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Chapter 8 

Building Capacity for Co-operation between 
Higher Education and Regions

Interactions between higher education institutions and the region
in which they are located can be beneficial to both parties. For this
interaction to take place bridges have to be constructed based on
firm pillars on both sides. This chapter seeks to identify the
elements for developing the capacity for joint working between
regional actors and agencies and higher education institutions in
the round, not just particular institutions or parts of institutions.
These are the building blocks for the pillars and the spanning
techniques for bridging the gap to enable the traffic to flow from
one side to the other. In regions where there is more than one higher
education institution and a number of sub-regions this implies
developing the capacity of the region as a whole.
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The higher education pillar

Institutional autonomy and leadership

Strong institutional leadership embraces issues of strategic direction and
operational management of the institutions. Some structures of governance
set constraints on what a higher education institution can plan and do. These
include the traditions whereby academic leaders are chosen from and return
to the ranks of the professoriate after a short spell in office. There are two
dimensions to this: the higher education institution needs autonomy in

relation to central government and the institutional leadership needs
authority in relation to the faculties. Where the central authority of the higher
education institution is weak and the faculties remain strong, the reach and
scope as well as the time-span for leadership may be curtailed.

If the administration has not been modernised for example in terms of
human resources and financial resources management and this has not been
underpinned by effective IT systems, the capacity to secure and monitor
effective action is further limited. This sets constraints to the institutional
capacity to plan for and enter into sustained partnerships. The constraints are
particularly prominent in regional development as the mission of regional

engagement is less familiar and therefore more likely to encounter greater
academic resistance than efforts to enhance conventional teaching and
research.

Countries wishing to see the shifts of culture and direction that

entrepreneurial activity and regional engagement requires will need to
consider the legal and regulatory changes necessary to enable strong
leadership of higher education institutions to emerge. This involves
strengthening the autonomy of higher education institutions by increasing
the responsibility over the curriculum and the use of human and financial

resources. It may extend to changes in the ownership of real estate, and other
capital investment that underpins capable leadership and the institution’s
ability to invest in place making.

Strong leadership means also reforming discipline-based structures that

prevent engagement with the trans-disciplinary problems of the region and
the “real world”. This report has earlier referred to the management of
younger higher education institutions (Chapter 3). The external mechanisms
which mobilise such institutions to support the region are often better
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developed than those of the older institutions, for example through the use of

a variety of performance measures. This is the case for example with many
polytechnics in Finland. (See Box 8.1.)

Developing leadership skills

What practical steps can be taken to ensure that leaders have the
necessary skills to undertake the challenging boundary spanning tasks? The
European Universities Association and the OECD have long recognised the

need for leadership development, and more recently programmes for senior
management in higher education are being established in several OECD
countries. For example the Leadership Foundation has been established by the
Higher Education Funding Council for England. It aims among other things to
deliver a programme relevant to leadership in regional engagement. New
post-graduate and executive programmes on the business school model are

Box 8.1. Higher education management at the Jyväskylä 
University of Applied Sciences: 

supporting regional engagement

Jyväskylä University of Applied Sciences (formerly Jyväskylä Polytechnic) in

central Finland has a set of engagement activities which help the institution

to respond to local needs as well as to bring local stakeholders into the

institution to help with the delivery of education. One of the institution’s past

challenges involved the integration of seven constituent vocational colleges

into one higher education institution which meets the needs of the regional

businesses and working life in general. This merger process has strengthened

the institution’s capacity to develop new cross- and multi-disciplinary

courses and educational trajectories in existing and emerging disciplinary

areas to meet the needs of firms.

The institution is particularly well equipped to work with the SMEs which

form the backbone of the regional economy in Central Finland. It has defined

nine multi-disciplinary Centres of Expertise which respond to regional needs.

Each school has an external board as well as a regional/business development

office. Most significantly, it also maintains a sophisticated management

information system which tracks the performance of each individual school.

Of 29 Balanced Scorecard indicators, 8 are specifically linked to regional

engagement. The school-based indicators are regularly monitored by the

central management team. Strategic planning is implemented as part of the

elaboration and annual revision of the three-year Agreement on Objectives set

with the Ministry of Education. The planning process translates these

objectives into school-, team- and personal-level goals and actions. Strategies

are brought into practice through the Balanced Score Card.
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making an appearance. In addition to  the soft skills of leadership, such

programmes need to focus on the generic issues regarding regional

development and engagement and the facts regarding their own region (such

as powers and responsibilities of external actors and agencies, and the

dynamics of the regional economy).

