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 Building Successful Industry Partnerships
The Corporate Partnership Process Guides serve to educate faculty 
and staff partners on best practices around the corporate engagement 
process as well as equip partners with resources to grow and develop 
corporate partnerships.

Why Engage with the Corporate 
Engagement Team When  
Working with Companies?
Engagement can vary according to industry priorities 
as well as your specific goals. Working with Corporate 
Engagement (CE) can help you identify the best path 
forward — which could include philanthropy, core 
research services, sponsored research, or connecting 
with students in the classroom and through recruiting 
activities. The CE team facilitates this process by acting 
as advisers to faculty and staff, helping you navigate 
conversations and concerns throughout the process.

In addition to our process guides, view additional 
resources on our faculty resource portal.

Thinking of Partnering with 
Industry? Questions to Consider:
• Why do you want to engage industry or a specific 

company? What is your ultimate goal?

• What does a successful partnership look like?

• What can your project, program, or expertise offer  
a corporate partner?

• Industry partnerships often need special  
consideration regarding timelines, confidentiality,  
and communication. How much bandwidth do you, 
your research group, and your students have?

Advantages of Partnering  
with Industry
• New applications that benefit society

• Diversified research funding

• Experiential learning and internships for students

Unique Challenges When  
Working with Industry
Agreements: Company contract agreements can be 
complex and negotiation can take time to address issues 
of intellectual property ownership, indemnification, 
classified work, and publication rights.

Timeline: Corporate partners operate on shorter 
timelines than government funders.

Foreign influence: Working with international companies 
can result in questions about security concerns;  
work with your research administrator and Sponsored 
Research to answer questions on foreign influence and 
involvement in university research.

Outcomes: For industry-sponsored research projects, 
universities tend to focus on research and knowledge 
development as an end goal, while companies often 
focus on commercialization as an end goal.

The Corporate Engagement team can help you navigate 
these and other challenges you may encounter working 
with company partners.

https://prd-nusso.it.northwestern.edu/nusso/XUI/?realm=%2Fnorthwestern&goto=https%3A%2F%2Fprd-nusso.it.northwestern.edu%3A443%2Fnusso%2Foauth2%2Fauthorize%3Fresponse_mode%3Dform_post%26state%3D0832b685-d533-435a-7845-31657fa7026f%26redirect_uri%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fcorporate.northwestern.edu%253A443%252Fagent%252Fcdsso-oauth2%26response_type%3Did_token%26scope%3Dopenid%26client_id%3Dnuit-nuinfo%26agent_provider%3Dtrue%26agent_realm%3D%252Fnorthwestern%26nonce%3D477CD2D46EA8A643FCCB0E46B71FE442#login/
https://exports.northwestern.edu
https://exports.northwestern.edu


Corporate Engagement Process

Step 1: Find Prospective Partners
Seek out potential industry partners through databases, networking, industry-scientist authored papers,  
and the Corporate Engagement office.

Step 2: Identify Mutual Needs and Determine Fit
Work with Corporate Engagement to develop your outreach plan. Assess which company is the best fit for  
your needs and connect with company representatives.

Step 3: Determine Funding and Structure Collaborations
Draft a proposal to align expectations and scope of work, establish reasonable timelines, and create a budget.  
Your research administrator can help develop the budget if you expect the project to be sponsored research. 

Step 4: Finalize Agreements
Work with Northwestern staff to review, negotiate, and finalize agreements.

Step 5: Launch and Manage Project
Determine a preferred meeting and check-in cadence with your industry partner and communicate this  
expectation with all stakeholders.

Step 6: Cultivate and Grow the Relationship
Share updates on the project’s progress, invite industry representatives to campus (i.e., for events, seminars,  
quarterly/annual meetings), share publications, and plan for future collaborations. 

While these steps are representative of many relationships, you may enter the process at different  
points or need to revisit previous steps.

Corporate Engagement Advisers Are Here to Help
For more information or to contact a member of  
the Corporate Engagement team, visit our website:  
corporate.northwestern.edu
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Steps 1 &2:
Find Partners  
and Identify Needs
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Step 1: 
Find Prospective Partners
Before you begin the process of building a partnership with a company, 
spend some time generating a list of prospective companies.

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Find Partners and Identify Needs

How To Find Partners
• Search the Funding Institutional database for new 

federal, foundation, corporate, and private funding 
opportunities.

• Search company websites for request for proposals 
(RFPs), partnering history on similar projects,  
and priorities.

• Subscribe to Corporate Engagement’s Request for 
Proposal newsletter.

