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Background
In March 2011, London Higher invited the Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE) to undertake research into the 
relationship between the business activities of higher education providers in London, the South East and East Anglia and 
the development needs of small to medium enterprises (SMEs). 

Specifically, CIHE was asked to look at ways of increasing mutually beneficial collaboration between higher education 
institutions (HEIs) and two particular sectors, namely Hospitality, Leisure and Tourism and Creative, Digital and 
Information Technology (CDIT). Both have a large presence in the capital and the CDIT industry is increasingly well 
represented in East Anglia and the South East. 

The project set out to: 

•	 identify the opportunities for mutually beneficial engagement between HEIs and SMEs;

•	 identify current barriers or misunderstandings which prevent such opportunities being realised;

•	 identify potential actions which can overcome such barriers or remove unnecessary misunderstandings.

The project investigated what expectations and experiences there were from both HEIs and SMEs through four main 
questions: 

1. What lessons could be learned from previous interactions, whether wholly successful or less so? 

2. How could these be translated into structural and organisational changes within the HEIs? 

3. How could SMEs be better informed about what is on offer from HE? 

4. What is the role of intermediary bodies such as the Sector Skills Councils, trade bodies or business incubation centres 
in facilitating interactions?

As a secondary objective the project set out to identify the extent to which non-CDIT companies might be interested in 
learning more about the benefits of recruiting CDIT graduates or otherwise exploiting CDIT expertise. This reflects the 
relative oversupply of CDIT graduates, given the number of directly-relevant jobs available each year in the creative and 
media industry, and also recognises that the creative skills of such graduates can be usefully deployed in a number of 
other sectors. The project also hoped to establish the extent of employer awareness of this source of expertise. 

The distinctive feature of the project is London Higher’s commitment to test the research findings through action research. 
A number of employers will be invited to identify a business-critical problem and then be funded through ‘innovation 
vouchers’ to work with an HEI to attempt to resolve it. The resulting interactions will be monitored and evaluated in the 
context of the findings of this report. The output from this second stage will be published in the form of case studies, 
together with guidance on how HEIS and SMEs might work more effectively together. This publication will be launched in 
autumn 2012 at an event designed to increase awareness amongst SMEs of the opportunities afforded by working with 
higher education institutions and to promote an increase in the volume of such interactions in the future.



Outcomes of the research
Key messages

A number of consistent messages emerged from our discussions with SMEs. Firstly, however much Government and 
higher education (HE) may wish otherwise, employers will only work with HE if they see a clear business case for doing 
so. Secondly, there is a high premium on trust and confidence in a partner HEI. This was seen in all the successful 
arrangements that CIHE studied. Thirdly, universities are not an obvious choice for advice as far as SMEs are concerned. 
All of the SMEs interviewed would turn to a colleague as first source of advice rather than a university. As one put it “they 
don’t know any more than we do about our area of work”.

Live briefs (actual business projects) for students, Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) and internships or placements 
appear to be the most usual formal contacts between employers and universities in the sectors studied. In some cases, 
these have been well-organised and well-matched (employer need, student skills and student personality) whereas others 
are less successful. However, the impact of the mismatches far outweighs the former in terms of long-term employer 
perception and leads us to conclude that the planning of these course components, and employer involvement in course 
design and delivery, should be given far higher status than may sometimes be the case.

Barriers

The majority of the companies interviewed took the view that any university offer is likely to be irrelevant to them. There 
are indications that employers have a restricted view of what universities may be able to contribute to their companies. 

Interviews revealed that there is also a potential disconnect between the expectation of companies (for an “oven ready” 
solution to a problem) with the requirement for the company itself to put resources into first undertaking and then 
embedding the outcomes of projects. Embedding can be achieved through both supported programmes (such as KTP) and 
by ad-hoc arrangements such as student internships each of which requires a commitment of time and resources by the 
company for this to be effective.

There is a lack of clearly organised and recognised formal channels through which companies can attract potential interns 
with relevant skill sets or experience from specific or local universities.

Contacts are often made and fostered at an individual level.  These are difficult to segue into institutional 
engagement. The biggest barrier for a small company is getting to a point where a conversation can take place 
about a clearly stated and jointly understood problem. Companies may recognise that “things could be better” 
but not have a clear idea about how or whether to take this further.  It is unlikely that SME’s typically, lacking a 
conversation, are aware of the kinds of things a university can do for a small company.

University of Westminster 

We like the intern model as it’s low cost and valuable to students. We needed to find 
interns through our own contacts rather than through organised university process. 

CO
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Voyager



It was surprising to note that university careers services were seldom mentioned as a component of employer 
engagement. Given their role as a link between the academic and working worlds, it was assumed that careers staff 
would be part of any employer engagement/internship/placement strategy, but this does not appear to be the case. 
This is particularly striking given the large numbers of creative and media graduates and significantly smaller number of 
vacancies in the sector.

Little attempt seems to have been made by academic staff to recognise the broader applications that can be made of 
creative talent. Given the limited number of employment opportunities in the CDIT sector, it might be expected that more 
focused work was being undertaken to stimulate and source placements (and thus future jobs) which used the distinctive 
abilities of this group of undergraduates outside of the sector. 

Outside of London, HEIs tend to act as stable economic anchors. They are one of the few economic entities that do not 
move. Within London, this role is potentially more difficult to identify.  Given the size of the conurbation and the number of 
different universities and colleges, there isn’t necessarily an obviously “local” university which a company would approach 
or around which a network of companies might form.

Some companies have had successful and fruitful engagement with universities. These are occasionally serendipitous, 
but in most cases reflect a large amount of time and preparation on the part of each partner.  Where the involvement was 
based around a live brief, extended preparation enabled the brief to be delivered on time and to a high standard. 

