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Introduction 
 

TRAINING FOR IMPACTFUL RESEARCH CAREERS – the ReSkillSpan project – is a Horizon Europe-funded 
project (Grant Agreement 101188141) aiming to maximise the impact of the European research and 
innovation system by equipping researchers at all career stages with the skills necessary for 
meaningful careers both within and beyond academia. While researchers already possess strong 
research-specific skills, ReSkillSpan focuses on transversal skills that help bridge academia, industry, 
and society. This includes skills essential for entrepreneurial endeavours and the ability to translate 
research into social and economic impact. To achieve this, the project aims to develop an innovative 
modular training and mentorship scheme, alongside a certification model. 
 
The project builds upon a thorough mapping and investigation phase as part of work package 2 (WP2) 
with the following objectives: 

1) Identify, collect and exchange best practices between Higher Education Institutions, research 
organisations, and other training providers on the improvement of research and transversal 
skills training targeting researchers of all career stages (R1 to R4), both within and outside the 
project consortium. 

2) Identify transversal skill areas where frameworks, methodologies and approaches, developed 
to facilitate work in an industry setting, may be transferred to an academic research context, 
to ultimately develop training interventions aimed at skills exchange between researchers and 
industry professionals in these areas. 

3) Identify areas where the current training offerings fall short in addressing researchers’ skills 
needs (especially soft/transversal skills). This gap analysis will enable the consortium to 
identify potential areas for improvement and innovation in the training offerings. 

 
For that purpose, the project team has crafted twenty case studies reflecting good practices 
developed by Higher Education Institutions, research centres and other training providers (both within 
and outside the consortium) and different reach levels (from local to global) to improve research and 
transversal skills of researchers of all career stages (Deliverable 2.1). Additionally, project partners 
conducted fourteen interviews with academics with industry experience and/or professionals who 
“understand both worlds”, as well with “soft-skills professionals, i.e. HR managers, coaches, heads of 
department, future of work specialists. The identified transversal skills areas were further contrasted 
and complemented with input from labour market representatives on the industry needs, in the 
context of a roundtable discussion organised on 19 May 2025.  
 
This Synthesis Report provides a comprehensive analysis of the interview data (section 2), the 
developed case studies (section 3), the roundtable discussion with business representatives (section 
4), and provides insights for the development of the modularised training offering. The main findings 
were discussed with project partners in a sense-making workshop on 25 June 2025. As a result, a set 
of recommendations for the training design and delivery are proposed (section 5) and should inform 
the development of the Learning journey conceptualisation & training design (WP3), and Mentorship 
for impact project scheme design (WP4). 
  

https://impactfulresearchercareers.eu/
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Interviews analysis 
| Introduction 

This section presents the key findings from an in-depth analysis of the 14 interviews conducted with 
academics and professionals who have experience in both academia and industry, as well as soft-skills 
experts. The aim is to identify the most crucial transversal competences currently lacking among 
researchers. 
 
The main objective of the interviews exercise was to uncover key skill areas where further training or 
mentoring interventions are needed, and to explore frameworks, approaches and methodologies 
where knowledge exchange between academia and business could be strengthened.  
 

Methodology 
A total of 14 semi-structured interviews were conducted, targeting two main groups: 

2) Academics and professionals who have experience in both academia and industry, including 
researchers who have transitioned to industry, industry professionals who have moved into 
academia, or those holding dual roles. 6 Interviewees.  

3) Soft-skills experts (such as HR managers, agile coaches, people & wellbeing specialists, and 
future-of-work professionals) who can help identify industry-proven methodologies that could 
be adapted to academic research environments. 8 interviewees. 

 
Each project partner conducted at least two interviews, one for each profile, following a common 
interview guide1. With prior consent, most interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis and 
potential adaptation into podcast content. As agreed with interviewees, all information provided was 
treated as confidential and used solely for the purposes of the ReSkillSpan project. To ensure 
anonymity, all personal identifiers were removed.  
 
The analysis does not represent the views of any single interviewee but reflects the aggregated 
findings from all interviews’ transcripts. Quote excerpts are anonymised and drawn directly from the 
transcripts.  
 
The analysis focuses on the following dimensions: 

1. Identification of key transversal competences: strengths and gaps.  
2. Identification of skills development strategies, approaches and frameworks. 

 
In this analysis, we consider: 

• The alignment with the European Research Competence Framework (ResearchComp). 

• Sectorial patterns: skills differences in academia, in industry, and in transition between 
academia and business. 

• Generational patterns: potential differences between early-career and senior researchers. 

• Disciplinary patterns: potential differences across fields of knowledge. 

• Future developments 

• Patterns linked to the interviewee’s profile.  

 
 
1 Annex 1: Guiding questions for academics and professionals with experience in academia and industry; Annex 
2: Guiding questions for soft skills professionals.  
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| Key transversal competences  
 
Researchers’ competences strengths 
All interviewees agree that researchers, regardless of the level of seniority or field of knowledge, 
already possess a broad and robust set of competences and skills.  
 
Several academic interviewees emphasised that researchers’ primary strength lies in their deep and 
specialised knowledge within a specific discipline, aligning with the ‘Doing research’ area of the 
European Research Competence Framework. One interviewee pointed out that, although much 
attention is given to skills, it is a solid base of knowledge and the capacity to continually develop it 
that truly underpin effective research. Without this, they argued, meaningful research would not be 
possible. 
 
This specialised knowledge, however, must be complemented by transversal and soft competences 
and skills. As one soft skill expert noted:  

People aren’t hired solely for theoretical knowledge; they’re hired for their 
skills. (…) [because] knowledge gets outdated. (…) We’re no longer just knowledge 
workers; we need skills that allow us to adapt and apply knowledge effectively.  
  
 

Soft skills professional. 

 
Most interviewees also highlighted researchers’ strong analytical abilities. Particularly, they noted 
their ability to manage complexity, working with sophisticated methods and approaches. They are 
well trained in data science and pay great attention to detail. These skills align with several of the 
competences of the ResearchComp’s “Cognitive abilities” area. 

 

One of the key strengths of researchers is that they offer structure in making a 
difference between collecting data, analysing, concluding it and formulating action. 
(…) Researchers are often very able in analysing and emphasising what is important, 
selecting the relevant points.  
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry.  
 

Curiosity emerged as another defining strong trait of researchers. As one soft-skills professional noted, 
researchers “push the boundaries of the known world; they are inherently curious and spend their time 
exploring the unknown,” underscoring their critical role as pioneers advancing knowledge and taking 
humankind forward. 
 
