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Abstract

:

Educational needs are changing worldwide. Social aspects and the impact of knowledge and education on changing society are already taken into consideration from some viewpoints. However, the social impact of different models of education that bring new knowledge in innovative ways and the application of social entrepreneurship still need be investigated. The main question that this study addressed is how higher education institutions (HEIs) will approach the new era, in relation to knowledge needs and their social impact, and which model allows HEIs to become more entrepreneurial and follow social entrepreneurship. The paper contributes to addressing challenges and opportunities that universities (especially those located in developing countries) face in their pathway to developing social entrepreneurship education with the aim of increasing their value creation capacity. Through a case study analysis, this paper highlights the relevance of knowledge creation, circulation, and transfer among different stakeholders for universities to shift towards an entrepreneurial and innovative perspective. The findings of this research highlight the relevance of social innovation, knowledge development processes, and wide and collaborative national and international networks as essential elements in paving the way for universities to become entrepreneurial universities.
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1. Introduction


A new era of higher education is underway. To understand the future, business schools of HEIs need to understand tomorrow’s student. Studies show that, as there is still a category of students who think they will work as their parents did in the 1970s, most of them think that at least once they will change their career completely in their lifetime, while there are others that think they will start working for themselves (Clark 2001). Students with these points of view will need to learn throughout their lifetime, update their skills, and add new skills as their careers demand. Since knowledge is an intangible resource that can empower products/services/processes, lately emphasis has been placed on addressing increased attention to societal challenges and social innovation in this context (Chiva et al. 2014). The concept of social innovation (Ndou and Schiuma 2020) deals with creating and applying new knowledge that supports the solution of social problems from all stakeholders through products/services that can better serve local communities. Social issues are increasingly common in the context of HEIs and society, not only in public but also private institutions, and not only in their overall institutional behavior but also especially in some traditional schools and faculties such as business schools/faculties. Professor Clayton Christensen of Harvard Business School, in reporting his thoughts with regard to the new era of HEIs, says: “I think higher education is just on the edge of the crevasse. Generally, universities are doing very well financially, so they do not feel from the data that their world is going to collapse. But I think even five years from now these enterprises are going to be in real trouble.”



The ability of HEIs to predict education trends for specific types of education and education methodologies, etc., is very important for the anticipation of these changes (Altbach et al. 2009) to capture the market opportunities more accurately and for aligning them with the predictions of global demand for education, skills, and knowledge (Barnett 2000, 2005). The social impact of these trends needs to be taken into consideration through the intertwining nature of social innovation and knowledge-based development because of the need for knowledge to make social innovation happen (Schiuma and Lerro 2014). According to Yigitcanlar (2019), capturing and predicting the emerging needs of society for social change is impacted by the implementation of knowledge in actions related to the field. In higher education institutions, the results of many studies show how an intensifying appetite for more knowledge that will sustain business and industries is re-writing the rules of business education, changing the mindset of learners when it comes to how they study and what they study towards.



In these conditions, HEIs in general and specifically business schools within them, which can serve as leaders in many entrepreneurial processes in society, need to find how to leverage their continuing brand strengths and their tangible and intangible assets to retain a central role in extended learning lives (Ndou et al. 2019). Many authors have dedicated their research to the relationship between knowledge and social innovation, as well as skills and education, but there is still a need to deepen the study of institutional aspects in HEIs. In this regard there is a gap in studies on how this could be achieved within a new model of entrepreneurial education that also leads to social improvements within society and communities.



The paper presents the authors’ contributions to finding relationships between concepts such development, knowledge, skills, and social innovation. Business and tourism industry environments are taken as illustrations of skills and knowledge needs to contribute to socioeconomic development and the role of social innovation. A case study of University of Tirana, as the biggest university in Albania and one of the most important in the Western Balkans, is considered to contribute a proposal of a new model of education provision through social innovation.




