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The role of universities in the development of less favoured regions.

A growing body of academic and policy literature has emerged which focuses on the importance of knowledge, learning and innovation to the economic success of firms, regions and nation-states (Florida 1995; Lundvall 1996; Storper 1995). The same period has also witnessed a wider set of academic and policy debates concerning the changing role of universities. These include changes in the educational role ascribed to universities with the move from elite to mass higher education; changing funding regimes as states seek to control the education budget and increase the efficiency of universities; changing uses of technologies in education and research; and changes in the role of universities as political players in local governance structures. One linkage between this literature and these debates is to examine more closely the role of universities in the learning and knowledge based economic development of their regions (CURDS et al 1997, Goddard et al 1994).  

Central to successful innovation is the structures and modes of interaction between knowledge producers, disseminators and users. Indeed studies of economically successful regions suggest that success depends on what might be termed 'institutional thickness,' (Amin and Thrift 1994) where more institutions than before engage in the sharing of knowledge and expertise and promote co-operative activity.  Florida (1996) argues that 'to be effective in this increasingly borderless global economy, regions must be defined by the same criteria and elements which comprise a knowledge-intensive firm: continuous improvement, new ideas, knowledge creation and organisational learning. Regions must adopt the principles of knowledge creation and continuous learning: they must in effect become knowledge-creating or learning regions.'  Key to such a learning region is the human capital and the institutional mechanisms that foster interactive learning, and a central part of this infrastructure are the universities. 

This paper focuses on the role of universities in regional economic development but proposes to go beyond traditional impact studies which have established the significance of universities in technology transfer, business spin offs and as a regional economic multiplier associated with staff and student spending. The paper examines how local institutional networks can embed universities into the region to promote a learning environment, develop skills and build resources that assure competitiveness and social cohesion. In particular, this approach examines regional development in terms of the existence, creation and strengthening of informal and formal linkages, as 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.' (Holtta 2000). 

Our findings suggest that not all universities are equally involved in their region’s development and that particular types of universities are more engaged.  Specifically, the universities that are comprehensively engaged in their region’s development tend to be single, relatively large scale universities located in peripheral regions or, if located in core regions, tend to be newer universities that are more technological, professional or vocationalist in their orientation.  The universities of Joensuu, Limerick and Twente located in the peripheral regions of Finland, Ireland and the Netherlands respectively, tend to be more directly integrated into regional institutional networks and it is within these regions that universities play a critical role in economic, social and cultural development.  For example the region of Twente represents a very comprehensive regional innovation network in which national government, regional authorities, regional business community and the University in co-operation provide an environment for innovative high tech and knowledge based companies.

Despite these integrated networks these peripheral regions invariably lag behind the socio-economic development of their core metropolitan regions.  One could argue however that these regions might lag further without these mulit-level networks, which incorporate universities.  Further the participation of universities in these regional networks may open up knowledge-based pathways of regional development based on the university’s human and material resources.

Our findings have been based on research from an EU funded Fourth Framework Targeted Socio-Economic Programme on the role of universities in regional development. The paper draws on evidence from sixteen regions in seven European countries and Australia. The regions within these countries have been selected to provide contrasting cases and explore the range of interactions between the universities and a range of local actors within each region.
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