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ABSTRACT
Digital platforms have transformed how goods and services are exchanged, but their 
role in knowledge exchange, particularly between academia and industry, remains 
underexplored. Like dating apps that help match unique and diverse individuals vir
tually, digital platforms facilitate interactions between academia and industry. However, 
exactly how they do that remains open. Drawing on the digital platform and the 
knowledge transfer intermediation literature, we conduct multiple case studies analys
ing the functionality of nine digital platforms that support interactions between acade
mia and industry. Each of the studied platforms performs five key functions: reducing 
proximity limitations and transaction costs, engaging with users’ knowledge, supporting 
knowledge codification, transforming knowledge, and facilitating matchmaking. 
Notably, two functions, knowledge engagement and transformation, vary along con
tinuums from surface-level to deep interaction and from generalisation to personalisa
tion. Following these continuums, we distinguish four platform types: display-window, 
relationship-enabler, broker, and deep-dive. By revealing how digital platforms facilitate 
knowledge exchange between academia and industry, we substantiate the literature on 
innovation intermediaries and illustrate how digital platforms overcome limitations of 
classical intermediaries. We reframe academia–industry interaction as a platform- 
enabled process and show how digital platforms allow for knowledge-based digital 
matchmaking prior to any interaction between individuals, in contrast to traditional 
collaboration scenarios.
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1. Introduction

Digital platforms have changed commodity markets, but what is the situation with knowledge markets? In 
the knowledge-based economy, products and services are based on knowledge-intensive activities and the 
exchange of knowledge for science-based innovations (Powell and Snellman 2004). Accordingly, value 
creation shifts from the utilisation of natural or tangible resources to intangible resources. Knowledge is 
a good example, which can be codified, for example, intellectual property rights, or take a tacit form when 
residing in individuals and interactions among individuals in and between various types of organisations 
(Harris 2001; Howells 1996; Nonaka and Konno 1998; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Polanyi 1966). 
Knowledge exchange problems do occur within single organisations (Chai and Nebus 2012) but may be 
more intense when the knowledge exchange crosses organisational boundaries, especially when the orga
nisations follow different institutional logics and rationales (Lee 2020; Thornton and Ocasio 2008; 
Sauermann and Stephan 2013). Digital intermediaries then become essential to address these frictions in 
the exchanges (Howells 2006, 2024).

Intermediaries are particularly useful in facilitating digital knowledge exchanges between academia and 
industry because the rationale applied by academic actors and firms during their operations and knowledge 
utilisation differ (D’Este and Perkmann 2011; Hemmert and Hovav 2024; L. E. Parker 1992). While there is 
currently a drive to advance the knowledge of digital intermediaries (Colovic et al. 2024), our understanding 
of digital platforms specifically geared towards academia–industry interaction remains limited (Albats, 
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Alexander, and Cunningham 2022; Bonazzi, Viscusi, and Solidoro 2024; Cahoy 2020; de Reuver, Sørensen, 
and Basole 2018; Hagiu and Yoffie 2013; Lee 2020; Sarala et al. 2025). The expanding literature on digital 
platforms exclusively for business actors investigating how the interaction and exchange of goods and 
services are facilitated provides a starting point (Gawer and Cusumano 2014; Jacobides, Cennamo, and 
Gawer 2024; McIntyre et al. 2021; Ozalp, Cennamo, and Gawer 2018). Nevertheless, the existing platforms 
research does not address the roots of the differences in organisational cultures between the actors from 
academia and industry, nor does the literature address the intangible nature of knowledge and the difficulty 
of codification and translation (a notable exception is research on the exchange of patents, e.g. Dushnitsky 
and Klueter 2011, 2017; Linzalone, Schiuma, and Ammirato 2020).

In the traditional offline world, technology transfer offices (TTO) connect heterogeneous actors via 
physical meetings, social contacts, and expert collaboration to enable individuals to explain knowledge 
through personalisation (Villani, Rasmussen, and Grimaldi 2017). However, other means are necessary on 
digital platforms. Since platforms act as decentralised intermediaries, which, by default, connect actors with 
limited or no personal interaction, the knowledge that should be exchanged must be codified and digitised 
before the interaction to enable potential partners to assess its relevance. For example, a researcher wishing 
to offer specific research skills to a company would have to ensure those skills are codified in a way that 
enables a firm to find the researcher on the platform. On the other side, a company must codify its demands 
or the required knowledge to be able to search for a potential partner on the platform. An essential task for 
digital intermediating platforms is finding a specific required balance on the continuum between codifica
tion and personalisation. The former point encompasses the explicit representation of knowledge, and the 
latter person-to-person knowledge exchange. That requirement arises because many aspects of knowledge 
will still be tacit, and personal interaction will not always be feasible (Chai and Nebus 2012; Cowan, David, 
and Foray 2000).

Given the importance of intermediation in digital knowledge transfer for knowledge-based societies and 
research on it (Howells 2024; Sarala et al. 2025), we seek to understand how the choice between codification 
and the personalisation of knowledge for exchange is supported by platforms and their functions. That has 
implications for how easily a match can be made on a platform, as well as how easily knowledge can be 
appropriated. Accordingly, we aim to explore how digital platforms configure their functions to balance 
knowledge codification and personalisation, enabling matchmaking between diverse academic and industry 
actors. To address this question, we conduct a context-rich multiple case study (Eisenhardt 1989; Stake  
2006; Yin 2018) and explore the emerging phenomenon of digital platforms in academia–industry knowl
edge exchange and its heterogeneity.

Our findings reveal five major functions commonly performed by platforms intermediating knowledge 
exchange between academia and industry: overcoming proximity and reducing transaction costs; engaging 
with users’ explicit and/or tacit knowledge; codifying and digitising that knowledge; and transforming it to 
foster digital matching between academic and industry partners. According to our findings, platforms differ 
particularly in their choices along the two continuums: from surface-level to deep interaction with their 
users’ knowledge and from generalisation to personalisation of that knowledge on the platform. Exploring 
the platforms along these two continuums revealed four types of digital platform intermediaries: display- 
window, broker, relationship-enabler, and deep-dive. Uncovering how digital platforms facilitate knowl
edge exchange between academia and industry makes it possible to analyse how digital tools reshape the 
dynamics of knowledge markets. We reframe academia–industry interaction as a platform-enabled process 
and show how digital platforms enable knowledge-based digital matchmaking prior to any interaction 
between individuals, in contrast to traditional collaboration scenarios.

2. Related literature

2.1. Digital platforms and markets for knowledge and technologies

Digital multi-sided transaction platforms create ‘structures of economic relations facilitating matching and 
value exchange between consumers and product/service providers’ (Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer  
2024, 6). The defining features of such platforms are their underlying indirect network externalities and 
their ability to address or mitigate information asymmetry, transaction costs, and friction in searching and 
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matching (Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer 2024; Rochet and Tirole 2003). Digital platforms have sig
nificantly transformed economic relations and the exchange of goods, software, and services globally during 
the past decades (Gawer and Cusumano 2014; Ozalp, Cennamo, and Gawer 2018; G. G. Parker, van Alstyne, 
and Choudary 2016). Digital platforms have also entered the knowledge and technology markets (Arora and 
Gambardella 2010; Arora, Fosfuri, and Gambardella 2001; Cahoy 2020; Cennamo 2021; Natalicchio, 
Messeni Petruzzelli, and Garavelli 2014). Those platforms enable multi-sided interaction to exchange 
ideas, knowledge, technologies, intellectual property rights, and expertise between individuals and organi
sations (Antonelli and Patrucco 2016; Barker and Hanekom 2022; ben Arfi and Hikkerova 2021; Dushnitsky 
and Klueter 2011; Hossain and Lassen 2017). Although the literature on digital markets and platforms 
provides a solid foundation for studying knowledge markets and digital platforms for knowledge exchange, 
its insights remain limited (Dushnitsky and Klueter 2017; Howells 2024; Sarala et al. 2025) to classifying 
such markets as ‘information markets’, for example by Cennamo (2021), and such platforms as ‘multi-sided 
transaction platforms’ (Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer 2024). Understanding the digital knowledge 
markets and digital knowledge-transfer platforms requires a deeper engagement with the subject of 
transaction, knowledge itself.

