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Abstract 

The number of transnational university campuses and their locations around the world 

are increasing. In addition to their contribution to local development, universities create 

significant social impacts on local communities. By analyzing 6 transnational universities 

in China, we examine the social impacts they create. We found that, because of the good 

reputation of universities generally, local residents tend to accord a social licence to 

operate to a new university. However, despite being a large footprint project, universities 

do not manage their impacts as well as some other industries, and in general fail to 

consider their corporate social responsibility and human rights issues, or the 

environment, social and governance (ESG) aspects of their activities. In order to improve 

their social licence to operate and grow, universities need to observe the following 

international principles: (1) full disclosure of information; (2) effective community 

engagement; (3) appropriate resettlement and livelihood restoration; (4) effective harm 

reduction procedures; (5) provision of local benefits (benefit sharing); (6) monitoring and 

adaptive management; and (7) implementing a grievance redress mechanism. 

 

Keywords: university-community engagement; campus sustainability; university 

management; social license to operate; social impact assessment; higher education 

management 
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6.1 INTRODUCTION 

The scope and extent of transnational higher education is increasing worldwide 
(Montgomery 2014; Knight 2016; Marginson 2016), typically by developed countries (e.g., 
Australia, Canada, France, UK, USA) establishing campuses in developing countries (e.g., 
China, Malaysia, Qatar, United Arab Emirates) (CBERT 2017; Guimón and Narula 2019). 
As generally ‘good reputation’ projects, universities are usually regarded as contributing 
to local development and not considered to be problematic (Marginson 2011; Sedlacek 
2013; Perry and Wiewel 2015). However, even environmentally-friendly projects for 
social good (e.g. universities) can create negative social impacts, generate cumulative 
impacts, need a social licence to operate (Jijelava and Vanclay 2014), and they must 
observe international environmental, social and governance (ESG) standards (Hill 2004; 
Vanclay and Hanna 2019). Transnational universities are usually large footprint projects, 
with considerable land acquisition and associated displacement of pre-existing residents.  

Social impacts are everything that affect people and communities. Social impacts can be 
corporeal in being felt by the human body as physical reality, and/or they can be 
perceived. They can be immediate and direct, or they can be indirect in the sense of being 
delayed or resulting from a circuitous chain of causality. Impacts are positive and 
negative, as well as intended and unintended. Social impacts are influenced by the 
characteristics of the project, the mitigation and enhancement measures and livelihood 
restoration projects implemented, the effectiveness of community engagement, the 
characteristics of the community, their impact history, and the characteristics of 
individuals themselves (especially vulnerability and resilience) (Vanclay 2002; Esteves et 
al. 2012; Smyth and Vanclay 2017).  

To explore the social impacts created by transnational universities and understand how 
social impacts are experienced by host communities and local residents, we studied 6 
transnational universities in China. Our analysis contributes to understanding the impact 
of transnational universities in general and potentially also to understanding the impact 
of transnational institutions and multinational companies on their host communities. We 
advocate for greater awareness of ESG and corporate social responsibility within 
universities.  
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6.2 TRANSNATIONAL UNIVERSITIES AND THE SOCIAL IMPACTS 
THEY CREATE 

Universities are generally recognized as positively contributing to local communities and 
having good relationships with local residents (Sedlacek 2013; Perry and Wiewel 2015). 
However, as large footprint projects, many universities (campus, staff and students) are 
likely to have caused the physical displacement of pre-existing residents, and to have 
created various other environmental and social impacts (including economic 
displacement) affecting the host community over time (Posner and Stuart 2013; Vanclay 
2017). Transnational universities are different from domestic universities in various ways, 
including in management philosophy, financing arrangements, and source of students 
(Feng 2013; Wilkins 2017). These peculiarities influence residents’ views of the university, 
their experience of social impacts, and thus the extent of social licence they accord to the 
university. 

In order to be established, university campuses require land. The people living where a 
university campus is to be created will be significantly influenced by physical 
displacement and/or economic displacement. Physical displacement refers to situations 
where people have to be physically moved in order to make way for the new land use. 
Economic displacement occurs when people’s livelihoods (i.e. their means of making a 
living) are negatively affected by the acquisition of land and/or the new land use (i.e. the 
planned intervention or project, including a new campus). Displacement is multi-
dimensional, multi-factor, multi-actor, multi-scalar and multi-level (Vanclay 2017). 
Livelihoods are the strategies individuals, families and communities utilize to make their 
living (Smyth and Vanclay 2017). Due to their varying characteristics, residents are 
affected by a project (and thus a new university) in differing ways (Vanclay 2012). 

