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1.1 BACKGROUND 

Mei has lived in a village and cultivated land to make a living for 40 years. One day she 
was informed that her house and land were within the site plan of a campus. Her house 
will be demolished and her land will be expropriated. She will be resettled to a tower block 
housing as compensation, which will be built in 5 years. Before that, she needs to rent a 
house elsewhere. 

Lei has worked at a local college for 20 years. Even though without great achievement in 
the academy, she is satisfied with a simple life without concern about job pressure. One 
day she was informed that the college will be upgraded to a transnational university, and 
she has the opportunity to work at a high-level university as long as she can meet the new 
job requirement. Otherwise, she will be fired. 

Dangjia heard from the news that a large-scale university campus will be established in 
the city. He borrowed some money and started a restaurant nearby, hoping to serve the 
students in the future. He also transferred his daughter to a local school so that she can 
grow up in a university community. However, there were rumors that the campus 
proposal has been postponed. 

With the establishment of transnational university campuses, their life has been 
significantly changed. 

Transnational higher education is rapidly developing worldwide and has become a huge 
business (Montgomery 2014; Knight 2016). There are various forms of transnational 
higher education, including partnership transnational universities, branch campuses, 
partnership faculties, and long-term programs (Kosmützky and Putty 2016; Guimón and 
Narula 2019; Han 2019). Chen argued that transnational university/branch campuses are 
the most influential form because they generally require land to establish and operate 
campuses in another country, with a considerable number of staff and students (Chen et 
al. 2019; Chen et al. 2020). In 2016, there were around 250 transnational 
university/branch campuses around the world (CBERT 2017). USA was reported as the 
largest exporter of branch campuses, followed by the UK, France, Russia and Australia. 
The largest importers of branch campuses were China and the United Arab Emirates, 
followed by Singapore, Malaysia and Qatar. Generally, in the transnational higher 
education market, exporters are developed-countries and importers are developing-
countries. 

There are various explanations for the fast development of transnational higher 
education. From the perspective of exporters (home countries), the major motivation is 
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to earn a profit. Transnational education programs and activities enable market-oriented 
colleges and universities to generate extra income that can help them face the challenges 
of budget cuts (Francois et al., 2016). On the other hand, importers (host countries) have 
a desire to improve education quality and promote public good (Hou et al. 2014). The 
number of young people demanding and obtaining education access worldwide also 
contributed to the development of transnational higher education (Marginson 2016). 
Besides, both home and host countries have the motivation to promote the level of 
globalization by participating in the higher education market (Altbach and Knight 2007). 

Since 2020, there might be another trigger to develop transnational higher education. The 
unexpected worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 has caused tens of millions of people 
infected and millions of people killed in seven months (WHO 2020). Many countries have 
obtained strict policies in group gathering and boundary control. As a result, the market 
for international higher education has been largely influenced (DAAD 2020). To deal with 
the dilemma of unable to gather students and conduct courses at campuses, many colleges 
adopted an online education style. International students can stay in their home countries 
and follow courses through the internet. However, taking courses is not the only purpose 
for students to pay a high tuition fee for international education. They expect to 
experience different cultures in another country, have daily connections with foreign 
friends, and get access to international job vacancies, etc. Many colleges refused to decline 
their tuition fee while they cannot guarantee that international students have access to 
the campus or even the gate of the country in the following academic year. Universities 
with overseas branch campuses, Duke University and New York University, for example, 
allowed Chinese students to study at their branch campuses in China, while other 
universities have to find their solutions, such as arranged international students to study 
at their domestic university campuses. Foreseeable, students who want to obtain 
international education might choose a more economical way. That is to say, the 
transnational higher education institutions/programs in their home country. Students 
would have all the advantages of studying domestically, and they would obtain the same 
quality of education as studying abroad, without the risk of being rejected to enter another 
country or even getting expelled due to changing policy. 

With a rapidly increasing economy and a desire to develop higher education (Fang and 
Wang 2014; Montgomery 2016), China offers a massive market for transnational higher 
education institutions across the world. As of 2020, the Chinese Ministry of Education 
had officially approved more than 1200 transnational higher education programs and 100 
transnational higher education institutions, including 9 transnational university/branch 
campuses in cooperation with a Chinese partner (MOE 2020a, 2020b). These 9 campuses 
are: University of Nottingham Ningbo China; Beijing Normal University–Hong Kong 

Chapter 1 

5 

Baptist University United International College; Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University; 
New York University Shanghai; the Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shenzhen; Duke 
Kunshan University; Wenzhou-Kean University; Guangdong Technion-Israel Institute of 
Technology; and Shenzhen Lomonosov Moscow State University-Beijing Institute of 
Technology University (Shenzhen MSU-BIT University). A tenth campus was supposed 
to be the University of Groningen Yantai campus firstly proposed in 2015, which was to 
be developed in cooperation with the China Agricultural University. However, the 
proposal has been canceled in 2018 by the University of Groningen because of the 
opposition of its University Council. 

As generally good reputation institutions, universities are typically regarded as 
contributing to local development (Marginson 2011; Sedlacek 2013; Perry and Wiewel 
2015). However, even environmentally-friendly institutions/projects for social good (e.g. 
a university) can create negative social impacts (Vanclay 2002; Chen & Vanclay 2020), 
generate cumulative impacts (van der Ploeg and Vanclay 2017a, 2017b), and need a social 
licence to operate (Jijelava and Vanclay 2014). As illustrated at the beginning of the thesis, 
the impacts on the people in the communities at and around the campus sites, on the 
people that lived there already or came there as a consequence, are multiple and diverse. 
The impacts can be dramatic or mild, negative or positive, isolated or interconnected - 
whatever they are we need to get a better image of them. “Social impacts can happen the 
moment there is a rumor that something might happen. Rumour leads to speculation and 
speculative behavior, and can promulgate and amplify people’s fears and anxieties, 
whether or not the rumor has any foundation, and whether or not the project actually 
eventuates.” (Vanclay et al. 2015). 

This thesis was triggered by the proposed University of Groningen Yantai campus. As a 
graduate of China Agricultural University, the partner university of the proposal, I was 
familiar with the background of the existing Yantai campus. I was aware that the campus 
has a long and complex history, which has generated various social issues in the located 
community. I hoped the proposal of a transnational university can solve the cumulative 
issues and bring benefits to the community, but I was also concerned that the proposal 
would become another historical burden for the campus if it was canceled. Therefore, I 
designed the thesis with the Yantai campus as one of my cases. It turned out that Murphy's 
Law always works. The proposal was canceled and the local residents experienced various 
social impacts. A university campus might be good, but the potential social impacts are 
also firm. 

Social impacts created by university campuses on local communities might generate 
various social issues and influence local residents’ approval of the projects/institutions. 
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As Vanclay (2019) argued, instead of social issues only being seen as a minor matter (a 

nuisance), there is now realization within institutions and projects that social issues can be 

critical issues. Therefore, social issues need to be properly identified and managed, otherwise 

they will create major problems including delays, stoppages, premature closure and 

additional costs (Franks et al. 2014; Hanna et al. 2016). 

Vanclay (2002) argued that social impacts are everything that affects people and 
communities, either in a perceptual or corporeal sense. Social impacts can be corporeal 
in that they are felt by the human body as physical reality, and they can be perceptual or 
emotional. An effective way to understand social impacts is to differentiate between social 
impacts and social change processes (Slootweg et al. 2001; Vanclay 2002). Planned 
interventions create various changes, but not all changes necessarily generate social 
impacts. Many social change processes are not in themselves necessarily social impacts 
(Vanclay 2002; Vanclay et al. 2015). If properly managed, social changes might not create 
negative impacts. The extent and types of social impact generated depend on many things, 
including the quality of the engagement between project and community, the 
characteristics and impact history of the local community, as well as the effectiveness of 
any mitigation activities and livelihood restoration projects (Franks and Vanclay 2013; 
Hanna et al. 2016; Esteves et al. 2012, 2017). 

Developing a university campus is always regarded as an important project for the 
proposed located area. Therefore, many local residents started to consider the potential 
impacts of the campus when the news or even rumors came out, either in a speculation or 
opportunism way. Vanclay (2012) argued that social impacts start the moment there is 
speculation – even a rumor that something might happen. When the news/rumors are 
related to land acquisition and resettlement of the community, the local residents might 
have strong feelings about the proposal. 

Transnational university campuses are usually large footprint projects/institutions, with 
considerable land acquisition activities and associated displacement of previous 
residents, and many other social impacts and issues created over time (Chen et al. 2019; 
Chen et al. 2020). Because there are differences between home and host countries in 
terms of governance, economy, culture, etc. (Feng, 2013; Wilkins, 2017), an independent 
transnational university campus needs to take its corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
conduct effective measures, and make decisions that balance its campus development and 
its expected contribution to the local community, as well as home country and host 
country expectations. 

Even though a large number of higher education institutions worldwide are regarded as 
private sectors, recent literature found that governments of both home and host countries 
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played an important role in developing transnational higher education (Farrugia & Lane 
2013; Kinser & Lane 2016). Some governments used private higher education to fulfill 
public policy goals related to economic development and building capacity within the 
postsecondary sector (Lane 2011). In some countries such as China and Malaysia, there 
was a regulation that the transnational education programs needed to cooperate with a 
national institution. Therefore, the local government was a key stakeholder in 
transnational educational projects, and its performance might influence the reputation of 
the new university (Chen et al. 2020). The active participation of governments from both 
home and host countries also creates various disagreements and conflicts that might 
postpone the proposal, and generate cumulative impacts on local residents (Chen et al. 
2019; Chen & Vanclay 2020). 

Any large-footprint projects/institutions, including those intended for public good such 
as a university, might create significant social impacts on local communities. Besides, 
there will be community expectations for projects/institutions to take the CSR, provide 
local benefits, and conduct social investment activities (Esteves and Vanclay 2009; 
Vanclay 2017). However, few studies were focusing the CSR when developing 
transnational university campuses, the social impacts they created on local communities, 
and how to share benefits with local residents. Therefore, the first aim of this study is to 
answer the question: 

Q1: What are the social impacts on host communities and local residents 
created by a transnational university campus? 

 

A lack of consideration of social issues, as well as effective management measures, might 
lead to transnational universities failing to fulfill CSR expectations and being a good 
neighbor in another country. By comparatively analyzing the social performance of 
several transnational university campuses, and learning from other industries that 
manage their social impacts, this thesis tried to answer a second research question: 

Q2: How can a transnational university campus manage its social impacts, 
gain approval from local residents, and develop in a socially-friendly way? 
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1.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND KEY CONCEPTS 

To answer these research questions, three key concepts regarding social impacts were 
adopted: impact history (Vanclay 2002; Franks et al., 2010), economic displacement 
(Cernea 2003; Vanclay 2017), and social licence to operate (Thomson and Boutilier 2011; 
Dare et al. 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay 2018). The three concepts have been widely utilized 
by controversial industries such as mines and dams (Prno and Slocombe 2012; Moffat 
and Zhang 2014; Hall et al. 2015), and have been developed in many other industries in 
recent years (Bice 2014; Boutilier 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay 2014; Vanclay and Hanna 
2019). The three concepts were to consider the relationship between a project/institution 
and its located community through the whole supply chain (Smyth and Vanclay 2017; van 

der Ploeg and Vanclay 2017a) and help the project/institution to consider conducting 
effective measures to manage social impacts and fulfill its CSR expectation. The concepts 
are significant to a transnational university campus to develop and grow in a foreign 
community. The developers should achieve a good understanding of the impact history 
and the community profile, and pay specific attention to physical/economic displacement 
created by the campus, thus the campus can obtain a social licence from the local 
residents. The three concepts embraced and emphasized the crucial topic of the thesis: 
social impacts. Some other theories such as university-community engagement (Winter 

et al. 2016; de Rassenfosse and Williams 2015; Murphy and McGrath 2018) and community 
attitudes towards projects (Wolsink 2007; Wustenhagen et al. 2007; Mottee et al. 2020) 
were also adopted to discuss issues regarding the social impacts consideration of 
transnational university campuses. 

Impact history refers to local residents’ experiences of past projects and other historical 
events, which might generate cumulative impacts among the community. Cumulative 
impacts are the successive, incremental and combined impacts of one or more activities 
on society, the economy and/or the environment (Franks et al., 2010). Cumulative 
impacts interact such that they trigger or are associated with other impacts and influence 
community views about new and existing projects (Lockie et al. 2008). Residents have 
different views, expectations and anxieties about a project depending on their impact 
history. The generation of excessive expectations causes social impacts, and residents may 
feel ‘ripped-off’ when a project fails to fulfill their expectations. Therefore, the 
expectations and impact history of a community should be considered and addressed 
when new projects are initiated (Prenzel and Vanclay 2014). Transnational university 
projects generally take a long time to establish, and they tend to experience delays and 
changes in participating parties (Feng 2013; Wilkins 2017; Chen et al. 2019), which 
creates anxiety and uncertainty for host communities. Residents tend to regard project 
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developers as homogenous and convert their trust/distrust from previous developers to 
the new one. Therefore, to gain support from the community and mitigate the negative 
social impacts, university managers need to carefully consider the impact history of a 
community. 

Economic displacement occurs when people’s livelihoods (i.e. their means of making a 
living) are negatively affected by a planned intervention or project (Vanclay 2017). 
Governments and corporations tend to offer new jobs or financial compensation to 
affected persons, without thinking about the impacts these arrangements will have on the 
lives of the affected people (Cernea 2003). Developing a university campus is usually a 
large footprint project with massive activities of land-acquisition and physical and/or 
economic displacement of residents. Even though monetary compensation might be 
distributed to the displaced residents, the social impacts on their daily life, such as 
community cohesion and place attachment, received little attention. Besides, the 
potential urbanization and development of the community might make the residents lose 
strategies to make their living, which also creates economic displacement and various 
social impacts. 

Social licence to operate (SLO) represents the extent of approval of a project or 
organization by local communities and other stakeholders (Bice 2014; Dare et al. 2014). 
It is an intangible, metaphorical, rhetorical device (Boutilier 2014; Vanclay and Hanna 
2019). Whether or not an institution can gain a SLO will influence the risks it faces and 
its future development potential (Moffat and Zhang 2014; Vanclay and Hanna 2019). SLO 
should be considered throughout the whole project lifecycle, especially where there are 
significant social or environmental impacts (Demuijnck and Fasterling 2016). The socio-
economic context of the community, as well as the organizational history and culture, 
affect residents’ views and the level of SLO (Dare et al. 2014). 

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). The consideration of corporate 

social responsibility and associated concepts (i.e., social impacts, economic displacement and 

social licence to operate) contributes to transnational university campuses fulfilling CSR and 
economic, social and environmental (ESG) expectations. 
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1.3 CONTRIBUTION TO THIS RESEARCH 

The study contributes to both the fields of higher education and social impact assessment. 
The first contribution is to the development of transnational higher education. As a 
rapidly developing market, transnational higher education has significantly influenced 
the whole world. However, little research has considered the specific social responsibility 
actions that transnational universities should perform, especially in developing countries. 
Besides, there is little understanding of how to fulfill social responsibility expectations in 
the upgrading of higher education institutions, especially when several institutional 
partners are involved. In general, despite transnational university campuses becoming a 
worldwide trend, issues associated with the social responsibilities of universities are little 
discussed. The study provided a unique way to consider the social impacts on local 
communities created by campuses over time, as well as how campus developers and local 
government can make decisions that fulfill the expectations of CSR and ESG by managing 
the social impacts. I seek to raise awareness of the social responsibility obligations of 
transnational higher education institutions. The result contributed not only to 
transnational university campuses in China, but to transnational university/branch 
campuses everywhere, and potentially also apply to transnational institutions. 

The second contribution is to improve the relationship between a university campus and 
its located community. Generally, universities are expected to facilitate social 
development through teaching and research. Arguably, community engagement is the 
third role of universities (Gunasekara 2004; Winter et al. 2006; Stephenson 2011; 
Bernardo et al. 2012). However, whether or not universities gain approval from the 
located communities has had little attention. Many transnational and other universities 
claim they have a good relationship with local residents, but often there is little evidence 
for this, and it remains unclear what universities must do to gain a SLO from local 
residents. This thesis emphasizes that a SLO is not permanent, enduring or unchanging, 
instead it must be considered as a dynamic process that varies over time, including across 
the different stages of a project. The reasons people have for being supportive or critical 
of a project or organization are also likely to change over time. This study analyzed how a 
university campus can contribute to the development of the local community by 
mitigating negative impacts and sharing benefits with local residents. The role of 
university-community engagement and how a university can gain trust from the local 
residents have also been discussed. The results contributed to university campus sharing 
benefits with local residents and obtaining a good reputation from the community. 

The third contribution is to rethink the globalization of higher education. Almost every 
field of the world has participated in the trend of globalization and almost every person 
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has been influenced. Globalization has contributed to the development of both developing 
and developed countries in various ways. However, there are also negative impacts of 
globalization (e.g., the coronavirus outbreak worldwide in 2020) which has been largely 
ignored. A transnational university campus can generate many social issues on its located 
community, while none of the parties involved in a university project cares about the 
potential influence of local residents’ daily life. By discussing the social responsibility and 
the social impacts in the process of higher education globalization, this study contributed 
to the reconsideration of the influence and scope of globalization. Even though education 
will not change, the way educational organizations view their impact and responsibility 
toward the cities they operate in can be improved. The transnational university is 
suggested to consider how to bring the benefits of globalization to the located community 
in a social-friendly way. A new emphasis to assess and evaluate transnational higher 
education institutions has been provided. 

Another contribution is to the understanding of social impacts and corporate social 
responsibility. Generally, studies of social impacts and corporate social responsibility 
mainly focused on controversial projects and large scale businesses. As a large footprint 
project, a university campus also creates significant social impacts on its located 
community, which has been largely ignored. University campuses also need to consider 
social responsibility and manage social impacts. Besides, social responsibility and social 
impact assessment should not only consider mitigate negative impacts, but also enhance 
benefits to the local residents. This study discussed the university’s social responsibility 
and the social impacts created by a university campus, with a focus on how a university 
campus can contribute to the development of local communities. The importance of 
enhancing positive benefits and sharing benefits have been discussed. Due to the dynamic 
nature of SLO and changing social impacts, effective enhancement and mitigation 
measures were developed in the thesis to gain and maintain the approval of local 
residents. 

The last contribution is that this study explored the applying of social impact assessment 
and corporate social responsibility in a mixed context of territory. Generally, 
transnational universities are campuses established in developing-countries by famous 
universities of Western countries, sometimes in cooperation with local government and 
institutions. Despite various international standards, transnational university campuses 
tend to apply a mixed management system of different philosophies and values. The 
different understanding of corporate social responsibility and higher education 
institutions, the expectation of both home and host countries, and the lack of 
consideration and regulation for the social responsibility of campuses, might create 
various social impacts on local communities, thus influence the reputation and 
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development potential of the institution. This thesis tried to explore and discussed the 
concepts of social impacts and corporate social responsibility in public good projects in 
developing countries. Transnational university campuses deserve a deep look and 
analysis from perspectives of different territories. 

1.4 METHODOLOGY 

To appropriate answer the major questions posted in 1.1, “What are the social impacts on 
host communities and local residents created by a transnational university campus?”, 
and “How can a transnational university campus manage its social impacts, gain 
approval from local residents, and develop in a socially-friendly way?”, this research 
was mainly designed in a post-positivism and inductive approach. Various qualitative 
methods were adopted to collect data, including document analysis, in-depth interviews, 
semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and field observation. Fruitful qualitative data 
contributed to answering “What” and “How” questions and to generalize our findings. 

To build a convincing, completed story, multiple case studies analysis was applied. 6 
transnational university campuses in China were adopted to support my analysis, 
including the University of Nottingham Ningbo China; Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University, New York University Shanghai, Duke Kunshan University, Wenzhou-Kean 
University, and the proposed University of Groningen Yantai. The fieldwork was mainly 
conducted from December 2017 to February 2018, and from November to December 
2018. Some follow-up interviews were done to check on any subsequent developments in 
2019 and 2020. The lead author visited the local communities during fieldwork periods, 
and the observations made also contributed to our analysis. Where permission was 
granted, some interviews were recorded. Because it would not have been culturally 
appropriate in the Chinese context, signed informed consent sheets were not used, but 
the general principles of ethical social research, including informed consent, were 
observed (Vanclay et al. 2013). 

The cases were adequately analyzed to explore the social impacts of transactional 
university campuses, each with a focus on specific concepts put forward in section 1.2. 
The proposed University of Groningen Yantai project was planned to upgrade an existing 
campus with a long, stop-start history. The local residents had already experienced 
various social impacts, and the new proposal, which failed eventually, has worsened the 
situation. The concept of impact history has been discussed, and I made suggestions to 
university developers that the community history and profile might influence the 
development of a new institution. 
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Besides the social impacts on residents, upgrading a campus/institution might also create 
economic displacement on existing staff. When the whole host city cheered for the 
establishment of a new campus, limited attention has been put on a small group of people 
who were significantly influenced. The Yantai campus also illustrated the story of existing 
staff in an upgrading proposal, who might transfer from the local middle class to middle-
age job seekers. The university developers were suggested to fully consider their social 
responsibility. 

To explore the concept of social licence to operate in the scope of university campuses, I 
adopted two typical transnational universities in China: the University of Nottingham 
Ningbo China and Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University. The two universities are models 
of successful transnational universities with a good reputation. They developed well in 
their located city and has achieved a large number of students and large-scale campuses. 
Their located communities have also achieved good development. I was curious about if 
the local residents contributed their improving life to the establishment of the 
universities, and if the universities and local residents have developed a good relationship 
as the universities stated. The SLO is an appropriate tool to assess the approval level of 
the residents. The comparative analysis of the two universities also helped to understand 
how transnational universities need to do to gain a SLO. 

The three villages near the Wenzhou-Kean University had to be resettled to make way for 
the campus, and the residents experienced many social impacts, both positive and 
negative. Because the three villages were under different development stages when I 
conducted my fieldwork at the community, local residents’ views on the university varied 
due to different concerns and expectations. Thus, the project is an interesting case to 
consider the dynamic of social licence. 

Another two universities, New York University Shanghai and Duke Kunshan University, 
were also involved in my thesis to draw a larger picture of the performance of 
transnational universities in China. The comparative analysis of the 6 universities 
appropriately answered the two research questions, and offered suggestions on the 
university's future development. 
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1.5 THESIS OUTLINE 

Universities, especially transnational universities, usually take a long time to develop, and 
might be postponed or canceled due to any change in the involved parties (Feng 2013; 
Wilkins 2017; Chen et al 2019). As a result, the local residents might experience long-term 
impact history and cumulative impacts over time. This chapter adopted a typical 
university campus in Yantai, China, which has experienced a long period of development 
and change of plans. People felt confused about their future and some had lost trust in 
news about the campus. Excessive expectations, impact history, changing plans, and 
impacts from urbanization processes generally have led to mixed feelings about the 
proposed campus. Chapter 2 considered how the impact history and changing project 
plans affected residents. 

In Chapter 3, the story of the Yantai campus is continued, but the perspective is changed 
from local residents to the existing staff. In the last few decades, many new tertiary 
education facilities have been established all over the world, especially in highly-
populated, fast-developing countries like China. One method to establish new universities 
has been to upgrade existing lower-level institutions. In cases of the upgrade of a tertiary 
institution, there usually is no physical displacement of people. However, the existing 
employees of the existing institution may lose their jobs when they are unable to meet the 
skill requirements of the upgraded, higher-level university. In other words, they would 
experience economic displacement. This chapter analyzed how existing staff might be 
influenced by the proposal of upgrading a local college to a transnational university. The 
CSR and the ESG expectations of a university have been discussed. 

Chapter 4 discussed the concept of the social licence to operate. For transnational 
university campuses and other institutions, gaining a SLO means that the institution has 
established a good relationship with local people. However, it remains unclear what 
transnational university campuses must do to gain a SLO from local residents. By 
comparatively analyzing two typical transnational university campuses in China, this 
chapter discussed the performance of the two campuses in terms of corporate social 
responsibility and SLO achievement, and how they can utilize SLO theory to build a good 
reputation with the local community and gain support from local residents. 

In Chapter 5 the concept of SLO and its dynamic nature were further explored. Arguably, 
a social licence is not permanent, rather it is a dynamic process that varies over time. 
However, little research has been conducted into exploring the dynamics of social licence 
and how it responds to changes in the local situation. Using a newly-constructed 
university as our illustrative example, this chapter discussed how all projects/institutions 
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need to be mindful of the dynamic nature of the relationship they have with host 
communities. This chapter considered the establishment of the Wenzhou-Kean 
University, a partnership between Kean University, an American public university based 
in New Jersey, Wenzhou University, a Chinese University in the province of Zhejiang, and 
the Wenzhou City Government. Three villages had to be resettled to make way for the 
university campus, and the local residents experienced many other social impacts, both 
positive and negative. This chapter presented suggestions about what institutions need to 
do to obtain and maintain a SLO with a good understanding of the dynamic nature. 

The lens was zoomed out to catch a wider view in Chapter 6. By using 6 case studies of 
transnational university campuses in China, this chapter analyzed how transnational 
universities are experienced by local residents. Three issues were extracted: what are the 
actual social impacts that were experienced by local residents; the influence of community 
characteristics on the experience of impacts; and what should transnational university 
campuses do to manage social impacts and take corporate social responsibility. 
International principles regarding social impact assessment and social licence to operate 
have been discussed to fit the scope of transnational university campuses. 

Finally, Chapter 7 presents general conclusions drawing from all the chapters. The social 
issues were assessed, the local government’s role in developing transnational campuses 
was discussed, and the performance of transnational universities in managing social 
impacts was analyzed. It made recommendations on how to develop transnational higher 
education in a social-friendly way and how to improve the relationship between a 
university campus and its located community. The influence of globalization in the higher 
education market was discussed. 
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Abstract 

Transnational higher education, in all its varied forms including offshore campuses, is a 
huge business, especially in relation to China. By 2018, nine foreign universities had 
established campuses in China. Although this might be generally desirable, the social 
impacts on local communities are overlooked. Transnational campuses take a long time 
to establish, experience delays and changes in participating parties. This creates anxiety 
and uncertainty for host communities. We consider the social impacts that were perceived 
or experienced by local residents from a stop-start transnational university campus in 
Yantai, Shandong Province, China. We consider how impact history and the changing 
plans affected residents. A major impact was extended uncertainty, especially now that 
the plans for the University of Groningen Yantai campus are suspended. People felt 
confused about their future and some lost trust in news about the project. Excessive 
expectations, impact history, changing plans, and impacts from urbanization processes 
generally, have led to mixed feelings about the proposed campus. However, most people 
were willing to have a campus nearby because they thought there would be benefits, even 
though they also considered they would experience negative impacts. 

 

Keywords: China; overseas university campuses; social impact assessment; impact 
history; social licence to operate; cumulative impacts 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION  

Transnational higher education is a global trend and has been rapidly developing nearly 
everywhere in the world (Montgomery 2014; Ohmori 2015; Knight 2016). Keen to 
improve the quality and level of access to tertiary education, since the 1980s the Chinese 
government has opened up the higher education market to allow private institutions and 
overseas universities to offer academic programs to compete with the over 2,000 higher 
education institutions in China (Mok & Xu 2008). Various transnational cooperations 
have emerged (Wilkins & Huisman 2012; Fang & Wang 2014; Montgomery 2016). By 
2018, the Ministry of Education (2018a, 2018b) had approved over 1,200 transnational 
higher education programs, 100 transnational higher education institutions, and 9 
foreign universities had established campuses in China in cooperation with a Chinese 
partner. Another campus was to have been the University of Groningen Yantai (UGY) 
campus, which was being developed in cooperation with the China Agricultural University 
(CAU), however it was put on hold in early 2018. 

Despite the benefits of university campuses generally (Perry & Wiewel 2015), little 
research has been conducted on the impacts they have on local communities. Even 
projects intended for the public good (e.g. a university campus) can cause negative social 
impacts, contribute to cumulative impacts (Vanclay 2002; van der Ploeg & Vanclay 2017a; 
2017b; Vanclay 2017a), and need a social licence to operate (Jijelava & Vanclay 2014a). 
Large projects are often considered as being in the national interest, but it is local people 
who are sacrificed and experience the negative consequences over time (Hanna et al. 
2014; Vanclay 2017b). Transnational campuses take a long time to develop and can be 
halted for a variety of reasons, including change in the parties involved (Feng 2013; 
Wilkins 2017). These delays cause a wide range of social impacts on local residents. 

