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Case evidence has been obtained from press-released documents, official documents, and an 

open-ended interview with a colleague from the Area of Support for Universities and Research 

Planning, Universities and Research Ministry, Autonomous Government of Catalonia, Spain 

(thereafter Interviewee 1). The interview was held on May 7, 2012. An open-ended interview 

was also held in April 18, 2012 to provide insight into WBL design and implementation at VET 

level in Spain. The director of The Institut Comte de Rius de Tarragona was interviewed to 

evaluate connection between educational levels and WBL programmes (thereafter 

Interviewee 2). 
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Industrial PhD. A Government-driven initiative 
 

The Industrial PhD is an initiative lead by the Autonomous Government of Catalonia, Spain. It is an 
innovative programme, unique in Catalonia and Spain in terms of its content and structure, which 
aims to provide a bridge between universities and companies. It was first presented on March 8, 
2012 by Antoni Castellà1, Secretary of Universities and Research, at the Cercle d’Economia2 in 
Barcelona. In this conference the new Catalan higher education (HE) model, which is based upon 
five strategic priorities, was presented. These priorities are: 

1. Restructuring the university supply. 

2. Redesigning the Catalan model of academic staff. 

3. Fostering service sharing among Catalan universities. 

4. A new policy of taxes and scholarships. 

5. Transforming universities in an “engine” of regional economic development. 

6. Rethinking university governance, management and funding. 

The Industrial PhD is one of the main pillars of priority number 5 and it brings together companies, 
universities, PhD students and public administrations. As the secretary of Universities and 
Research underlines "the Catalan company has to understand the need to take advantages of the 
Catalan research system (…) It is necessary to close the circle and make research knowledge reach 
the companies3” in order to foster innovation and economic development. In parallel, Spanish 
universities are increasingly looking to develop stronger links with the business sector to better 
transfer their knowledge and to promote the valorisation of their research results. 

There is also a need (see Figure 1) to push PhD holders move into careers outside academia. To be 
successful, a new researcher profile and cultural change are also needed. As Interviewee 1

 

 pointed 
out: “So far, almost everybody pursuing a doctoral degree wants to follow an academic career. 
And although we always say that it important to foster mobility, there is not such a commitment in 
practice”. 

 

                                                           
1Castellà’s powerpoint presentation is available in Catalan at 
http://www.gencat.cat/economia/ur/doc/doc_36939885_1.pdf 

Figure 1. Distribution of employed doctorate holders 

2Web page a thttp://www.circuloeconomia.com 
3See http://www.cadenaser.com/actualidad/articulo/govern-pren-mesures-perque-recerca-arribi-l-
empresa/csrcsrpor/20120326csrcsr_3/Tese  
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• 

Based upon the above ideas, Industrial PhD main objectives can be summarized as: 

• 

To contribute to the economic development and innovation of the Catalan business 
sector. 

• 

To retain talent and to boost business competitiveness. 

• 

To foster the development of collaborative research projects between public and private 
sectors. 

The objective of this pilot project is to transfer researchers from the academic world to the 
industry. It is rooted in a Danish collaborative doctoral programme, and it is also a formula that 
the EU is beginning to develop through Marie Curie Programme. 

To promote PhD student employability within the private sector, transforming PhD holder 
into real R&D project developers.  

 

Main characteristics of the programmeme 
 

The Industrial PhD will be regulated by Royal Decree 9/2011 that normalised official doctorate 
programmes in Spain. PhD theses will have to be developed in the frame of a collaborative 
research project coordinated by a private company (or public institution) and a university. 
Therefore, the first step is to collaboratively define the research projects. After that, the projects 
will be published using an information platform, which will allow PhD candidates to self-nominate. 
Finally, an academic committee will select candidates, considering the criteria established by the 
thesis director and the company.  

