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Executive Summary 

This report explores how universities across different national contexts are repositioning their 
civic role as anchor institutions, not only producing knowledge but actively shaping local and 
regional futures. Historically, universities contributed to local development through 
education, research, and public engagement, but these activities were often peripheral to 
their core mission. Today, growing inequalities, economic restructuring, and declining public 
trust have placed new demands on higher education to deliver measurable public value and 
address complex societal challenges.  

Drawing on comparative interviews, and international case studies, the report explores how 
leading universities are embedding civic work as a strategic, system-level priority. The 21st 
century civic university is not defined by outreach projects or community programmes but by 
its deep integration into the fabric of the places it serves. This transformation is reshaping 
institutional missions, partnerships, governance structures, and incentive systems. 

Key Insights 

• From the margins to the core: Civic engagement is increasingly treated as a central 
institutional purpose, shaping strategy, governance, teaching, and research. 

• Partnerships as essential infrastructure: Deep collaborations with government, 
industry, civil society, and communities are critical for addressing complex challenges 
that no single organisation can tackle alone. 

• Institutional change is necessary: Achieving civic ambitions requires shifts in 
leadership priorities, funding models, reward structures, and organisational culture. 

• Alignment and adaptation: Successful initiatives balance academic timelines with civic 
urgency, align expectations through co-design, and reform incentives to reward 
engagement. 

• Global lessons locally applied: While international models offer valuable principles, 
the most effective approaches are tailored to local governance systems, policy 
environments, and societal needs.  

Policy and Practice Implications 

The research highlights the need for a systemic, whole-institution approach to civic 
engagement. Universities should integrate civic goals into their strategic plans, reform 
incentive structures to reward engagement, and invest in capacity for partnership-building 
and co-production. Policymakers and funders can accelerate this transformation by aligning 
funding and regulatory frameworks with civic outcomes and by supporting place-based 
innovation ecosystems. Civic and community partners should be engaged as co-designers, 
ensuring that initiatives respond directly to local priorities. 

The Future of the Civic University 

The evidence is clear: universities that embed civic purpose into their core mission are better 
positioned to create social impact, strengthen public trust, and contribute to inclusive and 
sustainable growth. The civic university of the future will be measured not just by the quality 
of its research or graduates, but by the depth of its partnerships and the tangible difference it 
makes in society. Realising this vision requires ambition, collaboration, and long-term 
commitment; but the rewards are transformative, both for higher education and for the 
communities it serves.  
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Introduction 

 

Around the world, universities1 are being called upon to do far more than educating students 
and conducting research. They are increasingly expected to tackle deep-seated societal 
challenges, from economic inequality and public health to climate resilience and an erosion 
of trust in institutions. Universities work in partnership with local governments, industry and 
communities. This evolution reflects a growing recognition that universities are not only 
centres of knowledge but also anchor organisations with the capacity to shape the social, 
economic and cultural futures of the place they inhabit.  

Yet, despite widespread enthusiasm for this “civic turn”, approaches to place-based 
engagement remain uneven. Strategies differ widely across countries, institutions, and policy 
environments, and there is limited understanding of how universities can most effectively 
mobilise their resources, align their missions, and sustain partnerships that deliver meaningful 
impact. This report responds to this gap by examining how civic engagement is being 
reimagined and operationalised across a range of international contexts.  

 

About this report 

The purpose of this report is to provide evidence-based comparative insight into how 
universities can embed civic engagement as a core institutional mission rather than an 
optional add-on. It draws on experiences of universities in the UK, United States, and northern 
Europe to identify the strategies, governance models and collaborative approaches that 
enable universities to co-create solutions with local stakeholders, influence policy and drive 
inclusive regional development.  

The analysis is grounded in 16 in-depth interviews with 18 academic leaders, policymakers, 
and civic practitioners from 14 locations. Seven case studies areas are across the United States 
(Boston, Cleveland, Portland, Providence, North Carolina, San Antonio and Stanford), four in 
the United Kingdom (Belfast, Cardiff, Glasgow and Manchester), and three in Northern Europe 
(Amsterdam, Netherlands; Copenhagen, Denmark; and Malmö, Sweden). These interviews 
explore how universities operationalise civic engagement, navigate policy and institutional 
tensions, and work with partners to address complex societal needs. 

This report aims to:  

• Examine how civic partnerships are structured, governed, and sustained across 
diverse contexts. 

 
1 Throughout this report, the terms “higher education institutions” (HEIs) and “universities” are used 
interchangeably. This reflects both linguistic convention and the substantive reality of the sector. While the term 
HEI encompasses a broader range of organisations — including universities, colleges, and specialist research or 
teaching institutions — most of the examples, evidence, and case studies examined here are drawn from 
universities or university-led collaborations. 
The decision to use the two terms interchangeably is therefore intended to improve readability and flow without 
sacrificing accuracy. It also reflects the fact that, in many national contexts, universities remain the principal 
actors in civic engagement, regional innovation, and knowledge exchange activities. Where the term HEI is used, 
it should be understood as inclusive of universities and, where relevant, other higher education organisations 
performing similar roles. 
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• Analyse how teaching, research, and other elements of institutional strategy can be 
aligned with place-based priorities. 

• Identify the main barriers and enabling conditions for impactful civic engagement. 

• Generate actionable insights and policy recommendations for university leaders, 
funders, and local partners. 

The report begins by tracing the historical evolution of the civic university and the renewed 
policy focus on place-based engagement. It then explores international approaches to civic 
practice before detailing the research design and comparative case selection. Subsequent 
sections examine how partnerships act as catalysts for local and regional development, the 
barriers that hinder collaboration, and how civic work is being embedded across teaching, 
research, and institutional strategy. The final sections synthesise key lessons and propose 
practical recommendations, supported by detailed case studies from the United States, the 
UK, and northern Europe. 

 

From Industrial-Era Anchors to Strategic Civic Actors: The evolution of the civic university 

Universities have long been expected to contribute to the economic, social, and cultural 
vitality of their home cities and regions. In England the original “civic universities” – the 
redbrick institutions founded in industrial cities like Manchester, Birmingham and Sheffield in 
the latter half of the 19th and the early 20th centuries – were explicitly established to support 
local industry, improve health of the workforce and encourage appreciation of the arts.2 
Similar place-based missions underpinned the rise of city and state universities elsewhere, 
from the land-grant universities in the United States (created under the Morrill Act of 1862 to 
broaden access to higher education and spur agriculture and industry) to Europe’s technical 
institutes.  

By the late 20th century, the influence of local political actors in the UK over the more 
established civic universities had waned. Growing government control over funding and 
performance metrics focused on research excellence and teaching quality – meant universities 
were incentivised to focus on their academic role, prioritising national rankings and global 
reputation over local engagement.3 Leadership attention and accountability measures 
became oriented “upwards” to government and funding bodies and “inwards” to academia, 
rather than towards city or regional needs.4 While newer universities, including the former 
polytechnics, were reliant mainly on local student recruitment, the larger multi-faculty 
institutions prioritised research income and international enrolments,5 pushing the notion of 
being an anchor institution to the periphery. 

Increased competition between institutions following the Higher Education and Research Act 
20176 reinforced these trends. Yet over the last 10 years, interest in universities’ civic role has 

 
2 Vallance, P (2016) The historical roots and development if the civic university in Goddard J, Hazelkorn E, 
Kempton, L and Vallance, P (eds) The Civic University: The Policy and Leadership Challenges Edward Elgar 
3 Shitij Kapur refers to the UK university system as a ‘high-quality, high-touch, high-cost’ model.   Kapur, S (2024) 
UK Universities: From a Triangle of Sadness to a Brighter Future the Policy Institute, Kings College London 
4 Goddard, J (2009) Reinventing the Civic University Nesta provocation 12, quoted in Shucksmith, M (2016) 
Interaction: How can academics and the third sector work together to influence policy and practice? Carnegie UK 
5 Husbands, C (2024) There are no easy choices left for universities The Policy Institute, Kings College London  
6 Higher Education and Research Act 2017 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/29/contents 
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been revived, driven both by local needs and wider cultural and policy shifts. Influential voices 
in higher education and in government began calling for a re-engagement with place. 
Professor John Goddard’s concept of the “engaged civic university”, defined as an institution 
that “engages as a whole with its surroundings, not piecemeal… and is managed in a way that 
ensures it participates fully in the region of which it forms part” began to gain traction, both 
in the UK and internationally.7 Goddard’s advisory role to the UPP Foundation’s Civic University 
Commission8 (2019), chaired by Lord Bob Kerslake, amplified calls for universities as taxpayer-
funded anchor institutions to “focus on place and contribute to the public good”.9 The 
Commission recommended that universities formalise their commitments via Civic University 
Agreements10 (long-term, co-created partnership agreements) and supported the 
establishment of a Civic University Network to share good practice. 

The Commission’s findings revealed that civic activity across the UK was often fragmented, 
with many innovative initiatives lacking coherence or strategic focus. However, they also 
highlighted a strong appetite among universities and local partners to deepen their civic work. 
Advocates argued that local engagement enhanced rather than competed with universities’ 
core functions.11 Teaching linked to real-world community projects enriches learning, and co-
produced research increases tangible impact. Re-embracing the civic agenda thus promised 
to build trust with community partners, strengthen universities’ societal relevance and 
improve their academic quality. Building alliances is increasingly seen as important by 
university leaders.12 These activities are taking place in a context of scepticism about the value 
of higher education, growing distrust of scientific knowledge, and the rise of populist politics. 

