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Universities as strategic navigators: place leadership in the
Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area
Tatiana Fumasolia and Fumi Kitagawab

ABSTRACT
This article investigates university place leadership within the context of a politically asymmetrical cross-border regional
innovation system – China’s state-steered, Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area. We conceptualise place
leadership as a process of strategic navigation, where universities manage two sets of tensions: (1) the strategic
posture between state compliance and organisational opportunity and (2) the locus of their legitimacy between local
political endorsement and global academic prestige. Based on a comparative analysis of seven universities, we develop
a series of navigational profiles, revealing how universities mobilise resources and shape visions, offering insights for
the study of place leadership and cross-border innovation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Place leadership has become a pivotal concept in regional
studies (Ayres, 2014; Beer et al., 2019; Beer & Clower,
2014). Place leaders are political, economic or academic
actors who can influence a development process and
mobilise other actors, resources and power (Sotarauta,
2016). Place leadership literature acknowledges the com-
plex nature of collective action in a multi-value, multi-
actor and multi-power context. Unlike traditional hier-
archical leadership, it is often collaborative, boundary-
spanning and context-sensitive. In this article, we focus
on the capacity of organisations to mobilise resources,
build coalitions and shape strategic visions.
Studies on the relationship between place-making and

leadership in cross-border regions (CBRs) (see for
example, Collinge & Gibney, 2010) indicate unique gov-
ernance landscapes of CBRs, demanding specific forms
of place leadership capable of building trust and momen-
tum across significant institutional divides across borders.
Place leadership offers a crucial lens to understand how
CBRs navigate contemporary economic and political
pressures through a collective process through which
diverse coalitions intervene to shape a region’s develop-
ment trajectory. A CBR is defined as a territorial unit

that includes contiguous subnational units from two or
more nation-states (Perkmann & Sum, 2002). They
exist in a variety of forms across diverse geographical,
social and political environments (Sharif & Chandra,
2022; Yang, 2005, 2006). The very nature of the ‘border’
between places changes over time with inherent fluidity
and fragmentation, as both the places and their boundaries
are continually shaped and reshaped by a complex inter-
play of local, national and global processes (Derudder &
Liu, 2025; Lundquist & Trippl, 2013).
Within this context, universities are increasingly recog-

nised not merely as educational institutions, but as transfor-
mative agents capable of enacting place leadership (Fonseca
et al., 2021). Their role is particularly salient in the formation
of a cross-border regional innovation system (CBRIS), where
they are central to fostering knowledge flows generating com-
petitive advantages for the region (van denBroek et al., 2019).
Yet,while a significant bodyof literature examines universities
as place leaders and a separate strand explores the governance
of a CBRIS, the intersection of these themes remains under-
developed. This is especially relevant where the governance of
innovationnecessitates coordinatingpolicies atmultiple scales
(Nelles &Durand, 2014) and is complicated by asymmetrical
power relations between central governments and local actors
(Cappellano et al., 2022).
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We present the case of the Guangdong-Hong Kong-
Macao Greater Bay Area (GBA), a cross-border megacity
region spanning between the Pearl River Delta in Guang-
dong Province and Hong Kong and Macao (Hui et al.,
2020; Yeh et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2024). The GBA
exemplifies the dynamics of a state-steered innovation sys-
tem, driven by the central government of China to inte-
grate the Special Administrative Regions (SARs) of
Hong Kong and Macao with nine municipalities in
Guangdong Province (Zhao et al., 2024). This initiative
operates under the Chinese One Country, Two Systems
framework, redefined by some scholars as ‘one country,
two systems, three legal systems, and three customs
zones’ (Xie et al., 2022; Xie et al., 2023). Layered upon
economic, political and demographic asymmetries, the
GBA constitutes a distinctive institutional arena that
raises fundamental questions about the nature of univer-
sities’ agency and their capacity for place leadership (Xie
et al., 2021).
We argue that in such a context, university place lea-

dership is best understood as, what we term, strategic navi-
gation. This involves managing the tension between a set
of two critical dimensions: first, the strategic posture
adopted towards top-down policy agendas versus insti-
tutional goals; and second, the locus of legitimacy that a
university cultivates and leverages to gather resources
and thrive. By analysing these dimensions, this article
aims, first, to uncover how universities, acting as place lea-
ders, manage the tension between complying with top-
down policy agendas and pursuing their own opportu-
nities; second, to understand how universities leverage
their distinct sources of legitimacy – from national political
endorsement to global reputational standing – to navigate
this complex environment and enact place leadership.
We first review the literature on the place leadership

and CBRIS to establish the theoretical gap this article
addresses. We then introduce our conceptual framework
of strategic navigation and its two core dimensions.
After detailing the GBA’s context and our research design,
the article presents a comparative analysis of seven univer-
sities, generating a set of navigational profiles. The discus-
sion section synthesises our findings before the conclusion
elaborates on theoretical and empirical contributions of
this study and outlines an agenda for future research.

2. ENACTING PLACE LEADERSHIP IN
CROSS-BORDER REGIONAL INNOVATION
SYSTEMS

To understand how universities enact place leadership in
the GBA, our review synthesises literature from two key
domains. We begin by establishing our core theoretical
lens, the concept of place leadership, and focus on the
importance of strategic agency in regional development.
We then outline the structural complexities and insti-
tutional challenges of a CBRIS, i.e., the specific context
in which university place leadership is exercised. Finally,
we bring these streams together to highlight the role of
universities, identifying the theoretical gap this article

addresses concerning their place leadership within state-
steered, asymmetrical cross-border regions.

2.1. The role of agency: place leadership in
regional development
The concept of place leadership focuses on the agency
required to navigate and shape regional structures. It refers
to the individual and collective process through which var-
ious actors and coalitions intervene to influence a region’s
development trajectory (Beer et al., 2019). According to
Sotarauta and Beer (2017, p. 212), place leadership is
essentially concerned with (a) facilitating interdisciplinary
development strategies and practices across institutional
boundaries, technology themes and professional cultures
and (b) ensuring the comprehensive engagement of var-
ious communities so that they would be able to contribute
to and benefit from the development processes and out-
comes of them.
Effective place leaders understand and manage the

context in which they operate with a shared capacity to
‘mobilise resources and actionable knowledge’ to transform
a place (Benneworth et al., 2017, p. 237). This involves
identifying and realising opportunities (Roessler et al.,
2025) while navigating the restrictions imposed by exter-
nal forces that frame the ‘political space for place-based
governance’ (Hambleton, 2019, p. 272). As Grillitsch
and Sotarauta (2020) argue, new regional growth paths
only emerge when an agent both perceives new opportu-
nities and possesses the ‘capabilities to set actions towards
the realisation of these opportunities’ (p. 716). Place lea-
dership, therefore, can be conceptualised as the strategic
exercise of agency, which is also shaped within a given
structural and political context, across different modes of
governance (see Collinge & Gibney, 2010).

2.2. The structural context: innovation systems
and the cross-border challenge
A particularly challenging structural and political environ-
ment for place leadership is found in cross-border regions.
The concept of regional innovation system (RIS) posits
that innovation is not an isolated act but a systemic out-
come of complex interactions between networks of actors
– firms, government agencies and knowledge institutions
– within a specific territory (Cooke, 2001). This system
is characterised by shared institutional norms and trust,
which facilitate knowledge flows and collective learning.
The cross-border regional innovation system (CBRIS)

represents a particularly complex variant. It is a territorial
unit of innovation that spans two or more distinct national
or sub-national jurisdictions (Perkmann & Sum, 2002).
Drawing on the CBRIS concept, Lundquist and Trippl
(2013, pp. 454–458) present three ideal types of cross-bor-
der settings with different degrees of integration. While
cross-border integration would offer opportunities for
innovation, infrastructure building and expanding mar-
kets, CBRIS regions face significant barriers to inte-
gration. Against this backdrop, recent scholarship has
critiqued earlier linear, evolutionary models for oversim-
plifying the nature of the border, which is ‘inherently
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multidimensional, involving varied proximities and dis-
tances that shape cross-border innovation processes’ (Cap-
pellano et al., 2022, p. 1).
One of the expectations of the earlier CBRIS literature

seems to be that the agents have ‘policy capability’ with a
sufficient level of ‘autonomy’ (legal competencies and
financial resources) in relation to the cross-border govern-
ance mechanisms of innovation (Trippl, 2006). However,
the governance of innovation in a CBRIS is further com-
plicated by the need to coordinate policies across multiple
scales (Nelles & Durand, 2014) and navigate asymmetrical
power relations between the actors involved (Derudder &
Liu, 2025). This is particularly pertinent in cases of state-
steered CBRIS integration, where the rules of the game
are set by a central government. Such structural contexts,
defined by power asymmetry and institutional complexity,
create challenges for place leadership and their agencies.

