
Putting universities in their place: The ORPHIC Framework 
 
 
1. Introduction <subheading> 

 

As has been discussed throughout this book, the role of universities in their own 

regions is undergoing fundamental change. At a global level, the aftermath of the 

2008 economic crisis ushered in a decade of austerity in public finances. This led to 

increased demand for explicit evidence of the returns from or value of public 

investments, including those from research and higher education. At the same time, 

international policy makers began to describe the emergence of ‘grand challenges’ 

(e.g. climate change, ageing, terrorism, sustainability) that are global in their scale 

and impact, and which orthodoxy suggests cannot be solved by government, 

academia or business alone. Instead, they require a multi-disciplinary and 

collaborative approach which includes the mobilisation of universities and civil 

society1. 

 

There is also pressure from external forces (political and financial) at local and 

regional levels in motivating universities to become more engaged2.  This can often 

be as a result of a particular ‘crisis driver’3 (e.g. economic decline) that stimulates 

universities to make a public commitment to supporting the region. At the same time, 

local communities and taxpayers facing tough economic conditions might question 

the value of universities, especially in places where their direct benefits are less 

apparent (e.g. low levels of local student recruitment, weak levels of graduate 

retention). This has led to increasing expectations on universities to be proactively 

engaged in supporting their local area4 beyond the passive direct and indirect effects 

of their presence5. 

 

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has transformed the role of universities in 

their places, as they have become essential repositories of science, equipment, 

knowledge, and ideas. The pandemic has had wider repercussions for the ability of 

students and university staff to create true learning environments through physical 

presence on campuses. 



 

This chapter considers the role of universities in their place. It assesses the 

challenges for university-place collaboration and drivers of change, before going on 

to set out a new ORPHIC Framework for university and regional contribution. The 

remainder of this chapter also sets out the test of the framework in practice, by 

reporting on the results of a worldwide university survey of 100 academics. The 

chapter ends by highlighting some implications for policy makers. 

 

 

2. Challenges for University-Place Collaboration <subheading> 

 

Despite the increasing prominence given to the role of universities in social and 

economic development, and the range of models available (as set out in chapter 3), 

research reports and academic studies consistently find that practices are highly 

fragmented and uncoordinated6. There are both internal and external challenges to 

the effective engagement of universities in local and regional development7. Some of 

these challenges are intrinsic and structural, often driven from a national or even 

supra-national level and therefore difficult to overcome at a local scale. 

 

The internal management of universities is in many cases heavily shaped by national 

funding and regulation of higher education, which incentivises and rewards 

achievements of esteem indicators for research and (to a lesser extent) teaching 

excellence (as measured by rankings and league tables) over engagement. 

Externally, the nature of the place in which the university is located (i.e. economic 

conditions, and the capacity of the actors in the regional innovation system), can 

have a profound effect on the contribution even the most well-meaning and motivated 

universities can make. 

 

2.1 Internally derived challenges <sub sub heading> 

 

Internal tensions in university systems and processes also can act as an impediment 

to academic engagement8; in the internal conflict between achieving esteem 



indicators for teaching and academic excellence and regional engagement, 

excellence usually wins9. There are also various internal structural factors10 which, 

despite pronouncements from senior institutional leaders of their commitment, lead to 

regional engagement being seen as undermining the excellent, world-class 

reputation of the university. Individual researchers can have a strong impact on the 

nature of engagement and the characteristics of institutions also play an important 

role, for example through the size of departments, internal policies, and support 

mechanisms for collaboration11. 

 

Incentives, rewards and promotion criteria in universities12 are important internal 

mechanisms in stimulating academics to engage with external partners in producing 

and sharing research. Promotion criteria13 is probably the most important of these, 

but one which - to a large extent - still rewards and favours teaching and especially 

research performance over knowledge transfer or regional engagement activities. 

This suggests that engaged academics are often acting despite, rather than because 

of, institutional mechanisms. 

 

While policy makers have sought to motivate universities to become more engaged 

in local development and innovation through funding and other incentive schemes, 

these generally lack the scale and significance to sufficiently overcome the internal 

management issues and tensions.14 This, in turn, has a substantial impact on 

academics and their  willingness and ability to engage15. 

