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Abstract
The last three decades have witnessed a growing 

body of literature on the changing role and functions 
of universities. Concepts such as the ‘engaged uni-
versity’ ‘multiversity’ and ‘university as a complex 
enterprise’ have been discussed and evaluated by 
academics and practitioners. More recently, schol-
ars have also turned their attention to the role of 
universities within the framework of local innovation 
ecosystems. The current research investigates how, 
through a variety of engagement related functions, 
universities can foster social, economic, and techno-
logical development in the cities that host them. The 
analysis is based on qualitative research conducted 
in both U.S. and Romania with key respondents from 
universities. In addition, for Romania the authors 
have also included main findings from their experi-
ence as consultants for the city of Cluj-Napoca for 
strategic planning activities. 
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1. Introduction 

The last three decades have witnessed a growing body of literature on the changing role 
and functions of universities. Concepts such as the ‘engaged university’ (Watson et al., 
2013), ‘multiversity’ (Kerr, 2001), and ‘university as a complex enterprise’ (Rouse, 2016) 
have been discussed and evaluated by academics and practitioners. More recently, schol-
ars have also turned their attention to the role of universities within the framework of 
local innovation ecosystems (Cai, Ma and Chen, 2020; Heaton, Siegel and Teece, 2019), 
where universities interact with, grow and coproduce innovation alongside or in partner-
ship with the other relevant actors in these ecosystems. Thus, the current research investi-
gates how, through a variety of engagement related functions, universities can foster social, 
economic, and technological development in the cities that host them. The article also 
evaluates strategies that U.S. universities use as engaged actors in their communities and 
inquires whether these best practices from the U.S. can be transferred and adapted to the 
context of other countries, including Romania. Our research is based on the assumption 
that this transfer is not always unidirectional. Indeed, by focusing on two jurisdictions in 
different national contexts and where university engagement is currently at different levels 
of maturity, we offer a comparative perspective that we hope will enhance universities’ 
community engagement everywhere. 

While at the international level the concept and practice of the engaged university is 
more than two decades old, Romanian universities have developed completely separate 
from the community and in relative isolation from other local and regional stakeholders. 
This separation has often produced inter-institutional tensions and a climate of distrust. 
In the last several years, case studies have featured large Romanian cities where innovation 
and economic development has become closely linked to nearby universities (Cluj-Napoca 
is probably the best known example) (Profiroiu and Briscariu, 2021). These few success 
stories suggest that universities constitute significant community assets for local and re-
gional development, for fostering social and technological innovation, and for making 
cities more tolerant and inclusive. Given the growing importance of the knowledge-based 
economy, where highly educated individuals drive innovation, it follows that universities 
are key sources of added value for their communities. This is highly relevant because cities 
are now considered the growth engines of national economies (Polèse, 2005; Dobbs et al., 
2011; United Nations, 2018). This interdependence is complicated however and depends 
on numerous variables. Our research strives to add to the state of the art in this field not 
only by broadening the theoretical understanding of the evolving role of universities in city 
development from a comparative perspective (US and Romania), but also by endeavoring 
to equip universities from Romania and worldwide with practical recommendations for 
becoming more engaged in the future. 

The article proceeds as follows: section two analyzes the changing role of universi-
ties and the connection with the communities which host them. Section three offers an 
overview of the US and Romanian higher education system. Section four describes the 
methodology of the two empirical studies conducted in the US and Romania concerning 
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university engagement, section five presents the main findings while section six offers a 
brief discussion of the main findings and main conclusions.

2.	 The changing role of universities 
and their connection to their communities

The evolution over time of higher education institutions is closely linked with cities 
(Harris and Holley, 2016; Muro et al., 2008) and a sizable body of research has already ex-
amined the specific effects of universities on economic growth (Shahid and Kaoru, 2007; 
Valero and Van Reenen, 2016; Geuna and Rossi, 2015). Less attention has been paid how-
ever to the non-economic benefits generated by universities on cities (Harris and Holley, 
2016) and to how these institutions interact with city governments and local businesses 
within sophisticated networks that are currently characterizing modern city-regions world-
wide (Melhuis, 2015). Our research will examine not only the evolving role of universities 
but also how universities are intricately linked to some of the major trends currently shap-
ing the evolution of cities globally. 

A significant shift for cities in the last decades has involved the transition to a knowl-
edge-based economy (van Winden, 2009). Historically, the economic growth of cities 
was associated with industrial production (Hospers, 2003). Currently, however, the cities 
which thrive in a global competitive arena are those that foster economic innovation, devel-
op collaborative partnerships not only with the business sector but also with the academic 
community, and enjoy certain territorial assets such as a healthy transportation infrastruc-
ture, and demonstrate strong links between academia and businesses (McKinsey Global 
Institute, 2012). Capacity to sustain a high living standard for residents is equally import-
ant (Huggins and Johnston, 2009). Smart cities, another popular concept used in connec-
tion with rapidly growing city regions (Kourtit and Nijkamp, 2012), includes an emphasis 
of the public-private partnership as a way to engage non-traditional actors, including uni-
versities, in promoting innovations for urban prosperity and livability (Goodman, 2015). 

Cities are currently described as political actors sharing unique qualities when com-
pared to national states and supranational organizations. Thus, it is cities rather than na-
tion states that tend to be pragmatic and creative, and that engage in broad partnerships. 
Nor must cities attend to the delicate international issues associated with borders and sov-
ereignty. Because of these qualities, city mayors, alone and in partnership with other actors, 
respond to transnational issues more effectively than nation states (Barber, 2013). Cities 
thus arguably become the perfect locus for innovation, social and economic development 
and partnership with other actors, including universities, for advancing lofty global goals 
such as environmental protection, inclusion of migrants, and safety.

But not all cities are created equally. While some have been able to evolve into competi-
tive city regions of the global economy, others are lagging behind (Cunningham-Sabot and 
Fol, 2009; Rink, 2006). Cities which have traditionally depended on one industry are less 
resilient and able to reinvent themselves in light of new opportunities (Glaeser and Saiz, 
2003). Cities experiencing challenges usually encounter not only the loss of traditional jobs 
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but also degradation of urban settings and vacant properties, population loss, and a variety 
of negative social problems associated with poverty and urban decay (Pallagst et al., 2009). 
In their case, the presence of strong and committed higher education institutions may be 
the only available option for city redevelopment (Glaeser and Saiz, 2003). 

