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Abstract 

 
A ‘capabilities’ solution to the flight of human capital from Australian r egions 
 
Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is twofold. First, to identify spatial and temporal disparities in economic 
growth and human capital in the Australian context; and second, to discuss the relative contribution of two 
theoretical approaches to address these regional disparities in relation to the university as a vehicle for 
community engaged knowledge creation and distribution.  The two approaches are Sen’s capability 
approach, and ‘enterprising human capital’ and ‘sp-ethics’ originated by the author and others in earlier 
work.  The questions reviewed in this context have implications for local strategies for economic 
sustainability based on endogenous knowledge accessibility and social inclusiveness, the underemployment 
and flight of human capital from many non-metropolitan regions, and the community engaging role 
universities play in these regional human capital questions.  The questions are addressed from three 
perspectives: the normative individual seeking to enhance their human capital or realise their capability; the 
region as a creative and innovative milieu or place for connectivity; and the learning institution (the 
university in particular) and its role for these individuals and spatial societies.  It is argued that these actors 
and agencies need to be strategically connected, or engaged, with a focus that goes beyond a concern only 
for production and commodities and moves towards capability-building initiatives and matters of social 
inclusion.  The latter takes into account individual cognition and the influence of attachment to place as an 
exogenous environmental determinant. 
 
Design / Methodology / Approach 

The research uses econometric analysis to identify the extent of spatial disparity in economic 
growth and to identify its significant drivers across 94 regions in the Australian context over an 18 year 
period.  The disparity is manifest in such labour market/ demographic characteristics as an ageing 
population, skills ‘brain drain’, ‘just-in-time’ vocational training, rural-urban population drift, daily out-
commuting, and ‘lifestyle’ underemployment which are now familiar labour market characteristics that 
affect many regions outside the major metropolitan conurbations.  The paper examines two approaches as 
mechanisms for addressing the spatial disparity, viz: Sen’s capability approach, and ‘enterprising human 
capital’ and ‘sp-ethics’ both originated by the author and others.  A regional example from Sweden is 
presented which demonstrates the role of the university in building human capability within an innovation 
system in a region undergoing revitalisation. The paper concludes both approaches have their role and both 
need to be enhanced through either having stronger connection to the regional milieu and attachment to 
place in the case of the capability approach and to detailed aspects of cognition in the case of the 
‘enterprising human capital’ approach. 
 
 Originality / Value 

The research offers two original elements.  First, it undertakes a substantial spatial and temporal 
analysis of spatial growth and its drivers and consequently identifies stocks and flows of human capital as 
the most significant determinant causing entrenched and increasing regional growth disparity.  Second, it 
suggests the regional milieu and attachment to place are exogenous influencers of human capability and are 
a means of addressing spatial disparity. The research provides evidence for government education and 
spatial policy and for regional and business practice concerned with building individual capability and 
regional outcomes.  The approach identifies a new avenue of application in the use of the capability 
approach and offers a new avenue for theoretical, policy and practical work in relation to regional 
development. 
 
Practical Implications 

For the individual it suggests the possibility of enhanced capability through investment in learning 
during ‘critical life stages’ and through engagement in the regional community as ‘critical and sensitive 
places’ of significance .  The paper suggests a new approach to policy and practice at an institutional and 
local community level in addressing growth in non-metropolitan regions. The regional milieu and 
attachment to place are offered as a supportive atmosphere for collaboration and dialogue where knowledge 



  

spillovers and transmission effects are nurtured and promoted and can therefore generate community 
outcomes beyond individual achievement.  For the university it offers a practical approach to its ‘third 
mission’. Universities play an important regional role because of their focus on human capital and the 
creation and dissemination of knowledge, their spatial distribution, and their relative institutional freedom 
of thought and expression.  It is argued that universities, with others, have a common good responsibility to 
‘reach out to’ and ‘pull through’ the human capital pyramid people with capability who are on the margins 
of the community and to enhance social inclusion as well as economic sustainability. 
 
Key words: capability approach, regional development, ‘sp-ethics’, university engagement, human capital. 
 
