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From ‘entrepreneurial’ to ‘engaged’ universities: social
innovation for regional development in the Global South
Elisa Thomasa and Rhiannon Pughb

ABSTRACT
Regional roles of universities in the Global South have been under-explored, and it is not clear how relevant are concepts
originating from the Global North when applied in this context. The paper interrogates the concept of the ‘entrepreneurial
university’ and its regional impact and engagement via a case study in Brazil. It is found that, in addition to purely
entrepreneurial and economic activities and roles, initiatives relating to social innovation and entrepreneurship to solve
profound regional problems are a key part of the university’s work.
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INTRODUCTION

There have been increasing expectations placed on univer-
sities to become regional agents of change, and greater
external and internal pressures to generate solutions to
economic and social problems (Arbo & Benneworth,
2007; Bagchi-Sen & Smith, 2012). It is clear from the
extant literature that higher education plays a key role in
stimulating regional economic development, in addition
to its traditional missions of teaching and research
(Smith, 2007; Trippl et al., 2015). Work on ‘entrepreneur-
ial universities’ finds universities taking an active role in the
development of their regions through economically motiv-
ated activities such as technology transfer and university–
industry partnerships (Clark, 1998; Goddard et al.,
2014). It is against these well-documented trends in the
contemporary role and characterization of universities
that we situate this discussion, turning our focus to a uni-
versity and its region in the Global South. This study
was inspired by the apparent disconnects, complexities
and contradictions we observed whilst working in a Brazi-
lian university between the economic rationale of an ‘entre-
preneurial university’ and the social obligations of an
‘engaged university’. We take this opportunity to unpack
and interrogate the well-used terms ‘entrepreneurial’ and
‘engaged’ university with specific consideration of the

Global South context,1 questioning their applicability and
tenability when transplanted outside the Global North
contexts in which they have been developed in the main lit-
erature to date.

We set the present study against the profound social and
economic issues facing contemporary Brazil (financial crisis,
unemployment, poverty and inequality), which nonetheless
resonate globally. The roles and characteristics of entrepre-
neurial and engaged universities have been less studied in the
Global South, and we also find little discussion relating to reli-
gious or confessional universities, which are key features of the
academic landscape in Latin America (Cruz-Coke, 2004; de
Donini & Torrendell, 2007; Tavares, 2009). These are two
gaps in the current literature relating to universities and
regional development that we address in this research.

Our empirical research found that universities in the
Brazilian context undertake a significant amount of work
under the agenda of the ‘social mission’, which is more in
line with conceptualizations of social innovation and entre-
preneurship than with a narrow economic mode. Reflecting
back on the literature, this finding allows the further
exploration of the complexities and contradictions inherent
in the dualism of the economic rationale of an ‘entrepre-
neurial university’ and the social obligation of an ‘engaged
university’: universities in Brazil are trying to be both.
Indeed, we question whether this duality of roles is
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especially pertinent in Global South contexts where univer-
sities (and their regions) are facing profound socioeco-
nomic challenges such as poverty and inequality amongst
local populations.

We use the concepts of social innovation and social
entrepreneurship (Benneworth & Cunha, 2015; Defourny
& Nyssens, 2010; Pol & Ville, 2009; van der Have &
Rubalcaba, 2016) to understand better the regional roles
universities play in Brazil, and to open up the analysis
and understanding beyond the purely economic modes of
the ‘entrepreneurial university’. This is achieved through
an in-depth mixed-methods case study drawing on inter-
views, document analysis, and auto-ethnographic and
observational techniques.

We suggest that a version of the ‘engaged university’
concept, with strong elements of social innovation and
social entrepreneurship thinking, may be more appropriate
both to explain and understand the complex and multifa-
ceted roles universities play in the Global South beyond
the strictly economic. We also fill in gaps in our knowledge
about religious universities, finding that religious ideals and
convictions play a strong role in shaping the university cul-
ture and orientation, motivating staff and students towards
poverty alleviation and community support efforts aimed at
improving the lives of local populations. On a more practi-
cal level, we provide some examples of the types of social
innovation and entrepreneurship initiatives undertaken,
shining a light on activities of the ‘engaged university’
and shifting our focus away from the well-documented
entrepreneurial university activities such as patenting,
licensing and spin-out. We suggest a better incorporation
of socially oriented ideas into the entrepreneurial university
concept to render it more applicable and useful in under-
standing the situation in countries such as Brazil.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

This section introduces the key concepts we are drawing on
in this paper, which we will return to in the discussion and
conclusions to explore how the case application advances
and challenges incumbent concepts and approaches cur-
rently popular within the literature on universities and
regional development. The role of universities in regional
development is unquestionably a topic of interest for
regional scientists (cf. Harrison & Turok, 2017), leading
to a fertile and fast-moving subfield developing. Two con-
cepts that have become especially popular when discussing
the wider roles of universities in the literature are that of the
‘entrepreneurial’ and the ‘engaged’ university. This section
will set out these concepts, how we understand and employ
them in this paper, and how they fit into wider discussions
of the evolving roles of universities in their regional econ-
omies and societies.