In essence, digital platforms operating in knowledge markets extract and commodify non-material 
resources (Srnicek 2016) as well as reify human behaviours and interactions into data objects, enabling 
their alienation and commodification for value creation. An inherent problem for digital platforms facil
itating knowledge exchange, however, is the risk of knowledge expropriation once knowledge is put on the 
platform (Dushnitsky and Klueter 2011). For a transaction to materialise, the knowledge owner must codify 
and reveal (parts of) the knowledge to enable knowledge seekers to assess its relevance and usefulness and 
determine their willingness to pay. However, that process unveils the knowledge, and it becomes a public 
good (Anton and Yao 2002; Arrow 1962). Given this shortcoming, most (online) markets for technology 
and ideas focus on intellectual property rights, where the risk of expropriation is reduced (Dushnitsky and 
Klueter 2011, 2017) and the knowledge is codified and disembodied (Conti, Gambardella, and Novelli  
2013). While the (digital) market for codified knowledge and technologies, especially patents, is somewhat 
straightforward, marketplaces that enable transactions or exchange of other types of knowledge, especially 
tacit and embodied knowledge (Ambrosini and Bowman 2001; Cowan, David, and Foray 2000; Nonaka and 
Takeuchi 1995) face different problems (Arora 1995). A core issue is that a (digital) codified representation 
of the knowledge and technology is required to characterise and provide information on the offer 
(Dushnitsky and Klueter 2017). However, in many cases, codifying such knowledge is challenging, as it is 
to create a representative form that can be displayed online.

A digital platform can help create a codified representation of the knowledge offered and enable an 
assessment of its applicability and value (Dushnitsky and Klueter 2017). The platform can also support 
a buyer’s search process and help them acquire knowledge by, for example, translating latent needs into 
explicit terms that relate to the codified offers. In this way, the platform supports the codification of 
knowledge needs and demands on both sides, thus appealing to a wide audience and enabling users to make 
a match unaided. Alternatively, the platform can take control of the interactions on it by refining the supply 
of and the demand for knowledge and providing personalised interactions, serving as an active intermediary 
that aims to match the actors on the platform (Shi 2023). Holzmann, Sailer, and Katzy (2014) refer to such 
a process of refining needs and demands as ‘profiling’ that is required to support matchmaking.

2.2. Digital platform intermediaries for academia–industry knowledge exchange

The exchange and transfer of knowledge, also facilitated by technology and knowledge markets, are 
increasingly relevant for academic actors. However, for academia, it is challenging to find the right partner 
to exchange or sell knowledge. In addition, it is challenging for firms to determine which academic partner 
can provide the necessary knowledge and technologies. This problem is further exacerbated by the diverse 
engagements that can occur between academia and industry, including collaborations in education, 
research partnerships, and valorisation (Galan-Muros and Davey 2019; Galán-Muros and Plewa 2016). In 
an analog world, intermediaries, especially TTOs, were established to address the issue of connecting 
academia and firms and facilitating knowledge exchange. Such TTOs provide support, for example, by 
searching for commercialisation partners, articulating demands and offerings, and negotiating terms and 
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conditions (Debackere and Veugelers 2005; Howells 2006). However, TTOs are limited in their capacity, 
geographical reach, and resources. They may lack sufficient capabilities and a comprehensive sense of the 
knowledge markets across different disciplines to fully serve the needs of complex academia–industry 
interactions (Alexander and Martin 2013; Colyvas and Powell 2006; Cunningham, Harney, and Fitzgerald  
2020; Etzkowitz and Göktepe-Hulten 2010; Macho-Stadler, Pérez-Castrillo, and Veugelers 2007; O’Kane 
et al. 2015).

As an alternative to TTOs, platform-based knowledge markets for academia–industry interaction 
can reduce these problems and complement TTOs’ activities (Albats, Alexander, and Cunningham  
2022; Cahoy 2020; Lee 2020). They can reduce partner search costs, are less geographically bound 
than TTOs, and create a thicker market for interaction than an individual TTO could do (Albats, 
Alexander, and Cunningham 2022; Dushnitsky and Klueter 2017; Schoen, van Pottelsberghe de la 
Potterie, and Henkel 2014). They can particularly address the problem that knowledge originating 
in academia is often not presented in a form that firms can easily assess (Freitas, Geuna, and Rossi  
2013; Bruneel, d’Este, and Salter 2010; Galán-Muros and Plewa 2016; Lee 1996). Furthermore, 
research-originated knowledge often entails tacit components that are hard to (fully) codify because 
they remain embedded with the individuals who hold that knowledge. Platforms can support the 
codification and creation of a digital knowledge representation to overcome these problems (Arora, 
Fosfuri, and Gambardella 2001; Cahoy 2020; Conti, Gambardella, and Novelli 2013; Lee 2020). 
Similarly, business problems have become multidisciplinary and complex, making it challenging for 
firms to articulate or codify their essence. Accordingly, searching, finding, and matching academia 
and industry actors becomes a process of seeking a non-obvious solution to a rather opaque 
problem. In this context of academia–industry knowledge exchange, multi-sided transaction plat
forms can establish a shared virtual space (as a ‘Ba space’ in Nonaka and Konno 1998), addressing 
specific needs and issues related to codifying the knowledge for virtual representation.

Building on insights from the literature on digital platforms (Cennamo 2021; Cusumano, Yoffie, 
and Gawer 2020; Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer 2024), digital knowledge and technology markets 
(Dushnitsky and Klueter 2017) and intermediating actors (Howells 2024) who codify and commo
dify knowledge for exchange (Srnicek 2016; Zuboff 2019), we continue by exploring these phenom
ena empirically in the context of knowledge exchange between academia and industry (Sarala et al.  
2025).

3. Methodology

3.1. Research approach and sampling

Digital platforms are an emerging phenomenon in academia–industry interactions and exist in the context of, or 
are bounded by, the complexity of the interactions (Galán-Muros and Plewa 2016). A case study is apt to explore 
the phenomenon that exists as a ‘bounded system’ (Creswell and Poth 2018, 96). As academia–industry 
interaction spans diverse forms of engagement, including collaboration in education, research, and technology 
valorisation (Galan-Muros and Davey 2019). A multiple case study approach (Eisenhardt 1989; Stake 2006; Yin  
2018) was chosen to accommodate possible diverse patterns emerging (Creswell and Poth 2018).

