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perspective

Understanding universities’
responsibilities to their wider

communities
Emma Sabzalieva

Introduction
The importance of communities to uni-

versities is highlighted in a bold statement

by the Vice-Chancellor of the University

of Oxford:

If Oxford is to remain a world-

leading university, it needs the

understanding and support of the community.

That places the responsibility on us to explain

clearly what we are trying to do, and the benefits

that can flow from having a great centre of learn-

ing and scholarship on the doorstep. But we also

know that public and community engagement is

not simply about talking; it is also about listening

(University of Oxford 2009: 1).

This assertion provides the underlying argument for

this paper, which is that universities do have responsi-

bilities to their wider communities, and that those

responsibilities – or that ‘engagement’1 – should be

managed in a way that is not solely dictated by the

university.

This paper, which focuses on UK universities, first

explains why the contemporary context makes it

important to consider communities in the plural

rather than think of a single community.

Following this, a range of engagement

frameworks are examined in order to

consider how a university’s responsibil-

ities could be analysed. The existence

of multiple frameworks demonstrates

that engagement has different purposes

and timescales, aspects of which can be

illustrated in various ways. The approach of using a

framework also allows recommendations to be made

for how engagement can be managed, if indeed it

can or should be.

A framework developed in a report for the National

Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement

(http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/) is selected as

it offers the closest fit for a framework that enables a

focus on universities’ responsibilities to their wider

communities. Case studies are given to highlight

some of the issues a university may need to consider

when undertaking engagement activity. The paper

then investigates what motivates a university to

engage and concludes that in seeking to manage the

complexity that is engagement in the twenty-first

century, a university is also demarcating its aims, pur-

poses and priorities.

Communities in the twenty-first
century
The dictionary definition of a community is ‘a group of

people living in the same place or having a particular

characteristic in common’ (Oxford Dictionaries no

date). However, in the twenty-first century, the

number of groups of people with a shared characteristic

has grown significantly and it can be argued that society

is now made up of multiple, often overlapping,

communities. One person could be – consciously or

otherwise – part of a community of scholars, a gay

community, an online community, a neighbourhood

community, and so on. Understanding and accepting

that people operate in multiple communities is a
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… Understanding and

accept ing that people

operate in mul t ip le

communit ies is a symbol of

the complex i ty and

mult i layered nature of the

contemporary wor ld…

symbol of the complexity and multilayered nature of

the contemporary world.

Complexity is also a result of globalisation, under-

stood as a series of flows (for example, of people, of

information, of cultures), and as being about

‘exchanges that transcend borders’ (King 2004: 48).

Globalisation has had a major impact on the environ-

ments universities now operate in: the context now is

that ‘higher education is geographically positioned

within local communities but also interfaces, through

a ripple effect, with its region and the wider world’

(McNay 2000: 110). The frameworks used below

help to explain the complex and global nature of com-

munities beyond a university’s core constituencies of

students and staff.

Analysing engagement with
communities
The University of Oxford takes a geographical perspec-

tive in its publication A Vital Partnership (December

2009), which focuses primarily on impact made at a

local level (eg the University as the second largest

employer in Oxfordshire), but also at national

(eg raising enthusiasm for learning across the UK) and

global levels (eg online debates). A second typology,

developed by Newcastle University, allows for a

detailed analysis of activity that cuts across different

geographies. This model looks at four areas of univer-

sity activity: engaged research, knowledge-sharing,

service, and teaching. These are then divided into

several sub-categories, such as T5 (teaching sub-

category 5), which translates as: adult and lifelong

learning (Newcastle University 2009: 71–72).

A third framework, developed by Bristol University,

utilises a similar model showing how these aspects link

together, as demonstrated in figure 1.

The Higher Education Funding Council for

England (HEFCE) has also created an engagement

framework, which separates business and community

as two major themes. Figure 2 shows how these areas

can overlap.

HEFCE’s framework is not dissimilar to one

developed by Watson (2007: 132–141), who proposes

three ways that universities relate to their communities:

. First order engagement – simply by existing, a univer-

sity produces graduates, looks after museums and so on;

. Second order – mediated by contracts and the trans-

actional engagements that take place with defined

economic or social actors;

. Third order – the creation of a community and

defining of its responsibilities and commitments.

Each of these five frameworks is useful in its own right

and the nuances between them show the challenges

facing universities seeking to manage the opportunities

presented by engaging with their wider communities.

