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Higher education institutions in Britain have long been cultivators 
of knowledge to the benefit of their regions and localities. In a richly 
diverse sector, many owe their conception to the needs of their local 
communities and industries, to further advance the learning and 
skillsets of individuals vital to the growth of regional and national 
economies. The original ‘redbricks’ were the pride of Victorian 
philanthropy in provincial England. This book offers insightful 
examinations into both the foundations of the modern university, 
as well as the role in which universities play as ‘anchors’ in their 
regions today.

This book does not, however, enter into those recent debates about 
universities (such as those of senior staff remuneration or tuition 
fees) in which I have been proud to be a leading, and at times contro-
versial, voice. These are by no means irrelevant or isolated debates, 
though. Big questions about the sustainability of fees and the present 
funding system in general undoubtedly exist. The status quo must 
be challenged if universities want to sustain public support. A new 
settlement is imperative if universities are serious about retaining 
the confidence of the regions they should seek to serve. Just because 
universities are a great British success story, it does not mean that a 
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culture of ‘anything goes’ should be allowed to become prevalent. It 
would be their undoing.

None of these criticisms should be seen as an attempt to under-
mine the basic strengths of the UK higher education sector. The 
UK’s position in leading research – four British institutions are in 
the global top 10, and 28 are in the global top 200 according to QS 
World University Rankings 2018 – is a clear demonstration that the 
country’s universities are brilliant. This in turn furthers Britain’s 
already high attractiveness to world-leading researchers. But it is a 
situation facing two glaring challenges. One is that we must make 
sure Brexit does not undermine that attractiveness. The other is the 
country’s need to get better at turning our research excellence into 
commercial gain. The latter is a long standing problem, but one 
which the recent emergence of new institutions like Innovate UK 
and the Catapult centres can help to tackle.

We also need to be proud of diversity in the sector. Institutions 
that cater for less academically top-class individuals and focus 
less on pure research, but offer more professional training and 
knowledge exchange are playing a vital role. It is this diverse mix 
of higher education offerings which is, whilst not yet necessarily 
realising its maximum potential, creating a robust sector that meets 
the needs of many. I am particularly proud of the achievements of 
the Labour governments of 1997–2010, which undertook in huge 
efforts to increase participation in Britain’s universities. The 40 per 
cent target we set right at the beginning of this period has now been 
met. Perhaps the pinnacle of this achievement is that participation of 
full-time students from less privileged groups has grown strongly. It 
is becoming clear that some of the best examples of this success are 
universities with a strong regional mission.

There is legitimate room for debate about whether it was right 
to merge existing universities with 35 polytechnics in the early 
1990s. Some good things have been lost as a result of this. We have 
witnessed the decline of part-time degrees (which has been notably 
severe since the introduction of higher tuition fees) and the near-
disappearance of sandwich courses. When the system should have 
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been strengthening the ladders from apprenticeships through further 
education into higher education, we appear in reality to have weak-
ened them. This is a historic mistake which must now be corrected. 
Strengthening the regional role of universities is a fundamental step 
in bringing about a positive change in direction.

Universities need to play to regional and local economic strengths. 
Successful regional institutions can bolster demand for university 
places by providing courses that are tailored to the area’s current 
and potential economic needs. They can be an asset in addressing 
problems of social mobility, and must engage more successfully with 
schools in deprived areas. They need to offer students who are judged 
to have potential, but where poor quality schools have let them down, 
the opportunity to raise the level of their basic skills in core subjects 
of English, maths and science. This is crucial for ensuring better 
chances of entrance and graduation in STEM subject courses. There 
is an increasingly desperate need to attract young people into STEM 
career paths – so regional universities can tackle the skills shortage 
question as well as a social mobility one. And whilst not all degrees 
in the likes of media studies are bad – I do not buy that kind of popu-
lism – the regional university needs to shift its offer to courses that 
offer much fuller prospects of employability and career progression.

Similarly regional universities can help extend the supply side 
of their regional economies by offering relevant, sector-specific 
skills and qualifications. They need to think about how their degree 
offers can contribute to the enhancement of innovative business 
clusters that build on regional competitive strengths. The University 
of Central Lancashire (UCLan), a partner in the publication of this 
book, has a campus at Westlakes, near Whitehaven on the Cumbrian 
coast, which pivots its activities and ambitions around the regional 
economy’s key future strengths. These are namely: nuclear waste 
management; the development of sustainable tourism; the whole 
range of environmental issues that come with land management 
and sustainable agriculture; and promoting business development 
in remoter parts of the country that depend on high-quality digital 
networks for their business model.
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Beyond this, the regional university can then develop its own 
research and teaching capabilities on the basis of effective knowl-
edge exchange with the business clusters its skill training and gradu-
ate provision has helped foster. A particular enthusiasm of mine 
is the promotion of closer links between universities and schools 
on the one hand and apprenticeship training, further education and 
higher education on the other. Once again, UCLan offers a valuable 
example through the co-sponsorship of an academy at Egremont, 
located in one of the most deprived parts of West Cumbria – co-
operation between a regionally-focused university and a local school 
which has proven to be a success. For this to be built upon, we need 
a more diverse higher education sector with post-1992 universities 
making concerted efforts to be distinctive in their own ways, rather 
than copying the traditional university model. The regional role of a 
university is crucial to that vision of distinctiveness.
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This book focuses on the many ways in which universities can 
impact upon the development of regions and what the implications 
of this are for regional policy. The breadth of their regional role is 
often unappreciated and the influence of a university spans most 
sectors within a region. Through their intervention and innovation 
with partners in the social sector and community projects, universi-
ties can affect the lives of many members of the community via their 
applied research and aspiration raising activities. They create new 
knowledge, realise it commercially and fix it locally; as businesses 
in their own right they engage thousands of staff and students; and 
the prestige a university’s presence bestows upon a city, town, 
region and nation is seen as important. Regions that do not have one 
feel denied access to the, sometimes nebulous, things a university 
can provide. But what actually are those things? Well, that is the 
focus of this book.

Drawing upon the experiences of practitioners and scholars, and 
insights from case studies of policy and institutional programmes, 
the contributions in this book explore the role of universities in 
a regional context, in particular their contribution to social and 
economic development. The contributions also reveal the dynamic 
nature of the higher education sector and the flux of institutional 
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and governmental policies, and comment upon the emergence of 
new institutions which shape this key educational sector. They also 
reveal the nature of regions, their changing geographies and the 
scaling and rescaling of power relations within regions shaped by 
the drivers of globalisation, the scope and scale of commercial and 
knowledge capital and the tensions between regional development 
and the mobility of knowledge, skills and individuals.



1

For decades, universities have been seen as assets in the economic 
development of regions1. Today they are seen as central. Embedded 
in global knowledge economies and rooted in places and commu-
nities, they bestow prestige upon their home region (whose name 
they usually adopt) and act as a pipeline for resources to transform 
individuals, institutions, places, communities and regions into play-
ers in global networks. Regions are reassured by their possession of 
a university; regions that do not have one feel disadvantaged and 
want one.

In a regional sense, universities’ contributions centre upon fixing 
flows of knowledge, making places ‘sticky’2 by positioning regions 
as “nodes on global flows of intellectual, financial and human capital 
assets”. But they also bestow mobility upon individual students and 
researchers with a university education, giving individuals the asset 
of mobility on those same networks of flow.

Though much of the literature on universities and regions centres 
on their economic impact there can be a much wider impact, as the 
outcomes and outputs of university research add value beyond the 
sphere of scholarship and the economy. Put simply, through social 
and policy research, universities can influence the lives of individu-
als in all walks of life through the valorisation of their research3 and 
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the application of the findings of research in policy, communities 
and neighbourhoods. In an era when traditional models of policy 
provision are being reconfigured, from care of the elderly to com-
plex healthcare systems, universities have an enormous role to play 
in public sector reform. In addition, universities are also significant 
economic actors in their own right. During 2013–14, for example, 
the University Centre of Lancashire contributed £200 million to the 
north-west of England’s economy and, with 3,290 directly employed 
staff, is one of the largest employers in the city of Preston.

In a context of declining government funding for research at a 
national level and increased competition for (in the United King-
dom) largely self-funding students, the more entrepreneurial univer-
sities have, almost out of necessity, become more regional in their 
attitude and core activities.

An especially important element of the university’s regional role 
is addressing regional skills agendas4 from recruiting and retaining 
students locally to courses providing a skilled workforce to address 
identified skills gaps within a region. In the UK, local enterprise 
partnerships identify skills as one of the key drivers of economic 
development and in Cumbria, for example, the LEP skills plan 
sees universities and other providers as key to addressing the skills 
agenda as a priority to maintain the competitiveness of the Cumbria 
region. Clearly, a large university provides substantial regional eco-
nomic benefits in respect of the spending by the institution and by 
students within their region. There is, however, more to the regional 
role of a university than providing a skilled labour force.

But what is a university? In contemporary society it is, as Shore 
argues, ‘no longer clear what universities are actually for…’5 There 
is no generally accepted definition of a university which covers all of 
its manifestations and it is a somewhat contested concept. The idea 
of a university has changed substantially over the years. Writing in 
1852, JH Newman, in The Idea of a University, focused upon the 
diffusion and extension of knowledge rather than its advancement.6 
Elite and isolated, Newman’s institution was rather different from 
the embedded and engaged university we know today – though this 
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ivory tower isolation is still a sometimes-held view reflected in dis-
missing a point as “...well, that’s only of academic interest...”. That 
said, Newman’s perspective does highlight two key points which are 
especially relevant to our discussion. Firstly, the universal nature of 
the institution and the importance of breadth and depth in a learning 
experience; and, secondly, the formative role of learning and the 
lifelong benefit of knowledge for the individual. Both of these points 
are extremely relevant today.

Years later, Clark Kerr, in The Uses of the University (1963), also 
stressed the importance of knowledge, but he stressed new knowl-
edge, born out of original research, not merely the dissemination 
of received knowledge as in Newman’s university7. Kerr extended 
Newman’s point about multiple fields of activity focusing upon 
another key point to today’s institution in their engaging with actors, 
issues and interests beyond the university (what we now refer to as 
stakeholders) and their goals. He framed universities as ‘multiversi-
ties’ – like the universities we know now, which undertake a range 
of activities and engage inter alia industry and the communities 
around them8.

In a regional context this foregrounds the fundamental importance 
of knowledge to external actors and the relevance of a university 
experience to a broad range of professions and careers. This is not 
just knowledge for its own sake. However, as Marginson argues, 
Kerr’s account lacks two key elements, and these are especially rel-
evant to this discussion of universities in regions; firstly, that revenue 
goals have come to drive the universities’ priorities; secondly (he 
argued) is a lack of focus upon the individual learner9. Today, how-
ever, commercialisation dominates the discourse of a university and 
students are viewed as fee-paying customers; today it can be argued 
that the commercial imperative of students as consumers has forced a 
focus upon students as customers. Collini10 insists that an experiment 
is being carried out on higher education institutions in England which 
are increasingly subject to market forces. As we shall see, market 
forces in the higher education sector are leading many universities to 
adopt a principally regional, as well as international, focus.
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Today’s university operates on a number of scales – local, national 
and international. This is consistent with notions of governance 
which suggest that the focus of public institutions today is no longer 
the nation state, but a multiplicity of levels of decision-making and 
authority. Shaped by the dynamics of globalisation and embedded in 
global flows of intellectual, financial, digital and human resources, 
Kerr’s ‘multiversities’ have evolved into the ‘global research uni-
versity’11. It has been argued that, operating in the global knowledge 
economy, and encouraged by governments, there has been a shift in 
the idea of a university from sites “...of critical inquiry and autono-
mous learning...” to operating as international commercial organisa-
tions existing in competitive global markets12. In today’s knowledge 
economy individuals and institutions require knowledge resources 
and there has been significant qualifications inflation. The conse-
quential ‘massification’ of higher education has resulted in (growth 
statistics in here of students...) and this demand has created pressures 
on the university as new players have entered the sector. Today, 
higher education is not the sole preserve of the university as a range 
of new institutions in this sector, including higher education colleges 
and private sector organisations as well as other academic providers 
like further education colleges, move into higher education, offer-
ing degrees though without the depth or breadth of a ‘traditional’ 
university with its research basis. Moreover, the geography of pres-
ence does not conform with the geography of provision as providers 
sometimes use new modes and forms of delivery to a diversity and 
plurality of students within a competitive, crowded and contested 
arena with course delivery operating to global student communities.

Moreover, the new funding environment, based upon income 
from self-funded students and more commercial, industry-led 
research, is creating pressures on universities to shift their entire 
approach into a more ‘customer-facing’ and applied orientation. At 
the same time, the requirements of students for enhanced employ-
ability and the immediate career relevance of qualifications is also 
leading to a significant shift in the character of universities. Reflec-
tive detachment has been replaced by real world relevance as a key 



INTRODUCTION 5

element of the marketing of courses and many universities, new and 
old alike, as they compete for customers in the new commercialised 
higher education environment.

In this new environment the orientation of many universities 
has changed, shifting the former focus upon research and teaching 
towards their region13. This refocus has increasingly anchored a uni-
versity to its place. Regions regard universities as key enablers of 
regional performance through their role in the attraction of inward 
investment, and through industry in regions by providing supplies of 
skilled labour. Their operating as ‘attractors, educators and retainers 
of students’14 is promoted as a key part of the regional impact of a 
university.

In the globalised, knowledge-based economy the presence of a 
research university is seen as a key asset in the economic future of a 
region15. This perspective has come to shape the funding and strate-
gies of many higher education institutions which aim to address 
a regional agenda. As a consequence of a decline in government 
funding for science research and increased competition for students, 
regionally driven funding for innovation and access universities to 
look for other sources of funds and find them in regional settings.

Consistent with this, the ‘triple helix’ (3H) model of innovation 
which describes interactions between universities, industry and gov-
ernment, foregrounds the role of science and technology in regional 
development and especially the role of a university and its technol-
ogy transfer16. This echoes more traditional models of tripartite col-
laboration between the state, industry and educational institutions 
which have stronger roots in continental European countries, namely 
Germany and the Nordic states. Today, in regional development, 
universities are at the core of knowledge-based economies. From 
a regional perspective much of the power of the 3H model actually 
highlights the role of place, of the context of the network of interac-
tions played out in the intersection of the helices within a region. The 
power of the interactive dynamic within the 3H model derives from 
proximity and from interactions between individuals within a region 
and the creative ‘spark’ engaging the helices through institutional, 
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interpersonal interactions and communications. The essentials of the 
3H process are described by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff as being…

…driven by individuals and groups who make conscious decisions as 
well as the appearance of unintended consequences. A 3H in which 
each strand may relate to the other two can be expected to develop 
an emerging overlay of communication networks and organisations 
among the helices. . . . Regionally-based network of relations can... 
generate a reflexive sub-dynamic of intentions, strategies, and projects 
that adds surplus value…17

Essentially, the 3H process is one of constant dialogue between 
individuals from the three sectors leading to innovation and the 
emergence of mode three knowledge18. Of special relevance to this 
discussion is that the context within which these interactions occur 
is increasingly seen as fundamental to the process – especially for 
regional development and indeed from a university’s standpoint 
may, in some cases even be a reason for a regional or sub-regional 
presence. Conceptual development of the 3H model is especially 
relevant to our discussion here as it foregrounds the importance of 
a regional setting.

Drawing upon Carayannis et al the quadruple helix model locates 
the 3H dynamic within the public sphere – media and culture-based 
public and civil society19. This focus upon the wider social and 
cultural context begins to connect the innovation process with its 
social and economic context. A further conceptual development, the 
fifth helix, stresses the wider, ecological context of interactions20. In 
the field of sustainable development the influence of the environ-
ment upon interactions, and the nature of human interactions with 
the natural environment, especially regarding the economy, has a 
strong influence upon the nature of interactions within the innova-
tion process. This fifth element in the helix model is not so much 
about direct influence upon interactions between, but gives how an 
appreciation of values in the public sphere – the cultural context 
within which the axial relationships between universities, industry 
and government in regional (or sub-regional settings) can come to 
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shape these interactions. These interactions, and the geographies of 
interactions and geometries of power relationships, which may even 
shape the institutional context as the innovators, and their institu-
tions themselves come to change through their innovations21. These 
new institutional structures, which may span intellectual, commer-
cial and geographical boundaries, will almost certainly include a 
university or universities within their network.

Essentially, the 5H model foregrounds the context of the interac-
tions, and the relationship between actors within their wider social, 
cultural and environmental setting. In the context of the role of 
universities in regional development, the 5H model firmly locates 
interactions with the university sector as a key driver of regional 
development and innovation, but it makes an essential point about 
wider influences in the creation of knowledge. Essentially, through 
the interactions within the 3H, the codified mode one knowledge of 
the university becomes operationalised, engaging the tacit knowl-
edge of the public sphere into problem-solving and application. It 
may be that the proximity of the actors, within a common culture, 
heritage and environment, highlights the potential influence of place 
upon the actual innovation process itself and foregrounds the regional 
setting. The influences upon those interactions in the wider democ-
ratisation of knowledge, from the ‘mode one’ knowledge of the 
university, through its application as mode three, which intertwines 
mode one and mode two knowledge as the codified knowledge of 
the academic sphere merges with the tacit knowledge of professional 
practice and lay insights, democratising the knowledge process and 
focusing it upon the local. The regional impact of a university may 
be broad indeed as it acquires and fixes codified global, ‘mode one’ 
knowledge in an amalgamation of the global codified knowledge 
piped into a region by the university through its academic network 
and local faculty and forging it into new structures of innovation.

The relationship between different modes of knowledge may 
be key to understanding the impact of a university in a region in 
knowledge development and innovation. The role of a university 
in innovation is central as the development of new knowledge in 
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an increasingly complex environment requires both close and dis-
tant interactions22 as local tacit knowledge derived from local and 
proximate interactions melds with codified knowledge from the 
academic sphere for which a university acts as a global ‘pipeline’. 
But in addition to that role as a conduit, another key element within 
the helix dynamic is the local ‘buzz’ created by the interactions 
between participants within the region, between the helices, and 
here the university can have an important role. This dynamic may 
be being shaped by the characteristics of the region which bear upon 
the nature of interactions between the helices, and in some regions 
those interactions may be dominated by a certain sector or controlled 
by actors who set ‘rules of the game’ which privilege or deny access. 
The character of a region and its social and cultural elements and 
character which influence the wider innovation process and set an 
agenda which may also be influenced by the governance of a region. 
As we shall see later in the book, the geography of teaching and 
research provision may not coincide with administrative or cultural 
conceptions of regional geographies and may, in some cases, be a 
factor in rescaling the economic geography of a region.

It may be that the uniqueness of their regional setting and its 
economic and demographic profile, geography and heritage creates 
significant opportunities for universities operating in those contexts 
in respect of access to markets. But also a university, or university 
campus, strongly influenced by its regional setting, can also shape 
its content and character, which can give unique perspectives upon 
issues and agendas which would be unavailable without that view. 
But there are tensions, too, and there are also imperatives to work 
in new ways – all of which can dilute the very idea of the university 
in these settings as the university pursues a regional, commercial 
agenda.

There is, though, something about the breadth of a ‘traditional’ 
conception of a university consistent with Clark Kerr’s own con-
ception of a broad ‘multiversity’23. Scale, both in terms of depth 
and breadth, gives a university a particular quality. Today, perhaps 
because of that potential breadth, the role of a university is becoming 
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less clear as universities pursue multiple goals simultaneously. With 
competing regional demands and expectations, a risk of pursuing 
a regional agenda is a shift from the core business associated with 
scholarship and research, into commercially focused subjects with a 
regionally focused end use.

Today, universities are also involved in many spheres of activ-
ity and levels of education, from schools outreach to leading-edge 
science. Their impact extends into most corners of communities 
and may touch the lives of individuals who do not actually attend 
university; the entrepreneurial culture of institutions interacts with 
individuals, issues and interests. In this book we see how they give 
prestige to a city and enhance the reputation of a region. In respect 
of regional development they can make significant contributions to 
most aspects of regional life at individual and institutional levels. 
Universities can be part of a local ‘buzz’ and through their knowl-
edge networks they fix intellectual capital and resources for innova-
tion in regions.

Today, new modes of knowledge and models of knowledge devel-
opment foreground the setting within which the innovation process 
is situated. Indeed, the role of universities as engines of growth 
and development come to play a key part in the development of 
new applied knowledge and innovation through a creative dialogue 
between the university and a region’s unique synthesis of individual 
and institutional linkages they provide. In an era of homogenisation 
and with the emergence of global measures and models of success in 
the form of global league tables, the regional setting of universities 
and their associated relational assets may give these institutions a 
creative edge as well as access to regional markets.
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3. Benneworth and Jongbloed, 2010, page 567.
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The Brexit vote revealed a deep ambivalence about many aspects 
of British society. It is hard to disentangle the many threads of 
unease but they include frustration that the benefits of globalisation 
are unequally distributed, concern that economic goals too often 
trump societal wellbeing and a rejection of a world order in which 
decisions are made by organisations that are remote from the people 
they serve.

