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1. Introduction

Should universities become stakeholders in the economic, social and cultural life of their host 
regions, or should we value them as sources of independent critique, detached from 
instrumental concerns and playing a unique role in generating social commentary and 
conceptual innovation? Social scientists have been concerned with this type of dilemma for 
some decades and more recently governments in several European countries have begun to 
question whether the dual focus on teaching and academic publication continues to represent 
an adequate and politically acceptable measure of performance for universities.  

The defenders of the traditional university role argue that independence is critical for 
democracy and innovation. Those arguing for a closer co-operation between universities and 
the surrounding community draw the attention to the fact that academic knowledge is a public 
resource which is much under-utilised in addressing critical areas such as competitiveness and 
employment. They argue that an ‘ivory tower’ mentality is unsustainable, and that the fact of 
universities being embedded in their regional environment has to be recognised both as an 
obligation and as a resource. The defenders point out the risk for universities in becoming 
consultants (sometimes disguised as action researchers) and handing out ‘off the shelf’ 
support to companies, public bodies and decision makers. In such a role they not only lose 
their academic freedom but contribute little to sustainable change in their client organisations 
since the ‘knowledge’ will be left with the ‘experts’ at the end of the contract. Those arguing 
for a new role provide evidence that very little academic knowledge is spread and used for 
innovation. For example, despite considerable academic evidence demonstrating the 
competitive benefits, the EPOC study showed that only six percent of European companies 
have undertaken substantial innovation relating to organisational change or employee 
participation (European Foundation, 1997).  

There is no consensus within the university world about how academic knowledge can have a 
greater practical impact. Mainstream approaches usually emphasise the dissemination of 
research findings (information exchange and transfer) and the role of universities as training 
grounds for future practitioners. Differences between different disciplines (for example the 
distinction between natural and physical sciences) are often not fully recognised, which makes 
discussion on the future role of universities even more difficult. 

In this paper our aim is to contribute to the discussion on how universities could take a more 
active part in workplace innovation, a crucial element for both compositeness and 
employment within their host regions. Both authors draw on their own experiences of trying 
to influence change within different universities in different European countries. 

Our position is predicated on a view that knowledge and expertise within this field is the 
product of interaction between diverse sources of expertise, rather than the property of an 
individual expert (Engeström, 1992; Garibaldo & Belussi, 1996; Lundvall, 1992). This 
understanding of how knowledge is created is a challenge to each of the parties involved in 
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such interactions - not only to those who consider themselves experts but also to the 
practitioners and decision makers who regard universities (or equally consultants) as sources 
of expertise and providers of ready-made answers.  
 
This perspective on the creation and distribution of knowledge raises far-reaching questions 
about the nature of the processes and structures that can enhance effective interaction between 
different sources of expertise. Inspired by Engeström (1999), we focus on why, where and 
how such learning takes place and what kind of knowledge can emerge from these 
interactions. Section 2 (“why?”) argues for the centrality of the knowledge base to regional 
policy intervention. Section 3 (“where?”) argues that the real locus for regional innovation is 
in the workplace and points to the need for better access to evidence-based approaches to 
change. However section 4 (“how?”) argues that workplace innovation does not take place in 
a vacuum, and that the regional context provides both stimuli and resources for change. 
Finally section 5 outlines a framework within which universities can redefine relationships 
with their host regions. 
 
2. Regions as focal points for innovation 
 
Regeneration, whether of companies, sectors or regions, must increasingly be led by 
knowledge and innovation. Competitive enterprises and successful regional economies are 
those able to adapt and thrive in the environment of growing uncertainty which results from 
globalisation, the rapid rate of technological advance, market segmentation and the decline of 
mass production (Figure 1). Whether at the micro-level of the individual enterprise or at the 
level of increasingly complex urban and regional economies, it is possible to identify new, 
intelligence-based models of organisation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Regional Advantage in the 21st Century 

 
Competitiveness must be achieved by means of a strong commitment to innovation, quality, 
customisation, responsiveness to the market and versatility, rather than by price alone. 
 
Profitable markets are likely to be segmented and international, involving a large number of 
specialised customers in several countries. They demand new and sophisticated solutions, 
reflecting growth in areas such as multimedia and telecommunications, services and 
environmental protection. 
 
For manufacturers, segmented markets mean that short production runs and frequent product 
changes become the norm; Tayloristic approaches are therefore seen to be increasingly 
unworkable and are replaced by versatile, group-based systems and adapted technology. 
 
For service providers in both public and private sectors, it is necessary to achieve greater 
versatility, customisation and high quality responsiveness while anticipating the wider needs 
of the market and society. 
 
Greater emphasis on quality, innovation and versatility enhance the need for continuing 
vocational education and training, combining technical polyvalency with non-technical 
skills such as communication, teamwork, problem-solving and planning. 
 
The future is no longer seen to lie with large, vertically integrated companies; smaller, 
highly flexible units - either SMEs or loosely attached to parent companies - co-operating 
with each other will provide much more of the competitive edge for Europe's economy. 
 
Long-term pressures for increasing levels of innovation demand new forms of 
communication and co-operation within and between firms, linking them to support 
services, centres of expertise and research laboratories. 

 



In the workplace, new patterns of organisation are gradually beginning to appear, destroying 
the Tayloristic certainties of command and control. The ‘one best way’ of scientific 
management is replaced by action research underpinned by dialogue, questioning and 
experimentation. Even firms in very traditional sectors are showing signs of regeneration 
through such ruptures with the past.  
 
At sectoral level, local initiatives involving co-operation between SMEs and local authorities 
have been emerging in many European countries since at least the early 1980s. New patterns 
of networking enhance the capacity of SMEs to create collective solutions to common 
problems, resulting in the generation of an increasing range of advanced business services in 
several sectors. 
 
