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Preface

In order to strengthen the capacity of higher education and research to respond to 
societal needs and long-term challenges, the four Swedish universities of Gothen-
burg, Lund, Stockholm and Uppsala have joined together to explore the topics of 
academic leadership and renewal of education in a collaborative project: the Sweden-
USA Project for Collaboration, Academic Leadership and Innovation in Higher 
Education (CALIE). The focus of the project has been on exchanging knowledge 
and sharing experiences with Stanford University, the University of California at 
Berkeley and the University of Washington. The project started in April 2019 and 
will be concluded in December 2021. 

As members of the CALIE Steering Group, we would like to thank the following 
persons for their invaluable contributions and support throughout the project.

Consul General Barbro Osher, San Francisco, has supported us with her insights 
and network and hosted a memorable dinner on the occasion of our visit to the Bay 
Area in October 2019. Inger Gustafsson (Vinnova); Ashley Spinelli and Professor 
Linda Rugg (Berkeley); Professor Arthur Bienenstock and Professor Francisco 
Ramirez  (Stanford); and Maria Lönnberg (Swedish Embassy) gave invaluable input, 
support and assistance in connection with our visit to Stanford and Berkeley in 2019. 
In addition, Professor Jeffrey Riedinger, Kathleen H Allen and their team (Univer-
sity of Washington) provided an excellent program for our virtual visit to the Uni-
versity of Washington in February 2021. 

Project leader Dr. Teresia Rindefjäll, together with Pouneh Eftekhari and Dr. 
Petra Moser-NØrgaard (Lund University), have done an excellent job as project 
managers. They have been skillfully assisted by the local project managers Karolina 
Catoni (University of Gothenburg), Erika Dabhilkar (Uppsala University), Richard 
Stenelo (Lund University), and Maria Wikse (Stockholm University). 

In addition to the authors of chapters in this volume, many people have contrib-
uted to the CALIE Paper series as well as to the organization of the CALIE confer-
ence 18-19 May 2021 – thanks to all of you. And lastly, a sincere thank you to all 
participants in project activities on both sides of the Atlantic for generously sharing 
experiences and ideas. 
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We also gratefully acknowledge the financial support for the project from the 
Swedish Government Agency for Innovation (Vinnova).

This edited volume is an outcome of the CALIE collaboration. The volume is, on 
the one hand, to be seen as the project’s final report. It is at the same time very much 
a stand alone contribution, aimed at inspiring idea development and debate on the 
broad topic of the role of the university in society.

Seventeen chapters, written by academics from Sweden and the US, discuss the 
role and functioning of universities in a time of societal and technological transfor-
mations and challenges. How can research universities best contribute to meeting 
these challenges and supporting sustainable development?

While each contribution has been reviewed by the editorial group or other peers, 
the authors of each chapter are ultimately responsible for the contents of the indi-
vidual contributions. Views held and arguments put forward do not necessarily re-
flect the position of any of the institutions involved in the CALIE project collaboration.

The main editorial responsibility has rested with Sylvia Schwaag Serger, Anders 
Malmberg and Mats Benner, while Mattias Goksör, Clas Hättestrand, Åsa Kettis 
and Teresia Rindefjäll have given strong support in the editorial process. We hope 
that this volume will provide useful analysis, insights and inspiration to universities 
going forward.

Lund, Göteborg, Stockholm and Uppsala 8 April 2021

Sylvia Schwaag Serger (project leader), Mattias Goksör, Clas Hättestrand & Anders 
Malmberg (CALIE Steering group members)



Part I  
Introduction





Innovation in Higher Education: Why, How and for 
Whom?

Anders Malmberg, Uppsala University  
Sylvia Schwaag Serger, Lund University

Preparing for the future needs and challenges of society is a common responsibility 
of universities worldwide. In order to strengthen the capacity of higher education 
and research to respond to these needs and long-term challenges, four Swedish and 
three US comprehensive research universities have joined together to explore the 
topics of academic leadership and renewal of education in a collaborative project: 
the Sweden-USA Project for Collaboration, Academic Leadership and Innovation 
in Higher Education (CALIE). The present volume is a result of that collaboration.

The Scope of the Volume
In this edited volume, around 25 academics from Sweden and the US write about 
how universities can, should and do act in response to threats and opportunities 
induced by ongoing societal and technological transformations and challenges. The 
individual contributions differ in character. Some are predominantly idea-driven 
and conceptual, while others deal with concrete processes of change within indivi-
dual universities. All of them, however, relate to one or several of a set of broad 
questions:

•	 How can research universities best contribute to meeting societal challenges 
and supporting sustainable development?

•	 Which structural and cultural characteristics within a university support 
– or inhibit – change?

•	 How can the role of collegiate bodies and mandate of academic leaders to 
drive development be clarified and strengthened?
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•	 With respect to academic freedom, how can the anchoring of strategic 
choices among faculty and students be enhanced?

•	 What can universities do to reach their potential for interdisciplinary edu-
cation and research?

This introductory chapter is divided into three broad sections. First, we discuss in 
brief some major contemporary societal transformations that require universities to 
respond and change in various ways. Secondly, we discuss how the current Covid-19 
pandemic has re-enforced some already existing pressures and challenges and trig-
gered rapid responses in universities. Third, we give a brief overview of some key 
differences in the ways higher education institutions and universities are organized, 
regulated and governed in the United States and Sweden, respectively. Finally, we 
outline the structure and contents of the volume.

Societal Transformations and Challenges Posing New Demands 
on Universities
Several broad structural transformations combine to change the general framework 
conditions for the economy and society at large. At the most basic level, long-term 
mega trends relate to demographic transitions (population growth, changing age 
structure, longevity), changing human settlement patterns (urbanization, flows of 
international mass migration), technological change (digitalization, AI, electrifica-
tion, new materials), (geo-) political transformations (globalization/deglobalization, 
regional integration/disintegration, the rise of illiberal democracy/populism), and 
not least growing environmental problems (climate change, resource depletion, de-
creasing biological diversity). Such trends put pressure on global institutions and 
sometimes pose threats to the open society.

The present and future challenges facing society are well captured in the United 
Nation’s 2030 Agenda sustainable development goals. The concept of sustainable 
development is broadly defined to encompass the need for social, economic and 
environmental sustainability, and the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
form a challenging and complex development agenda (The 2030 Agenda).

The increasingly urgent climate crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic combine to 
make the early 2020s a period of particular disruption, upheaval and friction with 
a number of concurrent developments (climate change, resource depletion, autho-
ritarianism, rapid technological progress, geopolitical friction) constituting poten-
tial threats to our planet, people and prosperity. The world as we know it seems to 
be changing at a perhaps unprecedented rate. 
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The increasingly tangible effects of climate change, and the current Covid-19 
pandemic, are at the same time manifestations of the global nature of some of the 
grand challenges our planet and people face today. They also make painfully clear 
the need for global and transdisciplinary collaboration. At the same, international 
collaboration and a rules-based multilateral world order have perhaps not been as 
threatened or undermined since World War II as they have been in recent years. 
Instead of coming together to confront common challenges (such as climate change, 
pandemics and pollution), a number of countries have been retreating into isolatio-
nism, nationalism and populism. This is particularly worrying since some of these 
countries, such as the US, the UK and China, have been either strong proponents 
and guardians or beneficiaries of a rules-based international order and a multilateral 
trading system.

Universities are integral parts of their surrounding societies and as such are not 
by any means immune to or sheltered from the above-mentioned developments, nor 
should they be. As curators, sources and centers of learning, knowledge and thin-
king, universities play a vital role in the societal response to the major challenges of 
today (Benner and Schwaag Serger 2017). They need to assess constantly how they 
can best serve society in the short- and long-term, as a moderating force but also as 
drivers of development.

The way we are functioning now as a society is not sustainable. There is too much 
potential for addressing that issue in higher education for us not to do that. As we 
are evolving I think we are going to have to take ownership of our role in repairing 
our society. (Michael Sorrell, President Paul Quinn College, October 14, 2020 Mil-
ken Institute webinar) 1

The education and research conducted in universities translate into new knowledge, 
better technology, improvements in the organization of society and changed patterns 
of behavior. The comprehensive research university, with deep specialist knowledge 
and a skills base that ranges across a great diversity of fields, is especially well equip-
ped to contribute to sustainable development, offering the holistic and multi-disci-
plinary perspective that is necessary for tackling these and other complex societal 
challenges. 

If this potential is to be fully realized, the necessary specialization must be supp-
lemented by increased efforts to initiate and carry out trans-disciplinary education 
and research, as well as further development of the universities’ many interfaces for 
collaboration with other actors in society.

1 In this chapter, we include a number of quotes from university presidents to provide varying 
perspectives from and on academic leadership.
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More than ever, the responsibility of universities is to educate the population to 
become informed and concerned citizens, as well as experts and leaders for society.
(Jean Chambaz, President Sorbonne University, in Weber and Newby (eds.) 2018, 
p.4)

Any attempt to assess the position of universities in today’s society will identify 
contradictory trends. In some parts of the world, universities are under strong po-
litical or economic pressure. Basic university norms and values of academic freedom 
alongside principles of common ownership of scientific knowledge, collaboration, 
universalism, disinterestedness, and organized skepticism (cf. Merton 1942) are be-
ing questioned and opposed by both populist movements and authoritarian regimes. 
In other parts of the world, increased investment in research and higher education 
are seen as key instruments to achieve both national goals of competitiveness and 
prosperity and global sustainable development goals. 

Interestingly, in some ways, the two highly different situations in some ways exert 
similar pressures on universities. They need to be, and show that they are, relevant 
to society, and that, as institutions of higher education, they are open rather than 
socially exclusive. Open science (including calls for citizen science), widening par-
ticipation and increased pressure to contribute to life-long learning have become 
key issues for universities in most parts of the world.

Instead of educating college students for jobs that are about to disappear under the 
rising tide of technology, twenty-first century universities should liberate them from 
outdated career models and give them ownership of their own futures. They should 
equip them with the literacies and skills they need to thrive in this new economy 
defined by technology, as well as continue providing them with access to the learning 
they need to face the challenges of life in a diverse, global environment. (…) Univer-
sities must broaden their reach to become engines for lifelong learning. (Joseph 
Aoun, President of Northeastern University, in Aoun 2017, pp.xii-xiii)

International collaboration has always benefitted the advancement of scientific 
knowledge. However, it is also becoming increasingly important for tackling com-
mon challenges and governing the conduct, use and appropriation/ownership of 
research and knowledge. The past decade has brought to the forefront problems that 
arise when single commercial actors or nations dominate or have excessive control 
over technologies, data or scientific publications, but also when research violates 
fundamental ethical principles. Technological dominance or competition is increa-
singly becoming an issue that countries are willing to clash over.
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Science, technology and innovation are of growing importance not only as deter-
minants of economic and social development but also for political and military 
power. Research and scientific collaboration are increasingly becoming linked to 
national agendas, making military and security issues, dual use, and censorship re-
search policy concerns.2 

Covid-19 Amplifies the Pressure – and Opportunity – to Renew 
Higher Education
The Covid-19 pandemic and ensuing health system and economic crises have, at 
least initially, reinforced and further accentuated a number of tensions that were 
already present before the pandemic, such as: 

•	 risk of increasing national isolationism, not just in measures to combat the 
pandemic but also in science and innovation (at a time when we need glo-
bal collaboration more than ever), 

•	 blurring lines between science and nationalist and military agendas, 
•	 threats of certain technologies to privacy, integrity and human rights, 
•	 increasing geopolitical tension between the US and China, which at its 

heart is about technological supremacy but also domestic politics (aside 
from being a traditional confrontation between super powers), 

•	 weakening of democracy, increasing inequality, and growing tensions bet-
ween economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

The crisis further highlights the growing and increasingly urgent need for leadership, 
agility, governance, and institutional and directional change, as well as needs for new 
business, employment and work life models. Concurrently, there is strong grassroots 
support for not returning to business as usual and thus for transformative or syste-
mic change: according to one survey, more than 50 % of Germans no longer believe 
in capitalism in its current form.3

The initial response to Covid-19 in most countries, including EU member 
countries, was to focus on national solutions, with the closing of borders and a focus 
on national health systems, priorities and needs. In this sense, the initial phase of 

2 Dealing with the Dragon: China as a Transatlantic Challenge: https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/
files/inline-files/Dealing%20with%20the%20Dragon_Report_25.06.20.pdf

3 “Deutsche zweifeln am Kapitalismus” Frankfurter Allgemeine 21 January, 2020: 
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/weltwirtschaftsforum/wirtschaft-in-deutschland-buerger-

zweifeln-am-kapitalismus-16592016.html

https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Dealing%20with%20the%20Dragon_Report_25.06.20.pdf
https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/Dealing%20with%20the%20Dragon_Report_25.06.20.pdf
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/weltwirtschaftsforum/wirtschaft-in-deutschland-buerger-zweifeln-am-kapitalismus-16592016.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/weltwirtschaftsforum/wirtschaft-in-deutschland-buerger-zweifeln-am-kapitalismus-16592016.html
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the pandemic saw a weakening of European cooperation, with countries retreating 
to national boundaries. However, a few months into the pandemic, the European 
Union formulated a strong response to the crisis, both in terms of economic support 
measures and a short-term pandemic mitigation strategy with the EU level approval 
and access plan to vaccines. The European Union has also displayed a generally 
strong focus on science and innovation, not only to overcome the immediate pro-
blems, but to set the stage for a socially, economically and environmentally sustai-
nable recovery. 

As advocated by an EU expert group on the economic and social impact of re-
search and innovation (ESIR 2020), the Commission, rather than abandoning its 
ambition for a ‘new green deal for Europe,’ is currently seeking to use the disruption 
presented by Covid-19 as an opportunity to put Europe more firmly on a path that 
combines ‘people, planet and prosperity’ or social, environmental and economic 
responsibility as set out by the 2030 Agenda.4

Covid-19 and its aftermath, combined with the pre-existing trends outlined abo-
ve, will have significant consequences for research and higher education. Early ana-
lyses indicate that international collaboration might be refocused towards traditional 
partners or strong research countries, risking a further marginalization of less deve-
loped countries (Fry, et al. 2020)5. 

International student mobility is likely to change significantly in the short-term, 
both in volume and direction, with the US, UK, Australia and Canada likely to see 
significant drops in international students, particularly from certain countries and 
regions. Given their lower dependence on tuition income from international stu-
dents and, on average, a relatively high and stable funding from public sources, 
public research universities in most European countries look to be less hard hit by 
the crisis than the aforementioned countries. 

In the medium term, international student flows are likely to change in direction 
and volume due to a mixture of unfavorable national policies. The Covid-19 pande-
mic, and the ensuing economic crisis, will most likely force more students to aban-
don or change their plans of studying abroad, with indications that students are 
more likely to study closer to home than before. In the wake of increased nationa-
lism and isolationism some countries are also reallocating resources from foreign to 
domestic students, leading to further decline in international students and exchan-
ges in their respective countries.