This last point is not new. The devolution agenda in the United 
Kingdom has been driven by the recognition that people in the dif-
ferent nations of Britain and regions of England believe that power 
is too concentrated in London. Real change, however, has been very 
slow. John Prescott’s attempt to create regional assemblies in 2004 
faltered because he could not get his colleagues in government to 
let go of enough power. It took the Scottish referendum on inde-
pendence in 2014 – and the subsequent concern that the devolved 
nations were getting a better deal than the English regions – to shake 
loose Whitehall’s grip. Brexit has provided a new burning platform. 
Many cities now have a metro mayor and a growth deal.

This presents an opportunity to address the big questions about 
how we want to live, work and share wealth.

A NEW ROLE FOR UNIVERSITIES IN 
POST-BREXIT BRITAIN?

Maddalaine Ansell
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Universities are well placed to contribute – more than 150 are 
distributed throughout the UK from the Highlands and Islands of 
northern Scotland to Falmouth in the English south-west. Many 
see themselves as ‘anchor institutions’. They do not move out of a 
region when times are tough, but they are not parochial. They recruit 
most of their staff and students from their region and work mainly 
with the businesses and communities around them. But they also 
have the scale to act nationally and internationally and the balance 
sheet to hold funding for projects involving many partners. Impor-
tantly, they have the longevity to look beyond the political priorities 
of the day and take long-term strategic action.

Last year, University Alliance looked at the role of universities in 
their cities and regions through four different lenses: health, skills, 
innovation and opportunity. These reports can be found at www.
unialliance.ac.uk.

Universities are already recognised as significant contributors to 
the UK economy. Since Harold Wilson’s ‘white heat’ speech at the 
1963 Labour party conference, policymakers have recognised that 
Britain is a small island with limited natural resources but lots of 
people. It must create a place for itself in the world through build-
ing a knowledge economy. This must be driven by the creation and 
exploitation of knowledge and by skilled and innovative people. 
Universities are crucial to both.

This vision works when looked at through the lens of opportunity 
for individuals too. University can help people to find a desirable 
and fulfilling place in society. By becoming skilled, they have a 
higher value within the knowledge economy and can compete for 
jobs that might be interesting, well paid and socially valuable, or 
some combination of all three.

This telling of the story of the value of universities to the nation 
has been dominant for some years – but the Brexit vote suggests 
that it does not work for everyone. There are many people who see 
universities as part of the elite that benefits from globalisation, cut 
off from the concerns of those that do not. When Michael Gove said, 
“people in this country have had enough of experts”, it was widely 

http://www.unialliance.ac.uk
http://www.unialliance.ac.uk
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reported because it contained a kernel of truth. Many people do not 
believe that the nation’s expertise is put at their service.

So universities need to create a new narrative in which their role 
in economic growth (important though this is) is balanced with 
improved social wellbeing.

The two will, of course, often be closely linked. General Electric 
Aviation has its global base for engine overhaul in south Wales 
supported by its partnership with the University of South Wales. 
The university agreed to integrate the industry standard aircraft 
maintenance qualification into its honours degree, enabling General 
Electric Aviation to recruit people with the qualifications it needs. 
This has created high-quality jobs in the region so that people can 
stay and bring up families with a good standard of living. There are 
many examples of universities being the key factor that keeps glob-
ally mobile business investment in the UK.

Universities also have the size and scale to work with small and 
medium-sized businesses, which may not have their own research 
and development or partnership teams. For example, Nottingham 
Trent University, the University of Nottingham and the University 
of Derby, as part of the D2N2 LEP Growth Hub, are working with 
more than 2,000 businesses in the Derby and Nottingham areas to 
boost their innovation. Among other things, they are creating tech-
nical hubs in food and drink, materials engineering, computing and 
data and design innovation. This is underpinned by European Struc-
tural and Investment Funds – the universities have the expertise to 
deal with complex bidding processes and the balance sheet to hold 
large sums of money for the benefit of multiple partners.

Work is, of course, a core part of social wellbeing. Many of us 
spend most of our waking lives at work and so we want it to be ful-
filling and to align with our values. We want to make a difference. 
This is a significant challenge but there are cases where universities 
have used their international connections to explore new ideas about 
how we work which can inform this discussion. For example, Pres-
ton has suffered from the decline of its traditional cotton industries. 
Cotton jobs have gone and no alternative anchor industry has taken 
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their place. The University of Central Lancashire, working with 
Preston City Council, has looked overseas to find out how other 
cities have dealt with the same challenge. They became particularly 
interested in worker cooperatives in Cleveland, Ohio in America’s 
rust belt and in Mondragon in the Spanish Basque region. They are 
now thinking about how these models might work in the context of 
the English north-west.

The identity of a place is important. People want to be proud of 
where they live. They support their sports teams and boast about 
anything that makes them special. I used to have a friend from 
Colchester who would tell me every time I visited that their sta-
tion platform was the longest in Britain (she was very disappointed 
to learn that this is disputed). Universities can play a key role in 
cementing and promoting this identity. The symbol of the city of 
Coventry, which was reborn from the ashes of the Blitz, is a phoe-
nix. The university was inspired by the city’s pride in its history to 
set up a Centre for Peace, Trust and Social Relations. This draws on 
expertise from across the social sciences to tackle challenges such as 
re-establishing peaceful societies following conflict, tackling piracy 
and exploring positive social relations in communities suffering 
from economic depression. In so doing, it gives the city’s experience 
new meaning.

The Brexit referendum result made it impossible to pretend that 
Britain is working for everyone. The problem is complex and resolu-
tion is likely to take time. Universities have the potential to make a 
tremendous contribution.
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The University of Central Lancashire is nearly 200 years old and can 
trace its roots and heritage back to its establishment as the Institu-
tion for the Diffusion of Knowledge which was first proposed in the 
Preston Chronicle newspaper on 23 August 1828 by local activist 
Joseph Livesey. In Preston the population had grown to three times 
its size in 30 years thanks to the huge growth of the cotton industry. 
Its population was only 12,000 in 1801 but had risen to 33,000 by 
18311 and the need for an apprenticeship institute was clear.

Preston had always had an important social role to play in the 
north-west. In the 18th century it was the centre where many of the 
county legal cases were heard, a meeting place for the upper classes 
with large estates and much of the commercial elite had started to 
settle in the town as industrialisation grew in speed and size. That 
mixture of the landed gentry with the manufacturing class ensured 
that Preston retained a dominant place in the social, religious and 
cultural life of the region. One aspect of the rapid industrialisation 
in England and Scotland was the growth of the Mechanics Institute 
which had been established in the areas of most dense industri-
alisation. Sheffield, Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, 
Glasgow and Edinburgh all had Mechanics and Apprentice Libraries 
in place by the first third of the 19th century. These all attempted to 

TOWARDS THE VERY MODEL OF A 
MODERN UNIVERSITY

Mike Thomas
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provide free education for children alongside those usually provided 
for by religious organisations, plus education for those in work from 
the age of 12 onwards. Funding came from subscriptions from local 
middle-class, mainly, men. Livesey, a cheesemonger in Preston, had 
been working with Sunday school projects and newspaper rooms 
since around 1815 and eventually proposed the Institute for the Dif-
fusion of Knowledge in 1828. Pope and Phillips2 suggest that the 
exclusion of the word ‘mechanics’ was an attempt by Livesey and 
a local surgeon John Gilbertson, (who provided books and equip-
ment), to broaden support from local gentlemen and to bring dif-
ferent elements of society together. Livesey issued a circular in the 
town and the first meeting, on 11 September 1828, was held above 
Mr Templeton’s school at 11 Cannon Street where a provisional 
committee was formed and chaired by Gilbertson.

The inaugural meeting of the Preston Institute for the Diffusion 
of Knowledge was held on 7 October 1828 at the Corn Exchange. 
Twenty-four people were there (11 gentlemen and 13 operatives), 
and they formed the first council of the institution. Shortly after-
wards on, 15 November, at its first open meeting, Thomas Addison 
was elected its first president, Robert Ashcroft as secretary and 
Livesey as the treasurer. Looking back in time it is interesting to see 
the ambition and scale of thinking of that first group. The president 
had suggested that the new London University that had recently 
been formed might be something that could be done in Preston, and 
later strong links were established. The initial annual subscription 
costs to be a member of the institute was between 10s and 6d and 
£1,1s a year (equivalent to 52p and £1 in modern currency) and 
members were allowed extra tickets for admission to lectures. The 
minimum subscription was 1s 7½d (approximately 8p) a quarter or 
6s,6d (32p) a year. One has to remember that male cotton workers 
in the factories earned under £1 a week, women much less and yet 
despite this between 1828 and 1829 the institute had between 600 
and 800 subscribers, was open most afternoons and evenings Mon-
day to Saturday and paid for a full-time librarian. By the end of the 
1830s the institute had 3,000 volumes and by the turn of the 1870s 
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over 11,000 and was reputed to be one of the best provincial librar-
ies in England. People in Preston liked to read and the chance of a 
free library which also provided daily newspapers, taxed at the time 
and therefore out of the reach of those on low salaries, made it an 
extremely popular venue for the locals. In the 1870s when Preston 
opened its first free public library the membership and attendance 
of the institution’s library virtually disappeared overnight as people 
flocked to the free access for books and newspapers. However, that 
first 40 years of subscription payments helped establish the insti-
tute and without the library and the reading facilities it is doubtful 
whether the institute would have survived. Certainly attendance at 
lectures and public events was generally much poorer and this may 
be related to the fact that it was only those who paid the higher 
subscriptions who could access tickets or that the price at the door 
was too high. By the 1840s lectures were mainly offered free and 
subjects included chemical sciences, electricity, human anatomy 
and physiology, and what would now been seen as plant biology, 
mechanics and astronomy. Teaching, however, was an extremely 
small aspect of the institute’s work. It was not possible to get regular 
teachers at that time, but much more difficult was arranging time off 
for apprentices time off from the cotton mills and their subcontrac-
tors. In addition, reading, writing and mathematics were mainly 
provided by local church groups, many of which did not take kindly 
to the teaching aspirations of the institute. By the early 1850s much 
of the working classes and apprentices had actually developed their 
own teaching and reading groups and were instructing each other on 
how to read and write and also using the gatherings for the aware-
ness of social issues and collective rights. The institute was there-
fore seen by many from the working classes of Preston as one that 
belonged to professional gentlemen and local commercial owners. 
This lack of working-class participation, despite being the obvious 
aims of many of the mechanics institutes, was not confined to Pres-
ton but was beginning to be widespread across England.

By the 1850s the Institute had moved into its Avenham Building 
in Preston but was beginning to face problems in membership and 
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the delivery of education to the working classes. This can be seen 
by the fact that by the 1850s the population of Preston had grown to 
80,000 but the membership of the institute remained as it had for the 
past 30 years, at approximately 600. In the late 1850s the committee 
took the radical decision to make classes free and this appeared to 
have some success. A teacher was brought in on a fixed salary of 
£20 a year in the early 1860s and separate classes for girls and young 
women were established in 1865. For the younger age group the 
institute provided reading, writing, dictation, arithmetic, grammar 
and composition, English and history, but attendance was still low. 
Despite the fact that by now a law had been passed (the 1847 Factory 
Act) to restrict the working day to 10 hours it was still difficult for 
workers to attend classes during the day and the institution decided 
to move to both day and evening classes. The institute was once 
again facing some difficulties in the area of teaching by the 1870s. 
No male teacher was available for the whole of 1872 and from 1874 
there were no female classes available. One way of addressing this 
was for wider links and in the latter half of the 19th century the Insti-
tute began links with the School of Design in Manchester which then 
became the Preston School of Art. In the 1870s the institute also 
had links with the science school and, despite the mass recession 
in the cotton industry at the time, (due to the American Wars and 
the blockade in the Americas to prevent cotton reaching England), 
both the arts school and the science school began to achieve some 
success, though as the century began to draw to a close both were 
always under threat of closure. The art and the science schools’ 
impact on the town should not be underestimated. It was seen by 
many as rivalling those in large cities such as Manchester and Lon-
don and many national prizes were won through those years. Over 
800 young people were submitted for science and art department 
examination by the mid 1870s and many of the teaching classes 
were once again offered in the evenings only. In the final year of its 
teaching, 1880 and 1881, 328 students were studying at the institute.

The need for income meant that the institute was constantly 
appealing to the town’s Harris Trustees for money. It was expensive, 
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sometimes for up to £25,000. In 1881 the Harris Institute allocated 
£40,000 for the promotion of arts, literature and the advancement 
of technical education in the town and had its ambition to rival 
Manchester’s Owens College and Sheffield’s Firth College, both of 
which went on to become the University of Manchester and Sheffield 
respectively. This new injection of funding plus the established work 
of the institute alongside the arts and science Schools gave some 
impetus. 520 students were enrolled into the first year and a staff 
of 12 was established. One evening course enrolled 101 students 
in science studying magnetism and electricity and in mathematics 
more than 50 students were enrolled. By 1883/1884 1300 students 
were in the Harris Institute in Preston. The Avenham Building was 
given £5,000 to upgrade its accommodation, particularly to ensure 
that there were larger classrooms. As the century came to a close 
over 2,000 students were enrolled and more students were passing 
technical subjects at honours level than did students from similar 
institutions in London, Birmingham, Glasgow or Edinburgh. In 
1889 only the Birkbeck Institute, London and the Liverpool Institute 
had more students passing its exams in the whole of England and it 
was not just elementary arts or science subjects that were now being 
taught; brickwork, masonry and plumbing came in as the building 
trades advanced. Agriculture was also now being provided and the 
first classes in nursing were organised with the St John Ambulance 
Association with the institute having its own Ambulance Corps. 
As the century turned more than 4,000 individual students enrolled 
at the institute and more than 60 staff were on its books, many 
employed full time.

Lancashire had established its own County Council by this point 
and in 1893 the chairman of the new Lancashire County Council 
observed that Harris’ range of growth and the generalisation of its 
curriculum suggested that it was a polytechnic and the college was 
claiming that it should be compared to Owens College Manchester 
and University College Liverpool. The institute had its own profes-
sor of chemistry, it had its own School of Domestic Science, it had 
an agricultural department funded by Lancashire County Council in 
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1891 and classes in law taught by local barristers, although a law 
school in its own right was not established until the 1970s. The insti-
tute was now spreading across the town; the new Jubilee Technical 
School was established in Corporation Street (what is today known 
as the Harris Building in the university). The reorganisation of the 
School of Domestic Science meant that there was accommodation 
in Glovers Court. Alterations in the Avenham Building included a 
fully equipped physics laboratory and the Engineering School was 
developing with bequests from local large firms. The Harris Insti-
tute was affiliated to the Victoria University in Manchester which 
had within its federation the Owens College, the University College 
Liverpool and the Yorkshire College at Leeds. This allowed students 
to prepare for the London University Matriculation Exams and for 
final BA and BSc examinations as well as undertaking the Victoria 
University preliminary access programmes.

As the First World War came into sight both Manchester and 
Liverpool Universities were now separate universities but still held 
seats on the Harris Institute Council and students were gaining full 
degrees within the college. By 1914 the Harris Institute was firmly 
established in the town with a staff of 80 (including 24 women), 
30 employed fulltime. It had eight heads of departments, 22 assis-
tant teachers, over 3,000 students and was once again offering day 
courses. Understandably, the First World War led to a decline in its 
student and staff bodies as many were called away to service, but 
after 1918 the institute continued to develop, particularly in areas 
of engineering with the recently established Leyland Motors a few 
miles away, the Elementary Science Provision, nurses for the Pres-
ton Royal Infirmary and engineering for the agricultural industry.

Changes in legislation in the late 1920s meant that much more 
control of education was taken by the county councils and one ben-
efit for the Harris Institute was the extension of the Jubilee Technical 
School in Corporation Street which was funded by the county coun-
cil. Despite the severe recession in the late 1920s and early 1930s 
the county council continued to contribute to the new extensions for 
art and natural science laboratories and chemistry was moved from 
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the Avenham Building to the Corporation Street site. New courses 
such as the ONC and the HNC in building, chemistry and economics 
were introduced. A new site in Hutton was provided in the 1930s and 
a three-year radio servicing course was introduced due to the local 
expansion of wireless manufacturers. Pharmacy was also now being 
introduced and degrees were still being offered through London Uni-
versity, particularly in engineering. The new apprentices at the Royal 
Ordinance Factory, Euxton and at Siemans Lampworks now began 
to attend for day and evening courses while a School for Managers 
was established for those still involved in the cotton trade.

After the Second World War, there was an anticipation that the 
college, particularly with the development of the Higher Level Tech-
nical awards would be developed into a university (University of the 
Fylde based in Preston) and this was seriously pursued by Preston 
City Council and the Harris Institute throughout the late 1940s. In 
the end it was decided that Preston would have a central college 
retaining the name Harris in the institute’s title. The Harris College 
of Further Education was finally established on 4 April 1956. There 
was still a view regionally that the Harris College would gain univer-
sity status but in the early 1960s the county council decided to fol-
low a twin-track policy on higher education and a bid to establish a 
university in the county which would be complemented by the estab-
lishment of the Harris College as the first rank technical college. In 
1966 the government decided to publish its plans for polytechnics 
and other colleges and decided that there would be just two institutes 
in the north-west. The Harris College leaders worked feverishly 
with the North West Regional Advisory Council and other bodies to 
push the Harris Council to be one of the foremost regional colleges 
and put forward a bid to gain polytechnic status. The North West 
Regional Advisory Council identified Preston’s Harris Institute, the 
Bolton Institute of Technology and Stockport College as areas of 
particularly good provision and a regional request was submitted to 
the government for a further two polytechnics to be considered in 
the north-west, though this did not include the Harris Institute. There 
was also a plan for a joint Blackburn polytechnic where Blackburn 
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College of Technology and Design would merge with the Harris 
Institute. After all this intense dialogue and debate the final list by 
the government came out in April 1967. The government accepted 
that a further polytechnic institute could be provided in Lancashire 
as well as Staffordshire, but not the location and it was not until 
1969 that it was finally agreed by the Department of Education and 
Science that the planning for a polytechnic in Preston should com-
mence, particularly as Preston had new town designation. In 1973 
the title Preston Polytechnic was eventually established.

From its establishment on 31 May 1973, the polytechnic contin-
ued to work closely with the regional county council and began to 
run campuses across Poulton-le-Fylde and Leyland and continued 
to have good arrangements with colleges in Blackburn and Black-
pool. It also had libraries at Chorley and had a campus at Poulton, 
including the Woodland Annexe Library that was handed over to 
Edgehill College in 1981. Computer sciences joined the polytech-
nic provision in 1974 and health continued to develop. Services for 
students rapidly expanded with a students’ union, careers advisory 
service and technical support. Art and design expanded, as did busi-
ness and management, humanities and social studies alongside sci-
ence and technology. The organisation was growing rapidly and on 
7 November 1981 the Academic Development Committee of Pres-
ton Polytechnic first proposed a change of name. The polytechnic 
was no longer just based in Preston although clearly that was where 
the heart of its work mainly lay but it also delivered across the 
region and so in March 1983 the council gave its support to change 
its name. In September 1983 the secretary of state gave permission 
for the new name of Lancashire Polytechnic. By now the county-
wide polytechnic had faculties of cultural, legal and social studies; 
of design and technology and health plus it had the Lancashire 
Business School and the Faculty of Science and had increased its 
overall student numbers to over 11,000. In 1991 the government 
higher education white paper (a new framework) finally came to the 
conclusion that there should be an end to the differentiation between 
those institutions called polytechnics and those funded separately 
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and called universities. The National Council for National Academic 
Awards was abolished and the allocation of degree-awarding pow-
ers allowed polytechnics to be able to use the word ‘university’ in 
their title and this was enshrined in the 1992 Further and Higher 
Education Act. On 16 June 1992 the Privy Council approved the use 
of the title University of Central Lancashire which was allowed to 
award its own degrees, including research degrees. It was important 
for the binary difference between polytechnics and universities to 
be finally resolved. There was confusion among the business com-
munity, the commercial sector, prospective students and within 
education generally about the differentiation of missions and values. 
Many polytechnics shared similar values and had similar histories to 
well-established universities. For example, the University of Central 
Lancashire had its roots way back in the Harris Institute and before 
that the Institute for the Diffusion of Knowledge. But it shared its 
students and its awards with those colleges that went on, through 
separate journeys, to become the Universities of Liverpool, Man-
chester and Sheffield. Over the last 30 years as the university sector 
in the United Kingdom has settled down (over 132 institutions are 
now members of Universities UK), other education providers have 
come into the delivery of higher education provision. This is particu-
larly prevalent in the last 15 years and does create some confusion 
for those outside the university or tertiary education sector.

WHAT IS A UNIVERSITY?

There are three sub-themes in relation to the question of ‘what is a 
university’ in modern UK society; why all economies create them; 
what defines a university; and how a university education improves 
public reasoning (capacity to make moral and technical judgements).