The significance of regions lies in their ability to act as focal points for the convergence of 
economic opportunities, technologies, human resources and culture, acting as networks for the 
exchange of experience, for collaboration, for experimentation, for innovation and for 
collective learning. This requires new ways of modelling regional activity, new strategies and 
new approaches to public policy intervention, encapsulated in the formulation of a 
paradigmatic model of regeneration - that of the ‘intelligent region’ (Cooke & Morgan, 1992). 
Such places (of which Emilia Romagna and Baden-Württemberg are often cited as the 
archetypes) are characterised by strong ‘local innovation systems’ - knowledge based 
structures and processes which permeate all levels of the economy, linking strategies for 
innovation at the urban and regional level to the resourcing of change in the workplace and 
learning for the individual. 
 
Of course it would be a mistake to overstate the significance of knowledge-based 
regeneration, in the way that some theorists claimed for flexible specialisation in the 1980s. It 
is not the defining paradigm of economic activity in the early 21st century but rather it 
coexists and even interrelates with other, quite different phenomena. Learning organisations 
exist in the same neighbourhoods and operate in the same labour markets as sweatshops. One 
company in a sector will build new forms of competitive advantage by adding value through 
product or process innovation, while another clings to the mass market through labour cost 
reduction strategies including the export of production to a low labour cost country. One part 
of a local workforce develops and uses a high level of competence in communication, 
problem solving and planning, while another is entrapped by monotonous and deskilled jobs. 
Local economies are characterised by struggles between quite different types of future, with 
quite different consequences for firms, employees, sectors and regions. As Scott (1988) points 
out, the situation on the ground is one of considerable complexity: “for the old regime is far 
from having disappeared entirely and the new one by no means as yet universally regnant. 
Moreover the geographical outcomes proper to each regime intersect with each other in a 
sometimes disorderly and confusing manner”. 
 
The challenge for public policy is about taking sides in these choices. What levers are 
available to influence the emergence of new patterns of economic and social life? In 
answering this question there are two key dimensions: firstly the organisational capacity and 
competence of a region for effective strategic intervention; secondly the ability to affect 
developments at the level of the workplace, thereby influencing a broader range of outcomes 
relating to competitiveness, employment and social inclusion.  
 
We will deal only briefly with regional organisational capacity. As a starting point, a strategic 
approach to regional regeneration necessarily involves five interdependent elements: 



 
1. The existence of strong development coalitions (see Ennals, this volume) capable of 

harnessing and integrating the efforts of diverse actors in defining and working towards an 
aspirational vision of the regional future. This stands in sharp contrast to traditional 
technocratic models of regional policy driven by centrally defined targets. 

 
2. A strong and coherent research base leading to a widely distributed understanding of 

problems and possibilities. Different actors at urban and regional levels collect a vast 
array of information with little sharing or co-ordination of results, and often representing 
considerable duplication of effort. Collaborative initiatives between policy makers, 
universities and other local organisations can begin to overcome this problem (see 
www.theobservatory.org.uk for an example of university-led collaboration in 
Nottingham). Critically the research process must become both collective and transparent 
in character. 

 
3. Open and democratic dialogue about the vision for the region and how to achieve it. 

Regional renewal needs to be multi-voiced and inclusive, engaging different 
constituencies through diverse means rather than just relying on formal ‘consultation’. In 
many cases this requires innovative forms of intervention to redress traditional patterns of 
exclusion and disaffection (see the discussion of forum theatre in the chapter by Banke et 
al in this volume). Effective dialogue also requires learning through action and reflection 
(see the chapters by Claussen and Gustavsen). However dialogue must also focus on the 
bigger picture, not just confining itself to addressing the specific needs of different 
participants. Scenario planning and the articulation of strategic choices are important in 
overcoming a narrowly technocratic approach to problem formulation. 

 
4. The interconnectedness of different types of intervention to ensure that, for example 

regional policy, economic development policy, labour market policy, education and 
training, town planning and social policy all contribute to the same objectives. This can 
often point to weaknesses in operational models of urban and regional policy, and a 
critical task for development coalitions is to ensure effective policy alignment. 

 
5. Continuous innovation and improvement through transparent monitoring, critical scrutiny 

and evaluation. This cannot be limited to target-based performance monitoring; scrutiny 
and evaluation should ask the difficult questions which cut across traditionally separate 
policy spheres: “do capital expenditure programmes make an impact on social 
exclusion?”; “does market-driven urban renewal contribute to a high-skill labour market 
and a knowledge-based economy?” The list is potentially very long. Universities can play 
an important role by introducing such critical perspectives to policy scrutiny. 

 
Our main focus of attention in this chapter however is intervention in workplace development. 
The significance of workplace innovation for the economic and social development of regions 
is explored at the beginning of the Totterdill & Hague chapter in this volume, and there is no 
need to elaborate further here. However it is our experience that links between the workplace 
and the development of the region as a whole are poorly articulated in policy practice, with an 
inevitable impact on the clarity and effectiveness of intervention. Critically there is a failure to 
address inadequate access to knowledge as an obstacle to product and process innovation (see 
Totterdill & Hague, this volume). The next section addresses this problem in depth. 
 
Linking the two issues of organisational capacity and workplace development discussed 
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above, we will argue that the need for a public sphere of knowledge is a key priority for 
regional policy makers and actors. Universities have a key role to play in the creation and 
distribution of knowledge in the regional development framework, though recognising that 
this task requires significant transformation of their own structures and practices. 
 