Looking at the discussion of universities’ evolving roles
more generally, we can trace some major shifts that have
taken place. These will be briefly covered here as back-
ground: rigorous overviews of the evolution of the body
of work pertaining to the roles of universities in economic
development already exist (e.g., Trippl et al., 2015; Uyarra,

2010). Overall, we can say that there has been a keen inter-
est in the regional impacts of universities’ activities
(Guerrero et al., 2014, 2015; MacKenzie & Zhang, 2014;
Power & Malmberg, 2008), and also a strong research
focus on so-called ‘third mission’ activities such as licensing,
spin-out and commercialization (Brown, 2016; Kirby et al.,
2011; Lockett & Wright, 2005; Wright et al., 2007).

In the education domain, universities have been imple-
menting programmes to increase the entrepreneurial inten-
tion of students, creating more supportive contexts for
starting a business (Fayolle & Gailly, 2015) often with the
final aim of promoting regional development (Bramwell &
Wolfe, 2008; Kirby, 2006). Universities can also act in a gov-
ernance light by providing developmental roles, linking up
with national and regional policy, providing leadership and
incentives for regional economic development, and engaging
with local business communities (Charles et al., 2014;
Gunasekara, 2006; Pugh et al., 2016). Recent conversations
in the literature have been developing the entrepreneurial
slant even further by placing universities as key actors within
‘entrepreneurial ecosystems’2 at the local and regional level
(Cooke, 2016; Pugh et al., 2019).

This range of work has led to the advancement of some
concepts theorizing universities’ roles and activities within
the economic domain. Trippl et al. (2015) identifies the
‘entrepreneurial university’ (Audretsch, 2014; Etzkowitz,
2004) and ‘engaged university’ (Breznitz & Feldman,
2012) as two key theories regarding universities and
regional economic development.

Taking the entrepreneurial university concept first,
according to Audretsch (2014), this phrase refers to the
evolution of universities’ roles to both produce new knowl-
edge and facilitate the transfer of technology and knowl-
edge spillover. Etzkowitz (2003) explains that this shift
to the entrepreneurial university was both a result of
increasing entrepreneurial interactions with firms and
other actors, and internal restructuring of universities into
competitively funded research groups, sharing qualities
with start-up firms. The triple helix concept centres around
the idea that interactions between the university, industry
and government spheres drive innovation in the knowledge
economy. The ‘triple helix’ features as both a theoretical or
analytical construct and also as a policy blueprint (Etzko-
witz & Leydesdorff, 1997; Pugh, 2017).

The entrepreneurial university concept has met chal-
lenges by those who perceive an over-concentration on
marketization and the predominance of profit motives in
higher education to the detriment of learning goals (Jones
& Patton, 2018). Some see this shift towards increasing
neo-liberalization and globalization in higher education
as problematic both for staff working within universities
and in terms of what these shifts mean for the sector as a
whole (Addie, 2017; Berg et al., 2016; Boden & Epstein,
2006; Dowling, 2008).

Other work has questioned the rationale of driving
regional economic development via universities, critically
examining the tenability of the popular concepts such as
‘triple helix’ and ‘entrepreneurial universities’ in different
regional settings (Pugh, 2017). Work relating to
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entrepreneurial universities remains focused on the United
States, according to Korosteleva and Belitski (2017).

Responding to the overwhelmingly economic concep-
tualization of universities as regional actors, the engaged
university concept has attempted to explore broader
notions of universities’ regional engagement, including
social dimensions (Breznitz & Feldman, 2012). Audretsch
(2014) proposes the engaged university as the university for
the entrepreneurial society. This engaged university per-
spective also takes into account governance activities and
the position of universities as ‘regional anchors’ (Goddard
et al., 2014). Goddard et al. (2016) have also proposed
the concept of the ‘civic university’ to conceptualize the
more governance related and cultural roles universities
play as stable anchor institutions in their regions, but rather
than treat this as a completely separate concept, we include
it within the scope of the ‘engaged university’ perspective.

There are thus potential contradictions between the
predominantly economic rationale of an entrepreneurial
university and the social obligations of an engaged univer-
sity that have not been thoroughly discussed in the litera-
ture. The concepts of social innovation and social
entrepreneurship may, we argue, present potential to
align these contradictions, framing outreach and engage-
ment activities towards a social, rather than purely econ-
omic, orientation. The concept of social entrepreneurship
presents a combination of social justice and solidarity
with market activities (Benneworth & Cunha, 2015;
Defourny & Nyssens, 2010). Pol and Ville (2009,
p. 884) see the ultimate goal of social innovation as creating
‘better futures’, though of course this is a subjective formu-
lation of the term. Social innovation is better defined as
innovative activities and services that are motivated by the
goal of meeting a social need and creating and implement-
ing social change (Mulgan, 2006; van der Have & Rubal-
caba, 2016), providing the potential to understand a wide
range of interventions and actions under this rubric. It is
seen as a powerful way to anchor urban change movements
(Moulaert et al., 2007).