Several interviewees highlighted work capacity, resilience, and stress tolerance as key transversal 
competencies of researchers, i.e., the ability to maintain motivation, recover from setbacks, and 
manage emotional responses under stress. 
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In the lab, most experiments fail, maybe eight out of ten, and you have to 
repeat them to verify results. That builds mental toughness.  

 
Professional with experience in academia and industry. 

 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

• Deep and specialised knowledge within a specific 
discipline 

• Strong analytical abilities 

• Curiosity 

• Work capacity, resilience, and stress tolerance  

Doing research 
Cognitive abilities 
Self-management: Cope with pressure 

 
 

Researchers’ competences gaps 
Several key competence areas emerged not only as essential for researchers aiming to increase their 
societal and economic impact, navigate career transitions, and thrive in interdisciplinary, or academia-
business-entrepreneurship environments, but also as areas where significant competence gaps 
persist. These competences include:  
 

Interpersonal competences, collaboration and teamwork  
The ability to work effectively in teams, sharing knowledge, contributing to collective goals, and 
fostering a collaborative spirit has emerged as one of the most critical competences mentioned by 
interviewees and an area where significant development is still needed. This competence closely 
aligns with the ‘Working with others’ domain in ResearchComp. Modern research problems are 
complex and require interdisciplinary teams. However, many researchers continue to operate in 
competitive environments that prioritise individual achievement over collaboration, which hinders 
collaborative mindsets.  
 
Interviewees with experience in both academia and industry, as well as soft skills experts, stressed the 
importance of empathy as a foundational element for successful teamwork. This includes:  

 

Taking time to understand the people you work with, being humble towards 
them, being appreciative and acknowledging them and their work. 
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry 

 
Effective collaboration also involves the ability to recognise and embrace different perspectives, 
engaging in constructive dialogue, and working together towards shared goals. That is, researchers 
with a transversal perspective and the capacity to work in environments where there is a lot of 
diversity:  

 

It is not about expecting everyone to be like you, but about being able to work 
well in situations where there is a lot of diversity.  

Soft skills professional 
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Collaboration also demands a constructive attitude. This allows for building on other’s ideas, giving 
and receiving feedback in a positive way, and demonstrating negotiation and conflict resolution skills. 
One interviewee reflected on the importance of managing tension through open communication, and 
emotional regulation, especially when misunderstanding arise or discussions become defensive. 

 

Sometimes a comment can come out in the wrong way or people get offended, 
feel criticised or get on the defensive. When this happens, it is extremely useful to have 
the ability to de-escalate the situation, keep an open and constant communication flow 
and solve the issue.  
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry. 
 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Interpersonal competences, collaboration and 
teamwork 

Working with others 

 
 

Active communication 
In relation to the capacity of working in teams, nearly all Soft Skills Experts interviewees emphasised 
the importance of Communication. Specifically, communication is defined as the ability to express 
ideas clearly, adapt messages for diverse audiences, and convey complex research in accessible terms. 
Many interviewees pointed out that researchers often lack preparation in tailoring their message for 
non-experts and the general public, in alignment with the ‘Communicate to the broad public’ 
competence under the ‘Making an impact’ area of ResearchComp. 
 

Researchers struggle to communicate beyond their peer group. It's a barrier to impact. 
 

Soft-skills professional 
 

Soft Skills Experts also stressed that effective communication goes beyond “simply” transmitting 
information. It should be an Active Communication, an intentional, engaged exchange of ideas, 
information, and feedback. This includes listening attentively, responding thoughtfully, clarifying 
uncertainties, and adapting communication styles to the audience and context, to ensure mutual 
understanding and collaboration. Strong communication skills enable researchers to work effectively 
in teams, influence policy, secure funding, and translate research into real-world impact. As one soft-
skills expert summarised, success depends not only on what researchers know, but on their “ability to 
present themselves and their knowledge with clarity, openness, and structure; to explain complex 
concepts simply, engage in thoughtful dialogue, and respond to feedback constructively”. 
 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Active communication  Making an impact: Communicating to the 
broad public  
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Adaptability and continuous learning  
In an era of rapid technological and societal change, adaptability and continuous learning are critical 
for researchers to remain effective and relevant. Yet, interviewees consistently pointed to this as a 
key area where competence gaps persist. Many researchers struggle with self-reflection, stepping 
outside their comfort zones, seeking continuous improvement, and adapting to new or uncertain 
contexts; all of which are essential for navigating evolving environments and promoting impact.  
 
The ability to deliberately push beyond established routines, to learn, fail, and grow in response to 
change, was seen as both critical and often underdeveloped. As one professional with experience in 
academia and industry put it, progress depends on "the willingness to voluntarily step out of your 
comfort zone and grow in times of uncertainty". 
 
Continuous learning is not just about acquiring new knowledge, but also about cultivating mental 
flexibility. This is the ability to shift perspectives and adjust to evolving situations. Yet this type of 
thinking is rarely prioritised in academic environments, where deep specialisation and risk aversion 
are often the norm. 
 

Several interviewees also stressed that self-reflection is an integral part of the learning process. It 
fosters growth but should be approached with balance. When approached constructively, it supports 
growth and adaptability; taken to extremes, however, it can lead to paralysis or perfectionism. 
Developing this balance, and recognising reflection as a skill in itself, remains a challenge for many 
researchers. 
 

Always try to self-reflect and improve. If you do this properly, the idea of 
continuous improvement becomes very useful. But we must be careful, it shouldn’t become 
an obsession.  

Academic interviewee 
 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Adaptability and continuous learning  N/A 

 
 
Critical thinking, creativity and systemic view 
Many interviewees emphasised the importance of researchers developing the ability to think critically, 
approach problems creatively, and adopt a systemic perspective (one that connects societal, 
economic, and environmental dimensions). However, these were also identified as areas where 
competence gaps remain significant. These competences are seen as essential for addressing complex 
societal challenges where isolated solutions are insufficient:  
 

You can't solve climate challenges in one lab. You need systems thinking.  
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry 
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Critical thinking, questioning assumptions, analysing information rigorously, and identifying biases, 
was also highlighted as fundamental, particularly in a world where information is abundant, but not 
always reliable: 
 

We need a global perspective and critical thinking, because now media provides 
so much information that require a critical mindset to discern what is true and what is not.  

 
Soft-skills professional 

 

For many, developing a systemic view requires an open mindset, a willingness to listen to diverse 
perspectives, relate one’s work to broader contexts, and identify shared challenges across different 
domains. 
 