The establishment of a new university can take a long time, plans are often changed, and 
may be postponed or cancelled for many reasons (Feng 2013; Wilkins 2017; REFERENCE 
REMOVED FOR BLIND REVIEWING). Consequently, local residents near where 
planned universities are proposed will likely experience anticipatory impacts and 
cumulative impacts. Anticipatory impacts refer to the impacts created in anticipation of a 
project (i.e. before it actually starts), and can include project-induced in-migration, 
wasted business investment, fear and anxiety, loss of sense of place, and inflated 
expectations (Vanclay 2002). Cumulative impacts are the consecutive, incremental and 
collective impacts of one or more activities on society, the economy and/or the 
environment (Esteves et al. 2012). Cumulative impacts generate and are connected to 
other impacts, affecting residents’ views about new or existing projects. Based on their 
prior experience, people hold views, expectations and anxieties about a project. Excessive 
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expectations create social impacts in that people might feel cheated or dissatisfied when 
an institution fails to meet their expectations, or when perceived promises are not kept. 
Therefore, at all project stages, residents’ expectations and impact history should be 
monitored and managed by all projects (Vanclay and Hanna 2019). 

To conceptualize social impacts, Vanclay (2002) developed lists of indicative social 
change processes and social impact variables. The social change processes he identified 
included demographic processes, economic processes, geographical processes, 
institutional and legal processes, emancipatory and empowerment processes, 
sociocultural processes, and other processes. Under certain circumstances, these social 
change processes might generate various social impacts, including: health and social 
wellbeing impacts; quality of living environment (liveability) impacts; economic and 
material wellbeing impacts; cultural impacts; family and community impacts; 
institutional, legal, political and equity impacts; and gender relations impacts. 

The Social Framework for Projects (Smyth and Vanclay 2017) outlined eight categories 
representing the major social topics important to peoples’ lives and livelihoods that are 
likely to be influenced by large projects: people, community, culture, livelihoods, 
infrastructure, housing, environment, and land. The Social Framework assists in 
identifying and addressing all issues influencing residents’ livelihoods and the future 
development potential of institutions. 

Social licence to operate is a way of thinking about the relationship between an institution 
and its local communities. It is an indicator of the level of acceptability and trust in the 
institution by a local community. Thinking in terms of social licence helps institutions in 
devising their community engagement strategy and in enhancing their positive impacts 
and mitigating the negative impacts of their operations (Vanclay and Hanna 2019). It is 
normally expected that social licence would be considered by all large-scale projects 
(Demuijnck and Fasterling 2016). Thomson and Boutilier (2011) argued there were three 
dimensions to social licence: legitimacy, credibility and trust. Social licence is dynamic 
and changes over time as the community’s views change (Dare et al. 2014). The social, 
economic and cultural characteristics of residents and the project’s history affect 
community views about an organisation, in other words, its social licence to operate and 
grow. 

The role universities play in local community development has been much discussed 
(Winter et al. 2006; de Rassenfosse and Williams 2015; Murphy and McGrath 2018; Ozias 
and Pasque 2019). Sustainability within universities has also been a hot topic and is now 
gradually including discussion of the social responsibilities of universities and their 
contribution to society (Posner and Stuart 2013; Urbanski and Leal Filho 2015; Rahman 
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et al. 2019). Arguably, universities should consider their contribution to society, not only 
in terms of providing theoretical knowledge to students and society, but also by 
contributing economically, socially and culturally to the community (Gunasekara 2004; 
Essuman and Akyeampong 2011; Stephenson 2011; Bernardo et al. 2012). We argue that 
universities also need to consider their interactions with and impacts on local residents 
(Mbah 2019), and how to mitigate negative impacts and enhance positive impacts over 
time. 

Arguably, universities and local communities can benefit from effective university-
community engagement, especially in terms of enhancing mutual understanding, sharing 
facilities and knowledge, identifying additional resources that can be called upon, and 
contributing to local sustainable development (Winter et al. 2006; Kruss 2012; Chile and 
Black 2015). However, to be effective, university-community engagement must be 
embedded in university policy and philosophy, and in academic research and teaching 
(Mtawa et al. 2016). We argue that effective university-community engagement can help 
a university gain a social licence from local residents, and fulfil its ESG expectations. 

6.3 METHODOLOGY 

To analyze the social impacts created by transnational universities, we undertook a multi-
case study involving 6 transnational universities in China: University of Nottingham 
Ningbo China (UNNC); Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University (XJTLU); New York 
University Shanghai (NYUS); Duke Kunshan University (DKU); Wenzhou-Kean 
University (WKU); and the proposed University of Groningen Yantai (UGY). For each 
case, a multi-methods approach was used, including document analysis, in-depth 
interviews, semi-structured interviews, and field observation.  

All 6 universities were founded within the last 15 years, and were mostly large-scale 
projects with massive land acquisition and construction works, so local residents in each 
location would have had strong feelings about how the university influenced and will 
continue to influence their daily lives. The anxieties and expectations of local people about 
their future are real social impacts, regardless of whether they are based on rumours or 
real or fake news (Vanclay 2012). A postponed or cancelled project still creates social 
impacts because news and rumours have circulated in the community. This is why we 
included the proposed and now-cancelled UGY project in our analysis. The stop-start 
process of UGY has been fully discussed in another paper (REFERENCE REMOVED FOR 
BLIND REVIEWING). Some background information about each university is provided 
in Table 6.1.  