3. The workplace as a site of innovation 
 
Changing patterns of competitiveness in global markets, increased expectations of consumers 
and citizens, and growing demands for new solutions to social and environmental problems 
are calling into question the principles underpinning the organisation of work for much of this 
century. According to the European Commission's Expert Group on Flexibility and Work 
Organisation: “Models for the future shaping of company structures and organisational 
competence have become one of the determining factors for the future competitive strength of 
European enterprises”  (European Commission, 1995). 
 
New forms of work organisation offer Europe a clear opportunity to enhance the performance 
of businesses and public services, to raise the quality of life in the workplace and to build co-
operation between social partners. They can also offer an important resource in the crucial 
struggle against unemployment. But these benefits are not achieved easily. Successful change 
requires experience and understanding, as well as carefully designed tools and resources. 
Above all the need is for a wider cultural transformation embracing education, training, 
economic development, technology and management (Totterdill & Hague, this volume).  
 
Problems of innovation 
 
Despite increasingly well-documented advantages, the spread of new approaches to work 
organisation and culture remains surprisingly limited in Europe (European Foundation, 1997). 
Inertia, combined with short-term approaches to productivity and investment, inhibit the pace 
of innovation at several levels: 

 
• At the level of the company, many managers and trade unions have little capacity to see 

how the world is changing, yet are simply overwhelmed by external pressures. They fail 
to understand the nature and potential of workplace innovation, or believe that experiences 
elsewhere cannot be relevant to their own enterprise. This appears to be particularly true 
of SMEs, where the exposure of management to alternatives is often very limited. 

 
• Access to sources of expertise relating to work organisation and culture remains a serious 

problem for companies, especially SMEs. New approaches cannot be implemented ‘off 
the shelf’, but require a careful process of learning and negotiation. Experts with 
understanding and experience of these issues are rare or expensive, and companies may be 
reluctant to embark on a process of major change without appropriate guidance. New 
technical services and support structures are required to resource companies during the 
process of transition and beyond. 

 
• Successful change needs to be well resourced with appropriate tools, expertise and 

understanding. Many organisations lack both the conceptual understanding and the 
practical tools needed to analyse, to plan and to implement the process of change. Indeed 
the internal expertise available to even the largest organisations may be insufficient to 
analyse and draw on the scope of ‘good practice’ experience and methods to be found 
across Europe.  



 
• The problem of economic restructuring and accompanying difficulties relating to the 

workforce (as expressed, for example, by lack of adaptability and mobility) is not a 
problem caused, or capable of being resolved, by a single organisation or player 
concerned with the labour market. The key question hinges on the gap between the 
formulation of problems and solutions by an individual company or agency in a region 
and their formulation from a truly regional perspective. This raises the question of who 
needs to collaborate during the problem-formulation phase. 

 
The limitations of consultancy 
 
There are three ways in which organisations have traditionally sought to accomplish change: 
 
1. They can undertake it on their own, using their own resources. This has risks, mainly 

arising from the limited capabilities that the individual company can bring to problems 
and from the dangers of mistakes.  This is the preferred alternative only when the next two 
options are not available. 

 
2. They can undertake change with the co-operation of their main customers (and sometimes 

this kind of change is forced upon them). Such change often takes place within confined 
parameters, and may be resented. 

 
3. They can use outside agencies such as research institutes or consultancies to provide 

resources, methods and expertise. Public programmes have often sought to promote 
innovation by subsidising access to such resources. Likewise university staff, individually 
or institutionally, often attempt to compete in saturated consultancy markets. In practice 
access to appropriate knowledge and experience remains a serious problem for 
companies, especially SMEs.  

 
Use of outside agencies offers potential advantages in terms of access to a wider range of 
knowledge and experience, and of opening up more fundamental and innovative approaches 
to change. But traditional models of consultancy display serious limitations: 
 
• Consultants too frequently sell short-term solutions rather than sustainable processes. 

‘Off-the-shelf’ models of teamworking and other forms of organisational change are 
presented to companies as blueprints. Companies may go along with this to the extent that 
they are persuaded by the attraction of short-term improvements in cost, quality or 
versatility. But ultimately a failure to customise and to negotiate system design will affect 
the longer-term sustainability of the change. People at all levels of the organisation need 
to participate in the design process in order to ‘own’ it (Fricke, 1983). 

 
• Typically the consultant is seen as the embodiment of expertise, whose job is to transfer 

best practice approaches to the client company. Yet this inevitably tends to mean that the 
‘search space’ in which solutions can be formulated is confined by the limits of the 
consultant's previous experience. Work organisation is the subject of continuous and rapid 
innovation: therefore companies need access to the widest possible range of experience as 
well as openness to many possibilities for change. But to question the consultant's 
experience, to search for novel solutions, or even to draw on the creative potential of the 
workforce as a whole can appear subversive to the relationship between expert and client 
(Engeström, 1992).  



 
• In a consultancy relationship, knowledge is a private commodity shared between the 

expert and the client. Often this results in experiences of change - good or bad - being kept 
as a closely guarded secret to prevent it falling into the hands of competitors (either of the 
consultant or of the company). Yet both parties are therefore deprived of potential 
opportunities for a wider process of interaction, leading to the sharing of experience and to 
further innovation. It also limits the ability of the company to secure external support - 
from business organisations, customers, suppliers, trade unions or vocational trainers - 
who may influence the broader environment in which the company operates. 

 
Our argument is that sustainable approaches to work organisation grow from complex 
processes of learning, experimentation and reflection. Understanding change in this way 
challenges the idea that there can be some form of ‘global best practice’ setting a universal 
benchmark against which all workplaces can be measured (Garibaldo & Belussi, 1996). It also 
challenges the presumed efficacy of ‘expert solutions’ based on prescriptive, linear models or 
even ‘key learning points’ (see Totterdill & Hague in this volume). Practitioners need 
interdisciplinary perspectives and broad decision spaces, including exposure to a wide range 
of contrasting practices and experience. Given the rapid evolution of new approaches to work 
organisation, it is vital to build a sphere of collective knowledge and experience in which 
reciprocal learning can take place, and which explodes the one-dimensional relationship 
between ‘expert’ and ‘client’.  
 
