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Chapter 7 

Contribution of Higher Education to Social, 
Cultural and Environmental Development: 

Overcoming the Barriers

Regional development is often thought of in economic terms only,
and with a focus on technology-based development. The current
OECD project briefing notes, however, suggested a wider
interpretation. This chapter looks to the wider community
engagement of higher education institutions. Through case studies
it reviews the attitudes and practices of higher education
institutions in relation to the social, cultural and environmental
development of the region, not only as means to economic progress
but also as ends in themselves. It identifies three key drivers in this
domain: first, beneficial framework conditions, second, existence of
networks for sustained co-operation and, third, local conditions
which create a sense of urgency.

Contribution of higher education to social, 
cultural and environmental development…
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Social, cultural and environmental developments have demonstrable if

indirect economic as well as intrinsic benefits. They offer benefits

underpinning and stabilising economic growth, as well as direct benefits in

terms of community health and welfare, social cohesion, a diverse cultural

and community life, and a clean, healthy, sustainable and self-renewing

natural and man-made environment with robust and serviceable institutions

including higher education institutions themselves. The costs of social and

cultural exclusion and impoverishment can be calculated in the breakdown of

law and order and the bill for law enforcement, lack of earning power of the

under-educated and unemployed, the cost of health services and welfare

benefits to the sick on sink estates and in economically collapsed areas. The

same principle applies to environmental damage, where quantifiable

measures may be closer to reach, and impact statements have become more

common. (See e.g. OECD 2006i; OECD, 2007d, forthcoming.)

The idea that higher education institutions belong to and are at the

service of their communities dates at least from the mid-19th century in the

case of the United States Land Grant institutions. Despite the different

missions and histories, most higher education institutions see social and

cultural contribution as part of their role. They contribute to urban and rural

area regeneration, health and social care, library services, research for

community benefit as well as cultural, and environmental development. Their

staff and students play civic and voluntary roles serving in local government

and leading and participating in community associations, adding to the

region’s stock of human and social capital. Some fields of study, especially

medical, social work and teacher training, lend themselves to student

activities which make a contribution to the social good, sometimes voluntarily

or pro bono, sometimes as part of work placements. This may include direct

provision of medical and clinical facilities and services; other examples can be

found as in law, with legal aid to those in need and poverty.

Higher education institutions can play an important role in the vitalisation

and regeneration of cities and regions. Regions can regenerate themselves

through the complementary and cumulative efforts of formal and informal

learning, economic actions, social measures and cultural/intercultural practices

which work in reciprocal movement. Accordingly, the cumulative effect takes

place if measures are taken not only for creating an attractive environment for

economic activity and inward investment but also for wealth distribution, social
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cohesion and the removal of barriers to learning opportunities and raising

aspirations. (Bélanger, 2006). Figure 7.1 below attempts to describe a model for

regional regeneration.

The current OECD study draws attention to a number of activities linked

to the social, cultural and environmental role of the higher education

institutions. Whilst many of the initiatives were excellent in their own right,

they often remained marginal endeavours. The primary focus of concerted

efforts was clearly on business related competitiveness and measurable

outcomes related to this. There is, however, evidence that concentrating solely

on business, competitiveness and technological advancement involves a risk

of reduced sense of belonging on the part of people in the remote areas and in

the fringes of the society as well as under-optimal use of human resources.

Arguing the social, civil and sustainability case in specific economic terms

may, however, be a necessary expedient to take social, cultural and

environmental issues up the agenda.

Health and welfare

Higher education institutions often have a strong emphasis placed upon

health and welfare services including neighbourhood renewal and community

development. These forms of public service involvement represent a massive

part of the business of the higher education and the region, but the scale of

work of higher education institutions is often overlooked. The research-based

work carried out in medicine and health illustrates that high quality

international level research is not jeopardised by regional co-operation and

application.