Against this backdrop, the main question is whether universities should actively en-
gage in economic and/or social change, or they should instead focus on their tradition-
al functions, namely research and teaching (O’Mara, 2012). Altbach (2008) points out 
that there is a mismatch between the increasing roles universities are being called upon 
to fulfill and the resources given to them. In order to capture the evolving functions of 
universities and their incredible diversification Kerr (2001) coined the term ‘multiversi-
ty’. Traditionally, teaching and research have been the two main functions performed by 
universities. This goes back to the early 19th century Humboldtian model of higher educa-
tion. According to this model, teaching and research are closely interlinked, with teaching 
being guided by current research. Research was however to be initiated and conducted 
in complete separation from the broader society, with the aim of keeping it unbiased and 
independent from ideological, economic, political or religious influences (Kwiek, 2006). 
This meant complete separation of universities from community and the market (Ander-
son, 2004). These German educational and scientific principles have been recognized as 
a solid foundation for higher education institutions worldwide. American universities 
could be perhaps described as early adopters of these principles compared to other juris-
dictions (Berman, 2012). However, starting with the 1970s, first in the U.S. but also in 
other countries, new functions were assumed by universities. The crux of these functions 
is what Tödtling (2006, p. 2) calls ‘economic utilization of publicly funded research’. This 
may take the form of knowledge and technology transfer to industry and the commercial-
ization of knowledge. Moreover, universities were also called upon to play a more active 
role in national and regional innovation systems. This new type of university, acting as 
an economic engine, diverges from Humboldt’s principles (Nybom, 2003; Scott, 1993). 
Another departure from these principles is represented by the land-grant universities in 
the U.S. The Morrill Act establishing these universities endeavored to make universities 
responsible for providing practical education to broad segments of population in fields 
such as agriculture (Brown, Pendleton-Jullian and Adler, 2010). 

The role of universities as active stakeholders in their communities rather than un-
engaged ivory towers is analyzed, mostly in the U.S. context but also elsewhere, in close 
connection with the concept of the ‘anchor institution’ (Taylor and Luter, 2013; Benson 
and Harkavy, 1994). Anchor institutions include universities but also hospitals and mu-
seums, and they have several characteristics which differentiate them from other organiza-
tions (Harris and Holley, 2016). These characteristics transform anchor institutions into 
community assets in terms of development potential (Harkavy and Zuckerman, 1999). 
Because anchor institutions are spatially immobile they have a strong interest in the health 
of the community in which they are located. Anchor institutions are non-profit organiza-
tions in the sense that their main mission is not profit generation. Most anchor institutions 
are also of considerable size. Even when they are more modest in size, their multiplying 
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economic effect in the local economy is significant. Finally, anchor institutions must hold 
a social-purpose mission. The concept of social responsibility is currently paired with uni-
versities’ efforts to achieve sustainability (Weiss, 2016). 

Universities as anchor institutions perform a variety of functions within their commu-
nities, including ‘real estate developer, purchaser, employer, workforce developer, cluster 
anchor, a core service/product provider, and a community infrastructure builder’ (Initia-
tive for a Competitive Inner City, 2011, p. 5). In addition, other authors mention that 
universities bring the ‘good neighbor’ mentality into their neighborhoods/communities 
(Harkavy and Zuckerman, 1999). Interestingly enough, during the 1990s, higher educa-
tion institutions seemed to suffer less from broader economic decline compared to other 
industries (Parrilo and De Socio, 2014). 

Cities and universities/anchor institutions are interconnected and a sound partnership 
needs to be in place in order for mutual interdependencies to reinforce each other. City ad-
ministrators and municipal leaders currently need to reconsider their traditional partners 
in city growth. A recent survey of 70 mayors in the U.S. showed that elected officials see 
businesses and not universities as their most reliable collaborators (Kleiman and Poethig, 
2015). Similarly, an edited book on strategic planning based on comparative national 
chapters (Hințea, Profiroiu and Țiclau, 2019a) found that, in countries such as Romania 
and others from Central and Eastern Europe, university-city hall cooperation is lagging be-
hind compared to the partnerships between city hall and local businesses. In this study the 
authors conclude that city halls seem to trust the expertise of the business community and 
of international organizations (such as World Bank) more than they do the expertise found 
in universities (Hințea, Profiroiu and Țiclau, 2019b). On the other hand, universities and 
other anchors depend upon the public amenities and infrastructure for growth, as well as 
public safety services provided by cities. For universities, being located in cities with a high 
quality of life allows them to better attract scholars and students. Webber and Karlstrom 
(2009) argue that universities would play a more prominent role in the community if they 
better understood the costs, benefits and range of strategic options available to anchor in-
stitutions.

Often scholars tend to focus on either cities or universities, but more rarely the inter-
section of the two. Sometimes the focus is on the partnership between these two actors 
but somewhat in isolation from the broader local and regional context. Recently, the fo-
cus seems to have shifted towards the concept of local innovation ecosystems. One of the 
first authors to make reference to innovation ecosystems was Moore (1993). He described 
these systems as ‘loosely interconnected network[s] of companies and other entities that 
coevolve capabilities around a shared set of technologies, knowledge, or skills, and work 
cooperatively and competitively to develop new products and services’. Adner’s article, 
published in the Harvard Business Review in 2006, however, catapulted the term into 
the mainstream. He defines an innovation ecosystem as ‘the collaborative arrangements 
through which firms combine their individual offerings into a coherent, customer-fac-
ing solution’ (Adner, 2006, p. 2). Gobble (2014, p. 55) refers to innovation ecosystems 
as ‘dynamic, purposive communities with complex, interlocking relationships built on 
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collaboration, trust, and co-creation of value and specializing in exploitation of a shared 
set of complementary technologies or competencies’. Ding and Wu (2018, p. 2) defined 
innovation ecosystem as ‘a network system consisting of the communities of govern-
ments, product enterprises, complementary products enterprises, and customers, which 
interact, communicate, or promote innovation in order to create valuable new product’. 
While each of these definitions focuses on slightly different aspects, authors conducting 
meta-analyses in this field (Granstranda and Holgersson, 2020, p. 3) conclude that ‘there 
are three recurring entities in the reviewed definitions [of innovation ecosystems], name-
ly actors, artifacts (products and services, tangible and intangible resources, technological 
and non-technological resources, and other types of system inputs and outputs, including 
innovations), and institutions’. In addition, argue the cited authors, their own ‘conceptual 
review identifies activities and relations, especially including collaborative/complementa-
ry and competitive/substitute relations, as well as the co-evolving nature of innovation 
ecosystems’ (p. 3).

What is the role of universities in these communities and ecosystems? If the university 
is the main partner for the community, rather than one partner among many, then it pro-
duces an ecosystem in which the partnership between the university and the city acts as 
catalyst for the entire local ecosystem. Determining the importance of the university in the 
ecosystem can be done developing the following scenario: if one simulates the functioning 
of the ecosystem without the university and the effects are small, then the university is not 
the main partner. If the effects of removing the university are critical, then the local eco-
system is built around the ‘communiversity’. From this standpoint, it is not so important 
what the university does from an operational standpoint but rather how it is strategically 
positioned in the local ecosystem, and its interdependencies with the other actors. 

While numerous studies on innovation ecosystems are silent about the role of place, 
others (Hasselmayer, 2019) now refer to how ‘around 20 years ago innovation ecosystems 
started to change physically. They began to move from greenfield technology parks into cit-
ies and towns by combining physical, economic and networking assets into creative places’. 
In this context city governments have started to realize that urban planning can support the 
growth of knowledge economy. The quality of urban spaces, their safety, walkability, and 
proximity to wider city economy are among the benefits derived from physically locating 
these ecosystems in an urban setting. In the context of our research, the concept of place-
based innovation ecosystem incorporates the idea that place, including physical proxim-
ity matter together with elements that are embedded in a geographically-bounded space 
(Rissola et al., 2017).

