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Having worked in higher education for over two decades, I know from 
personal experience that modern universities play a critical role as 
placemakers in their local area. In today’s United Kingdom, the fate 
of the local university (or universities) is intertwined with that of its 
local community. As a key employer with economic activity stretching 
across the region, a university acts as a central pillar in the local 
economy, something that this report examines in detail. This includes 
rich new research and statistical analysis commissioned from London 
Economics and Jisc evidencing the enormous value that a university 
brings to its locality.

Modern universities are future-looking and can help to provide solutions to the 
challenges of the 21st century. The historical trajectory of these institutions helps us 
to understand their contemporary significance. It is now 30 years since the moderns 
were first awarded university title. This history overlaps with the periods of intense 
deindustrialisation in different regions of the UK. As such, the centre of gravity has 
shifted in the social and economic infrastructure of many towns and cities. 

The Medway campus of my own institution, located a stone’s throw from the historic 
Chatham Dockyard, is a constant reminder of this. This campus provides a modern, 
professional environment for students studying on our health or education courses, 
tapping into some of the more deprived communities in Kent. This emphasises the 
importance of the levelling up agenda being live to both inter and intra-regional 
inequalities. There evidently must be some net gains for areas outside of the 
“greater south east”, as it has been dubbed in the government’s levelling up paper. 
But these should not be at the expense of progress elsewhere. 

Governments in both Westminster and Holyrood should reflect on the evidence 
presented within this report, which demonstrates the instrumental role universities 
have in boosting regional development. Universities are multi-faceted organisations 
that are adept at finding solutions to local problems. Their size and breadth mean 
they have the capacity to play a role as placemakers. 

The case studies and interviews that underpin this report shine a spotlight on the 
effective ways that universities work with other local organisations to drive forward 
change and, ultimately, improve the quality of life for students and local citizens. 

If the government wants to achieve its laudable aims in levelling up all regions across 
the UK, they must acknowledge and provide a central role for universities in their 
plans. It is equally important that the government supports universities, through 
both rhetoric and investment, in order to enable them to drive this forward. 

Foreword

Professor Rama 
Thirunamachandran 
Vice-Chancellor,  
Canterbury Christ Church University 
and Chair, MillionPlus
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KEY FINDINGS

•  MillionPlus universities provide key 
pathways into higher education for 
local students who are then retained 
in the region. Looking across the whole 
student lifecycle, 68.7% of working 
graduates at MillionPlus universities 
are “regional loyals”, meaning they 
lived, studied and then found work 
in the same region 15 months after 
graduating. This is more than 20 
percentage points higher than the same 
figure for the whole university sector.

•  Modern universities help to ensure 
a healthy pipeline of local graduates 
entering key public workforce 
professions in their regions. Analysis  
of graduate outcomes data shows  
that 65.9% of modern university 
graduates in work are found in the 
public administration, education and 
health sectors.

•  Modern universities make a huge 
contribution to their regional  
economies as anchor institutions. 
Accounting just for the direct, indirect 
and induced impacts of modern 
universities’ expenditure, across the UK 
these institutions generate 17bn  
in expenditure-related gross value add 
(GVA) as a result of their economic 
activity as procurers, employers and 
providers of services.

•  Modern universities are key employers 
in their regions. Through their wider 
economic impact they support 211,826 
jobs in regions across the UK.

•  Modern universities work closely 
with employers to create a variety 
of pathways into higher education 
that lead to future employment. For 
instance, between 2017–2022 modern 
universities have been responsible for 
128,000 higher apprenticeship starts.

The research presented throughout this 
report highlights that modern universities 
are intimately connected to place. These 
institutions provide vital pathways into 
higher education, spreading access 
and opportunity, while also supporting 
graduates to transition effectively into the 
local job market. They act as key anchor 
institutions, generating economic value 
as employers, procurers and providers 
of services in the local economy, with 
ripple effects across the region. They 
work collaboratively with a wide range 
of local stakeholders to drive regional 
development and to help weave the 
social fabric of the cities and towns in 
which they are located. 

Taken together, all of these activities 
illustrate the role of modern universities 
as placemakers. The geographical  
spread of modern universities means  
that they have great potential as 
vehicles for levelling up, due to their 
ability to reach into some of the most 
disadvantaged communities within every 
region of the UK. It would be a tragic 
waste if this potential was not recognised, 
invested in, and expanded upon, and 
the benefits fully realised through the 
levelling-up agenda. 

This report offers evidence of the impact 
that can be created through such 
institutions, proving that across  
the UK you can indeed stay local to go 
 far. There is clearly work to be done 
in terms of scaling up the success 
and learning the lessons from existing 
practice. Nevertheless, universities offer  
a blueprint that could serve as a key piece 
of the puzzle in the overall objectives of 
the governments in both Westminster 
and Holyrood.

Executive summary

This report explores both the 
economic and social impact of 
modern universities in regions 
across the UK. This has involved 
several strands of research to 
create an evidence base, including:

i)  A quantitative analysis of the whole 
student lifecycle from Jisc which 
examines student and graduate 
mobilities across different regions;

ii)  a commissioned piece of economic 
analysis, from London Economics, 
on the regional impact of modern 
universities across the UK;

iii)  the collection of multiple qualitative 
impact case studies from 
MillionPlus member institutions;

iv)  interviews with local stakeholders 
who work in partnership with a 
modern university.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The UK government should:

1.     Utilise the knowledge, infrastructure and expertise of modern universities to expand the geographic reach of higher 
education. The development of satellite campuses of existing institutions is a highly effective way of doing this to 
provide an offer of higher education that is dynamic and responds directly to local need. 

2.    Remove barriers to student and graduate mobility based on ethnicity or socioeconomic status. 
•  Create a Sharia-compliant student finance system to ensure that maintenance is not a barrier for Muslim communities. 
•  Restore maintenance grants in England and provide a fairer settlement for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

with a relatively small impact on overall spend associated with the student loan book.

3.     Strengthen and boost the public sector workforce pipeline in England.
•  Support students and graduates through the offer of a maintenance grant of up to £10k for all students in all  

relevant disciplines. 
•   Introduce of a fee-loan forgiveness scheme for those remaining in their chosen profession for a minimum of at least 

five years.

4.    Invest broadly in the higher education system through increased public R&D spending. 
•  Recognise the different innovation roles played by universities, to capitalise on the full range of university-business 

interaction in the economy. 
•  Investment in R&D should not be limited to specific disciplines or subjects. There should be a commitment to public 

R&D spend in more inter-disciplinary forms of innovation and “STEAM” initiatives should feature prominently.

5.     Empower local government through devolved funding streams to develop innovation strategies, in coordination with 
other major anchor institutions such as universities, to foster place-based innovation. 

The UK and Scottish government should:

6.    Increase funding for successful existing knowledge exchange programmes through the uplift in public R&D promised  
in the Autumn 2021 budget. 
•  The total amount of money allocated through the Higher Education Innovation Fund (HEIF) should be doubled in 

England through Research England. 
•   In Scotland, the overall pot for University Innovation Fund (UIF) should also be increased by the Scottish Funding 

Council, with the platform grant for institutions doubled. 

Universities UK should:

7.    Review how the ‘impact’ of the university sector is defined and measured to avoid being too reductive. The value of 
the university sector should not be defined purely in economic terms by governments of the UK or by institutions 
themselves. One important aspect of the social impact of institutions is their cultural value in relation to place, but 
there is currently no adequate way of measuring this. Universities need to develop a better way of articulating their 
cultural value in a way that can account for relative impact in different regions of the UK. 

The Office for Students should:

8.   The Office for Students (OfS) should develop a more comprehensive, central database of university-school interactions. 
•  The data base should include school and university partnerships, sponsorships and active outreach activities in 

England. This should enable the OfS to map out activities and highlight areas of good practice and identify cold  
spots in university-school collaboration.

•   The exercise could be mirrored by the Scottish Funding Council working with local councils and universities  
in Scotland.



MillionPlus universities

Other modern universities
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Map of all modern 
institutions across the UK
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The whole student lifecycle

Participation in higher education varies considerably across the 
country. The UK labour market is also fragmented and uneven 
in terms of geography.1 Geographical inequalities exist, both 
between and within regions of the UK. 

The UK government’s focus on the levelling-up agenda is 
recognition of this. The uneven nature of both participation in 
higher education and the labour market are affected by deeply 
embedded, structural issues. 

The phrase “talent is evenly distributed, but opportunity is 
not” has become something of a truism in education, and yet 
it succinctly gets to the heart of the issue. This statement is 
validated by research on regional inequalities. With respect 
to school attainment (a key determinant of higher education 
participation), some of the most advanced studies have shown 
that after controlling for all relevant socioeconomic factors, there 
is no significant difference between geographical areas of the 
country.2 The implication is that there are no inherent barriers 
to driving up opportunity in a given region or area of the UK. The 
place itself should not be treated as the problem.

Student and graduate mobilities are critical to understanding 
higher education institutions as placemakers, not just in terms 
of the role they currently play, but also what they can contribute 
to the future. Factors such as where students come from, where 
they decide to study, and what they do after life at university 
help to paint a picture of the role that a university is playing in 
its local region, by guiding students through different pathways 
to and from university and providing a pipeline of graduates into 
the local labour market. A large part of the role of universities as 
placemakers is providing a local offer of higher education in their 
region and supporting students to make a successful transition 
into work in the surrounding area. 

THE JOURNEY TO A UNIVERSITY EDUCATION

What influences where students decide to study in the UK? 
Previous research on student mobilities has shown that social 
class is a key factor in driving patterns of student mobility in the 
UK. Certain ethnic minorities are also shown to be markedly 
less likely to move away from home for university, namely 
British Bangladeshi and British Pakistani. But arguably the most 
significant change in student mobilities in recent years has been 
the increase in commuter students. A number of MillionPlus 
institutions are shown to have some of the highest percentages 

of students classed as “local commuters”. But perhaps one of the 
most important takeaways from existing research into student 
mobilities is that the majority of students in the UK study at a 
local university.3 

This message needs to be strongly emphasised because it 
often gets lost in wider debates on higher education. There is 
a stereotype of university education in the UK which imagines 
a young 18- or 19-year-old person leaving the place they were 
brought up, to go and study at university in a new city. It is true 
that the UK (and England in particular) has greater levels of 
internal mobility than neighbours in western Europe. Even when 
compared with other, more demand-driven higher education 
systems, this is still notable. The funding structures for student 
finance in the USA mean that there are strong incentives for 
students to study “in-state” (although it is questionable whether 
you can fairly compare a region of the UK to a US state with 
respect to geography and size). And in Australia, there is a more 
recognised tradition of studying at a local institution, influenced 
by less generous student maintenance arrangements than in 
the UK. Noting that maintenance support appears to be a key 
factor in shaping student mobilities, it will be interesting to see if 
inflationary economic pressures in the years to come will have an 
impact on where people study. 

So the UK may be an extreme case when it comes to domestic 
student mobilities, but this should not distract us from the 
bigger picture. It is therefore worth repeating that in the UK, 
the majority of students study locally. The stereotype of “move 
away to study” has given rise to a myth that this is the typical 
university experience in the UK. Most opinion-formers who 
regularly write and speak on higher education have experienced 
what might be referred to as a traditional “residential model” 
of higher education. This is equally true of most senior civil 
servants and parliamentarians. The risk here is that a disconnect 
emerges between the experience of those who are shaping 
the fate of universities, and the typical university experience of 
today’s students. 