Closely linked with the ‘Cognitive abilities’ area of ResearchComp, these insights suggest that 
researchers must build not only deep expertise but also the flexibility to connect ideas across 
disciplines, the criticality to evaluate information rigorously, and the creativity to imagine new 
possibilities. These are traits essential for driving meaningful change in complex systems. 
 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Critical thinking, creativity and systemic view  Cognitive abilities 

 
 

Entrepreneurial thinking  
Translating research into impact requires more than deep disciplinary knowledge and expertise; it 
demands drive, initiative, ownership and a mindset focused on value creation. Many interviewees 
emphasised the importance of showing entrepreneurial spirit, a key competence in the ‘Self-
Management’ domain of ResearchComp. Yet, this mindset does not come naturally to all, and several 
noted that researchers often have difficulties in identifying opportunities proactively, taking 
ownership, and acting with initiative and innovation.  

 

Being a self-starter so that you do not passively wait on a task but think 
forward and already initiate actions/projects that are valuable for the organisation. 
The employer does not have to think for you, but that you are ahead.  
 

Soft-skills professional 

 
This entrepreneurial mindset also involves confidence, reflected in believing in one’s own expertise 
and skills, daring to take risks, and having the courage to act without waiting for perfect conditions. 
As one professional with experience in both academia and industry explained, it requires someone 
who is willing to take risks and has the bravery to do so when the situation demands it. In research 
environments that emphasise rigour and certainty, there is often reluctance to act without full data 
or to expose ideas before they are perfected. In contrast, business settings reward iterative action and 
decision-making under uncertainty. 
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People who dare to take steps and work iteratively instead of over-discussing 
things are a real asset. Just try, prototype and adjust; that’s how things move forward.  
 

Soft skills professional 

 
This shift from thinking innovatively to acting innovatively is another common gap. While many 
researchers are rich in ideas, they often lack the tools, support, or confidence to bring those ideas into 
practice. Academic culture, with its tendency toward perfectionism and prolonged analysis, can 
reinforce this inertia.  
 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Entrepreneurial Thinking  Self-Management: Show entrepreneurial spirit 

 
 

Self-management 
Self-management, one of the seven core areas of the ResearchComp framework, was highlighted by 
many interviewees, especially soft-skills professionals, as a crucial area where researchers can grow. 
In close connection with the already mentioned entrepreneurial spirit, interviewees emphasised the 
need for researchers to develop the ability to plan, prioritise, and take initiative, acting proactively 
without waiting for constant guidance and supervision. This is especially relevant in the business 
context, where autonomy and accountability are essential for success. Employers expect researchers 
to have project management skills, be self-organised and be able to establish their own processes and 
milestones.  
 
Beyond time and project management, self-management also involves a high degree of self-
awareness. Several interviewees stressed the importance of understanding one’s own strengths, 
limitations, and growth areas early in one’s career:  

 

Understanding your own personality, discovering the best version of yourself, 
and knowing how you can grow. These are important aspects that should not be left 
until later in life.  
 

Soft-skills professional 
 

Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Self-Management Self-Management. 

 
 

The table below provides an overview of the links between the identified researchers’ competences 
gaps and the different areas of the European Competence Framework for Researchers.  
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Researchers’ competences strengths Main ResearchComp area 

Interpersonal Competences, Collaboration, and 
Teamwork  Working with Others 

Active Communication  Making an Impact: Communicating to the 
broad public  

Adaptability and Continuous Learning  N/A 

Critical Thinking, Creativity and Systemic View  Cognitive Abilities 

Entrepreneurial Thinking  Self-Management: Show entrepreneurial spirit 

Self-Management Self-Management 

 

 
Competences for the future 
Interviewees were asked to share their views on the future of work and identify the key competences 
they believe researchers will need to navigate it successfully. While the previously identified 
competences were all mentioned, two areas stood out as particularly essential: ‘Adaptability and 
continuous learning’ and ‘Critical thinking, creativity and systemic view’. 
 
Adaptability was repeatedly described as indispensable in the face of accelerating technological and 
societal change. Researchers must be able not only to respond to change but also to anticipate and 
actively engage with it. As multiple soft-skills professionals put it, the future of work depends on being 
adaptable, relying on current skills while continuously developing new ones to meet evolving 
professional and industry demands. 

 

These transversal skills have always been important, but the need to train them 
has increased. With rapid changes in the environment, flexibility and adaptability have 
become more critical than ever. 
 

Soft-skills professional 
 

Equally prominent was the need for critical and creative thinking, alongside the capacity to adopt a 
systemic view (one that integrates social, environmental, and economic dimensions). These 
competences are essential for addressing complex, interconnected challenges where traditional, 
isolated approaches focused exclusively on productivity fall short, as mentioned by a soft skill 
professional. 
 
Beyond adaptability and critical thinking, some interviewees also underscored the growing need to 
combine digital literacy with a human-centred perspective, particularly in the context of the digital 
transition, including artificial intelligence. Researchers must not only be proficient in using digital tools 
but must also do so with ethical awareness and a sense of purpose. 
 

It’s clear that people who are open to using AI tools, and not just open to using 
them, but also able to use them efficiently, with purpose, in a positive and creative way, 
will be well positioned for the future.  
 

Academic interviewee 
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At the same time, several participants emphasised that technical proficiency must be balanced with 
attention to the human dimension. In a future shaped by rapid technological change, maintaining 
empathy, emotional awareness, and authentic human connection will only grow in importance. One 
interviewee stressed that focusing too narrowly on tools and systems risks overlooking the very 
people they are meant to serve. 
 

 

Researchers’ competences in the business environment 
Interviewees shared the view that the type of organisation researchers work in, their specific 
role within it, as well as the personalities and priorities of top management, strongly influence 
which competences are necessary to drive societal and economic impact. In the business 
context, in particular, several competences were consistently highlighted as critical: the ability 
to work collaboratively in teams and to engage in active communication. One academic 
interviewee pointed out that, unlike in academia where individual expertise can often stand 
alone, in industry it is essential to combine different skills, personalities and knowledge. 
Success depends on a willingness to work as part of a team, because one person alone is rarely 
enough. 

What helped me was being able to explain highly complex technologies in 
simple terms, even using candies as metaphors. I could speak to investors with no 
scientific background and also challenge experts at places like Company X [anonymised 
big company].  
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry 
 

Several interviewees emphasised the cultural and operational divide between academia and business. 
The two domains operate under different logics and speak different languages. While business 
environments demand agility, clarity, and fast decision-making, academia often prioritises perfection, 
depth, and long-term investigation. This mismatch can create challenges when researchers transition 
between the two. 
 

Academia trains perfection, a process industry cannot afford timewise. (…) 
Valuing failure is inverse to how industry looks at it. In a series of lab trials, failure is 
the normal process, whereas success might indicate that the experiment hasn’t been 
run perfectly. Researchers have to untrain these behavioural concepts to onboard in 
industry successfully.  
 

