“Drivers for Social Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship – how universities can contribute to regional impact.” 
President Emeritus Andrew Petter from Simon Fraser University in British Columbia, Canada and USTP mentor for the Accelerate Future HEI project, recently visited their campus. EU project manager, Konrad Vyhnanek, took the opportunity to ask him about the “Drivers for Social Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship – how universities can contribute to regional impact.” 
Andrew Petter
It's great to be here. I was President of Simon Fraser University for 10 years. I was also in government for a period of time. And now I'm acting in a number of capacities, but one of them is to help advise universities around how they can become more engaged with communities and focus more on entrepreneurship and social innovation. So hopefully I can contribute something to this wonderful event as well.
Konrad Vyhnanek
All right, so thank you very much for being here. And Simon Fraser University is actually known as Canada's most community-engaged university. And we as a university here at the USTP, we are also very interested in the topic of how can we actually contribute to the regional impact. How can we actually create real impact?
And that's actually already my first question to you. So when we talk about impact, it can mean actually various different things. In your experience as an expert, what does real impact look like? And how does real impact that actually truly makes a difference for people and community look like?
Andrew Petter
Yeah, well, impact does have a number of different meanings, particularly within the university community. I mean, if you look at traditional universities, traditional research universities, their focus was very much on the impact they had through education on their students and the impact they had on the generation of knowledge through research. And for them, that was their mission. That was sufficient. And it's important. I mean, obviously, universities have an important role to play in educating students and in generating knowledge.
But I think some universities, and I was president of one happily, and I know I'm in a company of others who think that there's a much larger impact that universities can have in addition to that, by taking their knowledge, by taking their educational mission, and connecting it more directly with the communities that they serve in order to generate real social and economic value for those communities.
Now, obviously, educating students produces economic value once those students graduate, and the research that's generated hopefully produces benefit at some time. But I think universities that really aspire to be engaged universities believe that they can have a more immediate impact by having their students actually participate in economic development within the community through internships, for example, or service learning, for example, or having students become entrepreneurs even while they're students and have student incubators. All of this, I'm sure, is familiar to people here.
And on the research side, there's all sorts of ways universities can take their research capacity and have greater impact by connecting that research capacity to real needs within the community to generate economic value in partnership with local businesses, generating social value with NGOs and with community partners. And my belief at least is that when you have that kind of impact on the community, when you add to the social infrastructure and the value that you provide to the community, it's not only a benefit to the community, it not only impacts the community positively, but I think it provides a better educational experience for students, a more gratifying experience for researchers, and it helps the university to gain a greater sense of its own efficacy and become a more valued partner in the community.
And that impact, therefore, is two ways. It's beneficial to both the community and the economic value that's generated or the social value that's generated from that kind of relationship, but it's also impactful in terms of making the education more relevant to students who gain community knowledge, who better understand and how they can contribute to the community, who find pathways that may lead to future careers or for researchers who gain information from the community about what market needs are out there so they can direct their research towards those market needs, or what social needs are out there so they can use social innovation to try to contribute to greater social benefit or address environmental issues or improve the culture of the communities. It's “A two-way win”. It's impact that benefits both the community and those within the university.
Konrad Vyhnanek
Thank you very much for that excellent answer. But as we are already talking about, like the relationship between university, communities, regions, and so on, what do you think, what needs to actually be in place for this to really work, both on the university side, but also on the side from the communities?

Andrew Petter
I think what needs to take place is, I mean, sometimes one refers to the gulf between traditional universities and the community, particularly in terms of research, as a valley of death, a place where good ideas go to die. You might have heard this metaphor. It's certainly used a lot in North America to describe the problem that universities face. So I think what needs to take place is that valley of death has to be overcome by either reducing the gap or by bridging the gap. And that can take place in any number of different ways.
For students, it can take place by giving students direct access to the community. So employers can benefit from students in what we call co-op programs or internships. But the students also gain knowledge about future employment opportunities and about subjects that are relevant to what they're studying in the university.
On the research side, it's a matter, I believe, of providing connective tissue between the university and the community. So I can give you an example, for example, at Simon Fraser University, we have a lab called 4D Labs, where researchers come and meet entrepreneurs, meet people from the business community. The people from the business community come with an understanding of what is needed in terms of market opportunities, but they lack the research capacity to actually generate the kind of innovations that would meet that market opportunity. So they bring the knowledge of the market, the researchers bring the capacity to actually generate the innovation, to apply their research in a positive way, and the partnership then produces positive benefits.
So it's really about engagement, finding a whole bunch of different ways to engage. And I think universities that are the most successful at this don't see engagement as something they do on the side or something they do in one area. It's something that permeates everything they do. It may not even be within just the educational and research mission of the university. It may be in the way that its facilities are used.