Some of the knowledge and expertise necessary to advise leaders may

reside in their own institutions. In the current OECD study, several self-

evaluation reports include contributions from research groups within the

higher education institution specialising in different aspects of regional

engagement and/or higher education/management.1 While many of these

groups are actively involved in providing advice to regional agencies, they are

not always used by the academic leadership to guide institution wide policy

and practice in this domain.

Management of regional engagement

Influencing and managing the external environment of the higher

education institution is a time consuming task. This includes making and

sustaining strategic regional partnerships and assuming real and shared

responsibility for the prosperity and development of the region. Modern

higher education institutions find the scale and scope of top leadership too

much for any one person and devise means of dividing this between key

people. Another approach is to retain a single institutional head, but to

delegate almost the entirety of internal management and development to a

fully empowered deputy.

For managing its regional interface the higher education institution may

need to establish a regional office. This has happened e.g. in the Purdue

University (Indiana, USA) and the University of Newcastle upon Tyne (UK).

Regional offices are helpful when scaling up the institutional capacity from

individual good practice cases to a well developed system. A systematic

approach will require focus on the following tasks: co-ordination and

management of regional links; provision of input to strategic planning;

contribution to the marketing of the institution; development of frameworks

for engagement and regional understanding within the institution; and

maintaining pressure for mainstreaming of regional engagement through the

normal channels of the institution (OECD, 1999). (See also Chapter 5.)

The regional office needs to retain close links to the head of the

institution. While it is desirable to have a senior (second tier) person heading

this office and exercising responsibility and oversight for all 3rd task policy

and activity, it is essential that this does not separate it from teaching/learning

and research. The third task means permeating and transforming much of the

teaching and research strategy and practice of the higher education
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institution. Managing, monitoring and developing engagement, regional

partnership and development require consistent interrogation of all academic

and administrative activities.

Mobilising the institution to regional engagement

Regional engagement is not only the task of the top leadership and

management. Higher education institutions wishing to mobilise their staff in

support of this agenda need to ensure that it is taken into consideration in the

recruitment, hiring and reward systems as well as human resources

development. Leadership requires underpinning with tangible rewards and

incentives that make it possible to change behaviour and ultimately attitudes

and values. Employment and human resources management practices need

to allow greater segregation of roles among academic staff, with different

kinds of workloads and reward systems. Reward systems have been developed

for example in Australia, in the University of the Sunshine Coast (Box 8.2).

One of the key factors of success in regional partnerships is the presence of

facilitators who act as gate keepers between the different networks and

organisations. If higher education institutions wish to mainstream the regional

agenda, they will require a number of staff with knowledge of regional

development including: a) structure of the organisations involved in regional

development; b) central, regional and local government powers and

responsibilities; c) different time scales and drivers influencing these

organisations; and d) overlaps between organisations and how these can be used

to mutual advantage. A tailored human resources development programme for

Box 8.2. Rewarding staff for regional engagement

In 2005, after extensive consultation with key stakeholders, a new

Promotion Policy was developed in the University of the Sunshine Coast,

Australia, to improve alignment between the university’s mission and this

fundamental component of the university’s recognition and reward system.

The new policy defines, clarifies and reinforces the behaviours expected of

academic staff. Applicants are required to demonstrate performance and

achievement in teaching, research and service, which are valued equally.

Service includes regional engagement. Regional engagement is perceived as

scholarly practice, which derives from teaching and research and through

which worthwhile social, civic and professional functions are achieved as

academics apply their specialist knowledge and skills to consequential

problems in the world beyond the University. Promotions have been made on

the strength of applicants’ regional engagement.
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facilitators also needs to include the following know-how aspects:

a) management of change; b) building and managing networks; c) facilitation and

mediation; d) working with different organisational cultures; e) project planning

and implementation; f) raising financial support; g) supervision and personal

support techniques; and h) organisational politics and dynamics. These

facilitators can mobilise the higher education institutions individually and

collectively to a dialogue about the regional role of higher education.

(OECD, 1999).