2.3. Universities as place leaders in CBRIS
When we bring these two streams of literature together,
universities emerge as critical actors in the CBRIS. As
major knowledge institutions, universities form a core
part of the ‘science base and knowledge infrastructure’ of
any innovation system (Lundquist & Trippl, 2013). Sim-
ultaneously, as strategic agencies with their own missions
and resources, they have significant potential to act as
place leaders.
The literature recognises universities as powerful

‘anchor institutions’ (Goddard et al., 2014), possessing
the ‘sticky capital’ and long-term commitment to a place
that allows them to drive regional transformation. To be
effective, universities must achieve both ‘agency and align-
ment’ (Fonseca et al., 2021), by aligning their internal
strategies with external opportunities. This is particularly
challenging in a CBRIS, where universities must engage
with multiple institutional environments and navigate dif-
fering political and economic priorities. The forms and
formation of cross-border networks can be seen as key
strategic choices made by universities in these complex set-
tings (Fumasoli & Rossi, 2021).

3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Existing models of CBRIS development (e.g., Lundquist
& Trippl, 2013; Makkonen & Rhodes, 2016; van den
Broek & Smulders, 2015) provide a valuable structural
lens emphasising stages of integration, while place leader-
ship literature (e.g., Roessler et al., 2025; Sotarauta et al.,
2017) stresses the importance of agency. To integrate
these perspectives and empirically capture university
place leadership in the GBA, we require a conceptual
lens that helps analyse the alignment between structure
and agency on one hand, and the interplay between top-
down political pressure and bottom-up organisational
strategy, on the other hand.
We propose a conceptual framework of strategic navi-

gation drawing on strategic management and higher edu-
cation literatures (Clark, 1998; Mintzberg, 1994). We
define strategic navigation as the dynamic process of

charting a course through complex, uncertain environ-
ments, which requires maintaining strategic intent amidst
constant tactical adaptation (Fumasoli & Stensaker,
2013). This process is predicated on several core capacities:
skilful sense-making in response to diverse and conflicting
agendas, the execution of pragmatic and timely actions,
and the ability to leverage systemic paradoxes for strategic
advantage (Frølich et al., 2017). In the context of CBRIS,
we focus on universities as strategic actors and investigate
how they ‘mobilise resources and actionable knowledge’
(Benneworth et al., 2017, p. 237) while simultaneously
navigating inherent ‘asymmetrical power relations’ (Der-
udder & Liu, 2025).
To better understand the processes of universities’ stra-

tegic navigation in a CBR, we further identify two key
dimensions with intrinsic tensions: (1) strategic posture
and (2) locus of legitimacy.

3.1. Dimension 1: strategic posture –
compliance vs. opportunity
The first critical dimension of a university’s navigational
strategy addresses how the university manages the tension
between state agendas and its own organisational goals to
leverage its own distinctive resources. Resource depen-
dence theory posits that organisational behaviour is driven
by the need to manage external dependencies and acquire
critical resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), motivating
actors to actively seek and exploit opportunities in their
environment. This creates a spectrum of strategic postures.
At one end lies strategic compliance, where a university
closely aligns its activities with state directives, prioritising
political endorsement and stability. At the other end is
entrepreneurial opportunism, where a university actively
scans the policy landscape for resources and openings
that can be leveraged for its own advancement, sometimes
interpreting policy mandates less strictly (Grillitsch &
Sotarauta, 2020). This spectrum reflects the range of stra-
tegic responses to institutional pressures, from passive
acquiescence to active manipulation (Oliver, 1991).

3.2. Dimension 2: locus of legitimacy – local vs.
global
The second dimension of strategic navigation addresses
how universities pursue and maintain legitimacy. Legiti-
macy is defined as a ‘generalized perception or assumption
that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appro-
priate within some socially constructed system of norms,
values, beliefs, and definitions’ (Suchman, 1995, p. 574).
For universities, legitimacy is the ultimate resource, gov-
erning access to funding, talent and political support.
At one end of the spectrum is local political legitimacy.

This form of legitimacy is derived from conforming to the
norms and expectations of state actors within the regional
environment, which in turn secures political endorsement
and privileged access to state-controlled resources. It is
cultivated by demonstrating alignment with national stra-
tegic priorities, fulfilling a state-steered mission, and
embedding deeply within the regional innovation system.
At the other end is global reputational legitimacy. It is
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derived from conforming to the norms and expectations of
the competitive global academic field, and it is built on
international research prestige, membership in elite net-
works and, crucially, high standing in global university
rankings. While methodologically problematic, we should
note that rankings have become a powerful performative
tool, functioning as a globally legible signal of quality
that confers prestige and helps attract international faculty,
students and partners (Hazelkorn, 2015; Salmi, 2009).
Ultimately, this framework posits that the exercise of

university place leadership in contested and uncertain
environments is the act of strategic navigation by balan-
cing between these spectrums. The choices made along
these two dimensions are not merely internal matters of
university management; they also define the nature and
style of each university’s specific contribution to CBRIS.

4. UNIVERSITIES AS PLACE LEADERS IN
THE GBA

The GBA presents a critical real-world laboratory for
observing the theoretical tensions central to our frame-
work. It is an arena defined by the powerful interplay
between top-down state directives and substantial organis-
ational opportunities, forcing universities to engage in
constant strategic navigation. The GBA initiative,
launched by the China State Council, represents a power-
ful coercive pressure demanding strategic compliance,
structuring a ‘multi-layered governance framework’ that
assigns specific roles and resources. Simultaneously, this
state-led push to transform the region into a ‘new Silicon
Valley’ (Sharif & Chandra, 2022) creates a landscape of
entrepreneurial opportunity for universities as key players.
This dynamic environment directly sets the stage for the

first dimension, Strategic Posture. Furthermore, the GBA’s
core ambition amplifies the tension in our second dimen-
sion, the Locus of Legitimacy. The state’s goal to build a
globally competitive hub necessitates the cultivation of
world-class universities that possess global reputational
legitimacy. Yet, this runs parallel to the demand for the uni-
versities to demonstrate local political legitimacy by contri-
buting directly to state-defined regional development goals.
The complexity of this environment is embedded in the
‘one country, two systems’ policy, which forces universities
from different political and academic cultures to interact
within an ‘ambiguous space between politics and economics’
(O’Donnell et al., 2017, p. 258), making capacity for stra-
tegic navigation paramount.
The cross-border innovation processes have been going

on over the last three decades. As far back as 1994, the for-
mer president of the Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology (HKUST) proposed establishing a city
agglomeration similar to the San Francisco Bay Area
(Xie et al., 2023). More recently, the wave of govern-
ment-driven initiatives to develop the GBA was strategi-
cally initiated by the China State Council in its 13th
Five-Year Plan (2015). Under a comprehensive planning
framework, the Chinese government aims to link Hong
Kong, Macao and nine cities in the Pearl River Delta

(Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhuhai, Foshan, Zhongshan,
Dongguan, Huizhou, Jiangmen and Zhaoqing) into an
integrated technological, economic and business hub
(Figure 1). Its implementation is structured within a
multi-layered governance framework that assigns specific
roles and resources, creating the complex pressures that
universities must navigate. The cross-border megacity
region traverses different political systems, languages and
higher education systems, underscoring its multifaceted
character. Against this backdrop, universities have been
posited as key players, with a recent surge in cross-border
partnerships, branch campuses and joint programmes, par-
ticularly since 2019 (GBA Plan, 2019).
Creating a world-class higher education cluster – a key

source of global reputational legitimacy – is considered an
‘urgent task’ (Xie et al., 2023). For instance, one of the
aims of the Plan for Promoting the Cooperation and
Development of HE in the GBA (GBA Plan, 2019) is
to strengthen institutional cooperation to build several
world-class universities in Guangdong Province.
The evolving nature of the border between Hong

Kong, Macao and mainland China needs to be understood
in terms of its own historical and political ‘socio-political
spatiality’ (Yang, 2005). This historical path-dependency
has created distinct complexities of legitimacy. The GBA
initiative also indicates China’s global aspiration to compete
with other identified ‘bay areas’, such as San Francisco,
Tokyo and New York (Hui et al., 2020; Mok, 2022).
Table 1 below compares Guangdong Province, and

Hong Kong and Macao SARs across key indicators high-
lighting significant differences in socio-economic, cultural
and demographic characteristics which point to the diverse
and dynamic nature of ongoing cross-border innovation
processes within the GBA.
These socio-economic indicators underscore the diverse

economic landscapes and development strategies of Guang-
dong Province, Hong Kong and Macao SARs. Guang-
dong’s large population and economic/industrial output
position it as a key driver of regional growth, whereas
Hong Kong and Macao, much smaller in scale, contribute
through specialised economies creating high value (in the
case of Hong Kong, it has strengths in financial services,
while Macao focuses on gaming and tourism industries).
While Guangdong’s human development index (HDI) of
0.780 is categorised as ‘High’, it lags the ‘Very High’ status
of Hong Kong (0.949) and Macao (0.922). In turn, these
high HDI scores are paired with significant income dis-
parity, reflected in their Gini coefficients. As Derudder
and Liu (2025) note, these metrics emphasise the diverse
developmental challenges within the region. In this context,
GBA universities must choose their strategic posture and
cultivate their primary source of legitimacy across asymme-
trical cross-border environments, making strategic naviga-
tion a necessity for their survival and success.