At the same time, the Covid-19 crisis provides a unique opportunity to drive 
change in academia, with regard to renewing education, strengthening inter-disci-

4 See also Soete, et al. 2021, forthcoming.
5 See also Scientists’ worlds will shrink in the wake of the pandemic, Nature, June 2020 https://

www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01523-1

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01523-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01523-1
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plinary cooperation, taking on lifelong learning in a more ambitious way, embracing 
digitalization as a means to strengthen the quality and reach of education and (re-)
defining universities’ role in society.

Public research universities in most European countries are financially and struc-
turally in a relatively strong position post-Covid-19. They are typically not depen-
dent on tuition fees, public funding is stable in most countries, and they enjoy for 
the time being relatively high trust in society. The flip side of this stability is that 
they may lack the pressure and mandate to drive the change that might be neces-
sary to ensure their future legitimacy, identity and autonomy in a turbulent world. 
Thus, while competition for students and resources drive North American univer-
sities to reinvent themselves constantly, without necessarily abdicating fundamental 
academic values regarding excellence in teaching and research (see chapter by Ra-
mirez, this volume), a lack of pressure or mandate for change risks making univer-
sities in some European countries more inward-looking, conservative and ‘out of 
touch’ at a time of accelerating and disruptive change in their surrounding society.

In addition to, and partly because of, the changes and tensions characterizing our 
time, universities are facing specific challenges. Some relate to the proliferation of 
funding and quality control models associated with New Public Management. Oth-
ers relate to the need for upgrading the content, delivery and reach of the education 
they provide, namely disciplinary silos, organizational rigidities, and growing natio-
nal and international competition, partially from other research performers and 
education providers, but also due to greater international mobility of resources, 
researchers and students. 

The Covid-19 pandemic, the rapid shift to remote learning, the disruptive conse-
quences for the economy and labor market, the increased uncertainty, complexity 
and potential turmoil our societies face: all of these factors serve to underline the 
importance of academic leadership and strategic renewal of education. 

Higher Education Institutions in the US and Sweden  
– Some Notable Characteristics
Most contributions in this volume are written by academics affiliated with one of 
the seven universities that have been taking part in the CALIE project: Gothenburg, 
Lund, Stockholm and Uppsala University in Sweden, and UC Berkeley, Stanford 
University and the University of Washington on the US west coast. Most of the 
analyses and cases presented draw on experiences or are generally contextualized 
within the US or Swedish (or to a degree European) systems for higher education 
and research. In this section, we outline a few key characteristics of each system and 
discuss some key differences.
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In the US, students who have completed secondary school often go on to two 
years of undergraduate university education6. Hence, there are many junior or com-
munity colleges, in addition to the traditional universities and colleges, where a 
majority of students complete four years of study for a degree, and substantial 
numbers go to postgraduate study at a graduate school. Compared to most other 
higher education systems, the U.S. system is highly decentralized and largely inde-
pendent of federal government regulation. The system is very diverse. The more than 
4,500 accredited institutions of higher education in the United States include public 
and private schools, some with tens of thousands of students, others with fewer than 
200. More than 1,000 of these institutions offer graduate degree programs.

There are 131 institutions labelled as Doctoral Universities based on their provi-
ding substantial resources for research and having many people conducting research 
at their respective institution. Of these, 37 are private (non-profit) institutions whi-
le 94 are public, typically run by the federal states.7 Many of these universities do-
minate the lists where the world’s leading universities are ranked. Typically, some 40 
of the top 100 universities of such lists are American.

The governance and funding structure vary between private and public universi-
ties, but in general American universities have a much higher degree of institutional 
autonomy and lower degree of dependence on public funding compared to Swedish 
universities. Top academic leadership (the President) is generally appointed from 
above (e.g., by the Board of Trustees), while there is typically some form of faculty 
senate that functions to counter-balance the executive powers of the president and 
school deans (for an analysis of the US system, see the chapter by Ramirez in this 
volume).

In Sweden, there are overall around 40 universities and other higher education 
institutions. These differ markedly in character and can be broadly divided into four 
different groups:

•	 Comprehensive research universities like Uppsala, Lund, Gothenburg, 
Stockholm, Umeå, and Linköping, 

•	 Profiled research universities like Karolinska Institute (KI), KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology, Chalmers University of Technology, Swedish Uni-
versity of Agricultural Sciences (SLU), Luleå Technical University (LTU), 
and Stockholm School of Economics,

6 According to educationdata.org 29 % of all college students, and 37 % of all high school graduates 
who begin college the same year that they graduate, attend two-year colleges https://educationdata.
org/college-enrollment-statistics (College Enrollment Statistics [2021]: Total + by Demographic 
(educationdata.org), accessed February 2021).

7 Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. https://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu.

https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics
https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics
https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics
https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics
https://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu.
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•	 New universities like Karlstad, Linnaeus, Mid-Sweden, Örebro and Mal-
mö, 

•	 Smaller regional university colleges, primarily dedicated to education. 

Universities in Sweden are to a very high degree regulated and funded by the natio-
nal government. There are no tuition fees for Swedish or European students. With 
few exceptions, Swedish universities are public and regulated as public authorities 
(“myndigheter”) under the national government. This means that they have low 
formal institutional autonomy. They are not separate legal entities but are formally 
part of the Swedish state. Decision making (including examination) within the 
university is seen as an exercise of public authority, and universities have to follow 
the Swedish principle of public access. The majority of board members, including 
the chair, are appointed by the government, as is the Vice Chancellor (President).

While Vice Chancellors are formally appointed by the government, the de facto 
choice of vice chancellor is made by the board. The board in turn proposes a candi-
date for vice-chancellor to the government after having consulted teachers, other 
employees and students in a hearing process, the format of which is defined by the 
board. It is extremely rare for the board to go against the candidate selected by stu-
dents and staff and unheard of for the government to go against the candidate 
proposed by the board.

While formal institutional autonomy is low, in practice, Swedish universities have 
quite strong autonomy when it comes to academic affairs, and freedom of research 
is defended in Swedish constitutional law.8

The majority of funding for universities comes from government, through basic 
funding combined with a significant amount of public funding allocated in compe-
tition from a number of government agencies. The direct funding of universities 
from the government is divided in two different strains. One is for education on the 
bachelor’s and master’s level, and another is for research and PhD education. Uni-
versities are not allowed to redirect money between these two strains. The govern-
ment funds research through block grants paid directly to universities and through 
support via research councils and sectoral research funding agencies allocated in 
competition. 

By far the greatest share of publicly funded research in Sweden is conducted in 
universities, and traditionally R&D as a percentage of GDP allocated to the higher 
education sector is among of the highest among OECD countries, 0.87 % in 2016, 
compared to 0.46 % OECD average and 0.36 % for the US.9 Public funding is 

8 There is currently a proposal to also regulate freedom of education in general law.
9 OECD Main Science and Technology Indicators 2018.



22

Anders Malmberg & Sylvia Schwaag Serger

complemented by a dynamic and substantial private funding landscape, in the form 
of private research foundations. Overall, universities’ research funding has increased 
continuously in the last 20 years. 

The national research council mainly supports basic research. Sectoral research 
agencies fund R&D aimed at both meeting the knowledge needs of individual 
sectors and fostering the development of society. In total, Sweden has some 20 sec-
toral research agencies with resources for R&D. Regions and municipalities also 
fund research, mainly in health care and social services.

Research policy by the government in Sweden has developed in several steps 
during the last few decades. There has been:

•	 an expansion of strategic research funding to improve university-industry 
collaboration and promote new organizational forms for academic research, 
mainly large-scale centers with an international profile;

•	 a reorganization of public research funding through the creation of a joint 
basic research council (the Swedish Research Council) and a government 
agency for innovation support (Vinnova);

•	 stagnation of block funding to universities, as a percentage of total research 
funding, coupled with growing demands that universities should develop 
more coherent strategic plans and priorities.

This development reflects, one could argue, a general distrust of the ability of uni-
versities to use increasing resources in a strategic, proactive manner and to set sharp 
priorities. Therefore, additional support for academic research has been channeled 
through research councils who launch open or directed calls where individual fa-
culty members or broader groups can compete for funding for specific projects. 

In recent decades, this has led to a gradual increase in the importance of external, 
third stream funding. In the 1980s, such funding accounted for 20-25 % of the total 
research budgets at the large Swedish universities. Currently, more than 50 % of 
research funding is typically external (public or private). In some fields, and in in-
dividual departments, the share can be more than 75 %, and in extreme cases even 
90 %. This has been viewed by the government as an important way for assuring 
quality and relevance in research, and there are indications of a positive correlation 
between external funding and quality. It is also, in effect, a model that tends to move 
the initiative and responsibility for strategic renewal of research from universities to 
funding agencies.10 

10 This situation is aggravated by requests from some funding agencies that universities should co-
fund, directly or indirectly, externally funded research projects, programs and infrastructures.
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Gothenburg, Lund, Stockholm and Uppsala are the most comprehensive univer-
sities – in terms of breadth of research and educational offering. In 2019 these four 
universities accounted for 42 % of all research funding, close to 40 % of all employ-
ees and 35 % of all students (full-time equivalents 2019/2020) at Swedish universities 
(UKÄ database).

The Swedish university system overall performs reasonably well in international 
rankings. Three or four Swedish universities (notably Karolinska Institute, Uppsala, 
Lund and Stockholm) regularly appear among the top 100 universities in the world 
according to the major global ranking lists and another 3-4 universities are found 
among the top 200 universities. 

The Structure of the Book
These are exciting and challenging times in the university world. As Gudmund 
Hernes states in his chapter that follows, never before have universities held such a 
strong and important position in society, but despite this strength and position, 
never have they been exposed to bigger threats than today. The strength and position 
of the higher education sector, combined with the substantial amount and share of 
public funding they receive, also explains why perhaps they are more questioned 
than in previous centuries, and more challenged to live up to societal expectations.

In order to continue to thrive – and to serve the society of which they are a part 
– universities continuously have to define, defend and strengthen their basic iden-
tity, integrity and core values, while at the same time striving to develop and renew, 
sometimes radically re-invent, the way they teach students and conduct research. 
All the chapters in this volume deal in different forms with the way these constant 
struggles and tensions play out. There is certainly a need for innovation in higher 
education, but the questions of why, how and for whom such innovation should 
take place deserve discussion.

This introductory chapter is followed by a chapter where Gudmund Hernes gives 
a broad introduction to the overall theme of the volume. He discusses what he sees 
as a threat against the “cognitive social contract” that has formed the basis for the 
existence of universities for many years and asks whether the university as we know 
it will survive the 21st century.

Then follows a section with two chapters discussing the role of academic leader-
ship in collegiate settings. Universities are built on a strong foundation of teacher- 
and researcher-driven advancement of education and research. At the same time, 
the over-arching questions regarding relevant responses to societal challenges but 
also institutional renewal require that academic leadership on all levels is well equip-
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ped to channel those issues into constructive development within the university as 
a whole. There must be a profound understanding of what kind of leadership is 
needed to initiate, fuel and support necessary change. Important prerequisites in 
academic leadership are identified both in regard to steering and funding as well as 
culture, values, and norms. Academic leadership is also about institutional develop-
ment. Renewal is not just about developing the educational offering; it is also about 
making universities function better as organizations (Benner and Schwaag Serger 
2017). Francisco Ramirez analyzes academic leadership in the US context, while 
Benner, Malmberg and Schwaag Serger focus on the capability for transformation 
and change in collegiate settings from a Swedish or European perspective.

Subsequently, there is a major section with six chapters focusing on various as-
pects of renewal of education. It is uncertain which competences and skills will be 
needed during the lifetime of graduates. It is, however, clear that society is facing 
major and rapid transformation and that universities will have to be visionary and 
able to develop in relation to the societal challenges to stay relevant and purposeful. 
Crucially, universities will have to respond to the needs of an increasingly diverse 
student body, in terms of previously acquired competences, experience, maturity 
and culture or background, and simultaneously uphold academic excellence. This 
points to the necessity for universities to identify driving forces and good practice 
for the renewal of education. The chapters in this section address broad topics like 
digitization, sustainable development, life-long learning, active student participa-
tion and internationalization of higher education.

Mitchell Stevens (Stanford) and Mikael Börjesson (Uppsala) write about how 
digitization drives strategic renewal of higher education. Rovy Branon’s (University 
of Washington) chapter describes how universities can increase their engagement in 
lifelong learning, with the 60 year curriculum initiative at the University of Wash-
ington as the case in point. Dan Andrée, Stockholm Trio, describes the EU initia-
tive on European Universities as a potential driving force for education renewal. 
Peter Williamson and Daniel Moore (Stanford) discuss how the education of school 
teachers should be developed in order to prepare teachers for the Schools we need 
tomorrow. Åsa Kettis and Anders Malmberg (Uppsala) argue that systematic work 
with quality assessment and enhancement can form an important vehicle for rene-
wal of both education and research, with examples from Uppsala University, Swe-
den. Finally, the chapter by John Aubrey Douglass and Igor Chirikov (UC Berkeley) 
discusses ways to improve and develop doctoral education.

Then, there follows a section with four case studies from the universities in the 
CALIE project, each presenting specific examples of how renewal of education or 
research has been fostered in recent years. Carl Wieman (Stanford), Joakim Edsjö 
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and Klara Bolander Laksov (Stockholm) outline how the rapid transformation to 
digital and distance forms of teaching at the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic 
unfolded at Stanford and Stockholm university, noting both great similarities and 
important differences. Susanna Barrineau, Ulrike Schnaas, and Lovisa Håkansson 
(Uppsala) give concrete examples of how students can become change agents in 
higher education pedagogy through active student participation. 

Kristina Jönsson and Ylva van Meeningen (Lund) present the development of the 
Lund University Agenda 2030 Graduate School as an example of how change can 
be promoted in higher education. Finally, Staffan Edén (Gothenburg) gives an ac-
count of how a flagship initiative with transdisciplinary and challenge-driven re-
search at the University of Gothenburg – UGOT Challenges – came about and 
discusses the lessons to be drawn from that process.

The volume ends with a section comprising three chapters reflecting and elabo-
rating upon lessons and possible spinoffs from the CALIE project, and Nordic-US 
dialogue on university development more generally. Linda Rugg (UC Berkeley) sees 
the combination of shared interests and goals and diverse approaches as a parti-
cularly fruitful starting point for joint learning, while Robert Strand (also UC Ber-
keley) identifies a unique potential to tackle the wicked problems of the sustainable 
development goals through US-Nordic collaboration, envisioning the establishment 
of a Nordic Center at UC Berkeley to serve as a vibrant interdisciplinary platform 
that “brings the Nordics to UC Berkeley and UC Berkeley to the Nordics.” The 
ultimate chapter is written by Mattias Goksör and Clas Hättestrand, Vice Presidents 
at the University of Gothenburg and Stockholm University, respectively, and mem-
bers of the CALIE Steering Group. They reflect upon, from a leadership point of 
view, lessons, conclusions and recommendations to be drawn from the contributions 
of the volume and the CALIE project in general. 
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On the Cognitive Social Contract – Will Universities 
Survive the 21st Century?

Gudmund Hernes

In this chapter I will put forward four theses:

•	 Never before have academic institutions, universities and colleges been in 
such a strong position.

•	 In spite of this position and strength: Never before have they been so  
threatened.

•	 It is the very strength of the universities and colleges that can backfire on 
them and weaken them.