Chapter 6 

111 

Table 6.1: Background information about 6 transnational universities in China 

 UNNC XJTLU NYUS DKU WKU UGY 

(proposed) 

Founding 
date (first 
intake of 
students) 

2004 2006 2012 2013 2014 Initial 
proposal 2015; 
cancelled 2018 

Home 
country 

UK UK USA USA USA The 
Netherlands 

Location A well 
developed 
business park 
in Ningbo 

A well 
developed 
business park 
in Suzhou 

Shanghai city 
centre 

A newly-built 
business park 
in Kunshan 

A less 
developed area 
on the edge of 
Wenzhou 

A developing 
business park 
in Yantai 

Other 
projects in 
the area 

Many 
residential and 
office 
buildings, and 
several 
colleges and 
schools 

Residential 
buildings and 
around 40 
higher 
education 
institutions 

Many high-
level office 
buildings 

A few small 
schools. No 
residential 
buildings 
nearby. 

No large-scale 
projects. Three 
villages 
nearby. 

Two colleges 
and many 
residential 
buildings. 

Residents in 
the area 

Many 
newcomers 
living and/or 
working 
locally 

Many 
newcomers 
living and/or 
working 
locally 

Few residents 
in immediate 
vicinity, but 
many city 
workers 

A few people 
living/working 
in the area 

Mainly local 
people living 
nearby 

Mainly local 
people living in 
the community 

Campus 
Scale 

58 hectares, 
8,000 
students, 
750 staff 

25 hectares, 
15,000 
students, 
500 staff 

0.4 hectares, 
1,300 
students, 
200 staff 

13 hectares, 
600 students, 
70 staff 

70 hectares, 
2,000 
students, 
250 staff 

200 hectares, 
planned 
10,000 
students 
within 5 years 

Student 
living 
arrangement 

Most live in 
halls of 
residence on 
campus 

Many live in 
dormitories in 
the park, and 
some rent 
houses nearby 

Most live in 
halls in 
another area 
connected by 
public 
transport  

Most live in 
halls of 
residence on 
campus 

Most live in 
halls of 
residence on 
campus 

Students were 
to live in halls 
of residence on 
campus 

Nature of the 
campus 

Gated Open Open Gated Open Open 

Impact 
history of the 
community 

The first large-
scale project in 
the 
community 

The local 
government 
planned the 
business park 
and arranged 
all institutions 

Only occupied 
an existing 
building  

Under-utilized 
land in a rural 
area 

The first large-
scale project in 
the 
community, 
but 
resettlement of 
2,700 people 
was needed. 

Planned to 
take over an 
existing 
underutilized 
campus 

Source: Developed by the authors 
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Table 6.1: Background information about 6 transnational universities in China 

 UNNC XJTLU NYUS DKU WKU UGY 

(proposed) 

Founding 
date (first 
intake of 
students) 

2004 2006 2012 2013 2014 Initial 
proposal 2015; 
cancelled 2018 

Home 
country 

UK UK USA USA USA The 
Netherlands 

Location A well 
developed 
business park 
in Ningbo 

A well 
developed 
business park 
in Suzhou 

Shanghai city 
centre 

A newly-built 
business park 
in Kunshan 

A less 
developed area 
on the edge of 
Wenzhou 

A developing 
business park 
in Yantai 

Other 
projects in 
the area 

Many 
residential and 
office 
buildings, and 
several 
colleges and 
schools 

Residential 
buildings and 
around 40 
higher 
education 
institutions 

Many high-
level office 
buildings 

A few small 
schools. No 
residential 
buildings 
nearby. 

No large-scale 
projects. Three 
villages 
nearby. 

Two colleges 
and many 
residential 
buildings. 

Residents in 
the area 

Many 
newcomers 
living and/or 
working 
locally 

Many 
newcomers 
living and/or 
working 
locally 

Few residents 
in immediate 
vicinity, but 
many city 
workers 

A few people 
living/working 
in the area 

Mainly local 
people living 
nearby 

Mainly local 
people living in 
the community 

Campus 
Scale 

58 hectares, 
8,000 
students, 
750 staff 

25 hectares, 
15,000 
students, 
500 staff 

0.4 hectares, 
1,300 
students, 
200 staff 

13 hectares, 
600 students, 
70 staff 

70 hectares, 
2,000 
students, 
250 staff 

200 hectares, 
planned 
10,000 
students 
within 5 years 

Student 
living 
arrangement 

Most live in 
halls of 
residence on 
campus 

Many live in 
dormitories in 
the park, and 
some rent 
houses nearby 

Most live in 
halls in 
another area 
connected by 
public 
transport  

Most live in 
halls of 
residence on 
campus 

Most live in 
halls of 
residence on 
campus 

Students were 
to live in halls 
of residence on 
campus 

Nature of the 
campus 

Gated Open Open Gated Open Open 

Impact 
history of the 
community 

The first large-
scale project in 
the 
community 

The local 
government 
planned the 
business park 
and arranged 
all institutions 

Only occupied 
an existing 
building  

Under-utilized 
land in a rural 
area 

The first large-
scale project in 
the 
community, 
but 
resettlement of 
2,700 people 
was needed. 