Case selection relied on a strategy that combined a criteria-based approach, a heterogeneity approach, 
and maximum variation (Patton 1990). The key criteria for selecting a platform for our sample was that it 
should serve some form of knowledge exchange, specifically between academia and firms. This approach 
made it possible to capture the diversity within digital platforms used to facilitate academia–industry 
collaboration. That diversity could relate to country of origin, target audience, ownership, age, and other 
characteristics. Since platforms facilitating academia–industry knowledge exchange remain understudied 
(Lee 2020), heterogeneous sampling is necessary to explore the developing phenomenon and to understand 
the patterns of knowledge exchange facilitation that exist. We identified nine digital platforms from 
different countries (Table 1) using internet searches and relevant forums, such as the University–Industry 
Interaction Network (www.uiin.org.) and the University–Industry Demonstration Partnership (www. 
uidp.org).
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3.2. Data collection

The data were collected through 18 interviews with platform owners and a select group of platform users. 
The target interviewees on the platform side were the platform owner and head of platform activities, as they 
were best positioned to explain the rationale behind the platform’s creation. We were aware that the 
platform owners could be biased towards promoting the platform’s features and reluctant to reveal any 
functional limitations, so we triangulated the data by either interviewing users at both ends (as suggested by 
the platform owners or randomly selected) or relying on other sources, such as secondary data or 
participant observation and action research (see Supplemental material). The data analysis also encom
passes secondary data, including press releases, platform websites, and user feedback from the platform. The 
insights collected from diverse sources contributed to our conceptualisations of the focal digital platform 
phenomenon. They allowed us to explore the perspectives of all the Triple Helix actors (Leydesdorff and 
Etzkowitz 1996), including publicly and privately owned platforms and their users, on the firm and 
university sides.

Table 1. Studied cases of digital platforms.

Case#

Platform 
(Main) 
Office 

Location
Organizational 

form:

Founding 
Year/ 
First 

Investment or 
contract1

Collaboration 
domain as per 
Galán-Muros 

and Plewa 
(2016) 

Edu/Res/Val
Data collected and 

analysed

Year of the interview, 
number of users and 

regions at the point of 
interview

Case1 UK private 2014/2016 research and 
valorisation

1 interview w. platform owner 
(21 min) & 2 interviews 
w. university platform users 
(20&42 mins); platform website 
and reports, weekly newsletters

2017: 20+ universities, 
Europe, USA, Japan

Case2 UK public 2017/2017 research 1 interview w. platform owner 
(38 mins), platform website and 
public reports

2017: n/a, national 
focus

Case3 USA private 2012/2015 valorisation 1 interview w. platform owner 
(34 mins), platform website

2017: 84 universities, 8 
companies, globally

Case4* UK private 2012/2013 research 1 interview w. platform owner 
(48 mins), participant 
observation field notes

2017 – both interview 
and observation: 250 
companies, few 
universities, UK focus

Case5 UK private 2009/2017 research and 
valorisation

1 interviews w. platform owner 
(42 mins) & 4 interviews 
w. university platform users (20- 
67 mins); platform website and 
reports; LinkedIn updates

2017: 30+ universities, 
500+ companies 
globally

Case5a USA private university 
owned/’exclusive’ 
platform; the 
owning university 
also uses platform 
5

In-house 
platform 

founded in 
2005

research and 
valorisation

4 interviews (40–70 mins): TTO 
director, senior manager of 
business development & 
marketing, licencing associate, 
Industrial Contracts Office 
Director; platform website and 
reports

2019–2020: single- 
university, global 
focus

Case6 Belgium private 2013/n/a education 1 interview w. platform owner 
(56 mins), articles published 
about the platform

2017: 40 universities, 4 
companies, Europe 
and USA

Case7** Spain private 2015/2017 education 2 interviews w. platform owner 
(29&90 mins); action research: 
using the platform in teaching 
during 1.5 years.

2017 & 2020 (action 
research in 
2017–2018; 
2018–2019): 100 
universities, 200+ 
companies, globally

Case8 Ireland public Disseminated 
at UIIN 

Conference in 
2017

research and 
valorisation

1 interview w. platform leader 
(24 mins), platform 
presentation, website, public 
reports

2017: n/a national focus

Case9 Germany public 2019 first 
online 

mention

valorisation 2 interviews w. platform leader 
(25&109 mins) & 1 w. the head 
of a univ. TTO (30 mins)

2021: n/a, national 
focus

*Participant observation used. 
**This platform was a part of an action research.

1Source: www.crunchbase.com/.
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The primary data were collected between 2017 and 2021. The first date marks a point at which most of 
the chosen platforms had acquired at least some traction (see Table 1). The target user of Platform 5 was 
more accessible in 2020, and for Case 7, we added longitudinal data spanning 2017–2019. Platform 9 only 
started gaining traction in 2019. The latest data collection points in 2020/2021 revealed a growing interest in 
digital platforms among the key target groups of universities and firms due to the accelerated digitalisation 
resulting from the restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the focus of our research on 
understanding the emergence of digital platforms that facilitate collaboration between academia and 
industry, we have limited the scope of this paper primarily to pre-pandemic times, although we share 
some initial impressions from the pandemic period. Secondary data covers the same five-year period of 
2017–2021 as well.

3.3. Data analysis

We applied inductive and deductive coding approaches to the material to differentiate between the different 
platform functions and the process of knowledge codification and exchange. Using the axial coding 
approach inductively (Pratt 2009), we identified the functions that platforms use to process the inputs 
from their users and provide outputs (see Supplemental material for an exemplar extract of the raw data 
coding). Following the initial screening of the platform data, we were able to classify them according to the 
academia–industry collaboration domains identified in the literature (deductive coding): education, joint 
research, and valorisation (Galán-Muros and Plewa 2016). We reached initial data saturation at around the 
seven-case mark, as major themes began to repeat (Aldiabat and le Navenec 2018). However, we continued 
collecting additional cases, which allowed us to distinguish three organisational types of platforms in our 
sample: privately owned platform businesses serving users widely on both sides (Cases 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7); 
publicly-owned platforms serving users widely but mostly at the national level (Cases 2, 8, 9); in-house 
platforms owned by a specific university (Alexander and Miller 2017) and serving that university exclusively 
(Schoen, van Pottelsberghe de la Potterie, and Henkel 2014) (see Case 5a). Case 5a is, in this regard, special 
since it is a leading US university frequently seen as a role model in commercialising university research. 
Accordingly, its approach resembles how a TTO develops and manages a platform. The three different 
organisational types illustrate the diversity of the contexts we explored and enhance our data analysis.

4. Findings

4.1. What is being exchanged with the help of intermediation platforms: description of 
specializations

Most intermediation platforms in our sample focus on a single interaction type, whether education, 
research, or valorisation. Nevertheless, a few provide exchange options for both research and valorisation. 
No platform in our sample encompassed all three domains, although that might be theoretically possible. 
Figure 1 broadly describes the platform users’ inputs and illustrates the types of knowledge or information 
exchanged via the platforms, as well as what users derive from the interaction on the platforms. 
Unsurprisingly, some interactions occur outside of the platforms, as connections made via the platforms 
are subsequently followed up on. A more nuanced description of platform specialisations follows.