Type of paper: Academic research 
 
 
 



 
A ‘capabilities’ solution to the flight of human capital from Australian 
regions 
 

1. Introduction 
 

The purpose of this paper is twofold. First, it will identify spatial and temporal disparities in 
economic growth and human capital in the Australian context; and second, it will discuss the relative 
contribution of two approaches in addressing these regional disparities in the context of the role of the 
university. 

 
An unproductive ageing population, ‘brain drain’, industry ‘just-in-time’ vocational training, rural-

urban population drift, daily out-commuting, and ‘lifestyle’ underemployment are familiar labour market 
features that characterise the economy and society of many regions outside the major metropolitan 
conurbation.  When human capital is shown to be the most significant driver of economic growth for regions 
in Australia (Taylor and Plummer 2003, Garlick et al 2007, Taylor et al 2008), where does this leave local 
strategies for sustainable economic growth?  What can be done about the apparent capability-free zone that 
underpins underemployment and the flight of human capital from many non-metropolitan regions?  And 
finally, what role should publicly-funded universities play in regional human capital and capability 
enhancement matters?   

 
These questions are addressed in this paper through three perspectives – the normative individual 

seeking optimal realisation of their capability; the region as a creative and supportive milieu; and the learning 
institution (the university in particular) as a knowledge vehicle for these individuals and societies. It is argued 
that these perspectives need to be strategically connected (engaged) with a focus that goes beyond path-
dependent human capital generation with concern only for commodity and production, and moves towards 
capability-building initiatives that include social justice and all groups in the community.  It raises concerns 
about what role the university might play in capability realisation in these human capital deprived regional 
communities when government policy funding does not support such initiatives and there is a culture of 
public university operation that resembles private corporate practice. 
 

In previous work we introduced the concepts of ‘enterprising human capital’ (Garlick et al 2007, 
Taylor et al 2008) and ‘sp-ethics’ (Garlick and Palmer 2007, 2008) as engagement mechanisms for 
universities to address regional human capital concerns within a moral and ethical framework that involves 
the enterprising individual.  In the light of Sen’s (1985, 2009) capability approach, are these mechanisms 
enough, when taken together, to tackle problematic regional human capital trends and consequent regional 
economic sustainability.  Or, does the human capability approach offer additional benefits to the region and 
its engaging university?  The conclusion reached is that the capability approach of Sen may need to explicitly 
consider attachment to place as an exogenous mechanism for cognitive and non-cognitive advancement. The 
other conclusion reached is that ‘enterprising human capital’ and ‘sp-ethics’, as mechanisms for an ethical 
approach to learning within the region may need to consider more closely the role of cognitive enhancement 
embedded in spatial circumstances and connections.  
 
2. Literature themes: People, institutions and places 
 

The first literature theme referred to in this paper is about the normative individual seeking 
capability realisation and comes from the work of Sen (1985, 2009), Nussbaum (2000, 2002) and others on 
human capability and justice.  The capability approach emphasises individual ‘ambition’, ‘opportunity’ and 
‘functionality’, rather than institutionally-imposed, competency-oriented, path-dependent learning designed to 
meet pre-specified commodity objectives. The ‘capability approach’ favours social inclusion and social 
justice – a moral construct of justice based on individual choice through egalitarianism and freedom 
(Nussbaum 2002).  Through the capabilities approach Sen does not emphasise what people have achieved or 
received by way of status, income or wellbeing, but rather what they could achieve or obtain given certain 
available liberties or ‘functionings’.  The ‘state’ of individuals and their social environment, enabling or 
otherwise, rather than the commodities or services they produce, is therefore important in contrasting 



  

capability with the typical model of the way in which income and wealth are generated with human 
resources(i). Sen says: “Capability, thus, is a set of vectors of functionings, reflecting the person’s freedom to 
lead one type of life or another” (Sen 1992: 40), and is distinguished from wellbeing as a concept of welfare. 

 
In our work on regions we have likened Sen’s human capability model to what we have termed 

‘enterprising human capital’, as it is about people with enterprising abilities who not only formulate ideas but 
can take them and turn them into real on-the-ground positive outcomes for both individuals and the wider 
community (Garlick et al 2007, Taylor et al 2008) within a supportive regional ‘milieu’.  

