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What is the Dods University Innovators Guide?
The Dods University Innovators Guide seeks to engage with the 

Government, parliamentarians in Westminster and higher education 

institutions on the landscape of university-business collaboration in the 

UK; showcasing the global research potential of the UK’s universities and 

promoting the important economic contribution made by the UK’s higher 

education institutions to growing and rebalancing the economy.

Partners in this project, the University of Birmingham, Bournemouth 

University, Brunel University, the University of Hertfordshire and the 

University of Northampton are institutions engaged in research leading 

the way in collaboration through diverse initiatives, whether to improve 

the student experience, attract investment into the local economy or spur 

growth in enterprise and speed the diffusion of innovation across the UK.

To that end, we have commissioned Dods, a non-partisan political 

communications company, to provide a transparent breakdown of our 

cross-section’s views and sentiments on how business interact with 

universities and to produce a baseline from which to conduct meaningful 

future engagement.

What has the University Innovators Guide done?
Our programme has comprised two parliamentary roundtables, 

fringe events at the three main parties’ autumn conferences and 

bespoke research including original opinion research conducted 

through the Dods MP panel and qualitative data collected from events 

with Ministers, Parliamentarians and representatives from the higher 

education sector.

This report is a route-map to university-business links. Within each of 

the areas the dialogue has focused on we have examined the economic 

potential of the higher education sector and the complementary roles 

of business and higher education in fulfilling this potential.

Drawing together the views of the policy makers and sector experts 

consulted through the programme, the Dods University Innovators 

Guide looks at the role that business plays in the future landscape of 

university funding and finally discusses what the Government can do to 

support the strengths of universities.

There is a need for universities to lead the agenda and show 

businesses how they can develop relationships where no existing 

partnerships are in place. Navigating the challenges and opportunities 

to businesses looking to interact with the higher education sector, this 

guide to university-business collaboration demonstrates how the higher 

education sector is already delivering this ambition and where we need 

to go further.
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The policy ambition is bold: how to make 

the UK the best place  in the world for 

university-business collaboration and attract 

a greater share of international investment 

in research and development spend, placing 

university institutions at the heart of the UK’s 

growth agenda.

The Wilson review into university-business 

collaboration underscored how the higher 

education sector is crucial to Government 

plans to foster economic recovery and in 

promoting regional development; by tying 

higher education institutions more closely 

to the needs of local firms, the Government 

seeks to address all of these issues 

simultaneously.

Drawing on the two principle themes of 

business interactions – taking research to 

market and enhancing the student experience 

to unlock the knowledge economy – this 

report seeks to illustrate the economic value 

UK plc derives from closer collaboration and 

the value which business involvement can add 

to both the quality and the scope of the UK 

research base.

We set out the need for targeted support 

to enable closer collaboration with small 

business and measures for government and 

universities to lead the agenda by showing 

business how it can develop relationships 

where no existing partnerships are in place. 

It is our central assertion that as universities 

focus on education, research and professional 

practice, it is business interactions which pull 

these strands together.

To harness the full economic benefits of 

the UK research and development base, we 

call upon the Government to:

• enable LEPs to introduce Innovation 

Voucher schemes to enable stronger 

partnership building and interaction with the 

SME community at the regional level

• continue sustained public investment in 

the UK research base, funding excellence 

wherever it is found, as a vital component 

in maintaining the entire R&D infrastructure 

and ensure it remains an asset to national 

competitiveness 

• focus on fostering international footprints via 

UK universities, providing access to overseas 

companies, research and facilities that will 

ultimately open stronger links between 

emerging economies

 

To unlock the knowledge economy through 

the UK R&D base, we call upon the 

Government to:

• introduce equivalent financial incentives 

for SMEs to take on their first university 

placement student as have been introduced 

for SMEs to employ their first apprentice 

aged 16-24

• work with the higher education sector and 

business community to create an online 

matching service, available to all employers, 

for businesses advertising placements 

and students who wish to undertake a 

placement

• remove company-sponsored degrees from 

undergraduate student number controls 

to enable and support the growth of these 

programmes 

To support universities to engender a culture 

of enterprise and entrepreneurship among the 

student and graduate population, we call upon 

the Government to:

• place social entrepreneurship at the centre 

of UK higher education strategy

• accurately record and include graduate 

start-up and self-employed figures within 

employment statistics and Key Information 

Sets to measure the progress of UK 

universities in this space

One year on from the release of the Wilson 

review, the challenge is still to implement 

the agenda, to determine the exact role 

of business in exploiting the full economic 

potential of UK universities, to ensure that 

universities are playing a greater role in the 

UK’s economic competitiveness and that they 

are rightfully recognised for doing so

Executive summary 
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What is the role of 
business in universities? 
The financial and long-term economic benefits 

of formalising and embedding university-

industry collaboration are well understood in 

policy circles and have been long championed. 

As political leaders seek new sectors to 

champion as engines of economic growth, 

higher education institutions can be a strategic 

sector of the UK economy and there is 

increasing focus on these institutions as a base 

of knowledge, innovation and enterprise that 

can give the UK a competitive advantage in the 

global economy. 

The Wilson review into university-business 

collaboration is the latest Government 

commissioned study into what can be done to 

set the agenda for improvement and provides 

a much needed stock take of effective practice 

across the UK. Against a backdrop of deep 

cuts to the higher education sector’s funding, 

there has also never been such impetus from 

universities themselves to leverage their 

economic potential.

Considering the role of universities in 

fostering growth, David Willetts, Minister for 

Universities and Science has spoken frequently 

of the real source of international competitive 

advantage which the UK’s research base 

provides. The UK is second only to the United 

States in the number of top international 

universities, boasting 4 of the top 20 universities 

in the world, and 32 universities in the top 200 

globally. Such a reputation attracts the attention 

of many leading multinational companies looking 

to invest in research and development activity. 

However, despite a reputation for providing the 

intellectual capacity and scientific knowledge 

necessary for innovation and enterprise, the 

UK’s higher education sector has frequently 

been burdened with a general reputation for 

being unresponsive to business and in terms of 

broader economic growth, a general perception 

that the global reputation of UK universities 

remains underexploited.

In our polling of MPs, we found that MPs 

had a largely neutral opinion of how effectively 

universities collaborate with business. A 

total of 33 per cent of respondents scored 

collaboration between higher education 

institutions and the private sector as good, but 

22 per cent of respondents considered it poor.  

This is particularly significant in light of another 

polling question, in which MPs from all parties 

showed overwhelmingly strong support for 

the premise that universities should raise funds 

from collaboration with business and for the 

recommendations made by Wilson to make this 

a reality.
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As universities focus on education, research 
and professional practice, it is business 
interactions which pull these strands together

Figure 1: MPs’ attitudes towards 
business-university collaboration
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Yet, industry collaboration is not an issue 

to which the sector has suddenly become 

alive. Rather, this is an area which is actively 

embraced as part of a university’s responsibility 

and institutions have already demonstrated 

their ability to work more effectively with 

business. Although it is not always emphasised, 

UK universities already underwrite the 

research and development base for the private 

sector and there is a continuing upwards trend 

in overall rates of knowledge transfer between 

higher education institutions and the public, 

private and third sectors. 

It is important not to lose sight of the 

fundamental progress which has been made 

in the UK to improve business-university links. 

One of the strong messages to emerge from 

the Wilson review was that more can be done 

to consolidate the UK’s success. The UK is no 

longer looking enviously at countries such as 

the United States for the institutional structure 

and policy framework to stimulate effective 

relationships and collaboration between 

business as wealth creators, and universities as 

suppliers of intellectual capacity. The UK now 

creates more spin-off companies per pound of 

public money spent on research.  

Reductions to university budgets and 

real-terms cuts to research grants and public 

funding are already beginning to take effect 

and have made clear the need for universities 

to diversify funding sources. As an indication, 

funding council grants to universities will fall by 

over £2bn by 2014-15. In light of these funding 

pressures, there will be an inevitable demand 

from universities to identify potential income 

from business partnerships. The Government 

has stressed the need for universities to source 

more funding from private sources and to make 

the case for attracting business investment. 