4.1. The GBA’s asymmetrical higher education
landscape
The higher education sectors in Guangdong, Hong Kong
and Macao do not just operate under different political
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systems; they confirm their own asymmetrical landscape
that is the structural source of the different navigational
strategies we observe. This asymmetry is starkly visible
in both scale and standing: Guangdong Province, with
around 160 institutions serving more than 2.8 million

students, is the largest system, yet has three universities
in the top 500 of the QS ranking. In contrast, Hong
Kong’s smaller system of 12 universities and 100,000 stu-
dents is globally renowned, with six top 500 universities
(five of which are in the top 100). Macao, with 10 insti-
tutions and 56,000 students, holds a middle ground with
two universities in the top 500. These variances are not
mere context but the foundation upon which different
loci of legitimacy are built and different strategic postures
become necessary.
The higher education system of Guangdong Province

is fundamentally oriented towards cultivating local politi-
cal legitimacy. Its development has been a long-term exer-
cise in strategic compliance, adapting to regional industrial
demands and Beijing’s vision for Guangdong as the GBA’s
technological engine. While government-led initiatives
like the GBA Plan (2019) and the Guangdong Province
Education Modernisation Plan (2021) ambitiously target
science, technology, engineering and mathematics
(STEM) advancement, their success has been mixed.
Some universities have expanded their global footprint,
but others remain constrained by limited resources. As
promising as initiatives like the Action Plan for High-
Level Universities (2024) are, the system’s focus remains
on aligning with economic and educational objectives,
specifically in providing Chinese labour markets with rel-
evant skilled workers.

Figure 1. Map of Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area.
Source: Created by Ismoon, Wikimedia Commons 20:37, 23 November 2021 (UTC), CC BY-SA 4.0. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Guangdong%E2%80%93Hong_Kong%E2%80%93Macao_Greater_Bay_Area#/media/File:Guangdong%E2%80%93Hong_
Kong%E2%80%93Macau_Greater_Bay_Area.png

Table 1. Socio-economic characteristics across key indicators
in the GBA

Guangdong Hong Kong Macao

Area 179,800 km2 1,106 km2 33 km2

Population 126 m 7.5 m 680,000

GDP $1,6t $360b $55b

GDP per

capita

$12,600 $48,000 $80,000

HDI (2022) 0.780 0.949 0.922

Gini index 0.467 (China,

2022)

0.397*

(2021)

0.324**

(2023)

Languages Mandarin,

Cantonese

Cantonese,

English

Cantonese,

Portuguese

Main sources: Greater Bay Area, https://www.bayarea.gov.hk/en; Census
and Statistics Department Hong Kong, https://www.censtatd.gov.hk/en/;
Statistics and Census Service Macao, https://www.dsec.gov.mo/en-US/;
HKTDC Research, https://research.hktdc.com/en; https://www.undp.org/.
*https://www.ceicdata.com/. **Government Information Bureau Macao,
https://www.gcs.gov.mo/detail/en/.
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In stark contrast, the Hong Kong SAR higher edu-
cation system is built upon a foundation of global reputa-
tional legitimacy, rooted in its international standing for
academic excellence and institutional autonomy. For
Hong Kong universities, the GBA initiative creates a stra-
tegic dilemma, forcing a constant balance within the com-
pliance-opportunity spectrum. The GBA offers significant
entrepreneurial opportunity for research funding and col-
laboration, yet the associated pressures for integration
pose a potential challenge to the institutional autonomy
and academic freedom that underpin their global brand.
Therefore, integrating effectively into the GBA requires
a complex and nuanced navigation between emerging
regional integration, long-standing global engagement,
and the need to preserve the unique strengths – including
academic freedom – that are considered pillars of their
success.
The higher education system in Macao SAR displays a

different, more hybrid form of strategic navigation. It
leverages a unique identity as a specialised cultural and
economic bridge towards the mainland. Its strategy is
shaped by a political and economic imperative for deep
integration with the mainland, a clear act of strategic com-
pliance. This is symbolised by the University of Macau’s
relocation to Hengqin Island in 2014, a move that simul-
taneously secured political favour and unlocked the unique
opportunity for expansion. However, this close alignment
with economic sectors like tourism and gaming industries
presents risks of narrowing academic focus, and the focus
on regional integration in policies like the 14th Five-Year
Development Plan (2021) can exacerbate disparities,
favouring resource-rich institutions over those engaged
locally.

4.2. The evolution of navigational strategies: a
history of cross-border collaboration
Cross-border collaboration among universities was a cor-
nerstone of the GBA’s development long before the for-
mal initiative was officially announced in 2019. As
important actors in regional innovation (Chandra et al.,
2023; Sharif & Chandra, 2022), universities have engaged
in strategic navigation for decades, leveraging their capa-
bilities to build connections across the territories. These
collaborations represent a series of strategic choices that
created a complex network of partnerships, setting the
stage for the more intensified dynamics of the formal
GBA era.
The initial wave of collaboration, beginning around

1999, demonstrates an early form of entrepreneurial
opportunism heavily centred on the city of Shenzhen. Dri-
ven by its dynamic economic growth and targeted local
incentives, several Hong Kong and Macao universities
established a variety of cross-border projects – including
research institutes, joint laboratories, a hospital and tech-
nology transfer offices – to access mainland research fund-
ing and collaborate with Shenzhen’s burgeoning tech
industry (Chen & Kenney, 2007; Liu & Cai, 2017;
Kang & Jiang, 2019; Kitagawa & Horta, forthcoming
2026; Mok & Jiang, 2020; Sharif & Tang, 2014; Youtie

et al., 2017). This was a pragmatic strategy of leveraging
their global reputational legitimacy as advanced knowl-
edge producers to seize emerging market and resource
opportunities.
However, the collaborative landscape soon broadened

beyond Shenzhen. Zhuhai, given its proximity to
Macao, became another key site for deep institutional
partnerships, exemplified by the establishment of the
Hong Kong Baptist University-Beijing Normal University
United International College (UIC) in 2005. More
recently, the provincial capital of Guangzhou has emerged
as a strategic destination, highlighted by the opening of
the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology’s
Guangzhou campus (HKUST(GZ)). These moves signal
a more mature phase of navigation, where universities
establish significant physical presences to tap into distinct
industrial ecosystems and provincial government priori-
ties, thereby diversifying their place-based engagement.
Perhaps the most telling example of strategic compli-

ance is the unique model of integration between Macao
and Zhuhai. The relocation of the University of Macau’s
(UM’s) main campus to Hengqin Island in 2014 was not
merely a partnership but a landmark political project.
This move showcases a navigational strategy predicated
on alignment with state goals. While geographically on
the mainland, the campus is legally under Macao SAR jur-
isdiction, creating a novel ‘one university, two systems’
environment that serves as a blueprint for wider GBA inte-
gration. This model of jurisdictional innovation secures
UM both political favour and development opportunities.
Layered on these bottom-up strategies are top-down

integration mechanisms that create new compliance press-
ures and structured opportunities. The establishment of
State Key Laboratories (SKLs) in Hong Kong (16) and
Macao (four) since 2005 has formally integrated both
SARs’ elite research into China’s national innovation net-
work. Furthermore, consortia like the Guangdong-Hong
Kong-Macao University Alliance aim to systematise col-
laboration, providing universities with an increasingly
institutionalised landscape where cooperation is both
encouraged and constrained by national strategic interests
(Dang et al., 2023).
Finally, these collaborations have created distinct,

asymmetrical knowledge flows. The GBA has seen a sig-
nificant influx of mainland Chinese students enrolling in
Hong Kong and Macao universities to pursue degrees.
Conversely, research and commercialisation flows appear
to move in the opposite direction, with knowledge, talent
and startups from Hong Kong and Macao deploying in
Guangdong to take advantage of vast markets, industrial
capacity and government incentives (Kitagawa & Horta,
forthcoming 2026). This complex web of partnerships
and flows is the direct outcome of both CBRIS integration
and evolving navigational strategies. Universities navigate
the compliance-opportunity spectrum by directing specific
resources in different directions – students to Hong Kong
and Macao to leverage their educational brands, and
research and development (R&D) to Guangdong to
exploit market opportunities.
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5. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