The individual firm is too weak an instrument around which to build change. Innovation is 
intimately related to the firm's wider social environment, the semi-public sphere that defines 
access to knowledge, exchange of experience and shared resources. In short this environment 
determines a firm’s ability to overcome internal limitations by enabling the creation of 
collective opportunities to share knowledge and experience of dealing with common 
problems. Opportunities for shared learning about the design and implementation of new 
approaches to work organisation require broad communities of expertise at local and sectoral 
levels, and the establishment of new technical resources to support change. For public policy, 
the test of successful intervention lies in its ability to decommodify ‘technical’ knowledge of 
workplace change, creating a common resource not just for managers, trainers and operatives 
within the company, but one to be shared with their counterparts in other organisations 
throughout the region and beyond (Farrands & Totterdill, 1993). For business support 
organisations this means breaking from traditional casework practice based on discrete 
applications by individual companies for subsidised training or consultancy. Rather the need 
is to create a multi-voiced process of cumulative and collective learning, or in the words of 
Middleton & Totterdill (1992), to “harness the creative energy from a variety of . . . sources in 
a way that develops a distributed ‘working intelligence’ concerning the experience gathered in 
the move towards (new forms of work organisation)”. 
 
4. Companies within their regional context 
 
How do we create the physical and organisational spaces in which workplace learning and 
innovation can take place? Firstly it is worth restating the importance of the region as a 
primary locus within which actors are exposed to knowledge, ideas and dialogue through 
diverse interactions. At the same time different regions vary in the density of opportunities 
they provide for such interaction. Such density depends on factors such as:  
 
• the strength of regional development coalitions and their impact on policy innovation and 



alignment (Ennals, this volume); 
• the existence of intermediate bodies able to work between traditional institutional 

structures (see for example the chapters by Claussen and Ekman Philips et al); 
• the adoption of new roles by organisations such as universities and social partners 

(Breese; Brulin; Gustavsen; van Klaveren: all in this volume); 
• targeted policy initiatives designed to promote innovation (Heil & Lacroix, this volume); 
• the creation of inter-company knowledge networks - an issue which we discuss at greater 

length below. 
 
Building such capacity must be a prime focus for actors in many European regions. Southern 
European countries, together with states with less interventionist traditions such as the UK, 
lack both the strategic policy framework and the institutional structures required to develop 
and disseminate new forms of work organisation. This does not mean that no relevant 
activities are taking place in these countries. But it does suggest that such activities are likely 
to be fragmented, that sources of knowledge and expertise are likely to be fragmented, and 
that work organisation fails to enter the mainstream of public policy, business support 
services or management thinking.  
  
Even in countries with long-established national policy frameworks and with strong 
institutional capacity, it is not clear that the knowledge and expertise generated is widely 
distributed or accessible. In Sweden between 1990 and 1995 the Working Life Fund was 
responsible for the expenditure of 30 billion Kronor on 25,000 different workplace innovation 
projects. Support was offered to individual companies on the basis that it would create 
‘intelligent companies’. But networks between companies, or between companies and other 
organisations, were not created even though they could have given momentum to a sustained 
process of change. Company and project data was not systematically collected, packaged and 
disseminated in a way that makes it subsequently accessible to change agents. Wider 
dissemination of outcomes and experience is left to innovative regional or sectoral bodies. 
One example is the University College of Halmstad, which has employed researchers and 
consultants involved previously with Work Life Fund initiatives (CERRM/NTU, 1998). As 
one evaluator suggested, the Work Life Fund may have ‘thickened the soup’ of management 
knowledge of work organisation. But (as with the Fund's counterparts in several other 
countries) there was no active strategy for longer-term knowledge management and 
dissemination. 
 
Regionalisation of knowledge structures and dissemination activity is also of growing 
importance in Germany and France. For example the Institut Arbeit und Technik in North- 
Rhine Westphalia is supported by the regional government and helps to ensure that an 
organisational perspective exists within strategic policies for employment and economic 
development. Initiatives also exist in other German regions including the Free City of 
Bremen, where the programme is grounded in a partnership between local government, the 
university, social partners and the Federal Work and Technology agency. Likewise in France, 
the national agency ANACT has instigated a number of regional ventures in partnership with 
local actors. Each of these examples demonstrates the relative potency of regional measures in 
reaching and resourcing firms, increasing effectiveness through enhanced customisation and 
targeting (CERRM/NTU, 1998; Farrands & Totterdill, 1993).  
 
Regional intervention has a key role to play in creating a learning environment conducive to 
workplace innovation.  For example: 
 



• Broad sectoral analysis is required to identify the match - or the gap - between competitive 
advantage and industrial trends on the one hand and the internal structures of companies 
on the other. 

• Change in the workplace needs to be underpinned by a coherent programme of research 
designed to identify good practice in system design and implementation. Development 
programmes are also needed to generate new tools for change and to monitor their use.  

• Many companies, especially SMEs, need practical, hands-on support during and after the 
process of organisational change. 

• Networking and co-operation between enterprises should play a key role in research and 
development initiatives, building bridges between academics and practitioners and 
creating opportunities for the extensive dissemination of outcomes.  

• New forms of work organisation are likely to create quite different demands on business 
support services and this needs to be reflected in the activities of social partners, business 
support organisations and other agencies.  