Marques et al. (2018) make a distinction between wide
social change in scale and scope which they call ‘structural
versions of social innovation’, the complementary version
where social innovation complements existing economic
or policy dynamics, and ‘instrumental social innovation’,
where it rebrands existing agendas to be more appealing
to stakeholders. As the social innovation field is rapidly
evolving there are some issues with the depth of conceptual
clarity (Isaksen & Trippl, 2016). Martin and Osberg
(2007) agree: there is a need for more empirical, context-
specific case studies to aid in the conceptualization of social
innovation. Cajaiba-Santana (2014) argues that the bound-
aries of social innovation processes still have not been com-
pletely defined, requiring further contributions to theory
and practice.

The lack of investigation of entrepreneurial universities
in diverse regional contexts represents a significant lacuna
in the field. It is unclear whether concepts such as the
‘entrepreneurial university’ can be applied universally, in a
‘copy and paste’ (cf. Piccaluga, 2006) manner, or whether

bespoke concepts and approaches are required in different
regional contexts. As long as academics are recommending
entrepreneurial university based approaches as solutions for
regional policy-makers to develop the knowledge econom-
ies of their regions in diverse geographical settings (as per
Korosteleva & Belitski, 2017), we see a pressing need to
take stock of predominant theoretical constructs, and assess
their appropriateness and universality through empirical
observation in a range of regional settings.

In particular, we see a need to dig deeper into the social
dimensions of the entrepreneurial university, exploring the
potential of universities and regional actors to play roles
beyond the purely economic, solving other real problems
facing their regions. It is against these two identified gaps
in the work on the entrepreneurial university, and broader
work on universities and regional development, that we
situate this study: a lack of diverse regional applications,
especially in the Global South, and a scant conceptualiz-
ation of social entrepreneurship and innovation to look at
universities as more than economic actors.

METHOD: QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY

We have conducted an exploratory case study of a region-
ally significant university in Brazil, which has traditionally
been very concerned with influencing its region by driving
entrepreneurship and innovation, and improving the social
situation through diverse projects aimed at local commu-
nities. What is especially interesting about the present
case study, and for which we find little discussion in the lit-
erature, is the fact that the university is a confessional
(Jesuit) one. This adds another dimension, of religious con-
viction and principle, to the discussion of impact and
engagement.

A motivation for choosing a case study in Brazil is the
aforementioned lack of research in the Global South, and
oversight within discussions of entrepreneurial universities
relating to more social orientations. Another motivation for
choosing a Brazilian case is the challenging setting within
which universities are operating, regarding the multifaceted
social and economic issues facing the country. For example,
the growth rate has decelerated since the beginning of this
decade (World Bank, 2018). Unemployment of 11% has
led to declines in private consumption (Rapoza, 2017).
Specific challenges face the education sector. Although
Brazil has invested more in education than the average of
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) countries considering the gross domestic
product (GDP) (World Bank, 2018), results from
OECD PISA (2018) show that the performance of stu-
dents in Brazil is significantly below the average. Besides,
in a country of 209 million people, almost 13 million Bra-
zilians aged 15 years and over are illiterate (Instituto Brasi-
leiro de Geografia e Estatística (IBGE), 2017).

University context in Brazil
The first public Brazilian universities were established
when the Portuguese royal family took up residence in Bra-
zil (1808–20). The first private (Catholic) universities were
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founded in 1946. The two main funding agencies operating
still today were founded in 1951 (National Council for
Scientific and Technological Development – CNPq; and
Coordination for the Improvement of Higher Education
Personnel – CAPES). The first education law was enacted
in 1961 (latest edited version: BRASIL, 1996). However,
graduate programmes (master’s and doctorates) were intro-
duced after 1964, with the readjustment of education pol-
icies in the military government, when it established the
university as the preferred model of higher education,
thus affirming the integration of teaching and research mis-
sions (Durham, 2004; Neves, 2017).

Nowadays, higher education is provided by public
(funded by the federal, state or city governments) or private
universities (for-profit or not-for-profit, as the case of
Catholic institutions). There are almost 2500 higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIs) in the country, 87.9% of which
are private. Of those with a university status, 106 are public
and 93 are private, around one-quarter of which are confes-
sional institutions – this is a legal term for HEIs which are
private, not-for-profit and not charitable funded by a
specific ‘confessional and ideological’ orientation (BRA-
SIL, 1996). The importance of private HEIs in the Brazi-
lian system is visible through undergraduate student
numbers: in 2017, there were more than 10 million pos-
itions in the country, 92.4% of which were offered by pri-
vate institutions (Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas
Educacionais Anísio Teixeira (INEP), 2018).

With regards to universities’ third-mission roles, fol-
lowing the example of developed countries, Brazilian uni-
versities have invested resources to develop programmes
towards entrepreneurship and innovation. Incentivized by
the Brazilian Innovation Law (BRASIL, 2004a, 2005;
Etzkowitz et al., 2008), Brazilian universities invest in
start-up incubators and technology parks as the means to
foster entrepreneurship, new ventures and technology
transfer (Almeida, 2008; Dagnino & Velho, 1998; Etzko-
witz et al., 2005; Rapini et al., 2009; Thomas et al., 2017).

