
 

 

Colleges and the 2020 spending review 

Recommendation Four 

College business centres 

14. Universities, larger business and small and medium sized enterprises have 

benefitted for many years from funding for knowledge and technology transfer 

and collaborative R&D, supported by the third leg of higher education funding 

(for example the Higher Education Innovation Fund. 

 

15. Support outside higher education has been limited. For many SMEs, the 

research and development activity undertaken in collaboration with HEIs does 

not fall within the scope of their activities. Often SMEs are less likely to engage 

with some of the more academically focused or early stage research being 

undertaken by HEIF, which is less likely to lead to tangible near term benefits. 

 

16. A wider view of innovation is required. Innovation is often thought of as a 

transformational process stemming from research and development (R&D) 

which results in completely new products and processes but incremental 

innovation – small improvements to existing products and processes – is just as 

important.  

 

17. There is a significant opportunity to capitalise on existing links between FE 

colleges and SMEs, and to fund practical innovation that delivers economic 

impact quickly. FE colleges are drivers of social mobility and economic growth. 

They provide high-quality technical and professional education and training for 

young people, adults and employers. In doing this, they support people into 

careers and strengthen the economy. They have wider links with SME employers 

than any other type of education or skills provider; the average college works 

with 600 businesses. AoC’s Innovation survey published in September 2020 

confirms that colleges already support SMEs with innovation but on a small 

scale and despite the lack of funding or external interest from regulators. 

 

18. The core aims of a new fund would be to: 

• enhance the capabilities of FE colleges to deliver knowledge-based 

collaboration with SMEs 



• generate and disseminate new information about the practical benefits to 

business, 

• contribute to stimulating demand to engage in innovation activity.  

 

19. The purpose would be to overcome the commercial barriers to SMEs engaging 

with education. Given uncertainty about the business benefits of such activity, 

and the tendency for innovation to pay off over the medium to long-term, there 

is a tendency of both SMEs and commercial finance providers to be risk-averse. 

This may be keeping companies and sectors in a low-innovation, low-

productivity cycle. 

 

20. There is a case for a pilot - perhaps in a small number of areas - to test the 

concept, systems and procedures so that lessons could be learnt before a wider 

rollout. 

Proposal Four.  College business centres 

DfE should work with the Department for Business to set up employer hubs which 

support, advise, and deliver skills, innovation, business change and technology 

adaptation. 
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