Universities UK (2015) states that universities have a hugely 
important economic role. They remain competitive in a global mar-
ket and support greater business innovation and export-led-knowl-
edge intensive growth. It also sees universities active in skills as 
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the workforce changes in order to help the UK economy to increase 
its productivity overall. More and more universities are collaborat-
ing with employers to develop diverse and innovative pathways to 
higher level skills. Of 161 higher education institutes surveyed in the 
UK by the higher education business and community interaction sur-
vey, 108 offer continuous work-based learning and 150 universities 
offer bespoke courses for business on campus or on business prem-
ises. Universities support social mobility – between 2004 and 2013 
the higher education participation rate of young people in the most 
disadvantaged areas of England actually increased by 43 per cent. 
Universities UK describes universities as ‘anchor institutions’ and 
ideal institutions to take the lead on significant social and economic 
issues at a local level by helping to shape local economic strategies, 
for example by supporting the local enterprise partnership, in the 
development of the European Structural Investment Fund Strategy, 
by linking research and teaching priorities to local economic and 
social needs and promoting public engagement, community well-
being and active citizenship skills. Universities also play a role as 
global ambassadors and particularly as investment links both in and 
out of the local areas. In 2011–12 universities across the UK gener-
ated a total of £73 billion in output and directly contributed over 
£36.4 billion to the UK GDP and off-campus expenditure of interna-
tional students and visitors contributed a further £3.5 billion. In total 
universities contribute nearly £40 billion to the UK GDP, equivalent 
to 2.8 per cent of GDP in 2011. This is more than the total numbers 
of health, construction and public administration. Higher education 
in the UK exports over £10.7 billion of export earnings. For every  
£1 million of university output a further £1.5 million of output is 
generated elsewhere in the economy. In GVA terms this means for 
every £1 million of university GVA, a further £3 million is generated 
in other UK universities. Nearly 760,000 full-time jobs are found in 
and generated by the higher education sector combined in 2011 and 
2012. For every 100 jobs created within a university 117 other jobs 
are created elsewhere in the economy. None-university employment 
supported by universities equate to about 63,000 full-time jobs in 
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2011–12. In terms of employer satisfaction, the source used in the 
UUK report by CBI Pearson reveals that employer satisfaction with 
graduate skills compared with school leavers’ skills show nearly  
100 per cent of employers satisfied with IT, over 90 per cent with 
team-working and self-management resilience and over 80 per cent 
with basic literature, use of English and numeracy skills.

More locally the Lancashire Strategic Economic Plan3 key 
programmes and policies are summarised as seeking £11 million 
in competitive Growth Deal Funding to improve the capability 
and capacity of Lancashire’s competitive strength, particularly 
in aerospace, automotive and energy and building up the capital 
centre of the Lancashire Enterprise Zone in Samlesbury. The plan 
also supports the development of a major research and innovation 
programme to enable Lancaster University and the University of 
Central Lancashire to expand and develop national centres of excel-
lence linked to the delivery of local economic priorities. In skills 
development there is a Competitive Growth Deal funding to do a 
Skills for Growth programme, particularly in the apprenticeship hub 
and more SME engagement plus funding from competitive Growth 
Deal funding to form an enhanced business growth hub, particularly 
to support SMEs. There is strategic identification of £30 million in 
Competitive Growth Deal funding for the economic regeneration 
of Lancashire which includes a strategic transport programme of 
£195.7 million funding to be released particularly about economic 
and housing growth in Preston, east Lancashire and west Lancashire 
plus £26.6 million to renew the area of Blackpool.

This is not surprising as Lancashire is one of the largest local 
economies in the north of England, valued at over £23 billion, home 
to over 40,000 businesses employing in excess of 600,000 people 
from a population of 1.4 million. The region continues to see aero-
space as one of its key industries that requires support alongside the 
automotive industry and the energy industry. New developing sec-
tors include health, aerospace, food manufacturing, visitor economy, 
business and financial services. The readily identified economic 
hotspots for growth are the cities of Preston and Lancaster, but 
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overall the economy lags behind other regions with the economy 
only growing by 4.4 per cent, compared to 6.5 per cent nationally. 
Its economic performance tends to be up to 20 per cent below the 
national average in terms of GBA per resident. However, it has 
three universities in its area, with Lancaster ranked in the top 10 UK 
universities for research and teaching, UCLan the fifth university in 
the country in terms of its undergraduate intake and the first modern 
university to be ranked in the QS world rankings. Edge Hill Univer-
sity won the prestigious University of the Year in 2015. It also has 
a number of outstanding further education provision in the district.

It’s no wonder that commercial organisations are interested in the 
sector. However, it must be clear when considering these new mar-
ket players that there is a difference between ‘universities’ which 
is a legitimate and legally enshrined title awarded by, at present, 
the Privy Council and ‘higher education’ providers. Higher educa-
tion providers are those organisations that provide undergraduate 
or postgraduate programmes of some descriptions, but the awards 
themselves are provided by a university that already has teaching 
degree-awarding powers. When an institution or organisation wishes 
to hold the university title it must go through a process of auditing by 
the Quality Assurance Agency and meet conditions outlined under 
the 1992 Higher Education Act through which they can first of all 
apply for the title Teaching Degree Awarding Powers (TDAPs). 
Separately they apply to the Privy Council for the title university. 
Usually they go hand in hand, as the QAA currently reports to 
the Privy Council Sub-Committee on the outcome of their TDAPs 
reviews. Many further education colleges are now getting TDAPs 
(or Foundation Degree Awarding Powers) approval but are not 
going forward for university title. Equally, many commercial sector 
organisations have been allowed to have TDAPs but have not been 
put forward for university title.

Previous regulations stipulated a minimum of 4,000 higher 
education students enrolled to be considered for TDAPs but this 
number was dropped to 1,000 during the coalition government’s 
period of office. BIS currently want to introduce a system where the 
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numbers fall below than 1,000 so that any organisation with a few 
students studying at degree level can go forward for teaching degree 
awarding powers. BIS are also suggesting an alternative route to 
the QAA review where they go directly through BIS and be done 
much quicker, the proposal is within 18 months whereas the current 
TDAPs process can take between five and 12 years. Some organisa-
tions may go to the Privy Council and ask for the title ‘university’ or 
‘university college’ or ‘university institute’ or ‘university institutes 
of higher learning’. These options may confuse the sector but today 
the main differentiation between a university and a higher education 
provider can be summarised as follows: although an organisation 
may have teaching degree-awarding powers known as TDAPs most 
then go on to request Research Degree Awarding Powers (RDAPs). 
Those current organisations that call themselves ‘universities’, but 
only have TDAP authority cannot run postdoctoral research pro-
grammes or award PhDs unless they are validated and approved and 
awarded by a university that has RDAPs. For example, Glyndwr 
University, which was previously the North East Wales Institute of 
Higher Education, was awarded teaching degree-awarding powers 
and went to the Privy Council and altered its name from the North 
East Wales Institute of Higher Education to Glyndwr University. 
However, to date it is not approved to award its own research 
degrees and research degree-awarding power is held by the Univer-
sity of Chester.

Many commercial organisations do not see the benefit of having 
research-active staff within their organisation particularly if their 
activities are in low resource-intensive areas such as humanities, 
business or law. Engineering, science, technology, medicine, health 
care etc. need a vast amount of investment, are research-intensive 
and usually integral to research degree-awarding powers. There-
fore, one of the major differences between a university and a higher 
education provider is the issue of being research-active on an equal 
basis with delivering teaching provision.

Many of the higher education providers, including further educa-
tion colleges but mainly those in the commercial sector, do not have 
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a charitable arm although some may have a not-for-profit status 
where revenue is put in to their own organisation. Nevertheless, a 
university is seen as an anchor institution in its community where it 
provides economic support, employment, are research and teaching 
active and have an important charitable function. Those entering the 
higher education market do not see themselves as representatives 
or integral to the community; many courses will be offered online, 
many are based in London, many will have head offices and build-
ings that are leased, rented and moved around, often globally. There 
is a significant difference between a university in terms of its locality 
and a higher education provider which moves its provision from one 
geographical location to another for commercial reasons. Universi-
ties are not like the commercial sector and neither are they like the 
public sector although some elements of public sector regulations 
do appear in the university sector because the university sector deals 
with a large amount of public money. Many universities which have 
charitable status have to demonstrate beneficiaries from any income 
raised through their activities. That money must be shown to provide 
good use for beneficiaries and not earned for shareholders, increas-
ing dividends or for-profit in the traditional commercial sense.

Newman looked at these issues as Preston’s Institute for the Dif-
fusion of Knowledge was reaching its 30th anniversary. In 1856 he 
proposed that a university should be engaged in public debate and 
involvement, community responsiveness, develop moral reasoning 
and study and instil personal confidence. Over a hundred years later 
(as Preston’s college was engaged in university and polytechnic 
debates) the Robbins Committee on Higher Education4 suggested 
that universities should provide instruction in skills, promote general 
powers of the mind and advancement of learning. They should also 
be leaders in the transmission of a common culture and common 
standards of citizenship. The views of both the Newman and Rob-
bins Committee views remain strong and appear to have a global 
application. For example in 2004 the US Futures Project5 suggested 
that a university should hold responsibility for student learning, 
encourage social mobility through attainment, support elementary 
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and secondary education and conduct research. A university should 
also serve as society’s critic and build civic engagement.

Universities retain huge importance in the social and intellectual 
development of its students. Universities are expected to defend 
freedom of speech (by law) which provides a base to improve criti-
cal faculties, understand the basis for evidence (validity, reliability, 
rationality, and generalisation) and tolerance and understanding of 
opposing views. Students are also supported to understand values 
and worth through cultural engagement and the humanities6 to 
develop creativity and innovation skills7, be self-critical and learn 
how to apply morals, responsibility, technical skills, entrepreneurial 
faculty8 and address ‘difficult’ questions in a safe environment9. This 
means improvement of an individual’s communication skills (ver-
bal, non-verbal, technical, artistic) and generating ideas and discov-
eries (to build a better world)10. In essence to learn to face the ‘Great 
Challenges’ with common sense, attention to detail, teamwork and 
compassion11.

UCLAN’S MISSION AND NEW MODEL

Like many universities, UCLan’s mission is clear and states ‘we cre-
ate positive change in our students, staff, business partners and wider 
communities, enabling them to develop their full potential by provid-
ing excellent higher education, innovation and research.’ The mission 
reflects our values and the historical view of a university and advo-
cates the principles espoused by Newman12 and the Robbins Commit-
tee13 through the pursuit of excellence in all that we do, equality of 
opportunity for all, supporting the rights and freedoms of our diverse 
community, the advancement and protection of knowledge, freedom 
of speech and inquiry and supporting the health, safety and wellbeing 
of all. From its roots nearly 200 years ago, the university sees itself 
as an anchor institute where, within its strategic aims, the university 
will create an ‘inspirational student experience, enabling people 
irrespective of their backgrounds to fulfil their potential, develop as 
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global citizens and meet their life and career goals’. UCLan is inno-
vative and entrepreneurial in its approach to research and knowledge 
exchange in order to maximise our positive social, environmental and 
economic impact, locally, nationally and globally.

The university is an interesting reflection of its regional base with 
over 37,000 students, 51 per cent of its students from lower socio-
economic groups, 98 per cent from state schools and many students 
are the first generations to enter university. Yet it has provided 
studies in fashion and also journalism for nearly 50 years, nursing 
and healthcare for over 100 years and its background in the town of 
Preston with its history of the temperance movement, its Christian 
socialism and its growth from town to city can be seen in the way 
that the university has developed provision to meet relevant local 
and regional needs, its large engineering faculty being one such area. 
It has also developed its own medical school and has its own den-
tal and pharmacy schools all of which contribute to the health and 
wellbeing of the local community. UCLan graduates add on average 
£24 million to the north-west economy every year through increased 
skills and productivity while the university itself contributes over 
£200 million to the north-west economy and is considered one of 
the largest employers in the city (it supports over 4,300 full-time 
non-university jobs locally and is the ninth largest undergraduate 
population of all UK universities). It has a major campus develop-
ment in Burnley, east Lancashire, a smaller centre in Westlakes, a 
hub for humanitarian work through its campus in Cyprus and has 
been in China for over 30 years. Still, the university must constantly 
adapt and respond to the local economy. The public policy voice is 
a persistent reminder that the university must engage in areas such 
as employment, employability, high tech development and social 
mobility. It must continue to have a voice in the community, act as 
a hub for local and regional development and engage in community 
leadership as well as social enterprise. It must also meet the busi-
ness voice with knowledge-based work, provide a high level, skilled 
labour force, entrepreneurial skills and to promote SME develop-
ments. The university has one of the most successful student start-ups 
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in the UK with over 1,000 companies formed by the student body in 
the last three years, 75 per cent of which are still in business. It must 
be ready for big changes in technology, the large global approach to 
open access to its research data and the flip learning approach much 
preferred by students. And the pressure does not stop there: the 
university must meet the competition voice, the private and publicly 
funded organisations that wish to work with the university, its global 
curriculum, its competition with other institutes, particularly those 
not from the university sector, and the growing marketisation of edu-
cation at tertiary level in the UK. Finally and most importantly the 
students must be given experiences in curriculum that allows them 
to have successful careers and employment, to give them the skills 
in teamwork, communications, innovation, to experience the work 
place and also to provide an environment where they learn about life 
values, culture and their part in their community.

UCLan has adapted to this new world and global communica-
tion by beginning first steps towards developing a new model. This 
new model takes the best of European university engagement such 
as those found in north-west Europe and Germany as well as the 
traditions of universities as anchor institutions in the UK. The term 
‘anchor institutions’ has gained wider credence over the last decade 
in the UK and is an attempt by many to identify the university as 
an important player in the local economic and social life of its geo-
graphical situation. There are several theoretical models put forward 
from the simple 3H model which envisages a relationship between a 
university, the local business community and the local authorities, to 
additions to the 3H which involve an examination of the relationship 
of the university with its local authorities, its business communities, 
governments, policymakers, its global network and its environment.

THE UNIVERSITY AS AN ANCHOR INSTITUTION

The concept of the university as an anchor institution accepts some 
underlying activities and engagements which include being focused 
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on the social and economic life of its geographical location, the uni-
versity’s physical and historical links and the commitment to its geo-
graphical future success14. There is also the view that the university 
engages fully in city and regional collaborations with engagement 
with policies, local government, LEPs, employers, FECs, fund-
holders and so on. To support the economy its research should be 
translational,15 its procurement processes local, its skills specialisms 
(higher apprenticeships) focused on regional sectors and its engage-
ment (values) involve cultural engagement and events16.

There are different permutations to these underlying themes but at 
heart the anchor institution is seen as symbolic of the financial and 
civic contribution the university can provide to its local community. 
It is now well established that universities provide funding and rev-
enue to the local economy, such as UCLan’s contribution of over 
£200 million a year to the local community as well as creating jobs, 
either in the university itself or through its many sub-contracting 
and procurement routes. The Centre for Local Economic Strategies 
(2016) states that a good local economy provides a strong network 
between and across the public, commercial and social sectors. CLES 
looked at an anchor institution locally in Preston which obviously 
has great interest for UCLan. It says, in regards to Preston, that the 
key to a good local economy is protecting and developing the capital 
and general activity related to the anchor institution and that these 
activities are retained within the local economy as much as possible. 
It is interesting that in a more philosophical sense it talks about 
anchor institutions as institutions and organisations that both recruit 
from and serve the local economy which fits in with the values and 
philosophies of UCLan. One of the most important areas related to 
the social development of the local community is local procurement 
and ensuring that employment is created and that money is spent 
locally to support the community.

The university sector in general within the UK can be seen to 
play an important role in that simple model of contribution to the 
economy. But there are differences in standards and performance 
between universities that participate more fully in the leadership of 
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their local civic bodies and engagement with businesses. For example, 
part of that engagement with the local community is the activities that 
universities have with further education college providers. UCLan is 
envisaging a new model where the university can work in a feder-
ated system with colleges who wish to join with the strategic mission 
and intent of the university (which includes its values and mission). 
For example, three or four colleges in the same geographical vicinity 
may work with a university and local employers, but one college can 
expend its energies concentrating on one specific industrial skillset 
(for instance, mechanical engineering), while another college concen-
trates its activities in another industrial sector, for instance construc-
tion or media. By sharing strategic vision there is a better and more 
efficient use of resources with potential for backup and specialist staff 
to be shared to support all institutions. The university is also examin-
ing with great interest the potential for students studying for degrees 
to pick up vocational programmes and awards from its further educa-
tion partners. Rather than an employer taking a graduate who then has 
to go on to do an apprenticeship programme or employing somebody 
who has done a vocational programme to do a part-time degree it is 
envisaged that it is possible to provide both qualifications at point of 
exit. This is not too dissimilar to the government’s vision for higher 
apprenticeships and these areas are being actively explored.

The new model would be the ‘anchor university’ deeply embed-
ded in its local community, actively participating in its economic 
and civic life and providing leadership in those areas but also devel-
oping new models of learning for students that would engage both 
horizontal and vertical awards at exit in strategic partnership with 
further education colleges and employers. There are opportunities 
for the curriculum to be more flexible with the curriculum deliver-
ing more science subjects for those studying the arts and humanities 
or more business subjects for those studying science and technology 
and so on so that a more rounded student understands different per-
ceptions, methodologies and approaches.

The new model stresses the need for partnership and collaboration 
at a local level. One looks at the UK, particularly in England, where 
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it is very difficult to identify a regional university. For example, 
there are 42 higher education providers in London alone and it is 
hard to envisage any one of those having a regional influence outside 
of the city where many other universities are active. But universities 
such as the University of Hertfordshire have shown how they can 
support the regional economy. The University of Chester is the only 
university in the county of Cheshire (not including centres and off-
site campus from other institutions) and has demonstrated its worth 
in supporting that community. It is now supporting the county of 
Shropshire with its university ambitions using the anchor model. 
The UCLan shares the county with the universities of Lancaster and 
Edge Hill and also works closely with the universities in the cities 
of Liverpool and Manchester. A regional university is probably 
best termed as that which can be defined as a collaboration between 
universities in a distinct geographical area which together provide 
opportunities and growth in that geographical locality.

THE FUTURE

It is clear that universities do differ from higher education provid-
ers although policymakers, social planners and successive govern-
ment administrations are working hard to confuse that picture and 
integrate universities into an overall concept of higher education. 
However, some facts demonstrate the differences and also the 
increasing role of higher education in the delivery of vocational 
and educational provision in the UK but not necessarily research or 
playing a part as an anchor institution.

In 2013–14, 330 organisations provided access to higher education 
courses; 83 per cent were further education colleges; 44,685 students 
were studying for an access to higher education diploma of which 
only 420 were actually studying for this diploma in a university. 
For the university sector in England and Wales the vast majority of 
the student body consists of those aged 20–24 years (34 per cent), 
25–29 years (20 per cent) with only 1 per cent over the age of 50, 
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only 3 per cent over the age of 45 and only 13 per cent under the age 
of 19. 74 per cent of students are female, 26 per cent are male and  
70 per cent complete their course. Of the 35,295 successful diploma-
to-higher-education access students who went through UCAS to 
apply for universities, 70 per cent were accepted. Unsurprisingly the 
statistics stubbornly show that lower socio-economic backgrounds 
have the highest participation of access programmes to higher educa-
tion while A-level students are still more likely in higher participation 
neighbourhoods. Those access-to-higher education diploma students 
were in order of declining numbers in areas such as subjects allied to 
medicine, social studies, biology, education, social science, business 
and law and it is striking that these figures show that there are fewer 
students going on to study science. There is a difference, however, 
between part time and full time. In terms of popularity, subjects 
allied to medicine, social studies and biological science are popular 
among full-time students. The data indicates a success story for 
widening participation universities with 30 per cent of students who 
complete their access to higher education diploma going on to have 
a lower second, but over 45 per cent going on to get an upper second 
class and just under 17 per cent of those student achieved a first class 
honours degree at exit. The trend for access to higher education via 
the diploma route continues to rise year on year as does the number 
of accepted applicants while the number of mature students contin-
ues to decline and is a concern for universities. Future medium-term 
provision growth appears to be in STEM subjects which may impact 
on access-route student numbers and will require significant univer-
sity investment therefore providing potential space for less resource- 
intensive subjects to be offered by new market players to access-
route students. In time the tide will turn towards arts and humanities 
and some universities may struggle to reclaim provision lost to new 
providers.

In the Education Risk Profile carried out by PWC17 in terms of 
impact and likelihood and then declining the areas of sector concern 
are as follows: changes in government and/or policy remains very 
high, as does postgraduate and undergraduate recruitment home and 
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overseas. Investment in IT, outcome of regulatory inspections, finan-
cial sustainability, student experience, income reductions, research 
income, pension deficit, reputation, estates and capital programmes 
investment have less impact and less likelihood but are still within 
the risk profile alongside partnership and collaboration, staff recruit-
ment, regulatory compliance and staff engagement.