 

Reprioritising civic universities 

Being able to evidence and evaluate “civic engagement” has become a common area of 
interest across the sector. Research England’s National Civic Impact Accelerator (NCIA) 
programme was launched to help scope and demonstrate universities’ local impact. The 
NCIA’s research produced a template for mapping and supporting civic activities and 
outcomes, highlighting gaps and inconsistencies in practice.13 A key finding was that many 
universities still approach civic engagement in an ad hoc or opportunistic way – often 
showcasing their own research strengths rather than systematically addressing the needs of 

 
7 Goddard, J (2009) ibid  
8 Civic University Commission (2019) Truly Civic: Strengthening the connection between universities and their 
places, https://upp-foundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Civic-University-Commission-Final-
Report.pdf 
9 UPP Civic Universities Commission Report 2019 
10 Civic University Agreements (CUAs), where universities announce links with partners in the local area, tend to 
include objectives to work alongside other public bodies such as universities, colleges, schools, health trusts and 
local authorities. They can outline ways of working on a range of cross-cutting themes such as health, education, 
environment and community. 
11 Kempton, L and Goddard, J (2013) The civic university study programme, internal working paper Newcastle 
University 
12 Dobson, J and Ferrari, E (2023) Why the Time is Right for a Civic Turn in Dobson J and Ferrari, E (eds) Reframing 
the Civic University Rethinking University-Community Policy Connections doi.org//10.1007/978-3-031-17686-
9_1  
13 Dobson, J and Owolade, F (2025) Civic capitals at risk: the fragile foundations of the civic university NCIA Doi: 
107290.CRESR.2025.7911020742 

https://upp-foundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Civic-University-Commission-Final-Report.pdf
https://upp-foundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Civic-University-Commission-Final-Report.pdf
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local partners and communities.14 This suggested the need for more strategic (demand-led) 
engagement based on respect, trust, and shared goals for local priorities.  

 The research impact agenda has gradually shifted away from a linear knowledge-transfer 
model towards two-way knowledge exchange, particularly in the social sciences, where 
knowledge is increasingly co-created with non-academic partners.15 Excellence alone does not 
guarantee societal benefit: impact arises when academic expertise combines with practitioner 
and community knowledge.16 These changes are reflected in research assessment 
frameworks, such as the 2029 UK Research Excellence Framework, which places greater 
emphasis on co-produced research, its use beyond academia, and research culture. A three-
month pause was announced to clarify how research culture should be measured17 
highlighting the complexity involved in what for some is a contentious shift.  

Within universities, too, cultural change is underway. Many academics now view integrating 
research and practice as part of their professional responsibility, recognising that such work 
can coexist with (and often enhance) traditional research and teaching. However, tensions 
remain. Civic engagement often relies on individual champions and project-based funding 
rather than institutional structures, and internal incentives frequently undervalue such work. 
Securing dedicated resources and reforming incentive systems are therefore essential to 
making civic activity a fully embedded mission.18 

Broader socio-economic priorities have reinforced the civic agenda. In the UK, concerns about 
regional disparities and “left-behind” communities have elevated the notion of place-based 
development in government agendas. The 2022 Levelling Up White Paper emphasised 
innovation and R&D for regional growth but initially gave universities a narrow role (focused 
on technical innovation and skills).19 Since then, however, universities have been drawn more 
centrally into regional strategy. For example, Innovation Accelerator pilots led by Innovate UK 
on behalf of UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) in Greater Manchester, the West Midlands 
and Glasgow City Region and the Department for Science and Innovation (DSIT) have seen 
consortia of universities, local government, and industry co-designing plans for economic 
renewal. These partnerships mark a new mode of collaborative place-based strategy, though 
they also surface challenges around inter-institutional competition and coordination.  

UK Government priorities now draw an explicit link between university aims civic outcomes. 
In November 2024, the Education Secretary stated that English universities must “play a full 
part in both civic engagement (ensuring local communities and businesses benefit fully from 
[their] work) and in regional development, working in partnership with local government and 
employers to shape and deliver the economic and social change that is needed across skills, 

 
14 McNulty, D (2024) Engaged Universities and Intelligent city/regions National Civic Impact Accelerator 
https://civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/engaged-universities-and-intelligent-city-regions/ 
15 For critiques of the linear model, see Brewer, P (2013) The Public Value of the Social Sciences, Bloomsbury and 
Shucksmith (2016) ibid 
16 See Lam A, (2000) Tacit knowledge, organisational learning and societal institutions: an integrated framework, 
Organisation Studies 21, 3, 487-513; Shucksmith M, (2016) ibid 
17 https://2029.ref.ac.uk/news/pause-to-ref-2029-criteria-setting-and-publication-of-final-guidance/ 
18 Millward, C (2023) Balancing the Incentives in English higher education: the imperative to strengthen civic 
influence for levelling up Contemporary Social Science doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2023.2219664  
19 Riley B, McNulty, D and Green A E (2024) Engaging universities in ‘Pride in Place’ and levelling up Journal of 
Urban Regeneration and Renewal Vol 17, 4, 419-430 
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research and innovation”.20 There is an increased expectation that universities should 
integrate civic work into their mission, although the mechanisms for monitoring compliance 
remain limited. 

Research funders have also shifted priorities. UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) and other 
agencies now allocate funding to projects addressing regional needs. In 2025 UKRI launched 
a £500 million Local Innovation Partnership Fund with 10 city-regions receiving an earmarked 
£30 million each, with the remaining £200 million to be distributed via a competitive bidding 
process. Triple helix structures connecting universities, government and industry are required 
in each place.21 This provides a significant incentive to universities to engage with industry and 
civic partners and vice-versa.  

However, diminishing public funding and uncertainty poses a risk to civic activity. As the 
financial security of institutions in the UK become more precarious, those institutions that are 
financially at risk and/or taking cost-cutting measures are weighing up where to reduce 
funding and how to stabilise their position. Civic work, unless it is a core part of a university’s 
mission, is at risk of being cut back. This is at odds with the increased focus on a “civic turn”. 
Demonstrating universities’ contribution to skills needs and societal value, ￼ which forms the 
backdrop to these trends, remains something the sector is struggling to achieve.22  

The civic university movement extends beyond England. An OECD-led review under the NCIA 
examined civic engagement in England and Wales, showing how universities interact with 
their communities in different governance contexts.23 In Wales, the “civic mission” is formally 
embedded in higher education strategy, aligned with the Well-being of Future Generations 
Act. In Scotland, universities have become closely involved in city-region growth deals and 
regional economic partnerships (and initiatives such as innovation centres) that require 
working jointly with local authorities and industry on place-based priorities. In Wales and 
Scotland (unlike in England) policy and funding structures are designed for tertiary education, 
including Further Education colleges, and this has implications for the civic agenda. Progress 
in Northern Ireland has ramped up since early 2024 with the re-establishment of the power 
sharing executive and a return of devolved government in Northern Ireland.  

Despite differences in governance and funding, these devolved nations face similar 
challenges: developing clear institutional strategies, coordinating partnerships, and 
measuring social impact. The NCIA links findings from England with evidence from Wales, 
Scotland, and Northern Ireland, highlighting both shared lessons and context-specific 
variations. 

Internationally, comparable developments are evident. Across Europe, North and South 
America and Australasia, universities are renewing their place-based missions, even where 
“civic engagement” is framed differently. The common themes of developing strategic 
partnerships, policy collaboration, and demand-led engagement, underscore a growing 
recognition of universities’ role in shaping local and regional futures. 

 

 
20 Letter from Bridget Phillipson, Secretary of State for Education to University Vice-Chancellors in England  
21 Local Innovation Partnerships Fund guidance – UKRI (2025) 
22 Goddard, J (2025) Rethinking the Role of Place in UK Higher Education Policy  HEPI 
23 OECD (2024) The Geography of Higher Education in England and Wales  

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/48011/documents/251108/default/
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Furldefense.com%2Fv3%2F__https%3A%2Fwww.ukri.org%2Fpublications%2Flocal-innovation-partnerships-fund-guidance%2F__%3B!!CF15FET90Tp8!CE5qb67Z5CICfY3VbceTvNb9_YU4h6z5CMop0dZSnA7QFLEKZWwFuwAUNGpL8ZZB8jc3c_4W-20fGBnBtWJ1RY0x_1eqtw%24&data=05%7C02%7CDes.McNulty%40glasgow.ac.uk%7C1fdb39b628df42f5371208de04c15a77%7C6e725c29763a4f5081f22e254f0133c8%7C1%7C0%7C638953425641075218%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=HVl1ssNvhZby%2FCK41WZn1rFsR3EaJGWFl2v8rnzaXhY%3D&reserved=0
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2025/08/02/weekend-reading-rethinking-the-role-of-place-in-uk-higher-education-policy/
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/the-geography-of-higher-education-in-england-and-wales_be1c6f52-en.html
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International examples of civic work 

Universities across the world are renewing their civic commitment to place-based 
engagement. Some terminology, emphasis, and institutional structures vary in different 
places. In some countries, this work is framed explicitly as a “civic mission,” while in others it 
is positioned as part of broader public engagement, social innovation, or regional 
development strategies. 

In Italy, the relationship between universities and their localities is understood as a 
component of public engagement and part of the “third mission” of higher education 
alongside teaching and research.24 Similarly, in Australia, Canada and New Zealand, 
universities have significantly expanded their civic roles in recent years with notable examples 
of partnerships addressing local economic and social challenges. 

In Brazil, the civic role of universities is required by law.25 Referred to as “extension”, this 
requires universities to carry out activities linking the university and society, in addition to the 
teaching and research elements. The “extension” activities can include integrating citizenship 
into the curriculum, developing research partnerships, and conducting academic research to 
answer policy questions in the present context. The activities were drawn into law in 1968 as 
part of wider Higher Education reforms to embed university’s impact in research and teaching 
with civil society.26 

The United States has a long tradition of engaged scholarship rooted in its public university 
system – from the land-grant universities founded to serve the needs of their states, to urban 
research universities adopting an “anchor institution” strategy to drive community 
development. Established networks like the MetroLab Network (which links research-
intensive universities with city governments to apply data science to urban problems)27 and 
the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities’ Urban Serving Universities coalition 
exemplify US efforts to institutionalise city-university partnerships for local impact.  

In Europe, the European Commission has actively promoted higher education’s involvement 
in regional development processes and the development of regional innovation ecosystems, 
in the expectation that universities contribute to the design and implementation of regional 
planning and smart specialisation strategies.28 At a country level, many universities have 
forged mission-oriented collaborations with their cities and regions: for example, institutions 
in the Netherlands and Scandinavia often work closely with municipal, state or national 
agencies and governments on social innovation, while German universities cooperate with 
Fraunhofer institutes and local industries to translate research into regional economic 
benefits.  