Planned to 
take over an 
existing 
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Source: Developed by the authors 
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We conducted fieldwork in the communities where the transnational universities were 
located to gain a full understanding of residents’ views about the campuses. We analyzed 
official reports and news postings about the universities and their locations using the 
Google and Baidu search engines. We conducted in-depth interviews, semi-structured 
interviews in neighbouring communities, mostly in Chinese (Mandarin), with some in 
English. The majority of interviewees were local residents. These interviews were 
completed face-to-face, with participants being approached in public places nearby each 
university. Each interview took between 5 and 20 minutes depending on the extent the 
participant was willing to discuss the issues. We also interviewed staff and students from 
the universities to obtain internal information and to understand their daily interactions 
with local communities. Our interview questions were derived from the discourses of 
social impact assessment (Vanclay 2002; Esteves et al. 2012; Smyth and Vanclay 2017) 
and social licence to operate (Thomson and Boutilier 2011; Jijelava and Vanclay 2017, 
2018). A summary of data sources for each institution is provided in Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2: Outline of data sources 

 UNNC XJTLU NYUS DKU WKU UGY  

(cancelled) 

Timing of field visit Nov to Dec 

2018 

Nov 2018 Dec 2018 Dec 2018 Dec 2018 Dec 2017 to 

Feb 2018 

Document analysis √ √ √ √ √ √ 

In-depth Interviews n=59 n=75 n=12 n=7 n=19 n=59 

Semi-structured 

interviews 

n=34 n=82 × × n=26 × 

Field observation √ √ √ √ √ √ 

 

The lead author stayed in the local community surrounding each of the 6 universities 
while the interviews were being conducted, and his personal observations from these 
visits contributed to our analysis. Where permission was granted, interviews were 
recorded. However, because it is not culturally appropriate in the Chinese context, signed 
informed consent forms were not used, but the general principles of ethical social 
research, including informed consent, were observed (Vanclay et al. 2013). 
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6.4 THE SOCIAL IMPACTS CREATED BY TRANSNATIONAL 
UNIVERSITIES  

Transnational universities are supposed to improve the educational quality of the host 
country, contribute to local development, and contribute to the reputation of the 
sponsoring university and host city (Hou et al. 2014). However, the negative social 
impacts created by the establishment of a university generate concerns among local 
residents, potentially retarding the ability of the university to obtain a social licence to 
operate and/or achieve its objectives. 

In order to mitigate its negative impacts, enhance positive impacts, and fulfil ESG 
expectations, a transnational university needs to understand what the major social 
impacts on local residents are or will be, consider how these impacts will be experienced 
by residents, and determine how they can be better managed. It should be noted that 
many social impacts are not in themselves positive or negative, but are experienced 
differently in different local contexts (Vanclay 2002, 2012). Extrapolating from the 6 
transnational universities we examined and drawing on the literature on social impact 
assessment (Vanclay 2002; Esteves et al. 2012; Smyth and Vanclay 2017) and social 
licence to operate (Thomson and Boutilier 2011; Jijelava and Vanclay 2017, 2018), below 
we discuss the social impacts likely to be experienced by residents near transnational 
universities and the influence of community characteristics on the experience of impacts. 

The social impacts (negative and positive) created by transnational universities on local 
residents are complex. Many social impacts are intangible and indirect. Residents are not 
always aware that the disruptions they experience are due to the university, as it is difficult 
to attribute causality. Our interviews showed that local residents in the different locations 
were willing to accord a social licence to the university, at least initially, because of the 
good reputation of universities generally. However, local residents also experienced 
various social impacts that the university had on their daily life. The major social impacts 
likely to be experienced included issues related to: relocation and compensation; local 
development, urbanization and gentrification; income and livelihood opportunities; the 
presence of newcomers and outsiders; increased traffic; demand on infrastructure; other 
impacts on everyday life; changes in the local community environment (including 
perceived safety and quietness); cultural impacts; and inter-generational impacts 
(especially for senior people). Many social impacts can be experienced as either positive 
or negative, or both at the same time, by different people and/or under different local 
contexts. We argue that the experience of social impacts is partly determined by 
community characteristics, and can be improved by increasing the effectiveness of the 
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management actions taken by the university in question and by other relevant 
stakeholders (e.g. the local government or entity that developed the campus). 