To empirically investigate how universities perform place
leadership as strategic navigation within the GBA, we
adopted a comparative cross-case analysis methodology.
Following approaches developed by Upton and Warshaw
(2017), our research design is based on a ‘controlled com-
parison’ (Bennett & George, 2005, p. 81) of a small num-
ber of cases to explore distinctive organisational strategic
pathways, as opposed to the empirical generalisation
sought in large-sample studies (Yin, 2009). This approach
is appropriate for exploring how different universities
navigate a variety of regional opportunities and pressures.
Our research design involved three main stages: case selec-
tion, data collection and data analysis.
The selection of the seven universities for this study

was critical and purposive. It ensures variation across the
GBA’s three distinct jurisdictions (Guangdong Province,
Hong Kong SAR and Macao SAR) and captures a range
of positions along the Locus of Legitimacy dimension.
This involved selecting institutions known for global pres-
tige as well as those primarily defined by state-defined
missions. In addition to this theoretical sampling, we
ensured that the selected cases reflected the diversity of
the region’s higher education landscape in terms of other
key institutional characteristics, including size, inter-
national student and staff populations, and education
and research portfolios. We acknowledge that our docu-
mentary analysis relies on official university communi-
cations, which are curated self-representations and may
not fully capture on-the-ground realities. However, since
our research aims to analyse how universities formally pos-
ition themselves within the GBA, these documents are
considered as the most direct evidence of their intended
strategic navigation. This method effectively reveals uni-
versities’ official navigational profiles, while calling for
further future research to better capture micro-political
negotiations (e.g., interview-based research).
We adopted a documentary analysis and desk research

approach. An extensive set of policy documents addressing
the development of the GBA from the central govern-
ment, the three jurisdictions and the seven selected univer-
sities was collected and catalogued (see Tables A1–A3 in
the Appendix in the online supplemental data for a full
list). This data included national and regional Five-Year
Plans, GBA-specific policy directives, university strategic
plans, annual reports and public communications (web-
sites, press releases) related to their cross-border engage-
ment in the GBA.
Our data analysis was designed to map each university’s

position along the two dimensions of our conceptual
framework to generate their navigational profiles. This
involved a qualitative content analysis of the collected
documents.
Operationalising dimension 1 – strategic posture: To

determine each university’s posture on the compliance-
opportunity spectrum, we coded their strategic documents
identifying language indicating strategic compliance, e.g.,
explicit references to national plans and to fulfilling a

national duty. Conversely, language indicating entrepre-
neurial behaviour included emphasis on market access,
competitive advantage and resource acquisition.
Operationalising dimension 2 – locus of legitimacy: To

map each university’s position on the local vs. global legiti-
macy spectrum, we combined quantitative and qualitative
indicators. Global reputational legitimacy was assessed
using global rankings (i.e., QS) and institutional language
foregrounding international status. Local political legiti-
macy was assessed through qualitative evidence of align-
ment with state policies, targeted government funding
and narratives emphasising contributions to national
socioeconomic development.
In practice, navigational strategies were identified

through a range of observable university activities. For
instance, efforts in developing research infrastructure or
building human capital were analysed to see if they pri-
marily served to comply with state industrial policy or to
seize a new opportunity for organisational development.
Similarly, the formation of partnerships and alliances –
acting as ‘a nest for knowledge gatekeepers’ (Raagmaa &
Keerberg, 2017) – was examined to determine if these net-
works primarily enhanced local political legitimacy (e.g.,
local government-industry consortia) or global reputa-
tional legitimacy (e.g., partnerships with other world-lead-
ing universities). Finally, activities related to ‘social and
cultural impact’ – such as hosting cultural events or enga-
ging in community outreach – were interpreted as further
evidence of a university’s strategic commitment to local
political legitimacy.
By interpreting these concrete activities through our

two-dimensional framework, we were able to construct a
navigational profile for each case. This allowed us to
move beyond anecdotal description and provide a the-
ory-driven, evidence-based comparative analysis of how
university place leadership is enacted in the GBA.

6. NAVIGATIONAL PROFILES OF PLACE
LEADERSHIP

The choice of the seven institutions, characterised in
Table 2, is central to our comparative analysis. They
were purposively selected to represent a broad spectrum
of positions across our two key dimensions. The sample
allows for a ‘controlled comparison’ (Bennett & George,
2005, p. 81) that includes universities from all three juris-
dictions, ranging from century-old flagships with high
global reputational legitimacy (e.g., University of Hong
Kong (HKU)) to state-aligned institutions built on local
political legitimacy (e.g., Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU)).

6.1. Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU) – the
regional steward
SYSU’s navigational profile is that of a Regional Steward.
As a leading public university in Guangdong Province,
its place leadership is enacted through a strategic posture
of high compliance, leveraging its deep state connections
to reinforce its local political legitimacy. Its GBA initiat-
ives are framed as a direct response to the government’s
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vision, a strategic choice that secures its role as a key state
instrument and guarantees access to resources. This is evi-
dent in its strategic focus on interdisciplinary fields critical
to the GBA – health, environmental sustainability and
marine sciences – which directly contribute to the ambi-
tion of becoming a global innovation hub through align-
ment with state priorities (SYSU, 2021).
The evidence for this steward role is multifaceted. The

establishment of SYSU’s Institute of Advanced Studies in
the Hong Kong Science Park (2024) – a direct implemen-
tation of the state’s cross-border integration agenda – is a
landmark move. Furthermore, its leadership in the GBA
university alliances and its strategic focus on interdisciplin-
ary fields critical to the region, such as health and marine
sciences, demonstrate a pattern of leadership by executing
state priorities. While SYSU also engages in broader com-
munity service, its primary strategic actions reinforce its
function as a reliable and instrumental partner to the
state, confirming its core navigational profile.

6.2. Southern University of Science and
Technology (SUSTech) – the designed
instrument
Southern University of Science and Technology’s (SUS-
Tech’s) place leadership is characterised as a Designed
Instrument, an expression of high compliance driven by
its mission. Created by the Shenzhen municipality in
2011 to cultivate local political legitimacy, it navigates
the GBA by positioning itself as the ideal vehicle for
achieving national policies on technological advancement,
focusing on innovation-driven areas like artificial intelli-
gence and robotics (SUSTech, 2021). This alignment is
reflected in its curriculum, which is tailored to produce
graduates proficient in the specific technology and engin-
eering fields required to meet the GBA’s economic goals.
This strategy is demonstrated through its active and

domestic cooperation with government institutions and
industries, supported by extensive city-level funding. Key
initiatives that serve this instrumental role include the
Joint School of Microelectronics with HKUST and joint
PhD programmes with Hong Kong universities, which
are explicitly designed to support knowledge transfer and
create academic networks that serve regional industrial
policy. Its sustainable development agenda is framed
through the provision of technological solutions, under-
scoring its primary function as an innovative tool of the
state.

6.3. University of Hong Kong (HKU) – the
prestige navigator
As the region’s oldest and most prestigious university,
HKU’s navigational profile is that of a Prestige Navigator.
Its strategy is anchored in its primary locus of legitimacy:
its global reputation, evidenced by its elite international
ranking and powerful brand. Protecting this core asset –
which includes its institutional autonomy – dictates its
strategic posture, forcing it into a careful and selective bal-
ance between state compliance and entrepreneurial oppor-
tunity. This dual commitment is reflected in its strategic

plan, which pairs the ambition of being ‘Asia’s Global
University’ with a goal to contribute to the social and econ-
omic development of the region (HKU, 2016). This
requires selective engagement in high-profile GBA pro-
jects that enhance its regional impact without diluting its
international standing.
This balancing act is illustrated by the University of

Hong Kong-Shenzhen Hospital, a major initiative that
allows HKU to make a significant contribution to cross-
border public health while operating within its area of
core strength. However, this navigational strategy faces
significant challenges. Geopolitical tensions create scru-
tiny in sensitive technological collaborations, while com-
plex local politics require careful navigation, showcasing
the constant effort required for a Prestige Navigator to
maintain its position in the GBA.