However, a sixth model developed in a report for the

National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement

(Hart et al no date) provides the closest fit for a frame-

work that enables a focus on universities’ responsibilities

to their wider communities. The framework uses seven

dimensions of engagement, which are defined either as

a type of engagement (T) or a motivation for engage-

ment (M) in table 1.

A brief case study of current practice in each dimen-

sion is provided, to which I have added an issue for

managing engagement that may arise. Although the

authors of the report define three ‘motivations’, I

would argue that in fact dimensions 5–7 are desired out-

comes rather than inputs. The universities in the case

studies have been selected to represent a range of insti-

tutions, both geographically and by institutional ‘type’

(eg teaching/research led, focus on distance learning).

1. T: Public access to facilities

Issue: who cares?

One aspect of this type is typical of Watson’s second

order engagement: the recent proliferation of univer-

sities offering their student accommodation and venues

for public use during vacations. LSE led the way by

taking out newspaper adverts advertising bargain stays

# Dimension

Type or

motivation?

1 Public access to facilities T

2 Public access to knowledge T

3 Student engagement T

4 Faculty engagement T

5 Widening participation M

6 Encouraging economic

regeneration and enterprise

M

7 Institutional relationship and

partnership building

M

Table 1. Framework developed in a report

for the National Co-ordinating Centre for

Public Engagement (Hart et al no date).
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in central London; the website UniversityRooms.co.uk

now offers several thousand rooms around the UK and

internationally. UniversityRooms was set up by a

recent university graduate who sensed ‘an opportunity

to funnel the extra revenue into the maintenance of uni-

versity buildings, as well as keep student housing costs

lower’ and also provide a ‘unique experience’ at a

reasonable price for visitors (Conlin 2010).

There could be a reputational risk at stake, though, if

public support turned against what is an essentially

profit-making business operation that may deny access

to locally based people during parts of the year. There

is an added pressure for universities in that ‘as a kind

of moral force, [they are] expected to behave better

than other large organisations’ (Watson 2008: 47).

Thus if universities are able to explain clearly what

they are doing and if their reasons are as legitimate as

the UniversityRooms founder suggests they could be,

this would undoubtedly allay fears and alter (mis)per-

ceptions about the ‘ivory tower’ up the road.

2. T: Public access to knowledge

Issue: who decides?

Warwick Arts Centre is the largest university arts

centre in the UK, offering an enormous variety of

cultural activities and on-site facilities (shops, cafes

etc). Around a quarter of the Centre’s income

comes from the University of Warwick and it is

located on campus. As its Director explains,

‘Warwick Arts Centre is the pulse of the University’s

enterprise to develop the richness of contemporary

thought and ideas and to stimulate and deepen

people’s understanding of the world in which they

live’ (Warwick Arts Centre 2008: 1). Engagement

that benefits communities – in this example by pro-

viding cultural gain – whilst also benefiting the insti-

tution – for Warwick reputationally and financially –

is perhaps one of the most effective forms of

partnership.

In determining who has access to what knowledge,

there is a question about who decides what responsibil-

ities (if any) a university has to its wider communities

and whether a university has any duty to undertake

activities that do not directly further its teaching and

research missions. Watson (2007: 115–116) breaks

this down into a series of further questions that ask

what kind of engagement is possible as well as desirable.

‘Who decides’ could mean a number of things: who in

the university management makes decisions, who

decides what the wider communities are or might be

interested in, who takes the lead (eg university,

Figure 1. Dimensions of engagement at Bristol. Based on Hill (2005), and reproduced from

Hart et al, no date: 16.

Figure 2. HEFCE conceptualisation of university engagement and outcomes (in italics).

Reproduced from Hart et al, no date: 15.
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community organisation, government department) and

ultimately leads to the question: what is the purpose of

university?

3. T: Student engagement

Issue: how is it measured?

‘The place of useful learning since 1796’, also

known as the University of Strathclyde, runs an

internship programme called Interns@Strathclyde.

This is a paid programme that undergraduates

compete for, with the website information focusing

on the skills students will learn and enhance by par-

ticipating – presumably described in this manner as

the page is directed at students. However, in

encouraging students to ‘see the links between

research and the complex questions that business,

industry and public services are addressing’ (Univer-

sity of Strathclyde no date), the University is also

promoting a sense that it has responsibilities to

other groups as well as students.