3. Overview of the U.S. and Romanian context of higher education

This section tries to provide a brief overview in a comparative manner of the U.S. and 
Romanian higher education system and provide an international comparative view on 
how different elements describing the higher education system (hereafter HES) in a ju-
risdiction play a role into the engagement of universities worldwide. We take this focus 
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because interviews conducted for this research (see next sections) revealed that the local 
context in which HESs operate is critical. We refer here to the supranational level (the EU 
context is discussed only in the case of Romania) and the national/federal, state/regional, 
and local levels for both countries. It is important to understand how HESs evolved over 
time in connection with broader developments from society. The relevance of this section 
is also derived from the fact that our research tackles policy transfer in the field of universi-
ty engagement. In this context it is important to clearly assess which triggers and drivers for 
HESs reforms can be (re)created in other jurisdictions/contexts. 

3.1. U.S. higher education system 

The U.S. higher education system is difficult to describe because, as in the European 
Union, it is different in every state. In the U.S. case very little top down pressure from the 
national level attempts to push states to organize their HES in a certain way. However, 
there are commonalities across state. Several types of HE institutions exist. They include: 

‒‒ Private small colleges;
‒‒ Private universities;
‒‒ State owned and operated universities;
‒‒ School district operated community colleges;
‒‒ Post-secondary vocational institutions.

Private small colleges and private universities may have extensive interaction with their 
community, but such interaction is seldom formalized. These institutions often have re-
ligious links and roots, but often operate with little visible religious orientation. They are 
often located in small towns or smaller cities. Prestigious private institutions are often lo-
cated in the older eastern states of the U.S. and have more European style traditions which 
do not support formal partnerships. School district operated community colleges often 
have governing boards elected by the local population and therefore may have strong po-
litical ties to the local community. Some are started and may continue to be operated by 
local public school districts. Community colleges are not necessarily small. Many are large 
with a few having more than 100,000 students. It may seem unusual to a reader from an-
other part of the world that community colleges are included in this discussion, but in the 
U.S. community colleges are a major part of the HES. Community colleges offer academic 
courses similar to what is offered at a university during the first two years of university 
study and often, credit earned by the completion of community college courses can be 
transferred to a university by students completing their baccalaureat at a university. 

The state-owned and operated university systems are varied and complicated, but a 
common thread is to be devoted to helping their community. In some form or another 
most states have the following types of universities:

‒‒ A flagship research university;
‒‒ A land grant university;
‒‒ An urban university;
‒‒ A tech university;
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‒‒ A system of teacher preparation (normal) universities;
‒‒ A historically black university. 

Some states combine these categories such as putting the tech or engineering emphasis 
in the land grant university (e.g., Purdue). Large states like California might have an entire 
university system for nearly every category listed above. (e.g., UCLA, Berkley and others 
under the first bullet. Cal Tech Universities under fourth bullet, and the Cal State system 
covering others, etc.). In most cases universities have grown dramatically from their his-
toric roots and have become comprehensive universities, while keeping somewhat their 
historic emphasis. 

Land grant universities are perhaps the most interesting for this research. The previous-
ly mentioned Justin Morrill Act of 1862 provided resources and legal conditions for such 
universities to be granted large amounts of land if they promised to stay focused on help-
ing communities grow, prosper and solve problems. Many states have Extension systems, 
funded by a combination of federal, state and local resources in which extension agents, as 
university employees, assigned to communities throughout the state, have a specific man-
date to connect knowledge created by university research with the solution to their local 
community’s problems and opportunities. Extension services were originally agricultur-
ally focused when the country was primarily rural, but, in many states, extension services 
have migrated to solving urban problems. 

So this very brief description of the complex university structure in the U.S. seems to 
point out the strong historic roots for a university-community partnership. A question 
arises as to whether this partnership is growing or declining as universities face multiple 
pressures. In some parts of the country a combination of pressure to cut taxes and a 
general feeling that universities have an ideological bias has caused states to both reduce 
funding and the role of the university in public affairs. The percent of funding of state 
institutions by the state budget has been declining and in some cases now represents 
a small percentage of the total university budget. Universities increasingly dependent 
on grant money feel enormous pressure to be highly ranked by the various university 
ranking regimens. Most ranking systems put little emphasis on how much time a univer-
sity faculty spends helping local governments and businesses resolve local issues. Most 
ranking systems rely heavily on counts of research output and visibility, and prestigious 
journal are suspicious of applied research. Even in land grant institutions, faculty are 
reluctant to reach out to extension agents who operate on a different mental time frame 
and have a different reward system. 

Internally, university faculties continue to debate whether becoming emersed in local 
community issues and the people involved, reduces the objectivity of research. Some uni-
versities have tried to walk this tight rope by defining an ‘engaged scholar’. It is yet to be 
seen whether engaged scholars will get the respect they need to succeed from ranking ser-
vices, professional peers and journals. 
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3.2. Romanian higher education system in a European context 

Popescu (2010) argues that the evolution of the Romanian HES after 1930 can be di-
vided into three stages or periods, each of these corresponding to major and distinctive 
shifts in the educational policy, with the first stage from 1930–1944, the second one from 
1940 until 1989, and the third one starting with the fall of the communist regime and 
onwards. Prior to the Second World War, Romanian universities were created by for-
eign powers, modeled after Western universities and the Romanian elite trained abroad 
(Damian, 2012). During the communist regime, universities had almost no autonomy. 
Therefore, HES in Romania was described by OECD (2000) as the most centralized in 
South Eastern Europe. The communist party interfered with the functioning of univer-
sities. Professors’ accession to the highest positions within the Romanian universities re-
quired political affiliation and there was ‘restricted upward mobility of staff and non-ex-
istent outbound mobility of students and staff within the European Higher Education’ 
(Iacob, 2015, p. 65). As observed by Iacob (2015, p. 65) it is important to note that there 
was a close link between the purpose of higher education institutions (hereafter HEIs) at 
that time and the process of forced industrialization in the country championed by the 
communist party. The role of HEIs was also influenced by the fact that despite rapid in-
dustrialization and urbanization, Romania was still an agrarian society. This has resulted 
in a focus on technical programs and, at the same time, a severe reduction in the number of 
humanistic and social sciences programs. 

After the fall of the communism, most of the formerly communist countries had start-
ed a profound reform process of their tertiary educational systems. Matějů, Řeháková and 
Simonová, (2003, p. 302) argue that reforms were driven by two major objectives: to give 
autonomy and freedom back to HEIs and to facilitate the development and expansion 
of the tertiary education. In Romania, the reform process has been slow. Reisz (2006) 
apud Iacob (2016, p. 66) refers to four main objectives of the educational reform agenda: 
‘1) developing a coherent framework for education policy; 2) attracting foreign partners 
to co-finance education reform; 3) enacting new educational legislation and related regula-
tions; and 4) restructuring the higher education system to meet the new economic, social, 
and political needs’. With regard to the latter function mentioned by Reisz, other scholars 
argue that in practice there was little attention paid to the newly emerging functions of 
universities beyond teaching and to a lesser extent research (Nicolescu, 2003). 