The university in the case study
We decided to keep the institution anonymised. Suffice to
say, the university was founded 50 years ago, is located in an
urban region, has schools in health, humanities, engineer-
ing, natural and social sciences, and has around 25,000 stu-
dents and 75,000 alumni. The university is research
intensive, with 17 doctoral programmes and more than
300 research projects at the time of writing. It is part of a
large international Jesuit association which runs 21 edu-
cational institutions and social assistance organizations in
Brazil, and its mission is committed to developing the
whole person to act in solidarity for the development of
society. Mirroring wider international trends, for the last
20 years, the university has followed the strategy of becom-
ing an entrepreneurial university with strong investments in
technological innovation and entrepreneurship.

Regional context
The region where the university is located comprises
around 20 cities and more than 2 million people. In the

1970s, the region’s most prosperous period, it was an
important cluster of footwear production and export (San-
tos et al., 2017). That goes along with the foundation of the
university in the same decade. However, since the mid-
1990s, competitive pressures from other parts of the
world, mainly Asia with lower labour costs, have intensified
competition based on prices. As a consequence, the indus-
try and related actors within the value chain have moved
out of the region causing loss of more than 30,000 jobs
and business closures (Costa, 2010). Nowadays, services
represent around 60% of the jobs in the region (Bertê
et al., 2016). For the last 15–20 years, the region has
been trying to establish itself as a technology-driven econ-
omy. Nevertheless, it is still mainly dominated by medium-
high technological industries (IBGE, 2017). The university
directly orients itself towards the regional industry, devel-
oping education and research focused on high technology
as well as incentivizing innovative firms through its tech-
nology park.

Methodology and methods of enquiry
Because of the lack of previous exploration of the topic
and context, it was decided that an exploratory case
study would be the best approach to take (Eisenhardt
& Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2018). To access information
about the university’s activities, we used a mixed-
methods approach with interviews as the primary data-
collection technique, also drawing upon observation and
ethnographic methods during periods undertaking
research and teaching at the institution. During the
data collection, we analysed the internal (i.e., university)
and external (i.e., government) policies that drove much
of the university’s work. Ethically, we decided the best
option was to anonymise the case and the respondents,
in order that they could speak more frankly and confi-
dently. Conflicts of interest were minimized by the fact
that neither author is employed by the institution, though
we drew on personal contacts and our own experiences in
the research. It was helpful being both ‘insider’ and ‘out-
sider’ to obtain different perspectives on the situation,
and ultimately, we gained much better access to intervie-
wees and greater knowledge of the activities taking place
in the institution. Having been employed variously at sev-
eral other institutions allowed it to be noticed what was
‘special’ about this case in terms of the primacy of the
social mission in addition to the more standard ‘entrepre-
neurial university’ activities. We initially recognized that
this could be some interesting combination of the chal-
lenging Brazilian context and the character of the insti-
tution as Jesuit mission oriented, which inspired the
investigation further.

We conducted interviews with members of the univer-
sity in various positions (senior management, teaching,
project management, students, alumni) chosen according
to their involvement in outreach activities at the university
(Table 1).

Semi-structured interviews (Flick, 2002) were preferred
because of their structure around particular topics or issues
(Simons, 2009). Respondents were asked to explain their
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roles, activities undertaken, barriers faced, work with other
actors within the department, university and region, and to
reflect on the changing nature of the university and their
role within. We supplemented interviews with document
analysis and auto-ethnographic observations. Data were
collected from 2015 to 2018.

We took an inductive approach to analysing both the
interview transcripts and the reflections we had made our-
selves, allowing the themes to emerge as we went through
the data. We started off by reading through interviews and
performing ‘selective coding’ to summarize the main story
being told by interviewees (Flick, 2002, p. 182). We then
refined themes into descriptive categories, which are mainly
the activities of the university within the society of its host
region, and activities towards fostering technological inno-
vation and entrepreneurship (creating Table 2). Descriptive
categories were then synthesized into analytical categories
that explained what we were looking at when brought
together (Bansal & Corley, 2011, 2012). Analysis was
iterative with ideas emerging from data held up against
the literature with the constant comparative approach pro-
viding a way to review data with emerging categories and
concepts (Bansal & Corley, 2012).

RESULTS: ACTIVITIES AND ROLES
CONCERNING ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
ASPECTS

Here we present the main themes that emerged from the
analysis of the case study, focusing on our initially recog-
nized issue of the interplay, overlap and tensions between
the social and economic dimensions of the university’s
impact on its region. We deal with each aspect in turn,
before the discussion enriches the case presentation with
some discussion of the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of what we saw
taking place. The activities we identified were set against
the backdrop of the three main strategic priorities of the
university: transdisciplinarity; education for the whole of

life; and regional development (official university
strategy).3

Social programmes and community
involvement
Social impact has always been at the core of the university’s
mission, and having a positive impact on the locality has
been prioritized. This is traced back to the university’s his-
tory in being founded as a Jesuit university with a strong
social mission and rationale. As the following interviewee
explains, it is something of a ‘duty’ that the university
should have a positive impact on the community:

The social projects are a way for the university to give back to

the community. Moreover, that is the way for the university to

fulfil its role in society, which is to not only produce and teach

science, but also to give knowledge back to the community.

(I6)

In addition to this sense of duty, there is also a sense that it
is better for the staff and students if they are engaging with
the community because this provides knowledge, experi-
ence, and ‘integrity’ that could not be gained from within
the classroom alone.