Institutions have already demonstrated their 

ability to work more effectively with business 

and this will become increasingly important 

as institutions seek to grow and diversify their 

income streams, but there is always scope for 

better connections to be made with business.

The benefits flow both ways and extend 

beyond the partnerships themselves and 

the economic perspective to students as 

well. Business organisations have frequently 

bemoaned the lack of workplace skills and 

business know-how among the graduate 

workforce and the desire to bridge the 

gap between the lecture hall and the 

workplace. The student experience is of 

paramount importance to universities’ 

purpose; employability is fast becoming a 

watch word and priority issue. It is suggested 

that collaboration with business is essential 

to delivering this commodity. However, the 

challenge ahead lies in determining the exact 

role of business in future funding of the 

sector and to what extent this is a good thing 

both for universities and Britain’s economic 

competitiveness.

There is emerging consensus across 

political parties and the sector that there is a 

role for business in funding higher education, 

but it cannot be the solution to the sector’s 

future funding model. The pertinent question 

is the value which business involvement can 

add to both the quality and scope of research 

and the student experience. As universities 

focus on education, research and professional 

practice, it is business interactions which pull 

these strands together.
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scope to grow even further.  Within this 

headline figure, the total value of the services 

UK universities provided to the economy 

increased by seven per cent to £3.3bn between 

2009/10 and 2010/11.  

The Innovation and Research Strategy for 

Growth, published by the Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills in December 

2011 outlined the Government’s commitment 

to ring-fencing the £4.6 billion budget for 

science and research programmes. This 

was backed up by the decision to allocate 

One of the primary lines of enquiry to 

emerge from the Dods University Innovators 

Guide has been to contextualise the role and 

contribution of higher education institutions to 

the UK’s economic competitiveness and the 

Government’s growth agenda. 

The overriding message from the Wilson 

review was that universities hold huge potential 

to boost national competitiveness. The 

economic argument is well understood. The 

higher education sector contributed £59 billion 

to the UK economy in 2010-11 with significant 

£600million to research and innovation in 

the Autumn Statement in December 2012. 

However, the strategy also acknowledged that 

the UK’s performance in R&D is perceived to 

be concentrated in a relatively small number of 

sectors by relatively few businesses, particularly 

in pharmaceuticals, aerospace and ICT and 

there remains a need to ensure that greater 

business investment in R&D is delivered across 

all sectors of the economy.

There is however, also a need to spread 

the message that universities’ economic 

contribution to society goes further than just 

research or student income. It should also be 

highlighted that the strength of universities’ 

economic contribution is more nuanced 

than a simple, direct impact as employers 

or procurers of goods and services. It is 

important to highlight the counter-cyclical 

nature of university investments, which sets 

it apart from other parts of the public sector. 

Furthermore, in their potential to lever in 

private investment, universities contribute to 

economic growth more pertinently than in 

other sectors. Public investment in the sector 

has a genuine multiplier effect and is a critical 

factor leading to very effective use of capital 

leverage. 

At one of the parliamentary roundtables 

conducted as part of this dialogue, 

participants were reminded of the imperative 

to ensure investment in the domestic 

research base was maintained. Overall, 

there has been very little change in the 

amount of money coming from UK industry 

relative to other income streams.  It remains 

that competitor economies are increasing 

investment into the science base, while there 

is a reluctance from industry in the UK to 

spend their own money on R&D in the UK.

What role do universities play in the UK’s future economic competitiveness?
Adrian Bailey MP, Chair of the Business, Innovation and Skills Select Committee

‘The success of our education industry is one of the country’s best kept secrets.  Any other industry 

providing £8b export earnings, an established global reputation providing a magnet for the best 

brains throughout the World and sustaining thousands of jobs throughout the Regions would expect 

to have a public profile and Government backing commensurate with its economic contribution. 

Instead it is bedevilled with a funding regime creating uncertainty and a student visa regime 

providing hurdles for universities to surmount in order to maximise their full economic potential.

 

I sometimes think that academia is almost embarrassed about its success, as if in the world 

of learning it is unseemly to boast about its economic contribution. Universities should be given 

a fundamental role in driving the economy.  Advanced economies grow by attracting the best 

brains, providing them with the facilities to develop their ideas and the financial and business 

infrastructure to realise their economic potential. Increasingly the best students and leading 

academics will go to the country that offers them the most potential to develop their talents.  Our 

Universities are World leaders but without the recognition by Government and the policies to back 

them that position could be lost to eager competitors abroad.

 

The Wilson Review is a step in the right direction but what is needed 

is a strategic appreciation in Government of the need to link its higher 

education policies to its regional policies, its visa regime and its support 

for business. At local level I see great examples of university/ business 

collaboration. It is time for Universities to shed their inhibitions and 

demand from Government the sort of recognition and role that their 

innovation deserves.’

The economic potential 
of the UK R&D base
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Within this dynamic, there is a need 

to accept that public investment is a vital 

component in maintaining the entire R&D 

infrastructure, not just so that universities 

benefit but that the entire landscape remains 

vibrant. Public investment in research 

feeds directly and indirectly into national 

competitiveness, ensuring that the sector can 

deliver on its economic potential. This is why it 

is particularly important that we fund research 

excellence wherever it is found, and avoid 

the shift towards concentration of funding in 

research intensive institutions. While business 

certainly plays an increasingly important role 

in future funding, it cannot be viewed as a 

total solution. Within this landscape, industrial 

or collaborative match funding, which makes 

industry money work to leverage public 

funding, are particularly important mechanisms 

in ensuring that we retain a research and 

development capacity in the private sector, 

rooted in the UK.

Maximising local impact
Beyond boosting competitiveness at the 

national level, the crux of a university’s role 

in driving economic growth lies at the local 

level. The Government has been quick to 

seize upon how universities can continue to 

be strong contributors to local economies, as 

employers, for their purchasing power and in 

attracting investment into the local area.  

Significantly, much of this employment 

and economic benefit is located in regions 

outside London and the South East, providing 

a skills infrastructure that makes a tangible 

contribution towards increasing regional 

competitiveness and rebalancing the economy. 

Bournemouth University for example, provides 

more than 1,400 jobs locally and contributes 

more than £240m to the local economy. The 

University of Birmingham is spending £1m 

a week on capital infrastructure. Of all areas 

of the public sector, procurement hits SMEs 

better than anywhere else due to the complex 

supply chain that uses SMEs as much as larger 

companies. These are examples which are 

echoed across the country and the sector.

The development of local enterprise 

partnerships (LEPs) therefore present multiple 

opportunities for universities to cement 

their role at the centre of local growth and 

innovation strategies. We later return to 

discuss how LEPs can unlock the benefits 

of UK research and development in greater 

depth, however, an essential first step is for 

universities to have an equal voice within these 

structures.

For collaboration to be effective, UK 

business and industry needs to be receptive and 

knowledgeable about the potential economic 

value and contribution of the higher education 

sector. While we applaud the strong direction 

from Government for the university sector 

to be represented within LEPs, it is a concern 

that currently only a third of higher education 

institutions are active in supporting these 

organisations. In addition, the lack of sustained 

and commonplace involvement of academics 

at corporate board level hampers the ability 

of universities to leverage business links and 

adds to a general uncertainty within business 

about the potential benefits to business of 

collaborating with research institutions.

It is essential that public institutions 
continue to see the fruits of investment 
in order to ensure we retain a research 
and development capacity in the 
private sector, rooted in the UK.
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At the University of Birmingham 90% of our 

research activity has been rated as having 

international impact. Indeed, as a Russell Group 

University we are committed to maintaining 

the very highest standards of research.

We have one of the country’s leading 

centres for cancer research, seeking to improve 

diagnosis and survival rates in patients. Our 

campus is home to the UK’s first hydrogen 

fuelling station, paving the way for greener 

transport and our facility of Environmental 

Nanoscience Analysis and Characterisation is 

at the forefront of understanding the impact of 

manufactured nanoparticles. 

Partnering with business plays a crucial role 

in advancing our work in such technologies.  