Soft skills professional 
 

Many interviewees highlighted a significant competence gap in business literacy among researchers. 
A foundational understanding of how business operate, including how value is created, how decisions 
are made, and how financial structures work, was seen as crucial for smoother transitions into industry 
or entrepreneurship. Key areas mentioned include financial basics (e.g., understanding income 
statements, VAT, and tax timelines), intellectual property, project management, negotiation, and 
teamwork. Several professionals recalled entering industry with strong technical skills but lacking this 
essential knowledge, often learning through trial and error. 
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(…) I had no idea about money. I knew nothing about project management, (…) 
intellectual property, (…) negotiation, teamwork. Nothing. I was trained as a pure 
scientist, focussing on basic research.  
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry 
 

This gap becomes even more apparent when researchers pursue entrepreneurial paths. Transitioning 
from scientist to entrepreneur is not just a career shift; it requires a complete mindset change, 
blending scientific excellence with business acumen, adaptability and communication skills. 
Entrepreneurs must be able to pitch early-stage ideas, secure funding, manage limited resources, and 
navigate legal and strategic decisions, often without prior exposure to these responsibilities. This path 
demands not only business literacy, but also resilience, adaptability, high work capacity and 
communication skills.  
 

When you’re a scientist and want to become an entrepreneur, it’s like starting 
a whole new job. (…) Academics or professionals who haven’t done the job themselves 
can’t truly understand the challenges entrepreneurs face, raising funds, continuing 
research, doing it all at once. 
 

Professional with experience in academia and industry 

 
 

Competence differences between early-career and senior researchers 
Several interviewees reflected on how career stage and generational differences influence the 
development and expression of researchers' competences. While individual variability is significant, 
certain patterns emerge when comparing early career and senior researchers in terms of flexibility, 
resilience, focus, and mindset. Early career researchers are generally seen as more open to change, 
willing to explore diverse pathways and less constrained by established routines or disciplinary 
boundaries. Their limited professional experience, while sometimes a disadvantage in terms of 
strategic vision or depth, also means they are not yet bound by a well-developed comfort zone. 
 

Early-stage researchers are much more eager and capable of changing 
environments, ecosystems, or career pathways. But as they gain experience and 
deepen their expertise, they also grow more attached to their comfort zone. The longer 
you remain in one setting, the harder it becomes to step out of it.  
 

Soft skills professional 
 

This flexibility, however, can come with challenges related to focus and resilience. As noted by several 
interviewees, younger researchers may struggle to manage the distractions of a highly connected 
world and might expect faster outcomes, sometimes underestimating the non-linear nature of 
scientific and professional progress. 
 

Senior researchers, by contrast, typically benefit from a broader perspective, experience navigating 
complexity and a deeper understanding of institutional and societal dynamics. They tend to 
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show greater resilience and are often better equipped to understand the implications of their work 
within a larger system. However, this depth may come at the expense of adaptability, particularly in 
rapidly changing contexts or when new skills, especially digital or entrepreneurial, are required. 
At the same time, certain competences, such as communication and presentation skills, appear to cut 
across generational lines. Both junior and senior researchers struggle to effectively convey complex 
ideas to diverse audiences, regardless of age or experience. 
 

 

Competence gaps across knowledge fields 
Interviewees shared diverse perspectives on whether the field of research influences the development 
and expression of transversal competences. While some saw clear differences in orientation and 
approach between disciplines, others emphasised the importance of individual traits and the common 
skill demands shared across sectors. 
 
Several interviewees observed that technical disciplines, such as engineering and the natural sciences, 
tend to foster a solution-oriented, structured mindset. Researchers in these areas are often trained 
to define problems clearly and solve them efficiently using systematic methods. In 
contrast, humanities and social sciences place greater emphasis on critical reflection, interpretation 
and the complexity of meaning. Here, the aim is often not to reach a definitive solution but to offer a 
deeper understanding or nuanced perspective. These contrasting orientations can lead to initial 
challenges in interdisciplinary collaboration, especially when researchers bring different expectations 
or interpret key concepts differently. 
 

Sometimes it takes two months in a six-month project just to align on 
language. Technical researchers often approach problems structurally, while those 
from the social sciences bring in social nuance. But they need each other. Together, 
they can create solutions that are both technically sound and contextually relevant.  
 

Soft-skills professional 

 
 

The most difficult competences to train 
While all six previously identified competence areas are essential for researchers to generate impact 
beyond academia, interviewees consistently identified Interpersonal competences, collaboration and 
teamwork, active communication, and aspects of self-management as the most challenging to 
develop. 
 
Emotional intelligence, empathy, humility and collaboration skills were frequently cited as 
particularly difficult to train. These skills are often shaped by personality, environment, and 
experience rather than formal or informal education.  
 

Co-creation and collaboration are essential, but also the hardest to develop. 
 

Soft skills professional 
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Communication skills, especially the ability to explain complex ideas clearly to non-expert 
audiences, were also seen as a persistent gap. Many researchers are highly articulate in 
academic settings but struggle with public-facing, interdisciplinary, or business-oriented 
communication.  
 

Communicating outside of their research field can be tough. It’s almost like a 
translation is needed; what works in peer discussions doesn’t always work with a 
general audience.  
 

Soft skills professional 
 

Self-management, including time planning, responsibility, and decision-making under uncertainty, 
was another critical area. Researchers trained in perfection-driven academic cultures often find it 
difficult to adjust to the fast-paced, outcome-oriented demands of other sectors. Several interviewees 
highlighted that leadership, accountability, and project management are rarely taught but crucial, 
particularly when researchers move into senior roles or industry. 
 
Ultimately, openness to change and collaboration was described as a foundational attitude, enabling 
researchers to grow across all other competence areas. Without this openness, even highly skilled 
individuals may struggle to adapt or contribute meaningfully beyond their academic domain. 
 
 

| Skills development strategies, approaches and frameworks  
 

The importance of supportive systems and contexts for transversal skills 
development 
Almost all interviewees agree that transversal skills such as collaboration, teamwork, communication, 
and adaptability cannot be developed through formal education and traditional classroom teaching. 
These competences emerge and grow through experience, reflection, and meaningful interaction 
within real-world contexts. As many contributors emphasised, the environment, whether enabling or 
limiting, plays a critical role. 
 

Soft skills should not be taught or treated in the same way as academic or 
disciplinary content. I think (…) anyone who needs to develop these skills, should do so 
in more realistic environments.  
 