Collaboration between higher education institutions

Regional engagement of higher education requires co-operation and also

division of tasks between the individual institutions. An important aspect of

governance is that of co-ordination among higher education institutions and

promotion of a “common higher education vision” to policymakers. While co-

operation between higher education institutions allows for critical mass and

provision of more diverse services, the intensity of collaboration remains

uneven. Co-operation has thrived in some countries such as the United

Kingdom leading to successful initiatives (see Knowledge House in Chapter 5).

Although competition for funding has sometimes slowed down the

development of inter-institutional collaboration, the trend has been

encouraged by central government measures and the awareness of the

benefits that can be drawn from speaking with one voice to regional agencies.

Some regions have a longer history of collaboration among higher education

actors and/or stronger “social capital”. However, in many countries and

regions, due to a lack of funding, weak interest and/or difficulty to agree on a

clear division of tasks, clustering of higher education institutions and inter-

institutional co-operation remains limited.

The current OECD study suggests that connectivity often needs to be

planned and the local or central government can lay the groundwork for such

initiatives. In this regard, there are two main types of programmes:

a) experimental initiatives targeting a broad set of issues but requiring some

level of inter-institutional co-operation or b) more specific programmes

designed to counter the fragmentation of the tertiary education system in

certain countries and as a consequence to remedy its weak ability to

collaborate with the private sector. Also supra-national organisations, such as

the European Union, have facilitated this type of work (see Box 8.3).

Closer higher education collaboration may require an establishment of a

one-stop-shop to systematise regional engagement. This joint liaison office

would have a matchmaking, co-ordination and quality assurance role and

would provide a visible and single access point to the resource base of the

higher education institutions in the region (see Box 5.4 in Chapter 5). Less
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radical option would be setting up a first-stop-shop, i.e. separate, but co-

operating liaison offices in each higher education  institution.

In some countries higher education institutions have made tentative

steps to address the challenge of closer co-operation by establishing regional

associations of higher education institutions. These have been based on

initially top-down initiatives as in the United Kingdom  where higher

education regional associations have been established. The Öresund

University is an even more ambitious association insofar as it transcends

national boundaries and brings together higher education institutions in both

Denmark and Sweden (Box 8.4).

Universities for the North East England and Öresund University both have

their own support staff funded by subscriptions from the member higher

education institutions and/or overheads charged on collaborative projects.

They are characterised by a) pragmatism based on incremental approach to

facilitate capacity building in complex situations with many stakeholders

each with different short term targets; b) relationship maintenance to

guarantee system management; c) long-term commitment to provide the

groundwork for more strategic management of the human capital system; and

d) external linkages which can be used to revitalise the partnership to sustain

the momentum. They have a valuable role in representing the higher

education institutions collectively to regional stakeholders. Nevertheless, they

remain associations and their chief executives are not empowered to commit

individual institutions beyond the collaborative operational projects that they

have collectively signed up to. Core areas of teaching and research where the

institutions often compete are “off limits”. Major investments in structural

Box 8.3. Regions of Knowledge

In the EU, the Regions of Knowledge pilot initiative, introduced in the 2003

Community budget by the European Parliament, aims to support

experimental actions at the regional level, to improve co-operation between

universities and research at this level and to stimulate the integration of

regions in Europe. The indicative budget for this initiative is a modest

EUR 2.5 million which shows that it is mainly focused on facilitation and

organisational issues (setting up networks). Within  this framework, the

University Driven Actions for Regional Development (UDARD) focus on the

capacity of higher education institutions  to provide expertise; to perform an

advisory role for local companies and public institutions; to stimulate

technology-creation and uptake by creating spin-off companies and

incubators in a regional, trans-regional, and trans-national context.
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Box 8.4. Higher education regional associations supporting 
regional development in the North East of England 

and Öresund region

Higher Education Regional Associations (HERAs) were created in England

as a means of encouraging research, teaching and access at regional scale.

HERAs are increasingly seen as brokers for the allocation of funds for HEIF

and linking learning networks in regions. In England, Universities for the North

East (Unis4NE) is the oldest higher education regional association in England.

Its precursor the Higher Education Support for Industries in the North was

founded in 1983. Unis4NE works for the universities in the region, the Open

University being an affiliate. Its board is made up of the Vice Chancellors of

the higher education institutions. By virtue of the funds that it handles

including the throughput of Knowledge House, its budget exceeds that of

each of the other eight regional associations in England, despite being the

smallest in membership. Unis4NE has several committees playing a

brokerage role in collaboration between higher education sector and the

region. These include Sports Committee, Culture Committee, Knowledge

House, Aim Higher, Health Committee, Music Committee, European

Committee,  Research and Knowledge Committee and Academic

Development Committee. It also serves as a vehicle for join resource bids for

example to Whitehall, HEFCE or the European Union.