 
The second stream of literature relating to taking a capabilities approach to achieving more effective 

outcomes in regions is the social construct of the region as a supportive ‘atmosphere’ or milieu of 
collaboration and dialogue, where knowledge spillovers and transmission effects are nurtured and promoted 
and can therefore generate community benefits beyond the individual outcomes that some see as implicit in 
the Sen model of human capability.  Sen argues, however, that the capabilities approach is not about 
‘methodological individualism’ (Sen 2009: 244-247). He says, for example, “It is hard, then, to envision 
cogently how persons in society can think or act without being influenced in one way or another by the nature 
and working of the world around them.” (p 244-245).   

 
There is an enormous volume of literature in regional development theory about the notion of the so-

called ‘atmospheric’ (Maillat 1995) benefit of the spatial milieu, and many instrumental institutional 
structures and processes and agency behavioural determinants have been argued as giving form to it.  
Concepts such as ‘institutional thickness’ (Amin 1999), social capital (Putnam 1993), trust (Fukuyama 1999), 
business clustering and networking (Porter 1998), innovation systems (Braczyk et al 1998, Lundvall 1996), 
learning regions (Maskell et al 1998), creative class (Florida 1995, 2002), regional leadership, and so on, are 
now everywhere.   

 
We have argued elsewhere using Australian data that these apparent determinants are:- (a) built on 

soft analysis, (b) are not responsive to the exigencies of the real capitalist environment in which regions 
operate (Plummer and Taylor 2003, Garlick et al 2007, Taylor et al 2008), (c) do not take into account the 
way in which business partnerships are formed, and importantly (d) are not people centric.  We do not see 
argued in the literature that the regional milieu offers the possibility of being a nurturing instrument to realise 
human capability in these real world situations.  The result has been that after more than 20 years of 
institutionally-facilitated bottom-up regional development:- (a) many regionally-focused organisations have 
been created, (b) local social capital has been active, and  (c) a plethora of sectoral, commodity and 
investment plans and reports have been created.  Beyond this there has been little of substance that addresses 
long-term potential. There has been minimal realisation of the capability of the people who reside in many of  
these places.  In short, the institutionally-supported instrumentalist approach to regions in this country has 
entirely missed the mark because it has focused on structures, products and the processes and forgotten about 
the essential first step – realising the capabilities or the human capital of the people attached to these regional 
communities.   

 
The result of failing to address these human capability questions is an increasing flow in human 

capital away from many regional areas.  Despite the copious strategic planning that has occurred in regions 
over many years there have been precious little that has focused on human capital, and probably none that has 
addressed human capability as a tool for opportunity realisation and social inclusion.  

 
What is demonstrated in our research is that economic growth in Australian regions has, over the last 

two decades, become spatially divergent, with concentrations of high and low- growth regions becoming 
more apparent over time.  National growth in Australia has not been equally spread, and there has been no 
trend towards a long-run equilibrium for all regions.  Key metropolitan regions have been the main 
beneficiaries of growth, while other regions have had declining fortunes.   
 

What we have found, using economic growth data for 94 regions over 18 years with closed 
econometric modelling (Garlick, Taylor and Plummer 2007; Taylor et al 2008), is that the relative availability 
of a source of ‘enterprising’ human capital in a region is the most significant positive determinant of its 



  

economic future, and the disproportionate inter-regional flows of this human capital are the most significant 
determinant of widening regional growth disparity nationally.   
 

The third section of literature referred to in this paper relates to the new emphasis on the role of 
publicly-funded higher education institutions in the development of cities and regions, the so-called ‘third 
mission’.  Theoretically, universities play an important regional role because of their focus on human capital 
and the creation and dissemination of knowledge, their spatial distribution, their relative institutional freedom 
of thought and expression and their regional leadership role (Goddard 1997, Garlick 2000, OECD 2007).   