 

2.2 Externally derived challenges <sub sub heading> 

 

The literature and evidence exploring the role of universities in local collaboration 

points to a range of external factors that limit the potential of (even the most well-

meaning and motivated) universities playing a central and valuable role in local and 

regional development. Two of the most critical of these constraints are the nature of 

the ‘place’ and the impact of the policy environment16. 

 

The nature of the place <sub sub sub heading> 



 

The extent to which the research being undertaken in universities matches both the 

local industrial structures and the potential of local firms to apply it, is a critical factor 

in realising the ‘promise’ of regional economic development policies and the role of 

universities within them17. There is often a mismatch between the research taking 

place in universities and the innovation requirements of local firms18. But even 

where there might be overlaps between research specialisms and the nature and 

make-up of the regional economy, insufficient levels of demand-side capacity in the 

local private sector creates a ‘wicked problem’ for policy makers and regional actors 

(including universities). 

 

The local impact of university research is severely limited if the business sector has 

insufficient capacity to absorb and utilise the research outputs (usually referred to as 

absorptive capacity) of their local universities for knowledge-led growth19. This 

phenomenon is characterised as the ‘innovation paradox’20.  This refers to the 

contradiction between a  need to invest comparatively greater amounts of public 

funds in innovation in peripheral regions, but where capacity to absorb these funds 

and invest in research is lower than in more developed places. 

 

This tends to reinforce the dominance of successful regions and further widen the 

gap between them and peripheral or lagging ones, as research outputs from the 

former are absorbed by firms in the latter. This has also been described as the 

‘European paradox’21, evidenced by weak correlations between research quality and 

competitiveness, particularly in comparison to the USA. This is attributed to weak 

external demand-side factors due to sub-optimal capacity in local firms as well as 

insufficient supply-side internal drivers such as incentives and support mechanisms. 

 

A further aggravating factor in peripheral places is one of “institutional thinness”22, 

which can be characterised as regions with weak or fragmented industrial clusters 

and a lack of critical mass of the kinds of organisations (public and private) that 

support innovation and development23. This can lead to an over dependence on 

universities to play a dominant role in the local ecosystem, and even an expectation 



that they fill the gaps created by a paucity of other regional innovation actors24. It 

may further weaken the delivery of their ‘core’ higher education missions of teaching 

and research.  This leads to the risk of universities becoming “quasi economic 

development agencies”25. This is a role for which they may lack core competencies 

and indeed cause conflicts of interest, since they may compete for the same funds in 

which they have a role in governing. 

 

Impact of the policy environment <sub sub sub heading> 

 

Higher education policy is often based on national rather than regional needs. 

Students, particularly at research intensive, highly ranked universities tend to be 

recruited nationally and internationally. Thus, prioritising teaching and research 

around narrow, place-specific demands for human and knowledge capital could be 

seen to limit a university’s ability to recruit students and attract research funding. 

 

As we discussed earlier, incentives and rewards for generating high quality research 

do not tend to generate esteem working locally. Indeed, universities with an explicitly 

local or regional focus might be seen as ‘second rate’ by national policy makers 

whose concern is achievement against national and international measures of 

success26. A further challenge is that policy makers (and even many commentators) 

tend to treat universities as relatively homogenous institutions and fail to recognise 

the significant diversity of university types27 which is exacerbated by the different 

policy and place environments where they operate28. 

 

 

3. Developing a new framework for collaboration <subheading> 

 

Policy makers, and even universities themselves, have perhaps fallen into the trap of 

over estimating the potential contribution of universities in driving local innovation and 

development, whilst at the same time underplaying the significant impacts of internal 

tensions and external barriers on their ability and willingness to engage. That is not to 

suggest they have no direct role as local actors. Rather, we contend that a more 



realistic, honest understanding of the limitations of universities’ contribution as local 

actors might lead to a more mutually beneficial relationship between them and their 

places. 