The Öresund University alliance was established at the time of the opening of

the Öresund Bridge. It is led by Lund and Copenhagen universities and

involves 12 other institutions of higher education in both Denmark and

Sweden. The 14 universities (150 000 students) regrouped in the Öresund

University Association aim to work together to consolidate the cross-border

region, enhancing its dynamics, setting up sectoral organisations and

organising forums and training for regional clusters. It is a mechanism for co-

operation and interface between industry and society and a way of branding

and enhancing the attractiveness of this cross border region. The alliance

encourages the development of joint teaching programmes and research

projects, PhD co-operation and student mobility. It supports networking

university services (e.g. International offices, libraries, European funding,

student counselling, marketing) as well as networks with regional

authorities. The alliance also supports the Öresund Science Region, an

umbrella organisation and incubator for a number of regional industrial

clusters facilitating organisations and projects. It seeks to foster networking

amongst researchers and firms, provide strategic advice to business and

government, to contribute to branding and inward investment, promote new

technologies, spin offs and the diffusion of innovation.
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change such as new research institutes, teaching programmes and property

have to be dealt with directly between the individual institutions and external
stakeholders be they regional or national.

Mapping, monitoring and evaluating engagement

The collective working of higher education institutions for the region
requires a systematic mapping and monitoring of the regional and external
links in terms of teaching, research and third stream activities. Higher
education institutions should establish collective mechanisms to track
students’ origins and destinations on a longitudinal basis including their
careers as alumni and use this intelligence to guide the shaping of academic

programmes. Similarly, the geography of the collaboration with the users and
beneficiaries of research and the contribution of the higher education
institutions to regional public affairs (staff participating in politics, the media,
the voluntary sector, the arts and culture and other educational institutions)
should be mapped. Documenting the present linkages and publicising them
within the region and within the institutions itself will raise the profile of

higher education as region builder (OECD, 1999).

This mapping should be followed by a self-evaluation of the higher

education institutions. The template guiding the self-evaluation process of
the current OECD study asked higher education institutions to critically
evaluate with their regional partners and in the context of national higher
education and regional policies under four major headings, i.e. contributions
under research to regional innovation; the role of teaching and learning in the
development of human capital; contributions to social, cultural and

environmental development; and contributions to building regional capacity
to act in an increasingly competitive global economy (Annex A). The regions
and their higher education institutions which participated in the current
OECD review project have – depending on the regional and national context –
benefited from enhanced partnership working in the regional strategy process

and implementation, generation of new funding streams from the local
businesses, stronger branding for the institution(s) and the region and greater
impact on national policies.

In most countries, there is no formal process of monitoring the outcomes
and assessing the impact of the policies linked to the regional engagement of
higher education institutions. In the United Kingdom, some Regional
Development Agencies have set up regular programmes of strategic meetings
between agency directors and vice chancellors of universities in order to

regularly assess the progress made. In addition, the central government
assesses some aspects of regional involvement through annual report in its
HEIF funding from each university and through the annual collection of data
on business and community engagements. In Finland and Sweden, knowledge
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institutions have been mapped in certain regions including evaluation of

knowledge infrastructure. There has, however, been a number of evaluations

and studies about limited aspects of regional engagement often identifying

good practices. For example, Finland has a systematic evaluation template for

the regional impact of polytechnics, and evaluations are carried out at regular

intervals.

With regard to the policy support to technology transfer or creating

networks, the evaluations refer to the number of business ideas screened and

to the number of development products generated, but also stress the need for

complementary initiatives. In the case of business start-ups, incubators and

science parks, indicators include the capacity of the programme to establish

large partnerships and to gain access to private funds, which are usually

intended to take over public funds after a few years. The number of higher

education institutions involved in the enterprise and job formation is often

quoted as elements of success. More sophisticated analysis, such as using

questionnaires addressed to customers or cost benefit analysis of

programmes, is rare. Evaluation practices seem more widely spread in some

countries than in others e.g. Germany, Finland, Sweden, the United Kingdom

or the United States. In the UK, the Higher Education and Business

Community Interaction Survey provides a number of indicators on research

collaboration, consultancy, intellectual property exploitation, spin-off firms,

study engagement and participation in regional partnerships. The survey

published in 2005 notes an improvement in the quality of interaction between

university and business. 89% of universities are now offering a single point of

enquiry for business and 79% are assisting SME to identify what resource they

need. There has also been an increase in job creation as a direct result of

university spin-offs.