6.5 HOW SOCIAL IMPACTS ARE AFFECTED BY COMMUNITY 
CHARACTERISTICS  

Due to their varying characteristics, the social impacts created by transnational 
universities are experienced differently by communities and individuals. We analysed 
how the experience of social impacts was affected using the following groupings of 
characteristics: demographic, economic, geographic, institutional, and socio-cultural. 

6.5.1 Demographic characteristics 

Demographic characteristics include the demographic structure of the population (age, 
gender), the community experience of in-migration and out-migration, the educational 
and health conditions of the population, etc. A major difference in the experience of social 
impacts is between elderly people and young people. Our interviewees indicated that 
senior people usually dislike social change. For example, in the community nearby 
Wenzhou-Kean University, where seniors were a large proportion of the residents, people 
tended to have negative views about the resettlement that was necessary to make land 
available for the university. However, elderly people were often encouraged by their 
relatives to accept the project and resettlement because their descendants (i.e. children 
and grandchildren) would benefit from the arrangements, and especially because the new 
apartments they were to be given could be bequeathed. In other locations, many young 
people regarded resettlement as desirable because they might also be given monetary 
compensation and/or job opportunities.  

Across the 6 universities we examined, most seniors indicated that they would prefer to 
maintain their life in the traditional style they were used to, and they disliked the 
urbanization of the community and the presence of newcomers. Conversely, most young 
people regarded these changes as positive impacts that improved the community. Young 
people would chose to move to a new place or remain where they were depending of where 
they perceived they would get more income and/or better job opportunities. 

The experience of impact is also affected by gender. Compared to male residents, females 
were more likely to consider the next generation, thus they regarded social impacts as 
being positive or negative based on the way they thought their children might be 
impacted. The development and urbanization of a community, especially as brought 
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about by new universities, has the potential to transform a community into an educational 
and cultural centre, which was considered positive for children. In our research, female 
residents tended to dislike the presence of newcomers since this created negative impacts 
in terms of traffic, safety and quietness, however, the presence of foreigners was accepted 
because some female residents hoped that their children would grow up in an 
international community.  

Migration changes the demographic structure of residents and potentially influences 
community cohesion, thus affecting resident views about social impacts. In general terms, 
residents of communities with high levels of in-migration were more likely to have more 
positive views of universities and their impacts. Newcomers who move to a community to 
search for better job opportunities or more comfortable living environments tend to be 
psychologically prepared for social changes and impacts, and thus more tolerant of them. 
A community with a large proportion of immigrants suggests that ongoing social changes 
and impacts are likely to be acceptable to, and perhaps attractive to, newcomers. When 
newcomers become resident in a community, that community will likely become more 
inclusive. In contrast, a community with much out-migration tends to have regressive 
development. The residents who are left behind are generally seniors and children, who 
tend to keep to themselves and resist social change. Significant change processes, such as 
resettlement and urbanization, will severely negatively influence their daily life. 

Health conditions involve both physical and psychological aspects. The elderly, disabled 
persons and other vulnerable groups sometimes see urbanization and development as 
opportunities to gain more health facilities, such as hospitals and nursing homes, while 
the increasing number of vehicles and noise and reduced safety that comes from 
development negatively impacts their health. Residents working in an urban area are 
likely to have stress about paying the mortgage. Urban development, the presence of 
newcomers, and increasing competition for jobs might increase their stress. 

6.5.2 Economic characteristics 

Economic characteristics include the stage of development of a community, types of 
livelihood, infrastructure conditions, and trends in property prices, etc. When reasonable 
compensation is paid, people in less-developed communities will likely be more accepting 
of resettlement than people in more-developed communities, since they will be keen to 
improve their quality of life. In contrast, people in more-developed communities might 
prefer to maintain their current situation (sense of place, etc). They tend to be concerned 
about the negative impacts of development, such as the presence of newcomers, traffic 
congestion, and a worsening community environment. 
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community cohesion, thus affecting resident views about social impacts. In general terms, 
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The livelihood type of a person influences how the experience social impacts. For 
example, a university is likely to contribute to local development, create job opportunities, 
and attract people to a community, generating more income for local businesses and 
creating jobs in hotels, restaurants, supermarkets etc. People who own local businesses 
or seek to work in these industries will benefit from the university. In contrast, some other 
types of occupation will be negatively affected, especially those that are more suited to 
non-urban areas, and that will be forced out when land prices increase due to urbanisation 
and gentrification. 

The infrastructure of a community includes utilities (water, energy, sanitation, etc) and 
public and social services (health, education, roads, drainage, rubbish collection, markets, 
policing, communications, social and recreational facilities, etc). Generally, communities 
with inadequate infrastructure and services regard the establishment of a university as an 
opportunity for the infrastructure and services to be improved, while communities that 
already have adequate services and infrastructure might regard newcomers as placing 
additional demand on their facilities, thus negatively influencing their quality of life. 