This paper considers the stop-start nature of the UGY campus, its impact history and 
changing plans. Although the UGY project is now suspended, there was a long process of 
development, including construction and redevelopment of the campus. Therefore, much 
can be learned from this case. As Vanclay (2012) argued, social impacts occur as soon as 
rumors about a project emerge. Rumors increase fear, anxieties and expectations, which 
are often inflated. Vanclay (2012) also argued that perceived impacts are real impacts. We 
examine the social impacts arising from the UGY project that were perceived and 
experienced by local residents. We also analyze how impact history and changing plans 
influenced their views. We make recommendations about mitigation and enhancement 
that are relevant, not only to the establishment of transnational university campuses in 
China, but to all projects everywhere. 
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2.2 THE INFLUENCE OF IMPACT HISTORY AND CHANGING PLANS 
ON SOCIAL IMPACTS 

Social impacts are everything that affect people and communities, either in a perceptual 
or corporeal sense (Vanclay 2002, 2003). Social impacts can be corporeal in that they are 
felt by the body as physical reality, or can be perceptual or emotional. We argue that the 
anxieties and expectations of local residents about their future life are real social impacts. 
Anxiety and expectation arise from rumors, irrespective of whether or not they have any 
foundation, and whether or not the project actually eventuates (Vanclay et al. 2015). 
Therefore, a postponed or canceled project still creates social impacts because rumors 
abound. A critical way to understand social impacts is to differentiate between social 
impacts and social change processes (Slootweg et al. 2001; Vanclay 2002). Planned 
interventions cause various changes, but not all changes necessarily generate social 
impacts. Many social change processes are not in themselves necessarily social impacts 
(Vanclay 2002, 2006). If properly managed, social changes might not create negative 
impacts. The extent and types of social impacts generated depend on many things, 
including the quality of the engagement between project and community, the 
characteristics and impact history of the local community, as well as the effectiveness of 
the mitigation activities (Kemp & Vanclay 2013; Hanna et al. 2016a; Esteves et al. 2012, 
2017; van der Ploeg & Vanclay 2018).  

Social impacts are all impacts experienced and felt by humans. Although impossible to 
list all social impact variables, some frameworks are helpful. Vanclay (2002) argued that 
social impacts are changes to one or more of the following: people’s way of life, culture, 
community, political systems, environment, health and wellbeing, personal and property 
rights, and fears and aspirations. Vanclay (2003) emphasized that social impacts include 
both positive and negative impacts, as well as intended and unintended consequences. 
Smyth and Vanclay (2017) advocated the Social Framework for Projects, with 8 
categories: people, community, culture, livelihoods, infrastructure, housing, environment 
and land. The Social Framework addresses all issues that contribute to people’s wellbeing 
and the social sustainability of projects, including mitigating negative social impacts and 
enhancing benefits. 

Cumulative impacts are the successive, incremental and combined impacts of one or more 
activities on society, the economy or the environment (Franks et al. 2010). Cumulative 
impacts interact such that they trigger or are associated with other impacts, and influence 
community views about new projects (Lockie et al. 2008). Residents have different views, 
expectations and anxieties about a project depending on their impact history. The 
generation of excessive expectations causes social impacts, and residents may feel 
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‘ripped-off’ when the project fails to fulfil their expectations. Therefore, the expectations 
and impact history of a community should be considered and addressed when new 
projects are initiated (Prenzel & Vanclay 2014). 

To avoid resistance and opposition (Hanna et al. 2016b, 2016c), projects should gain the 
support of local communities; i.e. a social licence to operate (Dare et al. 2014; Jijelava & 
Vanclay 2014a, 2014b; Vanclay 2017a). How to deal with impact history and gain public 
trust is crucial to gain a social licence to operate (Jijelava & Vanclay 2017). However, 
delays and/or a long planning and pre-implementation process will likely cause negative 
social impacts leading to the loss of public trust (Koirala et al. 2017). 

2.3 METHODOLOGY 

We undertook a case study of the development of the University of Groningen Yantai 
campus. A multi-method approach was used involving a document analysis, a review of 
media reports, key informant interviews, focus groups, and field observation. To gain a 
full understanding of the impact history and the study area, we reviewed all relevant 
official documents from government and institutional sources, as well as Chinese and 
Dutch media reports, which we accessed by the Google and Baidu search engines. The 
document analysis not only included information about UGY, but also the earlier campus 
(CAU Yantai), and its location in a high-tech zone in Yantai city. Where possible, we 
reviewed relevant internal documents from the various institutions (e.g. University of 
Groningen, China Agricultural University), which were provided by our contacts.  

Some key informants were interviewed, including managers and project staff from the 
University of Groningen (UG), China Agricultural University (CAU), Yantai campus and 
Yantai City Government. We also interviewed staff from local Community Committees, 
owners of businesses (e.g., restaurants, bars, hotels, gyms), and some Yantai residents. 
This enabled us to develop a profile of the community and to analyze the stakeholders 
involved. We also interviewed some older residents who had lived in the area before the 
announcement of the CAU Yantai campus (around 2002). They expressed their feelings 
of experienced and perceived social impacts on the changing process. 

We organized 8 focus groups with local residents, with 4 being women-only and 4 being 
men-only. Each focus group involved some 6 to 8 people. A local person was appointed to 
assist in recruiting people for the focus groups. He was instructed to ensure a diverse 
cross-sectional mix of people from the area. The focus groups and field observations were 
undertaken between December 2017 and February 2018. During that period, the lead 
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2.2 THE INFLUENCE OF IMPACT HISTORY AND CHANGING PLANS 
ON SOCIAL IMPACTS 
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‘ripped-off’ when the project fails to fulfil their expectations. Therefore, the expectations 
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author resided near the UGY campus and gained first-hand information and impressions. 
It is worth noting that he had spent three years, 2010 to 2013, living in Yantai, and 
observations during that period have influenced this research. 

The lead author is a native Chinese who is undertaking a PhD at the University of 
Groningen in The Netherlands. He gained his bachelor's and master's degree from China 
Agricultural University (Beijing), which was the partner university in the UGY project. He 
was born and raised in Qingdao, near Yantai, and thus he understands the local dialect. 
He was familiar with all the parties involved in the UGY project and could easily access 
the relevant materials.  

The interviews and focus groups were conducted in conventional Mandarin, local dialect 
(Yantai-ese) or English, with most being audio-recorded. Interviews were done consistent 
with ethical social research (Vanclay et al. 2013). Where possible and/or appropriate, data 
were triangulated and/or crosschecked. 

2.4 BACKGROUND TO THE UNIVERSITY CAMPUS IN YANTAI 

Yantai is a coastal city in the Province of Shandong, China, about halfway between Beijing 
and Shanghai. It has a population of approximately 7 million people. Although there were 
already around ten higher education institutions in Yantai, they were local-level 
institutions that were relatively low in the academic rankings of Chinese higher education 
institutions. Yantai had long been considered a desirable location for the establishment 
of a top-quality university.  

UG first entered into discussions about establishing a university campus in Yantai in early 
2015. However, ideas about a campus in Yantai started much earlier. The proposed 
university campus involved the redevelopment of an existing educational facility, China 
Agricultural University (Yantai). Having two campuses in Beijing, in 2002 CAU 
successfully applied to establish its third campus in Yantai. There was much construction 
of buildings and facilities. Around the same time, CAU developed a grand plan to teach 
all its 30,000 bachelor students in Yantai and it started teaching students there in 2005. 
However, a change in the Board of CAU around 2007 led to this grand plan being 
suspended. CAU was thus left with an underutilized campus in Yantai. From 2007 till 
now, CAU utilized the Yantai campus by teaching its students from Shandong Province, 
around 1,000 students. This was an inefficient use of the asset and undesirable from 
pedagogical and other perspectives. After considering options, CAU and the Yantai City 
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Government decided to recruit a foreign university to establish a base in Yantai. From 
2010, a foreign partner institution was actively sought.  

The first institution to respond positively was University College Dublin (UCD), Ireland. 
We understand that the three parties (CAU, Yantai government and UCD) made an 
agreement, which was submitted to the Chinese Education Administration. However, 
before a decision was made, UCD backed out of the deal. Although there was no public 
statement, according to UCD staff this was due to the 2014 change in the University 
President. Wageningen University (Netherlands) also briefly considered the proposal, but 
rejected the idea. 

In early 2015, the University of Groningen seized the opportunity. On 25 March 2015, 
CAU, the Yantai City Government and UG signed a Memorandum of Understanding in 
Shanghai, at an event attended by the Dutch Prime Minister, Mark Rutte. A formal 
agreement was signed on 26 October 2015 in the presence of the King Willem-Alexander 
of The Netherlands and the Chinese President, Xi Jinping.  

Since then, there was much planning and frequent delegations from China to the 
Netherlands and vice versa. Although the existing campus already had restaurants, a 
library, cafes, sporting fields, dormitories, a hotel for international academic visitors, and 
other facilities, the UG wanted improvements. Some Dutch features were to be added, 
including a Dutch-style clock tower in the middle of the square, and the main gate in 
Mondrian style. The UGY campus was intended to reach 10,000 students within five years 
of commencement. UGY was to be an international university with staff and students 
from China, The Netherlands and elsewhere. All courses were to be in English and 
Bachelor, Masters and PhD programs would be offered. 

Despite the signed agreements, there was much concern within UG about the plan, with 
the elected University Council being opposed and challenging the University Board. With 
the UG being a public institution, a change in Dutch law was required to enable it to 
operate in China. Public discussions about this and lobbying by various stakeholders did 
lead to the law being changed (in 2017), but with Parliament requiring that UG could only 
proceed if the University Council approved. During 2017, the University Board was unable 
to convince the University Council of the merits of the proposal, and a formal vote to 
action it was postponed several times. In January 2018, the University Board 
acknowledged that gaining approval from the University Council was unlikely and that it 
had decided to cancel plans to establish the UGY campus. 

Given the late stage in which UG cancelled its plans and the extent of investment made, a 
significant modification to the Yantai site had been done, and the campus was largely 
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ready for commencement of teaching for the 2018-19 academic year. Many buildings were 
constructed or had been renovated so that they would meet Dutch expectations. Thus, 
despite the project not proceeding (as in late-2018), there had been considerable 
construction work, and many social impacts had been experienced by local people. 

A key issue relates to how information about the UGY project was provided to local people. 
In China (as in Europe and elsewhere) typically much publicity about projects that are 
successfully progressing is provided, although there is only limited information when 
there is no progress. In The Netherlands (especially at UG), there had been much 
discussion about the cessation of plans for UGY and the controversial nature of the 
proposal. However, in Yantai very little information was disseminated about the internal 
dissension within UG or about the postponement of the proposal. From a Yantai 
perspective, there had been plans and rumors since at least 2002, when CAU announced 
it would establish a campus in Yantai, and plans for a foreign university campus have been 
circulating since 2010. The protracted time to get the campus developed and the stop-
start nature of the process mean that local people did not know what to believe. 

2.5 A COMMUNITY PROFILE OF YANTAI 

The rate of urbanization in China has accelerated since the 1990s, and local governments 
have endeavored to establish various types of development zones, with New Areas, New 
Towns and University Towns emerging as new types of urban space (Liu et al. 2016). In 
the 1990s, the national government planned a large high-tech zone (approx. 50 km2) in a 
mixed residential-agricultural area to the southeast of Yantai city, which the intention of 
attracting top firms and institutions (see Figure 2.1). Declaration of a high-tech zone does 
not automatically mean the expulsion of residents, at least not immediately, but does 
indicate there will be an ongoing change in land use, with the likelihood that people will 
eventually have to move. 
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Figure 2.1: Modified Google image of Yantai high-tech zone 

 

The designated high-tech zone ranges from about 10 to 25 km from the Yantai railway 
station. A development restriction is that only high-tech organizations can be established. 
As of 2018, around 8 universities, 20 research institutes and many high-tech firms had 
located there. Despite being a designated high-tech zone, many villages remained. With 
the rapid development of the region, most farmlands were gradually expropriated by the 
government and converted into space for commercial housing developments, commercial 
and industrial land use activities, and research institutions. 

The planned UGY campus was located in an underutilized precinct (the red circle in 
Figure 2.1) within the high-tech zone. Although 17 km from the main train station, the 
campus was easily accessible by bus. The campus was previously fertile farmland and 
orchards. Most former residents were peasant farmers living in three villages: Dongpozi, 
Beizhai and Nanzhai (see Figure 2.2). These people still live in the vicinity, but now have 
various urban laboring jobs. Dongpozi and Beizhai have been redeveloped to become 
modern urban communities. Residents in the former villages were relocated elsewhere 
during construction, and a large percentage returned to live in the new communities. 
Nanzhai, however, has not yet been renovated and remains a traditional village for now. 
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Figure 2.2: Modified Google image of Yantai campus and precinct 

According to our interviewees, the local perception was that the government did provide 
reasonable compensation for expropriated land and livelihood restoration. Peasants were 
offered various job opportunities. However, most jobs were ‘nine-to-five’, and although 
considered to be good, steady, reliable jobs, were perhaps not stimulating, especially for 
young people. Therefore, some young people left to go elsewhere to make a living, while 
most residents accepted these jobs or started their businesses with the compensation 
money provided. Small-scale peasant farming was seen as undesirable, and most peasants 
who still owned farmland chose to work in paid jobs rather than a farm, as was happening 
in many parts of China. 

In addition to the CAU Yantai campus with its 1,000 students, in 2006 two other local 
colleges (the Yantai Vocational College and the Shandong Business Institute) relocated 
from Yantai city center to the precinct, with around 15,000 students in total. Several high-
tech firms also relocated, and various facilities were established to service the area. 
Consequently, local residents (former peasants) experienced a process of urbanization. 

Chapter 2 

31 

There was also an influx of in-migrants from other cities in China, causing social changes 
and impacts on the local communities. However, another part of the high-tech zone (see 
the yellow circle in Figure 2.1) developed more rapidly, capturing most new development 
activities, which had the effect of leaving the research precinct relatively under-developed. 
Many multi-story housing complexes had been built in the precinct, however the 
occupancy rate remained low. During college vacations, the precinct was very quiet. Many 
residents, especially those from Nanzhai village, felt dissatisfied with the slow rate of 
development. 

2.6 SOCIAL IMPACTS FROM THE PLANNED CAMPUS  

Although the UGY project is now cancelled, the construction of the campus to date has 
caused many changes. Rumors about the various plans for the site also led to many 
expectations. Construction boosted the local economy and accelerated the process of 
urbanization. When the campus becomes operational (with another foreign university), 
the trends and impacts will become more evident. People from other cities, provinces or 
even nations will move to the area, and local residents will experience positive and 
negative changes. These changes will have, and have already had, major impacts on local 
residents, including on their income and livelihood opportunities, and well as to their 
normal daily life, environment, culture, and infrastructure. 

In the analysis below, we focus on the consequences of the UGY project as if it had 
proceeded, thus we say ‘the planned project’. The impacts are both past tense relating to 
what has happened already in terms of campus preparation to date (2018), as well as 
future tense concerning what would likely happen in the future had the UGY campus 
proceeded (and what will likely happen with a new university partner). The likely scenario 
is that another major university in the world will seize this opportunity left vacant by UG. 

2.6.1 Changes in income and livelihood opportunities 

The planned project will enhance the local economy and incomes of local people, but 
inevitably this will lead to local inflation. It will provide an increased range of livelihood 
opportunities, although some of these may not be accessible to local people. Residents 
who were business-minded have established their businesses, including hotels, 
restaurants, cafes, bars, hairdressing salons, internet cafes, karaoke clubs, etc. Others 
have become landlords, especially those who inherited houses or land. In general, these 
individuals and SMEs considered that the building of a new campus was a great 
opportunity to increase their business revenues. In most cases, their businesses were 
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highly dependent on and geared towards students, thus potentially they would benefit 
from the project. For many, it is difficult for them to leave the region since their whole 
family has settled in Yantai, and there are few likely buyers of their business, at least until 
the project restarts. However, the ongoing prospect of a future increase in the number of 
students gives them hope of earning more in the future and encourages them to stay, even 
if times are difficult in the short term. 

A high-quality university campus is likely to attract many talented students to the area 
and, after several years of studying, some may choose to stay, becoming the skilled 
workforce needed by the high-tech companies. Many returnees considered the campus 
project to be their last chance – if it fails they may have to leave Yantai and re-establish 
themselves elsewhere. 

Apart from expectations about the number of students and their consumption behavior, 
various entrepreneurs have considered other business opportunities. One hotel manager 
thought that the university project would boost his business. His hotel is atop a hill 
overlooking the sea and famous for its luxury golf course and seascape. Previously, the 
clientele were mainly relatively-rich South Koreans. In his opinion, Dutch people are 
richer and perhaps more into golf, and he hopes the project will attract more foreigners 
(especially Dutch people) to his hotel. According to government staff, some 
businesspeople have shown interest in initiating high-end consumer activities in this 
region aiming to offer services to Europeans. 

In general, people who worked in the precinct thought their salaries would not increase 
because of campus development. Some thought the presence of students may mean there 
would be downward pressure on their wages, while they also experienced local inflation. 
A 40-year-old woman we interviewed explained that many students work part-time in 
restaurants creating competition for jobs that would potentially affect her salary or make 
her unemployed. Even though the restaurant business would increase with more students, 
she considered this would only benefit the boss because “the better the restaurant’s 
business, the harder I have to work, and my salary will not be raised correspondingly!”. 

2.6.2 Changes to normal everyday life 

Local residents have experienced a rapid transformation in land use and the job market 
due to accelerated urbanization. Many former peasants now desire to become citizens of 
the city and are not satisfied with the current slow process of development. In their 
opinion, the establishment of a transnational university would speed up urbanization and 
make their region more developed, modern and international. 
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Many young people considered the area was not developed enough, and therefore they 
chose to work in the city center (away from the precinct) or other cities. The campus when 
fully functioning will make the precinct more dynamic and create jobs suitable for young 
people. Parents generally thought the project would attract young people back to the 
precinct resulting in the reunification of their family or in keeping their family together. 
Compared to Europeans, Chinese people, especially seniors, cherish family bonds, and 
family togetherness greatly enhances their feelings of happiness and wellbeing. 

There are around ten universities and colleges in Yantai, but most are local-level 
institutions. The planned campus is supposed to recruit talented students with high 
educational scores in both Chinese entrance examinations and English tests. Many 
parents consider the establishment of a campus nearby to be good news, thinking that 
their children will no longer need to leave the city to obtain a high quality education. They 
expect the campus to enable local children to receive a university education. Since many 
universities in other cities accept local students with below-normal entry scores, they 
think UGY should do the same because it has taken their former land. 

Many local young people are interested in having intimate relationships with the 
anticipated talented students, and some are potentially interested in foreign students. 
Although this could have mixed longer-term outcomes, many local elderly people 
considered this to be positive because they thought it would encourage their children to 
stay in the region. As one parent said: “Young adults can either study at this campus or 
find a partner who is studying there … Either way, this prospect may keep them in this 
region”. 

Many local residents were satisfied with the process of urbanization, but some worried 
about its negative impacts. The planned campus will create a new phase of development, 
and some residents worry that the local cost of living will increase. They are very aware 
they are not as wealthy as the newcomers, and that they have to pay the same prices as 
them, which have been increasing due to the number of newcomers. With the planned 
campus, the inevitable local inflation will aggravate the burden of the increasing cost of 
living on local people. 

Gentrification will affect existing residents in various ways. In some parts of the high-tech 
zone where gentrification is taking place, low-income renters who cannot afford the 
increased rent are forced to move. In the precinct, however, the rate of gentrification is 
lower than elsewhere, at least at present, and consequently some young people who would 
prefer to live elsewhere, live in the precinct because of the relatively low rents. Since the 
planned campus will boost the whole region and rents will increase, some young people 
think about moving to communities nearer their workplace, while others may choose to 
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move further away. They think the planned project is good for the region, even though it 
forces them to make hard choices about where they should live. 

The planned campus has experienced resistance from many parties. It was the view of 
some interviewees that the Yantai City government was not fully committed to the project, 
given that it had experienced the previous failure of the CAU campus and the UCD 
proposal, and it was afraid this would happen again. Nevertheless, they have invested 
considerably in the project (to the tune of many millions of dollars). With the UGY project 
being cancelled, there is a financial burden that may potentially affect the local 
community in the future.  

2.6.3 Changes to local people’s environment 

One of the current pastimes of local residents is strolling together in the deserted campus 
after dinner. They consider the existing campus to be a huge waste of space and money, 
and that its only advantage is as a community park. Some don’t even think of it as a park 
because it is too empty and too quiet (see Figure 2.3).  

 

Figure 2.3: The deserted Yantai campus (Dec 2017). Source: Chen Chen. 

The planned campus was intended to be open to the public, with a range of sporting 
facilities available to the public and students alike. It was intended that the whole campus 
would have a Dutch-style landscape.  
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Some local parents felt happy to finally have a good university nearby so that their 
children could have the chance to grow up in an intellectual atmosphere. Many were 
curious about whether there would be international kindergartens and schools, and most 
were satisfied to have well-educated students in the neighborhood. However, parents 
were also concerned about the increasing population and the increasing volume of traffic 
because they think it would be unsafe for children. However, they regard this as an 
inevitable consequence of development, and that the planned project only accelerates this 
process. 

Some local people were worried that their potential European neighbors would hold 
parties and barbecues every night. They worry about the noise, light and smoke that will 
be created, which would disturb their sleep, especially in the summer. They have heard 
about the odd behavior of foreigners like naked sunbathing, excessive drinking, drugs, 
sexual frivolity, etc. All this makes many of them feel anxious about having such neighbors. 

2.6.4 Changes in culture 

The campus locality has changed from being a cluster of villages to being a suburban area 
and has experienced an influx of people. Local residents are excited about the prospect of 
having newcomers coming from different cities in China and different countries. 
Newcomers bring different cultures and habits, including relating to food, dialect, clothes, 
lifestyle, etc. However, to date the newcomers mainly come from nearby cities in 
Shandong Province. 

At the time of the research, there were only about ten foreigners living in the area, and 
local residents were interested in learning from them. They thought it would be nice to 
have more foreign people in the precinct. Most considered that there would be no cultural 
conflict because, given the rapid changes taking place in China, they thought their 
community, like most other Chinese villages, did not have unique qualities that needed to 
be protected. This was partly because two villages had already been transformed into new, 
western-style buildings, which removed any sense of a traditional village (see Figure 2.4). 
Most local residents were satisfied with moving from their former village bungalows into 
the new condominiums and were not worried about the loss of traditional culture. 
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Figure 2.4: The new buildings in Beizhai village (Dec 2017). Source: Chen Chen 

2.6.5 Changes in infrastructure 

According to the original plan of the Yantai City Government, there should now be 50,000 
students living in the precinct. However, due to the changing plans and the demise of UGY, 
there are currently only about 15,000 students. As a result, many kinds of infrastructure 
are in surplus supply and could easily cope with extra students. For example, there is a 
six-lane road to the east of the existing campus. At present, it is hardly used, and some 
people even use it as a carpark. Government staff considers this to be a waste and hope 
that UGY will contribute to fully utilizing the available facilities and infrastructure. 
However, some other types of infrastructure needed by local residents are inadequate. 
Local senior citizens complain that there are only community clinics rather than any 
comprehensive hospitals nearby, so they have to go to another district for their medical 
check-ups. They have heard that UG has its medical faculty and university hospital and 
they believe or hope there will be one on the new campus. Parents worry about the 
education of their children because there have been no large library in the region, and 
they hope UGY will bring not only a public library, but also other cultural facilities and 
cultural life. 

Although two nearby villages (Dongpozi, Beizhai) have been rebuilt with new 
accommodation blocks, Nanzhai remains a village, and therefore many Nanzhai residents 
feel it is unfair to see their old neighbors living like city folk while they remain poor 
country cousins. In their opinion, the planned campus will accelerate the process of 
village rebuilding and mean they will get better housing in due course. 
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Some drivers think the campus blocks the routes between villages and forces them to 
detour. Even though the roads around the campus are well planned and maintained, they 
feel inconvenienced because they miss the old days when they could access the other 
villages easily. They consider that the new campus should be open, not just for pedestrians, 
but also for vehicles so they can easily drive through the campus to get to the other side. 

2.7 DISCUSSION 

Our research revealed that the construction of UGY had and would continue to have 
various social impacts on local residents, and that people’s perceptions about the campus 
were much influenced by the impact history. Residents were expected to be able to cope 
with the acceleration of urbanization and local inflation. Some treated the project as an 
opportunity, others as a nuisance or impairment to their current life, while some thought 
little about the project, not regarding it as any of their business and not affecting them 
(even though reasoned analysis suggests it would). 

The proposed project has already caused many social impacts and people have started to 
consider and implement plans in response to the proposed campus. Nevertheless, one 
major impact has been uncertainty about the campus and its likely consequences. The 
project was announced locally in 2015 (with the original intention of starting in 2016), 
however due to the obvious ongoing delays in commencement, a variety of conflicting 
reports, news and rumors have circulated relating to continuation or cancellation of the 
project. Considering the impact history and the information generated since the first 
announcements of the CAU campus, residents have felt confused about the situation. 
Some long-term residents had the opinion that, irrespective of whether the current news 
about the campus was true or not, there would always be some changes in the plans, as 
they had been experiencing for several years already. During our fieldwork in 2017 and 
2018, many residents were keen to know about the current status of the project. It seemed 
that some staff from the Yantai City government and CAU Yantai were misinformed about 
the current status. Despite the UGY plans being officially canceled by UG in January 2018, 
we know from our Yantai contacts that many residents had no idea about this (as in mid-
2018). Due to the existence of conflicting reports and rumors in Yantai, local residents 
made their plans based on the information they believed (or wanted to believe) was true. 

In general, people are willing to have the campus in the precinct, mainly because they 
believe they will benefit from it, either directly or indirectly. Some of the expected benefits 
are likely to be fulfilled by the campus, some are indirect consequences that depend on 
other things happening, and some are just excessive expectations. Project developers 
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should help to enhance direct benefits and contribute to indirect benefits, as well as 
consider how to deal with excessive expectations. Staff from the Yantai City government 
considered local residents’ views to be a characteristic of Chinese peasants generally – 
welcome first, judge later. If local residents were to consider they would not benefit from 
a project, they would ignore the promises made about the project and potentially hinder 
its development.  

In our focus groups, some people shared the view that the campus should establish a good 
relationship with local residents because, unfortunately, there can always be disaffected 
people who might become ‘village bullies’ and attack or taunt people on campus, or 
engage in other forms of anti-social behavior. There was also a concern that UG will 
engage professional contracting firms, thus replacing the services currently provided by 
the many unskilled people in the precinct. This leads to anxiety and apprehension. 
Amongst current staff there is the perception that the only way to hold on to one’s current 
job is to work harder. Because current staff is used to a somewhat-disengaged work style 
(given the underutilization of the campus), the increasing work burden the experiences 
cause stress. For UG (and its replacement), it will be important to engage with these 
people at an early stage to prevent conflict emerging. 

2.8 CONCLUSION 

To some extent, this was a story about China, but there are wider lessons. Even for good 
reputation projects arguably in the public interest (such as a university campus), local 
people may still experience various social impacts, both negative and positive. The direct, 
indirect and cumulative social impacts of well-intentioned projects are not only positive, 
there can be many negative impacts as well. Getting a social licence to operate for a project 
is necessary, but maybe difficult because of a lack of trust due to poor impact history. 
Projects always take place in a bigger context, therefore we need to consider impact 
history and the effect of changing project plans. 

Generally, developing large projects (e.g. transnational university campuses) takes time, 
allowing conflicting news reports and rumors to spread. Impact history and changing 
plans contribute to expectations and anxiety, and influence local perceptions about a new 
project. The impact history of a community is a broad concept, which includes the 
performance and reputation of previous projects, local policies, promises made by other 
developers, and news and rumors. Because of the potential influence of impact history on 
the way people relate to (new) projects and how they act on this information, we consider 
it important that impact history is given serious consideration by project developers. 
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People’s views about a current or future operator of a project are influenced by what has 
happened to them in the past. The social licence to operate of a new operator is thus 
influenced by past activities, and past activities, including the extent of social licence, 
form part of the legacy issues of a project (Jijelava & Vanclay 2018). Local people take it 
for granted that a new operator is responsible for solving past problems, including the 
cumulative problems they experience. If the new operator fails to fulfill their expectations 
and reduce the impacts, stress and anxiety they experience, they will get angry and lose 
trust in the developer. 

In a good reputation project, there should be a focus not only on minimizing the negative 
impacts, but also on enhancing the benefits. This is important to the improvement of 
living conditions and the general wellbeing of local people. The extent to which local 
people benefit affects their perceptions and trust towards a project. Many people think 
they can benefit from projects, and fulfilling their wishes and eliminating 
misunderstandings will be helpful in gaining a social licence to operate. Excessive 
expectations and the speculations of local people should be taken into consideration, even 
if created by rumor. 

