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Purpose 
 

The goal was to engage high profile regional decision-makers in developing a shared vision of the future of business-university link-
ages in the city region of Manchester. The aim was to link the strategies of the universities in the area with the City’s own self-vision 
of its future as a ‘Knowledge Capital’. The shared vision would be a scenario of what success in this area would look like in five years 
time and the actions required to get there. 
 

 
 

Context 
The origin of this foresight exercise lay in a strategic review of 
Manchester Science Park (MSP) carried out in 2003. The Sci-
ence Park hosts about 80 companies and is jointly owned by 
the City Council, the universities whose campuses it adjoins 
and five private sector companies. Though run as a company it 
reinvests all of its profits to enhance the economic and techno-
logical wealth of Manchester. At the same time the City had 
produced a prospectus that embodied a future vision seeking 
to capitalize on its concentration of higher education institu-
tions and its cultural and leisure facilities to form a renais-
sance-like combination of assets. A major national study of 
university-industry linkages, known as the Lambert Review, 
was also under way. The two most research intensive universi-
ties were in the process of a merger which would form the 
UK’s largest. As a result of the strategic review MSP agreed 
to sponsor a scenario workshop in order to play a more proac-
tive role both in the development of linkages with universities 
and in terms of local and regional policy-making. 
 
The two objectives of the exercise were: 

• To develop a shared vision of the future of business–
university linkages in the city-region of Manchester. The 
aim was to link the strategies of the universities in the 
area with the city’s own self-vision of its future as a 
‘Knowledge Capital’. 

• To move towards a shared vision among senior stake-
holders such as local political leaders, heads of universi-
ties, heads of key intermediaries and industry associa-
tions, of what success in this area would look like in five 
years time and to begin the process of developing a road 
map to get there. 

 
An action based approach 

 
The Success Scenario Workshop used was an action based 
approach, with the shared vision among senior stakeholders of 
what success in the area would look like being specified in 
terms of goals and indicators which began the process of de-
veloping a road-map to get there. The discussion and debate 
involved develops mutual understanding and a common plat-
form of knowledge that helps to align the actors for action. For 
the Manchester exercise, a five-year horizon was chosen for 
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this exercise, to get beyond short-term considerations but to 
allow immediate actions to follow and to mark the halfway 
point in the 10-year vision of the Knowledge Capital. 
 
The overall design of the process is shown in the following 
deaigram. It was based on three plenary sessions, interspersed 
with two rounds of facilitated break-out groups (the first on 
regional drivers and the second on modes of linkage), 
articulating elements of the scenario. Initially a list was 
compiled of key individuals who could be seen as shaping and 
driving the future of business–university links in Manchester. 
These came from business and commerce, national, regional 
and local government, intermediary organisations and the 
city’s four universities. 
 
 

 
 

Manchester as a hotspot of  
knowledge production and 

 inward investment 
 
The drivers were in themselves a part of the outcome. For ex-
ample in the first set business needs represented the demand 
side and issues such as the balance between individual cus-
tomised collaboration and collective frameworks were ex-
plored in the light of changing needs. In considering universi-
ties and their mission, the relative positioning of a range of 
institutions between vocational training and research-led mis-
sions was considered. Land, infrastructure and human re-
sources encompassed the ingredients from which a strategy 
could be resourced, with concerns raised about the ability to 
supply sufficient graduates, especially with entrepreneurial 
skills. Finally, the influences from and tensions involved in 
multi-level governance (European, national, regional and city) 
were considered. 
 
The areas for development were structured by considering 
four modes of collaboration. Commercialization of knowledge 
developed in universities is concerned with founding new 
firms or licensing knowledge to existing ones. In this area the 
main incentives for universities are contributing to the com-
munity, attracting good staff and providing the conditions for 
educating students in entrepreneurship. For the broader benefit 
of the national and regional economy it was seen as vital that a 
high-quality supporting infrastructure exists for young and 
growing firms. For most companies the most visible and im-
mediately valued contribution of universities is human re-

source development, including the supply of trained graduates 
and the knowledge transfer that comes with them. The key in 
this area was agreed to be in maintaining the quality of the 
intake, especially in science and engineering, and then in 
channeling graduates into productive careers.  
 
Research collaboration normally means a company either di-
rectly sponsors research in a university or else works within 
the framework of a government sponsored collaborative pro-
gramme. In either case the payoff for the company is access to 
new knowledge in the context of an area of its interest, and 
access to skills and capabilities it does not possess itself. For 
universities the benefits include additional income and contact 
with real-life problems and in some cases company facilities. 
Barriers to successful collaboration include mismatched ex-
pectations about timescales and research directions, ownership 
of intellectual property and lack of an adequate interface to 
identify and manage collaborations.  
 
Networking and Business Development includes a wide vari-
ety of personal and institutional contacts, formal and informal, 
many of which represent the only channel to the vast popula-
tion of existing firms with knowledge deficits. Providing an 
interface for such activities and incentives for academics to 
take part both represent important challenges. 
 