Students should not leave the university with only a load of

empirical knowledge but also an engagement. The students

have the classroom to acquire knowledge, and the partici-

pation in social projects to apply their knowledge, while at

the same time obtaining other knowledge through the prac-

tice of the social project. The community offers new con-

ditions for the students to develop their skills.

(I6)

The students are seen as being shaped by the region and the
community, and engagement is seen as a way to develop
practical skills and knowledge beyond the purely academic.
This two-way interaction is often missed in research into

Table 1. List of interviewees.
Respondent Identification

Manager of Research, Development and Innovation of the university I1

Former Director of the Technology Park (until January 2019) I2

Former coordinator of the university’s incubator located at the Technology Park (until December 2018) I3

Lecturer and coordinator of Entrepreneurship and Innovation courses for undergraduate programmes I4

Lecturer of Entrepreneurship and Innovation also involved with other activities in this subject who has worked as

an entrepreneur and also teaches entrepreneurship at a primary school in the region

I5

Coordinator of the Center for Social Action at the university (Jesuit priest) I6

Former student who graduated in innovation management and opened two firms in the region: one in the

incubator and the other outside the incubator

I7

Former student who won the entrepreneurship competition while he was an undergraduate student. Opened a

start-up company at the university’s incubator

I8

Dean of the Business School I9

Social work assistant at the university and course coordinator of social projects for the Bachelor’s in

Management course

I10

Pro-rector for Academic Affairs and International Relations I11

From ‘entrepreneurial’ to ‘engaged’ universities: social innovation for regional development in the Global South 5
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Table 2. ‘Outreach’ activities, broadly defined.
Scope

Programmes and projects within the social approach

Dance and Sports Program Sports, recreation and activities related to percussion and dance for children and

adolescents from the city where the university is located. It is in line with the National

Social Assistance Policy (BRASIL, 2004b)

Afro-Brazilian and Indigenous Studies Research and documentation about education for ethnic racial relations; in line with

the National Curricular Guidelines for the Education of Ethnic–Racial Relations and the

Teaching of Afro-Brazilian and African History and Culture

Elderly Networking and Bonding Twenty-two activities aimed at people over 60 years old from the region; supported by

the guidelines from the System of Social Assistance, the National Secretariat of Social

Assistance of the Ministry of Social Development and Fight against Hunger

Education Program Support to children and young people, their families and schools; articulating

teaching and research with the areas of pedagogy, psychology and other bachelor’s

degrees in education. In practice, a place for university students’ internship

Legal Practices Program Free legal assistance for people in situations of social and economic vulnerability. In

practice, a training place for law, social service and psychology students

Extended Health Care Health services, and a place for internships of nursing, nutrition and psychology

students

Food Bank Food donation for people from five cities in the region, aiming at contributing to

overcome poverty and improving the nutrition of adults and children

Life with Art Students receive music instruments in a lending system. People working for the

programme are music teachers, psychologists and a social assistant

Digital Citizen Courses for digital inclusion and access to information technologies

Social–Educative Action in the

Community

Activities for poor children and adolescents in the period free from school. Run by

academics from biology, nutrition, psychology and social work in partnerships with

companies and the public sector, in accordance with the National Policy for Social

Assistance

15-year-old ball Students from the bachelor’s in fashion organized balls for more than 60 girls from

the slums

Student scholarships Scholarships provided by the university’s own fund for some students who cannot

afford to pay for tuition if they have studied in public schools and depending on the

socioeconomic situation of their families

Programmes and projects within the economic approach

Entrepreneurship and Innovation courses Professors of different areas (i.e., marketing, design and regional development) offer

courses of entrepreneurship and innovation to more than 70% of undergraduate

programmes mixed in the same classroom. More than 5000 students have already

attended these courses

Technological institutes Applied research commercialized to industry. One institute was created because of the

Support Policy to Technological Development of Semiconductors Industry launched in

2007, which fosters university–industry interactions (BRASIL, 2007)

Technology transfer office Responsible for raising and managing innovation projects in interaction with industry

or public institutions. Supported from the Innovation Law (BRASIL, 2004a, 2005)

Technology park and start-up incubator Environment for the creation and location of technology-based companies

Programmes and projects with a socioeconomic combined approach

Green Tech Park Program Establishes environmental parameters and connections between companies located

in the technology park; promotes actions that help reduce resources consumption

and waste generation

(Continued )
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‘third mission’ and ‘entrepreneurial universities’ which
focus on a push-out of knowledge, trainees and economic
value from the university.

The university’s Social Action Plan follows three main
themes: promotion of environmental care, focusing on
water; action against poverty; and education regarding
racial and ethnic relations. Although the university is prior-
itizing the social mission, undertaking these roles is not
easy in contemporary Brazil. The manager of research,
development and innovation of the university explains
that currently the university has a lot less external funding
for social programmes and uses internal funding instead. In
this sense, the university is using its religious mission to
push against entrepreneurial trends which are devaluing
the importance of activities that do not generate economic
wealth (at least directly or measurably) for the university or
region.