• Collaborate with Corporate Engagement, which 
manages a portfolio of corporate partners and can  
bridge introductions to campus priority companies, 
identify new corporate leads, provide company  
research, and compile information on companies’ 
existing campus engagement. 

• Network with industry scientists at conferences  
and professional meetings or reach out and develop 
new relationships.

• Keep current with former students and classmates  
in industry and listen for alignment between  
your research and their work priorities.

Who You Should Keep in the  
Loop at Northwestern and Why
• Corporate Engagement (CE) team: relationship 

management, visit coordination, gift agreements

• Research Administrator (RA): budget for sponsored 
projects, interface with Sponsored Research

• Business Administrator (BA): budget and accounting 
for gifts

• Innovation and New Ventures Office (INVO)/Invention 
Manager: protecting your intellectual property, 
licensing

• Sponsored Research (SR): negotiates sponsored 
agreements, confidentiality/non-disclosure 
agreements (CDA, NDA), and materials and data use 
agreements (MSA, DUA)
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Step 2:  
Identify Mutual Needs and Determine Fit
Next, take the time to honestly assess which company is the best fit 
for your project.

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Find Partners and Identify Needs

Questions for Potential  
Partner Companies
• What are the company’s expectations for intellectual 

property? Have you discussed these with INVO? Has the 
company ever partnered with Northwestern or other 
universities? Have you asked Corporate Engagement to 
research their history of partnering with Northwestern 
or other universities?

• What is the company’s process for identifying and 
vetting projects? 

• How often does the company want to meet for regular 
check-in conversations? 

• What is the business objective, product, or service  
that the research will eventually enable?

Questions the Company  
May Consider
• What differentiates your research from other experts  

in your field?

• What business value would the potential project 
offer to the company (i.e., R&D capabilities, students, 
campus/core resources, commercial value in 
intellectual property)?

• How does the potential project align with the 
company’s research priorities and/or workforce needs?

• How might this project fulfill the company’s Corporate 
Social Responsibility or Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
objectives?

• Does the timeline and budget match with the 
company’s timeline and resources?

• What specialized equipment resources have you 
developed or have access to?

Confidentiality
It is important not to share unpublished details of your 
work or divulge sensitive information to a company  
before a nondisclosure agreement (NDA) is in place. Notify 
your research administrator, business administrator, 
and your invention manager before discussing a project 
opportunity, your inventions, or intellectual property with 
a prospective corporate partner.

Competitors
If you are working with industry competitors, it is best 
practice to work with different corporate partners on 
different research areas. That way you won’t be at risk  
of sharing competitive information. 

Is It a Match? 
YES: Connect with Corporate Engagement early as you 
develop your engagement with industry, and make sure 
to keep the right people in the loop (see the previous 
page). The next step is structuring proposals and 
finalizing agreements.

NO: Even when needs and priorities align, a partnership 
may still not materialize. The reasons may include 
timelines/budgets, industry trends, etc. Assess  
the situation and investigate other industry partners, 
collaborators, or funding sources and keep the 
conversation open by maintaining a relationship  
for future opportunities when the timing may be  
better for all parties.

Corporate Engagement Advisers Are Here to Help
For more information or to contact a member of  
the Corporate Engagement team, visit our website:  
corporate.northwestern.edu



Steps 3 & 4: 
Determine Funding, 
Structure Collaborations, 
and Finalize Agreements
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Step 3: 
Determine Funding and Structure Collaborations 
Once you have established a connection with your corporate partner, 
you may need to determine whether the industry funding will be a gift 
or sponsored research. 

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Structure Collaborations and Finalize Agreements

Projects Funded by Gifts:
• Do not include terms and conditions for  

acceptance or require a specific scope of work, 
deliverables, or project activity.

• Do not include specific budget commitments, 
timing, or conditions for payment, and do not  
allow for repayment of unspent funds.

• May provide high-level illustrative budget 
estimates if the budget is clearly marked  
“example” or “estimate.”

• May request annual and/or final summary  
report of activities.

• Do not include regulatory compliance such  
as human or animal subjects, though projects 
funded via gifts are still subject to IACUC/IRB 
requirements.

For projects supported through corporate  
gift funds or non-cash donations, the 
Corporate Engagement team can help you 
document the donation through a gift letter  
or gift agreement.

Sponsored Research 
Projects:
• Include specific terms and conditions  

(intellectual property, publication),  
scope of work (SOW), and/or deliverables.

• Includes budgets (detailed or high-level)  
with defined funding periods.

• Require financial and progress reports  
and/or audit requirements.