 

As we highlighted previously in Chapter Three, there have been several attempts in 

recent years to create conceptual frameworks and models to help universities and 

policy makers understand the role and contribution of higher education to local and 

regional development. However, these models have failed to fully reflect (or give 

insufficient attention to) the impact of the regional context (economic, social, 

political), the policy environment for higher education and territorial development, and 

the diversity of management and leadership structures of universities themselves. 

 

The current policy frameworks for understanding the potential role and contribution of 

universities to regional development are grounded in a ‘one size fits all’ approach that 

is often based on specific exemplar cases and empirical evidence from successful 

regions in the most developed economies (e.g. the UK’s ‘Golden Triangle’ of Oxford- 

Cambridge-London, the MIT Corridor (also known as Route 128), and Silicon Valley 

in the USA) which severely limits their portability as policy instruments to other 

regions who do not enjoy the same precise conditions of economic success (endnote 

ref 7, op cit). 

 

This has led to the development of static models that rarely work outside of the 

immediate context in which they were developed, and therefore risk leading to design 

of policies that are not fit for purpose. While there is a growing body of academic and 

policy or ‘grey’ literature that analyse these issues, so far, these have not been 

translated into a form that can help shape policy. 

 

The overall purpose of this Policy Expo is to develop a new framework to guide policy 

makers towards a better understanding of the role universities in their regions 

currently play in regional development, and to identify what actions and policy 

instruments might best be levered to enhance their potential contribution. This was 

based on a systematic and comprehensive review of the literature that analysed the 

problems and challenges in mobilising universities for regional development, 



particularly in less developed regions, the learning from which informed the 

development of a ‘straw man’ framework, articulated in figure 4.2.   

 

The framework was tested by exploring the contribution of a HEI to regional 

development against a set of regional and institutional characteristics to understand if 

and, if so, to what extent, these impact on the contribution of HEIs.   Workshops and 

seminars with academics, policy makers and practitioners at international 

conferences were used to develop and road test the key questions needed to build 

this understanding.  This was then developed into an online consultation and call for 

evidence which was responded to by 111 Regional Studies Association members 

from institutions in Europe, North America, South America, Africa, Asia and Australia. 

The analysis of the findings from this consultation informed the ‘build out’ of a new 

framework which was presented to academics and policy makers before being 

finalised.   

 

In terms of the contribution of a HEI, we asked the following questions; 

• To what extent are core activities (teaching, research and engagement) 

aligned to regional need? 

• How committed is the institution to supporting regional development?  Is it 

seen as core to its mission or a peripheral activity? 

• How are activities that support regional engagement organised?  Are they 

managed and supported in a strategic or an ad-hoc way? 

• How does the HEI envision its role in regional development?  Does it consider 

itself a strategic leader or a responsive actor, providing support when asked? 

 

The following regional and institutional characteristics were explored in order to test if 

and how they impacted on a HEIs contribution to regional development; 

• Age and size of the HEI 

• Regional configuration of higher education in the region (whether there are few 

or many HEIS) 

• The economic context of the region 

• The policy context for higher education and regional development within which 

the HEI operates 



The breakdown of responses against the options for each classification can be found 

in Appendix 1. 

 

4. Findings from the consultation and call for evidence <sub heading> 

 

4.1 Does size and age matter? <sub sub heading> 

 

HEIs were classified into four age groups based on how long they have been 

established1 and four size categories based on the number of enrolled students2.  

 

Age classification of HEIs Size Classification of HEIs 

 

Young (less than 50 years) 

Middle-aged (50 to 99 years) 

Old (100 to 199 years) 

Ancient (more than 200 years) 

 

Small (fewer than 5,000) Mid (5,000 to 

19,999) 

Big (20,000 to 50,000) 

Huge (more than 50,000) 

 

Table 5.1 Age and size classification 

 

Respondents from ‘middle-aged’ universities were most likely to see their HEIs’ 

teaching as aligned with regional need, possibly reflecting their formation post-1945 

when higher education policy in many countries had a more spatially-focused 

approach to new institution formation30.   Academics in young and middle-aged 

universities felt there was a strong alignment between their institution’s research and 

the needs of the region. While those in older institutions acknowledged an alignment 

of their research, this was less unequivocal compared to respondents from their 

younger counterparts. In terms of engagement, there was little variation: people in 

institutions of all ages felt these activities were regionally orientated to a similar 

extent. 