Entrepreneurship and innovation at the
university
Over the past 20 years the university has been investing
strongly in entrepreneurship and innovation. The rationale
behind these activities is to assist in the economic develop-
ment of the region, against a backdrop of economic decline.
As the manager of research, development and innovation of
the university explained:

The current productive industry of the region will lead it to

poverty, because the industry has an intensive use of cheap

labour, manufactured products of low added value, low tech-

nological complexity, and inefficient production process.

That is why the technology strategy of the University aims

to help change the industry specialization of the region.

With this goal, the university created five technology insti-

tutes in fields that could help the region to develop a new

knowledge-based productive sector, or improve existing ones.

(I1)

Therefore, we can see that this is very economically
focused, but also has social needs intertwined because of
the concerns that the path trajectory could lead to poverty
in the region if not adjusted, which this individual sees
the university as having a role in changing. In addition to
technology institutes, the university runs a technology

park and a start-up incubator4 to help the establishment
of new knowledge-based companies following the triple
helix mode of economic development which gained popu-
larity in both academic and policy spheres globally, includ-
ing in Brazil (Etzkowitz et al., 2008).

For an alternative perspective on the economic engage-
ment of the university, we interviewed a former student
who had started up two companies. His perspective on
the support offered by the university (which follows pat-
terns of programmes offered in other universities world-
wide) is quite a positive one:

One of our professors made contact with the incubator for us.

We were incubated for 1.5 year, having gotten a great support

from the incubator. In the real world of a company, we deal

with marketing, finance, production… and the undergradu-

ate program developed us for that multidisciplinarity.

(I7)

We can see two different approaches towards entrepreneur-
ship and innovation. One is the investment in technology
institutes, firms and start-ups; and the other one is in creat-
ing an entrepreneurial and innovative culture among the
academic community. From the former coordinator of
the incubator, a teacher and a course coordinator’s
opinions, the goal is to motivate people for entrepreneur-
ship. They see these activities in terms of the learning out-
comes and the potential to arouse interest amongst the
students, as the following quotations illustrate:

In my opinion, we do have to push entrepreneurial education

at the university. Regarding the students… [they] will be

touched somehow by entrepreneurship after having tried it

in the classroom.

(I3)

When we stimulate entrepreneurship, we want to stimulate

the empowerment of people, personal fulfilment, business

that work out well or solve social problems.

(I4)

The fact that we offer these courses not only for Business students

breaks the paradigm that only business people can be entrepre-

neurs. Everybody has the competence to be an entrepreneur.

(I5)

Table 2. Continued.
Scope

Entrepreneurship competition Ran by the university and the start-up incubator, awarding a free incubation period for

the winners. Since 2016, technology proposals should solve social problems in health,

safety, mobility, education and environment

Undergraduate programme in

Innovation Management

Project- and action-based four-year programme where students are assessed based

on their competences (knowledge, skills and attitude) and develop social innovation

with and for the local community

Cleaner World The chemistry department and business school helped the creation of a cooperative of

women from the region that recycles used kitchen oil into commercial products such

as soap and candles
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While the university manager sees the direct impact the
university can have on the region, the educators are more
viewing the activities as learning experiences and as a way
to get students more engaged in driving broader change.
Whereas the overall university strategy may be focused on
economic factors, the reality of practitioners’ experiences
and motivations is more nuanced. The educators are link-
ing up the economic activities to wider social objectives and
highlighting the relevance for whatever job the students
end up doing. This is where we can see a great potential
to coordinate the economic and social aspects further,
because the potential to learn and get interested in new
things can be relevant whether one is working on a purely
economic or technical project or in one with more social
aims. By couching social impact and engagement in this
‘entrepreneurship’ language, we find that practitioners
ensure their projects keep receiving funding and support
even as the university slides further towards the ‘entrepre-
neurial university’ model.

As a summary of projects and programmes, Table 2
provides an overview of the university’s initiatives towards
impacting on the region regarding social challenges and
innovation with a focus on technology development and
entrepreneurship education. As seen, fairly few of the pro-
jects combined both approaches.

DISCUSSION

It became clear as we were undertaking the research that
the social programmes, and the entrepreneurship and
innovation programmes are dealt with in parallel in the
university’s strategy and practice, and that social mission
work is in danger of being side-lined as economic impact
is considered increasingly important both by the univer-
sity management, and policy actors. Interviewees revealed
their concerns about the decreasing budgets and resources
(including staffing) for the social mission activities, which
would ultimately limit the achievement of the confessional
mission of the institution. Organizationally, the two
streams of activities are being implemented and funded
separately, and the social mission struggles against fund-
ing cuts. The separation of economic and social impact
both in literature and policy (at the state and university
level) is somewhat illogical considering that the ideas
and rationales around helping the local area and addres-
sing challenges such as poverty and welfare were cross
cutting.