2. Literature Review


There is a considerable discussion about the difference between administrative or traditional education and entrepreneurial education (Barnett 2000, 2005; Jongbloed 2008). According to Conceição et al. (2003), fostering innovation in a learning society requires institutions to pay attention to strategies and growth from knowledge resources. In particular, those discussions are followed up by the effect of COVID-19 in transforming the methods of educating based on changing needs for skills, knowledge, and competencies. With regard to experiential courses such as those including entrepreneurship learning, the COVID-19 pandemic poses a significant challenge to management education (Brammer and Clark 2020; Kryukov and Gorin 2017). Traditional business education models were built for a world in which learning was frontloaded. Degrees were earned on campus in a single period of up to four years, and this time commitment meant that most students earned them before entering the workplace (Gorica et al. 2019). They would then depend on this bank of learning to see them through their careers, perhaps with the addition of a one- or two-year postgraduate degree in their late 20s/early 30s (Altbach et al. 2009; Carringtoncrisp and LinkedIn Report 2020). On the other hand, social innovation proposes inclusive learning which, together with social capital, impacts the distributed knowledge that brings growth and is therefore considered a crucial element for local development (Moulaert and Nussbaumer 2005).



On the other hand, at a time when professionals expect to update skills and switch careers several times in their working life (Secundo et al. 2019), it seems like an increasingly risky approach to invest in knowledge. Even after the COVID-19 crisis, universities will have to deal with the urgent need to reconfigure traditional programs using digital technologies (Giustina et al. 2021).



Lifelong learning is the logical response to an era in which people expect to work for longer—and expect regular disruption to the business landscape during that time (Estermann and Claeys-Kulik 2013). Thus, even the education method is no longer based on the traditional model (Barnett 2005). This means that 3 or 4 years of a strong bachelor is no longer sufficient. Markets will continuously need new approaches on knowledge, new skills, and new means of supplying those skills, which will be provided through lifelong learning courses or several educational offers. For this purpose, including the different actors in the field for gaining knowledge, especially those actors that generate novelty (Shattock 2006), will contribute to bettering knowledge with local and external sources and will underline the differences related to the degree of innovative actors’ interaction within a local network (Gibb and Haskins 2013). The study of Shattock (2005) analyzes the innovation systems (milieu) for innovation-oriented development, focusing the investigation on the role of knowledge-based environment, cooperation among actors, and networking for developing an innovative milieu. A final fact to be evaluated is that new generations are feeling more comfortable and secure with more diplomas, and also several mixed diplomas are requested in order to adapt education to changes of market requirement for skills and knowledge (Ndou et al. 2018b).



For example, one industry with a new strategy for knowledge and education after COVID-19 is tourism because millions of jobs were sacrificed or put in danger. Not only jobs but the tourism ecosystem in Europe and worldwide has been jeopardized due to the COVID-19 crisis (Tiwari et al. 2020). It is in times of crisis that business, jobs, employment, and community connect in the short term and postpone investment in the long term (Ndou et al. 2018b). However, long-term solutions require agreement among all the actors, and tourism was an example of this during the crisis. Since it is an industry related to destinations, sustainable development, and to people, the knowledge component and the social component are very important to finding common points among actors. Ndou and Schiuma (2020) in their study identify three research streams with growing importance related to social innovation and knowledge impact on local development, one of which is the dynamics of social innovation for territorial development. They found some of the most significant contributions that relate these subjects, e.g., Gertler and Levitte (2005), who focus on internal resources and firm capabilities as well as local and global flows of knowledge, which determine innovation, and Carson et al. (2014), whose focus is on tourism industry through analyses of stakeholders and the contribution of communities to innovation at a regional level, though encountering significant barriers and through them the inability to stimulate knowledge sharing and transfer (Ndou et al. 2018a).



Regarding tourism, employment in this sector includes many professions from managers of tourism units, product managers, and brand marketing to intermediate levels of management of various sub-sectors and simple employees. All these categories and levels of professions need to be reoriented and supplied with the necessary knowledge, skills, and competencies, which should be provided by universities through updated or entirely new qualitative curricula.




3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Project Design


The methodology used for this study is based on a bottom-up model, which means first of all using the model of an entrepreneurial university to identify members of the community from which information on perceptions and opinions is gathered. All-important stakeholders that the model identifies are considered as a strong source of information in order to give a fully social entrepreneurial concept of a university. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used to gather and analyze the data.