1   Office for Students. (2021). “Place matters: Inequality, employment and the role of higher education”. OfS.  

Available at: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/e450160f-7c5e-48d9-93c6-b9425531747e/insight-briefing-place-and-deprivation-2021.pdf (Accessed: December 2021).

2 Gorrard, S. and Siddiqui, N. (2019). “How Trajectories of Disadvantage Help Explain School Attainment”,  

Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2158244018825171  (Accessed: 26 January 2022)

3  Donnelly, M. and Gamsu, S. (2018). “HOME AND AWAY: Social, ethnic and spatial inequalities in student mobility” London: Sutton Trust.
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4   Kollydas, K. and Green, A. (2022). “Graduate pathways: Identifying patterns of regional retention and attraction”

5 MillionPlus (2018) “Forgotten Learners: building a system that works for mature students”  

https://www.millionplus.ac.uk/policy/reports/forgotten-learners-building-a-system-that-works-for-mature-students

6 Figures on mature students based on analysis of HESA widening participation indicator data for England and data the Report on Widening Access dataset for Scotland: https://www.hesa.

ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/widening-participation-summary (Accessed: February 2022) 

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/statistical-publications/2021/SFCST052021.aspx (Accessed: February 2022) 

Figures for subjects studied are based on analysis of subject data published by HESA: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/what-study (Accessed: February 2022) 

Figures for graduate outcomes by industry sector are based on analysis of graduate outcomes survey data: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/graduates/activities/work  

(Accessed: February 2022)

THE JOURNEY AFTER UNIVERSITY

The latter end of the student lifecycle is also important when 
thinking about universities and place. The route of graduates 
and where they decide to locate themselves after their studies 
warrants investigation. Recent research has shown that there are 
notable geographical differences in patterns of graduate mobility. 
Moreover, there is a statistically significant difference in terms of 
certain ethnicities, with British Pakistani and British Bangladeshi 
graduates displaying much higher retention in their regions.4 This 
mirrors the research cited previously, which identified similar 
patterns, but for student mobility. That there is a clear pattern 
across both sides of the student lifecycle is noteworthy, and 
further investigation is needed to explore the reasons behind 
this in more depth. 

As noted previously, student finance plays a role in shaping 
the mobility of students (and potentially graduates) as well. 
The government’s failure to provide a viable alternative to the 
current student finance package that is Sharia-compliant is no 
doubt having an impact. This issue has been kicked into the 
long grass by successive governments but arguably needs to be 
addressed to ensure that any barriers to mobility are removed 
for these groups.

Two factors that have been proven to influence patterns of 
graduate mobility are age (of graduates) and industry sector 
worked in after study. A significantly higher proportion of 
graduates aged over 30 remain in their region of study after 
graduation. This is not surprising when you consider that a 
mature student’s university choice is often shaped by pre-
existing commitments, be they financial, family or professional, 
as previous MillionPlus research has revealed.5 It follows that the 
decision of mature students after study will equally be shaped 
by such commitments and ties to their local community, area 
or employer. The introduction of a lifelong loan entitlement for 
higher education in England could mean that this becomes even 
more important as a factor that influences students’ choice as 
flexibility is increased for mature learners to study. 

There is also considerable variation in the retention of graduates 
in their region of study with respect to industry sector worked in 
15 months after study. The public administration, education and 
health sectors demonstrate particularly high levels of graduate 
retention. This rate varies by region, but this group has higher 
retention rates than any other industry sector with the exception 
of London, which is something of an outlier when it comes to 
graduate mobilities. 

These two factors are of particular importance from the 
perspective of modern universities. Modern universities account 
for 82.1% of mature undergraduates in England and 69.1% 
of mature undergraduates in Scotland. Secondly, modern 
universities play a critical role in educating the next generation 
of the workforce in key public sector areas. Modern universities 
educate 70.2% of nursing students, 63.5% of teacher training 
students, 61.8% of those studying subjects allied to medicine, 
and 66.6% of social workers. MillionPlus analysis of graduate 
outcomes data shows that 65.9% of working modern university 
graduates are found in the public administration, education and 
health sectors 15 months after completing their studies.6

PIECING TOGETHER THE PICTURE INTO  
ONE STUDENT LIFECYCLE

If we are to better understand the connection of universities to 
place, it is worth putting these two pieces of the jigsaw together 
to unveil a fuller picture of the whole student lifecycle. Treating 
each in turn allows for a greater level of precision when looking at 
the motivations and influences on prospective students’ decision 
making, and where graduates elect to find employment. But this 
does not offer much perspective on the full journey taken by 
individuals nor how this relates to where they are from, or where 
they study. In short, it is worth looking at the student lifecycle 
more holistically to understand how pathways are created to and 
from university. 
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The Office for Students (OfS) has carried out an analysis on 
the full student lifecycle and how this breaks down by certain 
socioeconomic variables. This shows that the majority (57.6%) 
of first-degree graduates who were previously eligible for free 
school meals (FSM) were located in the same region that they 
both grew up and studied in, 15 months after graduation.  
There is a 20 percentage point gap with those graduates who 
were not eligible for FSM, with only 36.5% following the same 
pathway in terms of the region they live, study and then work  
in as graduates.7

Beyond this, existing analysis is rather underdeveloped on the 
whole student-to-graduate journey with respect to geography 
and how this relates to different types or groups of institutions. 
Therefore, MillionPlus decided to explore student mobilities with 
a particular focus on the post-92 university sector. MillionPlus 
commissioned a bespoke dataset from Jisc that grouped 
graduates based on a set of distinguishable categories to identify 
different patterns of mobility. The framework of categories that 
were adopted in this analysis have been used elsewhere in the 
sector8 and can be defined as follows:

•  Regional loyals: those who study in their home region and 
remain there to work.

•  Regional stayers: those who go elsewhere for study and stay in 
that region post-graduation.

•  Regional returners: those who go elsewhere to study but return 
to their home region for work.

•  Regional incomers: those who go to work in a region once 
graduated that they are neither from nor studied in.

This analysis makes use of data from the Graduate Outcomes 
survey to identify the current location of graduates 15 months 
after study.  

Table 1 shows the percentages of students that fit into each of 
the mobility categories listed, broken down by region (for the 
whole of the UK university sector).

7   Office for Students. (2021). “Place matters: Inequality, employment and the role of higher education”. OfS.  

Available at: https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/e450160f-7c5e-48d9-93c6-b9425531747e/insight-briefing-place-and-deprivation-2021.pdf (Accessed: December 2021).

8   Ball, C. (2021). “Graduate migration patterns in the UK”, Luminate. Available at: https://luminate.prospects.ac.uk/graduate-migration-patterns-in-the-uk (Accessed: 25 January 2022).

Graduates working in … Regional  
loyals

Regional  
stayers 

Regional  
returners

Regional  
incomers

North East 56.0% 14.0% 18.9% 11.2%

North West 51.1% 14.0% 21.5% 13.4%

Yorkshire and the Humber 45.1% 19.8% 23.7% 11.4%

East Midlands 39.2% 16.8% 27.9% 16.0%

West Midlands 46.6% 10.1% 29.2% 14.1%

East of England 26.9% 7.1% 43.1% 22.9%

London 23.3% 10.7% 27.4% 38.6%

South East 35.0% 11.0% 32.2% 21.8%

South West 37.7% 14.9% 28.9% 18.5%

Wales 54.5% 13.3% 23.0% 9.2%

Scotland 85.9% 5.4% 4.0% 4.7%

Northern Ireland 79.4% 0.7% 17.1% 2.8%

Table 1: Whole student lifecycle categories by region

For a full methodological explainer of the analysis shown here, see Annex A.
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The regional categories that have been used for this analysis 
do present certain limitations with respect to the devolved 
nations, as each of these are treated as a region. While regional 
breakdown within Scotland was explored as part of this report, 
the findings are less clear cut, due to the relatively smaller 
geographical size of regions within Scotland. 

The different fees and funding systems in the devolved nations 
will have an effect in shaping demand for students and where 
they study, creating a financial incentive to remain within the 
devolved administration. The data presented here suggests 
this is most pronounced in Scotland, which is unsurprising in a 
system where undergraduate students do not pay tuition fees. 

Looking just at the English regions, it is clear that there is 
considerable variation in the proportion of students that have 
taken different pathways into employment. London is a real 
outlier, primarily on account of the high numbers of “regional 
incomers”, that is to say graduates working in the region who are 
not from the region, and did not study there. The North East and 
the North West are the only two English regions where a majority 
of working graduates are “regional loyals”. 

To begin to explore the institutional dimension of this, it is worth 
comparing this table with the same regional breakdown, but for 
modern universities. Table 2 shows percentages for the four 
different categories based on the data for graduates from the 
post-92 university sector.

Modern university graduates working in … Regional  
loyals

Regional  
stayers 

Regional 
returners

Regional 
incomers

North East 69.8% 9.3% 14.3% 6.6%

North West 61.0% 13.1% 15.8% 10.1%

Yorkshire and the Humber 50.2% 16.1% 23.5% 10.1%

East Midlands 48.4% 16.4% 23.4% 11.9%

West Midlands 56.6% 7.8% 25.1% 10.4%

East of England 35.3% 6.7% 40.8% 17.3%

London 31.9% 10.8% 27.6% 29.6%

South East 41.5% 10.1% 30.5% 18.0%

South West 53.0% 15.6% 20.7% 10.7%

Wales 59.1% 6.6% 25.8% 8.5%

Scotland 93.0% 1.4% 2.1% 3.5%

Table 2: Whole student lifecycle categories by region, modern universities

*Northern Ireland has been omitted from this table as there are no post-92 universities

The figures show a broadly similar picture with respect to the 
difference between the regions. But looking across the different 
regions there is clearly one discernible pattern when you filter for 
modern institutions: the percentage of “regional loyals” increases 
for all regions. This suggests that the type of institution has an 
impact on this category of mobility. The other three categories 
of mobility display less uniform change when the regional 
breakdowns are compared. 
 

Comparing UK-wide figures for the four mobility categories with 
different sections of the sector is interesting. Table 3 shows that 
the proportion of “regional loyals” is notably higher (50.9%) at 
modern universities than the pre-92 sector (34%). The analysis, 
when focusing on MillionPlus universities only, is also compelling, 
with 68.7% of working graduates shown to be “regional loyals”. 
This underlines how closely connected to place these institutions 
are and how they can counter issues of ‘graduate brain drain’. 
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All universities All moderns All pre-92s MillionPlus 
institutions

Regional loyals 42.5% 50.9% 34.0% 68.7%

Regional stayers 11.6% 10.7% 12.6% 6.1%

Regional returners 25.8% 23.9% 27.8% 14.6%

Regional incomers 20.0% 14.5% 25.6% 10.6%

Table 3: Whole student lifecycle categories for different institution groups

*Northern Ireland has been omitted from this table as there are no post-92 universities

This is not to suggest that any one pathway of student mobility 
is better or worse; all have merit. However, these figures clearly 
highlight that providing pathways for local citizens into higher 
education, who then move into the local labour market, is an 
integral role that MillionPlus universities play in their regions, 
supporting the levelling-up agenda. And that there is a very clear 
distinction between different parts of the higher education sector 
with respect to this. 

There is another important observation that should be made, 
at a more macro level, when looking at the broader picture 
across the whole of the UK. A majority of students in employment  
15 months after graduation have remained within the same 
region that they studied in (“regional loyals” and “regional 
stayers”). Moreover, two thirds of employed graduates are 
working in the region they were originally from after university 
(“regional loyals” and “regional returners”). This evidence 
goes further to challenge the myths that arise from a narrow 
stereotype of higher education.