There is a need for higher  education institutions to collectively construct

an overall monitoring and evaluation system, covering all the regional

development issues. This has to be supported by coherent and informative

systems of indicators for the measurement of the regional contribution of

institutions. The system should be able to gather information at the

organisational level, the institutional level and the regional level.

Regional higher education systems

There is a marked difference between OECD countries in how higher

education systems are  steered at the regional and national level and what

weight is given to the regional  dimension.

For example, in the more  market-oriented systems there is an

increasing tendency to expect higher education institutions to be

entrepreneurial, to create partnerships and raise funds from many sources,
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especially the private sector and private fees. This may encourage them to

work closely with regional partners, possibly across all sectors, to diversify

income streams. On the other hand it may militate against regional

engagement which does not promise obvious profit. Pro bono public good

may have little chance when balancing the books is the principal

imperative. Thus regional engagement and development may stand in

opposition to and be disadvantaged by the new entrepreneurialism.

However, by setting priorities and channelling public funds, central

governments can incentivise and persuade some or all higher education

institutions to make regional development an attractive part of their central

business – for example as a means of widening access to higher education

or engaging with SMEs.

A critical choice for governments and higher education institutions is

where and how in a mass system diversification takes place. One option is to

expect most institutions to undertake all forms of academic activity including

research, teaching and community service. Another is to designate some as

mainly or only teaching institutions and to concentrate research in a few

“world class” research-intensive institutions that enjoy much higher status.

Many countries are striving to create world-class centres of excellence. In the

global research context, building a world-class international centre of

excellence is a difficult challenge for an individual country let alone individual

institutions. The bias towards cutting-edge science needs to take account of

the evidence that most innovation is incremental in character and also relies

on non-scientific knowledge such as design, marketing and tooling-up. A

balance therefore needs to be achieved between supporting basic and applied

research within each major region of a country. Research, teaching and

regional development feed one another and need to go together in a virtuous

development cycle.

Extensive and flexible diversification among higher education

institutions may provide countries with a wider capacity to address varied

national and regional needs. The solution to a dichotomy between world-class

research and heavily engaged regionally oriented institutions, however, lies in

developing regional higher education systems in which there is strong

interdependency, with role specialisation. All institutions are then made

responsible together for meeting agreed and required targets across research,

teaching and community service roles. Open regional network systems are a

logical deduction from the needs, problems and pressures in the regions.

Effective regional development, especially in terms of a labour market with

fast-changing skill needs and mobile populations, requires a repertoire of

youth and adult learning opportunities with functioning pathways and co-

operation, not a disjointed set of provisions.
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The regional pillar

Building regional partnerships

Successful partnerships between higher education and the region cannot
be built on one pillar. They will also depend on regional leadership and
collaboration. A key feature of the methodology developed in this OECD review

was the establishment of a regional steering committee composed of higher
education institutions and a wide range of regional stakeholders. In some
regions this was already in place, for example Busan and Jutland-Funen but
often with a focus on one aspect of the development process, usually business

innovation.

Populating and finding a chair for a new grouping can be problematic

where the leadership in the public and private sector is weak. Higher
education leaders are often confronted with a multiplicity of regional agencies
and partnership structures requesting their input and specific outputs in

return for time-limited funding. There can be tensions between different parts
of the region, between different agencies and even within single agencies
which have multiple objectives – for example in a local authority between

town planners required to conserve historic buildings and those charged with
encouraging new investment. The fragmentation of local government, the
issues of who speaks for the private sector and the role of different parts of
central government in the region are common issues.

The same general point holds in federal systems, whether the province or
state is also the region or the region is a smaller or larger entity than the

political region. In all cases the region may have the potential to function more
or less well, depending on a variety of issues such as history and path
dependency, the rationality of its geography, economy, political life and setting

and personnel.

In Canada the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA) is a regional
development agency that reconciles central financing and accountability with

regional control. Its unique character lies in its position within Canada’s
government structure. It has direct access to the upper echelons of political
power while at the same time ensuring its autonomy as a regional agency

(Box 8.5).