Government compensation for people being resettled is usually in the form of a 
replacement apartment and/or money. For various bureaucratic reasons relating to how 
compensation is determined, in China some people are able to obtain more than one 
apartment from resettlement procedures, which results in some resettled people being 
able to rent out an apartment. The increasing development of an area contributes to 
increasing property prices and generates more income for those renting-out property. 
However, newcomers who want to work or live in the community have to pay more for 
housing, and are negatively affected. 

6.5.3 Geographical characteristics 

Geographical characteristics include the location, characteristics of the local 
environment, other projects in the area, plans for future development, etc. Potentially, a 
university could be located in any city, and in different areas within a city. Many newly-
built transnational universities are located in business parks or science parks. Here, the 
whole park is zoned for special purpose institutions, light industry or business, and local 
residents tend to be accepting of the social impacts such as urbanization and the presence 
of newcomers (students). A different setting (e.g. a suburban area) would mean that there 
would be different expectations and experiences by local residents. Duke-Kunshan 
University, for example, was located in a newly-built business park without any 
residential buildings nearby. The local residents lived far away from the campus and 
enjoyed the urbanization of the area, and did not identify any negative impacts from the 
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university. In contrast, the Wenzhou-Kean University campus was close to three villages 
and its construction displaced local residents and severely disrupted their lives. 

In China, it is the responsibility of local government to decide on the location of new 
universities, which they do on the basis of regional plans. In general terms, several options 
exist for locating a new institution: a science or higher education park with other scientific 
institutions; a cultural precinct with other cultural facilities; a business park with office 
buildings and businesses; a city centre with government institutions and businesses; or 
an international area where foreign companies are located. People hold different views 
about the desirability of these options, and their expectations and anxieties about the 
future affect their experience of social impacts. 

Residents are likely to have experience from other facilities in their neighbourhood, which 
might influence their views about a new institution. For example, XJTLU was established 
in a higher education park with around 40 other higher education institutions. Here, the 
local government developed and manages several halls of residence and other facilities 
for the students from all institutions collectively. Consequently, the residents were likely 
to readily accept additional universities in this area. However, if the previous institutions 
had performed poorly (at least from the perspective of the community), residents would 
be likely to regard the new institution negatively. 

Residents living in an undesirable environment generally want improvement, and they 
will likely regard resettlement and urbanization as opportunities for this. However, 
residents living in a pleasant environment cherish their landscape aesthetics and natural 
characteristics, and they tend to have strong place attachment. These residents will likely 
treat a new university as a disruption to their environment, and resettlement, 
construction impacts and/or presence of newcomers are all unwanted. When residents 
have strong feelings about archaeological sites, or tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage, the residents will likely have strong negative views. For example, the 
development of Wenzhou-Kean University destroyed several ancestral temples and 
religious sites, which made the residents very upset. 

6.5.4 Institutional and legal characteristics 

The institutional and legal characteristics of communities include many variables. Key 
issues in terms of how impacts are experienced are information transparency, the 
trustworthiness of local government, and the level of trust that local people have in local 
government. Residents’ views about a new institution are also influenced by the impact 
history. Many universities have a stop-start nature and/or long lead and implementation 
timeframes. Where there is limited information, rumours, fears and expectations are 
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Residents are likely to have experience from other facilities in their neighbourhood, which 
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construction impacts and/or presence of newcomers are all unwanted. When residents 
have strong feelings about archaeological sites, or tangible and intangible cultural 
heritage, the residents will likely have strong negative views. For example, the 
development of Wenzhou-Kean University destroyed several ancestral temples and 
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6.5.4 Institutional and legal characteristics 

The institutional and legal characteristics of communities include many variables. Key 
issues in terms of how impacts are experienced are information transparency, the 
trustworthiness of local government, and the level of trust that local people have in local 
government. Residents’ views about a new institution are also influenced by the impact 
history. Many universities have a stop-start nature and/or long lead and implementation 
timeframes. Where there is limited information, rumours, fears and expectations are 
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promulgated, which may influence residents’ plans and actions, even though they may be 
completely incorrect. The proposed UGY project was initiated in 2015 and was cancelled 
in 2018. However, even in 2020 many Yantai residents still did not know that the project 
had been officially cancelled. Given that the campus had a long-term impact history 
before the UGY project, the social impacts residents experienced included cumulative 
impacts created by all the previous projects (as well as the UGY project), which collective 
has negatively influenced their life and future plans.  

Residents’ trust in local government is influenced by many factors, including the personal 
and collective impact history, the psychological characteristics of the individual, and 
more. The effectiveness of law and regulation, the performance of government agencies, 
the strength of civil society, and human rights legacies contribute to the trust residents 
have in local government. Since local government always plays an important role in large-
scale projects, its reputation and relationship with the community will influence 
residents’ views about a new institution being proposed by the local government. 