For example, the University is a key founding 

partner in the development of the £40M 

Manufacturing Technology Centre (MTC) at 

Ansty Park near Coventry. The vision for the 

Centre is to become a world-class global 

research facility. In addition the University of 

Birmingham and Rolls-Royce, the global power 

systems company, will be establishing a new 

£60m High Temperature Research Centre.

Our clients include some of the leading 

global players from within these sectors 

such as: Airbus, Astra Zeneca, BP, Ford, GKN, 

GlaxoSmithKline, Proctor and Gamble, Nestle, 

Pfizer, Rolls-Royce, and BAE Systems to name 

just a few. Accessing 3000 academic brains, 

original thinking and a shared passion for 

making a difference will really give our industry 

partners the edge. 

Award winning Collaboration
We are extremely proud of our support 

for SMEs and this was recently recognised 

through an award winning partnership with 

Abingdon Health Ltd. In November 2010 

the University of Birmingham and medical 

diagnostics specialists, Abingdon Health 

Ltd, announced the launch of Bioscience 

Ventures Limited (BSVL), a new joint venture 

aimed at developing and marketing new 

diagnostics products for the healthcare and 

other industries. BSVL collected the ‘Open 

collaboration award’ at the 2012 Lord 

Stafford Awards demonstrating impact from a 

University and business partnership.

BSVL was created to enhance commercial 

IP created by the University, moving the IP 

up the chain to enhance its value.  It provides 

an efficient alternative to the normal models 

for commercialising university IP by licensing 

it or creating a spin-out company around 

it.  Often, University IP is too immature to 

realise significant value through licensing; 

and university spin-outs sometimes fail to 

commercialise it or do so very slowly due to 

lack of commercial management experience. 

Creating Bioscience Ventures ensured the 

involvement of individuals with sector specific 

commercial experience much earlier than is 

usual, facilitating rapid product development 

and value realisation. 

Since establishing BSVL two subsidiary 

companies have been created – Serascience 

Ltd, and Linear Diagnostics Ltd. In addition 

Alta Bioscience Ltd, a chemical analysis and 

speciality chemicals manufacturing entity 

based on campus has been incorporated into 

the venture giving a profitable focal point on 

campus. The collaboration has safeguarded 

all 13 jobs in Alta Bioscience Ltd, which is 

now a wholly owned subsidiary of Bioscience 

Ventures, and created two further positions, 

including a sales person, for a group total of 15.  

In the two years following the launch of 

BSVL, a near-patient test for myeloma has 

been developed.  In addition both partners 

have committed to investing £1 million 

in developing new opportunities within 

the University as well to accelerate the 

development of BSVL’s existing subsidiary 

companies.

BSVL is now poised to become a leading 

specialist developer of IP in the field of medical 

diagnostic from a base in the Midlands.  It will 

create a focus for the development of medical 

diagnostics products and services and create 

highly skilled jobs in scientifically focussed 

businesses based in the Midlands. In doing so, 

it will make an important contribution to the 

development of the area as a major centre for 

biomedical research and product development.

Taking research to market
Professor Adam Tickell, Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
for Research and Knowledge Transfer,  
The University of Birmingham
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Access to facilities
Businesses can utilise our state-of-the-art 

scientific equipment or train members of 

their team on a particular technique. Our 

researchers are on hand to offer technical 

support, problem solving and help with 

product development.

For example for the automotive sector, 

the Future Engines and Fuels Laboratory 

at the University of Birmingham opened in 

January 2007. The laboratory is supported 

by industrial partners Jaguar Land Rover, 

Ford, Johnson Matthey and Shell. The facilities 

comprise a number of test beds, engine test 

facilities with laser diagnostics along with a 

unique fuel test cell equipped with 2 GC 

mass-spectrometers.  A further engine test 

bed is under construction and an additional 

dedicated biofuel engine test bed is being 

prepared. 

The Vehicle Dynamics Laboratory provides 

a number of key facilities to support research 

and consultancy activities in the area of vehicle 

dynamics. It has strong links with the UK and 

international automotive industry. Areas of 

research include tyre dynamics, vehicle ride 

and handling, and vehicle structural dynamics 

and interior noise.

The Manufacturing Technology Centre 

(MTC) based nearby in Coventry is the 

result of collaboration between leading 

manufacturing companies and a small number 

of world-renowned research partners 

including the University of Birmingham. A 

key benefit of the MTC is that it offers an 

innovation-rich environment to help bridge 

the gap between research and production. 

The focus is on finding solutions in netshape 

manufacturing; high-integrity fabrication; 

advanced tooling and fixturing; intelligent 

automation and process modelling/digital 

manufacture. Working at the MTC, companies 

will be able to test new manufacturing 

methods, taking lab research to pre-production 

development before moving on to full-scale 

production within their own premises. This 

should reduce manufacturing costs, cut ‘time to 

market’ and boost productivity.

For the University of Birmingham, the initial 

focus at the MTC is on leading projects using 

the University’s world-class expertise in net 

shape manufacturing of high-performance 

components in high-value metals and the 

modelling and characterisation of advanced 

metals and their processing.

The University of Birmingham continues 

to enhance its reputation as an engaged 

University and is opening its doors to business, 

embracing its role in supporting the regional 

and national economy.

Pictured here, Professor Mark Drayson from the University 
of Birmingham and Dr Chris Hand from Abingdon Health 
Ltd with a new fast testing kit for the detection of Myeloma.
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How do we unlock economic potential?
Unlocking the full economic benefits of 

the UK research and development base 

involves harnessing our universities in a more 

collaborative way with business. In our polling 

of MPs through the Dods MP panel, we found 

that overall funding and financial concerns were 

perceived by MPs as the biggest obstacle to 

effective collaboration between business and 

universities in creating opportunities, courses 

and commercially successful research projects 

(31 per cent), followed closely by a lack of 

interest (28 per cent).  These results were 

consistent across the parties, although Labour 

respondents were more likely to see these 

issues as problematic.

Therefore, arguably, part of the problem 

preventing the higher education from unlocking 

its full economic potential is one of perception. 

Adrian Bailey MP articulated the challenge 

to create the necessary culture and instilling 

this mind set in the public as crucial. Amid the 

fractious debate over tuition fees and cuts to 

research funding, the strategic importance of 

the higher education sector to competitiveness 

and prosperity is often unrecognised in the 

public mind set. While there may be a number 

of factors at play, first and foremost, there is not 

a public level of awareness of how significant 

the sector is to our future.

It is interesting that among the MPs polled by 

the Dods University Innovators Guide, suspicion 

between the sectors was only identified as an 

obstacle by 11 per cent.  In contrast, suspicion 

and lack of trust over issues such as intellectual 

property (IP) and uncertainty about the 

potential benefit of collaboration is often cited 

as an obstacle preventing closer partnership 

working, particularly with SMEs.

As reported in Times Higher Education 

in December 2012, debate within the Dods 

University Innovators Guide has highlighted 

that the value of intellectual property (IP)  lies 

in using it to draw companies into deeper 

relationships and developing mutual benefit.  

The belief that commercialising IP will yield 

substantial profits for universities has been 

misplaced, participants in one of the dialogue’s 

roundtables heard, backing a call for universities 

to adopt a more open approach to IP and work 

in a less protective way with business.

Engaging with SMEs
The key to unlocking a greater proportion of 

the economic benefits of the UK’s R&D base 

lies in the SME community. In light of the critical 

role that the SME community is projected 

to play as an engine for growth, we urgently 

needs to address how universities can interact 

meaningfully with the SME community to use 

their experience and presence to provide 

Funding/financial 
concerns

Lack of interest 
in developing 
connections

Concern about what 
can be achieved through 

such partnerships

Suspicion 
between the 

sectors

Government 
regulation

Don’t know

Figure 2: What are the obstacles to 
collaboration between business and universities?

31 28 19 11 4 7
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routes to market. It remains that this is a very 

difficult market for universities to penetrate, and 

for SMEs, the difficulties often lie in recognising 

how universities can help them to develop.

There appear to be deep-rooted concerns 

within the SME community that universities 

may not find their problems interesting enough 

to address and that they do not know who 

to talk to or find out if a university could help 

them solve their business challenges. 