Discussions with staff showed a high degree of inter-
weaving the concepts of entrepreneurship and innovation
to account for both economic and social dimensions of out-
reach: these two spheres were often discussed in conjunc-
tion, and although we have discussed them separately in
our analysis for the purposes of clarity of presentation, in
reality the discussion during the interviews were highly
intermingled across the economic and social interpretations
of the university’s work. Theoretically, our concern is that
focusing overwhelmingly on the economic nature reduces
this complexity to a range of narrow and easily identifiable
outcomes that fit well within the entrepreneurial university

narrative (cf. Bramwell & Wolfe, 2008; Brown, 2016;
Kirby et al., 2011). Interestingly, we found that the univer-
sity staff co-opt language pertaining to ‘innovation’ and
‘entrepreneurship’ in order to keep doing their important
social mission work, and to keep the funds flowing as
much as possible, in line with what Marques et al. (2018)
called ‘instrumental social innovation’. As the former coor-
dinator of the start-up incubator exemplifies, the challen-
ging economic situation is putting programmes under
threat:

From 2012 to 2014, the entrepreneurship competition prize

was one-year free incubation. For financial sustainability we

lowered the prize to six months, but we keep running it.

(I3)

To better understand this tension, or interaction,
between strictly economic and more social engagement
activities we identified and categorized several actions
according to whether they are concerned mostly with
social or economic impact, or a mix of both. Table 2
shows that fairly few of the projects have combined
both approaches. It is clear that the reality is a stronger
involvement in social and community activities than the
university’s positioning itself within the rhetoric of an
‘entrepreneurial university’ would suggest. We credit
this strong social involvement to the university’s Jesuit
institutional history with an articulated social mission,
which clearly shone through in the interviews with
respondents explaining how the social mission activities
in the university were directly inspired by, and prioritized
due to, its Jesuit heritage and character. The pro-rector
was very clear in this regard:

As a Jesuit university, this university has a mission. And

as a manager and a professor here, I work in order to con-

solidate this mission which is to work for this humanitar-

ian, social and sustainable world where people need to

cultivate values. This is part of our work. It’s not only

about teaching, researching and having an interaction

with companies. We do everything with the idea of a bet-

ter world.

(I11)

The results shine a light on the kind of social work that is
often ignored in discussions of entrepreneurial univer-
sities’ impact (Etzkowitz, 2004; Guerrero et al., 2015;
MacKenzie & Zhang, 2014). Indeed, Table 2 illustrates
that these activities actually outnumber the more ‘econ-
omic’ activities. We followed up this theme in interviews
and policy analysis to find some explanation for why
social and economic spheres are functioning separately
in practice (i.e., in university management). We find
some explanation via examining the structure of the uni-
versity. Courses are taught separately under headings
such as ‘innovation and entrepreneurship’ and ‘social
work’ in different departments. The social work assistant
who coordinates social projects for business students
explains:
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The (social) projects do not have an integration to other

courses in Management. Students would benefit if our social

work had inputs from finance or marketing. In some situ-

ations, even logistics could help us to develop a better project

for the local communities, but we are not integrated with

other teachers.

(I10)

The coordinator of the Center for Social Action (I6) also
exemplifies this separation when he mentions that he man-
ages ‘social projects towards helping the local community’,
but ‘social programmes as scholarships are managed by aca-
demic departments, and innovation programmes are man-
aged by the Technology Park’.

This lack of intertwining between departments results
in separate incentives regarding programmes and projects
with students, companies and the wider region’s society.
There are two separate streams of investment within the
university’s strategy. We see this separation also in the lit-
erature on ‘entrepreneurial universities’, which is surpris-
ingly silent on the issue of social impact and change
(Jenson & Harrisson, 2013; Juliani et al., 2017; Martin
& Osberg, 2007).

Another explanation may come from public policies
from the national government regarding incentives for uni-
versities (laws BRASIL, 2004a, 2005, 2007). Also, the
regional impact of social programmes is more difficult to
measure compared with, for example, spin-out and intel-
lectual property production. Several results can be directly
measured to show the impact of universities’ actions toward
economic entrepreneurship and innovation (Etzkowitz
et al., 2008; Svensson et al., 2012), but that is not true
about metrics presenting social impact from programmes
targeted at solving social challenges (Cajaiba-Santana,
2014; Edwards-Schachter &Wallace, 2017). For instance,
how do we economically conceptualize a programme that
helps prevent old people suffering from loneliness and iso-
lation; or children learning how to play a music instrument?
(examples from Table 2).

If this university were to follow the entrepreneurial
university discourse strictly, several social programmes
would likely end, and the region would lose such impor-
tant help towards overcoming long-lasting problems
such as poverty or illiteracy, and new challenges such as
digital inclusion. We see a special role for institutions
with a religious mission to stand against the tides of a
purely economic-driven approach to higher education
(cf. Jones & Patton, 2018), and to be a positive force for
social good in their regions based on their core values
and missions. The findings support a growing body of
work taking a broader perspective on innovation to realize
its importance beyond the purely economic sphere, to
incorporate elements of social, green and inclusive under-
standings (e.g., Benneworth et al., 2017; Juliani et al.,
2017). As of yet, universities have been only partially
placed in this debate.