6.5.5 Social-cultural characteristics 

Different communities have different socio-cultural characteristics and levels of 
willingness to embrace social inclusion. When transnational universities introduce 
different or foreign cultures, a community with an inclusive culture might treat the social 
changes as enrichment of their culture, while a less-inclusive community might reveal 
negative views, express hostility and experience cultural conflict. 

In general, well-educated residents are more accepting of development, and they tend to 
be capable of dealing with the social impacts created by new projects and newcomers. In 
forming their opinion about a new development, they are likely to consider issues such as 
their general wellbeing, the existence of adequate facilities, services for the elderly, and 
education opportunities. In contrast, poorly-educated residents tend to be concerned that 
they might lose their jobs due to increasing competition in the local job market. 

Residents obtain news from various sources about the performance of similar institutions 
in other areas, and their initial impression about an institution might be derived from the 
general reputation of institutions elsewhere. If the proposed development was in a ‘good-
reputation category’, such as a university, local residents might accord a social licence to 
it. However, the positive views and trust are temporary and, to maintain a good 
reputation, the institution needs to conduct effective activities to meet residents’ ongoing 
expectations. When people think they can benefit from an institution into the future, they 
tend to be more accepting or to tolerate the various impacts. 
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6.6 THE CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY OF UNIVERSITIES 

From the perspective of social impact assessment, social licence to operate, and the 
international standards pertaining to projects, the management actions projects and 
organisations are expected to undertake include: (1) full disclosure of information; (2) 
effective community engagement; (3) appropriate resettlement and livelihood restoration; 
(4) effective harm reduction procedures; (5) provision of local benefits (benefit sharing); 
(6) monitoring and adaptive management; and (7) implementing a grievance redress 
mechanism (Esteves et al. 2017; Vanclay 2017; Vanclay and Hanna 2019). These actions 
are especially expected from companies in controversial industries such as mining or 
dams (van der Ploeg and Vanclay 2017). However, especially since the United Nations 
(2011) Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, all organisations (including 
state-owned companies, government entities, not-for-profits, etc) must be mindful of the 
human rights issues across their whole supply chain, must be responsible for them, and 
must plan to address them. Universities are large footprint projects that can create 
significant social impacts on their local communities and therefore they too need to be 
mindful of their human rights responsibilities, including relating to the source of land, 
who was displaced to make way for the university, and whether those displaced were 
treated fairly. Universities should undertake appropriate actions to manage their social 
impacts on local communities. In short, they must be mindful of corporate social 
responsibility concerns and their compliance with international ESG standards and 
principles (Jongbloed et al. 2008; Rahman et al. 2019). 

6.6.1 Full disclosure of information  

Full information disclosure means that project proponents must reveal all details about 
their plans in an open and transparent way, and in a language suitable to affected 
community members. There should be regular updates, especially when there are changes 
to plans. Full disclosure encourages inclusivity, open debate and mutual learning. 
Information disclosure is not only about sharing knowledge, but about sharing meaning and 

achieving a common understanding with local residents. The information should be 
communicated in a way appropriate to the audience and content, using appropriate media 
and channels that are regarded as legitimate by the target audience (Dare et al. 2014). Full 
information disclosure should mean that local community members are able to 
adequately understand what the project and its impacts will mean to them (Hanna and 
Vanclay 2013). However, organizations tend to provide information to the community 
only when a project is proceeding successfully, and are often unwilling to inform residents 
when projects are delayed or postponed, and they typically try to hide negative 
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information. This facilitates the spread of rumours and misinformation. Rumours and 
conflicting reports create misunderstanding and unrealistic expectations, and 
consequently residents lose trust in the organisation.  

6.6.2 Effective community engagement  

To have good interactions with local communities and to promote mutual understanding, 
effective community engagement is needed. Effective community engagement helps build 
trust and legitimacy, while reducing conflict with and within local communities. The timing 

and form of the engagement used should be adapted to suit the social context, the people 
involved, and the objectives. Activities should be well-managed and respect community 
values. It is important to recognise that communities are dynamic, constantly changing, 

therefore community engagement needs to be ongoing and adapt to changing circumstances 

(Dare et al. 2014). Effective engagement should be embedded in university policy and 

philosophy (Murphy and McGrath 2018; Ozias and Pasque 2019).  

6.6.3 Appropriate resettlement and livelihood restoration  

Effective resettlement is not just about ensuring that people have somewhere to live, it is 
also about ensuring that social networks are maintained and livelihoods are restored 
(Vanclay 2017). Generally, although compensation for physical displacement and 
economic displacement is usually provided, it is not always fair or adequate, and does not 
always address all impacts associated with the loss of one’s means of making a living (i.e. 
livelihood) (Vanclay, 2017). Having an ongoing sustainable livelihood is essential for 
wellbeing and prosperity, and the enhancement of livelihoods is an international 
requirement (Vanclay and Hanna 2019). Where a transnational university was on land 
from which people had been resettled, to be compliant with international ESG standards, 
the university would need to ensure, and continue to monitor over many years, the 
outcome of people who had been resettled and ensure that they were not made worse-off.  