Our comparative research found that while the label “civic university” may not be universally 
used, analogous practices are widespread. There is, however, no single blueprint. There is no 
singular “fully civic” university that stands as a model for all. Rather, there is a spectrum of 

 
24 McNulty D (2024) Engaged universities per città e regioni intelligenti: un punto di vista internazionale, Urban 
@IT L’Universita pubblica italiana per citta e territori il Mulino 
25 Extension in Brazil. https://en.ufop.br/extension-brazil  
26 Gomes, V., Vargas, A., Ferreira, E. (2013). Brazilian Oral Research. 27 (05). https://doi.org/10.1590/S1806-
83242013000500001  
27 Now part of the Federation of American Scientists 
28 European Commission (2021) Higher Education for Smart Specialisation A Handbook 

https://en.ufop.br/extension-brazil
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1806-83242013000500001
https://doi.org/10.1590/S1806-83242013000500001
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC125293
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place-focused engagement that exists across different higher education systems. The extent 
and form of engagement vary based on factors like funding structures (public vs. private, 
baseline funding vs. competitive grants) and institutional missions (e.g. technically oriented 
vs. liberal arts; research-intensive vs teaching-focused).  

In summary, the landscape of the civic university is one of both renewed opportunities and 
persistent challenges. Despite this diversity, several common themes emerge. First, there is a 
clear shift toward co-production; universities are increasingly designing research and 
interventions collaboratively with local partners rather than delivering knowledge 
unidirectionally. Second, cross-sector collaboration is essential: the most impactful initiatives 
bring together universities, local government, industry, and community organisations to 
address shared challenges. Third, institutionalisation is key; formal agreements, dedicated 
intermediaries, and governance structures help embed civic work and sustain it over time. 
Universities are reasserting their roles as drivers of social innovation, economic growth, and 
community wellbeing. Although approaches vary, a shared emphasis on partnership, co-
production, and strategic alignment underpins successful models. These insights provide a 
crucial context for understanding how and why universities are re-emerging as civic actors; 
and set the stage for the deeper analysis of partnerships, practices, and strategies that follows. 
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Comparative Research Design and Case Selection 

 

This study adopts a qualitative, case study-based approach to examine how research focused 
universities across different jurisdictions are embedding civic engagement within their 
missions and practices. The goal is to generate comparative insights into the structures, 
strategies and conditions that shape place-based collaboration and impact. These typologies 
of structures can help inform university leaders and local authorities about the structure for 
civic working that may be best in their local areas. 

The empirical foundation of the research consists of interviews with 18 individuals actively 
involved in city-university engagement activity at national level or based in 14 locations. The 
seven case studies areas are across the United States (Boston, Cleveland, Portland, 
Providence, North Carolina, San Antonio and Stanford) four in the United Kingdom (Belfast, 
Cardiff, Glasgow and Manchester), and three in Northern Europe (Amsterdam, Netherlands; 
Copenhagen, Denmark; and Malmö, Sweden). A full table detailing locations, institutional and 
funding contexts, and civic engagement frameworks is provided in the Appendix. 

The selection process for case study contexts was purposive rather than representative, 
designed to foreground leading-edge practices and innovations in civic engagement. 
Institutions (and interviewees) were chosen based on either their established reputation for 
community partnership work, their innovative practices in integrating place-based strategies 
into core university functions, or their distinctive approaches to regional development and 
civic responsibility. This allowed the project to capture a range of models, from mature and 
formalised civic missions to emerging, experimental practices within different national and 
local environments. 

The study employed a multi-disciplinary and cross-sectoral lens, recognising that effective 
civic engagement often requires the collaboration of diverse academic disciplines (e.g., health 
sciences, engineering, social sciences, humanities) and external partners (e.g., local 
government, civil society organisations, private sector partners). Particular attention was paid 
to how universities operationalise engagement across these boundaries and how they 
manage the tensions between academic autonomy, policy demands, and community needs. 

One focus from the interviews was the tensions and dynamics between national policy 
expectations and community-driven civic engagement. In many jurisdictions, universities must 
navigate the dual pressures of responding to national policy agendas (e.g., economic growth 
strategies, social inclusion mandates) while remaining authentically responsive to local civic 
needs. The research explored how institutions balance these sometimes-competing demands, 
and how they maintain credibility with funders (including different tiers of government) and 
community partners. 

The presence or absence of formal collaboration agreements – such as Civic University 
Agreements, Memoranda of Understanding, or multi-stakeholder partnership frameworks, is 
a key mechanism underpinning sustained civic engagement. Interviewees reflected on how 
formalisation affected accountability, trust-building, and long-term commitment to place-
based initiatives. 

Funding mechanisms and accountability structures are major enablers or constraints on civic 
engagement activities. A distinction was made between vertical accountability (to national or 
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federal funders, research councils, regulatory bodies) and horizontal accountability (to local 
stakeholders, partner organisations, and the communities served). Institutions operating with 
dedicated funding streams or performance metrics for civic work often demonstrated more 
embedded and strategic engagement than those reliant solely on project-by-project funding 
or individual championing. 

It is evident that civic engagement is shaped by the specific context of each case study area. 
Variations in national and sub-national policy frameworks, local government capacity, 
economic environments, and institutional missions produce diverse emphases in civic work. 
Some institutions operated in highly devolved environments with strong local government 
partners; others were navigating centralised policy frameworks with weak local government 
institutions and limited regional autonomy. Similarly, some universities prioritised social 
innovation and inclusion, while others focused on supporting regional innovation ecosystems 
and economic development. 

There are ‘core’ impacts of universities which focus on the research produced, students 
trained, people employed, and money spent by universities. There are also ‘wider’ impacts of 
a university, around health, environment, culture, business support, and their roles as a 
partner or ‘anchor institution’. The range of different roles that universities play has been 
usefully distinguished by Pugh et al. as part of a ‘12-pillar framework’29. Universities have in 
the past tended to see their civic role through the lens of ‘wider’ impacts. However, we argue 
that these ‘wider’ impacts of partnership, culture, and social mission are strongly connected 
to the ‘core’ parts of university teaching and research. 

The case studies were deliberately chosen to illustrate variation in context, strategy, and 
practice while highlighting leading-edge examples of civic engagement across different 
governance systems and higher education traditions. By comparing these diverse approaches, 
the report offers rich insights into the opportunities, challenges, and institutional strategies 
associated with building effective and sustainable civic university models across national and 
international settings. 

  

 
29 Pugh, A., Read, H., Riley, B., & Hassan, S. (2024). Demonstrating the Economic Impacts of Civic Universities.  

https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/251044588/Demonstrating_the_Economic_Impacts_of_Civic_Universities_Nov_2024.pdf
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Partnerships as Catalysts for Local and Regional Development  

 

Introduction 

Universities are increasingly recognised as active agents in responding to national priorities 
and driving local and regional development. Across diverse contexts, from San Antonio to 
Malmö, and from Glasgow to Amsterdam, collaboration and partnership working have 
become essential mechanisms that allow universities, civic organisations, governments, and 
the industry to tackle complex societal challenges, drive innovation, and support inclusive 
growth. 

Universities play a significant role in catalysing local development, addressing social and 
environmental challenges, and fostering innovation. Such work is most effective when 
partners collaborate, building trust and pooling resource rather than compete. Partnership 
aligns institutional priorities with those of local stakeholders and enables joint action on 
challenges that no single organisation can solve alone. Partnership working can also help 
gather further research funding, in a virtuous cycle, as a Boston interviewee30 indicated “it is 
easier to get funding when you're the City of Boston and you're working with a university 
partner … it’s amazing. I mean, everybody wants to do work with us.” 

Partnerships are increasingly formalised through dedicated intermediaries such as innovation 
districts, impact labs, civic platforms, and co-produced research centres. Examples include the 
R&D League in San Antonio, the Queen Mary Centre in Copenhagen, Boston Area Research 
Initiative or Glasgow’s Innovation Districts. These initiatives reflect an intentional strategy to 
build capacity for collaborative problem-solving that bridges academic knowledge and societal 
needs. 

Having a functional partnership structure is important. The structure should not be too 
prescriptive, not too loose. Many less-effective partnerships rely on short-term funding, 
individual champions, and are vulnerable to leadership changes or shifting political priorities. 
A Boston interviewee indicates that: “In my experience so far, it seems like you end up spending 
a lot of time building and maintaining [a legal structure] and then at the end … the top-level 
structured approach tends to work less well.” Formal arrangements alone, such as civic 
university agreements, are not sufficient in embedding civic work. 

Whereas, in more effective partnerships, interviewees emphasised the importance of co-
producing knowledge, shaping policy, and creating shared value. Effective partnerships 
require administrative and technical infrastructure such as data-sharing platforms, joint 
funding mechanisms, and procurement processes, alongside relational infrastructures of 
trust, mutual understanding, trust and shared purpose. Building trust with communities is 
vital as a Portland interviewee explains “shifted a little bit more to a foundational approach so 
that we [build up] trust.” 

 

 
30 Comments of interviewees do not necessarily reflect the official viewpoint of either the university or the place 
concerned. 



15 
 

Why Partnerships Are Essential for Place-Based University Work 

Partnerships are critical enablers of place-based university work. They act as bridges between 
universities and the communities, governments, industries, and civic organisations they serve. 
Without them, universities risk isolation and irrelevance. 

Interviewees consistently emphasised that many of the problems faced by regions, including 
economic decline, climate change, inequality and health disparities, are too complex for any 
single institution to address. A Manchester interviewee observed, “There was a disconnect 
between the way universities saw the world and the way that the communities they were in 
saw the world. Partnerships help bridge that gap.” A Copenhagen interviewee noted that 
universities can offer "robust academic knowledge" to inform policy, but only if they are 
embedded in the needs of their local context. 

A Boston interviewee added, “Our job is to continue to improve the quality of experiences and 
align outcomes with what the community needs. We can't do that without engaging with the 
community, and in Boston, 20% of the population are students. It’s not just an academic 
community; it’s a civic community.” 

Partnerships also enable resource sharing. The University of Glasgow leads the Glasgow 
Riverside Innovation District which involves co-funded infrastructure investments from local 
and regional stakeholders, including Scottish Enterprise and Glasgow City Council. Stanford 
Impact Labs pools funding and research expertise to support faculty working on real-world 
challenges, while Queen’s University Belfast works with government and community 
organisations to co-design solutions for communities affected by sectarian conflict. 