In a separate report PWC18 identified the following as issues fac-
ing the university sector; the marketisation and student demand, 
particularly the removal of the student control and student fees and 
moving the trend towards students as ‘consumers’. To further com-
plicate the picture it also identified the financial sustainability and 
operating efficiency of universities, requirement for investment in 
IT, particularly around digital and cybersecurity, internationalisa-
tion strategies, UKVI compliance, business resilience and business 
expansion, data quality and accounting changes such as FRS102 
and the new SORP Statements which all provide further risk to the 
current university sector. Such a list provides a map of the univer-
sity landscape at least for the next five years and signals the present 
government’s intent to categorise universities and higher education 
providers in the same instrumentalist education ‘market’.

The higher education green paper currently being considered also 
demonstrates the conflation of universities and higher education 
providers. The paper can be structured into four broad areas: teach-
ing excellence, quality and social mobility (including the Teaching 
Excellence Framework – TEF – scoring matrix), market entry and 
opening the sector up to new providers. There are also suggestions 
for changes in the sector infrastructure, including the creation of the 
Office for Students, and simplifying the research funding system. 
The likelihood is that the green paper will become a white paper.

The barrage of policy drivers continues to increase. A sector 
briefing paper, Media FHE Briefing Report 2719, highlights that BIS 
needs to make an overall saving of £2.4 billion, a 17 per cent cut, 
up to 2019 and 2010. Most of the savings will come from a switch 
from maintenance grants to loans and the university teaching grant 
will be reduced by £120 million in cash terms. Student opportunity 
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funds will be reviewed with the view that it will probably be cut. 
While maintenance loans for part-time students will be introduced 
from 2018–19, nursing student maintenance grants will be replaced 
by student loans but the age for new loans to postgraduates from 
2016–17 will be raised to 60 years of age. All STEM subjects will 
have tuition loans extended to those students wishing to do a sec-
ond degree from 2017–18. Science funding will be protected, but 
an apprenticeship levy will be introduced in 2017 at a rate of 0.5 
per cent of an employer’s pay bill. New enterprise zones have been 
created, including in smaller towns which will encourage university 
involvement in the local economy. Universities UK20 has stressed 
that too much policy interference will have a negative impact on 
economic health. For example, in discussing regional growth, the 
benefits of place-based approaches to growth and specialisms in 
local areas which are able to identify and select priority areas (par-
ticularly in knowledge-based investment), and the abilities for uni-
versities to bring European structural investment fund strategies into 
the local economy, will all be affected with current proposals. The 
role that universities play in driving innovation, particularly around 
regional growth and project grant funding, underpinning infrastruc-
ture such as the HEIF grant and the investment in new and emerging 
growth quickly require a degree of freedom and less constraint from 
policy drivers in such high numbers.

Universities will survive and continue to be engaged in their local-
ity, with or without government interference. For instance, Hardy21 
looked at the issues around business involvement and the LEPs, the 
LEP networks, LEPs and local government, LEPs and planning and 
LEPs and universities. Hardy sees the central role of the universities 
as being active in regions, particularly in terms of their contributions 
to the knowledge base and the regional innovation system. This 
could be in all areas, researchers, suppliers, manufacturers, service 
providers, entrepreneurs, end users, public research, industry and sci-
entific development. All are involved in areas such as human capital, 
ideas, collaboration, market opportunities, new technological inno-
vations and catalysts for driving transformation and the economy. 
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Universities are expected and are keenly enthusiastic to play a key 
role in defining regional strategy and embed the universities’ own 
departments within the local economy and not just in the economic or 
commercial world. Universities also look at major societal challenges 
and play a role in contributing towards the low-carbon economy, 
working to deal with the aging population and translate innovative 
products into the public and private sector. The universities will 
continue to play a major role in supporting governments and national 
priorities and, as Hardy22 points out, universities are globally engaged 
and can often bridge a gap between national and local approaches 
through economic development. Universities as anchor institutions in 
local economies are described by Hardy as ‘major employers across a 
wide range of occupation, purchases of local goods and services and 
contributors to cultural life and the built environment of towns and 
cities. Local investment in the infrastructure of the university in sup-
port of its core business of research and teaching can therefore have 
a significant passive regional multiplier effect, even if the university 
is not actively supporting regional development’. There are four areas 
where the universities will continue to make active contributions: 
business innovation, human capital development, community devel-
opment and the contribution to local capacity through engagement. 
When these four areas are integrated the authors argue that a univer-
sity can be seen to occupying a proactive role in the regional develop-
ment process. These are critical assets, particularly where the private 
sector is weak or small or there are low levels of research and devel-
opment. The resources of the university therefore can have a dispro-
portionate positive effect on the local economic growth and what is 
required are a range of mechanisms to ensure that that engagement 
can take place. It is clear that universities have a prominent future 
role in both finding and achieving European-funded programmes. 
Universities should therefore be seen as absolutely important anchor 
institutions in their geographical areas.

And it is not just the universities’ abilities to help with cultural 
and community infrastructure locally and regionally but also the 
universities’ abilities to support and be deeply involved and lead 
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skills acquisitions for economic regeneration. For example, the BIS 
Research Paper 171 looked at Technical Apprenticeship Research 
and the need for and capacity to deliver STEM-related apprentice-
ship provision in England. The first signal indicating a basis for the 
apprenticeship and apprenticeship levy can be found in this paper 
with its data showing the lack of technical-related apprenticeships 
in the UK and the need for those to be driven by employers. Succes-
sive governments seem preoccupied with attempting to rectify any 
deficiencies that are seen in the FE sector which is often based on 
unfounded and hearsay experiences rather than hard evidence. The 
universities are pulled into this debate because the FE sector has a 
long history of having very good industrial and commercial links. 
Unfortunately, successive administrations’ attempts to reach clarity 
merely resulted in confusion and interference very often in areas that 
seem to be working well and are recognised as such by employers. For 
example, Kelly23 looks at the confusion between post level 3 quali-
fications which include HNCs, HNDs, foundation degrees, A-levels, 
baccalaureates, diplomas, foundation degrees. The paper attempts to 
declutter the sector and makes a call for the need for universities to 
engage in this area. The FE sector is currently going through much 
more profound changes that the university sector but clearly impacts 
on universities, particularly when attempting to address government 
objectives such as recruitment from low participation neighbour-
hoods. However, the future is not bleak: government structures, 
policy overload and technological advances provide opportunities 
rather than curtailment. Universities, working collaboratively and in 
partnerships, deeply embedded in their localities and regions, but tak-
ing a global perspective, will remain crucial to the cultural, economic 
and community development of the UK and its people.

UCLan is proud of its historical roots, its 200 years of providing a 
learning institute and a university for Preston, the Lancashire county 
and the north-west region. Its next stage of growth will be in new 
models of provision delivery (based on tested traditions in Europe 
and the United States), new partnership arrangements with further 
education colleges, maintaining strong links with sister universities 
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in the region, developing the regional economy and continuing to 
support our students to be technically skilled and apply moral rea-
soning in their lives and the development of their communities.
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Now, more than ever before, education is a categorical imperative. 
At individual, family, community and regional levels the importance 
of education cannot be over-stressed. Yet many regional variations 
in child poverty, social exclusion and a lack of social mobility, are 
due to poor educational attainment. For many school students, espe-
cially those from less advantaged backgrounds, a lack of education 
denies them access to the digital, knowledge economy in which aca-
demic credentials are essential to compete and excel in a high-skill 
labour market. Moreover, in an era of qualifications inflation and 
massive competition in the labour market there is a need to possess 
a wider credentials package to compete successfully for positional 
goods such as jobs.

This chapter focuses upon educational attainment. It considers 
a wider role for universities extending into primary and secondary 
education to work in partnership with schools and school teachers 
to help address the attainment gap among pupils from less advan-
taged backgrounds. This engagement could raise the aspirations of 
pupils and students, especially from less advantaged backgrounds, 
by promoting and promulgating the idea of a university through 
engagement with lecturing, research and outreach staff. Through 
considered, structured contact and engagement this activity could 
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create and sustain the idea of going to university as an attainable 
ambition throughout an educational career.

This is not to suggest that schools and their staff cannot address 
the attainment gap. Rather, it suggests how the engagement of uni-
versity staff from lecturing, research and outreach roles and focus-
ing upon the individual students, could help normalise the idea of 
a university within the norms of educational beliefs. By adding a 
new element to the experience of education in primary and second-
ary schools this could create an attainable, aspirational pathway of 
progression and self-achievement beyond primary and secondary 
education which would provide inspiration within primary and sec-
ondary education.

Differential attainment in education is an enduring problem in 
many United Kingdom regions. Despite decades of policy inter-
ventions, socio-economic background remains the most significant 
predictor of attainment in primary and secondary education1. Indeed, 
compelling evidence suggests that, when viewed overall there is a 
massive attainment gap between pupils from differing demographic 
backgrounds.

In 2016, the gap nationally, at the end of secondary school, was still 
19.3 months. In fact, disadvantaged pupils fall behind their more 
affluent peers by around 2 months each year over the course of sec-
ondary school.2

Since 2007, successive governments have proposed and pursued 
policies focusing on schools with both Labour, the coalition and 
Conservative governments pursuing educational policies promising 
increased social mobility, justice and equality. Gardiner et al3 purport 
that these policies are based upon neoliberal principles of marketisa-
tion, privatisation, differentiation, decentralisation and competition. 
In the context of regional development, this activity foregrounds 
issues of localism and the devolution of power, creating sub-national 
and sectoral control over academies in an attempt to create success 
at the institutional and individual pupil levels). However, it has been 
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argued that the shift to academies does not automatically diminish 
the gap; indeed, it may actually serve to sustain it.

One of the issues facing many pupils from disadvantaged families 
is their lack of engagement with the ‘educational escalator’. Every 
year, tens of thousands of UK students leave school at 16 with no 
or very few qualifications. The great majority of low achievers 
come from disadvantaged backgrounds, though this is, of course, 
a generalisation and it must be said that many students from these 
backgrounds do achieve excellent results in primary and secondary 
schools. However, at the summary level of national statistics, even 
in the same classes, with the same teachers, books, resources and 
exercises there is an attainment gap. A child’s socio-economic status 
remains the best predictor of educational attainment, with 27 per 
cent fewer pupils on free school meals achieving five A*-C GCSEs 
compared to all other pupils4.

Much of the influence of a university in its regional setting lies 
beyond its campus, through its relations with its community. From 
a regional development standpoint, the role of a university is often 
equated with its contribution to the regional labour market and to 
the improvement of communities through improving the educational 
attainment with the labour market and community levels being the 
most salient levels of analysis and with pressures to tailor curricula 
to the requirements of a specific labour market.

Embedded in its locality5 a university creates a ‘learning environ-
ment,’ develops skills and builds resources for competitiveness and 
social cohesion. It impacts upon the knowledge economy; engages 
through its role as an attractor of organisations and families into 
a region; contributes to the ‘institutional thicknesses of a region’s 
economic community of policy and practice; and through its impact 
upon individual lives, through the demand and supply sides of its 
local labour market.

For decades all UK universities have engaged with their com-
munities and local schools as part of their wider community role. 
Science fairs and festivals, school visits, STEM outreach and a host 
of other engagements have made significant contributions to the 
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perceptions and performance of school pupils across the country. 
Often unsung and unrecognised, this activity provides a vital link-
age between universities and primary and secondary education. In 
recent years, however, a significant opportunity has emerged to 
develop this engagement further in the form of the multi academy 
trust (MAT) and associated educational relationships-initiatives 
such as teaching schools. It may be that, through engagement with 
these emerging institutional structures, universities can have an 
even wider role within education in regions, through a longer-term, 
coordinated partnership of engagement with staff and students in 
schools at primary and secondary levels.

Such an approach is consistent with a view of regional devel-
opment in terms of a network, a ‘set of functioning institutions, 
organisations, funding structures and streams, interactive networks 
and forums for collaboration, for the pursuit of common economic, 
social and cultural goals’6. In these networks, universities and HEIs 
are seen as ‘anchor institutions’ being able to engage with a range of 
organisations at many levels-it may be that there is a wider network 
of professional practice involving teaching and research staff in uni-
versities and schools working together in wider, regional networks 
framed within new institutional structures engaged in new relation-
ships at institutional and individual levels.

This chapter has been written at a moment of transition for the 
University of Central Lancashire’s involvement with an academy 
school in west Cumbria, of which it is a co-owner. West Lakes 
Academy in Egremont has been a great success in recent years. It 
has, since its inception and incorporation in 2008, become a school 
rated ‘Outstanding’ by OFSTED in early 2017. Formed out of two 
failing schools, West Lakes Academy was one of the first academies 
in the country. It is owned by a company limited by guarantee set 
up by Sellafield Limited, the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority 
and the University of Central Lancashire (UCLan). This success has 
been the culmination of a sustained drive by staff, students (and their 
parents), owners and governors to improve outcomes. Now the goal 
of achieving an outstanding grade from OFSTED has been realised, 
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and with its achievement of teaching school status and the possible 
transition to a MAT, thoughts turn to wider contextual issues. In this 
regard, of special concern is the important issue of the attainment 
gap between pupils from different socio-economic backgrounds, 
inclusion and progression between primary and secondary levels of 
education and wider relationships with the professional communities 
of practice.

This thinking, and the associated issues and opportunities, has 
wider relevance for universities, and of special interest are the impli-
cations of wider institutional structures which could address one of 
the key issues facing education in the UK: the difference in attain-
ment between students from more and less advantaged backgrounds. 
It could be that the idea of going to university would become 
‘normalised’ and students would, from an early age, come to have 
a relationship, through their school and their teachers, with univer-
sities which would not be held as ‘a world apart’ by students from 
less advantaged backgrounds. This attainment is so important in a 
changing labour market, as a House of Commons report7 argues…

…the economy has changed in recent decades; while underachieve-
ment in education may once have led to a lifetime of employment in 
traditional routine manual occupations in factories, the consequence 
now is more likely to be “NEET” (Not in Education, Employment or 
Training)8.

This disadvantage is strongly felt by those in this position colouring 
their worldview and beliefs, and shaping their aspirations. A study 
by the Prince’s Trust of a sample of over two thousand 16 to 24 
year-olds on an online poll conducted by YouGov in spring 2011 
found that…

• More than one in five of those from deprived homes (22 per cent) 
believe that ‘few’ or ‘none’ of their goals in life are achievable, 
compared to just five per cent of those from affluent families

• More than one in four young people growing up in poverty  
(26 per cent) believe that ‘few’ or ‘none’ of their career goals are 
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achievable, compared to just seven per cent of those from wealthy 
families

• One in four young people from poor homes (26 per cent) feel that 
‘people like them don’t succeed in life’

• Almost a quarter from deprived homes (24 per cent) believe they 
will “end up on benefits for at least part of their life” and more 
than one in five feel they will end up in a ‘dead-end job’

• Around one in six young people from poor homes (16 per cent) 
say their family and friends have made fun of them when they talk 
about finding a good job9.

One of the key issues underlying this differential attainment crisis 
is aspirations, a concept which captures the desires and ambitions 
young people hold about their futures which shape their engagement 
in the present. Essentially, a desire to achieve something high in the 
future has implications to shape people’s actions in the present, but 
this requires inspiration in the present and here, it is argued, social 
setting and socialisation are key influences upon individuals.

Essentially, aspirations may be defined in this context as ‘…a 
student’s ability to identify and set goals for the future, while being 
inspired in the present to work towards those goals.’10 Of particular 
relevance to this chapter is the notion that there are two elements to 
aspirations – inspiration and ambition.

• “Inspiration reflects that an activity is exciting and enjoyable to 
the individual and the awareness of being fully and richly involved 
in life here and now. It is depicted by an individual who becomes 
involved in an activity for its intrinsic value and enjoyment. An 
individual with a high level of inspiration is one who believes an 
activity is useful and enjoyable.

• Ambitions represent the perception that an activity is important as 
a means to future goals. It reflects individuals’ perceptions that it 
is both possible and desirable to think in future terms and to plan 
for the future.”11
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In recent years, there has been a significant level of policy interest 
in raising aspirations to address child poverty. As Kintrea12 found, 
aspirations are often lowest in white, council-built neighbourhoods 
in former industrial areas. Crucially, aspirations may change, influ-
enced by the social context within which individuals live and with 
which they come to identify over time. It may be that lower aspira-
tions are an informed and rational response to specific cultural and 
social contexts. They may be strongly influenced by what Festinger13 
termed ‘social comparison’, an influential dynamic which, it is 
argued,14 is especially strong in school classroom settings. A recent 
report by DCSF argued…

Children living in deprived communities face a cultural barrier which 
is in many ways a bigger barrier (to success) than material poverty. It 
is a cultural barrier of low aspirations and scepticism about education, 
the feeling that education is by and for other people, and likely to let 
one down15.

Thus in the areas of most need individuals may have poor frames 
of social, educational and economic reference. From a regional 
policy standpoint, these factors can lead to the double bind of self-
perpetuating poverty and declining social mobility, which is evident 
in many communities.

Other data reveals the importance of social setting and context –  
essentially cultural standards in social settings strongly influence 
individual expectations and performance. In 2009 a UK government 
white paper on social mobility identified a key role for communities 
in shaping young people’s attitudes to education and employment. 
The premise of the white paper was that: ‘Growing up in a strong 
positive community encourages us to set our sights high and helps 
us to develop the resilience to overcome adversity and achieve our 
goals’16. In contrast: ‘In some deprived communities stable popula-
tions and close knit networks combine with a sense of isolation from 
broader social and economic opportunities. This can limit young 
people’s horizons and aspirations for the future’17
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Clearly, context shapes aspirations, which can, in turn, drive 
an individual towards achievement. Our brief insight into aspira-
tions reveals its nature as having an impact in both inspiration and 
ambition, and sustained engagement with a university may make a 
significant and substantive contribution to educational attainment, 
especially among those whose family background and social setting 
does not include an experience involving the idea, or experience, of 
a university.

BUT WHAT CAN UNIVERSITIES DO?

In an examination of schools’ links with higher education Tough and 
her colleagues argued:

It is clear that there could be large benefits to pupils, teachers and 
universities from longer-term programmes with pupils in schools 
rather than ad-hoc projects which, although often repeated each year, 
are not repeatedly engaging the same pupils. One way of achieving 
this is through long-term structural engagement such as a university 
supporting an academy or trust, but it is clear that this level and model 
of engagement would not be possible for all schools. Schools and col-
leges also felt that structural engagement through HE representation 
on the school or college governing body did not have much impact in 
terms of tangible benefits to pupils around access to HE links18.

Two issues emerge from this analysis. Firstly, that longer-term 
engagement is necessary to achieve real benefit; and secondly, that 
university or HE representation should, to achieve real benefit among 
pupils, occur at a more operational and less strategic level. This 
important issue of levels of engagement was made recently by the 
principal and CEO of a successful academy, who felt that universities 
may find it more fruitful, and flexible, to engage within the framework 
of a Teaching School structure at a more operational level19.

Engagement in MATs and associated initiatives, like teaching 
schools, may provide opportunities to engage the higher education 
sector in schools and generate meaningful, sustained engagement. 
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A MAT is, of course, an initiative established to undertake strategic 
collaboration to improve and maintain high educational standards 
across a number of schools within the context of a single entity with 
a group of schools forming a single (multi academy) trust which has 
overarching responsibility for their governance.

It may be that a MAT structure could create an institutional frame-
work for engaging staff from primary, secondary and higher educa-
tion institutions within an inter-institutional framework to normalise 
the idea of a university. Clearly, a multi-academy trust provides 
a greater institutional breadth and scale for engagement between 
members of institutions. Engagement in the governance of the insti-
tution creating approved organisational space enables contact to be 
regularised and routinised across appropriate levels involving prac-
titioners, pupils and (institutional) policy levels.

The impact of embedded interactions at the operational level 
between institutions is revealed by three case studies in Adonis: 
‘Firstly, in Nottingham, the university opened William Samworth 
Academy and commenting upon this institution, one of Notting-
ham’s pro vice-chancellors noted that “We set out to create a sense 
that a university is a very normal thing, not a world apart…’20. 
Commenting on the breadth and depth of the relationship, Adonis 
noted,

…the university provides more than governors and governance: its 
lecturers, students and support staff being part of the life of the school. 
All new pupils go on a “transition day” at the university. The academy 
has a sixth form and Nottingham’s students act as mentors (‘the con-
versations don’t always stay on topic’, as one student puts it). The uni-
versity also supports the academy through apprenticeships and work 
placements. More than 20 academy staff are undertaking masters and 
doctoral degrees at the university. A team from the university… with 
two playwrights and a group of local residents, making a series of 
plays about Bilborough past, present and future.21

Secondly, in Bristol the engagement of the local university in an 
academy ‘helped hugely in raising aspirations among staff and 
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students’ said a principal sponsor of the academy which was devel-
oped in partnership with the University of the West of England. He 
went on: ‘Staying-on rates after GCSE have increased dramatically 
compared to its predecessor failing comprehensive, and the number 
of students going on to university has trebled since the start of the 
academy.’22

In London, Adonis noted that UCL (one of Britain’s leading 
research universities) was establishing an academy in its home 
Borough of Camden in London. This integration between university 
and academy was leading to ‘a curriculum developed in exciting 
ways informed by the latest research’, and university mentors ‘to 
provide role models, classroom assistants, and sources of informal 
advice and guidance to students’. These cases reveal the potential 
of engagement between a university at two levels. Institutional 
engagement to set the framework and individual staff level to work 
with and within the academy reflecting the provost’s view that ‘A 
modern university should not be divorced from secondary education 
in its own locality’23.