•	 The universities can only be protected and rescued by themselves and by 
safeguarding their integrity and defending their autonomy.

I will draw a picture with clear contours an broad strokes, and skip nueances and 
modifications. 

Allow me first to recount the ways in which universities have strengthened their 
position. Applying some simple Darwinian criteria, one can observe the following 
(Hernes 2013):

Universities are old but they have survived for almost a thousand years now, as 
evidenced by the venerable titles from the medieval corporations, Bachelor and 
Master. They have become ever more widespread – they can be found in every coun-
try and on every continent, with the same morphology or basic form. Their number 
has grown – they now can be counted in the thousands. They have become ever 
larger –University of Bologna now hosts 90,000 students – more than the number 
of residents in the city when the university was first founded in 1088. Both the aca-
demic staff and the number of students has expanded greatly – in many countries as 
much as half of school graduates go on to enroll. Globally, there are around 200 
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million students in higher education.1 The old bastions of male privilege have been 
feminized – in many of the most developed countries, the majority of students are 
women. Many fields have been academized and professional practice is founded 
upon and underpinned by research. Recruitment is increasingly transnational – se-
ats of learning have been internationalized and this is also true of their publications: 
footnotes recognize no borders. The networks that exist between universities spread 
and deepen across various collaborative bodies, via student exchange and through 
cross-border funding and organization of research – universities are linked. Other 
central social institutions model their operations on the activity of universities, with 
growing research departments and knowledge exchange as a goal – Apple and Goog-
le refer to their Cupertino and Mountain View headquarters as campuses – and they 
both maintain close ties to Stanford University and others.2 The universities are 
emulated. Many universities have set aside zones for innovation and application in 
their research parks.

In a word: the universities are universalized. They are the places in which the past 
is safeguarded and the future is created.

Why has this happened? Francis Bacon provided the answer: Knowledge is power! 
In former eras, people’s lives were determined more by nature than society. Na-

ture was something that imposed itself and to which one adapted. Now it is more 
a and more something that people analyze, exploit and alter. The content of know-
ledge in everything we surround ourselves with is growing – both the laws of na-
ture and knowledge of humans and their mutual relations shape our tools, our in-
terventions, our goods and our habits.

Indeed, it becomes ever more difficult to speak of research and the environs of 
research as two differentiated entities – our environs are increasingly the result of 
research, from the fields that are plowed and fertilized to passenger airports that are 
constructed as gigantic technological machines in global networks. Our world less 
natural and more artificial. Creation is no longer an endpoint – it has become a 
starting point.

Social organizations are also formed with a basis in science, from the structure of 
education to the management of macro-economies. Society becomes more and more 
knowledge-driven; the requirements that politics plans must be “evidence-based” 
increase.

In brief: The products we make, the services we use and the practical solutions we 
choose are based on knowledge our grandparents did not have or on knowledge that 
did not exist when we were children. My grandparents were born into a society 

1 The World Bank, Higher education https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/tertiaryeducation
2 For a more detailed discussion, see Hernes 2013.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/tertiaryeducation
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without telephones, my parents into one without radio, I was born into a society 
without TV, my son into one without PCs or internet. That which is now integrated 
into our daily lives has been advanced via countless contributions from every sphe-
re of science, from classical physics and economics to modern bacteriology and 
biology.

And it is not only the solutions we find  but also the problems we create for our-
selves that are based on new knowledge we have gained, but which when applied 
gives rise to side-effects we struggle to master – the greenhouse effect is just one of 
them; the backlash of plastics contaminating nature another.

The paradox can thus be expressed: Knowledge is power and affords us control. 
But a very large part of the challenges humanity grapples with are the unintended 
consequences of the application of this knowledge. Then we need more sciene and 
new science to gain an overview and possible remedies – such as can be seen, for 
instance, with The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPC). The term 
Anthropocene has been coined to characterize the geological epoch in which we find 
ourselves, where major changes to the Earth’s surface and ecosystems occur as a result 
of human activity.

The Enlightenment
Universities, first founded in the Middle Ages at Bologna, Paris and Oxford saw new 
shoots sprout during the Renaissance, such as Uppsala from 1477, then witnessed a 
veritable opening of the floodgates during the Enlightenment, a period between 
1600 and 1800.

The Enlightenment began with great debates on God and religion, reason and 
nature but also on the principles for political and economic organization. The En-
lightenment was a period of great upheavals in science, social science and the hu-
manities.

In the field of natural science there were breakthroughs for the Copernican sys-
tem, in mathematics in the invention of differential calculus, in medicine in Wil-
liam Harvey’s teachings on the circulatory system.

If people could gain knowledge of nature through unbiased interrogation of it, 
they could also examine humanity itself in a new way: as a part of nature with the 
status and dignity that followed therefrom. A humanistic world view evolved a 
doctrine of natural rights that asserted that humans are born equal, with inalienable, 
inviolable and natural rights. This was promulgated in new ideas that held indivi-
duals to be the source of power and the legitimation of law, and viewed society as a 
social contract between them. Persons were seen, not first and foremost as members 
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of ethnic groups or religious collectives but as members of the human race itself and 
therefore as fundamentally equal. This led in turn to proposals to formalize human 
rights and to sanctify freedom of expression, the sovereignty of the people, the con-
stitutional state, the division of power as a constituent principle of political organi-
zation and also gave rise to proposals on new ways of organizing the economy to 
secure the nations’ wealth and welfare based on in-depth analyses – typified by Adam 
Smith’s landmark work An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Na-
tions. New understanding was the precursor for social evolution.

A common core was that which eventually came to be known as the “scientific 
revolution”. This was a revolution in slow motion. The prevailing views of nature’s 
forces, substances and species were reinterpreted. Parallel to this, the actual and 
possible social relations between people were re-conceptualized. Gradually all fields 
of study were reworked and reconceptualized: form mathematics to mechanics, 
biology to economics.

The natural sciences bestowed power over nature. Social science and philosophy 
gave birth to new principles for the re-organization of society, the economy and 
politics – in truth, for social power in general.

The very procedures for how research and science were to be oconducted and 
rganized were reformulated. Perhaps the clearest example is in the transition from 
alchemy to chemistry that later resulted in the periodic system of elements. Indeed, 
the methodology of science was codified: a sequential process from the observation 
of circumstances and hypothesizing on connections to the testing of implications 
by  facts and experimentation.

New instruments were developed and improved, from the microscope and the 
telescope to the thermometer and the metric system. The Earth was mapped and 
measured, scientific investigations were expanded through both expeditions and ex-
periments. Samples of flora and fauna were collected, not only to observe but in 
order to classify and establish taxonomies and new nomenclature systems – as achie-
ved by the great pioneer, Carl von Linné, for example. Even the notion of nature 
itself was upended – that it is a unified, interwoven whole in which everything 
connects to everything else in a universally coupled ecosystem – was developed by 
the great scientist and explorer, Alexander von Humboldt (Wulf 2015). 

The confluence of these tendencies does not just reflect a rich historical narrative. 
Forces were also tamed to facilitate human action and development.

The Enlightenment was not simply a period of scientific discoveries. It was also a 
period of experimentation and the development of new institutions and the expan-
sion of science with novel applications.

The role of the university and its own technology was altered: from initially dis-
seminating learning through readings of classical texts to eventually acquiring new 
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knowledge through testing, experimentation and dissection. Observatories and labora-
tories were established to discern order and coherence among phenomena. Printing 
allowed the establishment of major libraries in multiple locations. Journals permitted 
the communication of discoveries remotely, without direct personal contact or pro-
ximity, even as study tours and scholarly travel became more common. Explorers, 
scientists and collectors facilitated access to both objects and texts gathered from the 
four corners of the world that were eventually stored and exhibited in museums for 
a wider public to view, be enchanted and fascinated –  and which generated wonder, 
curiosity and an opportunity to discover connections that were formerly hidden. 
Furthermore knowledge from many fields could be distilled, synthesized and dis-
seminated in encyclopedias. Scientific colleagues could inspire and check each other’s 
work across old national boundaries.

In addition to new universities, learned societies and academies, forums, salons and 
debating clubs sprang up. There were many social experiments where universities 
often became central nodes in a new ecosystem for academic exchange and develop-
ment. These experiments with various academic forms attracted more scholars, in-
creased direct contact and indirectly stimulated innovation; interaction gave birth 
to inspiration.

And public authorities and governments discovered they could use this new 
knowledge, spanning everything from land surveys and ploughing to vaccines and 
mining extraction. In a real sense, one can say that different countries began to es-
tablish research policies, whether to develop chronometers for navigation or steam 
engines to pump water from mines, to power locomotives or, ultimately, ships.

The stream of innovations within natural science, medicine, technology and so-
cial science were widely dispersed and began to integrate the global community. The 
by-products of the universities and research became the very emblem of modernity. 
The results of research changed social relations.

Thus, the Enlightenment became a period where an old worldview gradually gave 
way to a new, a transition from a fatalism where society and nature were seen as 
given, from without or from above, to an optimism, a belief that a humanity armed 
with knowledge could exploit its external environment, could reshape its internal 
relations and write its own history.

Reason and doubt, argumentation and observation could reduce ignorance and 
elevate knowledge. And knowledge could grant power over nature and society. The 
idea of history as progress of humanity’s insight and welfare slowly took hold.3

3 This view of the Enlightenment has been critizised, perhaps most notably in Horchheimer and 
Adorno (1947). For another recent interesting discussion, see Buruma (2021) Racism & Enlightenment 
https://www.persuasion.community/p/ian-buruma-racism-and-enlightenment
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The Cognitive Social Contract

A central pillar of Enlightenment thought was the idea of social organization as a 
social contract between people. By applying reason people could reach shared prin-
ciples to regulate social co-existence and then agree among themselves how these 
principles should be embodied in institutions and molded in practice.

I would like to name another element that was fundamental, not only for the 
universities but which was also constitutive for a new public debate on the whole, 
particularly in democratic societies. I will call this the cognitive social contract. My 
thesis will be that this cognitive social contract is now under threat.

The fundamental principle of the cognitive social contract is that collective en-
lightenment and shared knowledge can be achieved through rational debate and the 
use of valid evidence. It consists of three sets of norms:

1. A shared commitment to truth and evidentiary norms. This implies a respect 
for facts and agreed procedures for how to proceed in order to resolve ques-
tions of doubt and dispute. This is closely linked to the designations that 
are given to objects, that is, concept formation – conceptions to order our 
understanding of reality – and hence to how one is to proceed to observe, 
classify, identify and count. This in turn will determine what will direct the 
search for relevant information and what will constitute grounds and evi-
dence. The cognitive contract entails therefore a skepticism in the face of 
received thought and established notions, as well as a conviction that no 
field of inquiry is sacrosanct in the sense that it is elevate  above discussion 
and cannot be challenged anew – standpoints are provisional and fallible.

2. A shared commitment to the form and course of disputation, that is, the 
norms for argumentation. This means an analytical, critical and curious ap-
proach to one’s own views, the views of peers and opponents and the cou-
rage to consider them without bias. This further entails a dedication to 
impartiality and integrity in dealing with facts and assumptions and the-
reby the courage to allow oneself to be persuaded and alter one’s opinion 
through “the force of argument”. Sapere aude or “dare to know” was the 
motto Immanuel Kant ascribed to the entire Enlightenment era.

3. A shared commitment to the climate of debate in society, that is, the norms 
for interaction and communication. This implies an aim for clarity of pre-
sentation, such that what is said is not only comprehensible and accessible 
but, ideally, easily understood – epitomized by the word clarté or clarity. A 
willingness to listen and understand brings with it an openness for all to 
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express their views, a tolerance of deviating opinions and a willingness to 
give these a fair hearing. It also means one focuses on what is said and not 
who says it – and consequently that authority may be challenged, that one 
distinguishes between the subject and the person and that one does not 
argue ad hominem – that is, via attacks on the person, character smears or 
group prejudice. This means that a debate in principle is open to all, and 
that no one can be excluded from participation and no relevant opinion 
can be excluded from consideration. The point is to seek counter-argu-
ments, and with help of others, subject one’s own views to an acid test and 
thereby collectively advance thinking. 

Viewed as a whole, this cognitive social contract – on truth, impartiality, integrity 
– is a moral contract: the purpose of debate and discussion is not to win the argument 
but to learn together.

Finally, this cognitive social contract was not simply a question of individual 
opinions but of establishing practical and political arrangements to prevent censor-
ship and guarantee freedom of belief and expression.

Of course, the cognitive social contract was not adopted and ratified by any overt 
decree in any one year. It was rather a smoldering, guiding and driving idea that 
little by little gained traction – though with many curtailments, reversals and down-
turns. And it remains under pressure.

The cognitive social contract was, and remains, foundational for the activity of 
universities. Academia must have the guaranteed freedom to challenge conventional 
wisdom and to scrutinize received dogma. Historically, this led to the demand that 
scientists and teachers must be free to follow their intuitions, articulate their hypo-
theses, fund their studies and communicate their conclusions.

Gradually the principles of academic freedom which we associate with Wilhelm 
von Humboldt (Alexander’s brother) were recognized: Freedom to study what one 
wishes, teach according to conviction, research according to interest and freedom to 
publish results and discuss them with one’s peers.

These principles must be integral to research if it is to be self-correcting.
But beneath them there also lay a fundamentally egalitarian and meritocratic idea: 

The strength of the argument and solidity of the evidence should decide disputes 
and not one’s position, social influence or group allegiance. Controversies were not 
to be settled by doctrine but by data and debate.

Of course such critical thinking challenged orthodoxies, regimes and organized 
interests. Universities therefore were often labelled centers of unrest that undermi-
ned the established order and which therefore must be brought under political 
control – and, frequently, censorship.
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And it should not be forgotten that academics themselves, devotees of established 
scientific paradigms, could also reject new thinking. Conflict between schools of 
thought is a chronic feature of university history, as Thomas Kuhn taught us (Kuhn, 
1962). So in the dustbin of history there lies not only many ruined conceptual edi-
fices – the theories of phlogiston and miasma, for instance. We also know of the 
stories of many who were ostracized and marginalized not in spite of being right but 
because of it. The bitter fate of Ignaz Semmelweiss, who demonstrated the link 
between the poor hand hygiene of doctors and the spread of childbed or puerperal 
fever but was met with denial by medical authorities, is but one of many examples 
of academic betrayal of the cognitive social contract.

The truth is also sometimes set aside to preserve the dominant power structure or 
to protect established interests – even in the highest places of learning and their 
offshoots. Because new knowledge can reveal fraud and expose the holders of power.

Threats Against the Cognitive Social Contract
In the 19th century, science made great leaps forward while the 20th century was 
marked by the enormous growth and expansion of academia. Never before was so 
much insight gained through theories, discoveries and applications. New insights 
gave rise to new interventions and new understanding prompted change.

Not least, the Second World War and subsequent Cold War gave a powerful boost 
to research and universities, both in the tasks assigned and funding allocated and 
not only to universities, but also to research institutes and big science programs. 
Universities became the places one turned to when major challenges had to be met, 
whether the challenge was to find a vaccine against polio or responding to Sputnik 
by landing a man on the moon.

There are now millions of scientists and thousands join their ranks every year. All 
disciplines have become global in the sense that they are taught everywhere and are 
communicated world wide.