Unfortunately, much impact assessment has a rather naive view of projects. Projects are 
not discrete, simple things with precise start and finish dates (Koirala et al. 2017). Instead, 
many projects have a stop-start nature, and/or long implementation times. The project 
design can change over time as the project develops. Especially where there is a lack of 
transparency, projects generate changing opportunities as well as rumors, fears and 
expectations, all of which affect local residents’ plans and daily life. This affects 
perceptions about impacts and benefits, affecting people’s wellbeing, their level of trust, 
which together have a strong potential to affect the social licence to operate of future 
projects. Accordingly, it is necessary to consider the consequences of protracted 
arrangements and make sure that people are informed in a proper and timely manner. 
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should help to enhance direct benefits and contribute to indirect benefits, as well as 
consider how to deal with excessive expectations. Staff from the Yantai City government 
considered local residents’ views to be a characteristic of Chinese peasants generally – 
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indirect and cumulative social impacts of well-intentioned projects are not only positive, 
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Generally, developing large projects (e.g. transnational university campuses) takes time, 
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developers, and news and rumors. Because of the potential influence of impact history on 
the way people relate to (new) projects and how they act on this information, we consider 
it important that impact history is given serious consideration by project developers. 
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People’s views about a current or future operator of a project are influenced by what has 
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for granted that a new operator is responsible for solving past problems, including the 
cumulative problems they experience. If the new operator fails to fulfill their expectations 
and reduce the impacts, stress and anxiety they experience, they will get angry and lose 
trust in the developer. 
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Abstract 

Around the world, especially in rapidly developing countries, many higher education 

institutions of various forms are being established. In China, many new universities have 

been created, including by upgrading existing tertiary education institutions. This process 

creates economic displacement, with livelihood consequences and social impacts on 

existing employees and local communities. Using the proposed (but now cancelled) 

University of Groningen campus in Yantai, China, as a case study, we consider the social 

impacts that were experienced, or were likely to be experienced, by the employees of the 

pre-existing institution. Existing employees experienced many negative impacts from 

economic displacement. They were not satisfied with the compensation offered, their 

views and interests were not adequately considered, and many were afraid to express their 

concerns. The institutions involved in the project failed to fulfil their corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) and environmental, social and governance (ESG) obligations to 

ensure no harm. 

 

Keywords: university social responsibility; environmental, social and governance 

issues; social licence to operate; human rights; project induced displacement and 

resettlement; social impact assessment 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION  

In the last few decades, many new tertiary education facilities have been established all 
over the world, especially in highly-populated, fast-developing countries like China 
(Altbach & Knight 2007; Mok & Xu 2008; Rhoads & Hu 2012; Feng 2013; Xie et al. 2014; 
Marginson 2016; Kim et al. 2018; Guimón & Narula 2020). According to the Ministry of 
Education (2020), as of 2019, there were 2,688 higher education facilities in China. Many 
factors – including the government’s commitment to develop science & technology and 
accelerate economic development – have contributed to the rapid expansion of 
universities in China (Bie & Yi 2014; Marginson 2018). One method to establish new 
universities has been to upgrade existing lower-level institutions. For example, of the 40 
‘new’ tertiary institutions approved by the Ministry of Education in 2018: 19 were 
upgrades from professional colleges to regular colleges; 16 were upgrades from colleges 
to universities; 3 from independent colleges to normal universities; and 2 maintained the 
same level but changed their names to imply a larger geographical scale (e.g. from city to 
provincial level), and there were no brand new institutions (Ministry of Education 2018). 
From the perspective of all levels of government in China, this process of upgrading is 
considered desirable because it increases the reputation of the locality in which the 
institution is located. Consequently, governments at all levels have implemented policies 
to accelerate this trend. However, the social impacts created by this process have largely 
been ignored (Chen et al. 2019).  

An increase in the number or size of tertiary education facilities, along with the 
corresponding regional multipliers, would normally result in local people experiencing a 
more crowded community, a change in their local environment, and other social impacts 
(Vanclay 2002; IFC 2009; Smyth & Vanclay 2017; Chen et al. 2019). Where a new 
institution needs land, local people will likely experience physical displacement, 
especially if expropriation (the acquisition of land by the state) is applied (Vanclay 2017a; 
Chen et al. 2020). In cases of an upgrade of a tertiary institution, there may not need to 
be physical displacement of people (because the campus was already in existence), 
however, the existing employees of the former institution may lose their jobs, especially 
if they do not meet the skill requirements of the upgraded university. In other words, they 
experience economic displacement.  

Economic displacement occurs when people’s livelihoods (i.e. their means of making a 
living) are negatively affected by a planned intervention or project (Vanclay 2017a). 
Economic displacement is an inevitable part of the upgrading of institutions, and 
therefore more consideration needs to be given to reducing the negative social impacts of 
this displacement. Compared to the attention given to the impacts created by large-scale 
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(Altbach & Knight 2007; Mok & Xu 2008; Rhoads & Hu 2012; Feng 2013; Xie et al. 2014; 
Marginson 2016; Kim et al. 2018; Guimón & Narula 2020). According to the Ministry of 
Education (2020), as of 2019, there were 2,688 higher education facilities in China. Many 
factors – including the government’s commitment to develop science & technology and 
accelerate economic development – have contributed to the rapid expansion of 
universities in China (Bie & Yi 2014; Marginson 2018). One method to establish new 
universities has been to upgrade existing lower-level institutions. For example, of the 40 
‘new’ tertiary institutions approved by the Ministry of Education in 2018: 19 were 
upgrades from professional colleges to regular colleges; 16 were upgrades from colleges 
to universities; 3 from independent colleges to normal universities; and 2 maintained the 
same level but changed their names to imply a larger geographical scale (e.g. from city to 
provincial level), and there were no brand new institutions (Ministry of Education 2018). 
From the perspective of all levels of government in China, this process of upgrading is 
considered desirable because it increases the reputation of the locality in which the 
institution is located. Consequently, governments at all levels have implemented policies 
to accelerate this trend. However, the social impacts created by this process have largely 
been ignored (Chen et al. 2019).  

An increase in the number or size of tertiary education facilities, along with the 
corresponding regional multipliers, would normally result in local people experiencing a 
more crowded community, a change in their local environment, and other social impacts 
(Vanclay 2002; IFC 2009; Smyth & Vanclay 2017; Chen et al. 2019). Where a new 
institution needs land, local people will likely experience physical displacement, 
especially if expropriation (the acquisition of land by the state) is applied (Vanclay 2017a; 
Chen et al. 2020). In cases of an upgrade of a tertiary institution, there may not need to 
be physical displacement of people (because the campus was already in existence), 
however, the existing employees of the former institution may lose their jobs, especially 
if they do not meet the skill requirements of the upgraded university. In other words, they 
experience economic displacement.  

Economic displacement occurs when people’s livelihoods (i.e. their means of making a 
living) are negatively affected by a planned intervention or project (Vanclay 2017a). 
Economic displacement is an inevitable part of the upgrading of institutions, and 
therefore more consideration needs to be given to reducing the negative social impacts of 
this displacement. Compared to the attention given to the impacts created by large-scale 
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physical displacement and resettlement, economic displacement generally receives much 
less attention (Vanclay 2017a). In some situations, governments and corporations offer 
new jobs or financial compensation to affected persons, often without thinking about the 
impacts this compensation will have on the lives of the affected people. Furthermore, the 
social impacts created by a project affect local perceptions about the organization and its 
commitment to community engagement and social responsibility. They also affect the 
project’s social licence to operate (Dare et al. 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay 2014, 2017, 2018).  

As with all organizations, universities should be mindful of their corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) and environmental, social and governance (ESG) obligations (Larrán 
Jorge & Andrades Peña 2017; Rahman et al. 2019). In fact, ‘university social 
responsibility’ and the relationship between universities and their local communities are 
becoming increasingly discussed in the higher education management literature 
(Vasilescu et al. 2010; Hayter & Cahoy 2018). However, little research has considered the 
specific social responsibility actions universities should perform, especially in developing 
countries (Gomez 2014; Rahman et al. 2019; Chen et al. 2019, 2020). In addition to the 
lack of attention given to persons living nearby (new) universities, the impacts on the 
former employees of institutions being upgraded have also received little attention. 
Furthermore, there is little understanding of how to fulfil social responsibility 
expectations in the upgrading of higher education institutions, especially when several 
institutional partners are involved. In general, despite transnational university campuses 
becoming a worldwide trend (Guimón and Narula 2019), issues associated with the social 
responsibilities of universities are little discussed. 

This paper considers the establishment of a proposed transnational university in Yantai 
(China). Although it was being developed as a branch campus of the Netherlands-based 
University of Groningen, from a local Yantai perspective, the planned institution was just 
an upgrade, changing a current local level university into an international university, 
albeit with an intended increase in the number of students. Even though the University 
of Groningen opted out of the arrangement in 2018 after three years of development, the 
case is still valid to consider because many impacts were created during that time, and the 
project is (or, given the longer-term implications of COVID-19, was) likely to be taken 
over by another international university. In this paper, we assess the economic 
displacement that has been and will be created by this planned upgrade, and we consider 
the social impacts of this displacement on existing employees, most of whom would be 
retrenched. In general terms, we seek to raise awareness of the social responsibility 
obligations of higher education institutions, something we feel is much ignored. 
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3.2 ECONOMIC DISPLACEMENT AND ITS SOCIAL IMPACTS 

Project-induced displacement creates many social and environmental impacts. Projects 
also create impacts irrespective of whether or not people are displaced (Vanclay 2002, 
2017a; Cernea 2003). Physical and economic displacement are multi-dimensional, multi-
factor, multi-actor, multi-scalar and multi-level processes (Vanclay 2017a). Due to their 
varying characteristics, people are affected by projects and displacement in different ways 
(Cernea 1997; Oliver-Smith 2010; Vanclay 2012). Some people benefit, while others suffer 
various social impacts, impoverishment risks, and changes to their lives and livelihoods 
that frequently are not compensated, and generally cannot be compensated for by money 
(Cernea 2003; Vanclay 2017a).  

Social impacts are everything that affects people and communities. They can be physical 
in that they are felt by the body, or cognitive in that they can be perceived (Vanclay 2002). 
Amongst the many impacts created are uncertainty, anxiety and stress (McDonald-
Wilmsen & Webber 2010; Vanclay 2012). Anxieties are real social impacts, even though 
they may be based on perceptions. Anxiety can arise from rumors, regardless of whether 
or not these rumors have any foundation. Fear and anxiety can be severe social impacts 
whether or not the project eventuates (Vanclay 2012; Vanclay et al. 2015). Therefore, a 
postponed or canceled project still creates social impacts, because rumors and 
expectations abound (Chen et al. 2019).  

The extent and kinds of social impacts created depend on many factors, including the 
quality of the engagement between project and community, the characteristics and impact 
history of the local community, as well as the effectiveness of any mitigation activities 
implemented (Franks & Vanclay 2013; Vanclay et al. 2015; Hanna et al. 2016; Esteves et 
al. 2012, 2017; van der Ploeg & Vanclay 2018). People displaced by projects (whether 
physically or economically) experience multidimensional stress, i.e. stress in 
physiological, psychological and sociocultural terms, and stress in every aspect of life 
(Scudder & Colson 1982; Vanclay 2017a). An inverse relationship exists between the 
extent of participation of affected people in the project and the level of stress they suffer 
(Wilmsen & Webber 2015).  
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3.3 UNIVERSITY SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND INTERNATIONAL 
STANDARDS 

All organizations (including universities) are expected to observe human rights (United 
Nations 2011) and various other international standards, and they should contribute to 
shared value (Vanclay & Hanna 2019). There are community expectations for all 
organizations to provide local benefits, in terms of benefit sharing, social investment and 
CSR activities (Esteves and Vanclay 2009; Vanclay 2017b). In short, key aspects of 
international standards are that: projects should not create harm; people should not be 
made worse off; where physical or economic displacement occurs, affected people must 
be properly compensated; people must be adequately informed about the planned 
developments and can put their point of view across; and appropriate and effective 
grievance redress mechanisms must be implemented (Vanclay & Hanna 2019). 

A significant consideration is that all organizations (private and public, thus including 
universities) are generally expected to consider human rights and other ESG issues 
throughout their whole supply chain. Principle 13 of the United Nations Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights states that business enterprises and other 
organizations must “seek to prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts that are 
directly linked to their operations, products or services by their business relationships, 
even if they have not contributed to those impacts” (United Nations 2011 p.14). 
Organizations are expected to apply leverage to their business partners, including States, 
to ensure that there are no human rights harms anywhere in their supply chain. All 
organizations are expected to have responsible sourcing policies and procedures in place 
(Vanclay & Hanna 2019). 

CSR is usually considered to be the voluntary commitments (i.e. above minimum legal 
requirements) that are made by a business or other organization to manage social and 
environmental issues and to improve the quality of life of host communities and 
employees (Dahlsrud 2008). Although somewhat ambiguous, it is sometimes inferred 
that CSR should refer only to those contributions that are not only above minimum legal 
standards in the host country, but also above what would be expected by normal 
international standards (Vanclay & Hanna 2019). In developing countries, especially now 
after the introduction of modern slavery legislation in some countries, concern has 
primarily focussed on labor standards and workplace human rights issues (Gold et al. 
2015; Jamali & Karam 2016; Nguyen et al. 2018), without considering the full range of 
issues (van der Ploeg & Vanclay 2017; 2018). What is included within an organization’s 
CSR radar varies by institution, sector and location, and awareness of and compliance 
with international standards is highly variable (Vanclay & Hanna 2019). Many 
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shortcomings in compliance with regulations have been observed, especially in some 
Asian countries (Kuo et al. 2012; Kim & Ji 2017). Differing understandings of CSR, ESG 
and international standards create conflicting expectations, which is especially 
problematic for the operation of transnational enterprises, including universities (Bondy 
& Starkey 2014; Mahmood & Humphrey 2013).  

What we are suggesting is that most universities are not necessarily aware of, or compliant 
with, international standards pertaining to organizational conduct or project 
development. Despite universities being major organizations, there is generally a very 
poor understanding of social responsibility within university management, and the 
concept of social licence to operate is virtually absent from the educational management 
discourse. Although there is a discourse of ‘university social responsibility’, it is still a 
relatively minor theme in the higher education sector. By analyzing a case of a 
transnational university in China, even if it was only an institutional upgrading, we reveal 
how little consideration was given to issues such as economic displacement.  

3.4 METHODS 

Using a case study approach, we studied the development of the University of Groningen 
Yantai campus from prior to its inception to after its cancellation in 2018. UGY was to be 
located in the City of Yantai, a coastal city of 7 million people in the Shandong Province 
of China. A multi-methods approach to collecting data was used involving document 
analysis, a review of media reports, key informant interviews, and field observation. To 
gain a full understanding of the impact history of the campus, and the stakeholders 
involved in the project, we reviewed all relevant official documents from government and 
institutional sources. We also monitored Chinese and Dutch media reports, which we 
accessed using the Google and Baidu search engines.  

Our document analysis not only included information about UGY per se, but also about 
the existing campus in Yantai. We reviewed all relevant internal documents that we were 
able to access from the various institutional partners – University of Groningen (UG), 
China Agricultural University (CAU), China Agricultural University Yantai (CAUY), 
Yantai Agricultural Secondary School (YASS), and the Yantai City Council (YCC) – 
including documents provided to us by our research contacts.  

In total, 101 people were interviewed. We interviewed 25 key informants who were 
managers or key UGY project staff, including 6 from UG, 5 from CAU, 8 from CAUY, 4 
from YASS and 2 from YCC We had face-to-face interviews with 27 employees working 
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In total, 101 people were interviewed. We interviewed 25 key informants who were 
managers or key UGY project staff, including 6 from UG, 5 from CAU, 8 from CAUY, 4 
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for the existing institution, CAUY. These employees varied in terms of gender, age, and 
position. We also interviewed 32 students currently studying at the Yantai campus and 17 
graduates (alumni). 

Most interviews and field observations were undertaken between December 2017 and 
February 2018. During that period, the lead author resided near the UGY campus gaining 
first-hand information and impressions. It is worth noting that he had spent three years, 
2010 to 2013, living in Yantai, and observations during that period have also influenced 
this research. In early 2019, some follow-up interviews were done to check on any 
subsequent developments. 

The lead author is a native Chinese who is undertaking a PhD at the University of 
Groningen in The Netherlands, funded by the Chinese Scholarship Council. He gained his 
bachelor's and master’s degrees from China Agricultural University (Beijing), the partner 
university in the UGY project. He was born and raised in Qingdao, near Yantai, and thus 
he understands the local dialect. He was familiar with all the parties involved in the UGY 
project and could easily access the relevant materials.  

The interviews were conducted in conventional Mandarin, local dialect (Yantai-ese) or 
English, with some being audio-recorded. Interviews were done in a manner consistent 
with ethical social research practice (Vanclay et al. 2013) and were subject to the oversight 
of the University of Groningen Faculty research ethics committee. Where possible and/or 
appropriate, data were triangulated and/or cross-checked. 

3.5 THE EVOLUTION OF THE YANTAI CAMPUS 

There have been two upgrades at the Yantai site, the first (circa 2002) was from the Yantai 
Agricultural Secondary School (YASS) to the China Agricultural University Yantai 
(CAUY); and the second (circa 2015) was to have been from CAUY to UGY. An important 
difference between the two upgrades was that in the first, YASS employees retained their 
jobs at CAUY (although technically they remained employed by YASS), but in the second 
upgrade to UGY, most employees would have been made redundant (retrenched), thus 
the creation of the UGY campus would have caused economic displacement. The upgrade 
to UGY would also have caused many other social impacts. Furthermore, the failure to 
proceed with the UGY plans also caused many social impacts (Chen et al. 2019). 

The long history of the development of the Yantai campus was partly responsible for many 
of the social impacts that had already been created and that would be created into the 
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future. The proposed UGY campus was part of a plan that involved the redevelopment of 
the existing CAUY campus. Already having two campuses in Beijing, in 2002 CAU 
successfully applied to establish its third campus in Yantai and in 2005 it began to educate 
its Bachelor students in Yantai. However, around 2005, the CAU Board developed a plan 
to rationalize its campuses, with the intention of educating all its 30,000 Bachelor 
students at the Yantai campus. Therefore, the YCC provided 200 hectares of land in its 
high-tech zone and advanced USD 190 million for construction of the campus and 
buildings (Chen et al. 2019). To further assist the CAUY project, YCC, which was 
responsible for YASS, required YASS to relinquish its land holding, and YASS employees 
were required to work simultaneously for CAUY and YASS.  

A change in the CAU Board around 2007 led to the CAUY plan being postponed 
indefinitely. However, by this time, construction had commenced, and many buildings 
were already complete. CAU together with YCC were thus left with an underutilized 
established campus in Yantai. From 2007 on, CAUY tried to utilize this campus by using 
it to educate students from Shandong Province, around 1000 in total. However, this was 
inefficient and undesirable from many perspectives. After considering various options, 
and given the favorable national situation, from 2010 on, CAU and YCC searched for a 
foreign university to take over the campus. With the University College Dublin (Ireland) 
and Wageningen University (The Netherlands) considering but rejecting the opportunity, 
the option was taken up by the University of Groningen (UG) in early 2015. On 25 March 
2015, CAU, the YCC and UG signed a Memorandum of Understanding, and a formal 
agreement was signed on 26 October 2015. 

From 2015 to the end of 2017, there was much planning and frequent delegations between 
China and the Netherlands. YCC invested further in revamping the campus to meet UG 
expectations. Many buildings needed a make-over and additional construction was 
undertaken. However, due to strong opposition from the elected University of Groningen 
Council, in January 2018, the UG University Board was forced to withdraw from the 
agreement. 

The provision of information about the project to the Yantai public was always 
problematic. As with most projects, there was much news when there was progress on the 
project to report, but little information was provided when there was limited progress. 
When UG canceled its UGY plans (Jan 2018), there was only a very limited distribution 
of this information in Yantai, and even two years later many local people were not aware 
that UGY had been canceled. From a Yantai perspective, there had been many plans, and 
rumors about plans, since at least 2002, when CAU announced it would establish a 
campus in Yantai. Plans for a foreign university campus had been circulating since 2010. 
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proceed with the UGY plans also caused many social impacts (Chen et al. 2019). 

The long history of the development of the Yantai campus was partly responsible for many 
of the social impacts that had already been created and that would be created into the 
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future. The proposed UGY campus was part of a plan that involved the redevelopment of 
the existing CAUY campus. Already having two campuses in Beijing, in 2002 CAU 
successfully applied to establish its third campus in Yantai and in 2005 it began to educate 
its Bachelor students in Yantai. However, around 2005, the CAU Board developed a plan 
to rationalize its campuses, with the intention of educating all its 30,000 Bachelor 
students at the Yantai campus. Therefore, the YCC provided 200 hectares of land in its 
high-tech zone and advanced USD 190 million for construction of the campus and 
buildings (Chen et al. 2019). To further assist the CAUY project, YCC, which was 
responsible for YASS, required YASS to relinquish its land holding, and YASS employees 
were required to work simultaneously for CAUY and YASS.  

A change in the CAU Board around 2007 led to the CAUY plan being postponed 
indefinitely. However, by this time, construction had commenced, and many buildings 
were already complete. CAU together with YCC were thus left with an underutilized 
established campus in Yantai. From 2007 on, CAUY tried to utilize this campus by using 
it to educate students from Shandong Province, around 1000 in total. However, this was 
inefficient and undesirable from many perspectives. After considering various options, 
and given the favorable national situation, from 2010 on, CAU and YCC searched for a 
foreign university to take over the campus. With the University College Dublin (Ireland) 
and Wageningen University (The Netherlands) considering but rejecting the opportunity, 
the option was taken up by the University of Groningen (UG) in early 2015. On 25 March 
2015, CAU, the YCC and UG signed a Memorandum of Understanding, and a formal 
agreement was signed on 26 October 2015. 

From 2015 to the end of 2017, there was much planning and frequent delegations between 
China and the Netherlands. YCC invested further in revamping the campus to meet UG 
expectations. Many buildings needed a make-over and additional construction was 
undertaken. However, due to strong opposition from the elected University of Groningen 
Council, in January 2018, the UG University Board was forced to withdraw from the 
agreement. 

The provision of information about the project to the Yantai public was always 
problematic. As with most projects, there was much news when there was progress on the 
project to report, but little information was provided when there was limited progress. 
When UG canceled its UGY plans (Jan 2018), there was only a very limited distribution 
of this information in Yantai, and even two years later many local people were not aware 
that UGY had been canceled. From a Yantai perspective, there had been many plans, and 
rumors about plans, since at least 2002, when CAU announced it would establish a 
campus in Yantai. Plans for a foreign university campus had been circulating since 2010. 
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Some employees of CAUY and YCC became confused by the varying and sometimes 
contradictory information, and when we checked with our sources in early 2020, they 
indicated that many people in Yantai were still uncertain about the situation. 

In 2018, around 300 people worked at CAUY, including about 100 so-called academic 
staff and 200 administrative staff. However, according to some employees and students, 
less than 20 of them were truly ‘academic’ in any international sense. The Yantai 
employees belonged to two separate institutional systems, about 200 in YASS (and 
formally employed by YCC) and 100 employed by CAUY. Most YASS academic staff only 
had a bachelor or master degrees from low-level local universities.  

When CAUY started in 2005, it intended to recruit students who had a high score in the 
National College Entrance Examination. These students expected high-quality education 
from highly qualified academic staff. However, many of the YASS academics (working at 
CAUY) were not adequately qualified and did not meet the expectations of the students 
and their families. Therefore, CAUY recruited some new academic staff with higher 
degrees from more reputable institutions. The 2007 change in the strategy of the CAU 
Board created legal uncertainty for CAUY. The limited quality of most of their employees 
(the former YASS employees) meant that CAUY failed to meet the requirements of the 
Chinese Ministry of Education and therefore arguably it had no legal authority to recruit 
students or issue employment contracts (since it was in breach of the rules). We 
understand from our interviewees that there was tacit acceptance by the Ministry that 
CAUY could continue to operate, but it was prohibited from increasing the number of 
students taught until the situation improved. It thus remained at low numbers (with an 
annual intake of around 300 students). Since the CAUY operations were not strictly legal, 
employees could not be formally employed by CAUY, thus their work contracts had to be 
unconventional or informal. This meant that the employees had no health insurance, 
none of the normal social security benefits, and reduced security of employment. This 
affected their wellbeing (especially their personal sense of security of employment), and 
led to them being reluctant to speak up within their own organization about the 
developments. 

The main source of revenue for CAUY was student tuition fees. With the restriction on 
recruiting students, for several years CAUY became trapped in a financial crisis, as it had 
massive capital costs it had to pay off relating to a campus constructed for a much larger 
number of students. Furthermore, although YCC paid the salary of the YASS employees, 
CAUY was supposed to pay a top-up bonus to them. CAUY also had to pay its own 
employees. The low student-to-staff ratio, together with repayments and maintenance on 
the buildings, was a huge burden for CAUY. We were told that CAUY was defaulting on 
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its repayments, and that employees (CAUY and YASS) had not received their full salary 
entitlements. 

There were many unused buildings. The CAUY Board decided to rent these buildings out 
to other institutions to bring in rental income, with apparent disregard for the potential 
inconvenience to its own students. For two academic years, 2015-16 and 2016-17, many 
buildings were rented to the Yantai Industry and Technician College, whose future 
campus was still under construction. They had over 2,000 students on the CAUY campus, 
far surpassing the 1,000 students of CAUY. Many CAUY students complained that this 
created many inconveniences for them and that they felt inferior on their own campus. 
Worse still, from a local employee perspective, was that the rental income was not used 
to pay the YASS bonuses or the salary of CAUY employees, rather the money was used to 
repay debts. 

UGY was going to hire academic employees based on stringent quality requirements, 
including English language skills. Existing employees could apply for the vacancies posted 
by UGY and compete with other applicants, however, it was likely that most CAUY and 
YASS employees would not meet the requirements. Although UGY might give priority to 
existing employees, the CAUY and YASS employees had no confidence they would get 
jobs, since most of them could not speak English (and in fact some could not even speak 
Mandarin!), and did not have a PhD or appropriate academic achievement (publications, 
teaching experience in English etc). YCC promised (and was obligated) to give YASS 
employees other jobs, but inevitably these would not be as good as their current job. For 
academic employees hired by CAUY, the situation was worse. Because they were not 
registered in the government system, this meant they had to find new jobs by themselves. 
Although they had better qualifications and academic abilities than the YASS employees, 
most were not adequately qualified to work in an international university like UGY. There 
was a plan to establish a CAU research institute in Yantai, which would employ some of 
the CAUY employees. However, according to the comments we received, most employees 
were not adequately qualified to work in a research institute due to their lack of research 
skills. 

There was also an issue with UG about how general staff would be treated. UG intended 
to engage only competent, professional employees to offer high-quality service in the new 
campus, while CAUY wanted all (or at least most) of its current employees to be employed 
by UGY. To meet the UGY expectations, current employees needed additional training 
and would need to work harder, even though their salary would not be significantly higher 
than their current salary.  
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Some employees of CAUY and YCC became confused by the varying and sometimes 
contradictory information, and when we checked with our sources in early 2020, they 
indicated that many people in Yantai were still uncertain about the situation. 

In 2018, around 300 people worked at CAUY, including about 100 so-called academic 
staff and 200 administrative staff. However, according to some employees and students, 
less than 20 of them were truly ‘academic’ in any international sense. The Yantai 
employees belonged to two separate institutional systems, about 200 in YASS (and 
formally employed by YCC) and 100 employed by CAUY. Most YASS academic staff only 
had a bachelor or master degrees from low-level local universities.  

When CAUY started in 2005, it intended to recruit students who had a high score in the 
National College Entrance Examination. These students expected high-quality education 
from highly qualified academic staff. However, many of the YASS academics (working at 
CAUY) were not adequately qualified and did not meet the expectations of the students 
and their families. Therefore, CAUY recruited some new academic staff with higher 
degrees from more reputable institutions. The 2007 change in the strategy of the CAU 
Board created legal uncertainty for CAUY. The limited quality of most of their employees 
(the former YASS employees) meant that CAUY failed to meet the requirements of the 
Chinese Ministry of Education and therefore arguably it had no legal authority to recruit 
students or issue employment contracts (since it was in breach of the rules). We 
understand from our interviewees that there was tacit acceptance by the Ministry that 
CAUY could continue to operate, but it was prohibited from increasing the number of 
students taught until the situation improved. It thus remained at low numbers (with an 
annual intake of around 300 students). Since the CAUY operations were not strictly legal, 
employees could not be formally employed by CAUY, thus their work contracts had to be 
unconventional or informal. This meant that the employees had no health insurance, 
none of the normal social security benefits, and reduced security of employment. This 
affected their wellbeing (especially their personal sense of security of employment), and 
led to them being reluctant to speak up within their own organization about the 
developments. 