Universities are making great strides in 

“thinking local” and the challenge is to ensure 

that the culture within universities develops 

positive relationships with the SME community. 

There is also an air of confidence that as LEPs 

provide the much needed connectivity links 

for SMEs to the local economy, so too can 

they improve connectivity to other business 

links such as universities.  With the Innovation 

Voucher, the UK has found a successful 

method of stimulating interaction between 

the small business community and higher 

education, opening up the SME market and 

encouraging these businesses to search out new 

knowledge that can help develop products or 

commercialise new technology. We welcome 

the national roll-out of the Innovation Voucher 

programme with the allocation of £6m to the 

Technology Strategy Board to help stimulate 

and promote innovation in strategic sectors 

where there is less investment in innovation and 

research.

We are concerned about the limited scope 

of sectors covered within this initiative and that 

this engagement will be overly targeted at the 

national level, overlooking the significant benefits 

that this support could make to boosting 

regional competitiveness in other sectors of 

the economy at a local level. The University of 

Birmingham has introduced its own system of 

Innovation Vouchers to support interaction with 

local business; however, we feel there is merit 

in exploring how LEPs, with their knowledge of 

the regional economy and its strengths, could 

also introduce similar schemes to build regional 

links between universities and local business. As 

LEPs develop their understanding of the shape 

of the local economy, we believe that they can 

become best placed to enable partnership 

building and support universities to develop an 

even stronger regional presence. 

Exploiting the global perspective
Discussion of the economic contribution of the 

higher education sector should not be limited to 

local or even national economies. It is estimated 

that higher education contributed £7.9 billion in 

2009 as an export industry, and this is expected 

to rise to £16.9bn by 2025.  This places higher 

education within the top 20 UK exports and 

should not readily be overlooked.

Despite this pedigree, there is still doubt 

about how well universities are regarded as 

a target for inward investment.  The Wilson 

review highlighted that the international 

business expertise in universities extends well 

beyond simply attracting international students 

to study in the UK and many UK universities, 

from across the sector, have international 

networks of educational, research and 

commercial partnerships. Increasingly these 

are demonstrating tangible financial, as well as 

social, benefits.

As Professor Geoff Rodgers from Brunel 

University emphasises, UK higher education is 

the UK’s 7th largest export network, generating 

considerable value for UK plc. UK universities 

are one of the solutions to the UK’s current 

economic problems, however, relatively few 

people outside the inner circle of government 

and higher education sector recognise it as a 

major export, meaning exports in the sector 

are hardly ever considered.

The Government needs to focus on 

fostering international footprints via UK 

universities, while the advantages of doing 

so will be seen through the ability of these 

institutions to provide access to overseas 

companies, research and facilities that will 

ultimately open stronger links between 

emerging economies.

Policy Recommendations:

To harness the full economic benefits of the UK research and 
development base, the Government should:
•  encourage LEPs to introduce Innovation Voucher schemes to enable 

stronger partnership building and interaction with the SME community 
at the regional level

•  continue sustained public investment in the UK research base, funding 
excellence wherever it is found, as a vital component in maintaining the 
entire R&D infrastructure and ensure it remains an asset to national 
competitiveness

•  focus on fostering international footprints via UK universities, providing 
access to overseas companies, research and facilities that will ultimately 
open stronger links between emerging economies
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Connecting academic and 
employability skills 
Brunel University is committed to producing 

the professionally minded and skilled graduates 

that employers want. As an early pioneer of 

sandwich courses from our establishment in 

1966, Brunel’s educational provision continues 

to equip students with both academic 

excellence and employability skills.  We have 

a consistently good record in the graduate 

employment market – our graduates regularly 

earn amongst the highest graduate starting 

salaries in the country. We achieve this through 

ensuring that we provide the best possible 

professional support for students - in 2012, 

Brunel’s Placement and Careers Centre 

received a national award as the Best University 

Placement Service for the third year running.  

We also work directly with employers to 

develop, shape and review our courses so that 

they align with future UK employment trends 

and requirements. 

Geoff Rodgers, Brunel’s Pro Vice Chancellor 

for Research is emphatic: “Universities must 

have a mandate to equip students with the skills, 

confidence and experience to enter the job market 

and apply their knowledge constructively and 

creatively.” 

“This principle is echoed at all levels within 

Brunel’s academic and operational activities. 

We have long understood the benefits of linking 

students with employers  – in this uncertain 

economic and environmental climate, it is 

imperative that industry embraces the intellectual 

talent, skills and expertise available within 

universities, and conversely, students must have an 

educated understanding of real-world challenges.”

Just as important is the contribution 

universities can make in helping companies 

to gain new knowledge and to embed 

technological advances through the application 

of research to industrial end user problems. 

At Brunel we have built up research teams 

in a number of significant areas that are 

focussing on research projects of direct interest 

and relevance to industry.  

Driving Innovation in the Automotive 
Sector
The automotive sector is a manufacturing 

success story in the UK - we have a vibrant 

and world-class automotive industry that is 

worth over £11 billion to the economy, with 

around 140,000 people employed directly in 

automotive manufacturing. At Brunel, we have 

secured from the EPSRC, the UK academic 

funding body for engineering research, over 90 

research grants totalling some £16m in the last 

four years alone. Some 40% of the research 

funded by the EPSRC at Brunel is directly 

linked to the automotive industry, across its 

supply chains and associated manufacturing 

technologies. This outstanding research portfolio 

is complemented by a further £3.8 million from 

other funding agencies and industry and the 

vast majority is carried out in collaboration with 

industry partners.

Brunel has internationally recognised centres 

of research excellence addressing two of the 

priority areas identified by the UK Automotive 

Council Technology Group, namely internal 

combustion engines and lightweight vehicle and 

powertrain structures.

Brunel’s Centre for Advanced Powertrain and 
Fuels has pioneered research into reducing the 

fuel consumption and pollutant emissions of 

the internal combustion engine.  It has carried 

out ground-breaking studies of alternative fuel-

efficient engine combustion such as Controlled 

Auto Ignition. It has worked with various 

Collaborating for 
Innovation and Impact
Professor Geoff Rodgers, Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
(Research), Brunel University
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international industrial partners including Ford, 

Jaguar Land Rover, Delphi, Lotus Engineering, 

Ricardo, Shell and BP.  

The Brunel Centre for Advanced Solidification 
Technology (BCAST) is dedicated to R&D 

into fundamental and applied research 

on the solidification of metallic materials.  

BCAST leads the £9m EPSRC Centre for 

Innovative Manufacturing in Liquid Metal 

Engineering (2010-2015) which is developing 

advanced, high quality, lightweight materials 

and efficient low carbon manufacturing 

processes aimed at reducing the materials and 

energy needs of the automotive sector.  The 

Centre collaborates with many of the most 

progressive companies including Jaguar Land 

Rover, Aston Martin, Bentley and SAIC Motors.

Building on our excellent reputation to date, 

and in order to create a forum for greater 

awareness and exchange, we have established 

an Automotive Advisory Group made up of key 

thought leaders from the sector. Their role is to 

help Brunel to enhance the strategic alignment 

of our research activity with the priorities of 

the UK automotive sector and to advise us on 

research problems, challenges and wider issues 

facing the sector, including skills needs and 

shortages and new technology requirements. 

Supporting a Sustainable Food Industry
In a further recent initiative aimed at supporting 

energy efficiency in the food sector, Brunel is 

leading a new Centre for Sustainable Energy Use 
in Food Chains.  The food supply chain alone is 

responsible for 22% of the UK’s greenhouse gas 

emissions creating 19 million tonnes of CO2 

every year. As the UK’s largest manufacturing 

sector, it employs over 3.5 million people 

across 196,000 enterprises.  Our new Centre 

is developing innovative approaches, processes 

and technologies to tackle the imperative to 

reduce energy demand at all stages of the food 

chain – from gate to plate.  We are fortunate 

to be supported by the EPSRC to the tune of 

£6 million, with a further £6 million from food 

companies and partner organisations.