Qualitative methods were used, involving a detailed desk research of literature, reports, documents, publications, government strategies, and recent important events (forums, conferences, etc.) directly or indirectly linked to the entrepreneurial university concept as well as 15 interviews of important stakeholders to gather information from public and private actors that are directly related to universities, especially UT.



A quantitative method was designed to gather data from students and professors as well as university leaders and administrators at the University of Tirana.




3.2. Research Instruments


The research instruments used were interviews and questionnaires.



The interviews were directed to stakeholders to identify information related to their perception of UT value and positioning, perception on opportunities for value cocreation, and their role related to improving knowledge through innovative models and collaboration.



The questionnaire was divided into several parts, comprising the following information: different used methods of learning/teaching perceived as innovative and entrepreneurial inside the institution and projects with emphasis on entrepreneurship and innovation in related fields of study.




3.3. Place and Participant Recruitment


The main criteria for stakeholder selection are that everybody related to knowledge management and the entrepreneurial social university is a crucial stakeholder for UT. Interviewees were contacted through a list of related institutions. In-depth interviews were organized with:




	
Experts in the Ministry of Education.



	
Project managers and experts in social innovation knowledge, education, and training in different NGOs/international projects.



	
Individual national experts located in Tirana related to innovation and entrepreneurial projects related to higher education.



	
Experts on human resources and employment in businesses environments.








They were contacted by email and required to give information about the issues mentioned above. The second round of emails sent to the experts who demonstrated a very active and collaborative attitude during the first phases requested a face-to-face interview to obtain more detailed information on certain issues



Questionnaires on the other hand were sent online and replied to by 165 students, 17 leaders/administrators in UT, and 87 university teachers of different faculties.




3.4. Data Analysis


The data were analyzed through two main methods. Text analyses were used for interviews to identify the main aspects that relate the positioning and value of UT curricula and courses with the opportunities to collaborate and cocreate with stakeholders (institutions organizations, business leaders, experts, services) and with the social innovation models used. Second, quantitative analyses related to questionnaires were used to discover possible relations between variables such as marketing plan elements, product/offer/curricula elements, branding elements, and market relations.





4. Results


4.1. New Education Challenges for Traditional HEI Institutions: The Case of the University of Tirana


Too often HEIs have a traditional approach more or less guided by their business schools that are product-centered when the contemporary HEIs and schools need to be more decentralized and flexible. The challenges faced by universities in the Balkans, and especially the University of Tirana, are numerous, different, and difficult.



The University of Tirana, as a well-known brand in the higher education area according to the national report and strategy on higher education, has the potential to leverage its existing strengths through new partnerships—creating blended and distinctive experiences that can meet the varied needs of lifelong learners. This is identified not only in the reports and desk research as a simple recommendation but especially in the analysis of interviews as a challenge for UT, which needs to make every effort to fulfill its value proposition challenge to be entrepreneurial. One of the main challenges of UT as expressed by stakeholders, especially NGO/project representatives and external experts, is related to internationalization. The interviews resulted in identification of main areas where the University of Tirana will need to become more involved in cocreating a value proposition with students, businesses, investors, stakeholders, and administrative and academic staff, with better internationalization as its main challenge. One of the most common answers to the question related to actions for creating knowledge and social innovation inclusion is the involvement of social aspects in its brand concept and advice to relate market needs with appropriate plans and products, including innovative ways to create curricula and skills towards knowledge creation. The creation of educational products for more innovative knowledge, skills, and competencies is seen as a challenge by all stakeholders. Relationships with schools related to business and economy are highlighted from stakeholders more than in other cases.