It is of course true that graduates are, on average, more 
mobile than many other groups in society but this can lead to 
inaccurate assumptions that most graduates are highly mobile. 
This evidence shows this is not the case. Indeed, it suggests 
that most graduates across the country develop a connection 
to place through their studies or remain tied to their home 
region (where they are from) even after enhancing their skill 
set and employment credentials. And this appears even more 
pronounced at modern universities.

PROVIDING PATHWAYS TO EMPLOYMENT  
IN THE REGION

There are likely to be a number of factors that influence the high 
proportion of “regional loyals” at modern universities, identified 
in Table 3. It has been noted that age and subject affect graduate 
mobility and this goes some way in explaining the higher 
proportions of “regional loyals” at modern universities. 

However, this report provides evidence that there is also a great 
deal of work that goes on within the universities themselves to 
create and support seamless pathways for students into the 
local labour market. Take health subjects for example, where it 
is not simply a question of providing education programmes. 
Modern universities have developed provision in relation to 
health disciplines as part of a wider, strategic initiative to support 
effective workforce supply in the area. MillionPlus institutions 
have become closely knitted into the regional networks by 
orientating themselves towards local health partners. As the 
University of Sunderland case study demonstrates, this ensures 
they create an educational offer that fits local workforce needs 
and can support pathways into health professions.
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FACULTY OF HEALTH SCIENCES AND WELLBEING  
AT THE UNIVERSITY OF SUNDERLAND 

The university has grown and invested in health-related disciplines, working in 
partnership with South Tyneside and Sunderland NHS Trust, the GP alliance 
and local charities to respond to the skills shortage for healthcare professionals 
facing the region; address heath inequalities; and tackle the significant under-
representation of medical students from both the north-east (who accounted 
for just 4% of the national medical school intake in 2017) and from the least 
advantaged socio-economic groups more generally.

In 2019, the University opened one of five new publicly funded medical schools. 
Alongside this, it runs the Mini Medics programme for primary and secondary 
schools in the north-east to encourage children as young as seven to aspire to be 
doctors and train close to home; as well as initiatives such as a summer school to 
help those with the talent, but not the traditional background for medicine,  
to gain the confidence to apply.



14   Staying local to go far: modern universities as placemakers

The high level of “regional loyals” at modern universities can 
be attributed to a range of factors, but it has not developed by 
accident. Universities work with local employers to set up specific 
initiatives such as student or graduate placement programmes 
that help bridge the gap between education and employment,  
as the Solent University case study illustrates. 

Higher and degree apprenticeships in England are another 
example of how universities work with employers to deliver 
constructive pathways for their students. Higher apprenticeships 
are those found at education levels 4, 5, 6 and 7 on the English 
educational framework. Modern universities have been leaders 
within the university sector in driving this initiative forward. 
Between 2017–2022, modern universities supported 128,000 
degree apprenticeship starts in England.9

9     Figures based on analysis of apprenticeships & traineeship (national statistics) available at:  

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/apprenticeships-and-traineeships/2020-21 (accessed February 2022)

10   Williams, T. (2022). “Gove: Levelling up could mean new universities for UK regions” Times Higher Education, published 28 March 2022

NURTURING FUTURE TALENT THROUGH PLACEMENTS AT SOLENT UNIVERSITY

Enterprise Rent-A-Car partners with Solent University to deliver impactful placements which help to break down 
barriers, enabling individual and organisational growth through a graduate recruitment programme. Enterprise 
has partnered with Solent to grow the number of applications of students from a BAME and lower socio-economic 
background, as well as convert and promote talented students into successful employees. The placements provide 
students with hands-on experience to develop and apply their business skills. Alongside this, staff from Enterprise 
have participated in the university’s professional mentoring programme, enabling the business to work directly with 
students and gain insights from future recruits. 

Ashley Hever, UK and Ireland Talent Acquisition Director, at Enterprise said:
“Solent was a logical choice for us when choosing to partner with a university. We’ve gradually built our engagement 
with the team at Solent, who have taken the time to understand the needs of our business and present solutions 
that drive benefit to everyone involved.”

PROVIDING A LOCAL OFFER IN COLDSPOTS OR  
AREAS OF LOW PARTICIPATION

There has been some debate surrounding ‘cold spots’ of higher 
education within the context of the levelling-up agenda and how 
this might be addressed in order to improve the local educational 
offer for those communities in need. Ministers in the UK 
government have even hinted at their support for the creation  
of new universities in towns where there is not an established 
and recognised university presence and that have particularly low 
levels of participation.10

Establishing new universities in more peripheral areas of the UK, 
or those traditionally neglected by higher education, can work 
well. MillionPlus institutions are testament to this. In England, the 
University of Cumbria was created in 2007 as part of a concerted 
effort to provide a local higher education offer in the area, one 
that was driven and supported by the UK government.  

The university has worked hard to meet student and locality 
needs and is now deeply embedded with four main campuses 
across Cumbria and Lancashire. 

Similarly, the University of the West of Scotland was established 
as a multi-campus university in 2007 as a means of coordinating 
an educational offer across a region with particularly low levels of 
higher education participation. And the University of Highlands 
and Islands, which gained full university title in 2011, is a 
federation of 11 colleges and two research centres that offer a 
wide range of progression pathways, delivering higher education 
in some of the most remote geographical locations in the 
whole of the UK. Without these institutions, there would not be 
equivalent pathways clearly marked out for those who wished to 
remain in the area and transform their lives through education.
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This all highlights the crucial role played by universities in helping 
to retain talent in the local area. This is not to be prescriptive 
as to whether prospective students should stay home or move 
away for their studies; that is fundamentally a decision for 
students to make. But where there are ‘cold spots’, or areas 
with a particularly limited local offer of higher education, then 
barriers are in place for people who want to stay local and go far. 
Consequently, the primary focus for policymakers in supporting 
the geographical expansion of higher education to level up the 
country should be in response to the question: what is the most 
effective way of providing a local offer across the country?

One emerging phenomenon that was identified in our research 
on universities and place was the rise of modern universities 
working to develop satellite campuses as a response to local 
need. These projects may demonstrate a new model that can 
be advanced to help level up. The UK has a massified system of 
higher education that spans every major region of the country, 
with few large remaining cold spots. The objective for any 
government remains one of creating a network of internationally 
competitive institutions that cover the geography of the UK. 
However, over the next couple of decades, the nuance of this 
challenge may be in addressing smaller pockets where there  
are insufficient levels of local provision or markedly low levels  
of HE participation.

It is clear from our engagement with key stakeholders of 
universities that creating a whole new institution is not always 
the most effective policy for spreading opportunity in a given 
locality. At times it may be more efficient, indeed more dynamic, 
to use the expertise and educational infrastructure of an existing 
university to deliver this. The development of satellite campuses 
of the University of Central Lancashire in Burnley and Westlakes 
are both excellent examples of how this model of expansion can 
work effectively, with a local university working in partnership 
with the relevant local authority and other key partners. When 
interviewed for this report, one council leader involved in one 
of these projects remarked on how the existing knowledge and 
infrastructure of an established institution was a great asset to 
the process.

The University of Cumbria’s new campus in Barrow is another 
excellent example of how this can be achieved, with the 
university working in close coordination with local government 
and business partners to create a new campus that is designed 
to respond directly to local need. The focus on higher level skills 
in connection with the future needs of local business means this 
project is likely to have significant benefits in terms of up-skilling 
local communities and raising productivity in the area. This 
highlights the huge economic potential of universities on a local 
or regional level, something that will be explored further in the 
next chapter.

BARROW LEARNING QUARTER: ADDRESSING THE DEMAND FOR HIGHER-LEVEL SKILLS AND 
SECTOR NEEDS WITH PLACE-BASED COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH CUMBRIA

Cumbria as a region has a slow growing and ageing population. There is a significant gap in qualifications at 
level 4 or above of 38.1% vs 42.8% nationally. Young people are leaving the county, however the demand 
for higher level skills significantly outstrips supply and is projected to increase. Research, development, and 
innovation are below national averages, particularly given the large industries. The county is polycentric, with 
extreme differences, so there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution.

In South Cumbria, in a partnership between the University of Cumbria, Furness College, the Borough 
Council, BAE Systems (BAE) and local businesses, the Barrow Learning Quarter is being developed. It is a 
transformational project for Barrow, the region, and the university, helping to boost economic prosperity, 
improve skills and productivity. A new Learning Quarter in Barrow will see the creation of a new university 
campus at its heart and help transform the town for future generations. 

Barrow is an HE ‘cold spot’, with low levels of HE participation that are considerably below the national 
average. The project will build on the University of Cumbria’s existing collaboration with partners. BAE, which is 
focused on meeting long term high-level skills in advanced manufacturing, digital and leadership, working with 
Lancaster University’s ‘Security Lancaster’ and its Data Science Institute, and Furness College with a focus on 
developing routes into and through higher education across a range of discipline areas.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The UK government should:

1.    Utilise the knowledge, infrastructure and expertise of modern universities to expand the geographic reach of higher 
education. The development of satellite campuses of existing institutions is a highly effective way of doing this to 
provide an offer of higher education that is dynamic and responds directly to local need.

2.    Remove barriers to student and graduate mobility based on ethnicity or socioeconomic status. 
•    Create a Sharia-compliant student finance system to ensure that maintenance is not a barrier for Muslim 

communities. 
•    Restore maintenance grants in England and provide a fairer settlement for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, 

with a relatively small impact on overall spend associated with the student loan book.

3.       Strengthen and boost the public sector workforce pipeline in England.
•  Support students and graduates through the offer of a maintenance grant of up to £10k for all students in all  

relevant disciplines. 
•   Introduce of a fee-loan forgiveness scheme for those remaining in their chosen profession for a minimum of at least 

five years.
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Economic impact of modern 
universities in their regions

Economic geographers have been preoccupied with regional 
inequalities in the UK for some time. This subject has gained 
more notable attention since the EU referendum, emerging 
at first through the notion of “left-behind communities”, and 
now through the discourse of “levelling up”. The government’s 
Levelling Up the UK white paper was explicit in recognising that 
successful local economic development (whether that is at 
the sub-national or sub-regional level) is dependent on strong 
local institutions, citing various pieces of evidence in support.11 
Modern universities, therefore, are clearly one part of the puzzle 
of local economic development.

There is a tendency for mainstream debates over universities 
to fall into a trap of focusing on an idea of “too much versus 
too little” university or “good versus bad” provision. This is 
an oversimplification that often prevents a more meaningful 
discussion on the kind of higher education system that the 
UK should be developing. The reality is that the UK now has a 
massified system of higher education, and this phenomenon has 
been driven primarily by demand from the population, rather 
than by any technocratic manoeuvring.12 The trend in all other 
comparable economies is one of massification, with rising rates 
of participation in higher education. Indeed, many of the “high-
wage” or R&D-intensive economies that the current government 
appears to be emulating have greater levels of higher education 
participation than the UK. 

There is of course a debate to be had over the form and diversity 
of provision and how this can be fostered by effective public 
policy. But the demand for university education amongst younger 
generations is not a tap that can be simply turned off, and it is 
foolhardy to suggest it should be. Modern universities are heavily 
embedded within their local economies, the reality of which is  
an intricate web of students, staff, partners, clients, services 
and products. 