With production and consumption at the 

heart of the energy and waste issues inherent 

in the food supply chain, we have also launched 

a complementary programme focussing on the 

development of an ICT-enabled platform to 

transform future food manufacturing processes 

by implementing “customers in the loop” co-

creation product development processes. The 

goal of this visionary R&D project is to reduce 

waste, facilitate its reuse potential and drive a 

compelling proposition for consumer healthy 

eating. This research also attracted EPSRC 

funding, receiving a £2m grant with a further 

£1m investment from UK industry.

Engineering a Resilient Energy 
Infrastructure
Brunel’s latest collaboration with TWI marks 

a truly pioneering approach to securing global 

economic resilience. In November 2012, the 

Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) announced funding of £15 million to 

Brunel in support of plans to form a National 

Structural Integrity Research Centre (NSIRC). 

NSIRC will be based at TWI’s headquarters 

outside Cambridge in a new building to 

be constructed with support from the 

Department of Business, Innovation and Skills 

Regional Growth Funding. Lead partners, TWI 

and Brunel, along with a consortium of leading 

academic and industrial partners will carry 

out research programmes, train postdoctoral 

students and conduct contract R&D specifically 

in the field of structural integrity. 

The facility will provide UK industry with 

world-class engineers who can lead the 

development of new, safe, world-leading 

products in diverse industries, including oil 

and gas, energy generation, renewables and 

transport.  We estimate that in addition to the 

environmental and social benefits resulting 

from the avoidance of engineering failures, 

the direct economic benefit brought by those 

graduating from the NSIRC after the first 

ten years of its operation will be in excess of 

£350m. This can be multiplied to more than 

£3.5bn when considering the benefits of the 

work the qualified engineers will undertake for 

industry.

Professor Rodgers has a very clear ‘ask’ of 

UK policy makers:

“As the UK’s 7th largest export network, higher 

education must be recognised for the national 

asset that it is. We need continued investment into 

the sector and a supportive innovation framework 

to incentivise more and deeper industry/university 

partnerships. Within such a landscape, we will be 

able to bring to bear the ingenuity, creativity and 

agility needed to contribute to reinvigorating the 

economy and the country’s position as a pioneer of 

global innovation.”
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Corporate degrees are programmes designed 

to meet the specific needs of a company and 

enable them to provide staff with exactly 

the right skills, knowledge and understanding 

of the work-place.  For employers, the 

advantages of these programmes include: 

gaining a competitive edge through the early 

recruitment of talented people; reducing long-

term staff turnover by developing loyalty and 

planning a secure talent pipeline. For students 

these programmes are attractive because they 

tend to offer a secure job on completion of 

the degree. 

Development of bespoke corporate 

degrees requires long-term commitment and 

investment by both partners. The company will 

seek to ensure that the knowledge and skills 

developed by the student will be appropriate 

to company needs, and the university has to 

place those needs within a framework that 

meets its standards and quality requirements. 

The University of Hertfordshire has developed 

a long-standing undergraduate programme 

with defence firm MBDA and in 2012 

launched a pilot Master’s corporate degree 

with trading company Futex. 

MBDA Commercial Apprentice 
Programme
MBDA is a leading player in the defence 

industry, employing nearly 3000 people across 

five sites in the UK. As part of a continuous 

improvement culture at MBDA, they consulted 

Company sponsored degrees at the 
University of Hertfordshire 
Julie Newlan, Pro Vice-Chancellor Enterprise, 
University of Hertfordshire 
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the University of Hertfordshire about how it 

might better integrate the business training 

and education of its trainees. Together, 

Hertfordshire and MBDA came up with the 

Commercial Apprentice programme that 

combined full-time employment with full-time 

study. 

Details of the programme: 
•  Instead of completing a one-year sandwich 

placement, students work and study for 4 

years (each week they work 3.5 days at 

MBDA and have 1.5 days contact time at 

Hertfordshire, alongside independent study) 

•  MBDA cover £3000 of the students’ annual 

course fees, which are £8,500 for 2013 

entrants 

•  Over 25 students have graduated from 

the University’s Business School with a BA 

(Hons) Business Studies Degree. A further 

20 are part-way through their studies

•  Performance has been excellent, with 

Firsts and 2:1s common. Of the eleven 

students who graduated in 2011 and 

2012, ten received Firsts and one received 

a 2:1. Indeed, a 2011 graduate from the 

programme was awarded the highest-ever 

mark for a Business Studies degree at UH 

Benefits from the programme:
•  A significant increase in retention rates of 

trainees following graduation that stands at 

96 per cent 

•  A regular income for the University, which 

has so far amounted to about £350k

•  National Training Awards Winner 2010

Futex Master’s Level Corporate 
Degree
In September 2012 The University of 

Hertfordshire began their Master’s 

Degree for budding professional traders in 

partnership with leading city institution, Futex, 

becoming the first internationally recognised 

postgraduate degree in the futures trading 

world and the only corporate Master’s 

degree on offer from a UK university.

For many years Futex has offered an 

industry-leading 12-week training programme 

for graduates looking to make a career in 

proprietary trading. They were keen to build 

on this and add to it an academic element 

to deepen their students’ understanding of 

economic forces that underpin trading. 

This new corporate degree, an MSc in 

Proprietary Trading, therefore offers students 

a dual learning experience, combining 

theoretical study with ‘real-life’ trading 

conditions with the potential of a first class 

job at the end of the course. 

Details of the programme:
•  1 year combined programme – students 

graduate with an MSc Proprietary Trading

•  On completion of the degree Futex aims 

to offer students on the programme a full-

time trading position 

•  Established in 2012 as a pilot with 3 

students admitted to the programme

•  The Futex Master’s will be launched fully in 

2013 

•  Course fees are £16,000 and open to 

eligible students in the UK and Europe

• The student traders will start with an 

intensive twelve weeks on the trading 

floor at Futex and learn the theory relating 

to markets, institutions, policy and the 

global economy from the University of 

Hertfordshire’s academic experts.
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Skills are a primary driver for business-

university collaboration and it is the area 

where there is greatest collaboration with 

business. The CBI’s Education & Skills Survey 

2012 underlined that the nature of employer 

links with universities is heavily focused on 

improving skills, with 65% of employers 

identifying employability as the single most 

important aspect of higher education where 

employers want to see standards raised.  

The imperative for business to collaborate 

in improving the graduate skills base is 

clear. Likewise, the growing prominence of 

destination statistics in how universities are 

judged makes this issue only more important 

for universities to consider. 

The second line of enquiry to emerge 

from the Dods University Innovators Guide 

has therefore been to explore the balance 

of responsibility between universities and 

employers in developing and instilling a skills 

architecture that equips students with the 

necessary and desirable skills to succeed 

in today’s workplace. There is however, an 

increasing tension between creativity and 

employment determinism; an issue which has 

been raised frequently in the Dods University 

Innovators’ Guide. Within the landscape of 

collaboration between university and business, 

where is the line between the employer and 

the educator drawn? Against this backdrop, 

the metrics against which a university’s value 

is measured and rewarded are also being 

increasingly called into question: should 

universities be rewarded for getting graduates 

into employment or for developing innovative 

courses?

Unlocking the knowledge economy 
through the UK R&D base

Figure 4: Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Net Opinion
Conservative

Labour
Liberal Democrat

Universities should consider 
shortening their post-
graduate courses and offer 
sandwich style course with 
business partners

Universities should encourage 
students to take up 
internships to improve their 
career prospects in the future

Government should 
provide funding for 
university students to 
encourage the take up 
of unpaid internships 
while at university

69

82

53

70

67

84

47

50

4

-39

33

50
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The role of university
As both universities and business face the 

employability challenge, it is not surprising 

that initiatives to better prepare students for 

employment was a key focus for the Wilson 

review, and the centrepiece of many of the 

recommended proposals. There is much 

diversity across the sector in preparing students 

for employment, however, the common 

denominator is that it needs to be as easy as 

possible for business to support students.

The perception that there is a resistance 

in universities to engaging with business and 

cultivating student skills in favour of subject 

teaching is being challenged; this feeds directly 

into a university’s core purpose to enhance the 

student experience.