Researchers within the natural sciences, social sciences and humanities are no 
longer associated with universities and research institutes alone but can increasingly 
be found in commercial and administrative settings. Scientific expertise is highly 
sought after by politicians, the media and the public. Financing is large and exten-
sive.

Nonetheless the clearest illustration of the spread of science’s social status is not 
seen in discoveries or achievements but in that scientific terms such as “acceleration”, 
“cold front”, “blood pressure”, “BNP” or “self-fulfilling prophecy” have become 
parts of everyday speech. We are all, even when we are unaware of it, users of scien-
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tific concepts and results. And never before have scientists been so widely or fre-
quently engaged to address so many questions, from mobile communication to 
pandemics, weather forecasting or macroeconomic regulation.

And the knowledge content of everything we surround ourselves with is growing. 
The iPhone 6, which was launched in September 2014, was 60 times more powerful 
than the Cray-2 supercomputer from 1989 – and a Volvo is now a computer on four 
wheels. It is not only macro-economies that are governed by complex computational 
models, aircraft have anti-collision programs and AI can make medical diagnoses. 
And everything that happens in the Internet of Things provides data that registers 
where you are and what you are doing.

In short: Research and its results have become the most transformative forces of 
social change, not just in the improvement of everyday life’s countless assistive de-
vices but also in the major global epochal shifts, such as the Anthropocene – and in 
humanity’s own understanding of its role and place, its opportunities and challenges.

But since universities have been central to divergences in thought and thus to 
criticism of regimes and policies, they have fallen under the vigilant scrutiny of the 
authorities: The protest movement of 1968 is just one of many examples. In different 
countries and to varying degrees, academic seats of learning have not only been 
criticized but at times marginalized and attacked. Universities have not only been 
centers of knowledge, they have also been centers of unrest. Students have been at 
the forefront of demonstrations from Hong Kong to Istanbul.

Now, in the 21st century, two sets of threats to the cognitive social contract are 
especially pressing: external and internal. Both are linked to the organization of the 
universities themselves but also to technological changes. The point is that they are 
growing in a new academic ecosystem. Allow me to first illustrate the external threats.

The External Threats
In the 19th and 20th centuries, European universities such as Göttingen, Sorbonne 
and Cambridge were places of pilgrimage for students and professors. After World 
War Two, the USA has had the greatest impact on models for organizing and finan-
cing higher education and research. This applies to liberal arts studies, the content 
of the subjects and not least to the establishment of research training for doctoral 
degrees in graduate schools. American universities have often been linked to com-
prehensive and groundbreaking research programs. The USA became the country 
one looked to, travelled to and copied. Universities such as Harvard, Johns Hopkins, 
Stanford, Chicago and Berkeley have been the guiding lights of academia.

The most striking thing now is that the country has become a hotbed for the 
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organized political criticism of research results and theories. But the cognitive so-
cial contract’s norms for truth, argumentation and for communication are being 
undermined in many countries, not least by other geopolitical powers.

The USA has a long tradition of public opposition to research and science. Per-
haps the most famous is “intelligent design” as an alternative to Darwinism and 
evolutionary theory with the Scopes Monkey Trial of 1925 as an early and bizarre 
example.4 And, paradoxically, in recent years the so-called hard sciences have come 
under the most sustained assault. I think here in particular of the attacks on the 
scientific consensus surrounding climate change, its scope, causes and consequen-
ces and of the last year’s  undermining of medical research during the Covid-19 
pandemic. That criticism has come from the highest political offices, as in president 
Donald Trump’s conspiracy theory that climate change is a “Chinese hoax” and that 
injecting bleach could offer effective protection or that hydroxychloroquine could 
be a remedy for Covid-19. Though when he and his administration talked about 
“fake science”, social sciences are also in the firing line.

Promoting such attacks has become easier after the growth of social media, which 
permit statements to go unchecked, unfiltered and unedited before being sent forth; 
as the song has it: “Anything goes”. When his Twitter account was permanently 
suspended in January 2021, Donald Trump had nearly 90 million followers.

More generally, the norms for evidence of the cognitive social contract are under 
attack. One premise is that there does not exist any objective truth or an academi-
cally neutral authority. Many therefore do not see it as necessary to present argu-
mentation – it is sufficient to characterize and caricature. Institutions that produce 
and deliver facts and analyses are weakened. Knowledge is cast into doubt or pre-
vented from reaching the public.5 Political parties do not only fight about but also 
against the credibility, facts and data of science – there are many climate deniers and 
Covid deniers.

But the consequences range far beyond research, science and universities. Such 
violations of the cognitive social contract destroy the very foundation of social co-
existence. This is what happens when one speaks in the current parlance about “al-
ternative facts”, “fake news”, the “post-truth society” and about soundproofed “echo 
chambers” on social media etc. These terms align neatly with psychological mecha-

4 For an easily accessible account, see “Scopes Trial” in Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Scopes Trial

5 The Trump administration has excluded the agency’s own top scientists, for example, from the 
Environmental Protection Agency in 2019 to restrict which scientific studies the public can learn about. 
See also, for example “Trump’s appointees sought to censor what government scientists said about the 
coronavirus, emails show,” The Washington Post Sept. 18, 2020 https://www.washingtonpost.com/
health/2020/09/18/caputo-censored-cdc-officials/

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scopes_Trial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scopes_Trial
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/09/18/caputo-censored-cdc-officials/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/09/18/caputo-censored-cdc-officials/
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nisms such as selective perception and confirmation bias, where one only seeks out 
that which is consistent with and confirms one’s beliefs. But this is extended  be-
cause the process is socially and politically organized – which is the case in many 
countries.

Other regimes organize narratives about the past so that they fit with the regime’s 
ideology – falsification of history is no new discipline but it has acquired more, and 
more effective, practitioners. The political regime in Poland has drawn up guidelines 
for an authorized version of the past in which collaboration on deportations is air-
brushed out; the same is happening in Hungary. The fate of The Central European 
University, which was forced to move from Budapest to Vienna following direct 
pressure from the prime minister, Viktor Orbán, is a frontal assault on academic 
freedom and autonomy.6 And of course in China, where the demonstrations on 
Tianenmen Square in 1989 have become a non-event. The events that took place 
there are a prohibited topic that may not be mentioned on social media; so clearly 
the following generations know little about the demonstrations or the massacre. Yet 
another example comes from the Russian authorities who, with Putin to the fore, 
deny having had any part in the shooting down of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 in 
spite of all the research evidence that is available.7 And in an extensive interview with 
the Financial Times in June 2019, Putin said “the liberal idea” had “outlived its 
purpose”.8

The norms for argumentation of the cognitive social contract are also violated. 
The former FBI director, James Comey, said of Donald Trump: “who lies con-
stantly about matters big and small and insists the American people believe it, that 
person’s not fit to be President of the United States, on moral grounds”9. The Muel-

6 On the Polish rewriting of history, see for example, Estera Flieger “The populist rewriting of 
Polish history is a warning to us all,” The Guardian, Sept. 17, 2019. In the USA, President Trump 
initiated a program for a more patriotic portrayal of American history, see “Trump alleges ‘left-wing 
indoctrination’ in schools, says he will create national commission to push more ‘pro-American’ 
history,” The Washington Post, Sept. 17, 2020. For an example of comparable tendencies in Asia, 
see “How History Gets Rewritten. Hong Kong’s leaders and police have sought to recast what has 
happened in the past year. Even if no one is convinced, it may not matter.” The Atlantic Sept 8, 
2020. On developments in Hungary, see for example Estera Flieger, Leon Botstein, Carol Christ and 
Jonathan Cole “Hungary’s xenophobic attack on Central European University is a threat to freedom 
everywhere,” The Washington Post April 4, 2017.

7 See for example, “Peeling away Russia’s lies about the downed Malaysia Airlines flight”, 
Washington Post June 20, 2019.  

8 ”Vladimir Putin says liberalism has ‘become obsolete’”, The Financial Times June 28, 2019. He 
added: “Every crime must have its punishment. The liberal idea has become obsolete. It has come into 
conflict with the interests of the overwhelming majority of the population.”

9 Interview with TV channel ABC, April 15, 2015.
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ler report on Russian interference in the US 2016 presidential election documented 
a comprehensive culture of mendacity in the Trump administration.10

Not only norms are undermined, the same happens to the liberal institutions 
whose role is to safeguard freedom of expression and diversity of opinion. In several 
countries, people with divergent views, including journalists and researchers, are 
under attack. 

And of course the press itself is under attack in many countries. Once again, the 
ready-to-hand examples come from the USA, where President Trump repeatedly 
attacked the “fake news media” as “an enemy of the people” and discontinued the 
traditional American backing – despite its flaws – for the norms of the cognitive 
social contract. 

But in this field the cognitive social contract is also under attack from many pri-
vate actors on social media – that is, trolls who pursue their shrill campaigns in such 
a way that other voices are muted. And The New York Times writes in August 2020:

Facebook enables known misinformation spreaders to share their bunk widely. Net-
works spreading health conspiracy theories and pseudoscience generated an estima-
ted 3.8 billion Facebook views between May 28, 2019 and May 27, 2020. 

The report quantifies the reach of so-called superspreaders of health misinformation 
and disinformation on Facebook, including websites such as GreenMedlnfo and 
RealFarmacy, which package pseudoscience as credible, believable news. These in-
clude false claims that 5G technology is harmful to human health and that certain 
types of vaccines have never been tested.11

Social Media Have Become Superspreaders of False Information
The violations also encompass the cognitive social contract’s norms for communica-
tion. The attacks on the IPCC, for example, are broadened to include the free press, 
universities as autonomous institutions and administrative bodies that have publis-
hed scientific findings and facts as a regular part of their activities. One example is 

10 The Washington Post reported on June 13, 2020: “It took President Trump 827 days to top 
10,000 false and misleading claims in The Fact Checker’s database, an average of 12 claims a day. But 
on July 9, just 440 days later, the president crossed the 20,000 mark – an average of 23 claims a day 
over a 14-month period, which included the events leading up to Trump’s impeachment trial, the 
worldwide pandemic that crashed the economy and the eruption of protests over the death of George 
Floyd in police custody.”

11 ‘But I Saw It on Facebook’: Hoaxes Are Making Doctors’ Jobs Harder, The New York Times, 
Aug. 28, 2020. 
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the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) which has seen its budget reduced, cuts 
to staff, muzzling of experts and the deletion of references to climate change on the 
agency’s website. More than this: terms such as “vulnerable”, “diversity”, “evidence-
based” etc. were proscribed under so-called “language guidelines”. The EPA was also 
compelled to change the scientific reporting of hazardous nanoparticles in the air.12 
Researchers from national public bodies for monitoring climate change are denied 
permission to participate in scientific congresses. Experts are replaced by lobbyists.13

Political attacks on experts are not exclusive to the USA, of course. During the 
Brexit debate in June 2016, then British Justice Secretary, Michael Gove, pronoun-
ced: “People in this country have had enough of experts”.14 Even the laws of logic 
and language are violated, such as that two contradictory statements cannot both 
be true at the same time. In other words: Critical voices from research and the uni-
versities’ ecosystem are censored. Also at state level in the US, researchers have been 
harassed and maligned, for example, the renowned climate researcher Michael 
Mann at the University of Virginia.15

Both the Soviet Union and later Russia have a long history of restricting academic 
freedom and the free exchange of ideas and the press in general. Since President Xi 
ascended to power in China in 2012, widespread censorship has been introduced, 
quantities of documents that were available on the internet have been erased and a 
large number of bloggers have been silenced. Journalists are persecuted and killed 
in many countries. The Committee to Protect Journalists has documented the 
deaths of 58 journalists either by murder or unexplained “accidents” in Russia alo-
ne.16

These violations of the cognitive social contract make it fatiguing to be a citizen 
because one does not know who to trust or what can result from one’s own engage-

12 “E.P.A. Plans to Get Thousands of Pollution Deaths Off the Books by Changing Its Math” 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/20/climate/epa-air-pollution-deaths.html

13 The Trump administration has attacked the EPA more than any other government agency. “The 
president has sought to slash its budget by nearly one-third, and Pruitt’s team has tried to weaken 
the part that science plays in setting environmental regulations. He barred some top researchers 
from participating in EPA advisory panels, and replaced them with scientists who are more friendly 
to industry. All of this has elevated the power of corporations to influence the rules that govern 
chemicals and pollutants.” https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-05706-9 On the 24th of 
September 2020, the presidents of the National Academy of Sciences and the National Academy of 
Medicine took the extraordinary step of issuing a joint statement in which they described the ongoing 
politicization of science as alarming. Se https://www.nationalacademies.org/news/2020/09/nas-and-
nam-presidents-alarmed-by-political-interference-in-science-amid-pandemic

14 “Britain has had enough of experts, says Gove,” Financial Times, June 3, 2016.
15 See “Science under Attack: Legal Harassment of Climate Scientist Michael Mann,” Union of 

Concerned Scientists.
16 See https://cpj.org

https://cpj.org
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ment and participation. It takes time to find out for oneself facts of the matter and 
how things stand. Doubt about assertions or checking half-truths and falsehoods 
steals our attention, drains energy and distorts the political agenda. False informa-
tion can also lead one to doubt the veracity of one’s own memory, judgement and 
sense of reality, what is sometimes termed “gaslighting”. When one no longer sees 
the same reality, one can begin to doubt everything and everyone. For there is much 
that can resemble truth or that exhibits “truthiness” as the satirist Stephen Colbert 
called it (Vosoughi, et al. 2018).17 And the repetition of falsehoods gives them an 
aspect of verisimilitude. As the commentator Robert Cohen stated: “Trump is like 
the Bellman in Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark’. ‘I have said it thrice: What 
I tell you three times is true.’”18

When norms are violated by those at the top of society, it becomes more temp-
ting, easier and more acceptable for regular citizens to follow these bad examples – 
particularly when political opinion is so divided and polarized. Then people are less 
willing to listen to their opponents’ views or to change their minds. Then half-truths 
can take root and be widely dispersed. As the old saying goes: “A lie can travel half-
way around the world before the truth has even put its boots on” – something that 
research has buttressed (Vosoughi, et al. 2018). The violation of fundamental truths 
or facts by top political leaders normalizes unethical behavior and irresponsible argumen-
tation. Polarization devalues, so to speak, the value of what is true or false.

The consequences of violating the cognitive social contract were formulated in 
unambiguous terms by Hannah Arendt (1978) in 1974:

The moment we no longer have a free press, anything can happen. What makes it 
possible for a totalitarian or any other dictatorship to rule is that people are not in-
formed; how can you have an opinion if you are not informed? If everybody always 
lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody 
believes anything any longer. This is because lies, by their very nature, have to be 

17 In the British crimes series, “Silent Witness”, season 22, episode 5, concludes:
•	 What is the point of experts if nobody trusts them? What is the point of evidence if it can 

be so easily contaminated.
•	 The whole integrity of what we are striving to achieve could have been catastrophically 

undermined.
•	 What my colleagues and I seek to do is to understand the cause and manner of a person’s 

death. But we don’t only deal with the dead - we deal with the living - the families, the 
judiciary, the coroner, the police, the public, the press.