Building Trust and Shared Purpose 

Partnerships are not merely technical arrangements, but relational commitments built on 
trust and shared purpose. A Glasgow interviewee stated, “We try and make sure that we think 
about how our actions will affect the community. It's about creating tangible benefits, not just 
talking about engagement.” An interviewee from San Antonio’s Office of Innovation described 
partnership work as “bridge-building,” where “universities and civic actors learn to 
communicate across different organisational cultures, priorities, and timelines.” An 
interviewee from the Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan Universities (CUMU) in the USA 
highlighted the importance of openness and honesty: “This work doesn't have easy answers. 
It’s about people coming together, sharing what worked, what didn’t, and learning from each 
other. We have this culture of care praise in public, criticise in private but also a real honesty 
about the messiness of doing this work.” 

Expanding Capacity and Unlocking Resources 

Partnerships mobilise both human and financial. A San Antonio interviewee described how 
collaboration allowed the city to “tap into the knowledge and capabilities of academic 
institutions to solve real problems.” A Providence interviewee explained that partnerships 
help governments to “generate and use evidence.” A CUMU interviewee observed “Our 
members know that the wellbeing of the region and the wellbeing of the university are linked. 
There goes the city, there goes the university.” An interviewee from Glasgow emphasised the 
role of partnerships in connecting with deprived areas: "We work in some of the most 
economically deprived areas in Scotland. Our work focuses on creating opportunities and 
ensuring people are aware of roles available."  
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Shifting from Knowledge Transfer to Co-Production 

Interviewees consistently highlighted the move beyond traditional models of knowledge 
transfer toward co-production. A Copenhagen interviewee stated, “It’s not enough to just 
bring knowledge to the attention of people who might find it useful. You need a direct, 
collaborative process of co-production, where knowledge is developed together.” A Stanford 
interviewee explained, “We’re trying to break down the walls between campus and the outside 
world. It’s not just about training scholars but also working with NGOs and local governments 
to create actionable, relevant research.” An interviewee from Manchester argued: "Policies 
often fail because they're created in isolation. By involving communities through co-
production, we create solutions that actually work." A Cleveland interviewee added, “Our 
engagement with local schools, community organisations, and the city gives our students and 
staff real-world learning opportunities that they wouldn’t get otherwise.” An interviewee from 
Boston concluded, “If you’re not connected to your city, you miss the opportunity to be part of 
the real conversations shaping the future. It’s about relevance, it’s about trust, and it’s about 
impact.” 

 

Approaches to Partnership Building 

The interviews reveal a range of approaches to partnership building, reflecting both the 
strategic and relational dimensions of successful collaborations. While contexts vary, several 
key themes emerged in how universities and civic actors establish, nurture, and sustain 
partnerships for local and regional development. 

Integrated Governance Models 

Effective partnerships are supported by governance structures that align institutional 
strategies with external stakeholders. A Manchester interviewee noted, “It’s not just about 
individual initiatives. The Civic University Agreements are about embedding civic responsibility 
into the DNA of institutions; making it a core part of what universities do, not a side project.” 
Leadership commitment, funding, and strategic alignment are essential. 

The Glasgow City Region “city deal,” a £1.1 billion infrastructure programme, has generated 
governance structures that bring together academic, government, and business expertise. 
Cardiff’s Wales Centre for Public Policy works closely with the Welsh Government, while 
Malmö University collaborates with its municipality through long-term agreements and a 
national network platform, the Forum for Social Innovation Sweden. San Antonio’s R&D 
League, North Carolina’s Chief Scientist role, and Copenhagen’s government collaboration 
structures all demonstrate the importance of internal capacity for effective partnerships. 

Place-Based Strategies, Intermediaries and Boundary Organisations 

Place-based institutions address regional challenges by leveraging local resources, 
partnerships and infrastructure. Intermediary structures such as the R&D League in San 
Antonio, the Wales Centre for Public Policy in Cardiff, and the Queen Mary Centre in 
Copenhagen facilitate collaboration and coordination. Examples include: 

• Green University Initiative (University of Copenhagen): collaborative workshops and 
infrastructure improvements addressing climate challenges. 
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• Living Labs (Malmö University): spaces for co-designing solutions to local issues such 
as health disparities and sustainability. 

• Queen’s Communities and Place (Queen’s University Belfast): long-term partnerships 
addressing socio-economic disadvantage in areas affected by conflict. 

• Health Innovation Hub (Glasgow): research, healthcare services, and business 
incubation supported by public and private investment. 

• Research Triangle (North Carolina): decades-long infrastructure investments attracting 
businesses and talent. 

Capacity Building through Staff, Skills and Learning-by-Doing 

Partnership building depends on staff with the right skills. A Providence interviewee notes: 
“To do this kind of work, you need people who can navigate both worlds who understand the 
academic side but can also engage with policymakers, communities, and funders”. A Cleveland 
interviewee added, “You must get out there, engage, make mistakes, and learn as you go. 
There’s no manual for partnership building, it’s messy, but that’s where the learning happens.” 
Beyond technical expertise, staff need capabilities in facilitation, negotiation, and 
collaboration. These skills help build trust with partners, align expectations, and manage the 
complexities of cross-sector initiatives. Institutions are increasingly investing in training and 
professional development to strengthen these competencies and embed them across teams 
rather than relying on individual champions. 

Aligning Timelines, Expectations, and Incentives 

Trust and long-term relationships are essential. A San Antonio interviewee described its role 
as “bridge-builders… connecting departments, researchers, and communities, building trust 
over time”. A Boston interviewee noted, “Universities think in terms of research cycles, but 
cities and communities need solutions now. Building partnerships means learning to adapt, to 
move at the speed of trust, and to deliver value in a way that respects everyone’s timelines.” 
Shared incentives, such as joint funding applications and co-authored reports can help align 
expectations.  

International Learning and Insights 

Studying international best practices allows universities to adapt proven models. A 
Manchester interviewee noted, "We looked at Boston and Helsinki, where universities and 
cities work together seamlessly to build innovation ecosystems. These examples inspire our 
strategies". A Stanford interviewee concluded, “Breaking down the walls between campus 
and the outside world isn’t easy but if we’re serious about impact, it’s the only way forward.” 

 

Challenges in Alignment and Resource allocation 

While the importance of civic partnerships and place-based collaboration is widely 
recognised, universities and their partners face persistent challenges in aligning priorities, 
securing resources, and sustaining momentum. Interviewees across all case studies noted that 
structural, cultural, and financial constraints often hinder even the most ambitious initiatives. 
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Funding Constraints and Precarity 

One of the most frequently cited barriers is the lack of stable, long-term funding. Partnerships 
are often financed through short-term grants or pilot programmes, making it difficult to plan 
strategically or sustain projects beyond their initial phases. A Cardiff interviewee explained, 
“Funding makes everything move in universities, and incentives create behaviours… it’s still a 
challenge we need better funding structures for this work.” A San Antonio interviewee 
reinforced this point: “Grants are a gamble. With a 6 to 13% success rate, it’s hard to justify 
efforts that don’t lead to direct results, especially in a public sector context.” Collaborative 
projects often struggle with funding gaps. A Providence interviewee stated that: 
"Collaborative projects fall in between classic research funds and philanthropic funding, 
making sustainability a constant challenge." A Malmö interviewee noted, “We get funding for 
teaching and research, but none for collaboration and engagement.” An interviewee from 
Providence further indicated, “Dropping in money for three years doesn’t allow for 
meaningful, long-term relationships.”  

Misalignment of Incentives and Academic Priorities 

Another significant barrier is the misalignment between university incentive structures reward 
and the objectives of civic engagement activity. Promotions and performance metrics 
continue to prioritise traditional academic outputs such as publications and research income. 
As a Providence interviewee stated, “There is still a perception that civic work is a ‘nice to have’ 
rather than core business.” A Manchester interviewee added, “If the promotion system doesn’t 
value engagement, staff won’t prioritise it.” 

A Boston interviewee noted that attempts to strengthen civic work are often constrained 
because budgets and staffing structures continue to reflect traditional academic priorities. As 
a result, civic engagement is sometimes treated as an add-on rather than a core institutional 
responsibility. 

Bureaucratic and Structural Barriers 

Universities and local governments frequently operate on different timescales, which 
complicates collaboration. A San Antonio interviewee observed, “Cities need results quickly, 
but universities move at the pace of research and peer review.” An interviewee from Glasgow 
similarly explained, “The speed of civic problems often doesn’t match the speed of academic 
processes”. 

Procedural hurdles such as data-sharing agreements, procurement rules, and legal 
frameworks can further slow progress. A Providence interviewee highlighted that, 
“Sometimes the hardest part of a partnership isn’t the research, it’s figuring out how to share 
data legally or how to co-fund a joint position”. 

Transparency and Trust 

Building trust requires transparency, yet partners often perceive universities as insufficiently 
open in decision-making. Pre-agreement on goals and methods is essential to ensure 
equitable partnerships. For example, according to interviewees in San Antonio and North 
Carolina, pre-analysis plans were introduced: "Pre-agreement on research methods avoids 
hindsight bias and ensures trust in the findings regardless of results." 
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Community Perception of Resource Use 

Community perceptions of how universities use resources also shape the legitimacy of civic 
initiatives. Large-scale projects can generate scepticism if local benefits are unclear. 
Manchester warned: “Universities talk a lot about civic engagement, but how much is 
genuinely shaped by communities rather than what’s convenient for the university?” An 
interviewee from CUMU shared a candid reflection: “Sometimes we talk about ‘engagement,’ 
but it’s really universities broadcasting their good work rather than listening and building 
something with the community.” 

Addressing these concerns requires clear communication of objectives, visible benefits for 
local communities and transparent reporting of outcomes. A Glasgow interviewee explained, 
"Our civic fund allows local groups to bid for project support within the innovation district, 
ensuring benefits are shared."  

