’s very interesting and it brings 

real valuable help for them”. 

These first two themes can be aggregated to a higher-level Theoretical Dimension that 

describes the strategic importance of accepting the conditions for relationship building and 

recognising the potential benefits of the same. This is an important finding in the context of 

this study.  
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Proposition: awareness of the conditions for relationship building and potential 

benefits is of strategic importance. 

Table 5.6 below shows an overview of this Theoretical Dimension with supporting Themes 

and Concepts. 

Table 5-6, Strategic relationship conditions and benefits 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The third Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of thirteen Concepts 

showing that there are many different relationship building activities in which the parties 

engage. The first Concept is about alumni supporting current students to find a placement 

position, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Student ST2 below: 

“I think that would be the case for any company that has a Sussex Alumni. I think 

because I know the process and know it can be hard, I kind of sympathise with students 

having to go through the whole process, and I think having someone that's just gone 

through the process let alone at a company that you might want to work for would be 

quite helpful”.  

The second is about asking placement employers to get involved in activities the university or 

Business School are organising, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator 

A3 below: 

“I’ve seen some of the visit reports where tutors have spoken to employers about having 

some of their colleagues come into the Business School and doing an employer talk 

about their organisation”. 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Theme
Theoretical 

Dimension

I - having interest in / support the university

I - knowing strengths of universities

I - opportunistic about rel'ship

I - recognising opportunity

U - need clear strategy

U - making it a priority

U+I - mutual interest in building rel'ship

U+I - prior relationship

U+I - proximity facilitates rel'ship building

U+I - right people around the table

U+I - understanding each other's priorities

U - build school brand and profile

U - having access to industry data

I - to build exposure for brand

I - university can give a different perspective on topics

I - university can help to solve problems

accepting these 

conditions and 

recognising the 

potential benefit of the 

relationship is of 

strategic importance

potential benefits of the 

relationship

conditions prior and 

during relationship 

building
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The third is about the placement line manager introducing other colleagues to the university or 

Business School, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E1 below: 

“And I've introduced her to a couple of my colleagues”. 

The fourth is about the student connecting with other colleagues whilst they are on placement 

to potentially secure a graduate job at the same place; this potentially provides another contact 

for the university or Business School, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Administrator A3 below: 

“Similarly [company] saying ‘I would employ this guy straight away’ I mean, that’s 

the first thing, whether that leads any further than that, to areas that we could forge 

research, I don’t know, but I guess if we wanted to do that, then we would have a pretty 

meaningful research project associated with the student that does a placement, and that 

would be the opening up of a door possibly, that could say ‘wow if these guys are 

coming from Sussex Business School and they can research in this way for us, what 

must the experts, or the academics, be able to do’”. 

The fifth is about inter-departmental collaboration where colleagues introduce an industry 

contact to each other to enhance the opportunities for relationship building, as illustrated by 

the comment from Placement Employer E1 below. This view is supported by five of the 

nineteen interviewees. 

“Then she introduced me to [name] who's been sort of doing this, they got some funding 

to do this digital futures at work bit… I mean you know as I say she's introduced me to 

a couple of colleagues”. 

The sixth is about having more placement visits and getting more out of them, as illustrated by 

the comments below. 

“I think there would have been a lot more opportunities to be able to see ‘how is she 

settling in’ beginning of the year, mid-year, end of year, so you’ve already created 

multiple opportunities to see how [student] is progressing, as well as what are some of 

the opportunities that there might be for collaboration” (Placement Employer E2). 

I think it would be really fascinating, for example, for them to get some type of 

something before supervisor visits that asks them are there particular organisational 

challenges or problems or things that an academic from the Business School could 

potentially help you with and what are those things. I think if that could get their minds 

focussed on that and get them thinking it could potentially help us to get the right person 

in the room when we are with them” (R&T Placement supervisor SU2). 

The seventh is about the university and Business School being more proactive in their approach 

to relationship building, as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 

below: 
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“In this case I think it is the university who has to make the first step and really try to 

establish the relationship”.  

The eighth is about the university and Business School organising events for placement 

employers, as illustrated by Placement Administrator A3 below: 

“As I said, they host a great careers fair, where we have hundreds of different 

employers from all over the UK promoting their placements and work opportunities”. 

The ninth is about using placements to develop the relationship with the placement employer, 

as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

“I think with the placements, my sense is that the view on the placements is that they 

are student focussed and that is the point of them. There is not much for us to do 

otherwise. So that could be a big shift”. 

The tenth is about both the university and Business School and the placement employer using 

the Business Mentor scheme to strengthen the relationship, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Administrator A4 below: 

“So I think one of the managers became an Employer Mentor, ended up doing other 

bits with the university”. 

The eleventh is about having multiple lines of contact between the university and Business 

School and the placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Administrator A7 below: 

“I don’t know, if you could put it down to key people because everyone is talking to 

each other all the time and it’s very interlinked”. 

The twelfth is about having regular contact that supports relationship building, as illustrated by 

the comment from Placement Employer E2 below: 

“I think it’s just about those conversations and constantly keeping in touch to be able 

to develop, because I can tell you for sure that [company], things can be just super 

quick, or they can take a really long time- there’s never really a happy medium. I think 

it’s about finding that balance and building that relationship because you may not get 

something immediately out of the relationship but, you know, having those connections 

might bring something up in the future- or by having those constant discussions, it could 

develop into something”.  

The final Concept is about the role of networking in relationship building, as illustrated by the 

comment from Placement Administrator A4 below: 

“So one example springs to mind very clearly, I remember, I don’t know whether the 

guys are still doing this, but I think about six months into the placement, employers 



UP875291 

73 
 

were invited to an event to have drink, some food, to come onto campus and speak to 

us, the placement team, but also a little bit of getting their brand out on campus as well, 

so they had stalls that kind of thing”. 

The fourth Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of nine Concepts showing 

the key actors in developing the relationship. The first Concept is about the placement 

employer’s HR department facilitating the relationship between the university and Business 

School and departments within the placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“I met with their Head of HR on a placement visit to the student, and as part of the 

broader conversation with him, discovered that he has quite a lot of overlapping 

interest with some of the specialties with the Business School”. 

The second is about the role of the placement supervisor in the relationship development with 

the placement employer, particularly the supervisor taking a proactive approach to this, as 

illustrated by the comments below. This view was expressed by six of the nineteen 

interviewees. 

“I don’t know who else would be as commercially predisposed as I am. And that sounds 

conceited, I don’t mean to be, I’m just saying I don’t see people who do that, it seems 

to be that those guys, you know ‘it’s not important to us, that’s not what we do here’” 

(Placement Supervisor SU5). 

“I think the matching between faculty members and employers needs to be done more 

on academic grounds rather than workload grounds” (Placement Supervisor SU6). 

“Yes. I think so. Especially as [name of supervisor] was sitting on a meeting, I was 

essentially sitting on a meeting with them, him and [name] my boss there, I think he 

could definitely” (Placement Student ST1). 

“I’m not sure if the tutors actually realise this, but so much of it is down to what the 

tutor does when the student is on placement, because that could be the only time they 

see anyone, any staff member from the University of Sussex, they could have been 

having students from us for years and the person that they see every year, that’s their 

impression” (Placement Administrator A1). 

The third is about the role the placement student as facilitator of the relationship, as illustrated 

by the comment from Placement Administrator A4 below: 

“Do you know what I think, some of it was the nature of [name of student] being such 

a kind person, but also advocating the placements team at the university and the 

Business School. I think there was that, it almost came from [name of student] 

essentially, I think he was quite good at that, and I think that made the employer want 

to work with Sussex as well”. 
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The fourth is about the role of alumni in developing the relationship, as illustrated by the 

comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“And they’re an alumnus of the University of Sussex- which is a really good way to 

build relationships, someone who feels connected already to the University”. 

The fifth is using external organisations with links to industry to help initiate the relationship 

with the university or Business School, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Administrator A5 below: 

“We just signed up to the Scale Up Institute as the university, which gives us better 

connections through to some of the high growth companies in the area”. 

The sixth is about the university and Business School using the status of its academic 

‘superstars ’to facilitate the relationship building, as illustrated by the comment from E&S 

Placement Supervisor SU6 below: 

“So when I go to the Department for Trade and I say oh are you familiar with professor 

[name] work and they’re like oh yes [name], yes I know he was here head of this 

department. That makes you stand out more, you’re not just another business school 

who’s sending more employees. That’s that person’s business school. Those 

conversation is warmer, you’ve established a relationship right…” 

“I think that the stature of the professors is the school brand. That’s what makes the 

brand of a school right, the stature of the contribution to knowledge that is made. I’m 

not sure there is a sort of disjuncture between the two, I think they are one and the 

same, or they should be”. 

The final Concept is the view that relationships are built between people and not corporate 

bodies, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E1 below: 

“Relationships don't happen between two corporate entities do they, it happens 

between two people or a number of people”. 

The final Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of three Concepts showing the 

requirements for relationship building. The first Concept is about the student being successful 

in the placement or making a contribution to the placement employer, as illustrated by the 

comment from two E&S Placement Supervisors below: 

“The first thing I say straight away would be that the placements were really quite 

meaningful, and the fit to the organisation was appropriate, if you like, in terms of the 

skills that the student brought to that particular placement. If you get six people every 

year from Sussex University, and you’re a car manufacturer, for example, you know, 

there could well be some conclusion drawn that this is a good university because these 

guys coming out here are commercially astute, commercial acumen and ability to add 

to our bottom-line profit” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU5). 
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“Quite interesting to me as well because I think there were some challenges that were 

being experienced by placement students there so there’s a slight dichotomy situation 

where you are building up other relationships whilst students weren’t perhaps 

completely satisfied with the experience of their placement” (E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU4). 

The second is about having an adequate CRM system that all relevant parties can access, as 

illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A1 below: 

“That’s where all of our employer engagement goes, so we’ve got all of our students’ 

records and all of the employer records”. 

The final Concept is about the Placement Supervisor having relationship building skills and 

receiving guidance on the same, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator 

A1 below: 

“Well it’s just about the basic employer engagement skills really, and about 

understanding where we sit in careers, we have that sort of customer relationship 

management mindset”. 

“Even if we can undertake some basic training with some tutors, which I have been 

asking for for months, I think it might help to just slot a few of those bits into place”. 

These three Themes can be aggregated into a higher-level Theoretical Dimension that describes 

an operational realisation that there are many activities and some requirements that support the 

relationship building endeavours of the key actors.  

 

Proposition: many different actors and many activities contribute to relationship 

building, subject to specific requirements 

Table 5.7 below presents an overview of the Theoretical Dimension with supporting Themes 

and Concepts. 

 

5.4.1 Assumptions why relationship developed 

If unable to answer a question from direct experience, interviewees were asked to make an 

informed assumption, as experts in their field, why the relationship between the Business 

School and the placement employer had developed. Given that most were able to answer the 

questions from direct experience, the findings presented below are therefore less extensive. 
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However, as presented in Table 5.8 below, similar Concepts emerged. First is the interest in 

developing a relationship, as cited by Placement Supervisor SU4: 

“Secondly that the organisation has an identifiable interest in developing that 

relationship with the university”. 

Table 5-7, Operational activities and requirements supporting the key actors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The importance of the role of the placement student and Placement Supervisor, as illustrated 

by the quotes below from Placement Administrator A6 and E&S Placement Supervisor SU6, 

respectively: 

“I think it will depend on the student that they work with initially, if they have a good 

experience, they’re more likely to come back”. 

“My hunch would be that faculty member who was proactive, who hit it off with the line 

manager, or faculty member who said well actually I’m interested in this area, we’ve 

got a placement student, let me see what happens, let me supervise that student. That 

would be my hunch”.  

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Theme
Theoretical 

Dimension

I - alumnus supporting current students

I - being asked to participate in events

I - Introduced university to other colleagues

S - becomes alumnus at placement employer

U - introduced industry to other colleagues

U - getting more out of placement visits

U - more proactive

U - organising events for industry

U - using placements

U+I - Business Mentor Scheme

U+I - multiple lines of contact

U+I - regular contact

U+I - use networking opportunities

I - HR potential key facilitator

U - placement supervisor

U - student role as facilitator

U - using alumni

U - using external orgs with connections to industry

U - using its superstar academics

U+I - relationship is between people

U - CRM system

U - ensure placements are positive

U - having rel'ship building skills

at operational level, 

realisation of the many 

activities and 

requirements which 

support the relationship 

building activities of the 

key actors is paramount

key actors in building 

the relationship

requirements for 

relationship building

many activities which 

support relationship 

building



UP875291 

77 
 

Equally, the notion that relationships are often personal, potentially lasting after the placement 

when the student has been employed by the placement employer and is an alumnus of the 

Business School, is demonstrated by the quote from Placement Student ST3 below:  

“Personal relationships. I would say that if I went back to my placement employer and 

became successful, that could be something I could make happen- because of a personal 

relationship”. 

Finally, the need for the relevant people to be ‘around the table ’with a placement employer 

and a challenge that the Business School can resolve together with a mindset of those involved 

to develop the relationship, is very well captured in the quote from the R&T Placement 

Supervisor SU2 below: 

“The right people to connect then I think that’s how those relationships would begin. 

With an organisational problem or interest that they have in solving that we can then 

help with, then it’s quite natural for those things to progress but I think it involves all 

the right people, the right attitude from both parties that that is even on their brains as 

a possibility, and the right people being in the room. Like I said, from our perspective, 

we don’t think about that part at all”.  

These findings support the findings as presented in Section 5.4 above. 

Table 5-8, Assumptions why relationship developed – Concepts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cited by 1st Order Concepts

PS E&S 1 : I - interest in developing rel'ship with U

PA 2 : I - saw opportunity to work with U

ST 3 : I - seeing the benefit of employees with a degree

PS R&T 4 : S - as facilitator

PA 5 : S - introduced interesting project to U

PA / PS E&S 6 : S - making positive contribution

PS R&T 7 : S - working on interesting project

PA / PS E&S / PS R&T 8 : U - (proactive) supervisor

PA 9 : U - bespoke person - team

PS E&S 10 : U - giving reasons to I to develop rel'ship

PA 11 : U - having appropriate resources

PA 12 : U - introducing I to MSc - PhD student

ST / PS R&T 13 : U - personal connection

PA 14 : U - proactive academic

PA / PS E&S 15 : U - proactive member of PP staff

PS E&S 16 : U - school's advisory board

PS R&T 17 : U - supervisor can solve problem or knows some who does

PS R&T 18 : U+I - mutually beneficial (interests)

PS E&S 19 : U+I - prior relationship

PS R&T 20 : U+I - right people around the table
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5.5 Views on challenges with developing the relationship 

The interviewees were next asked about the challenges they had faced in growing the 

relationship between the Business School and the placement employers, or why the relationship 

had not developed at all. This section presents the findings of these questions. The first Theme 

that emerged from the data represents a cluster of four Concepts showing that hierarchical or 

departmentalised organisations, or organisations going through significant change are more 

complex to build relationships with. The first Concept in this cluster is about organisations 

going through significant changes, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E2 

below: 

“I think the time that [name] kind of joined the organisation was a very tricky time for 

us at [company name], so probably at that time, there weren’t a lot of opportunities for 

collaboration because we were going through a massive re-organisational design, we 

had just been acquired by a new parent company, so we got sold from [company name] 

to [company name], and with that acquisition came a lot of internal changes, as you 

can imagine- both from a cost-benefit perspective as well from a people process 

perspective. So at that time sadly, there wasn’t a lot of opportunity because we were 

figuring out and getting on a journey to redefine our purpose, our organisation as 

whole”. 

The second is about the challenge a large departmentalised or hierarchical organisation presents 

for the university and Business School, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Administrator A5 below: 

“This is a good example of a very large company who have their departments and 

they’re all a little bit compartmentalised”. 

The third is about HR departments being isolated from operational departments in large 

placement employers, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“It’s very difficult to get in because… they’re such a large-scale company, they’ll have 

an Early Career Recruitment section within their HR department who’s complete 

removed from the R&D section or from the Accounting department- they may be not 

located in the same building, they may not even know who each other are. So it’s very 

difficult to connect” (Placement Administrator A5). 

The fourth is about the university being too departmentalised for effective relationship 

building, as illustrated by the comments from a Placement Administrator and Supervisor 

below: 

“What I see from outside of the School is just a loss of this potential, that these great 

relationships with these employers that we have, that could go so much further, because 

they get stuck here a little bit, and I don’t think anyone would want to unpick any of the 
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work that is done with the Business School. Though I think that sometimes it is 

perceived in that way, there’s a kind of hostile and we’re trying to take stuff over, and 

I don’t think it’s necessarily about us at all” (Placement Administrator A1). 