I visited the library here today. I understand the library serves as a public library as well as a library for the university. What a wonderful opportunity for the university to connect to the community and demonstrate its value and also gain knowledge from the community through that kind of connection. So I think the university should look at any number of different ways that it can connect with the community and bring itself and the community closer together to produce the kind of impact that will result from that kind of connectivity.
Konrad Vyhnanek
Thank you very much. I think we are already really talking a lot about how to really get that strong community engagement. And as I said, Simon Fraser University, especially while you were leading it, was actually known for being very, very connected to the region. And just out of interest, what are the initiatives you actually think about that were the most successful from your side?
Andrew Petter
Dangerous question to ask somebody who has been a president for 10 years. But let me just highlight a few.
I think actually, in some ways, the most successful was the strategic visioning process that we undertook after I became president. I came to SFU with a belief in the value of community engagement, but there was a lot happening within the university already of people who were trying to make that connection stronger and more effective. And I thought we should do a visioning process that was not just within the university, but actually connected with the community.
So the actual strategic vision we came up with, not surprisingly, the vision was for the engaged university, involved connecting with people in the artists and the art community, people going to chambers of commerce, meeting boards of trade, meeting municipalities. And the whole process of the strategic visioning itself became a process of engagement. So it exemplified the value that we were trying to crystallize into a vision. That in some ways I think was so important because it set the stage for what followed.
In terms of actual initiatives, one initiative we did, which is not really about the economic side of innovation or even social innovation, it wasn't about innovation at all, but it was hugely important in demonstrating that the university was there for the community, was something called SFU Public Square, where we did programming throughout the year on issues that were relevant to the community and brought university representatives, students, faculty, staff, together with community to talk about issues, to host a dialogue, to have various kinds of workshops.
And once a year, we did a week-long summit where we divined a problem, having talked to the community that was important to the community. We brought in experts from outside. We brought people from the community. And we had a serious dialogue around how we could address this problem and then produced a report out of the end of it, which became hopefully an actionable report for the municipality and for the university and for others to act upon. And that was very important, I think, in validating our seriousness of our intent and our sincerity and commitment to community engagement.
On the research innovation side, we established the largest business accelerator in British Columbia, Venture Labs. We also established a hub for community engagement right in the community where researchers could work alongside community experts and gain knowledge from them.
On the educational side, we created programs where groups of students would work together in partnership with other agencies depending on the theme. It was called Semester in Dialogue. One variant of it was City Studio where the students work for an entire semester with staff in the city of Vancouver addressing a social problem within the city or a social challenge within the city. And they'd work as teams. And they would engage with experts, they would produce reports, but they would also produce actionable items to help the city. Another semester might be on health, and they would work with health providers. That was a very successful and impactful program. We also had extensive service learning programs for students as well. So those are just a few of many examples.
I already mentioned 4D Labs, where we brought business innovators and entrepreneurs together with researchers. Another example is sort of the opposite. We took the researchers into the community in something called Surrey Innovation Boulevard. And Surrey Innovation Boulevard was really a precinct where health, researchers who felt that they could contribute to improvements in the area of health were interspersed amongst various kinds of health providers, some health tech companies, public and private healthcare providers, and they work together to try to address health issues within the community and produce solutions. 
So those are just a few of many examples, because as I say, for this to work, I think it's really important that it not be a singular initiative, it be something that informs everything that the university tries to do.
Konrad Vyhnanek
Wow, many great, great examples, and I really see that it really needs to take a strategic effort to actually combine all those different initiatives to actually come up with the results you're actually aiming for.
But maybe taking one step in another direction, you already provided all those great examples, but what do you think internally in terms of leadership, culture, structures, what actually has to be in place at the university to actually be able or to become able to have such a strong impact on a region.
Andrew Petter
Yeah, well, I'm going to repeat myself here, I think, but I also want to make a related point that I've been so impressed with since I've formed a bit of a relationship in assisting St. Pölten with some of its work and now meeting others here.
I think for me, the most important thing is that from the leadership right through the university, there's a commitment to engagement as a defining aspect of the university's mission and mandate. And that it informs, you seek value wherever you can in terms of that engagement theme. And it can touch down on everything from procurement to facilities management. That certainly touches down in the educational mission and the research mission of the university.
And the point, the real point I want to make is I'm a big believer that to be successful, a university has to really differentiate itself in a way that shows that it is better at what it's doing than any other university in a similar situation could be. And it seems to me that this network of universities, of which St. Polten is a partner, is an example of exactly trying to do that. Because these large research universities, they're great at what they can do. And even at Simon Fraser we tried to show that a large research university could be engaged, but we weren't nearly as close to the ground and as connected to community as you are here. I mean, this university, as I understand it, is in fact owned by the community, by the municipality, and works in partnership. That is a huge advantage. And large research universities, they're great at what they do, but you're better at what you do. You can be the best of your kind. You can show that you are the best university at relating to this particular community and showing how this community and its goals can be assisted in a way that also benefits the university. And that's a hugely exciting opportunity.