The University of Tirana (TU) is the largest University in Albania and includes six faculties. Based on a study (Gorica and Cojoaca 2016), dimensions that are seen as most important among academics engaging in the public institutions of HEIs in Albania, are proactivity and value creation, while the least important are the focus on opportunities and innovation. The marketing applied to public institutions of higher education in Albania is traditional marketing, which focuses more on the relationship of transaction, while the application of the entrepreneurial model in marketing focuses on innovation and self-orientation towards the creation value. According to the quantitative study and the measurement of weighed averages, we found that university involvement in socioeconomic development is weak, and educational institutions are “designated as educational and research institutions but are limited only in learning” and are less flexible according to a participant in the study. The respondents claim that they are proactive in influencing the environment of the organization. Education is becoming more interactive and flexible, communication more immediate and interactive, and research (at least) more cooperative and open. The relationship of the universities with local business and industry is weak; no respondents reported any assertion that universities may have prompted or influenced the establishment of a new business or related innovation activities or support new venture or any entrepreneurial start-up activity.




4.2. Higher Education Market Equilibrium Is Difficult to Be Achieved


Based on the characteristics of the University of Tirana and referring specifically to departments within one of the six faculties (Faculty of Economy- FEUT), since it is mentioned as more related to the stakeholders, business environment, and public administration, we analyzed and co-discussed the reasons for a general and common problem for the University of Tirana, the difficulty in achieving Higher Education market equilibrium:




	
From one side, change and evolution of market needs for more and diversified capabilities, skills, and capacities have impacted the emergence of different markets, business needs changes, and more multidisciplinarity, representing almost a revolution in needs for diplomas and types of diploma, which means that is very difficult to survey to market if HEIs cannot equilibrate the market;



	
From the other side, the education market is always subject to change, and its stakeholders need to search and conduct market research to achieve equilibrium (Gibb 2013). Demand of the education market is very elastic; this not the case for supply because to improve, change, and adapt curricula requires time and capabilities as well as cooperation and strong networking with businesses and public institutions that interact directly with the education market. Thus, a regulatory system needs to manage the higher education market equilibrium (Gibb et al. 2012).








Within the University of Tirana, regarding the above analyses, the Faculty of Economy is one step ahead due to the coherence that results from all activities that the Faculty of Economics, University of Tirana (FEUT) has demonstrated in recent decades. Recently, however, private universities, due to a lack of autocratic administrative rules, have made advances in infrastructure and technology. For many reasons, FEUT needs to re-dimension and adapt to the education market with new and flexible curricula. This is a must, as recently shown by several studies undertaken by academics within FEUT with the aim of moderating curricula based on market orientation (MO) and entrepreneurial orientation (EO) in the internationalization platform.




4.3. Proposing a New Model for Repositioning the University of Tirana for Better Internationalization


The results of the stakeholder study are shown in Figure 1. The main philosophy that describes the need for of this new positioning is based on:




	
The main principle and need for internationalization;



	
The strength of the brand on the market.








In the main framework of internationalization, the University of Tirana as a very strong brand needs to reorganize its strength into repositioning. Some aspects of this model are as follows:



Students, who can be considered as the main and final customers, benefit from every teaching product/service offered by UT (CBT). The diversification of the offer of products and services that UT should offer in all its basic units (departments) should aid student satisfaction. Thus, even after obtaining a bachelor’s degree, a student, thanks to the brand and good name of the HEI, as well as the faculty, will return to enroll in another course or suggest the institution to friends and relatives. Thus, alumni can provide feedback on how existing UT products can be improved or what other products on the market suggest.



On the other hand, the largest businesses in Albania are currently supplied with human resources by the Faculty of Economics, University of Tirana (Gorica and Kordha 2020). FEUT’s academic staff are currently serving with the knowledge that skills and capabilities imparted to current students will prove important in the future market, which will cocreate future products that will serve the re-positioning of UT with the aim of creating a proposed superior value that will serve not only the delivery of products but the increase of UT’s capital and market share and strengthening of the university image (Kripa and Gorica 2020). This process will continue and be reshaped by improving through feedback and approaching the final goal: internationalization and strengthening of the UT brand.