The main source of revenue for CAUY was student tuition fees. With the restriction on 
recruiting students, for several years CAUY became trapped in a financial crisis, as it had 
massive capital costs it had to pay off relating to a campus constructed for a much larger 
number of students. Furthermore, although YCC paid the salary of the YASS employees, 
CAUY was supposed to pay a top-up bonus to them. CAUY also had to pay its own 
employees. The low student-to-staff ratio, together with repayments and maintenance on 
the buildings, was a huge burden for CAUY. We were told that CAUY was defaulting on 
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its repayments, and that employees (CAUY and YASS) had not received their full salary 
entitlements. 

There were many unused buildings. The CAUY Board decided to rent these buildings out 
to other institutions to bring in rental income, with apparent disregard for the potential 
inconvenience to its own students. For two academic years, 2015-16 and 2016-17, many 
buildings were rented to the Yantai Industry and Technician College, whose future 
campus was still under construction. They had over 2,000 students on the CAUY campus, 
far surpassing the 1,000 students of CAUY. Many CAUY students complained that this 
created many inconveniences for them and that they felt inferior on their own campus. 
Worse still, from a local employee perspective, was that the rental income was not used 
to pay the YASS bonuses or the salary of CAUY employees, rather the money was used to 
repay debts. 

UGY was going to hire academic employees based on stringent quality requirements, 
including English language skills. Existing employees could apply for the vacancies posted 
by UGY and compete with other applicants, however, it was likely that most CAUY and 
YASS employees would not meet the requirements. Although UGY might give priority to 
existing employees, the CAUY and YASS employees had no confidence they would get 
jobs, since most of them could not speak English (and in fact some could not even speak 
Mandarin!), and did not have a PhD or appropriate academic achievement (publications, 
teaching experience in English etc). YCC promised (and was obligated) to give YASS 
employees other jobs, but inevitably these would not be as good as their current job. For 
academic employees hired by CAUY, the situation was worse. Because they were not 
registered in the government system, this meant they had to find new jobs by themselves. 
Although they had better qualifications and academic abilities than the YASS employees, 
most were not adequately qualified to work in an international university like UGY. There 
was a plan to establish a CAU research institute in Yantai, which would employ some of 
the CAUY employees. However, according to the comments we received, most employees 
were not adequately qualified to work in a research institute due to their lack of research 
skills. 

There was also an issue with UG about how general staff would be treated. UG intended 
to engage only competent, professional employees to offer high-quality service in the new 
campus, while CAUY wanted all (or at least most) of its current employees to be employed 
by UGY. To meet the UGY expectations, current employees needed additional training 
and would need to work harder, even though their salary would not be significantly higher 
than their current salary.  
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Due to uncertainty about the future and arrears in the payment of wages, about 20 of the 
100 CAUY employees resigned between 2009 and 2018. These were primarily high-
quality academics who had specific skills that meant they could easily find new jobs. Other 
employees, however, had only limited employment options. 

Since the establishment of UGY would influence the leisurely lifestyle of existing 
employees, most had negative views about UGY, and privately wanted the proposal to fail. 
What they wanted was the expansion of CAUY and the regularisation of their employment 
contracts. In 2017, CAUY used the UGY plan as an opportunity to be registered as a legal 
entity, which meant that employees from CAUY finally had an official institution, 
although their informal contracts were not revised. 

3.6 ECONOMIC DISPLACEMENT AND ITS SOCIAL IMPACTS  

Given that the UGY plan was halted in 2018, in our analysis we focus both on the actual 
consequences of the UGY project up to 2018, and on the potential impacts that would 
have arisen if it would have proceeded, thus we mostly continue to say ‘the planned 
project’. We use the expression UGY2 to refer to the potential future reincarnation of the 
project with another international university. Thus, when we discuss UGY2, we mean the 
impacts of UGY up until 2018, and the future impacts that will arise when the campus is 
taken over by another university. The impacts of UGY2 are both past tense, relating to 
what has happened in terms of campus preparation already (up until UG pulled out in 
2018), as well as future tense with respect to what will likely happen in the future. In 
2020, CAU and YCC are still considering various options for the campus, but have not 
given up on the idea that another major international university will seize this opportunity 
left vacant by UG. In the discussion below, the impacts of UGY and UGY2 have been 
grouped into key themes, including employment benefits, social status, health and 
wellbeing, and family life. Overall, the impacts can be summed up in the words of one 
employee: “It is unfair that the big bosses signed a contract and claimed the upgrading 
project as good news, without considering that we might lose our jobs and have to start 
out all over again in our middle age. It might be good news for them, but not for us!” 

3.6.1 Reduction in employment benefits 

Most former YASS and CAUY employees do not meet the credentials, experience, or 
English language requirements of UGY2 and therefore will be made redundant. Even 
those who meet the minimum requirements will likely be uncompetitive in the 
international recruitment process UGY2 will implement. As discussed above, former 
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YASS employees will continue to work for YCC, while the CAUY employees will be 
retrenched. Likely, only a few people will continue to work for UGY2. The retrenched 
people will receive some severance pay, but, at least until they find alternative jobs, they 
will be worse off. The former YASS employees will retain their jobs, but they will lose their 
bonus, and will have other changes in their employment conditions.  

Salary is not the only point of consideration for employees working at the Yantai campus. 
They will also experience a reduction in non-salary benefits. Academic employees will lose 
access to research funds if they have to leave their academic position. For those who will 
stay on, performance expectations will likely increase, and the nature of their duties will 
change. 

Many academic employees traded on the reputation of CAU by claiming that they were 
“academics from CAU, the best agricultural university in China”, even though they 
actually belonged to another institution with a lower academic ranking (CAUY). With the 
CAU billing, it was easier to apply for research funds or projects, and many firms hired 
them as consultants to utilize their knowledge or just their claimed affiliation. Some 
employees appeared on TV with the title of “professor at CAU” and were paid for their 
appearances. Although such subterfuge might not work in Beijing (where the other official 
campuses of CAU were located) or in other big cities with high-level universities, it has 
worked well in Yantai and many people gained benefits this way. These spurious benefits 
will be lost with UGY2.  

Some employees who had already reached retirement age could not retire because of the 
uncertain legal status of CAUY. After 2017, when CAUY because formalized, they might 
have been able to gain access to their retirement entitlements, but most of these 
employees felt that the benefits were unfair. They would get much less (about 60%) from 
CAUY than they would have received from a government body like YCC. While the UGY 
proposal was beneficial in that it contributed to the official registration of CAUY, the plan 
shattered their wishes for CAUY to transform into registered government institutes and 
thereby lead to improved retirement outcomes. In 2019, there were still some employees 
of post-retirement age who insisted on working, hoping that YCC would include them in 
the government system enabling them to get a better retirement package. 

3.6.2 Decline in social status 

Working in a higher education institution is generally considered respectable in China, 
especially if it is a university with a good reputation, like the China Agricultural 
University. YASS employees believed they had higher social standing if they worked for 
an institution called CAUY or CAU rather than YASS, even though, strictly speaking, they 
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Due to uncertainty about the future and arrears in the payment of wages, about 20 of the 
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employees, however, had only limited employment options. 
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although their informal contracts were not revised. 
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consequences of the UGY project up to 2018, and on the potential impacts that would 
have arisen if it would have proceeded, thus we mostly continue to say ‘the planned 
project’. We use the expression UGY2 to refer to the potential future reincarnation of the 
project with another international university. Thus, when we discuss UGY2, we mean the 
impacts of UGY up until 2018, and the future impacts that will arise when the campus is 
taken over by another university. The impacts of UGY2 are both past tense, relating to 
what has happened in terms of campus preparation already (up until UG pulled out in 
2018), as well as future tense with respect to what will likely happen in the future. In 
2020, CAU and YCC are still considering various options for the campus, but have not 
given up on the idea that another major international university will seize this opportunity 
left vacant by UG. In the discussion below, the impacts of UGY and UGY2 have been 
grouped into key themes, including employment benefits, social status, health and 
wellbeing, and family life. Overall, the impacts can be summed up in the words of one 
employee: “It is unfair that the big bosses signed a contract and claimed the upgrading 
project as good news, without considering that we might lose our jobs and have to start 
out all over again in our middle age. It might be good news for them, but not for us!” 

3.6.1 Reduction in employment benefits 

Most former YASS and CAUY employees do not meet the credentials, experience, or 
English language requirements of UGY2 and therefore will be made redundant. Even 
those who meet the minimum requirements will likely be uncompetitive in the 
international recruitment process UGY2 will implement. As discussed above, former 
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YASS employees will continue to work for YCC, while the CAUY employees will be 
retrenched. Likely, only a few people will continue to work for UGY2. The retrenched 
people will receive some severance pay, but, at least until they find alternative jobs, they 
will be worse off. The former YASS employees will retain their jobs, but they will lose their 
bonus, and will have other changes in their employment conditions.  

Salary is not the only point of consideration for employees working at the Yantai campus. 
They will also experience a reduction in non-salary benefits. Academic employees will lose 
access to research funds if they have to leave their academic position. For those who will 
stay on, performance expectations will likely increase, and the nature of their duties will 
change. 

Many academic employees traded on the reputation of CAU by claiming that they were 
“academics from CAU, the best agricultural university in China”, even though they 
actually belonged to another institution with a lower academic ranking (CAUY). With the 
CAU billing, it was easier to apply for research funds or projects, and many firms hired 
them as consultants to utilize their knowledge or just their claimed affiliation. Some 
employees appeared on TV with the title of “professor at CAU” and were paid for their 
appearances. Although such subterfuge might not work in Beijing (where the other official 
campuses of CAU were located) or in other big cities with high-level universities, it has 
worked well in Yantai and many people gained benefits this way. These spurious benefits 
will be lost with UGY2.  

Some employees who had already reached retirement age could not retire because of the 
uncertain legal status of CAUY. After 2017, when CAUY because formalized, they might 
have been able to gain access to their retirement entitlements, but most of these 
employees felt that the benefits were unfair. They would get much less (about 60%) from 
CAUY than they would have received from a government body like YCC. While the UGY 
proposal was beneficial in that it contributed to the official registration of CAUY, the plan 
shattered their wishes for CAUY to transform into registered government institutes and 
thereby lead to improved retirement outcomes. In 2019, there were still some employees 
of post-retirement age who insisted on working, hoping that YCC would include them in 
the government system enabling them to get a better retirement package. 

3.6.2 Decline in social status 

Working in a higher education institution is generally considered respectable in China, 
especially if it is a university with a good reputation, like the China Agricultural 
University. YASS employees believed they had higher social standing if they worked for 
an institution called CAUY or CAU rather than YASS, even though, strictly speaking, they 
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were only employees of the Yantai City Council. With CAUY, they had an employer with a 
good reputation, more income (as discussed above), and more chance to have privilege in 
their daily life. In many people’s opinions, as one employee said, “working in such a high-
level university was much better than working for a company”. Even though there was 
some legal uncertainty with their existing institution, the general public had little idea 
about this and therefore it did not affect the institutional reputation. The few employees 
who will get a job in UGY2 will likely gain an even better reputation by working for an 
international university. However, most employees will be forced to leave the institution 
and will experience a decline in their social status. Many employees, especially those in 
top positions who have become used to being important, will lose their jobs and/or will 
become subordinate to new managers in UGY2 or other organizations, and will suffer 
from reduced social standing.  

Another issue is that, in CAUY, the ratio of manager to staff was high. Because of the low 
number of students, each academic department and service division had a Head, but only 
a few staff. The managers were paid a relatively high salary, but had command only of a 
limited number of employees. It is likely that many of them will not find equivalent 
management positions in other institutions. It might be hard for them to adjust to this 
change in their function. 

3.6.3 Impacts on health and wellbeing 

Because of the small number of students and a degree of over-staffing, employees at the 
Yantai campus had been used to a leisurely style of working. With the establishment of 
UGY2, employees will work either in UGY2 or in a company, and they will have to give 
more attention and energy to their new job than they did in the past. Since their income 
will probably decline, they will have a lower quality of life and/or will have to work harder. 
This increased work burden and associated stress will have negative impacts on their 
health.  

Some younger academics from CAUY tried to improve their skills and/or get a PhD so 
that they might be more competitive in applying for new jobs. Several resigned from 
CAUY and got jobs or started new businesses elsewhere. However, most employees lost 
motivation to work or even to look for another job, and they hoped that there would be a 
new plan, one in which they could largely maintain their current situation. Several CAU 
professors graciously tried to involve CAUY employees in their research teams, but most 
employees lacked adequate qualifications, skills, aptitude and/or motivation. Because of 
the uncertainty, and the fact that employees would be competing with each other for 
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future jobs, they were not sure about who they could trust, which impacted on their social 
relationships. 

Many employees were in their 40s or 50s, and had enjoyed being the affluent middle class 
of Yantai for many years. The establishment of UGY2 will make them unemployed and 
force them to become job seekers. As one employee stated, “I will have the burden of 
caring for my elderly parents, supporting my family, and paying back a home loan. If I 
lose my current job and have to find a new job elsewhere, I would need to cope with 
negative public perception, including from new colleagues, about losing my job at my 
age”. For people who previously had management positions, the feeling of a loss of power 
will be considerable. All this stress will influence their mental health and general 
wellbeing. 

3.6.4 Conflicts within the family 

Working at CAUY had various advantages, such as being able to leave work early to pick 
up children from school, a chance to have contact with famous academics, being familiar 
with the Chinese educational system and knowing how to work the system for the 
advantage of one’s own children. For some employees, these benefits were important to 
maintaining their marriage, especially for employees in middle age groups. If they lose 
their job, with associated impacts on their income and social status, their marriage 
situation might become precarious. Depression from stress and lost social status will also 
lead to a decline in social relationships within the family.  

3.7 SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY CONSIDERATIONS 

The plans for a campus at Yantai have caused and will continue to cause economic 
displacement, and many various social impacts on existing employees and the wider 
community. Many of these impacts also affected how people make their living. Since 
many employees were middle-aged, the economic displacement will seriously influence 
their life. Most CAUY employees have been trapped in a situation of ongoing uncertainty 
for many years, with some above retirement age being unable to retire. Although physical 
displacement of some local people happened with the creation of the high-tech zone 
before the appointment of staff to CAUY (Chen et al. 2019), existing employees have 
experienced several rounds of potential economic displacement. They have had to 
withstand much stress, and if they could not adequately cope, they became depressed and 
alienated. Clearly, there are human rights, CSR and ESG issues that the various 
institutions should have considered more seriously. 
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were only employees of the Yantai City Council. With CAUY, they had an employer with a 
good reputation, more income (as discussed above), and more chance to have privilege in 
their daily life. In many people’s opinions, as one employee said, “working in such a high-
level university was much better than working for a company”. Even though there was 
some legal uncertainty with their existing institution, the general public had little idea 
about this and therefore it did not affect the institutional reputation. The few employees 
who will get a job in UGY2 will likely gain an even better reputation by working for an 
international university. However, most employees will be forced to leave the institution 
and will experience a decline in their social status. Many employees, especially those in 
top positions who have become used to being important, will lose their jobs and/or will 
become subordinate to new managers in UGY2 or other organizations, and will suffer 
from reduced social standing.  

Another issue is that, in CAUY, the ratio of manager to staff was high. Because of the low 
number of students, each academic department and service division had a Head, but only 
a few staff. The managers were paid a relatively high salary, but had command only of a 
limited number of employees. It is likely that many of them will not find equivalent 
management positions in other institutions. It might be hard for them to adjust to this 
change in their function. 

3.6.3 Impacts on health and wellbeing 

Because of the small number of students and a degree of over-staffing, employees at the 
Yantai campus had been used to a leisurely style of working. With the establishment of 
UGY2, employees will work either in UGY2 or in a company, and they will have to give 
more attention and energy to their new job than they did in the past. Since their income 
will probably decline, they will have a lower quality of life and/or will have to work harder. 
This increased work burden and associated stress will have negative impacts on their 
health.  

Some younger academics from CAUY tried to improve their skills and/or get a PhD so 
that they might be more competitive in applying for new jobs. Several resigned from 
CAUY and got jobs or started new businesses elsewhere. However, most employees lost 
motivation to work or even to look for another job, and they hoped that there would be a 
new plan, one in which they could largely maintain their current situation. Several CAU 
professors graciously tried to involve CAUY employees in their research teams, but most 
employees lacked adequate qualifications, skills, aptitude and/or motivation. Because of 
the uncertainty, and the fact that employees would be competing with each other for 
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future jobs, they were not sure about who they could trust, which impacted on their social 
relationships. 

Many employees were in their 40s or 50s, and had enjoyed being the affluent middle class 
of Yantai for many years. The establishment of UGY2 will make them unemployed and 
force them to become job seekers. As one employee stated, “I will have the burden of 
caring for my elderly parents, supporting my family, and paying back a home loan. If I 
lose my current job and have to find a new job elsewhere, I would need to cope with 
negative public perception, including from new colleagues, about losing my job at my 
age”. For people who previously had management positions, the feeling of a loss of power 
will be considerable. All this stress will influence their mental health and general 
wellbeing. 

3.6.4 Conflicts within the family 

Working at CAUY had various advantages, such as being able to leave work early to pick 
up children from school, a chance to have contact with famous academics, being familiar 
with the Chinese educational system and knowing how to work the system for the 
advantage of one’s own children. For some employees, these benefits were important to 
maintaining their marriage, especially for employees in middle age groups. If they lose 
their job, with associated impacts on their income and social status, their marriage 
situation might become precarious. Depression from stress and lost social status will also 
lead to a decline in social relationships within the family.  

3.7 SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY CONSIDERATIONS 

The plans for a campus at Yantai have caused and will continue to cause economic 
displacement, and many various social impacts on existing employees and the wider 
community. Many of these impacts also affected how people make their living. Since 
many employees were middle-aged, the economic displacement will seriously influence 
their life. Most CAUY employees have been trapped in a situation of ongoing uncertainty 
for many years, with some above retirement age being unable to retire. Although physical 
displacement of some local people happened with the creation of the high-tech zone 
before the appointment of staff to CAUY (Chen et al. 2019), existing employees have 
experienced several rounds of potential economic displacement. They have had to 
withstand much stress, and if they could not adequately cope, they became depressed and 
alienated. Clearly, there are human rights, CSR and ESG issues that the various 
institutions should have considered more seriously. 



550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 66PDF page: 66PDF page: 66PDF page: 66

Chapter 3 

58 

Although most employees claimed to be supportive of the UGY project in public, many 
expressed adverse views in private. They regarded the UGY development as an 
interruption to what they hoped would have been a peaceful and comfortable life. Even 
though CAUY had an uncertain legal status, and many complaints about this were made 
by employees, the preferred option of most employees was a continuation of CAUY. The 
UGY/UGY2 proposal would mean that many employees would fall from their current 
comfortable middle-class positions to become job seekers, something they considered to 
be unacceptable and daunting, especially those in their middle age. They could not 
express their real opinions in public, since they feared they would lose their jobs. Clearly, 
they were intimidated.  

As respectable, world-class, education institutions, UG and CAU were supposed to 
exercise appropriate social responsibility and care. However, as is evident in the UGY 
project, the performance of UG and CAU reveals that they did not fully consider the 
impacts on and needs of existing employees, or their ESG/CSR obligations as institutions. 
Perhaps they expected other parties (e.g. YCC) to address the issues, but even then they 
would be negligent in failing to ensure that there were no ESG issues throughout the 
supply chain. A supply chain analysis of any organization must include, not only 
consideration of who was displaced by land acquisition, but also of those who were 
economically displaced by the project (Vanclay 2017a, 2017b; Vanclay & Hanna 2019). 
The grand plan for the Yantai site only considered the local community, but not the 
interests of the employees in the pre-existing institutions. Although UGY2 might still be 
achieved, the lack of consideration of economic displacement and its social consequences 
has and will create many social impacts. 

One specific element of the failure of the various institutions was that no grievance redress 
mechanism was implemented. Principle 29 of the United Nations Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights (United Nations 2011, p.31) indicates that organizations 
“should establish or participate in effective operational-level grievance mechanisms for 
individuals and communities who may be adversely impacted”. The lack of adequate 
compensation for losses was also an issue that would make this situation at odds with 
international standards.  

3.8 CONCLUSION 

The upgrading of higher education institutions is likely to create economic displacement 
and/or cause other social impacts on existing employees, potentially including a 
reduction in their income, a decline in their social status, impacts on their health and 
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wellbeing, family conflict, and other impacts. These social impacts and the anticipation of 
them significantly influence the quality of life of employees, and affect the institution’s 
fulfillment of its CSR and environmental, social and governance (ESG) obligations, and 
its social licence to operate. In the case of the University of Groningen Yantai campus, the 
existing employees had little opportunity to express their views, and they struggled to 
cope with economic displacement and its social impacts. There was no grievance redress 
mechanism in place. In several ways, the University of Groningen and its Chinese partners 
were not consistent with what should be best practice in university social responsibility.  

This was not just a story about Yantai in China, or the upgrading of a higher education 
institution. Development projects and institutional upgrading processes happen 
everywhere in the world. The potential for economic displacement, with impacts on 
people’s livelihoods and income-generating activities, exists in most projects. If managed 
properly, it is possible to reduce the negative social impacts created by economic 
displacement, and to increase the benefits from projects. If not managed properly, local 
people will suffer from various social impacts, and organizations will be at risk of being in 
breach of human rights, international standards, ESG obligations and CSR expectations. 
Therefore, project developers need to fully consider the impacts on employees to meet 
international standards and fulfill expectations about their duty to perform CSR and 
observe ESG. 

A project can interfere with people’s normal life and create social impacts even when it is 
canceled or postponed. How information is provided is very important in the planning 
process. People make plans based on the information they believe to be true, including on 
the basis of rumors. Organizations are responsible for ensuring that employees are clearly 
and timely informed of plans, and of any changes to plans. 

Compared to physical displacement, economic displacement has received much less 
attention and is under-considered in project development generally. Nevertheless, 
economic displacement has major impacts on people. Economic displacement creates 
social impacts not only on local residents, but also on existing employees. Employees will 
tend to hide their true views to improve their chances of maintaining their employment 
or getting a new position. Regardless of any compensation that might be provided, their 
livelihood and lifestyle will be severely affected by an upgrading process. It is important 
that the field of higher education management expand its awareness of social issues, and 
consider how new universities and the upgrading of institutions potentially bring harm, 
even though they may also create benefits for local communities. Much more attention 
needs to be given to reducing the harm to local communities and existing employees. 
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Although most employees claimed to be supportive of the UGY project in public, many 
expressed adverse views in private. They regarded the UGY development as an 
interruption to what they hoped would have been a peaceful and comfortable life. Even 
though CAUY had an uncertain legal status, and many complaints about this were made 
by employees, the preferred option of most employees was a continuation of CAUY. The 
UGY/UGY2 proposal would mean that many employees would fall from their current 
comfortable middle-class positions to become job seekers, something they considered to 
be unacceptable and daunting, especially those in their middle age. They could not 
express their real opinions in public, since they feared they would lose their jobs. Clearly, 
they were intimidated.  

As respectable, world-class, education institutions, UG and CAU were supposed to 
exercise appropriate social responsibility and care. However, as is evident in the UGY 
project, the performance of UG and CAU reveals that they did not fully consider the 
impacts on and needs of existing employees, or their ESG/CSR obligations as institutions. 
Perhaps they expected other parties (e.g. YCC) to address the issues, but even then they 
would be negligent in failing to ensure that there were no ESG issues throughout the 
supply chain. A supply chain analysis of any organization must include, not only 
consideration of who was displaced by land acquisition, but also of those who were 
economically displaced by the project (Vanclay 2017a, 2017b; Vanclay & Hanna 2019). 
The grand plan for the Yantai site only considered the local community, but not the 
interests of the employees in the pre-existing institutions. Although UGY2 might still be 
achieved, the lack of consideration of economic displacement and its social consequences 
has and will create many social impacts. 

One specific element of the failure of the various institutions was that no grievance redress 
mechanism was implemented. Principle 29 of the United Nations Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights (United Nations 2011, p.31) indicates that organizations 
“should establish or participate in effective operational-level grievance mechanisms for 
individuals and communities who may be adversely impacted”. The lack of adequate 
compensation for losses was also an issue that would make this situation at odds with 
international standards.  

3.8 CONCLUSION 

The upgrading of higher education institutions is likely to create economic displacement 
and/or cause other social impacts on existing employees, potentially including a 
reduction in their income, a decline in their social status, impacts on their health and 
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wellbeing, family conflict, and other impacts. These social impacts and the anticipation of 
them significantly influence the quality of life of employees, and affect the institution’s 
fulfillment of its CSR and environmental, social and governance (ESG) obligations, and 
its social licence to operate. In the case of the University of Groningen Yantai campus, the 
existing employees had little opportunity to express their views, and they struggled to 
cope with economic displacement and its social impacts. There was no grievance redress 
mechanism in place. In several ways, the University of Groningen and its Chinese partners 
were not consistent with what should be best practice in university social responsibility.  

This was not just a story about Yantai in China, or the upgrading of a higher education 
institution. Development projects and institutional upgrading processes happen 
everywhere in the world. The potential for economic displacement, with impacts on 
people’s livelihoods and income-generating activities, exists in most projects. If managed 
properly, it is possible to reduce the negative social impacts created by economic 
displacement, and to increase the benefits from projects. If not managed properly, local 
people will suffer from various social impacts, and organizations will be at risk of being in 
breach of human rights, international standards, ESG obligations and CSR expectations. 
Therefore, project developers need to fully consider the impacts on employees to meet 
international standards and fulfill expectations about their duty to perform CSR and 
observe ESG. 

A project can interfere with people’s normal life and create social impacts even when it is 
canceled or postponed. How information is provided is very important in the planning 
process. People make plans based on the information they believe to be true, including on 
the basis of rumors. Organizations are responsible for ensuring that employees are clearly 
and timely informed of plans, and of any changes to plans. 

Compared to physical displacement, economic displacement has received much less 
attention and is under-considered in project development generally. Nevertheless, 
economic displacement has major impacts on people. Economic displacement creates 
social impacts not only on local residents, but also on existing employees. Employees will 
tend to hide their true views to improve their chances of maintaining their employment 
or getting a new position. Regardless of any compensation that might be provided, their 
livelihood and lifestyle will be severely affected by an upgrading process. It is important 
that the field of higher education management expand its awareness of social issues, and 
consider how new universities and the upgrading of institutions potentially bring harm, 
even though they may also create benefits for local communities. Much more attention 
needs to be given to reducing the harm to local communities and existing employees. 
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Abstract 

Transnational higher education is big business. However, it is unclear what transnational 
universities must do to behave in a socially-responsible way or to gain a social licence to 
operate. Using the University of Nottingham Ningbo China and Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University as case studies, we reveal what transnational universities should do to gain 
approval from local communities. They have to balance campus development, local community 

expectations, and meet home and host country regulations. Consideration of social impacts 
and social licence contributes to reputation and to accessing local knowledge. To earn a 
social licence to operate and grow, universities must understand and respond to the local 
context, share benefits with local communities, and have effective community 
engagement. In the universities we studied, there was limited information being provided 
to community stakeholders and poor stakeholder engagement. However, they 
experienced high levels of trust from residents, due to the good reputation of universities 
generally. 

 

Keywords: university-community engagement; higher education management; 

university management; social license to operate; campus sustainability 

  

Chapter 4 

67 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  

Transnational higher education is developing worldwide and has become big business 
(Knight, 2016; Montgomery, 2014; Ohmori, 2015). Transnational universities are 
situations where a university from one country (typically Australia, France, Russia, UK, 
USA) operates in another country (often a developing country) (Guimón & Narula, 2020). 
There are various forms, including: partnerships, branch campuses, and new institutions 
(CBERT, 2017). With a rapidly increasing economy and a desire to develop its higher 
education sector, China offers a massive market for transnational higher education 
institutions from across the world (Fang & Wang, 2014; Montgomery, 2016). By 2019, the 
Ministry of Education (2019a, 2019b) had approved over 1,000 transnational higher 
education programs, around 100 partnerships at a Faculty level between a Chinese 
institution and a transnational higher education institution, and 9 transnational 
universities are now operating in China in cooperation with a domestic university partner. 

Like all organizations, universities (especially transnational universities) need to consider 
their social responsibilities in their home and host countries (Dube, 2019; Rahman et al., 
2019). 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 likely affect local community 
views about transnational universities and the social licence to operate (SLO) they accord 
to it. SLO represents the extent of approval of a project or organization by local 
communities and other stakeholders (Bice, 2014; Dare et al., 2014). It is an intangible, 
metaphorical, rhetorical device (Boutilier, 2014; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019). For a 
university, gaining a SLO means that it has established a good relationship with local 
people. Transnational universities can utilize SLO theory to consider how they can build 
a good reputation within local communities and gain the support of local residents. 