These examples reveal the potential of an embedded university 
working in a regional, place setting engaged with a wider institu-
tional structure and how the university could impact upon the aspi-
rations and expectations of students from all backgrounds working 
through the elements of a wider institution. In this wider institutional 
arrangement, professional practice and personal engagement would 
occur across a wider ‘new’ institution, a discursive institution engag-
ing wider communities of practice. A key element of this engage-
ment would involve a programme of engagement with individual 
pupils to shape and support their aspirations and make their expecta-
tions realistic and achievable.

Working within the framework of a MAT involving primary and 
secondary schools a university could work with teaching staff and 
have a positive impact on pupils (and staff), especially over the key 
transition between primary and secondary education. Within the 
greater scale of a MAT this could give a more appropriate scale of 
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resource utilisation and allow a longer duration of effect extending 
over almost a decade of schooling in some cases.

From this overview of activities, two key points have emerged. 
Firstly, that interventions need to be sustained over the long term 
to have a significant and enduring impact upon pupils’ aspirations 
(and consequent attainment). And, secondly, that the architecture 
of institutional engagement needs to encompass both the strategic 
governance and operational practice embedded within a collabora-
tive structure focused upon the individual student and their wider 
opportunities beyond the local community and local labour market. 
What is being proposed here is beyond one-off outreach activities 
and short-term projects. Rather, it would involve staff from schools 
and universities working collaboratively in inter-institutional struc-
tures at an operational level in a long-term partnership collaborating 
in their complementary areas of professional practice in primary, 
secondary and higher education. This programme would provide 
students with innovative engagement focused upon the student expe-
rience and helping them set goals for their future and inspiring them 
to work towards them.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This chapter has introduced some ideas about a role of universities 
in primary and secondary education, which have emerged out of 
experience with successful academies and university collaborations 
and more detailed insights from engagement in a single academy 
trust in Cumbria. No longer elite institutions, the ‘massification’ and 
‘marketisation’ of universities has resulted in universities’ partici-
pation in many spheres of society addressing local labour markets 
and the needs of industry and offering courses tailored and targeted 
at the needs of the labour market. What has been discussed in this 
chapter is a further, systematic extension of the university into 
primary and secondary education where it would aim to provide 
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a long-term programme of educational innovation, individual 
inspiration working in partnership within the educational fabric of 
schools, within the scope of a university’s teaching, research and 
knowledge-transfer activities.

MAT24 structures and associated programmes, such as teaching 
schools, could be appropriate vehicles for a university to engage, 
at institutional and individual levels, with staff and students in 
primary and secondary schools. This engagement could promote 
the idea of a university as an accessible, achievable ambition 
especially for pupils and students from less advantaged back-
grounds – raising aspirations through long-term engagements 
throughout primary and secondary education.

It is not being suggested that universities can do the educa-
tional job of colleagues in primary and secondary schools any 
better. What is being proposed here is a partnership collaboration 
through a considered programme of interaction at both individual 
and institutional levels between pupils and practitioners set 
within long-term institutional frameworks. What is proposed here 
is not a one-off initiative, but a long-term programme embedded 
in institutional agreements and professional practice and personal 
relationships.

Much of the literature on the regional role of a university 
stresses its regional-level impact in respect of workforce, but 
there is a less appreciated aspect to a university’s wider, social 
impact in regions. For decades most universities have engaged 
in outreach with schools and this has undoubtedly contributed 
to raising aspirations among school pupils. However, what is 
stressed in effective examples of engagement is longer-term 
contact with pupils and that requires a wider institutional frame-
work. The neoliberal educational policies adopted in primary 
and secondary education by successive administrations over 
almost two decades are leading to more localised and devolved 
arrangements in the governance of schools. These developments 
have created an opportunity for a wider engagement between 
universities, schools and pupils through the establishment of a 
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MAT and the strategic and systematic engagement of a higher 
education institution within one inspiring and motivating pupils 
from all backgrounds and making higher education appear 
less of a ‘world apart’ from the school and local community 
experience.
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INTRODUCTION

This chapter considers entrepreneurial universities in a regional con-
text. Some measures of entrepreneurship favour wealthy institutions 
and these have featured prominently in the literature. By attracting 
large volumes of research income and drawing upon rich resources 
they can translate this into a high number of start-ups and spin-outs. 
However, these institutions are very much in the minority, but all is 
not lost for other universities with fewer existing resources. Enter-
prising and entrepreneurial approaches can make a significant differ-
ence to not only the institution, but to the student base and relations 
with stakeholders in the region and beyond.

This chapter surveys some key underpinning literature in this 
area, focusing on how entrepreneurial approaches in universities can 
produce a wide range of benefits, academically, for students and for 
regional economies. The approach goes beyond the narrow measure 
of spin out creation and considers how the context of the university 
will influence its approach.

Universities are well placed to take advantage of existing net-
works, create new networks and to deploy the immense social capi-
tal that they possess. Acknowledgment is given to the tensions of 

ENTREPRENEURIAL UNIVERSITIES IN 
A REGIONAL CONTEXT

John Lonsdale
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academic workloads and identity as serious concerns that need to be 
considered in any strategy.

Each needs to find its own way – while broad principles are gen-
eralisable, the outcomes will be a function of resources and networks 
built by the universities. These contextual resources in some way 
constrain universities, but can also be the basis for distinctive devel-
opment and differentiation from other instructions.

An example of this approach as undertaken at the University of 
Central Lancashire (UCLan), a large enterprising university in the 
north-west of England, is provided.

THE ENTREPRENEURIAL UNIVERSITY – AN 
OVERVIEW

While surveys of the literature1 suggest that academic entrepreneur-
ship as a field of scholarly study is relatively new; in fact the concept 
of entrepreneurial universities has a much longer history. There is 
a fertile body of literature looking at the idea of the entrepreneurial 
university.

Drucker2 writes ‘no better text for a history of entrepreneurship 
could be found than the creation and development of the modern 
university’ and cites the creation of the University of Berlin by 
Humboldt in 1809 as a key example, which was then picked up in 
the United States some 60 years later. Humboldt’s objectives were 
to take intellectual and scientific leadership away from the French 
and capture the energies released by the French Revolution, and so 
the idea of university activities being used for economic advantage 
is nothing new.

In long-term studies of university transformation, Clark3 identified 
five elements that enable that transformation. These are: a strength-
ened steering core with strength to set an independent course; the 
expanded development periphery which includes cross-discipline 
projects and TTOs; a diversified funding base; a stimulated academic 
heartland; and an integrated entrepreneurial culture. These elements 
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suggest that for universities to be truly entrepreneurial, coordinated 
action is needed throughout the organisation to enact the five ele-
ments – they are unlikely to come about by chance, and therefore 
support at government and university board level is required.

In a study of 15 UK universities, Martin and Turner4 consider 
the tensions created by trying to create entrepreneurial universi-
ties, especially when commercial missions are placed on top of 
a traditionally focused organisation. Recounting the experiences 
of staff, ‘participants felt there were simultaneously two levels of 
reality – the voiced mission statement ... and the signaled purposes 
which emphasises the need to bring in money and raise profiles’5. 
Other observations included different views as to what their roles 
were and what commercialisation meant, doubts about personal 
capability to do such work and the lack of practical curriculum. The 
findings highlighted the need for policymakers to understand the 
heterogeneity of the HIE base and to address organisational cultures 
related to third mission activities in their organisation6.

Themes of change and adaptability come out of the literature. 
Davies7 suggests that entrepreneurial universities are those with 
commercial and financial awareness; they are more than just adapt-
able. While many organisations show signs of responsiveness and 
adaptability to their new situation, this is arguably not the same as 
entrepreneurial behaviour. Entrepreneurial universities reach out, 
extending their own boundaries and are players in shaping their own 
environment.

ACADEMIC ENTREPRENEURS

Universities host and develop a wide range of entrepreneurs and 
intrapreneurs. This raises two questions: the first as to what we con-
sider an entrepreneur to be like and do, and the second the implica-
tions of being entrepreneurial in large organisations like universities.

There are many and varied definitions of entrepreneurship. 
Schumpeter8 describes an entrepreneur as a person who is willing 
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and able to convert a new idea or invention into a successful innova-
tion. Druilhe and Garnsey9 define entrepreneurship as ‘the pursuit of 
opportunity and the mobilisation of resources to deliver value and 
capture returns’. Shattock10 offers a brief but provoking definition of 
entrepreneurship in an academic context as ‘extending the boundar-
ies of the university’. This idea of boundary pushing is reflected in 
Clark11:

The new understanding is that entrepreneurship is not a personality 
type, nor is it a stage in the life cycle of an organisation. Rather, it is 
a way of managing, where one pursues opportunities beyond means 
that are currently available.

Other definitions focus more on venture or business creation. 
Johnson12 defines entrepreneurship as capturing ideas, converting 
them into products and services, building a venture to take them 
to market. Shane et al13 describe entrepreneurship as a process by 
which opportunities to create future goods and services are discov-
ered, evaluated and exploited. This is described as a creative process 
and does imply the creation of a company.

For universities, the focus on venture creation is arguably too nar-
row and unhelpful. Brenkert14 suggests that being an entrepreneur 
is not about owning a business, but about the behaviours employed 
by the entrepreneur. Brenkert assesses various definitions of entre-
preneurship and proposes that it has a dual nature: ‘the project to 
be realised and the organisation or organisational efforts to realise 
it’. Brenkert’s work raises many interesting questions related to the 
nature of entrepreneurship and possible conflict in terms of values 
and behavioural cultures of academics. Are academia and entrepre-
neurship compatible and are there aspects of universities that should 
not be ‘polluted’ by commercialisation?

In an exploration of innovation and entrepreneurship, Johnson15 
defines an entrepreneur as an individual who takes agency and 
initiative, manages risk, is persistent and makes things happen. 
Corporate entrepreneurship is defined as having three main forms: 
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intrapreneurship, dispersed entrepreneurship and corporate ventur-
ing. This definition is useful in placing academic entrepreneurs in a 
category of intrapreneurship, with its own particular literature and 
examples of success.

Even research can be considered to be inherently entrepreneurial. 
It can be argued that because research groups form and compete for 
funds, they have the characteristics of early stage firms, even before 
they engage in overtly entrepreneurial activities. Entrepreneurial 
universities can act like a large incubator, with a large turnover of 
human capital (students), with which to provide ideas (Etzkowitz16). 
Controversies regarding academic entrepreneurship, include the 
need for guidelines and legitimacy for the activity and the existence 
and coexistence of apparently antithetical norms and orientations.

These definitions and distinctions show that there is plenty of 
scope for academics to be entrepreneurial within the organisa-
tional framework of the university. Business creation is not always 
required, and the scope for building opportunities could occur in any 
field. With the growth in social enterprises, there is also clarity that 
the rationale for entrepreneurial activity is not just related income 
generation, but to achieving particular social goals, though in prac-
tice most commercial projects should also generate academic and 
ancillary social benefits (e.g. student work opportunities) as well.

ROLE OF THE UNIVERSITY

With multiple stakeholders, debate and discussion about the purpose 
and role of universities has been ongoing for as long as they have 
existed. It is clear that universities now go beyond Newman’s ‘uni-
versal school of learning’ and further into the realms of economic 
development and application of knowledge. Shattock17 notes that 
the boundaries of universities are extending: the exploitation of 
knowledge and regional development roles creates a challenge for 
university managers. These roles of universities extend to enhancing 
the democratisation of knowledge (Delanty18), playing an enhanced 
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role in technological development (Etzkowitz et al.19), and ‘develop-
ment of a third role performed by universities in animating regional 
economic, social and civic development’ (Warren et al)20.

In Europe, the main types are the Humboldtian model typical of 
Germany, the Napoleonic model typical of France and Spain, the 
Nordic model typical of Sweden and Finland, the Anglo-Saxon 
model typical of the United Kingdom and much of the US, and the 
central and eastern European model typical of Poland and Russia. 
Koivula and Rinne21 note that, although the ties of the state may 
be looser in the Anglo-Saxon model than in other models, this is 
more than compensated for by market forces; autonomy is being 
seen to be reduced by the responsibilities given to it in society and 
by government22. They suggest that ‘the central challenges for the 
modern university stem from its increased function, massification, 
shortage of public funding and rapid changes in its operational 
environment’23.

Some, for example Delanty24, argue that universities should be 
key actors in the public sphere and enhance the democratisation of 
knowledge and that generally, through the middles ages to modern 
society, universities have managed to keep a separation from social 
struggles. This is somewhat contentious, as access to universities has 
historically tended to be a function of ability to pay, as has access 
to good primary and secondary education, both of which tend to be 
socially or economically defined, rather than defined by any notion 
of democratic fairness. Other key trends include the diverse places 
in which knowledge is now created, from think-tanks and companies 
to consultancies, reducing the monopoly claims of universities with 
respect to knowledge creation25.

More recently, internet access, online resources and the availabil-
ity of information are forcing institutions to think about the value of 
what they provide in terms of learning experience and opportuni-
ties to learn through application of knowledge. Abeles26 proposes 
that technology fundamentally changes the role of academia and 
the distribution of knowledge. In his essay on the development of 
education and the impact of the internet, the idea that you cannot 
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unscramble eggs is used to suggest the irreversibility of technology 
and commercialism. He argues that a new market of open competi-
tion is evident, with ivory tower academics forced into the open on 
a new playing field. If this is true, universities will find themselves 
drawn into markets, where enterprise and entrepreneurship will be a 
heightened requirement for survival.

Thus, definitions of universities as creators and disseminators of 
knowledge and producers of knowledgeable people seem too nar-
row. They have the means to be more prominent actors in society 
and the economy, actively shaping their environment. Universities 
play an enhanced role in technological development and govern-
ments encourage this as an economic development strategy. In the 
UK, a critical moment occurred in 1985, when the intellectual prop-
erty right functions of the state agency British Technology Group 
were devolved to universities, setting the scene for entrepreneurial 
universities (Etzkowitz et al27). The authors describe entrepreneurial 
development across the world as being a common and prevalent 
trend, but note that the precise forms, speed and implementation 
vary greatly with local conditions. The broader literature concurs 
with this, with American universities in particular being ahead in 
entrepreneurial development.

This somewhat late adoption of intellectual property and its devel-
opment to commercialisation is perhaps at the root of stereotypes 
and accusations that UK universities are great at coming up with 
ideas which other countries then make money from.

UNIVERSITY-INDUSTRY LINKAGES

University-industry linkages and their associated issues are not a 
new phenomenon. For example, Bowie28 cites examples from the 
1920s: the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation and its commer-
cialisation of Vitamin D irradiation processes and commercialisation 
of 43 other inventions over the following 50 years; and MIT, which 
was funded by AT&T and GE from around 1915. Both became 
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embroiled in the patent management issues, business ethics 
debates, funding issues and teaching autonomy-related discus-
sions, which appear in more recent literature.

In a summary of the EUERK study of European Union universi-
ties, 1994–2004, Shattock29 notes that universities have increased 
their commitment to knowledge transfer enormously. He argues 
that autonomy of the institution is an important precursor to aca-
demic entrepreneurship in universities, but that entrepreneurship 
might conform to a certain pattern. Another observation was that 
‘entrepreneurialism in a university setting is about generating 
activities, which extend a university’s traditional boundaries’, 
again taking the notion that application and use of knowledge is 
critical in the wider remit of universities.

Technology transfer offices (TTOs) play a key role in uni-
versity-industry links. For example, Siegel et al30 argue that the 
efficiency of university linkages can be affected by organisa-
tional factors, such as staffing, efficient processes and the abil-
ity of the TTOs to act in a boundary-spanning way – a bridge 
between firms and scientists. Siegel et al31 highlight the need 
to attract institutional entrepreneurs into TTOs to enable the 
commercialisation of ideas. Drawing upon the earlier discus-
sion of multiple logics in this literature review, one can imagine 
that academics with the ambidexterity to handle the translation 
across the logics would be well suited to the TTO role.

Clear policies are also key to managing the effects of univer-
sity research relationships and academic capitalism. For example, 
a US study of agricultural biotech collaborations across nine 
universities, concluded that there is a complex set of effects in 
play, due to the interactions between actors and the IP policies 
adopted. The university scientists believe that communication is 
restricted if commercial IP restrictions are used. They believe 
that ideally IP policies should shield them from opportunistic 
behaviour, while at the same time promoting industry collabora-
tion (Welsh et al).32
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REGIONAL CONTEXT IS IMPORTANT

Although much of the literature considers the university or the aca-
demic, the university is not a stand-alone body. Forces act upon it 
and are critical in any analysis. Fairweather33 discusses the notion 
of generalisability, by which they mean that just because something 
works somewhere it will not necessarily work everywhere. There is 
a danger that people will follow suit in trying to emulate successful 
examples, but without due consideration for the resources, networks 
and general environment that made the success work. The literature 
on universities certainly suggests this is true; the varied university 
models in each country, local legislation and cultural aspects mean 
that due consideration of context is required before reusing ideas or 
results from research.

Wright et al34, researching academic entrepreneurship in Europe 
and the conditions for spin-out companies, identified that for the 
UK, key elements affecting the rate of spin-outs will be researchers 
status, business training for academics, incubators and other business 
support and financing. On the same theme, but looking at spin-out 
performance, Doutriaux35 summarises studies of firms with and with-
out university ties, in service and manufacturing categories. A nega-
tive correlation was discovered between spin-out performance and 
closeness to the university, for example, if the academics involved 
retained an academic post. Sales and employment are lower on aver-
age than for non-affiliated firms. This is somewhat counterintuitive 
to ideas that close university linkages would give advantages, but 
according to Doutriaux may be related to the academic entrepreneur 
themselves and their commitment to the new venture.

The impact of government intervention is explored by Clarysse 
et al36. They examine the use of research and development subsidies 
and consider to what degree market failure discourages research and 
development. They explore ideas of input additionality (the incen-
tivisation of companies to do extra R&D) versus output additional-
ity (was produced for the extra spend). In addition, they scrutinise 
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behavioural additionality (what changes in personal or organisa-
tional behaviour during or after a project).

From these ideas we can see that entrepreneurial condition will 
vary, from country to country, from region to region depending on 
government policy and economic conditions. The effects of institu-
tional models come into play, with the British-Anglo Saxon model 
seemingly quite well suited to industrial collaboration but weak in 
areas. Specific geographical constraints will apply in terms of the 
number of organisations available to interact with and the envi-
ronment. Institutional policies, discussed later in more detail, will 
determine the capacity of the university to act with the environment 
effectively.

CHALLENGES FACING AN ENTREPRENEURIAL 
UNIVERSITY

While the environmental context shapes the activity of entrepre-
neurial universities, there is a wide range of organisational chal-
lenges, not least in the demands of academic careers, the importance 
of academic identity and the subsequent view of what constitutes 
legitimate academic work. Legitimacy describes the fit with the 
culture, norms and goals of the organisation. In studies investigat-
ing the influence of legitimacy human and social capital in start-ups 
created by university employees, legitimacy was not found be a 
factor affecting start-ups. While knowledge of starting up helps, 
a Swedish study by Karlsson and Wigren37 found more educated, 
senior, older academics were less likely to create start-ups. Social 
capital indicators showed a positive correlation, with participation 
in product development, contract research or external linked proj-
ects all indicating an increased likelihood of initiating a start-up. 
The recommendations are that universities wanting to promote this 
activity should promote industry linkages and should also consider 
getting early stage career researchers involved in this activity at any 
early stage.
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Some researchers go beyond the observation of the academic 
and explore the motivations in more detail. Jain et al38 discuss 
the micro-foundations and micro-mechanisms of the motivation 
process, in particular the individual level transactions that affect 
academic entrepreneurship, in particular the role of the main actor 
– the university scientist. This US study looks at the willingness of 
academics to modify their behaviour to the new role of entrepre-
neur and suggests there is a hybrid mentality at play. Sense-making 
and role-defining dimensions for academics and others are seen 
as important. Looking at the social-psychological factors, George 
et al39 discuss entrepreneurial identity and invention disclosure 
behaviour. The presentation discusses the reasons why scientists 
become entrepreneurs (both economic and non-economic reasons) 
and the multiple identity issues presented (academic, teacher and 
entrepreneur).