One of the greatest issues for engagement activity

is how to measure its success, particularly if public

funding is involved. Engagement takes on a multi-

tude of forms, each of which may be slightly differ-

ent from the other, and consequently assessing and

evaluating them is fraught with difficulty. Whilst

some measures may be simpler to obtain (eg how

much money was generated by consultancy activity

– one of the metrics used by HEFCE’s Higher Edu-

cation Innovation Fund [HEIF] which is ‘designed

to support and develop a broad range of knowledge

exchange activities between universities and colleges

and the wider world, which result in economic and

social benefit to the UK’: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/

econsoc/buscom/heif/), more socially directed pro-

jects may not create such a return. So for Strath-

clyde, one challenge is to find a way to evaluate

the success of their internship programme without

falling back on prescriptive quantitative measures.

4. T: Faculty engagement

Issue: who pays?

The University of Brighton’s Community University

Partnership Programme (CUPP)’s ‘On our doorsteps’

project promotes partnership working between aca-

demic staff and their local communities, an example

of faculty engagement. The Growing Local Food

Communities project exemplifies the aim of CUPP

to go beyond top-down channelling of university

expertise, instead promoting ‘engagement with the

university community and neighbouring communities

at the same time’ (University of Brighton no date).

The project aims to use academic knowledge but in a

responsible way, accounting for other types of knowl-

edge that in this example are equally valid.

…Provis ion of funding also

ra ises issues about the

susta inabi l i ty of

engagement act iv i ty…

CUPP is unusual in that it was initially funded by a

private donation, and this raises issues about who

should pay for engagement activity. Should HEFCE con-

tinue to provide a stream of funding through HEIF,

should universities be expected to pick up the tab,

should it be the role of interested outsiders (as in Bright-

on’s case), or should funding come from a combination of

the three? Provision of funding also raises issues about the

sustainability of engagement activity: Brighton’s external

funding was originally for a fixed, period of time, so what

would have happened to the activities if the University

had not stepped in to carry on the funding?

5. M: Widening participation

Issue: why engage?

The Open University (OU) currently provides a vast

amount of course content free of charge on various

media, reaching out to a broad cross-section of the

population. One incredibly popular and successful

example is their iTunes U site, which has now seen

over 44 million downloads (Open University 2012),

primarily from outside the UK. This gives people the

opportunity to try out learning, fitting neatly into the

principle of the government’s policy of widening par-

ticipation and helping people from non-traditional

backgrounds enter higher education. So it is interesting

that the OU’s Vice-Chancellor also sees this provision

as a way of generating income: ‘we know there have

been at least 6,000 people who were influenced to go

on and enrol with us as fee-paying students’ (Baker

2010).

The OU lost government funding for 25% of their

students following the 2009 policy change on funding

for students with equivalent or lower-level qualifica-

tions (ELQ) and thus has a financial imperative to

continue its business model, one reason for deciding

to engage. But if this funding was restored, would

the OU still offer free access to course materials?

Arguably, the answer is a strong ‘yes’: the OU’s

deep commitment to educational opportunity and

social justice has an enormous influence on who

they are and what they do. This explains why the

VC ended the quote above by adding ‘what a won-

derful way for us to simply ease them [users of free

content] into the more formal side of higher edu-

cation’ (Baker 2010).
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6. M: Encouraging economic regeneration and enter-

prise in social engagement

Issue: who is responsible?

The University of Ulster and Queen’s University Belfast

are both founding members of NISP, the Northern

Ireland Science Park. NISP aims to ‘create a network

of Science Park facilities throughout Northern

Ireland, with a thriving community of tenant businesses

seeking to exploit the university research base with

industrial applications’ (NISP no date). Current

tenants range from major organisations such as KPMG

and the Carbon Trust to Ireland’s first telecare provider,

Task Community Care.

An issue for the universities involved is the extent to

which they (successfully) interact with NISP, which is

run as a company. The universities’ core teaching and

research work is critical to NISP’s success and there

should be clear lines of connections between them

and NISP. This would avoid potential issues about

intellectual property rights resulting from NISP

outputs, or management issues concerning the publicly

accessible heritage attractions NISP also maintains.

7. M: Institutional relationship and partnership

building

Issue: who benefits?

Building on dimension 6, the University of Sunderland

has a stated commitment to partnership working with

an emphasis on business and the professions (University

of Sunderland no date). In February 2012 it announced

a new partnership with blackswan, a ‘global transform-

ation organisation’, to offer a short course in business

innovation strategy to postgraduate business students.