Cases 6 and 7 focus on exchange in education and bring together university teachers, students, and 
company managers as the platform users to provide students with challenge-based learning activities. The 
platforms provide an environment for companies to post challenges to elicit input from students, for 
example:

Our performance metrics are currently lagging behind those of our sister companies in the group. Our share
holders are demanding double-digit growth in the coming years. The challenge is to understand the changes we 
should implement to achieve the goal. (Case 7, company challenge presentation)

The platforms match companies’ challenges and aspects of university course curricula featuring challenge- 
based learning. The platforms facilitate knowledge exchange by offering support for the creation of 

1Source: www.crunchbase.com/.
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a challenge or a request for one. For example, some platform managers help to formulate or revise the 
challenge to make it understandable and clear for all users:

The way that the challenge is described must be worked on. Typically, the company provides a brief description 
of what they want. Before we launch it we have done a few iterations with the company to make sure that the way 
the challenge is written and the problem statement is formulated is acceptable, and that all the universities [will] 
understand very well what the problem is and what the company expects. (Case 6, founder interview)

Different user groups benefit from platforms in different ways, and each side receives various types of 
knowledge from the interaction. Students get an opportunity to apply the knowledge and competencies 
acquired to real cases and gain access to business insights, business contacts, and potential employers. 
Students receive a certificate of participation at the end of each course. The certificate recognised the essence 
of the specific challenge they had worked on and the skills developed as part of the challenge-solving 
process, which enhances the student employability that the universities target. As one teacher said, ‘We 
want our students to have the skills most relevant to the job market’ (Case 7, co-teacher at the challenge- 
based course, introductory meeting). Teachers enrich their courses with practice-based learning and expand 
their professional networks through various platforms. Teachers serving as students’ advisers may also 
receive a request from the company hosting a challenge on a joint project. The following is an extract from 
the teacher’ email exchange with the Case 7 challenge sponsor, which was a follow-up to a challenge-based 
course collaboration: ‘We agreed that as a next step, I would send you some research issues that could be [a] 
subject of the action research proposal. I will compile such a list in collaboration with my peers.’ Company 
managers receive potential solutions and implementation suggestions relating to their challenges in the 
form of reports and presentations from students at a relatively low cost, as well as an expansion of their 
network.

The core of the interaction on joint research platforms is the (co-)generation and exchange of 
knowledge. The platforms enable the depiction of specific skills that can be provided by university 
researchers or requested by companies and incorporate matchmaking technology to facilitate the 
establishment of connections between university researchers and firms. A company’s introduction 

Figure 1. Platforms facilitating knowledge exchange in university-industry interaction.
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section states that ‘[Company name] is interested in engaging with new academic partners focused on 
the use of genetic medicines to treat severe neurological disorders, including neurodevelopmental, 
neurodegenerative, and neuroinflammatory diseases, as well as genetic epilepsies.’ (Case 1, company 
introduction extract). A university example outlining a specific innovation that helps shape the 
university profile on the platform was: ‘Design of Short Promoters for Gene Therapy. An algorithm 
to design short promoters for AAVs by concatenating predicted transcription factor binding motifs.’ 
(Case 1, university introduction extract). The platforms focus on matching firms’ representatives and 
researchers based on the challenges companies face, innovation introductions from universities, and 
individual profiles supplied by both sides, providing an introductory service for establishing research 
collaborations. A platform founder clarified this, ‘We are an introductory service, we take briefs from 
universities, then using our network of executives we’ll target them.’ (Case 1, platform founder 
interview).

Furthermore, the platforms regularly inform their users about new offers or industrial needs, allowing 
users to monitor and react if interested. The platforms collect, analyse, and report the statistics of user 
activity related to either the companies’ calls for collaboration or new universities’ technology develop
ments. Such reports provide interested parties with information on the number of times each innovation or 
technology profile has been viewed, as well as the percentage of clicks. The information gives the user 
a method to assess how relevant their knowledge or expertise is to the other side using the platform and 
supports decision making. In most cases, interaction on the platform beyond getting in contact or 
monitoring developments is limited, and the actual collaboration occurs off the platform. See 
a commentary on a successful collaboration established on the platform and followed up on in person:

Since then, the representative from [company name] has visited Dr. [researcher name] in person to look around 
the laboratory. Both parties are keen to move forward with the partnership, and we are currently negotiating the 
funding and IP terms of the project. (Case 1, secondary data)

Such off-platform follow-up meetings facilitate the exchange of tacit knowledge, including the sensing of 
partners’ complementarity and compatibility in terms of research capabilities, resources, and organisational 
cultures.

The valorisation interaction entails an offering of a (non-)exclusive right to exploit knowledge in 
a commercial activity or industry engagement with university spinoffs (co-)founded by entrepreneurial 
academics. The difference from joint research platforms is that, first, the knowledge to be exchanged is 
concrete and easily codified, for example, with a high level of technology readiness, and the subject of 
exchange is often a patent or other intellectual property rights. Second, while research-focused platforms 
commonly target both university researchers and TTO representatives as users on the university side, the 
valorisation platforms mostly target solely TTO representatives. That inevitably provides two layers of 
intermediation (TTO and platform) between the university researchers and users on the company side, who 
are typically technology scouts. However, some platforms can be used to exchange both joint research and 
valorisation. That option creates synergy effects, especially for firms searching more broadly for a solution, 
as, for example, in this case: ‘We are actively seeking technology/products/partners relating to Interband 
Cascade Lasers (ICLs) for use in spectroscopy’ (Case 5, challenge description, secondary data).

The valorisation domain of knowledge exchange often entails particularly strict terms and conditions and 
non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) to keep ‘personal information and research interests secure and strictly 
confidential’ (Case 3, platform website secondary data). This protection is important and is commonly 
safeguarded by NDAs for all user groups across all types of platforms. However, it has been particularly 
highlighted by valorisation-focused platforms, where the value of the technology in question becomes more 
formalised and, thus, easier to copy. Furthermore, the valorisation platforms provide ‘in-platform commu
nication’ and ‘negotiation tools that directly and [again] securely link technology-holders to technology 
seekers’ (Case 3, platform website, secondary data). For example, Case 3 focuses on matching university 
licencing managers or university researchers and university spinoff founders who own IP directly with 
companies’ technology scouts ready to licence-in technology from a university. They put special emphasis 
on curating the IP since even with a higher technology readiness level there is considerable room to help 
with adjusting already codified knowledge to meet industrial needs: ‘Even with smart and successful TTOs 
guiding the process, patent applications can easily get written “academically” and not meet industrial 
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licensee needs.’ (Case 3, platform website, secondary data). Accordingly, the valorisation platforms also 
offer alteration and revision services. Further, the platforms still find room to engage with the essence of the 
knowledge despite the knowledge involved being already highly codified.

4.2. How the knowledge exchange is facilitated: the platforms’ functions

Our findings reveal that the platforms offer five primary functions, enabling users to engage and connect 
within them. Figure 2 illustrates the five functions and how they form a sequence from the first engagement 
with the platform until the match is made and knowledge is exchanged (see Supplemental material for the 
relevant data coding extracts).