Challenges to lasting impact 

Despite renewed commitment to civic agendas, universities continue to face significant 
barriers that limit their ability to embed civic engagement as a long-term institutional priority. 
Funding is unstable, incentives remain misaligned, bureaucratic processes are slow, and 
perceptions of legitimacy can be fragile. Addressing these challenges is essential if 
partnerships are to move beyond short-term projects and generate durable, systemic impact. 
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Civic work as a core institutional function 

 

A central finding from the research is that civic engagement cannot achieve its full potential if 
it remains a peripheral activity. For universities to contribute meaningfully to local and 
regional development, civic work must be embedded as a core institutional function, one that 
is integrated into governance, strategy, teaching, research, and everyday practice. Across all 
case studies, interviewees emphasised that achieving this shift requires structural change, 
cultural transformation, and sustained leadership commitment. 

 

Integrating Civic purpose into strategy and governance 

Many institutions have begun incorporating civic engagement into their strategic plans and 
governance frameworks. Doing so signals that this work is not an optional add-on but a 
defining element of the university’s mission. A Manchester interviewee highlighted that: 
“embedding civic responsibility into the DNA of the institution is essential if we want to move 
beyond one-off projects”.  

A Cardiff interviewee noted that the development of Civic University Agreements provided a 
framework for aligning internal priorities with external expectations. These agreements, co-
created with local partners, help ensure that engagement activities are driven by shared goals 
and clear accountability. A Glasgow interviewee explained that this approach: “helps us think 
about how our actions affect the community and ensure we are creating tangible benefits.” 

Leadership plays a critical role in this process. Senior champions can set the tone, secure 
resources, and embed civic engagement within institutional planning cycles. A Providence 
interviewee observed that visible leadership commitment “sends a strong message internally 
and externally that this work matters”. 

Aligning research and teaching with civic goals 

Embedding civic work also involves rethinking how teaching and research connect with local 
needs. Universities are increasingly integrating community challenges into curricula, providing 
students with experiential learning opportunities that address real-world problems. A 
Cleveland interviewee noted that working with local schools and community organisations 
“gives our students and staff real-world learning opportunities that they wouldn’t get 
otherwise.” 

On the research side, co-production and applied collaboration are becoming more common. 
A Copenhagen interviewee stressed that “you need a direct, collaborative process of co-
production, where knowledge is developed together.” These approaches not only enhance 
research impact but also strengthen institutional legitimacy and relevance. 

Institutional support and dedicated capacity  

Effective civic engagement depends on appropriate institutional support. Dedicated staff, 
funding and intermediary structures can help coordinate partnerships and sustain 
momentum. A San Antonio interviewee noted that: “Our team serves as a convener - we bring 
people together across departments and sectors. That’s a core function of our office, and it 
needs to be recognised as such.” A Cleveland interviewee emphasised “We need people who 
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understand how to work with city government, community organisations, and schools. That’s 
not just admin work; it’s a specialised skill set that universities must invest in.” The absence of 
this capacity can leave universities unprepared to respond to civic needs or to sustain 
meaningful engagement over time.  

 

Engaged Teaching and Research 

Teaching and research are at the heart of the civic mission of universities. When aligned with 
the needs and aspirations of local communities, they become powerful vehicles for social 
change, innovation, and inclusive development. Across the case studies, interviewees 
consistently highlighted that embedding civic purpose into these core functions deepens 
institutional relevance, enhances student experience, and produces research with meaningful 
impact. 

Teaching with Civic Purpose 

Integrating civic engagement into teaching connects classroom learning with real-world 
challenges. This approach not only enriches student education but also benefits communities 
by generating solutions to local problems. A Cleveland interviewee highlighted that 
engagement with community organisations “gives our students and staff real-world learning 
opportunities that they wouldn’t get otherwise.” 

Many institutions are embedding community projects, service learning, and place-based 
challenges directly into their curricula. This enables students to develop critical skills such as 
collaboration, communication, and problem-solving while contributing to local development 
goals. It also strengthens relationships between universities and their surrounding 
communities, demonstrating that higher education can be a direct force for public good. 

Experiential learning is particularly valuable in disciplines such as public policy, urban 
planning, and health sciences, where practical engagement allows students to understand the 
complexity of societal issues. These experiences prepare graduates to become civic leaders 
and equip them to apply their knowledge in diverse contexts. 

Research as Co-Production 

Research that is designed and conducted collaboratively with external partners has greater 
potential to deliver real-world impact. Across the case studies, universities emphasised the 
shift from traditional knowledge transfer to co-production, where communities, policymakers, 
and industry actors are directly involved in shaping research questions, methods, and 
outcomes. 

A Copenhagen interviewee stressed that “you need a direct, collaborative process of co-
production, where knowledge is developed together.” A Manchester interviewee noted that 
“policies often fail because they're created in isolation. By involving communities through co-
production, we create solutions that actually work.” 

These approaches improve the usability and uptake of research findings, ensuring that they 
respond directly to the needs of those they are intended to serve. They also enhance 
institutional legitimacy, demonstrating that universities are responsive to societal challenges 
rather than isolated from them. 
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Interdisciplinary Collaboration and Real-World Relevance 

Engaged research frequently requires interdisciplinary collaboration, bringing together 
expertise from social sciences, engineering, health, and the arts to address complex problems. 
This broadens the scope and relevance of research outputs and fosters innovative solutions. 
A Boston interviewee observed that relevance is a key measure of success: “If you’re not 
connected to your city, you miss the opportunity to be part of the real conversations shaping 
the future. It’s about relevance, it’s about trust, and it’s about impact.” 

Universities are also increasingly embedding engagement into research funding strategies, 
prioritising projects that demonstrate public benefit and partnership. Collaborative research 
can open new funding streams, attract diverse partners, and enhance the visibility and value 
of university work. 

Enhancing Institutional Reputation and Student Outcomes 

Engaged teaching and research not only strengthen local partnerships but also enhance 
institutional reputation. Demonstrating real-world impact helps universities build credibility 
with policymakers, industry partners, and the wider public. A Providence interviewee 
emphasised that institutions must show that their work “has relevance beyond academia and 
makes a tangible difference to people’s lives.” 

For students, civic engagement deepens learning by contextualising theory in practice. It 
fosters a sense of social responsibility and prepares graduates for roles in which they can 
contribute to public value. For a Malmö interviewee, civic engagement is “a challenge but also 
a strength” that combines practical experience, collaborative research, and real-world 
problem-solving to help create a workforce equipped to address future societal challenges. 

Shaping Future Practice 

Embedding civic purpose into teaching and research transforms universities into active 
partners in social and economic development. Through experiential learning, co-produced 
research, interdisciplinary collaboration, and a commitment to public relevance, institutions 
can generate knowledge and talent that directly benefit their regions. In doing so, they 
strengthen their legitimacy, enhance student outcomes, and demonstrate their role as 
essential actors in addressing the most pressing challenges of our time. 
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Reframing the Civic Mission: From Outreach to Strategic Purpose 

The findings from across the international case studies make clear that the role of universities 

as civic actors is evolving from peripheral outreach activities to a core strategic function. 

Historically, civic engagement was often framed as a set of voluntary or “add-on” activities 

that supported local communities without fundamentally shaping institutional priorities. The 

evidence now shows a significant shift: universities are increasingly positioning civic work as 

integral to their mission, governance, and operations. 

This repositioning is not driven by philanthropy or public relations but by structural 

imperatives. Economic inequality, social fragmentation, and declining trust in institutions have 

made it essential for universities to demonstrate their public value in tangible ways. Many 

institutions now see engagement not as an alternative to excellence but as a pathway to it — 

where collaboration with local partners enhances research impact, strengthens teaching, and 

secures their legitimacy as anchor institutions. In Malmö, there is a recognition of the 

importance of civic work by local politicians where the interviewee noted that the university 

is seen as part of the “reinvigoration of the city” and backed up by politicians at the national 

level with “a push in Sweden to work with social innovation”. 

 

Partnerships as Engines of Systemic Change 

The evidence underscores that partnerships are no longer simply mechanisms for delivering 

projects; they are becoming the core infrastructure through which universities achieve their 

civic ambitions. Across contexts, successful initiatives rely on deep, trust-based collaborations 

that pool resources, share knowledge, and align priorities across universities, government, 

industry, and civil society. 

Such partnerships also change the nature of university engagement. Rather than acting as 

isolated knowledge providers, universities are increasingly co-designing strategies with 

partners and embedding their expertise in broader systems of regional governance, economic 

development, and social innovation. This shift transforms the university from a participant in 

civic life into a co-architect of place-based futures. The most impactful partnerships in the 

study were those that balanced short-term responsiveness with long-term strategic objectives 

and that treated civic engagement as a shared endeavour rather than a university-led agenda. 

In Malmö, there is a recognition that change does not happen in a short space of time, they 

happen from a long and sustained number of projects, described by the interviewee as being 

like a “string of pearls”. 

 

Institutional Transformation: Embedding Engagement Across Functions 

A key insight from the findings is that meaningful civic engagement requires transformation 

within universities themselves. Incremental changes or individual projects are insufficient. 

Instead, civic work must be embedded across the institution — shaping strategy, influencing 

governance, and informing decisions about resource allocation, staffing, and performance 

metrics. 
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This transformation is multi-dimensional. It involves developing new capabilities (such as co-

production, facilitation, and policy engagement), investing in boundary-spanning roles, and 

institutionalising structures that coordinate partnerships and sustain them beyond leadership 

cycles. It also requires rethinking incentives and reward systems so that engagement is valued 

alongside research and teaching. Institutions that made the most progress in the study were 

those that moved from fragmented, project-based activity to systemic approaches where civic 

purpose was woven into all aspects of university life. 

 

Navigating Complexity: Alignment, Tension, and Adaptation 

The findings also reveal that this transformation is not straightforward. Misaligned timelines, 

conflicting incentives, bureaucratic barriers, and limited resources continue to constrain 

progress. Universities operate on research and funding cycles that often clash with the urgent 

needs of cities and communities. Civic partners, meanwhile, may prioritise immediate service 

delivery over long-term capacity building. These differences can strain relationships and limit 

impact. But, as shown in Portland, there are ways of building a partnership back up, after 

navigating complexity, as “having a university partner can message … and think through the 

complexity [of sharing information]” as universities often “come with the credibility that [local 

authorities] sometimes lack”.  