But I think it's an opportunity that has to be seized by leadership within the university, so that those within the university who are prepared to take those steps, and they're sometimes risky steps. Because one thing everyone who's been involved in entrepreneurship knows, you've got to be prepared to fail if you're going to succeed. Well, the same is true about pursuing university engagement. I've given you some successes. I could give you a few failures, too. But you need to know that the leadership there has your back and that they're prepared to support you in taking risks that will produce benefits more often than not. But when they don't, you'll get a chance to try again. So I think having that theme of engagement is a central part of your vision, having a leadership team that is committed to it in all aspects of the university, and then unleashing the creative energy of those throughout the university, faculty, students, and staff.
I think I found that most inspiring at SFU. All I had to do was basically put a little wind in the sails of a whole bunch of people who took those boats all these places we've talked about. And as a president, it gave me huge gratification to see what other people could do if you provided them with that support and that kind of leadership.
Konrad Vyhnanek
Well, I think that was an excellent point. And I actually think that's really thought-provoking.
Andrew Petter
I was looking at your CEO as I was saying.
Konrad Vyhnanek
So yes, but as this was an excellent point, I would actually just like to ask the audience if there are any questions regarding this right now. Yes. I'll bring the mic to you.
Łukasz Nazarko
Thank you very much for this inspirational talk. My name is Łukasz Nazarko. I come from University of Technology in Northeastern Poland. Just took a night train to St. Pölten to participate in the Community for Educational Innovation study visit that happens from tomorrow. I have a lot of questions, but I will just limit myself to two.
One is, when you say community, what do you mean? What are the emanations, the institutions, the groups, the constituencies that you have on your mind?
And with this whole process of community engagement, does it also involve changes in how faculty work is evaluated and remunerated?
Andrew Petter
And we could have a whole conference on each of those questions.
Community, I think, for me, is a fairly fluid term. And it depends a lot on what goals you're trying to achieve. We were very insistent with our engagement mandate that it not be purely an economic mandate. So we did, important parts of the community were the business community, there's no question. I spent a lot of time engaging with boards of trade or talking to entrepreneurial groups, encouraging participation, for example, in our co-op programs for hiring students in internships and stuff.
But we were also very deliberate not to limit it to that. So we included cultural groups, artistic groups, and partnered with them both on cultural programming, but also on social innovation, on design, for example, on issues like that, to show that there was relationships there. In Canada, Indigenous relationships were very, very important. And it was hugely important that we showed that we were inclusive of, in fact, were leading in our commitment to a process of reconciliation by making sure we built strong relationships there. The relationships certainly included NGO and social groups as well. It included government.
So my answer is pretty diverse, which is to say that you want it to touch base with those groups that you think you can impact, but also who will provide benefit back to the university. So you can have a meaningful relationship.
One of the most meaningful relationships we had actually was something called the Indian Summer Festival, which was doing a festival around Indian culture in the summer. And it led to all sorts of other relationships and actually helped us with some of our student exchange and research relationships in India, if you can believe it.
Now the second question is, this is a hugely important issue. How do you evaluate, particularly if you're expecting faculty members to participate in innovative activities and to be engaged, how do you evaluate that? And in some disciplines, there's much more receptivity to that. In other disciplines, there's much more resistance.
I did not have the courage of a university president who was going to tell different disciplines what they should do in that regard. Their disciplines are pretty jealous about that. But certainly what we tried to do was to try to provide support for various disciplines to look at how they could build recognition for various kinds of community-engaged research and social enterprise into the evaluation process.
Some of it was already, I don't know if you have here, but we'd have 40-40-20 evaluation of faculty for career progress, 40% teaching, 40% research, 20% service. So service could represent some of that, but the real challenge was to try to get recognition of it within the research and easier in the teaching side of things, perhaps, because a lot of faculty members did in fact encourage community engagement within their classrooms and got full credit for doing so.
And in the co-op program, co-op program, students who go out into co-op in the community are evaluated. It's a structured program. And those who did that got credit as staff members or as faculty members there too.
But the research side is the real tough nut to crack. And to try to persuade some disciplines that research has done in partnership with communities or with indigenous peoples, that doesn't result in peer-reviewed publication, or that results in peer-reviewed publication, but actually adds huge benefit in addition to that benefit should also be recognized. It's not, I wish I could say I was wholly successful in persuading all disciplines to give that recognition. I wasn't, but I think we did move the needle, and many disciplines have found ways in which they feel that that can be measured in a way that is rigorous and meaningful and is representative of the kind of progress they want to see in their colleagues and in faculty.
I hope that answers your question.
Konrad Vyhnanek
So, thank you really very much for all the input you provided.