Companies and universities will sign collaboration agreements to set up the conditions of their 
relationship. These agreements will include the research methodology, issues related to privacy 
and intellectual property management and the candidate’s working schedule and job placement. 
Students will spend 50% of their time working in the company and 50% working in the university. 
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During the first two years of the project, PhD students will have to attend several courses with a 
clear orientation to the development of transversal competence (such as, scientific databases 
search, intellectual property, R&D project and innovation management, among others) to make a 
doctorate holder more employable outside academia. In doing so, Catalan universities will become 
real suppliers of knowledge and human capital to industries. 

 

 

About the university and the industrial PhD 

The university (or universities in the case of interuniversity programmes) will be responsible for 
the PhD programme. Any approved programme will need to have a strong commitment toward 
R&D, knowledge transfer, knowledge valorisation, innovative results and the development of new 
project research leaders. 

• 

At operational level, each PhD programme will have an academic coordinator who will assume the 
following functions: 

• 

To facilitate and promote the participation of companies. 

• 

To “sell” the differential characteristics of the programme to potential stakeholders. 

• 

To coordinate the selection of research projects. 

• 

To select and assign a director for any research project (or doctoral thesis). 

• 

To guarantee the accuracy of the PhD candidate selection process.  

To guarantee the correct development of the research projects  

Each PhD programme will need a sufficient number of committed companies (cluster) to 
guarantee at least ten new projects (or ten new students) each course. Academic coordinator will 
perform tasks related to network building and maintaining of contacts. For that reason, a new list 
of skills, competences and knowledge will be required to fulfil networking tasks properly. 

Associated companies could vary along time. Though, on-going collaboration will ensure that the 
programme remains relevant to the business world and universities.  
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About the company and the Industrial PhD 
 

• 

From the point of view of the companies, this programme represents an opportunity to develop 
collaborative and multidisciplinary research projects and to contribute to the professional 
development of highly qualified professionals. Other benefits are: 

• 

The company will hire a PhD student for a 3-year period to develop a project research 
related to its socio-economic development. 

• The company could also benefit from additional fiscal benefits through R&D investment. 
This could allow companies to save up to 42% of the researcher cost.  

The company will receive a public subsidy from the Autonomous Government of 
Catalonia, which also will assume the associated cost with students’ formal learning 
and/or mobility. 

• 

Company’s responsibilities are: 

• 

To ensure research project economic feasibility 

• 

To designate a manager to supervise the PhD students during the whole project life. 

• 

To guarantee (economic) resources and a working environment that supports project 
success. 

 

To ensure project integration within the company organisation and strategy.  

 

Quality assurance 

• 

After 5 years of operation an independent commission will evaluate every programme to decide 
about its continuity and/or to give official accreditation. Currently, the quality assurance will take 
into account the following 3 indicators: 

• 

A sufficient number of new thesis, 5 being  the minimum and 10 the optimum of annual 
new projects within a specific programme. 

• 

Percentage of thesis presented on time. In 3 years this percentage must surpass 85%. 

Percentage of PhD holders working developing functions related to the fields of research 
and innovation within the business sector.  

The third one will be the main indicator: “Doctorate holders have the lowest unemployment rate 
(around 4-5%). That is, unemployment is not a problem. (…) PhD holders have the highest laboral 
insertion rate. (….) The problem is what is happening in the companies. PhD holders working in 
academia do research and teaching. But only a 30% of those working in companies do research 
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activities. … We want people trained to develop and add value to the company. This is the impact 
we value the most, beyond the number of projects.” (

QA will be more than keeping a fluid relationship with companies, supervising the training 
conditions, completion rates or increasing the number of projects. QA will be about real utilisation 
of acquired skills and competence at the workplace and the occupation obtained by individuals 
after completion of their degree. Follow-up plans will be conducted on areas such as the 
subsequent degree of labour insertion of PhD holders for the programmes offered. 