• A growing need for polyvalency and self-efficacy skills in the workplace has far-reaching 
implications for the content and delivery of training, and it is necessary to work closely 
with vocational training providers to support appropriate change. 

• Companies need skilled personnel, but that does not always promote the workplace-
independent competencies that enable individuals to obtain employment in other sectors 
or to deal with unforeseen changes (Friedrich & Lantz, 1998). It is therefore equally 
important to create the prerequisites for economic mobility and adaptability among local 
residents. 

 
In short a range of specialised services, access to continuous networking opportunities and 
innovative vocational training structures are all required to support new forms of work 
organisation. Such a support framework should be accessible at local and sectoral levels even 
to the smallest firms. This, of course, requires clear local, regional, national and European 
public policy commitments. 
 
Networking as public policy 
 
There is a substantial body of research into learning networks, largely based on the idea 
discussed above that companies and organisations do not develop in isolation but through 
collaboration with other companies and organisations. What is central in this account is the 
company's relationship to its surroundings. Networks expose participants to a greater 
abundance of knowledge and experience, helping to address uncertainty in the change process 
and introducing new stimuli. Moreover the network process has an inherently proactive 
capacity to create new opportunities, and not simply to react to changed environmental 
demands (Bessant, 1995; Friedrich & Lantz, 1998; Nordenlöw, 1994). 
 
Learning networks typically involve interaction between firms, but can also build bridges 
between managers and researchers, business support organisations and other sources of 
knowledge. They offer an increasingly important method of stimulating real innovation rather 
than emulation: they are not about transferring existing knowledge but about creating new 
levels of knowledge through the active exchange of experience and through experimentation. 
In this they reflect Engeström's definition of expertise as the product of interaction rather than 
as the property of the individual expert (Engeström, 1992). 
 
While not entirely displacing the role of short-term consultancy, learning networks can 
provide a framework for incremental innovation and learning over a much longer period. 



Indeed they may provide the conditions in which consultancy interventions become 
sustainable in the longer term, reinforcing them through peer pressure and offering continuing 
opportunities for learning and reflection. Networks are also adaptable to the needs of 
companies at quite different stages of change. 
 
Learning networks may provide policy makers with a powerful means of addressing a cluster 
of related issues: a mechanism for challenging passivity, signposting alternative choices, 
customising information and support to meet the needs of individual companies, creating 
continuity of support, developing management capability through low-cost learning and 
creating a multiplier effect by mobilising and sharing experiences between firms with a 
common agenda. Policy makers can use learning networks to pursue key regional objectives 
by mobilising companies to commit their own time and resources. 
 
Unfortunately, however, the meaning of the term ‘network’ is not self-evident, and the 
concept has been employed in many different ways. Networks are usually characterised 
according to their structure (Jones et al, 1997; Grandori, 1995; Sydow, 1996), but with little 
attention being paid to their function. Lantz & Friedrich (1998) however treat networking as a 
specific organisational solution designed to fulfill three functions: to give momentum to 
ongoing change within the company; to promote the individual's skills development; and, in 
the longer term, to facilitate learning between companies. From these points of departure we 
can examine the opportunities provided by networks to develop new understanding and new 
agendas for regional development intervention (Friedrich, 1998; Human & Provan, 1997; 
North, 1997). 
 
According to Lantz & Friedrich (1998), networks with a developmental function (in contrast 
to those characterised by information exchange and knowledge transfer) need to develop 
mutual relations with a value and substance of their own. These relations are characterised by 
continuity and complexity, by technical, administrative, social and cultural adaptation, and by 
giving-and-taking on equal terms (North, 1997). The goal is to utilise these relations as a 
platform for an open development process whose aims are not fully defined in advance. 
Accordingly the new resources offered to network members and the means for their 
development lie in the dynamics of the network itself. Parties to the network have different 
roles, and provide a variety of inputs for the development of new knowledge, but no party is 
more important or hierarchically subordinate to any other. This kind of network requires a 
strong incentive to participate and must generate clear surplus value for each party. Everyone 
must have something to gain as a reward for collaboration otherwise commitment will be 
lacking: regional development is a shared opportunity offering collective solutions to common 
problems.  
 
Just as with a work team, an emergent network requires an arena specifically for the 
development of relationships, as well as a facilitator of change to monitor and to support 
interaction. A further precondition is that participants develop a new competence, namely a 
networking capacity. But the most important precondition of all is that the parties are prepared 
to undergo change themselves. There are no dynamic relations without a process of mutual 
influence; this demands the ability to understand and to discover how one is both exerting 
influencing and being influenced. Such mutuality provides input and momentum for ongoing 
change and long-term development. 
 
In this context no individual organisation can function as the network's source of expertise. 
Universities do have a potentially powerful role as informed participants and sometimes as 



instigators; however this potential needs to be realised through active commitment to internal 
organisational development and external relationship building. 
 
5. Towards the stakeholder university 
 
A key contention of this paper so far is that, in the regeneration of companies and regions, 
traditional models of consultancy are frequently grounded in an inappropriate model of 
expertise - one that locates the solution somewhere outside the knowledge and experience of 
the stakeholders themselves. This is not to discount the value of external knowledge and 
experience in formulating the basis for action. But it does suggest that the mediation of that 
knowledge and experience - the way it is understood, challenged, adapted and absorbed by the 
other participants - is critical. Processes of mediation therefore become the principal focus for 
the creation of qualitatively new forms of knowledge relating to innovation.  
 
For universities therefore, the future does not lie in the saturated markets for traditional forms 
of consultancy: rather they need to become accomplished at providing spaces in which ideas 
and practices can be identified, compared, challenged and tested through dialogue involving 
diverse combinations of actors. To fulfill this role universities need to establish themselves as 
stakeholders in development coalitions (Ennals, this volume) focused on local businesses, 
sectors, cities and regions, uniquely placed to develop new, multi-voiced approaches to 
innovation.  
 