Soft skills professional 
 

When environments encourage co-creation, curiosity, and collective learning, they foster not only 
individual growth but also a culture of openness and collaboration. Conversely, when institutions fail 
to support the application of these skills, even motivated individuals can feel blocked. Therefore, 
developing transversal skills is not only a personal responsibility, but it also requires systemic change. 
Academic and research environments must be redesigned to make space for informal learning, cross-
sector engagement, and lifelong development pathways. Without such enabling conditions, efforts to 
build these essential competencies will remain fragmented and superficial. 
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We need to design environments, whether for work or learning, that allow 
creativity, exploration, and play. (…) We often give the responsibility to the individual 
(…), but we can’t ignore the system they’re in. (…) People often get inspired by things 
like design thinking, working creatively, empathetically. But then they go back to their 
organizations, and there’s no room to apply it. That disconnect can be frustrating. 
 

Soft-skills professional 
 

To address this, several interviewees emphasise that transversal skills training should be more 
strategically embedded into organisational and academic processes, not left to individual initiative. As 
one soft-skills professional points out, training is often self-driven and lacks systemic support. Instead 
of being framed as an obligation, these learning opportunities should be promoted as a valuable 
investment in career readiness. Moreover, appropriate incentives and recognition mechanisms are 
needed to encourage participation and normalize this kind of professional development. 
 
A professional with experience in academia and industry also stresses the need for a long-term vision 
within academia, one that enables researchers to pursue diverse pathways, including research careers 
in business and entrepreneurship. That professional advocates for structural mechanisms, such as 
tech transfer programs, that allow researchers to split their time between academic work and 
developing business ideas. Without such flexible, forward-looking frameworks, valuable ideas risk 
being lost, and the development of essential transversal skills is stifled. Another professional also 
advocates stronger networks and connections between academia and industry, using for that purpose 
a metaphor of the nerve system: the need to strengthen the nerves so that connections happen faster 
and in a more efficient way. 
 
 

Learning by doing: The value of challenge and project-based approaches 
While there are some interviewees raising the question about whether such competencies can be 
“taught” at all, there is broad agreement that they can be acquired. As one professional with 
experience in academia and industry points out, everyone is capable of developing transversal skills, 
though for some, this process may be more intuitive, depending on their personality and prior 
experiences.  
 
Many interviewees agree that transversal competences develop most effectively through 
collaboration and doing, through engaging in real or simulated situations where learners are actively 
involved in solving problems, making decisions, working with others, and reflecting on outcomes. 
Learning by doing is not simply about practice, it also requires intentional moments of feedback, 
analysis, and adaptation. 

 

In my experience, you learn a lot through practice (…) but you only truly learn 
if, after doing, you take time to think about how it went. There has to be some level of 
meta-learning or reflection. And this is usually not an individual process. You need 
collective reflection.  
 

Soft skills professional 
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Similarly, a soft skills expert underlines the value of learning embedded in collaborative projects, 
where employers and program managers support learners during both high-stakes decisions and 
everyday struggles. In these moments, learning is not abstract, it is relevant, immediate, and 
embedded in professional reality. 
 
Another soft skills expert highlights the need to move from “push” systems, where training is 
predefined and general, toward “pull” systems that respond to learners’ actual needs and contexts. 
For example, giving interns real tasks based on their interests and letting them lead on business 
presentations or project planning enables more meaningful, personalised skill development. 
Challenge-based learning, where individuals confront real problems and work through ambiguity, 
encourages deeper engagement and long-term retention of skills. 
 
 

The power of role models in transversal skills development 
Many interviewees share the view that one of the most powerful, yet often under-recognised drivers 
of transversal competences development is the presence of role models. Researchers, especially early 
in their careers, often look to more experienced colleagues for cues on how to navigate complex 
interpersonal, institutional, or ethical situations.  

 

Whether we realise it or not, we often look up to people who inspire us. We 
observe how they acted in difficult situations, and we think ‘I would like to be like him 
or her’. Role models play a strong role in how we grow and develop our soft skills.  
 

Academic interviewee 
 

In the context of academia, where hierarchies, reputational status, and implicit norms strongly shape 
behaviours, the influence of respected figures can be decisive. When senior researchers, supervisors, 
or institutional leaders visibly embody and promote transversal competences, they give the possibility 
for others to do the same. Their example not only models good practice but also expands the realm 
of what is seen as possible or acceptable. This modelling is not limited to formal mentorship, it 
happens informally, in meetings, emails, and how difficult conversations are handled. 
 
 

Coaching, mentoring and peer learning: Catalysts for transversal skills 
development 
Interviewees also emphasise the importance of coaching, mentoring and peer learning as powerful 
enablers of transversal skills development.  
 

Coaching offers researchers targeted support at key moments of uncertainty or growth  
As one interviewee described, having a coach, especially someone who has walked a similar path, can 
make a critical difference. In programs like Switzerland’s CTI initiative, coaches are not constant 
supervisors but trusted sounding boards who can step in when needed. Sometimes, a single well-
placed question can provide the clarity to move forward. Beyond technical advice, coaching helps 
individuals grow in confidence, perspective, and personal resilience. 
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Mentoring complements coaching by offering a relational, experience-based model of 
learning 
Importantly, mentors do not need to be senior experts, as those who are just one step ahead often 
provide the most relatable and relevant guidance. As one soft-skills professional notes, mentors who 
recently faced similar challenges can be uniquely helpful, offering real-world advice and emotional 
support grounded in recent experience. This proximity makes their guidance highly actionable and 
motivating. 

 

Mentors who are just one step ahead are also really helpful, because they’re 
close to the same challenges.  
 

Soft skills professional 

 
And as other soft-skills professionals pointed out, mentoring should be multidirectional. It’s not just 
senior-to-junior; learning can and should flow across all directions and career stages. Everyone has 
something to teach and something to learn. When coupled with reflective practices and a conscious 
effort to deepen emotional and relational awareness, these approaches contribute not only to 
professional development but to the overall quality of workplace relationships. 
 
Equally vital is peer learning. Being part of a peer group, whether during training, within a team or 
across an organisation, creates a collaborative learning environment where individuals grow together. 
Seeing how peers handle challenges fosters a culture of openness, reflection, and experimentation. It 
normalises learning through dialogue, shared problem-solving, and even failure. 

 
Summary: Enabling growth through relationships, reflection, and practice 
Effective skills development is not simply a matter of offering training. It is about creating an 
environment where individuals feel supported, empowered, and encouraged to grow. Across the 
diverse experiences shared by interviewees, a common thread emerges: the human and relational 
dimensions of learning are critical. Whether developing communication, entrepreneurial spirit or self-
management competences, researchers learn best when they are invited to explore, experiment, and 
reflect in safe and trust-based settings. 
 
Creating these environments requires intentional design. As several soft skills experts emphasised, 
combining theoretical grounding with experiential learning and strong mentoring relationships gives 
learners the confidence to navigate ambiguity, take risks, and grow from failure. Personalisation also 
plays a crucial role. Learners come with different backgrounds, goals, and preferences, and effective 
strategies must offer flexibility, be it through tailored learning plans, blended formats, or peer support 
systems. 
 