EVOLUTION OF THE UNIVERSITY AND  
PLURALITY OF MISSIONS

Public conversations about universities often focus on what can 
be observed from the outside (the inputs and the outputs of 
the university system). But it is important to be cognisant of the 
changes that have taken place within institutions over recent 
decades if we are to fully understand the economic contribution 

of the university sector. Nearly all universities have evolved over 
time to move beyond a traditional focus on either teaching or 
research. This is most evident with the rise of the so-called “third 
mission” of universities: engagement with external actors to drive 
economic development.13 One can still observe groupings of 
institutions in the UK in terms of the balance of these different 
missions. But the overall trend in the UK (as elsewhere) has 
been of one where majority of institutions have become more 
pluralistic. Modern universities are no exception.

What is the significance of all of this in terms of the economic 
impact of modern universities? As this has developed over  
time, the lines have become blurred, not only between the  
public and the private, but also between the different missions 
of a university, as the institution itself becomes more broadly 
defined. This is to be expected when you consider the complex 
web of actors that universities interact with within their local 
region (something that will be explored in more depth in the  
next chapter). 

In short, modern universities’ economic impact straddles 
different components or missions. It is hard to fully untangle 
one from the other. This complexity should be seen as a 
strength by policymakers. Modern universities are multi-faceted 
organisations that can contribute to local economic development 
in a range of ways in a 21st century economy that is changing 
rapidly. It is not simply a question of pulling levers to get more 
or less of different aspects of a university. It is important to 
remember that there is considerable overlap between different 
constituent parts of a university, and that the economic value of 
these constituent parts is interconnected.

One area where it is easy to observe economic impact is 
through the regeneration projects that universities lead on. 
The development of the Springfield Campus at the University of 
Wolverhampton is a perfect illustration of how a local university 
can play a role redefining a space to support local economic 
development. Working with other key actors in the local area, the 
university is acting as a placemaker to help revitalise the area by 
transforming a derelict brewery site. The project is also focused 
on up-skilling the local population in disciplines where there are 
regional skills shortages.

11   Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities (2022) Levelling up the UK Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom (accessed March 2022)

12   Mandler, P. (2020) “The Crisis of Meritocracy” Oxford University Press. 

13    Harding, A., A. Scott, S. Laske, and C. Burtscher, eds. 2007. “Bright Satanic Mills: Universities, Regional Development and the Regional Economy.”  

Aldershot: Ashgate; Cavicchi, A. and Rinaldi, C. (2017), “Universities’ third mission and the entrepreneurial university and the challenges they bring to higher education institutions”,  

Journal of Enterprising Communities: People and Places in the Global Economy, Vol. 11 No. 03, pp. 354-372. 
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UNIVERSITY OF WOLVERHAMPTON’S  
SPRINGFIELD CAMPUS

The £120m Springfield Campus seeks to stimulate 
economic regeneration in Wolverhampton and the Black 
Country by bringing together school-level education, 
employer training provision and higher education on one 
site. Situated on a former brewery site, Springfield has 
transformed a derelict area of the city. The campus is a 
significantly important regeneration project for the West 
Midlands and when fully operational will be the world’s 
largest construction education campus developing the 
skills and knowledge base for the future of construction.

In August 2020, the university’s School of Architecture and 
Built Environment (SOABE) re-located to a purpose-built 
£28m building on the campus. The university worked 
closely with the West Midlands Combined Authority 
(WMCA), Black Country Local Enterprise Partnership 
(BCLEP) and City of Wolverhampton Council (CWC) to 
unlock growth deal funding, evidencing how SOABE could 
help to achieve regional strategic economic objectives by 
raising employability, education and skills and improving 
Black Country business competitiveness. 

The Springfield Campus is also now home to the National 
Brownfield Institute (NBI), which will provide high quality 
brownfield research and innovation across the West 
Midlands. Led by the university, in partnership and 
supported by key stakeholders, including CWC, BCLEP and 
WMCA, the NBI opened in January 2022 and will create 
a world-class industry cluster focusing on brownfield 
regeneration. 

Also present on the site is the £12m Elite Centre for 
Manufacturing Skills, which opened in August 2017. This 
is an employer-led training facility for the Black Country 
designed to improve productivity and growth in the high 
value manufacturing sector. Lastly, the Telford Thomas 
University Technical College is also situated on site, 
providing education for pupils aged from 14.

Examples, such as the Springfield campus at the University 
of Wolverhampton, exemplify what one might refer to as 
“regeneration spillovers”. One interview participant observed 
that projects such as these unlock “wider regeneration”. One 
strand of this is that the centre of excellence that is being 
developed through this venture will be actively working on future 
regeneration projects in the area.

“I think the story of Springfield continues, and I think that 
is testament to a visionary investment and commitment by 
the university. Indeed, it kind of goes further than that. So 
we’re almost now creating an ecosystem. You’ve got private 
sector investment and delivery. You’ve got the university in 
the middle as that centre of excellence and R&D, and from 
a commercial point of view, we’re using that as an inward 
investment opportunity to become the centre of excellence 
for future construction technologies.” 

Richard Lawrence, Director of Regeneration,  
Wolverhampton City Council

14   Goddard, J., and P. Vallance. 2013. “The University and the City.” Abingdon: Routledge 
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ECONOMIC ANCHORING

One of the best ways to understand the local economic impact 
of modern universities is through the concept of anchor 
institutions. Modern universities are easy to define as anchor 
institutions because they have a notable economic presence 
while also being clearly rooted to the place in which they 
are located.14 Economic presence is often defined through 
their role as an employer, procurer, owner of fixed assets 
or provider of goods or services. The connection to place is 
normally borne out in the name of the institution itself, and in 
its physical presence with campuses in the region. In the case of 
modern universities this connection to place is also reinforced 
through an institution’s mission, history or its relationships 
with local stakeholders. From an economic standpoint, this is 
demonstrated through modern universities’ close ties with local 
businesses, predominately SMEs, that have in many cases been 
forged over many years to create a network of contacts and 
partners in the local economy.

There are multiple different ways in which one can look at 
the economic impact of universities, as there are multiple 
different ways in which universities create economic value. The 
UK government’s Levelling Up the UK white paper identified six 
different types of capital as conceptual tools in its framework 
for evaluating geographical disparities.15 It can be argued quite 
easily that UK higher education contributes in varying degrees 
to all six of these different forms of capital. But if we are to 
think of economic impact precisely through the lens of anchor 
institutions, a natural focus might be on their role as employers, 
procurers in the local economy, and as a provider of goods and 
services. This after all is the strand of economic impact that 
relates most directly to the idea of universities as placemakers.

MillionPlus commissioned London Economics to undertake 
an analysis of the impact of modern universities’ expenditure 
in their regions to help better understand their role as anchor 
institutions. This analysis focused on three major economic 
effects of universities: the direct effect (economic output 
generated by the institution); indirect effect (ripple effect 
through suppliers and purchases); induced effect (status as an 
employer and ripple effects created through the wages of staff 
employed by the university). Taken together these three effects 
can be referred to as direct, indirect and induced impact (DII).

15    Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities (2022) “Levelling up the UK”  

Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/levelling-up-the-united-kingdom (accessed March 2022)

16    https://www.gcu.ac.uk/theuniversity/universitynews/2022-biggareconomicsreport/

This analysis looks purely at the direct, indirect and induced 
effect of modern universities’ current and capital expenditure. 
It therefore cannot account for other economic impact such as 
the impact of teaching and learning, research and knowledge 
exchange, exports and tourism. If these wider economic factors 
were to be accounted for, the gross value add of modern 
universities would be significantly higher. 

For example, an independent research report commissioned 
by Glasgow Calendonian University showed, when accounting 
for these wider factors of economic impact, the university 
contributed £1.4bn to the UK.16
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By impact region Total DII  
impact, £m

North East £1,185m 

North West £3,159m 

Yorkshire and the Humber £2,036m 

East Midlands £2,241m 

West Midlands £2,684m 

East of England £2,009m 

London £5,418m 

South East £3,417m 

South West £2,412m 

Wales £1,128m 

Scotland £1,929m 

Northern Ireland £314m 

Total £27,930m 

Table 4: DII impact, measuring economic 
output through expenditure by region

*For a description of the methodology used to calculate economic output, see Annex B.

GROSS VALUE ADDED RELATED TO 
UNIVERSITY EXPENDITURE

The second measurement used in this economic analysis was 
gross value added (GVA) related to university expenditure. 
Regional GVA captures the amount of economic value generated 
by an institution in a given region. That is to say, it only looks 
at the additional value that is produced, in this case of goods 
and services related to current and capital expenditure. Table 
5 shows the direct, induced and indirect impact of all modern 
universities broken down by region when you consider GVA of 
expenditure. The total expenditure GVA of modern universities 
in the UK is £17bn.

ECONOMIC OUTPUT

The first measurement that was used as part of this analysis 
was economic output. Economic output can be defined as the 
amount of goods and services that an organisation creates 
over a set period of time. Table 4 shows direct, induced and 
indirect impact of all modern universities broken down by region 
when you consider economic output through expenditure. This 
analysis shows that the wider impact of modern universities in 
terms of their economic output amounts to £27.9 bn. 

By impact region Total DII impact 
Expenditure GVA, £m

North East £829m 

North West £1,973m 

Yorkshire and the Humber £1,314m 

East Midlands £1,484m 

West Midlands £1,668m 

East of England £1,216m 

London £2,802m 

South East £1,974m 

South West £1,589m 

Wales £787m 

Scotland £1,190m 

Northern Ireland £235m 

Total £17,062m  

Table 5: DII impact, measuring GVA 
expenditure by region

*For a description of the methodology used to calculate GVA, see  Annex B.
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By impact region Total impact 
Employment, FTE

North East 10,919

North West 26,487

Yorkshire and the Humber 17,539

East Midlands 20,367

West Midlands 22,096

East of England 13,846

London 28,729

South East 24,052

South West 20,307

Wales 10,118

Scotland 14,534

Northern Ireland 2,833

Total 211,826  

Table 6: DII impact, jobs supported  
by region

*For a description of the methodology used to calculate the number of full time equivalent 

(FTE) jobs Annex B.

Tables 4, 5 and 6 demonstrate that modern universities  
make a phenomenal economic contribution to their regions. 
In light of this evidence, modern universities, either at the 
regional or national level, should be seen as a strategic asset. 
What is noticeable on all three of the measures, is that modern 
universities have considerable reach across the UK, with a 
developed economic presence in all regions. This is significant 
because it means that they are well placed to play a role as 
vehicles of levelling up. Policymakers in England, Scotland  
and Wales need to be forward-thinking in utilising the huge 
potential of these institutions with respect to investment, 
support and bolstering of their role within the levelling-up 
agenda and beyond. 

This analysis presents a detailed investigation into one strand 
of the economic impact of the universities, looking primarily at 
the physical economic presence of institutions in their regions. 
But as mentioned previously, there are multiple ways you can 
analyse economic impact. It is important to stress that these 
figures do not capture the whole economic impact of modern 
universities. 

ECONOMIC INNOVATORS 

Another key aspect of economic impact that is more intangible 
is innovation. Modern universities contribute towards innovation 
through research that is contracted by a wide range of 
organisations as well as by working in direct partnership with 
local business by other means. As research on the geographical 
spread of university-business collaboration has shown, research 
at modern universities tends on average to be “more applied 
and arguably more locally relevant.”17 Applied research is 
research that uses academic inquiry and methods in way that is 
more practically applied to a real-world problem. The solution it 
is seeking to solve is usually driven by a business, client or public 
sector organisation.