As Ennals shows, the nature of such coalitions will vary from region to region. However 
universities may have a distinctive role to play in coalition building. In many areas inter-
organisational partnerships exist with a limited, instrumental remit - for example driven by a 
single initiative or government programme. The academic contribution may be to broaden the 
agenda beyond immediate programme targets, drilling down into deeper regional processes 
and structures. 
 
Theorisation plays a critical role in making sense of complex and contradictory trends in 
regional development, and in identifying the underlying social, economic and political 
influences. The point of departure for all change lies in the problematisation of the current 
situation, an area in which universities should possess considerable competence linked to the 
ability to deliver constructive critique. Academic critique often underpins and informs wider 
debates about organisational change and can project workplace developments into the public 
sphere: witness for example the role of the MIT research team in the promotion of ‘lean 
production’, or of Italian academics such as Brusco or Becattini in drawing attention to the 
development of atypical systems of production in regions such as Emilia Romagna and 
Toscana. Such intervention can actively influence the development path of new systems of 
organisation by enabling actors to conceptualise emerging practice, thereby introducing a 
degree of reflexivity. 
 
The most important, indeed primary, question that arises is: “what should we be collaborating 
about?” To answer this question we propose a search for new understanding and new agendas 
for intervention based on the interconnectedness of regional development, knowledge creation 
and workplace innovation. 
 
Resourcing regional innovation 
 
The role of universities in regional development and dissemination of new forms of work 



organisation is both exciting and problematic. On the one hand universities can enjoy a 
privileged position in their ability to access knowledge and, in particular, to gain a broad 
overview of the different trajectories and possibilities of change. On the other hand there is 
often a yawning gap between academic knowledge and the activities of practitioners. Theory 
fails to inform responses to need. Many researchers feel no compulsion to translate or explain 
their work to practitioners, and indeed academic reward systems often encourage publication 
in journals which position themselves at a considerable distance from practice. Moreover 
researchers may lack the skills or experience required to work effectively at practitioner level.  
 
The principal challenge and opportunity facing universities in the development of a regional 
strategy relates to the knowledge base available to actors. As we have suggested above, 
consultancy is a seriously unregulated industry with highly variable credentials. It has 
generated thousands of packages and tools, all of which make substantial claims. But just as 
health regulatory bodies are increasingly demanding that doctors focus their resources on 
‘evidence-based medicine’, so public policymakers and companies have a right to demand 
evidence-based methods from consultants and other actors. The need is to raise the knowledge 
base not only at the level of the individual firm but at the wider social level in order to raise 
the expectations of managers, employees and public programme managers about what can be 
achieved by informed change processes. 
 
Universities must be prepared to invest heavily in building local and industrial development 
coalitions if they are to fulfill their unique dual role as stakeholders and as the mediators of 
knowledge in the regeneration process. Prior investment in the university’s own internal 
structure and capacity, in networking, and in the development of new models of learning and 
innovation should be seen as essential preconditions. The potential returns from this 
investment are not insubstantial. Engagement with the world of practice offers obvious scope 
for the enhancement of teaching and research quality through first hand access to data and 
case study material. However the creation of new types of learning spaces and learning 
resources may open up a new type of market, far removed from traditional consultancy, but 
from which universities can generate a third stream of income. 
 
So what would a stakeholder university need to do? There appears to be a number of 
strategies available to universities as they attempt to play a full role as regional stakeholders. 
These are not mutually exclusive but are often, in a given university, to be found working in 
parallel. 
 
Capacity building 
 
While universities have sometimes been in the forefront of studying changes in other people's 
workplaces, we lack a model of organisational innovation within universities capable of 
sustaining closer partnership with external organisations. Doubtless there are people in every 
faculty of a university who can contribute something towards the regeneration process, 
towards a new vision of the region. But universities typically lack corporate mechanisms to 
bring them together across academic demarcations, and to bring them together with external 
partners in order to build a local community of expertise. As a practitioner told one of the 
authors, “the world is not divided up along faculty lines”. Universities therefore risk being 
perceived as lacking critical mass in key issue areas - that they are no more than a series of 
islands of activity in which the whole is less than the sum of its parts.   
 
Like most institutions, universities erect walls and ceilings between different divisions. 



Corporate partnership, research and commercial consultancy are often quite discrete levels of 
activity within a university structure and potential synergies are rarely discussed or explored. 
This is certainly not to argue that research effort and resources should simply be determined 
by commercial opportunities or by instrumental policy interests. But there should be a 
mutually beneficial exchange between these activities, and linkages built with the wider 
corporate dialogue that universities establish with partners in public policy and industry.  
 
Ensuring an effective response across the whole university requires both proactive contact 
with partner organisations and the creation of new internal mechanisms for animation and 
horizontal co-ordination. Universities should consider creating small inter-faculty directorates 
to take the lead in developing this response. These directorates should not be intended to 
centralise activity, but to provide a collective resource. 
 
Some universities have provided a platform for the creation of ‘hybrid’ centres, committed to 
building synergies between research and the provision of practical assistance to policy makers 
or companies. The rationale for such centres is that while academics often lack the practical or 
communication skills needed to work closely with practitioners, individuals from 
backgrounds in practice can lack the wider overview and the ‘search space’ needed to 
generate rigorous solutions. By bringing together integrated teams of researchers and 
practitioners it should be possible to create new forms of collaboration, with mutual benefits 
for each side as well as for the partner organisations or companies (see for example Totterdill, 
1998). Researchers have to demonstrate at least some utility in their outputs to the 
practitioners, but gain access to high-quality data sources. Practitioners are accountable to 
researchers for the rigour of their methods and outcomes, but gain access to a wider 
knowledge base and to conceptually well-developed models of change. In practice, of course, 
the creation of a common language and shared understanding can be painstaking and difficult, 
but the potential rewards are high. Research involvement can also lead to a longer-term 
relationship with partners than is often possible in traditional consultancy. 
 