Figure 7.1. Regenerating the region adapted from Barnley’s model

Source: Belanger, 2006.
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Higher education institutions contribute to health, safety, physical fitness

and general social well-being of the regions residents through their learning
programmes, research, services and infrastructure. Examples include Busan,
Korea, where there is a number of activities in the medical, health and social
welfare fields including a range of special programmes for different groups in

need. The role of university medical schools in contributing to community
health is strengthened by voluntary community service groups, free medical
services and special outreach activities. In the North East of England, which lags
behind in many health indicators, the region’s Public Health Observatory is

housed at the Durham University and works with the Regional Development
Agency to turn regional data into information which is useful for carrying out
successful health policies. The work of the Wolfson Research  Institute on
Queen’s College Stockton campus of the University of Durham focuses on

research on medicine, health and wellbeing of people and places with particular
emphasis on analysing these issues in the North East of England. It has turned
the region into a laboratory for university research. Newcastle University’s
Cancer Unit has become part of the regional health system. In Denmark, higher

education institutions are working in close collaboration with the public health
system, e.g. Alexandra Institute in Aarhus is carrying out R&D projects for user-
driven ICT-based innovation in hospitals and public health.

Most OECD countries are faced with a rapidly ageing population. There is
a need to keep the ageing population – which often has low skills – active in
working life and also to support the functional independence of the elderly in
order to decrease the costs of social and health care services. In the current

OECD study the emphasis on this challenge was evident e.g. in Finland and
Korea, both experiencing exceptionally rapid demographic change. While the
Jyväskylä region in Finland had already taken steps to mobilise higher
education in this agenda in a more systematic manner, Busan did not yet

show evidence of integrative development strategy in the so-called “Silver
Industry” in which higher education institutions could be centrally involved.
The difference may be attributed not only the small size and the limited
number of higher education institutions in Central Finland, but also to the fact
that in Jyväskylä gerontology has a strong multidisciplinary knowledge base

within the higher education institutions and a long tradition of community
level intervention. The public authorities, regional and local, have played a key
role as facilitators because their social services are potential customers for the
technology and systems being developed (Box 7.1).

Community regeneration and rural development

In declining urban areas, higher education institutions can have a
positive impact through their campuses and other property assets for the
provision, for example, of low-cost student accommodation and low-cost
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Box 7.1. Jyväskylä conjoint effort to respond to the challenges 
of ageing population

Finland has one of the fastest ageing populations among the OECD

countries. Central Finland has particularly pronounced regional disparities in

this field. For example, the small community of Luhanka in the southern part

of Central Finland is the “oldest” in the country in terms of its population:

33% of population is over 65 years old whereas for Central Finland the

corresponding figure is 17%. In addition, the Jyväskylä region in the core of

the region is one of the fastest growing city regions in the country. Due to

rapid structural change it lags behind the national average in terms of long

term and youth unemployment rates, as well as the share of the population

receiving social assistance. The demographic and structural changes are

closely linked to the social and health care provision.

Good practice of collaboration between higher education and regional and

national stakeholders include the WIRE programme which seeks to enhance the

life quality and social inclusion of the long-term unemployed. The Jyväskylä

University of Applied Sciences is working with a wide range of stakeholders to

bring the long-term employed back into working life. The programme has been

running over a ten year period using a range of physical and social

rehabilitation measures, in part through a Rehabilitation Service Clinic which is

a student training centre of the University. A wide range of partners is involved

across public, private and third sectors. The WIRE approach has proved a

success in empowering the long-term unemployed, encouraging them to

acquire new skills and getting them back into employment; in 2000-2004 it

contributed to the re-employment of 800 persons who no longer generate social

cost but instead contribute to the regional and national prosperity. WIRE has

been recognised as the best practice by the National Research and Development

Centre for Welfare and Health (STAKES). Its methods are being embedded into

the service systems of the municipalities in Central Finland. WIRE is also one of

the best practice cases linked with the European EuroHealthNet which aims at

decreasing health inequalities in Europe.

In the 1990s, Jyväskylä Science Park launched a special programme for the

development of the new emerging Wellness industry combining education

and research in the university. During the following ten years, the region

developed a system to translate leading-edge research in health and physical

activity amongst older people into products and services that could benefit

an ageing population served by the municipal authorities. Activities are

based on the strong multidisciplinary knowledge base in gerontology and

basic research which is funded by the Academy of Finland. An independent

foundation, Gerocenter, has been established with a representation from civil

society and funded by Finland’s Slot Machine Association (RAY) to underpin

the development of systems and services to support active ageing.

xxxxxxxxxx
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student transportation initiatives. When linked in with the local and

municipal authority, the higher education institutions can add to the general

amenity of the town centre, for example parks and gardens, safety, recreation.