First, a prerequisite function of all the platforms is to help address the limitations of proximity in 
knowledge exchange by introducing parties to a digital representation of possible collaborations, both 
nationally and globally. That helps the platforms to lower the transaction costs of distant partner searches 
for both academia and firms. Below, the platform owner from Case 7 comments on the need to go beyond 
a proximity approach towards knowledge exchange:

On the companies’ side, people like to work with universities, which are just across the road, because it’s easy: I’ve 
been there before, I can just go there and knock on the door of the professor, whom I know, and we have a coffee, 
check and fix it. But, [in] the accelerated world of talents, we are witnessing that this model no longer works. You 
need as a company to have digital means to access universities that you haven’t worked with before, to touch the 
hearts and souls of students and faculty members, [who] can help you solve challenges and provide you 
infrastructure and the talent that you so desperately [wanted] your company to recruit. (Case 7, platform owner)

This function of overcoming proximity limitations is relevant across all the different platforms in 
our sample. Each showcases a variety of approaches to mobilise the cold connection through 
different means, including machine-aided matchmaking, visualisations, and digital introductions. 
The platforms help the parties envision a broader scope, acknowledge the limitations of 
a traditional, proximity-based approach, and showcase platforms as useful intermediaries for 
broadening the scope of their collaboration partners. The platform owner of Case 7 expresses 
that point clearly:

Figure 2. Categorization of academia-industry intermediating digital platforms’ functions.
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We give them scale, reach, the agility, sequential ways in re-activating the relationships with universities that you 
have never worked with before [to] be digital and start to work with universities around the globe. (Case 7, 
platform owner)

A function of the platforms is to overcome the proximity limitations and enable cost-efficient reach in both 
asynchronous and synchronous ways. One could argue, however, that having access to digital features to 

Figure 3. Examples of structured template enhanced by the picture.
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remain informed about a partner’s developments – even about one located just across the road – can be 
valuable in today’s world of information overload.

Second, although all the platforms help their users overcome proximity limitations and potentially lower 
transaction costs, they differ in their further function by making choices on the continuum between 
engaging with the user on a surface level or via deep interaction. The surface-level approach implies, for 
example, displaying the input received from each user side (e.g. a description of the knowledge, 
a researcher’s expertise received from the academic side, or a generic company description from the firm 
side) almost as it was received with no alteration. From a user experience perspective, surface-level 
platforms provide users with a filter function to identify matches but do not engage with or control the 
content of the knowledge. The following comment from the Platform 9 leader illustrates that: ‘The 
technology offer is the door now for a short, one- or two-minute, attention span of somebody interested 
and this is the appetiser. We don’t even know that we have established a link’ (Case 9, platform leader). An 
active approach to engaging with knowledge exchanged would involve platform representatives commu
nicating with parties and providing in-platform functionality to facilitate deep user engagement. The Case 7 
platform owner illustrates this in the following: ‘We talk to the universities, we also talk to the companies 
and give them access to our academic business network, [and] to universities that may provide the right 
talent and the right innovation for the challenges that they have.’ (Case 7, platform owner). Accordingly, the 
platform works with the knowledge and tailors it to the potential recipients.

Third, all the platforms studied undertake some codification of the supply and demand of knowledge to 
create a digital representation that can be searched and assessed. Platforms provide this function in 
a structured or unstructured manner to support universities and firms in codifying their knowledge for 
exchange. The structured approach includes the provision of templates, dropdown lists, and predefining the 
processes behind knowledge exchange, such as suggesting the use of milestones. The platforms put effort 
into developing the underlying tools and templates. That allows for codifying the pieces of knowledge into 
a limited and structured space in terms of the time users spend processing it, which eventually contributes to 
the quality of platform service: ‘We have a template and use that as a guideline to make sure that the 
challenge brief is of high quality.’ (Case 6, the platform owner).

The unstructured way of codifying the uncodified (tacit) knowledge includes providing universities and 
firms with examples to help them draft the introduction. Other forms of unstructured codification include 
thematic pictures and other visuals, as well as sharing a digital representation of prototypes. In many cases, 
both forms of codification go hand-in-hand. Templates enable the location of university research results in 
a specific industrial sector, the selection of potential applications, the identification of relevant keywords, 
and the provision of contact information in a standardised format. These features could be extended with 
a technology showcase, which can be represented through a picture or other non-textual means (see 
Figure 3 for examples).

In educational collaborations, platforms contribute by codifying previously uncodified student skills. 
Course curricula in many instances lack any means of recognising the skills students acquired through 
hands-on, practice-based learning during company challenges. Those skills were not codifiable prior to 
engaging with the platform. For example, in Case 7, the students receive a certificate at the end that lists the 
specific skills they applied:

You can now certify the students based on the practice-based experience that they have gained in your course, 
they get not only the diploma, but certify that they have successfully completed 30 months of real-world 
challenge experience. It’s a micro-credential tool. If you put ‘Statistics-II,’ no one knows what exactly it is, but 
when you give a ‘patent recognition’ or ‘data visualization,’ that is endorsing. (Case 7, platform owner)

However, after platform-enabled knowledge exchange, many aspects remain tacit. In the case of platforms 
that connect firms with students to facilitate resolving challenges, the specific attributes of the solutions 
proposed by students may still be unclear and largely implicit. For example, assessing feasibility and 
developing a precise implementation plan would require a deep understanding of the company’s internal 
characteristics, something difficult to achieve within the scope of digital collaboration. In research and 
valorisation streams, many partners’ characteristics will still be revealed in subsequent off-platform 
interactions.
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Fourth, as part of facilitating knowledge exchange, platforms transform the users' knowledge and 
choose to represent universities’ and firms’ knowledge in either a generalised or more personalised 
and customised manner. The first task for all platforms is to consolidate existing information. Some 
platforms rely on the information provided by users on both sides and prefer to use their 
codification function solely to represent users’ knowledge in a general form. Other platforms, 
such as those in Cases 1 and 4, complement the information provided with secondary data and 
information (explicit knowledge) already accessible either through publicly available sources or 
restricted databases. Using web crawling, data processing, and structuring, the platforms consoli
date the explicit knowledge into a user-friendly, partner-search-oriented digital interface. In 
a sense, these platforms provide an aggregation of knowledge for partner matches that users 
could also access if they search for it long enough on the Internet and can connect the dots in 
the same manner as an algorithm does.

The platforms can also collect customised inquiries from users. Such inquiries could include the specific 
types of technologies a company is interested in, and the platform would address the inquiry with 
a customised newsletter reporting the latest developments in the field of interest, for example. For the 
universities, platforms could provide customised statistics on the number of times introductions were 
opened and downloaded. Those metrics describe the interest in a certain technology and represent 
a codification of previously untraced interest existing in the academia–industry collaboration space:

Let’s assume the university has 20 innovations on the platform. We can send them the details, so they know 
which innovations are being opened and which ones aren’t. Then they need to ask themselves the question why 
a lot of people open innovation A and very few open innovation M. (Case 5, platform owner)

Another way to customise the knowledge exchange is to create a structure of the knowledge exchange 
process and visualise it digitally. The Case 7 platform, for example, encourages users on both sides to set 
milestones against a predefined collaboration timeline. Setting restrictions is also important, for example, 
limiting access to company materials in accordance with company confidentiality rules in a digital space: 
‘There are certain documents where the challenge sponsors said, “Look, I’m happy to upload something, but 
I don’t want anybody to download it.” [For us, it would mean] a simple click on “don’t download it”.’ 
(Case 7, platform owner). Another specific feature of digitalising and customising knowledge is digitally 
mapping potential partners based on keywords or other information. This feature is explicit in Case 4 as this 
platform develops customised digital maps of technologies and relationships:

The information is presented graphically so [as a user] you can see that the nodes that represent the keywords 
that you’re interested in, and you can see nodes that represent the companies that talk about those particular 
areas that you’re interested in, and you can navigate the map to see which companies got the greatest connectivity 
to the topics you’re interested in, you can click on a node, and see information about that company. (Case 4, 
platform owner)

Visual representation on a geographical map (particularly of organisations based in the UK, as in Case 4) 
shows users the prospective interaction partners and their technologies.

The last and most important function of the platforms is matchmaking & knowledge exchange. All 
platforms provide the function but apply it via different approaches. Several platforms require users to 
utilise the platform tools to find and monitor potentially relevant partners independently (Cases 5a, 8, 9). 
The user can investigate the knowledge offered on the platform by other users and track its development. 
Furthermore, the platforms can provide updates of potentially interesting partners via alerts or emails 
(again, personalised or generic). Platforms may take an even more personalised approach, perform 
machine-aided matchmaking, and suggest prospective partners to its users based on specific criteria or 
a potential overlap in interests or technologies derived from an algorithmic analysis of the knowledge 
provided: ‘We got some interesting algorithms in for scraping company interests and matching them 
directly with university opportunities they would be interested in.’ (Case 1, platform owner). In addition to 
algorithmic matchmaking, platform teams often assess the relevance of the match manually. They aim to 
arrange online meetings with potential partners separately and revise the introductions/challenges/course 
descriptions to make them accessible for the other party. With artificial intelligence and machine learning 
advancing, a platform of the future would reduce the degree of manual work further:
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If it were a dream platform, we would be able to enter some content about a technology, the faculty, and the 
research they do, and it would use artificial intelligence to figure out which companies would be relevant. Right 
now, everyone uses keyword searches, and you either have lost opportunities because it’s not getting to the right 
companies or, more often companies end up being spammed with things that aren’t relevant to them because the 
keywords are just too broad. (Case 5a, Interview with the TTO Director)

4.3. A typology of digital intermediary platforms for academia – industry knowledge exchange

Following the two dimensions that distinguish how the platforms studied engage with user knowledge, that 
is, a surface-level or a deep interaction, and the transformation of user knowledge through either general
isation or personalisation, we suggest four types of platforms: display-window, relationship-enabler, broker, 
and deep-dive. Figure 4 illustrates the dimensions and types as well as the specific positioning of the studied 
cases on both continuums (see Supplemental material for the case-by-case coding). It should be noted that, 
despite the positioning of certain platforms on the continuums and within the matrix, we do not argue that 
one platform performs better than another. Performance depends on contextual factors such as specific user 
needs and the resources available to each platform (as illustrated in Cases 5a and 9 discussed below).

Display-window platforms provide a rather basic representation of knowledge, offer plain search and 
contact information that does not extend far beyond knowledge codification, stick to minimal or no 
interaction with their users’ knowledge, and lean towards its generalisation. Users must search for their 
partners unaided in these simple knowledge marketplaces, and the platforms provide only basic support to 
do so. These platforms aggregate and showcase the parts of knowledge that have already been codified. 
Display-window-type platforms showcase the benefits of going beyond high geographical proximity, 
codifying and digitalising existing knowledge in a structured manner, and enabling users to browse through 
offerings. These platforms may offer model agreements to facilitate cooperation, but these model agree
ments are very generic and must be customised for each specific partnership. In our sample, the publicly 
funded platforms in Cases 8 and 9 provide this basic functionality. Reasons for just providing basic 
functions can be related to the resources available to operate the platform. In Case 9, the platform manager 
explained that the organisation would like to extend the platform’s functionality and become what we call 
a relationship-enabler type platform, but the platform manager lacks the resources to do so:

Figure 4. A typology of digital platforms facilitating academia-industry knowledge exchange.
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The match happens [in a way] that they [companies] look on the technology offer and [can find] phone numbers 
and email addresses on there. Then they call them, and then it is an individual thing between the search and the 
offer because this is really an under-financed [platform]. (Case 9, platform leader)

However, well-resourced institutions may also opt to use such platforms, as the internal university 
platform in Case 5a illustrates. The Case 5a TTO has an extensive network of contacts and a strong 
reputation in global technology markets but has decided basic functionality is sufficient for its 
purpose: ‘Our platform is serving our needs, that’s why we’re not actively looking for another 
platform.’ (Case 5a, TTO Senior Manager, Business Development and Strategic Marketing). The 
single and well-resourced TTO behind platform 5a has superior access to its host university 
research output, technologies, and researchers/inventors. The TTO also handles the related inven
tion disclosures. Accordingly, its interaction with the nature of knowledge and degree of persona
lisation is considerably greater than in Cases 8 and 9, but in principle, the platform remains 
a display-window type. Case 5a exemplifies that being a display-window-type platform can be 
a deliberate choice which would have the resources to develop further and could increase the 
level of personalisation and interaction but does not need to due to strong reputation on knowl
edge and technology markets. A choice to be a display-window could also be a result of a resource 
constraint, as Cases 8 and 9 illustrate, which would like to increase in these dimensions, but do not 
have the abilities to do so.

Relationship-enabler-type platforms put considerable effort into customising the search process to 
foster matchmaking. These platforms usually apply automated search algorithms to unite users and 
establish the perfect match with ‘a better search functionality’ (Case 5, platform owner). Those platforms 
collect inputs from a network of users and scrape it from available sources and invest in refining the 
introductions before engaging an algorithm for partner matchmaking. The relationship-enabler platforms 
offer services around the core functions to support the knowledge exchange in various ways. The Case 5 
platform owner describes its personalisation approach:

The service we can provide is to help them [understand] how they describe the solutions they have. Because, in 
my experience, most universities do not understand how to describe what they’ve got. They tend to use a lot of 
academic phraseology, which is not understood by a lot of the big corporations. So, if they could turn water into 
wine, I’m sure they’d use a chemical formula, ‘We can turn H2O into blah blah blah’, as opposed to saying, ‘We 
can turn water into wine.’ And they need a lot of help and assistance in this, you know, speaking plain English. 
(Case 5 platform owner)

Those platforms also rely on customising newsletters and reports on engagement metrics for their users. 
Accordingly, relationship enablers rely on already codified knowledge and improve the chances of knowl
edge exchange by simplifying the partner search using machine-aided algorithms. The process improves the 
efficiency of matchmaking by leveraging automated support, ‘We managed to match in two months 
25 percent of all of the technology we got from the universities with a collaborative partner’ (Case 1, 
platform owner).

The broker type refers to platforms that rely solely on already codified knowledge, particularly intellec
tual property, and offer minimal customisation, focusing more on automation through search and inter
action mechanisms. Their core value proposition lies in integrating with users’ internal IP management 
systems and facilitating targeted matching based on specific needs, technologies and IP. See how the 
platform promotion text describes its features: ‘Whether they use a proprietary system, an Excel spread
sheet, their own relational database, or a comprehensive IP management system, our goal is to make it easy 
for our members to upload and update technology summaries.’ (Case 3, secondary data). With explicit and 
codified knowledge, a basic, high-level description of the IP could be enough to establish the connection; the 
Case 3 user reports a success story below:

I got a call from [Case 3 team member], and they told me they thought they had subscribers interested in our 
company. When I understood who the subscribers were, I decided to take a look. I signed up. That evening, 
before I’d even made any changes to our starter profile, I had a message from a large, non-European industrial 
MNC. That was three weeks ago, and we’re now in discussions with them on application-specific product 
development. (Case 3, secondary data)
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Finally, the deep-dive type of platform invests considerable effort into engaging with the users’ tacit 
knowledge and providing many personalised digital means to support matchmaking and exchange on the 
platform. On these platforms, users match but also exchange knowledge. The owner of Case 7 points out 
that their platform aims ‘to connect and digitise the collaboration between the two parties and gave the 
professor and his assistant access to visualise and supervise the collaboration digitally.’ In addition to 
algorithm-based matchmaking, deep-dive platforms engage in extensive conversations with both parties 
and thoroughly understand the content (or knowledge) on both the university and company sides. Given 
a relatively deep engagement with the content on both sides, particularly on the industry side, the deep-dive 
platforms also manage confidentiality in a very customised way:

We provide confidentiality and IP rights to all companies, but we have certain mechanisms that allow the 
company to get certain visibility for a specific course or for a specific university that they are interested in 
collaborating with in the future. (Case 7 founder)

Accordingly, these platforms combine active engagement with their users’ knowledge with a personalised 
approach to transforming it for matchmaking.

5. Discussion

5.1. Summary of the main findings

We provide qualitative insights into three main aspects of digital multi-sided transaction platforms that 
intermediate academia–industry knowledge exchange. First, we highlight the type and form of knowledge 
exchanged on these platforms. We report the specialisation in terms of engagement types, specifically 
education-focused platforms and research- and/or valorisation-focused platforms, in line with 
Galán-Muros and Plewa (2016). The platforms in our sample often focus on one type of engagement, 
and no platform facilitates all three types of engagement. Education-focused platforms match university 
courses’ curricula and their tutors and students with company challenges and responsible representatives 
(Borah, Malik, and Massini 2021). The exchange on the platform results in university courses with practice- 
based and challenge-based learning components for students, while companies derive multiple ideas and 
solutions to their proposed challenges and access to prospective hires. Research-focused platforms match 
university researchers with their expertise and research interests with companies’ research challenges and 
collaboration needs. They match to support a joint research project, research contract, or to expand their 
network. Valorisation-focused platforms usually connect university TTO staff with company technology 
scouts to expedite the potential transfer of already codified knowledge, especially IPRs. These descriptive 
findings illustrate the heterogeneity of academia–industry interactions facilitated by digital multi-sided 
transaction platforms, indicating that specialisation is necessary based on the subject matter of the 
exchange.

Second, we outline five main functions performed by all digital platforms to intermediate and facilitate 
digital knowledge exchange between academia and industry. All platforms help to overcome the issue of 
geographical distance and lower transaction costs of finding a new partner online, regardless of geographi
cal distance (Sarala et al. 2025). Furthermore, all engage with their users’ knowledge to then codify and 
transform it to perform an enhanced partner matchmaking function. While all platforms address the 
frictions involved in finding partners, codify uncodified knowledge when possible, and matchmake, the 
degree of their engagement with user knowledge varies across platforms, ranging from surface-level to deep 
interaction. Furthermore, our results indicate that in the course of transforming user knowledge, the 
approach platforms select may be more personalisation/customisation-focused or more generalisation- 
focused to support highly targeted matchmaking or allow automatic matchmaking.

Third, we observed the platforms making a functional choice to engage with their users’ knowledge in 
a light or deeper way and to transform users’ knowledge in a more generalised or personalised manner. We 
could then propose a high-level typology of digital multi-sided transaction platforms for academia–industry 
interactions. Display-window platforms only gather, systematise, and digitise what the users provide or are 
already available. Users of these platforms must find potential matches themselves, with support only 
provided via simple filtering functions, keyword searches, or similar tools. Broker-type platforms operate 
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with already codified knowledge, especially patents. These platforms are the classic digital marketplaces for 
technology studied by Dushnitsky and Klueter (2011, 2017). They operate with a high level of general
isation, which takes the form of providing a rigid-structure template for profiles and maintaining a low level 
of personalisation, for example. However, broker types can compensate for the low level of personalisation 
by enhanced engagement with users and their IP. Relationship-enabler platforms apply a personalised 
approach, fine-tune the parties’ introductions and challenges, provide customised reports to companies on 
possible academic solutions for their challenges, and utilise webpage analytics to indicate interest and 
relevance. Those platforms, however, do not engage significantly with the nature of their users’ knowledge, 
potentially due to the more tacit nature of that knowledge compared to that exchanged via broker-type 
platforms. Deep-dive platforms not only gather codified knowledge but also encourage and enable the 
codification of tacit knowledge. Consequently, users of these platforms have a significant degree of direct 
involvement with the platforms, and confidentiality issues are thoroughly addressed to ensure the appro
priability of the knowledge created or exchanged via the platform.

5.2. Scientific contributions

Both platform and knowledge transfer intermediation research largely overlook how digital platforms 
facilitate knowledge exchange between academia and industry (Howells 2024; Sarala et al. 2025). This 
study offers a new conceptual understanding of platforms as active mediators of academia–industry 
collaboration. Our four-platform typology is based on the depth of interaction and the degree of knowledge 
transformation, thus offering a novel lens for analysing how digital platforms facilitate knowledge-based 
digital matchmaking. Rather than merely extending prior work, we reframe academia–industry interaction 
as a platformized process and demonstrate how digital platforms enable knowledge-based digital match
making before any interaction between individuals, in contrast to traditional collaboration scenarios. More 
specifically, our findings provide novel insights at the intersection of digital multi-sided knowledge markets 
literature (e.g. Cennamo 2021; Dushnitsky and Klueter 2011, 2017; Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer 2024) 
and academia–industry interaction literature (Debackere and Veugelers 2005; Howells 2006). Those 
insights substantiate the limited understanding of the role of digital platforms in the exchange of knowledge 
between academia and industry. The results provide a significant contribution to the theory of academia– 
industry intermediaries (Howells 2024; Sarala et al. 2025). Our empirical findings provide four nuanced 
insights that enhance the understanding of how these digital platforms operate and how they can be 
conceptualised as intermediaries.

First, our sample highlights the diverse forms of engagement between academia and industry, which 
require specialised digital intermediaries that facilitate the exchange of codified knowledge and the tacit 
form embedded with individuals. In contrast to the interactions and exchanges around goods and services, 
where the characteristics of the exchange subject are known in advance (Gawer and Cusumano 2014; 
Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer 2024), in the exchange of knowledge, and especially tacit knowledge, is 
difficult to assess the knowledge ex-ante while the risk of appropriation exists. We reveal the heterogeneity 
among the various approaches that digital intermediaries employ to address the challenges of exchanging 
tacit knowledge components. Those issues have commonly been overlooked in the existing literature on 
information and technology markets in relation to codified knowledge (e.g. Cennamo 2021; Dushnitsky and 
Klueter 2011, 2017).

Second, we provide detailed insights into the functions and categories of digital innovation intermedi
aries. Doing so contributes to the theoretical understanding of how intermediation is enabled in the context 
of academia–industry collaboration (Colovic et al. 2024; Howells 2024). We identify five main functions 
that facilitate the exchange of tacit and explicit knowledge and demonstrate how the platforms involved 
differ in their implementation of those functions. Our cases indicate that resource constraints and strategic 
choices can account for differences. While all the platforms utilise functions to address the usual failures in 
multi-sided markets (Jacobides, Cennamo, and Gawer 2024), especially overcoming the limitations of 
proximity (Alpaydın and Fitjar 2021; Villani, Rasmussen, and Grimaldi 2017) and lowering search and 
transaction costs (Bakos 1997), we identify functions that are particularly relevant for digital knowledge 
marketplaces that exchange tacit knowledge between academia and industry. We illustrate how digital 
platforms transform and commodify knowledge, as well as human interactions, into a more tangible 
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resource for value creation (Srnicek 2016; Zuboff 2019). This process is fairly unique to these platforms for 
digital knowledge exchange, and the platforms decide how deeply they interact with the (tacit) knowledge of 
the users to codify and commodify it. Furthermore, once the knowledge is codified, the platforms determine 
the extent to which a generalised or highly personalised representation of the knowledge will be used. That 
is particularly relevant since the exchange between academia and industry is not frictionless, and potentially, 
the knowledge generated in academia needs to be explained for commercial application. We consider these 
two functions to be essential for establishing functioning digital multi-sided knowledge markets that foster 
academia–industry interactions. These two functions enable us to provide a more nuanced perspective on 
platforms that have previously been subsumed under information markets (Cennamo 2021) or markets for 
ideas (Garavelli et al. 2013). Carving out these additional functions central to academia–industry interac
tions serves as a starting point to theorise platform strategies, effectiveness, and governance.