•	 And they all have to trust us. And if there is a betrayal of that trust, there is a crime.
•	 The opposite of truth is not just a lie. The opposite of truth is chaos. The chaos that is in 

danger of bringing down the institutions we depend on to deliver justice.
18 Roger Cohen, “An American Disaster Foretold”, The New York Times Aug. 28.
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changed, and a lying government has constantly to rewrite its own history. On the 
receiving end you get not only one lie–a lie which you could go on for the rest of 
your days–but you get a great number of lies, depending on how the political wind 
blows. And a people that no longer can believe anything cannot make up its mind. 
It is deprived not only of its capacity to act but also of its capacity to think and to 
judge. And with such a people you can then do what you please.19

This problem is particularly serious when the authorities in a great power such as 
the USA – which has been a leading nation in upholding the integrity of research 
through its universities, institutes and journals – undermines the ethical standards 
of the cognitive social contract. The problem is not lessened when other geopolitical 
powers indulge in a new and problematic practice. For example, when China de-
mands that Springer Publishing cease disseminating that which the authorities deem 
to be subversive information about Tibet, Taiwan and the Cultural Revolution in 
some of its scientific journals. In order to keep the Chinese market open for its 
publications, Springer Publishing removed access to thousands of articles on its 
Chinese web pages referencing these matters.20 The Marriott hotel chain found itself 
in disfavor because its website described Tibet in a way the Chinese authorities 
disapproved of. To maintain its market access, Apple has opened up for monitoring. 
The Catholic Church has been acquiescent in order to secure its continued pre-
sence in China.21 The Chinese regime has systematically demonstrated that it will 
not tolerate criticism or the pointing out of facts it finds distasteful.22

The American Association of University Professors has recommended that Ame-
rican colleges reconsider the establishment of so-called Confucius Institutes for 
language and culture financed by China because they are monitored in a manner 
that undermines their academic integrity.23

In other words: Those who make themselves reliant on either the Chinese market 

19 See also Thomas Edsall, “The Self-Destruction of American Democracy,”, NY Times 2017.
20 See “Outcry as Latest Global Publisher Bows to China Censors”, Financial Times Nov. 1, 2017.
21 “On the Vatican’s Reported Capitulation to Beijing,”  

https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/02/vatican-china-dispute-church-capitulates-naming-bishops/
22 See “EU bøyde av for kinesisk press” https://www.lo.no/hvem-vi-er/regioner/los-brusselkontor/

nyheter-fra-brusselkontoret/eu-ga-etter-for-prass-fra-kina/
23 In the article, “Confucius Institutes Threaten Academic Freedom”, Edward J. Graham writes: 

“The AAUP’s Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure approved a statement in June that 
called on colleges across the United States and Canada to reconsider their partnerships with Chinese 
language and culture centers financed by the People’s Republic of China. Known as Confucius 
Institutes, these centers are subject to considerable oversight from the Chinese government that in 
some cases places limitations on academic freedom and threatens their scholastic integrity.”

https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/02/vatican-china-dispute-church-capitulates-naming-bishops/
https://www.lo.no/hvem-vi-er/regioner/los-brusselkontor/nyheter-fra-brusselkontoret/eu-ga-etter-for-prass-fra-kina/
https://www.lo.no/hvem-vi-er/regioner/los-brusselkontor/nyheter-fra-brusselkontoret/eu-ga-etter-for-prass-fra-kina/
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or authorities for study, funding or research increase their vulnerability.
As Virgil wrote of the threat to the Trojans when they saw a magnificent wooden 

horse outside the gates of Troy: “Beware of Greeks bearing gifts!”

The Internal Threats
The threats to the cognitive social contract come not only from without. An example 
of a threat from within is what one could call the post-modern paradigm, which 
questions precisely the cognitive social contract’s norms for truth. Among its various 
elements, there is a denial of a stable reality and of the possibility of reaching valid 
scientific results. Science and objective knowledge are largely seen as a western, 
partly bourgeois, male-constructed ideology and its results therefore as relativistic. 
At the same time, it is written in a language and jargon that violates the requirements 
for clarity (Haug 2006).24

But another type of threat is that which goes under the name of scientific fraudu-
lence and which disdains the norms for argumentation and communication. Most 
countries have prominent examples of academic fraud. There are grounds to suspect 
its incidence has become more widespread (Haug 2015).25 The three most serious are 
fabrication of data (a form of “alternative facts”!), falsification of discoveries and 
plagiarism of others’ work. The most notorious example from Sweden is the so-
called Macchiarini affair, which showed that institutes of higher learning and re-
search themselves had difficulty in enforcing scientific integrity – colleagues, co-
authors, editors and even the academic institutions: one is so eager to share in the 
glory that one fails in the sharing of responsibility (Haug 2006). 26

Perhaps the central question is this: Should one focus on the individual failure or 
the institutional incentives?

Because in essence the problem is this: it is the same incentives – curiosity, col-
legial acclaim, pecuniary reward and, not least, access to research funds – that mo-

24 See for example, “How French Intellectuals Ruined the West: Postmodernism and Its Impact 
Explained” https://areomagazine.com/2017/03/27/how-french-intellectuals-ruined-the-west-
postmodernism-and-its-impact-explained/

25 For an easily accessible overview see https://en.wikipcdia.org/wiki/Academic-dishonesty 
See also, “Why Has the Number of Scientific Retractions Increased Why Has the Number of 
Scientific Retractions Increased,” https:// www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3704583/ and 
“Secret Dossier on Research Fraud Suggests Government Concern over Science,” https://www.
timeshighereducation.com/news/secret-dossier-research-fraud-suggests-government-concern-over-
science

26 See also Bengt Gerdin, “Särskilt yttrande i ärende Dnr: 2-2184/2014”, https://retractionwatch.
com/ wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Finalt-utl%C3%Astandc-i.pdf For an overview of the Macchiarini 
affair, see “Stjernefall - historien om Paolo Macchiarini,” in Forskerforum 3 May 2016  
https://www.forskerforum.no/paolo-macchiarini-karolinska-institutet-forskningsjuks-dodsfall/

https://en.wikipcdia.org/wiki/Academic-dishonesty
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3704583/
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/secret-dossier-research-fraud-suggests-government-concern-over-science
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/secret-dossier-research-fraud-suggests-government-concern-over-science
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/secret-dossier-research-fraud-suggests-government-concern-over-science
http://retractionwatch.com/
http://retractionwatch.com/
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tivate research that also motivate falsification.
The question therefore is whether institutional incentives increase the likelihood 

of falsification that threaten the integrity of the research. For researchers, journals 
and universities alike owe a part of their reputation to their number of publications 
and citations, particularly in journals with “high impact”.

Here, the intersection of two tendencies at universities can begin to interact. On 
the one side a large increase in the numbers of academic researchers whose careers 
depend upon being published and cited.

On the other side, “The Open Access Movement”, which was established on 
idealistic grounds, to make research results freely available, but which fails on qua-
lity control. But in order to get into print, those who publish articles must be paid. 
This has created a series of perverse incentive systems: fictive “journals” with titles 
that evoke the more prestigious, “fake peer reviews”, the use of “ghost writers” and 
“citation rings” to drive impact and reputational enhancement (Haug 2015). Gina 
Kolata, the renowned New York Times science reporter, writes that this has created 
a new research ecosystem: “an ecosystem of pseudoscience”.27

And the new funding system has furthered the emergence of what are named 
“predatory journals” whose purpose is not to promote research but to make money 
(Haug 2013). When “Open Access” has become for some an article of faith and vast 
funds are available, one finds only confirmation of the old saw: “The road to hell is 
paved with good intentions”. And the more powerful the internal threats, the harder 
it is to resist the external ones. Because the first line of defense for the autonomy of 
universities lies in defending research integrity.

There are also other examples of internal threats, for instance, the corruption 
recently exposed at some of America’s leading universities where rich parents bought 
places for their hopeful offspring by finding a backdoor to admission – this has 
punctured the meritocratic myth that only the best qualified are accepted and enrol-
led.28

The point is that the developments that undermine academia and the cognitive 
social contract, both internal and external, are consequences that follow from the 
growth and design of the system for higher education and research. 

The growth of higher education institutions and resources, of numbers of staff 
and students, of their tasks and societal status has been warmly welcomed, in truth, 
it has been actively sought by universities and colleges. Viewed thus, the optimism 

27 See Gina Kolata, “Many Academics Are Eager to Publish in Worthless Journals,”https://www.
nytimes.com/2017/10/30/science/predatory-journals-academics.html

28 For an overview see the Wikipedia article “2019 College Admissions Bribery Scandal,”  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2019_college_admissions_bribery_scandal

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/30/science/predatory-journals-academics.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/30/science/predatory-journals-academics.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2019_college_admissions_bribery_scandal
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of the Enlightenment is vindicated.
But the new status, growth and luster have come with built-in dangers and thre-

ats. The identification of these is not new. The most incisive formulation was pro-
vided sixty years ago, by one who might also be compared to Cassandra, who also 
warned the Trojans of what might be concealed within the Trojan Horse. In this 
instance, Cassandra was one of the great heroes of the Second World War: General 
Dwight D. Eisenhower. In his farewell address as US president on the 17th of Ja-
nuary 1961 speaking about the military-industrial complex, he warned not only of 
industrial interests but also against certain facets of public funding. He said:

Akin to, and largely responsible for the sweeping changes in our [societies], has been 
the technological revolution during recent decades.

In this revolution, research has become central; it also becomes more formalized, 
complex, and costly. A steadily increasing share is conducted for, by, or at the direc-
tion of the Federal government.

Today, the solitary inventor tinkering in his shop, has been overshadowed by task 
forces of scientists in laboratories and testing fields.

In the same fashion, the free university, historically the fountainhead of free ideas 
and scientific discovery, has experienced a revolution in the conduct of research.

Partly because of the huge costs involved, a government contract becomes virtually 
a substitute for intellectual curiosity.

The prospect of domination of the nation’s scholars by Federal employment, project 
allocations, and the power of money is ever present–and is gravely to be regarded.29

Clearly, this does not only apply when the powerful actor is a political authority. It 
also applies to private actors. We can talk about not only the “military-industrial 
complex”. We can also talk about, for example, a “medicinal-industrial complex” in 
which the powerful players are pharmaceutical companies, whether the result applies 
to opioids or other drugs (Meier 2018).30 And we have both the tobacco lobby and 

29 Se Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Military-Industrial Complex Speech,” (1961) https://avalon.law.
yale.edu/20th_century/eisenhower001.asp

30 See for example, “Merck Manipulated the Science about the Drug Vioxx”, where it is reported 
“Scientists from the pharmaceutical giant Merck skewed the results of clinical trials in favor of the 
arthritis drug, Vioxx, to hide evidence that the drug increased patients’ risk of heart attack.” The 

https://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/eisenhower001.asp
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/eisenhower001.asp
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sugar lobby, whose research has been controlled and results either distorted or falsi-
fied. Commissioned and paid research can color conclusions – it can be difficult for 
researchers to bite the hand that feeds them.

So simply criticizing outside actors, a deus ex machina such as Trump, is too easy 
and an oversimplification. What must be analyzed and confronted are the tensions 
and threats against its own activity that academia itself has helped to construct and 
assimilate.

Rematch with the Enlightenment?
I began by presenting reasons why universities have been amongst the most suc-
cessful organizations of the last millennium. Now the threats are large and they are 
pressing. They come from both regimes and movements, from states and major 
corporations.

But Eisenhower saw threats to higher education and research that are encoded in 
their own growth and influence. And that which comes from without is not simply 
support. There are dangers and enticements.

Here it is essential that universities are, and remain, sites where one not only 
should but also want to hear viewpoints that one disagrees with and one can ex-
change words without deep entrenchment and wrangling, not alone in academic 
environments but in the wider society.

It takes effort to maintain the cognitive social contract by insisting on its norms, 
by at the same time saying what is true, by allowing room for doubt, and yet holding 
on to the fundamental reality of the world as it actually is. There is something that 
is objective and therefore something which provides a commonality among people 
when they develop shared applicable standards for argumentation and proof – and 
comply with them. All versions of “reality” are not equally valid.

It is by now an old insight that the weakness of an open society is that its openness 
can be turned against it. This insight is more important when the threats are not 
distant but rather amidst us – every day. If they are not countered, it will not just 
be universities that are weakened in the 21st century. The problem is not whether 
they will survive but what they will survive as. If universities are weakened, it will 
also undermine the open society as a whole.

The greatest challenge of the day then is what one could call the rematch with the 
Enlightenment we now find ourselves embroiled in. The overall picture is complex 
but we are in a period where facts are denied, also by powerful authorities; where 

Union of Concerned Scientists, Oct. 12, 2017 https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/merck-manipulated-
science-about-drug-vioxx

https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/merck-manipulated-science-about-drug-vioxx
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/merck-manipulated-science-about-drug-vioxx
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the collection of key data series, for example on climate, is halted; where conspiracy 
theories flourish and are easily spread; where research budgets are cut. The auto-
nomy of academic institutions is in many places under pressure and various interests 
wish to see research sidelined as a basis for making private and public decisions. The 
norms for rational debate and the scientific discourse are being undermined. This 
happens in the major powers, such as the USA, China and Russia but also in smal-
ler countries such as Hungary and Poland.

All this makes the task of research and the institutes of higher learning at once 
more important and more difficult. And it imposes upon researchers, staff and stu-
dents a greater obligation, academically and morally, toward the whole of society. 
Academic freedom is always a threat to authoritarian regimes and tendencies. Aca-
demic institutions must therefore join forces to defend their shared values, integrity 
and autonomy. Their motto might be: Defend the Enlightenment!

Reasons for Optimism
Are they any reasons to be optimistic? 

All countries have three types of resources: The first are those which are extracted, 
such as ore or oil, and which are gone forever once exploited. What is produced and 
proliferated at universities is not such exhaustible resources – even though the uni-
versities contribute to the extraction and refinement of such resources. The second 
is renewable resources such as rain on the mountainsides that we collect behind dams 
and convert to electricity for the valleys. Nor do universities produce this type of 
renewable resource, such as hydroelectric power or fish – even though universities 
teach us how to husband these resources better and to refine them: fish is not only 
food – fish entrails can give us enzymes and medicines.

No, the first reason for optimism is this: universities extract, develop and refine a 
third type of resource: resources that can be nourished, can sprout and grow – in a 
word: cultivable resources. They consist primarily of the talents of a population or a 
people.

And this is the paradox: The vast majority of resources in the world are very une-
venly distributed: some countries have wide grasslands and abundant forests while 
others have deserts and badlands. Some states have been richly blessed by nature. 
But there is one resource that is more evenly distributed than any other: Human 
talent. Everywhere there are people, there is talent! Human ability is the most equi-
tably distributed resource in the world. And these cultivable resources are becoming 
ever more significant. So the critical shortage is not lack of resources. Nor is it a lack 
of knowledge of what needs to be done. Differences arise in the varying capabilities 
of countries to build up their populations’ skills – the resources which lie in the 
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people themselves. Skills are proven abilities to maintain a certain standard to re-
solve tasks – the ability to comprehend, anticipate, and act. What will differentiate 
countries will be their capability to raise these standards. This is one of the grounds 
for optimism.