 
It is argued that universities have a common good regional responsibility to reach out and with the 

assistance of other regional agents and agencies, ‘pull through’ the human capital pyramid capable people 
who are at the margins of the community. This would enhance social inclusion as well as economic 
sustainability in the community in which they are located (Garlick and Palmer 2008, OECD 2007, 
Observatory Pascal 2009). There is clearly a higher education participation implication in this. However, this 
university/regional community engagement highlights an ethical and moral dilemma for the modern 
university. How can it meaningfully respond to a regional role for capability realisation within a national 
funding framework that pressures it to adopt corporate processes that do not necessarily support such 
undertakings?  Many universities with strategies that embrace the acquisition of money and prestige fail the 
Dewey (1956) and Boyer (1996) tests of the common good expected of the publicly-funded university 
(Garlick and Palmer 2008, Benson and Harkavy 2002).   

 
What is argued here is that universities perhaps need to have a role in human capability building in 

their regions rather than simple human capital creation.  This should occur not only through curriculum and 
learning pathways connected to other organisations, but in their outreach and partnerships throughout the 
community based on themes that have global meaning.  Ethical approaches to society along these lines not 
only have community and global societal benefit but institutional benefit as well. 
 
3.   Analytical framework 
 

Using a conventional gap-convergence (Barro Regression) econometric model (Plummer and Taylor 
2001b), regional growth for 94 Australian regions over the period 1984 to 2002  was decomposed into three 
causative growth components: (a) transition dynamics – or the speed at which a region’s growth rate returns 
to a long-run equilibrium after some disturbance, i.e. mean reversion; (b) structural characteristics – or the 
extent to which there are growth differences between neighbouring regions after a shock; and (c) random 
shocks – or the unanticipated and unpredictable factors that can impact on the growth rate of particular 
regions (so-called ‘white noise’) (Martin and Sunley 1998). 

 

It is hypothesised that, in a competitive labour market situation, there will be a convergence of 
unemployment rates in all regions towards a general common rate over time(ii).  If this does not occur, and 
each labour market converges to its own long-term unemployment rate over time, then there are particular 
‘structural’ factors (or drivers) at work that reflect the local capacities of each region rather than simply being 
reflective of national competitive trends.  Long-term growth in each region is determined by the relative 
impact of each of the structural factors or drivers (Badderly et al 1998). 

 
To explore the patterns of regional growth in the Australian situation over the period 1984 to 2002, 

three different approaches to explaining spatiality were used (Garlick et al 2007): (a) the significance of the 
changes in overall spatial association among all regions, using a Morans I statistic (Anselin 1996); (b) the 
identification of particular spatial clusters of growth among regions (spatial accumulation), using the Getis-
Ord (or G) statistic (Getis and Ord 1992, 1995); and (c) the significance of specific spatial clusters to the 
extent that they might be classed as ‘hot spots’ of difference from neighbouring regions, using local indicators 
of spatial association (LISA) (Anselin1995).  

 
 
 
 



  

4.   Analytical results 
 
The resulting analysis shows that economic growth across the 94 Australian  regions has become 

increasingly divergent.  The computed Morans I statistic for regional growth has risen from 0.213 to 0.416 
over the two years, significant at the 1 per cent level, suggesting that an increased degree of spatial growth 
association or clustering is occurring.  In other words, as aggregate national growth has risen between 1984 
and 2002 spatial divergence between regions has increased. 

 
The scatterplot (Anselin 1996) diagram in Figure 1 shows the degree of change over the time period 

for each region relative to that of its contiguous neighbours. Spatial patterns of high growth (negative values) 
appear to be occurring around regions in quadrant I: Central Sydney (1), Gosford (2), North Sydney (3), 
Southern Sydney (5), Western Sydney (6), Southern Melbourne (12) and Wollongong (48) to name just a few 
(iii) .  These high growth regional agglomerations are surrounded by low growth regions. Patterns of low 
growth (positive values) regional agglomeration are shown in quadrant II and include: Morewell (63), Moe 
(62), Sale (57), Traralgon (51), Port Lincoln (84), Port Pirie (53), Southern Adelaide (21) and Inner West 
Melbourne (8) in particular.  These low growth regional agglomerations are surrounded by high growth 
regions. Cairns (80) in quadrant III is also interesting, in that it stands out as an individual region, along with 
several other hot spot locations with relatively high growth (negative values), in a segment of the scatterplot 
diagram that otherwise comprises zero/ low growth regions.  Similarly, in this scatterplot diagram Lithgow 
(49) in quadrant IV stands out as a cold spot, or low growth individual region surrounded by high growth 
regions.  This pattern of significant, increasingly distinct and disparate growth clustering of regions is 
supported by both the G statistic and Lisa statistic (Garlick, et al 2007) (iv).