EMPLOYMENT

A key part of universities’ role as anchor institutions is as a 
local employer. Indeed, modern universities tend to be one 
of the largest, if not the largest employer in their city. As 
anchor institutions, universities also have an indirect effect 
on employment by supporting jobs outside of the university. 
The third measurement in this economic analysis looks at the 
number of jobs that are supported within regional economies 
(both directly and indirectly) through the economic activity of 
the institution. Table 6 shows the number of jobs supported by 
all modern universities when you consider the wider economic 
effects. In total, modern universities support 211,826 jobs in 
regional economies across the UK. 

17    Huggins, R. and Johnston, A. (2009). ‘”The Economic and Innovation Contribution of Universities: A Regional Perspective”. Environment and planning.  

C, Government & policy. London, England: SAGE Publications (Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy), 27 (6), pp. 1088–1106. page 10
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NOVOSOUND – A SPINOUT COMPANY FROM THE 
UNIVERSITY OF THE WEST OF SCOTLAND (UWS)

Novosound is an award-winning company that has 
developed and patented a groundbreaking technique 
to mass-manufacture printable ultrasound sensors. 
Ultrasound sensors produce sound waves with 
frequencies above human range, which transmit through 
an object to measure or image internal features. 
Commonly known for its use in maternity wards and 
other hospital departments, ultrasound imaging is also 
extensively applied in industrial settings as a safe non-
destructive testing technique for revealing below-surface 
deformities, cracks or corrosion. 

The company, which developed its sensors at the Institute 
of Thin Films, Sensors and Imaging at UWS, has secured 
more than £5m in funding. Novosound was co-founded 
by Dr Dave Hughes and Richard Cooper. Dr Hughes, Chief 
Technical Officer, is former project lead at UWS and leader 
of the Ultrasonic Imaging team within the UWS Institute 
of Thin Films, Sensors and Imaging. Richard Cooper, an 
independent consultant, supported Dr Hughes and the 
project over the last two years and is now Novosound’s 
Chief Executive Officer.

The case study of Novosound and the University of the West of 
Scotland is interesting because it is an example of where the 
interaction and collaboration between academic and business 
staff has been particularly strong. In interviews with business 
leaders for this report, it was remarked that universities are 
very adept at university-to-university collaboration in the 
sphere of applied research. However, there was certainly room 
for improving academics’ capacity to engage with business 
personnel.

“I’m not sure that there’s enough time invested in 
helping academics to understand how to engage with 
industry, understand the challenges, opportunities, 
problems, barriers etc so that they can then go and 
construct ideas, opportunities and academic solutions 
to address. Some of them are very good at it. Some 
of them aren’t that good at it. Because I don’t think 
it’s a skill that’s that’s formally recognised … If the 
universities were progressive about this, it wouldn’t 
matter which faculty or discipline they’re in. They would 
enact, as part of the development profile of lecturers, 
research assistants and senior lecturers”  
North West of England business representative

The UK has a world-class university system and excellent 
business infrastructure, but the ease with which people transfer 
from academia to industry, or industry to academia, could be 
improved. This is not the first time an observation has been 
made on the lack of porosity between academic and industry 
careers. This is partly influenced by the fact that the career goals 
of each sector are not well aligned. As such, there may be space 
for the higher education sector to create more incentives for 
the transfer of staff to and from industry. One way to deliver 
this would be to create more opportunities for staff to complete 
secondments or placements within industry partners. But this 
requires an investment of time and resource on the part of the 
university. Funding initiatives at a national or regional level that 
support increased porosity of staff could also play a role here.
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21ST CENTURY INNOVATION

One of the most dynamic parts of the innovation landscape at 
present is in the digital space. The two case studies shown here 
offer an insight into how modern universities are operating at 
the forefront of innovation in this area, in a way that has a direct 
impact on their local region.  

Analysis of the UK R&D landscape has identified that while the 
UK has a rich and well developed research base, there is a 
relative weakness with respect to translational research. There is 
much overlap between definitions for applied and translational 
research, with both focusing on the practical and commercial 
application of research. But translational often refers more 
specifically to the process of taking discoveries and knowledge 
found in academia and then moving this along to real-world 
practice in industry (in the widest sense). In order to make the 
UK more competitive in this area, change will have to take place 
both in the public and private sectors. 

ABERTAY UNIVERSITY CEMENTS DUNDEE’S  
CYBER EXCELLENCE THROUGH NEW RESEARCH 
AND DEVELOPMENT HUB

The cyberQuarter is a new £18m cybersecurity research 
and development centre housed within Abertay University 
that aims to make Dundee Scotland’s capital for the 
cybersecurity industry. Bringing together students, 
academics and businesses, the hub will support SME 
start-ups, give physical space to existing businesses 
and, through research and innovation, address global 
cybersecurity challenges. The project won £11.7m of UK 
and Scottish government funding through the Tay Cities 
Region Deal, combined with a further £6.5m investment 
from Abertay.

The cyberQuarter is composed of three main elements: 
a physical space for collaboration and experimentation; 
a secure cloud computing infrastructure enabling online 
learning and digital provision of R&D; and a pump priming 
fund to help develop new cyber products. It will be 
physically and digitally secure and will include collaborative 
areas, private offices as well as seminar rooms. The 
building will be fully operational by summer 2022.

CYAN FORENSICS, EDINBURGH NAPIER 
UNIVERSITY

Cyan Forensics is based on research by an Edinburgh 
Napier University team overseen by Professor Bill 
Buchanan, the third cyber security-related spinout from 
this award-winning research team. Cyan Forensic’s 
technology finds time-critical digital evidence in minutes 
instead of days, helping police in highly sensitive 
investigations such as child sexual exploitation and 
counterterrorism. 

The company had secured £8m in investment and was 
selected to participate in the prestigious Tech Nation’s 
upscale programme. It is one of only two firms from 
Scotland to be chosen and is recognised as one of the 
UK’s most promising tech ventures. Kerry Sharp, Head of 
the Scottish Investment Bank, which was among Cyan’s 
initial group of investors, said: “Cyan is a great example of 
a company that has identified a natural niche, in a growing 
market, and designed a targeted product that has the 
potential to make a real impact.”

With their groundbreaking technology already making a 
significant impact on counter terror and child sexual abuse 
investigations in the UK, the company are keen to build on 
this momentum in mainland Europe and the US, placing 
Cyan very much at the heart of global online safety.
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Modern universities are natural partners to support this, with 
their wide geographical reach and historic focus on research 
that is local and commercially focused. Most modern universities 
are operating with a smaller research base than the traditional 
“research-intensive” institutions. But their contribution to 
the research landscape is still immensely valuable. To create 
maximum economic impact through increased R&D across the 
UK, it is imperative that the potential of all types of institution is 
recognised through investment. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BREADTH OF DISCIPLINE AND 
BREADTH OF INNOVATION

It is also important to not lose sight of the wider picture of 
the UK economy in relation to innovation. Too often the 
narrative around research and innovation is reductive, limited 
to a few select science or tech areas. The UK government’s 
current ambition to be a “science superpower” is admirable. 
But this should be put into some perspective. Even if the 
government is successful in this endeavour, and we see a swing 
towards science innovation, this will not change some of the 
fundamentals of the UK economy. The UK is arguably already a 
“services superpower”, and this should not be forgotten.

The world is becoming progressively more inter-disciplinary in 
the 21st century, this is as true of the world of business as it is 
the world of academia. And any move to limit increases in R&D 
to STEM disciplines could have perverse consequences. The 
two “cyber” case studies featured previously serve to reinforce 
this point. The cyberQuarter at Abertay university will have 
considerable overlap with work in the creative industries. As is 
so common now in the digital world, creative skills are attributed 
value in tandem with scientific knowledge, and the abbreviation 
STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering Arts and Mathematics) 
is becoming a much more appropriate way to categorise 
such industries. Furthermore, the case of Cyan Forensics 
at Edinburgh Napier University shows how research and 
development envelops social science and humanities disciplines 
as it responds to societal challenges. 

Universities can play different roles in their local economies 
with respect to innovation. As such the type of economic 
anchoring can differ. Some universities play a role in their local 
economy as a patenting anchor, while others contribute to 
raising productivity as a CPD anchor by increasing skills levels. 
Innovation policy should not be a one-size-fits-all approach, 
and a better understanding of the finer differences in the 
way universities contribute to innovation will lead to better 
innovation policies, with greater local impact.18

This observation is supported by recent research on university 
and business collaboration. A longitudinal analysis of business 
surveys over the past two decades shows that there is a great 
number of ways that universities and businesses interact, and all 
of these different types of interaction provide economic value in 
their own right.19 This underlines the importance of the diversity 
of the university sector and how different anchoring roles each 
respond to different business needs. In short, the diversity of 
the university sector is seen as an asset within the business 
community. The best way for the government to maximise 
impact across all regions of the UK with respect to innovation 
will be to create funding structures and incentives that support 
all types of innovation.

MillionPlus interviewed one partnership between a university 
and the local council that provided a role in coordinating 
business support across the region. This initiative was able 
to use the expertise and knowledge of academics within the 
institution, alongside external business support practitioners 
to help local SMEs scale up their businesses in a sustainable 
manner. One interview participant remarked:

“... from the commercial side, it is the knowledge 
transfer partnership aspect of this that really clients 
value, knowing that there’s that expertise.”  
Business support practitioner, East of England
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This is another example of a type of economic anchoring that a 
university can play in their local region. This also highlights that 
the separation of public and private can often be something 
of a false dichotomy. In this scenario the public investment 
in R&D is directly increasing the capacity and productivity of 
local business. Universities are able to offer their expertise and 
training to assist and support local businesses. 

INNOVATION AND PLACE

The R&D landscape of the UK is highly uneven in terms of 
geography. This needs to be appreciated when developing 
policies to support on regional development if it is to be place-
based and effective. It would be folly to try and replicate the 
exact same model of success in every region of the UK. Not 
every city of the UK can develop a vaccine in response to a 
global pandemic, for instance, and nor would it be strategically 
desirable for each to try.

The current research infrastructure in the UK is not geared 
towards rewarding research and innovation activity that is 
locally relevant. Most funding is administered and allocated 
from the centre through national frameworks. This is a barrier 
to locally driven innovation. Funding that is administered at 
a more devolved or regional level makes it easy to build a 
coherent regional approach to innovation where all actors 
involved, including universities, can come together and think 
strategically to create a vision for that area. This allows for better 
specialisation or focus on what is needed for a given locality. All 
cities and regions of the UK can aspire to their own ambitions 
in terms of innovation, but these will be dependent on the local 
environment. Consequently, there is need for a more place-
based approach to innovation policy.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The UK government should:

1.   Invest broadly in the higher education system through increased public R&D spending. 
•    Recognise the different innovation roles played by universities, to capitalise on the full range of university-business 

interaction in the economy. 
•    Investment in R&D should not be limited to specific disciplines or subjects. There should be a commitment to public 

R&D spend in more inter-disciplinary forms of innovation and “STEAM” initiatives should feature prominently.

2.    Empower local government through devolved funding streams to develop innovation strategies, in coordination with 
other major anchor institutions such as universities, to foster place-based innovation. 

The UK and Scottish government should:

3. Increase funding for successful existing knowledge exchange programmes through the uplift in public R&D promised in 
  the Autumn 2021 Budget. 

•    The total amount of money allocated through the Higher Education Innovation Fund (HEIF) should be doubled in 
England through Research England. 