The other reason is that research has one resource that is immense, indeed enor-
mous – a resource that is perpetually renewed and never ending. And that resource 
is this: In research, there are always more questions than answers. There are always 
more problems than solutions. Some are new, such as finding an effective vaccine 
against Covid-19. Some are ancient but as yet unresolved, such as finding a rule to 
predict the next prime number.

Here is my thesis: Research will never run out of tasks because we will never run 
out of research’s most important resource: ignorance!

In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, he says what will abide will be “faith, hope 
and love. But the greatest of these is love.” Paraphrased for researchers this could be: 
faith that problems are resolvable, hope that you are the person to succeed. And then 
this applies: But the greatest of these is ignorance!

The third reason for optimism is the answer to this question: Where can you live 
the most interesting life? Young people today are surrounded by temptations – both 
a place in the sun and “15 minutes of fame”. For example, Paradise Hotel, Tempta-
tion Island, Ex on the Beach or the chance to drive a 400 horsepower sportscar.

But when one knows that universities have ignorance without limit, one also 
encounters the possibility of discovery and wonder – not just the struggle and the 
frustration of dead ends and failed experiments but also the intense pleasure of lear-
ning something new every day or being able to contribute something new on oc-
casion.

Because every good idea can trigger a powerful emotional experience – the deep 
joy of having discovered something either you or others have never heard, seen, 
thought or felt before: Eureka! Or in rediscovering and reviving something similar 
that had been forgotten. In university culture one should not seek only substantial 
insights and acclaim but also to mediate experience: of the breakthrough, the leap 
of thought, the fresh reinterpretation – and the successful form of presentation and 
communication. Every topic has its own exemplary style.

That is to say: At universities you should find individuals who are driven by what 
they do. Those who attempt to penetrate and crack the code of the multifarious 
thought patterns of the past – even where there is no Rosetta Stone. Those who 
enter into the risky enterprise of grappling with habitual mindsets, gaining new 
intuitions, formulating new hypotheses and who know they still risk being smacked 
in the face by reality.
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Those who long for such experiences in life cannot sit with gaping beak and wait 
to be fed or sit by the wall waiting to be asked to dance. They must constantly allow 
desire to drive them back to the lab or the books, allow curiosity to compel them 
back to the databases and the archives – and to each other. Hence the task of the 
universities is to organize obsessions that are first ignited and embedded when you are 
a student and that persist for a life-time: encountering great ideas that give rise to 
powerful emotional experiences and every day either learning or discovering so-
mething new. Therefore the simplest characteristic of a robust university environ-
ment is: Is it capable of attracting academically curious students?

In brief: At a university one should learn to think clearly and critically, feel stron-
gly and intensely, communicate with style and precision, and act with imagination, 
reason and humanity.

Therefore the central task will be to maintain and safeguard the integrity and 
autonomy of universities as a platform upon which they can build – but also to be 
the first line of defense for the cognitive social contract.

This will determine not only the type of universities we have but also the society 
we have.
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Academic Leadership in American Higher Education
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Like other organizations, universities seek to look legitimate by conforming to the 
category “university” while also projecting distinctive identities via emphasizing 
their uniqueness (Strangaard Pedersen and Dobbin 2006). Unlike other organiza-
tions, universities have extended historical legacies with medieval roots interacting 
with nineteenth century service-to-the-nation narratives. Despite their many orga-
nizational differences, universities are strikingly similar in their invoking the cate-
gory university to legitimate themselves: presenting oneself as a university has glo-
bally become a desideratum.  However, universities vary in their pursuit of distin-
ctiveness and that variation correlates with the degree to which universities look 
more like organizational actors, that is, bounded entities with specified goals and 
strategies to attain these goals (Kruken and Meir 2006). The challenges that acade-
mic leaders face also vary, depending on the degree to which they have to cope with 
both maintaining legitimacy and pursing distinctiveness. These challenges were ear-
lier confronted in American higher education, and coping with these challenges gave 
rise to what would later be called the entrepreneurial or socially embedded univer-
sity with presidents imagined as academic leaders (Ramirez 2020).

None of this would be of interest to you were it not for two facts. First, there is 
the continued dominance of American universities in international rankings of uni-
versities. There has also been a surge of within-nation rankings, with the technical 
universities surprisingly often early winners in the excellence initiatives, in Germany 
for example.  These rankings put pressure on universities to compare themselves with 
one another within and across borders.  The days when a European visitor to Stan-
ford could wonder whether a university without a medical or law school was really 
a university are long gone. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology, very highly 
rated in national and international rankings, is a university with neither a medical 
nor a law school, but it is still regarded as the embodiment of a globally influential 
template of excellence. In Europe technical universities both challenge a more res-
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tricted understanding of what constitutes a university while simultaneously reinfor-
cing the value of the category. Furthermore, technical universities blur the line 
between basic and applied research. The line was earlier blurred in the American 
landscape with the emergence of the land grant universities and their mandate to 
apply science to upgrade their local and state economies, which was mostly agricul-
tural in the 19th century (Gelber 2011). Many of the world renown public universities 
in America started as land grant institutions. The University of California at Berke-
ley, for instance, was designed “to provide instruction and thorough and complete 
education in all departments of science, literature and art, industrial and professio-
nal pursuits, and general education and also special courses of instruction in prepa-
ration for the professions.” I have italicized industrial to make it clear that from its 
founding this and other land grant universities were expected to be linked to indu-
stry. These universities were not buffered by state authority and funding, or external 
demands and pressures from the for-profit and civil society sectors.

The second and related fact is that academic governance issues rage throughout 
much of Europe. The Humboldtian ideal of a self-governing university collides with 
public management ideas, which often call for more transparency and accountabi-
lity.  Hybridization has become a buzzword in European higher education circles 
coping with the collision.  Figure 1 dramatizes many of the challenges confronting 
academia:
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There is very much a sense of crisis in the growing literature on higher education.  I 
will return to this point at the end of this reflection.

In what follows I reflect on how these challenges were and are being addressed in 
American higher education.  Bear in mind that American universities have always 
been not only in society but of society. That is, American universities have been and 
continue to be more exposed to market logics and competitive pressures, managed 
by university presidents and their more-than-first-among-equal authority, as well as 
influenced by social movements that lead to a greater focus on students. I briefly 
address each of these challenges.

Market Logics and Competitive Pressures
Even a casual observer quickly realizes how radically decentralized American higher 
education is and after some thought discovers that educational decentralization 
stems from political decentralization. The Federal government provided land to the 
states to establish universities but did not play a central role in their organization 
and management.  No ministry of higher education oversaw the early rise of higher 
education. By the beginning of the 20th century, American higher education was 
more expanded than in any other country, but its growth was not guided by a na-
tional or even local plan. In many states private higher education preceded the 
emergence of the public sector. These private universities were not for profit entities 
and often had public missions to serve the country or the state. The history of Ame-
rican higher education entails an extraordinary amount of scrambling for resources 
in order to survive. The resources could come from student tuition in the private 
sector, but more broadly, universities needed to be attractive to multiple constitu-
encies (now called stakeholders) in order to gain their support. One strategy was to 
secure strong and consistent support for higher education itself. All universities had 
“skin” in that game and the triumph of the credential society is clearly a victory for 
all of higher education.  That is, as an ever-growing set of occupations required 
higher educational credentials for entry, the legitimacy of higher education was 
enhanced (Meyer 1977). This boded well for all universities. Another strategy invol-
ves distinctiveness displays, and as we shall see, that strategy makes sense in a more 
competitive environment.

Stopping at this point invites two criticisms, both valid ones. First, one can cor-
rectly note that higher education subsequently expanded worldwide. The global 
triumph of the credential society does not require “American characteristics”; you 
can get an MBA in Swedish universities! The second criticism is that the architects 
of the credential society idea were not, in fact, focused on the overall legitimacy of 
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higher education. What Randall Collins (1979) and others emphasized was compe-
tition between status groups using educational credentials to promote and maintain 
their interests. The dynamic of interest was competition between groups for access 
to and control over universities and between universities for resources and prestige, 
not the enhanced legitimacy of higher education itself. 

Both criticisms warrant further thinking. One can imagine a highly legitimated 
system of higher education that is not shaped by competition between universities. 
One has only to look at Europe to see evidence of university legitimacy without 
much by way of competition as a historical driver.1   Of course, access to higher 
education in Europe was very limited until the latter decades of the 20th century. In 
Europe competition between social classes and status groups focused on welfare 
states and provisions of security from welfare states (Heidenheimer 1981). Until very 
recently, the idea of competition between universities simply was not a feature of 
European higher education.  Higher education was legitimate but limited.  Com-
petition is clearly not a necessary condition for higher education legitimacy every-
where. What did, in fact, become legitimated in America was expanded higher 
education and that indeed was driven by competition.

Allow me to elaborate. It was easier to create universities and expand higher edu-
cation in America in good part because there were no agreed upon standards or 
regulations as to what constituted higher education. Lack of standards is what drew 
the biting attack of Flexner (1930) and continues to be at the heart of many a criti-
que, but just because something is easier to do does not mean that so much effort 
would be allocated to doing it. However, absent a welfare state and an emphasis on 
security – ultimately, welfare for all – what you received in America was an empha-
sis on opportunity – ultimately, higher education for all (Heidenheimer 1981). So, 
it was both easier to go the educational route but also the educational route was 
more likely to lead to upward mobility, very much an American ideal.  It is the 
combination of a lack of standards or regulations, easier access, and higher mobility 
aspirations that gave rise to the earlier competition that leads to expansion dynamics. 
Within the American context, the expansion of higher education normalized and 
legitimated the category university, just as an increased number of organizations, be 
they industrial firms or nation-states, normalize and legitimate these industrial and 
geopolitical categories.  To reiterate, what became legitimated was higher education 
for all. 

In a competitive and expanding system of higher education, survival depended 
not only on  looking like a university but also on emphasizing  a distinctive iden-
tity. While this may be generally true, it seems especially important where the cate-

1 But see Huther and Krucken 2016 for recent surges in competition in Europe.
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gory university is less well established, and that certainly was the case in the earlier 
stages of American higher educational developments. All sorts of entities struggled 
to “make it” in higher education. Labaree (2017) depicts these entities as hustlers 
and the system they gave rise to as a Perfect Mess – messy as in little regulated by 
political authorities or informed by historical legacies and perfect insofar as the 
American university is now the not so secrete embodiment of a global model of 
excellence in higher education. 

Of course, one can argue that the relationship between its historical trajectories 
and its current standing in global rankings is a spurious one. I do not argue the 
contrary. My point is that an idealized American model of higher education is in-
fluential. Consider, for example, the number of Swedish universities that have had 
some links with the American based Council for Advancement and Support of 
Education:
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The idea that universities should be engaged in fundraising is very much an Ameri-
can idea and one grounded in a competitive market logic. Harvard President Char-
les Elliot (1906) was not shy about articulating this logic: “In the competition bet-
ween American universities, and between American and foreign universities, those 
universities will inevitably win which largest amounts of free money…How is free 
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money to be obtained?... The only way to increase the amount of such funds is to 
emphasize he urgent need of the, and then to treat them with such steady conside-
ration that they will have… an assured permanence as funds.” (Kimball and Johnson 
2012a, p. 224).2 

From his perspective universities are naturally in a state of competition, and the 
scope of competition transcends national boundaries. From this perspective, the 
winners will be the ones with the largest endowments, that is permanent funds. 
(Bear in mind that Harvard, created by men of the cloth, not the coin, did not have 
the largest endowment in 1906 but would become the best endowed university by 
1920). The quest for permanent funds started in the private sector, but today virtu-
ally every American university has institutionalized the quest by creating institutio-
nal advancement or development offices (Skinner and Ramirez 2019). Chief deve-
lopment officers in higher education are charged with the responsibility of building 
and growing university endowments.  Their historical emergence followed a 1958 
conference hosted by the American Alumni Council and the American College 
Public Relations Association and funded by the Ford Foundation. The main out-
come of this conference was the Greenbrier Report and its main recommendation 
was “the appointment of an administrative coordinator at each institution who 
would work in harmony with the president to oversee alumni relations, fund raising, 
and public relations” (Worth 2002, p. 29).  Do note the prior existence of alumni 
and public relations associations. These would subsequently merge to become the 
Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE), the very same body 
to which many Swedish universities now have some links. Further note that Ame-
rican higher education in 1958 was not in a state of crisis, but quite the contrary, in 
the midst of what has been called its golden age. Optimism, not desperation, was 
the underlying tone of this report and also in later efforts to professionalize fund 
raising in higher education.  Optimism also underlies efforts to professionalize fund 
raising without borders by CASE (Skinner 2019).

Now, one could well ask the question: what has fund raising got to do with dis-
playing distinctiveness? To answer this question, one could stroll through this or 
that campus in an American university and check out the names of the schools or 
the buildings, or names of donors, often proud alumni of the universities. One could 
also examine boards of trustees, typically packed with alumni much dedicated to 
the financial well-being of their universities. One could furthermore hang out in a 
football stadium or a basketball gym and watch alumni of the rival schools display 
their university colors, the red and white of Stanford versus the blue and gold of 
Cal, for example. The concept alumni makes less sense and is less consequential in 

2 See also Kimball and Johnson 2012b.
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a system of higher education in which every university is imagined as more or less 
the same. Not surprisingly, it is harder in such a system to fund raise for a particular 
university, just as it is harder to imagine that universities are competing with one 
another, and perhaps, even with universities across national borders.  

In American higher education before there were development offices there were 
alumni associations, and these fostered a sense of identification with one’s alma 
mater. Before there were development offices there were public relations offices, and 
these too were concerned with the identities or reputations of their universities. 
These earlier organizational developments reflect the importance of displaying dis-
tinctiveness in a competitive environment and foreshadowed the triumph of profes-
sionalized fundraising.  To build and grow an endowment, it is not enough to pre-
sent oneself as a university: One must display distinctiveness and successful displays 
of distinctiveness in turn feed the endowment. The symbiotic relationship between 
fund raising and displays of distinctiveness is a feature of the competitive American 
higher education system. 

The logic of the market is evident as universities compete for students, professors, 
administrators, and funds from multiple sources. Universities face pressures to look 
like real universities, perhaps seeking to emulate the more prestigious ones. Howe-
ver, they also face pressures to differentiate themselves and project distinctive iden-
tities (Sahlin and Wedlin 2008). Examining the websites of American universities 
reveals a wide range of identity emphases across American universities, including 
research excellence, student care and service, and community orientation (Gavrila 
and Ramirez 2019). Curricular innovations also signal distinctiveness. I revisit cur-
ricular innovations when I focus on the impact of social movements on universities. 

Suffice it to say that universities in a state of competition provide challenges to 
their leaders, and we now turn to consider how academic leaders cope with these 
challenges.

University Presidents and Distributed Leadership
In America It is now common to think of university presidents as chief executive 
officers managing an organization. It is widely understood that fund raising is one 
of their important duties, but there are broader governance issues that may be pe-
culiar to universities and their institutional role in generating and disseminating 
knowledge, a role mostly undertaken by the professoriate. Universities, unlike most 
other organizations, affirm that its inhabitants should be free to pursue their scho-
larly interests and not be undercut by political considerations. Universities extend 
lifetime appointments to some professors to further ensure that scholarship conti-
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nues to be the coin of the realm.  Academic freedom and tenure systems are core 
features of American higher education. University presidents exercise leadership in 
entities that look like other organizations in some respects but quite different in 
others. University presidents exercise leadership in universities that vary in their 
campus climates and governance structures.  What they have in common is the 
challenge of looking legitimate and displaying distinctiveness. 