The concept of SLO has been widely discussed in academic and industry circles (Boutilier, 
2014; Dare et al., 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017, 2018; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019; Zhang et 
al., 2018). The concept has been applied to many fields (Bice, 2014; Boutilier, 2014; 
Parsons et al., 2014; Vanclay, 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). Most papers have focused on 
large-scale projects, such as mines or dams (Hall et al., 2015; Moffat & Zhang, 2014), 
while few have discussed projects that might be characterized as societally friendly 
(Jijelava & Vanclay, 2014; Vanclay, 2017). From the perspective of host communities, 
university campuses are large-scale projects that have potential to create significant social 
impacts (Chen et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2020). Consideration of SLO by university 
managers might lead to a reduction in the negative social impacts created by a university 
(i.e. its campus, staff and students), and to improvement in the relationship between the 
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university and local residents. In other words, SLO is a concept that will improve 
university-community relations. 

Universities are generally considered as contributing to the development of a community 
and as having a good relationship with nearby residents (Perry & Wiewel, 2015; Sedlacek, 
2013), although the public behavior of students is a concern (e.g. hazing) (Salinas & 
Boettcher, 2018). However, whether or not universities gain a SLO from local 
communities has had little attention. Many transnational and other universities claim 
they have a good relationship with local residents, but often there is little evidence for 
this, and it remains unclear what universities must do to gain a SLO from local residents. 
To earn a SLO and be able to continue to grow, university managers must consider how 
to improve the effectiveness of university-community engagement activities. Given that 
SLO is dynamic, changing when residents’ views change (Dare et al., 2014), to maintain a 
SLO over time, ongoing monitoring and adaptive management of activities is needed. 

We seek to understand what transnational universities must do to earn a social licence to 
operate and grow. Two transnational universities operating in China were chosen as case 
studies: University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC), and Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University (XJTLU). Their strategies and activities that potentially relate to SLO were 
analyzed. Our results contribute not only to transnational universities in China, but to 
transnational universities everywhere, and potentially also to transnational corporations, 
especially those that have a large footprint.  

4.2 UNIVERSITY-COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SOCIAL LICENCE 
TO OPERATE 

The role universities can and/or should play in contributing to local communities has been much 

discussed (de Rassenfosse & Williams, 2015; Murphy & McGrath, 2018; Winter et al., 2006). 

Universities are generally expected to facilitate social development through teaching and research. 

Arguably, community engagement is the third role of universities (Bernardo et al., 2012; 
Gunasekara, 2004; Stephenson, 2011; Winter et al., 2006). Universities should consider their 

contribution to society, not only in terms of providing theoretical knowledge, but also by contributing 

economically, socially and culturally (Stephenson, 2011). Boyer (1996) argued that universities 
should seek answers to the world’s pressing social, civic, economic and moral problems, 
and that they had four roles: the science of discovery; the science of integration; the 
science of sharing knowledge; and the science of application. We agree, but argue that 
universities also need to be mindful of their interactions with, and impacts on, their local 
communities. By co-creating, co-sharing, and co-integrating relevant knowledge with 
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local stakeholders through community engagement, universities can establish their 
leading role as a contributor to sustainable development and community wellbeing (Mbah, 
2019). 

University-community engagement is beneficial to a university and contributes to the 

development of local communities (Kruss, 2012). It increases understanding of local context, 

encourages sharing of facilities and knowledge, identifies additional resources that can be 

utilised, facilitates sustainable development, and improves reputation (Chile & Black, 2015). 
However, to be effective, university-community engagement must be embedded in the 
university’s philosophy, policies and practice, and in its research and teaching (Mtawa et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, the role of local communities in university-community engagement is 

unclear. In developing countries, especially, the topic of university-community engagement 

has had little attention (Mbah, 2019). We argue that effective university-community 
engagement contributes to obtaining a SLO for the university, and is especially important 
for transnational universities. 

Emerging in the late 1990s (Boutilier, 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2018; Prno & Slocombe, 
2012), the concept of SLO has developed from its original positioning in the extractives 
sector to many other sectors (Dale et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2015; Vanclay, 2017), and has 
become a key concept to understand and explore the relationship between organisations 
and communities (Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019). Whether or not an 
organization can gain a SLO will influence the risks it faces and its future development 
potential (Moffat & Zhang, 2014; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019).  

Consideration of SLO can assist organizations in enhancing the positive impacts and 
mitigating the negative impacts of their operations (Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017). SLO should 
be considered throughout the whole project lifecycle, especially where there are 
significant social or environmental impacts (Demuijnck & Fasterling, 2016). SLO changes 
over time as residents’ views change, thus an organization must continually monitor its 
impacts and adapt its strategies. The socio-economic context of the community, as well 
as the organizational history and culture, affect residents’ views and the level of SLO (Dare 
et al., 2014). 

Thomson and Boutilier (2011) developed a conceptual model to help understand SLO and 
what organizations need to do to gain a SLO (see Figure 4.1). Their pyramid model has a 
continuum with four levels. The bottom level is withdrawn/withheld, with residents likely 
to openly exhibit strong opposition towards the organization. The next level is acceptance, 
implying that the organization has some level of legitimacy from residents. Approval is 
the next level, with the organization having credibility. The highest level of SLO is 
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psychological identification, where there is a strong positive relationship between the 
organization and its host community.  

 

Figure 4.1 The Pyramid Model of Social Licence to Operate (Thomson & Boutilier 2011) 

 

Drawing on the three factors used by Thomson and Boutilier (2011) and Jijelava and 
Vanclay (2017) (i.e. legitimacy, credibility and trust), we analyze how transnational 
universities could consider their SLO and their impacts on local communities. Legitimacy 
boils down to fairness: a fair distribution of benefits and a fair process, which implies not 
only legal/administrative/procedural legitimacy, but also economic and social legitimacy. 
To obtain legal/administrative legitimacy, an organization needs to observe national and 
international standards. Economic legitimacy requires that an organization provide 
adequate compensation and benefits to the community. The compensation should 
consider the material and non-material aspects of the lives of residents. Gaining social 
legitimacy requires effective stakeholder engagement processes. Credibility is gained by 
the organization consistently providing true, clear and believable information to the 
community. Organizations need to demonstrate their commitment to the community by 
providing benefits, and they must have the ability to provide the promised benefits. 
Organizations should outline the likely potential changes and impacts, as well as the 
methods they will use to address negative impacts and enhance positive impacts. 
Residents should be involved at all stages in the development of a project, including in 
decision-making. Trust is necessary to reach the highest level of SLO. Trust implies that 
the organization and local community members perceive each other as partners, respect 
each other, and have common interests. Organizations should be more concerned about 
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the quality (in terms of genuineness and integrity) rather than the number of engagement 
activities (Moffat & Zhang, 2014). Trust requires the engagement of all groups within a 
community (especially vulnerable groups), and organizations should address the varying 
concerns and interests of the different groups (Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017). 

4.3 METHODS 

Using a case study approach, we considered the SLO of two transnational universities in 
China, the University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC), which is located in Ningbo, 
Zhejiang Province (about 200 km south of Shanghai), and the Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University (XJTLU), in Suzhou, Jiangsu Province (about 100 km west of Shanghai). A 
mixed methods approach was applied and many different data collection strategies were 
used, including document analysis, media analysis, in-depth interviews, and semi-
structured interviews. Where permission was granted, interviews were recorded. Signed 
informed consent sheets were not used, because they are not culturally appropriate in the 
Chinese context. However, the general principles of ethical social research, including 
informed consent, were observed (Vanclay et al., 2013). Participants were informed that 
their participation was anonymous, and that the results would be used in academic 
research. 

To understand the background of the two universities, we checked all relevant news and 
reports about each university and its location using the Google and Baidu search engines. 
We did site visits to interview key informants and to obtain first-hand impressions. We 
analysed all relevant documents we could find and/or that were provided to us by 
interviewees. Fieldwork was conducted in November and December 2018. To gain the 
views of internal stakeholders, we interviewed 4 staff of UNNC and 6 staff of XJTLU. We 
also interviewed 17 students of UNNC and 24 students of XJTLU to understand how their 
daily life interacts with the local community. All interviewed staff were Chinese. They 
were mainly senior staff who had worked at the university since its establishment. We did 
not include foreign staff because they did not have a long experience of living in the local 
community and would likely have had few interactions with local residents and therefore 
would have been largely unaware of local concerns. The students who were interviewed 
included both Chinese and foreign students (from many countries). They were 
undergraduates and postgraduates studying business, engineering or social sciences. 

We also conducted semi-structured interviews in the host communities of Ningbo and 
Suzhou. Using four research assistants in each location, a total of 34 interviews were 
conducted in Ningbo and 82 in Suzhou. Interviews were completed face-to-face, with 
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participants being approached in public places (on the street, in cafes and malls) within 
the vicinity of each university. The vast majority of people approached were happy to be 
interviewed. Each interview took between 5 and 15 minutes depending on the extent the 
participant was willing to discuss the issues. After establishing that the person was aware 
of the existence of the university (a few non-residents were not), questions relating to SLO 
were asked. Most questions were derived from the Thomson and Boutilier model (Figure 
4.1) as elaborated by Jijelava and Vanclay (2017). Some additional questions based on the 
interviewees’ responses were also asked, including: Do you regard your current job as 
being due to the establishment of the university?; Through which channels can you obtain 
information about the university?; Did the university make any commitments to the 
community when it was established?; Were the commitments fulfilled?; and Do you have 
any expectations about the university’s contribution to the community?.  

Legitimacy was considered by asking about whether: the establishment of the university 
was important to the community; residents benefit from the university; the positive 
impacts outweigh negative impacts; and whether the university conducted a community 
engagement process. Credibility was considered by asking about whether: the community 
engagement was professional and effective; the university consistently provided true, 
clear and believable information about its plans; there is an available mechanism to 
provide comments or complaints to the university; the university listens to and respects 
community opinions; the university is willing to change its practices in response to 
community concerns; and the university’s contributions fulfil community expectations. 
Trust was considered by asking about whether: the community engagement involved 
vulnerable groups (e.g., seniors, women, newcomers); the university tried to establish a 
good relationship with the community; the university has a good relationship with the 
community; and the university and residents are ‘on the same team’ and have shared 
interests.  

We also interviewed 38 residents in Ningbo (in the neighbourhood of UNNC) and 45 
residents in Suzhou (in the neighbourhood of XJTLU), including staff from the local 
Community Committees, owners of local businesses (e.g., restaurants, bars, hotels, gyms, 
real estate), and some residents. To gain a general impression of community life, our 
research also involved informal observation in the communities.  
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4.4 BACKGROUND TO THE TWO CASE-STUDY UNIVERSITIES 

4.4.1 University of Nottingham Ningbo China 

UNNC was the first Sino-foreign university in China. Established in 2004, UNNC is 
operated by the University of Nottingham (UK) in cooperation with the Zhejiang Wanli 
Education College in China. In 2019, there were more than 750 staff, and around 8,000 
students, including 700 international students, spread across three faculties, Business, 
Science & Engineering, and Humanities & Social Sciences, with a total of 29 
undergraduate courses and 13 postgraduate courses. 

UNNC is located in the Yinzhou district of Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, on China’s east 
coast. The 58 hectare campus in the Ningbo Higher Education Park has many attractive 
features, including Chinese and English gardens, and a replica of the University of 
Nottingham's iconic Trent Building, complete with a clock tower. Most students live on 
campus in halls of residence. The campus is fully fenced, with security guards checking 
all persons entering, and visitors are only able to enter by invitation of UNNC staff using 
the online visitor registration system. 

UNNC has indicated that a contribution to the local community is one of its major 
objectives. According to UNNC’s Strategy 2020 (UNNC, 2019, p.7), it will “impact the 
socio-economic transformation and development in both the local and broader 
community” and “enhance significant local commitment through public service and 
community outreach”. The strategy indicates that UNNC plans to share its resources and 
promote cooperation with the community, and to normalize and systemize student-
volunteer programs in the community. 

4.4.2 Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool University 

XJTLU was established in 2006 as a cooperation between the University of Liverpool 
(UK) and Xi’an Jiaotong University. It has 16 departments offering undergraduate and 
postgraduate programs. Occupying around 25 hectares in Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, the 
campus has two parts connected by an underground passageway beneath the dividing 
road that splits the campus. There is no perimeter fence, and both parts of the campus are 
open to the public. In 2019, there were around 500 staff, 15,000 students, including 800 
international students. 

Student accommodation is provided in the Suzhou Dushu Lake Science and Education 
Innovation District (SEID), which is managed privately by the Suzhou Industrial Park 
Education Development and Investment Limited Company. SEID is a well-planned area 
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developed for high-tech institutions and contains around 40 universities and higher 
education institutions. SEID arranged the accommodation, libraries, sporting fields and 
other facilities for all institutions collectively, and many facilities are open to the public. 
According to its public announcements, XJTLU (2019) focuses on establishing a 
symbiotic relationship with business, industry and the community. Some XJTLU 
students and staff undertake community service activities, and there are knowledge-
sharing events for local residents. 

4.5 UNIVERSITY ACTIVITIES CONSIDERED FROM A SOCIAL 
LICENCE TO OPERATE PERSPECTIVE 

4.5.1 Legitimacy 

XJTLU had slightly higher legitimacy than UNNC. One reason for this is that more people 
in Suzhou had a job directly related to the university than in Ningbo. Because the location 
of XJTLU (SEID in Suzhou) was designated and planned for higher education 
institutions, most local jobs related to serving university staff and students. Therefore, 
residents who worked in the area would likely have benefitted from the establishment of 
XJTLU. Furthermore, SEID provided libraries, sporting fields and other facilities that 
residents were allowed to use. In contrast, UNNC was located in the Ningbo Higher 
Education Park, but other than UNNC, it only contained a few small colleges, so residents 
did not feel there was any relationship between the establishment of UNNC and their jobs. 

Residents from both Suzhou and Ningbo generally agreed that the establishment of the 
transnational universities generated more positive than negative impacts. Given that 
universities are generally considered to be good-reputation land use activities and 
neighbours and, by providing benefits to local communities, the establishment of UNNC 
and XJTLU was willingly accepted by the local residents in both places. However, there 
was a lack of community engagement activities by both UNNC and XJTLU. Both 
universities need to ensure a good community engagement process and to interact more 
with their local communities. 

4.5.2 Credibility 

The community engagement activities of UNNC were regarded as being more professional 
and effective than those of XJTLU. However, our interviews suggested that XJTLU 
conducted more community programs than UNNC. Apparently, Suzhou residents 
complained about the arrogant attitudes of XJTLU students participating in the 
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community service programs, and they thought students from domestic universities 
behaved better.  

Students at both universities generally had a better family background than students at 
the domestic institutions nearby. The tuition fees were 10 to 20 times higher than those 
of domestic institutions, and many students regularly participated in programs conducted 
in the UK, USA or elsewhere. Many students aimed to work in transnational companies, 
and therefore serving the local community as volunteers was not part of their self-identity. 
Some students were spoilt by their wealthy families, and had no interest in doing 
community activities. However, since some community engagement activities were 
compulsory, the students were forced to participate, but “exhibited bad attitudes and 
behaviour towards local residents”, as some residents complained. Both universities had 
a European egalitarian was of relating to students, which meant the staff could not 
command students to do anything, and the staff had to be careful about their comments 
and behaviour because the students might complain about them. Some staff reported that 
they found it difficult to convince students to show more respect to residents: “The 
students are still young and short-sighted to some extent. However, we cannot make 
suggestions about their attitudes.”  

XJTLU provided more information about its development plan to its local community, 
and had more interactions with residents, and paid more attention to their comments. 
There were three reasons for why XJTLU had greater credibility than UNNC. Firstly, 
XJTLU was an open campus, so residents could easily enter the campus and they were 
more likely to develop a connection with XJTLU staff and students. Secondly, XJTLU had 
a Department of Urban Planning & Design, whose staff regularly supervised student 
activities in the community, including conducting focus groups, interviews, field 
observations, etc.. Residents could obtain information about XJTLU through these 
activities, and they could provide their thoughts directly to the staff and students. Thirdly, 
at the request of the local Community Committees, XJTLU staff and students frequently 
conducted community courses for local residents, including on topics like managing 
money, household chemistry, and household maintenance. XJTLU also had many 
university open days to which local residents were invited to inspect the campus and its 
facilities, and at which there were science demonstrations and public talks. These 
interactions provided residents with many opportunities to get to know the university. 

UNNC also conducted activities on campus to which the public was welcome. However, 
because UNNC was a gated campus with a strict security procedure requiring pre-
approval, residents found it inconvenient to gain entry. Due to its course profile, there 
was no need for UNNC students to conduct fieldwork in the community, and therefore 
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residents had little opportunity to get to know the university. As the local Community 
Committee complained, “The campus is gated and we never have any idea about what is 
happening in the campus … and there are limited opportunities and a lack of invitations 
from UNNC!”. Furthermore, since the committee knew little about the university, it could 
not identify what activities might be conducted together with UNNC. 

4.5.3 Trust 

Despite the results above, it so happens that there was higher trust of UNNC than of 
XJTLU. One reason for this is that UNNC performed better than XJTLU in involving 
vulnerable groups in community engagement. Both universities conducted various 
voluntary activities in their neighboring communities. The activities XJTLU conducted 
were perhaps too innovative for some community members. Some of their activities 
included staff (especially fathers) giving talks in the local primary and secondary schools; 
local families inviting foreign students into their homes and/or ‘adopting’ them as a 
family member for the time they are in Suzhou; and various creative activities that 
responded to local community concerns. All these activities were innovative, however 
they tended to appeal to local young people, and not necessarily to the groups who would 
be classified as vulnerable. UNNC, on the other hand, tended to conduct relatively 
traditional activities, such as visiting elderly people and teaching English in schools. 

Another explanation for the higher level of trust is that UNNC was the dominant 
university in its location, and it had created significant benefits for the community. UNNC 
had turned the location from a suburban to an urban area, and local residents anticipated 
ongoing improvement in their life as a result of its establishment. Conversely, XJTLU was 
located in SEID with around 40 other higher education institutions. Therefore, residents 
did not feel that XJTLU made a particularly strong contribution to their community, 
especially in comparison to the other institutions in the park, most of which had been 
there longer. 

Another explanation for the lower trust rating of XJTLU might relate to the local concern 
about students renting accommodation off-campus. Many XJTLU students disliked 
having to live in the student dormitories, and were wealthy enough to be able to rent 
apartments in the nearby community. Some of these students “behaved badly” (at least as 
far as the local residents were concerned) and many residents complained about their 
“loud activities late at night”. Some foreign students also preferred to rent 
accommodation, but exhibited different cultural behaviours which were not always 
appreciated. Even though not all people behaving badly came from XJTLU, according to 
local residents they were in the majority. Local residents argued that “XJTLU students 
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were easily identifiable by their clothing, by the fact that there were usually accompanied 
by foreigners, and by their speech”. In contrast, UNNC was a gated campus located some 
distance from the community. As a result, most students lived in halls of residence on 
campus, and there was no community perception of a problem with the presence of 
students.  

4.5.4 Summary of the results 

The results imply that both UNNC and XJTLU had obtained some level of SLO from their 
local communities. However, both UNNC and XJTLU lacked transparency and effective 
communication with their local communities. Although they had some credibility, both 
UNNC and XJTLU should conduct effective activities to improve this. Both universities 
have stated in public announcements that they seek to make a positive contribution to 
their local community. However, potentially they might be referring to a wider region, 
such as the whole city, rather than just the nearby residents, especially given that many 
of their public engagement activities were far away from the campus. The high level of 
trust potentially came from the good reputation of universities generally. Residents trust 
the universities because they thought they benefit from the universities. However, UNNC 
and XJTLU lacked adequate measures to have a good relationship with their local 
communities, and thus they had lower credibility than might have been expected.  

4.6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

New transnational universities usually have newly-built campuses (at least after they 
become established), although in China some are upgrades of existing institutions (Chen 
et al., 2019). Transnational universities are different from domestic universities in terms 
of management philosophy, financing arrangements, source of students, etc. Given the 
positive image of universities generally, transnational universities are likely to have some 
level of social licence from the community, at least initially. However, any SLO is 
temporary, and universities will need to undertake appropriate actions to maintain and 
strengthen their SLO over time. 

We argue that effective university-community engagement contributes to obtaining a 
social licence to operate and grow. In both locations, local residents were satisfied with 
their involvement in the university’s engagement activities, from which they obtained 
information and knowledge, as well as having an opportunity to exchange views. Even 
though some university staff and students believed that they learned from residents in 
these engagement activities, they considered that the university-community engagement 
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process was primarily about the university serving the communities (rather than about 
the universities learning from the community). Ideally, university managers should 
determine how best to interact with their local communities, enhance knowledge for 
communities and the university, and obtain a high level of SLO for their institution. 

For any organization, gaining a SLO and maintaining future development opportunities 
in a foreign country is difficult because of the cross-cultural context, and having to balance 
home country and host country expectations. Consideration of social impacts and SLO 
has the potential to assist in understanding the local context and in utilizing the local 
knowledge of communities in the development of the institution or project (Stephenson, 
2011; Vanclay, 2012). It was clear from our research that communities could provide local 
knowledge and experience to assist in university activities and in getting a SLO. However, 
there was no evidence that the two universities had taken serious consideration of the 
potential contribution of local residents. Potentially, this lack of consideration of local 
concerns led to some misunderstanding in the local Community Committees, and 
potentially to a failure of the universities to manage the public misbehaviour of students 
(at least as perceived by the local communities). In order to make appropriate decisions 
and gain a SLO, universities need to have effective community engagement practices and 
to share benefits with their local communities, for example by making a contribution to 
community development, sharing facilities, having an open campus, and interacting with 
local community organizations (Dube, 2019; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019).  

We found that the SLO pyramid model proposed by Thomson and Boutilier (2011) was 
effective in helping to understand the relationship between transnational universities and 
their communities. However, we found that even in the lower levels of the model – 
acceptance (legitimacy) and approval (credibility) – trust was also an issue. In other 
words, trust is fundamental to the notion of social licence, and not just something at the 
pinnacle (also see Moffat & Zhang, 2014). In the two universities we considered, the level 
of trust was high, while credibility was relatively low. We argue that the positive 
reputation of universities generally contributes to the initial level of trust, but the 
relatively low level of credibility implies that universities need to undertake effective 
measures to interact with the local communities to maintain and develop their SLO. 

Drawing on the analysis of UNNC and XJTLU, it is possible to consider what 
transnational universities should do to obtain a SLO. Since universities are not likely to 
affect the environment in a negative way (like a mine or dam), they are likely to reach a 
relatively high level of legitimacy. Nevertheless, all three forms of legitimacy – 
legal/administrative/procedural legitimacy, economic legitimacy, and social legitimacy – 
are important and each form should be carefully considered by university managers. Our 
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case studies noted that the community engagement processes and activities were not fully 
effective, potentially impacting on their legitimacy. Sharing facilities, such as the library 
and playing fields, with residents contributes to the achievement of legitimacy. 

Achieving a high score in credibility requires positive effective actions. Transnational 
universities tend to conduct more community engagement activities compared to 
domestic universities due to different university philosophies and situation. These 
activities should focus on the quality rather than the quantity of activities and engagement 
interactions (Moffat & Zhang, 2014). An issue is that students are an important 
component of universities, and their behaviours significantly influence residents’ views 
about the university and its level of SLO. In organised engagement activities, some 
students might behave badly, and their poor behaviour and attitudes might create a 
negative impression in the community. There is also a tension between the out-of-class 
behaviour of students and impacts on local communities. While in China, there is a high 
level of social control that permeates society, culture and all institutions (including 
domestic universities), in transnational institutions, the exercise of western 
philosophies/values of laissez-faire, freedom of expression, academic and personal 
freedoms, can lead to considerable social and cultural impacts on local communities. 
Therefore, creating greater mindfulness about the impacts of student behaviour on local 
communities could be desirable. There was a view expressed by some interviewees that 
the sudden exposure of Chinese young people to the openness/liberalism of transnational 
universities might lead to moral confusion and to an inability to self-manage, which be 
responsible for the expression of socially-undesirable behaviours. 

Conducting course-based fieldwork in the community is an effective way for the 
universities and communities to understand and learn from each other. It also contributes 
to the development of the university and to positive cooperation with the community. 
Arguably, universities should encourage more courses to include community-based 
fieldwork, as well as encourage the various student societies to organize activities in the 
local communities. This cooperation with local communities might resolve the 
information transparency issue. Residents want to know about what will happen with the 
university, and managers should establish more channels to engage with residents and 
receive feedback from them. 

Having a gated campus might contribute to the management of students and to a 
reduction in conflict between residents and poorly-behaved students. However, with a 
gated campus, residents will complain about being locked out. With transnational 
universities filled with wealthy and foreign students, the sense of distance between the 
university and the local community would then be much greater. Having a gated campus 
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case studies noted that the community engagement processes and activities were not fully 
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and playing fields, with residents contributes to the achievement of legitimacy. 
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activities should focus on the quality rather than the quantity of activities and engagement 
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philosophies/values of laissez-faire, freedom of expression, academic and personal 
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the sudden exposure of Chinese young people to the openness/liberalism of transnational 
universities might lead to moral confusion and to an inability to self-manage, which be 
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reduction in conflict between residents and poorly-behaved students. However, with a 
gated campus, residents will complain about being locked out. With transnational 
universities filled with wealthy and foreign students, the sense of distance between the 
university and the local community would then be much greater. Having a gated campus 
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exacerbates this distance, restricts communication, and reduces mutual understanding 
(or at least the perception thereof). 

In their early stages of development, transnational universities tend to have support from 
local residents due to the good reputation of universities generally. However, to maintain 
and strengthen their social licence to operate over time, effective strategies and actions 
are needed, especially in relation to community engagement and benefit sharing. When 
attempting to improve their SLO, university managers need to consider the local social 
context. A transnational university needs to make decisions that balance its development 
and its contributions to the community, as well as home country and host country 
expectations. 

The lack of community engagement and limited transparency create misunderstandings 
between the institution and the local community, and negatively affect the SLO of the 
institution. Effective community engagement activities assist residents in coming to the 
view that the institution is a trustworthy, reliable partner with interests in common with 
the community. To be effective, community engagement activities should contribute to 
the development of both parties. The consideration of social impacts and SLO contributes 
to the utilization of local knowledge in institutional development and to earning not only 
a SLO, but a social licence to operate and grow. 
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Abstract 

Social Licence to Operate is a framework for thinking about the relationship between an 

organisation or project and its host communities and other stakeholders. Key aspects are 

the extent of acceptability, legitimacy and trust local people accord to the project. A social 

licence is not necessarily enduring, rather it is dynamic, varying over time. Little research 

has been conducted into the dynamics of social licence and how it responds to changes in 

local context. By examining a new university campus, we highlight how all organisations 

need to consider the dynamic nature of their relationships with host communities. We 

assessed Wenzhou-Kean University, a partnership between Wenzhou City Government 

(Zhejiang Province, China), Kean University (a public university in New Jersey USA), and 

Wenzhou University. Three villages were resettled for the campus, experiencing many 

social impacts. Although residents initially allocated a high social licence to the project, 

this varied over time. To maintain and improve an organisation’s social licence to operate 

and grow, having a good understanding of the local context and periodic assessment of 

social licence are needed. 

 

Keywords: project-induced displacement and resettlement; public acceptance; 

corporate social responsibility; social license to operate; social impact assessment; higher 

education management 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The concept of social licence to operate (SLO) emerged in the late 1990s (Prno & 
Slocombe 2012; Boutilier 2014; Cooney 2017; Jijelava & Vanclay 2018). Originally applied 
only to the private sector, especially the extractive industries, SLO can be considered as a 
way of thinking about the relationship between any organisation or project and its host 
communities (Dare et al. 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay 2014a; Lacey & Lamont 2014). All 
organisations and projects (whether public, private, or partnerships) need to manage 
their relationships with local communities and other stakeholders, and reflect on their 
organisational/corporate social responsibility (CSR) and social investment strategies 
(Piggott-McKellar et al. 2019; Vanclay & Hanna 2019; Wang et al. 2019; Pasaribu et al. 
2020). SLO is an indicator of the level of acceptability, legitimacy and trust in an 
organisation or project by local communities (Thomson & Boutilier 2011; Jijelava & 
Vanclay 2017). Consideration of SLO assists an organisation in managing its engagement 
with local residents and in tailoring its CSR and social investment strategies (Esteves & 
Vanclay 2009; Jijelava & Vanclay 2014a; Gulakov & Vanclay 2018, 2019; Gulakov et al. 
2020). Therefore, consideration of SLO should be a feature of all organisations and 
projects, especially those with significant social and/or environmental impacts 
(Demuijnck & Fasterling 2016; Vanclay 2017a, 2017b; Vanclay & Hanna 2019). 