Colyvas40 describes a longitudinal study of the Stanford Uni-
versity life sciences technology transfer programme, 1968–1992. 
Institutional logics or norms which bound acceptable behaviour are 
described, along with the logic and the politics of collaborations41. 
A series of models is offered including: ‘teamwork’, where many 
members of the lab collaborated and were supported by commercial 
experts; ‘science is not for profit’, where the academics were loath 
to seek sole credit for patents and did not see the patents as useful to 
the university; ‘non faculty career’, which describes a high level of 
industry engagement; and ‘contribution matters’, where academics 
start to see the value of what they do, demand compensation for it 
and use patents to protect against exploitation. The author describes 
how norms changed over time42. Patents were initially used as a way 
to protect research and then the role of commercialisation gradually 
became incorporated into the university mission and accepted.

Considering the commercialisation of university research, Ambos 
et al43 look at the tensions on research organisations and propose 
the idea of ambidexterity – doing one thing while continuing to do 
another. Ambos et al. show that the tension between academic and 
commercial activities is more pronounced at researcher level, rather 
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than higher institutional level – ‘the people who deliver commercial 
outcomes tend to be rather different to those who are accustomed 
to producing academic outcomes’44. In their UK-based study, they 
observe that universities are not required to switch from one activ-
ity to another – they are required to do both. They found that TTOs 
may signal an intention to commercialise, but the breadth of support 
and experience in the TTOs are not significant predictors of com-
mercial outcomes45. At an individual level, high embeddedness of 
researchers is a negative factor, with younger researchers showing 
more signs of commercial activity. Conversely and simultaneously, 
the scientific excellence of principal investigators has the opposite 
effect, creating a nuanced continuum. Young, less senior and highly 
cited researchers are likely to have highest commercial output. Thus, 
options for increasing commercial outputs include developing TTOs 
and other support mechanisms; legitimising commercial outputs as 
an activity; seeking and promoting ambidextrous high achievers to 
act as role models, and incentivising more embedded researchers 
who are locked in academic research trajectories.

Hence, universities seeking to be truly entrepreneurial face a 
wide range of challenges, to reconcile the rules, values and norms 
of academia with the rules, values and norms of external organisa-
tions. Motivations, career stages and desired outcomes need to be 
carefully thought through. Then adequate support needs to be put in 
place to enable it.

CASE STUDY: AN ANALYSIS OF FACTORS THAT 
CONTRIBUTE TO THE ENTREPRENEURIAL 
UNIVERSITY

As well as the more general contextual elements that contribute 
towards an enterprising or entrepreneurial university, there are many 
that are relevant to academics themselves, not only external to the 
university but within the ecosystem of the university. In a survey 
of UCLan academics, opinions were sought against a series of 
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Table 4.1 Survey Questionnaire Results for UCLan Academics

Staff Questionnaire
Overall 
Response

I know what the latest trends are in my subject field Strongly Agree

I enjoy getting involved in the external activities related to my 
subject

Strongly Agree

I sometimes have ideas about new projects and take them to 
colleagues

Strongly Agree

I have a good network of contacts outside the University Strongly Agree

I feel comfortable doing work outside the University Strongly Agree

Non-teaching or research activity will be good for my career Strongly Agree

I find it easy to find and talk to people in my field about ideas 
I have

Strongly Agree

I feel confident about making predictions about trends in my 
field

Strongly Agree

Opportunities come my way through my contacts Strongly Agree

Doing enterprising work will help my research and teaching Strongly Agree

Knowledge transfer is as important as teaching and research Strongly Agree

I have successfully taken an idea forward that became a 
project, course or service

Strongly Agree

I have a good network of contacts in the University Strongly Agree

I am a member of subject interest groups (committees, 
societies, institutes) outside the University

Strongly Agree

I like taking on new projects, even if they might fail Strongly Agree

The University trusts me to get on with my dealings outside the 
University

Strongly Agree

Being at the University offers me a chance to develop my own 
projects and ideas

Strongly Agree

The University is an innovative organisation Strongly Agree

I represent the University in my subject area in committees and 
other groups

Agree

I feel able to act when I have a good idea Agree

It is easy for me to link teaching, research and enterprising 
work together so that they benefit each other

Agree

We often discuss new ideas and projects in our school Agree

I deal with external clients on a regular basis Agree

I am happy discussing commercial matters with clients Agree

(cont. . .)
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Staff Questionnaire
Overall 
Response

My colleagues support me when I am doing work which is not 
teaching or research

Agree

I know what other people in the University do that relates to 
my field

Agree

My line manager supports me when I am doing work which is 
not teaching or research

Agree

I am a member of subject interest groups in the University No clear 
consensus

I know where to go to get help if I want to develop a commercial 
project such as CPD, consultancy or a new product

No clear 
consensus

The University supports me in non teaching and research work No clear 
consensus

School plans have a guiding effect on my work No clear 
consensus

I use personal appraisals to negotiate time and resource for 
new projects

No clear 
consensus

I am able to get new ideas raised and considered at school 
committees

No clear 
consensus

I am able to negotiate or haggle for resources and time when I 
need it

No clear 
consensus

My appraisal helps me to progress my ideas No clear 
consensus

The University’s strategies are helpful when coming up with 
ideas and developing projects

Disagree

I have been able access commercial training when required Disagree

I know how commercial projects are set up and developed in 
the University

Disagree

I know that if my project failed I would be supported by the 
University

Disagree

Early stage academics get good KT experience at the University Disagree

I am able to access the funding I need to develop new ideas I 
have

Strongly 
disagree

I get adequate reward (e.g. recognition or money) for ideas I 
come up with

Strongly 
disagree

I am able to manage my work balance of teaching, research 
and KT easily

Strongly 
disagree

Factors that contribute towards an entrepreneurial university (Lonsdale, 2013)

Table 4.1 Survey Questionnaire Results for UCLan Academics (continued)
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questions that were derived from a model of entrepreneurship based 
on actor network theory. The underlying reasoning was that enter-
prising universities build on their network resources, assembling 
(the actors) in specific combinations through means of negotiation, 
acknowledging issues such as power structures and risk appetites 
within the institution.

While the approach and questions can be used in most institutions, 
the results summarised here are specific to UCLan, a university with 
a long history, over 32,000 students and over 1,000 academic staff. 
The questions reflect the linkages between academics, their subject 
areas, colleagues and fellow academics as well as outside actors 
such as companies and collaborators.

From UCLan’s point of view the results were both encouraging 
and also signalled areas to focus upon if more engagement of staff 
was to be possible. A key finding was that staff do believe that 
entrepreneurial or commercial work is a legitimate activity and are 
looking for opportunities to get involved. Because of the contact of 
the university, a high number of staff have good networks in either 
industry or the public sector, often gained from early careers in pro-
fessional practice.

The challenges arise in three key areas: funding for new ideas; 
challenges with balancing work load and freeing up time from teach-
ing; and being rewarded for the work, through career progression, 
monetary or other non-monetary mechanisms.

THE IMPLICATIONS FOR STRATEGY

These findings have been taken into account in UCLan’s strategies 
going forward. For example, new career routes and criteria have 
been implemented, work load models revised and funding put in 
place to support ideas to progress. Professional support has been 
bolstered to keep commercial work away from academic colleagues 
where possible to allow them to concentrate on the innovative work 
and associated academic activity.
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CONCLUSIONS

For entrepreneurial universities it can be argued that context, both in 
the external environment and the specific resources (including staff 
students and wider stakeholders), will shape activity, but that is not 
to say that there not common approaches that universities can take. 
By examining the regional socio-economic context and also taking 
stock of the staff and students within the institution, new strategies 
and plans delivering a wide range of academic, financial and wider 
social benefits can be constructed.

NOTES

1. Rothaermel et al, 2007.
2. Drucker 2007, page 21.
3. Clark 1998, page 4.
4. Martin and Turner, 2010.
5. Martin and Turner, 2009, page 17.
6. Martin and Turner, 2009, page 19.
7. Davies 2001, pages 28–29.
8. Schumpeter, 1950.
9. Druilhe and Garnsey, 2004.

10. Shattock, 2009, page 205.
11. Clark, 2001, page 16.
12. Johnson, 2001a.
13. Shane et al, 2003, page 259.
14. Brenkert, 2009, page 450.
15. Johnson, 2001a, page 137.
16. Etzkowitz 2003, page 112.
17. Shattock, 2010, page 127.
18. Delanty, 2001, page 9.
19. Etzkowitz et al., 2000, page 319.
20. Warren et al, 2010.
21. Koivula and Rinne, 2006, page 2.
22. Koivula and Rinne, 2006, page 6.
23. Koivula and Rinne, 2006, page 7.
24. Delanty, 2001, page 9.
25. Delanty, 2001, page 103.



ENTREPRENEURIAL UNIVERSITIES IN A REGIONAL CONTEXT 77

26. Abeles, 2001.
27. Etzkowitz et al, 2000, page 319.
28. Bowie, 1994, pages 5–13.
29. Shattock, 2009, pages 200–206.
30. Siegel et al, 2003, page 45.
31. Siegel et al, 2007, page 497.
32. Welsh et al, 2008.
33. Fairweather, 1988, page 86.
34. Wright et al, 2007, page 49.
35. Doutriaux, 1987, page 296.
36. Clarysse et al, 2009.
37. Karlsson and Wigren, 2010.
38. Jain et al, 2009, page 927.
39. George et al, 2005.
40. Colyvas, 2007.
41. Colyvas, 2007, page 458.
42. Colyvas, 2007, page 474.
43. Ambos et al, 2008.
44. Ambos et al, 2008, page 1424.
45. Ambos et al, 2008, page 1442.

REFERENCES

Abeles, T. P. 2001. You Can’t Unscramble Eggs. On the Horizon, 9(1), 
2–4.

Ambos, T. C., Mäkel, K., Birkinshaw, J. and D'Este, P. 2008. When 
Does University Research Get Commercialized? Creating Ambidex-
terity in Research Institutions. Journal of Management Studies, 45(8), 
1424–1447.

Bowie, N. E. 1994. University-business partnerships: an assessment, Lan-
ham, MD; London: Rowman & Littlefield.

Clark, B. R. 1998. Creating entrepreneurial universities: organizational 
pathways of transformation, New York; Oxford: Pergamon.

Clark, B. R. 2001. The Entrepreneurial University: New Foundations for 
Collegiality, Autonomy, and Achievement. Higher Education Manage-
ment & Policy, 13(2), 9–24.

Clarysse, B., Wright, M. and Mustar, P. 2009. Behavioural additionality 
of R&D subsidies: A learning perspective. Research Policy, 38(10), 
1517–1533.



78 JOHN LONSDALE

Colyvas, J. A. 2007. From divergent meanings to common practices: The 
early institutionalization of technology transfer in the life sciences at 
Stanford University. Research Policy, 36(4), 456–476.

Davies, J. L. 2001. The Emergence of Entrepreneurial Cultures in Euro-
pean Universities. Higher Education Management, 13(2), 25–43.

Delanty, G. 2001. Challenging knowledge: the university in the knowledge 
society, Buckingham: Society for Research into Higher Education, Open 
University Press.

Doutriaux, J. 1987. Growth Pattern of Academic Entrepreneurial Firms. 
Journal of Business Venturing, 2(4), 285.

Drucker, P. F. 2007. Innovation and entrepreneurship: practice and prin-
ciples, Rev. ed. Amsterdam ; London: Butterworth-Heinemann.

Druilhe, C. and Garnsey, E. 2004. Do Academic Spin-Outs Differ and Does 
It Matter? Journal of Technology Transfer, 29(3–4), 269–285.

Etzkowitz, H. 2003. Research groups as [`]quasi-firms': the invention of the 
entrepreneurial university. Research Policy, 32(1), 109–121.

Etzkowitz, H., Webster, A., Gebhardt, C. and Terra, B. R. C. 2000. The 
future of the university and the university of the future: evolution of ivory 
tower to entrepreneurial paradigm. Research Policy, 29(2), 313–330.

Fairweather, J. S. 1988. Entrepreneurship and higher education: lessons for 
colleges, universities, and industry: Association for the Study of Higher 
Education.

George, G., Jain, S. and Maltarich, M. 2005. Academics or Entrepreneurs? 
Entrepreneurial identity and invention disclosure behaviour of university 
scientists. Technology Transfer Society Conference. Kansas City.

Jain, S., George, G. and Maltarich, M. 2009. Academics or entrepreneurs? 
Investigating role identity modification of university scientists involved 
in commercialization activity. Research Policy, 38(6), 922–935.

Johnson, D. 2001a. What is innovation and entrpreneurship? Lessons 
for Larger Organisations. Industrial and Commercial Training, 33(4), 
135–140.

Karlsson, T. and Wigren, C. 2010. Start-ups among university employees: 
the influence of legitimacy, human capital and social capital. The Journal 
of Technology Transfer, 1–16.

Koivula, J. and Rinne, R. 2006. Dilemmas of the Changing University. 
EUEREK (European Universities for Entrepreneurship: their role in 
the Europe of knowledge) [Online]. Available: http://www.euerek.info/
Public_Documents/Documents/Changing%20university%201511%20.
doc [Accessed 13/11/2010].

http://www.euerek.info


ENTREPRENEURIAL UNIVERSITIES IN A REGIONAL CONTEXT 79

Martin, L. and Turner, P. 2010. Entrepreneurial universities the key ingre-
dient in the recipe for UK innovation? Realities of working in business 
engagement roles in academia. The International Journal of Entrepre-
neurship and Innovation, 11(4), 273–281.

Rothaermel, F. T., Agung, S. D. and Jiang, L. 2007. University entrepre-
neurship: a taxonomy of the literature. Industrial & Corporate Change, 
16(4), 691–791.

Schumpeter, J. 1950. Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, 3rd New 
York, NY: Harper and Row.

Shattock, M. 2009. Entrepreneurialism in universities and the knowledge 
economy: diversification and organizational change in European higher 
education, Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Shattock, M. 2010. Managing successful universities, 2nd ed. Maidenhead: 
Open University Press.

Siegel, D. S., Waldman, D. and Link, A. 2003. Assessing the impact of 
organizational practices on the relative productivity of university tech-
nology transfer offices: an exploratory study. Research Policy, 32(1), 
27–48.

Siegel, D. S., Wright, M. and Lockett, A. 2007. The rise of entrepreneurial 
activity at universities: organizational and societal implications. Indus-
trial & Corporate Change, 16(4), 489–504.

Warren, L., Kitagawa, F. and Eatough, M. 2010. Developing the knowl-
edge economy through university linkages An exploration of RDA 
strategies through case studies of two English regions. The International 
Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, 11(4), 293–306.

Whittle, A. and Mueller, F. 2008. Intra-preneurship and enrolment: build-
ing networks of ideas. Organization, 15(3), 445–462.

Wright, M., Clarysse, B., Mustar, P. and Lockett, A. 2007. Academic 
Entrepreneurship in Europe, Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing.





81

ABSTRACT

Many universities have a strategy for internationalisation, usually 
having begun with transnational education and overseas student 
recruitment. More recently, changes to higher education and related 
policies, a change in control by nation states and the increasing 
influence of globalisation has led to the development of strategies to 
include differing models such as overseas partnerships and the devel-
opment of branch campuses. These models and the impact of globali-
sation, which bears upon all institutions, have required universities 
to consider and review their governance to ensure they can operate 
effectively beyond national boundaries and maintain their quality, 
reputation and brand whille meeting the needs of an increased range 
of stakeholders. This paper considers the impact of globalisation, its 
opportunities and implications and potential responses for the chang-
ing governance of increasingly international universities.

INTRODUCTION

Governance, it has been argued, has become one of the key issues in 
higher education, especially in the modern ‘world class’ university1. 
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The expansion of student numbers, the diversification of provision, 
new modes of delivery such as e-learning, the heterogeneity of the 
student body, the increasing linkage with knowledge provision and 
technology transfer – all in addition to, and overlain by, the complex-
ity of globalisation which bears upon universities at all levels – has 
meant that governance is a key factor in the success or otherwise of 
an institution as it confronts and positions itself in the new globalised 
marketplace.

Universities have a special relationship with the dynamics of 
globalisation. They are affected by the dynamics of the process as 
well as being its agents. Operating as nodes in global flows of eas-
ily portable and transmissible knowledge2, universities can both 
fix and facilitate these movements, creating new configurations of 
knowledge development and dissemination beyond the scope and 
scale of institutions and across the boundaries of nations. They have 
potentially massive implications for the localities in which they are 
embedded, as well as the states which license their products and 
services.

This paper focuses upon the implications and opportunities of 
globalisation for the governance of universities, and considers the 
implications of globalisation for the governance of a contemporary 
university operating in multi-national settings.

GOVERNANCE

We use the term ‘governance’ in this paper to describe the process 
and structure created by the actors involved in governing a uni-
versity. Today, the dynamics of globalisation, and the institutional 
imperative to respond to that dynamic, shapes the governance 
architecture beyond the boundaries of what might be considered a 
‘traditional’ university with its essential ‘triangle of co-ordination’3 
comprising system, institution and the academic community.

Today, within international and even globalising universities, 
organisational complexities have arisen. These are due to the 
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reshaping and rescaling of the operations across international 
boundaries and the relationships the universities forge with licens-
ing authorities in a number of nation states, while at the same time 
attempting to create and maintain the university’s character, identity 
and unique selling point.

A governance perspective, which recognises the multiplicity and 
plurality of centres of power within governing networks, is about 
change, about responding to new problems and possibilities in the 
face of changes such as globalisation which rescales and reconfig-
ures the operations creating new organisational and inter-organisa-
tional structures. We have moved beyond a view of the governance 
of a university simply as ‘…the process of decision making within 
an institution…’4. In contemporary society, the governance of a uni-
versity needs to take account of wider influences which are beyond 
the traditional boundaries of a university, such as global markets for 
staff and students, which bear so heavily upon its operations at all 
levels.

Governance comprises the actions of the institution, plus its 
interaction with partners such as industry, private investors, local, 
regional and national governments and event organisations in the 
not-for-profit sector. This operational definition takes into account 
the wider context of globalised knowledge, markets and finance, and 
the multiple influences upon the institution and it broadens out the 
subject of this paper to include wider architectures of governance 
involving relationships with other organisations operating in an 
international environment within the context of the sometimes perni-
cious dynamics of globalisation.

Writing in 1998, Stoker presented five propositions to refer to 
systemic, national governance – all of which are relevant to this 
discussion of the governance of a globalised university. These five 
propositions give an insight into the character of governing and 
reveal a focus upon:

• a set of institutions and actors drawn from, but also beyond the 
institution;
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• power dependence in the relationships between institutions;
• networks of actors;
• new tools and techniques to steer and guide, rather than command 

and authority;
• blurred boundaries and responsibilities.

University governance is, in some respects, a microcosm of 
issues confronting policymakers in regional, national and wider 
contexts, which involve multiple actors and sectors and comprise 
organisations with permeable boundaries and power dependencies. 
These dynamics create a potential lack of control by key actors and 
policy institutions and create imperatives for new, often market 
based, approaches to steer and govern universities. For example, 
in the United Kingdom new public management approaches such 
as the Research Excellence Framework and student loans increas-
ingly influence management along with government policy which is 
increasing the marketisation of the sector.

THE GLOBALISED UNIVERSITY

Globalisation is essentially about communication and the flows of 
resources, information and images around the world5. It comprises 
actor networks of people, resources and technologies formed into 
hybrid ‘assemblages’ requiring new modes and models of gover-
nance, especially for the globalised university. Indeed, universities 
are globalised in many ways, from the markets for students, knowl-
edge and research, to standards of excellence monitored by national 
organisations such as the UK QAA and ranked in league tables by 
the likes of the QS and THES. Indeed, as the market for university 
products and services stretches across the globe, and as universities 
compete and collaborate in globalised markets, they may be envis-
aged as global production networks.

At the same time, the global networks create systemic and struc-
tural pressures from new interactions and opportunities between 



THE GOVERNANCE OF A GLOBALISED UNIVERSITY 85

individuals, places and institutions. These processes and pressures 
are at the heart of globalisation as a systemic phenomenon. In many 
respects, and in most regions, universities may be seen as both the 
objects of globalisation as well as its agents6.

Through globalisation the relations between individuals and 
institutions are radically revised. This is especially the case within 
universities, with their role in the creation and dissemination of 
knowledge. The experience of space and time has already been 
stretched as social, economic and communication relations extend 
beyond a particular place, now radically demonstrated through the 
internet, through international movements of staff and students, and 
e-learning and perhaps most easily through the international flow of 
knowledge. The contemporary university is a key node in these glo-
balised networks as they ‘(are) foundational to knowledge, (shape) 
the take up of technologies, (stimulate) cross-border association 
and… (consequently are key to) sustain complex communities’7. 
They have a vital relationship with their localities and nations as a 
consequence of this status as a clear correlation between presence 
and performance of regions8. In respect of culture, knowledge, tech-
nology and citizenship, universities are key nodes on the ‘scapes’ of 
globalisation9.

But is there such a thing as a global university? There are certainly 
parallels between the imperatives faced by an international uni-
versity and those confronting a multi-national corporation (MNC) 
which, following Lao10:

• must deal with more demanding and more diverse global share-
holders and stakeholders;

• have more complex governance structures that are subject to more 
institutional and strategic constraints;

• have multi-tier or multi-level governance systems, which jointly 
constitute their overall corporate governance framework;

• must establish and execute a larger number of governance mecha-
nisms and instruments to cope with globalising needs and cross-
country differences in governance norms;
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• must configure corporate governance with a multitude of much 
more complicated strategies, structures and environments.

