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Community engagement is about how 
universities address societal needs in 
partnership with their external communities.

• Community: incl. government, business, civil
society, from local to global level.

• Engagement: mutually beneficial joint activities 
with external communities

• Societal needs: political, economic, cultural, social, 
technological, environmental…

WHAT IS ‘COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT’ 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION?



A WORD ABOUT TERMINOLOGY …



The role of higher education in responding to societal 
challenges is re-emerging as a policy priority in EU policy:

• Higher education policy: “societal challenges”,
“civic universities”, “innovation” as the “third mission” and 
“service to society” as the “fourth mission” of universities 

• Research policy: “societal challenges”, “science with and for 
society”, “citizen science”

• Cross-cutting: Universities’ role in contributing to SDGs; 

COVID-19 increases the urgency of the societal role of 
universities

EU TODAY: A BROADER FRAMING OF THE 
THIRD MISSION
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• There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to 
community engagement – it is always 
context-specific. 

• Community engagement is notoriously 
difficult to measure quantitatively.

• And this is all further complicated in a 
European transnational context.

HOW TO MEASURE COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT?



• Allow universities to identify community 
engagement activities

• Help them understand how they perform 
(by demonstrating the value and mutual 
benefits generated by such activities)

• Assist them in eventual improvement. 

It is difficult to see how a metrics-based 
approach could lead to such outcomes… 

AND WHY MEASURE COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT?



Two EU-funded projects are proposing European frameworks to 
support community engagement in higher education

NEW EUROPEAN INITIATIVES TO SUPPORT 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN HE

2018-2021

2020-2023
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SHEFCE associate
partners

ADVISORY TEAM

NATIONAL PARTNERS & NETWORKS

LOCAL PARTNERS



• Qualitative: no metrics
• Multifaceted and context-specific: 

no comparison or ranking 
• Participative: no desk-based 

checklists 
• Innovative: inspired by, but going 

beyond, existing tools
www.tefce.eu/toolbox

AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TO 
‘MEASURING’ ENGAGEMENT
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VII: Supportive peers Supportive environment among academic and administrative staff

DIMENSIONS OF ENGAGEMENT





Each sub-dimension has different levels – indicating the level of authenticity of
community engagement (from beginner to advanced)





Customised SWOT analysis for 
self-reflection discussions



• Facilitates a learning journey, 
rather compliance or 
competition.

• Raises the visibility of the 
value the university brings to 
communities (& vice-versa)

• Supports intrinsic motivation 
of community-engaged staff, 
students and partners.

• Supports peer-learning 
between institutions

• Provides a basis for action-
planning

TEFCE TOOLBOX PILOTING RESULTS



FINAL THOUGHTS: ENGAGEMENT vs. 
IMPACT?



• Community engagement incorporated among EHEA 
priorities till 2030 (49 signatory countries)

• European Universities Initiative 
• Achieiving a European Education Area („service to 

society”)

• New initiative: Local Mission of Higher Education

• Civic engagement among top 3 priorities till 2030

FINAL THOUGHTS: WHAT FUTURE FOR 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN EUROPE?



Thomas Farnell
tfarnell@iro.hr, 

www.tefce.eu / www.shefce.eu
www.twitter.com/TEFCEProject

Thank you for your attention!