Interviewee 1)  

 

Concluding remarks 

 

The need to do it 

If we focus on Spanish economic situation and its competitiveness problems, fostering 
collaboration through work-based learning strategies at different education levels is a must-do-it. 
The presented pilot project stresses that government commitment is essential in developing 
university-industry collaboration and, the VET centre interviewed is an example of how 
relationship among actors must be established for achieving quality results. 

Companies need to anticipate change. So, first of all, they must detect current and future 
knowledge gaps in their own workers and understand life-long learning as part of their strategy 
implementation. Secondly, education providers (such as, VET centres or universities) needs to act 
proactively to attend these new training demands. And finally, public administrations should 
create the legal framework and supporting strategies to promote work-based education and 
education-industry collaborations. In Catalonia, political initiative has been a key factor for the 
success of WBL programmes at upper VET level. In fact, actors taking part in WBL processes agree 
that political commitment is decisive to implement flexible policies based on work-based learning. 
Figure 2 summarizes how the relationship has been established at upper VET education level. This 
model should be explored to be adapted to HE institutions. 
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Figure 2. Relationship among WBL actors, upper VET education 
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In Spain, curriculum flexibility and autonomy (governance) are the main inhibitors. Contrary to the 
lack of autonomy of Vocational Training Centres, universities have their autonomy to sign 
agreements with companies to design internship programmes. Nevertheless, the HE law is 
restrictive in curriculum related-issues (e.g., a maximum number of internship credits are 
established by law4

It has to be said that before this process takes place, there is a decisive trigger that pushes VCT 
and Administration to do WBL: European laws. Vocational training is a priority for both education 
and economic policy in the European Union and for the Spanish Government. The aims established 
by the European Union to accomplish on 2020 include the need to increment the education and 
qualification level for those who are in their school age and also for workers, which make it 
necessary to strengthen, modernize and streamline the teachings of (vocational) training. (RD 
1147/2011 of 29th July, which establishes the general organisation of vocational education 
system). If we focus on university education, European laws establish the bases into which Spanish 
laws are developed. Most of the time, the process develops as shown in Figure 3. 

; only a 15% of the total curricula credits can be recognised through APEL 
processes).  

 

                                                           
4 Royal Decree 1393/2007 of 29 October, which establishes the management of Official University. 
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Figure 3. EU framework as a change driver 

 

 

Target groups: Women and working class learners 

It is important to say that the Industrial PhD project will face similar problems as previous 
educational level in Spain. For example, Interviewee 1 states that in any PhD programme related 
to ICT industries “there will be very few women ... perhaps a 10%. (…) But in biomedicine this 
percentage can increase up to 90%. … What it is true is that gender is not one of our priorities”. In a 
similar way, the director of the VET centre says: “Our audience is masculine due to the type of 
courses we offer. Now, there are girls in Chemistry studies because multinational companies are 
requested to introduce 

The Spanish Labour Market is horizontally segregated. This segregation

affirmative action…” (Interviewee 2) 

5

In tertiary education, the problem of gender segregation can be reproduced. Vertical segregation 
in academic careers continues to be very prominent. The number of women in teaching and 
research positions is growing very slowly and fails to correspond to the rapid increase in the levels 
of female graduates and PhDs (see Spain Country Report

 is developed at an early 
age when students choose their educative path in secondary school. Culturally, there are careers 
for men and careers for women. As stated in the Spanish APEL case study (see deliverables for 
GLAS APL theme), some APEL initiatives have had successful results for women (e.g., in the social 
and health sectors). Something totally different is happening in WBL programmes. Two reasons 
can explain that. First, most companies involved in WBL, especially in upper Vocational Education, 
are large industrial companies developing their activity in male occupations. Consequently, WBL 
programmes exclusively benefits men from the working class. And second, traditionally feminised 
sectors (e.g. Health care, service sector) are led by SME and non-innovative companies that still 
consider training a cost, not an investment.  

6

In summary, any WBL programme in Spain is conditioned by labour market segregation. 

, 2009).  