However, while skills are a key driver for 

collaboration, the real question for universities 

is how they can develop their curricula to equip 

students with the attributes that they ought 

to have and how a university can measure its 

success in doing so.

 The clearest message to emerge from the 

Wilson review is the value of work placements 

and internships to improving a graduate’s 

workplace skills. The clear statement of intent 

to provide every full-time undergraduate 

student with the opportunity to experience 

a structured, university-approved placement 

or internship during their period of study is 

coupled with the suggestion that universities 

which expand their investment in sandwich 

course provision should be rewarded with a 

higher allocation of student numbers. 

It is a suggestion that is met with 

overwhelming support. Among MPs polled by 

Dods, there is consistent support for universities 

to both consider shortening courses to offer 

sandwich placements with business partners 

as well as universities assuming a core role 

to actively encourage students to take up 

internships. It is notable that Conservative 

MPs showed the strongest level of support 

for pursuing these initiatives. However, it is also 

notable that the net opinion in Parliament for 

providing funding for this activity to take place 

is very low.

However, it must be acknowledged that 

a number of barriers prevent students from 

wider take up of placements and these must be 

addressed. One of these obstacles is the cost 

of extended programmes. It is arguable that the 

steady year-on-year decline in the number of 

students taking such sandwich courses can be 

attributed in part to the pressure to complete 

a degree and enter the job market – something 

that has been exacerbated by the cost of 

studying.

A flexible placement model which balances 

the course curriculum and the companies 

these students are working with – whether a 

year-long sandwich course, summer internship, 

one to two days a week, or undertaking a live 

project is key to making the system work.

The role of business
At the roundtables run as part of the dialogue 

process, we have heard how critical the SME 
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Policy Recommendations

To unlock the knowledge economy through the UK R&D base, the 
Government should:

• introduce equivalent financial incentives for SMEs to take on their first 
university placement student as have been introduced for SMEs to 
employ their first apprentice aged 16-24

• work with the higher education sector and business community to 
create an online matching service, available to all employers, for 
businesses advertising placements and students who wish to undertake 
a placement

• remove company-sponsored degrees from undergraduate student 
number controls to enable and support the growth of these programmes

community is to delivering the ambition to 

equip graduates with business know-how 

and workplace skills. It remains the case that 

placement and internship opportunities are 

more widespread among larger employers; yet, 

small firms are the destination of a majority of 

graduates. There is a role for both government 

and business to expose students to SME 

culture and help them appreciate the job 

opportunities within the sector.

Part of the difficulty in encouraging SMEs to 

take on placement students lies in explaining 

the cultural and financial benefits. It seems 

an anomaly that while Government currently 

provides financial incentives for SMEs to take 

on their first apprentice between 16 and 24, 

there is no similar support for SMEs to take on 

a placement student for the first time. There is 

much scope for Government to support work 

placements as they do apprenticeships. 

In addition, we recommend that there 

should be an online matching service, 

available to all employers, for businesses 

advertising placements and students who 

wish to undertake a placement, similar to the 

national apprenticeship service website. While 

universities tend to have strong links with 

employers in the community and region, this is 

not consistently replicated on a national level.

As an extension of the employability 

challenges, working with employers to design 

new qualifications and “higher apprenticeships” 

has been described as a core part of the 

agenda to how higher education collaborates 

with business on skills. There is strong and 

consistent support among MPs for universities 

to regularly review the effectiveness of 

their courses against the demands of the 

employment and commercial markets. 

However, the exact scope of business 

involvement in university teaching and to 

what extent there is a role for employers in 

determining course content and curriculum 

is subject to much scrutiny and from some 

quarters scepticism. CBI survey data shows 

that 28 per cent of responding employers 

collaborated with universities to produce 

tailored course design, while 15 per cent 

participate in programme advisory boards. 

While company sponsored degrees may 

not be new to higher education, there is 

certainly a new level of engagement between 

employers and universities in this regard. 

Recognising the mutual benefits for university, 

student and employer, there is strong support 

in Government to expand these programmes. 

Alongside other reforms to student number 

controls introduced by this Government to 

promote competition, removing company-

sponsored degrees from student number 

controls is a concrete way to enable and 

support the growth of these programmes.
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The days of dreaming spires and isolated 

academic study in the cloisters are over. 

Nowadays graduates are expected to hit the 

ground running when they arrive in the world 

of work, and that means universities have to 

be modern, relevant, and closely linked to 

business and industry. 

Thankfully many of them are. Higher 

Education contributes more than £59 billion to 

the UK economy every year. The impact of my 

own University alone is estimated to be in the 

region of £240 million, with responsibility for 

more than 1400 jobs in the local community. 

We provide millions of pounds worth of 

CPD and specialised training for public 

service employers such as the NHS, our local 

Councils, and even the Royal Signal Engineers. 

Our National Centre for Post-Qualifying 

Social Work is a fantastic example of how to 

collaborate with both the public and private 

sectors – it works in partnership with over 

one third of all local authorities in England and 

has trained approximately 20% of the current 

registered workforce of social workers.  

We also work closely with our Local 

Enterprise Partnership (LEP) on new initiatives 

to generate growth in the region, for example 

Bournemouth’s WAVE2 City Deal bid, as well 

as developing our own local initiatives such as 

a Visual Effects Hub with household name Film 

Studios.

However, this kind of collaboration has its 

challenges. Although close working between 

universities and business encourages creativity 

and innovation in research, and can be a 

powerful driver of economic growth, this is 

under threat due to the gradual concentration 

of research funds into only the most research-

active institutions. To counter this we must 

fund research excellence wherever it is found, 

otherwise we risk limiting economic growth 

to London and the big cities and restricting 

any extension of the benefits of knowledge 

exchange to sectors outside of the ‘traditional’ 

universities. 

We also need to break down the ‘town 

and gown’ mentality so that local businesses 

and SMEs are aware of the research at their 

local university and have a clear route in. To do 

this we need more initiatives like the Festival 

of Design and Innovation at BU, which brings 

together businesses and students around 

ideas for new products. We also need more 

initiatives like the innovation voucher scheme 

that remove some of the initial risk and 

encourage businesses to give universities a try. 

Perhaps most importantly, we urgently need a 

free and frank discussion about the challenges 

associated with intellectual property rights.

University-business collaboration provides 

many opportunities too. The Centre for 

Entrepreneurship at BU provides quality 

office space in the town centre with modern 

meeting rooms and hands on practical support 

for early stage digital media businesses. In 

addition to regular networking and knowledge 

exchange opportunities the Centre offers 

mentoring, personal development, and training 

including Launch^Pad – a brand new, intensive 

programme aimed at supporting new and 

existing entrepreneurs to help improve their 

chances of success. This year we are also 

launching a student start-up incubator, which 

will be sponsored by Santander. 

I can sum up our approach at BU in just 

three words – Creating, Sharing and Inspiring. 

These philosophies form the backbone of our 

Vision & Values, BU2018. The vision describes 

how we will create knowledge, share it, and 

Helping graduates hit the 
ground running
Professor John Vinney, Vice-Chancellor, 
Bournemouth University
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speakers from industry and encouraging our 

own staff to take up secondment opportunities.

University-business collaboration brings 

clear benefits to our students, the University, 

and the businesses that we engage with, and 

our work with local, national and international 

businesses is a source of considerable pride. The 

recommendations in the University Innovators 

Guide will ensure that BU can continue to 

prepare our graduates not just for the world of 

today, but for the world of tomorrow.

A final year student 
at Bournemouth 
University shows 
off their design at 
the annual Festival 
of Design and 
Innovation

more full-time undergraduate students on 

sandwich courses than any other university 

in England. I also believe it is essential for 

courses to be informed by industry if you 

want to create work-ready graduates, so we 

have industry boards to advise us on content 

and we seek industry accreditation wherever 

possible. We strongly encourage visiting fellows 

and professors from industry to bring new 

perspective and expertise into BU, and we keep 

our own knowledge current by bringing in top 

Franziska Conrad shows off The Quick Pitch, 
her design for a pop-up tent at the Festival 
of Design & Innovation.

inspire people through a combination of 

inspirational education, world-class research 

and professional practice, which I have dubbed 

‘Fusion’.  