Whatever the space to manoeuvre, resources and degree of devolution, it
is essential for the region to create the means whereby its governing and

administrative duties and opportunities can be exercised well, with horizontal
communication as well as effective links to local authorities. In some
countries there is a long tradition of regional government; in others the

attempt to devolve powers is very new. Elected and appointed personnel have
to learn to assume responsibility, liaising across the region’s different
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portfolios but also managing changing relations with central government. In
short higher education’s contribution to regional development requires
effective regional governance. Without this, the full potential of higher
education will not be realised.

Box 8.5. Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA)

Founded in 1987, ACOA is the principal instrument of the Canadian Federal

Government for promoting the economic development and entrepreneurial

culture in the Atlantic Provinces. It is a separate ministry with its own

responsible minister – elected from the region – ensuring that the region’s

voice is heard in Cabinet. Its status allows it to develop distinct policies

adapted to the region with high degree of flexibility. ACOA’s head office is

located in the region where final decision-making power resides, advised by

a local board, in accordance with the normal rules of ministerial consent and

parliamentary accountability.

ACOA aims to make more people aware of opportunities for business

creation and support, thereby helping to increase both the rate of small

business formation and their likelihood of success. It offers programmes and

services for futures entrepreneurs, business owners and managers, non-

commercial organisations, communities and higher education institutions

throughout the region. Education is seen as an important means of

developing entrepreneurial skills and changing mindsets. ACOA has created

programmes aimed at schools and higher education institutions.

ACOA’s longevity has allowed it to experiment and to establish its

credibility as an essential partner across the region. A number of measures

have been developed over the years to increase the contribution of higher

education institutions to regional development. These include the Atlantic

Innovation Fund which has proven to be a key catalyst in encouraging

partnerships among businesses and the research community, including

higher education institutions. The Export Internships for Trade Graduates

programme is another initiative involving higher education institutions. The

Agency, in partnership with Atlantic Canadian post-secondary institutions,

places university students who have completed formal training in the area of

trade with companies actively pursuing new export markets. The programme

provides hands-on, trade-related work experience for students, while

contributing to the export performance of the region by providing SMEs with

in-house trade expertise. ACOA also works with universities in the region to

support their international recruitment efforts, and is considering ways of

strengthening the role that the higher education institutions in the region

play with regard to immigration and the retention of international students.
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Regional strategies

One way of tackling these challenges is through the preparation of

overarching regional development strategies which focus on regional

strengths and  opportunities and address weaknesses and  threats and which

highlight the role higher education can play.2 In several regions participating

in the OECD study such as the Atlantic Canada and the North East of England

research groups within the higher education institutions have played a key

role in shaping strategies which embrace the contribution of higher education.

Such strategies usually cover business, people and places and highlight the

contribution that higher education can make in each of these areas. Specific

action lines include:

● knowledge creation through research and its exploitation (spin-outs,

intellectual property rights, business advisory service);

● knowledge transfer via teaching (worked-based learning, graduate

recruitment, professional development/continuing education);

● cultural provision and campus development  contributing to  vibrant places

that attract and retain  creative people;

● social inclusion embracing  different communities (urban, rural, ethnic);

● marketing the region nationally and internationally (via student

recruitment, research links, alumni linkages, conference activity);

● sustainability.

Strategies and regional plans need to elaborated as a shared task between

governments, higher education institutions, research centres and the

business sector. This should translate into better links between the expertise

of the higher education institutions and the strategic priorities of the region. It

could also coalesce various sectoral plans often designed at the regional level

(technology, health, labour market, etc.). Some regions have initiated such

approaches, but many are still inactive. The strategic plans should help to

diagnose comparative advantages and to build vision based on dynamics of

local and regional economies. They should be transparent with regard to the

stakeholder’s commitment. They would contribute to shape different roles of

higher education institution, including but not restricted to technology issues.

While research intensive universities often give insufficient priority and

investment to activities that are not technology or R&D intensive (e.g. service

related activities), environmental management, tourism, transport services,

culture, sport and leisure can offer new possibilities for higher education

institutions to develop joint activities with the business sector. Related action

plans should be prepared specifying individual tasks, responsibilities,

timelines, resources and performance measures if they are to drive the
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regional agenda forward, be accountable and be comprehensively evaluated

on a regular basis.