One interesting question is whether or not there is some function diversification/
differentiation taking place in the modern era (Reichert, 2012), and if yes, if it includes 
engagement with the local community. Reisz (2006) refers to an initial period of ‘psychot-
ic’ and uncontrolled diversification, with private universities experimenting with ques-
tionable practices (Andreescu et al., 2012). After this initial period, the trend has been 
toward homogeneity due to institutional isomorphism (Andreescu et al., 2012; Miroiu 
and Vlăsceanu, 2012). Miroiu and Vlăsceanu (2012, p. 802) argue that ‘their mission (as 
codified in the university Charters) is quasi-identical, their organizational structures, types 
of study programs and their organization, as well as content, procedures and practices re-
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lated to teaching and research, the internal regulations are all similar (...) and at most incre-
mentally different’. Analyzing diversification versus isomorphism goes beyond the scope 
of this paper. Nevertheless, it needs to be acknowledged that all these processes are closely 
linked with the national accreditation system as well as with university ranking systems 
that force universities to measure quality using uniform metrics.

It is important as well to look at several statistics measuring (HEIs) in Romania, among 
which the most significant ones involve financing. The total number of HEIs is slightly 
declining from early 2000, with 46 public universities; 34 private universities plus 5 pri-
vate universities which are temporary accredited; and 7 military universities in 2020–2021. 
The total number of enrolled students for the same academic year is 560,187 students 
(out of which 491,640 are enrolled in public universities) (Ministry of Education, 2022). 
However, approximately 50% of all the enrolled students are concentrated in three cit-
ies, Bucharest, Cluj-Napoca, and Iași. Significantly, Romania has the lowest percentage of 
university-educated citizens in the European Union (around 26%), while the EU average 
in 2017 was roughly 40%. At the end of the 2019–2020 academic year there were 132,731 
graduates, a slight increase from the previous several years (Ministry of Education, 2022). 

From 2020 to 2021, the institutional financing for higher education increased from 
4.96 trillion lei (1.003 trillion Euro) to 5.04 trillion lei (1.019 trillion Euro) (Ministry of 
Education, 2022). Despite this increase, HEIs are chronically underfunded in Romania, 
with less than 1% from GDP going to this sector. There are three types of financing: Ba-
sic financing which is based on the number of students for each cycle, with no distinc-
tion between universities based on their performance; Supplementary financing, which is 
based on quality indicators (30% of basic financing), and is further divided into Research 
– 40%; Teaching – 30%; Internationalization – 10%; Regional orientation and social equi-
ty – 20%; and Complementary financing, which goes towards meals and dormitories for 
students; and infrastructure investment. 

While universities have clearly evolved and transformed over the last 25 years 
(Dragoescu, 2013), the debate regarding their social role is for the most part still absent in 
Romania. Some large city governments have begun to recognize that universities contrib-
ute to their economic growth (Cluj-Napoca and Timișoara for example). Others (such as 
the capital city of Bucharest) pay no attention to the universities and do very little in terms 
of partnering and collaboration. Several recent studies document Romanian universities 
impact on the local economy (Chirca and Lazar, 2021), but there is little debate about 
other impacts, mostly due to the difficulty of quantifying them and the lack of publicly 
available data. Moreover, the business sector is dissatisfied with universities, which alleged-
ly do not create the skills required by the market, but at the same time they are unwilling to 
invest in higher education or to initiate partnerships with HEIs (Serbanica, 2011). Thus, 
in Romania, there is insufficient cooperation among these three key actors — university, 
city, and businesses. 

In a study from 2013, Hințea (pp. 299–306) refers to a set of challenges universities 
in Romania will face in the future. They include: the changing profile of students (more 
mobile, with expectations shaped in comparison to what European universities can offer 
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them); a dynamic and ever changing job market, where distinctions between public and 
private sectors are no longer relevant; the relationship with the community — universities 
need to decide (strategic choice) how to position themselves vis-à-vis the community; the 
relationship with decision-makers who need to be convinced that the academic expertise is 
a relevant and important asset in a community; and academic management, which needs 
to embark upon new functions and approaches such as to become more entrepreneurial. 
All these challenges are connected both directly and indirectly with universities becoming 
more engaged. 

For the Romanian HES (similar to the HES from all EU member states), it is important 
to mention that its development is currently influenced not only by policies put in place 
by the national government but also by those imposed by the EU. In 2022 we have the first 
European strategy dedicated to universities. One significant dimension is that the Strategy 
recognizes the changing role of universities and the importance of their being active with-
in local innovation networks. The language of the strategy is very close to the language 
of the literature talking about universities as complex enterprises. The European strategy 
for universities emphasizes how universities should be central nodes of local innovation 
hubs and should employ a living lab approach towards creating skills more in line with 
current socio-economic transformations of communities and of the job market (European 
Commission, 2022). 

4. Data and methods

This research strives to investigate two different experiences concerning university en-
gagement in the U.S. and Romania, with the aim of identifying strategic directions that 
can be relevant at international level for both HEIs and community stakeholders in local 
ecosystems. This research employs a qualitative approach based on interviews and focus 
group discussions with key experts in this area, as well as content analysis of strategic policy 
documents. It employs a comparative perspective in the sense that it investigates engage-
ment in two jurisdictions, the U.S. and Romania, and tries to combine the findings from 
these two countries in a way that can be valuable for other HESs worldwide, which find 
themselves at various levels of maturity vis-à-vis engagement. This comparative analysis is 
based on two separate researches which are not perfectly identical. 

The U.S. research consists of interviews with key informants from 18 public universi-
ties, including both land grants and non-land grants, operating primarily in urban settings 
and located in Alabama, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, 
and South Carolina. For each university, the authors conducted between 2-5 interviews 
with key informants including the following: university leadership; university staff work-
ing for extension offices, economic development offices, and community outreach; faculty 
conducting and publishing research that included some level of community engagement; 
and faculty teaching courses with a service learning component. A total number of 46 
interviews were conducted from March to July 2019. In certain cases, some face to face in-
terviews were then supplemented with email conversations. The universities in the sample 
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were chosen mainly based upon access considerations, as the interviews were conducted 
by one of the authors during a Fulbright senior fellowship at the University of Georgia. In 
addition to interviews, for each university the authors looked at strategic documents such 
as university charter, mission/vision, and application reports for the Carnegie Community 
Engagement Classification. 

The Romanian research evaluates the state of engagement in higher education in one 
university from Romania, namely Babeș-Bolyai University, based on the perceptions of 
university leadership (vice-rectors, deans and vice-deans, members of the University Sen-
ate) and regular faculty. The research was conducted in the form of semi-structured inter-
views. Babeș-Bolyai University was selected for three main reasons. First, all three authors 
of this study are familiar with the university and its practices, and because access to inter-
viewees was easy. Second, it is the first university to introduce community engagement/
involvement as a special function of the university, allowing for community engagement 
hours to be included among the activities which count toward teaching load, and for re-
wards and promotions. Some of the schools in the university are also recognized in the 
broader academic community and beyond for being models of community engagement. 
Third, the city of Cluj-Napoca, where the university is located, is nationally recognized for 
its vibrant innovation ecosystem, with universities playing a crucial role in the develop-
ment and transformation of the city from a declining community back in the early 2000s 
to a booming knowledge-based economy. These interviews were conducted both face to 
face and over the phone from September 2018 to January 2020. The total number of inter-
viewees is 36 (9 in leadership positions, 27 regular faculty). 

The semi-structured interviews conducted both in the U.S. and Romania covered the 
following general topics, with specific nuances for each jurisdiction: 

Q1.	 What is the state of university-community engagement in your country and in your 
university (if any), are there recent developments taking place, and is engagement 
connected in any way with the city/region in which the university is located? 