 

People working in big and huge institutions were considerably more likely (over 50 

 
1 In the case of merged institutions, the age of the oldest of the original institutions was used. 
2 Including under and postgraduate, full and part-time. 



per cent in both cases) to report their HEI’s teaching was totally or largely aligned to 

regional need compared to just over 30 per cent in the case of small and mid-sized 

institutions. This may reflect the fact that smaller institutions tend to be more 

specialised (e.g. colleges of art) or offer a more limited range of subjects (e.g. 

business and economics), which may not map particularly to the needs of the 

regional economy. However, research alignment tended to inversely correlate with 

size – the smaller the institution, the more likely it was considered that its research 

aligned with regional need. Alignment of engagement activities was broadly similar 

across each size group. 

 

Respondents from young and middle-aged universities were more likely to see their 

HEI as ‘deeply engaged’ and ‘playing a strategic role’ in supporting regional 

development. While those from older institutions saw them making a contribution to 

regional development, this was more peripheral, and their focus was more on their 

national or international role. This is not particularly surprising as older institutions are 

more likely to be research intensive and therefore will be oriented towards 

opportunities for collaborations and funding that will often be outwith the region, as 

well as being concerned with their position and performance on various league 

tables. 

 

People in small, mid and big institutions were far more likely than those in huge ones 

to see their institutions as strongly committed to regional development. The bigger 

the institution, the more likely it was seen to express a commitment to regional 

development; however that was not perceived to be matched in practice through 

delivery. 

 

Academics in the youngest institutions were most likely to describe the organisation 

of regional engagement as ‘strategic and purposeful’ and central to everything they 

do. This might be because HEIs established in the past 50 years were, in many 

countries, part of an effort to address higher education ‘cold spots’ as well as support 

economic development in peripheral regions. However, it is interesting that people in 

young and middle-aged institutions were also more likely than those in older ones to 

report that, while there might be a commitment to regional engagement in principle, 



this was not always borne out in practice. People from older institutions, especially 

those under 200 years old, were most likely to suggest that regional engagement 

depended on the motivations of individual academics. 

 

Those based in huge institutions were least likely to describe their HEI’s regional 

engagement as ‘central to everything they do’. People in small, mid and huge 

institutions were most likely to say regional engagement was up to an individual’s 

own motivations, while those from big institutions were most likely to report that 

activities were organised more centrally. This may be because of the likely 

national/international focus of huge HEIs and lack of central capacity to organise and 

deliver ‘third mission’ activities in smaller ones (e.g. dedicated teams for regional 

engagement). 

 

The younger the institution, the more likely their staff were to describe them as a 

‘critical actor’ in the region, probably reflecting the mission and founding principles of 

younger versus older HEIs. The older the institution, the more likely respondents 

were to see its role as ‘leading by example’ through ‘spearheading new initiatives’.

  

Those based in younger institutions were also more likely to see it in a passive role, 

getting involved when asked but not necessarily playing a proactive role. Some 

research suggests that in places with multiple HEIs, small and specialist institutions 

can feel overshadowed by their older, bigger counterparts who tend to be the ‘go to’ 

place when policy makers want to involve HEIs in regional affairs. 

 

Respondents from small and big institutions were far more likely to see them as 

critical actors in regional development while those in huge HEIs are most likely say 

their role is providing evidence and intelligence for decision making. Again, this 

probably reflects the likely national and international orientation of very large HEIs 

who need to look beyond their region for students and staff, and who intentionally 

seek national and international reputations. 

 

4.2 Does the regional configuration of HE make a difference? <sub sub heading> 

 



Regional HE configuration was defined in three ways: whether the HEI was the sole 

HE provider in the region; one of a few (less than five); or one of many (five or more). 

This was to test the assumption that a sole regional HEI was likely to have a closer 

relationship with its region and to explore whether being one of a few rather than one 

of many HEIs made a difference. 