The key themes in the governance of an MNC, which resonate with 
the situation of a large comprehensive university, are the diversity, 
complexity and dispersion of shareholders and stakeholders. Adding 
to the complexity, and similar to an MNC, these are embedded in a 
range of national settings, each with different norms, regulations and 
cultures and these are configured into often unique assemblages of 
actors requiring a complex governance architecture.

GLOBALISING OR WORLD CLASS?

One element in the discussion of a global university is the concept 
of ‘world class’. This can be defined or measured in a variety of 
ways, though measures at the moment are not agreed or formal; 
they tend to be prepared by the media and used as a marketing tool. 
It is clear that universities do not largely dissent with regard to the 
scales, particularly those which are at the top of the tables and, as 
Deem et al noted, ‘Everyone wants a world-class university… the 
problem is that no one knows what (one) is…”11. The notion of a 
world class university seems elusive. As David Watson, former 
vice-chancellor of the University of Brighton in the UK, suggested, 
‘‘world-class’’ [he said] is one of those things which apparently, 
you know… when you see …”12.

Actually, given the importance of research in the identification 
of a world class university, and the quality of student experience 
alongside it, rankings like QS rate universities on a uniform scale in 
respect of what one would suppose a university ought to be. Thus, 
the higher placed are not necessarily physically larger or have a 
presence overseas, and may operate internationally mainly through 
research. In reality they may have fewer overseas students (particu-
larly undergraduates) in total than many of the ‘modern’ universities 
at the lower end of the tables. Universities like Oxbridge and MIT 
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tend to be the highest in scales like QS and the THES as a conse-
quence of their reputations established through research. Thus, these 
global scales and rankings give only one indication of a global uni-
versity experience. That said, these rankings can be very important 
to a university.

Watson13 cited a document published by the UK government in 
2004, ‘Putting the World into World Class Education’. In this docu-
ment it was proposed that three main things are involved in a world 
class education:

• understanding the world in which we live: the values and cultures 
of different societies and the ways in which we all, as global citi-
zens, can influence and shape the changes in the global economy, 
environment and society of which we are part;

• knowing what constitutes world-class educational standards, mea-
suring ourselves against them and matching them; and

• being a global partner overseas14.

The development of an internationalised university ranges from 
insitu internationalisation through the acquisition of students from 
abroad onto a home campus – or to study online from a foreign 
university15. Perhaps one of the key differences here is between glo-
balisation and internationalisation.

Following Marginson and van der Vende16, the term ‘interna-
tional’ refers to any relationship across borders between nations, 
or between single institutions situated within different national sys-
tems. This contrasts with globalisation, the processes of world-wide 
engagement and convergence associated with the growing role of 
global systems that criss-cross many national borders. Internation-
alisation can involve as few as two units, whereas globalisation takes 
in many nations and is a dynamic process drawing the local, national 
and global dimensions more closely together17.

Globalisation is more obviously transformative than internation-
alisation, which is both less transformative and less culturally loaded 
than globalisation. The former implies a cross-border relationship 
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between institutions situated within national systems – within the 
model of a world of nation states, which maintain university func-
tions as independent cultural, political and economic systems. It 
does not remake, remap or rescale relationships or organisations as 
globalisation does, where borders are permeable and power relation-
ships fluid. Moreover, one is more in control of the internationalisa-
tion agenda which, in a university context, means heterogeneity of 
experience, and a multicultural agenda in addition to access to global 
networks of educational resources.

Globalisation is, in contrast, a more pervasive process which 
transcends nation states. It is, crucially, uncontrollable while inter-
nationalisation is (in a university context) within the grasp, grip 
and gift of the management of a university. In a globalised world, 
dynamic processes of change18 create significant pressures on the 
governance of an organisation as new relationships, processes and 
players bear upon the university.

In the global higher education arena the international agenda 
suggests a relationship between extant organisations that connect 
through cross-border mobility of students and scholars and may be 
without the integrative thrust of globalisation. This interpretation is 
consistent with Scott19 who argues that internationalisation refers to 
processes of greater cooperation between states and activities which 
take place across borders20. Globalisation, on the other hand, refers 
primarily to the processes of increasing interdependence, and ulti-
mately convergence of economies and to the liberalisation of trade 
and markets21. It is this convergence which is a paradox of globali-
sation and which drives to the heart of governance in a globalised 
environment.

It may also be that globalisation goes beyond the development 
of national programmes and their sale to international students, or 
offering experiences in other (national) universities – or indeed of 
offering national programmes in different localities. It may be that 
the globalisation agenda provides opportunities for developing a 
globalised appreciation and sensibility, and preparing learners and 
students for an interconnected and interdependent world22, preparing 
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individuals (staff and students) for citizenship in a globalised 
world – far more than just the development of an international 
student experience.

Indeed, the modern international university has, it is argued23 an 
opportunity to develop a globalised sense of citizenship, a crucially 
important, if rather nebulous, concept. That said, a global sensibility 
and orientation is prized by employers. A 2011 survey for the British 
Council revealed that a global sensibility and awareness is at least as 
important as degree classification or A-levels24.

THE GOVERNANCE OF A GLOBAL UNIVERSITY

Earlier, we conceptualised a university at a nexus between the global, 
the national and the local. A governance perspective foregrounds the 
importance and role of the networks involving those levels, and 
focuses upon the spaces between organisations and stakeholders.

We have also already mentioned the new public management 
techniques of marketisation and performance used as a form of con-
trolling the wider governance of the HE sector as authorities employ 
steering at the macro level through, among other things, controls 
on student numbers and nationally imposed legislation limiting 
the scope and scale of the university such as fees arrangements. 
These activities have potentially reduced the autonomy of scholars 
and, over recent years, there has been a shift in the governance of 
universities away from the concept of a community of scholars to 
become supplanted by a cadre of professional managers and external 
stakeholders.

Additionally, despite the globalisation and internationalisation of 
HE, the role of the nation state is still central to the sector and to 
universities through their licensing and award of title and status to 
higher education institutions. Such control by these central authori-
ties can create, through measures such as student control numbers 
and national fee regimes, an imperative for the entrepreneurial 
university to look overseas for expansion. Indeed, the marketisation 
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and internationalisation of HE in general at a time of declining state 
support for universities in many countries and a greater competition 
among universities, and in the sector in general, is potentially creat-
ing a pressure for universities to expand internationally25.

Thus, the internationalisation agenda has created significant 
implications in respect of the governance of a university, as it 
responds to this new agenda by rescaling its activities through new 
developments such as franchises, joint ventures and expansion 
through foreign direct investment. Today, drawing upon Clark’s 
classic study of university organisation26, which stressed the ‘trian-
gle’ of coordination – ‘market-like’ coordination, i.e. a response to 
demand from students and families; state-induced coordination; and 
academic professional coordination – the influence of the professori-
ate and the professional administration of universities. Clearly, with 
the move towards a more entrepreneurial university, and a decline 
in the influence of the professoriate and community of scholars in 
the governance of the university, a fourth element – external stake-
holders – has emerged as crucially important. This category would 
include, inter alia, communities, industry, professional bodies and 
the media. This opens out the governance of the university to a much 
wider community.

Today, external stakeholders play an increasingly central role in 
the governance of universities, often as board members27 and we can 
see these influences in different modes of university governance. 
Following Trakmman28 there are a number of classic modes of uni-
versity governance:

• Faculty – the most traditional form of governance, principally by 
academic staff;

• Corporate – focus on fiscal and managerial responsibility and effi-
ciency – a business case model involving a CEO and SMT;

• Trustee – refers to the manner of governance with individual trust-
ees having a fiduciary duty to manage with a focus on confidence 
and trust; and
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• Stakeholder – governance vested in a wide array of stakeholders, 
staff, students, alumni, corporate partners, public, government.

In the UK, we see elements of all of these modes of university 
governance, but increasingly subsumed into more complex, hybrid 
structures.

BRITISH UNIVERSITY GOVERNANCE

There are a number of different governance arrangements among 
British universities, reflecting a difference in the legal status and 
constitution of different types of university. The older, ‘pre-1992’ 
universities were established by Royal Charter, the ‘post-92’ uni-
versities were formed as Higher Education Corporations (HECs) 
by virtue of an act of parliament and some of the most recently 
formed universities have been established as companies limited by 
guarantee.

The pre-92s, established by Royal Charter, usually have a gov-
ernance structure that includes the university court, the university 
council and the senate. Essentially, the council is the equivalent of a 
board and is the decision-making body with regard to the financial 
and business-related aspects. It also has responsibility for the overall 
shape and nature of the institution. Approximately two members of 
the court would be members of council. The court meets once a year 
and brings together ‘the great and the good’ of the region, key local 
stakeholders from government, the community and industry to hear 
about the university’s performance and to question its activities. A 
council is chaired by the pro-chancellor (the chancellor is a figure-
head) and the senate is responsible for academic aspects of the uni-
versity and is chaired by the vice-chancellor. The senate leads on the 
academic character and nature of the university and is made up of 
representatives from within the university with the vice-chancellor 
acting as the link between the senate and council.
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Post-92 HECs are similar but few have a formal court. They tend 
to have a university board which is equivalent to council. These also 
have an independent chair (again, a pro-chancellor) and are made 
up of a number of people from differing walks of life but usually 
would include individuals with an expertise in finance, legal and HR 
matters as well as general management. The academic aspects of the 
university are managed through the academic board, chaired by the 
vice-chancellor who is the link between the board and the academic 
board. Again, there is a figurehead chancellor.

Most boards have a number of committees, the most common 
and important being audit or audit and risk committee. Other com-
mon committees include resources, and all the boards have a search 
and remuneration committee. Some universities have been moving 
towards a more streamlined approach and adopting the Carver or 
adapted Carver structure which has fewer committees and more fre-
quent meetings of a smaller board. The university board consists of 
university employees as well as the vice-chancellor. Other members 
of the executive can attend for part or all of meetings depending on 
the agenda.

Reflecting the diversity of activities of a university, and of par-
ticular interest in this discussion of the rescaling of a university there 
may an increasing number of external bodies. Institutions may, for 
example, have a number of subsidiary companies which have been 
created largely to either provide security for the university and the 
HEC by keeping some business ventures at arm’s length or as tax 
efficiency vehicles.

Companies can be joint ventures with different investment mod-
els both to comply with local legal requirements and because the 
aims can be subtly different. They would normally have their own 
board and shareholder agreement. The university would always 
have control of the academic activity and can be paid an academic 
service fee by the company. The partner directors have input into 
the non-academic business developments. A significant risk with 
such overseas activity is in the quality and, therefore, reputation of 
the host university, which is why complete control of the academic 
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quality assurance procedures is essential. Thus, in partnership 
arrangements, the role of the scholars and academic systems is key 
to the success of the international venture. It underscores the impor-
tance of the wider academic community in ensuring the successful 
governance and management, as well as operation, of an academic 
business whether it be at home or overseas.

GLOBALISATION AND LOCALISATION

We have argued that the marketisation of the HE sector, and policy 
pressures at home have led many universities to seek to expand 
abroad. This marketisation is reflected in the actors involved in 
the governance structure of the university, the increasing focus 
on employability and the conception of students as customers for 
services. These developments have created new pressures on uni-
versities domestically as a range of stakeholders are involved in the 
governance process: they have also created an imperative to expand 
overseas with consequent complexity in the governance structures 
of the institution.

One of the key issues is the portability of the USP and the relation-
ship between the USP and a globalising student experience beyond 
that of the national or international. There may be, however, a fun-
damental issue for a globalising university – the maintenance of the 
character and values of the institution, delivered and experienced in 
a range of localities in foreign settings. This rescaling of the activi-
ties of a university requires a new approach to the governance of 
the institution which will need to incorporate international partners, 
collaborators and stakeholders in the governance architecture of the 
institution.

A globalising university becomes a hybrid, driven and shaped 
as much by the activities abroad as by those at home. This hybrid 
nature of the international activities may come to shape the gover-
nance of the university through the international activities shaping 
the policy of the home institution. There is the prospect of a truly 
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globalising university structure. Earlier, we drew upon Stoker’s29 
five propositions of governance which we extended to a university 
context:

• a set of institutions and actors drawn from but also beyond the 
institution;

• power dependence in the relationships between institutions;
• networks of actors;
• new tools and techniques to steer and guide, rather than command 

and authority;
• blurred boundaries and responsibilities.

We argued that a key element of these propositions is that the 
organisation is involved in wider processes and new types of rela-
tionship with a plurality and diversity of actors, with which it had 
a dependent relationship, in order to achieve its goals. Clearly, this 
is especially relevant to a flexible, globalising university operat-
ing a range of multinational settings, especially an institution less 
concerned with the portability of its (possibly place-bound) unique 
selling proposition.

In such an institution, the governance architecture must embrace a 
wide range of actors in both the non-host country campuses as well 
as the host country campus itself as it comes to offer a globalising 
student experience. The institution becomes a network of organisa-
tions, actors and individuals whose responsibilities and organisa-
tional positions become increasingly blurred.

This begins to offer the prospect of a globalising university oper-
ating in localities around the world, whose governance architecture 
comes to create a key element in the potential for a globalising 
student experience, an experience highly prized by employers oper-
ating in a globalised commercial environment. Academic staff, for 
example, will increasingly operate in a rescaled context, disembed-
ded from their national settings, as global workers30 and that experi-
ence will form part of the academic product of the university.



THE GOVERNANCE OF A GLOBALISED UNIVERSITY 95

CONCLUSION

Today, modern universities sit at a nexus between the pull of glo-
balisation, the push of regionalism and, in the UK, the pressures of 
national educational policy change. This complex dynamic creates 
an imperative for the rescaling and reconstituting of governance 
architectures of globalised and globalising institutions.

Globalisation may, it is argued, lead towards a uniformity of 
experience and the ‘McDonaldisation’ and homogenisation of 
experience through the operation of global markets. In a discus-
sion of universities globally, this is exemplified by the QS and 
THES global university ratings, which provide a common bench-
mark of educational standards across the globe. This is a narrower 
perspective to that of a world class education which embraces an 
understanding of the world and the values and cultures of various 
societies and individuals as global citizens being empowered to 
shape the global economy, environment and society. ‘World class’ 
is also a statement of the perceived quality of the work undertaken 
but in many cases it is difficult to define, difficult to determine and 
difficult to identify. Institutions can be undeniably international-
ising within a global context but may not be perceived as world 
class by virtue of the narrow definitions assigned or because, as 
already stated, it is difficult to identify. The very process of inter-
nationalisation by developing beyond national boundaries and 
the offering of similar experiences elsewhere may indeed militate 
against a perception of world class, particularly where excellence 
is synonymous with specific individuals or place. Internationalisa-
tion by universities embraces the notion of global partnerships. 
This global-localisation concept has significant implications for 
the governance architecture of a university which could be a cen-
tripetal dynamic which draws together the international elements 
of a geographically dispersed university. Such structures need to 
embrace localities and regions while also operating in a globalised 
world system. The challenge in any institution adopting such 
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models will be maintaining appropriate balance and oversight of 
the overall group operation and balancing the differing strengths 
of each component and the potentially differing perceptions of 
the importance and quality of each. However, such a globalising 
university would have the potential to create a genuinely globalis-
ing student experience prized by employers which is embedded in 
regions and places around the world and provide the opportunity 
for enhanced reputation, greater control and long-term sustainabil-
ity for the players involved.
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The North West Universities Association (NWUA) operated from 
early 1999 to March 2012. It was established in response to the 
development of the regional agenda in England and its operations 
largely followed the objectives of the 1997–2010 government’s 
regional economic growth strategies.

From the time of the 1997 election it had been clear that sig-
nificant resources and political control were to be vested in new 
structures and functions targeted on stimulating sustainable growth 
in and through the regions. In response by early 2000 most of the 
nine English regions saw Higher Education Regional Associations 
set up to strengthen the voice of universities and to provide a vehicle 
for engagement with newly emerging regional stakeholders and 
partners.

Underlying government and consequent regional policy was 
a belief that economic development and the welfare of regions 
could and should be enhanced through universities’ various 
engagement with the regional and local economy. This included 
research, infrastructure development, education, effective industry 
partnerships, technological innovation and community engage-
ment. However, these arose with little understanding of existing 
processes, the context or complexities of actors or how regional 
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economic development could actually be achieved through better 
utilisation of university expertise.

Eighteen years on, it is sometimes difficult to appreciate the rela-
tively limited view held of universities in the late 1990s as contribu-
tors to economic growth and as crucial actors in innovation. Nor is it 
well remembered that policy authors had only limited understanding 
of the actual processes of knowledge flows and raised few questions 
over the detail of how economic development could benefit and be 
achieved through better exploitation of university knowledge. The 
view of universities held by many senior civil servants, council 
officers, politicians and business people harked back to their own 
experience in the 1960s and early 1970s. While there was an accep-
tance of the strategic imperative for universities to engage, in prac-
tice many universities were at an embryonic stage in relation to the 
development of the necessary processes and support mechanisms.

Concepts such as the triple helix of civic, business and university 
impact and ‘third stream’ were only just emerging at both national 
and regional levels. They only became a strong policy aspiration 
as universities established a central role as partners in the drive for 
economic and social development.

It is this space that NWUA sought to occupy, and in the north west 
the scale and range of higher education, the vigour with which wider 
stakeholders took to the agenda and the availability of significant 
European structural funds arguably brought about one of the most 
robust, successful and high impact HE Regional Associations in the 
country.

From the outset, the NWUA board determined that association 
activity was to add value over and above what could be achieved by 
institutions acting independently. This principle remained unchanged 
throughout operations and provided the organisation with the free-
dom and authority to develop, facilitate and effect new joint activi-
ties and collaborations.

In this chapter we discuss firstly the general impact that NWUA 
had on the north-west region, secondly how it influenced national 
policy and finally details of some of its major projects.
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The sustained impact of NWUAs activity in the region was 
achieved through the successful and effective long term relation-
ships that it established at strategic and operational level with a wide 
range of key partners and stakeholders. As well as working closely 
with key agencies of local and national government, in particular 
the North West Regional Development Agency (NWDA), the North 
West Regional Assembly, and Government Office for the North 
West (GONW), relationships were established with a wide range of 
regional organisations representing business and civil society.

Key to this process was the establishment at various stages of 
strategy and policy groups1, bringing together expertise and expe-
rience that would not have been available at individual institution 
level, to consider the wide-ranging agendas emerging from English 
regionalism. These groups, whose membership at any one time 
exceeded 150 individuals, provided a bridge between strategic, tac-
tical and operational agendas. They developed as melting pots for 
ideas and approaches and much was learnt between institutions that 
in early stages seemed less than ‘natural partners’. The groups were 
closely involved in NWUA-led projects, examples of which are 
given below, at both the development and operational stage.

The association succeeded in demonstrating to NWDA that the 
higher education sector could adapt to circumstances and articulate 
a collective breadth of view that was far beyond that assumed in the 
early stages. This allowed negotiation of valuable contracts and part-
nerships with a level of flexibility that provided great benefit to both 
organisations and their stakeholders. NWUA earned a reputation as 
an organisation with the ability to organise and deliver beyond its 
more obvious brief and that could be trusted as a source of confi-
dential intelligence.

NWUA was the natural vehicle by which university interests 
were represented in regional fora and was a member of the North 
West Regional Assembly. This widespread engagement contributed 
significantly to the association’s long-term ability to build high-
impact coalitions with a wide range of partner organisations and 
stakeholders.
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Following the demonstration of successful regional engagement, 
the key staff and senior representatives of the membership became 
increasingly engaged with Westminster and Whitehall as a source 
of informed and sophisticated advice and guidance while building 
perceptions of the north-west association as an organisation valued 
both to run projects and represent the interests of the membership.

The board of NWUA empowered the association to operate at 
the highest possible level of influence which enabled it to make 
connections into parliament, Whitehall and high-level business 
environments that were often not accessed by other Regional Higher 
Education Associations. NWUA regularly engaged with HEFCE 
and Universities UK by providing formal and informal responses 
to requests for information, consultation and intelligence. Over the 
years HEFCE and other national bodies regularly took advantage of 
the existence of the wide-ranging network of NWUA strategy and 
policy groups. Many senior HEFCE staff were welcome and regular 
attendees at NWUA meetings and used the structure at board and 
group level as a test bed for many national issues.

Thus NWUA provided a valuable resource for the Funding Coun-
cil by accurately and efficiently canvassing its membership, glean-
ing their perspectives and speaking with one voice. The impact of 
the association’s relationship enabled it to often be a first ‘port of 
call’ for commentary and to negotiate above its weight for national 
project contracts to benefit north-west universities and the region 
as a whole. It also enabled it to be one of the better-heard voices in 
some of the dialogue about the future direction of higher education 
in the United Kingdom.