6.4. Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology (HKUST) – the entrepreneurial
exploiter
HKUST’s profile is an example of an Entrepreneurial
Exploiter, defined by a distinctive entrepreneurial opportu-
nism, proactively using the GBA framework as a vehicle
for its own ambitious expansion. It leverages its identity
as an agile, world-class science and technology university
to proactively use the GBA framework as a vehicle for
its own goals. This is epitomised by its ‘HKUST 2.0’
vision and the establishment of its Guangzhou campus
(2022), as outlined in its Strategic Plan (HKUST,
2021). These are framed not as acts of compliance, but
as strategic moves to transform the GBA into a seamless
CBRIS, a platform in which HKUST expands and thrives.
An early adopter of cross-border collaboration since

1999, HKUST has a long history of seeking entrepreneur-
ial opportunities with industry in Shenzhen to cultivate
talent and advance research. Its patterns of collaboration
involve a wide range of academic and industrial partners
across the GBA, fostering joint research and knowledge
transfer. Its community engagement, through public lec-
tures and outreach programmes, is another component
of its strategy to build a broad base of support for its ambi-
tious, opportunity-driven agenda within the region.

6.5. Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU) –
the applied broker
Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU) enacts its
place leadership as an Applied Broker, a strategy centred
on active opportunity-seeking. Its strategic posture is one
of active entrepreneurial opportunism, focused on identi-
fying and building a niche that connects regional industry
needs with academic solutions. This is reflected in its edu-
cational programmes, which emphasise practical and
interdisciplinary learning to prepare graduates for specific
careers in technology, design and business (PolyU, 2019).
The cornerstone of this broker strategy is its network of

partnerships with regional and international industry sta-
keholders. PolyU pragmatically focuses its GBA engage-
ment in areas like construction technology, where it can
broker Hong Kong’s expertise to the GBA’s vast market.
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This navigational approach as an Applied Broker necessi-
tates a critical balancing act: it must deliver short-term,
applied solutions to maintain its industry relevance while
also conducting the basic research required to sustain its
global academic standing.

6.6. University of Macau (UM) – the integrated
partner
The University of Macau’s (UM’s) navigational profile is
that of an Integrated Partner, a role defined by its unique
geopolitical position. Driven by Macao’s political and
economic imperative to integrate with the mainland,
UM’s strategic posture reveals high compliance. This is
formalised in its Five-Year Development Plan, which
commits the university to co-construct the GBA and sup-
port Macao’s role in national development (UM, 2021).
UM’s compliant strategy is designed to cultivate its locus
of legitimacy as a trusted local political actor, leveraging
its identity as a vital cross-border link.
This is exemplified by its campus on Hengqin Island,

which constitutes a direct bridge in the GBA. Hence
physical and jurisdictional integration is the foundation
of UM strategy to enhance its local political legitimacy.
This strategy is further evidenced by the establishment
of research centres in state-prioritised fields like micro-
electronics and Chinese traditional medicine, which
directly support both Macao’s and the GBA’s goals. Col-
laborative research projects and cultural initiatives based
there aim to enhance the GBA as a CBRIS while reinfor-
cing Macao’s unique heritage.

6.7. Macau University of Science and
Technology (MUST) – the aspiring player
As a younger, private university, Macau University of
Science and Technology (MUST) adopts the profile of
an Aspiring Player. Its strategic posture is actively entrepre-
neurial, seeking opportunities within the GBA to rapidly
build its research profile and global reputational legiti-
macy. As a private university founded in 2000, it leverages
its identity as an agile and less bureaucratic organisation to
engage in high-profile, ambitious projects conducive to
significant prestige (MUST, 2021). For MUST, the
GBA is not just a set of rules to comply with but primarily
a landscape of opportunity to accelerate its own ascent.
A key illustration of this strategy are its extensive col-

laborative scientific enterprises, such as the successful
launch of its exploration satellites from a base in mainland
China (2023). This project combines research, training
and strategic political integration contributing to
MUST’s national profile as well as emerging as a global
research university. Equally, its two State Key Labora-
tories (Quality Research in Chinese Medicine and Lunar
and Planetary Sciences) and active partnerships across
the GBA support its strategy to build its international
reputation while reinforcing the GBA as CBRIS.
Table 3 provides a comparative summary of how the

seven selected universities are strategically engaging with
the GBA. For each university, it outlines the officially sta-
ted strategic vision, lists the key practical initiatives

undertaken (such as new campuses or research partner-
ships), and specifies the target contributions to regional
development, ranging from supplying high-tech talent to
driving economic diversification.

7. DISCUSSION

Our analysis of seven leading universities in the GBA
reveals their distinct navigational profiles for CBR engage-
ment. These findings demonstrate that universities are not
passive implementers of the state-steered GBA initiative;
rather, they are active agents who strategically interpret a
complex policy landscape to find their own opportunities
and evolutionary pathways. This process is the founda-
tional mechanism through which they enact their distinc-
tive place leadership in the emerging CBRIS.

7.1. Place leadership: navigating strategic
posture and legitimacy
A university’s chosen strategic posture directly defines its
style of place leadership. Our findings show divergence
between place leadership of the universities – between
those driven by strategic compliance and entrepreneurial
opportunism. Compliant place leaders like Sun Yat-sen
University (Regional Steward) and the University of
Macau (Integrated Partner) enact their leadership by ser-
ving as trusted implementers of the state’s vision, provid-
ing stability and ensuring regional alignment. In
contrast, opportunistic leaders like HKUST (Entrepre-
neurial Exploiter) and MUST (Aspiring Player) choose to
act as entrepreneurial pathfinders, identifying new oppor-
tunities and forging novel development pathways within
the GBA’s resource-rich landscape.
The core asset that enables and shapes these leadership

styles is the university’s primary locus of legitimacy. This
dimension reflects a fundamental paradox at the heart of
the GBA policy. On the one hand, China’s ambitions to
forge a world-leading innovation hub that requires
world-class universities with global reputational legitimacy
built on global academic norms of institutional autonomy
and academic freedom. On the other hand, the Chinese
central government requires GBA universities to demon-
strate local political legitimacy and directly serve state-
defined economic and industrial goals. For universities,
this creates a strategic dilemma, as they must strategically
determine the balance between these two opposites. This
calibration, i.e., deciding how much to lean towards global
academic autonomy versus local responsiveness, is what
ultimately defines their place leadership in the GBA.

7.2. From individual competition to collective
leadership?
A crucial finding of our study is that the collective place
leadership of the GBA does not stem from intentional,
planned collaboration. Our evidence points to universities
pursuing individual and pragmatic strategies, often com-
peting directly with each other for resources, talent and
status within their respective systems in Hong Kong,
Macao and Guangdong.
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Table 3. University GBA strategic focus and key initiatives.

University
Stated GBA strategic vision/

goals Key GBA initiatives Target contribution to GBA

Sun Yat-sen

University (SYSU)

Align with GBA development; be

a source of major tech

breakthroughs; cultivate

innovative talent for GBA;

construct China’s autonomous

knowledge system based on GBA

practice.

Multi-campus presence

(Guangzhou, Zhuhai, Shenzhen)

with a research institute in Hong

Kong serving GBA;

interdisciplinary research;

collaboration with enterprises;

lead GBA university alliances; GBA

Development Blue Book.

Provide high-calibre talent and

tech innovation; contribute to

theoretical understanding and

policy for GBA development.

Southern

University of

Science and

Technology

(SUSTech)

Serve GBA scientific and

technological innovation; align

with GBA industrial needs; build

‘government-industry-university-

research-application’ ecosystem.

Shen Kong Microelectronics

College; research institutions in

energy materials, nanotech;

collaboration with local GBA

governments (e.g., Dapeng); GBA

University Alliance participation.

Drive innovation in high-tech

industries; provide talent for

Shenzhen and the broader GBA;

promote industry-university

research cooperation.

University of Hong

Kong HKU

Leverage international standing

to act as a ‘gateway’ and

‘intellectual hub’ for the GBA;

integrate into national

development while fostering

global excellence and institutional

autonomy.

HKU-Shenzhen Hospital; HKU-

Shenzhen Institute of Research

and Innovation (SIRI); GBA-

focused research platforms and

policy forums; entrepreneurship

support (e.g., iDendron) for start-

ups targeting the GBA market.