Putting the bridge in place

 Funding conjoint action

Many national systems have allocated limited resources to the regional

engagement of higher education institutions. There are, however, some

national initiatives which have been set up to drive the regional agenda of

higher education. Examples of top-down initiatives involving central

government thrust include the US University Centre Programme, the

Box 8.6. Examples of strategic co-operation in regions

Strategy making: In the Netherlands, the Innovation platform Twente,

originally established by the Province of Overrijssel and Network City Twente,

involves representatives from industry, local governments and major higher

education institutions contributing to the development of the region. It

elaborates a vision for an innovative Twente region and publishes a delivery

plan. It has identified key innovative actors and projects that could be

harnessed to boost innovation in five key domain clusters. The delivery plan

aligns funding from municipalities, the province, the RDA behind existing

activities and should help to develop more of integrated multi agents projects

across the five regional clusters.

Building infrastructure for collaboration. In Denmark, in the wake of the local

government reform that came into effect in 2007, Regional Growth Forums

have been established with representatives from the newly created regions,

municipalities, local trade and industry, the institutions of education and

research and the parties of the labour market. Regional Growth Forums are

expected to monitor local and regional opportunities for growth and to

formulate regional development business strategies which can be fed in into

the development plans of the regional councils. The success of this reform and

the forums is dependent on the financial resources that will be devoted to the

new regions and to their ability to influence national and local policy making.

Joint strategies. In Finland, the Ministry of Education has requested higher

education institutions to jointly devise regional strategies for areas that are

larger than a municipality or a county (maakunta). At the same time each

regional council elaborate a four year regional programme for its maakunta.

Though higher education does not belong to the matters governed by the

regional development legislation, the maakunta specific implementation

plans list a number of expectations regarding universities and polytechnics.
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Canadian Federal Government’s Atlantic Innovation Fund which supports

universities in the four Atlantic provinces seeking to undertake R&D projects
with local businesses (Box 8.7) and the already mentioned Korean New
University for Regional Innovation Fund (NURI). (See Chapter 3, Box 3.1.)

Box 8.7. Central government initiatives supporting 
the regional agenda of higher education institutions

In the United States, the Economic Development Administration, EDA (US

Department of Commerce) launched long ago a University Centre Programme

which aims to partner with higher education institutions to improve the

economies and economic development capacities of their service areas with

emphasis on economically distressed communities. The programme funds

proposals for a three year period with most regional offices providing funding

on a year to year basis depending on performance and the availability of

funds. University centre projects provide management and technical

assistance services to communities, counties, districts, non profit

development groups and technology transfer assistance to firms. The

programme co-finances 69 centres housed by universities in 45 States and

Puerto Rico with a budget of USD 7.7 million. A recent evaluation has

examined a number of programme features, including centre effectiveness,

distressed-area targeting, and utilisation of university resources.

In Canada, the Atlantic Investment Partnership was announced in 2000 as

a five-year, CAD 700 million initiative delivered by ACOA and designed to

build new partnerships that will increase the capacity of Atlantic Canadians

to compete in an increasingly global, knowledge-based economy. Through

the Atlantic Investment Partnership, the Government of Canada targeted

major investments in the areas of innovation, community economic

development, trade and investment, and entrepreneurship and business

skills development. The main component of the overall initiative was the

CAD 300 million Atlantic Innovation Fund which is designed to strengthen

the economy of Atlantic Canada by accelerating the development of

knowledge-based industry. The Atlantic Investment Partnership was

renewed in 2005 for another five-year period with a similar level of funding

and with the Atlantic Innovation Fund remaining as its main programme

element. The AIF has proven to be a key catalyst in encouraging strong

partnerships among businesses and the research community including

higher education institutions. Its objectives are to: a) build capacity for

innovation and research and development (R&D) that leads to technologies,

products, processes or services that contribute to economic growth in

Atlantic Canada; b) increase the capacity for commercialisation of R&D

outputs; c) strengthen the region’s innovation capacity by supporting

research, development and commercialisation partnerships and alliances

xxxx
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In most countries the absence of national funding supporting regional

engagement of higher education institutions places greater onus on regional

stakeholders, drawing on national and international resources where

appropriate. One possible solution would be the creation of a single pot of

public funding contributed to by a range of stakeholders which higher

education institutions could draw on against an agreed set of deliverables

which are regularly monitored. Not all higher education institutions in the

region would be expected to do everything. Rather they could select from a

portfolio of programme possibilities to suit their own missions and academic

profile. In many instances programmes are, however, likely to transcend

several institutions and modes of engagement (teaching as well as research)

and may require the establishment of Special Purpose Vehicles to ensure

delivery. Such local actions may persuade national ministries of education

who have laid external engagement duties on higher education institutions

without appropriate support to enter into match funding arrangements.