Successful responses to these challenges share several characteristics. They emphasise co-

design and continuous communication to align expectations. They experiment with flexible 

project models that deliver early results while laying the groundwork for deeper collaboration. 

And they reform internal systems — from funding structures to promotion criteria — to 

reward civic outcomes and enable responsiveness. Critically, they view engagement as an 

iterative process of negotiation and adaptation, not a one-off intervention. 

 

Global Insights and Local Adaptation 

The comparative dimension of the study highlights a striking convergence: despite differing 

national contexts, successful civic universities share common principles. Universities across all 

case study locations share good practice in strategic alignment with local authorities, co-

production, partnership, institutionalisation, and continuous learning. Yet, the research also 

shows that there is no single model. Effective approaches are context-specific, shaped by local 

governance systems, policy environments, and social priorities. 

This suggests that international learning should not focus on copying a leading model but on 
adapting underlying principles. Universities that excel at civic engagement are those that 
translate global insights into locally relevant strategies, tailoring governance structures, 
partnership models, and evaluation frameworks to their own ecosystems.  

 

From Civic Activity to Civic Impact 

The overarching lesson from this research is that the civic university of the 21st century is 
fundamentally different from the past. It is not defined by outreach events or discrete projects 
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but by its deep integration into the social, economic, and political fabric of the places it serves. 
Achieving this vision requires more than goodwill; it demands structural transformation, 
sustained collaboration, and the courage to rethink institutional priorities. 

Universities that succeed in this shift will not only enhance their legitimacy and societal 
relevance but also strengthen their research, enrich their teaching, and unlock new forms of 
innovation. In doing so, they will reaffirm their historic role as engines of civic progress — not 
as distant observers of societal change, but as active partners shaping it. 

 

Considerations when building a place-based partnership 

Developing effective place-based partnerships between universities and public sector bodies 
requires more than aligning institutional agendas it demands deliberate attention to process, 
communication, and the iterative nature of policymaking. Table 1 summarises the core 
considerations that shape this process and underpin long-term, meaningful collaboration. 

Table 1 Considerations for building place-based partnerships activities and rationale 

Step Description of activities Rationale 

1 Strategic planning Facilitate conversations between practitioners, 
government and researchers 

2 Develop priority questions Identify foci of projects and develop research team 

3 Identify funding and human 
resources 

Identify how the project can be delivered and 
funded 

4 Define partnership roles Lead partner to be defined and provide 
accountability 

5 Develop a project plan Define project rationale, inputs, budgets, activities, 
timescales, outputs, and outcomes 

6 Develop an evaluation plan as 
soon as possible 

Publicly share intended aims to help build trust, 
political integrity and avoid hindsight bias when 
conducting evaluations. 

7 Prepare for iterations Research partnerships are an iterative process, and 
time should be built into the timescales. 

 

Based on insights from the interviews, several core components should be considered when 
designing university engagement to inform public policy: 

1. Engagement and dialogue as a foundation 

Successful policy engagement begins with early-stage dialogue between academic institutions 
and policymakers. This “scoping process” is crucial for identifying the real-world problems that 
require evidence-based solutions, and for matching those needs with relevant academic 
expertise. As the Manchester interviewee described, it involves “what the actual need is and 
beginning to identify experts”. This stage sets the tone for trust, alignment, and co-ownership 
of outcomes. 
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2. A demand-led approach  

Rather than retrofitting research outputs to existing problems, place-based partnerships 
should adopt a demand-led orientation. This means allowing policymakers and practitioners 
to shape the research agenda from the outset: co-defining questions, informing methodology, 
and jointly determining what evidence is required. This model shifts a university from a 
provider of generic knowledge to a responsive partner embedded in the policymaking cycle.   

3. Importance of soft skills and relationships 

Beyond technical expertise, effective engagement depends on interpersonal and relational 
capabilities. The ability to communicate clearly, navigate political sensitivities, and work 
collaboratively across institutional cultures is critical. Several interviewees stressed that long-
term, trusted relationships often underpin the most impactful partnerships. Investing in these 
soft skills; through training, mentoring and dedicated roles, is essential to sustaining 
engagement over time.  

4. Embracing iterations in the policy development process 

Public policy rarely follows a linear trajectory. Instead, it evolves through trial, feedback, and 
revision. Effective university partners recognise this and remain flexible throughout the 
engagement process. Research inputs may need to be adapted considering new political 
developments, stakeholder feedback, or shifting priorities. Viewing policy engagement as an 
iterative process allows for deeper collaboration and greater long-term impact. 

5. Recognising different models of university-government engagement  

Place-based civic engagement is not one-size-fits-all. Universities may adopt different models 
of engagement depending on their institutional capacity, governance structure, and regional 
context. These range from individual faculty consulting relationships to formalised 
institutional agreements or embedded policy labs. Understanding these different models and 
choosing the right one for the local policy environment is key to effective partnership design.  
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Strategic Pathways Going Forward: Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

Reasserting the Role of the Civic University 

This report has shown that universities are undergoing a fundamental transformation in how 
they engage with the places and communities around them. What was once seen as 
peripheral or philanthropic activity is now central to their strategic purpose and public 
legitimacy. Across the international case studies, evidence demonstrates that civic 
engagement, when embedded in institutional mission and practice, enhances research, 
enriches teaching, drives innovation, and strengthens societal trust. 

The civic university of the 21st century is not simply a site of knowledge production but an 
active partner in shaping economic, social, and cultural futures. By co-producing solutions 
with government, industry, and civil society, universities are moving from being observers of 
change to co-architects of it. This shift is not optional: it is increasingly essential to the long-
term relevance, sustainability, and public accountability of higher education. 

Key Lessons from the Findings 

Several cross-cutting lessons emerge from the research: 

1. Civic purpose must be strategic, not supplementary. Engagement is most impactful 

when embedded in institutional missions, governance structures, and strategic plans 

rather than delivered as a series of disconnected projects. 

2. Partnerships are the core infrastructure of impact. Deep, trust-based collaborations 

with public, private, and community actors enable universities to address complex 

societal challenges that no single institution can tackle alone. 

3. Institutional transformation is a precondition for success. Civic ambitions require 

internal change — from incentives and performance metrics to staffing, leadership, 

and culture — so that engagement is valued and resourced on equal terms with 

teaching and research. 

4. Alignment and adaptation are critical. Bridging differences in timescales, 

expectations, and accountability systems is essential. Successful institutions co-

design objectives, experiment with flexible models, and build mechanisms for shared 

accountability. 

5. Learning travels, but models must be localised. International experiences provide 

valuable inspiration, but effective approaches must be adapted to local governance, 

policy environments, and community needs. 

 

Strategic Recommendations 

Building on these lessons, the following recommendations offer a roadmap for policymakers, 
funders, and universities seeking to strengthen civic engagement: 
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1. For Universities 

• Embed civic purpose institution-wide: Integrate civic goals into strategic plans, 

governance, and reporting systems. 

• Reform incentives: Include civic impact in promotion, reward, and performance 

frameworks to recognise and value engagement work. 

• Invest in capacity: Develop dedicated teams, training programmes, and professional 

roles that support partnership-building and co-production. 

• Institutionalise partnership structures: Create joint decision-making bodies, 

intermediary organisations, and long-term collaborations with external partners. 

• Prioritise evaluation and accountability: Develop robust frameworks to measure 

social, economic, and cultural impact and use these findings to guide future strategy. 

2. For Policymakers and Funders 

• Create enabling policy environments: Link funding streams and regulatory 

frameworks to civic outcomes and incentivise collaborative approaches. 

• Support place-based innovation ecosystems: Facilitate partnerships that integrate 

universities into regional economic development and public service strategies. 

• Encourage flexibility and experimentation: Design funding mechanisms that support 

agile, iterative projects capable of responding to emerging challenges. 

• Strengthen local governance capacity: Provide structures that allow universities, 

local authorities and communities to engage effectively as equitable partners. 

3. For Civic and Community Partners 

• Engage as co-designers, not beneficiaries: Shape priorities, governance structures, 

and evaluation criteria jointly with universities. 

• Invest in relational capital: Build long-term relationships based on trust, mutual 

understanding, and shared purpose. 

• Articulate local priorities clearly: Ensure that university partnerships respond 

directly to community needs and contribute to inclusive development. 

 

Looking Ahead: The Future of the Civic University 

The findings from this report highlight a clear trajectory: the civic university of the future will 
be one that is deeply embedded in the life of its place. It will be measured not only by its 
research outputs or graduate outcomes but also by the quality of the relationships it builds 
and the tangible difference it makes to society. 

Realising this vision requires ambition, collaboration, and sustained commitment. It demands 
that universities move beyond short-term projects and embrace civic engagement as a core 
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dimension of their purpose and identity. It also requires policymakers, funders, and civic 
partners to create the enabling conditions that allow this work to thrive. 

If these steps are taken, universities will not simply adapt to societal change — they will help 
lead it. They will remain vital civic institutions: anchors of knowledge, innovation, and 
opportunity that shape more inclusive, resilient, and prosperous futures for the communities 
they serve. 
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Appendix: Case Studies 

United States of America 

Area Overview, selected examples and hyperlinks 

Boston, Massachusetts Overview: 
With a metropolitan area of about 4.9 million, Boston is the largest city in Massachusetts. 
Renowned for its higher education institutions, Boston hosts prestigious universities such as 
Harvard, MIT, Boston University, Boston College, and Northeastern University, contributing to its 
research strengths. 

• Boston Area Research Initiative (BARI) 
o A research collaboration set up in 2011 to strengthen the ties between local universities 

and the City of Boston. 

• Imagine Boston 2030 Strategy 
o A plan led by the City of Boston to guide its growth and development, emphasising 

community involvement, affordability, inclusive economic growth, and climate 
resilience.  

• New Urban Mechanics 
o The Mayor's Office of New Urban Mechanics (MONUM) is Boston's civic research and 

design team, dedicated to exploring innovative approaches to government and urban 
life through applied research. 

• Northeastern University Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy 
o An institute at Northeastern University that conducts interdisciplinary research to 

address urban challenges, partnering with various agencies to develop effective 
solutions and promote social justice. 