Ultimately, transversal skills cannot be taught in isolation. They emerge through real-world 
application, collective reflection, and meaningful feedback. The most impactful frameworks are those 
that blend thinking and doing, theory and practice, structure and personal autonomy. This requires a 
culture shift: recognising learning not as an add-on, but as an integral part of daily work, embedded 
in team dynamics, guided by role models, and reinforced by feedback and trust. 
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By aligning strategy, structure, and relationships in this way, institutions can build a more resilient, 
capable, and adaptable research workforce that is prepared not only to advance knowledge but to 
make a meaningful impact in society.  
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Case studies analysis 
| Introduction 

In order to identify best practices of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), research organisations, and 
other training providers on the improvement of research and transversal skills, the project team has 
crafted twenty case studies. 
 
Brought together in the form of a Case Studies Book (Deliverable 2.1), presented in the context of an 
internal consortium meeting (April 29, 2025), and discussed in a public webinar with a wider audience 
(May 27, 2025), these case studies provide an overview of impactful training, mentorship services and 
other interventions and support measures designed by HEIs, research centres and other training 
providers (both within and outside the consortium) to improve research and transversal skills of 
researchers across all stages of their careers. 
 
All case studies respect the same structure and intend to address all specific competencies of the 
European Competence Framework for Researchers. This section identifies the common elements and 
analyses how they contribute to the development of transversal competencies, as defined by the 
European Competence Framework for Researchers (ECFR). 
 
 

| Common objectives 
The twenty case studies reflect a shared commitment to enhancing researchers’ competences in 
response to shifting academic, societal, and career expectations. Despite their varied institutional 
contexts, a clear set of common objectives emerges: 
 

Strengthening core research competences 
Several initiatives aim to deepen methodological expertise, prioritise methodological rigour, research 
ethics and integrity, and interdisciplinary literacy. These core skills are not only essential for early-
career researchers but are reaffirmed as critical across all stages of a research career. Initiatives often 
embed interdisciplinary elements such as those seen in the ‘Specialised Interdisciplinary International 
Summer School of Biophysics and UPV/EHU’s Foundations of Research Practice Training’ to broaden 
methodological exposure and collaborative capacity. These types of initiatives are closely linked with 
the Doing Research ResearchComp area. 
 

Fostering transferable skills for diverse career paths 
Several initiatives recognise that researchers may transition between academia, industry, policy, and 
the non-profit sector. As such, they offer tools for entrepreneurship, innovation, and knowledge 
transfer. Workshops like ‘From PhD to Innovator’ and ‘SPERO’ prepare researchers to navigate roles 
in industry, policy, and civil society. This reflects a broader orientation toward career agility and long-
term employability. 
 

Embedding societal impact 
Researchers are increasingly expected to demonstrate the “real-world” relevance of their work. 
Programmes such as UIIN’s ‘Increasing Impact of Research’ and ENLIGHT’s ‘Research Impact 
Training’ emphasise aligning research with societal needs, policy priorities, and global agendas, such 
as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These programmes encourage an impact-driven 
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mindset in research planning, design, communication, dissemination and exploitation activities. They 
encourage researchers to consider the relevance of societal engagement, communication, and 
measurable outcomes as integral to their practice, in alignment with the Making Impact 
ResearchComp area.  
 

Promoting personal and professional resilience 
There are initiatives acknowledging the psychosocial aspects of the research profession, particularly 
for early- and mid-career researchers managing multiple pressures. Initiatives addressing conflict 
management, failure, stress coping strategies and work-life balance foster resilience and self-efficacy. 
This is the case of ‘YES Workshops: Workshops on Resilience, Conflict Management and Celebrating 
Failure’. They directly support sustainable career engagement and are essential to the Self-
Management ResearchComp area. 
 

Encouraging interdisciplinary and cross-sector collaboration  
Many initiatives bring together researchers from diverse disciplines together with research support 
staff, professionals from different organisations, and often across different countries. This encourages 
participants to engage across disciplines, sectors, and cultures, recognising the collaborative and 
global nature of research today. This cross-pollination of perspectives, seen in university alliances like 
ENLIGHT, builds capacity for interdisciplinary problem-solving and broadens professional networks. 
 

Tailoring to career stage context 
Many case studies specifically design content to reflect participants’ career stages, especially PhD 
students or Early Career Researchers. Examples include Summer Schools, the “ALECTORS for assistant 
professors” and “Scientific Writing for PhD students”. Such targeting ensures relevance and promotes 
greater uptake and integration of learned skills into researchers' day-to-day activities. 
 
 

| Common training formats and structural features 
While the interventions vary in scope and delivery, they share several structural features and 
pedagogical approaches that enhance their accessibility, effectiveness, and long-term value: 
 

Modular and flexible design 
Many programs adopt a modular approach, with sessions or components that can stand alone or be 
combined into longer learning pathways. This structure allows participants to tailor their learning 
based on current needs, time availability, and prior knowledge. ‘SPERO’, for instance, offers a tiered 
model (Discover, Learn, Venture Builder), while ENLIGHT combines hybrid training with an online 
repository for ongoing access. Flexibility is especially important for accommodating researchers at 
different career stages and balancing their diverse commitments. 
 

Blended and hybrid learning modalities 
Many case studies integrate both online and in-person learning formats. These include live webinars, 
asynchronous e-learning, on-site workshops, and mentoring sessions. The blended approach improves 
accessibility for geographically dispersed participants while retaining opportunities for real-time 
interaction, reflection, and collaboration. 
 

Experiential and participatory learning methods 
Active learning lies at the heart of nearly all interventions. Researchers are engaged through 
simulations, design thinking, role-play, and real-world problem-solving. Programmes such as “From 



 
 
 

24 

PhD to Innovator” and “Scientific Writing” emphasise iterative feedback, team challenges, and 
reflective practice to ensure deep skill acquisition. These formats not only improve knowledge 
retention but also promote confidence in applying skills in diverse contexts. 
 

Embedded mentorship and peer learning 
Formal mentorship and peer support structures are widely featured across the different programmes. 
These include career coaching, small group mentoring (as in summer schools), and structured peer 
feedback loops. Such approaches create safe environments for learning and career planning, while 
also fostering collegiality and long-term professional networks, important for both skill development 
and emotional resilience. 
 

Cross-institutional and interdisciplinary delivery 
Many programs are co-designed and co-delivered by multiple institutions (e.g., universities, research 
centres, businesses, independent experts, etc.) or university alliances, often intentionally mixing 
disciplines, profiles and nationalities. This structure enriches content delivery, diversifies participant 
perspectives, and mirrors the collaborative nature of research. It also provides opportunities for 
participants to form connections beyond their home institutions, opening pathways for future 
partnerships. 
  