Q2.	 Describe/discuss main values underlying engagement. 
Q3.	 Do you perceive engagement as a clearly defined concept, with the same meaning 

for all categories of stakeholders inside and outside the university? 
Q4.	 Is engagement an overarching organizing principle or a relatively separate function? 
Q5.	 What are the main purposes of engagement? Who should primarily benefit from 

engagement?
Q6.	 What is the level of differentiation among universities in terms of engagement and 

does location count towards differentiation? 
Q7.	 Which are the main forms of engagement practiced by your university? 
Q8.	 Which are the drivers and hindrances for university engagement?
Q9.	 At which scale does engagement take place? 
Q10.	How is success/impact of engagement quantified? 
Q11.	Please describe your interactions with peers from other HESs/HEIs in different 

countries with respect to transfer of best practices in the area of university engage-
ment.
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In addition to the interviews with experts in the two jurisdictions, in Romania the re-
search also included participatory observations made by the authors in their capacity of 
consultants/experts for the municipality of Cluj-Napoca in the process of drafting its stra-
tegic development plans for 2007–2013 and 2014–2020. The local administration togeth-
er with the universities worked towards drafting the strategic development plans in a very 
unique and innovative collaborative process. University experts put together a model for 
strategic planning, consisting of several stages — preliminary analysis, visioning, sectoral 
strategical analysis, and the drafting of the strategic profile. The process was designed to 
be expert-driven, with more than 20 working groups coordinating sectoral areas of the 
strategy. Also, it relied heavily on participation of all interested stakeholders, despite the 
additional challenges involved by broad community involvement. The role of university 
participants was to provide expert advice and to coordinate the entire strategic planning 
process.

5. Main findings

5.1.	State of engagement in the two jurisdictions, recent developments, 
and main values underlying engagement 

Most interviewees strongly believe that U.S. universities’ engagement with their com-
munities is constantly evolving, and is shaped by several factors. First, external factors in-
clude broader societal trends, including economic and demographic factors, as well as spe-
cific requirements imposed by funding sources and government agencies, the nature and 
scope of research, etc. Internal factors include changes in leadership and in leaders’ visions, 
and pressures from staff and current students. According to interviewees, context differs 
in U.S. not only at national/federal level but also by state/region. Perhaps the most notable 
aspect of the responses involved the existence of competition versus cooperation among 
universities (University of Georgia versus North Carolina State University, for example). 
Other interviewees argued that competitive dynamics are not so clear-cut and referred in-
stead to ‘cooptition’ — cooperation among competing entities if there is a goal perceived 
by all as requiring joint action. Such a goal is usually linked to a generalized condition such 
as rural poverty or increasing crime rates. Interviewees from universities located in inner 
cities saw engagement rising in response to specific problems experienced by inner cities 
such as a declining economic base, integration of immigrants, or low educational attain-
ment among certain groups. In the case of these urban universities in the U.S., the shift has 
been towards services that universities may offer to communities and local governments. 

In Romania, most interviewees were familiar with the concept of engagement but re-
garded it as a ‘fancy import’ rather than as a regular dimension of the university’s role. Indi-
viduals in leadership positions were better equipped than regular faculty to offer compre-
hensive definitions and examples of engagement. Most of them were familiar not just with 
the concept but also with the university’s efforts to support engagement at various levels. 
Their assessment is that currently engagement is shaped by requirements coming from in-
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ternational rankings (at least for major universities) and from university leadership (rectors 
and deans). Students and staff were not seen as a major source of pressure towards change. 

In terms of values driving engagement, there is a major difference among U.S. and 
Romanian universities. To categorize the types of engagement based on values we use 
the distinction proposed by Appe et al. (2017). They refer to a market-oriented model of 
university engagement; a social justice model of university engagement; and a university 
social responsibility approach to university engagement. In Romania, most interviewees 
described a market-oriented type of university engagement, in which the role of universi-
ty/schools is to develop products and services for stakeholders in the community and to 
engage in profit-generating activities. Depending on the field of study for each interview-
ee, the type of examples they offered regarding market-oriented university services ranged 
from training provided to companies and governments, to patents and commercialized 
intellectual property, to the creation of business incubators and research and technology 
parks. Several faculty members referred to the pressure they sometimes felt from school 
leadership to become more entrepreneurial. One Romanian interviewee mentioned the 
social justice model, arguing that her understanding of universities’ commitment to social 
justice was likely driven by the fact that the School of Sociology and Social Works at her 
university was providing a host of community services to disadvantaged groups and had 
frequent contact with them. The third model, with the university being a social responsi-
ble actor in the community, was largely absent. 

In the U.S., interviewees argued that currently the main value driving engagement has 
to do with universities looking outward towards their communities and being good citi-
zens in their communities (social responsibility). Personnel from inner city universities in 
the U.S. also described a social justice model of university engagement. It appears that U.S. 
universities perceive engagement as more connected to the city and region in which they 
are located compared to the Romanian counterparts. 

5.2. Terminology employed 
We monitored for all U.S. and Romanian universities included in the research the uni-

versities’ strategic policy documents and websites. All universities from the U.S. in our 
sample have integrated engagement in their mission/visioning process; 11 universities have 
already or are in the process of applying for Carnegie Classification. The jargon used in 
these documents, as well as by interviewees, suggests that most universities use slight varia-
tions of the same concepts, referring variously to civic involvement, community outreach, 
community oriented teaching/learning/research, service, social responsibility or socially 
responsible behavior/action. In certain cases it was difficult to determine if there is just a 
change in the name of a concept or more — for example service learning versus experiential 
learning (described by some interviewees as a recent development). Differences in termi-
nology represent a problem even for American universities (survey conducted at Michigan 
State University, described in one of the interviews the problem of inexact jargon). In 
Romanian language, engagement is usually translated through community involvement. 
Most interviewees referred to different types of engagement using concepts in English and 
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pointed out that the changing terminology, with concepts used interchangeably, makes 
understanding of U.S. and other international best practices quite difficult. 

One aspect brought up by most interviewees in leadership positions in the U.S. has to 
do not so much with how universities define engagement but with how they communicate 
it to their external publics. Many interviewees were wondering if community stakeholders 
clearly understand the university’s engagement pledge, structure, types of programs of-
fered. This is important because community stakeholders need to understand how they 
can contact the university’s offices for setting up a simple meeting. Several interviewees ar-
gued that most universities need to streamline their organizational structure/departments 
— not everything needs to have engagement word in title. Also it was pointed out that 
frequent changes in university leadership may damage consistency of engagement efforts. 

5.3.	Engagement as separate function or embedded value 
in the mission of the university

In Romania, though interviewees are familiar with the concept of engagement, there 
seems to be a rather rudimentary understanding of it. Most individuals perceive it as a sep-
arate function of the university, similar to the more traditional ones (teaching and learning 
and research). This so-called third mission includes, based on the interviews, a variety of 
elements ranging from community outreach to economic development and civic engage-
ment but these are to be kept, evaluated, and rewarded separately from the main functions. 
Only two interviewees discussed about how engagement should be an overarching prin-
ciple, one that should be incorporated into teaching and learning, research, and service. 
Moreover, several interviewees claimed that keeping it as a separate function makes it more 
visible and easier to be included into specific university operations such as teaching load, 
promotions, etc. In the U.S., most interviewees are aware that engagement is currently per-
meating all layers of the university. Several interviewees explained that perhaps universities 
where engagement is not very developed can more easily tackle it if they see it as a separate 
function. In this way it is easy to compartmentalize what it means, what it involves and 
how it can be tracked, monitored and assessed. 