Our ultimate aim is to provide a genuinely 

personalised student experience, where 

students are actively engaged in all aspects 

of their learning. They receive an excellent 

education through a range of engagements 

with academics who are at the top of 

their field, and the opportunity to work 

collaboratively and share knowledge with 

their peers. They are involved in research 

relevant to their subject areas to help them 

develop critical thinking skills, appreciate 

the importance of knowledge generation 

and experience the joy of discovery. The 

courses that they study prepare them well for 

professional practice, having been developed 

and shaped through close collaboration with 

industry, and all students have the option to 

undertake a professional placement.

A great example of Fusion in action is 

the Creative Enterprise Bureau (CEB) in our 

Queen’s Anniversary Prize-winning Media 

School. CEB was set up in 2010 with funding 

from the Higher Education Innovation Fund 

(HEIF) and is a unique collaboration between 

students and academics offering support and 

consultancy services to the local business 

community and major clients such as ITV, 

Channel 4 and Toyota. Students work alongside 

staff on real-life consultancy projects, giving 

them the chance to build their skills and add 

paid consultancy work to their CV - very handy 

in this age of rising tuition fees and living costs. 

At BU, our primary driver is to prepare 

students for flexible futures by making sure they 

have the skills and experience they need for the 

next step in their career, whatever that might 

be. More than 90% of our graduates are either 

employed or in further study six months after 

graduation, and we achieve that high graduate 

employability through our collaboration with 

business and industry. 

For example, all BU students are offered 

professional placements and we actually have 
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Stimulating a culture of enterprise and 

entrepreneurship is a strategic priority for 

the Government’s growth agenda, boosting 

the private sector and helping to rebalance 

the economy in the long-term. While this is 

certainly not limited to the higher education 

sector, equally, much attention is focused on 

the need to instill more commercial acumen, 

business know-how and enterprise skills 

among young people. 

The Young report into small business 

development identifies the importance of 

student entrepreneurs. To support this Lord 

Young announced a £10 million pilot start-up 

loan scheme for 2012–13 to provide loans 

of up to £2,500 to those aged 18 to 24 

thinking of starting a business.  In November 

2012, Secretary of State for Business, Vince 

Cable, announced that £60 million would be 

invested in over 30 universities across the 

country to encourage entrepreneurship and 

create businesses.  

But, where should students go to learn 

about enterprise and entrepreneurship and 

what are the respective roles of universities 

and policy within this? 

The role of university
The challenge for universities is as much to 

inspire students to become entrepreneurs 

as to understand the entrepreneurial 

impacts of universities themselves and 

incubate their own entrepreneurial spirit. 

While much of the debate around firing an 

innovation and knowledge economy focuses 

on entrepreneurship and start-ups, the need 

to build graduates’ commercial acumen and 

entrepreneurial flair stretches to other sectors, 

including the public and third sectors.

There are multiple roles for university in 

the entrepreneurial landscape, providing both 

formal and informal learning opportunities as 

well as providing the facilities and resources to 

incubate new business ideas. 

The graduatisation of entrepreneurship 

– where universities offer the opportunity 

for students to turn their hand to business if 

they can – is a core theme. Special funding 

streams from HEFCE have been introduced 

to make progress in introducing enterprise 

skills development, with a particular focus 

on providing access to these skills within the 

context of any subject the student is studying 

and an understanding of the real-world 

application of these associated skills. 

There are numerous initiatives in this space, 

such as Brunel University which not only hosts 

an Innovation Hub, where student businesses 

can be incubated, but also offers an offsite 

post-graduate campus, where around 30 PhD 

students work alongside industrial research 

scientists so that their research is conducted 

in a live environment. Similarly, the University 

A culture of enterprise and innovation

Universities as crucibles of innovation led recovery
George  Freeman MP, Government Adviser on Life Sciences

As Britain seeks to build a sustainable model of economic growth to 

drive a long term recovery, we need to build an innovation economy. As 

a mature western democracy facing major challenges of public sector 

reforms, structural deficits and an ageing society we urgently need to find 

a model of growth which allows us to trade our way out of the debt crisis 

through selling goods and services to the fastest growing markets around 

the world.  Our Knowledge Economy – the deep reservoir of science 

research and innovation in our Universities provide a strong platform. 

I believe Universities are essential crucibles to unlock our knowledge 

base and creativity in our Universities and innovation clusters. We need 

to recognise that Universities are very much more than simply schools 

for teaching of undergraduates, but deep reservoirs of knowledge and 

innovation which we need to unleash.  That’s why we need to recognise 

the importance of closer links between business (big and small, old and 

new) and Universities.  

The new generation of school leavers and graduates are more 

entrepreneurial, technological, and global than us. This should give us 

hope and we need to encourage and promote their enterprise. Crucial 

to promoting Universities as entrepreneurial hubs we need to promote 

international travel opportunities to help those UK students who have 

not had the privilege of a global perspective.  Travel bursaries and courses 

which include exchanges and secondments with other institutions can 

play a powerful part.  We also need entrepreneurial role models around 

campus. Many students may have come from homes where one or both 

parents work in the public sector and/ or never met or experienced the 

entrepreneurial mindset, so it is crucial to expose today’s students to 

successful entrepreneurs.  We need to do more to celebrate entrepreneurial 

success and recycle entrepreneurial wealth 

back to fund a new generation of endowment 

funds to drive social mobility and widen the net 

of people able to experience the life changing 

stimulus that good Universities provide.  Our 

Universities are crucibles of the innovation 

economy. We need to support them to help 

drive the sustainable model of global growth 

that we will all rely on. 
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of Hertfordshire runs its Flare competition 

offering students support and training through 

enterprise workshops to present and promote 

their business ideas as well as prize money 

to bring them to life. Bournemouth University 

runs an annual festival of Design and Innovation, 

which showcases the designs, models and 

prototypes created by students from the School 

of Design, Engineering and Computing for 

their final year project, and helps them source 

commercial funding.

The track record of universities in fostering 

a graduate entrepreneurial mindset is improving; 

that entrepreneurship is also becoming a more 

recognised career choice for students is also 

a factor. This can be seen from the number 

of new graduate start-ups: in 2010-11, these 

increased by 21 per cent to 2,848, while the 

number of new firms surviving three or more 

years rose by 34 per cent to 2,602. 

However, questions remain as to how we 

can make even further progress if employment 

statistics do not recognise graduate start-

ups as graduate jobs, and therefore cannot 

record any progress in this space. As university 

performance is increasingly measured against 

the destination of its leavers and a national 

policy rhetoric to stimulate entrepreneurial 

flair among the business population, and 

graduate population in particular, this appears 

a surprising anomaly. There is a need to 

accurately include graduate self-employment 

within national employment figures and ensure 

this is also captured correctly within Key 

Information Sets.

What can Government do for social 
entrepreneurship?
Within the wider debate about student 

enterprise and entrepreneurship, the 

involvement of universities with social 

enterprise provides an important area 

of enquiry. Consistent with the role that 

universities play in the local community to 

develop graduate skills, open up alternative 

career paths and support economic growth in 

the region, this is a rapidly growing movement 

within the higher education sector and one 

that is gaining increasing attention from policy 

makers and students themselves.

The recently launched Higher Education 

Achievement Report (HEAR) has been 

welcomed for the emphasis it will place 

on recording student activity, including 

entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, 

voluntary and wider social activity. It is 

anticipated that the HEAR will become a key 

feature in differentiating and distinguishing the 

UK higher education system as well as bring a 

wide range of benefits to students, employers 

and higher education institutions. 

As the student experience becomes an 

ever more valuable currency, universities 

have a unique opportunity to close the loop 

between economic strategy and public and 

civic engagement. In recognition that the 

growing opportunities for social enterprise 

demand a response from universities too, the 

University of Northampton has the aspiration 

to become the UK’s leading university for 

social enterprise by 2015. The university has 

developed and implemented an institution-

wide social enterprise strategy, a core part 

of which is to provide all students the 

opportunity to work in a social enterprise as 

part of their degree, alongside wider initiatives 

to use the university’s procurement and 

social capital to support and invest in social 

enterprise.