Cleveland, Ohio Overview: 
Historically an industrial powerhouse, particularly in steel manufacturing, Cleveland has 
undergone significant economic change. Cleveland is known as a pioneer of Community Wealth 
Building where anchor institutions across the city come together to support local economic 

https://www.boston.gov/civic-engagement/boston-area-research-initiative
https://www.boston.gov/civic-engagement/imagine-boston-2030
https://www.boston.gov/departments/new-urban-mechanics
https://cssh.northeastern.edu/dukakiscenter/
https://cles.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Implementing-Community-Wealth-Building-A-Guide.pdf
https://cles.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Implementing-Community-Wealth-Building-A-Guide.pdf
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development. Cleveland also hosts several higher education institutions, including Case Western 
Reserve University and Cleveland State University. 

• Case Western Reserve University Community Card 
o The Community Card grants residents of wards in East Cleveland access to the 

amenities of Case Western Reserve University e.g. sports facilities, library and open 
education courses. 

• Midtown Collaboration Center 
o The Midtown Collaboration Center in Cleveland, led by the Cleveland Foundation, 

bridges downtown Cleveland with University Circle, fostering economic development 
through services in financing, business growth, community programs, and workforce 
training. 

Portland, Oregon Overview 
Located in the Pacific Northwest of the USA, Portland, Oregon with several civic engagement 
initiatives between universities and the city. Portland State University has positioned itself as a key 
civic actor through deep partnerships with city government, community organisations, and local 
industry. Its Institute for Sustainable Solutions and Homelessness Research & Action Collaborative 
co-produce research and policy interventions on urban sustainability, housing, and social equity. 
These initiatives exemplify how a metropolitan university can address complex local challenges 
while shaping policy and delivering tangible community impact. 

• Smart City PDX 
o Run by City of Portland, Smart City PDX uses data and technology to support the goals 

and programmes of the City of Portland and partners, specifically around public health, 
police, fire and emergency management. 

• Portland Urban Data Lake (PUDL) 
o A project aimed at transforming the Portland Bureau of Transportation's (PBOT) 

approach to ingesting, analysing, and managing data at any scale. Developed 
on Microsoft Azure, PUDL leverages open source technologies such 
as Kubernetes, Spark, Airflow, Hive, Trino and Jupyter Notebooks. PBOT's Technical 
Services Group oversees PUDL, with support from Portland's Bureau of Technology 
Services and Bureau of Planning and Sustainability. 

https://case.edu/gcr/community-relations/cwru-community-card
https://case.edu/facilities/projects/midtown-collaboration-center
https://www.portland.gov/bps/smart-city-pdx
https://pudl.portland.gov/
https://portland.gov/transportation
https://azure.microsoft.com/
https://kubernetes.io/
https://spark.apache.org/
https://airflow.apache.org/
https://hive.apache.org/
https://trino.io/
https://jupyter.org/
https://portland.gov/bts
https://portland.gov/bts
https://portland.gov/bps
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Providence, Rhode Island Overview 
Providence is the capital city of the U.S. state of Rhode Island. It's home to Brown University and 
the Rhode Island School of Design, whose RISD Museum displays American art and silver. Its 
population is 194,704 in (2024). Brown University and other local higher education institutions play 
a central role in addressing regional policy and social challenges through collaborative research, 
policy advising, and civic partnerships. 

• Policy Lab, Brown University 
o The Policy Lab was active at Brown University from 2018-2023, with a focus on bringing 

together experts from government, universities, and community organizations to 
collaborate on research tailored to inform decisions about how to improve policies and 
programs across the state. 

Raleigh, North Carolina Overview: 
Raleigh is the capital city of the U.S. state of North Carolina, with a population of 500,000 (2024). 
Raleigh, NC is home to prominent universities like the world-renowned NC State University, 
Meredith College, and William Peace University, among many other traditional, community, and 
for-profit higher education institutions. The city and surrounding area offer diverse educational 
opportunities for its residents and a thriving environment for students. 

• North Carolina Office of Strategic Partnerships 
o prioritizes partnerships that are scalable, sustainable, and that develop public, open-

source resources. It was not started to pursue any single state initiative, but to establish 
improved communication and working relationships between the government, the 
state’s multiple universities and philanthropies. 

• North Carolina Research Triangle 
o Is a connector between businesses looking to expand or relocate, and the economic 

development offices, government agencies, and business organizations that support 
private sector growth. 

o Acts as an ambassador, to introduce companies and organisations to a region that offers 
access to diverse talent, a competitive cost of living, a strong and diverse economic 
climate, a supportive infrastructure, and quality of life. 

https://thepolicylab.brown.edu/
https://www.osbm.nc.gov/operational-excellence/nc-office-strategic-partnerships
https://www.researchtriangle.org/the-triangle/
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o markets the region to external audiences on why the Research Triangle Region is the 
best place to live and do business. 

San Antonio, Texas Overview: 
San Antonio is a city in the U.S. state of Texas, with a population of 1.43 million at the 2020 census. 
The San Antonio metropolitan area, with an estimated 2.76 million residents. San Antonio's higher 
education landscape includes public and private universities, community colleges, and specialized 
schools, with key institutions like the University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) and the UT Health 
Science Center for public research, St. Mary's University, Trinity University, and University of the 
Incarnate Word for private options, and the Alamo Colleges District for community and technical 
education 

• Better Futures Institute BFI  
o research focuses on the concept of the “South Texas Triangle”. It formulated a theory 

of change on the urban and socioeconomic evolution of the megaregion we define as 
the “South Texas Triangle”, which encompasses San Antonio, South Texas, and North 
Mexico. 

o Civic Tech Activates community engagement to product design; BFI uses a range of 
practices to empower residents and city officials in increasing civic participation and 
building resilient cities. 

• R&D League 
o Operating from the City of San Antonio’s Office of Innovation with two dedicated City 

staff members, the R&D League was formed in January 2020 when the City of San 
Antonio, Southwest Research Institute (SwRI), the University of Texas at San Antonio, 
and USAA signed a 3-year Memorandum of Understanding to commit to a cross-sector 
research partnership to investigate new ideas, make evidence-based decisions, and 
explore the frontier of innovation. 

o The League creates cross-sector, multi-disciplinary teams that utilise scientific methods 
& data to investigate new ideas, facilitate evidence-based policymaking, and explore 
the frontier of innovation for 1.5 million residents. 

https://www.bfinstitute.org/focus-areas/research
https://www.sanantonio.gov/Innovation/R-D-League
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Stanford, California Overview:  
Stanford is a census-designated place in Santa Clara County, California, United States. It is the home 
of Stanford University, after which it was named. The CDP's population was 21,150 at the 2020 
census. Stanford Impact Labs (SIL) go beyond a traditional social science research mission to 
provide training programmes supporting to conduct research with the public policy needs of 
partners. Connecting research with the needs of partners evidence how SIL are embedding a place-
based civic work into their core operations as a university 

• Stanford Impact Labs 
o Stanford Impact Labs is a university-wide model that trains and invests in teams of 

scholars working with leaders in government, business, and communities to design, 
test, and scale interventions that can help make progress on some of the world's most 
pressing and persistent social challenges.  

• Evidence for Policy Fellowship 
o is a one-year program developed to support the professional development and policy 

goals of career staff on teams in local governments in California. The fellows seek to 
bring data, evidence, and research to bear in the design and implementation of a policy 
priority. These fellows from local governments across California work to address 
economic opportunity and social mobility in their communities. 

 

United Kingdom 

Area Overview, selected examples and hyperlinks 

Belfast, Northern Ireland Overview 
Belfast is the capital city and principal port of Northern Ireland. It is the second-largest city in the island 
of Ireland (after Dublin), with an estimated population of 352,390 in 2024, and a metropolitan area 
population of 671,559. Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) is one of two universities in Northern Ireland, a 
province which had a history of unrest and violence between communities rooted in religious, cultural 
and political differences. The political system has periodically been shut down when agreement cannot be 
reached, affecting the possibilities for university civic engagement.   

• Queen’s Communities and Place 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Census-designated_place
https://impact.stanford.edu/
https://momentum.stanford.edu/initiatives/stanford-impact-labs
https://impact.stanford.edu/
https://impact.stanford.edu/article/seven-staff-members-local-governments-across-california-take-part-brand-new-stanford
https://impact.stanford.edu/article/delivering-research-tools-inside-local-government
https://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/qcap/


vi 
 

o was established in 2021 to foster stronger partnerships between communities and academia. 
Its primary goal is to address local challenges arising from poverty and deprivation through 
evidence-based approaches. Working closely with community partners across Belfast, QCAP 
delivers a co-produced programme of research that serves two key purposes. It provides an 
evidence foundation to advance the institution's civic mission while creating meaningful 
impact where it's needed most in the community. 

• Queen’s University Belfast Social Charter 
o is a set of principles which guide and inspire engagement with local partners. It is aligned to 

the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, represents civic commitment to give back to society, 
and to provide a place of Sanctuary. 

• QUB Strategy 2030 
o is centred around people with four Strategic Priorities, which build on our rich heritage of 

innovation, both economic and social, and focus on true global challenges aligned to the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 

• Civic Engagement and Social Responsibility Directorate  
o Engagement with strategic community partners, key decision-makers, business and 

government. It is a one point of contact for all external activity, to coordinate an institutional 
response and maintain and develop relationships for mutual benefit. 

Cardiff, Wales Overview: 
Cardiff is the capital and largest city in Wales. Cardiff had a population of 383,919 in 2024 and forms a 
principal area officially known as the City and County of Cardiff. Wales Centre for Public Policy  
(WCPP) was established in 2013, the remit of the (WCPP) helps work with Welsh Government ministers 
to readily access evidence and expertise around the priorities of the Welsh Government.  

• Wales Centre for Public Policy 
o The Centre collaborates with leading policy experts to provide ministers, the civil service and 

public services with high quality evidence and independent advice that helps them to improve 
policy decisions and outcomes. 

o The Centre also undertakes research to advance understanding of the role which evidence can 
play in supporting better policy making and public service delivery. 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/public-engagement/civic/social-charter/
https://www.qub.ac.uk/about/strategy/
https://www.qub.ac.uk/about/civic-engagement/
https://wcpp.org.uk/
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o Funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and Welsh Government, the Centre is 
based at Cardiff University and a member of the UK’s What Works Network and the Universities 
Policy Engagement Network (UPEN). 