Provide world-class talent and

research in strategic areas (e.g.,

biomedicine, fintech, data

science); offer thought leadership

and policy advice; bridge the GBA

with global networks.

Hong Kong

University of

Science and

Technology HKUST

Implement the ‘HKUST 2.0’

vision, creating a unified, cross-

campus system to drive

innovation for the GBA; become a

powerhouse for deep tech and

entrepreneurship within the

region.

HKUST (Guangzhou) campus with

a novel cross-disciplinary

academic structure;

complementary functions

between Clear Water Bay and

Guangzhou campuses; HKUST-

Shenzhen Research Institute;

strong support for start-ups;

industry collaborations with GBA

tech giants.

Drive cutting-edge, industry-

relevant innovation; cultivate a

new generation of

entrepreneurial talent through a

novel pedagogical model; create

a seamless innovation ecosystem

linking Hong Kong research with

GBA industry.

Hong Kong

Polytechnic

University (PolyU)

Leverage applied research and

industry collaboration for GBA

needs; support innovation,

entrepreneurship and cross-

region employability.

University-industry collaboration;

GBA construction industry

cooperation project; PolyU SPEED

‘KYB’ project for GBA

entrepreneurship; GBA tourism

cluster branding study; potential

Foshan campus.

Address specific sectoral needs

(construction, tourism, health);

foster GBA entrepreneurship and

talent mobility.

University of

Macau (UM)

Co-construct GBA; integrate into

national development; support

Macau’s ‘1 + 4’ economic

diversification via Hengqin.

Zhuhai UM Science and

Technology Research Institute

(ZUMRI) in Hengqin with State Key

Lab branches (Chinese Medicine,

Microelectronics, IoT); GBA-

focused AI and Robotics Centre;

programmes for Macau’s new

industries.

Support Macau’s diversification;

commercialise research for GBA;

provide talent for Hengqin and

GBA specialised industries.

(Continued )
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Yet, we argue that a coherent form of collective place
leadership emerges from these individual organisational
processes. The state-steered CBRIS structures shape the
competitive landscape, creating distinct niches. As univer-
sities pursue their own navigational strategic profiles, they
specialise and fill different roles. Therefore, the GBA’s
collective leadership capacity emerges not from coordi-
nated strategy, but as unplanned, system-level outcomes
of structured, actor-level competition. This dynamic
gives rise to a model of selective integration, where instru-
mental, project-based collaboration is pursued within
strict, politically defined boundaries. At the same time,
deeper structural alignment that might threaten univer-
sities’ autonomy is intentionally avoided (Fumasoli &
Shen, 2025).

7.3. Implications for place leadership in state-
steered CBRIS
Our findings offer two key theoretical contributions. First,
for place leadership literature, our study pluralises the con-
cept of leadership in highly centralised and politically and
economically asymmetrical environments. It demonstrates
that place leadership is not always about visionary, auton-
omous action. In a state-steered context, it can also be
effectively enacted through savvy compliance, niche-find-
ing and strategic alignment. The Regional Steward is as
much a place leader as the Entrepreneurial Exploiter; they
practice a different, but equally necessary form of place
leadership.
Second, for the CBRIS literature, our study challenges

models that assume integration to be primarily driven by
bottom-up collaboration. We show that in an asymmetri-
cal, state-steered CBRIS like the GBA, a system can
remain fragmented due to lack of deep coordination
while a division of labour emerges in a CBR. The concept
of strategic navigation thus illuminates how the interplay
between state structure and university agency produces a
complex, multi-layered and continually evolving cross-
border regional landscape.

8. CONCLUSION

Building on foundational work (e.g., Beer et al., 2019;
Sotarauta et al., 2017; Sotarauta & Beer, 2017), our analy-
sis provides a critical insight to the place leadership

literature. Our primary theoretical contribution is to
offer a new, empirically grounded framework for analysing
place leadership drawing on non-Western, state-steered
contexts. By operationalising the dimensions of strategic
posture and locus of legitimacy, our concept of strategic navi-
gation moves beyond generic calls for ‘agency’ (e.g., Ben-
neworth et al., 2017). It provides the analytical tools to
capture how agency is exercised within specific political
constraints, that frame the ‘political space for place-
based governance’ (Hambleton, 2019, p. 272).
This article investigated how universities enact place

leadership in the state-steered, asymmetrical context of
the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area
(GBA). Our analysis reveals that universities manage
effectively the profound tensions between state agendas
and individual organisational goals by adopting distinctive
strategic postures, ranging from compliance to opportu-
nism, demonstrating agency and capacity for action (Ben-
neworth et al., 2017; Fonseca et al., 2021; Roessler et al.,
2025). We find that universities leverage their symbolic
resources by cultivating a primary locus of legitimacy, balan-
cing the pursuit of local political endorsement against glo-
bal academic prestige. By analysing these dynamics, we
have developed a series of distinct navigational profiles
that demonstrate the varied and complex ways university’s
place leadership is performed. The comparative cases
demonstrated that savvy compliance can be a potent
form of place leadership as much as entrepreneurial
opportunism.
Understanding local agencies and the leadership which

they offer is only part of the picture of leadership
embedded in a place. Our empirical analysis further
shows that collective place leadership in the GBA emerges
not necessarily from coordinated policy actions, but as a
system-level outcome of structured, actor-level compe-
tition. This finding supports what Collinge and Gibney
(2010) call the ‘self-organising mechanisms’ at work in
place making as ‘meta-governance’. We argue that a key
challenge for the GBA as a CBRIS is to build a form of
place leadership as ‘meta-governance’ in an asymmetrical
power structure, which bridges between diverse actors
including universities, ensuring their collective strengths
can shape a more sustainable cross-border region. Thus,
scholars investigating place leadership in cross-border
contexts need to dissect the nuanced, often paradoxical

Table 3. Continued.

University
Stated GBA strategic vision/

goals Key GBA initiatives Target contribution to GBA

Macao University

of Science and

Technology

(MUST)

Contribute to GBA construction

and Macau’s diversification;

promote science and tech

innovation in GBA; cultivate

innovation talents.

MUST Zhuhai Research Institute

and State Key Lab branches in

Hengqin; Macau Intellectual

Property Research Centre; GBA

Intellectual Property Law Alliance

(IPLAG); GBA marine economy

research.

Drive science and tech

innovation; provide IP expertise

for GBA; cultivate specialised

talent for GBA and Macau.

Note: Compiled by authors.
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strategies that organisations employ, to advance our ability
to understand and compare the complex realities of place
leadership in diverse global localities.
We acknowledge the limitations of our documentary

analysis deployed in this article, which, while effective at
identifying strategic profiles, cannot capture the micro-
political processes of negotiation at intra- and inter-uni-
versity level. This remains a crucial avenue for future
research using methods such as interviews and process-tra-
cing. Further, the strategic navigation framework can be
applied to other state-steered regional, cross border pro-
jects to increase our understanding of how place leadership
is enacted under specific political conditions. A longitudi-
nal study would help illuminate the quality and sustain-
ability of these place leadership dynamics as the cross-
border relationships continue to evolve.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors would like to sincerely thank the journal edi-
torial team, special issue editors and three anonymous
reviewers for comments and suggestions on earlier versions
of the manuscript. We also express our gratitude to Taix-
ing Shen, University College London, for the insightful
discussions and for generously sharing his deep knowledge
of the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The authors confirm that the data supporting the findings
of this study are available within the article and its sup-
plementary material.

DISCLOSURE STATEMENT

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the
author(s).

ORCID

Tatiana Fumasoli http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5623-
9983
Fumi Kitagawa http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0013-
372X

REFERENCES

Ayres, S. (2014). Place-based leadership: Reflections on scale, agency
and theory, regional studies. Regional Science, 1(1), 21–24.

Beer, A., Ayres, S., Clower, T., Faller, F., Sancino, A., & Sotarauta,
M. (2019). Place leadership and regional economic develop-
ment: A framework for cross-regional analysis. Regional
Studies, 53(2), 171–182. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.
2018.1447662

Beer, A., & Clower, T. (2014). Mobilizing leadership in cities and
regions. Regional Studies, Regional Science, 1(1), 5–20. https://
doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2013.869428

Bennett, A., & George, A. L. (2005). Case studies and theory devel-
opment in the social sciences. MIT Press.