Learning networks 
 
Research can have a key role to play in capturing, explaining and contextualising innovative 
practice, though it is clear that too few bridges exist between academic knowledge and 
practitioners with the result that much remains inaccessible. However effective learning is 
also enhanced by peer-focused dialogue enabling experiences to be questioned, compared, 
synthesised, adapted and improved upon. Inter-company learning networks help managers 
and employees develop their own solutions. Participants are given the opportunity to learn 
from the experiences of others, many of whom are facing similar issues and challenges. By 
listening and learning, they can avoid repeating the mistakes others have experienced and 
thereby reduce the level of risk. This can have powerful, cathartic effects. It can build 
motivation, confidence and self-esteem in individuals. People are encouraged and motivated 
to try out new ideas, to make changes, to innovate. Learning networks also help to build 
bridges between the needs of practitioners and academic research, offering an environment to 
scrutinise and discuss the relevance of findings (Hague et al, 2003).  
 
There are many benefits in face-to-face contact but technology also affords many 
opportunities to engage in dialogue. For example, an email loop can enable a small team of 
managers and a facilitator to have confidential conversations about a whole series of issues 
facing a team. The conversations will encourage managers to reflect on the way they plan and 
organise their work, their personal and collective styles, and so on.  



 
Yet there are often too few opportunities for such knowledge-based networking. In many 
parts of Europe sectoral or regional employer organisations are rarely proactive in stimulating 
dialogue about leading-edge practice, while publicly-funded business support typically 
pursues an individual casework approach rather than building collective approaches to 
common problems. However universities can provide exemplary opportunities for dialogue 
and exchange as well as much needed innovation in techniques for inter-organisational 
learning. The goal of universities within a learning network should be to create a privileged 
platform for innovation within which outcomes cannot be fully anticipated and which, unlike 
in mainstream public programmes, are not target driven.  
 
Some universities are unenthusiastic about direct, hands-on support to companies and argue 
that this is best left to consultants and other professional change agents. However learning 
networks can be seen as a positive means of raising the effectiveness of practitioners while at 
the same time generating high quality research data. Some exponents of this approach make a 
powerful argument for its value in sustaining innovation and change (see, for example, 
Bessant, 1995). In providing a continuing resource for organisational learning, research-
driven networks combine continuing challenges to managers and peer-group pressure to 
continue the momentum of development. 
 
The Work Institute at Nottingham Trent University, for example, established the Strategic 
Direction Group with senior representatives from a deliberately small number of companies 
in both Bristol and Nottingham (see www.ukwon.net). The Bristol and Nottingham panels 
meet separately four times a year, also coming together from time to time for 24 hour 
reflective sessions to compare ideas and progress. Each panel is set up along the lines of a 
‘Commission of Inquiry’ with a remit to investigate the types of organisational structure and 
competence required to achieve effectiveness and sustainability in the volatile economic and 
social environment of the next ten years. Panel members interview ‘witnesses’ from a wide 
cross-section of European research and practice, and attempt to extract knowledge and 
experience relevant to the Inquiry’s mission. Members then add their own experience and 
analysis, leading to a cumulative process of reflection and conclusions. Based on these 
findings, The Work Institute publishes periodic Provocations - short, reflective papers 
designed to stimulate dialogue within member companies and other organisations including 
social partners and policy makers. Parallel activities include workshops for staff at other 
levels in member companies, but to date these have been less successful in attracting 
participants. 
 
In some countries the tradition of action research is reflected in learning groups of companies, 
each of which gains from direct access to the knowledge and expertise of academic 
researchers. This can take a variety of forms from individual counselling to seminar 
programmes and (as in the case of the University of Helsinki) to highly structured “Change 
Laboratories” (Engeström, 1992). Sometimes these programmes may receive direct financial 
support from government programmes for industry or employment. 
 
In The Netherlands, where a shared commitment to Socio-Technical Theory predominates in 
approaches to organisational change, there is close co-operation between researchers and 
consultants through networks, courses and other collaborative activities. Universities may also 
collaborate with consultants (often with public sector support) to produce new learning 
materials, case studies and other tools (CERRM/NTU, 1998). 
 

http://www.ukwon.net/


Network building requires very specific skills, as well as a serious commitment of time to 
ensure the establishment of sustainable relationships and dialogue. The core competencies of 
researchers - collecting, analysing and distributing knowledge - offer a potentially important 
resource for creating such relationships and dialogue, but this potential can only be realised 
through an explicit commitment to overcoming the constraints presented by traditional 
university roles and cultures. 
 
Constraints 
 
In practice, universities are only rarely in the vanguard in developing or pioneering innovation 
in regional policy or workplace change. Innovations are generated from the new 
consultancies, the think tanks, arts organisations and private sector firms. Universities are 
certainly anxious to promote the wider dissemination of their expertise whether through 
publication or commercial exploitation. But where are the academics in innovation processes? 
Some will write articles for social science or policy journals based on current practice, but 
overwhelmingly these texts attempt little more than a detached analysis of a recent initiative 
or strategy, or perhaps seek to reify practice from one location into a policy ‘model’. 
Moreover much of this work exudes a sense of distance between academic and practitioner 
(and certainly policy practitioners speak with weariness of interviews by researchers, of the 
problems of characterising the struggle and ambiguity which inevitably accompany project 
development and implementation, of anticipated disappointment in reading the final article).  
 