•    In Scotland, the overall pot for University Innovation Fund (UIF) should also be increased by the Scottish Funding 
Council, with the platform grant for institutions doubled. 
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To understand the full breadth of impact of universities in 
their regions, and their role as placemakers, it is necessary 
to consider the wider economic and social benefits that are 
generated by these institutions. Even in economic terms, the 
dominant narrative on innovation often tends to overlook the 
full reach of universities into local communities. Agglomeration 
theory emphasises the gains that are made from clusters of 
innovation in metropolitan areas. There is plenty of quality 
research to support the productivity benefits that can be gained 
from this.20

However, this tends to overlook what some scholars have 
referred to as the “foundational economy”.21 This can be defined 
most easily as the products and services that support everyday 
life: health services; education; certain parts of the retail sector. 
This is not to deny the importance of scientific breakthrough and 
advanced manufacturing in powering economic development, 
merely to point out that this is only part of the picture. Even 
in the most advanced regional innovation ecosystems, the 
foundational economy remains of critical importance. 

As placemakers, MillionPlus universities are heavily rooted within 
the foundational economy of their region. As was evidenced 
in Chapter 1, universities play a critical role in providing local 
pathways for students firstly into higher education and then on 
into local employment. One aspect of this involves working with 
other local organisations to support a healthy pipeline into key 
areas of the workforce, such as the health or education sectors, 
often as a direct response to local need. 

Stakeholder engagement  
and social impact

SMILES ALL ROUND FOR UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL 
LANCASHIRE (UCLAN) SCHOOL OF DENTISTRY 

When UCLan’s School of Dentistry opened its doors  
10 years ago, it was one of only two new dental schools 
to be created in England for over 100 years. Since then, 
UCLan dental students have treated more than 23,000 
patients during their training and the school has  
produced hundreds of new dentists who have expanded 
the region’s dental workforce considerably. Many of the 
new dental graduates have chosen to establish their 
careers in the Preston area with more settling in the  
wider North West region.

The school was the first to pioneer a new mode of 
dental education, in which the graduate entry Bachelor 
of Dental Surgery students gain their experience in local 
community Dental Education Centres (DECs) rather than 
city centre hospitals, which has provided an accessible 
alternative to the traditional approach. The DECs, located 
across Lancashire in Accrington, Blackpool, Carlisle and 
Morecambe Bay, were established in areas of high need 
and poor dental health where access to NHS dentistry was 
limited, in part owing to difficulties in attracting qualified 
dentists to the area.

The school was established as a direct response to the 
needs of the region’s healthcare economy when the 
government made a clear commitment to improving 
access to NHS dental services. The fully qualified dentists 
that are trained through the school go onto work in the 
NHS and fill a key skills gap in areas of the region that 
lacked local dental services.

20    Feldman, M.P. “Location and innovation: the new economic geography of innovation, spillovers and agglomeration.”  

In Clark, G.L., Feldman, M., Gertler, M.(eds). The Oxford Handbook of Economic Geography. Oxford University Press. 2000.

21   The Foundational Economy Collective (2018) “Foundational Economy: The Infrastructure of Everyday Life.” . Manchester University Press
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It is often hard to fully separate the economic from the social 
benefits of a local university. All the same, it is worth trying to 
focus on the social impact of institutions, as this part of the 
equation is often relegated from any evaluation of the value 
of universities. In England, tuition fees have become such a 
totemic issue that almost any news story on English universities 
becomes framed as a consumer story, effectively offering a cost-
benefit analysis that is defined in economic terms. Often, this 
only serves to polarise the debate and narrow our view of the 
range of challenges that are faced by students or universities. 

Higher education policy debates are focusing more and more 
on the overall cost of the HE system to the taxpayer through 
the RAB charge (the projected cost of the student loanbook to 
the taxpayer when some student loans are written off), with the 
Treasury becoming much more directly invested in the fate of 
universities. 

From a regulatory perspective, the direction of the OfS, through 
its consultations on quality and standards, is one that is seeking 
to define the “quality” of higher education in more economic 
terms. This is somewhat reductive and fails to grasp the wider 
motivations and benefits that are linked to engagement in higher 
education. In short, the social value appears to be a lesser, 
secondary concern. 

In contrast, in Scotland, there remains more of an attempt to 
think more holistically in terms of the contribution and benefits 
of higher education. And yet, the lack of appetite for higher 
education reform in Scotland has resulted in a unit of resource 
(invested per student) that is not competitive with the rest of 
the UK. This somewhat ironically produces a situation where 
the economics of the system comes to the fore, as the financial 
pressures placed on the universities become the major issue. 

All this can serve to distract from the social value of universities 
and the role they play in delivering impact in the communities 
that surround them.

Capturing the social impact of institutions is important. But 
attempts to quantify social value or social return on investment 
are infamously difficult. This goes some way to explaining why 
this topic often slips off the agenda, as it is so hard for the sector 
to effectively articulate its social value to the rest of society. 
Some have argued that a “stakeholder impact assessment” 
model is more appropriate than any statistical method that 
attempts to find a single metric or figure to define social value, 
based on attempts to do this via purely quantitative methods.22 
Some organisations have taken aspects of this forward in a more 
general “stakeholder approach” to develop a way of assessing or 
identifying social value in the context of UK universities.23
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MillionPlus conducted interviews with several different university 
stakeholders as part of this research. An interesting observation 
to emerge from these interviews was the extent to which 
different stakeholders valued proximity to the university. For 
local councils, the local identify of the institution was important, 
driven by a sense of collective mission for the local area. This 
was echoed by NHS representatives, as they felt the proximity 
of an institution was important for students and staff in 
terms of connecting to a specific place (not just a region) and 
the implications for graduate retention. Business and local 
employers were more likely to focus on a wider range of criteria, 
with place being one factor.

The interviews revealed that personal relationships across the 
respective senior leadership teams were critical in terms of 
maintaining and cultivating relationships with local stakeholders. 
Interview participants observed that there is a considerable 
amount of time that has to be invested in this, something 

that is often not fully appreciated. Moreover, it is the informal 
relationship between the two organisations, which serves as 
a foundation for any formal partnership, that is often just as 
important. One aspect identified as a key driver of successful 
collaboration and partnerships with universities was the 
ambition or vision of senior leadership. This was emphasised by 
local government and business representatives alike. 

“What’s been interesting within the current management 
regime, is their scale of ambition. The thing that sets 
this university apart is their openness to talking about 
big scale ambition. They are not intimidated or daunted 
in any way by something which would have other 
people gulping for air. That’s a big deal. That’s around 
the establishment of something which is of national 
relevance and significance, and they are prepared to sit 
at the table and do some heavy lifting and sit there as 
an equal and as a contributor.”  
North West of England business representative

*MAT – Multi-Academy Trust, IoT – Institutes of Technology

In order to explore social value through more of a stakeholder approach it is first worth trying to map out the range of local 
stakeholders with which a typical modern university engages.
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Most council representatives that we spoke to explicitly saw the 
local university as one of a handful of key anchor institutions 
in their jurisdiction, and therefore essential partners in 
placemaking. 

“There’s been that liaison about the spatial element of 
it, but also the university, as a key employer and part of 
our anchor network, also is part of the skills piece that 
we’re developing within the city. They are a key partner. 
… we can’t deliver what we need to deliver for the city 
without those key stakeholders. They get that and to 
a certain extent they can’t deliver without us as a key 
stakeholder to support them. ”  
Richard Lawrence, Director of Regeneration 
Wolverhampton City Council

Universities’ long-term plans for growth are valued because 
they can be incorporated into the council’s own strategy for 
placemaking in the region. This was particularly true in the case 
of developing satellite campuses (as featured in Chapter 1). 
One local council leader who was interviewed reflected on the 
success of a project that had redeveloped a former industrial 
site to establish a new satellite campus in an area with limited 
local HE provision. They explained that working together with 
the university they were able to get past existing barriers to 
regenerating this specific location and deliver real tangible 
benefits for the local population, both in economic and  
social terms.

“… that’s been really helpful in terms of driving up 
[student] numbers, but also in creating a steady stream 
of young talent to move into our hospital trust. So 
having this partnership has been really good to the 
extent that it has really helped our hospital trust with 
recruitment, they’ve got that steady stream of talent 
coming forward and skilled individuals so that works 
really, really well. … the group was set up and what 
we wanted to do is make sure that it wasn’t just about 
increasing student numbers, it was around making sure 
that businesses benefitted, and schools benefited and 
young people, and that as a place we benefited, and our 
hospital trust benefited from it. ”  
Mick Cartledge, Chief Executive, Burnley Borough Council

This has really important implications for the levelling-up 
agenda. Expansion of student numbers in areas of low HE 
participation tends to go hand-in-hand with other regeneration 
and redevelopment projects that have considerable spillovers, 
both economic and social. The current direction of policy in 

England is one that threatens to limit student numbers with a 
more interventionist regulator. The risk is that the institutions 
that feel the full force of this are in the very areas that have been 
targeted to be “levelled up”. The interviews conducted highlight 
the potential for “placemaking” through university expansion in 
these areas is huge, and is not only limited to students. 

One of the key benefits of a thriving local university for local 
councils is in transforming the physical infrastructure of the city 
and improving the look and feel of a place for local citizens. This 
can play a critical role in attracting inward investment into the 
city or town through incoming students and business, which 
has a positive net affect for all citizens in terms of generating 
economic activity. More than one interview participant talked 
about a university putting a traditionally lesser-known city “on 
the map”. 

Business representatives that were interviewed commented on 
how the presence of a modern university can aid them in their 
“global endeavours”. In terms of attracting inward investment, a 
modern university can enhance the profile of the area, signalling 
to business partners that this is an area fertile for investment, 
with potential in terms of R&D collaboration, excellent facilities 
and a stream of high-skilled graduates in the local area. It was 
also noted that when businesses developing partnerships with 
other organisations abroad, there is the added attraction of 
creating a recognised pathway for international students from 
that country. This creates a stream of skilled graduates for the 
international business partner and inward investment and 
economic activity in the region in question, and so is a win-win 
for those involved. As such, external-facing projects can also 
have a demonstrable local impact.

But in relation to more initiatives that are more exclusively “local”, 
it was commented by multiple stakeholders that the involvement 
of a university in a collaborative venture or multi-partner 
project was a great asset. The university, as a large and complex 
organisation, can add considerable weight to any joint bids or 
project plans. There was a clear sense of a university helping 
to create a whole greater than the sum of its parts in the local 
area. The term “co-production” was used by multiple interview 
participants when referring to joint work with the university:

“Our whole employment and skill strategy is  
co-produced. You know, it is that whole piece of 
everybody coming together. So I think that is key.”  
Local council representative
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The last part of this quote is particularly interesting as it suggests 
that the extended networks of a university (as mapped out 
earlier in this chapter) are themselves a magnet for further 
engagement. MillionPlus universities are heavily embedded 
within their local area through a wide range of connections. 
For smaller organisations, namely start-ups and SMEs, this is a 
particularly attractive feature for smaller or newer organisations, 
as many of these existing networks take years to build up.

OUTREACH WITH SCHOOLS

One of the key areas where social impact is delivered by modern 
universities is through their work with local schools. MillionPlus 
universities have long standing relationships with schools in 
their local areas, both primary and secondary, working to raise 
aspiration in some of the most disadvantaged communities of 
the UK. In England, this often takes the form of the university 
sponsoring a local academy or multi-academy trust. The 
current vision of the Director for Fair Access and Participation 
at the Office for Students appears to have a heavy focus on 
strengthening connections between universities and schools 
and increasing the role that universities can play in raising the 
attainment of young people at school. 