 

                                                           
5 Alcalá Cortijo, P., Bordons Gangas, M., García de Cortázar, M., Griñón, M., Guil, A., Muñoz, A., Pérez 
Sedeño, E. & Santesmases, M. J. 2007, Mujer y Ciencia. La situación de las mujeres investigadoras en el 
sistema español de ciencia y tecnología, FECYT , Madrid.  
6 Available at http://www.genderandscience.org/doc/CReport_Spain.pdf 
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Requirements and Support needed  

Cultural change 

WBL experiences at Institut Compte de Rius7

For the purpose of understanding how company involvement can be foster, we can discern two 
main categories of behaviours among companies.  

 can be defined as industry-driven initiative. This 
experience shows that “companies that participate in WBL are leading companies with training 
needs” (Interviewee 2).  

• SME. These companies consider WBL as an expense. They do not have enough resources 
or people to tutor students. So, they find it difficult to participate in WBL programmes. It is 
important that they can understand WBL programmes as potential selection processes 
that go beyond any recruitment interview.  

• Large companies. In this case, a company or group of companies (e.g., Repsol and Dow in 
Tarragona, Spain) proactively seek VET centres to develop specific learning projects in 
order to gain access to human resources that can help them in maintaining and enhancing 
their global competitiveness. Consequently, industry-driven co-operation with VET centres 
follows specific strategic medium to long-term plans.  

In SME a cultural change is needed. Spanish SME sector needs to understand that a high qualified 
work force is the main step to increase their innovative capacity with respect to their products, 
services and processes. As SME have a local focus, they specially need to seek top workers’ 
expertise in their fields of interest within their geographical region if lately they want to become 
global. And this is one of the objectives of the industrial PhD. 

Support from professional staff is required in order to develop WBL. In fact, curriculum is designed 
by companies and the VET centre. Although VET centres have a longer experience in WBL, 
university academics don’t. One of the main reasons is that internships were not compulsory in 
Spain after the Bologna process implementation. To successfully implement WBL in HE professors 
involved in WBL must have specific knowledge and links with companies.  Building  strong 
company networks and developing new competences need time (and funding). The Industrial PhD 
project will be based on academic staff established networks.  

Apathy or “too difficult work” 

Apathy is probably the strongest inhibitor. Managing WBL processes means a lot of work for both 
education provider and companies. Consequently, there must therefore be sufficient budget 
resources or tax benefits for both parties.  

 

Communication and information 

Based on the information collected on VET centres interviews, there are two different 
communication channels used to reach target groups. Firstly, there is the word-of-mouth or the 

                                                           
7 Web page at http://www.comtederius.cat/ 
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passing of information from learner to learner, which has a viral effect. Secondly, companies 
involved have their own internal and external sources of communication, which give them a 
reputation and brand positioning. But there is no a specific communication plan established by 
VET centres. 

At the University, each centre or faculty creates its own network of companies offering work 
experience for internship. The University builds a data base of companies in an informal way.  

In the industrial PhD building networks will be a responsibility of the programme co-ordinator. So, 
co-ordinators will have to have a very specific professional profile and a long history of previous 
collaborations with the business sector. 

 

 

Labour force priorities 

In upper VET, learners (as part-workers) earn a salary during their internship and the companies 
value them as potential workers. For that reason, in Catalonia, only large companies get involved 
in WBL or sign agreements with upper VET centres. A different situation in Spain can be found in 
the Basque Country, where innovative small companies build synergies with VTC, especially 
polytechnic ones.    

Any WBL strategy should be linked to political employment strategies. In Spain the Spanish 
Employment Strategy 2012-20148

 

 formulates the need to strengthen work-linked training 
schemes, as well as employment and training programmes and professional experience in 
companies, in order to increase the employability of participants. In that sense, the industrial PhD 
is born to achieve desirable objectives from a labour market perspective. 

                                                           
8Source: Eurydice Spain 
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