 

It would seem that HE configuration had no impact on alignment of teaching to 

regional need – 80 per cent of respondents said it was totally or largely aligned in 

their institution regardless of the number of HEIs in the region. Likewise, the 

responses in terms of engagement were broadly similar, although those from 

institutions that were one of few in the region were slightly more likely to see it as 

strongly aligned. 

 

In terms of research, however, there was a very significant difference in responses 

between those from sole institutions and those that were in one of several HEIs.  

Those based in sole institutions were around three times more likely to say their 

research was totally or largely aligned to regional need. This might reflect a 

purposeful policy of establishing HEIs in what had traditionally been higher education 

‘cold spots’, whose mandate was often explicitly regional. There was little variation 

between people in the different configurations in terms of their view of their 

institution’s commitment to regional development, although those in sole HEIs and 

one of few were slightly more likely to describe them as regionally engaged. 

 

Respondents in sole HEIs were far more likely (over half of all responses) to consider 

their institution deeply engaged in supporting their region. There was little difference 

between people based in institutions that were one of few or one of many in the 

region. Those in one of multiple institutions were far more likely to say engagement is 

dependent on the motivation of individuals, with those that were in one of many 

having the strongest response. 

 

People based in sole HEIs were significantly more likely to say their institution is a 

critical actor that plays a central role in regional decision making and strategy 

development than those who are in one of multiple institutions. However, they were 



also more likely to say their institution does not play a proactive role but gets involved 

when asked. Respondents from HEIs that are one of a few were most likely to 

describe it as leading by example through spearheading initiatives. 

 

People in institutions who were one of many in the region were most likely to say it 

makes no formal contribution to regional affairs, though only in 10 per cent of cases. 

No one from a sole institution selected this option. 

 

4.3 How significant is the regional economic context? <sub sub heading> 

 

Four regional context options were defined, based on whether national GDP was 

above or below the OECD average and regional GDP was above or below the 

national average. 

 

Regional context classification Definition 

 

Developed region in a 

developed country 

Lagging regional in a developed 

country 

Developed region in a less 

developed country  

Lagging region in a less 

developed country 

 

National GDP above OECD average, regional 

GDP above national average 

National GDP above OECD average, regional 

GDP below national average 

National GDP below OECD average, regional 

GDP above national average 

National GDP below OECD average, regional 

GDP below national average 

 

Table 5.2 Regional economic context. 

 

The regional context seems to have some effect on alignment of each area of HE 

activity with regional need.  Responses from people based in less developed 

countries suggest that teaching was more likely to be aligned than in developed 

countries.  In terms of research, alignment was deemed strongest in lagging regions 

in developed countries and developed regions in less developed countries.  It was 

seen as least aligned in lagging regions in less developed countries, which may be 



due to lower levels of absorptive capacity in those places. 

 

Similarly, alignment of engagement was considered strongest by people from HEIs in 

lagging regions in developed countries and developed regions in less developed 

countries. Weaker alignment in developed regions in developed countries may be 

attributed to greater “institutional thickness”, so less overt demands are placed on 

HEIs compared to those in less developed regions and countries. 

 

People from HEIs in lagging regions in developed countries and developed regions in 

less developed countries were most likely to say their institution was deeply engaged 

in regional development, while responses from the other two classifications were 

most likely to describe its role as supportive, but with a greater emphasis on their 

national/international role. Respondents in HEIs in lagging regions in less developed 

countries were most likely to say their HEI was not concerned with regional 

development, although the number of responses to this was quite small in absolute 

terms. 

 

Staff in HEIs in lagging regions in less developed countries were most ambivalent 

about the organisation of regional development, with more than 90 per cent saying it 

was not a big focus in practice or was dependent on individual motivation. People 

based in institutions in developed regions in developed countries were most likely to 

say it was not a big focus in practice. Those in lagging regions in developed countries 

and developed regions in less developed countries, were most likely to describe the 

organisation of regional development in their HEI as strategic and purposeful. 