In what follows I first briefly reflect on two developments, the rise of the Asso-
ciation of University Professors and the emergence of Faculty Senates. Both of 
these developments in different ways touch upon the issue of shared governance. I 
then turn to Stanford University and its governance structure, distinguishing bet-
ween the academic and fiduciary lines of authority.  While it is true that no one 
thinks of the American university president as first among equals (keep in mind that 
presidents are appointed, not elected), presidents operate within constraints, some 
of which they may even welcome.

The AAUP was created in 1915 as a response to what its founders saw as threats to 
academic freedom.  The dismissal of Professor Ross by Jane Stanford in 1900 was 
one triggering event, as were the firings of several professors at Brigham Young 
University in 1911. The declaration of principles from the AAUP emphasized three 
freedoms: freedom to do research and to publish research results, the same freedom 
in the classroom, and freedom as citizens to speak and without fear of censorship.  
These principles are at the core of academic freedom. The AAUP also put forth 
principles as regards the tenure process, and these principles are also designed to 
curb arbitrariness from leaders in higher education, be these boards of trustees or 
university presidents. These principles have been legally upheld in the Supreme 
Court case, Keyishan vs. Board of Regents (1967).

Taken as a whole these principles emphasize the academic integrity, and ultima-
tely, the legitimacy of the university.  So, while it is true that American university 
presidents wield greater authority than their European counterparts, to be successful 
they must understand that they preside over universities, not only organizations. 
What makes the exercise of presidential authority especially complex is that they 
deal with stakeholders above and beyond professors and students: government agen-
cies, private corporations, alumni, social movement activists, etc. Moreover, presi-
dents find themselves in a maze of rules requiring compliance and avoiding conflicts 
of interest as well as webs of informal understandings of what constitutes acceptable 
decisions. One outcome is the increase in the legalization of the American univer-
sity, symbolized by an increase in legal offices internal to universities (Furuta and 
Ramirez 2019). 
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Another outcome is the rise of leadership teams influenced by ideas about distri-
buted leadership. These ideas seem especially apropos in complex organizations that 
do not resemble straightforward bureaucracies where authority resides in fixed po-
sitions clearly depicted in organizational flowcharts. Distributed leadership ideas 
suggest more fluid boundaries between different actors and more consultation across 
the board.  These ideas soften the distinction between leaders and followers, facili-
tating the rise of leadership development programs, now evident in many American 
universities. These ideas also pave the way for leadership teams. These could be 
formalized as in the deans and other senior officers that constitute the President’s 
cabinet, meeting on a regular basis to address academic and administrative matters. 
Similar assemblies of professors can function as advisory groups to the school deans 
and institute directors.  These developments can counter the idea that leadership is 
all about the charisma of the president.  However, and more importantly, these 
developments allow university presidents to ascertain what will have traction with 
the professoriate and what will be met with resistance. And when the ideas are ear-
lier generated by professors, their passage through leadership teams will also be an 
exercise in gauging the level of administrative support. In this mode of distributed 
leadership many top-down initiative calls for bottom-up ideas become curated and 
are adopted as long range university goals and strategies to attain these goals. 

The formation of Faculty Senates is another organizational manifestation of dist-
ributed leadership in action (Ris 2018). The AAUP called for faculty senates with 
shared responsibilities and cooperative action between administrators and profes-
sors. If nothing else, the senates would be regular sounding boards for ideas about 
the university, its governance structures, admission policies, curricular requirements, 
and endowment related matters. While most universities subscribe to the AAUP 
principles regarding academic freedom and tenure processes, they vary more on 
whether they have established faculty senates. In 2018 Stanford celebrated the 50th 
anniversary of the founding of its senate. Harvard and Yale do not have a university 
wide senate. The composition of senates also vary, with students full-fledged mem-
bers at Columbia and functioning solely as observers at Stanford. The historical 
trend is, however, in the direction of faculty senate formation. 

I now briefly reflect on the governance structure of Stanford. I start by making a 
distinction between the Advisory Board and the Board of Trustees. On a flowchart 
all major decisions must be approved by the Board of Trustees. Nevertheless, in fact, 
the Board is mainly concerned with its fiduciary responsibilities, that is, the finan-
cial well-being of the University. Or more concretely, the focus is on the growth and 
uses of the endowment and the management of the environment within which 
Stanford is situated. By environment I mean not only the physical environment but 
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also the sociopolitical one, at both local and national levels. The current President 
of the Board, a Stanford graduate, describes the Board as engaged in thought part-
nership with the university. On all matters regarding faculty appointment, tenure, 
and promotion, the faculty elected Advisory Board, with the Provost sitting in, 
makes the important calls. The Advisory Board affirms academic standards, and 
decisions made at the departmental and school levels can, and on occasion, are re-
versed. The authority of the Advisory Board disciplines discussions regarding ap-
pointments, tenure, and promotions, as no academic unit wants to acquire the re-
putation of having lower standards. What the Ad Board will think compels one to 
carefully consider the merits of a case up for tenure or promotion. The Advisory 
Board sends its recommended action to the President who then forwards a recom-
mendation to the Trustees. No one remembers when an Advisory Board decision 
was overturned by either the President or the Trustees.  Common practice, as op-
posed to the flow chart, makes clear the difference between evaluation of scholarly 
merit and the assessment of all other matters related to the functioning of the uni-
versity.  So, at Stanford we indeed “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar and 
to God the things that are God’s” (Matthew: 22:21).

Of course, It is not as simple as that. If you want to erect a new building or launch 
a new program of studies, you must provide an academically compelling argument 
for the new initiative. However, the Board of Trustees has the final say regarding all 
construction projects. In practice this means the Board of Trustees may have to 
adjudicate between competing projects and that adjudication will certainly involve 
financial considerations. All other things being equal, the larger the endowment the 
better the odds of costly initiatives succeeding. Likewise, the more the initiatives 
garner financial support from donors the greater the likelihood of these coming to 
fruition. Good ideas matter, and so does sound financialization.  The recommenda-
tion of the President is important, but the President is not flying solo. The President 
acts as the central figure in a culture of distributed leadership.

Social Movements and Student Centric Universities
In a competitive system of higher education what students want matters. Here I am 
not thinking of students as a corporate group but as individuals. American students 
are less directly involved in the governance structures of higher education than in 
many other countries. But universities are more responsive to students and student 
demands with respect to admission policies, curricular contents, and pedagogical 
issues. The land grant universities welcomed both curricular innovations and rural 
background students that had not previously aspired to enter higher education.   
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While continuing to offer courses in the humanities and the sciences, these univer-
sities also embraced courses outside the European canon, business and engineering, 
for example. These developments in the 19th century are not often discussed in so-
cial movement terms, but in fact, populist movements enacted the land grant man-
date often in opposition to what their leaders thought were elitist forces that sought 
to limit what could be presented as university-based knowledge (Gelber 2011). Not 
surprisingly, some of these new university courses were also offered in the private 
universities. The competitive dynamic and lack of central oversight facilitated inno-
vations across the board: distinctive departments of economics and sociology were 
earlier established and easier to maintain in the American landscape. 

In the latter part of the twentieth century the civil rights movement paved the 
way for first black and then ethnic studies (Rojas 2007). The women’s movement 
ushered women’s studies (Olzack and Kangas 2008). Environmental movements 
gave rise to environmental studies. Universities throughout the world have also 
adjusted and adopted these new lines of study,3 but these innovations came earlier 
in American universities, reflecting their greater flexibility in responding to social 
movement pressures often taking the form of student demands. Even when these 
demands are not anchored in social movements, the demands are consequential. 
Note the growth of engineering and computer science departments is driven by 
increased student demand. Further, note the 21st century emergence of a School of 
Engineering Science at Harvard, facilitated by the need to compete for students and 
professors and funds in the Age of Silicon Valley. Taken to an extreme, American 
universities would function like shopping malls where items not much in demand 
are quickly removed from the shelves. The universities, especially the elite ones, 
invest in low demand courses seen as central to their legitimacy.  Nevertheless, low 
demand fields do seek enrollments in multiple ways. Consider the effort from Com-
parative Literature at Stanford University to attract students:

3 See Wotipka and Ramirez 2008 on the global rise of feminist studies, for example.
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Figure 3: Advertisement of Courses in Comparative Literature at Stanford as Example of Marketing in American Higher 
Education 

Just as universities advertise themselves to persuade students to come to their campuses, 
disciplines within universities also engage in advertising to attract majors or simply 
enrollments. 

The overall empowerment of students as individuals has also gone hand in hand with 
the institutionalization of student evaluations of teaching in American universities.  The 
idea that universities were centers of both research and teaching, with the latter 
informed by the former,  is, of course, Humboldtian. But while appraisal of the quality 
of research is left to peer review in a climate of academic freedom, there was less thought 
given to whether and how the quality of teaching should be assessed. Interest in 
pedagogy was mostly limited to teaching in schools, not universities. How could 
apprentices evaluate their masters? 

In the American context the question was answered by distinguishing between the 
knowledge of professors and their ability to both effectively communicate what they 
know and to successfully engage with students.  The assumption was that students were 
competent enough to assess professors as regards their communication and engagement 
capabilities. To be sure, this was not an uncontested assumption. Furthermore, it is no 
coincidence that teaching evaluations became more routinized in universities in the 
aftermath of the social movements of the sixties and the seventies. Earlier and more 
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Just as universities advertise themselves to persuade students to come to their cam-
puses, disciplines within universities also engage in advertising to attract majors or 
simply enrollments.

The overall empowerment of students as individuals has also gone hand in hand 
with the institutionalization of student evaluations of teaching in American univer-
sities.  The idea that universities were centers of both research and teaching, with 
the latter informed by the former,  is, of course, Humboldtian. But while appraisal 
of the quality of research is left to peer review in a climate of academic freedom, 
there was less thought given to whether and how the quality of teaching should be 
assessed. Interest in pedagogy was mostly limited to teaching in schools, not univer-
sities. How could apprentices evaluate their masters?

In the American context the question was answered by distinguishing between 
the knowledge of professors and their ability to both effectively communicate what 
they know and to successfully engage with students.  The assumption was that stu-
dents were competent enough to assess professors as regards their communication 
and engagement capabilities. To be sure, this was not an uncontested assumption. 
Furthermore, it is no coincidence that teaching evaluations became more routinized 
in universities in the aftermath of the social movements of the sixties and the seven-
ties. Earlier and more informal student evaluations were replaced by more formal 
and standardized university issued ones. The evaluation formats varied from univer-
sity to university but what they had in common was the use of metrics. Students 
were asked to respond to specific questions, not to write short essays on the profes-
sors and their courses. 
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The use of student evaluations symbolically affirmed university commitment to 
quality teaching as well as recognition of student opinion as valued input.  These 
evaluations are discussed in tenure and promotion cases.  More open-ended ques-
tions have been added to the narrower ones and these too become the object of fa-
culty discussions. While excellence in scholarship is the main criteria in tenure cases 
at more research-oriented universities, poor teaching assessments, especially those 
that raise questions regarding professorial commitment to quality teaching, can 
derail lifetime appointments.  Increasingly, these evaluations are used not only to 
assess but also to upgrade the quality of teaching.  Professors are increasingly expec-
ted to reflect on their pedagogy and course design on the basis of student feedback. 
To further assist in this process, some universities have created centers dedicated to 
improving the quality of teaching. This emphasis on teaching has also facilitated 
innovations in subject specific pedagogical reforms, such as physics education head-
ed by Noble Prize laureate Carl Wieman at Stanford.  

Student evaluations of teaching have recently been critiqued on the ground that 
these are biased against women and people of color. At the University of Southern 
California, for instance, these have been discontinued in tenure and promotion 
cases, but this is not veering away from a focus on teaching. From its Center for 
Excellence in Teaching, the USC message is that of reforming and upgrading the 
quality of evaluation with input from students and faculty shaping the changes.  In 
this and other universities the goal is to move beyond relying on metrics but instead 
generating a more holistic assessment.  The goal is also to provide professors feed-
back to improve their teaching. In that spirit the recommendation is to provide 
better pedagogical  training and that may entail offering how to more effectively 
teach workshops as well as observing classroom teaching practices. The Center for 
Teaching and Learning at Stanford offers many workshops intended to “optimize 
student engagement and learning “ via student centered course designs and models. 
The Center is headed by a Vice-Provost, further signaling university commitment 
to quality teaching. Similar endeavors are ongoing in other universities. Since teach-
ing rather directly impacts students, growing attention to teaching highlights the 
centrality of students in American universities.

To summarize, academic leaders in American higher education operate in a hy-
percompetitive environment, the historical legacy of a decentralized political and 
educational system that facilitated the growth of universities without standards and 
regulations to ascertain what is a university. The distinction between public and 
private is a soft one, as both seek funding from multiple sources. The distinction 
between universities and colleges is also soft. Technical universities were not sharply 
differentiated from the humanities and sciences universities. All scrambled for re-
sources and all end up concerned about endowments. In this hypercompetitive 
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environment universities tend to be more student centric, especially as students 
indicate a willingness to move around the country to find “their” university.  

Academic leadership in American universities face less legally established or tra-
ditionally imposed obstacles to innovations than their European counterparts. The 
often-celebrated dynamism of American universities is driven by a competitive dy-
namic in which changes are more feasible. However, academic leadership in Ame-
rican universities face more demands from different stakeholders. The greater cen-
trality of university presidents in more managed universities is a response to the 
multiple challenges universities seek to handle, from endowment concerns to cate-
ring to students to branding displays of distinctiveness that do not detract from the 
legitimacy that comes from being seen as a university.  In this complex environ-
ment distributed leadership ideas flourish and leadership programs emanate.  The 
unintended consequence of higher education for all is leadership for all.

Postscript
Some of these reflections are based on my experience at Stanford University where 
I have been in a leadership program for “University Fellows” (1998-2000), served in 
the Faculty Senate (1998-2000) and functioned as Associate Dean for Faculty Affairs 
in the Graduate School of Education (2010-2015). At present I am in the Senate 
Committee on Graduate Studies and on the Dean’s Faculty Advisory Council.  My 
research on higher education is shaped by my broader interest in comparative insti-
tutions, comparative both in the sense of cross-national and across time. My research 
is primarily analytical: I seek to understand why American universities look different 
from European universities and why the latter both feel pressure to Americanize and 
to resist Americanization.  European universities are both attuned to a world of 
rankings in which American universities excel and to their historical legacies that 
provide the comfort of the known, a sense of roots.

Here are a few things to consider:

1. The idea that both research and teaching should be valued is Humboldtian, 
not American in origin. The realization of this idea is more evident in 
American universities but embracing this idea is not an exercise in Ameri-
canization.