This example of corporate-level engagement appears

to have primary benefits for the student community, as

Sunderland students will have the opportunity to

develop commercial expertise with one of blackswan’s

international clients. There should also be benefits for

the company through a prestigious and well-publicised

partnership with a business-friendly university. In the

longer term, as the chief executive of blackswan

notes, ‘some of the Masters students we are working

with . . . may well become future global business con-

sultants’ (University of Sunderland 06.02.2012),

which passes on benefit beyond the individual and

into the wider communities a business consultant will

interact with and (hopefully) improve.

What motivates a university to
engage?
The framework above has analysed some of the activi-

ties universities undertake with their wider commu-

nities, but their motivations for engaging also have

implications for how engagement is managed, as the

Open University example showed.

Watson (2008) suggests that the principles that guided

the founding mission of a university shouldbe an important

driver in deciding how it interacts. Newcastle University

has taken this to heart, with the result that it ‘was able to

re-discover its roots in the economic, social and built

environment of a city’ (Goddard 2009: 5) and having

done so, reorganised its management structures to

reinforce this re-learned identity.

Regional and national government policy will also impact

on a university’s willingness and ability to engage. Con-

tinuing the Newcastle example, Goddard notes that

‘the establishment of the [recently closed] North East

agency (ONE North East) fundamentally changed

the terms of engagement for the region’s universities’

(Goddard 2009: 26), supporting the proposition that

funding can alter a university’s behaviour. The rela-

tively recent introduction of the formula-based HEIF

funding from HEFCE reflects the government’s belief

that ‘universities are the most important mechanism

we have for generating and reserving, disseminating,

and transforming knowledge into wider social and

economic benefits’ (BIS 2009: 7).

…Whether top-down or

bot tom-up … the pr inc ip le

of engagement is woven

in to the fabr ic of

univers i t ies…

Another proposed motivation for engagement

comes from an internal force: ‘a key element of the

natural tendencies of universities, [is] to engage critically

with the societies of which they are part’ (author’s

emphasis, Newcastle University 2009: 68). It can be

argued that the purposes universities seek to achieve

by engaging (eg educational, financial, reputational)

are determined by their councils/senates, but there

are also numerous examples of individual and small

group engagement organised at a grassroots level.

Whether top-down or bottom-up, the suggestion

here is that the principle of engagement is woven in

to the fabric of universities (ACU 2001).

A perhaps more cynical view of engagement from the

inside out is that it is a way of universities, as part-publicly

funded institutions, justifying their cost to the 50% of the

population who will never participate in higher edu-

cation. It could be said that Oxford’s emphasis on how it

benefits its local geographic communities in A Vital Part-

nership exemplifies an almost defensive demonstration

of added value. Whether this argument stands beyond

September 2012 when the new funding regime of
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higher fees for UK undergraduates and reduced state

support is introduced remains to be seen.

Conclusion
The basic conclusion of this paper is that dealing with

engagement activity is actually about managing com-

plexity. Here are just a small number of ways in

which this complexity manifests itself:

. There are multiple pressures on universities to act in

different ways and for different groups of people.

. Engagement undertaken by universities occurs for

many reasons and has many forms, and can be con-

sidered both an integral part of university activity

and/or an additional stream of work.

. There is no single way to measure whether engage-

ment is effective.

Universities are no longer the same type of organisation

they were even fifty years ago – but neither are their

wider communities, and there is an ‘increasingly per-

meable boundary between modern universities and

their communities’ (Watson 2007: 113). In an inter-

connected world, universities operate not just locally,

but regionally, nationally and globally.

How a university defines engagement, with its mul-

tiple models, different nuances, connections and

elements, therefore has major implications for how it

is run. In the introduction, two key responsibilities

for a university were suggested: ‘explaining clearly

what we are trying to do’ and ‘the benefits that can

flow from having a great centre of learning and scholar-

ship on the doorstep’. In order to manage these respon-

sibilities effectively, universities needs to be clear about

what their aims, purposes and priorities are. Engage-

ment can be a motivation for searching for these pur-

poses and, if necessary, redefining them to fit today’s

circumstances.

Note
1. ‘There are several overlapping terms used to describe university public engage-

ment activities, frequently used interchangeably. These include “civic

engagement”, “public engagement”, “community engagement”, “commu-

nity outreach”, “community-university partnership”, and “knowledge

exchange”’ (Hart et al no date: 13). The terms are also used interchangeably

here.
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