 

Respondents from HEIs in lagging regions in developed countries were much more 

likely to regard their institution as a proactive actor in regional development, either by 

playing a central role in strategic leadership or leading by example through 

spearheading new initiatives. Those from institutions in lagging regions in developing 

countries were significantly more likely (almost three quarters of cases) to describe a 

more passive role, with the institution getting involved when asked to or supplying 

evidence and data to help decision making. Those from HEIs in developed regions in 

developed countries were also more likely to see their institutions in this role. 



 

4.4 What is the effect of the policy context? <sub sub heading> 

 

There is an underlying assumption that HEIs in places with more devolved powers 

over regional development will be more likely to be engaged, not least because of the 

impact of devolution for resource allocation. This factor explored whether or not the 

higher education and regional development policy contexts, specifically the extent to 

which is it centrally or regionally determined, affected the way HEIs relate to their 

regions. 

 

HE policy options Governance context options 

 

Totally or mostly national determined 

Mix of national and regional 

Mostly or entirely regional 

 

Totally centralised Mainly centralised 

Mainly devolved 

Totally devolved 

 

Table 5.3 Policy context options 

 

In terms of alignment of teaching to regional need there was little difference between 

the various levels of centralised/decentralised policy contexts. While this might at first 

appear surprising, it probably reflects the fact that HEIs will teach the subjects for 

which there is demand. For research there was also little variation; in fact, staff from 

HEIs in places with highly centralised systems were most likely to assess its research 

as aligned to regional need (although the difference was not very significant). The 

pattern in terms of engagement was much more distinct, with institutional 

engagement seen as far more likely to be aligned to regional need the more 

decentralised the system. 

 

Respondents in HEIs in places where policy and governance is most devolved were 

most likely to class their institution as deeply committed to supporting regional 

development, though again there was not a vast difference between the various 

policy contexts.  



 

Those based in HEIs in places where policy is mostly or entirely governed regionally 

were more likely to see regional engagement as central to and a core part of their 

institution’s mission, but again this was not as strong an effect as might have been 

expected. There was little variation between the systems in considering engagement 

to be left to individual’s motivations, with about a third choosing this option in each 

group. 

 

In terms of the role of the HEI in regional development, there was again little 

significant variation with 30 per cent (+/- 3 per cent) in each policy context ascribing a 

proactive, leading role for their institution in regional development. One explanation 

for this might be that places with high levels of regional autonomy may have a denser 

landscape of agencies and institutions (“institutional thickness”) who are focused on 

regional development and therefore the pressure for HEIs to actively contribute might 

not be as acute as in other, institutionally thinner, place. 

 

5. Insights for policy making <subheading> 

 

It is important to consider institutional age in regional policy making. Younger 

institutions may be overlooked by policy makers in favour of more established, high 

profile HEIs. 



However, they are more likely to be regionally orientated as older, research intensive 

universities are concerned with national and global partnerships. But younger 

institutions may lack the institutional capacity and resources to support effective 

engagement. 

 

Policy makers should consider how these activities can be supported and 

encouraged. They should also be aware that younger institutions, despite having 

much to offer regional development, may be overlooked in favour of more high 

profile, older HEIs. While older HEIs may bring credibility to regional initiatives, they 

might not be willing to engage unless they can lead them. 

 

Size matters in understanding the role of HEIs in regional development. While 

intuitively it might be assumed that smaller institutions are more likely than larger 

ones to orient their teaching to regional need in practice ,this is not necessarily the 

case. Smaller HEIs are more likely to be specialised in specific subject areas (e.g. 

art, business) which do not necessarily map on to the regional economic structure. 

Conversely, larger institutions are less likely to align their research to regional need, 

probably because they need to take a more national and international outlook in 

recruiting staff and students and may also look beyond the region for sources of 

research funding. 

 

It is important that policy makers recognise the different roles that HEIs of different 

sizes play in regional development and that different mechanisms for engagement 

might be needed depending on how formally they organise regional activities and 

how stated commitments translate into practice. 

 

Policy makers must consider the configuration of the higher education landscape in 

their region but bear in mind that its impacts are not always what might be assumed. 