In synthesising these issues and trends, the key elements of the 
success scenario for 2008 were expressed in five dimensions: 
• Infrastructure: The Reach of the Knowledge Producers 

Spreads to All Parts of the City–Region: A network of 
hotspots of university–industry interfaces has spread away 
from the campuses across the city-region. Entrepreneurs 
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are attracted by the combination of café culture and easily 
located specialized spaces for innovation. The Manchester 
Science Park brand defines the quality level. 

• Human Resources: Manchester becomes a Net Importer 
of Graduates: An exodus of graduates to Southeast Eng-
land has been reversed as high quality jobs in small entre-
preneurial firms attract the best. Rising teaching quality 
has pervaded the entire Manchester education system with 
mentoring one of its hallmarks. Highly qualified and en-
trepreneurial immigrants are actively sought.  

• University Missions: Each Manchester University is rec-
ognized as World Class in Terms of its Mission: Follow-
ing the emergence of the new University of Manchester as 
a world-class research-driven institution, Manchester’s 
other two universities achieved similar levels of excel-
lence within the context of their own missions. All three 
treat reach-out as an integral activity but approach it with 
distinctive and complementary styles.  

• Inward Investment: Integrated Policies Attracting Mas-
sive Investment by Multinationals and Entrepreneurs: In-
tegrated packages combining land-use, infrastructure and 
academic linkages have attracted huge investments by 
multinationals in the region, providing a natural market 
for start-up firms. Regional resources are used to gear and 
attract national and European investment. 

• Networking: Firms of All Sizes and Ages in Manchester 
Sourcing Knowledge and People and Meeting Develop-
ment Needs from the Universities: Networking is seen as 
the key to businesses understanding how universities can 
help them. Much better interfaces now allow medium-
sized firms to work with academics, while business joins 
city government in securing and supporting centers of ex-
cellence.  

 
 

 

Ten key actions for policy makers 
The advice to policymakers (the senior stakeholders men-
tioned above) emerging from this foresight exercise was en-
capsulated in ten key actions: 
• Target and build-up centers of excellence in universities, 
• Bring business and HEI cultures closer by ensuring that 

business and academic leaders network and that this is 
matched by networking at middle rank. 

• The universities should develop concerted strategy for 
interacting with business networks and helping to create 
new ones where they do not exist. They should also be 
prepared to drop those that have outlived their purpose. 

• The City-Regional Development Agency along with busi-
nesses and universities should consider mapping and 
evaluating their networks as first step to broader proactive 

strategy. More systematic use made of existing networks 
to get access to prime movers and shakers nationally and 
worldwide. 

• Universities provide physical space for networks at their 
entrepreneurial interfaces such as incubators. 

• Engage locally based business education in developing 
leaders and managers equipped to work in networked 
knowledge capital. 

• Engage business in mentoring university staff in terms of 
understanding the business environment. 

• Focus on a knowledge-based inward investment strategy 
• Promote the ‘Knowledge Capital’. 
• Foster a ‘can-do’ culture. 

 
 

 
Taking advantage of the  

changing dynamics 
 
The exercise was successful in highlighting the issues raised 
and in putting them on an action agenda. It was reported in 
national as well as regional journals and the City Council 
agency responsible for Knowledge Capital adopted its recom-
mendations as a checklist for agenda for action and more re-
cently as an input to metrics of progress. Individual participat-
ing bodies have also taken up relevant points and there is al-
ready evidence of resulting actions. The exercise was effective 
in highlighting to senior policy-makers and stakeholders the 
effectiveness of ‘organized’ networking within the context of 
a workshop however short the exercise, as a stimulus for shar-
ing, dovetailing and implementing individual visions. The 
contacts, ideas, networks, links, visions, scenarios and actions 

generated through the exercise cannot be fully tracked or ex-
ploited for reasons of timing and establishing attribution. 
However, a key impact has been the perception on the part of 
the workshop participants of the potential for capitalizing on 
these outputs by: 
• Taking advantage of the current and future changing dy-

namics in the national, regional and local innovation sys-
tem as policies and strategies are under review and open 
to change. The Lambert Review, the Knowledge Capital 
initiative and the merging of the Universities are three 
current drivers of change, opening up enhanced opportu-
nities for new initiatives for shared visions or even alter-
native policy nuances to encourage more joined-up poli-
cies between national–regional–local levels.  

• Moving towards the smart-linking of regional, city and 
university ‘knowledge’ strategies in key areas of overlap 
of missions and responsibilities.  
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• Drawing on the relevance, applicability and adaptability 
of foresight approaches in different innovation policy 
contexts for synchronizing visions, dovetailing strategies 
and kick-starting collaborative implementing actions. 

 
What other regions can learn 

 
Broader implications for other regions across Europe lie both 
in the method and the outcome. For the method the conclusion 
is that a 24-hour workshop can be effective if the senior stake-
holders are fully engaged and supported by preparatory mate-

rial and briefing. Also, substantial effort was put into produc-
ing a user-friendly report with a design concept embodying the 
original objectives. From the perspective of outcome many of 
the policy recommendations are in general transferable, 
though of course with context specific adaptation.  
 
The use of foresight to produce a unified regional vision is a 
helpful approach to developing university–industry links in a 
knowledge economy. 
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