 Given that there is a divergence of regional growth away from a long-run national equilibrium 
towards a clustering of different growth rates across all regions, it is necessary to identify the significance of 
the drivers of these regional growth patterns.  From six ‘institutionalist’ or ‘structuralist’ regional 
development theories, eight hypothesised drivers of this growth have been tested in the Australian situation 
(Plummer and Taylor 2001a). These eight hypothesised drivers include: Technological leadership at the 
enterprise level (HITECH); knowledge creation and access to information (INFOACC); the local integration 
of small firms (MLOCN); infrastructure and institutional support (PROT); local human capital base 
(DEGREE); the power of large corporations (TOTPOP); inter-regional trade (MKTACC); and local sectoral 
specialisation (SPEC). 
 

Only four variables were found to be significant in determining the actual growth disparity between 
regions in the Australian situation, viz:  strength in human capital (DEGREE), technological leadership 
(HITECH), sectoral specialisation (SPEC) and institutional support (PROT). However, only the first three 
were positively significant and the most significant of these was human capital accounting for most of the 
impact.  Regions with a high degree of institutional support, without a strong concentration of human capital 
(i.e. low level of qualifications), technological leadership and sectoral specialisation can expect poor growth 
outcomes (ie quadrant II regions).  On the other hand, regions that have high and growing concentrations of 
human capital, technological leadership and sectoral specialisation and low levels of institutional support 
have good growth prospects (ie quadrant I regions).  
 

What can be concluded is that a combination of growing human capital, visionary technological 
leadership, sectoral specialisation and reduced institutional support appears to provide the potential to 
generate better growth outcomes if it can be effectively harnessed.  It suggests the need for an enterprising 
approach to the creation of human capital in regional areas as there has clearly been a flight of human capital 
from groups of non-metropolitan regions to key metropolitan conurbations.  This is later referred to as 
‘enterprising human capital’.  
 
5. The human capital pyramid 
 
 Figure 2 is a schematic portrayal of what might characterise underperforming regions from a human 
capital perspective, such as those located in quadrant II of Figure 1. Three perspectives are given.  The first, 
on the left-hand side of Figure 2, shows the traditional development of human capital from a wide platform of 
basic literacy and numeracy through foundation and vocational skills to technical, creative and higher-level 



  

skills at the apex. The second perspective, on the inside of the pyramid, shows the contribution to each of 
these stages of various learning agencies and the impediments and regional consequences of these 
impediments that can occur when there is no effective progression through the pyramid.  

 
 
Figure 1: Moran scatterplot of relative regional growth 1984 to 2002 
 

 Adapted from Garlick et al 2007 
 The numbered regions are those discussed in section 4. Analytical results  
 

Progression through the pyramid depends on two factors: (a) consistency in pathways across 
learning agencies; and (b) ‘reaching-out’ of the learning process to engage in the reality of the region.  When 
these factors are absent, the region, and the capability of its residents, continues to revert back to a lower state 
of possibility.  The third perspective in Figure 2 shows how these attributes can diminish the human capital 
capacity of a region through leakages (e.g. ‘brain drain’, out-commuting etc.) or through underutilisation (e.g. 
underemployment, unproductive ageing etc.).  A cluster of regions with a low and declining human capital 
(e.g. quadrant II in Figure 1) might be expected to be characterised by unemployment, underemployment, an 
out-commuting workforce, ‘brain drain’, and an unproductive ageing population, as well as unclear learning 
pathways and limited engaged learning .  These are the results of unrealised human capability in the region.   
Those regions with high and growing human capital (e.g. quadrant I in Figure 1) would be expected to have 
little unemployment and underemployment, a commuting-in workforce, ‘brain gain’, and an engaged and 
productive older population, with human capability being realised to a greater degree. 
 
 
6. ‘Enterprising human capital’ and ‘Sp-ethics’ 

 
The concept ‘enterprising human capital’ introduced in section 4 as a determinant of spatial 

economic growth disparity in Australia comprises ‘enterprising people’ or those individuals, or groups of 
individuals, that can take an idea and, using their various and complementary capabilities, realise that idea 
through engaging the supportive regional community (physical, social, economic and cultural).  This 
‘enterprising human capital’ idea comes close to the human capability enhancement thesis of Sen and others 
when applied on a regional scale, but is still not sufficient and needs to be augmented by notions of freedom, 
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ethics and social justice.  In an attempt to do this in other work we introduced the concept of ‘sp-ethics’ to 
describe the ethical relationship between the individual and the place with which there is an affiliation. 

 
Sp-ethics refers to the combined interaction of values and principles relevant to local places, the 
fostering of enterprising human capital based on local needs and identity, and geographically-specific 
concerns. Sp-ethics evolves through the process and practices of people engaging together within the 
community, where learning is seen as a two-way street, and the formation of tacit knowledge is valued as 
equally as that of explicit knowledge… Sp-ethics embodies the sense of ‘a community woven together 
from sharing and mutual care’ (Bauman 2001, p. 150). More importantly, it acknowledges that the 
experience of space is fundamental to our identity (Davidson 2000) (Garlick and Palmer 2008a: 76). 

 
Figure 2: Human capital pyramid and regional progression 
 

 
 

For Bauman (1995, 2001), Smith (2001) and Davidson (2000), context is important for learning and 
engagement in a fragmenting and liquid modern world.  In this liquid world, to address the human capital 
problem of regions, attention must be directed towards fostering and anchoring human capability in ways that 
form and are informed by the natural, physical, economic, social and cultural distinctiveness of the spatial 
community. While this interpretation of enterprising human capital in the spatial and ethical context is not too 
far removed from Sen’s ideal human capability within a regional engagement framework the question of 
attachment to place as a moral contextual space (Smith 2001, Bauman 2001) might need greater consideration 
as a means for enhancing capability achievement in the Sen model.  
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7. Human capability, place and ethics 
 

Sen (1999) clarifies the distinction between human capital and human capability by reference to the 
following characteristics: (a) connection to freedom and wellbeing; (b) connection to social justice; and (c) 
connection to influencing economic production (pp 296-297).  He argues that only the third of these 
characteristics is relevant to human capital.   

 
Central to a capabilities approach is valuing a person’s freedom to pursue opportunities that they 

otherwise might miss because of unrealised endogenous skills and cognitive functions (following Gasper 
2002, so-called ‘S-caps’) and exogenous societal and other constraints (‘E-caps’) which include the effect of 
social norms and roles, regulations, policies, rules and so on.  Together, ‘S-caps’ and ‘E-caps’ determine the 
options available to the individual (‘O-caps’).  Finally, according to Gasper (2002) the freedom to pursue an 
‘O-caps’ life path based on ‘S-caps’ and ‘E-caps’ has to be oriented to what is ‘right’.  In other words, there is 
a moral action (‘M-caps’) based on ethical principles which can be used to weight the various life path 
options.   
 

Taken together, the generalised ‘S-caps’, ‘E-caps’, ‘O-caps’ and ‘M-caps’ of Sen’s human capability 
approach bring us close to the ‘enterprising human  capital‘ and ‘sp-ethics’ concepts we developed in our 
earlier work (Garlick and Palmer 2008a and 2008b) which theoretically underpin the way in which higher 
education might engage with its regional community based on principles of the common good.  In this regard 
it is easy to agree with Lanzi (2004) who argues that human capital both influences and is influenced by 
capability enhancement. 
 

The work of Heckman is relevant to this discussion on human capability and also to the discussion on 
human capital stocks and flows in the spatial context.  Heckman (2007) argues that epidemiological and 
neurological studies point to there being ‘critical and sensitive periods’ in the development of human 
capability “…where some skills or traits are more readily acquired at certain stages of childhood than other 
traits.” (p 13251) and “The capabilities produced at one stage augment the capabilities attained at later 
stages.” (p 13252).  It makes sense that a local or regional environment that offers opportunities to stimulate 
capabilities (cognitive, non-cognitive, health and wellbeing, etc) at appropriate ages will have long-lasting 
beneficial effects.   

 
It is likely therefore that a stimulating local environment that generates an attachment to place for 

normative individuals at critical and sensitive stages of their life will have long term capability benefits both 
for them and, as Sen (2009) notes, for groups such as entire communities (pp 246-247).  In this sense there 
may not only be ‘critical and sensitive periods’ following Heckman, but there may be ‘critical and sensitive 
places of attachment’ that aid or detract from the development of human capability.  This takes us beyond the 
influence of society (ie ‘E-caps’) that Sen envisaged and includes the transformative influence of the natural 
(which we might call ‘N-caps) and animal worlds (Garlick and Matthews 2009, Garlick forthcoming 2010). 
 

8. The role of the university in engagement 
 

Surprisingly, there has as yet been very little research on the application of the capability approach 
to education (Otto and Zeigler 2009). 
 

In other work we have stated that claims that ‘universities are not public goods that require 
government subsidies… [and that] higher education can be financed privately’ (Schwartz 2006, p.3) risk 
eroding relations between universities and their local communities (Garlick and Palmer 2008a and 2008b).  
The more a business entity logic underpins the conditions of university funding and operation, the more the 
relationship between the university and its students and community takes on a utilitarian, fragmented and 
episodic agenda not unlike that of other business partnerships where there is funding conditionality.  There is 
little moral recognition of the other in these partnerships.  Ordinarily this would not be a partnership 
difficulty, but an engagement relationship between university and region where there is an ethical obligation 
(Boyer 1996, Davidson 2000, Benson and Harkavy 2002) to address community and individual impediments 
to capabilities deserves something more.  

 



  

Following Bauman’s (1995) forms of togetherness, a business entity-oriented style of university/ 
community engagement resembles a behavioural ethic more akin to ‘being-aside’.  With such an ethic, the 
entities partnered with, like the regional communities in which universities are located, are not recognised as 
being of significance.  They are not characterised by the moral ideal, ‘being for’, where the full ingredients of 
the person (or community) are seen as precious.  Elsewhere we termed the kind of engagement required in 
this situation, tending toward ‘being for’ in the Bauman sense, as ‘sp-ethics’ (Garlick and Palmer 2008a) 
where there is an intrinsic mutuality between university and place directed towards an ethical and moral 
purpose.  For us (Garlick and Palmer 2008a) this engagement requires the intersection of three themes, viz: 

 
In this paper we have suggested that a theory for university regional community engagement occurs 
at a point where there is an intersection of university action generating enterprising human capital; 
the context of human and non-human community diversity; and the big global public good issues of 
the day that have their regional presence. At the heart of this intersection is the ‘being-for’ ideal of 
togetherness put forward by Bauman (1995). It provides the basis for the underlying relational ethic 
we regard as necessary to achieving an ethics of engagement.  This focus on addressing broader 
community concern through a relational approach suggests enterprising human capital can be an 
ethical rather than a neoliberal tool to generate regional community and global outcomes.(p 11). 

 
Human capital planning and actions that take into account capability enhancement at critical and 

sensitive stages of life and in ‘critical and sensitive places of attachment’ appear to be useful initiatives on 
which universities could take the lead in their engagement with other education sectors with pathway 
planning and with the wider communities (social and natural) in which they are located. This would help to 
address the under-performance and inequities that appear to occur spatially in spite of national growth.  Such 
planning would foster learning pathways from the youngest to the oldest community members.  Figure 3 
provides a schematic of the connections implicit in such a regional human capital plan.  In this schematic, 
Priority A might, for example, be something like climate change with the first goal (A1) being to reduce the 
region’s greenhouse gas emissions through human capability enhancement throughout the formal education 
process, accessing knowledge, and through engagement with various relevant regional groups (ie.A1.1, 
A1.2…) 

 
9. Region Varmland 
 

The Swedish region Varmland is three hours by road or rail to the north west of Stockholm.  The 
region has a population of 250,000 and capital city Karlstad a population of close to 100,000.  The region is 
undergoing long term structural change from an old economy based on timber, steel and paper manufacturing 
and engineering workshops to an economy based on innovation, IT, knowledge and services.  Like many 
other non-metropolitan regions around the world Varmland has an ageing population, ‘brain drain’ of young 
people, rural-urban drift, declining overall population, growing gender imbalance, relatively low higher 
education participation, and a confusion of jurisdictional agency roles.  The Karlstad University is a relatively 
new university of around 10,000 students with a large distance learning component. 