“I think there’s always this challenge here at Sussex between the centre, and what the 

centre are doing, and what we’re doing as a Business School, and how that joins up- 

or doesn’t join up, I mean now that [name] got this new job in this department, I 

understand there’s a lot of people working in that department centrally, I don’t have a 

clue what they’re doing, and how they feed into and inform our and vice versa, I don’t 

think there is any link” (E&S Placement Supervisor SU3). 

The second Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of three Concepts showing 

that large placement employers either have a preferred relationship with a university or no 

preference at all. The first Concept is about having a preference for a small number of 

universities, as illustrated by R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 below: 

“It seemed to me that they had already lots of connections with other schools, at least 

it was my initial perspective”.  

The second is about large placement employers being approached by many universities, as 

illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 below: 

“But in this case, especially with such giants as [company] of those companies, 

obviously many universities are interested in working with them and we have lots of 

universities in this area and generally in the UK, lots of schools. I think that they receive 

quite a lot of emails and requests and expression of interests from different 

universities”. 

The final is about large placement employers not favouring any universities, as illustrated by 

the comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“And because they recruit from universities across the UK and globally, they weren’t 

willing to do anything special for the University of Sussex”. 

The third Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of three Concepts and shows 

that a lack of proximity hampers relationship building as well as a lack of large employers in 

the region. The first Concept in this cluster is about London-based universities being favourites 

of London-based organisations, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator 

A4 below: 

“I think if you start going towards London it’s not going to happen because you’ve got 

your red bricks happening there”. 

The second is about the lack of access to large organisations in the area, as illustrated by the 

comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 
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“I think that the location being near Brighton, it’s wonderful, but if you ever wanted to 

get significant backing for a large research grant, I think we have an example recently 

seeking funding for creative industry research where we had about 100 creative 

industry companies from the coast capital area were involved in that bid because we 

needed that many”. 

The third is about the lack of proximity between the university and Business School and the 

placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A6 below: 

“They severed the relationship but they also were also absorbed into [larger company] 

so it was ok with the first year, they kind of migrated their business, so they were up at 

[larger company] offices on Stephen Street in London. You know, it was a real boom 

but the relationship damage was that we were therefore unable to say we have this 

special relationship”. 

The fourth Theme that emerged from the data represents one Concept showing that a young 

organisation may lack the maturity and resources to build relationships, as illustrated by the 

comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“Are just on their early stages of development and might only have just thought about 

working with the university”. 

The fifth Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of three Concepts showing that 

external factors can reduce the opportunity for relationship building. The first Concept in this 

cluster is about the Apprenticeship Levy that could lead to a reduction in placement positions, 

as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A6 below: 

“And then I think there are also considerations around, and I don’t know enough 

around kind of intricacies, but considerations around whether since the apprenticeship 

levy came in, I think that has had an impact on smaller organisations, so anything under 

250 staff I believe, I think that would have impacted and I did start to see that a couple 

of years ago, there were less local opportunities”. 

The second is about the student not making a positive contribution during the placement, as 

illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A6 below: 

“If they have a bad experience, I’m thinking of one local company that did and then 

they didn’t advertise again for another placement student the following year”. 

The third is about the line manager at the placement employer not being positive about 

placements, as illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU4 below: 

“So we might be actually seeing someone who resents having a placement student 

placed upon them”. 
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These five Themes are aggregated to a higher-level Theoretical Dimension that describes that 

there are challenges or barriers to relationship building that are outside the control of the 

university and Business School, as summarised in Table 5.9 below. 

 

Proposition: important internal and external factors, outside of the control of the 

Business School can have an important impact on relationship building. 

 

Table 5-9, Relationship building barriers outside the control of the parties 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sixth Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of eleven Concepts 

showing that smaller organisations as well as the Business School lack sufficient resources for 

relationship building. The first and second Concepts in this cluster are about smaller 

organisations lacking the funds to either pay the placement student a salary or to fund a research 

project, as illustrated by the comments from Placement Administrators A4 and A5 respectively 

below: 

“The issue with placements is that they need to be paid, the local areas can’t 

necessarily afford that”. 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes
Theoretical 

Dimension

I - going through organisational changes

I (large) - departmentalisation / hierarchy

I (large) - HR isolated from operational departments

U - departmentalisation

I (large) - favour other Universities

I (large) - is approached by many Universities

I (large) - not favouring any Universities

I - London Universities closer to London Industry

U - lack of access to large industry in region

U+I - lack of proximity

I - Apprenticeship Levy

S - not making positive contribution

I - line manager not positive about placements

I (small) - too early in development stage

External factors can reduce the 

opportunity for placements 

positions

Factors which present 

challenges for building 

relationships outside of the 

control of the university and 

Business School

Lager industry organisations 

have either preferred existing 

relationships or have no 

preference

Hierarchical organisations or 

organisations going through 

structural change are more 

complex for relationship building

The lack of proximity hampers 

relationship building efforts

A lack of organisational 

maturity hampers relationship 

building efforts
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“They’re unlikely to use academics for consultancy just because they will not have the 

money”. 

The third and fourth are about insufficient HR or wider organisational resources to support a 

placement position, as illustrated by the comments from Placement Administrator A6 below: 

“With one company, oh well we hired a placement student this year, don’t think we’ll 

do it again, we don’t have the HR, we’re not set up to do this”. 

“I think kind of speaking about local employers, there is a very big tech presence on 

the south coast, but that means that they are very often start-ups and that they just don’t 

have the capacity to take on a placement student”. 

The fifth is about the lack of a bespoke relationship manager in the Business School, as 

illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU7 below: 

“I think it’s because it's very much left to us as individuals which it should not be like 

that. There should be someone in charge of establishing and kind of a developing this 

relationship in a systematic way”. 

The sixth is about having insufficient knowledge of the placement employer, as illustrated by 

the comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“I think it takes time to develop that sort of knowledge about a company”. 

The seventh is about the lack of relationship building skills of the Placement Supervisors, as 

illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

“I think in terms of establishing relationships and engagements we are probably not 

putting, I think there is a different set of skills and a different background who tend to 

be better supervisors from the student end versus a placement supervisor from an 

engagement fostering business relationships end. There’s probably very few people 

actually who are the unicorns who are the ideal person to do really well with the student 

part of it but also would do well with the establishing the organisational relationships 

potentially connecting colleagues to that organisation”. 

The eighth is about insufficient resources more generally, as illustrated by the comment from 

Placement Administrator A5 below. It is important to note that this view was expressed by 

eight out of nineteen interviewees. 

“we’re sadly very under-resourced to support that type of employer engagement 

activity at the moment”.  

The nineth is related to the one above and is about the lack of support for relationship building, 

as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU7 below: 
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“I think so I mean as I said, I've been working on a survey on corporate 

intrapreneurship which was exactly having the target of these companies, medium to 

large size companies based in the UK but I was hoping to get some help from the 

business engagement office and the placement offices well in terms of access to the 

partners, but there was really like no help”. 

The tenth relates to the workload model of Placement Supervisors that has no allowance for 

relationship building activities, as illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor 

SU6 below: 

“There needs to be some mechanism for feeding back to say this opportunity has arisen, 

let me have some time to see if I can push this forward in the best interests of the 

university or the school or the department”. 

The final Concept is about the notion that it takes time to build a relationship between the 

Business School and the placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from Placement 

Administrator A5 below: 

“It’s well known that it takes about two years to develop relationships to that stage, so 

it’s a long lead time”. 

The seventh Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of three Concepts showing 

that the university and Business School have inadequate systems to effectively support 

relationship building with placement employers. The first and second Concepts in this cluster 

are about the CRM system not working properly and the Placement Supervisors not having 

access to it, as illustrated by the comments from Placement Administrator A1 below: 

“The systems behind aren’t working for us, we can take information out of the Oracle 

database, but it won’t take it back, I’m also trying to produce reports for [name], she 

wants all of this data about what students are doing, stop with the reports, I don’t know, 

I do know why I will end up by it, but it’s a disaster area so I’m making the best of what 

we’ve got, but it’s not, in general, particularly helpful”.  

“I mean one of the problems is that that’s not available to anyone at the university 

because it would be great if you could go ‘oh I saw this company and I did this’ but it’s 

quite contained to people that are doing careers and careers-related work”. 

The final Concept is about the limited effectiveness of the online registration form for 

placement employers to complete should they have an interest in developing a relationship with 

the university or Business School, as illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU3 below: 

“You know, we’ve got that web page, which has got a link ‘if you are interested in a 

placement student, fill out this form’ and then, have you seen that, it’s dreadful, I mean 

if I was interested in a placement student, I wouldn’t fill out some flipping form”. 
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The eighth Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of six Concepts showing that 

a significant number of role conflicts and lack of role clarity is limiting the relationship building 

efforts by the university and Business School. The first Concept in this cluster is about 

conflicting priorities within the role, as illustrated by the comments from Placement 

Administrator A4 and E&S Placement Supervisor SU6 respectively below. This view was 

expressed by five of the nineteen interviewees. 

“I think in order to divide the jobs up a little bit because to be a Placement officer and 

an employer engagement person all at once, when I was just kind of running the show, 

was quite tricky”. 

“A lot of urgent things that are practically part of the job and I am happy to do them 

but I’ve got to put the fires out first right, if there is time then I will do more interesting 

things, I’ll do the optional things”. 

The second is about a lack of understanding of the different departments and roles within the 

university and Business School, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator 

A1 below: 

“You know, but it just kind of travels around the university, finding this stuff out, I 

mean, there’s bound to be tonnes of it that no one ese is aware of, and I don’t want 

people to be scared of us, in terms of our service, like ‘careers are going to yank it all 

off us’ and well no, our job is to facilitate and to make sure that everything is done 

properly to the benefit of students, employers and whoever has been organising it”.  

The third Concept is about the lack of thought given to the allocation of placement supervisors, 

as illustrated by the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

“Like I said, from our perspective, we don’t think about that part at all, there is very 

little thought given to who is a placement supervisor”. 

The fourth is about the placement administrators being reactive in respect of relationship 

building, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A5 below: 

“Yes, my impression is quite reactive at the moment- but I could be wrong”.  

The fifth is about placement supervisors being solely focussed on placements, as illustrated by 

the comment from R&T Placement Supervisor SU2 below: 

“But I think that we are so focussed on the students’ side of things that we’re not really 

giving much thought at all to the potential engagement benefits”. 

The final Concept is about the lack of organisation structure between the central placements 

team and the Business School, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator 
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A7 below: 

“I think that it’s one of those things where, firstly I don’t want to blame anyone 

specifically because the way it’s set up when I was there was a bit hodge-podge, and I 

think it was just trying it out and I actually think that it will come out in the wash 

eventually”. 

The ninth Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of seven Concepts showing 

that both the university and Business School as well as the placement employers have 

shortcomings in ability in respect of relationship building. The first two Concepts in this cluster 

are about the placement employer lacking insight into how and with whom to build a 

relationship with the university or Business School, as illustrated by the comments from 

Placement Administrator A1 and R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 respectively below: 

“Whether it is something the employers want to do, have got the time to do, or the 

inclination, or the expertise, or you know, if they are even clear about what is even 

possible- because some employers they’re very good at digital communications, they 

are a digital communications agency, brilliant, they don’t know the internal workings 

of a university and who does what and where and when”. 

“However, it seems that the companies were not sure with whom they could talk about 

that, with whom they could approach”. 

The third is about the placement supervisor not having approached the relationship building 

appropriately, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Employer E2 below: 

“Not making it feel like it’s an open, collaborative conversation, sometimes I feel like 

I’m being cornered a little bit, I feel like the attention should be on the student and the 

student’s development, and all of a sudden there’s a conversation that stems from 

having a longer university relationship and I’m a bit like ‘whoa ok, are we here to talk 

about [student], or are we here to talk about something bigger’ because they are two 

different conversations. I think it’s about establishing the context of the meeting or the 

chat that is going to happen, and then making sure that you are putting the right people 

in the room, and you set out clear expectations almost”. 

The fourth is about the placement supervisor feeling uncomfortable to discuss the development 

of a wider relationship with the placement employer, as illustrated by the comment from E&S 

Placement Supervisor SU4 below: 

“I know that there is a question as I say to whereby we are supposed to say you know 

‘can we develop more ties with you?’ but it felt slightly uncomfortable in the context of 

it all, because you are spending 57 minutes talking about the student, how they are 

doing, how the placements going, doddle doddle dah, and then your last questions is 

almost ‘oh, and by the way, can we get any more business from you?’” 

The fifth is about lack of making contact by the placement administrators with the placement 
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employer, as illustrated by the comment from Placement Administrator A2 below: 

“I think as part of our team we don’t engage with employers as much as my previous 

institution did, so we do get vacancies from employers, but I feel that’s about it”. 

The sixth is about the lack of follow up after the placement, as illustrated by the comment from 

E&S Placement Supervisor SU3 below: 

“But in terms of a follow-up, there isn’t a follow-up at all from what I can see”.  

The final Concept is about not being able to meet the appropriate decision maker at the 

placement employer to discuss the development of the relationship, as illustrated by the 

comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU4 below: 

“But secondly, something that I think is very interesting here, is we might never be 

seeing a decision maker on these placements”.  

The tenth Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of two Concepts showing that 

the Business School lacks sufficient awareness in the market for its brand and research, as 

illustrated by the two comments from R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 and E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU5 respectively below: 

“I think that they receive quite a lot of emails and requests and expression of interests 

from different universities, and I think in this case lets be frank we are not in the position 

of Harvard or something like that”. 

“Our research is in smaller business types of areas, and, you know, I see things on 

television adverts or television programmes, and I see news items in the newspaper on 

a daily basis, I very seldom see anything other than economics because we’re good at 

that, I seldom see anything business related comes out of Sussex. We don’t get any 

column inches”. 

The final Theme that emerged from the data represents a cluster of three Concepts showing 

that a lack of strategic intent by the university and Business School as well as the placement 

employer prevents relationship building. The first and second Concepts in this cluster are about 

the lack of priority given to relationship building by the placement employer as well as the 

university and Business School, as illustrated by the comments from E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU3 and R&T Placement Supervisor SU1 respectively below. This view was 

expressed by seven of the nineteen interviewees. 

“I think it’s because the employers are recruiting an individual and maybe it’s not 

particularly important to them where they come from, and they’ll have them for a year, 

and hopefully they’ll do a good job, and then the employer will be out and recruiting 

again”.  
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“I think first of all, again it’s my perception, I think not many people here really 

understand the importance of placements. I’m talking about not students, I’m talking 

about mentors, so for some people, again it’s my perception, it’s kind of some of the 

things they just need to because they need to do, they need to check their reports and 

everything, but I don’t think they see this as a possibility, I think they see it as a burden 

instead of a possibility”. 

The final Concept is about the university lacking a strategy for relationship building, as 

illustrated by the comment from E&S Placement Supervisor SU5 below: 

“Nobody comes to me and says ‘dear placement tutor, this is what you are, these are 

the important things for you to actually uphold in order to maintain standards of the 

University of Sussex’”. 

These six Themes are aggregated to a higher-level Theoretical Dimension that describes the 

challenges or barriers to relationship building that are within the control of the university and 

Business School, as summarised in Table 5.10 below. Again, this is an important finding of 

this study. 

 Proposition: there are a large number of organisational factors within the control 

of the university and Business School that, if not addressed, are potential barriers for 

relationship building. 

 

5.5.1 Assumptions about why a relationship did not develop 

If unable to answer a question from direct experience, interviewees were asked to make an 

informed assumption, as experts in their field, why the relationship between the Business 

School and the placement employer had not developed. Also here, given that most were able 

to answer the questions from direct experience, the findings presented below are therefore less 

extensive. However, as presented in Table 5.11, similar Concepts emerged. This section starts 

with a lack of interest in developing a relationship between the Business School and the 

placement employer, or not being aware of the potential benefits, as illustrated by the quotes 

from Placement Administrator A1 below: 

“It could be that even if they have all the information in the world, they’re like ‘no I’m 

growing and I need to concentrate on that’ or ‘this is enough for me right now’ or ‘I’m 

only using placements for a graduate interview’ or ‘I’m really just interested in x y z’. 

I mean, partially I touched on this, maybe the employer doesn’t know what’s possible”. 
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Table 5-10, relationship building barriers within the control of the parties 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The role of the placement student was also cited, but in this instance the student was not able 

to facilitate a broader relationship between the parties, as illustrated by the quote from 

Placement Student ST2 below: 

“I guess at graduate level it might be harder to create a larger relationship such as 

between the University and the company”. 

1st Order Concepts 2nd Order Themes
Theoretical 

Dimension

I (small) - lack of funding for research or consultancy

I (small) - lack of funds to pay student a salary

I (small) - lack of HR resources

I (small) - lack of organisational capacity

U - lack of bespoke rel'ship manager

U - lack of knowledge of target business

U - lack of rel'ship building skills by supervisor

U - lack of resources

U - no support for rel'ship building activities

U - workload model for Supervisors does not allow for 

rel'ship building

U+I - takes time to build rel'ship

U - CRM not working properly

U - supervisors lack of access to CRM

U - limited effectiveness of online feedback form

U - conflicting priorities within the job role

U - lack of understanding of roles

U - no thought given to supervisor allocation

U - Administrators reactive

U - supervisor sole focus on placements

U - lack of structure

I - lack of understanding how to build rel'ship with 

university

I - not knowing who to contact in U

U - did not approach it correctly

U - feeling uncomfortable to get involved

U - lack of (personal) contact with I

U - no follow-up to build rel'ship

U - not meeting decision maker(s) at I

U - lack of research visibility

U - lacking brand awareness

I - rel'ship with university is not a priority

U - rel'ship with industry is not given a priority

U - lack of strategy

A lack of strategic intent can 

prevent relationship building

Smaller organisations and the 

Business School lack adequate 

placement resources to build 

relationships

Factors which present 

challenges for building 

Business School - 

Placement Employer 

relationships within their 

control

UoS / Business School appear 

to have inadequate placement 

systems

A number of role conflicts and 

lack of role clarity limit 

relationship building efforts by 

the University and Business 

School

The Business Schools lack of 

awareness in the market 

Both University and Industry 

have shortcomings in ability to 

build relationships



UP875291 

89 
 

A lack of resources was also cited by Placement Administrator A3, as illustrated by the quote 

below: 

“I guess maybe one of them is just staffing, we just don’t really have the team to explore 

that”. 

The lack of focus on the relationship development aspect was cited by Placement 

Administrators A2 and A3 and E&S Placement Supervisor SU4, and illustrated by the quote 

below: 

“And just asking the question I guess, do they want to work in collaboration with us, 

maybe set up a research project or things like that.  

A lack of regular communication and a lack of the right people around the table were mentioned 

by almost all actor groups; this is illustrated well by the following quotes: 

“Also maybe, just through no contact, after the placement it’s gone dead and there’s 

no, it’s difficult to introduce yourself four years after something and go we had a 

placement student working with you four years ago would you be interested in some 

research, they’d be like go away” (Placement Student ST1). 

“And also, there is little contact between the university and the employer from any 

point, apart from the placement advisor” (Placement Student ST3). 

“Not having the right conversations with the right people in the organisation” 

(Placement Employer E2). 

Table 5-11, Assumptions about why relationship did not develop – Concepts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cited by 1st Order Concepts

PA / PE 1 : I - might not be interested in rel'ship with U

PS E&S 2 : I - not a priority to develop rel'ship with U

ST 3 : I - not interested in or need for research

PA / PS E&S 4 : I - not knowing what is possible or benefits

ST 5 : S - not in a position to develop rel'ship

ST 7 : S - not seen as part of a U

PA 8 : U - focus is on placements

PA 9 : U - lack of resources

PS E&S 10 : U - no comms with decision maker

PA / PS E&S 11 : U - not focussing on rel'ship with I

ST 12 : U - not in regular contact with I

ST 13 : U+I - lack of contact between them

PA 14 : U+I - Lack of contract between U & I

PS R&T 15 : U+I - lack of mutual interest in building rel'ship

PS R&T 17 : U+I - not aware of overlapping interests

PE 18 : U+I - Not right people around the table

PE 19 : U+I - People not interested in making the connection
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5.6 Additional views on the role of placements in the relationship 

At times during the interviews, thoughts were expressed about the role of placements in the 

context of developing a relationship between the university and the Business School and the 

placement employer. The following quotes in particular illustrate the role of the placement 

programme well: 

“Build a reputation for the university through the students” (Placement Employer E2). 

“I think first of all, again it’s my perception, I think not many people here really 

understand the importance of placement. I’m talking about not students, I’m talking 

about mentors, so for some people, again it’s my perception, it’s kind of some of the 

things they just need to because they need to do, they need to check their reports and 

everything, but I don’t think they see this as a possibility, I think they see it as a burden 

instead of a possibility. Even if you meet with just one manager, when I visited those 

companies I met with a couple of them and they showed me around, you see a bit of the 

company, you can ask them specific questions of course it’s very nice way of starting 

some co-operation. I think one thing is to change this idea, this perception. I think that’s 

an issue” (R&T Placement Supervisor SU1). 

“I think with the placements, my sense is that the view on the placements is that they 

are student focussed and that is the point of them. There is not much for us to do 

otherwise. So that could be a big shift” (R&T Supervisor SU2). 

“If you get six people every year from Sussex University, and you’re a car 

manufacturer, for example, you know, there could well be some conclusion drawn that 

this is a good university because these guys coming out here are commercially astute, 

commercial acumen and ability to add to our bottom-line profit” (E&S Placement 

Supervisor SU5). 

 

5.7 Summary of the key findings 

Reflecting on the main Themes and higher-level Dimensions, the following findings stand 

out in particular. With regards to the placement objectives for students, there is a strong focus 

on what they can gain during the placement, such as employability skills and industry 

experience (operational/short term), and after the placement, such as improving employability 

prospects (strategic/longer term focus). The placement objectives for the Business School have, 

1) a student element, such as the opportunity for them to gain industry experience, 2) an internal 

element, such as its complementary nature to teaching, and 3) an external element, such as 

increasing awareness for the school, building its brand and developing relationships with the 

placement employer. The placement objectives for the placement employer have, 1) a current, 

operational needs element, such as the student fulfilling a particular role or being ‘cheap 
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labour’, 2) a future employment needs element, such as placements helping to build a talent 

pipeline, and 3) an element of wider business objectives, such as the development of a 

relationship with a university. The latter two are at a more strategic level.  

The current status of a relationship is focussed on placements and on the whole positive, 

but it appears not to be a priority for either party and therefore currently not managed 

proactively. However, most interviewees confirmed that their knowledge of the relationship 

between the Business School and the placement employer was limited. In contrast to the 

finding above, the view from most interviewees was positive about the potential for 

development of the relationship, particularly with smaller and medium sized placement 

employers and local placement employers. Most interviewees were positive about the potential 

benefits for the Business School, such as brand development and research support, as well as 

for the placement employer, such as support in resolving some of the challenges they face. 

However, this was subject to the condition of mutual interest in the development of the 

relationship. There are opportunities for relationship building activities, with the placement 

supervisor and placement visits, alumni as key relationship actors, and with the support of 

appropriate systems. 

There are also a significant number of relationship development challenges. A number of 

them are outside the control of the university, Business School or placement employer, such as 

higher hierarchical organisational structures, no preferential treatment of placement employers, 

the maturity of the organisation, or the student not making a positive contribution. A different 

set of challenges are within the control of the parties, such as the presence of adequate resources 

for relationship development, organisation-wide clarity of role priorities, knowledge of 

relationship development, appropriate systems, brand awareness of the school and strategic 

intent by all the parties. And finally, the placement programme appears to be positioned by the 

university and Business School as ‘just an opportunity for students to gain some work 

experience ’instead of a starting point, subject to the placement being successful, to develop a 

multi-faceted mutually beneficial relationship lasting beyond the placement. 
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6. Discussion of research findings 

The research findings demonstrate that there are opportunities for placements to support 

the development of a U-I relationship. Despite the different placement objectives of the key 

actors and the limited efforts made to develop relationships beyond placements in this case 

study, all actors, including placement employers, confirmed that the potential is there. This 

study has found that the student plays a key role in establishing the initial relationship. Through 

their placement they create a window of opportunity for the Business School – predominantly 

the placement supervisor – and the Placement Employer – predominantly the line manager – 

to ascertain the potential and engage in relationship building activities to co-create value 

beyond the placement. Additional values include, for example, data and funding for research, 

knowledge transfer, commercialisation of research or resolving commercial challenges. 

Subject to specific prerequisites being met for both the Business School and the placement 

employer, conditions are created through the placement to explore the potential of the 

relationship beyond its initial purpose. The relationship building process can also be 

accelerated through factors specific to the Business School and the placement employer.  

This chapter first discusses the actors’ different objectives, the current state of the 

placement relationship, and the potential for its development. Second, a new framework is 

presented for supporting U-I relationship development via placements, and a discussion about 

the key actors and their role. Finally, the chapter will discuss relationship prerequisites and 

accelerators for both the university/Business School and the placement employer, as well as 

key activities for relationship building. 

6.1 For oneself or other stakeholders – the objectives 

Research Question 1 seeks to understand and clarify the objectives of the different actor 

groups in the context of placements and relationship development. The interviews started with 

asking the interviewees about their objectives for the placement programme. In the context of 

relationship building, the answers given to those questions are the first interesting finding of 

this study. As this section will discuss, despite the different objectives cited by the interviewees 

there are objectives, particularly of the Business School and the placement employers, where 

there is commonality, particularly in relation to the interest in building a mutual relationship.  

The placement objectives cited for students are, perhaps unsurprisingly, purely focussed on 

the students’ own gain. Three 2nd Order Themes were developed from the answers given. The 

first Theme, which is supported by most interviewees, illustrates that some students have a 
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degree of ambivalence about the motivation to do a placement in the first place. References 

were made to students being encouraged by parents to do a placement, prolonging university 

life, or that it was time to earn some money. The second Theme distilled from the answers 

suggests a focus on what students can gain during their placement, illustrated by objectives 

such as the opportunity to apply the theory learned, gaining employability skills and industry 

experience, and finding out what they do or do not like. These first two Themes provide the 

basis for an aggregate Theoretical Dimension; this represents a cluster of objectives that are 

short-term and more operational in focus. Given the limited oversight by the Placement 

Supervisor, and although not supported by evidence, placement students with objectives 

covered by this Dimension might offer limited support to any relationship development 

endeavours from the Placement Supervisor and placement employer line manager. This relates 

to the lower levels of commitment to their placement and potential limited awareness of 

recognising any potential for a relationship between the Business School and the placement 

employer. To recognise the potential of a relationship, a higher-level more strategic and multi-

stakeholder perspective is needed.  

The final Theme suggests a focus on what the student will gain from their placement after 

they have completed it. This is illustrated by concepts such as improving employability 

prospects and building a network of contacts, cited by a number of interviewees. Zooming out 

suggests that in contrast to the first Dimension, the Theoretical Dimension for this Theme 

represents a cluster of longer term, more strategic objectives in respect of placements. Students 

with objectives covered by this Dimension may provide a higher level of support to any 

relationship building endeavours of the Placement Supervisor and placement employer line 

manager. This is because of their higher commitment to the placement and potential ability to 

recognise the potential of a relationship between the Business School and placement employer, 

and potential interest in co-facilitating its development. This is a significant finding in the 

context of this study given that, prior to any exploration of relationship potential, the objectives 

of the placement student should be verified by the Placement Supervisor. This can be done 

through checking the placement forms and learning logs the student completes prior and during 

their placement. 

Objectives cited for the Business School were analysed into three different 2nd Order 

Themes. The first Theme describes objectives that are, unsurprisingly, student focussed and, 

for example, seek to give students relevant industry experience and an opportunity to apply the 

theory learned. The second Theme represents a cluster of internal-facing objectives, such as 
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academics gaining exposure to industry and the placement programme assisting with ensuring 

the curriculum is current. These are among a significant number of important benefits of 

placement and Work Integrated Learning (WIL) programmes as presented by van Rooijen 

(2011). These first two Themes provide the basis for an aggregate higher-level Theoretical 

Dimension, illustrating a cluster of objectives that are short-term and operational. Whilst these 

are important objectives and provide direction for Placement Administrators and Placement 

Supervisors in particular, in the context of relationship building they are of lesser importance.  

The third Theme illustrates a cluster of external-facing objectives supported by Concepts, 

such as improving the attractiveness of the Business School, building credibility for the 

school’s brand, and building relationships with industry. Zooming out, and in contrast to the 

first Dimension, the Theoretical Dimension for this Theme represents a cluster of objectives 

that have a more strategic, longer-term focus on relationship building purposes, for which a 

higher-level multi-stakeholder perspective is needed, therefore more relevant. However, this 

study has found a lack of knowledge and understanding amongst the interviewees on the state 

of the relationship with Placement Employers, as well as cited concerns about the lack of 

resources, which are discussed in more detail below. The pursuit of achieving these of 

objectives by the Placement Supervisors and Placement Administrators is therefore questioned.  

Objectives for placement employers were also analysed into three 2nd Order Themes. The 

first Theme represents objectives that focus on short term or current employment needs, such 

as access to ‘cheap labour’ and students to fulfil a role or making a contribution to the 

organisation. The second Theme represents objectives that focus on future employment needs, 

describing placements as a recruitment opportunity or to build a talent pipeline. The third 

Theme represents Concepts that focus on strategic business objectives, such as an opportunity 

for brand development and developing a relationship with a university.  

Similar to the Theoretical Dimensions described for the placement students and Business 

School, the first Theme has a short-term, more operational Dimension and the second and third 

Themes a longer term, more strategic Dimension. Given the popularity of placements, even 

during the recent pandemic, it is likely that the objectives covered by the first and second 

Themes were achieved. However, given the low level of U-I relationships developed from a 

placement relationship, the pursuit of the relevant objective covered by the third Theme is 

therefore questioned – a further significant finding of this study. Interestingly, no overlapping 

Concepts were found with placement students; this suggests a potential misalignment and cause 
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for concern. However, this is outside the scope of this study. The opportunity to develop a 

relationship with a university overlapped with the same objective for the Business School. This 

provides a significant foundation for the framework presented by this study as presented below. 

In summary, in addressing Research Question 1, findings indicated that the placement 

objectives are: 

- For the placement student: some students are ambivalent about their objectives, others 

have a range of short- and long-term objectives aimed at enhancing their employability 

prospects. Students with objectives in the latter category could therefore provide more 

support to relationship exploration and building; 

- For the Business School: a range of short-term objectives aimed at enhancing the 

employability prospects of students, and operational internal-facing aspects and 

strategic external-facing objectives, including relationship building with industry. The 

pursuit of the latter being questioned given the lack of knowledge of the state of the 

relationship and lack of resources; 

- For placement employers: a range of short-term objectives aimed at fulfilling current 

employment needs, long-term objectives aimed at future employment needs, and 

strategic business needs including relationship building with a university. The success 

of the latter being questioned given the low level of U-I relationships developed from 

a placement. 

The objectives of the key actors are not explored in the U-I frameworks as presented in 

section 3.1.1. They are not explored in the generic U-I frameworks, but more importantly, they 

are also not explored in the study by Rampersad (2015) as presented in section 3.1.2, despite 

the focus of this study on the role of Work Integrated Learning (WIL) programmes in UI 

relationship development. Given the important role of the placement student in relationship 

building, as described below, this is considered a significant omission. After all, a student who 

is ambivalent about doing a placement in the first place is unlikely to be aware of, and act upon, 

any relationship development opportunities. 

Although there is similarity in the Theoretical Dimensions between the students, Business 

School and the placement employers (as discussed in this section), the underlying Themes and 

Concepts are different and diverse. Combined with an organisational structure and managerial 

focus whereby the Placement Administrators and Placement Supervisors are providing 
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predominantly a service to the placement students (often independent from each other), and the 

placement student predominantly a service to the placement employer, this confirms the 

potential of an indirect exchange of services that could mask the fundamental basis of the 

exchange (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008 – Foundational Principle 2). In other words, this 

organisational structure and managerial focus create a situation where the actors within the 

Business School and the placement employer are not acutely aware of the broader potential of 

their relationship; this is despite their organisational strategic placement objectives, in 

particular the relationship building aspect, as described above. This is a significant finding of 

this study and is believed to be an important reason for the lack of knowledge and 

understanding of the state and, importantly, potential of the relationship between the Business 

School and the placement employer, is discussed next. 

6.2 The latent potential of the relationship 

The lack of awareness of the state and potential of the relationship was confirmed by the 

answers given by the interviewees – the second topic explored in the interviews and aimed to 

answer Research Question 2. Placement Administrators, placement students and E&S 

Placement Supervisors believed that the placement employers had limited interest in 

developing a relationship with the Business School. They also cited that the placement 

employers had limited or intermittent contact with the Business School, or that, in some cases, 

the University of Sussex did not have a preferred status. This apparent lack of interest in a 

relationship was also cited by one student who commented that they felt that the placement 

employer did not see them, the placement student, as part of a university or school. Perhaps 

unsurprising given that the student appeared not to feature in the objectives of placement 

employers.  

Furthermore, the relationship with the placement employer appeared not to be a priority of 

the Business School either since the relationship was not proactively managed and was 

focussed on placements. The Placement Supervisors in particular thought the relationship with 

placement employers was not strong and often felt uncomfortable discussing it during 

placement visits. The Placement Administrators cited also that they had little contact with 

placement employers and that the relationship was ‘just data in the CRM system’. Their focus 

was supporting the placement student and the Placement Supervisor. They also felt that the 

Placement Supervisors either lacked interest in building relationships with the placement 
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employer, or lacked the skills and understanding of how to approach this, or worst case, lacked 

both.  

In contrast to the views expressed above, the Placement Administrators, placement 

employers and some placement students believed that the relationship between the University 

and Business School, and the placement employers was positive. Contact at events, non-

placement activity, skills workshops and participation in research projects was cited. These 

differing and contrasting views on the state of the relationship are unsurprising given that 14 

out of the 19 interviewees admitted that they lacked knowledge of the state of the relationship 

between the Business School and the placement employers. In the context of this study, and 

with one of the stated strategic objectives of the Business School and placement employer 

being to build a relationship, this is a very important finding. It suggests a lack of strategic 

focus communicated by the management of the University and Business School. Furthermore, 

it suggests a lack of available resources for adequate relationship management practices, as 

cited by most university interviewees. Therefore, the development of a broader, multi-service 

U-I relationship via placements is left to chance.  

These contrasting views on the state of the relationship between the Business School and 

the placement employer also suggests that the interviewees, the Placement Administrators and 

Placement Supervisors in particular, appear to be working in isolation, focussed on their part 

of the service, unaware of the actions of other actors and the broader potential of the 

relationship. This view is supported by comments from both supervisors and administrators 

about a lack of trust between them and a lack of clarity about their roles – the former a 

concerning finding of this study. 

In summary, in addressing the first part of Research Question 2, the state of the 

relationship between the Business School and the placement employer is: 

- Significantly contrasting views, both positive and negative, about the state of the 

relationship were expressed; however, all views were based on limited information and 

understanding. 

Also here, as with the objectives of the key actors, the issue of awareness of the status of a 

relationship is not explored in the U-I frameworks as presented in section 3.1.1. These 

frameworks make reference to key actors and process steps with inputs and outputs or 

deliverables, however, they do not discuss the benefits or limitations of awareness, or lack 

thereof, of the state of a relationship between a university and industry. Equally and 
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importantly, the framework presented by Rampersad (2015), as presented in section 3.1.2, does 

not explore this issue either. The author considers also this to be significant omissions given 

that awareness of the current state of a relationship, across all relevant variables such as the 

alignment of interests and window of opportunity, is an important basis from which to develop 

it, as presented by the Dynamic Relationship Marketing theory (Zhang et al., 2016). 

Recognition of the current relationship state and the desired relationship state directs the 

application of appropriate migration strategies with related resources, such as the appointment 

of dedicated ‘account managers’, and increasing switching costs through creating structural 

dependencies. 

The significantly varying views on the state of the relationship can be explained through 

the principle of indirect exchange of services (Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2008 – Foundational 

Principle 2). Actors that are not directly involved in the core placement service provision, for 

example Placement Administrators, are unlike to have detailed knowledge of the state of a 

relationship. This places increasing emphasis on the role of actors who are directly involved in 

the placement service provision such as the Placement Supervisor and the placement employer 

line manager. The importance of their role in relationship building is discussed below. 

The next question in the interview focussed on the potential for developing the placement 

relationship to a broader U-I relationship, the second part of Research Question 2. Particularly 

in the context of the discussion above, this is the next important finding of this study since all 

actor groups, including the placement employers, were in general positive about this potential. 

Placement Administrators, R&T Placement Supervisors, and a placement student were positive 

about the potential in respect of local, Small and Medium Sized organisations. This particular 

finding echoes the findings from Salimi and Rezaei (2018) and D’Este et al. (2013) who 

confirm that geographical proximity is among the most important factors facilitating 

collaboration since it reduces uncertainty and increases communication. Interestingly, a 

Placement Administrator and a placement student were negative about the relationship 

potential with large organisations; the former believed the Business School would not be able 

to compete successfully with other business schools, and the latter felt that a larger organisation 

had less need for research input from a university. This last view is contradicted by the 

relationship the Business School has with employer E1; this is a large multi-national 

organisation in the professional services industry with whom the Business School has a U-I 

relationship including knowledge transfer and participation in research projects.  



UP875291 

99 
 

A different concern was raised by an E&S Placement Supervisor where a focus on smaller 

and medium sized placement employers for relationship development could introduce a 

potential conflict with placement students; this is because often their focus is on getting work 

experience at an organisation with a well-known name on their CV. However, in contrast to 

this view, placement employer E2, which is a large multi-national organisation, was positive 

about developing a relationship as long as the interests of both parties were aligned.  

As discussed in Chapter 5, the local aspect, or proximity between the parties, confirms the 

findings of previous studies. The comment about there being lesser opportunities with larger 

placement employers is doubtful given the relationship between the Business School and 

placement employer E1 and the comment from placement employer E2. Relevant for both 

types of opportunity is the need for due consideration of the alignment of interests of both 

parties when ascertaining the potential for relationship development; this was cited by a 

number of interviewees. This requirement has a direct impact on the role of the Placement 

Supervisor and the line manager of the placement employer, which is discussed below. 

The answer from placement employer E2 also highlights the importance of communication. 

This is supported by Frasquet et al. (2012) and Galan-Muros and Davey (2019) who posit that 

communication that is directly linked to relationship factors trust, satisfaction and resolving 

functional conflict, and is therefore one of the important activities in the University Business 

Collaboration supporting mechanisms. This requirement also has a direct impact on the role of 

the Placement Supervisors and the line manager, as will also be discussed below. 

The focus on the placement student, as discussed in section 6.1 above, and lack of 

understanding of the state of the relationship and lack of awareness of its potential, seems to 

correspond with the lack of organisational ‘zooming-out’ to include other ecospheres, as 

proposed by SDL Foundational Principle 9 (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). The ability to zoom-out 

is essential to recognise the alternative potential strands to the relationship, as illustrated by 

Figure 3.5 above. This aspect is supported by Prigge and Torraco (2006) who posit that other 

university departments and their relationship building endeavours are part of the intervening 

conditions for U-I relationship building. Furthermore, zooming out facilitates involving 

colleagues from other departments in relationship activities; Zunda et al. (2020) posit that this 

facilitates relationship building between the parties. The need for such relationship building 

behaviour has significant implications for the roles of the Placement Administrator, Placement 
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Supervisor, and the line manager of the placement employer in particular, which is discussed 

later in this chapter.  

In summary, in addressing the second part of Research Question 2, is there potential 

for developing a placement relationship into a broader U-I relationship, is:  

- Yes, positive views about the relationship potential were expressed by all actor groups, 

as long as it is proactively managed with strategic intent from the Business School and 

the placement employer and due consideration given to the alignment of interests. 

As described for the first part of Research Question 2, the recognition of potential is part 

of the same basis from which a relationship can be developed. Without this realisation, it is 

unlikely that appropriate migration strategies are deployed, appropriate resources are applied, 

and structural dependencies are developed. This is in line with Foundational Principle 4 (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2016) which states that operant resources, such as the knowledge and skills required 

for identifying appropriate migration strategies, are the fundamental source of strategic benefit, 

in this case the development of a U-I relationship from an initial placement relationship.  

Utilising these initial, but fundamentally important findings, the next section introduces a 

new framework for growing a U-I relationship via placements. At this stage it is important to 

note that some Placement Administrators and some Placement Supervisors believe that the 

focus should stay on supporting the student with their placement. This concern is given more 

weight since most Placement Administrators and most Placement Supervisors felt that there 

are insufficient resources made available for relationship development. This concern is 

addressed later in this chapter. 

6.3 Developing U-I relationships via placements – the NURTURE framework 

This study has found that there is interest from the Business School in pursuing external 

facing organisational objectives such as reputation and brand building and, particularly relevant 

to this study, relationship building with industry. Furthermore, findings suggest that there is 

interest from placement employers in pursuing strategic objectives, such as brand building and 

the development of a relationship with universities. This study also found that all actor groups 

were positive about the potential for building a relationship beyond placements to pursue the 

co-creation of additional value at either the tactical level, such as additional placements, guest 

speaking, mentoring, etc., or the more strategic level, such as consultancy, funding for research, 

data for research, etc.  
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Figure 6.1 below presents the NURTURE framework (placemeNt to U-I RelaTionship for 

valUe co-cREation), a new framework for supporting the development of U-I relationships via 

placements. First, and central in this NURTURE framework, is the role of the student. Simply 

put, without the student there is no placement relationship to extend or build on. It is through 

their placement that the student creates a window of opportunity for relationship building 

activities lasting at least 40 weeks. Second, it recognises the importance of the academic 

Placement Supervisor of the Business School and the line manager of the placement employer 

as relationship explorers in addition to their roles as supervisor/line manager. Third, in respect 

of the university and Business School, it recognises the role of the Placement Administrators 

in supporting the relationship building activities of the Placement Supervisor, and the role of 

academic colleagues if opportunities arise outside the field of expertise or interest of the 

Placement Supervisor. The latter is important given that it is unlikely that all students being 

supervised by a supervisor are working at an organisation of interest to that supervisor.  

Fourth, in respect of the placement employer, it recognises the role of the HR department 

as a relationship facilitator and can introduce colleagues if opportunities arise outside the field 

of expertise of the line manager. Finally, it recognises the role of the university/Business 

School and the placement employer in creating the appropriate conditions for relationship 

building. Through this NURTURE framework and the discussion below, this study makes a 

significant contribution to the extant U-I and placements literature, the SDL literature, and the 

Dynamic Relationship Marketing literature. The identification and role of the key actors, 

Research Question 3, is discussed next. 

 

6.4 The key actors in U-I relationship development 

This study confirms that placements can facilitate the development of a relationship 

towards a broader U-I relationship encompassing additional service ecospheres. Research 

Question 3 asks who the key actors are in potentially growing this relationship. This section 

identifies them and discusses their role in exploring and developing that relationship. 
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Figure 6-1, The NURTURE framework for developing U-I relationships via placements 

 

6.4.1 The placement student as initiator of the relationship 

This study has found that there is an opportunity to develop a relationship beyond that of a 

‘supplier of labour’ and a ‘supplier of employability skills’. However, in this web of actors, 

some with personal motives and some with only limited organisation goals or motives, who 

are therefore the key actors?  

Prior to a student going on a placement, there is often no prior relationship between the 

student and the placement employer, or between a Placement Supervisor and the line manager 

of the placement employer. This highlights a very pertinent question: how does it all start? 

More specifically, who initiates it and when? The simple answer is, of course, the placement 

student when they go on a placement. The role of the placement student in the relationship 

building endeavours of the Business School and the placement employer is therefore of interest 

here, particularly given:  
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1. their impact on the relationship building endeavours as a result of their contribution, or 

lack of it as might be the case, to the placement employer; 

2. their placement objectives that, whilst purely focussed on themselves, ranges from 

ambiguity to longer term ‘strategic’ goals; 

3. that they are a student of the Business School, paying a reduced tuition fee (a reduction 

of 80% of the standard fee for that year) and with periodic oversight of their 

‘performance’ by their allocated Placement Supervisor; but 

4. that they are also employed by the placement employer receiving a commensurate 

salary, and with day-to-day oversight of their ‘performance’ by their line manager; and 

5. their placement period is finite, a minimum of 40 weeks, after which they are again a 

full-time student at the Business School. 

This focus on the student and their role in the process of initiating a relationship between 

the Business School and the placement employer is key to understanding how a relationship 

starts. Put differently, through and during their placement, the student creates a window of 

opportunity for U-I relationship building activities. It is only when a student starts their 

professional placement that other actors, such as the Placement Supervisors and the line 

manager, have an opportunity to meet through the placement visits, explore the potential of the 

relationship, and develop it when appropriate. This study has found that the student can play 

an important role in facilitating the discussions between the parties, particularly those students 

with more strategic placement objectives. This role as instigator and potential facilitator of the 

relationship is in contrast to the framework developed by Rampersad (2015) who saw the 

student as a producer and planner, i.e., job related aspects, without recognising the wider 

contribution to the exploration of the relationship potential between the parties. The role of the 

student, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, is not explored at all in the U-I frameworks as 

presented in section 3.1.1. 

At this point, it is worth considering the locus of value co-creation. In the early stages of 

the relationship the locus of value being co-created alternates between the student and the 

placement employer. The student gains employability skills and improves their employability 

prospects, and the placement employer makes progress with the projects the student works on 

and gains knowledge contributed by the student in the process. However, as the relationship 

develops, and additional actors get involved to develop a broader U-I relationship, the locus 
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could shift to, for example, the Placement Supervisor or an academic colleague as a result of 

data provided by the placement employer for a research project, or it could change to a 

colleague of the placement line manager in the case of input provided by academics for a 

project they are working on. Therefore, this study posits that the locus of value co-creation can 

change between actors or can have multiple locations at a point in time. This principle supports 

the importance of all key actors in the placement relationship as they could all be recipients of 

and contributors to the value co-creation processes. Whilst this is supported by Foundational 

Principle 6 (Vargo and Lusch, 2016), which states that value is co-created by multiple actors 

always including the beneficiary, the changing locus of value creation is underexplored in the 

Service Dominant Logic literature.  

However, it is also important to recognise that without the student making a positive 

contribution, it potentially stops or compromises the relationship building endeavours and 

could potentially lead to value co-destruction as a result of a misalignment of their practices, 

as presented by Echeverri and Skalén (2021). Although outside the scope of this study, the 

unique relationship between the placement student and the three university actor groups – the 

Placement Administrators, the Business School, and the Placement Supervisor – confirms the 

need for adequate support to the student. For example, making sure that the student has won 

an appropriate placement position, is engaged to perform graduate-level tasks, and receives 

support should there be conflicts with the placement employer. In summary, the placement 

student with the appropriate placement objectives pays a central role in initiating a window of 

opportunity and facilitating the exploration of the potential to develop the placement 

relationship into a broader U-I relationship. It is for this reason that the placement student has 

been placed in the centre of the NURTURE framework presented in Figure 6.1 above. The role 

of the Placement Supervisor is discussed in the next section. 

6.4.2 The role of the Placement Supervisor 

This study has found that the role of the academic Placement Supervisor is also very 

important, not just to provide supervision to the placement student, as discussed in section 6.1 

above, but also to explore the potential for a relationship with the placement employer. 

Awasthy et al. (2020) state that the academic institution should appoint suitable people with 

characteristics for collaboration. Furthermore, they posit the need for a capability to interact 

with industry by such individuals. Zunda et al. (2020) posit that such individuals should have 

knowledge of communication and marketing in order to formulate attractive offers and 
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communicate them professionally. This study has confirmed these requirements. The lack of 

relationship building skills of the Placement Supervisors was referred to by the Placement 

Administrators as a key reason for why relationships with placement employers failed to 

develop. Furthermore, it was also cited that not much thought was given to the allocation of 

Placement Supervisors; this leaves any exploration of the relationship potential to chance. 

These two issues have contributed to the lack of effort in pursuing the strategic objectives of 

the Business School, particularly in relation to the desire to develop the brand of the school 

and relationships with industry. 

Approaching the role of the Placement Supervisor from a Service-Dominant Logic (SDL) 

perspective, FP9 describes the need to zoom out, away from a focus on the individuals, to a 

wider firm or institution perspective encompassing a multi-service ecosystem. Furthermore, 

Awasthy et al. (2020) posit that universities need to play a more proactive role in the 

commercialisation of their research and gain a better understanding of the requirements of the 

business. In a placement context, the Placement Supervisor is best placed to zoom-out and play 

a more proactive role in exploring the potential of the relationship, underlining the importance 

of their role. However, the data show that this is not happening, furthermore supervisors cited 

feeling uncomfortable discussing this. The importance of the role of the placement supervisor 

is also confirmed by Rampersad (2015), who describes this role as the instigator. However, 

whilst this confirms involvement in the early stages of a potential relationship, this study has 

found their role to be more akin to explorer and co-facilitator over a longer period of time. The 

placement supervisor has an initial period of 40 weeks to explore and develop the relationship, 

and additional periods of 40 weeks with future placement students if they were allocated to the 

same placement employer. Furthermore, Zhang et al. (2016) posit the importance of direct lines 

of communication and of understanding the evolving needs of customers (the placement 

employer) in the context of dynamic relationship marketing and the role of ‘account managers’ 

or Placement Supervisors in this case. This is an important aspect given that a placement 

employer might not be ready to engage, as discussed later, but this could change during future 

placements. 

This study also found potential significant limitations to the capacity for Placement 

Supervisors to engage with a placement employer as well as clarity about their role. Lack of 

clarity about organisational roles and conflicting priorities were mentioned frequently by 

Placement Supervisors as well as Placement Administrators. This relates to the managerial role 

of the university/Business School in terms of workload planning and role descriptors, which is 
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discussed in more detail below. In summary, the Placement Supervisor plays an important role 

in exploring the potential of the relationship and co-facilitating the development into a multi-

service U-I relationship. The role of the Placement Administrator is discussed in the next 

section. 

6.4.3 The role of the Placement Administrators 

Rampersad (2015) proposes that Placement Administrators play an important role as 

‘webber’ liaising between the parties. However, this study has found that the Placement 

Administrators are focussed on supporting students with obtaining a placement and are rarely 

involved in relationship building activities by the Business School. This is a concerning finding 

given the stated strategic organisational objectives with, in particular, the desire for relationship 

building with industry. In addition, the data confirm significant interest from Placement 

Administrators in supporting the supervisors in their relationship building endeavours; 

however, a lack of clarity in their role versus that of the Placement Supervisor increases barriers 

to pursue this. This is a further concerning finding, as it shows the presence of an underutilised 

resource in the context of stated general lack of resources. Approaching this role from an SDL 

and value co-creation perspective, Vargo and Lusch (2016), through FP7, posit that actors 

cannot deliver value but can participate in the creation and offering of value propositions. This 

FP illustrates that further value can be co-created once the initial value proposition has been 

espoused, for example, by associated actors such as, in this case, Placement Administrators 

and academic colleagues emphasising the importance of their roles. The above findings are 

unsurprising in the context of FP2 which states that the indirect nature of exchange in respect 

of Placement Supervisors masks the fundamental basis of the exchange, contributing to the 

underutilisation of these associated actors.  The role of academic colleagues, as associated 

actors is discussed later in this chapter.  

This study has found significant interest in relationship building by the Placement 

Administrators but many shortcomings in their actual ability to support other actors, such as 

Placement Supervisors. First, the lack of resources was cited by most Placement 

Administrators. Second, the lack of trust and cooperation with the Business School and 

Placement Supervisors as a result of departmentalisation was also cited. These issues will need 

to be addressed by the management of the Careers and Employability Centre (CEC) and the 

Business School if more U-I relationships are to be developed from placements. Furthermore, 

this study also found that Placement Administrators can facilitate communication and 
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relationship building between the placement employer and appropriate colleagues within the 

Business School, or other schools of the University of Sussex. This is an important aspect of 

this role, and one that is supported by the findings of Prigge and Torraco (2006) who confirmed 

that multiple organisational contacts, such as central corporate relations and other university 

departments, to and from industry are part of the intervening conditions and assist in 

relationship building. In summary, Placement Administrators play an important role in 

supporting Placement Supervisors with their relationship building endeavours and as 

introducers to academics in other departments or schools. Given the higher level, more abstract 

approach, the specific role of Placement Administrators, and the Placement Supervisor as 

described above, is largely unexplored in the U-I frameworks as presented in chapter 3.1.1. 

The role of a Placement Supervisor’s academic colleagues is discussed next.  

6.4.4 The role of academic colleagues 

The significant role of a Placement Supervisor’s academic colleagues has also been 

highlighted by this study. In addition to the value being co-created by multiple actors, as 

proposed by Foundational Premise 6 (Vargo and Lusch, 2016), the colleague could be or 

become a beneficiary of and contributor to the value co-creation processes. As discussed in 

section 6.4.1, it is anticipated that as a result of a growing U-I relationship, the locus of value 

co-creation can alternate between the key actors, providing further endorsement for the 

significant role academic colleagues play in the development of the relationship. The 

importance of their role is also supported by Zunda et al. (2020) who posit that regularly 

involving colleagues from other departments in activities is important for individuals with 

responsibility for the relationship between the university and industry, and Prigge and Torraco 

(2006) who state that multiple organisational contacts, such as other university departments, 

improve the conditions for relationship building. Equally, Galan-Muros and Davey (2019) state 

the importance of experience of faculty involved in relationship building.  

Multiple organisational contacts, through colleagues of the Placement Supervisor, also 

support the development of structural dependencies leading to higher switching costs (Zunda 

et al., 2020). After all, if a placement employer wanted to discontinue a relationship with a 

university with whom it has multiple individual relationships and projects, would face a 

significant effort to sever such interdependencies.  

In her studies, Rampersad (2015) found that other stakeholders or auxiliaries, such as 

colleagues of the Placement Supervisor, could become more involved in the placement 
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programme as a result of U-I relationships developed from placements. Whilst a useful benefit, 

this study did not yield this particular aspect of the relationship between supervisor and 

colleagues. In summary, academic colleagues of the Placement Supervisor play an important 

role as contributors and potential beneficiaries of the value co-creation processes. The role of 

alumni is discussed next. 

6.4.5 The role of alumni 

Whilst Rampersad (2015) makes reference to the role of alumni in her framework, and 

whilst the participants in this study did refer to the role of alumni in the development of U-I 

relationships, they have been excluded from this study since the comments were not directly 

related to the role of placements in developing multi-service U-I relationships. It is for this 

reason that they do not feature as a key actor in the NURTURE framework but as a potential 

accelerator of the relationship development process given their relationship with the Business 

School. The role of the university and Business School is discussed in the next section. 

6.4.6 The role of the university & Business School 

As discussed in section 6.4.2, the university and Business School should play a proactive 

role in building relationships with industry (Awasthy et al., 2020). Rampersad (2015) 

concluded from her study that the university plays the role of ‘webber’ as it initiated 

connections with industry and influenced the development of the network. This study has found 

that the university and Business School are less involved in the initiation of the relationship 

and the day-to-day activities of relationship building. In fact, this study found that their role is 

more strategic and managerial. As discussed, all actors believe there is an opportunity for U-I 

relationship development from a placement starting point, but none of the actors involved in 

placements are responsible for its development. Furthermore, this study found that there is a 

certain distrust between the Placement Administrators and the Placement Supervisors. These 

issues correlate with the findings of Echeverri and Skalén (2021) who state that a misalignment 

within practices can lead to value co-destruction or value diminution. This is a highly 

significant finding of this study in the context of the cited strategic objectives.  

Therefore, the role of the university and Business School is to ensure strategic alignment 

and provide the conditions for the key actors to support and engage in relationship building 

activities. Also important for their role is the provision of strategic intent as it was cited to be 

lacking by both Placement Supervisors and Placement Administrators. Furthermore, this study 

found that relationship building skills of Placement Supervisors is not considered in their 



UP875291 

109 
 

appointment. Galan-Muros and Davey (2019) state that people with business experience could 

form part of the University Business Collaboration (UBC) structural supporting mechanisms. 

A relationship capability should therefore be considered in the appointment of Supervisors. It 

is worth stating that this study has not found a discernible difference in relationship building 

interest and skills between Placement Supervisors on a Research and Teaching contract and 

those on an Education and Scholarship contract. This finding supports current practise which 

does not distinguish between the two. 

Equally important is the responsibility of the university and Business School to ensure 

clarity in and between roles involved in placements. This study has found a number of actors 

citing conflicting priorities and lack of clarity of roles and teams. As discussed in section 6.4.2 

in respect of the Placement Supervisors and section 6.4.3 in respect of the Placement 

Administrators, such confusion leads to barriers to relationship building. In contrast to the 

Relationship Marketing literature that has illustrated the need to invest in infrastructure (Zhang 

et al., 2016), the role of systems, and in particular Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 

systems, has received little attention in the U-I relationship literature. This study found that the 

university and Business School lack sufficient CRM systems to support relationship building 

activities. This could also lead to value co-destruction or diminution, as stated by Echeverri 

and Skalén (2021). The role of the organisation, the university and Business School in our case, 

is highlighted by two of the U-I frameworks reviewed for this study. Both the UBS Ecosystem 

framework (Galan-Muros and Davey, 2019) and the SADI Model (Zunda et al., 2020) describe 

the role as setting strategic priorities and objectives, performance indicators and provide 

resources. Furthermore, the role of the organisation is also to keep track of the value that is co-

created. Given the potential for multiple beneficiaries, for example the supervisor in respect of 

access to data for a research project and academic colleagues in respect of access to funding 

for research, it is important to catalogue these different loci of value-co-creation. Such 

overview contributes to establishing the over-arching value that is co-created between the 

university and Business School, on one side and the placement employer on the other. This 

also links directly to the requirement to consider all variables of a relationship in order to 

determine its state and subsequent relationship migration strategy (Zhang et al., 2016). 

In summary, the university and Business School play an important role in ensuring strategic 

alignment, clarifying and providing strategic intent, clarity in role descriptors and the provision 

of adequate human and CRM resources.  
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6.4.7 The role of the line manager 

Rampersad (2015) proposes the role of the industry supervisor as gate keeper. However, in 

respect of this role, her study focussed on the projects on which the placement student is 

working, i.e., the industry supervisor directing it, rather than the contribution of this role to 

relationship building activities. In contrast, this current study has found that the line manager 

plays an important role in exploring the specialities and capabilities of the university, and the 

Business School, as well as engaging in non-placement activities, such as guest speaking and 

student mentoring, to strengthen the relationship. Zunda et al., state that Functional Managers 

should make analysis of the current situation and monitor the use of resources (2020). They 

also state that Responsible persons should continuously realise and supervise activities, and 

regularly involve colleagues from other departments. Their findings are in synergy with the 

findings of this study and providing further evidence of the importance of this role in 

relationship development. 

Furthermore, the line manager also plays a key role in identifying who to contact within 

the university or Business School since this was cited as an obstacle in initiating a relationship. 

As with the Placement Supervisor, approaching the role of the line manager from an SDL 

perspective (FP9), this role is well suited to zoom out, away from a focus on the individuals, 

to a wider firm or institution perspective exploring the opportunities to develop a U-I 

relationship. This was confirmed by Placement Employer E1 who introduced a Placement 

Administrator and Placement Supervisor to other colleagues in their organisation. Related to 

this, and in synergy with the Placement Supervisor, the role of the line manager as the ‘account 

manager’ is considered to be important and responsible for ensuring direct lines of 

communication and tracking and understanding the evolving needs of the customer, the 

university and Business School in our case (Zhang et al., 2016). In addition, they suggest that 

by developing multiple lines of communication involving, in this case Human Resources and 

colleagues, creates additional structural interdependencies and therefore barriers to switching. 

In summary, the placement employer line manager plays an important role in exploring the 

potential of the relationship and co-facilitating the development into a multi-service U-I 

relationship. The role of the placement employer’s HR department is discussed next. 

6.4.8 The role of Human Resources and colleagues 

This study has found that the placement employer’s HR department also plays a key role 

given their relationship with different departments in the organisation, particularly if they are 
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well connected and have a good understanding of their requirements. Also important is the role 

of such other colleagues given that further value can be co-created by such associated actors 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2016). This is an important finding of this study and a contribution to the 

U-I literature. In summary, this study found that a placement employer’s HR department plays an 

important role in introducing representatives of the university or Business School to colleagues in other 

relevant departments who can contribute to the value co-creation process. The role of the placement 

employer is discussed next. 

6.4.9 The role of the placement employer 

In her study, Rampersad (2015) described the role of the placement employer as one of 

facilitator, providing a venue, a computer and desk, and appropriate health and safety training, 

and other resources. This study has found that the role of the placement employer goes 

significantly further than that. Particularly in the context of relationship building, the role of 

the placement employer is to ensure strategic intent as well as the provision of appropriate 

resources to explore growing the placement relationship towards a multi-service U-I 

relationship. This finding adds to the extant literature in this field. Furthermore, through FP11 

Vargo and Lusch (2016) posit that value co-creation is coordinated through actor-generated 

institutions that can enable, or hinder, the actors to achieve an increasing level of service 

exchanges and value co-creation. This puts emphasis on the role descriptors and related 

priorities of placement line managers and their ability to co-create value through the 

introduction of additional services, developing a broader U-I ecosystem as illustrated by the 

findings of this study. As with the university and Business School, the role of the placement 

employer, is also described as setting strategic priorities and objectives, performance indicators 

and provide resources (Galan-Muros and Davey, 2019; Zunda et al., 2020). Important also here 

is the role of the organisation to keep track of the value that is co-created. Given the potential 

for multiple beneficiaries, for example the line manager in respect of access to current academic 

frameworks and colleagues in respect of academic support to assist with resolving a particular 

industry challenge, it is important to catalogue these different loci of value-co-creation. As 

above, such overview contributes to establishing the over-arching value that is co-created 

between the parties. Also here, it links directly to the requirement to consider all variables of a 

relationship in order to determine its state and subsequent relationship migration strategy 

(Zhang et al., 2016). 

In summary, the placement employer plays an important role in clarifying strategic intent, 

clarity in the role descriptor of the line manager, and the provision of adequate resources.  
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Addressing Research Question 3, the key actors in the placement programme who 

have an opportunity to develop the relationship into a multi-service U-I relationship are 

first and foremost: 

- the placement student as relationship initiator and co-facilitator; 

- the Placement Supervisor as relationship explorer and co-facilitator; and 

- the placement employer line manager as relationship explorer and co-facilitator.  

Providing important support to these actors are: 

- the Placement Administrators as relationship supporters and introducers to other 

Schools within the university; 

- the academic colleagues in adjacent disciplines as value co-creators; 

- the placement employer’s HR department as introducers to other departments; and 

- industry colleagues as value co-creators. 

The next section discusses relationship building prerequisites that need to be met by both 

the university and Business School and the placement employer, as well as accelerators for 

both parties that can assist the relationship building endeavours. 

6.5 How to develop a U-I relationship from a placement relationship 

As stated above, this study makes a significant contribution to the extant U-I literature and 

placements literature. The findings of this study show that there are conditions or prerequisites 

to be met before resources are applied to relationship building activities, and that there are 

organisation characteristics or accelerators that can speed up the relationship building process, 

as illustrated by the NURTURE framework. These findings provide the foundation to 

answering Research Question 4 – how can a placement relationship develop and what are the 

potential barriers. 

6.5.1 Prerequisites and accelerators for the university and Business School 

Prerequisites 

The first part of Research Question 4 is about why such relationships develop or why they 

might not. This study has captured the answers to this question through the introduction of 

relationship development prerequisites: prerequisites for the Business School as well as for the 

placement employer. Starting with the university and Business School, a total of seven 
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prerequisites were identified. The first prerequisite is being aware of students with ambivalent 

placement objectives. Students in this category are unlikely to spot opportunities to develop 

the relationship and co-facilitate it. The second prerequisite is the recognition that there is 

potential for developing a U-I relationship via a placement relationship. As presented at the 

beginning of this chapter, this potential is latent and its exploration does not appear to be a 

priority for the key actors. As illustrated by the answers from Placement Administrators and 

Placement Supervisors, the focus of the key actors is on the placement student, their well-being 

and ensuring that the work they perform is at graduate level. This is linked to the third 

prerequisite that is about the lack of resources being applied to exploring the presence of 

mutual interest and benefit of a broader, multi-service, U-I relationship. Without this mutuality 

there is no basis for developing a relationship. In the context of co-creating value, the 

involvement of the beneficiary is fundamental to that process, as stated by Vargo and Lusch 

(2008, 2016). At this point it is important to note that, in addition to the student, both the 

placement employer and the university and Business School can take on the role of beneficiary 

and of service provider, alternating between these roles during the relationship. For example, 

the Business School providing a consultancy service to the placement employer makes the 

Business School the service provider and the placement employer the beneficiary. However, 

that same relationship could result in the placement employer providing data to the Business 

School for a research project; this would make the placement employer the service provider 

and the Business School the beneficiary. This alternating characteristic of the relationship is an 

important aspect to consider in the relationship endeavours of the parties. 

The fourth prerequisite is strategic intent. Linked to the first two, the data show that the 

key actors are not sufficiently aware of the relationship strategy of the university and Business 

School with industry; this should be confirmed and communicated clearly. The priority for this 

should therefore also feature in the related role descriptors of the Placement Administrators 

and Placement Supervisors. The fifth prerequisite relates to the Placement Supervisors 

specifically and links to their relationship building skills and experience. The data show that 

Placement Supervisors lack sufficient experience and feel uncomfortable discussing the subject 

with the placement employer line manager. Without such skills, and the related due priority in 

their role descriptors, it is unlikely that the potential is realised, as confirmed by Zunda et al. 

(2020).  

The sixth prerequisite is the presence of appropriate systems to facilitate the relationship 

building activities. The data illustrate a situation where Placement Supervisors lack access to 
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the CRM system used by the Placement Administrators. Furthermore, and perhaps as a result, 

it was mentioned that there was little communication taking place between Placement 

Supervisors and Placement Administrators with regards to the relationship with placement 

employers. These findings are concerning and could not only lead to value destruction or 

diminution, as presented by Echeverri and Skalén (2021), but they also ignore the need to invest 

in appropriate infrastructure and dedicated lines of communication with customers, the 

placement employer in our case, as proposed by Zhang et al. (2016). As described above, this 

is a responsibility of the university and the Business School. The seventh and final prerequisite 

is the need for clear role descriptions and related priorities. The answers of the Placement 

Administrators and Placement Supervisors suggest that there is much confusion, and even 

some distrust, about whose responsibility it is to maintain and develop the relationship with a 

placement employer. The latter is clearly a concerning finding of this study and must be 

addressed. 

This study posits that it is important for all these prerequisites to be addressed for effective 

relationship development with the placement employer to take place. Failing to address them 

will hamper and make the process of relationship building difficult, inefficient and left to 

chance. 

Accelerators 

For the university and the Business School, this study also found a number of organisational 

characteristics that can assist or accelerate the relationship building endeavours. In total six 

were identified. The first accelerator is proximity between the parties; as confirmed by D’Este 

et al. (2013) and Salimi and Rezaei (2018), the smaller the geographical distance between the 

parties the lower the levels of uncertainty and the higher the levels of communication. This 

aspect was confirmed by the answers from the Placement Administrators and one Placement 

Supervisor; it was not confirmed by the answers from the placement employers, nor placement 

students. This means that whilst it can be considered as an accelerator it should not lead to the 

exclusion of considering relationship development with a placement employer further afield.  

The second accelerator relates to the sharing of relationship knowledge between the key 

actors. Particularly relevant for the university and Business School, this study found that there 

was little sharing of information taking place between the Placement Supervisors and the 

Placement Administrators. Sharing such knowledge utilises the collective knowledge built as 

an organisation over subsequent placement positions, avoids duplication of effort, and 
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facilitates introductions to academic colleagues. The appointment of dedicated ‘account 

manager’ would further facilitate the relationship building efforts, growing it to a transitional 

state from an initial transactional state (Zhang et al., 2016).  

The next accelerator is the level of brand awareness of the university and Business School 

and the awareness of relevant research output in industry. This study found that a high level of 

awareness assists with introductions and understanding how the Business School can co-create 

value with the placement employer. The study also found that whilst there are a number of 

activities that the university and Business School employ to develop the awareness of their 

brands and research output, as discussed below, the overall awareness levels are thought to be 

limited. The Business School having academic ‘superstars’ is the next accelerator and was 

found to assist with the brand awareness and its reputation in specific industries and therefore 

with placement employers active in those industries. The inconsistent presence of such 

‘superstars’ across the departments within the Business School could therefore have an impact 

on the speed with which departments are able to develop U-I relationships.  

The penultimate accelerator is the availability of adequate resources. Multiple actors have 

commented on the lack of human resources to explore the potential of a relationship. Zhang et 

al. posit that investment in infrastructure and allocation of resources to specific  'customers' 

(placement employers in our case) is needed to realise the potential and move a relationship 

from the initial transactional state to a transition state, or from a transition state to a communal 

state (Zhang et al., 2016). 

The final accelerator relates to the maturity of the Business School. The findings of this 

study suggest that given the relative recent formation of the Business School (2009), it has 

fewer organisational resources to engage in relationship building activities compared to more 

established Business Schools. This finding suggests that relationship practises and resources 

will improve over time as a result of a maturing of the Business School, confirming its place 

as a premier higher education institution and with associated benefits for relationship building 

with industry. 

This study posits that these accelerators are not conditions or prerequisites for relationship 

development but are important factors that can ‘speed up’ the introduction and development of 

the relationship with the placement employer. 

Other than the reference to resources, their availability and the size of the university (HEI), 

the U-I frameworks reviewed for this study and presented in section 3.1.1 do not elaborate on 
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the prerequisites and accelerators presented in this section. Also, the framework developed by 

Rampersad (2015), as presented in section 3.1.2 lacks any reference to them. Furthermore, 

other than a reference to the application of dedicated resources, the Dynamic Relationship 

Marketing model (Zhang et al., 2016) makes no specific reference to either relationship 

development prerequisites or accelerators.  

6.5.2 Prerequisites and accelerators for the placement employer 

Prerequisites 

In total four prerequisites have been identified. In synergy with the university and Business 

School and supported by the data, the first and second prerequisites for the placement employer 

are the importance of recognising the potential of the relationship with the Business School as 

well as the acknowledgement that any such relationship needs to be based on mutual interest 

and benefit. Also, here in the context of co-creating value, the involvement of the beneficiary, 

which can alternate between the actors as discussed above, is fundamental to that process, as 

stated by Vargo and Lusch (2008, 2016).  

The third prerequisite is for the placement employer not to undergo any significant 

organisation changes since this has an impact on their strategic focus and related allocation of 

resources, as illustrated by the comment from placement employer E2 in section 5.5 above. 

This aspect can be covered when the Placement Supervisor visits the placement employer and 

engages in exploring the relationship potential. As confirmed by placement employer E2, in 

respect of their organisation, the interest and potential was there but just not at that time. The 

final prerequisite is for the placement employer to not have a preferred university and therefore 

open to an approach from any university, as illustrated by the answers from a Placement 

Administrator and a Placement Supervisor in section 5.5 above. Their answers suggest that this 

prerequisite is particularly relevant to larger placement employers.  

As for the university and Business School, this study posits that it is important for all these 

prerequisites are important to be addressed for relationship development with the Business 

School to take place. Failing to address them will hamper and make the process of relationship 

building difficult, inefficient and left to chance. 

Accelerators 

In total four accelerators have been identified. The first accelerator is the same as for the 

Business School, that is the proximity between the parties as described above. The second 
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accelerator is similar to the one described for the Business School above and relates to the 

maturity of the placement employer. The findings suggest that a younger organisation has 

fewer organisational resources to effectively provide placement opportunities and engage in 

relationship building activities compared to a more established organisation. Also here an 

investment in infrastructure and resources to explore the potential, and move the relationship 

from one state to the next, is important as proposed by Zhang et al. (2016). They further posit 

that the appointment of a dedicated Account Manager, in this case the line manager, facilitates 

direct communication with the client, in this case the Business School and the Placement 

Supervisor in particular, to help realise their potential.  

The penultimate accelerator relates to the size and levels of hierarchy of the placement 

organisation. The findings suggest that smaller and less hierarchical organisations have faster 

decision-making processes for pursuing a relationship building opportunity. Also here, this 

study posits this aspect as an accelerator of the relationship building process rather than a 

criterion to exclude larger and more hierarchical organisations. 

The final accelerator is the presence of an alumnus in the placement employer organisation 

and their role in the relationship building process. In support of the study by Rampersad (2015), 

who found that alumni take on the role of advocate, this study found that alumni are an 

important actor group in the relationship building efforts. Prigge and Torraco (2006) posit that 

leveraging existing relationships at the university or at the company is an important element in 

the U-I partnership strategy. Furthermore, Awasthy et al. (2020), Prigge and Torraco (2006), 

and Salimi and Rezaei (2018) add to this and posit that such relationship actors can include 

alumni. As for the university and Business School, this study posits that these accelerators are 

not a condition for relationship development but are important factors that can ‘speed up’ the 

introduction and development of the relationship with the university and Business School. 

The U-I frameworks reviewed for this study and presented in section 3.1.1 do not elaborate 

on the prerequisites and accelerators for the placement employer as presented in this section. 

Other than the refence to alumni, the framework presented by Rampersad (2015), lacks any 

reference to them. As for the university and Business School, the Dynamic Relationship 

Marketing model (Zhang et al., 2016) makes no specific reference to either relationship 

development prerequisites or accelerators. 

In summary, the above describes a number of strategic factors – prerequisites and 

accelerators – that are conditions of, and can assist in, relationship building between the 
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university and Business School and the placement employer. The next section describes a 

number of operational activities that support the relationship building. 

6.5.3 Relationship building activities 

Moving from a more strategic domain to an operational domain, the answers from the 

interviewees have provided this study with a number of activities that the university and 

Business School are already doing successfully to support relationship building with placement 

employers. However, this study has also found that a number of activities need to be reviewed 

to improve their effectiveness. The focus on the activities deployed by the university and the 

Business School, rather than the placement employer, is supported by Awasthy et al. (2020) 

who posit that universities need to play a proactive role in the commercialisation of their 

research and associated relationship building with industry partners.  

The Placement Administrators confirmed that the Careers and Employability Centre, 

sometimes in partnership with the Business School, organise a range of activities for 

relationship building, such as placement and recruitment fairs, the industry mentor scheme, 

and networking opportunities during student placement awards events. Such activities facilitate 

regular contact with placement employers and are therefore considered to be important by the 

Placement Administrators. Furthermore, they felt that this, as well as the introduction of 

academics from other schools, would also support multiple lines of contact. This view is 

supported by Awasthy et al. (2020) and Plewa et al. (2013) who posit that a range of options 

for meeting potential partners, such as conferences, online fora, referrals from colleagues, 

workshops and symposia, is important for U-I relationship building and to gain a better 

understanding of the requirements of the business. Therefore, this study suggests that such 

activities continue and are built on. 

An activity that most actors felt was underutilised was the placement visit by the Placement 

Supervisor. This is an important finding of this study. As described above, the Placement 

Supervisors felt ill-equipped and inexperienced to discuss the development of a broader 

relationship with a placement employer. For some supervisors this resulted in feeling 

uncomfortable at the prospect of having that discussion. This was also echoed by one 

placement employer who thought that an initial attempt made by a Placement Supervisor came 

as a surprise and should have been communicated prior to the meeting. This finding is 

supported by the view of the Placement Administrators who believe that a Placement 

Supervisor is not selected for their relationship building expertise or experience. This view was 
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confirmed by a Placement Supervisor who stated that little thought was given to the allocation 

of Placement Supervisors. Therefore, this study posits that in order to improve the number of 

U-I relationships developed from an initial placement relationship, more priority is given to 

the relationship building expertise of the Placement Supervisor and that more emphasis is put 

on the role of the placement visit in the relationship building process. 

In summary, the university and the Business School are the initial drivers of the relationship 

exploration and development endeavours. The Placement Administrators recognise that 

multiple lines of contact and frequent contact are important for relationship building and have 

activities supporting this. These activities need to continue and be expanded. However, in the 

allocation of Placement Supervisors, more priority needs to be given to their relationship 

building skills and experience, and more emphasis needs to be put on the role of the placement 

visit in the relationship development process.  

In the next chapter an overview of the research findings is presented together with the 

contributions to theory, methodology and practice. The chapter finishes with managerial 

implications, two pathways to impact and the limitations of this study with an overview for 

future research.  
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7. Conclusions 

This chapter presents a summary of the research findings, the contribution of this study to 

knowledge, methodology and practice, the managerial implications, the pathways to impact, 

and the limitations and related suggestions for future research. A summary of the research 

findings is presented next. 

7.1 Summary of the research findings 

This study has yielded significant insight into how the placement programme of the 

University of Sussex, the Careers and Employability Centre (CEC) as the administrators of it, 

and the Business School can support the development of a multi-service U-I relationship with 

the placement employer. The 19 in-depth interviews that make up this case study have 

improved our understanding of the objectives of the placement programme, the state of the 

relationship with the placement employers, the potential of that relationship being developed 

into a U-I relationship and who the key actors are, and key initiatives to be deployed; together 

these are the main aims of this research project. The corresponding research questions were 

answered as follows. 

Research Question 1 asks what the objectives of the placement programme are for students, 

the Business School and the placement employer. This study found that the student is motivated 

by objectives predominantly aimed at themselves during and after their placement, centred 

around improving their employability prospects. Three categories of objectives were found for 

the Business School. The first category is objectives aimed at the placement student gaining 

industry experience. The second category is internal-facing and operational objectives, such as 

academics gaining industry experience, and the third category is external-facing strategic 

objectives, such as building a relationship with industry. This study also found three categories 

of objectives for the placement employer. The first category is objectives focussed on the short 

term, such as the student providing ‘cheap labour’. The second category is operational 

objectives focussed on future employment needs, such as building a talent pipeline, and the 

third category is strategic objectives, such as building a relationship with universities. 

Research Question 2 asks about the current state of the relationship between the Business 

School and the placement employers and its development potential. The first part of this 

question yielded contrasting answers ranging from positive to negative. However, all 

interviewees admitted to having either partial or, in general, very limited understanding of the 

state of these relationships. The second part of this research question is the potential for 
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growing the relationship into a broader multi-service U-I relationship. Out of 19 interviewees, 

17, including the placement employers interviewed, expressed a positive view of this potential, 

particularly in relation to placement employers that had a close proximity to the Business 

School, that had a level of organisational maturity and were not undergoing significant 

organisational change. This study has demonstrated the hidden and unexplored value of these 

relationships. 

Research Question 3 asks who the key actors are in the placement relationship in order to 

develop it. This study identified the placement student as an important actor given that they 

often initiate the relationship between the Business School and the placement employer. Once 

that initial relationship is established, they can act as a co-facilitator in the development of the 

relationship. The Placement Supervisor is the next important actor. In addition to supervising 

the student, their role should include exploring the potential of the relationship and co-

facilitating its development with the placement employer line manger when appropriate. The 

Placement Administrators are the next important actors. In addition to supporting the student 

with finding a placement and ensuring compliance with the stated requirements, their role 

should include supporting the Placement Supervisors with their expertise in relationship 

building. The line manager is the important actor for the placement employer. Their role should 

include exploring the relationship potential and co-facilitating its development with the 

Placement Supervisor when appropriate, in addition to overseeing the student’s work. 

Colleagues of the Placement Supervisor and the line manager are key actors in the development 

of the relationship when expertise is required beyond that of the expertise of the supervisor and 

line manager. Finally, both the University of Sussex, through CEC, and the Business School 

are key actors with regards to providing strategic intent and priority for relationship building, 

related clarity about the roles of, particularly, the Placement Supervisor and Placement 

Administrators, and the provision of adequate resources. The placement employer is a key actor 

for providing strategic intent, priority, and adequate resources for relationship development. 

Research Question 4 asks if the placement relationship developed, how it developed, and 

what were the barriers if this did not happen. This yielded a significant amount of data that 

were clustered in two categories – prerequisites and accelerators – for both the University and 

Business School, as well as the placement employer. Prerequisites for the Business School 

include the recognition of the potential and benefit of the relationship and, importantly, 

relationship building skills of the Placement Supervisor. Accelerators include proximity to the 

placement employer, sharing knowledge of the relationship, brand and research awareness, and 



UP875291 

122 
 

adequate resources. For the placement employer, prerequisites include recognition of the 

potential and benefit of the relationship, the organisation not undergoing significant change 

and not having a preference for a specific university. Accelerators include proximity to the 

Business School, maturity of the organisation and a lesser hierarchical organisation. 

With these findings as a foundation, the contributions of this study to knowledge and 

practice are presented in the next section. 

7.2 Contributions of this study 

Following on from the research findings, this study makes a significant contribution to 

concepts and knowledge, methodology, and practice; these are three important perspectives on 

research contribution as identified by Summers (2019). In Section 7.2.1, the contribution to 

knowledge is presented and Section 7.2.2 presents the contribution to practice. 

7.2.1 Contribution to knowledge 

Contribution to U-I and placement knowledge 

First, this study makes an important contribution to the U-I and placement knowledge. A 

review of the literature showed a dearth of knowledge in respect of the role of professional 

placements in the development of U-I relationships. Whilst U-I relationships are well 

researched, the role of placements, apart from a single study (Rampersad, 2015), is 

underdeveloped. Key themes in the U-I literature focus on communication, the appointment of 

suitable people, multiple lines of communications, geo proximity, leveraging existing contact, 

and options for the parties to meet. Although placements could contribute to many of these 

factors (as this study has shown), little reference to its role is made and it is therefore 

underexplored. Furthermore, the single study on developing a U-I relationship via placements 

has a strong engineering focus, lacks a detailed assessment of the role of the key actors (in 

particular the role of the student is just seen as a provider of labour), and it does not consider 

factors that are either prerequisites to the development of a relationship or factors that could 

enhance its development. 

The findings of this study confirm the latent interest of both the university and the Business 

School, as well as the placement employer, in developing a placement relationship into a multi-

service U-I relationship. However, this potential is left unexplored as a result of a lack of 

strategic intent, a lack of adequate operand and operant resources, and an often inadequate 

approach by the Placement Supervisor. These findings have led to the creation of the 
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NURTURE framework for the development of a U-I relationship via an initial placement 

relationship. This framework represents a significant contribution to the placement and U-I 

literature. It describes the characteristics of value co-creation in the context of growing a multi 

service U-I relationship via placements, and it identifies the key actors in this relationship 

development process and their roles. Furthermore, it describes the key relationship 

prerequisites and accelerators for both the university and Business School, as well as the 

placement employer, to engage in value co-creation, previously underdeveloped 

characteristics. 

Contribution to Service Dominant Logic (SDL) knowledge 

Through its application to placement and U-I services domains, this study also makes an 

important contribution to our knowledge on Service Dominant Logic (SDL) as developed by 

Vargo and Lusch (2004, 2006, 2016). In particular the role of the relevant foundational 

premises that contribute to the co-creation of value between the placement provider and the 

placement employer is underexplored.  

This study found that the indirect exchange between the different actors connected to the 

placement programme, such as the university and the Business School, the Placement 

Administrators, and colleagues of the Placement Supervisor and placement employer line 

manager, has masked the awareness of the potential for the development of such relationships. 

Furthermore, SDL describes that the co-creation of value involves multiple actors and always 

involves the beneficiary, who in turn takes a metaphorical approach to determining value. This 

study has found these two principles to be highly relevant to the development of U-I 

relationships via placements, particularly as a result of the changing locus of value co-creation, 

alternating between the placement employer, the university and the Business School. Also 

related to this is the interpretation of the value that is co-created. For the line manager or the 

placement employer this could be access to operant resources provided by the student or 

through, for example, access to research findings, whereas for the Business School this could 

be operant resources such as industry data for a research project. This study also confirmed 

that by ‘zooming out’, a multi-service ecosphere perspective can be developed from an initial 

single-service ecosphere as described by SDL.  

Given the prominence of SDL in the marketing literature and the stated importance of U-I 

relationships, these findings therefore make a significant contribution. In the context of value 

co-creation, or more specifically value co-destruction as conceptualised by Echeverri and 
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Skalén (2021), this study found that the lack of clarity of the roles of the Placement 

Administrators and Placement Supervisors in particular, as well as the level of distrust between 

them, could lead to value co-destruction. The literature review yielded little criticism in respect 

of SDL; however, this study found that the foundational premises make no reference to the 

dynamic nature of relationships and related focus on the investment in appropriate resources 

to proactively manage relationships from one state to the next. Nor does SDL recognise the 

potential for the locus of value being co-created alternating between the parties. A significant 

amount of the criticism raised in this respect is about whether value is co-created through 

exchange or in use. The author suggests that such labelling and stated opposing constructs 

could lead to artificial boundaries and under-exploration of blended constructs, particularly in 

dynamic relationships with value co-creating loci alternating between the parties. This study 

posits that these are potentially significant limitations of SDL and warrants further exploration. 

Contribution to Dynamic Relationship Marketing knowledge 

As with SDL above, through its application to the placement and U-I services domains, this 

study makes an important contribution to the Dynamic Relationship Marketing knowledge. 

This study found that the framework presented by Zhang et al. (2016) is highly significant but 

underexplored in these domains. In particular, the role of the university, Careers and 

Employability Centre and the Business School in providing strategic direction, the role of the 

placement student, and changes in the roles of the key actors and the required resources 

specifically needed to develop a U-I relationship, the Communal state, from a placement 

relationship, the Transactional state, via the Transitional state, are important contributions 

made by this study. Furthermore, the introduction of sets of prerequisites and accelerators, 

specific to the parties and in the context of a single service relationship into a multi-service 

relationship is also an important contribution. 

In summary, the contribution to knowledge is significant and multi-faceted in the areas of 

placements, U-I relationships, Service Dominant Logic and Dynamic Relationship Marketing. 

The next section presents the contribution this study has made to methodology. 

7.2.2 Contribution to practice 

Given the limited research exploring the development of U-I relationships via placements, 

this study has also made a significant contribution to practice. Placement programmes feature 

in many undergraduate, and increasingly post-graduate, studies. Often supported by 

professionals in career advisory and placement services, students go through multiple lengthy 
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recruitment processes in order to obtain a placement. Whilst some placement employers recruit 

from universities with whom they have existing relationships, more often than not the student 

finds a place at an organisation with whom the university or relevant school has no prior 

relationship. As described by this study, when going on their placement, the student initiates a 

relationship and creates a 40-week window of opportunity for the school and placement 

employer to explore the potential benefits of a U-I relationship via that placement. This study 

has found that the awareness of this potential is only present if the university, the school and 

the placement employer have recognised this in their respective business or, more specifically, 

alliance-based relationship strategies – the strategic intent. Therefore, this study makes a 

significant contribution to practice by stating that the traditional placement programme should 

be positioned, or repositioned in the case of this study, as part of the wider relationship building 

activities of, first and foremost, the university and school as primary relationship drivers, and 

second, the placement employers. This could be particularly important for research intensive 

universities compared to universities that were established post-1992 – originally polytechnics 

– who traditionally have had closer ties with industry. This study found that a placement 

programme that is considered and positioned as an adjunct to its research and teaching activities 

could mask the opportunity for relationship building, particularly in situations where there are 

multiple actors with different roles working in different ‘departments’. A contribution to 

practice is further made in the roles of the key actors in this relationship. Illustrated by the 

NURTURE framework as presented in Figure 7-1 below, their role descriptors should include 

and make reference to: 

- Placement student: as relationship initiator and co-facilitator, particularly relevant for 

those students with strategic placement objectives in addition to their operational 

objectives; 

- Placement Supervisor and line manager: as relationship explorers and co-facilitators; 

- Placement Administrators: as relationship supporters; 

- Colleagues of the Placement Supervisors and line manager: as value co-creators; 

- HR department of placement employer: as introducer to other internal colleagues; 

- The university, relevant school and placement employer: as providers of strategic 

intent, role-clarity and adequate resources. 



UP875291 

126 
 

Furthermore, as also illustrated by Figure 7.1, this study makes a further contribution to 

practice through the identification of specific relationship building prerequisites and 

accelerators. Some of the prerequisites are shared between the parties, such as the realisation 

of potential and strategic intent, some are unique, such as relationship building expertise of the 

Placement Supervisor and the placement employer not undergoing significant organisational 

changes during the placement window. Equally, some accelerators are shared between the 

parties, such as proximity and maturity of the organisation, others are unique, such as having 

academic ‘superstars ’and brand/research awareness for the university or relevant school, and 

a lesser hierarchical organisational structure and employing an alumnus for the placement 

employer. 

Finally, contribution to practice is also made through the concept of the alternating locus 

of value co-creation as a result of the changing beneficiary. For example, sharing research 

findings with an employer through a consultancy project would result in the locus of value co-

creation residing at the employer. However, if through the relationship the employer shares 

organisational data with the placement supervisor or their academic colleagues, then the locus 

shifts to the university or relevant school. 

In summary, this study has made a significant contribution to practice in the areas described 

above. The managerial implications for the University of Sussex, its Business School and the 

associated placement employers are discussed next. 
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Figure 7-1, The NURTURE framework for developing U-I relationships via placements 

 

7.3 Managerial implications for UoS, CEC and the USBS 

This study shows that the traditional professional placement programme of the University 

of Sussex (administered by the Careers and Employability Centre), and the University of 

Sussex Business School, can make an important contribution to establishing U-I relationships. 

It demonstrates that an initial relationship established by the student can be developed into a 

multi-service U-I relationship. Key actors in assessing the potential of the relationship, and 

developing it when appropriate, are the academic Placement Supervisor and the line manager 

of the placement employer. In the case of Placement Supervisors, they are supported by the 

Placement Administrators for their expertise in relationship development. Both the Placement 

Supervisor and line manager are supported by colleagues should the development of the 

relationship require their expertise. Furthermore, this study has found that the potential for 

developing a future relationship is subject to a number of important prerequisites and 

accelerators for both the university and Business School, and the placement employer. 
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7.3.1 A repositioning is needed 

Evidenced by answers from the Placement Supervisors and Placement Administrators, their 

focus is on the placement student. With regards to the former, the focus is very much on the 

student’s wellbeing and confirmation that the work done by the student is at graduate level. In 

regards to the latter, their focus is on the placement being compliant with university regulations. 

Equally, the lack of thought given to the allocation of Placement Supervisors, and their lack of 

time and/or expertise in relationship building, suggests that the placement programme at the 

University of Sussex, a research intensive university, and University of Sussex Business School 

is largely positioned as a programme to ‘just ’provide students with graduate-level work 

experience. However, the data confirm that there is interest and potential to develop the 

placement relationship into a multi-service U-I relationship. In particular, Small and Medium 

Sized Businesses in the local area are considered to be most relevant for such relationship 

building objectives.  

Given this interest, this study posits that in order to realise this potential, a re-positioning 

of the placement programme is needed. Rather than it being treated as an adjunct programme 

to the Business School (with the associated lack of strategic intent and resources), and partly 

administered by Placement Administrators who are part of a university-wide Careers and 

Employability Centre (CEC) with associate relational challenges, it should be repositioned as 

part of the industry relationship building activities, serving the student in the first place, closely 

followed by the Business School. Such repositioning, with a clear shift towards relationship 

building, will, first and foremost, facilitate an increase in the strategic priority given by the 

management of the Business School and wider university. This is because such relationship 

building endeavours are likely to make a positive contribution to the research ‘performance ’

of the school and income derived from consultancy services. Furthermore, in the context of 

benchmarking programmes such as Teaching Excellence Framework and Knowledge 

Exchange Framework, as well as accreditation programmes such as EQIUS, AMBA and 

AACSB, the relationships the Business School has with industry are of increasing importance. 

Second, a repositioning as proposed is also likely to lead to a more successful placement 

programme, with higher numbers of students going on a placement as a result of lower 

application barriers and higher levels of subsequent graduate outcomes. 

Given that this is a significant departure from the current situation, management buy-in is 

needed. In this case both the management of the Business School as well as the management 
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of the Careers and Employability Centre need to be considered. With regards to the Business 

School, and in addition to the Dean and Deputy Dean, the Associate Dean for Engagement and 

Associate Dean for Education and Students are important decision makers. Other stakeholders 

to consider in the Business School include departmental Engagement Leads and departmental 

Education and Student Leads who support the respective Associate Deans at operational level: 

such repositioning and associated practical implications would need their support. Likewise, 

in respect of CEC, their Head and the manager responsible for the placement programme are 

also key decision makers. The support from both organisations for this repositioning is 

fundamental to its success, particularly given the confusion about the boundaries of the 

Placement Administrator and Placement Supervisor roles and the stated relationship between 

the Business School and CEC being subject to a level of distrust, as highlighted by this study. 

The impact of the presented repositioning, and adoption of the NURTURE framework as 

developed by this study, on the role of the key actors is discussed next. 

7.3.2 Revised role descriptors for the key actors are needed 

University of Sussex Business School 

Starting with the Senior Management Team (SMT) of the Business School, this study 

recommends that their role is updated to include the provision of strategic intent for the 

repositioning of the placement programme, with a focus on relationship building with 

placement employers. Equally important is the recommendation for SMT to engage with CEC 

to co-ordinate the repositioning and clarification of the Placement Administrator and 

Placement Supervisor roles. Furthermore, they should oversee an update of the role descriptor 

of the Placement Supervisor, providing greater emphasis on co-exploring with the line 

manager of the placement employer, the potential for a broader U-I relationship, subject to the 

stated prerequisites being met. Once potential is confirmed, the Placement Supervisor should 

then facilitate the subsequent development of the relationship. With regards to the relationship 

prerequisites, the Placement Supervisor would check for any placement employer 

organisational changes, mutual interest in a relationship and preferences for a university. The 

opportunity for such checks is during the placement visit that, as this study found, is often 

inadequately prepared for and underutilised. This study recommends that the purpose of the 

placement visit should mirror the repositioning of the placement programme and cover the 

wellbeing of the student as well as the relationship potential.  
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Whilst outside the scope of this study, when the Placement Supervisor has engaged in 

relationship building activities, they should involve the appropriate departmental Engagement 

Lead for support and continuation of the relationship after the placement has come to an end. 

It is recommended that this change in focus of the Placement Supervisor is combined with a 

more purposeful allocation of supervisors with greater focus on the new requirement in respect 

of relationship building expertise. Based on the findings and the importance of this role within 

the NURTURE framework, this study also deems this to be a critical factor. Furthermore, an 

emphasis on relationship building as the higher-order priority would potentially galvanise the 

relationship with CEC and lead to a redefinition of the role of the Placement Administrators, 

as discussed below.  

The student plays an important and central role in initiating the relationship. However, this 

study suggests that their ongoing relationship building efforts are expected to be minimal and 

potentially only as co-facilitators, as described in the NURTURE framework. In the context of 

relationship development, their priority should be to successfully fulfil the placement role as 

agreed with the placement employer; this is because a perceived underperformance of the 

student could have a negative impact on the relationship building efforts of the Supervisor and 

line manager. 

University of Sussex Careers and Employability Centre (CEC) 

This study also recommends that the role of the management team of the Careers and 

Employability Centre (CEC) is updated. First, and in synergy with the Business School, they 

need to provide strategic intent for the repositioning of the placement programme and 

associated focus on relationship building with placement employers. The latter directly in their 

engagement with placement employers and feedback they receive, and indirectly through 

providing training and support to the Placement Supervisors and their relationship building 

endeavours. It is anticipated that the training of supervisors for relationship building is an initial 

investment with only modest ongoing efforts. Furthermore, this study found significant 

confusion with regards to the role boundaries of the Placement Administrator versus that of the 

Placement Supervisor. Therefore, this study recommends that the management of CEC oversee 

a review of the role descriptor of the Placement Administrator to include the provision of 

relationship management training to Placement Supervisors and, if not already covered, 

facilitating introductions to academics in other schools as required. 
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Placement employer 

As a result of the changes above, and in line with the NURTURE framework, it is 

anticipated that the role of the line manager at the placement employer will also change. As 

confirmed by this study, there is interest in building a relationship; however, this remains 

unexplored given the lack of priority attributed by the Placement Supervisor and their 

inadequate approach to relationship building. An appropriate approach by the Placement 

Supervisor would result in the line manager becoming a co-explorer of the potential for a 

broader U-I relationship and facilitator, introducing other colleagues as required. Furthermore, 

as confirmed by this study, the role of the placement employer should include the provision 

of strategic intent and adequate resources supporting the line manager in their role as co-

explorer and facilitator of the relationship with the Business School. 

The role of colleagues of the Placement Supervisor and the placement line manager, whilst 

important from a relationship building and value co-creation perspective, will remain largely 

unchanged. Their contribution is based on their specific expertise and requirements. 

Furthermore, this study found that the HR department of the placement employer already acts 

as an introducer of colleagues from other departments to the line manager or the Placement 

Supervisor directly.  

The above sets out a series of role changes and associated changes in behaviours of the key 

actors and contributes to a broader set of indicators of research impact, as stated by Spaapen 

and van Drooge (2011) and as discussed in Section 7.4 below. The additional resources 

required for this repositioning and in support of the key actors is discussed next. 

7.3.3 Additional resources are needed 

The recommended revised roles of the key actors are discussed in the previous section. This 

study recommends that a new set of resources are developed to aide them in performing the 

roles as described by the NURTURE framework. First, this study recommends that one or more 

dedicated Placement Supervisors are appointed as a more purposeful and consistent approach 

to resourcing the placement programme in the future, and to assist with the migration of the 

relationship with placement employers from one state to the next. This is particularly important 

given that the Placement Administrators and Placement Supervisors reported a lack of 

resources to support relationship development. Furthermore, it would alleviate the pressure on 

finding suitable Placement Supervisors and avoid the appointment of inadequate staff and staff 
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with little interest in the placement programme and associated opportunities, as outlined by this 

study. 

It is further recommended that a bespoke set of webpages is developed within the university 

placement website to include online training resources for relationship building and the use of 

the central CRM system CareerHub, as well as links to information about Business School 

research activities and examples of relationship activities. The latter could take the form of 

short case studies highlighting the different services the Business School can provide to a 

placement employer and how a placement employer can support the activities of the Business 

School. The development of such resources should take into account all the key actors in 

building the relationship, including the student, Placement Supervisor and Placement 

Administrator, and line manager at the placement employer.  

This chapter has set out a number of important recommendations with regards to the 

repositioning of the placement programme, the roles of the key actors and the resources 

available to them. The next section sets out the relevant pathways to impact. 

7.4 Pathways to impact 

Research impact and associated pathways to impact, facilitated by, amongst others the KEF 

and REF, have increasingly been prioritised (Smith and Stewart, 2017). Measuring the 

contribution of social science research in the context of U-I relationships is traditionally done 

through tracking measurable indicators, such as the number of spin-offs, patents and licensing 

income. These are well defined proxies for research contribution and accessible for policy-

makers (Muhonen et al., 2020). However, they posit that such indicators have masked efforts 

to understand the broader contribution of social science research and have resulted in a lack of 

adoption of a broader set of indicators by policy-makers. A valuable contribution to close this 

gap was made by Spaapen and van Drooge (2011), who introduced the concept of ‘productive 

interactions’, defined as: 

”exchanges between researchers and stakeholders in which knowledge is produced and 

valued that is both scientifically robust and socially relevant. These exchanges are 

mediated through various ‘tracks’, for instance, a research publication, an exhibition, 

a design, people or financial support. The interaction is productive when it leads to 

efforts by stakeholders to somehow use or apply research results or practical 

information or experiences. Social impacts of knowledge are behavioural changes that 

happen because of this knowledge” (Spaapen and van Drooge, 2011: 212). 
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Building on the work of Spaapen and van Drooge (2011), Muhonen et al. (2020) developed 

twelve pathways to impact clustered along four themes: Dissemination, Co-creation, Reacting 

to Societal Change, and Driving Societal Change. The co-creation cluster of pathways, and in 

particular ‘The Expertise Pathway’, will be adopted for supporting the implementation of the 

managerial implications and associated recommendations as presented by this study. Figure 

7.2 below illustrates this pathway. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7-2, The Expertise Pathway 

Source:  Muhonen et al., 2020 

 

Practically, the author will write an executive summary of this thesis for distribution to the 

key stakeholders of the placement programme. This will be followed up by a presentation and 

discussion with the management of the Business School and the Careers and Employability 

Centre with a view to agreeing adoption of the main recommendations and the formation of a 

project team to facilitate implementation. As the proposed changes require modest investment 

in additional resources, the upside (the return) could be significant, both strategically and 

operationally, as discussed in section 7.3 above. Given the aforementioned challenges, as well 

as the additional pressure on the university and industry as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

it is suggested that the timing is appropriate for putting a persuasive argument to the decision 

makers soon after the publication of this thesis. 

For supporting the impact on practice, the Interactive Dissemination Pathway is chosen as 

this is based on the stakeholders, in this case the placement and U-I community, becoming 

aware of the research through publications, conferences, social media and the like, with an 

associated feedback loop where the societal response validates the research or informs a future 

research agenda. Figure 7.3 below illustrates this pathway. 
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Figure 7-3, The Interactive Dissemination Pathway 

Source: Muhonen et al., 2020 

 

Practically, the author will write a journal article for publication in, for example, the 

Journal of Management Education, the Journal of Higher Education, or the Journal of Industry 

and Higher Education. Additionally, the author will submit a proposal for a presentation of the 

key findings of this research at the 2021 University-Industry Interaction Conference 

(University-Industry Interaction, 2018) and in a publication of ASET, the Work Based and 

Placements Learning Association (ASET, 2018). Insofar as feasible, the author will respond 

positively to invitations from other universities and/or industry (trade) bodies to present the 

findings of this study and engage in discussions supporting the introduction of the NURTURE 

framework, or variants thereof, where appropriate. 

The above presents clear pathways to impact, both for the University of Sussex and the 

wider placement and U-I communities. The limitations of this research, as well as suggestions 

for future research, are discussed next. 

7.5 Limitations and future research 

A review of the most important limitations of this study is presented first; this is followed 

by suggestions for future research based on these limitations and the most pertinent findings of 

this study.  

The first limitation considered is the use of a single case for this case study. Stake (2006) 

posits that the benefit of a multi-case case study is the opportunity to study similarities and 

differences of a phenomenon across the cases studied. Given the exploratory nature of this 
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study, the number of interviewees and spread across the stakeholders of the placement 

programme (particularly within the university), as well as the depth of the interviews, the 

resultant data did answer the main research question and this is therefore deemed an acceptable 

limitation.  

Another limitation is the focus of this study on why and how relationships developed or 

not, akin to a cross-sectional time horizon, rather than how a relationship developed over the 

40-week placement period, akin to a pseudo longitudinal study. Also here, given the aim of 

this research, how a professional placement can support the development of U-I relationship 

development: this did not limit the validity of the findings.  

A further limitation considered was the limited number of interviewees representing 

placement employers. This study interviewed one employer with whom the relationship 

developed and one where it did not, both representing large multi-nationals. Whilst every effort 

was made to contact additional employers, the impact of Covid-19 resulted in all those 

contacted either having been furloughed, laid-off, or not available for an interview. However, 

the answers provided by the two interviewees were sufficiently rich in depth and breadth that 

significant findings were obtained and made an important contribution to the development of 

the NURTURE framework. Furthermore, the objective of this study was to generalise the 

findings to theory, as done in Chapter 6, rather than to a population. Finally, and based on the 

answers given by the interviewees, the role of alumni, important actors in the wider U-I 

relationship development process and considered in this study to be a potential accelerator for 

relationship development, was not explored in depth. 

Based on the finding of this study, the following section makes recommendations for future 

research that could lead to further refinement and versions of the NURTURE framework. The 

first recommendation would be to conduct a nationwide study involving business schools at 

other universities. As a result of different organisational structures and related role descriptors, 

resources and placement relationship building practices, such study would provide additional 

data to refine the framework. The second recommendation would be to conduct a nationwide 

study involving non-business schools. Different academic fields and related placement 

employers operating in different industries, and potentially related different relationship 

building practices would provide further insight into the applicability of the framework and 

resultant subsequent new additions or variation of the framework. Furthermore, such research 
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should include universities established pre- and post-1992 given their potentially differing 

research history and tradition and current focus. 

The third area for future research is to explore how the relationship develops over the 40-

week placement period following the application of the NURTURE framework and adequate 

implementation of the revised roles of the key actors as identified by this study. Particularly in 

the context of the Dynamic Relationship Marketing principles, as presented by Zhang et al. 

(2016), this could lead to a greater understanding of the development of the relationship and 

required resources over time. Furthermore, and with the same principles as guidelines, studying 

the development of the relationship over a number of sequential placements at one employer, 

akin to a longitudinal study, again could provide further insight with respect to the role of 

placements in starting and especially maintaining U-I relationships. Also relevant in the context 

of Dynamic Relationship Marketing could be a focus on the impact of a placement having gone 

wrong or even aborted, akin to the Damaged State (Zhang et al., 2016), and the resultant impact 

on the prospect of building a wider U-I relationship. 

A fourth area for future research could focus on applying the NURTURE framework to 

universities and schools in different countries. It is highly likely that their organisational set-

ups, relationship building practices and positioning of placements is different to that of UK 

based universities. Such research and resulting refinement of the NURTURE framework could 

enhance its applicability. 

Finally, a fifth area for consideration is to test the NURTURE framework through a 

quantitative study. Involving significantly larger numbers of universities and placement 

employers, quantitative data could be collected through, for example, surveys, to test aspects 

of or the whole NURTURE framework. This could lead to a statistical relationship between a 

range of variables and the development of a U-I relationship via placements.  
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9. Appendix 1 – Generic interview guide for university actors 

Preamble 

My name is René Moolenaar and I am a doctoral student in Business Administration at 

the University of Portsmouth. The research for my thesis focusses on the placement 

programme of the University of Sussex Business School and in particular why some 

relationships with placement providers do develop into broader relationships, whereas others 

don’t. It is thought that a good relationship between universities and industry are beneficial for 

both.  

I will ask you some in-depth questions about your experience of, and views on, how the 

relationship with such placement providers is managed.  

There are no right or wrong answers, I am just interested in your experiences and views. I will 

not use your name in any of the write-ups of the research and will make sure that any quotes 

used cannot be identified with you. I would like to record this interview in order to transcribe 

it later. Nobody else besides me and a transcriber will listen to these recordings or will read the 

transcripts. Is this OK?  

  

Questions  

Q1. Can you describe your role in the organisation please?  

Q2. Can you describe the objectives of the placement programme please?  

Prompt if needed: what about the objectives of the student / school / business   

  

Let’s now focus on the relationship with the placement providers.   

  

Q3. In general how would you describe the relationship between the business school and the 

companies which provide placement positions?  

Q4. In your view do you think that such relationship can be developed beyond the initial 

placement purpose? If yes then How?  

Are you aware of any such relationships having developed beyond placements?  
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If YES, let’s focus on that/those company/ies and the relationship with them.   

Q5. How would you describe the relationship with that placement provider?  

Q6. Why do you think that relationship developed?  

Q7. How do you think it happened?   

  

If NO: the business school has developed a relationship with two placement providers which 

has gone beyond placements.  

Q8. In your view, what could have been the reasons for this?  

  

The business school has also relationships with providers that did not develop beyond 

placements.   

Q9. Why do you think that is?  

  

Q10. Are you aware of any university or business school policy/strategy documents that covers 

the placement programme.  

We’re approaching the end of the interview now so do you have any questions or is there 

anything you wish to add to what you have said already.  

Q11. Who else do you think I should interview for this research:  

 Thank you very much for your time, your contribution has been very valuable.  
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10. Appendix 2 – Interview schedule for placement employer – 

relationship developed 

 

Preamble 

My name is René Moolenaar and I am a doctoral student in Business Administration at the 

University of Portsmouth. The research for my thesis focusses on the placement programme of 

the University of Sussex Business School and in particular why some relationships with 

placement providers do develop into broader relationships, whereas others don’t. It is thought 

that a good relationship between universities and industry are beneficial for both. 

I will ask you some in-depth questions about your experience of, and views on, how the 

relationship between the Business School and your organisation is managed. 

There are no right or wrong answers, I am just interested in your experiences and views. I will 

not use your name in any of the write-ups of the research and will make sure that any quotes 

used cannot be identified with you. I would like to record this interview in order to transcribe 

it later. Nobody else besides me and a transcriber will listen to these recordings or will read the 

transcripts. Is this OK? 

Questions 

Q1. Can you describe your role in the organisation please? 

Q2. Can you describe the objectives of the placement programme please? 

- Prompt if needed: what about the objectives of the student / school / business  

 

Let’s now focus on the relationship with the business school.  

 

Q3. In general how would you describe the relationship with the University of Sussex Business 

School? 

I understand that the relationships between the [the Company] and the Business School started 

as a placement relationship and then developed into a broader relationship.  

Is that correct? 
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If YES: 

Q4. Why do you think that happened? 

Q5. How did it happen? 

Q6. Who were the key actors in the development of that relationship? 

 

If NO: 

Q7. How did it develop in your view? 

Q8. Why did it develop? 

Q9. Who were the key actors in the development of that relationship? 

 

The business school has many relationships with placement provider that did not develop 

beyond the initial placement relationship. 

Q10. In your view, why do you think that is? 

 

Q11. Are you aware of any policy/strategy documents that covers the placements in your 

organisation? 

 

Q12. Given the current situation with regards to Covid-19, do you think this strengthens the 

case for University-Industry relationships or not? And Why? 

 

We’re approaching the end of the interview now so do you have any questions or is there 

anything you wish to add to what you have said already. 

 

Q12. Who else in your organisation do you think I should interview for this research: 

Thank you very much for your time, your contribution has been very valuable.  
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11. Appendix 3 – Interview schedule for placement employer – 

relationship not developed 

 

Preamble 

My name is René Moolenaar and I am a doctoral student in Business Administration at the 

University of Portsmouth. The research for my thesis focusses on the placement programme of 

the University of Sussex Business School and in particular why some relationships with 

placement providers do develop into broader relationships, whereas others don’t. It is thought 

that a good relationship between universities and industry are beneficial for both. 

I will ask you some in-depth questions about your experience of, and views on, how the 

relationship between the Business School and your organisation is managed. 

There are no right or wrong answers, I am just interested in your experiences and views. I will 

not use your name in any of the write-ups of the research and will make sure that any quotes 

used cannot be identified with you. I would like to record this interview in order to transcribe 

it later. Nobody else besides me and a transcriber will listen to these recordings or will read the 

transcripts. Is this OK? 

 

Questions 

Q1. Can you describe your role in the organisation please? 

Q2. Can you describe the objectives of the placement programme please? 

- Prompt if needed: what about the objectives of the student / school / business  

 

Let’s now focus on the relationship with the business school.  

Q3. In general how would you describe the relationship with the business school? 

The relationships between the [the Company] and the Business School did not develop beyond 

placements.  

Q4. Why do you think that is? 



UP875291 

149 
 

Q5. In general and in your view do you think that this relationship could be developed beyond 

the initial placement purpose? If yes then How? 

 

Are you aware of any such relationships (with other schools) having developed beyond 

placements? 

 

If YES, let’s focus on that/those school(s) and the relationship with them.  

Q6. How would you describe that relationship? 

Q7. Why do you think that relationship developed? 

Q8. How do you think it happened?  

 

If NO: the business school has developed a relationship with two placement providers which 

has gone beyond placements. 

Q9. In your view, what could have been the reasons for this? 

 

Q10. Are you aware of any policy/strategy documents that covers the placements in your 

organisation? 

We’re approaching the end of the interview now so do you have any questions or is there 

anything you wish to add to what you have said already. 

Q11. Who else in your organisation do you think I should interview for this research: 

Thank you very much for your time, your contribution has been very valuable. 

 

 

 

 



UP875291 

150 
 

12. Appendix 4 – Interview schedule for placement student 

 

Preamble 

My name is René Moolenaar and I am a doctoral student in Business Administration at the 

University of Portsmouth. The research for my thesis focusses on the placement programme of 

the University of Sussex Business School and in particular why some relationships with 

placement providers do develop into broader relationships, whereas others don’t. It is thought 

that a good relationship between universities and industry is beneficial for both. 

I will ask you some in-depth questions about your experience of, and views on, how the 

relationship with such placement providers is managed. 

There are no right or wrong answers, I am just interested in your experiences and views. I will 

not use your name in any of the write-ups of the research and will make sure that any quotes 

used cannot be identified with you. I would like to record this interview in order to transcribe 

it later. Nobody else besides me and a transcriber will listen to these recordings or will read the 

transcripts. Is this OK? 

 

Questions 

Q1. Can you describe your role in the Business School please (which course which year)? 

Q2. Can you describe the objectives of the placement programme please? 

- Prompt if needed: what about the objectives of the student / school / business  

 

Let us now focus on the relationship with the placement provider.  

 

Q3. In general, how would you describe the relationship between the Business School and the 

company that provided your placement position? 

Q4. Who were the key people in managing that relationship? 
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Q5. Do you think there is an opportunity to develop the relationship further beyond 

placements? 

 

IF YES: 

Q6. How could that be done? 

Q7. In that situation who would be the key people in developing that relationship? 

 

The business school has also relationships with placement providers that did not develop 

beyond placements.  

Q8. Why do you think that is? 

 

IF NO: 

Q9. Why not? 

 

The business school has relationships with placement providers that did develop beyond 

placements.  

Q10. Why do you think that relationship developed? 

Q11. How do you think it happened? 

Q12. Who do you think were the key people in that development? 

 

Q13. Are you aware of any University or Business School policy/strategy documents that 

covers the placement programme. 

 

We’re approaching the end of the interview now so do you have any questions or is there 

anything you wish to add to what you have said already. 
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Q13. Who else do you think I should interview for this research: 

 

Thank you very much for your time, your contribution has been very valuable. 

 

 

 

** END ** 