Benneworth, P., Pinheiro, R., & Karlsen, J. (2017). Strategic agency
and institutional change: Investigating the role of universities in
regional innovation systems (RISs). Regional Studies, 51(2), 235–
248. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1215599

Cappellano, F., Sohn, C., Makkonen, T., & Kaisto, V. (2022).
Bringing borders back into cross-border regional innovation sys-
tems: Functions and dynamics. Environment and Planning A:
Economy and Space, 54(5), 1005–1021. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0308518X221073987

Chandra, K., Wang, J., Luo, N., & Wu, X. (2023). Asymmetry in
the distribution of benefits of cross-border regional innovation
systems: The case of the Hong Kong–Shenzhen innovation sys-
tem. Regional Studies, 57(7), 1303–1317. https://doi.org/10.
1080/00343404.2022.2126450

Chen, K., & Kenney, M. (2007). Universities/research institutes and
regional innovation systems: The cases of Beijing and Shenzhen.
World Development, 35(6), 1056–1074. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.worlddev.2006.05.013

Clark, B. R. (1998). Creating entrepreneurial universities:
Organizational pathways of transformation. Pergamon Press.

Collinge, C., & Gibney, J. (2010). Place-making and the limitations
of spatial leadership: Reflections on the Øresund. Policy Studies,
31(4), 475–489. https://doi.org/10.1080/01442871003723432

Cooke, P. (2001). Regional innovation systems, clusters, and the
knowledge economy. Industrial and Corporate Change, 10(4),
945–974. https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/10.4.945

Dang, Q., Kwak, D.-W., & Lam, T. (2023). A tale of three cities in
the Greater Bay Area: The uneven geographies of human capital
and implications for regional development. Sustainability, 15(7),
5851. https://doi.org/10.3390/su15075851

Derudder, B., & Liu, X. (2025). Cross-border regional innovation sys-
tems: Concepts, approaches and perspectives. Regional Studies,
59(1), 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2024.2418704

Fonseca, L., Nieth, L., Salomaa, M., & Benneworth, P. (2021).
Universities place leadership – A question of agency alignment.
In M. Sotarauta & A. Beer (Eds.), Handbook on city and regional
leadership (pp. 226–247). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Frølich, N., Stensaker, B., & Huisman, J. (2017). Understanding
strategy practices in universities. In I. Bleiklie, J. Enders, & B.
Lepori (Eds.), Managing universities. Palgrave studies in global
higher education (pp. 167–188). Palgrave Macmillan.

Fumasoli, T., & Rossi, F. (2021). The role of higher education insti-
tutions in transnational networks for teaching and learning inno-
vation: The case of the erasmus+ programme. European Journal
of Education, 56(2), 200–218. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.
12454

Fumasoli, T., & Shen, T. (2025). A model of selective integration:
higher education dynamics in the Guangdong–Hong Kong–
Macao Greater Bay Area. Social Transformations in Chinese
Societies. https://doi.org/10.1108/STICS-03-2025-0006

Fumasoli, T., & Stensaker, B. (2013). Organizational studies in
higher education: A reflection on historical themes and prospec-
tive trends. Higher Education Policy, 26(4), 479–496. https://doi.
org/10.1057/hep.2013.25

Goddard, J., Coombes, M., Kempton, L., & Vallance, P. (2014).
Universities as anchor institutions in cities in a turbulent funding
environment: Vulnerable institutions and vulnerable places in
England. Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society,
7(2), 307–325. https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsu004

Grillitsch, M., & Sotarauta, M. (2020). Trinity of change agency,
regional development paths and opportunity spaces. Progress in
Human Geography, 44(4), 704–723. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0309132519853870

Hambleton, R. (2019). The new civic leadership: Place-based pro-
blem solving in a globalising world. In M. Sotarauta & A.
Beer (Eds.), Handbook on city and regional leadership (pp. 268–
283). Edward Elgar Publishing.

Universities as strategic navigators: place leadership in the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area 13

REGIONAL STUDIES

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5623-9983
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5623-9983
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0013-372X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0013-372X
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2018.1447662
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2018.1447662
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2013.869428
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2013.869428
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1215599
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X221073987
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X221073987
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2126450
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2126450
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2006.05.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2006.05.013
https://doi.org/10.1080/01442871003723432
https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/10.4.945
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15075851
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2024.2418704
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12454
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12454
https://doi.org/10.1108/STICS-03-2025-0006
https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2013.25
https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2013.25
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsu004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132519853870
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132519853870


Hazelkorn, E. (2015). Rankings and the reshaping of higher education:
The battle for world-class excellence (2nd ed.). PalgraveMacmillan.

Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU). (2019). Strategic plan
shaping the future 2019/2020-2024/2025. https://www.polyu.
edu.hk/cpa/splan/StrategicPlan2019/index.html

Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST).
(2021). Strategic Plan 2021–2028. https://ebookshelf.ust.hk/
flippingbook/G20396/ [last accessed 5 November 2025]

Hui, E. C. M., Li, X., Chen, T., & Lang, W. (2020). Deciphering
the spatial structure of China’s megacity region: A new bay area –
The Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area in the
making. Cities, 105. 102168. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.
2018.10.011.

Kang, Y., & Jiang, J. (2020). Revising the innovation systems of
cross-border cities: The role of higher education institution
and cross-boundary cooperation in Hong Kong and Shenzhen.
Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 42(2),
213–229. https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2019.1701849

Kitagawa, F., & Horta, H. (forthcoming 2026). Universities’ strat-
egies in a place building: Co-evolving logics and identities in a
cross-border city region. In D. Charles, L. Nieth, L. Coenen,
& R. Cinar (Eds.), Universities and place. Routledge.

Liu, C., & Cai, Y. (2018). Triple helix model and institutional logics
in Shenzhen special economic zone. Science and Public Policy,
45(2), 221–231. https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scx059

Lundquist, K. J., & Trippl, M. (2013). Distance, proximity and types
of cross-border innovation systems: A conceptual analysis.
Regional Studies, 47(3), 450–460. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00343404.2011.560933

Macau University of Science and Technology (MUST). (2021).
Strategic Plan (2021–2025). https://www.must.edu.mo/
strategic_plan/index-en.html [last accessed 5 November 2025]

Makkonen, T., & Rhodes, S. (2016). Cross-border regional inno-
vation systems: Conceptual backgrounds, empirical evidence
and policy implications. European Planning Studies, 24(9),
1623–1642. https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2016.1184626

Mintzberg, H. (1994). The rise and fall of strategic planning. The Free
Press.

Mok, K. H. (2022).Higher education, innovation and entrepreneurship
from comparative perspectives. Reengineering China through the
greater bay economy and development. Springer.

Mok, K. H., & Jiang, J. (2020). Towards corporatized collaborative
governance: The multiple networks model and entrepreneurial
universities in Hong Kong. Studies in Higher Education,
45(10), 2110–2120. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2020.
1823647

Nelles, J., & Durand, F. (2014). Cross-border governance. In T. M.
Wilson & H. Donnan (Eds.), A companion to border studies (pp.
543–560). Wiley.

O’Donnell, M. A., Wong, W., & Bach, J. (2017). Learning from
Shenzhen: China’s post-Mao experiment from special zone to
model city. The University of Chicago Press.

Oliver, C. (1991). Strategic responses to institutional processes.
Academy of Management Review, 16(1), 145–179. https://doi.
org/10.2307/258610

Perkmann, M., & Sum, N.-L. (2002). Globalization, regionalization
and cross-border regions. Palgrave MacMillan.

Pfeffer, J., & Salancik, G. R. (1978). The external control of organiz-
ations: A resource dependence perspective. Harper & Row.

Raagmaa, G., & Keerberg, A. (2017). Regional higher education
institutions in regional leadership and development. Regional
Studies, 51(2), 260–272. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.
2016.1215600

Roessler, M., Grillitsch, M., Miörner, J., & Schiller, D. (2025).
Shaping opportunity spaces: The role of narratives in place lea-
dership. Regional Studies, 59(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/
00343404.2025.2471541.