HEIs that are one of several or many in the region are just as likely to align their 

teaching and research to regional need as those that are a sole provider. Likewise, 

there was little difference in commitment to regional development between the 

different classifications. While sole HEIs were much more likely to see themselves 

playing a central role in regional development, this was not unanimous. 



 

Policy makers should not assume the automatic involvement of HEIs in shaping 

regional strategies purely on their status as the only one in the region. Where a HEI 

is one of several in the region, the organisation of engagement may be dependent on 

the motivation of individuals, and therefore may require complex mechanisms to 

ensure the right people get involved. 

 

The regional context impacts on the way HEIs engage in regional development. 

Those in lagging regions in developed countries and developed regions in less 

developed countries are most likely to see their role as central and strategic and align 

their research accordingly. This might be because of greater demands placed on 

institutions in these places due to relative institutional thinness, but where there is 

sufficient absorptive capacity for the outputs of HEIs compared to lagging regions in 

developing counties. 

 

The stronger alignment of teaching to regional need in less developed countries may 

reflect an emphasis on the human capital development role of higher education in 

these countries rather than their broader role in regional innovation and development 

that underpins regional strategy in many developed countries. The relative 

detachment of HEIs in developed regions in developed countries might be ascribed 

to institutional thickness in those regions, as well as a tendency towards a more 

national and international outlook across the economy and its actors more generally. 

 

There can often be an implicit assumption that HEIs in places with greater regional 

autonomy and control over higher education policy will be more orientated to regional 

development. However, this is not necessarily the case.  HEIs in these places will 

face the same demands as pressures (e.g. student recruitment) as those in places 

where policy is determined nationally. Furthermore, it is not necessarily the case that 

centrally controlled policy is spatially blind; HEIs can still be induced and incentivised 

to play a proactive role in regional development with the right policy design. 

 

A final factor might be the wider institutional context for regional development. Places 

with devolved systems may have a wide breadth of organisations with a regional 



remit and therefore the gaps and spaces for HEIs to fill may be more limited than in 

other, more central, regimes. 

 
 
6. The ORPHIC Framework <subheading> 

 

Based on extensive consultation and testing of our initial framework with policy 

makers and higher education practitioners, this Policy Expo has developed a straw 

man starting point into a more comprehensive framework which we have called The 

ORPHIC Framework.  

 

‘Orphic’ is a word that means having an import not apparent to the senses nor 

obvious to the intelligence beyond ordinary understanding, reflecting the opaque and 

sometimes ambiguous nature of the relationships between universities and regions, 

and is an acronym of the six elements of the framework, namely: 

 
Orientation of Higher Education Policy;  

Governance of Regional development;  

Characteristics of the Place; 

Type of HEI; 

Institutional characteristics; 

Contribution of the HEI. 

 

Each element is explored through sixteen key questions which were identified as 

important during the Expo. Four classification options are offered against each for 

policy makers and their regional HEIs to consider when assessing the potential for 

cooperation. While some of these are clearly objective (e.g. the size of the HEI), 

others are more subjective or open to interpretation.  To mitigate the latter the 

framework requires each response to be evidenced and suggest potential sources of 

evidence to support the option selected. 

 

Rather than provide a fixed, normative model, our framework offers a flexible 

approach that can be adjusted to local and institutional conditions, based on a self-

assessment process jointly undertaken between key stakeholders. The results of this 



process can then help universities and their local/regional partners create a tailored 

and specific approach to contributing to regional development. The ORPHIC 

Framework can help guide policy makers and universities themselves to understand 

the implications of their specific context in determining the potential role and 

contributions of higher education to realising their regional development goals.   

 

 



The ORPHIC Framework for University-Regional Collaboration 

 

Key questions Options    Evidence 

Orientation of Higher Education Policy 

To what extent is 

HE policy 

nationally or 

regionally 

focused? 

Totally financed and 

controlled regionally 

HE is regionally 

controlled but 

HEIs need to 

contribute to 

national targets 

HE is centrally 

controlled but 

there is some 

emphasis on and 

funding for 

regional activities 

HE entirely centrally 

controlled and spatially 

blind 

National and regional HE 

policies 

Funding settlements and 

methodologies 

Governance of Regional development 

How is regional 

development 

governed? 