• May require non-disclosure (NDA) or 
confidentiality agreements (CDA).

• May include regulatory compliance,  
e.g., human or animal subjects.

For industry-sponsored research, work with 
your research administrator (RA) to draft an 
initial budget and prepare a proposal following 
the guidelines established by Sponsored 
Research. 
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Proposals: The Differences Between Industry and Government
Though there are some industry RFP programs that operate somewhat similarly to government funding programs,  
the table below illustrates typical differences between government and industry proposals.

Government

Dear Colleague letters and rigorous RFPs 
requiring exact interpretation

 

Lengthy written pre-proposals and proposals 
(with predetermined timelines)

Determined by agency RFPs, regulated,  
and peer reviewed with feedback

Open RFP to all institutions fitting within  
the request’s parameters

Annual report requirements

Industry

Meetings between individuals to discuss  
mutual interests

Academia and industry representatives 
collaborate toward a proposal together  
(no predetermined time)

RFPs are often market-driven and translational 
rather than basic science

Invited for consideration following a  
“get to know you” period

Milestones, deliverables, and IP considerations

vs

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Structure Collaborations and Finalize Agreements

Effective Industry-sponsored 
Proposals:
• are brief and to the point. 

• explain the mutual value of the project.

• are clear about the end goal.

• include a reasonable and clearly  
articulated scope.

• contain clear milestones, timelines,  
and deliverables.

For more tips, visit the Sponsored Research  
proposal page.

Who are Your Campus 
Collaborators? 
• Corporate Engagement team

• Co-investigators

• Graduate students

• Post-docs

• Research administrator

• Business administrator

• INVO invention manager

• Sponsored Research

https://osr.northwestern.edu/proposals/
https://osr.northwestern.edu/proposals/


Intellectual Property 
Considerations: What Companies  
Generally Receive
Sponsored Research’s standard research agreement 
includes language on intellectual property resulting 
from the proposed project. 

• Sponsors generally get a non-exclusive, royalty-free 
license to use project intellectual property for internal 
use/research only. (The budget is for the basic research 
into their problem statement using your expertise 
and is not compensation for commercial value of any 
solution that the research might provide.) 

• If sponsors want to use the project intellectual 
property commercially, they can negotiate a 
commercial license, which can be either non-exclusive 
(other parties can also license) or exclusive (blocking 
other parties from commercial use). In most cases, 
the sponsor will get an option for 6 months to decide 
about commercial use, and during this option period 
Northwestern will not engage with other parties with 
respect to project intellectual property.  

• Sponsors do not get rights to background intellectual 
property (which exists prior to the project start),  
but if available can negotiate a license to such  
existing IP.  

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Structure Collaborations and Finalize Agreements

Budget Considerations
Collaborate with your research administrator (RA)  
to design an appropriate budget for the scale of work 
before sharing detailed accounting with your corporate 
partner. Prepare an honest accounting of the effort  
to complete the project and consider:

• How many stages/phases will be needed? 

• Who will do the work? 

• Are there student considerations, e.g., tuition, 
insurance, etc.?

• Are you interested enough in the work to carry out  
the project?

Indirect costs, or facilities and administrative (F&A) 
costs, are associated with all sponsored research 
awards and must be accounted for within the project 
funding and budget. Also known as overhead, F&A pays 
for operating expenses such as buildings, utilities, 
administrative services across the university. Operating 
expenses represent legitimate costs and should not  
be referred to as a fee or tax with industry partners.  
F&A rates for industry differ from federal projects.

Confidentiality
Be sure a nondisclosure agreement (NDA) is in place 
before discussing unpublished work or intellectual 
property with a prospective corporate partner.  



Corporate Engagement Advisers Are Here to Help
For more information or to contact a member of  
the Corporate Engagement team, visit our website:  
corporate.northwestern.edu

Step 4: 
Finalize Agreements 
All corporate gift and research agreements that come to Northwestern 
University must be reviewed, negotiated, and finalized by a designated 
signatory. If a company presents you with an agreement — including 
a non-funded agreement (confidentiality, data use, material transfer 
etc.) — do not sign it yourself.

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Structure Collaborations and Finalize Agreements

Who Is Authorized to  
Sign Agreements
• For industry-sponsored research grants, your  

research or business administrator will collaborate 
with the Northwestern offices responsible for 
negotiating and finalizing the deal when it’s time  
to establish an agreement with a company. 

• For corporate gift letters or gift agreements,  
work with Corporate Engagement to obtain an 
authorized signature.