Most studies about SLO have focussed on controversial projects such as mines or dams 
(Boutilier 2014; Moffat et al. 2016), while only a few have discussed good reputation 
projects such as universities (e.g. Jijelava & Vanclay 2014a). In general, universities are 
part of the process of development of a community and tend to have a good relationship 
with local residents (Sedlacek 2013; Perry & Wiewel 2015; Chen et al. 2019). However, as 
a large footprint project, a university (i.e. its campus, staff and students) can be 
responsible for physical and/or economic displacement, and over time can cause various 
and varying social impacts on local communities (Chen et al. 2019). Social impacts are 
everything that affect people and communities, either in a perceptual or corporeal sense 
(Vanclay 2002). In order to mitigate the negative impacts on local communities, enhance 
the positive impacts, and fulfill CSR expectations, we suggest that all organisations and 
projects should carefully monitor their SLO and adapt their CSR and social investment 
strategies accordingly (Esteves & Vanclay 2009; Chen et al. 2019; Rahman et al. 2019). 

This paper emphasizes that a SLO is not permanent, enduring or unchanging, instead it 
must be considered as a dynamic process that varies over time, including across the 
different stages of a project. The reasons people have for being supportive or critical of a 
project or organisation are also likely to change over time. To date, there has been little 
research that has explored the dynamics of SLO or how it responds to changes in the local 
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situation. Using a newly-constructed university as our illustrative example, we discuss 
how all types of organisation and project need to be mindful of the dynamic nature of their 
relationships with local communities. We studied the establishment of Wenzhou-Kean 
University (WKU), a partnership between Kean University, a public university based in 
New Jersey, USA, Wenzhou University, and the Wenzhou City Government in the 
Province of Zhejiang in China. Three villages (about 2,700 people in total) had to be 
resettled to make way for WKU, and they experienced many social impacts, both positive 
and negative. Thus, the WKU project is an interesting case to consider the concept of 
social licence. Our analysis specifically contributes to understanding the dynamic nature 
of SLO, especially in ‘good reputation’ situations (like universities) where the concept of 
SLO has not yet been widely applied. 

5.2 THE DYNAMIC NATURE OF SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE 

Numerous papers have discussed the meaning of SLO (Owen & Kemp 2013; Bice & Moffat 
2014; Boutilier 2014; Parsons et al. 2014; Cooney 2017; Ehrnström-Fuentes & Kröger 
2017; Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2018; Vanclay & Hanna 2019), and the concept has been 
explored across many sectors (Prno & Slocombe 2014; Hall et al. 2015; Overduin & Moore 
2017; Zhang et al. 2018). In essence, SLO is a metaphor (Dare et al. 2014), and an 
intangible ‘licence’ representing the extent of approval of a project or organisation by local 
communities and other stakeholders (Gunningham et al. 2004; Bice 2014). Emerging in 
industry circles, especially the extractive industries (Prno & Slocombe 2012), SLO is only 
a rhetorical device (Boutilier 2014; Moffat et al. 2016; Vanclay & Hanna 2019) that is often 
reified (Bice 2014). SLO is a way of thinking and a framework that helps in: considering 
local community perceptions about an organization; taking the approval of local residents 
seriously; and in understanding what organisations need to do to balance their activities 
with community expectations (Edwards & Lacey 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay 2017, 2018).  

Thomson and Boutilier (2011) developed a conceptual model that represented SLO as a 
pyramid with four levels (withheld/withdrawn, acceptance, approval, and psychological 
identification) that were achieved, respectively, by establishing legitimacy, credibility, 
and trustworthiness in the community. This model is useful to organisations in helping 
them think about their community relationships, in understanding the different levels of 
SLO, and about what they need to do to gain a SLO (Jijelava & Vanclay 2017, 2018). 

Although the notion of being a licence conveys the idea that this approval is determined 
at some specific time by some sort of authority, it is important for organisations to realize 
that communities are never homogenous (Vanclay 2012) and therefore multiple SLOs will 
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need to be obtained in every situation (Dare et al. 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay 2014b). Also 
important is that the level of approval and the underlying concerns of local people will 
change over time as their knowledge, experiences and perceptions about the project 
change and as their vision of their community changes (Prno & Slocombe 2012; Dare et 
al. 2014; Luke 2017).  

There have been many studies on community attitudes towards projects of various kinds. 
These generally show that attitudes towards the project in question change over time. 
Typically, views about a project tend to be negative before and during project 
implementation, and turn positive sometime after completion (Wolsink 2007; 
Wustenhagen et al. 2007; Mottee et al. 2020). There are many reasons why people oppose 
and/or resist projects, and many different forms of protest action can be taken (Hanna et 
al. 2016; Vanclay & Hanna 2019). In this paper, we argue that all kinds of organisations 
(including universities) can be affected by local community opinion, must manage their 
community relations, and therefore should consider their SLO. Because the SLO concept 
has seldom been applied to universities (or similar good reputation projects), we consider 
how the concept can be applied to a new university being established in China as a result 
of a partnership between an USA-based university and a Chinese university.  

5.3 METHODOLOGY 

We explored the dynamic nature of an organisation’s SLO by looking at the development 
of the Wenzhou-Kean University campus. WKU is a partnership between Kean 
University, a public university based in New Jersey (USA), Wenzhou University, and the 
Wenzhou City Government in the Province of Zhejiang (China). Various research 
methods were used, including document analysis, media analysis, in-depth interviews 
with key informants, semi-structured interviews, and field observation. Fieldwork was 
conducted by the primary author in December 2018 in the three villages affected by the 
development of WKU: Litang, Boao and Wangzhai.  

To understand the background of WKU and its local communities, we checked all relevant 
online information by using the Google and Baidu search engines. We interviewed 5 
senior staff and 11 students from WKU to gain the perspective of internal stakeholders 
about the connections between the three villages and the university’s staff and students. 
We also interviewed the Mayors of the three villages to gain an understanding of the 
background of each community and the general views of residents. Interviews were done 
in Mandarin or English at the request of the participant. The interviews were around 30 
minutes long. It was intended that these interviews would be recorded, but most 
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participants, although willing to talk to us, were reluctant to be recorded. Consequently, 
extensive notes were taken during the interviews. Due to it being inappropriate in the 
Chinese context, signed consent forms were not used, but the general principles of ethical 
social research and informed consent were observed (Vanclay et al. 2013). Participants 
were informed that they would remain anonymous, and that the results would be used in 
academic research and the writing of journal articles.  

Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with 8 to 10 residents in each village. 
These interviews were completed face-to-face, with people in public places being 
approached and asked to participate. These interviews took between 10 to 20 minutes 
depending on the extent to which the participant was willing to discuss the issues. The 
questions asked related to what the residents thought of the university, what their 
experiences were, and related matters relevant to understanding the social licence of 
WKU. 

5.4 THE WENZHOU-KEAN UNIVERSITY PROJECT AND ITS HOST 
COMMUNITIES 

WKU is a transnational university co-established by Kean University, USA and Wenzhou 
University, China, with support from the Wenzhou City Government. WKU is located in 
the Liao community, within the City of Wenzhou, a coastal city of 9 million people in the 
Province of Zhejiang, China. Wenzhou lies between Shanghai and Hong Kong. WKU 
started teaching students in September 2012. On commencement, WKU had expected to 
rapidly enroll 5,000 students and to reach 8,500 students after some years. However, at 
the time of the research (2018-2019), there were only around 2,000 students and 250 
staff on the campus, including 100 international staff. In 2019, the campus occupied 70 
hectares, although the City Government had promised that the campus could expand to 
200 hectares in total. Various academic buildings, halls of residence, cafes, and a sports 
center had been established, other buildings were still under construction, and more were 
planned. WKU was planned and implemented as a campus that would be open to the 
public and have a strong connection to its host communities (WKU 2019). 

Liao community, where WKU is located, is a less-developed part of Wenzhou City, about 
10 km from the city centre, bordering a mountainous forest park. In order to make land 
available for the university, three villages (Litang, Wangzhai, Boao) had to be redeveloped 
by the City Government. This was done in a way consistent with Chinese regulations, and 
after consultation with the affected communities. Approximately 700 residents lived in 
Litang, 500 in Wangzhai and 1,400 in Boao. The general process was that, village by 
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village, people would be relocated first to temporary housing for some years, and then 
after the redevelopment of the area, which included construction of the university and 
new tower housing blocks, they would be relocated back to the general locality where they 
had previously lived, but now to modern apartments. People also had the option to make 
their own accommodation arrangements during the temporary accommodation stage or 
permanently, and were given compensation so they could do this, if this was what they 
chose to do, however most people preferred to stay together. The City Government was 
responsible for the overall concept, the planning process, acquiring the land, enacting the 
resettlement of existing residents, and constructing the university and replacement 
housing. The reputation (i.e. social licence) of the university is thus highly dependent on 
how effectively the City Government conducted these activities.  

One important aspect of these three villages is that they are the hometowns of many 
people who have gone overseas as low-skilled migrant workers. Over two-thirds of young 
people from these villages were working overseas and only went back home once every 
few years or so, thus the villages comprised mostly elderly people, all of whom had a 
strong attachment to their land and house. Most people, therefore, chose to participate in 
the collective scheme and to remain together as a community, rather than make their own 
arrangements. 

The WKU campus is located in a mountainous valley on the boundary of a forest park (see 
Figure 5.1). The setting is regarded as highly desirable, having excellent feng shui 
properties. The local villagers were pleased to be able to return to the area, and were 
generally very satisfied with their new accommodation, although the temporary 
accommodation was not so well regarded. Nevertheless, the local people considered that 
they had made a great sacrifice for WKU. One reason for this was that there were many 
recently-built houses in the old villages that had been paid for by the people working 
overseas. Unfortunately, some of the overseas workers did not get the opportunity to see 
the houses they had paid for before they were demolished for the WKU. 
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Figure 5.1: Modified Google image of WKU and the three villages (circa 2019) 

In 2002, a private real estate developer had attempted to acquire much land in the Liao 
community to develop the precinct as a high-end residential area, but the plan was 
eventually canceled due to strong opposition from the local villagers. Aware of this 
opposition, when the Wenzhou City Government decided to develop the site for WKU, 
they first had to gain the support of the residents of the Liao community (i.e. get a social 
licence to operate) by negotiating satisfactory arrangements with them and the people 
working overseas.  

The first phase of construction work for WKU started in early 2012, and the campus was 
ready for teaching in September 2013. For the first year of its operation as a university 
(from September 2012), the small number of students temporarily lived and studied at 
Wenzhou University. From the beginning, the residents were aware that the land was to 
be used for a new campus and for their future accommodation. In 2012, the residents of 
Litang and some residents in Boao were relocated to temporary accommodation nearby, 
and they moved into their new homes in 2017. In 2018, the village of Wangzhai was 
demolished and most residents were relocated to the temporary buildings. It is planned 
that these residents will be relocated to new housing blocks which will be completed in a 
few years. Even though the land of Boao village is part of the overall WKU plan, at the 
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time of the fieldwork, most parts of Boao had not yet been touched, and there was no 
public statement about when relocation was going to happen. Some people thought that 
the development of the university was progressing more slowly than originally planned 
and that more land was not immediately needed. 

Before WKU, the few young people who lived in the villages were mostly working in 
horticulture and stone-cutting, stone-masonry and stone-carving industries, while some 
elderly people still cultivated the land and grew crops. The establishment of WKU and its 
demand for land had a big impact on people and their livelihood activities. In the 
beginning, the residents of Litang lost the land used for these activities (and thus they lost 
their livelihoods). In the Chinese household registration system (hukou), the 
classification of most affected people was changed from rural to urban. For the elderly, 
this meant that they became eligible for an old age pension, paid monthly for the 
remainder of their life. A few young people, however, did need to look for new jobs. Since 
the precinct was not well developed and had only a few job vacancies, only a small 
percentage of them were able to find new jobs nearby, for example working in WKU as 
security guards or cooks.To get work, they generally had to commute elsewhere in the 
city.  

5.5 VIGNETTES ABOUT HOW THREE VILLAGES EXPERIENCED THE 
ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CAMPUS 

5.5.1 Litang (already resettled in new housing) 

Litang was the first village to be redeveloped. In the beginning, the process for developing 
the site and the compensation arrangements were discussed with the residents and they 
were in agreement. In 2012, residents were moved into temporary accommodation, and 
were established in their new apartments in tower block housing in 2017. Litang residents 
were generally positive about WKU, primarily because they considered that the 
establishment of the university had contributed to improvement in their life in that they 
had received a new apartment, could now live like urban citizens (rather than as rural 
peasants), and the elderly citizens were now eligible to receive a monthly pension 
payment. Many senior people regarded the new apartments as a great asset, which they 
could bequeath to their children (and possibly grandchildren), many of whom were 
working overseas. The new apartments were worth much more than their previous 
housing. Because the majority of the resettled residents were senior people, no training 
or skills development program was deemed necessary. The relatively few local residents 
who wanted to re-enter the labor market needed to solve this by themselves.  
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For people who preferred to rent an apartment elsewhere rather than stay in the 
temporary accommodation provided, a minimal housing allowance was paid until they 
moved into to the newly-built housing. People who did not want to move into the new 
accommodation were given a payment so that they could find permanent housing 
elsewhere.  

For elderly residents, the monthly pension payment they now received was better than 
their pre-project income (or subsistence livelihood situation) and many were dependent 
on the remittances that their children working overseas provided. Although generally 
admitting that WKU had improved their life, residents also complained about some 
negative impacts of WKU, which we discuss further below, including: the failure of WKU 
to fulfill some commitments; insensitive planning practices; inconvenience in daily life; 
and lack of benefits to residents. 

Many residents had the view that WKU had failed to fulfill some commitments to the 
community. First, the promised rate of urbanization and development of the precinct was 
too slow. The considerable construction work for the WKU was disproportionate in 
comparison to the number of students who had eventuated. WKU had not achieved its 
planned 5,000 students in 7 years after establishment, only enrolling 2,000 students by 
2019. The lack of student numbers retarded the expected development of the community. 
Litang residents were dissatisfied about this because WKU had made a commitment to 
developing the community quickly. Second, it had been announced that WKU would be 
an open campus and residents would be allowed to share some facilities such as a 
gymnasium and swimming pool complex. Due to the low student intake, the construction 
of these facilities had been delayed and residents did not know when they would be able 
to have access to these facilities. Third, WKU had committed to improve the roads 
connecting the three villages and the access road to the main road to Wenzhou city. 
However, these roads had not yet been improved, and the residents still had to use the 
existing poor-quality roads. 

Residents also complained about the overall plan for WKU. Although they notionally 
agreed to the overall Master Plan, a particular point of contention was that the 
construction of WKU destroyed 7 ancestral temples and 2 religious sites, with only one 
Taoist temple remaining. However, the site plan failed to consider this temple and its 
grounds, incorporating part of the temple yard within the campus, forcing the temple 
priests to demolish its heritage boundary-wall and build a new wall several meters back. 
To make matters even worse, compensation for the loss of the temple land had not yet 
been paid to the temple management body. Therefore, residents considered that the WKU 
planning process was disrespectful of local culture. 
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The establishment of WKU created inconvenience for the residents. For example, there 
were primary schools in each village before 2012 and all children were able to reach a 
school easily. With the establishment of WKU and redevelopment of the villages, all 
primary schools were merged into one, which created inconvenience for residents since 
many now had to drop-off and pick-up their children from school some distance away. 
Furthermore, this was made complicated since several roads in the area had been blocked 
due to construction work or had been closed-off altogether. The residents felt 
disappointed that WKU had not built alternative roads for them, even though this had 
been a commitment. 

In many residents’ opinions, WKU occupied good land that used to belong to them, so 
WKU should provide benefits to the villagers, such as lowering the entry requirements for 
local students or reduced tuition fees. The residents regarded these benefits as being quite 
reasonable since this was offered by many other Chinese universities to their local 
communities. However, WKU refused to lower the entry requirements and only slightly 
reduced the tuition fee for local people. 

Because of the community engagement and negotiation process the City Government 
used, at the beginning of the development process the people of Litang were accepting of 
the campus (SLO level acceptance). While there were some concerns during the stage of 
temporary housing, they did not doubt that they would be better off when they would 
move into their new housing. When that happened in 2017, many of their concerns about 
the 5 years of temporary housing vanished. However, during the temporary stage and 
after the move into the new permanent housing, they did experience various social 
impacts and felt that many of the promises had not been met, so there was some 
disillusionment. Nevertheless, with the mixture of benefits (new apartment) and negative 
impacts, the social licence remained at the acceptance level. The failure to recruit the 
expected number of students and the consequent slow rate of development of the site had 
negative impacts for local residents. A major issue which affected the reputation of the 
university was disrespect towards the remaining temple. To maintain or improve its social 
licence into the future, WKU will need to ensure that the agreements with the villagers 
are kept, especially their access to on-campus facilities and the upgrading of local roads. 
The university must ensure that the due compensation is paid to the temple for the loss 
of temple grounds and replacement of the fence. Given that this had been a matter of 
community concern, potentially the university will need to say sorry, and/or engage in 
other activities to reconfirm its respect for local people’s religious views.   



550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 103PDF page: 103PDF page: 103PDF page: 103

5

Chapter 5 

94 

For people who preferred to rent an apartment elsewhere rather than stay in the 
temporary accommodation provided, a minimal housing allowance was paid until they 
moved into to the newly-built housing. People who did not want to move into the new 
accommodation were given a payment so that they could find permanent housing 
elsewhere.  

For elderly residents, the monthly pension payment they now received was better than 
their pre-project income (or subsistence livelihood situation) and many were dependent 
on the remittances that their children working overseas provided. Although generally 
admitting that WKU had improved their life, residents also complained about some 
negative impacts of WKU, which we discuss further below, including: the failure of WKU 
to fulfill some commitments; insensitive planning practices; inconvenience in daily life; 
and lack of benefits to residents. 

Many residents had the view that WKU had failed to fulfill some commitments to the 
community. First, the promised rate of urbanization and development of the precinct was 
too slow. The considerable construction work for the WKU was disproportionate in 
comparison to the number of students who had eventuated. WKU had not achieved its 
planned 5,000 students in 7 years after establishment, only enrolling 2,000 students by 
2019. The lack of student numbers retarded the expected development of the community. 
Litang residents were dissatisfied about this because WKU had made a commitment to 
developing the community quickly. Second, it had been announced that WKU would be 
an open campus and residents would be allowed to share some facilities such as a 
gymnasium and swimming pool complex. Due to the low student intake, the construction 
of these facilities had been delayed and residents did not know when they would be able 
to have access to these facilities. Third, WKU had committed to improve the roads 
connecting the three villages and the access road to the main road to Wenzhou city. 
However, these roads had not yet been improved, and the residents still had to use the 
existing poor-quality roads. 

Residents also complained about the overall plan for WKU. Although they notionally 
agreed to the overall Master Plan, a particular point of contention was that the 
construction of WKU destroyed 7 ancestral temples and 2 religious sites, with only one 
Taoist temple remaining. However, the site plan failed to consider this temple and its 
grounds, incorporating part of the temple yard within the campus, forcing the temple 
priests to demolish its heritage boundary-wall and build a new wall several meters back. 
To make matters even worse, compensation for the loss of the temple land had not yet 
been paid to the temple management body. Therefore, residents considered that the WKU 
planning process was disrespectful of local culture. 

Chapter 5 

95 

The establishment of WKU created inconvenience for the residents. For example, there 
were primary schools in each village before 2012 and all children were able to reach a 
school easily. With the establishment of WKU and redevelopment of the villages, all 
primary schools were merged into one, which created inconvenience for residents since 
many now had to drop-off and pick-up their children from school some distance away. 
Furthermore, this was made complicated since several roads in the area had been blocked 
due to construction work or had been closed-off altogether. The residents felt 
disappointed that WKU had not built alternative roads for them, even though this had 
been a commitment. 

In many residents’ opinions, WKU occupied good land that used to belong to them, so 
WKU should provide benefits to the villagers, such as lowering the entry requirements for 
local students or reduced tuition fees. The residents regarded these benefits as being quite 
reasonable since this was offered by many other Chinese universities to their local 
communities. However, WKU refused to lower the entry requirements and only slightly 
reduced the tuition fee for local people. 

Because of the community engagement and negotiation process the City Government 
used, at the beginning of the development process the people of Litang were accepting of 
the campus (SLO level acceptance). While there were some concerns during the stage of 
temporary housing, they did not doubt that they would be better off when they would 
move into their new housing. When that happened in 2017, many of their concerns about 
the 5 years of temporary housing vanished. However, during the temporary stage and 
after the move into the new permanent housing, they did experience various social 
impacts and felt that many of the promises had not been met, so there was some 
disillusionment. Nevertheless, with the mixture of benefits (new apartment) and negative 
impacts, the social licence remained at the acceptance level. The failure to recruit the 
expected number of students and the consequent slow rate of development of the site had 
negative impacts for local residents. A major issue which affected the reputation of the 
university was disrespect towards the remaining temple. To maintain or improve its social 
licence into the future, WKU will need to ensure that the agreements with the villagers 
are kept, especially their access to on-campus facilities and the upgrading of local roads. 
The university must ensure that the due compensation is paid to the temple for the loss 
of temple grounds and replacement of the fence. Given that this had been a matter of 
community concern, potentially the university will need to say sorry, and/or engage in 
other activities to reconfirm its respect for local people’s religious views.   



550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 104PDF page: 104PDF page: 104PDF page: 104

Chapter 5 

96 

5.5.2 Wangzhai (recently put into temporary accommodation) 

At the time of the fieldwork in December 2018, Wangzhai residents allocated a low level 
of SLO to WKU, primarily because they had only just been relocated to the temporary 
accommodation and they felt uncertain about their future life. Even though the City 
Government had involved them in discussions around compensation and they had 
obtained commitments that they would be moved to new apartments in tower blocks in 
the reconstructed Wangzhai, residents felt insecure in having to live in temporary housing 
for many years. Many people were dissatisfied with the arrangements and proposed 
compensation. 

Wangzhai residents were confused about how their land will be utilized by WKU and/or 
why it was even needed. Even though the land of Wangzhai was within the site plan of 
WKU, it was unclear which organization would take over and/or use the land. Some 
residents thought that the development of WKU was going more slowly than planned and 
that the land of Wangzhai village might be allocated to other businesses in the near future, 
although it might be handed over to WKU if needed. Some residents were concerned that 
this lack of obvious need might retard construction of their new apartments and thought 
that they would be stuck in the temporary accommodation for a prolonged period. 

Most young people were working overseas, leaving the village full of elderly people, some 
of whom could not speak Mandarin and found it difficult to communicate with people 
from outside. In the temporary accommodation, the government provided a recreation 
center for the elderly. Some WKU students volunteered to serve the community by 
assisting senior people, which was appreciated by the residents. However, some senior 
people thought these students were from the government and distrusted them. 

Even though many young people would stay overseas and not come back to the precinct, 
many elderly people hoped to get an apartment to pass on to them. Given that the salary 
of many young people working overseas was not high, a high percentage could not afford 
an apartment. Many senior people were encouraged to support the resettlement because 
they believed they would acquire an apartment in tower blocks that were to be built, which 
they would be able to leave to their descendants. 

As with Litang, Wangzhai residents were initially in favour of the project. However, at the 
time of the research, and at the beginning of their displacement in temporary housing, 
there were quite some negative feelings, especially as many people were worried that they 
would be stuck in the temporary accommodation for quite some time. Since their approval 
of the project was all around them getting apartments, any delay in getting the apartments 
undermined the SLO. As much as we can establish, given the context, perhaps the process 
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went as well as it could, however, critical for getting its SLO back will be to re-establish 
confidence that the promised apartments will be provided within a reasonable time. Given 
that Wangzhai residents are concerned that their land seemed to have been taken for no 
reason, creating awareness of what the land will be used for will also be important. WKU 
should ensure that they have some community engagement staff who can speak the local 
language. Increasing the number and range of community enagagement activities for this 
group of people in temporary accommodation will be important. A major risk to the 
reputation of WKU will be if this cohort of people have a prolonged stay in temporary 
accommodation. 

5.5.3 Boao (awaiting resettlement some time in the future) 

Although it was originally intended that the remaining Boao residents would be resettled 
within a few years, the slow rate of growth of student numbers meant that plans for the 
resettlement of this community have been postponed. Consequently, many Boao 
residents considered that the development of WKU was not a matter of major concern for 
them. Given that they were aware of the outcome for Litang residents and those Boao 
residents in the first phase of resettlement, most of the remaining Boao residents were 
unconcerned about their future relocation, believing that, should it occur, they would be 
relocated nearby and given appropriate compensation (notably a new apartment), all of 
which was acceptable to them. However, due to their many life experiences, some senior 
people were distrustful. Therefore, potentially it might be difficult for the City 
Government to convince these senior people to cooperate in the relocation plans. 
Nevertheless, the Mayor of Boao claimed that he had learned from the experience of the 
resettlement processes of the other villages and that he would ask the relatives working 
overseas to convince the elderly people of the benefits of the project. 

The thing that dissatisfied Boao residents the most was the way in which the development 
of the campus was planned, which they called “drawing lines on a map”. They thought the 
planning failed to give adequate consideration and respect to the local context. In the 
unfolding of the plan, the village of Boao was split in two, with some villagers being 
relocated alongside Litang residents, while the remaining Boao residents had to wait till 
much later and, at the time of the research, were still living in their old village and making 
their living as before. There was uncertainty about when (and even if) they would be 
resettled. This was of concern, because like the other villagers, they also wanted to get 
new apartments. There was some envy that the residents of Litang (and some Boao 
residents) had already been resettled into new apartments. The difference in treatment 
between people in the same village created many issues, complexities and jealousies, and 
many residents had protested about this inequity. A further issue was that some Boao 
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residents found that part of their land was in the plan, while other parts of their 
landholding were outside, creating uncertainties about compensation, which made them 
confused and angry. 

When the plans were first discussed, there was general support for the project (SLO level 
acceptance). The relatively positive experience of Litang and the quality of the new 
apartments meant that there was a lot of desire by Boao residents to gain such an asset, 
and there was some frustration that there were delays and that Boao was the last village 
to be resettled. The concern about the inequality in treatment is real, and WKU will need 
to ensure that the promised apartments are actually provided. 

5.6 DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTION BETWEEN WKU STAFF AND THE 
LOCAL VILLAGERS 

Many WKU staff thought the residents should be supportive of the university since it had 
contributed to the development of the precinct and had improved local people’s quality of 
life. The staff considered the WKU campus to be relatively inaccessible, thus student 
activities were mainly within the local communities (rather than in the city centre), which 
should stimulate the development of the precinct (especially if the full 5000 students 
would have eventuated). However, the students and residents complained that there were 
few entertainment opportunities available in the precinct, and therefore they often went 
to other parts of the city. The staff thought that many residents had seized business 
opportunities to serve students and/or the university (and therefore they should be 
grateful), whereas the residents said that only a few people could develop businesses since 
there were not many students to serve. 

An annual activity called the Wenzhou Kean Town Culture Festival started in 2017. The 
festival utilized the transnational feature of WKU to conduct various activities with the 
community. WKU staff considered the festival to be a great success, that it attracted 
numerous visitors to the precinct, and that the residents should regard the festival as a 
contribution made by the university. However, the residents regarded the festival as 
mainly held by the local Community Committee (and not WKU). The residents admitted 
that the 2017 festival was a huge success, however, in 2018 there were few innovations or 
new exhibitions and the number of visitors was much less. By following up with our 
contacts, we understand that the situation in 2019 was rather similar to 2018. 

WKU staff were aware that there were many students volunteering to teach in local 
schools or to assist senior people in the community, which they thought was an effective 
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way of the university establishing a good relationship with local people. However, WKU 
students told us that many of the volunteering activities were conducted in other areas of 
Wenzhou City instead of just in the three villages. Even though the majority of the few 
residents who knew of the student volunteering scheme had positive views about it, most 
residents in the three villages were unaware of these activities. 

WKU staff thought that the university offered many job opportunities to residents, such 
as security guards and cooks, in order to solve the problem of unemployment created by 
the establishment of the campus. The residents, however, thought that there were only a 
few positions offered by WKU, and many people who wanted to work had to commute to 
other areas of the city. 

The university staff we interviewed (including senior managers) had no explicit 
knowledge of the concept of social licence. Furthermore, they had no understanding of 
the underlying notion that a project like a university needed to have community approval 
or that they should be concerned about this. They were not particularly aware of the 
notion of university community engagement, and admitted that WKU had no specific 
strategy for this, although they mentioned with some pride the student volunteering 
activities. Even though the staff we interviewed had been with WKU since inception, they 
were not particularly aware of the resettlement that was required to make way for the 
campus or of the social impacts experienced by the villagers, although they were aware of 
the three villages in general. 

5.7 CONCLUSION 

Social licence to operate is a rhetorical device that facilitates thinking about the 
relationship between a project or organisation and its host communities. It is intangible 
and metaphorical. Although aspects of it can be measured or at least assessed, what is 
intended by the concept is more than what can be measured. An important dimension of 
SLO is that it is inherently dynamic, responding to changes in the situational context and 
potentially in relation to external events. The level of SLO assigned by a local community 
to a project or organisation at any point in time is dependent on many factors, including 
what the organisation and its supply chain partners have done, but also on the knowledge, 
expectations and experiences of the local community.  