Interestingly, there is no difference in how engagement is portrayed in strategic univer-
sity documents in the U.S. or Romania. At this level, universities from both jurisdictions 
regard engagement as a transversal core value, something that needs to be embedded in all 
aspects and dimensions of the university’s functioning. We can only speculate that Roma-
nian universities are mimicking their American and/or international counterparts mainly 
due to requirements coming from international rankings. 

5.4. Differentiation 
For the U.S. research, in terms of differentiation, we started from the assumption that 

there is going to be a difference between land grant and non-land grant universities. Some 
authors argued that land grant universities due to their historical role are more experienced 
with engagement than other universities. From our interviews it came out the fact that 
being a land grant university does influence engagement. Land grant universities, based 
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on the accounts offered by our key informants, had in general a higher number of pro-
grams under the service and outreach umbrella; they had more sophisticated institutional 
arrangements at university level in place, with overlaps created over time from adding new 
programs; and often they managed to engage with more types of community stakehold-
ers than other universities. However, location in the inner city seems to have an equally 
great impact if not higher on engagement. Being located in a state/region with a declining 
economic activity was also mentioned as having a great importance for engagement, usu-
ally increasing the need for training/requalification and support to small businesses. In re-
gions/cities with a prosperous, knowledge-based economy, universities usually partnered 
with businesses in order to create innovative start-ups, to transfer patents and technolo-
gies, and to provide R&D facilities/capacities. More systematic research on different types 
of universities is needed however in order to explain differentiation and the role played by 
location in differentiation.

In Romania, due to the fact that we only had one university in the sample and that the 
field of engagement is currently emerging, we asked the interviewees a slightly modified 
question. We wanted to know which Romanian universities, in their opinion, are most 
likely to become promoters of engagement. First, size was brought up by a majority of in-
terviewees. They argued that size influences the adoption of engagement in two different 
ways — first, big universities have more resources and staff to dedicate to this new func-
tion; second, big universities are most likely to found themselves under external pressure 
to mimic what foreign universities are doing. Just two interviewees in leadership positions 
argued that if the city administration views the university as a strategic partner in the uni-
versity and reaches out for its expertise, there are higher chances that the university will pay 
more attention to engagement. 

5.5. Main forms of engagement in the researched universities 
A slightly different research strategy was employed in Romania versus U.S. In Romania, 

interviewees were given a list with the functions, old and new, described in the literature as 
being currently performed by universities. The authors opted for this research strategy be-
cause most of the interviewees did not know enough about engagement in order to be able 
to conceptualize it in a clear way. For this research, we used the list of functions provided 
by Breznitz-Feldman (2012, p. 145). In addition to teaching and research, the author uses 
three additional functions, knowledge transfer, policy development, and economic initia-
tives, each of them including sub-functions. Table 1 below summarizes the main findings, 
comments and observations made by interviewees. 

For Romania, the main forms of engagement described are linked to profit-generating 
activities such as training for the workforce in companies and public agencies as well as re-
search and policy papers. As mentioned in Table 1, often it is not the university/its centers 
providing research but rather its employees acting in their private capacity as paid consul-
tants. Knowledge transfer is almost inexistent. Service learning is practiced in isolation, at 
the initiative of individual instructors. 
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Table 1: Functions performed by universities/schools 

Roles Current situation
Economic initiatives 

Workforce development √
Seen by universities as a way to generate addition-
al resources; some departments more active than 
others.  

Partnership development X
Limited and in isolation; certain schools; often 
based on personal contacts at school leadership 
level.  

Community development X Limited and in isolation; certain schools. 

Real estate development X Despite the fact that universities can be the biggest 
land owner in a city. 

Policy development 

Policy recommendations √

Often; however it is not the university/university 
centers but staff acting as paid consultants.
Private consultancy firms and large organizations 
such as World Bank are more trusted to produce 
policy papers than universities.

Economic development 
research √ Often; however it is not the university/university 

centers but staff acting as paid consultants.
Knowledge transfer Business assistance X Almost never 

Knowledge transfer X

Limited but not in the form of patents and spin 
off companies; rather it takes the form of industry 
hiring students, faculty acting as consultants for 
businesses, and knowledge training among exist-
ing local networks.

Teaching X
No university-wide strategy for service learning; 
only a limited number of courses incorporate this 
approach 

Basic research √

Applied component included and encouraged; 
co-production of knowledge, communities as 
equal partners are very rare.
No systematic discussion about engaged research 
at university level. 

Source: Compiled by the authors based on the interviews

In the U.S., interviewees identified themselves in most cases the forms of engagement. 
Depending on their role, some described the type of engagement they were involved in 
while others, especially those in leadership positions, offered an overall picture. The fol-
lowing types of engagement were mentioned more often and allowed us to come up with 
some conclusions.

Service-learning
‒‒ This represents an area in which all universities are experimenting with new approach-

es; five universities in the sample are creating academies or similar structures for cours-
es/students who decide to follow an educational avenue focused on service. 

‒‒ Service learning in most cases is no longer taking place in an ad-hoc manner. Rath-
er universities are developing a special curriculum for service learning, students can 
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choose an academic track based on service, and specialized university structures are in 
place to assist with this type of learning. 

‒‒ Certain disciplines/fields of study are more prone to get involved with service learning 
than others. In these fields we have innovative approaches. 

‒‒ In several universities it was described as not so attractive from the perspective of staff. 
It requires adaptation of teaching style, teaching material, and students’ evaluation. It 
is seen as more time consuming than traditional teaching.

‒‒ There is a mismatch between service-learning and university policies in terms of ten-
ure and promotion; even when changes are made in university rules, tenure and pro-
motion committees tend to disregard them (on the short term).

Extensions 

‒‒ Universities with extensions argue that their functioning is currently transforming 
in response to changes in population and topics covered — there is a transition from 
rural to suburban and urban taking place right now. Several interviewees argued that 
this has been an incremental process, perhaps not so much visible to outsiders. Some 
were questioning whether the communities they serve are aware of these transitions 
currently taking place in terms of clients supported and topics/areas covered. 

‒‒ Extensions tend to be somewhat isolated from other engagement efforts; a thing of 
the past. 

‒‒ At least four universities in the sample pointed out that there is a slight reduction in 
funding and importance. 

Economic development 

‒‒ Under this function most interviewees referred to the role of State Departments for 
Commerce, Local Chambers of Commerce which work with universities on business 
attraction/retention.

‒‒ Existence of a huge state-wide problem, clearly defined, helps with promoting cooper-
ation and brings all universities from the state at the table — rural poverty in Georgia 
for example. 

Institutes

‒‒ They are somewhat independent bodies attached to universities. In more than 1/3 of 
the interviews, interviewees referred to these institutes and their role in engagement. 