Policy Recommendations

To support universities to engender a culture of enterprise and 
entrepreneurship among the student and graduate population, the 
Government should:
•  place social entrepreneurship at the centre of UK higher education 

strategy
•  accurately record and include graduate start-up and self-employed 

figures within employment statistics and Key Information Sets to 
measure the progress of UK universities in this space
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By 2015 the University of Northampton 

hopes become a leading university for social 

enterprise. We are increasingly integrating 

social enterprise throughout the University 

and into the wider community. All our students 

are given the opportunity, as part of their 

degree, to work in a social enterprise; either 

one that we have set up, one that we support 

them to set up, or one already operating in 

the region. With our local authority, business, 

and social enterprise partners we hope to 

improve the economic, social, and cultural life 

of Northamptonshire, through support for, 

and development of a thriving, sustainable and 

innovative social enterprise sector throughout 

the county. 

The £1 billion University Challenge
The £1 billion University Challenge was 

launched on the 12 June 2012 at the 

University of Northampton’s social enterprise 

reception at Westminster. The Challenge 

encourages the UK’s Higher Education sector 

to spend at least £1 billion of the £7 billion 

per annum it spends on procuring goods and 

services from external suppliers, with social 

enterprises. 

Buying from social enterprise suppliers 

means the Higher Education sector gets two 

things for the price of one - the university 

gets the product or service it requires, but 

it also helps deliver social value through 

the social enterprise. For example, one of 

Northampton’s social enterprise partners, 

Goodwill Solutions, supplies office furniture 

to the university. Every time Northampton 

buys a desk from Goodwill, it gets the product 

it wants and Goodwill is able to continue to 

employ ex-offenders, thus contributing to a 

reduction in re-offending in the local area. 

Social Enterprise Hatcheries 
The University of Northampton has 

two Social Enterprise Hatcheries, one in 

Northampton and one in Deanshanger, where 

new social enterprises can benefit from very 

affordable start-up premises (prices from as 

low as £10.00 per week). 

The Hatcheries provide cheap work and 

meeting space, where people can not only 

have a desk but also get the information, 

advice and training they need to start a new 

social enterprise. 

The Hatcheries will support new social 

enterprises until they move into innovation 

centres, such as the successful Portfolio 

Innovation Centre based at the University’s 

Avenue Campus, or into their own premises. 

University Dialogue Cafe 
The ground-breaking 

Dialogue Cafe network 

is a global non-

profit initiative that 

enables face to 

face conversations 

between people 

around the world. 

This is the world’s 

first public video 

conferencing 

network 

specifically for civil society- for social, 

educational and cultural organisations.  

The University’s Dialogue cafe which 

opened in November joins a network of 

over 4000 organisations worldwide that 

are involved in social enterprise; addressing 

social problems through social innovation and 

sharing ideas. 

The launch of the Dialogue Café provides 

students of the University with a unique 

Social Enterprise: initiatives from the 
University of Northampton
Chris Moore Executive Dean, Strategic Partnerships & Social 
Enterprise, University of Northampton



26

opportunity to expand their understanding 

of the world and their place in it, and the 

opportunities out there for them to create 

the careers they want for the future. It sets 

the university apart from others and makes 

a significant contribution to us becoming the 

No1 University for social enterprise by 2015. 

Sara Piteria, Chief Executive of the 

Dialogue Café Association said: “The launch 

of the University of Northampton Dialogue 

Café is a very exciting development. It 

enhances the wider network as well and 

providing the University with access to a 

large number of likeminded organisations 

and communities; we are delighted and very 

pleased to welcome them to the network 

and developing new ways of working with 

our members.”

Hot House – Embedded marketing 
agency within Northampton Business 
School 
The University believes that the benefits of 

higher education are not only the academic 

knowledge built during a degree course; it’s 

also about having the skills employers are 

looking for in graduate employees.  

Graduate Ben Rogers worked with 

Kardi Somerfield, Lecturer in Marketing 

and Kate Broadhurst, Head of Enterprise 

Development, to create a way for University 

of Northampton students to build their 

employability prospects. Hot House a 

marketing communications agency embedded 

within the University was created. 

Hot House is predominantly staffed 

by students designed to build on their 

academic knowledge with practical agency 

experience. Hot House provides students 

with full exposure to the realities of life in 

their marketing communications careers. 

Students are involved in all areas of the 

agency; from pitching for business to client 

handling; through to delivering creative 

work. Academics from the Business School 

oversee the agency’s work to ensure the 

agency works to the high standards and 

professionalism of the Business School.

Ben Rogers coordinator of Hot House 

said: “The agency directly increases the 

employability prospects of students through 

the high level, relevant work experience that 

we offer. Utilising the incredible resources 

of the Business School, we are able to offer 

affordable marketing and business services to 

small and medium sized businesses which will 

facilitate their growth.”  

“Already Hot House has provided 

marketing solutions and web design to 

Induced Energy, Northampton Credit Union, 

Goodwill Solutions and assisted in a strategy 

for Mellor and Russell to diversify their 

product ranges in Tesco.”

Rothwell town centre has appointed 

the Hot House team to manage marketing 

research, marketing plans and marketing 

communications for Rothwell as a UK 

destination.  

Hot House are already in discussion with 

clients such as Crimestoppers, Goodwill 

Solutions, Wamitab and Kettering Borough 

Council.  

Valerie Hitchman, Head of Community 

Services, Kettering Borough Council said “It 

is fantastic news to have this new exciting 

enterprise as part of the business support 

package being offered by Hot House.  Easy 

access to innovative and affordable marketing 

and communications is invaluable to 

developing and growing our local businesses 

- this project has the added benefit of 

providing our local students with experience 

of working on live projects thereby improving 

their employability prospects” 

Hot House Launch – Ben Rogers, 
Nick Petford and Dr Ian Brooks
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Chris Moore Executive Dean, Strategic Partnerships 
& Social Enterprise, University of Northampton

“At the University of Northampton, we are already col-
laborating and innovating with business to give our students 
a unique student experience of the very highest quality, 
developing both their theoretical and practical competence 
in readiness for their futures within business. I would urge 
colleagues in all industries across public and private sectors 
to recognise the reciprocal gains that arise by working in 
partnership with universities and 
begin to build these links. Equally 
government has a key role as an 
enabler and needs to get behind 
these partnerships. They could, 
for example, look at how busi-
nesses and university collabora-
tions can be properly recognised. 
There could be tax incentives for 
businesses taking interns, or a 
recognition and reward system for 
universities who are investing in 
these types of collaborations”

Professor John Vinney Vice Chancellor, Bourne-
mouth University 

“In time universities will 
become more proactive 
listeners – going out to 
businesses, listening to what 
they want and devising so-
lutions. In turn, businesses 
will start to actively seek 
out university expertise 
– confident in the knowl-
edge that they produce the 
graduates and the answers 
that the world needs. “

Professor Quintin McKellar, Vice Chancellor, University of 
Hertfordshire

The Wilson review rightly states that the UK is a world-leader in 
university-business collaboration. But we’re 
not complacent. There is so much more 
that can still be achieved by working ef-
fectively with industry. The litmus test will 
be whether we produce more employable 
students who energise economic prosperity 
and whether universities become the first 
port of call for businesses with a problem. 
By adopting the recommendations in this 
guide, parliamentarians will help foster an 
environment where business-university col-
laboration can thrive.

George Freeman MP

Recent initiatives to promote business University 
collaboration are very welcome, but we need to go 
further, faster.  In order to unlock our Universities’ 
full potential to drive an innovation economy and 
the social mobility that it demands and supports, 
I believe we need a much deeper collaboration 
between UK plc and UK 
Universities.  A success-
ful innovation economy 
will need the creativity 
and knowledge of our 
Universities. And the 
Universities of tomorrow 
will need the entrepre-
neurial mind-set and 
bursary endowments 
that come from success-
ful enterprise.

What does the future hold for 
business-university collaboration?
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