In the case of a new university, as a generally good reputation project, it is likely to have 
a relatively-high initial level of social licence. However, this will inevitably change, with 
the level of SLO likely to decline for a time during construction, and potentially rising in 
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the post-construction stage if local residents are appropriately resettled and experience 
benefits. However, residents’ expectations will increase over time, and they will have 
opinions about the extent to which the organisation (university) is prepared to listen to 
their concerns and be responsive to them. Effective community engagement is, therefore, 
an important dimension of getting and maintaining a social licence to operate and grow. 

Given the dynamic nature of SLO, organizations need to regularly consider their social 
licence and how it changes over time, and think about what they must do to improve their 
approval from their host communities. What was evident in our research was the stark 
differences in views between the university staff and those of local people. In any 
organization, a discrepancy like this would be an obstacle to fully understanding the local 
context and appreciating how local people are affected and/or perceive the situation. 
Therefore, to gain, maintain and improve its social licence to operate and grow, 
organizations need to undertake ongoing monitoring, conduct effective community 
engagement, and provide appropriate benefits to residents. 

Compared to controversial projects, such as dams and mines, universities are generally 
regarded as being beneficial. However, our analysis showed that even a university can 
create major social impacts for local people, including displacement and resettlement, 
loss of livelihoods, construction impacts, temporary relocation, disruption to daily life, 
broken promises, stress and anxiety, etc. We believe that many organisations potentially 
operate on land that has unclear provenance and that could have been acquired 
inappropriately, or at least without regard to whether the previous landholders were 
treated fairly. Much more due diligence is needed by all organisations. All organisations 
have a responsibility to ensure that they and their business partners are not involved in 
any violation of human rights, whether deliberately or inadvertently, and that they 
adequately manage their impacts, have effective community engagement strategies, and 
implement genuine grievance redress mechanisms. 

  

Chapter 5 

101 

REFERENCES 

Bice, S. (2014). What gives you a social licence? An exploration of the Social Licence to 
Operate in the Australian mining industry. Resources 3, 62-80. 

Bice, S., Moffat, K. (2014). Social licence to operate and impact assessment. Impact 
Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(4), 257-262. 

Boutilier, R.G. (2014). Frequently asked questions about the social license to operate. 
Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(4), 263-272. 

Chen, C., Vanclay, F., Zhang, Y. (2019). The social impacts of a stop-start transnational 
university campus: How the impact history and changing plans of projects affect 
local communities. Environmental Impact Assessment Review 77, 105-113. 

Cooney, J. (2017). Reflections on the 20th anniversary of the term ‘social licence’. Journal 
of Energy & Natural Resources Law 35(2), 197-200. 

Dare, M., Schirmer, J., Vanclay, F. (2014). Community engagement and social license to 
operate. Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(3), 188-197. 

Demuijnck, G., Fasterling, B. (2016). The social license to operate. Journal of Business 
Ethics 136(4), 675-685. 

Edwards, P., Lacey, J. (2014). Can’t climb the trees anymore: social licence to operate, 
bioenergy and whole stump removal in Sweden. Social Epistemology 28(3-4), 239-
257. 

Ehrnström-Fuentes, M., Kröger, M. (2017). In the shadows of social licence to operate: 
Untold investment grievances in Latin America. Journal of Cleaner Production 141, 
346-358. 

Esteves, A.M., Vanclay, F. (2009). Social Development Needs Analysis as a tool for SIA to 
guide corporate-community investment: Applications in the minerals industry. 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 29(2), 137-145. 

Gulakov, I., Vanclay, F. (2018). Social impact assessment in the Russian Federation: does 
it meet the key values of democracy and civil society?. Impact Assessment & Project 
Appraisal 36(6), 494-505. 

Gulakov, I., Vanclay, F. (2019). Social impact assessment and stakeholder engagement in 
the Russian Federation: Representativeness, deliberativeness and influence. 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 75, 37-46. 

Gulakov, I., Vanclay, F., Arts, J. (2020). Modifying social impact assessment to enhance 
the effectiveness of company social investment strategies in contributing to local 
community development. Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2020.1765302 



550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 109PDF page: 109PDF page: 109PDF page: 109

5

Chapter 5 

100 

the post-construction stage if local residents are appropriately resettled and experience 
benefits. However, residents’ expectations will increase over time, and they will have 
opinions about the extent to which the organisation (university) is prepared to listen to 
their concerns and be responsive to them. Effective community engagement is, therefore, 
an important dimension of getting and maintaining a social licence to operate and grow. 

Given the dynamic nature of SLO, organizations need to regularly consider their social 
licence and how it changes over time, and think about what they must do to improve their 
approval from their host communities. What was evident in our research was the stark 
differences in views between the university staff and those of local people. In any 
organization, a discrepancy like this would be an obstacle to fully understanding the local 
context and appreciating how local people are affected and/or perceive the situation. 
Therefore, to gain, maintain and improve its social licence to operate and grow, 
organizations need to undertake ongoing monitoring, conduct effective community 
engagement, and provide appropriate benefits to residents. 

Compared to controversial projects, such as dams and mines, universities are generally 
regarded as being beneficial. However, our analysis showed that even a university can 
create major social impacts for local people, including displacement and resettlement, 
loss of livelihoods, construction impacts, temporary relocation, disruption to daily life, 
broken promises, stress and anxiety, etc. We believe that many organisations potentially 
operate on land that has unclear provenance and that could have been acquired 
inappropriately, or at least without regard to whether the previous landholders were 
treated fairly. Much more due diligence is needed by all organisations. All organisations 
have a responsibility to ensure that they and their business partners are not involved in 
any violation of human rights, whether deliberately or inadvertently, and that they 
adequately manage their impacts, have effective community engagement strategies, and 
implement genuine grievance redress mechanisms. 

  

Chapter 5 

101 

REFERENCES 

Bice, S. (2014). What gives you a social licence? An exploration of the Social Licence to 
Operate in the Australian mining industry. Resources 3, 62-80. 

Bice, S., Moffat, K. (2014). Social licence to operate and impact assessment. Impact 
Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(4), 257-262. 

Boutilier, R.G. (2014). Frequently asked questions about the social license to operate. 
Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(4), 263-272. 

Chen, C., Vanclay, F., Zhang, Y. (2019). The social impacts of a stop-start transnational 
university campus: How the impact history and changing plans of projects affect 
local communities. Environmental Impact Assessment Review 77, 105-113. 

Cooney, J. (2017). Reflections on the 20th anniversary of the term ‘social licence’. Journal 
of Energy & Natural Resources Law 35(2), 197-200. 

Dare, M., Schirmer, J., Vanclay, F. (2014). Community engagement and social license to 
operate. Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(3), 188-197. 

Demuijnck, G., Fasterling, B. (2016). The social license to operate. Journal of Business 
Ethics 136(4), 675-685. 

Edwards, P., Lacey, J. (2014). Can’t climb the trees anymore: social licence to operate, 
bioenergy and whole stump removal in Sweden. Social Epistemology 28(3-4), 239-
257. 

Ehrnström-Fuentes, M., Kröger, M. (2017). In the shadows of social licence to operate: 
Untold investment grievances in Latin America. Journal of Cleaner Production 141, 
346-358. 

Esteves, A.M., Vanclay, F. (2009). Social Development Needs Analysis as a tool for SIA to 
guide corporate-community investment: Applications in the minerals industry. 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 29(2), 137-145. 

Gulakov, I., Vanclay, F. (2018). Social impact assessment in the Russian Federation: does 
it meet the key values of democracy and civil society?. Impact Assessment & Project 
Appraisal 36(6), 494-505. 

Gulakov, I., Vanclay, F. (2019). Social impact assessment and stakeholder engagement in 
the Russian Federation: Representativeness, deliberativeness and influence. 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 75, 37-46. 

Gulakov, I., Vanclay, F., Arts, J. (2020). Modifying social impact assessment to enhance 
the effectiveness of company social investment strategies in contributing to local 
community development. Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2020.1765302 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2020.1765302


550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 110PDF page: 110PDF page: 110PDF page: 110

Chapter 5 

102 

Gunningham, N., Kagan, R., Thornton, D. (2004). Social license and environmental 
protection: Why businesses go beyond compliance. Law & Social Inquiry 29(2), 
307-341. 

Hall, N., Lacey, J., Carr-Cornish, S., Dowd, A.M. (2015). Social license to operate: 
understanding how a concept has been translated into practice in energy industries. 
Journal of Cleaner Production 86, 301-310. 

Hanna, P., Vanclay, F., Langdon, E.J., Arts, J. (2016). Conceptualizing social protest and 
the significance of protest action to large projects. Extractive Industries & Society 
3(1), 217-239. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2014a). Assessing the social license to operate of development 
cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, 
Georgia. Social Epistemology 28(3-4), 297-317. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2014b). Social license to operate through a gender lens: The 
challenges of including women's interests in development assistance projects. 
Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(4), 283-293. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2017). Legitimacy, credibility and trust as the key components of 
a social license to operate: An analysis of BP's projects in Georgia. Journal of 
Cleaner Production 140, 1077-1086. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2018). How a large project was halted by the lack of a social 
licence to operate: Testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier model. 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 73, 31-40. 

Lacey, J., Lamont, J. (2014). Using social contract to inform social licence to operate: an 
application in the Australian coal seam gas industry. Journal of Cleaner Production 
84, 831-839. 

Luke, H. (2017). Social resistance to coal seam gas development in the Northern Rivers 
region of Eastern Australia: Proposing a diamond model of social license to operate. 
Land Use Policy 69, 266-280. 

Mercer-Mapstone, L., Rifkin, W., Louis, W. R., Moffat, K. (2018). Company-community 
dialogue builds relationships, fairness, and trust leading to social acceptance of 
Australian mining developments. Journal of Cleaner Production 184, 671-677. 

Moffat, K., Lacey, J., Zhang, A., Leipold, S. (2016). The social license to operate: a critical 
review. Forestry: An International Journal of Forest Research 89(5), 477-488. 

Moffat, K., Zhang, A. (2014). The paths to social licence to operate: an integrative model 
explaining community acceptance of mining. Resources Policy 39, 61-70. 

Mottee, LK., Arts, J., Vanclay, F., Howitt, R., Miller, F. (2020). Limitations of technical 
approaches to transport planning practice in two cases: Social issues as a critical 
component of urban projects. Planning Theory and Practice 21(1), 39-57. 

Chapter 5 

103 

Overduin, N., Moore, M.-L. (2017). Social license to operate: Not a proxy for 
accountability in water governance. Geoforum 85, 72-81 

Owen, J., Kemp, D. (2013). Social license and mining: A critical perspective. Resources 
Policy 38, 29-35. 

Parsons, R., Lacey, J., Moffat, K. (2014). Maintaining legitimacy of a contested practice: 
How the minerals industry understands its ‘social licence to operate’. Resources 
Policy 41(1), 83-90. 

Pasaribu, S., Vanclay, F., Zhao, Y. (2020). Challenges to implementing Socially-
Sustainable Community Development in oil palm and forestry operations in 
Indonesia. Land 9(3), 61. 

Perry, D., Wiewel, W. (2015). The University as Urban Developer: Case Studies and 
Analysis. London: Routledge. 

Piggott-McKellar, A.E., Pearson, J., McNamara, K.E., & Nunn, P.D. (2019). A livelihood 
analysis of resettlement outcomes: Lessons for climate-induced relocations. Ambio. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-019-01289-5  

Prenzel, P., Vanclay, F. (2014). How social impact assessment can contribute to conflict 
management. Environmental Impact Assessment Review 45, 30-37.  

Prno, J. (2013). An analysis of factors leading to the establishment of a social licence to 
operate in the mining industry. Resources Policy 38(4), 577-590. 

Prno, J., Slocombe, D.S. (2012). Exploring the origins of ‘social license to operate’in the 
mining sector: Perspectives from governance and sustainability theories. Resources 
Policy 37(3), 346-357. 

Prno, J., Slocombe, D.S. (2014). A systems-based conceptual framework for assessing the 
determinants of a social license to operate in the mining industry. Environmental 
Management 53(3), 672-689. 

Rahman, A.A, Castka, P., Love, T. (2019). Corporate social responsibility in higher 
education. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management 26, 
916-928. 

Sedlacek, S. (2013). The role of universities in fostering sustainable development at the 
regional level. Journal of Cleaner Production 48, 74-84. 

Thomson, I., Boutilier, R. (2011). The Social License to Operate. In: Darling, P. (Ed.), SME 
Mining Engineering Handbook (3rd edn)., Littleton CO: Society for Mining 
Metallurgy and Exploration, pp.1779-1796. 

Vanclay, F. (2002). Conceptualising social impacts. Environmental Impact Assessment 
Review 22(3), 183-211. 

Vanclay, F. (2012). The potential application of Social Impact Assessment in integrated 
coastal zone management. Ocean & Coastal Management 68, 149-156. 



550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 111PDF page: 111PDF page: 111PDF page: 111

5

Chapter 5 

102 

Gunningham, N., Kagan, R., Thornton, D. (2004). Social license and environmental 
protection: Why businesses go beyond compliance. Law & Social Inquiry 29(2), 
307-341. 

Hall, N., Lacey, J., Carr-Cornish, S., Dowd, A.M. (2015). Social license to operate: 
understanding how a concept has been translated into practice in energy industries. 
Journal of Cleaner Production 86, 301-310. 

Hanna, P., Vanclay, F., Langdon, E.J., Arts, J. (2016). Conceptualizing social protest and 
the significance of protest action to large projects. Extractive Industries & Society 
3(1), 217-239. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2014a). Assessing the social license to operate of development 
cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, 
Georgia. Social Epistemology 28(3-4), 297-317. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2014b). Social license to operate through a gender lens: The 
challenges of including women's interests in development assistance projects. 
Impact Assessment & Project Appraisal 32(4), 283-293. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2017). Legitimacy, credibility and trust as the key components of 
a social license to operate: An analysis of BP's projects in Georgia. Journal of 
Cleaner Production 140, 1077-1086. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F. (2018). How a large project was halted by the lack of a social 
licence to operate: Testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier model. 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 73, 31-40. 

Lacey, J., Lamont, J. (2014). Using social contract to inform social licence to operate: an 
application in the Australian coal seam gas industry. Journal of Cleaner Production 
84, 831-839. 

Luke, H. (2017). Social resistance to coal seam gas development in the Northern Rivers 
region of Eastern Australia: Proposing a diamond model of social license to operate. 
Land Use Policy 69, 266-280. 

Mercer-Mapstone, L., Rifkin, W., Louis, W. R., Moffat, K. (2018). Company-community 
dialogue builds relationships, fairness, and trust leading to social acceptance of 
Australian mining developments. Journal of Cleaner Production 184, 671-677. 

Moffat, K., Lacey, J., Zhang, A., Leipold, S. (2016). The social license to operate: a critical 
review. Forestry: An International Journal of Forest Research 89(5), 477-488. 

Moffat, K., Zhang, A. (2014). The paths to social licence to operate: an integrative model 
explaining community acceptance of mining. Resources Policy 39, 61-70. 

Mottee, LK., Arts, J., Vanclay, F., Howitt, R., Miller, F. (2020). Limitations of technical 
approaches to transport planning practice in two cases: Social issues as a critical 
component of urban projects. Planning Theory and Practice 21(1), 39-57. 

Chapter 5 

103 

Overduin, N., Moore, M.-L. (2017). Social license to operate: Not a proxy for 
accountability in water governance. Geoforum 85, 72-81 

Owen, J., Kemp, D. (2013). Social license and mining: A critical perspective. Resources 
Policy 38, 29-35. 

Parsons, R., Lacey, J., Moffat, K. (2014). Maintaining legitimacy of a contested practice: 
How the minerals industry understands its ‘social licence to operate’. Resources 
Policy 41(1), 83-90. 

Pasaribu, S., Vanclay, F., Zhao, Y. (2020). Challenges to implementing Socially-
Sustainable Community Development in oil palm and forestry operations in 
Indonesia. Land 9(3), 61. 

Perry, D., Wiewel, W. (2015). The University as Urban Developer: Case Studies and 
Analysis. London: Routledge. 

Piggott-McKellar, A.E., Pearson, J., McNamara, K.E., & Nunn, P.D. (2019). A livelihood 
analysis of resettlement outcomes: Lessons for climate-induced relocations. Ambio. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-019-01289-5  

Prenzel, P., Vanclay, F. (2014). How social impact assessment can contribute to conflict 
management. Environmental Impact Assessment Review 45, 30-37.  

Prno, J. (2013). An analysis of factors leading to the establishment of a social licence to 
operate in the mining industry. Resources Policy 38(4), 577-590. 

Prno, J., Slocombe, D.S. (2012). Exploring the origins of ‘social license to operate’in the 
mining sector: Perspectives from governance and sustainability theories. Resources 
Policy 37(3), 346-357. 

Prno, J., Slocombe, D.S. (2014). A systems-based conceptual framework for assessing the 
determinants of a social license to operate in the mining industry. Environmental 
Management 53(3), 672-689. 

Rahman, A.A, Castka, P., Love, T. (2019). Corporate social responsibility in higher 
education. Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management 26, 
916-928. 

Sedlacek, S. (2013). The role of universities in fostering sustainable development at the 
regional level. Journal of Cleaner Production 48, 74-84. 

Thomson, I., Boutilier, R. (2011). The Social License to Operate. In: Darling, P. (Ed.), SME 
Mining Engineering Handbook (3rd edn)., Littleton CO: Society for Mining 
Metallurgy and Exploration, pp.1779-1796. 

Vanclay, F. (2002). Conceptualising social impacts. Environmental Impact Assessment 
Review 22(3), 183-211. 

Vanclay, F. (2012). The potential application of Social Impact Assessment in integrated 
coastal zone management. Ocean & Coastal Management 68, 149-156. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-019-01289-5


550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 112PDF page: 112PDF page: 112PDF page: 112

Chapter 5 

104 

Vanclay, F. (2017a). Project induced displacement and resettlement: From 
impoverishment risks to an opportunity for development? Impact Assessment & 
Project Appraisal 35(1), 3-21.  

Vanclay, F. (2017b). Principles to gain a social license to operate for green initiatives and 
biodiversity projects. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 29, 48-56. 

Vanclay, F., Hanna, P. (2019). Conceptualizing Company Response to Community 
Protest: Principles to Achieve a Social License to Operate. Land 8(6), 101. 

Vanclay, F., Baines, J., Taylor, C.N. (2013). Principles for ethical research involving 
humans: ethical professional practice in impact assessment Part I. Impact 
Assessment & Project Appraisal 31(4), 243-253. 

Wang, J., Li, Y., Wang, Q., & Cheong, K.C. (2019). Urban-rural construction land 
replacement for more sustainable land use and regional development in China: 
Policies and practices. Land 8(11), 171. 

WKU. (2019). Chronology. Wenzhou: Wenzhou-Kean University. 
http://www.wku.edu.cn/en/chronology/ (accessed 10 April 2020). 

Wolsink, M. (2007). Wind power implementation: the nature of public attitudes: equity 
and fairness instead of ‘backyard motives’. Renewable and Sustainable Energy 
Reviews 11(6), 1188-1207. 

Wustenhagen, R., Wolsink, M., Burer, M. (2007). Social acceptance of renewable energy 
innovation: An introduction to the concept. Energy Policy 35, 2683-2691. 

Zhang, A., Measham, T., Moffat, K. (2018). Preconditions for social license: The 
importance of information in initial engagement. Journal of Cleaner Production 
172, 1559-1566. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 

105 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 
Transnational universities, host 

communities and local residents:  
Social impacts and the corporate social 

responsibility of university  
  

http://www.wku.edu.cn/en/chronology/


550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 113PDF page: 113PDF page: 113PDF page: 113

Chapter 5 

104 

Vanclay, F. (2017a). Project induced displacement and resettlement: From 
impoverishment risks to an opportunity for development? Impact Assessment & 
Project Appraisal 35(1), 3-21.  

Vanclay, F. (2017b). Principles to gain a social license to operate for green initiatives and 
biodiversity projects. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 29, 48-56. 

Vanclay, F., Hanna, P. (2019). Conceptualizing Company Response to Community 
Protest: Principles to Achieve a Social License to Operate. Land 8(6), 101. 

Vanclay, F., Baines, J., Taylor, C.N. (2013). Principles for ethical research involving 
humans: ethical professional practice in impact assessment Part I. Impact 
Assessment & Project Appraisal 31(4), 243-253. 

Wang, J., Li, Y., Wang, Q., & Cheong, K.C. (2019). Urban-rural construction land 
replacement for more sustainable land use and regional development in China: 
Policies and practices. Land 8(11), 171. 

WKU. (2019). Chronology. Wenzhou: Wenzhou-Kean University. 
http://www.wku.edu.cn/en/chronology/ (accessed 10 April 2020). 

Wolsink, M. (2007). Wind power implementation: the nature of public attitudes: equity 
and fairness instead of ‘backyard motives’. Renewable and Sustainable Energy 
Reviews 11(6), 1188-1207. 

Wustenhagen, R., Wolsink, M., Burer, M. (2007). Social acceptance of renewable energy 
innovation: An introduction to the concept. Energy Policy 35, 2683-2691. 

Zhang, A., Measham, T., Moffat, K. (2018). Preconditions for social license: The 
importance of information in initial engagement. Journal of Cleaner Production 
172, 1559-1566. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 

105 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 
Transnational universities, host 

communities and local residents:  
Social impacts and the corporate social 

responsibility of university  
  



550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen550575-L-bw-Chen
Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020Processed on: 4-11-2020 PDF page: 114PDF page: 114PDF page: 114PDF page: 114

Chapter 6 

106 

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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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.  
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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 
underutilized 
campus 

Source: Developed by the authors 
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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.  
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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 
underutilized 
campus 

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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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 
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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 

Chapter 6 

115 

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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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 
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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. 
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and impacts are likely to be acceptable to, and perhaps attractive to, newcomers. When 
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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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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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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 
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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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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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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. 
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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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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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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 
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therefore community engagement needs to be ongoing and adapt to changing circumstances 
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(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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7.1 INTRODUCTION 

This study discussed transnational university campuses from the perspective of host 
communities and local residents. Specific focus has been put on social issues and 
residents’ daily life. Generally, a transnational university campus is a significant project 
for the host city. This thesis found that even though the economy and urbanization level, 
as well as the reputation of the host city, might increase, the local communities and 
residents were likely to experience various impacts over time. However, the affected 
people generally had few opportunities to show their views on such large projects 
intended for the public interest, and their voice was too weak to gain appropriate rights 
for their affected life. I tried to raise awareness that even public-good projects might 
create significant social impacts on local communities. I discussed the social impacts 
created by transnational university campuses, analyzed the performance of transnational 
universities in managing social impacts, and provided a special perspective to review the 
relationship between campus and its located community. 

To answer the research questions “What are the social impacts on host communities and 
local residents created by a transnational university campus?” and “How can a 
transnational university campus manage its social impacts, gain approval from local 
residents, and develop in a socially-friendly way?” and the associated issues identified 
in Chapter 1, three key concepts have been analyzed: impact history, economic 
displacement and social licence to operate (SLO). Each concept provides a different 
emphasis on the same topic: the social impacts of transnational university campuses. By 
analyzing 6 transnational university campuses in China, the research questions were 
discussed and the key concepts were explored. 

Based on the conclusions of each chapter in the thesis, this concluding chapter firstly 
presented the main findings of each chapter (7.2). A discussion regarding the main 
findings was further provided (7.3), including transnational universities’ performance in 
managing social impacts; local government’s role in campus development; the duality 
consideration of social impacts; and the reflection of higher education globalization. In 
the final section (7.4), some general conclusions were provided. 
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7.2 MAIN FINDINGS OF EACH CHAPTER 

Chapter 2 analyzed the social impacts of a stop-start campus with a discussion about 
impact history and cumulative impacts. University campuses might create positive & 
negative social impacts on local communities. Specifically, stop-start projects (e.g., a 
campus) affect local residents’ trust and the projects’ ability to obtain a social licence to 
operate. The impact history of a community, as well as the cumulative impacts created by 
the ongoing development of the community, might generate varying new social impacts 
when proposing a new institution. Where the previous institutions, especially similar 
institutions, performed poorly in the community, residents might treat the new 
institution as homogeneous as the previous one, and show negative views on its potential 
impacts, and vice versa. Generally, local people tended to approve of a university campus 
because they thought they would benefit from the project. Therefore, to gain approval 
from local residents, the project managers should consider how to share benefits with 
them, and cope with cumulative impacts. 

Chapter 3 extended the scope of social impacts. By analyzing the potential economic 
displacement and social impacts on existing employees, the concept of human rights, 
labor rights and corporate social responsibility were explored. I found that both physical 
and economic displacement (i.e., residents lost their means of making a living) might 
create varying social impacts. Specifically, economic displacement is under-considered in 
project development. In the Yantai project, all involved parties failed to adequately 
consider their social responsibility obligations. They neglected a fact that the upgrading 
of educational institutions can create economic displacement, and the existing employees 
may experience many negative social impacts from institutional upgrading. Many affected 
people belong to vulnerable groups or have a weak voice in a transnational project. They 
are always left to experience various social impacts, and the influence of their daily life is 
largely ignored. The university managers and local government should be aware that 
monetary compensation is not the only way to mitigate the impacts created by 
physical/economic displacement, and they are suggested to pay more attention to the 
social needs of the influenced people. 

The purpose of Chapter 4 was to introduce the notion of social licence to operate (which 
originated in the extractive industries) and to advocate that universities (like all 
organizations) need to be mindful of their SLO. The concept of SLO has been explored in 
the scope of transnational universities to demonstrate the value of the concept more 
broadly. I discussed what transnational universities should do to gain approval from local 
communities. They have to balance campus development, local community expectations, 
and comply with home and host country regulations. Consideration of social impacts and 
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social licence contributes to gaining a good reputation and accessing local knowledge. To 
earn a social licence to operate and grow, universities must understand and respond to 
the local context, share benefits with local communities, and have effective community 
engagement. In the universities I studied, they experienced high levels of trust from 
residents, due to the good reputation of universities generally. However, there was limited 
information being provided to community stakeholders and poor stakeholder 
engagement, which might influence local residents’ future support of the universities. 

Chapter 5 indicated that the social impacts on the local community, the acceptance of residents and 

the level of SLO are dynamic and tend to fluctuate over time. Arguably, before project 
implementation, there is a moderate level of SLO, which further decreases during the 
construction and resettlement process, but normalizes after completion. This chapter 
showed that the dynamic trend applied to not only controversial projects, but also good-
reputation projects such as a university campus. Because of the general good reputation 
of universities, local residents might be acceptance of a university campus in their 
community at the beginning. However, the following resettlement and construction 
process still significantly influenced local residents’ life, thus their approval of the project. 
Social changes created by a university campus also can generate anxiety, concern, 
excessive expectations and other social impacts. These changing local contexts 
contributed to the dynamic of SLO in different development stages. Where an institution 
failed to meet residents’ shifting expectations or requirements, residents’ approval of the 
institution might decline. Poor understanding of the local context limits the ability to 
obtain a social licence. Institutions are supposed to consider how to manage social 
impacts, gain and maintain approval from residents over time. Continuous improvement 
is also needed. 

As shown in Chapter 6, transnational university campuses are generally large-footprint 
projects with massive resettlement and construction activities on the located 
communities. The establishment and development of a transnational university campus 
might significantly change the community and affect the local residents in various ways. 
The social impacts (negative and positive) created by transnational university campuses 
on local residents are complex. Many social impacts are intangible and indirect. Residents 
were not always aware that the disruptions they experiencing were (partly) due to the 
university. This chapter showed that the major social impacts created by transnational 
universities included impacts related to relocation and compensation; local development, 
urbanization and gentrification processes; income and livelihood opportunities; the 
presence of newcomers and outsiders; increased traffic and demand on infrastructure; 
other impacts on everyday life; changes in the local community environment (including 
safety and quietness); cultural impacts; and cross-generational impacts (especially senior 
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people). Many of these social impacts are neutral and are not in themselves positive or 
negative, but are influenced by community characteristics and mitigation and 
enhancement measures. The same social change process might create different types of 
impacts. 

7.3 DISCUSSION 

7.3.1 Transnational universities’ performance in managing social impacts 

Transnational universities are different from domestic universities in various ways, 
including in management philosophy, financing arrangements, and source of students. 
These peculiarities might influence residents’ views and expectations of the university, as 
well as their experience of social changes and impacts. Another special part of 
transnational universities is that they always claim to have developed a good relationship 
with local residents, but often there is little evidence for this. 