• Wales Centre for Public Policy Research Apprenticeship Scheme 
o The scheme aims to build the capacity of early-career researchers to engage with policymakers 

and public services to respond to key challenges in Wales. 

Glasgow, Scotland Overview: 
Glasgow is the is the most populous city in Scotland. Glasgow is a leading city in Scotland for finance, 
shopping, industry, culture and fashion. Glasgow City Region is home to more than 1,800,000 people. 
Glasgow is a major centre for higher education, hosting several renowned universities and specialised 
institutions like the University of Glasgow, the University of Strathclyde, Glasgow Caledonian University, 
and the Glasgow School of Art. These institutions offer a wide range of academic disciplines, with varying 
strengths in research, career-focused education, and creative arts, all set within a vibrant and globally 
connected city. 

• Glasgow Riverside Innovation District 
o is a partnership between the University of Glasgow, Glasgow City Council and Scottish 

Enterprise. Harnessing collective expertise and influence to create an enabling place for 
innovation. GRID’s governance structures bring industry, government, education, culture and 
the third sector together to power GRID to become a major economic enabler for the future 
of the city, and citizens. 

• University of Glasgow Economic Development Board 
o provides governance to the delivery of economic development-related projects and 

opportunities for the University and its strategic partners. 
o strengthens link with the communities that live, learn and work in the area, developing new 

partnerships and collaborations, and delivering a legacy of economic and social prosperity at a 
local and regional level. It adopts an approach to economic development that fosters inclusive 
participation and collaborative decision making across all partners. 

Manchester, England Overview: 
Manchester is a city and metropolitan borough in Greater Manchester, England. Often referred to as the 
'capital of the North', it was the world's first industrialised city and has held city status since 1853. It had 

https://wcpp.org.uk/commentary/taking-stock-of-our-research-apprentice-scheme/
https://www.glasgowriversideinnovationdistrict.com/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/governance/corporategovernance/universitylevel/universityeconomicdevelopmentboard/#:~:text=The%20University%20of%20Glasgow%20Economic,University%20and%20its%20strategic%20partners.
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a population of 552,000 in the 2021 census. Greater Manchester is the third-most populous metropolitan 
area in the United Kingdom and the largest in Northern England, with the same census recording a 
population of 2.87 million. Manchester is home to several universities, most notably The University of 
Manchester, a world-leading research institution and member of the Russell Group, and Manchester 
Metropolitan University, a large public university known for its strong faculty and facilities. Other notable 
institutions include The University of Salford, The Royal Northern College of Music (RNCM) for music and 
arts, and The University of Bolton. 

• Greater Manchester Universities Civic University Agreement 
o Brings together five universities in the city region to collectively make commitments as major 

contributors and anchor institutions.  
o A Civic University Board is established to oversee the development of specific targets, 

deliverables and reporting of progress. 

 

Northern Europe 

Area Overview, selected examples and hyperlinks 

Copenhagen, Denmark Overview: 
Copenhagen is the capital and most populous city in the Kingdom of Denmark, with a population of 1.4 
million in the urban area. Copenhagen is home to several prominent universities, including the University 
of Copenhagen (a large, research-intensive institution), the Copenhagen Business School (CBS) (a 
prestigious business school), the Technical University of Denmark (DTU) (focused on engineering), the 
Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts (for architecture, design, and conservation), and Aalborg University 
Copenhagen (known for problem-based learning). These institutions offer a range of programs, many of 
which are taught in English, and provide a high-quality, student-centred learning environment for 
international students. 

• Queen Mary Centre 
o It translates humanities and social science research into solutions to today's major societal 

challenges. 
o It builds bridges between the university's research environments and the actors who are at the 

centre of complex issues in the public sector, civil society and business. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/61361b280fcb44302576aeee/t/61518420786cf067415198cd/1632732194402/Greater_Manchester_Universities_Civic_University_Agreement.pdf
https://marycenter.ku.dk/english/
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o Through partnerships between research and practice, they co-create knowledge that 
strengthens innovation and promotes sustainable social development. 

• Impact Lab 2.0 
o Impact Lab 2.0 is an interdisciplinary research and practice initiative, a partnership with VELUX 

FONDEN 
o develops solutions for "democratic sustainability".  
o It functions as a facilitated, experimental lab where researchers and practitioners co-create 

knowledge to address societal challenges, aiming to build capacity for research-practice 
collaborations and create concrete societal change. 

• Green Solutions Centre (GSC) 
o (GSC) is a University of Copenhagen initiative established in 2021 to develop interdisciplinary 

research-based solutions for global green goals  
o It emphasises close collaboration with businesses, public institutions, NGOs, and students to 

co-create and implement real-world green solutions. It works to integrate the university's 
expertise across various fields, support the training of graduates for green transformations, 
and create durable, practical solutions for sustainable development. 

o The GSC focuses on mission-driven research areas, particularly related to the Danish 
government's "Green Solutions of the Future" strategy. 

• Danish Policy Lab 
o a collaboration between the Danish Climate Forest Foundation (Klimaskovfonden) and the 

University of Copenhagen to explore how voluntary carbon markets can support climate 
projects in Denmark.  

Malmö, Sweden Overview:  
Malmö is the third-largest city in Sweden, with a municipal population of 365,644 in 2024. Malmö, 
Sweden's primary university is Malmö University, a modern, multi-disciplinary institution with a focus on 
international relations and urban studies. Another institution in the city is the World Maritime University, 
which offers specialised postgraduate degrees in maritime affairs and law. In Sweden, the research 
agendas of local and national government have contributed to the push for civic engagement work. The 
Forum for Social Innovation Sweden helped “develop a national collaboration structure for [civic] work” 

https://marycenter.ku.dk/english/projects/impact-lab-2.0_english/
https://greensolutions.ku.dk/
https://socialinnovation.se/eng/
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through six nodes at universities in Malmö, Högskolan I Borås, Jönköping University, Luleå University of 
Technology, Umeå University and Örebro University. 

• Forum for Social innovation Sweden 
o Is a national knowledge and collaboration platform for social innovation. 
o It strengthens social innovation as a driver of positive social change towards the 

implementation of Agenda 2030. Sharing research-based knowledge and developing cross-
sectoral collaboration.  

• Hela Malmö 
o is a rights-based, cross-sectoral approach that mobilises local needs and external resources 

competence, materials, and funding to address social inequality, strengthen community 
empowerment, and foster social sustainability. By combining inclusive leadership, basic needs 
provision, youth employment, cultural engagement, and strategic partnerships, the model has 
achieved measurable improvements in community safety and cohesion. 

• Swedish Knowledge Foundation 
o The Knowledge Foundation funds research and competence development at Sweden's 

university colleges and newer universities when it takes place in collaboration with the 
business sector. 

• Malmö Collaboration Agreement 
o The aim of collaboration is to create mutual added value for the University, participating 

parties, and society. It operates on different levels: local, regional, national and international 
collaboration. 

• European University of Cities in Post-Industrial Transition (UNIC) 
o An alliance of ten universities educating through teaching, research and community 

engagement, towards inclusive societies. 

• Centre for City Futures 
o is a change agency for University and City to collaboratively foster transformative urban 

innovation. 

Amsterdam, Netherlands Overview: 
Amsterdam is the capital and largest city of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. It has a population of 933,680 
in June 2024. Amsterdam offers higher education through major institutions like the University of 

https://socialinnovation.se/eng/
https://helamalmo.com/
https://www.kks.se/en/start-en/
https://mau.se/en/collaboration-and-innovation/collaboration-areas/
https://www.unic.eu/en
https://unic.eu/en/city-futures
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Amsterdam (UvA) and Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU), both high-ranked research universities, and the 
Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (AUAS), known for its practice-oriented programs. The UvA is a 
top-ranked global university with over 200 English-taught programs, while VU Amsterdam is recognised 
for its strong academic standards and international outlook. AUAS focuses on vocational training, 
particularly in areas like business, design, and fashion. 

• Innovation Exchange Amsterdam  
o The knowledge transfer office of the four major Amsterdam knowledge institutions: 

Amsterdam UMC, Hogeschool van Amsterdam, Universiteit van Amsterdam, and Vrije 
Universiteit Amsterdam. 

o It supports Amsterdam universities (HBO and WO) and their staff to transform academic and 
applied research and knowledge into impactful applications and innovations. 

o It guides companies and organisations towards collaboration with researchers. 
o It supports the transformation of scientific knowledge into solutions that contribute to a better 

world. 

• The National Innovation Center for Artificial Intelligence (ICAI) 
o ROBUST ‘Trustworthy AI-based Systems for Sustainable Growth’ is a human-centered research 

program in artificial intelligence. This ten-year Long-Term Program (LTP) brings together 
knowledge institutes, industry, governmental organizations, and societal partners to develop 
AI-based methods and tools designed to create social impact and promote sustainable growth. 

• 3D Amsterdam 
o The city of Amsterdam has developed  its own Local Digital Twin (LDT), 3D Amsterdam (now 

part of Netherlands 3D) in collaboration with the city of Utrecht, the city of Rotterdam, and 
the provinces of Flevoland and Utrecht. This open-source, reusable tool prioritizes ethics, 
privacy, and data ownership. 

o The LDT has become the foundation for a nationwide program, enhancing data quality and 
automating permit request checks. Locally, it’s been used for innovative projects like assessing 
the visibility of solar panels on historic buildings and improving city water management. 

o The LDT is developed by the Planning and Sustainability department of the city (‘Ruimte en 
Duurzaamheid’) in close cooperation with urban planning and thematic experts. Within the 

https://www.ixa.nl/
https://icai.ai/about-2/
https://t4r.nweurope.eu/city-of-amsterdam
https://netherlands3d.eu/
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T4R-project, the city of Amsterdam is going to seek more cooperation and involvement of 
private market parties (developers), architects and local development agencies like Zuidas. 

 

 

https://zuidas.nl/en/
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