‒‒ Examples include: National Charrette Institute (MSU); Institute for Emerging 
Issues (NC State University); Davenport Institute for Public Engagement and Civic 
Leadership (Pepperdine University). 

‒‒ Their role, interconnection with other university structures for engagement, and 
number of staff varies from case to case. 
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Engaged scholarship 

‒‒ In the interviews the focus was on what it means for individual faculty ‘engaged schol-
arship’. This is mainly because we discovered that perceptions of what engaged schol-
arship is or is not vary broadly. Thus, we had the following categories included: all 
applied research conducted in a community setting is engaged scholarship; applied 
research but the one which is not really scientific; applied and scientific; co-produced 
with community stakeholders (the rarest form and most difficult to achieve). 

‒‒ From the interviews there seems to be a polarization of attitudes — either pro or 
against this type of scholarship; there were very few positions in the middle. As with 
service learning, certain disciplines seem to be more in favor and pro-active regarding 
engaged scholarship. 

‒‒ Some universities, such as Michigan State University, have in place interesting policies 
on how to encourage engaged scholarship by faculty despite challenges. 

Patents/Technology transfers/start ups 

‒‒ This is one area where perhaps interviewees identified the biggest developments and 
changes during the last three decades. They argue that the focus is no longer on sell-
ing patents for big profits (even in the past this was not happening so frequently, the 
percentage of licensed inventions being relatively low among all inventions, anywhere 
from 30%–40% according to several interviewees). 

‒‒ Startups and their important role were mentioned as the ‘new thing’ to be encouraged 
and implemented by Technology Transfer Offices. 

‒‒ Another development in the area of technology transfers refers to incubators and ac-
celerators on campus. These are seen as one avenue through which universities have 
now become an engine of economic development. 

‒‒ One type of engagement where there is a lot of discussion about the impact created; 
most interviewees talked about both direct financial impact but also about more sub-
tle contributions of universities to local innovation ecosystems and local economic 
development. 

‒‒ This specific type of engagement needs additional research. 

5.6. Drivers and barriers for engagement 

This is by far the most challenging dimension of the research in terms of summarizing 
responses due to a huge diversity in perceptions.

In the U.S., it was possible to distinguish between barriers and drivers placed at institu-
tional level and the ones placed at state/national level. It is important to note that barriers 
and drivers are interconnected, with the same item acting differently for different univer-
sities. At institutional level, there are three drivers mentioned more often: institutional 
seed funding for engagement, leadership commitment and buy in, and the existence of 
structures within the university administration to support engagement type activities. One 
item was mentioned as both driver and hindrance, namely the recognition of community 
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engagement as a ‘legit’ component of one’s workload and being linked to promotion. At 
national level, the most important drivers mentioned by some interviewees included ear-
marked funding for engagement, an ongoing conversation including the entire HES about 
values underlying engagement, main forms, recent development at home and abroad, etc. 

For Romania, the barriers mentioned more often included lack of funding for univer-
sities to do programs which fall under engagement and the lack of a national framework 
based on which university engagement is operationalized and measured. As a potential 
driver, university leadership mentioned the existence of good practices inside Romania, 
universities which managed to do something that has positive impact. This proves to the 
rest of the universities that it is possible not only in other HES but also in Romania. 

5.7. Scale for engagement 
After conducting the interviews, it became evident that scale — the level at which one 

investigates community engagement, is critical. The interviewees, depending on their ca-
pacity vis-à-vis engagement, had either a very narrow perspective (their own initiative/
activity on engagement, independent of the broader university or societal context) or a 
broad one (especially those in leadership positions). This is not surprising, argued one U.S. 
interviewee, who also pointed out that much of the literature focuses on engagement at 
either macro or micro level, the former being equated with the entire HES in a jurisdiction 
while the latter is at project or course level, and service-learning at either macroscopic level 
(studying an entire university system) or microscopic level (studying a particular course 
or project). There is ‘nothing in the middle’ argued the interviewee. According to her, 
much more attention should be paid to how specific disciplines or study areas are more 
prone than others to foster university engagement and service learning within individual 
institutions or across institutions. The interviewee argued that the academic community 
should ask itself if the culture of the discipline is more powerful than the socialization of 
faculty, staff and students by the university. Some interviewees even pointed out that in 
reality scales are intertwined. Thus, decisions taken at macro/university level may shape 
individual/departmental engagement. Similarly, policies made by university to stimulate 
engagement at middle and micro levels may not always translate well into practice or might 
have a delayed effect.

5.8. Impact of engagement
For the U.S. research, all interviewees in leadership positions as well as the universi-

ty staff providing assistance to businesses argued that it is crucial for universities to not 
only generate impact but to be able to measure it. Faculty incorporating engagement into 
service learning and into research were less aware of impact and/or need to measure it. 
Several interviewees argued that in terms of impact it is important to decide whether your 
or your university have an ‘outward’ versus an ‘inward’ looking approach. The former 
means that success of engagement is defined in terms of positive changes in community. 
These changes are often difficult to quantify and measure and their occurrence may not 
depend solely on the efforts and initiatives of the university. The latter approach means 
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that success is rather defined in terms of advantages or positive changes for your internal 
publics such as students, faculty, staff, etc. In this case, impact might be easier to measure 
and less dependent upon other factors. At least three interviewees addressed a potential 
negative consequence of measuring impact. They referred to the situation when university 
staff has to choose the communities/businesses they will assist. Their opinion was that it 
is very likely, if performance measurement is in place, to choose those who are likely to 
succeed as opposed to those who need your assistance the most. 

In Romania, when asked about potential indicators by which the success of engage-
ment strategy could be judged, most interviewees referred to having established good con-
nections with the business community and in this context to the way in which students 
develop better, more adapted skills to the job market as a result of the university and its 
instructors being more community-oriented. They also referred to profit generated from 
activities such as trainings and consultancy work as an indicator of successful engagement. 
One interviewee, coming from a civic activist background, referred also to the changes 
produced in the community, in terms of solving community problems. 

Both the U.S. and Romanian interviewees referred to rankings and classifications as a 
form of measuring impact. There are significant differences however between the two ju-
risdictions. In Romania, the interviewees referred to general international rankings where 
engagement is one subcomponent among others. They perceived engagement indicators as 
something that university leadership is pushing for or something necessary in order to get a 
better position at international level. In the U.S., most interviewees referred to the Carnegie 
Classification, which is specifically targeting engagement. Several interviewees argued that 
applying for the Carnegie Classification has forced their universities to think about their 
impact, ways in which it can be quantified and moreover communicated. Decision to seek 
the Carnegie Classification was described in most cases as a process occurring organically, 
over a long time (more than 10 years, with incremental progress along the way). 

5.9. Transfer of best practices
In terms of best practices, our research targets two aspects. First, is transfer of best prac-

tices from U.S. to Romania possible? Second, based on detailed research of experiences 
with engagement from different jurisdictions, is it possible to build a body of scholarship 
that is internationally relevant? 