 
Through strong community and university engagement the region has embarked on a strategy of 

revitalisation through regional collaboration, innovation, human capital enhancement and internationalisation 
based on knowledge acquisition. Triple helix clusters involving the region, business and the university as 
partners have been formed in steel and engineering, paper, packaging, IT, services and wellness with links 
forming between clusters.  The University has strong connections in its research and teaching with regional 
innovation business clusters and which is reflected in many dual professorial appointments funded jointly by 
the region and the University, research funding partnerships, professional up-skilling programs, degree 
programs including work based learning, and close matching of university courses with regional needs.  The 
University, in collaboration with the business clusters, has a range of initiatives to foster human capital 
throughout the region including a children’s university, young entrepreneurs  programme, innovation 
incubator for young people, and regular open days for primary aged students. 

 
The region and university are now focussing on two further strategies.  The first is to more explicitly 

connect the regional innovation system through the business clusters to the strategies for human capital and 
eventually human capability enhancement.  The second is to internationalise the regional system through 



  

connections with other regions and universities around the world with like interests and concerns.  The 
Observatory Pascal (2010) project PURE is a stimulus for this. 
 
Figure 3 Schematic human capability plan 
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Priority A 
Goal A1 
Group A1.1 
Group A1.2 
etc. 
Goal A2 
etc. 

      

Priority B 
Goal B1 
Group B1.1 
Group B1.2 
etc. 
Goal B2 
etc. 

 
     

Priority C 
Goal C1 
Group C1.1 
Group C1.2 
etc. 
Goal C2 
etc. 

 

     

 
11. Conclusions 

 
Economic growth in Australia is being accompanied by a widening disparity in spatial economic 

achievement.  Underlying this is a significant under-utilisation and leakage of human capital in many non-
metropolitan regions. In earlier work we argued that universities play an important role in contributing 
practically to the positive progress of these human capital ‘problem regions’ in ways that are consistent with 
the common good (economic advancement, social inclusion and environmental sustainability), as well as with 
individual well-being and opportunity realisation.  An argument was made for the use of Sen’s capability 
approach as well as our ‘enterprising human capital’ and ‘sp-ethics’ concepts as ways of improving outcomes 
for ‘problem regions’.  

 
The paper draws two conclusions about how to address the human capital problem in many regions.  

First, the capability approach may need to explicitly consider attachment to place (social and natural worlds) 
and the role of regional agencies associated with learning such as universities.  This would involve the way in 
which they focus their programs on capability building by engaging with the distinctive regional community 
of which they are a part.  In this way investment in capability building is not only a function of ‘critical and 
sensitive periods’ in life but a function of ‘critical and sensitive places’ of individual and community 
engagement. Second, ‘enterprising human capital’ and ‘sp-ethics’, as mechanisms for an ethical approach to 
learning through engagement within the region, may need to consider more closely all the factors involved in 
realising human capability rather than simply assume their presence.  

Capability building learning programmes 
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Endnotes: 
 
i  The distinction is made in this paper between ‘human resources’ and ‘human capital’, where the latter refers 
to those with higher learning that involves technical and creative skills and their application in addressing 
real-world matters of concern in the long term, as opposed to the former, which can also include people who 
have simply been trained ‘just-in-time’ to meet an immediate workforce need. 
   
ii   We have used relative unemployment as a proxy for regional economic growth in the modelling (Plummer 
and Taylor 2003, Garlick et al 2007). 
 
iii   The full listing of the 94 regions is in Garlick et al 2007. 
 
iv  Readers wishing to read more detail of the modelling results are referred to Plummer and Taylor 2001b and 
Garlick et al 2007. 
 