6.6.4 Effective harm reduction procedures 

Every organisation must ensure that its operations create no harm to local communities 
(United Nations 2011, Vanclay and Hanna 2019). Even though organisations do not 
usually purposely intend to create harm, they are still responsible for unintended harm. 
Harm often happens inadvertently, largely by not taking sufficient care, inadequate 
planning, or by a lack of monitoring (van der Ploeg and Vanclay 2018). Although a 
transnational university generally would not intend to harm local communities, our 
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interviews showed that many residents complained about the negative impacts created, 
including by university students.  

6.6.5 Benefit sharing and social investment 

In industry generally, it is well established that enhancing benefits to local residents 
covers a range of issues, including: modifying project infrastructure; providing social 
investment funding to support local social sustainable development; a genuine 
commitment to maximising opportunities for local content (i.e. jobs for local people and 
local procurement); and providing training and support to local people (Vanclay and 
Hanna 2019). We argue that transnational universities, as good-reputation projects, also 
need to consider providing benefits to local communities. Our interviews identified some 
actions universities could do to create benefits with local communities, including: 
contributing to community economic development; creating job opportunities for local 
people; sharing facilities such as sports facilities and libraries; having an open campus for 
residents to enjoy the campus; and cooperating with local community organizations to 
conduct activities.  

6.6.6 Monitoring and adaptive management 

Monitoring and adaptive management are part of the plan, do, check, act (PDCA) 
procedure and are an essential part of continuous improvement. The effectiveness of 
mitigation measures intended to reduce social and environmental impacts can be 
monitored and addressed, and the organisation should also quickly address unanticipated 
issues when they arise. Actions should be based on a thorough understanding of the local 
context, and involve all relevant stakeholders (Esteves et al. 2017). We found that, unlike 
controversial industries like mines or dams, transnational universities did not regard 
themselves as bad neighbours, even though they have created various social impacts. 
Most universities failed to consider or monitor the impacts they impose on local 
communities. 

6.6.7 Grievance redress mechanisms 

A grievance redress mechanism is a process to identify, assess and address concerns about 
a project or organisation and to enable community feedback and complaints. It should be 
accessible to all stakeholders, known and accessible to them (United Nations 2011). Apart 
from signalling that the organisation understands and/or is compliant with its human 
rights responsibilities and international ESG standards, a grievance redress mechanism 
will build trust, maintain and grow the project’s social licence, reduce harm in the 
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community, reduce business risk, and reduce the likelihood of concerns escalating into 
protest (Hanna et al. 2016; Vanclay and Hanna 2019). All universities should have 
grievance redress mechanisms, not only for their staff and students, but also for their host 
communities. We found that many local residents had been negatively affected by 
universities and had complaints, but generally did not know how to raise attention to their 
concerns. There was a lack of awareness of the need for grievance redress mechanisms by 
senior staff in the universities we studied, who were generally unaware of local residents’ 
complaints and thought that they were supportive of their university due to its 
contribution to the local development. We argue that the lack of a grievance redress 
mechanism potentially will create misunderstanding and conflict in local communities. 

6.7 CONCLUSION 

In addition to contributing to community development and various other positive 
outcomes, universities also impose a wide range of negative social impacts on their host 
communities. Many transnational universities claim that they work together with their 
host communities and develop a good relationship with local residents, but there is often 
little evidence for these claims. Furthermore, what a university might regard as its 
community typically refers to a much larger area (i.e. the whole city or region) than to the 
very local communities that are directly affected by the activities of the university. 
Consequently, many transnational universities failed to consider and manage the social 
impacts on their local communities.  

To some extent, universities are not good neighbours. As large footprint projects with a 
wide range of social impacts on local communities, universities typically fail to manage 
their impacts as effectively as other industries, and university management staff generally 
were unaware of their obligations to consider corporate social responsibility, human 
rights and ESG issues. Nevertheless, because of the good reputation of universities 
generally, local residents typically accord a social licence to operate to the university in 
the beginning. However, in order to build the trust and approval of local residents and 
have a social licence to operate and grow over time, transnational universities need to 
implement effective procedures for: full disclosure of information; effective community 
engagement; appropriate resettlement and livelihood restoration; effective harm 
reduction; provision of local benefits (benefit sharing); monitoring and adaptive 
management; and a grievance redress mechanism. We found a lack of awareness or 
consideration of these issues among transnational universities, and we suggest that they 
could actually learn a lot by looking at other industries.  
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