The contracting out of HEI catering, cleaning, financial and other services can

add to the employment based of depressed urban and rural areas in which the

campuses are located.

Higher education institutions can also target part of their core functions,

i.e. research and teaching, to regenerate disadvantaged geographical

communities. For example, in Twente (Netherlands) the redevelopment of the

Roombeek estate in Enschede involves a partnership between two higher

education institutions and the community sector. It provides research

support, including student dissertation projects, in the rebuilding of a suburb

devastated in an industrial disaster in 2000. The partnership approach to

integrative regeneration is already judged a success and being emulated

elsewhere. The case is unusual in being triggered by a particular disaster and

concerned with the regeneration of a poor urban area.

The North East of England has witnessed a rapid decline in traditional

industries. The University of Sunderland, the public authorities and private

donors have engaged in the regeneration of the Wearside area devastated by

shipbuilding collapse while the Durham University is working in the deprived

are of Stockton through the new Queen’s College. In Newcastle, the two

universities are engaged in the regeneration of the deprived West End and

other parts of the city and the wider region.

The University of Mount Allison in Canada offers a Rural and Small Town

Programme which prepares people and organisations for developing

sustainable rural communities and small towns. The programme links

Box 7.1. Jyväskylä conjoint effort to respond to the challenges 
of ageing population (cont.)

Translation of research into products is facilitated by the Wellness Dream

Lab. Practice-based applied research in hospitals and community services,

and practitioner training are undertaken in the Jyväskylä University of

Applied Science. There is also a flow of practitioners into the research

programmes in the University of Jyväskylä to undertake higher degrees. A

Human Technology Forum has been established so that actors in the system

meet and exchange knowledge and experience. A building (Viveca), owned

and managed by the Science Park, houses selected parts of the above chain,

including spin-off companies.
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research and action by generating and sharing new knowledge, developing

self-help tools and providing information and educational services.

Networks for rural regeneration led by higher education institutions have

been established for example in Central Finland, Twente in the Netherlands

and the North East of England. A rural enterprise initiative of the University of

Twente (Kansrijk Eigen Baas or KEB) supports innovation and enterprise in

declining agricultural settings, working with a local bank to access small

loans. Newcastle University is leading the Northern Rural Network bringing

together more than 600 researchers and rural development practitioners from

businesses, public agencies and the voluntary sector in the region the

neighbouring regions of Cumbria, Lancashire and North Yorkshire to help

rural and regional development. It has operationalised a model of locally

centred rural development. Almost 400 firms have benefited from students’

work. The approach is unique in the way it copes with the low base of

aspiration of the micro enterprises and the voluntary sector. The free

membership has more than doubled over the past three years.

Culture and creative industries

Culture as an agent of development takes three forms:

● culture as an end in itself, enhancing the quality of life;

● indirect economic benefit in attracting and retaining the creative classes

which drive the knowledge society;

● direct contribution to the  creative industries through enterprise formation,

growth, productivity and employment.

Higher education institutions can make a contribution to the cultural

foundation of a region and to the quality of life of the community. They can do

this through culturally-based learning programmes and research projects that

increase awareness, provide policy advice and services for culturally diverse

groups. Higher education institutions can engage with cultural groups to help
build their  capacity to better serve their members. They can also make

available for public access a wide range of culturally-specific infrastructure,

such as museums, libraries, galleries, orchestras, auditoriums, sporting

facilities, community radio and television stations. They may also sponsor

cultural festivals and performances, offer specialist expertise and take part in

specific cultural initiatives and events.

Richard Florida (2002) has proposed that a booming economy is driven by

the presence of “creative class”, who are attracted to cities characterised by

talent, tolerance and technology. Higher education institutions help to

connect city-regions (and nations) to global flows of knowledge and talent,

thereby enhancing regional competitiveness. Furthermore, higher education
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institutions can build social inclusion and cohesion by creating more diverse,

multicultural and tolerant communities (see e.g. Gertler and Vinodrai, 2004).
Through this process, they internationalise their regions and act as anchors
for creative thinking and activity and have a positive effect on inward
investment. There is often, however, no overall strategy to link the
internationalisation of the higher education institution to the region building
to make the region a more diversified and culturally developed place,

interesting and attractive to people and business. Active measures are not
taken to link the international students and the faculty with region and its
working life. There is also a lack of effective use of the higher education
institution’s international linkages and alumni.