Ongoing institutional support and research assistance services 
A critical enabler of impactful research careers is the availability of sustained support from 
institutional departments and research support services. These include the support from project 
management offices, research development units, and dedicated staff who provide guidance on 
funding, impact planning, open science, and ethical compliance, for example. This is the case of the 
“RBI project department support for researchers” or the “Alectors training programme” provided by 
the UPC’s Research and Innovation Support Service. Toolkits and digital platforms are often made 
available to accompany training programs, ensuring that researchers have practical, on-demand 
resources. Beyond formal training, the accessibility of knowledgeable support staff, ready to answer 
questions or offer tailored advice, helps researchers navigate the complex demands of managing 
research, thereby reinforcing competencies in Managing Research, Using Research Tools, and Making 
an Impact. 
  

Integration of informal and social activities 
A distinctive feature of several successful programmes is the deliberate inclusion of informal social 
activities, such as shared meals, excursions, or creative sessions, alongside structured training. These 
moments allow participants to decompress, connect more authentically, and build trust across 
disciplinary and cultural lines. Such interactions not only enhance group cohesion but also strengthen 
professional networks in ways that formal sessions alone often cannot achieve. 
 

Use of small groups for deeper engagement 
Working in small, consistent groups is another effective strategy used across many initiatives. 
Whether for project work, peer feedback, or mentoring circles, small groups foster more focused 
dialogue, allow for individualised support, and help build a sense of belonging among participants. 
This structure enhances learning outcomes and supports the development of interpersonal and 
teamwork skills critical for collaborative research environments. This integrated overview of 
objectives and formats demonstrates how specific initiatives can build a holistic skillset for 
researchers, supporting not only academic success but also career adaptability, societal engagement, 
and personal resilience.  
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Business Roundtable 
 
On May 19, 2025, the UIIN Business Group convened a thematic roundtable with representatives from 
several large, R&D-intensive global companies to examine how researchers can better prepare for 
careers beyond academia. The session focused on the role of transversal skills in facilitating career 
transitions, strategies for developing these skills and how universities and businesses can collaborate 
more effectively to bridge existing gaps. In addition to this, the insights from the roundtable 
discussions have been complemented with interviews during the 2025 UIIN conference. A total of 9 
sources provided the following insights: 
 
A core concern shared by participants was the presence of skill mismatches during the transition from 
academic research roles to industry-based careers. It was noted that researchers often lack 
competencies such as effective communication, business acumen and intersectoral collaboration. 
These gaps are due to having very limited exposure to non-academic environments during doctoral 
training, which can delay or make integration into industry roles more difficult. 
 
Another recurring theme was the underestimation of transversal skills by researchers themselves. One 
organisation highlighted that many PhDs and postdoctoral researchers already possess valuable 
transversal competences, such as presentation skills, teamwork and professional networking, but fail 
to recognise their relevance outside academia. Their approach includes confidence-building support 
along with structured transition pathways. For example, joint supervision and mentoring programs 
are used to familiarise early-stage researchers with the business context, which is viewed as a strategic 
investment in long-term talent development. 
 
To complement internal initiatives, some companies collaborate with external partners to offer 
targeted workshops. These sessions introduce researchers to industry-specific communication 
standards, performance metrics and diverse career pathways, helping to increase awareness of 
professional possibilities and improve sectoral mobility. 
 
Several participants also emphasised the importance of enhancing the visibility and clarity of 
corporate career opportunities for academic audiences. The language used in job titles and 
descriptions, as well as company culture, can often appear misaligned with researchers’ expectations. 
Strengthening employer branding and improving communication about available roles were seen as 
important strategies to attract and retain academic talent. Additionally, internal mentoring programs, 
particularly those supporting underrepresented groups such as women in STEM, were cited as 
effective and scalable mechanisms for inclusion and career development. 
 
Other contributions emphasised the importance of segmenting the broader industry landscape when 
guiding researchers. It was suggested that transitions into startups, mid-sized firms or large 
multinationals require distinct sets of expectations and skills. To support alignment, short-format 
internal training sessions focused on commercial thinking and applied innovation are being employed. 
These programs encourage a pragmatic mindset, shifting from academic perfectionism toward 
solutions that are fit for customer needs. Simple models and frameworks are often used to illustrate 
commercial priorities in an accessible way, within cultures that encourage learning by doing. 
 
Looking forward, participants identified several transversal skills considered critical for the future, 
including adaptability, strategic thinking, collaboration and digital fluency, particularly AI literacy. 
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These skills are expected to underpin not only effective integration into industry but also the capacity 
to innovate and lead in fast-evolving professional contexts. 
 
The roundtable discussion reflected a shared understanding that successful transitions from academia 
to industry require more than technical expertise. Structured onboarding programs, awareness-
building, experiential learning and robust university-business partnerships emerged as essential 
elements in supporting researchers’ career development. The examples shared during the session 
illustrated how cross-sector collaboration can create meaningful pathways that empower researchers 
and benefit employers seeking agile and skilled talent. 
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Recommendations 
 
On June 25, 2025, ReSkillSpan project partners convened for a sense-making workshop to discuss the 
main findings from the interviews, case studies, and business roundtable. During the session, all six 
partner organisations were represented and actively contributed to the analysis and interpretation of 
the evidence. Together, they co-created and endorsed the following set of recommendations for the 
design and delivery of future training interventions.  
 
 

| 1. Prioritise development of the most relevant and challenging 
competences 
While transversal skills are all important, ReSkillSpan partners agree that training efforts should focus 
on those subsets of competences that are both critical for impactful research careers and particularly 
challenging to develop, especially in the context of accelerating technological and societal change. 
These include collaboration and interpersonal skills, active communication, self-management, 
openness and adaptability. As highlighted in both interviews and case studies, these competences are 
vital for researchers to thrive in dynamic, interdisciplinary, and cross-sectoral environments. Yet they 
are also the skills most often underdeveloped in formal training, requiring relational and context-
based approaches to learning.  
 
Strategically prioritising these high-impact and high difficulty areas is essential. They underpin 
researchers’ ability to navigate career transitions, manage complex team dynamics, and engage 
effectively with non-academic stakeholders. Moreover, they are foundational to the capacity to foster 
impact beyond disciplinary boundaries.  
 
Adaptability, in particular, stands out as a future-proof competence in an era of accelerating 
technological, societal, and institutional change. Interviews highlighted that many researchers 
struggle with stepping beyond their comfort zones, engaging in continuous learning, and adjusting to 
unfamiliar contexts. Equally, openness to change, to diversity, and to collaboration with peers and 
societal actors was described as a foundational attitude. The ability to plan, prioritise, take initiative 
and act with confidence under uncertainty is critical in those rapidly evolving contexts. It involves not 
only entrepreneurial thinking but also strong self-awareness and reflection.  
 
