University of Brighton, United Kingdom

Until recently, much of the attention on higher education in the UK has been on trying to describe and measure the impact of institutions on their local economies, in the context of better articulating the overall economic and social contribution of the higher education sector to the economy. More recently, however, the focus has shifted to the importance of the ‘third stream’ activity in higher education – that is, civic engagement – and there has been debate on how best to fund and foster this area of work. 

The University of Brighton is a leading post-1992 university, known for the high quality of its work. Consequently, the institution is sought after by local communities as a partner for civic engagement; and local initiatives in support of economic regeneration, social cohesion, and community empowerment are increasingly drawing on its resources. 

Most higher education institutions in the UK have institutional objectives that involve increasing their income from sources other than teaching and research, and supplementing their funding from the Higher Education Council for England. For some, such plans concentrate on relatively narrow income-generating strategies that focus on commercial spin-offs from mainstream teaching and research. The University of Brighton advocates a wider, more differentiated approach that includes not only primarily commercial undertakings, but also fosters engagement with local communities – an approach that might have a very different financial basis. Commercial and community engagement – ‘third stream’ activity – can therefore be quite diverse within the institution, and between it and other institutions. 

Approach to civic engagement

At the university, civic engagement has been conceptualized around two definitions. On one hand, the concept is defined as ‘a collection of practices loosely grouped under a policy framework designed to connect … a university with its naturally constituent community.’
 On the other hand, civic engagement is seen as presenting a challenge to universities ‘to be of and not just in the community; not simply to engage in “knowledge transfer” but to establish a dialogue across the boundary between the university and its community, which is open ended, fluid and experimental.’
 Both definitions focus on the need for the university to be intricately linked with the community and engaged in a constant dialogue that values reciprocity. 

The university’s mission statement emphasizes that the institution should seek to be an ‘accessible, dynamic and responsive community of higher education, enhancing lives, communities, disciplines and professions.’ Further, it aims to ‘nurture its intellectual capital ethically, imaginatively, and sustainably, and make this widely available.’ These emphases were elaborated in the university’s Corporate Plan which sets out specific objectives and indicators of success for this aim, including implementing a commercial strategy that secures the successful exploitation of and community gain from research, development, innovation, and knowledge transfer; increasing the number of volunteering opportunities for students, and making sure this can be recognized within their degrees; identifying and implementing ways of fostering student and faculty enterprise initiatives; developing further the partnerships and frameworks necessary for effective exploitation of research and development; opening a business and innovation center; and further development of alternative sources of income and reduction of dependence on public funds.

Civic engagement activities at the university form part of the curriculum to varying degrees, and also feature in the extracurricular life of the university. A strong research focus on civic engagement is evident across a wide range of academic portfolios such as geography, applied social science, social psychology, art and design and architecture, and sports management. This has been stimulated in part by identifying individual academics with relevant research expertise that have an interest in supporting their engagement. Projects sponsored by the Community–University Partnership Project are set to inform the development of new knowledge. This project will itself be the subject of research, and will be featured in two books that are currently in the planning stages. 

Resources

The university’s civic engagement programs are a mixture of non-core activity and specific projects supported by the Community–University Partnership Project and the Brighton and Sussex Community Knowledge Exchange. Through these arrangements the university is able to provide some core funding to support a number of projects. However, the institution also relies on its commercial income, specific grants and charitable donations to support this aspect of its work. For example, the Community–University Partnership Project was launched with a grant from a philanthropic trust. Funding for civic engagement is also available from the Higher Education Funding Council for England. However, the council has only recently started to recognize civic engagement as a valuable academic project. 

Challenges

The university encounters two types of challenges in its civic engagement efforts: financial and attitudinal. The financial pressures include financial stringency in the running of the university (underlined by the government’s drive for the costs of all activities undertaken by universities to be identified), and the absence of a dedicated income stream for ‘third stream’ activities. In addition, many of the community organizations with which the university could work operate on extremely thin budgets and cannot contribute much to the costs of projects. Thirdly, community engagement does not always generate outcomes that can be realized in terms of cash. Financial pressures also impact on students who increasingly need to support themselves with paid work. 

The attitudinal pressures relate to a reluctance on the part of members of the academy to see civic engagement activities as part of the core professional role of faculty. 

Conclusion

As reflected in the University of Brighton’s Corporate Plan, the university is committed to ‘collaborate actively with selected local, regional, and national partners on the basis of mutual respect’. The Community–University Partnership Project exemplifies that collaboration. However, the issues of scale and sustainability remain challenges for the institution’s civic engagement activities, from both a financial and an academic perspective. 

The Community–University Partnership Project 

The Community–University Partnership Project is a four-year funded initiative established by the university to improve its relationship with local communities. The aim of the project is to support the university’s contribution to social inclusion, economic growth, and quality of life; and also to learn from these partnerships in order to improve the quality of education that the university provides to its learners. Following a pilot phase that started in March 2003, the project is now embarking on a program that aims to establish community–university engagement within the university. 

The project works with a number of community organizations in the Brighton and Sussex locality, as well as with the University of Sussex through the Brighton and Sussex Community Knowledge Exchange. The steering group includes members from the university and sectors of the community. Within the university, the faculty involved are drawn from across the subject range. Within the community, the emphasis has been on partnering with organizations working with disadvantaged groups in order to support social and economic inclusion. Some work has also been done with organizations involved in building the capacity of the voluntary and community sectors.

The Community–University Partnership Project and the Brighton and Sussex Community Knowledge Exchange operate by bringing together a community-based organization with institutional colleagues to tackle an issue or ‘business problem’. This can be initiated by either side, but projects are only supported where there is commitment from both, and where the university has some expertise. 

Although the project is only two years old, it has succeeded in achieving tangible outcomes. Outcomes associated with the university’s core business of learning, teaching, and research include the development of a new course module enabling students involved in community partnership activities to gain academic credit for their involvement. Work is also underway with the University of Sussex to create a new foundation degree in community development. The impact of the project on the wider policy debate remains to be realized, but the university is seeking to influence the development of thinking about ‘third stream’ funding and the role of universities.

At a glance 

	Name of institution 
	University of Brighton

	Country 
	United Kingdom

	Type of institution 
	Private, treated as a public body for certain purposes (e.g. freedom of information)

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2004
	Approximately 15,700

	Total number of graduate students in 2004
	Approximately 3,930

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	10-25%

	Extent of faculty participating in civic engagement activities
	Under 10%

	National, regional and international affiliations 
	· International Consortium for Higher Education, Civic Responsibility, and Democracy

· The Australian Consortium for Higher Education Community Engagement and Social Responsibility

· The Association of Commonwealth Universities

· The European University Association
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