In the U.S., more than half of the interviewed individuals have had multiple experi-
ences with providing advice on engagement to their peers from other foreign universities. 
Some of the universities in the sample, such as University of Delaware, Michigan State 
University or University of Georgia are nationally recognized in the U.S. as models for 
certain types/functions concerning engagement. Several interviewees stated that they have 
no problem explaining to their peers what their university does; however, they pointed 
out that they do not feel comfortable providing advice on how to transfer their model to 
a different higher education context. In their opinion, offering suggestions on the transfer 
of best practices requires intimate knowledge and understanding of the systems where the 
best practice will be replicated. Four interviewees argued that they have worked extensively 
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with colleagues in other jurisdictions in order to transfer such best practices. In most cases 
this happened when they worked abroad for a longer period of time (over 6 months) and/
or when due to personal connections (country of origin) had an interest in the successful 
transfer of certain engagement practice. For the most part, the interviewees felt that many 
of the contextual factors driving the success of engagement are embedded in the local/
regional context and that even across U.S. transfer is difficult. 

All the Romanian interviewees have had multiple experiences abroad, over half of them 
at American universities. While their exchanges did not specifically target engagement 
(with one exception), this topic came up during their visits. From what they described, 
three forms of engagement stand out. First, service learning and internships. Most inter-
viewees were amazed that the U.S. universities have specific offices/structures and practices 
regarding curriculum development, training of instructors, etc., all specifically addressing 
courses that in one way or another incorporated service learning. In terms of internship, 
interviewees referred to the excellent student placing services the foreign universities had in 
place and the varied organizations available to receive interns. Second, the interviewees de-
scribed services provided to the business community. They stressed out that these services 
were provided by university staff, hired to do this on a permanent basis/full time. At least 
two interviewees described that in their interactions with the businesses receiving support 
the businesses stressed the importance of professionalism associated with the services they 
received. Third, several interviewees mentioned research conducted in communities. They 
were impressed that this form of engagement was very different from what it is perceived 
as applied research in Romania. The research communities/people were not simply the 
subjects of the research. Rather the research involved them in an active way and the solu-
tions were often co-produced with the researched community. In terms of transfer of best 
practices, most Romanian interviewees mentioned as barriers the underfunding of such 
activities and their unstructured, ad hoc character. They pleaded for separate structures to 
handle engagement, and for additional staff at university level to handle some responsibil-
ities implied by engagement functions such as contact with community partners, placing 
of students for internship, etc.

With respect to creating a global scholarship body on engagement, most interviewees, 
both from the U.S. and Romania, were rather skeptical. They mostly claimed that the 
context in each jurisdiction is too different and that learning from others required a huge 
amount of adaptation. It is worth noting that people mostly referred to operational issues 
regarding engagement when describing how difficult transfer of best practices is — how 
curriculum can be adapted to integrate service learning, how to select communities that 
would benefit of university’s assistance, etc. 

As mentioned in the methodology, the Romanian research includes also an analysis 
based on the direct participation of the three authors in strategic planning processes which 
included city-community-university cooperation. We are including here some of the main 
conclusions derived from this experience. 

‒‒ It is possible to have a strategic type of engagement of universities, which stimulates 
the change in the profile of the city, from mostly a manufacturing economy to a 
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knowledge based one. This type of involvement of the university goes beyond regular 
tactical and/or operational interventions. 

‒‒ Universities can bring to the table tools and technical expertise which work and are 
based on research and expert know-how. 

‒‒ Universities can act as mediators and facilitators between the city hall and the broader 
community. Because they are perceived as technical and uninvolved politically, they 
usually enjoy greater level of trust than local authorities/political leaders. 

‒‒ University-community cooperation can be described as a platform that has been later 
used to develop new partnerships among community stakeholders and a new pattern 
of participatory and collaborative governance at the local level. 

‒‒ The university as a key strategic factor was implemented at the tactical and operation-
al level (by increasing cooperation among universities, but also with the administra-
tion and the entire ecosystem). 

‒‒ For the city of Cluj-Napoca the primary, secondary and tertiary strategic advantages 
and the main source of competitive advantage is the university — from the number 
of students and the financial resources brought in the community to the type of local 
economy, quality of life and urban vitality. 

‒‒ Such an approach works if local administration is smart and understands its own role 
as facilitator among different stakeholders in the local ecosystem. It is important for 
the local administration to understand the importance of universities in the commu-
nity (assets for development and increase quality of life). 

‒‒ Ability of university leadership to understand the importance of cooperating with the 
local administration and its own role as key stakeholder in the local ecosystem. 

‒‒ Capacity to visualize strategic objectives resulting from cooperation/ impact at com-
munity level from the beginning and not as an unexpected or secondary result of a 
specific project. 

6. Discussions and conclusions

Our research investigates two jurisdictions, U.S. and Romania, which are at a different 
stage in terms of university engagement. U.S. HES is extremely diverse and differentiated 
in terms of university engagement, with the type of university and its location playing a 
somewhat important role in the tradition of university engagement. In Romania, the re-
search is based on one case study, which is also considered a best practice. We cannot gen-
eralize the findings to other cities and their universities and this is a limitation which needs 
to be acknowledged. However, there are some conclusions which can be outlined here. 

In terms of university engagement, we can argue that the following classification should 
be considered:

‒‒ Permanent/strategic involvement of the university in community, which is growing 
organically over time and is comprehensive and integrates numerous field of impor-
tance for the local community. The university is a key partner in the local ecosystem, 



93

interacting not only with the city hall but also with other stakeholders. This type is 
ideal but also the most difficult to develop. 

‒‒ Tactical involvement, focused on specific sectors where there is a mutual interest 
(medicine or IT for example).

‒‒ On and off involvement, based on specific operational programs, which require part-
nership in order to access some types of funding.

‒‒ Fashionable involvement, which is rather superficial, done only for marketing pur-
poses. Under this framework there is no interest in specific topics or results to be 
achieved. Engagement is rather seen as an opportunity to build a good image for both 
the city and the university. 

‒‒ Lack of involvement or even a state of conflict between universities and the city hall/
rest of the stakeholders that are part of the local ecosystem. 

One important thing when it comes to university engagement deals with drivers. Our 
research highlighted the importance of leadership both at university and city level. Lead-
ership can make a great difference in moving from ad-hoc, fragmented efforts of various 
individuals to a more integrated and strategic approach. This is highly important especially 
in a very dynamic context, and in turbulent times, marked by various crises (Țiclau, Hințea 
and Trofin, 2021). This is not to say that bottom up efforts are not important. However, 
without the involvement of leadership, community engagement will remain isolated at mi-
cro-level. This conclusion is in line with other scholarly research which identified ‘lack of 
executive leadership support in understanding community engagement, its mandate and 
potential’ as a major hindrance (Johnson, 2020, p. 91). One should keep in mind that it is 
not only about top management but also about middle management. Often, rectors and/
or mayors understand the value of engagement and are willing to support it. In univer-
sities, especially due to being less hierarchical than public organizations, the support of 
deans is crucial if engagement is to take place. 

Finally, one important conclusion refers to the strategic dimension of institutional en-
gagement. In the literature this is described with the concept of institutional alignment 
(ARS, 2006), in the sense that engagement needs to start from the vision and mission of 
the organization and then to permeate the other dimensions of the organization such as 
internal policies and procedures, rituals, awards and ceremonies etc. In the absence of this 
strategic alignment, engagement will most likely continue to be hampered by mismatches 
between what leadership wants and how this translates into policies and procedures which 
affect tenure and promotion, for example. 
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