It is clear, however, that there is a real lack of awareness on the 
geographical spread of university-school linkages from a national 
perspective. While there is a rich amount of data in each Access 
and Participation Plan (APP), there is not one location where 
most of the fundamental information is collated. Developing 
a more comprehensive database on this would enable better 
analysis of where current practice exists, where it is effective, and 
where there are coldspots. This is something that the OfS could 
undertake as part of its new strategy on access and participation. 

This exercise could also be replicated in some way in Scotland, 
either through local councils or the Scottish Department for 
Education. The next two case studies, one English and one 
Scottish, respectively demonstrate the social impact that can be 
created through outreach programmes. Both are programmes 
that aim to raise participation in STEM subjects amongst targeted 
demographics. Both demonstrate clear success through 
measured outputs, demonstrating social impact of the university.

CANTERBURY CHRIST CHURCH UNIVERSITY  
Social impact: Inspiring Minds

Inspiring Minds is the flagship outreach programme at 
Canterbury Christ Church University. It has been cited by 
an All-Party Parliamentary Group as an excellent example 
of intervention that has the greatest impact on the 
aspirations and achievements of young people. Funded 
by Kent and Medway Collaborative Outreach Programme 
(KAMCOP), the programme has run for five years and 
engaged with 493 students.

To specifically address a skills and gender gap in STEM 
and encourage more young women to apply to study 
STEM subjects at university KAMCOP, in collaboration with 
the University’s School of Teacher Education, developed 
a curriculum of outreach work centred around informal 
science learning. The projects were designed to raise 
aspirations around STEM at HE and STEM careers, 
specifically focusing on encouraging greater female 
participation in these types of activity. The project includes 
a six-session programme targeted towards year 10 girls, 
focusing on building confidence and awareness of STEM  
in a multidisciplinary context. As well as residential 
summer schools which helped students understand  
HE more generally.
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UNIVERSITY OF HIGHLANDS & ISLANDS (UHI)   
Stem Engagement

UHI STEM engagement was established as a response to 
issues around access to resources, particularly amongst 
rural and remote schools. Supported through the SSE 
Highland Development Fund, the project’s objectives and 
delivered activities aligned with the fund’s key theme of 
creating opportunities for education and employment 
through activities to develop skills and improve an 
individual’s chance of entering the workplace.

The UHI STEM team has achieved a strong level of 
engagement, with around:

•    75% of Highland schools participating;
•    600 teachers engaged;
•    an estimated 16,000 pupils reached by project activity.  

Councillor John Finlayson, Chair of The Highland Council’s 
Education Committee said: “The STEM outreach project 
was a huge success in Highland. The in-depth engagement 
with schools was well received by teachers and pupils 
alike and I believe it has helped to build STEM capacity 
and confidence amongst students and teachers across all 
areas of Highland.”

Lord Jack McConnell, Chair of the SSE Renewables’ 
Highland Sustainable Development Fund panel, praised 
the university’s approach: “It is fantastic to support a 
project aligned with the fund’s key theme of creating 
opportunities for education and employment through 
developing skills… we are delighted that the evaluation  
has shown what a significant impact the work has had in 
the region.”

OTHER EDUCATIONAL PARTNERS AND  
RESPONSE TO COVID-19

MillionPlus universities represent the part of the university sector 
that works most closely with further education (FE) colleges. This 
often takes the form of a partnership agreement where courses 
will be validated at the university, with teaching subcontracted to 
an FE provider. Moreover, three MillionPlus institutions operate 
in a federated model, which envelops at least one FE college 
under a wider umbrella of institutions. In Scotland, MillionPlus 
universities have well-developed pathways for articulation that 
enable students to transfer effectively from FE colleges (after 
completing two years of higher education) into university. Indeed, 
70% of those articulating from FE to HE in Scotland moved into a 
modern university.24 

In England, some modern universities have also engaged in 
the technical education agenda through the development of 
university technical colleges. One example of this is South Bank 
University Technical College (UTC), which is part of London South 
Bank University (LSBU) Group: a group of educational institutions 
working to a shared mission with a specific focus on improving 
education and skills in the local area. 

The case studies showcased demonstrate how universities in 
both England and Scotland have responded to the pandemic, 
using their expertise and institutional capacity to work with local 
partners to mitigate negative impacts on learning and deliver 
social impact. Both schemes have deepened the connections 
between the institution and its local communities and show that 
universities are agile in responding to crises that affect the local 
population. Several interview participants remarked on how 
despite the significant challenges of the pandemic, this actually 
fostered deeper collaboration: 

“We had to pivot. We had to think differently … as 
partners we’ve come together to fight the calls together 
if you like, and forge a way through to deal with some of 
the challenges businesses have faced.” 
Local council representative

24    Scottish Funding Council Statistical Publication (2020), “Articulation from Scottish 

Colleges to Universities 2018–19.”
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LONDON SOUTH BANK UNIVERSITY GROUP 
Designing the country’s first ever Year 14 

Around a dozen students at South Bank University 
Technical College (UTC) were unable to take their places 
on engineering apprenticeships at the start of the 2019-
20 academic year, due to their prospective employers 
instigating hiring freezes in response to the impact of 
coronavirus. Faced with the challenge of these pupils 
finishing school in the height of a pandemic, the UTC 
collaborated with other members of LSBU Group to find a 
solution. They quickly spotted that the BTEC engineering 
programme offered at the UTC covered much of the 
content in the University’s HNC mechanical engineering 
course. Working together, South Bank UTC and LSBU 
created a new “Year 14” to enable pupils to stay on for an 
extra fifth year at the school. 

By working with the university on curriculum content 
and enrichment activities, that additional year gave the 
students the opportunity to enhance their level 3 BTEC 
study to meet the HNC requirement at level 4. Thanks to 
this innovative approach, students are not missing out on 
their qualifications due to factors outside of their control, 
and instead have had a new pathway created for them as 
well as the opportunity to achieve a level 4 qualification for 
free. At the conclusion of the pilot year, around a third of 
the students chose to matriculate into the second year of 
the degree while the others found relevant employment. 
The UTC is now looking to expand its Year 14 provision 
into other subject areas.

QUEEN MARGARET UNIVERSITY, EDINBURGH 
Enhanced Learning Tutoring Initiative (ELTI)

Since the start of 2021, Queen Margaret University has 
been working in partnership with East Lothian Council, 
STV Children’s Appeal and a local family charity to deliver 
a pioneering tutoring initiative to support young people 
of school age who have struggled with learning as a result 
of Covid-19. Designed to help pupils identified by schools 
as requiring additional support, the Enhanced Learning 
Tutoring Initiative (ELTI) tackles a learning crisis arising 
from Covid-19 facing many young people.

Tutoring has never been delivered in Scotland on such a 
scale before ELTI. In spring 2021, despite the challenges of 
the recent lockdown, ELTI delivered 11 weeks of tutoring, 
averaging 200 pupils undertaking sessions each week. 
In the current academic year, ELTI’s provision has grown 
significantly. Beginning in the East Lothian local authority 
area, the project has now expanded to Midlothian, 
including a mix of face to face and online tuition.
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COMBATTING WIDER SOCIETAL CHALLENGES AND 
DELIVERING SOCIAL IMPACT

Covid is not the only societal challenge that universities are 
focused on tackling within their local communities. As large, 
complex organisations, universities have a capacity to help 
in the fight against wider challenges facing society in the  
21st century, that may be national or global, but in a way that 
provides solutions at a more local level. 

UNIVERSITY OF EAST LONDON 
Economic impact: Royal Docks Centre  
for Sustainability

With investment from, and the support of, the Royal 
Docks and Newham Borough Council, the University of 
East London (UEL) is taking its no longer fit-for-purpose 
Knowledge Dock building located at the heart of its 
Docklands campus and bringing it back to life as the Royal 
Docks Centre for Sustainability. The new centre uses 
the force of the Enterprise Zone to deliver to Newham 
residents ‘good growth’: improved economic sustainability, 
measurable improvements in community wellbeing and 
‘tech-for-good’ solutions to real life problems. 

The devastating impacts of Covid-19 on Newham residents 
and local businesses, along with the resulting cultural and 
societal changes, increase the imperative for the university 
to make a step-change in the direct support it provides the 
community in its skills provision, health and businesses 
support. Shaped and delivered by an interconnected 
network bringing together the power of community 
groups, local businesses, UEL, the Royal Docks and 
Newham Borough Council with global industrial partners 
and national sector leaders, the new centre will become a 
thriving, inclusive hub.

GLASGOW CALEDONIAN UNIVERSITY 
Preventing and responding to gender based 
violence (GBV)

The university has a well-established programme of work 
focused on preventing and responding to sexual and 
gender-based violence. This work is an important aspect 
of GCU’s whole-institution approach to safeguarding the 
wellbeing of our university community and includes the 
following elements:
•    A Preventing and Responding to Gender Based Violence 

Policy, which applies to both students and staff, and is 
aligned with other key student and staff policies.

•    A cross-university GBV Group, responsible for the 
development, implementation and monitoring of an 
action plan and ensuring our approach aligns with the 
Equally Safe in Higher Education Toolkit.

•    First Responder Scheme – a network of staff trained as 
First Responders to support staff and students who wish 
to disclose and discuss issues relating to GBV.

•    Our award winning Erase The Grey campaign, co-created 
by staff and students to challenge myths and raise 
awareness of GBV. The campaign has been adopted by a 
number of colleges, universities and other organisations 
in the UK, including Police Scotland.

•    The implementation of an online Report and Support 
tool to enable students to submit named or anonymous 
reports of GBV.

•    Membership (currently chair) of Fearless Glasgow, a 
regional consortium of colleges and universities and 
other relevant agencies who work collaboratively on the 
prevention and response to GBV in Further and Higher 
Education across the West of Scotland.

•    Equally Safe at School, developed by Rape Crisis 
Scotland, helps staff and pupils work together to create 
a safe and equal environment in schools across the 
country. GCU’s research on how children conceive of, 
construct and understand violence and education’s 
role in challenging attitudes to gender-based violence 
informed the project.
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UNIVERSITIES AS ANCHORS OF CREATIVITY AND 
CULTURAL HUBS

It is important to think of research and innovation in the broadest 
possible terms in order to take advantage of the relative 
strengths of different regions of the UK economy. Investment 
should not be unduly restricted by discipline or industry area. 
Within the academic literature on innovation, there is a notion  
of UK universities as “anchors of creativity” in their regions.25  
This takes the traditional concept of an anchor institution  
(as an employer, a procurer and producer of services) and 
applies it instead to the innovation space in a way that can  
span across disciplines. 

There is scope to expand this idea of anchors of creativity yet 
further, beyond just the economic impact within the innovation 
landscape. As others have noted, the role played by a university 
as a local anchor “… should also be seen to extend beyond their 
economic impacts”.26 

Modern universities role as placemakers involves acting 
as anchors of creativity in the broadest sense. MillionPlus 
universities have extensive networks with local SMEs in 
the creative industries. This can be through their teaching, 
research or knowledge exchange activities (or a combination 
of all of these). Furthermore, modern universities often work 
in connection with local cultural institutions on collaborative 
projects to help create a platform for cultural events and activity 
in their local communities. Universities play a direct role in 
creating social impact by being a cultural hub in their local area. 
This is often enhanced by specific initiatives to enhance the 
cultural landscape of the surrounding area.

