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Background and origins
Context and drivers
Universities and colleges are recognised as playing a key role in local and regional communities,
as well as nationally and internationally. They contribute both economically and socially, but the
breadth of this contribution is often not appreciated.
Universities and colleges not only carry out research and deliver education through learning
and teaching; they also:
• work with employers to design & deliver relevant skills and produce high calibre graduates
• provide consultancy to business, drawing on their specialist knowledge and expertise
• are commissioned to undertake focused research, or work collaboratively with external
partners to solve complex problems
• commercialise the outputs of research, resulting in spin-outs, patents or licensing
• engage with cultural and community groups to share knowledge or creative outputs,
improve the local environment, or influence policy.

”

The whole agenda around
knowledge exchange and
innovation is really a key
plank of a sustainable
economy for the UK.
Professor Di Martin, CIO,
University of Hertfordshire

These activities are known by various different terms including knowledge transfer/exchange,
innovation, employer engagement, lifelong learning, public engagement
and third mission. They form part of what universities and colleges do
on a daily basis, and by doing so, generate economic benefit and
social good way beyond direct education and research.
However, within the institution, these activities are often
delivered and managed in a fragmented way, reducing the
potential benefits of an integrated approach. For example;
• multiple contacts from different departments in the same
organisation
• difficulties for businesses in reaching the relevant person to
help
• restrictions on both technical access to systems and the
rights to access outputs from publicly-funded work.

Diversity of scope of engagement and outcomes, by Simon Whittemore, HEFCE, 2005
Note: This diagram does not represent scale of activity.

Intended outcomes
Through the innovative use of IT, the Jisc
BCE Programme aimed to facilitate:
• the opening up of access to knowledge
and services
• a more integrated approach to managing
the diverse range of activities
This will result in:
• A more highly skilled workforce
• A more efficient, dynamic and
sustainable economy

• A more cohesive, knowledge-enabled
society
The focus was on supporting institutions’
strategic management of relationships with
external partners1.
In the ‘knowledge economy’ this makes
a key contribution to UK competitive
advantage, skills enhancement and social
cohesion2.

”

Partnership is a
two-way thing.
And exploiting
web technologies
means institutions
can have a much
enhanced impact
both within a
locality and beyond.
Simon Whittemore,
BCE programme manager

1 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/bce/stream4resfinalreport.pdf
2 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/bce/facilitatingopeninnovationstudyfinalreport.pdf
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Definitions
Business and community engagement (BCE) covers the
relationships which academic institutions create with
external organisations and individuals.
BCE includes both research-based and education-based
services.
Examples are services such as consultancy,
Continuing Professional Development, regeneration or
commercialisation of research.
These can be thought of as knowledge and expertisebased and BCE can be described as solving existing
problems and providing new opportunities (see figure on
right).

Supporting Strategic Partnerships, by Simon Whittemore

Business and Community Engagement (BCE) is defined as the strategic management of interactions, partnerships and
transactions with partners, clients and intermediaries external to the university, across the commercial sector, public sector,
cultural landscape and the social and civic arena.

BCE has four dimensions:
The four dimensions of BCE
can be used to group together
types of identifiable activity.

Universities & Colleges

Businesses & Communities
Employer Engagement

These typically relate to the
relationships most people
recognise as existing at their
institution3.

Knowledge Transfer
Lifelong Learning
Public, Community
& Cultural Engagement
4

Employer Engagement
describes learning &
teaching activities with
external organisations.
They include Continuing
Professional Development
(CPD) and workforce
development. The
employer’s role is partner
rather than just consumer.

Knowledge Transfer
and Exchange refers to
a two-way flow of people
and ideas between the
research environment
and wider economy,
including activities such
as consultancy and
collaborative research.

Lifelong Learning is
the interaction between
learning & teaching
and individuals outside
the institution, as in
community-based learning.

Public, Community and
Cultural Engagement
covers a range of
activity, usually engaging
individuals and wider
society with institutional
activities such as public
lectures and events.