Accountability and impacts

Working in partnership for regional development requires: a win-win

situation, the capacity to commit to specific short-term decisions with a clear

product and delivery date and sustainability, institutional memory supported

by modern knowledge management system that  transcends changes of

personnel and policy orientation, and formal arrangements for evaluation and

programme enhancement.

One of the challenges of partnership working is that of accountability.

Each of the partners in the higher education/regional  development nexus

have different accountabilities and expectations. Job generation and

Box 8.7. Central government initiatives supporting 
the regional agenda of higher education institutions (cont.)

among private sector firms, universities, research institutions and other

organisations in Atlantic Canada; and d) maximise the region’s ability to

access national R&D funding programs. The Atlantic Innovation  Fund

focuses on R&D projects in the area of natural and applied sciences, as well

as in social sciences, humanities, arts and culture. Assistance is provided to

eligible projects, specifically up to 80% of total eligible cost for non-

commercial projects and up to 75% of total eligible costs for commercial

projects. Contributions to the private sector are conditionally repayable based

on commercial success. Contributions to non-commercial organisations such

as research institutes in universities, are non repayable.
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placemaking is not a responsibility of higher education, nor is higher

education a responsibility of local government and only in certain countries of

regional government. Impacts of engagement are difficult to measure. It is

virtually impossible ex post to determine how much any improvement in

regional economic performance or reduction of inequalities is due solely to

interventions by higher education institutions working in partnership with

regional agencies.

Notwithstanding the difficulties in measuring impacts, there is a need to

invest in a rigorous machinery to undertake baseline analyses specifically

designed by partners to address regional weaknesses, build on strengths,

contain threats and exploit opportunities. Baseline studies need to be followed

by regular monitoring of outcomes. This process will require external peer

review. It will require input from all of the stakeholders to ensure their

individual accountabilities are taken care of in the analyses.

Realising the potential of higher education to contribute 
to regional development

The preceding discussion has implicitly accepted a network model for

moving towards higher education and regional development systems. It has

not advocated a centralised steering approach whereby the national

government directs individual higher education institutions to undertake

particular tasks in specific locations. Nor for reasons partly related to the

problem of appropriate metrics has a market driven model based on

performance or output measures been proposed. Rather the emphasis has

been on a bottom-up approach of collaborative working where all the partners

appreciate the mutual benefits of coming together. Insofar as steering occurs

the approach favoured has been of peer learning through sharing of good

practice.

To succeed such regional collaboration needs a national framework

consistent between the domains of higher education and territorial

development which facilitates or permits conjoint action at the sub-national

level. There is some evidence that national governments are moving away

from strictly prescribing tasks for regional or local governments and what

higher education institutions should do where. Movements towards greater

direct participation of citizens and businesses in the affairs of state locally and

nationally and in the co-production of knowledge are reinforcing these

tendencies and thus assisting with the building of bridges between regional

institutions and higher education institutions. While the extent of local and

regional empowerment and the extent to which it embraces higher education

vary significantly from country to country, without this empowerment it is

difficult to see how the potential for higher education institutions to actively
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contribute to regional development can be realised. With the right conditions

regional engagement can become a crucible within which more dynamic and
open higher education institutions can be forged, both responding to and
shaping developments in the wider society.

Notes

1. These centres include the Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS) at
Twente University, the Centre for Urban and Regional Development Studies
(CURDS) at Newcastle University (North East England), the Leslie Harris Centre of
Regional Policy and Development at Memorial University (Newfoundland, Atlantic
Canada), the Institute for Sustainability Health and Regional Engagement
(iSHARE) at the University of the Sunshine Coast, and the Centre for the Study of
Higher Education Management (CEGES) at the Technical University of Valencia.

2. Higher education institutions are well placed to provide regions and communities
with numerous services. They have the expertise to analyse future challenges
from a multidisciplinary perspective and identify policy options and scenarios for
the future. They are a reservoir of ideas and innovations and can be valuable
contributors to the regional development policy process. While foresight and
visioning exercises are mainly used at the national level, it has only started in
some countries to trickle down to regions and sub-regions.
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