25    Gertler, M. and Vinodrai, T. (2005). “Anchors of Creativity: How Do Public Universities Create Competitive and Cohesive Communities?” in Taking Public Universities Seriously.  

University of Toronto Press. 

26   Breznitz, S. M. and Feldman, M. P. (2010). ‘The engaged university’. The Journal of technology transfer. Boston: Springer US, 37 (2), page 4

THE CULTURAL SPRING:  
Providing wider benefits through  
the University of Sunderland

The Cultural Spring was set up to get more people in 
Sunderland and South Tyneside to experience and be 
inspired by the arts, making arts and culture an accepted 
and expected part of people’s lives. It was the first of 
Arts Council England’s (ACE) Creative People and Places 
projects to be led by a university. Other partners included 
the Customs House arts centre in South Shields; Sangini, 
a black and minority arts led womens’ project; and the 
Sunderland Music Arts and Culture Trust which has 
developed the new Fire Station arts complex in the centre 
of Sunderland. 

The university employs the Cultural Spring staff team 
and ensures students and staff are able to engage in 
the wide range of events and activity. The project’s latest 
evaluation report highlights the engagement of 50,000 
people across Sunderland and South Tyneside over eight 
years. Staff from the university’s Faculty of Health Sciences 
and Wellbeing have been working with the Cultural 
Spring team on projects to tackle isolation, depression 
and use participation in arts and creativity to encourage 
wellbeing. Since 2014, the project has attracted more 
than £4m of funding from ACE and has levered in an 
additional £1m from a range of funders and partners to 
enable local community arts projects alongside large scale 
events, enabling people to see theatre, exhibitions and 
performances they would not usually experience.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Universities UK should:

1.   Review how the ‘impact’ of the university sector is defined and measured to avoid being too reductive. The value of 
the university sector should not be defined purely in economic terms by governments of the UK or by institutions 
themselves. One important aspect of the social impact of institutions is their cultural value in relation to place, but there 
is currently no adequate way of measuring this. Universities need to develop a better way of articulating their cultural 
value in a way that can account for relative impact in different regions of the UK. 

The Office for Students should:

2.   Develop a more comprehensive, central database of university-school interactions. 
•     The data base should include school and university partnerships, sponsorships and active outreach activities in 

England. This should enable the OfS to map out activities and highlight areas of good practice and identify cold  
spots in university-school collaboration.

•    The exercise could be mirrored by the Scottish Funding Council working with local councils and universities  
in Scotland.
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Modern universities have considerable 
reach across the UK, with a developed 
economic presence in all regions. This 
is significant because it means that 
they are well placed to play a role as 
vehicles of levelling up. Policymakers 
in England, Scotland and Wales need 
to be forward-thinking in utilising the 
huge potential of these institutions 
with respect to investment, support 
and bolstering of their role within the 
levelling-up agenda and beyond.

But not only are modern universities 
connected to place, so are students. 
This appears to be particularly acute at 
MillionPlus universities. Graduates on  
the whole are not as hyper-mobile as  
the stereotype might lead us to believe;  
and, as our research into student  
mobility demonstrates, the access to  
and experience of studying at a university 
can evidently create a connection to  
that place.

Modern universities, and MillionPlus 
universities in particular, are essential 
partners in any attempt to address 
inequalities both between and 
within regions and spur on regional 
development. In many cases, taking this 
agenda forward is not about re-inventing 
the wheel. Universities provide one piece 
of a complex puzzle of local economic 
development and could provide a key 
to unlocking opportunity in some of the 
most deprived parts of the country. 

It is only by working with, and alongside, 
modern universities that both the UK 
and Scottish governments will achieve 
their ambitions in creating a prosperous 
economy and society, and ensure that  
all who wish to are able to stay local and 
go far.

Conclusion
This report evidences that modern 
universities are deep-rooted as 
placemakers in their regions 
and beyond. They are a strategic 
economic asset as pillars in the 
local economy, providing economic 
activity and spillovers in all regions 
of the UK. They foster partnerships 
with local government and 
businesses, address skills gaps, 
generate new jobs markets and 
provide a workforce pathway for 
key local public service provisions 
such as health care, police, social 
workers and teachers.
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Annex A:  
Methodological explainer of  
whole student lifecycle analysis 

MillionPlus commissioned Jisc to provide a dataset that 
could enable analysis of student mobility into university 
and graduate mobilities after graduation. Jisc is the UK 
higher, further education and skills sectors’ not-for-profit 
organisation for digital services and solutions. This analysis 
uses HESA Graduate Outcomes 2018-19 data. The overall 
response rate for this survey is 55%.

The main analysis has as a base population all UK-domiciled 
first-degree graduates in one of the following activities: 

•  Full-time employment

•  Part-time employment

•  Voluntary or unpaid work

•  Employment and further study

Only those with a known domicile and known location of 
employment were included (this includes graduates who  
were domiciled in and/or working in the Isle of Man or  
Channel Islands).

The total UK sample was 131,830 first-degree graduates.

The migration categories are as follows:

•  Regional loyals – these are graduates who are domiciled in a 
region, went to study in the region, and remained to work in 
that region. 

•  Regional returners – these are graduates domiciled in a region, 
who go elsewhere to study, and then return to their home 
region to work. 

•  Regional stayers – these are graduates who travel away from 
their home region to study, and then stay in that study region 
to work. 

•  Regional incomers – these are graduates who go to work in a 
region in which they neither studied nor were domiciled. 

And the regional unit used is the Government Office region 
(NUTS1 regions).

So, for example:

•  A Bath Spa Loyal would hail from the South West region,  
have attended Bath Spa and then remained in the South West 
to work.

•  A Bath Spa Returner would have come from outside the  
South West to Bath Spa to study and then returned to their 
original home region to work.

•  A Bath Spa Stayer would have come from outside the South 
West to study at Bath Spa, but remained in the South West  
to work.

•  A Bath Spa Incomer would have come from outside the South 
West, studied at Bath Spa, and then left to work in a region  
that was neither the South West nor their original home 
domicile region.

More on the graduate migration categories can be found here: 
https://luminate.prospects.ac.uk/graduate-migration-
patterns-in-the-uk
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Annex B: 
Methodological note,  
economic impact analysis

To evaluate the economic impact of the 77 post-92 institutions, 
London Economics have undertaken an analysis of the economic 
contribution of the institutional expenditure associated with the 
universities to the local and wider UK economies. 

In the context of universities’ expenditure, there are three key 
effects to consider: 

1.  Direct effect: This considers the economic output generated 
by the institution itself, by purchasing goods and services 
(including labour) from the economy which it operates in.

2.  Indirect effect: The university’s purchases generate income 
for the supplying industries, which they in turn spend on 
their own purchases from suppliers to meet the university’s 
demands. This results in a chain reaction of subsequent 
rounds of spending across industries, often referred to as the 
“ripple effect”.

3.  Induced effect: The induced effect is based on a university’s 
status as an employer. The university’s employees use their 
wages to buy consumer goods and services within the 
economy. This in turn generates wage income for employees 
within the industries producing these goods and services, who 
then spend their own income on goods and services. Again, 
this leads to subsequent rounds of wage income spending,  
i.e. a “ripple effect” throughout the economy as a whole.

To measure the direct economic impact of the purchases of 
goods, services, and labour by post-92 institutions, we used 
information on each university’s operational expenditures 
(including staff and non-staff spending), capital expenditures, 
as well as the number of staff employed (in terms of full-time 
equivalent employees), for the 2019-20 academic year.1,2 We 
measure the direct impact in terms of economic output3, gross 
value added (GVA)4 and full time equivalent (FTE) jobs supported.

The assessment of the indirect and induced economic impacts 
associated with the expenditures of post-92 institutions is 
based on economic multipliers derived from a multi-regional 
Input-Output model5. Using these Input-Output tables, we 
have calculated the regional and sectoral economic multipliers 
for the UK economy. We apply these multipliers to the direct 
output, GVA and employment of each university (assigning 
relevant multipliers based on the region within which each of 
these universities operate). We thus arrive at the total economic 
contribution associated with each university’s physical footprint 
– in terms of economic output, gross value added, and jobs 
supported – on the regional economies and individual sectors, 
as well as on the UK economy as a whole. 

1    Based on staff and financial data published by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). 

2    Note that for the 2019-20 academic year, HEIs did not have to publish data on non-academic staff through HESA. 16 out of the 77 post-92 universities did not report the  

numbers of non-academic staff in 2019/20. Therefore, to replace these missing values, we have used the numbers of non-academic staff for these institutions for 2018-19.  

In the spreadsheet these 2018/19 values are highlighted in blue.

3    Calculated as operational and capital expenditures combined. From this, for the purpose of the analysis, we exclude depreciation costs and movements in pension provisions,  

as it is assumed that these are not relevant from a procurement perspective (i.e. these costs are not accounted for as income by other organisations). 

4    GVA is calculated as the sum of employment costs, surplus on operations (i.e. total income minus total expenditure), interest payable and depreciation costs.  

This is equivalent to total income minus ‘other operating expenses’.

5    Economic multipliers are calculated using UK Input-Output tables published by the Office for National Statistics. Office for National Statistics (2020).  

‘UK input-output analytical tables’ (here). These tables measure the total production output of each industry in the UK economy, and the inter-industry (and intra-industry)  

flows of goods and services consumed and produced by each sector. 

MillionPlus commissioned London Economics to undertake an economic  
impact analysis for all post-92 universities in the UK:

CALCULATION OF THE DIRECT, INDIRECT AND INDUCED IMPACTS
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To estimate the economic impact of universities on the whole UK 
economy, we apply the estimated average economic multipliers 
associated with organisations in the government, health, and 
education sector. This approach asserts that the spending 
patterns of post-92 institutions reflect the average spending 
patterns across organisations (operating in their region) within 
the government, health, and education sector.

To estimate the economic impact for each region of the UK 
economy, we apply sets of regional economic multipliers. For 
example, for an institution operating in the Yorkshire and the 
Humber (such as Leeds Beckett University), the set of regional 
multipliers are presented in Table 1. This indicates that every 
£1m of operational or capital expenditure incurred by a post-92 
institution from the Yorkshire and Humber (e.g. Leeds Beckett 
University) generates an additional £1.4m of impact throughout 
the UK economy, of which £0.54m is generated in Yorkshire and 
the Humber. In terms of employment, we assume that, for every 
1,000 (FTE) staff employed directly by Leeds Beckett University, 
an additional 840 staff are supported throughout the UK, of 
which 350 are located in Yorkshire and the Humber. 

Location of impact Output GVA FTE 
employment

North East 0.05 0.05 0.04

North West 0.11 0.09 0.07

Yorkshire and the Humber 1.54 1.48 1.35

East Midlands 0.08 0.07 0.06

West Midlands 0.08 0.07 0.05

East of England 0.08 0.07 0.05

London 0.14 0.09 0.04

South East 0.10 0.08 0.05

South West 0.07 0.06 0.04

Wales 0.04 0.04 0.03

Scotland 0.07 0.07 0.04

Total UK 2.40 2.21 1.84

Table 1: Economic multipliers associated with the expenditures of a post-92  
institution University in Yorkshire and the Humber (e.g. Leeds Beckett University)

Note: All multipliers constitute Type II multipliers, defined as [Direct + indirect + induced impact]/[Direct impact]. 

Source: London Economics’ analysis

FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT ECONOMIC MULTIPLIERS
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