3 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/publications/briefingpapers/2012/bcepartnerships.aspx
4 https://www.netskills.ac.uk/share/module/548
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Formation of the programme
In 2006, Jisc was invited by its funding partners to consider how it might contribute to the
knowledge transfer and exchange agenda.
Jisc appointed a programme manager for BCE in 2007 and in 2008 established a
support team within the Jisc Advisory Services (later becoming Jisc Advance), providing
a link between the programme funded innovation projects and the sector engagement
of Jisc services.
Initial scoping of the programme was shaped by5:
• the recommendations from a range of Jisc studies including the User Needs
Study and the Study in the use of publicly-funded IP
• advice and guidance from the BCE Advisory Group
• ongoing engagement and informal consultation with key stakeholders in
knowledge exchange and transfer
National strategic developments in learning and teaching policy in 2007 also brought
the new employer engagement agenda into focus, as a closely related activity.
The Jisc 2007-9 strategy included a strategic aim of  ‘developing and implementing a
programme to support institutions’ engagement with the wider community’ which led
to the formation of the Business and Community Engagement programme.

Programme aims, vision and objectives

”

In this technology-driven
world, open innovation,
crowdsourcing and open
access to research are among
the key areas of innovation
creating new opportunities for
universities and businesses
alike. We set up the Jisc
Business and Community
Engagement programme in
2007 to help UK institutions
rise to these challenges and
opportunities through the
effective use of technology.
Simon Whittemore,
BCE programme manager

The programme defined a vision that articulated how the sector and the wider economy and society would benefit from improved
support in the strategic management of relationships between universities/colleges and external partners, harnessing informaion
and communication technologies.

The Vision
As a result of the BCE programme, institutions will be better
equipped to respond more proactively to demand from
business and community partners and clients and manage
and deliver a portfolio of services to their strategic markets.
Through improved business intelligence and client
relationship management systems and processes they will
be equipped to undertake a prognosis of demand as well as
a diagnosis of demand in their target markets, and thereby,
working with intermediaries, be able to stimulate demand.
External Business and Community partners in turn will enjoy
enhanced access to higher education knowledge resources,

both those that higher education creates and those that
higher education uses.
The BCE Programme will facilitate more innovative
collaboration between institutions and between
departments, helping to engender cross-disciplinary
solutions.
It will make a major contribution to removing barriers
between institutions and their external partners for example
by negotiating controlled access to knowledge assets, and by
a number of projects designed to support institutions in their
enhancement of the capabilities and agility of SMEs.

5 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/bce.aspx
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The programme, with annual funding of £1.9m, originally comprised six streams, each of which
reflected a core theme focussing on how Jisc is addressing key challenges in BCE. The aims6 and
high level objectives of the programme formed around these streams were as follows:

1. Enhancing knowledge management:
Support institutions in sustainable systems and ICT strategies for
efficient management and exploitation of knowledge assets

2. Facilitating collaboration:
Facilitate better collaboration and provision of service across and
between institutions (and departments) through enabling systems and
technology
To enhance institutions’
efficiency, effectiveness
and opportunities in
BCE activities.

3. Enabling change:
Support institutions in making the process and technological changes
(driven by strategic goals) to sustain efficient, effective BCE

4. Enabling the interface:
Enable richer and more efficient, productive knowledge exchange
and learning partnerships between institutions and BCE partners, and
enhance external partners’ effectiveness through improved access to HE
knowledge and resources

5. Embedding and communicating BCE:
Ensure internal change and education within Jisc with the aim of
embedding BCE in its operations and culture, in Innovation and Services

Aims
To improve access to
institutions’ knowledge
and expertise for
business and community
organisations.

6. Needs analysis and evaluation:
Identify the needs of the BCE communities (and by extension the needs
of their clients and partners) and assess whether they are currently
being adequately met or a new BCE activity is needed to meet them

As other sections in this synthesis
resource will illustrate, IT can
make sharing knowledge and
communicating with partners easier
and more sustainable.

IT can facilitate networking and
managing relationships, and support
the consistent recording, sharing and
aggregating of information relating to
BCE activities.

From enabling off-site access for
research collaboration to allowing
lifelong learners access to virtual
learning environments, the role
of information management is
increasingly important.7

This document was written by Rob Allen as part of the BCE programme synthesis resources, drawing on multiple sources across Jisc. Input is gratefully acknowledged from
many Jisc colleagues, in particular Simon Whittemore, the Jisc Advance BCE team and design and layout from Hanna Miettinen. Last edited January 2013.
6 http://bce.jiscinvolve.org/wp/about-bce-blog/
7 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/bce.aspx
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