The capacity to communicate across disciplinary, cultural, and sectoral boundaries is also central to 
researchers’ professional development. Yet, communication should be understood not simply as the 
transmission of information but as active communication. That is: a two-way process, an intentional, 
reciprocal process of sharing ideas, perspectives, and feedback, grounded in empathy and clarity. 
 
To effectively foster these critical, “hard-to-teach” competencies, training efforts must go beyond 
traditional delivery formats. They should offer opportunities for experiential learning, real-time 
feedback, and reflective practice. Environments that allow researchers to practice interpersonal 
communication, decision-making under uncertainty, and collaborative problem-solving should be 
encouraged. These efforts can be further reinforced through coaching, mentoring, and peer learning, 
enabling researchers to grow not only as scholars, but as resilient, collaborative and future-oriented 
professionals. 
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| 2. Embed experiential and challenge-based learning into training 
design  
To effectively build transversal competences such as adaptability, collaboration and communication, 
training should prioritise experience-based, real-world, and challenge-driven formats, coupled with 
structured feedback and reflective practice.  
 
Interviews consistently revealed that researchers develop these skills not through theoretical 
instruction, but through direct engagement with complex, ambiguous problems that demand action, 
negotiation, decision-making under uncertainty, and collective sense-making. Similarly, case studies 
demonstrate how project-based tasks, simulations, and design-thinking approaches lead to deeper 
learning. 
 
It is therefore recommended to move beyond lecture-based delivery to embed experiential and 
challenge-based methods into the core of the training initiatives. These should include 
interdisciplinary teamwork, real-world problem-solving, and simulated environments that replicate 
research and innovation contexts, such as stakeholder engagement exercises or role-played 
negotiations. Framing these activities as iterative learning cycles, where experimentation, feedback, 
and failure are seen as integral to growth, builds researchers’ confidence and efficacy. 
 
Moreover, these formats promote learning by doing and cultivate collaborative reflection, enabling 
participants to make sense of their experiences in a shared, supportive environment. Importantly, 
training should not only teach skills in isolation but focus on how these skills are translated and applied 
in real-life contexts, whether in academia, industry, or society. By simulating the complexity of actual 
professional environments, researchers can strengthen their ability to adapt, collaborate across 
boundaries, and deliver impact beyond their field. 
 

| 3. Leverage mentoring, peer learning and role models 
Researchers develop transversal competences not only through structured training but also by 
observing and interacting with those who model effective behaviours. Transversal competences, 
particularly those previously identified as most critical and challenging to develop, are best fostered 
through relational learning: observing, practising, and reflecting within real interpersonal dynamics.  
 
Interviewees consistently highlighted the formative influence of role models, peer exchange, and 
mentorship in the development of these competences. Researchers, particularly in the early stages of 
their careers, often develop soft skills not through formal instruction but by witnessing how others 
handle complex situations: resolving conflicts, giving feedback, making decisions under uncertainty, 
or leading with humility and empathy. 
 
Future skills development strategies should therefore incorporate mentoring, coaching, and peer 
learning as core components of the different training initiatives. These relational structures enable 
guided reflection and provide personalised feedback throughout the learning process. 
 
In particular, peer learning, through structured group discussions, collaborative projects and feedback 
exchanges, should be actively facilitated. Peer learning allows participants to learn with and from one 
another in non-hierarchical ways, fostering mutual accountability, confidence-building, and a sense of 
belonging. When embedded into training environments, peer groups can become dynamic spaces for 
testing ideas, practising communication and navigating real-world challenges together. 
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At the same time, structured mentorship could take multiple formats, especially cross-sector 
mentoring, which connects researchers with professionals from industry, policy, or civil society. These 
relationships expose researchers to new perspectives, language, and expectations beyond academia, 
encouraging more adaptive and impact-oriented career thinking. Reverse mentoring, where early-
career researchers mentor senior colleagues, for instance, on digital tools, inclusive practices or 
emerging research trends, should also be promoted. This two-way exchange helps flatten hierarchies, 
enriches institutional cultures, and reflects the increasingly collaborative nature of research 
environments. 
 
Finally, visible role modelling from senior researchers and professionals remains very important. 
When those in leadership positions actively demonstrate transversal competences such as empathy, 
openness and self-awareness, they set a powerful example for others to follow. To maximise the 
impact of these strategies, it is important to invest in mentor preparation and support, ensure 
diversity within mentor pools and promote a culture of shared learning across all career stages. 
 

| 4. Build institutional ecosystems that enable growth and cross-
sector collaboration 
Developing transversal competences requires more than individual motivation, it demands supportive 
institutional environments that make space for continuous learning, cross-sector engagement, and 
long-term professional development. Interviews and case studies consistently emphasised that 
without structural alignment, even the most well-designed training interventions risk limited impact. 
Skills such as adaptability, communication, entrepreneurial thinking, or collaboration cannot be 
effectively cultivated if researchers return to rigid, siloed systems that do not support the application 
or reinforcement of what they’ve learned. 
 
To address this, project partners recommend moving beyond isolated training sessions and investing 
in building long-term, modular, and flexible training ecosystems embedded within institutional 
processes, such as onboarding, promotion criteria, career development planning, and research 
evaluation. Transversal skills development should be recognised not as an extracurricular activity, but 
as an integral part of research careers, with adequate time, incentives, and recognition. Support 
services such as research offices, innovation hubs, and HR units should be equipped and resourced to 
provide on-demand guidance, mentorship, and access to curated learning pathways. 
 
Equally important is fostering cross-sector integration by building stronger, more visible connections 
between academia, industry, public bodies, and civil society. Many interviewees stressed the need for 
researchers to understand how different sectors operate, make decisions, and define value. Training 
programmes should therefore actively expose researchers to diverse working cultures, for example, 
through collaboration with external partners, internships, or joint training activities. Case studies show 
that such experiences not only increase employability but also strengthen researchers’ ability to think 
systemically and deliver impact beyond academia. 
 
Finally, support systems must be inclusive, adaptable, and embedded into everyday work. This 
includes providing flexible, modular learning options (e.g. online repositories, micro-credentials), as 
well as structured access to mentoring, coaching, and peer networks across disciplines and sectors. 
Informal activities, collaborative spaces, and social learning opportunities should also be intentionally 
designed into training environments. By aligning organisational processes, infrastructure, and culture 
with transversal skills development, institutions can create the conditions for researchers to grow not 
only as experts in their fields but as adaptable, connected, impact-driven professionals.  
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