The creative class is closely linked to human capital and business
formation. Evidence comes from the United Kingdom where the creative
industries are the fastest growing sector of the economy: between 1997 and
2002 it grew at around twice the rate of the rest of the economy at an average
of 6% per annum. It contributes about 8% towards UK GDP and employs almost
2 million people. Exports have grown by an average of 11% per annum during

the same period, contributing over GBP 11 billion to the balance of trade, more
than the construction, insurance and pensions industries and twice that of
the pharmaceutical sector. Graduates from creative arts, design and media
courses are entrepreneurial and about one third of all self-employed first
degree graduates come from these disciplines. The sector is one of the most
highly educated with around 43% having degrees of higher level qualification,

compared with 16% of the workforce in total. (DCMS, 2006).

Creative sector is also a major economic driver globally: it accounts for 7%
of GDP and is growing at 10% per annum. A number of countries, regions and
cities, e.g. Queensland, New Zealand, Hong Kong and Singapore, have
developed their strategies for Creative Industries emphasising the sector’s

economic impact. Also China is making heavy investments in the Creative
Industries and applying a broad definition of creativity. (DCMS, 2006).

Some regions in the OECD study aim to reinvent themselves as “creative
places” with the help of their higher education institutions: In Trøndelag,

Norway, the vision of Trondheim as a creative city has been developed by local
and regional authorities. State of Nuevo León has launched Regia Metrópoli
project which aims to highlight historical and cultural heritage of the region.
Busan in Korea seeks to brand itself as “Dynamic Busan” with a revived
cultural centre which will attract inward investments and human capital. The
Busan International Film Festival is more than ten years old and Asia’s largest

film festival, supported in different ways by several higher education
institutions in a concerted attempt to recreate a strong cultural identity for
Busan. Examples of longstanding collaboration in the arts arena include e.g.

the cross-border region Öresund where the Cultural Bridge Fund for
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strengthening cultural cooperation has been an important tool for building a

more integrated culture across the Strait. There was also evidence of

collaborative efforts between higher education institutions and their cities

and regions to create a new location for collaborative cultural activity (e.g.

Twente Music Quarter, Aalborg, Denmark and to a smaller scale in Jyväskylä).

In general, however, the stakeholders inside and outside of the higher

education institutions had not yet fully recognised the potential for

collaboration, partnership and advocacy in culture and creative industries.

Examples from across the UK show that development of the cultural sector

can lead directly to regeneration, increased investment and growth in city

regions. For example, commercial businesses have been attracted by the

development of cultural and creative hub in Manchester’s Northern Quarter

and Quayside in Newcastle. The North East England example demonstrates

the importance of flagship projects in mobilising the region building. It also

highlights the importance of collaboration between higher education

institutions and regional stakeholders (Box 7.2).

While culture and creative industries may be perceived as elitist, sport

can provide opportunities for all social groups. Many higher education

institutions provide sports activities and facilities for their own students and

staff but there is only limited evidence of using sports strategically as a means

of region building. In the North East of England sport is, however, regarded as

a great leveller in facilitating knowledge sharing between higher education

institutions and their communities. Sport is used in helping address

disparities, in retaining a well-rounded and educated workforce, promoting

social equity and impacting positively on the daily lives of the communities.1

Environmental sustainability

Higher education institutions can contribute to sustainable
environmental development in their regions in many ways, for example by:

● generating human capital in the region through their learning and further
education programmes in areas of sustainable development;

● acting as a source of expertise through research, consultancy and
demonstration;

● playing a brokerage role in bringing together diverse regional actors and
elements of capacity to the sustainability process;

● demonstrating good practice through on-campus management and

development activities, strategic planning, building design, waste
minimisation and water and energy efficiency practice, responsible
purchasing programmes and pursuing good citizen type initiatives like a
“green campus”;
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● offering recognition and reward incentives for staff to be involved in

sustainable development leadership groups in the regional community.

Higher education institutions are not only consumers of non-renewable

energy and generators of CO2, they are also sources of technological and

organisational expertise in this field. At the heart of this global challenge is

the link between the opportunities arising from technology-based research

(e.g. the exploitation of geothermal energy sources) and its  incorporation into

the actions in the wider community where regional and local agencies such as

local government can play a key role, for example through the land use

planning systems. Students and alumni as future responsible actors and

opinion formers could also be critical members of regional as well as global

Box 7.2. Cultural and creative industries in region building

Newcastle-Gateshead’s joint bid to be nominated European Capital of

Culture for the United Kingdom attracted attention to the role of culture in

the city regions. Although ultimately unsuccessful, the bidding process

provided a concrete goal upon which a wide range of public, private and

community partners including the higher education institutions could work

together. In the long run, the Capital of Culture bid represents only an episode

within a range of high-profile cultural development projects and networks

within the region including the Year of the Visual Arts in 1996 and the

development of the Culture 10 strategy.

The universities in the North East have recognised the potential for

collaboration, partnership and advocacy in culture and cultural industries

which are seen as a major source of growth for the region. They collaborate to

drive the renaissance of local culture and e.g. support the two major

developments on the Tyne: The Baltic Contemporary Arts Centre and the

Sage Gateshead Music Centre. Each university has its own strengths to drive

the cultural agenda.  For example, The Centre for Cultural Policy and

Management of Northumbria University provides advice, project

development and research in relation to cultural policy and is working closely

together with the range of cultural stakeholders in the region. Newcastle

University in partnership with Sage Gateshead Music Centre and the region’s

other universities a national Centre of Excellence in Teaching and Learning in

Music which inter alia uses music as a pathway from the community into a

wide range of academic programmes. The University is also leading a

partnership of local bodies to establish a Cultural Quarter which will

transform the space where the city and the university meet into an area of

social and cultural activity. The higher education regional association and its

special committee for culture have a brokerage role in all these projects.
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learning systems. Embedding sustainability into study programme can thus

have long term effects on the working life through “knowledge  transfer on
legs” i.e. students and graduates shaping the working life. This requires
articulation from within the region outside the higher education institutions
as well as inside the institutions.

At the first Earth Summit in 1972 in Stockholm, education was identified
as fundamental to the successful achievement of sustainable development.
Since then progress has been patchy. A necessary injection of urgency was
given in 2005 when the United Nations adopted a Decade of Education for

Sustainable Development. An essential part of the subsequent strategies for
Europe/North America, Australia/Asia and Africa is the requirement to
develop national education for sustainable development policies. Some
countries like the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and to some extent the
Nordic countries have these in place already.

Many higher education institutions have introduced or are in the process
of introducing sustainability development policies, statements and visions.

Some have developed estate management systems and supplier policies
which are geared towards minimising energy use and are also working to
reduce the “travel foot print” of their staff and students. There is also a wide
range of R&D activities and consultancy services available to facilitate and
embed environmental management systems into local businesses. For
example, in Nuevo León, Mexico, the Monterrey campus of the ITESM has a

Centre for Environmental Quality which has since 1961 provided a broad range
of teaching, research, consulting, laboratory services, extension courses and
continuing education in environmental quality. In Central Finland, the
approach of the two higher education institutions to environmental
development is an example of complementary work between polytechnics
and universities with broad indirect and direct community involvement to

support the aim to make the region free from fossil fuels by 2015. In the
Canary Islands, the Forum for Sustainable Development is bringing together
higher education institutions and a range of governmental and other agencies
in a situation where the two universities often seemed to be at loggerheads
and the region has yet to find a way of harnessing their energies effectively in
the region’s interest.

Sunshine-Fraser Coast: Building on local assets

In the Sunshine-Fraser Coast the higher education sector provides
education for local students and also aims to attract external students whose

fee income provides institutional stability. The University of the Sunshine
Coast has chosen to do this through building a critical mass in subjects which
are of local interest and for which the local environment provides an
interesting “laboratory” or case study. The university has developed courses in
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coastal studies, marine tourism, and plant/marine biotechnology. It has also

developed partnerships with local businesses and created an infrastructure
which gives it a competitive edge in delivering these courses with local
applicability. The Institute for Sustainability, Health and Regional Engagement
(iSHARE) has provided an institutional framework for this work. (See Box 7.3.)

In general, however, the OECD study revealed only limited conjoint action
in the domain of environmental sustainability. International experience in

this field shows that individual university approach cannot work alone and
what is needed is an approach that targets education systems complemented
by organisational change of institutions in that system. This is happening for
example in the United Kingdom through the Sustainability Integration Group
(SIGnet) a body made up of all the organisations that plan, fund and regulate
the higher education sector, facilitated by Forum for the Future. In addition,

there is a need for a strategic partnership between the higher education
institutions and their region. This can play a key role is environmental
sustainability generally and global warming in particular.

Box 7.3. Institute for Sustainability, Health and Regional 
Engagement (iSHARE)

The Institute for Sustainability, Health and Regional Engagement (iSHARE)

of the University of the Sunshine Coast provides a research platform for the

interface between environment and health disciplines. A regional advisory

board brings community, business leaders, and researchers together to

engage in identification of priorities. There is also an international

benchmarking group to provide input and feedback. An example of

collaborative research under the administration of iSHARE is The Fraser

Island Research and Education Facility, developed in co-operation with the

Kingfisher Bay Resort and Village.

This teaching and research laboratory on Fraser Island, along with an

environmental camp, provides a base for advanced environmental and eco-

tourism research and education. The significant level of private sector

support for this facility from the Kingfisher Bay Resort, as well as the

interaction between the university and the Resort in identification of relevant

research and education projects, makes this facility a model of collaboration.

As a result of this initiative, the university research capacity has been

enhanced and the eco-tourism offerings through Kingfisher Bay Resort have

been strengthened.
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The case of Nuevo León in Mexico

In Nuevo León the community development agenda is driven by the state
government which has included an entire programme in its State
Development Plan aimed at transforming the urban image of Monterrey’s
metropolitan area through a series of projects with the different
municipalities and through building up an urban centre using a series of

symbols embodied by cultural and recreational, educational, religious and
leisure centres.

Underpinning the efforts is a social commitment and responsibility
which is facilitated by the federal government’s requirement of mandatory

student social service as a graduation requirement. While there are national
concerns about the way social service is operationalised, it has potential for
much impact in Mexican society and has generated good results in
mainstreaming community service activities into the core business of the
higher education institutions (Box 7.4) (see also OECD, 2006).

The programmes developed by individual higher education institutions
are notable for their partnership and their capacity to work across all sectors
in sustained commitment. There is, however, limited evidence of systematic
inter-institutional co-operation between different institutions. Mandatory
social service is not underpinned with specific incentives or monitoring of

results. More could be achieved with conjoint action and for example opening
the well-developed cultural and sport services to the people.

Conclusions: from entrepreneurial university to the socially 
engaged university

While the wider contribution of higher education to community

development and cultural change seem to be relatively under-developed in
many regions, there are  notable exceptions where higher education
institutions have embraced the role of “good regional citizenship”. There are
three key drivers which facilitate active engagement of higher education
institutions in this area:

● beneficial framework conditions created by the government, e.g. legislation
and funding;

● existence of networks for sustained co-operation;

● local conditions creating a sense of urgency.

These key factors were present to a varying degree in two cases of the

current OECD study. In Mexico, mandatory social service for higher education
students coupled with the local conditions provides a framework for
enhanced community service. This is a national approach and Mexico thus
gives an interesting model for countries seeking to mobilise their higher
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education to strengthen a social contribution through teaching and

assessment channels. In the North East of England the existence of a long-

standing higher education  regional association and a  shared experience of a

struggling rustbelt area remote from the centre of power and lagging on many

socio-economic indicators work towards the same end. In this case the

context is regional, but in both, higher education institutions, despite their

different identities and histories, see community engagement as part of their

mission and work. The form that it takes depends on the character and

location of the institution and on the particular socio-economic and

regeneration needs of the city or region.

In general, however, the softer and longer term community development

and cultural issues remain relatively under-developed. This can be attributed to

national policy environments and to the pressures on and behaviour of higher

education institutions in this environment. The problems of measurement of

impacts and limited resources, including absence of incentives for institutions

Box 7.4. Mandatory social service for higher education 
students in Mexico

Mexican students in public (and some private) institutions are required to

perform public service. Established in the 1940s, to assist marginal rural and

urban communities it has expanded to productive sector and public,

municipal, state and federal entities using collaboration programmes and

inter-institutional agreements. Social service lasts between 6-12 months but

the duration is in no case less than 480 hours. The concept of Student Social

Service as a graduation requirement in higher education has the potential for

much impact in the society. While it provides a powerful mechanism for

region building it often remains paternalistic and aid-based rather than

aligned with the community development objectives. To take a full advantage

of the social service closer links between social service programmes and local

development efforts need to be created. There is also need to incentivise this

work and monitor the outcomes.

The University of Monterrey’s Center for Solidarity and Philanthropy

enables the university community to take part in community work

programmes designed to empower people and enhance social growth.

Courses in Mexican Reality, Ethics and Social Responsibility and Social

Community Development are linked with social service projects in the field.

The University of Monterrey has twenty years’ experience in working with

low income communities and is involved with more than a hundred

collaborative programmes with social work institutions.



7. CONTRIBUTION OF HIGHER EDUCATION TO SOCIAL, CULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL DEVELOPMENT…

HIGHER EDUCATION AND REGIONS: GLOBALLY COMPETITIVE, LOCALLY ENGAGED – ISBN 978-92-64-03414-3 – © OECD 2007 179

and staff members influence all the wider aspects of development. Funding for

regional development is typically project-based, short term and tightly focused
on an economic task. Staff promotion is usually dependent on publication, not
on engagement in the 3rd task activities. Narrowly defined output targets within
short time frames to which higher education institutions’ income streams are
tied militate against building the social as well as economic infrastructure on
which sustainable (and measurable) development is based. By virtue of using

comparative and often competitive indicators for national purposes they also
militate against the kind of regional diversity built on different endogenous
strengths and assets which provides an underlying logic for decentralisation.

To take this agenda forward, there is a need for higher education
institutions to undertake and disseminate an audit of their engagement in the
social, cultural and environmental development of the region, highlighting

examples of good practice locally as well as elsewhere.2 This should be
followed by a preparation of joint strategies between the higher education
institutions and the appropriate public bodies who should use their resources
to underpin selective programmes of action within the higher education
institutions.3 However, until governments at national and regional levels (and
indeed at European Union and other international agency levels) include

social, cultural and environmental dimensions into the agenda, this aspect of
regional development including higher education partnership will continue to
struggle.

Finally, the public good implies access to the reservoir of knowledge
generated in higher education, how that knowledge is used to the benefit of

the wider society, not just the academy and last but not least the role of the
society in the co-production of this knowledge. The Council of Europe (2002)
has argued that it is higher education’s responsibility to foster the
commitment of citizens to sustain public action aimed at the wellbeing of
society at large rather than just individual benefits. It should promote the
values of democratic structures and processes, active citizenship, human

rights and social justice; environmental sustainability and dialogue. While
these are abstract and global aspirations, the word “citizen” does have a
specific territorial connotation. Many of the goods and bads of modern society
become transparent at the city and regional level and public discourse around
them leading to action can and should be mobilised by higher education
institutions working with their regional partners. The capacity of these

partnerships to enter into such mature dialogues is the subject of the next
chapter.
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Notes

1. The Directors of Sport of the five universities in the North East of England have
come together to build innovative sporting engagement with local communities.
The universities draw on the resources of a student population; students are now
working alongside young people in the local communities to help develop
leadership and life skills, as well as sporting capability. The partnership is in the
process of building on the concept of Sport Universities to develop more inclusive
partnering with local communities.

2. Higher education staff and students lead community associations and serve in
local government positions, adding to the region’s stock of human and social
capital. Systematic mapping of the links and networks of their staff was carried
out only in a few higher education institutions. There is generally a lack of
comprehensive information on “who” is engaged with “what” as a way to
achieving more systematic regional engagement by the higher education
institutions.

3. There are different ways of exploring this complex, multi-stranded area. Different
types of  typologies may help higher education institutions to address holistically
their regional social, cultural and environmental engagement: 1) Classifying
between the social, cultural, and economic in a scorecard way to appraise
institutional success; 2) Distinguishing different processes and methods of
nurturing social, cultural and environmental contributions to identify the
effective or deficient modes of self-development, outreach, partnership and
delivery; and 3) Distinguishing activities that are mainstreamed into regular
programmes of teaching and research from the add-ons.
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