The other contribution this paper makes is to elucidate
the Global South perspective, and what are the roles of uni-
versities in these context: when we turn to the literature on

universities and regional development we find it dominated
by European and North American cases (e.g., Benneworth
et al., 2009; Bramwell & Wolfe, 2008; Guerrero et al.,
2015; Pugh et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017), leaving a
knowledge gap when it comes to countries in the Global
South. Furthermore, there is very little discussion of con-
fessional or religious institutions that play a key role in
the higher education systems in many countries, in particu-
lar developing countries (Cruz-Coke, 2004; de Donini &
Torrendell, 2007; Tavares, 2009). Therefore, if we are to
achieve a truly global discussion on the roles of universities
in regional development, we need a greater consideration of
these diverse contexts and institutions (Guerrero et al.,
2019).

CONCLUSIONS

This paper set out to fill some gaps in the literature
regarding entrepreneurial and engaged universities in
the Global South and the roles and activities of religious
or confessional universities that make up a large part of
the academic landscape in Latin America. When we
began our research, we set out to interrogate the well-
established ‘entrepreneurial university’ concept in a devel-
oping country, and especially fill in some gaps we saw in
the extant literature relating to the treatment of engage-
ment activities oriented towards social outreach and
impact. Through conducting interviews, observations
and policy analysis, we pieced together the jigsaw of one
particular university’s activities in its region, and explored
some of the motivations and tensions behind the different
programmes being conducted. We found the social mis-
sion to be at the heart of much the work being carried
out, and a very important rationale. The social mission
is ingrained in the university’s work stemming from its
Jesuit founding, and we suggest that the entrepreneurial
university idea could in fact look quite different when
we add different types of institutions (with different mis-
sions, histories, etc.) into the mix, requiring a stronger
placement of ideas around social entrepreneurship and
innovation.

Theoretically, we argue for movement away from a
narrow conceptualization of ‘entrepreneurial universities’
in the Global South towards an ‘engaged’ university notion
that credits equal importance to efforts towards social and
economic innovation, entrepreneurship, and development.
This will render the concept more applicable and reflective
of the reality we see in universities in the Global South, bet-
ter taking account of the range of institutions that exist,
including confessional universities.

Specifically, our case study university declares three
streams of activity within its mission (environmental sus-
tainability; action against poverty; and education regard-
ing racial and ethnic relations), and in practice we found
several other foci, including care for the elderly, digital
inclusion, and education for art, which should be taken
into consideration in the conceptualization of the univer-
sity’s impact on the regional community. A conceptualiz-
ation of the university that fails to account for or to
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analyse these social dimensions (i.e., as a purely economic
actor) will miss a large part of the picture, and will fail to
understand fully what a university is and how it impacts
upon its region, especially in countries facing multifa-
ceted social and economic issues such as in the Global
South.

In conclusion, we find the entrepreneurial university
concept to be incomplete in the emerging economy con-
text, where universities are at the heart of regional efforts
to address massive social and economic challenges, lar-
gely because of its scant treatment of social innovation
and entrepreneurship dimensions. From a practice per-
spective, if we can better understand and theorize the
social dimension of universities work, we open up the fol-
lowing possibilities: assisting universities in having a
positive role within their regions through a variety of
social and economic paths; helping policy-makers to cre-
ate more effective and appropriate policy that takes into
account the range of issues universities are working
with; better measurement of universities’ impact beyond
narrow economic factors.

Focusing on the practical learnings relating to the
Global South context, our call to include social inno-
vation and entrepreneurship ideals and practices into
the conceptualization of the entrepreneurial university
goes further, suggesting even a conceptual shift in univer-
sity and higher level (regional and national policy)
towards the engaged university model. Because of the
potential of this concept to include social aspects and
also to conceptualize the governance, leadership and cul-
tural roles of the university (akin to Goddard et al.’s
(2016) concept of the civic university discussed in the lit-
erature review), we suggest it could be more fitting for the
Global South context where challenging regional settings
and problems mean that the university is necessarily act-
ing beyond its purely economic roles as a key deliverer of
supports and services to local populations. As such, we
argue that the engaged university concept, whilst it has
been developed largely in Global North settings, could
provide more promise than the narrower entrepreneurial
university concept when trying to both understand and
create better policy and practice for universities’ roles in
economic and social development in regional settings in
the Global South.
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NOTES

1. After much consideration, we decided to use the term
‘Global South’ rather than alternatives such as ‘emerging

economy’ or ‘developing economy’. This was in part
because this term is widely used regarding the Brazilian
context and well understood internationally. We appreciate
that it is a sweeping term and there are profound differ-
ences between contexts in, for example, Latin America,
Africa and Southeast Asia. Whilst we do not want to use
too broad a brush, we also want to refer here to regional
contexts more generally beyond the ‘usual suspects’ ofWes-
tern Europe and North America we so often read about
when studying entrepreneurial universities and regional
development.
2. An entrepreneurial ecosystem refers to the relations
among actors, policies and resources, including cultural,
social and material attributes, with the aim to support
and improve entrepreneurial activity in a locality (Alveda-
len & Boschma, 2017; Spigel, 2017).
3. We have deliberately left out the references to univer-
sity policy documents as these would unblind the case, so
we have used generic references instead. However, we
directly used university materials and policy documents in
the analysis, so they are important to mention here because
they explain some of the findings and discussions.
4. There are 100 companies generating around 6000 jobs
in the company condominium and 30 start-ups in the incu-
bator.
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