There was also direct engagement with government and parlia-
ment. A programme of highly successful parliamentary events 
was organised by the association hosted by members of parliament 
(MPs) from all parties. This in turn led to a programme of briefings 
for MPs targeted on regional elected members to keep them up to 
date and aware of the issues and progress of the sector in the north-
west and as an important part of the national university network.
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Turning to the final and main subject of this chapter, NWUA 
projects, presents the authors with the unenviable task of selecting, 
for reasons of brevity, a small number of projects from a large and 
diverse portfolio of activities that impacted upon the region. We 
have chosen six projects that, hopefully, give a flavour of the range 
and diversity of the activities: Knowledge North West, the Higher 
Level Skills Partnership, the HE/Business Engagement Project, the 
Leonardo da Vinci mobility programme, the Economic Downturn 
Project and European Structural Fund engagement.

The first major success of NWUA was the approval of a bid to 
HEFCE for the establishment of a Knowledge and Skills Brokerage 
Service, which then evolved with NWDA funding into Knowledge 
North West. These projects developed a route to quick and complete 
connections for business and others into the higher education sector 
expertise, handling in excess of 2,700 enquiries during their lifetime.

Through its marketing and promotion activity across the north-
west, the service also contributed to accelerating the level of 
awareness of HEI capabilities and their specific services amongst 
intermediaries and representative bodies, demonstrating the breadth 
of collective expertise and giving profile to higher education through 
the association.

KNW processes and staff demonstrated excellent customer care 
of SMEs and others and guided them through a complex and poten-
tially difficult environment as local university systems were devel-
oped. As these matured, universities built their own portfolios of 
client companies and institutions and, as these tailored and bespoke 
offers became clearer, the need for a single regional access point 
diminished.

The experience was valuable in the process of negotiation and 
development of several later successes, most notably the Higher 
Level Skills Partnership (HLSP) and access to the European 
Regional Development Funds, each of which had characteristics 
that related to KNW services but were improved and informed by 
the KNW experience.
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NWUA, perhaps, achieved its highest point of influence and 
engagement when it participated as a high-impact player, not only 
at regional but at national level, in the HLSP initiative.

The north-west HLSP was one of three regional pathfinder proj-
ects funded for three years by HEFCE from 2006. The NWUA-led 
project successfully linked higher education into the established 
regional skills infrastructures and increased access to education and 
training provision to meet identified workforce development needs. 
The initial success of the initiative enabled NWUA to win further 
funding from NWDA that enhanced and extended HLSP activities 
through to March 2011.

The project brought together NWUA members with a large range 
of regional partners, including the Association of Colleges, the North 
West (Skills) Provider Network, Sector Skills Councils, GONW, the 
NWDA, Business Link NW, Learning and Skills Councils and the 
Regional Skills and Employment Board.

The HLSP was truly demand-led: its core innovative feature was 
development and delivery based on seeking expressions of inter-
est from providers (not just the NWUA membership) to develop 
courses against a published ‘prospectus’ agreed with employers. 
The adoption of an assessment panel process involving appropriate 
partners, but not the universities themselves, was unique. It was also 
potentially ‘courageous’, especially when of the first 40 applications 
submitted by member universities only nine were approved.

The association tackled the potentially difficult situation by then 
facilitating a rigorous second round process and by helping with data 
and supporting information and intelligence including labour market 
information. The process stimulated the spread of pockets of good 
practice within and between institutions and enabled cross fertilisa-
tion of approaches.

The early disappointments for some HEIs and the subsequent 
support from the association truly focused a number of HEI minds 
at both senior and operational level on how to work better to iden-
tify real employer need. The support processes also stimulated new 
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levels of business engagement not only in course design and devel-
opment processes but in delivery as well.

The experience was a reality check for many university teams and 
had long-term positive effects on their future approaches to working 
with sectors, relationships with employers and sector representa-
tives. New connections were made between several academic teams 
and employers as a direct result of the NWUA approach to the initia-
tive, many of which resulted in further take-up of future courses and 
other business services.

The success of the initiative was formally recognised in several 
ways including Balfour Beatty winning the NW Construction 
Award for Skills and Education for their interaction with the 
programme. NW HLSP projects featured in the key 2009 CBI  
document – Stepping Higher – and culminated with NWUA win-
ning the Times Higher Award for Outstanding Employer Engage-
ment on behalf of the membership in 2010.

These achievements were the pinnacle of the development of 70 
new demand-led courses involving 11 universities, 13 FE colleges 
and seven private training providers. Over 450 employers were 
actively engaged and invested the equivalent of over £1.5 million in 
cash and kind that resulted in over 4,000 employees receiving train-
ing. HLSP funding paid for development and design work, academic 
time, professional body accreditation and marketing.

The qualitative achievement of HLSP lay in facilitating new 
levels of close and collaborative working between companies and 
HEIs using public funding support. The volumes and levels of inter-
est generated evidence of real employer support and engagement 
that made a tangible difference for employers and employees alike 
across the whole of the north-west region.

Over its extended life of nearly six years, the HLSP initiative not 
only met and exceeded all of its contracted targets but it positively 
altered many organisational perspectives both within universi-
ties and among employers that had little history of working with 
higher education. Equally importantly, a very substantial number 



108 DAVID BRIGGS AND KEITH BURNLEY

of individuals both in work and seeking work were in receipt of 
valuable, highly relevant work-focused learning that enhanced their 
career opportunities and personal economic impact.

The HEFCE-and-NWDA-funded HE Business Engagement proj-
ect, which operated alongside the HLSP between 2006 and 2009, 
was designed to support cluster engagement by higher education 
across seven industrial sectors.

By working with Business Link, recruiting academic advisers and 
engaging with sector bodies, the project succeeded in building new 
levels of connection between HEIs and professional services, digital 
and creative industries, environmental technology, sport, food and 
drink, advanced engineering and tourism companies.

One key aspect of this project, which built on an early innovation 
by NWUA, was the design and production of sector-focused HEI 
capability matrices, often published in brochure format. These were 
an effective and efficient response to the loudly voiced external 
demand for easily accessible ‘first contact’ information on the range 
of sectoral support services available to businesses from all HEIs in 
the region.

The concept was challenging given the breadth, volume and 
diversity of north-west HEIs offers and required a series of matrices 
to be developed that comprehensively showcased the resource. The 
approach taken was to arrange and sort the huge amount of informa-
tion available according to the interests and demand of the sectors 
themselves, as opposed to the supply-side drivers of universities. 
This was achieved through close liaison with sector representation 
bodies and their membership and negotiation with each relevant HEI 
department to place their particular expertise in the ‘right place’.

At times this was not just a logistical exercise but one requiring 
high levels of diplomacy as individual HEIs and departments jock-
eyed for position and profile in the final publication. However, the 
skills and integrity of NWUA staff ensured that all interests were 
addressed and the resulting documents were universally welcomed.

For external intermediary audiences, such as Business Link, 
the capability brochures proved to be a popular and very effective 
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mechanism for HEI services and support to sectors to be promoted. 
They were catalysts for relationship building and some sector repre-
sentative bodies, for example the north-west Aerospace Alliance and 
Chemicals north-west, regularly requested updates as they added so 
much value to their organisations service to members.

By representing the full range of north-west HEI expertise, the 
process also enabled the higher education sector never to leave a 
‘blank line’ in any matrix and all of industries’ articulated needs 
were met to some degree by the collective presentation of north-west 
universities capacity.

The project also developed networks of academics to support 
cluster organisations and regional agencies in relation to knowledge 
transfer and skills, and brought together universities and businesses 
in a series of events for example, a series of creative industries 
breakfast events held across the region.

In achieving all its objectives, and providing learning and oppor-
tunity for both the university sector and regional partners, the 
business engagement project was a valuable example of how the 
association sought out resources, built a partnership-based delivery 
structure and won positive outcomes for companies in target sectors 
which gave profile and impact for the collective of universities.

We now turn to an example of where a European programme 
without any explicit regional dimension was moulded to support the 
regional agenda. In 2003 NWUA took over responsibility for the 
Greater Manchester Leonardo da Vinci mobility programme, which 
developed and supported staff exchanges between UK and European 
universities designed to help develop competencies or innovative 
methods in vocational training. The programme also funded stu-
dent work placements through programmes for students and recent 
graduates.

Subsequently, a new, NWUA-led regional Leonardo programme 
was approved for student and staff placements directly linked to 
regional economic strategy priority sectors. Additionally, links were 
made to increase the complementarities between the programme and 
wider NWUA agendas.
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Outcomes included student placements to 11 countries in 2004 
and a further set of student placements to 14 countries and staff 
exchanges to 19 countries in 2005. Over 1,000 individuals were 
involved in placements between December 1996 and May 2008.

The economic downturn of the mid to late 2000s brought a new 
opportunity for a regional response. In 2008 HEFCE sought to 
establish ‘barometer’ work through all Higher Education Regional 
Associations (HERAs), whereby the activity of universities in rela-
tion to mitigating the impact of the economic downturn could be 
recorded and reported to government on a quarterly basis. This 
approach included further opportunity for HERAs to make propos-
als for additional funding that would have a positive impact on the 
agenda in their regions.

In response, NWUA developed the concept of the Economic 
Downturn Project which included a proposal to leverage existing 
HLSP resources by ring-fencing £400,000 of its funding for the 
Redundancy Response Fund which then took a non-sectoral focus 
on re-skilling and up-skilling opportunities for those facing redun-
dancy or who were at risk of losing their jobs. A steering group 
made up of unions, Job Centre Plus, careers services and others was 
established, building on the foundations of long-term good relations 
made over the years between the association and these key regional 
stakeholders.

Building on past experience and expertise, the pre-existing HLSP 
assessment process was adopted. This enabled a quicker response for 
both funders and applicants and the rapid development of new oppor-
tunities for the individual participants. Examples included re-skilling 
for aerospace and automotive technicians to move into the nuclear 
industry in Lancashire, and the development of digital printing exper-
tise in the Greater Manchester area. Overall, contracts for work-based 
training to more than 500 learners were established and delivered.

The overall Economic Downturn Project also enabled the facili-
tation of dialogue with regional partners, resulting in the leverage 
of other additional regional resource, including a £3.5 million ESF 
Graduate Employability Support Programme.
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Perhaps the most lasting impact of NWUA was in relation to 
European structural funding. NWUA was able to identify and advise 
both members and wider regional stakeholders when European 
funding was the right solution and when it was not, where flexibility 
existed and where ill-defined objectives could lead to difficulties. 
As a result, NWUA became an acknowledged regional expert on an 
‘unforgiving’ funding scheme.

This ability required well-honed translation skills. Academic 
language could be difficult to understand for large funding bodies, 
while in turn the idiosyncrasies of European funding language could 
be open to misinterpretation by university staff. To articulate the 
complex and intricate aspects of HE operations and priorities and 
their multi-integrated nature to relatively young and newly estab-
lished regional organisations was an outstanding skill.

The early insight and sharing of intelligence that were the hall-
mark of the NWUA service to its members gave HEIs more think-
ing time to develop project concepts. It enabled NWUA to lead and 
advise on new bidding opportunities, some of which had very short 
timescales.

NWUA successfully walked the narrow path of providing advice 
and support in a potentially competitive environment between HEIs. 
The association ensured that all members had equal information on 
opportunities, processes, systems and intelligence and yet gave local 
support to maximise the likelihood of success of particular projects.

NWUA brought substantial economies of scale for the university 
membership in helping them deliver successful projects without 
breaching rules and criteria and providing highly cost-effective 
support to administration processes.

While the association was engaged across the objective 1, 2 and 3 
programmes, its major influence was felt in relation to the Objective 
2 Knowledge Based Action Plan and later the Regional Action Plan.

The Knowledge Based Action Plan was formally transferred to 
NWUA from the Greater Manchester university-based CONTACT 
Partnership in 2003. With this came responsibility for the oversight 
of 53 revenue projects, 10 capital projects and the staff responsible 
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for the support and dissemination of guidance on systems, audit 
trails and accountability. By the end of 2004 as the KBAP role 
shifted to more monitoring and scrutiny, the association could report 
accurately and confidently on behalf of its membership results of 
2,930 new jobs and 3,655 safeguarded, SME sales of £253 million, 
a further £182 million safeguarded and a significant increase in the 
role of HE in supporting business.

In 2004 GONW initiated discussion on delivery of the second 
phase of the north-west Objective 2 programme for 2005–8. GONW 
and NWDA were agreed that it was necessary to seek a better and 
more co-ordinated regional approach to administration and delivery. 
This was to include a process of commissioning projects against a 
regional gaps and needs analysis.

In response, based on the strength of their preceding relationship, 
NWUA and NWDA agreed to establish a partnership for delivery 
under a single Regional Action Plan. It was agreed that NWUA 
would administer the distribution and management of allocations to 
Measure 1.4 (£23m) and Measure 3.1. (£8m) and these arrangements 
were finally approved in late December 2004.

The process of fund allocation was completed through four bid-
ding rounds. Frameworks were established for sever sector/cluster 
areas, stimulating a range of new links between HEIs, sector support 
agencies and wider regional stakeholders and achieving a higher 
level of strategically coordinated regional delivery in the commis-
sioning of business support, increased knowledge transfer and inno-
vation and the engagement of SMEs.

By the close of the programme, NWUA and its membership were 
able to celebrate major success, achievement in the delivery of all 
Measure 1.4 targets amounting to 4,700 SMEs assisted; 2,017 new 
products/processes introduced; 5,867 jobs safeguarded; £430 mil-
lion of sales safeguarded. Meanwhile, for Measure 3.1 the higher 
education sector achieved 99 per cent spend and 144 per cent of the 
required jobs created target to balance only 80 per cent of the jobs 
safeguarded against target.
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Following the change in national government in 2010, the asso-
ciation continued to support its members as the regional agenda 
diminished and the new driving forces of government policy, city-
regionalism and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) emerged. 
However, in late 2011 the board of the association decided to cease 
operations from the end of March 2012, since several members felt 
that they wished to concentrate on LEP areas and that cross-boundary 
policy dimensions were insufficient to warrant the continuance of the 
association. As a result of the success described above, it was rec-
ognised that there continued to be a significant north-west aspect to 
European structural funding and the north-west Universities European 
Unit was ‘spun out’ to continue to support members on this.

While sub-national arrangements are now in a new phase, the 
demand for inter-university collaboration and greater university 
impact has increased, not diminished. This chapter prompts the 
question as to where both the catalyst and the mechanisms to facili-
tate this beyond LEP boundaries will come from in the absence of 
NWUA. This challenge is often compounded by reductions in the 
levels of expertise and experience arising from the natural staff 
movement and wastage across universities resulting from financial 
pressures. It is not within the authors’ remit to provide an answer. 
However, the real and lasting achievements of NWUA show what 
can be achieved by universities working together in a favourable 
policy context.

NOTE

1. Including Learning and Teaching, Research, Enterprise, Cultural 
and Creative Industries, Health and Social Care, Skills and Widening 
Participation.
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This book provides a systematic overview of the strategic role of 
the modern university in regional economic and social development 
throughout the advanced economy nations. Most of the case stud-
ies draw on experience in the United Kingdom, but several authors 
range wider to consider developments in other industrialised and 
developing nations. The unifying theme of the collection is that 
higher education institutions are not only sites for the development 
and transfusion of knowledge, but are at the centre of developments 
in the emergence of the post-industrial economy and society.

There have been disagreements going back many centuries about 
the purpose of the university: in contemporary times, neoliberal 
narratives in the United States and Britain have emphasised the 
contribution of higher education to national economic efficiency, 
productivity, and wealth creation. However, dissenters argue that 
universities are not just about economic growth: institutions of 
higher learning underpin a common culture of social critique, 
humanitarian values, and respect for democracy. It is argued that 
universities have become too skewed towards narrow economic 
imperatives. As the cultural theorist Terry Eagleton has reflected:
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Patrick Diamond
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We have witnessed in our own time the death of universities as cen-
tres of critique... The role of academia has been to service the status 
quo, not challenge it in the name of justice, tradition, imagination, 
human welfare, the free play of the mind or alternative visions of the 
future. We will not change this simply by increasing state funding of 
the humanities as opposed to slashing it to nothing. We will change it 
by insisting that a critical reflection on human values and principles 
should be central to everything that goes on in universities, not just to 
the study of Rembrandt or Rimbaud.1

Yet it is surely possible to balance the role of universities as engines 
of growth with their function as centres of social research and criti-
cism. The authors in this volume address a wide variety of issues 
and themes, but arguably four key arguments stand out throughout 
the book.

The first is that universities are set to play a crucial role in the 
aftermath of the UK’s decision to leave the European Union (EU). 
Although Britain is leaving the EU, its connections to continental 
Europe and the wider world are likely to remain of vital importance. 
The role that universities play in bridging the UK with global hubs 
of information and knowledge is likely to be even more crucial in 
the wake of Britain’s departure from the EU.

The second argument of the book is that higher education insti-
tutions remain a critical agent of growth and innovation in under-
performing regions of the UK economy, with or without Brexit. 
Universities are part of what is termed ‘the triple helix’ of govern-
ment, higher education and the private sector as a dynamic lever 
of growth. The British economy has been increasingly centred 
on knowledge production rather than physical production, further 
emphasising the importance of higher education research and innova-
tion. Regions without a high quality HEI risk falling further behind 
in the race for national and international competitiveness. Tackling 
regional inequalities also requires long-term investment in infra-
structure and productive assets through new approaches to financing 
public services. It requires world-class health and education, accom-
panied by investment in skills, science, knowledge and innovation.
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The great economist J.M. Keynes foresaw even in the 1920s 
that the debate about the role of public institutions such as uni-
versities concerns the ‘agenda’ and ‘non-agenda’ of government2. 
The argument was that the state should do only what is not being 
done adequately already by markets. However, it is increasingly 
clear that market failure extends well beyond conventional areas 
of supply-side intervention in the economy, such as skills, science 
and research. A short-term business culture in Britain has prevented 
firms from nurturing new products and services. Why does so much 
technological innovation originate in Britain, but so few start-ups 
grow into world-beating high-tech companies? Too few small and 
medium-sized enterprises can access finance for growth. Why does 
Britain have fewer micro-businesses than any comparable industrial 
economy? Despite its financial services sophistication, why does the 
City seem incapable of channelling savings into long-term projects 
that enhance Britain’s productive potential beyond London and the 
south-east? Too few sectors are actively championed as beacons 
of national success. Why do French, German and Scandinavian 
governments celebrate national companies, but British governments 
generally do not? To make an impact on economic performance, 
universities have to be able to work alongside a genuinely enabling 
state.

The third argument of the volume is that universities can make a 
major social impact, not only an economic impact. Higher educa-
tion institutions use their knowledge in order to improve society: 
from ensuring better health care treatment to improving the quality 
of life in local communities and neighbourhoods. Universities are 
‘anchor institutions’ that can help to strengthen the sense of belong-
ing and place, while helping to deliver world-class public services. 
Public services are currently facing multiple challenges in relation 
to how they are financed, organised and run: demographic change is 
increasing the structural pressures on public services. New technolo-
gies can help to solve problems, but also lead to rising costs.

The downside for individuals in a dynamic, innovating economy 
is that the rapidity of technological change threatens incumbent 
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companies, making skills redundant and destroying jobs in ways no 
one can presently foresee. Just as the NHS was founded on the prin-
ciple that no one can have perfect knowledge of whether they will 
enjoy good health in the future, and therefore collective insurance 
is the most equitable solution, social security needs to be re-thought 
for an age of ever more rapid economic change, as individuals seek 
more choice around how to balance work and family life. HEIs will 
play a critical role in helping to design more effective and cost-effi-
cient public services, while constructing a system of social security 
that equips people adequately for a world of rapid change.

Finally, the authors in the book argue that regional universities 
are part of a global network of information and knowledge beyond 
the purview of any single nation state. This has profound implica-
tions for the future of public governance, since universities operate 
at multiple levels of decision-making: local, regional, national, and 
international. Increasingly, HEIs need to be able to take account of 
these multiple perspectives and decision points in all that they do.

In summary, the risk of globalisation over the last three decades 
has been that it will amplify the gaps between the ‘winners’ and 
‘losers’ of change, creating a permanently marginalised minority 
with little stake in the nation’s future. The aim of universities work-
ing alongside government and the private sector must be to create 
balanced and sustainable economic growth to improve the living 
standards of the whole of the population, ensuring that Britain 
grows together rather than apart. That requires genuine partnership 
between the public and private sector where the state invests pro-
actively in economic potential. However, this collection of essays 
attests that HEIs have an essential role to play in society beyond 
economic growth, in particular to address the condition of Britain 
and its communities that is not confined to any particular measure 
of GDP. World-class universities make a vital contribution towards 
our quality of life and common culture.
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1. Eagleton Terry “The death of universities” The Guardian Dec 
17, 2010 Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/
dec/17/death-universities-malaise-tuition-fees [Last accessed: 09/01/18].

2. Keynes J. M. The End of Laissez-Faire. In: Essays in Persuasion. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2010.
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