Deal is Signed
Congratulations! The next step is to launch the project 
and steward the relationship.

Possible Dealbreakers
• Inability to publish

• Scope of work mismatched with research  
and teaching demands

• Foreign influence/export controls concerns

• Clear conflict of interests for either partner,  
industry or academic

• Misalignment with Northwestern Patent  
and Invention Policy

• Diverges with Invention Management Policies

https://corporate.northwestern.edu
https://policies.northwestern.edu/docs/patent-and-invention-policy-FINAL.pdf
https://policies.northwestern.edu/docs/patent-and-invention-policy-FINAL.pdf
https://www.invo.northwestern.edu/invention-management/policies-forms/index.html
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Steps 5&6: 
Launch Project and 
Cultivate Relationships



CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Launch Project and Cultivate Relationships

Step 5: 
Launch and Manage Project
When a sponsored research project is launched, the first step is to 
meet with your industry partner to confirm expectations and scope 
of work (SOW), and to agree upon a milestone check-in schedule. 
Companies generally work at a quick pace, so it’s important to have 
aligned expectations regarding deliverables.

Signatures
Only officials in Sponsored Research (sponsored 
research/contracts) and Alumni Relations and 
Development, via Corporate Engagement (gifts),  
can sign agreements on behalf of the University.

Work with Staff to Receive Funds
• For industry-sponsored research, your research 

administrator (RA) will work with you, Accounting  
Services for Research and Sponsored Programs 
(ASRSP), and Sponsored Research to receive funds, 
manage, and close out your award.

• For corporate gift funds, your business or finance 
administrator will work with Corporate Engagement  
to facilitate signatures for agreements, generate 
invoices for payment, and properly allocate funds.

• Acknowledge the gift: Once gift funding or in-kind 
gifts arrive, send a personal message to thank  
the corporate donor for their donation.

For Gift Funding
While financial reporting is minimal for gifts, it is a best 
practice to provide a summary impact report to your 
corporate contact at the conclusion of your project to 
demonstrate how a company’s gift was used. Impact 
reports create a high level of trust, invite further dialogue, 
and help generate future involvement with the company.

Sponsored Research Reporting
For sponsored research collaborations, a debrief at the 
end of your project is also important for keeping the 
door open to future work. Formal reporting and financial 
accountability requirements vary with each sponsored 
research project. Consult your school-based research 
administrator for assistance with the formal post-award 
stewardship processes, including award management 
and financial reporting.
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Step 6: 
Cultivate and Grow the Relationship
Plan to share periodic updates with your corporate contact on 
project progress. Creating deeper connections, beyond the project, 
will provide some protection to weather corporate budget cuts and 
company turnover. If your research leads to an invention, disclose to 
your INVO invention manager. INVO will then communicate with the 
sponsor regarding agreed upon intellectual property rights.

Tips for Managing Industry 
Relationships
• Plan for continuity. If an industry partner is leaving 

their company, ask for introductions to other 
colleagues. Aim to gain multiple points of engagement.

• Invite your industry connections to seminars or to  
visit the lab, introduce them to your students and 
junior colleagues, and invite them to be a guest 
lecturer in your classroom. This can be especially 
useful if a relationship has stalled.

• Check in with the Corporate Engagement team to 
assist you in broadening relationships from individual 
faculty networks across schools, disciplines,  
and industries.

Planning for the Future
Future project planning is important to ensure your unit, 
school, group, or team has current company contacts 
and information it needs to maintain the relationship 
and explore future requests. Document your corporate 
contacts and keep records of gift requests and 
stewardship history (including acknowledgment memos 
and summary reports) in a format that can be easily 
shared with your colleagues for future reference.

Ways to Acknowledge and 
Recognize Industry Partners
• Update them outside of the project by sharing relevant 

papers or events that might be of mutual interest.

• Acknowledge them in social media posts, publications, 
etc. if material is not under a confidential disclosure 
agreement (CDA). Work with your corporate collaborator 
for approval.

• Create opportunities for interactions beyond the 
project, including lectures and student events.

Provide Feedback to  
Corporate Engagement
A final step in the partnership is to reflect on the 
experience and provide feedback to your Corporate 
Engagement adviser or the senior director, Jim Bray.  
We want to hear from you!

Corporate Engagement Advisers Are Here to Help
For more information or to contact a member of  
the Corporate Engagement team, visit our website:  
corporate.northwestern.edu

CORPORATE PARTNERSHIP PROCESS GUIDE: Launch Project and Cultivate Relationships

mailto:j-bray%40northwestern.edu?subject=