4.4. Investors and Other Stakeholders, Part of the Value Chain


Different studies relate the need for interaction between the business environment and educational institutions (Bateman and Crant 1993). Angelstam et al. (2011) focus their study on the importance of social learning processes based on local actors and the need to produce innovative knowledge including these actors. Improved collaboration of stakeholders from different levels and sectors is one of their suggestions for achieving governance and management in European landscapes, related to relevance of transdisciplinary knowledge production and the collaborative learning process. Regarding stakeholders and actors in HEIs, it can be seen from the interviews that the interests of large businesses are consequently strongly linked to higher education and the quality of product created by them. It is not uncommon for firms that are strongly oriented towards a specific field to connect and attract specialized human resources from a HEI (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 2000b). Thus, for example, the large number of businesses related to the construction and management of a tourist location with more than four stars may require that they rely on the Faculty of Economics, UT. Thus, based on the two theories of cocreation and community (bottom-up), specialized curricula (products/services) can be created especially for these businesses (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 2000a). These can be LLCs, 2-year or 6-month courses, specific training, intensive modules, or other diplomas. Thus capital, brands, market share, and opportunities for internationalization increase greatly for UT.



People and human resources include academic staff, professors and new applicants within UT, administrative staff, and support offices within UT administration. All staff create and support the product created in collaboration with other actors in the value chain and obtained through the bottom-up model. Thus, following the example above, the UT’s departments may engage in cocreating an LLC with important businesses in Albania, and some staff may have ideas and become more actively involved in improvements and suggestions that increase the quality of service provided. Through this bottom-up philosophy, not only are the economic and financial interests of staff fulfilled, but more opportunities for creating knowledge through social innovation practices also arise.





5. Discussion


The University of Tirana in Albania is one of the oldest and important universities in the Balkan area, and this is one of the reasons why in several studies we compare the international educational challenge within the Balkan context, specifically HEIs in Albania and especially the University of Tirana. Thus, this prolonged discussion is related to several guidelines: what is going to be transformed in University of Tirana and how, and what exactly can be used as guidelines for our University in the Balkan context.



The two theories of cocreation and bottom-up (through the community-based approach) can be integrated to build the value of a HEI’s output through the elements related to innovation (Morgan 2017), value cocreation of knowledge, skills, and market demand and socioeconomic development. To finalize improvements in HEIs, business schools or economic faculties can lead the processes, since they are aware of market needs and business and entrepreneurial environments, thus leading the use of innovative methods in education. This process was included in the case of the University of Tirana along with the identification and construction of a proposed value for all actors and also the construction and development of marketing plans that support and enable the whole process. As the goal is to internationalize UT by strengthening its brand, and just as internationalization is directly related to the value proposition for all actors, a marketing plan and a simple traditional business perspective is not the right approach. Multiple efforts to improve the product (curricula) through social innovation and new methods of knowledge development as well as branding through networks and collaboration and value cocreation must be in place to fill all the elements of a new model. Specification and developed marketing plans for investors, employees within UT, and actors of the entire value chain whose needs must be met must be developed through this process.



Each of these stakeholders is concerned about product positioning to the end consumer and segmentation, but they are also concerned about other issues that are at least as important as the first—social capital and the image of the venture, for the communities and society.



Ultimately this will lead to a positioning model, which in addition to internationalization will also directly affect:




	
A variety of innovative products/services, ultimately resulting in a deeper sense of proactivity, opportunity, and social innovation;



	
The increase of UT’s capital, thus increasing the financial strength of UT, keeping it closer and including the business financially in the market share, and strengthening the proposed value as it makes UT strongly oriented by the market and entrepreneurial;



	
The image of the university through this powerful network created.








All these results can help the University of Tirana in its endeavor to move “easily” from being traditional to being entrepreneurial and innovative, thus impacting development through knowledge. This is evident with an active approach to some of the elements identified and included throughout this journey: proactivity, value-based proposal, opportunity, customer intensity, and driven by opportunities, as seen in Figure 2. As a result of this journey, the University of Tirana, in addition to the safe path towards internationalization and strengthening the brand, will be even more inclined in the future towards some other elements that will make it even more entrepreneurial. These other elements will be a consequence of this process and will become daily practices of UT, i.e., focusing on social innovation, risk management or resource leveraging, and knowledge and market need focuses for development.



Thus, this new type of management and marketing attitude held by the University of Tirana will enable the following for the future:




	
Foundations for great benefits: the discovery of fast techniques for positioning, targeting, and segmentation.