A number of individual academics will, of course, always be found in close collaboration with 
policy makers, change agents in companies, voluntary groups or business support 
organisations. Personal networks will become the locus of reflexivity and innovation; barriers 
between research and practical change will sometimes be broken down in informal workshop 
sessions or during after-work discussions in a pub. But where is this type of organic 
relationship between universities and the knowledge-based regeneration of cities and sectors 
reflected in the strategies of academic faculties and departments? Senior university 
representatives may often be asked to sit on the management boards of redevelopment 
agencies, but how does the collective expertise of their institutions actually seep into the 
design and implementation of policy?  
 
Creating change in a regional economy demands the ability to engage with politics, to deploy 
knowledge as a means of building alliances, to compromise, but to refuse to accept that a 
report sitting on a shelf is a satisfactory outcome. Likewise resourcing organisational and 
culture change in a company means empowering shopfloor workers by animating dialogue 
and new thinking (rather than just offering off-the-shelf expertise in the form of PowerPoint 
presentations to senior managers). It also means the long-term resourcing of organisational 
learning rather than short-term consultancy. Do universities enjoy credibility in these types of 
activity? Indeed do they want it? 
 
Institutional barriers to innovation are easy to find. One university identified the following 
constraints to closer regional partnerships in an internal evaluation: 
 
• inter-faculty and multidisciplinary approaches have been actively discouraged in the field 

of economic regeneration; this is a clear indication that new management cultures are 
required to encourage innovation rather than academic sectarianism; 

• there has been no attempt to identify key areas where the university enjoys an actual or 
potential advantage in research, consultancy or policy development, or to target those 



areas with appropriate support; 
• while strategy may be made at the centre, there is a lack of executive capacity to pursue 

corporate initiatives in a proactive way and to ensure effective co-ordination between 
different parts of the university; 

• in fields such as economic regeneration, regional development or work organisation 
relevant expertise is likely to be spread across several faculties; informal networks may 
develop, but these are both unusual and difficult to sustain without top-down 
encouragement; this means that the university often fails to create the ‘critical mass’ of 
expertise required to make a serious impact on policy debates or potential clients; 

• there has been no university-wide examination of the ways in which research funding 
could be used to boost commercial advantage, nor of the ways in which commercial 
activity generates a knowledge base which can be exploited to enhance research outputs; 
failure to achieve a synergy between research and consultancy undermines the unique 
competitive advantage which universities can enjoy in commercial markets; 

• it is very hard to create space for teaching staff to invest time, build competence or 
develop knowledge required for commercial work; at the same time university recruitment 
policies are hardly conducive to attracting or retaining first-rate consultants or contract 
researchers. 

 
There is no blueprint for overcoming such obstacles. Rather this presents universities with a 
classic organisational challenge, one which requires extensive dialogue with internal and 
external stakeholders, shared learning and, most crucially, the active participation of staff in 
the redesign of structures and work processes. Regrettably the authors are able to find few 
exemplary cases of such change in the sector (though see Brulin in this volume). 
 
6.  Conclusions 
 
There is no consensus in the university world over how these new roles should be defined. 
What definitions there are usually emphasise the dissemination of research findings (ie 
information exchange and transfer) and that universities are training grounds for future 
practitioners. Sometimes it is maintained that university responsibilities to the wider world are 
fulfilled simply in the course of pursuing their mainstream research and educational activities.  
 
Working in collaboration with practitioners to create a new approach to knowledge formation 
is a complex and ambiguous role that requires considerable clarity. Clarification can only take 
place through networked interaction encompassing all the significant stakeholders within the 
region - in short a regional development coalition (Ennals, this volume). Universities cannot 
retain the right independently to define their tasks and to determine what is of benefit to the 
community. A coalition of this sort requires a change of culture, perception and structure on 
the part of all its members. 
 
The role that ‘stakeholder universities’ have in a regional development coalition is that of 
being one amongst many collaborating partners, all of whom work together on equal terms. 
This means that the university supplies resources such as problematisation skills, network 
animation and so on - and also receives something of benefit in return. Everyone must have 
something to gain as a reward for collaboration - otherwise, commitment will be lacking. 
What is the nature of the reward for universities? In addition to delivering socially useful 
outcomes, there may be increased possibilities for initiating basic research, increased 
opportunities for innovation in educational content, and a wider base for the recruitment of 
students especially through lifelong learning programmes. However the potential for third 



stream income from the unique portfolio of learning and knowledge creation opportunities 
that universities could offer is also very real. 
 
The university role and responsibility as a regional stakeholder has to be regarded as just as 
important as that of pure research and education. Such a change needs to find manifestations 
in different principles for the awarding of qualifications in universities, as well as in new 
remuneration systems and career paths. 
 
Universities have more to gain from active collaboration and the sharing of resources with 
each other than from raw competition. The university sector as a whole faces a significant 
task in building new approaches to regeneration, and will need to draw on the full strength of 
its pooled resources if it is to succeed. Collaboration of this sort becomes even more vital in 
the light of challenges to the sector as a whole presented by liberalisation and growing private 
sector penetration (see, for example, Commission of the European Communities, 2003). 
 
The greatest difficulty lies in gaining a hearing for this new role and in firmly establishing its 
importance. Performance of this assignment requires resources, which are often lacking in 
universities due to their prior allocation to research and training. In Sweden and the UK, 
universities have been allotted the task, but few resources have been earmarked for its 
accomplishment. There is a considerable risk that universities will simply focus on third 
stream income generation to acquire resources rather than ‘third task’ engagement as a full 
partner in workplace innovation and regional regeneration.  
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