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7. THE ABSTRACT  
a. Introduction, Background, and 

Objectives  
Higher Educations Institutions (HEIs) and, particularly, 
Polytechnic Institutes in Portugal are recognized as key 
stakeholders in regional development. However, due to the 
economic recession over the last years and consequent 
budget constraints, HEIs are ever more required to 
demonstrate their contribution to economic development within 
their communities. Thus, the goal of this paper was to estimate 
the economic impact of a set of Polytechnic Institutes located 
in their regions with quite diverse socioeconomic realities, by 
using a common methodology, enabling the identification of 
the differentiating variables between the realities of the 
different regions, the respective Polytechnics and their 
impacts. 

b.  Theoretical or Conceptual 
Framework (if applicable) 

A HEIs’ economic impact study aims at estimating the 
increase in the level of economic activity within a given region 
as a result of the presence of a HEI (Elliott et al., 1988). 
Therefore, the contribution of a Polytechnic Institute to the 
local economy might be measured through the impact on the 
level of the economic activity of that region, with positive 
effects on the levels of employment and local income. In fact, 
these can be estimated considering three kinds of effects 
(Yserte & Rivera, 2010): direct, indirect and induced economic 
effects. 

c. Research Methods, Samples or 
Data Sources 

To estimate the economic impact of Polytechnic Institutes on 
local economy the model developed by Fernandes (2009) was 
used, which allows a fairly accurate approximation on the 
impact of the HEIs on the regions where they are located and 
enables the comparison between institutions/regions. 
To apply the model, it was required the undertaking of surveys 
to students, faculty and staff, implemented between May and 
September 2012. An online questionnaire was developed 
based on the works of Buchanan (1984), Caffrey & Isaacs 
(1971), Martins et al. (2005), Seybert (2003) and Fernandes 
(2009). The final version of the questionnaires was the result 
of intensive discussions with representatives of the Institutions 
participating in the study. 
The selected groups of individuals completed different 
surveys. For faculty members and staff members, the 
questionnaire consisted of three sections (professional 
description, personal and family background, and living 
conditions), and for students consisted of six sections 
(personal information, educational background, academic 
situation, living conditions, family background, and students’ 
mobility). 
To answer the questionnaire, a random selection of the three 
HEIs’ related individuals was carried out and the number of 
questionnaires sent per Institution was adjusted in accordance 
to the dimension of the Polytechnic Institute. 
Finally, it was also necessary to collect data from the HEIs 
spending from official records. 

d. Method of Analysis A quantitative approach was used based on the above-
mentioned model (Fernandes, 2009). The collected data 
allowed a full description of HEIs’ related individuals, from a 
social and family perspective, and was also able to describe, 
thoroughly, the spending of those individuals, as well as their 



investments, in order to understand the flow of funds they 
originated. 

e. Findings The major findings obtained in this study are the following. The 
impact on local GDP varies between 2 and 11%, with a 
multiplier effect on job creation ranging from 2 to 5. These 
results are important to highlight, given that a conservative 
approach was followed in assessing the economic impact, in 
the sense that, essentially, the export and import substitution 
effects for students, faculty and staff were considered. It is 
clear that the largest contribution to this impact results from 
the monthly expenses of those students who had moved to a 
particular region to study in the Polytechnic Institute. Also, the 
results seem to substantiate a linear relationship between the 
value of the economic impact and the Institutions’ number of 
students. Finally, the role of HEIs should be emphasized as 
major local employers and, therefore, the retention of qualified 
people in the regions. 

f. Conclusions, Scholarly or 
Scientific Significance, and 
Implications 

Overall, the study allowed for a first quantified estimation of 
the Polytechnic Institutes’ economic impact, the results of 
which enhance their public mission, particularly in terms of 
regional development, ensuring access to higher education 
and as a transformation agent to the reality of the 
municipalities/regions where the Polytechnics are located. It is 
precisely this understanding of the many dimensions of the 
overall impact that makes local people appreciate the 
presence of Polytechnics in their regions. They strengthen and 
assert the identity of those communities.  

   

8. References  Buchanan, D. (1994). The Economic Impact of Mississippi 
Valley State University on the Local economy, 1992-93, 
Mississippi Valley State University, ED 384 280 – HE 027 990. 

Caffrey, J., & Isaacs, H. (1971). Estimating the Impact of a 
College or University on the Local Economy. Washington, DC: 
American Council on Education, ERIC ED 252100. 

Elliott, D., Levin, S., & Meisel, J. (1988). Measuring the 
economic impact of institutions of higher education. Research 
in Higher Education, 28(1), 17-33. 

Fernandes, J. (2009). O impacto económico das instituições 
do ensino superior no desenvolvimento regional: o caso do 
Instituto Politécnico de Bragança. Tese de Doutoramento. 
Guimarães: Escola de Engenharia da Universidade do Minho. 

Martins, S., Mauritti, R., & Costa, A. (2005). Condições 
socioeconómicas dos estudantes do ensino superior em 
Portugal (5ª ed.). Ministério da Ciência, Tecnologia e Ensino 
Superior, Colecção Temas e Estudos de Acção Social, Lisboa. 

Seybert, J. (2003). The economic impact of Barton County 
Community College on its service area 2001-2002, Office of 
Institutional Research, Johnson County Community College. 

Yserte, R. & Rivera, M. (2010). The impact of the university 
upon local economy: three methods to estimate demand-side 
effects. The Annals of Regional Science 44, 39-67. 

 


