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Greater Boston's research universities pump about $7.4 billion a year into the local economy, employing tens of thousands of area residents, supporting scores of businesses, and creating the "intellectual infrastructure" on which the region's knowledge-based economy is built, according to a study scheduled to be released next week. 

The study, a draft of which was obtained by the Globe, is the most comprehensive look ever at the economic impact of higher education in Greater Boston, detailing the universities' roles as employers, purchasers of goods and services, and catalysts for economic development. Conducted by Appleseed, a New York economic research firm, the study is the result of an unusual collaboration between eight major research institutions: Boston College, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, University of Massachusetts at Boston, and Boston, Brandeis, Harvard, Northeastern, and Tufts universities. 

The goal was to underscore their importance to the local economy - an importance university officials worry is underappreciated. 

"The universities' [economic] role is not understood, if not overlooked," said Paul Grogan. A vice president at Harvard when the study was launched, he is now president of the Boston Foundation. "We all have stake in these institutions doing very well, but we sometimes take them for granted." 

Ultimately, university officials say, they want the study to help strengthen relationships with - and gain the support of - community, business, and political leaders. 

The study comes at a time when the economy is struggling and competition for money from federal and state governments - both of which face mounting deficits - is intensifying. 

Other local sectors, including hospitals and cultural institutions, have recently produced similar studies, detailing their economic importance. 

University officials say the timing of the report is just a coincidence: It was launched at least two years ago, but delayed by the terrorist attack in New York, which damaged the consultant's office near the World Trade Center. Nonetheless, said Richard M. Freeland, president of Northeastern University, it remains "highly germane" to the current struggles. 

"If the Boston area and Massachusetts are going to come out of the current economic downturn, it's going to be the universities that are the driver," he said. 

In 2000 alone, the study said, the universities were granted 264 patents, signed 280 licensing agreements, and helped launch 41 start-ups, such as Tissue Regeneration of Somerville, a biotech spinoff from Tufts. The study estimated licenses granted by the universities in 2000 will attract about $1.4 billion in new investment over five years. 

"Just as local angel investors, banks, and private equity firms helped provide the financial capital these firms needed to get off the ground, the research universities provided the intellectual capital," the report said. 

Even as the universities help spur the next wave of growth companies, they act as a stablizing force during the downturn, the study said. 

The eight universities employ about 50,000 people; the study estimates that another 37,000 are employed at area companies that provide goods and services to the universities. 

In 2000, the universities and their affiliated hospitals and institutions spent more than $2.5 billion on research; the universities alone spent $1.3 billion on purchases at Boston-area firms. 

SIDEBAR: COLLEGE DOLLARSHIP
Revenue in 2000, including federal and corporate research contracts, tuition
payments from students, alumni gifts, and endowment growth.
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