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Example 12: Students as Consultants

Gordon Clark, Lancaster University

In brief

Students at Lancaster University can volunteer to become consultants to local tourism firms, producing a research report on a topic specified by the firm.

How it works

Two full-time staff, paid for by the European Regional Development Fund, run the Learning Tourism project which is based in Geography.  This is part of the University's Third Mission work.  The staff find small local firms (SMEs) in Objective 2 areas of Cumbria and Lancashire, which wish to have some research done to help develop their tourism or leisure businesses.  Once terms of reference have been agreed, the opportunity is advertised across the University.  Students from any discipline may apply, using a formal procedure with a letter of application and curriculum vitae.  The firm and the Learning Tourism staff choose the student to be appointed to each project, trying to fit the student's disciplinary background to the task to be done. 

Each project comprises 20 days' research work.  The Learning Tourism staff train the student to become an 'apprentice consultant' working to a professional standard, using teaching materials prepared by the University's Careers Service.  The staff also monitor the students' progress while carrying out the research, check health and safety issues, and deal with any crises.  Once a report meeting the terms of reference and of acceptable quality has been delivered to the firm, the student is paid a fee of £800.  The students who undertake these projects are all volunteers (over 50 so far), doing this in their spare time.  They have been drawn from UK and overseas students, and a wide range of disciplines. 

The types of research so far have included project development, investment appraisal, environmental sustainability audits, marketing and promotional planning, competitor analysis and benchmarking, and IT / web developments.  The projects' effects in terms of job creation and increases in turnover for the firms will be measured during 2005.  A few projects have failed, in that the firm has decided not to proceed with the project or the student has not performed as we would have hoped, but these cases are rare.  For the students the main benefit, aside from the £800 fee, is curriculum enhancement through using academic skills in work for a real-world local company to a professional standard and within time constraints.  They also gain a clearer understanding of how firms work and of entrepreneurship in action.

Developments

During late 2004 funds will become available to offer more student consultancies, first in Blackpool's tourism industry, and then, using HEIF and NWDA money, more widely in the North West of England.  The intention is to widen the recruitment of students to other NW universities, and to offer consultancies of different lengths.  During 2005 a more formal evaluation of the scheme will take place.  The Learning Tourism website at http://learningtourism.lancs.ac.uk provides examples of projects and training materials, and contact details.

Contact Details:
Name: Dr Gordon Clark 

Department / Institution: Department of Geography, Lancaster University 

Email: g.clark@lancaster.ac.uk
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