Full autonomy or 

devolution to the 

region 

Some formal 

autonomy at the 

regional level 

Some informal 

autonomy at the 

regional level 

Little/no autonomy National policies for sub-

national development 

Fiscal powers 

 

Regional governance 

structures 

  



Characteristics of the Place 

What is the economic 

character of the 

region? 

Developed region 

in a developed 

country 

Lagging region in a 

developed country 

Developed region 

in a less developed 

country 

Lagging region in a 

less developed 

country 

Regional GDP National 

GDP 

What is the industrial 

character of the 

region? 

Highly 

concentrated, 

thriving 

Diverse, thriving Highly 

concentrated, 

declining 

Diverse, fragmented Data on regional businesses 

by sector and location 

How ‘thick’ is the 

institutional 

landscape for 

regional 

development? 

Lots of public and 

private actors 

Lots of actors, 

mostly public 

Few actors, mix of 

public and private 

Few actors, mostly 

public 

Regional intelligence 

Mapping exercises 

Type of HEI 

How big is the HEI? Small, fewer than 

5,000 students 

Medium, 5,000 to 

19,999 

Students 

Large, 20,000 to 

50,000 

Students 

Huge, more than 

50,000 students 

HEI website and annual 

reports 

National HE statistics 

How old is the HEI? Young, less than 50 

years old 

Middle-aged, 50-99 

years old 

Old, 100- 

199 years old 

Ancient, more than 

200 years old 

HEI website Wikipedia 



What is the balance 

between teaching 

and research? 

Highly research 

intensive (top 200) 

Somewhat 

research intensive 

(top 1,000) 

Mostly teaching 

focused (some 

research, not in top 

1,000) 

Entirely teaching 

focused, no 

research activity 

International league tables 

What range of 

subjects are taught at 

the HEI? 

Full range of arts, 

humanities, science 

and engineering 

Arts, humanities, 

and some science 

and engineering 

Art and humanities 

focused 

Technical/vocationa

l focus 

HEI prospectus 

What is its position in 

relation to the 

regional HE 

configuration? 

Sole HEI in the 

region 

One of few (5 or 

less) 

One of many (5+),  

(one of) the biggest 

One of many (5+), 

(one of) the 

smallest 

Regional or national data on 

HEIs 

Institutional characteristics 

To what extent is the 

HEI’s research 

activity oriented to 

regional need? 

Totally Significantly Slightly Not at all Research strategy 

 

Data on research 

collaborations 

Joint ventures 

To what extent is the 

HEI’s teaching 

activity oriented to 

regional need? 

Totally Significantly Slightly Not at all HEI prospectus 

 

Industry involvement in 

teaching or 



     programme design 

To what extent are 

there incentives or 

rewards for regional 

engagement? 

Highly rewarded 

and incentivised 

Some rewards and 

incentives 

Few rewards and 

incentives 

No rewards and 

incentives 

Institutional policies 

Promotion criteria 

Internal funding 

Contribution of the HEI 

What role does the 

HEI play in regional 

strategies and 

programmes? 

Strategic leader 

and anchor 

institution 

One of a range of 

key actors 

Manages regional 

programmes 

Reactive, 

contributes when 

asked 

Institutional strategies 

Regional strategies 

 

What is the 

institutional attitude 

to participation in 

regional initiatives? 

They are seen as 

core to its mission 

and important 

One of the things it 

does 

A small part of what 

it does 

No or rare 

participation in 

regional initiatives 

Initiatives and projects 

Non-academic funding 

success 

Regional development 

offices 



What contribution 

does the HEI make 

to regional human 

capital? 

Students are 

mostly recruited 

from the region and 

retained after 

graduation 

Students are mostly 

recruited from 

outside the region 

and retained after 

graduation 

Students are mostly 

recruited from the 

region and migrate 

after graduation 

Students are mostly 

recruited from 

outside the region 

and migrate after 

graduation 

Data on student region of 

origin 

Data on destinations of 

graduates 
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