Some examples exist of what feedback from clients suggest is good practice. However, such examples of good practice 
are balanced by examples where the university channels have either not been helpful and proactive in sourcing support or 
have even been unhelpful and wasted company time in pursuing blind alleys. 

That said, there is sufficient evidence from the interviews carried out with individual companies, with active intermediaries 
and with universities to support a case for the existence of untapped opportunities for SME/university engagement. 



Opportunities

Opportunities identified include improving the ways in which universities deal with companies in these sectors. These 
could include the development and promotion of internships as a means of engagement as well as the provision of 
dedicated internal and external channels through which engagement could take place. There also needs to be a means 
both to qualify and align the expectations of SMEs and the universities as to how such partnerships would operate (e.g. 
who does what, funding arrangements, response times, etc).

The research identified the importance of developing a shared expectation between employers and HEIs about the 
potential scope and nature of collaborations. In well established partnerships with SMEs (e.g. production engineering 
and web design) such “role model” projects are well recognised. SMEs welcome examples of good practice. Where there 
are no worked examples of the benefits that universities can offer to SMEs, as is the case when trying to convince non-
CDIT companies of the benefits to be gained from taking on CDIT graduates, it is more difficult to make the argument for 
closer interaction. Such links are unlikely to be made spontaneously. Innovative employers will build on recognised good 
practice: what is needed in all three of the areas under research are good case studies.

There are two actions which may be carried out specifically in order to help SMEs if they are dealing with universities for 
the first time. This project and CIHE prior research shows that to work together effectively SMEs and HEIs need to make an 
effort to understand and accommodate their differences in culture.  

These actions could also be used to align expectations in advance of any of the longer term interventions designed below. 
They revolve around the design of question templates:

•	 to ask universities what structures they have designed either to specifically support or engage with SMEs (in any 
individual or all sectors) or which are used preponderantly by SMEs;

•	 to assist SMEs without experience of engaging with universities to ask questions which will avoid a mismatch of 
expectations.

The first should include any organised channels available which are purposefully designed to assist in matching interns 
and companies (or to share awareness of any external channels already available and used by the university). The second 
deals with issues such as the nature of any support available, the range of projects which the university has carried out, 
expected timescales and the type of commitment expected of the company by the university or college. The former would 
also act as the start of an information base which London Higher could then use with potential future clients and the 
promulgation of good practice.   

Universities should be more organised about recognising the demand / 
opportunity for Quality Assured interns in this and other sectors in response to 
the growing importance of the employability agenda

(Georgian House Hotel)

We see the potential for assisting companies to automate or improve business processes in 
combination with business school(s) if market traction – for example through role models - 
could be developed

(Lucidica)



Proposed interventions
The report suggests a number of short (3 - 4 months) and longer term actions which may benefit both HEIs and SMEs. 
The research shows that awareness of the opportunity and benefits from a potential collaboration is a precondition 
for success. The short term interventions are targeted specifically at this barrier. Three interventions are immediately 
available to London Higher which can be pursued with some moderate preparation and investment.

a. Illustrative Case Studies

The development of case studies by London Higher based on, but not limited to, those identified in the course of this 
research. For this activity to be of use to SMEs the cases would need to be analysed and presented to show:

a. the business problem addressed;

b. how the potential to work with a university was identified;

c. how the university responded;

d. how the business problem was addressed and the result (outcome) for the company;

e. benefits realised (ie the value for money);

f. added value of working with the university (why a university was the right partner);

g. how the partnership has developed beyond the project.

b. Developing Role Models through Feasibility Studies 

The effective use of illustrative case studies (above) assumes that identifiable role models exist and can be identified . 
Where role models do not exist awards could be provided to companies by London Higher to provide the resources needed 
to scope an approach to current business problems. These would be shared with universities, which would be invited 
to submit outline proposals to address them. These awards would be similar to “innovation vouchers” and provide the 
resources to carry out a feasibility study and business case, perhaps for a bid for follow on project funding from other 
existing sources. Criteria might include:  

a. the creativity of the outline solution (for example how the business problem and/or the outline of the approach have 
been repositioned to provide a possible solution);

b. the feasibility of the approach (what is the evidence that the match between problem and solution will be effective);

c. evidence of commitment of resource by each party to develop a full proposal;

d. business case (what is the likely impact on the company and the university).



c. Developing Collaborations Through Workshops

The use of feasibility studies assumes that companies can identify business challenges to which universities may 
respond. Where the awareness of these is lacking collaborative ideas can be identified and developed through challenge 
based workshops. The rationale of this approach is that a mixed (academic and business) audience is invited to attend 
a workshop. The audience is then challenged with issues (competitive pressures, threats and opportunities) affecting a 
specific company sector or market segment. A discussion is then stimulated and facilitated which is intended to stimulate 
the “conversations” included in the University of Westminster quotation (above). Opportunities for collaboration (the 
development of which might be resourced under (b) above) can then be discussed. 

Preparation for these workshops requires that a “market scan” is carried out of the issues, opportunities and threats 
affecting a sector. These then need to be presented in a way which demonstrates both academic challenge and a 
recognisable commercial opportunity if they are to attract attendees who are likely to find common ground.   

Criteria for obtaining such support might also include those under (b) (above).  The types of issues which could be used in 
the challenge might include the opportunities and threats from rapid technological change, new channels to market and 
the business strategies (revealed and potential) of major players in the market 

Further work
The HE sector is facing great change and as part of the current review of Higher Education, Professor Sir Tim Wilson has 
been asked to review the success of previous approaches to employer engagement. In parallel, CIHE is pleased to support 
London Higher in the design of further pilot activities to test our recommendations.  
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