Salmi, J. (2009). The challenge of establishing world-class universities.
The World Bank. https://documents.worldbank.org/en/
publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/8584814681521
71540/The-challenge-of-establishing-world-class-universities

Sharif, N., & Chandra, K. (2022). A comparative analysis of
innovation policies in Hong Kong and Shenzhen within the
Greater Bay Area initiative. Science and Public Policy, 49(1),
54–71. https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scab059

Sharif, N., & Tang, H. H. H. (2014). New trends in innovation
strategy at Chinese universities in Hong Kong and Shenzhen.
International Journal of Technology Management, 65(1/2/3/4),
300–318. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.2014.060951

Sotarauta, M. (2016). Place leadership, governance and power.
Administration, 64(3–4), 45–58. https://doi.org/10.1515/
admin-2016-0024

Sotarauta,M., &Beer, A. (2017). Governance, agency and place leader-
ship: Lessons from a cross-national analysis.Regional Studies, 51(2),
210–223. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2015.1119265

Sotarauta, M., Beer, A., & Gibney, J. (2017). Making sense of leader-
ship in urban and regional development. Regional Studies, 51(2),
187–193. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1267340

Southern University of Science and Technology (SUSTech). (2021).
Development plan. https://www.sustech.edu.cn/en/about.html

Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU). (2021). Setting new goals, taking
new opportunities, starting a new journey to build a world-class uni-
versity - 2021-2025. https://www.sysu.edu.cn/sysuen/info/
1018/18691.htm [last accessed 5 November 2025]

Suchman, M. C. (1995). Managing legitimacy: Strategic and insti-
tutional approaches. Academy of Management Review, 20(3),
571–610. https://doi.org/10.2307/258788

Trippl, M. (2006). Cross-border regional innovation systems. (First
draft, September 2006 ed.) Institut für Regional- und
Umweltwirtschaft, WU Vienna University of Economics and
Business. SRE - Discussion Papers No. 2006/05. https://doi.
org/10.57938/05c6e282-638c-4104-8f39-280703f00dc1

University of Hong Kong (HKU). (2016). Vision 2016-2025. https://
sppoweb.hku.hk/vision2016-2025/index.html [last accessed 5
November 2025]

University of Macau (UM) (2021). University of Macau five-year
development plan, outline (Academic Years 2021/22 - 2025/26).
https://www.um.edu.mo/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/UM-
Five-Year-Development-Plan_EN.pdf

Upton, S., &Warshaw, J. B. (2017). Evidence of hybrid institutional
logics in the US public research university. Journal of Higher
Education Policy and Management, 39(1), 89–103. https://doi.
org/10.1080/1360080X.2017.1254380

van den Broek, J., Benneworth, P., & Rutten, R. (2019).
Institutionalization of cross-border regional innovation systems:
The role of university institutional entrepreneurs. Regional
Studies, Regional Science, 6(1), 55–69. https://doi.org/10.1080/
21681376.2018.1562367

van den Broek, J., & Smulders, H. (2015). Institutional hindrances
in cross-border regional innovation systems. Regional Studies,
Regional Science, 2(1), 116–122. https://doi.org/10.1080/
21681376.2015.1007158

Xie, A., Postiglione, G. A., & Huang, Q. (2021). The Greater Bay
Area (GBA) development strategy and its relevance to higher
education. ECNU Review of Education, 4(1), 210–221. https://
doi.org/10.1177/2096531120964466

Xie, X., Huang, Q., & Jung, J. (2022). Higher education and regional
development of Shenzhen municipality in China’s Greater Bay
Area. International Journal of Chinese Education, 11(3), 1–19.

Xie, X., Liu, X., &McNay, I. (2023). One country with two systems:
The characteristics and development of higher education in the
Guangdong–Hong Kong–Macau Greater Bay Area. Humanities
and Social Sciences Communications, 10(1), 1. https://doi.org/10.
1057/s41599-022-01483-z

14 Tatiana Fumasoli and Fumi Kitagawa

REGIONAL STUDIES

https://www.polyu.edu.hk/cpa/splan/StrategicPlan2019/index.html
https://www.polyu.edu.hk/cpa/splan/StrategicPlan2019/index.html
https://ebookshelf.ust.hk/flippingbook/G20396/
https://ebookshelf.ust.hk/flippingbook/G20396/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2018.10.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2018.10.011
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2019.1701849
https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scx059
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2011.560933
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2011.560933
https://www.must.edu.mo/strategic_plan/index-en.html
https://www.must.edu.mo/strategic_plan/index-en.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2016.1184626
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2020.1823647
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2020.1823647
https://doi.org/10.2307/258610
https://doi.org/10.2307/258610
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1215600
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1215600
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2025.2471541
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2025.2471541
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/858481468152171540/The-challenge-of-establishing-world-class-universities
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/858481468152171540/The-challenge-of-establishing-world-class-universities
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/858481468152171540/The-challenge-of-establishing-world-class-universities
https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scab059
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.2014.060951
https://doi.org/10.1515/admin-2016-0024
https://doi.org/10.1515/admin-2016-0024
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2015.1119265
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1267340
https://www.sustech.edu.cn/en/about.html
https://www.sysu.edu.cn/sysuen/info/1018/18691.htm
https://www.sysu.edu.cn/sysuen/info/1018/18691.htm
https://doi.org/10.2307/258788
https://doi.org/10.57938/05c6e282-638c-4104-8f39-280703f00dc1
https://doi.org/10.57938/05c6e282-638c-4104-8f39-280703f00dc1
https://sppoweb.hku.hk/vision2016-2025/index.html
https://sppoweb.hku.hk/vision2016-2025/index.html
https://www.um.edu.mo/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/UM-Five-Year-Development-Plan_EN.pdf
https://www.um.edu.mo/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/UM-Five-Year-Development-Plan_EN.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2017.1254380
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2017.1254380
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2018.1562367
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2018.1562367
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2015.1007158
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2015.1007158
https://doi.org/10.1177/2096531120964466
https://doi.org/10.1177/2096531120964466
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01483-z
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01483-z


Yang, C. (2005). An emerging cross-boundary metropolis in China:
Hong Kong and Shenzhen under ‘two systems’. International
Development Planning Review, 27(2), 195–225. https://doi.org/
10.3828/idpr.27.2.3

Yang, C. (2006). The pearl river delta and Hong Kong: An evolving
cross-boundary region under “one country, two systems”.
Habitat International, 30(1), 61–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
habitatint.2004.06.004

Yeh, A. G., Liu, X., Xu, J., & Wu, M. (2020). 25. The emergence
and economic restructuring of two global super megacity-regions
in China: Comparing the pearl river and Yangtze river deltas.
Handbook of Megacities and Megacity-Regions (pp. 376–394).
Edward Elgar Publishing..

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: Design and methods (4th ed.,
Vol. 5). Sage.

Youtie, J., Li, Y., Rogers, J., & Shapira, P. (2017).
Institutionalization of international university research ventures.
Research Policy, 46(9), 1692–1705. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
respol.2017.08.006

Zhang, X., Lu, Y., Xu, Y., Zhou, C., & Zou, Y. (2024). Governing
regional inequality through regional cooperation? A case study of
the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macau Greater Bay Area. Applied
Geography, 162, 103135. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2023.
103135

Zhao, Y., Yang, Y., Jian, M., Lu, A., & Xu, X. (2024). Policy-
induced cooperative knowledge network, university-industry
collaboration and firm innovation: Evidence from the
Greater Bay Area. Technological Forecasting and Social
Change, 200, 123143. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.
2023.123143

Universities as strategic navigators: place leadership in the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area 15

REGIONAL STUDIES

https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.27.2.3
https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.27.2.3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2004.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2004.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2017.08.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2017.08.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2023.103135
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2023.103135
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2023.123143
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2023.123143

	Abstract
	1. INTRODUCTION
	2. ENACTING PLACE LEADERSHIP IN CROSS-BORDER REGIONAL INNOVATION SYSTEMS
	2.1. The role of agency: place leadership in regional development
	2.2. The structural context: innovation systems and the cross-border challenge
	2.3. Universities as place leaders in CBRIS

	3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
	3.1. Dimension 1: strategic posture– compliance vs. opportunity
	3.2. Dimension 2: locus of legitimacy– local vs. global

	4. UNIVERSITIES AS PLACE LEADERS IN THE GBA
	4.1. The GBA’s asymmetrical higher education landscape
	4.2. The evolution of navigational strategies: a history of cross-border collaboration

	5. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS
	6. NAVIGATIONAL PROFILES OF PLACE LEADERSHIP
	6.1. Sun Yat-sen University (SYSU) – the regional steward
	6.2. Southern University of Science and Technology (SUSTech) – the designed instrument
	6.3. University of Hong Kong (HKU) – the prestige navigator
	6.4. Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) – the entrepreneurial exploiter
	6.5. Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU) – the applied broker
	6.6. University of Macau (UM) – the integrated partner
	6.7. Macau University of Science and Technology (MUST) – the aspiring player

	7. DISCUSSION
	7.1. Place leadership: navigating strategic posture and legitimacy
	7.2. From individual competition to collective leadership?
	7.3. Implications for place leadership in state-steered CBRIS

	8. CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	DISCLOSURE STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES

