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Chapter 1 

Introductory Remarks

This chapter briefly illustrates the various dimensions of regional
engagement of higher education and provides a definition for this
activity. It describes the OECD study encompassing intensive
analysis of higher education institutions’ engagement at regional
level. It explains the aims and the methodology of the thematic
review including self evaluation and external evaluation. It
highlights the developmental focus of the OECD study and the aim
to support partnership building in the participating regions.
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Introduction

Regional economies depend on the interplay between a number of
factors. Obvious features include the natural resource base, physical

infrastructure, the environment, existing and emerging businesses and the
skill base of the population. However, other factors including their tradition
and history, the explicit policy frameworks for regional development and the

availability of education and lifelong learning opportunities are becoming
critical factors in enhancing regional competitiveness and economic

performance.

With some notable exceptions, higher education institutions, particularly

research-intensive universities, have traditionally tended to be self-contained
entities focused on the creation and development of basic knowledge for the

national and/or the global economy with limited emphasis on local and
regional needs. This has, however, changed recently. The active involvement

of national governments and supra-national organisations such as the
European Union in setting regional policy frameworks and incentives and/or

infrastructure to achieve regional development goals has impacted on the
higher education sector. The recognition that higher education can play a key

role in development is now a fundamental underpinning of most economic
development strategies, both at international, national and regional level. It is
becoming recognised that the two perspectives – the national/international

and the regional/local – can be complementary, reinforcing one another. The
issue is often more a question of balance than of substitution.

Impact on regional economics

Higher education makes considerable direct economic contribution to the

local and  regional economy. Higher education institutions are employers and
customers as well as suppliers of goods and services. Their staff and student

expenditure have a direct effect on income and employment in the cities and
regions. Higher education institutions can also widen the tax base. At the

same time, they are consumers of local government services and local firms’
products. These interactions are sometimes called backward linkages

(Felsenstein, 1996). In regions with a well represented higher education sector
the contribution to the regional GDP can be significant. For example, in

peripheral regions, the expenditure of higher education institutions may
range from 2 to 4% of regional GDP.1
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While the backward linkages are important to regional development,

there are also indirect impacts linked to human capital, pool of knowledge and
attractiveness of the local area. Emerging models of regional development
emphasise development that is based on unique assets and circumstances of
the region as well as the development of knowledge-based industries. This
has resulted in a re-examination of the role of higher education institutions in
the regions. A knowledge-based or learning economy requires a larger number

of graduates and an employment orientation in teaching. It also requires the
provision of lifelong learning opportunities for a wide variety of traditional
and non-traditional learners. Moreover, if higher education institutions want
to contribute to regional economic development, they must do more than
simply educate – they must engage with the regions and contribute to the
development of knowledge-intensive jobs which will enable graduates to find

local employment and remain in their communities. They must also respond
to the needs of the established firms in terms of skills upgrading and
technology transfer. Higher education institutions are thus expected to be
involved not only in the creation of knowledge, but also in the application of
knowledge, often with their local and regional communities. They are
expected to take an interdisciplinary approach to their activities and engage in

partnerships with industry, with communities and with a wide variety of
stakeholders. These factors impact on all aspects of the role of the higher
education institution – teaching, research and community service.

Higher education and cities

While much policy development in this field has involved central
governments, there is scope for action at the metro-regional level, which
combines both the physical proximity at which collaboration is easiest and
the sufficient scale to capture synergetic effect and diversity. Cities and city-
regions have interest in supporting local higher education institution’s

regional involvement. They benefit from the presence of a higher education
institution, which represents not only a main asset but could be a magnet to
inward investment and talent. Flagship areas of expertise of local higher
education institutions can be highlighted by city authorities in branding their
city as centres of entrepreneurship, innovation and creativity.

Partnerships between city-regions and higher education institutions are
particularly fruitful in three domains: first, matching supply and demand in

the local labour market; second, promoting local economic development; and
third, contributing to regional systems of governance.

Metropolitan regions often face shortages in highly skilled workers
because of insufficient or maladjusted local skill supply or brain drain. Cities
and their higher education institutions can gather labour market intelligence
and identify how the labour market needs can be met by higher education.
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They can also jointly develop new models of decision-making which increase

economic competitiveness and reduce social exclusion (ODPM, 2004). Higher
education institutions have the potential to provide support, expert analysis
and guidance for cities. Thus, they can also promote and facilitate the
decentralisation and devolution process through developing linkages within
the broader city-region.

Strategic partnerships between the cities and their urban research-
intensive universities serve as a vehicle for sharing experience and providing
common policy responses. These coalitions seek to make a positive difference

in urban environments. They can also take the form of sub-regional alliances
with communities and agencies to deliver economic, physical and social
regeneration project. Frameworks such as science cities help to link and
reorganise research units and centres of excellence with regional industries
and strength.

With the processes of globalisation and localisation, the local availability
of knowledge and skills is becoming increasingly important. In the globalising

knowledge economy higher education institutions are seen as sources of
knowledge and innovation and engines of growth, making contributions to
the economic, social and cultural development of their societies. This has
meant new expectations to be fulfilled by higher education institutions. The
question is how to translate them into relevant policy measures and
institutional reforms.

In this publication regional engagement of higher education refers to a
number of dimensions, including:

● knowledge creation in the region through research and its exploitation via
technology transfer (spin out companies, intellectual property rights and

consultancy);

● human capital formation and knowledge transfer (localisation of learning

process by work-based learning, graduate employment in the region,
continuing education, professional development and lifelong learning
activities);

● cultural and community development contributing to the milieu, social
cohesion and sustainable development on which innovation in the region
depends.

The need for greater regional engagement and mutual development of
capabilities is becoming widely acknowledged. Many OECD countries have
strengthened the regional role and contribution of higher education. Often,

the regional mission has been characterised as a part of a “third task” or social
obligation of higher education institutions. There is, however, a growing
recognition that the third task must be integrated with longer-standing
teaching and research functions if higher education’s contribution to students’
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learning, to knowledge exploitation by business, and to civil society in the

region is to be maximised.

Where do we stand now? What is higher education’s regional

engagement all about? What are its drivers and barriers? What does it mean

to the governance and management of higher education institutions, regions
and nations? And how does regional engagement fit with the pursuit of world

class academic excellence? This publication seeks to address these questions,

drawing from the OECD territorial reviews and the 14 regional self-evaluation

and peer review reports of the current study.

This publication gives an overview of the drivers for and barriers against

regional engagement of higher education. It then focuses on how these

barriers can be overcome through mobilising higher education to participate

in regional innovation systems, to enhance human capital formation and to

contribute to the social, cultural and environmental development in the

region. It then moves to look in capacity building and the ways higher

education and development systems can be built in the regions. Finally, it
presents some pointers for the future for national and regional governments

as well as higher education institutions.

The OECD study

In 2004, following the reports of The Response of Higher Education

Institutions to Regional Needs (OECD/IMHE, 1999) and Cities and Regions in the New

Learning Economy (OECD, 2001a), the OECD Programme on Institutional

Management in Higher Education (IMHE) in collaboration with the OECD

Public Governance and Territorial Development Committee (GOV) embarked

upon a study to improve understanding of international trends and practice

relating to higher education institutions and their regional engagement.

Central to the study was an in-depth comparative review of 14 regions

across 12 countries, which was launched as a response to a wide range of

initiatives across OECD countries to mobilise higher education in support of

regional development. The review project, which was carried out in 2005-2007,

had the aim to synthesise this experience into a coherent body of policy and

practice that could guide institutional, regional, national and supranational

reforms and relevant policy measures including investment decisions seeking

to enhance the connection of higher education to  regional communities.

Current practice needed to be analysed and evaluated with sensitivity to

various national and regional contexts. At the same time, the review project

was designed to assist with capacity-building in each country/region through

providing a structured opportunity for dialogue between higher education

institutions and reg ional  stakeholders;  and clar ifying roles and

responsibilities.
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The review project was primarily qualitative in nature, covering a wide

range of topics and requesting supporting documentation. While regional
development is  often thought of in economic terms only, the OECD template
guiding the self-evaluation process suggested a wider interpretation. It asked
higher education institutions to critically evaluate with their regional partners
and in the context of national higher education and regional policies how
effective they were in contributing to the development of their regions. Thus

key aspects of the self evaluation were organised under the following
headings (see questionnaire in  Annex A):

● contribution of research to  regional innovation;

● role of teaching and learning in the development of human capital;

● higher education institutions’ contribution to social, cultural and
environmental development;

● the role of higher education institutions in building regional capacity to act
in an increasingly competitive global economy.

The renewed focus on higher education and innovation as a driver of
regional competitivity was echoed by the Public Governance and Territorial
Development Directorate which ran a supporting and interlinked study The

Contributions of Higher Education Institutions to Regional Development

(OECD, 2006a) on the theme drawing from materials accumulated in the
territorial reviews exercises and from the experience and case studies of the
IMHE review. At the same time the Education and Training Policy Division of
the Directorate for Education was conducting national Tertiary Education
Reviews in 24 countries (OECD, 2008, forthcoming). These also looked at
regional engagement and development, but from a national policy rather than

a regional/territorial perspective. The co-operation contributed to a
continuing dialectic between territorial development and higher education
and between the governance and development of regions and the role and
management of higher education institutions. The synergy and collaboration
between the three areas and lines of activity and the differences in
methodology contributed a wealth of experience for mutual benefit. As a

result, this publication draws from all of these sources.

The project steering group was comprised of Jannette Cheong (HEFCE),
John Goddard (University of Newcastle upon Tyne), Mario Pezzini (OECD/GOV),
José-Ginés Mora Ruiz (Technical University of Valencia) and Richard Yelland
(OECD/IMHE). There was also a Task Group including Peter Arbo (University of
Tromsø), Patrick Dubarle (OECD/GOV), Chris Duke (RMIT), Steve Garlick

(University of Sunshine Coast and Swinburne University of Technology), John
Goddard (University of Newcastle upon Tyne), Jaana Puukka (OECD/IMHE) and
John Rushforth ((University of West England). The project was managed by
IMHE.
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Participating regions

The project has embraced 14 regions from 11 OECD countries and 1 non-

OECD country:

The regions range from rural to metropolitan and from peripheral to

central regions. The higher education institutions include not only research-

intensive, but also vocational and professionally oriented institutions. At the
national level, the review embraced devolved as well as highly centralised

territorial and higher education governance systems.

The project sought to have participating regions with a recognisable
regional identity (whether as a formally constituted administrative region or

in some other way) and some history of working with higher education

institutions. This was not applicable in all of the cases. Similarly, it sought to
embrace all higher education institutions operating in the region in order to

identify the impact of the entire higher education sector and the division of

tasks and key partners. Again, this was not applicable in all of the cases.

The intention was to put the regional agenda in primary position in the

project rather than build it around the needs of higher education institutions.

This proved challenging for a number of reasons. “The region” is a diverse, fast

evolving and problematic notion. It was not always clear what constituted a
region; this varies by country and part of the world as well as within single

locations. The European Union, for example, has triggered the creation of EU-

specific regions for certain purposes that do not correspond to historic and
governance regions in some member countries. There is also no standard

OECD-wide definition and meaning of region. Forms of governance and

devolution vary greatly across and between both unitary and federal systems.

In some regions all higher education institutions were not included in the
scope of the review. In most cases exclusion was due to the tensions within

the binary system of education or the high number of higher education

institutions which would have made the project coordination unmanageable.
Notwithstanding the above caveats, a range of regional, national and

institutional settings has been embraced by the project. (Chapter 4 gives a

more in-depth account of the regions participating in the review.)

The regions included in the project were not selected on the basis of a

predetermined classification but rather to exhibit a wide variety of economic,

Asia-Pacific: Busan (Korea) and Sunshine-Fraser Coast (Australia)

Europe: Canary Islands (Spain), Jutland-Funen (Denmark), the Jyväskylä region (Finland), the North 
East of England, the Öresund Region (Sweden-Denmark), the Mid-Norwegian region 
Trøndelag, Twente (the Netherlands), Valencia region (Spain) and Värmland (Sweden)

Latin America: The State of Nuévo León (Mexico) and northern Paraná (Brazil)

North America: Atlantic Canada
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social and cultural conditions and to reflect different trajectories of

development. This allows for an examination of the relationship between
regions and their higher education sector providing empirical underpinning to
the issues addressed by the project. The self-evaluation and peer review
reports also provide a rich set of examples of structures and processes
facilitating regional engagement. As each of the case regions has undergone a
review process, the case studies also permit an in-depth examination of the

nature and impacts of partnership building.

Developmental focus: seeking to empower the regions

The methodology chosen for the study was a thematic review which was
influenced not only by other OECD reviews, but also the development-oriented

evaluation projects commissioned by the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation
Council. The methodology consisted of the following elements:

● a common framework for regional self-evaluation developed by the OECD
task group;

● a Self-Evaluation Report by the regional consortium using OECD guidelines;

● a site visit by international Peer Review Team;

● a Peer Review Report and a response from the region;

● analysis and synthesis by OECD task group drawing upon regional case studies.

There was also a commissioned literature review which looked into the
historical trends in higher education working with the regions (Arbo and
Benneworth, 2007).

The focus of the study was on collaborative working between higher
education institutions and their regional partners. It sought to establish a

regional learning and capacity-building process. This made it necessary to
engage in participatory learning within and between regions. Thus, the study
sought to make an active intervention in the participating regions. As a way to
enforce the partnership-building  process, the OECD project guidelines
requested the participating regions to build up regional steering committees
with representation from the key stakeholders in the public, private and not-

for-profit sector. The steering committees were charged with the role of
driving the review process and partnership building in their regions.

In practice, the regions were at different stages of maturity in capacity
building. While for some regions the OECD project was the first opportunity to
bring together the higher education institutions and stakeholders to discuss

the development of the region, some already had – to a larger or smaller extent –
operational mechanisms in place for that purpose. For example, in England
the existing higher education regional association in the region, known as
Universities for the North East or Unis4NE, took the responsibility for
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coordinating the exercise. In Busan, Korea, the Regional Innovation System

Committee assumed the role of the Regional Steering committee.

The region produced a self-evaluation review, using the project template
(Annex A). Self-evaluations  often constituted extensive collaborative
research, data assemblage and, at best, in-depth analysis. They resulted in two
things: new understanding and insights into regional conditions and
development issues and problems; and a basis for ongoing dialogue and

collaboration which did not exist before. In many regions the self-evaluation
phase was a learning and capacity-building event in itself.

The self-evaluation process was followed by a Peer Review. Peer Review
visits were carried out between October 2005 and October 2006. The Peer
Review Teams of four each comprised a team coordinator from or on behalf of
the project planning team in OECD, with three others: two international

experts, one the lead evaluator, and a national expert from the country (but
not the region) being reviewed. Based on the week long review visit, the  Self-
Evaluation Report and other information each Peer Review Team prepared a
report analysing the situation and providing policy and practice advice to
higher education institutions, and the regional and national governments. A
number of regional and national seminars were organised to disseminate the

outcomes of the  reviews.

The notion of peers was central to the methodology and to the process of
capacity building. The OECD review sought not to be a judgemental inspection
ranking against other regions; it was peer review in the sense of being
developmental, suggesting other approaches and reflecting experiences and

approaches tried elsewhere. Despite the OECD guidelines, there was a
recurrent tension between academic-led or practitioner-led and between a
qualitative, holistic orientation towards the empirical work and its analysis
and a quest for more quantitative measures that would satisfy scrutiny in
terms of essentially economic audit.

The project displayed a natural evolution – beginning with centralised

control towards a network in which communication and knowledge-making
flows in all directions, with the centre serving as one anchor-point and
clearing house. This evolution can be traced through the various
dissemination meetings and the widening circles of participation that
characterised the biography of the project. The wider peer learning developed
as regions engaged with the work, their teams met with others, and intra- and

inter-regional activities broadened the circle of those involved.
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Notes

1. Economic weights of higher education institutions are estimated by multiplier
values and employment impact using an input/output model. For example, the
local impact of Norwegian University of Technology and the two university
colleges is about NOK 4.3 billion annually. In the North East of England, the five
HEIs contribute to 2.3% of the regional GDP with a total of 14 000 employees and
90 000 students. In central regions, the spending impact is usually lower in relative
terms but still significant. University of California’s impact on the regional
economy was estimated at around USD 15 billion in 2002 (1% of the Californian
GDP), with a rate of return of 3.9 for every dollar spent in state funded research.
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