To some extent, universities are not good neighbors. As large footprint projects with 
various social impacts on host communities, many universities failed to manage their 
impacts as effectively as other industries. To maintain trust and approval from local 
residents over time, transnational universities need to conduct effective measures to 
monitor and mitigate negative impacts, enhance positive impacts and share benefits. This 
study found a lack of social impacts consideration and effective mitigation and 
enhancement measures from transnational universities, and they were suggested that 
they could learn a lot by looking at other industries. 

In the transnational university market, the partner universities of home countries are 
always respectable, world-class, educational institutions, so the new university campuses 
were expected to exercise appropriate social responsibility and care. However, as is 
evident in my cases, the performance of transnational universities showed that they did 
not fully consider the impacts on and needs of local residents and existing employees, or 
their corporate social responsibility and environment, social and government (ESG) 
expectations as institutions. They expected other parties (e.g. the local government, the 
partner university) to address these issues, but even then they would be negligent in 
failing to ensure that there were no ESG issues throughout the supply chain. 

For any institution, gaining a SLO and maintaining future development opportunities in 
a foreign country is difficult because of the cross-cultural context, and having to balance 
the home country and host country expectations. Consideration of social impacts has the 
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potential to assist in understanding the local context and in utilizing the local knowledge 
of communities in the development of the institution or project (Stephenson 2011; 
Vanclay 2012). It was clear from this research that communities could provide local 
knowledge and experience to assist in university activities and in getting a SLO. However, 
there was no proof that the case universities had taken serious consideration of the 
potential contribution of local residents. Besides, there was a lack of consideration of local 
concerns, which might lead to some misunderstanding in the local community, such as a 
failure of the universities to manage the public misbehavior of students. To make 
appropriate decisions and gain a SLO, universities need to have effective community 
engagement practices and to share benefits with their local communities, for example by 
contributing to community development, sharing facilities, having an open campus, and 
interacting with local community organizations. 

Besides being influenced by community characteristics, the experience of social impacts 
can also be affected by the effectiveness of mitigation and enhancement measures. These 
measures are generally expected from companies in controversial industries such as 
mines or dams. However, I argue that transnational universities are also large footprint 
projects that create significant social impacts on their local communities. Communities 
with different characteristics might respond to the management measures differently, so 
transnational universities need to conduct different measures suiting the local context. 
This study found a lack of specific, effective, enhancement and mitigation measures 
conducted by transnational universities, which might lead to the loss of trust from local 
residents. 

It was expected that all companies, projects and major activities (including any impact 
assessment and resettlement process) should have a grievance redress mechanism. 
Situations where institutions deliberately intend to harm communities are showed to be 
rare, however, harm frequently happens as a result of neglect, ignorance or a lack of 
proper consideration of social issues by the institutions (van der Ploeg and Vanclay 2018). 
This study mirrored that there was a lack of grievance redress mechanisms within 
transnational universities. Residents had no choice but to complain among the 
community, which created various rumors and generated a negative reputation for the 
university. Arguably, where transnational universities could have established grievance 
redress mechanisms to respond to residents’ feedback, many issues could be resolved 
before they escalate. 

There are some advantages for transnational universities to gain support from the local 
community. Firstly, local residents tend to accord a SLO to a transnational university due 
to the good reputation of universities generally. It is not likely that local residents show 
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strong negative views against a transnational university project or even protest for it, like 
the experience of controversial projects (dams, mines, airports, etc.). Secondly, a 
transnational university is not likely to generate significant environmental impacts on the 
local community, instead, it might improve the local environment by establishing a 
beautiful campus. A transnational university mainly needs to consider its social impacts 
on the local residents. Thirdly, a transnational university has the potential to share 
benefits with the local residents in various ways. For example, the university can share 
sports facilities and libraries with an open campus; the university can hold open days to 
which local residents were invited to inspect the campus and its facilities including 
laboratories, and at which there were science demonstrations and public talks; the 
university staff can share knowledge with the local residents by conducting free courses 
on topics like managing money, household chemistry, and practical household 
maintenance in the community; the university students can conduct voluntary activities 
such as visiting seniors and teaching English at local schools to support the local 
residents. Arguably, transnational universities have the potential to establish and 
maintain a good relationship with local communities by mitigating negative impacts, as 
well as enhancing positive impacts. 

7.3.2 Local government’s role in campus development 

Local government tends to play an important role in developing a transnational university 
in countries such as China and Malaysia, and its previous performance and its level of 
public trust might influence residents' views on a new institution. This study found that 
some local residents, especially senior people, showed stubborn views on the local 
government derived from the impact history of their community, and were unwilling to 
change. Many of them treated the university as the local government’s partner. They 
tended to transfer their views (positive or negative) from local government and/or 
previous institutions to the new university, and were likely to confuse the commitments 
made by the university and the local government. Therefore, the new university is 
supposed to get a decent understanding of the host community, and make sure that its 
partner (e.g. local government) can manage social issues and avoid harm on local 
residents. 

In developing countries such as China, the local government is always responsible for land 
acquisition and residents resettlement. Many news and discussions have been focused on 
local government’s performance on controversial projects, while few people concern 
good-reputation projects like a university campus. This sdudy found that the local 
government might apply similar policies and procedures to university projects because 
they are also big projects intended for national/local interest and require land to develop, 
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thus the local residents might also experience significant social impacts. Arguably, 
transnational projects should also follow international standards and fulfill corporate 
social responsibility. In that case, the local government is suggested to pay attention to 
not only local policies but also international standards to ensure that the globalization of 
higher education can bring benefits to the local communities in a social-friendly way. 

7.3.3 The duality consideration of social impacts 

When we talk about social impacts, what are the underlying assumptions? Even though 
many emphases has been put forward that positive social impacts should be appropriately 
considered and enhanced, many people assumed that social impacts are generally 
negative and should be avoided or mitigated. They treated local residents as victims who 
are offended by the project as an aggressor. They tended to fight against large-footprint 
projects without a good understanding of potential benefits and the meaning to the local 
residents. A project inevitably creates negative social impacts on local communities, but 
it also generates positive impacts and local residents can benefit from it. Besides 
criticizing a project for being a disturbance of local residents, we also need to assess if 
local residents are acceptable of the negative social impacts because they expect the 
positive impacts. Social impact assessment experts are suggested to help local residents 
to balance the potential negative and positive impacts, and to make their own decisions. 

Residents are never homogeneous. They have different concerns and expectations, and 
they are affected differently by a proposal. Some residents will benefit from a proposal 
while some residents might experience physical/economic displacement. Besides, 
different groups’ concerns and expectations of a proposal are dynamic and change over 
time, which makes the duality of social impacts more complicated. To take social 
responsibility, project developers need to balance the interests of different groups under 
different development stages. 

The duality, the paradoxes and power asymmetries of social impact consideration have 
made the simple victim-aggressor scheme much more nuanced and complex. Via an 
intricate web of relations (many groups, many economic flows) between groups today, as 
well as between groups today and the city residents of tomorrow, there are changes to the 
life courses of people. Change is just part of life and a new campus is an opportunity. The 
assumption that disturbance of the autonomous development of a community is 
something problematic is too simple. As Vanclay argued (2002), social changes are 
inevitable in community development. However, not all social changes will necessarily 
generate negative social impacts. If properly managed, social changes might not create 
negative impacts. All communities are in the flow and the campus is part of that flow. An 
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thus the local residents might also experience significant social impacts. Arguably, 
transnational projects should also follow international standards and fulfill corporate 
social responsibility. In that case, the local government is suggested to pay attention to 
not only local policies but also international standards to ensure that the globalization of 
higher education can bring benefits to the local communities in a social-friendly way. 
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while some residents might experience physical/economic displacement. Besides, 
different groups’ concerns and expectations of a proposal are dynamic and change over 
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well as between groups today and the city residents of tomorrow, there are changes to the 
life courses of people. Change is just part of life and a new campus is an opportunity. The 
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something problematic is too simple. As Vanclay argued (2002), social changes are 
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appropriate reaction to the flow is to keep the social impact consideration in mind to make 
sure that as many people as possible can take advantage of it. 

7.3.4 The reflection of higher education globalization 

Higher education globalization was described as “the intentional process of integrating 
an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and 
delivery of post-secondary education, to enhance the quality of education and research 
for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to society” (de Wit and 
Hunter 2015). Engaging with society and promoting public good has become a focus for 
higher education institutions. The social responsibility of universities includes addressing 
national and international social issues, community education and service activities. 
While the globalization of higher education has become a powerful and pervasive force in 
universities around the world, it is still unclear how to make a real difference in the world. 
This study provided a special way to re-consider higher education globalization from the 
perspective of host communities and social impacts management. 

Transnational university campuses should be aware that their establishment and 
development might create various social impacts on local residents and other 
stakeholders (e.g., existing staff when upgrading a campus). Even though transnational 
universities are not likely to create serious environmental impacts as dams or mines did, 
activities such as resettlement of residents, construction and expansion of the campus, 
and an increasing number of students and staff, are likely to disturb local residents. Many 
transnational universities were established in developing-country by good-reputation 
universities of developed-country, and many claimed that they have developed a good 
relationship with local residents. Foreseeable, local government, residents, and other 
institutions expect to see examples who take social responsibility and develop in a social-
friendly way. However, limited evidence has shown that transnational universities 
fulfilled their social responsibilities as being expected. The host communities and local 
residents have experienced various social impacts, while the partner universities of home 
countries, the new-built campuses, and the host cities gained a good reputation for being 
internationalization. Given that the local reputation of a transnational university might 
influence the reputation of the home institution and even the home country, university 
managers are suggested to pay enough attention to their social behavior. 

There were differences in views between university managers/staff and local residents, 
which were partly due to universities’ lack of understanding of local context. These 
differences might influence universities’ performance in impacts management, the 
reputation among the local residents and the obtain of a social licence. Residents are 
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never homogeneous and they might be influenced differently when a transnational 
university is proposed in the community. Some of them might benefit from the university, 
and some might experience economic displacement and negative impacts. Vulnerable 
groups tend to keep to themselves and resist social change. Significant impacts, such as 
resettlement and urbanization, will severely influence their daily life. Transnational 
universities are suggested to understand the local context with due diligence, thus manage 
the social impacts with appropriate enhancement and mitigation measures. 

Even though not being planned to manage social impacts, some measurements conducted 
by transnational universities contributed to establishing a good reputation in the 
community. These measurements might be initially planned to conduct courses or 
facilitate students to participate in social work, and enhancing positive impacts and 
mitigating negative impacts were usually additional benefits. Arguably, transnational 
universities are expected to have a specific mechanism (e.g., a grievance redress 
mechanism) to manage social impacts, to conduct effective community engagement, and 
to share varying benefits with local residents. 

7.4 CONCLUSION 

In densely populated countries, the land acquisition for a university normally requires 
expropriation of land and the displacement (and hopefully adequate resettlement) of 
people. Therefore, the idea that universities are harmless or only beneficial is contestable. 
In a university, there are also human rights issues concerning labor rights and working 
conditions, etc, and the extent to which they are observed (as is especially the case now in 
the COVID-19 context). Although academics are strongly committed to the notion of the 
global academy and the social/public/civil role of universities in society at all levels, this 
thesis mirrored that there needs to be some critical assessment of whether this myth of 
the virtuous university is true. As argued in this thesis, even public good institutions 
(humanitarian organizations, universities, etc) need to ensure that they do no harm. 

There has been observed a mess of regulations in some transnational universities. 
Transnational universities mainly followed the values and philosophies of the home 
countries in managing students and conducting academic with some adjustment to the 
local context. However, when it refers to campus construction and expansion, local rules 
became their major basis. In the process of changing between double standards, many 
social issues have occurred, including the social impacts of local communities and the 
economic displacement of employees. Even though there are some international 
regulations intending for transnational institutions to follow, our case universities 
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showed limited evidence for that. A lack of awareness of social issues and insufficient 
international supervision partly contributed to these problems. Associated international 
organizations are supposed to involve more parties in and apply standards in a wider 
scope to ensure that transnational institutions can appropriately manage their social 
issues. 

The public’s expectations of universities are far more than a campus where students take 
courses and researchers develop vaccines. A university should be an independent 
institution that cares about society and fulfills social responsibility. Even though some 
governments and institutions treated a transnational university as a pure company that 
contributed to the economy and development, I believe that a university should consider 
more than just earn a profit, and it should be a model for its students and the public. 

This thesis found that transnational university campuses have the potential to bring the 
benefits of globalization to their local communities and make a meaningful contribution 
to society, as long as they can appropriately manage their social impacts. Institution and 
project managers should be aware that any intervention to the local communities might 
generate negative impacts, regardless of whether it is in the name of globalization or other 
fancy words. 
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SUMMARY 

- What are the controversial projects that might negatively influence local residents? 

- Just read the news of protest! Mines, dams, airports, highways, factories… 

- How about a university campus? Or to sound more fancy, a transnational university 
campus? 

- Good project!, -How would you know? -Well, everyone believed so. 

A transnational university campus is generally regarded as positive to the local 
development, the level of globalization, and to an increase in the reputation of the local 
area. Much inspiring statistical data has told us that globalization is good, transnational 
universities have developed well, the host cities have benefited a lot, and everyone is happy. 
However, sometimes aggregate statistical data means nothing to an individual or at the 
local level. The news never tells the stories about the real feelings of the local residents who 
are left to experience projects (including university campuses) in their community. 
Therefore, this thesis illustrates local residents’ stories, with a focus on the social impacts 
of transnational university campuses on local communities. The rapid development and 
globalization of higher education and transnational education deserves reflection and 
assessment because of its significant influence worldwide. Specific attention must be given 
to affected individuals because they are vulnerable groups and have weak voices, especially 
against the big projects that are intended for national or local interest. In my research, 
from the perspective of host communities and local residents, another side to the 
university story appeared. 

Three key concepts, each of which provides a special lens to review social impacts, were 
adopted to build my story: impact history, economic displacement, and social licence to 
operate. The three concepts were used to consider the relationship between a 
project/institution and its host communities through the whole supply chain and to help 
the project/institution consider how to conduct effective measures to manage social 
impacts and fulfil its corporate social responsibility expectations. The concepts are 
relevant to transnational university campuses, especially so that they can develop and grow 
in a foreign context. So that a university campus can obtain a social licence from the local 
residents, developers of university campuses should gain a good understanding of the local 
community and their impact history, and pay careful attention to any physical and/or 
economic displacement created by the campus. All three concepts embraced and 
emphasized the crucial topic of the thesis: social impacts. 
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To appropriately answer the major questions posted in Chapter 1, “What are the social 
impacts on host communities and local residents created by a transnational university 
campus?”, and “How can a transnational university campus manage its social impacts, 
gain approval from local residents, and develop in a socially-friendly way?”, I designed 
the thesis using a post-positivist, inductive approach with multiple case studies. Various 
qualitative methods were applied. 6 transnational university campuses and their host 
communities in China were examined, including: the University of Nottingham Ningbo 
China; Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University; New York University Shanghai; Duke 
Kunshan University; Wenzhou-Kean University; and the proposed University of 
Groningen Yantai. Their performance of managing social impacts and their relationships 
with local residents were assessed. 

The thesis showed that transnational university campuses can generate various social 
impacts on local residents. The major social impacts that were experienced include 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. The experience of social impacts 
is partly determined by community characteristics, and can be improved by increasing the 
effectiveness of the management actions taken by the university in question and by other 
relevant stakeholders (e.g. the local government or entity that developed the campus). The 
same social change process might create different types of impacts. 

When a university campus project is proposed, the impact history of a community, as well 
as the cumulative impacts created by the ongoing development of the community, will 
generate varying social impacts and affect local residents’ trust and the project’s ability to 
obtain a social licence to operate. Both physical and economic displacement might occur 
creating social impacts. Economic displacement is especially under-considered in project 
development. Many affected people belong to vulnerable groups or have a weak voice in a 
transnational project. They are always left to experience various social impacts, and the 
influence of their daily life is largely ignored. Besides, local residents’ concerns and 
expectations of a proposal are dynamic and change over time, which makes many social 
impacts indirect and complicated. There is limited evidence from our cases that 
universities fully take their corporate social responsibility. To obtain and maintain a social 
licence in the located community, and fulfil the environment, social and government (ESG) 
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expectations as institutions, campus developers are suggested to effectively mitigate 
negative impacts and share benefits with local residents. 
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SAMENVATTING (SUMMARY IN DUTCH) 

- Welke controversiële projecten zouden een negatieve invloed kunnen hebben op lokale 
bewoners? 

- Lees gewoon het nieuws over de protesten! Mijnen, dammen, luchthavens, snelwegen, 
fabrieken... 

- En een universiteitscampus? Of in mooiere bewoordingen, een transnationale 
universiteitscampus? 

- Goed project! - Hoe weet je dat? - Nou, zo dacht iedereen erover. 

Een transnationale universiteitscampus wordt meestal gezien als positief voor de lokale 
ontwikkeling en het globalisatieniveau, en als een positieve bijdrage aan de reputatie van 
de omgeving. Uit veel inspirerende data kunnen we aflezen dat globalisering goed is, dat 
transnationale universiteiten zich goed hebben ontwikkeld, dat de gaststeden er veel van 
hebben geprofiteerd, en dat iedereen er blij mee is. Soms betekenen geaggregeerde 
statistische gegevens echter niets voor de individuele burger of het lokale niveau. In het 
nieuws horen we nooit verhalen over de werkelijke gevoelens van de lokale bewoners, die 
ervaren hoe het is wanneer de projecten (waaronder universiteitscampussen) deel 
uitmaken van hun omgeving. Daarom richt dit proefschrift zich op de verhalen van de 
lokale bewoners, waarbij met name aandacht is voor de maatschappelijke impact van 
universiteitscampussen op lokale gemeenschappen. Reflectie op en evaluatie van de snelle 
ontwikkeling en globalisering van hoger onderwijs en transnationaal onderwijs is op zijn 
plaats, vanwege de significante wereldwijde invloed. Hierbij moet specifieke aandacht 
worden besteed aan de betrokken omwonenden, omdat deze groepen kwetsbaar zijn en 
hun stemmen soms zwak zijn, met name als het gaat om grote projecten die van nationaal 
of lokaal belang zijn. In mijn onderzoek kwam een andere kant van het universiteitsverhaal 
boven, gezien vanuit het perspectief van de gastgemeenschappen en lokale bewoners. 

Om het verhaal op te bouwen heb ik drie concepten gebruikt, die elk door een eigen bril de 
sociale impact bekijken: impactgeschiedenis, economische verplaatsing, en 
maatschappelijk draagvlak. De drie concepten zijn gebruikt om de relatie tussen een 
project/instituut en zijn gastgemeenschappen via de gehele toeleveringsketen te bekijken, 
en om het project/instituut aanknopingspunten te bieden voor het toepassen van effectieve 
maatregelen om sociale impact te beheersen en te voldoen aan de verwachtingen op het 
gebied van maatschappelijk verantwoordelijke ontwikkeling. De concepten zijn relevant 
voor transnationale universiteitscampussen, vooral met het oog op groei en ontwikkeling 
in een buitenlandse context. Om draagvlak te creëren onder de lokale bevolking moeten de 
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ontwikkelaars van een universiteitscampus de lokale bevolking en impactgeschiedenis 
goed onderzoeken en goed letten op fysieke of economische verplaatsingen die door de 
campus worden veroorzaakt. Alle drie de concepten benadrukken en omvatten het 
kernonderwerp van dit proefschrift: maatschappelijke impact. 

De belangrijkste vragen, die worden gesteld in Hoofdstuk 1, zijn: "Wat is de 
maatschappelijke impact van een transnationale universiteitscampus op 
gastgemeenschappen en lokale bewoners?" en "Hoe kan een transnationale 
universiteitscampus de maatschappelijke impact beheersen, de goedkeuring van lokale 
bewoners krijgen, en zich maatschappelijk-positief ontwikkelen?"  

Om deze vragen te kunnen beantwoorden, heb ik het proefschrift opgezet met een post-
positivistische, inductieve benadering met verschillende casestudies. Er zijn verschillende 
kwalitatieve methoden toegepast. Er is onderzoek gedaan naar 6 transnationale 
universiteitscampussen en de betreffende gastgemeenschappen, te weten: de University of 
Nottingham Ningbo China; Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University; New York University 
Shanghai; Duke Kunshan University; Wenzhou-Kean University; en de geplande 
University of Groningen Yantai. Van elk is vastgesteld hoe de campus presteert op het 
gebied van het beheren van maatschappelijke impact en relaties met lokale bewoners. 

Uit het proefschrift blijkt dat een transnationale universiteitscampus verschillende 
vormen van maatschappelijke impact kan hebben op lokale bewoners. Onder de 
belangrijkste vormen van maatschappelijke impact die werden ervaren, waren zaken die 
verband houden met: relocatie en compensatie; lokale ontwikkeling, urbanisatie en 
gentrificatie; kansen met betrekking tot inkomen en levensonderhoud; de aanwezigheid 
van nieuwkomers en outsiders; toegenomen verkeersdrukte; druk op de infrastructuur; 
andere soorten impact op het dagelijks leven; veranderingen in de lokale gemeenschap 
(zoals ervaren veiligheid en rust); culturele impact; en intergenerationele impact (met 
name voor senioren). Vele soorten maatschappelijke impact kunnen door verschillende 
mensen en/of in een verschillende lokale context zowel positief als negatief worden 
ervaren, of zelfs allebei tegelijk. De wijze waarop maatschappelijke impact wordt ervaren 
hangt deels af van de kenmerken van de gemeenschap, en kan worden verbeterd door het 
verhogen van de effectiviteit van de maatregelen die worden genomen door de betreffende 
universiteit en andere relevante stakeholders (zoals de lokale overheid of organisatie 
waardoor de campus wordt ontwikkeld). Hetzelfde proces van sociale verandering kan 
verschillende soorten impact creëren. 

Wanneer het voorstel voor de aanleg van een universiteitscampus wordt gedaan, zal de 
impactgeschiedenis van een gemeenschap in combinatie met de cumulatieve impact van 
de ontwikkeling binnen die gemeenschap verschillende soorten maatschappelijke impact 
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SAMENVATTING (SUMMARY IN DUTCH) 
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genereren, en van invloed zijn op het vertrouwen van de bevolking en het vermogen van 
het project om maatschappelijk draagvlak te verwerven. Het project kan leiden tot zowel 
fysieke als economische verplaatsingen die op hun beurt weer kunnen leiden tot 
maatschappelijke impact. Met name economische verplaatsing krijgt vaak te weinig 
aandacht bij projectontwikkeling. Betrokkenen maken vaak deel uit van kwetsbare 
groepen of hebben een zwakke stem in het transnationale project. Deze betrokkenen 
ervaren uiteindelijk de maatschappelijke impact, en de invloed daarvan op hun dagelijks 
leven wordt grotendeels genegeerd. Daarnaast blijkt dat de zorgen en verwachtingen van 
lokale bewoners omtrent een project dynamisch zijn en in de loop der tijd veranderen, 
waardoor veel soorten maatschappelijke impact indirect en complex zijn. Het bewijs uit 
onze casestudies dat universiteiten hun maatschappelijke verantwoordelijkheid volledig 
nemen is beperkt. Om in de betrokken gemeenschap maatschappelijk draagvlak te 
verkrijgen en behouden en daarnaast als instituut te voldoen aan de ESG-verwachtingen 
(Environmental, Social and Governance), stellen we voor dat campusontwikkelaars 
negatieve impact effectief verminderen en voordelen delen met lokale bewoners. 
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总 结  (SUMMARY IN CHINESE) 

国际合作大学的建设被广泛认为有助于促进地区发展，提高地方声誉，推动国际化进

程。各类媒体、统计数据向大众传递着类似的信息：国际化是发展的标志，国际合作大学

表现良好，建设大学的城市获得了巨大收益等等。然而，少有人关心的是，校园所在社区

的居民，他们的日常生活如何被校园建设、大学发展和其所带来的拆迁、移民、重建、城

市化、士绅化等进程所影响。这些日常生活受到影响最大、最深的居民，被媒体和大数据

对国际化的庆祝与狂欢遗忘在了隐秘的角落。 

本书探讨了国际合作大学在当地社区所产生的各类社会问题。教育全球化的快速发展

对全世界产生了深远的影响，资本市场为之沸腾，学者却应保持理智和反思。国际合作大

学的建设承担着构建国际形象，促进地区经济发展和国际化水平的重任，在这样的背景下，

当地社区居民的权益和社会需求往往容易被忽略。他们在国际化、城市化的洪流中被裹挟

着前行，无力反抗，声音微弱，鲜有人知。本书讲述的就是国际合作大学项目的另一面—

—社区居民的故事。 

本书讨论了许多社会影响评价领域的重要概念，如社会经营许可，社区影响历史，企

业社会责任等，从新颖的角度研究了大型项目落地发展和所在社区之间的互动关系，为大

型项目、企业、当地政府控制社会影响，维持社会稳定性提供了有效的建议。本书将社会

影响评价理论的研究范围拓展至大学校园等公共友好型项目，探讨了友好型项目如何实现

可持续地提高所在社区的经济、社会效益；强调了在大型项目的建设发展中，在控制消极

影响的同时，也要促进积极影响，合理地为当地居民创造利益，利用项目推进社区绿色发

展；关注弱势群体权益，充分考虑社区的发展历史和现状，因地制宜、因时制宜地构建项

目评估、咨询与反馈机制，从根本上保障社会稳定和项目的顺利实施；结合中国目前发展

现状与时代背景，将社会影响评价理论进行调整，讨论了更适宜中国特色的评价体系。 

本书重点围绕第一章节中所提出的两个研究问题展开讨论：国际合作大学的建设和运

行对当地居民的日常生活产生了怎样的影响？国际合作大学的建设该如何控制社会影响、

获取当地居民支持、走出一条社会友好的可持续发展之路？本书在后实证主义的基础上，

利用归纳法和多案例研究的思路，采取了一系列的定性研究方法。六所中外合作大学被选

择作为研究案例：宁波诺丁汉大学、西交利物浦大学、上海纽约大学、昆山杜克大学、温

州肯恩大学、以及提案多年却被迫中止的烟台格罗宁根大学。本书分析了它们在社会影响

控制方面的表现，评估了大学与当地居民的关系。 
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het project om maatschappelijk draagvlak te verwerven. Het project kan leiden tot zowel 
fysieke als economische verplaatsingen die op hun beurt weer kunnen leiden tot 
maatschappelijke impact. Met name economische verplaatsing krijgt vaak te weinig 
aandacht bij projectontwikkeling. Betrokkenen maken vaak deel uit van kwetsbare 
groepen of hebben een zwakke stem in het transnationale project. Deze betrokkenen 
ervaren uiteindelijk de maatschappelijke impact, en de invloed daarvan op hun dagelijks 
leven wordt grotendeels genegeerd. Daarnaast blijkt dat de zorgen en verwachtingen van 
lokale bewoners omtrent een project dynamisch zijn en in de loop der tijd veranderen, 
waardoor veel soorten maatschappelijke impact indirect en complex zijn. Het bewijs uit 
onze casestudies dat universiteiten hun maatschappelijke verantwoordelijkheid volledig 
nemen is beperkt. Om in de betrokken gemeenschap maatschappelijk draagvlak te 
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总 结  (SUMMARY IN CHINESE) 
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表现良好，建设大学的城市获得了巨大收益等等。然而，少有人关心的是，校园所在社区
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本书研究发现，国际合作大学的建设和运营能够极大地影响当地居民的生活，主要的

社会影响包括：拆迁、补偿与安置；地区发展；城市化与士绅化；收入和工作机会；外来

人口的增长；交通状况的变化；基础设施需求；日常生活影响；社区环境（包括对安全和

安静的感知）；文化影响；以及对养老、育儿条件的影响。以上提到的社会影响中，许多

既可以被居民感知为积极的影响，也可以是消极的影响，取决于社区发展阶段、社区特点

和居民群体的不同，并能够被大学及其他利益群体（如地方政府、合作机构等）所采取的

措施所调控和影响。同样的社会变化，能够被居民感知为不同的社会影响。 

在大学校园的建设中，社区的发展历史及其所积累的社会影响，能够改变当地居民对

新项目的第一印象，从而影响社会经营许可的获得。物理搬迁和经济搬迁（指居民失去谋

生手段）都会产生社会影响，但经济搬迁的潜在威胁在项目发展中却时常被低估。许多被

大型项目建设严重影响的个体属于弱势群体，他们的社会需求往往被忽略。本书发现当地

居民对新项目的担忧和期待并非是固定的，在不同的发展阶段，居民的想法会不断变化，

这导致对社会影响的评估更加复杂化、间接化。在本书研究的案例中，国际合作大学在承

担社会责任方面并没有做出足够的表率，缺乏充分的考虑和重视。本书建议高等教育项目

的责任机构，包括地方政府、学校高层、合作单位等，能够充分考虑其行为对当地居民所

带来的社会影响，并采取措施有效控制消极的社会影响，将地区发展的红利科学、合理地

分配给当地居民。 
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