Third, alongside the two dimensions of interaction with users’ knowledge and the degree of personalisa
tion, we provide a typology of four different platform types to illustrate the platforms’ choices and the 
potential dynamics surrounding them. The types we identify indicate substantial differences in the platform 
functionality and how they interact with their users and their knowledge. We thus provide an encompassing 
view of digital markets for technology, complementing existing research that predominantly considers 
broker-type platforms alone (e.g. Cennamo 2021; Dushnitsky and Klueter 2011, 2017). The position of 
a platform reflects strategic considerations, which our analysis can only partly reveal. Nevertheless, among 
those considerations are likely to be the business model, targeted user groups, and contextual conditions. 
However, barriers to establishing those functions also exist, particularly resource constraints, which limit 
the extent to which platforms can expand their functionality. The positioning of the platforms in the 
typology is therefore not static but can be a co-evolutionary process of customer needs and functionality 
over time. In addition to enriching our theoretical understanding of these platforms, our paper also has 
direct practical implications, as platform owners can utilise the typology to assess their current position and 
how they could develop it over time.

Finally, we contribute to the theory on academia–industry intermediaries (Debackere and Veugelers  
2005; Howells 2006) and how classical intermediaries are challenged in a digital world. We demonstrate that 
digital intermediaries can apply their functions to undertake activities previously unique to traditional 
intermediaries, such as TTOs. Finding and contacting potential partners, matching, and instigating transac
tions was once a highly personalised activity, partly due to the nature of the knowledge generated in 
academia and the difficulty of translating it into industry needs. With the rise of digital intermediaries and 
the functions they provide, such activities can be conducted digitally and partly automated. Their increasing 
ability to codify tacit knowledge and personalise interactions means digital platforms can take over the role 
of TTOs in socialising knowledge. Doing so makes it possible to create a virtual space that enables global 
knowledge exchange (Nonaka and Konno 1998). Therefore, digitising intermediation increases market 
thickness, reduces costs, and enhances flexibility, potentially increasing the efficiency of knowledge 
exchange between academia and industry beyond the capabilities of classical intermediaries. That situation 
challenges the relevance and potentially the legitimacy of classical, offline intermediaries and raises the 
question of which institutional role digital intermediaries should play.

5.3. Limitations and future research

The presented findings are not without limitations that can serve as a starting point for further research. 
First, we sampled our cases to uncover the breadth and heterogeneity of digital platforms facilitating 
academia–industry interaction. While this approach allows us to explore the heterogeneity, the individual 
cases are neither directly comparable nor do we argue it encompasses all potential variances that could 
occur. A more systematic approach would be required to capture the magnitude of the heterogeneity and 
the frequency of the different platform types to generalise. The current research relied on a limited number 
of interviews per case and had to focus primarily on the platform owner’s perspective to assess and 
understand the different functions. Further research should, therefore, complement our findings with 
a user-centred perspective, which could consider the views of heterogeneous user groups on the use and 
utilisation of platforms, their functions, and the nature of the exchanges the platforms facilitate.
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Second, assessing the intensity, effectiveness, or other performance measures of the platforms or 
their success was beyond the scope of this qualitative case study (Colovic et al. 2024). The approach 
hindered comparing the relevance of the different types of platforms and the importance of the 
various functions in facilitating academia–industry interactions. Moreover, our analysis does not 
capture how platforms develop their functions over time and potentially switch between the 
platform types we identified. Based on the identified functions and platform types, further research 
should apply a quantitative approach via surveys, longitudinal platform transaction data, or an 
experiment to analyse which types of platforms work better for the different types of knowledge, 
different types of engagement, and the different user groups and their specific knowledge offerings 
and demands.

Third, the different platform types we identify point towards strategic reasoning behind the choice of 
how to manage the users’ knowledge and how to personalise interactions on the platform. While we 
found some clues on strategic choices, our analysis could not fully explain the differences. Possible 
reasons include the underlying business model, market positioning, specifically targeted user groups and 
their needs, or simple resource scarcity. Furthermore, the progressive platforms showed an interest in 
integrating AI into their platform functionalities even when we were collecting our data, which predated 
the COVID-19 pandemic that disrupted interpersonal interaction and also predated the boom in 
generative AI. The rapid advancements in AI further reinforce the likelihood that next-generation 
platforms will leverage AI for enhanced knowledge transfer. Future research should explore these 
different aspects to provide theoretical and empirical insights into the emergence and dynamics of 
various platform types, their functions, and the underlying strategic reasoning behind them. Such 
research could enrich our understanding of multi-sided knowledge markets and the interactions 
between academia and industry.

Finally, the emergence of digital platforms serving academia and industry intermediation challenges 
existing non-digital intermediaries, especially TTOs. While we demonstrate that digital platforms can 
facilitate the exchange of tacit knowledge, we do not assess how TTOs are positioning themselves in relation 
to the emergence of platforms that provide similar services with potentially greater reach and lower costs. 
While Cases 5a and 9 provide some insights into these relationships, it remains largely unknown how TTOs 
(should) react to the increasing use of digital platforms. The extent to which digital intermediaries 
complement or substitute for the efforts of traditional TTOs remains both conceptually and empirically 
unknown. Understanding the relationship could have crucial implications for the legitimacy of TTOs, the 
potential division of labour, and policy implications, such as integrating a platform into the academic 
infrastructure.

6. Conclusion

Digital platforms have emerged as new intermediaries in the exchange of knowledge between academia 
and industry, yet complementing, rather than replacing, traditional actors such as TTOs. Much like 
dating apps that match individuals from different worlds, these platforms enable academia–industry 
collaboration by bridging institutional divides and facilitating the transfer of both already codified and 
tacit knowledge. Drawing on a multiple-case study of nine platforms, we identify five core platform 
functions ranging from reducing transaction costs to engaging with, codifying, and transforming 
knowledge for matchmaking. We further distinguish four platform types based on the depth of 
interaction and degree of knowledge transformation: display-window, relationship-enabler, broker, 
and deep-dive. The discovery is important because the efficiency with which academia and industry 
interact is a critical factor in research-based innovation (Hemmert and Hovav 2024). Moreover, under
standing how digital platforms facilitate such interactions helps firms, universities, and their TTOs 
design and navigate more effective, scalable, and inclusive collaboration models. These findings imply 
the platformization of academia–industry collaboration as a research phenomenon, conceptualising 
digital platforms as active, structuring agents in knowledge intermediation, and advancing research at 
the intersection of digital multi-sided markets and academia–industry collaboration. Practitioners from 
firms, research organisations, and their TTOs could utilise our findings to explore new approaches to 
establishing collaborations. The typology developed provides a tool for platform owners to assess their 
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current positioning and strategically reflect on how to evolve their platform’s functions over time. The 
main takeaway from this study is that digital platforms are transforming knowledge exchange between 
academia and industry by enabling scalable, knowledge-based matchmaking.
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