	
An entrepreneurial attitude, culture and management to all marketing functions; performs and predominates entrepreneurial awards, promotion, including employment. Provides an entrepreneurial power for distribution, promotion, etc.



	
Maximization of the value of all stakeholder relationships and benefits through marketing to investors, brokers, employees, partners, and users.



	
Improved product ideas or innovative education services.



	
New products to maximize profitability from their life cycle.



	
Marketing based on what really works and maximization of marketing investment by striving for community and society benefits.









6. Conclusions


In the face of these facts, HEIs in the European area, but mostly in the Balkans, face many challenges:




	
Analyzing as soon as possible their current situation of education, curricula, and what HEIs are offering.



	
Understanding that many changes are underway, with one certainty: The future will require HEIs to change and stay away from traditional models; to find opportunities to serve new and different segments, with various products; and to offer not only LLC courses but also interdisciplinary degrees. Being entrepreneurial and innovative means that offering interdisciplinary degrees is a safe way to grow the network but also to have safe new categories of students outside the HEI’s profile.



	
Strengthening the brand of HEIs like University of Tirana, or those which have a successful history in Balkan Countries, which can be accomplished by:




	(a)

	
Being proactive in bundle offers (products);




	(b)

	
Considering brand strengthening strategies that lead to a safe internationalization path;




	(c)

	
Working closely with business communities for an enlargement of capital (of HEIs) and strong market share;




	(d)

	
ocusing on social innovation and knowledge for sustainable development.














To summarize and conclude, we must say that the qualitative, necessary, and rapid internationalization of UT is based especially on the repositioning theory, which is directly related to the benefits and consequences for stakeholders from administration, organizations, projects, businesses, and students. Further, this theory should be not only all inclusive but based on bottom-up theory and lastly lead to the identification of the proposed value that carries the key attributes and benefits that are enabled.



Mindset for Internationalization of UT


	A.

	
All elements count







	
In case of UT, experience in the market and the inheritance of supply in programs is an important element to create the brand. Changes from 4-year diplomas through bachelor and master’s degrees require a new mindset, but based on the value of the old brand, this needs internationalization, which needs innovative approaches to knowledge. Sometimes a business mindset can help towards the development, and business schools can lead the process but with a focus on entrepreneurial aspects of management and marketing plans and product/service development inside HEIs. UT has kept active the approach of product differentiation and positioning through lifelong learning courses, involvement in several projects based on the principle of internationalization, and being proactive. A new approach to marketing within the whole university, organizing open meetings with businesses, students and professors, with a clear strategic view of internationalization of departments and programs has helped in making small but sure steps forward.






	B.

	
All inclusive of blended model of education is closer to business needs







For HEIs like the University of Tirana that are moving towards a new model of education, there is need to integrate innovative learning methods. Learning is not just about qualification and career enhancements but a blended or all-inclusive learning integrated experience. This can be a good opportunity for UT since the COVID-19 situation implies a new strategy of learning, including social innovation through digital media.



In order to strengthen its brand, the University of Tirana need to summarize all the above processes by identifying clean and distinctive values, entering partnerships and avoiding isolation, always utilizing bottom-up and cocreation theory to have a purpose and a focus on the purpose, and orienting its research towards a flexible approach.



	C.

	
Efficient networking for a better partnership within and among Western Balkan Countries WBC







This means that the University of Tirana will have the possibility to cocreate its model or partnership, working closely and choosing only those businesses that have innovative ideas for the market in the future.



Limitations of the study



This study has its limitations related to the situation in the region. The study does not compare the facts gathered for UT with other Western Balkan HEIs, but the University of Tirana is trying on the other hand to internationalize, so the HEIs in other countries with similar opportunities and limitations are important to consider in future studies. The methodology of the study encountered a relatively high nonresponse rate in the target group of university teachers and administration. The non-responders were substituted to meet the appropriate sample size evaluation.
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Figure 1. A new model of repositioning of UT within the internationalization framework. 
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Figure 2. Value proposition development of UT. 
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