2. The American President as a charismatic leader underestimates the degree 
to which successful presidents create or strengthen a culture of distributed 
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leadership. Perhaps the issue is not administrators versus professors. Perhaps 
the issue is clarifying different spheres of authority – academic and fiduci-
ary – and figuring out communication channels that allow ideas to travel 
in both directions. This is not a frictionless process but getting it right is 
important. Often, recalibration is required to get it right.

3. American universities cooperate to maintain the legitimacy of the creden-
tial society. In this regard they do not differ from Swedish universities, but 
they also vigorously compete. That competitive spirit is evident in alumni 
associations and development offices, in distinctiveness displays and how 
these are utilized to appeal to mobile students, and professors, and in count-
less other ways. There are benefits and costs to this culture of competition. 
The benefits come in the form of upgrading innovations in curricula and 
pedagogy and more generally in the organization of the university. The costs 
come in the form of “mission creep” and the instabilities created by inno-
vations. In the words of a colleague, educational reform is a steady job in 
America. The bottom line is an obvious one: there are tradeoffs in main-
taining the status quo versus adopting changes that appear to be at odds 
with historical legacies and organizational cultures. Those changes that 
prove to be “sticky” will undoubtedly be edited and translated and thinking 
ahead on how these could be accomplished is recommended.

4. It is unclear to me how one creates a culture of competition in higher edu-
cation, though there is an extensive literature on how markets are created 
and even on the relationship between social movements and markets. 
Though not a hard and fast rule, the “incest taboo” in American higher 
education – recent graduates are not expected to be hired by their univer-
sities – facilitates an academic market instead of an inbreeding system. 
While this approach may be harder to achieve within the boundaries of a 
single and relatively small country, it seems more feasible if a more interna-
tional lens is adopted.

5. Higher education everywhere has been impacted by the global pandemic. 
The American residential model, conducive to fostering deep identification 
with one’s future alma mater, has been undercut by the reduction of the 
overall levels of students residing on campuses. In some instances, the re-
duction has been mandated by the universities. In others, cutting back 
in-person classes has led to students opting to take classes online or not 
continue their studies. The negative impact on university revenue is espe-
cially problematic for those universities most dependent on student tuition 
and student board and lodging expenses. Some financially challenged uni-
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versities will sharply downsize, cutting back programs and personnel. In the 
American market-oriented competitive system, the challenges some univer-
sities face become opportunities for the better financially endowed ones. 
Elite universities may be even more successful in recruiting faculty from 
other universities.  Competition for students and for resources from both 
public and private sources may further tilt in favor of the better endowed. 
The net impact is likely an exacerbation of institutional inequalities in hig-
her education. 

6. Lastly, even in politically and educationally decentralized America, the fu-
ture of higher education is influenced by its relationship with the Federal 
government. This relationship has been especially problematic in the last 
four years, fueled by populist critiques often amplified from the White 
House.  The recent change in administration is likely to rectify this rela-
tionship and that bodes well for higher education as a whole. However, it 
remains to be seen whether populist critiques dissipate or persist and 
whether universities are able to effectively cope with these challenges. Ame-
rican universities have a common interest in maintaining the legitimacy of 
expanded higher education, above and beyond the specific interests of spe-
cific universities to successfully compete. Nothing less than the future of 
higher education is at stake. To the extent that expanded  higher education 
is embraced by many other nations also facing populist challenges, the fu-
ture of higher education may be at stake more globally.
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Higher education is in a time of enormous change. While older, high-reputation 
universities may be less affected by these changes or feel their impacts more slowly 
than other institutions, virtually all universities are now engaged in efforts to adapt 
and change as the market, the finances and the technologies of higher education 
evolve. Particularly for large and complex universities, with a strong sense of their 
past and their reputation, these changes can be difficult and face both internal and 
external resistance. (Blank in Weber and Newby (eds.) 2018, p.157)

The CALIE project, of which this report is one outcome, sprung out of the notion 
that the Swedish university system is in many ways stable, solid and reasonably well-
functioning, but that universities might lack the strategic and institutional agility 
that the future requires of them. The Covid-19 pandemic, with the rapid shift to 
digital teaching and remote learning, and the disruptive consequences for the eco-
nomy and the labor market, alongside the increasing uncertainty, complexity and 
potential turmoil that societies already faced before the pandemic, have served to 
underline the importance of academic leadership and strategic renewal of education. 

Major overhauls of the Swedish university sector have been achieved several times 
in modern history. In the early postwar period, massively expanded universities 
targeted the needs triggered by rapid industrialization, growing welfare state ambi-
tions and the Cold War. They did so by means of a modernization and reshuffling 
of research funding and enhanced mobility between universities and societal orga-
nizations such as companies, public agencies and hospitals. This solidified Sweden’s 
neutral path during the Cold War as well as its insertion into international markets. 

In a similar vein, the economic crisis of the 1970s was met by a transformation of 
university education, research programs, patterns of university-society interaction 
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and university governance. The elitist and technocratic university of the postwar 
period took on a decisively corporatist shape, serving as the knowledge institute of 
society in its entirety. In the 1990s, following another deep economic crisis and a 
parallel reconfiguration of state-market relations, universities were again transfor-
med from highly regulated entities with fixed mandates into a more pluralist steering 
model to enhance efficacy and drive market-based change in education and research. 

These transformative turns were largely policy-driven with universities on the 
receiving end of sweeping reform agendas – albeit with informal advice and support 
from within academia. This time is different, however: responsibilities have been 
largely devolved and universities must therefore themselves, individually and joint-
ly, devise suitable combinations of people, resources and societal partnerships to be 
relevant in the current transformative period.   

Why Strong Universities are Important to a Country
Despite three decades of gradual deregulation, Swedish universities continue to be 
integrated in a politically controlled state sector, institutionally and financially.  
Higher education is fully funded by the state, and there are no tuition fees for Swe-
dish students (and therefore also EU students). This has provided a stable funding 
base that has by and large been used in countercyclical manners: in economic down-
turns and periods of higher unemployment, governments (regardless of political 
color) have tended to invest in expanding higher education. At the same time, 
universities suffer from occasional over-regulation and limited institutional auto-
nomy. Swedish universities cannot act as separate legal entities when it comes to 
ownership of buildings, capital or intellectual property, nor can they enter legal 
agreements and certain international collaborations. They are subjected to the afo-
rementioned swings in government attention and ambition and must navigate bet-
ween state dependence on the one hand and relative institutional autonomy on the 
other. Some critics argue that this has led to institutional lock-ins where universities 
are neither forward-looking nor sufficiently experimental (SOU 2015:92). 

Free media, democratic rights, independent courts and autonomous universities 
are corner-stones in an open society. In a world where such institutions are being 
challenged and threatened, free scientific exchange and a climate where scientific 
viewpoints, theories and findings can be openly scrutinized and critically reflected 
upon are a prerequisite for finding solutions to national and global challenges. 

However, for universities to sustain and renew themselves, they need to engage 
their original two missions – education and research – with societal dynamics.1 

1 This is emphasized in the 2020 Preamble to Magna Charta Universitatum. http://www.magna-
charta.org/magna-charta-universitatum/mcu-2020

http://www.magna-charta.org/magna-charta-universitatum/mcu-2020
http://www.magna-charta.org/magna-charta-universitatum/mcu-2020
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Sustainable societal development requires both basic curiosity-driven research and 
research that directly addresses societal challenges, of which collaboration and co-
creation with other actors in society are integral parts. The difference between cu-
riosity- and challenge-driven research should not be exaggerated. Regardless of the 
relative balance between the two, research policy as a whole must drive quality and 
international excellence. 

For a small, open knowledge economy like Sweden, investments in research and 
higher education are necessary to maintain and develop prosperity, competitiveness 
and position in the world. Sweden today and in the future needs globally prominent 
and highly ranked universities. They contribute to making Sweden attractive, both 
for talent and international investments. 

World-class higher education institutions contribute to the country’s skills supp-
ly and are a in that sense a national resource. In order for Sweden to defend its 
position as a leading knowledge society and contribute to tackling the challenges 
that humanity faces globally and nationally, increased investments in research and 
education are required, as are conducive framework conditions within which Swe-
dish universities operate. The key words of research and education policy must be 
independence, quality, and relevance.

Two factors are particularly important for the universities’ long-term develop-
ment. The first has to do with the universities’ position in society. Swedish univer-
sities need to strengthen both their formal institutional autonomy in relation to the 
state and their ability to make independent strategic decisions. Higher education 
and research must – precisely in order to maximally contribute to meeting global 
challenges and maintaining sustainable societal development – be conducted in 
forms where freedom of research and, more generally, the integrity of the academy 
are constantly asserted and respected. However, it is also about eliminating con-
crete obstacles to the ability of universities to participate in different types of col-
laborations, nationally and internationally. Independence and interaction are po-
tentially mutually reinforcing elements in the constitution of world class universities 
and form a cornerstone of democratic societies. 

The second long-term success factor is that universities are able to increase their 
own capacity for strategic renewal – in terms of what they do, how they do it, with 
whom they do it – and the financial underpinnings of their activities. 

In this chapter, we will discuss how universities in general, and Swedish univer-
sities in particular, could and should react to the increasing pressure to transform 
especially their educational offering, and whether they have the incentives, leader-
ship and organization to do so. These questions are particularly pertinent in a system 
that is state-funded and subject to stringent regulations, yet is expected to be inter-
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nationally leading, visible and a contributor to capacity-building in a society with 
expansive welfare commitments and a dependence on global markets. How can all 
of these forces and expectations be squared? Through academic leadership, we argue. 

University Transformation: To Change or Not to Change?
How should universities actively contribute to meeting the challenges posed by 
contemporary deep-going societal transformations? Several forces combine to form 
forceful new demands on the way universities should operate and contribute to 
society. 

On one side, society faces enormous challenges that need both research-based 
knowledge and well-trained people to be addressed. This is common to all higher 
education systems. In addition to delivering education and research of high quality, 
universities must be, and be perceived as, relevant and useful in society. Research 
results have to come to widespread use in society, and graduates must possess the 
kinds of knowledge and skills that serve the labor market and society in the shorter 
and longer term.

At the same time, new information and communication technology, rapid proces-
ses of digitalization and new demand patterns and student learning strategies are 
changing the way research can be carried out and, not least, the way higher educa-
tion can be delivered.

Both forces, as we have seen, pose challenges. The question to be dealt with in 
this chapter is how universities should react to these, and what kind of academic 
cultures and leadership are conducive to such changes. This is not a trivial question, 
and there are several radically different strategical options that are fully viable. 

One strategy is to pursue a radical transformation agenda. This strategy has wi-
despread support in some circles, mainly outside academia. Its basic point of depar-
ture is that society and technology is changing so fundamentally and rapidly that 
universities have to evolve as part of those transformations, as they have done be-
fore. The transformation agenda often focuses on increased inter-disciplinarity in 
research and teaching, new types of study programs, innovative pedagogical met-
hods and forms of education delivery, and stronger emphasis on challenge-driven 
research and innovation. It also often includes ideas concerning a need for new 
forms of governance and leadership, based on the idea that the inherited model of 
collegiate self-organization is inherently conservative and therefore obsolete.

The alternative strategy is to develop the role of universities in society by further 
strengthening their core values and unique characteristics. This strategy is more 
often propagated within universities and is sometimes seen to be inward and back-
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ward looking but should not be simply written off as such. Its basic rationale is that 
in uncertain or disruptive times, and when populist movements and authoritarian 
regimes question or even deny the value of scientific and scholarly knowledge, it is 
more important than ever to defend the basic role of universities as an independent, 
stable and critical voice in society, and to strengthen academic core values of inde-
pendence, autonomy, and integrity. 

The role of the university in this latter paradigm is to cater for the long-term 
provision of new generic knowledge and to provide higher education through which 
students acquire general academic skills, such as advanced proficiency in reading, 
writing, analytics, and critical reflection, in addition to up-to-date, science-based 
knowledge in specific subject areas. The educational effects of spending formative 
years in a university milieu, meeting fellow students from different backgrounds and 
study areas and taking part in extra-curricular activities adds further weight to the 
argument that there is a future for traditional campus-based study programs in an 
era of massive digitalization. Also, since the future is uncertain, both the research 
portfolio and teaching offering have to be broad. Just like biological diversity is the 
basis for the evolution of new life forms, knowledge diversity is the “gene pool” of 
future innovation. While universities are far from the only institutions in society 
that generate new knowledge, they are arguably the most important and systematic 
‘curators’ of this broad, diverse and ever-developing knowledge-base. 

Both main strategies and viewpoints are viable alternatives and deserve serious 
discussion without giving a priori privilege to any of them. Boldly presented, as 
above, they come out as incompatible extreme points or ideal types. In reality, any 
strategy will contain elements of both. Rather than arguing that everything should 
change – or that nothing must change – we believe it is a more fruitful starting point 
to discuss which core characteristics of today’s universities should be preserved and 
which should not. 

Core Characteristics of Research Universities
We will here briefly discuss some core characteristics of universities in general, and 
comprehensive research universities in particular, as a starting point for a discussion 
of what changes are needed to best prepare students for the main societal challenges 
– and labor market – of tomorrow. It is interesting to think for a moment of what 
constitutes “the university as we know it” and in what ways it is bound to change. 
The inherited structure of universities in most countries include a number of cha-
racteristics that together determine the modus operandi of the institution.
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One such general feature is the gradual development of increasingly specialized 
academic disciplines that over time become strongly institutionalized both within 
universities (through the establishment of specialized academic positions, study pro-
grams and departments) and outside universities (through the emergence and pro-
liferation of national and international professional organizations and specialized 
conferences and journals). This is a global trend that has been going on for many 
decades, even centuries. In our understanding, Sweden is one of the countries in the 
world where the traditional academic disciplines are most strongly institutionalized. 
One of its features is that students are often ushered or herded into rather narrow 
academic disciplines and professions early on in their education, in contrast to the 
above-described ideals of generic skills and broad educational offerings, such as the 
liberal arts education model (Saling 2020). 

A second important feature is the specific and highly regulated academic recruitment 
and career system that exists in most countries. This is a strongly meritocratic system 
designed to promote academic quality and to make sure that each individual, th-
rough the use of external peers in recruitment and promotion processes, meets 
standards at a high national and/or international level. This system has problems in 
giving proper value to knowledge and skills appropriated outside academia and does 
not foster mobility in and out of the university sector. Swedish academia shares 
these characteristics with other systems, but it also strikes international observers as 
having a less transparent career structure, slow recruitment processes and a high 
degree of internal recruitment, in the sense that it is quite common to make an 
academic career in the same university where you have your academic training (see 
e.g. Bienenstock, et al. 2014). Observers also note the lack of strategic recruitment 
(Quality and Renewal 2017, RQ20).

A third basic feature is a system for governance and leadership that builds on col-
legiate forms of leadership and decision-making, where decisions that involve academic 
judgements should be taken by people with academic positions (mandated in the 
Higher Education Ordinance). As a result, academic leaders are seen as primus inter 
pares, and most decisions are made after collegiate deliberations. This does not pre-
clude occasional examples of proactive leadership, but it is more a case of omission 
than commission. A special Swedish feature, shared also with the other Nordic 
countries, is a strong tradition – and regulation – of student participation in gover-
ning bodies within universities.

All three factors – disciplinary specialization, rigid recruitment and promotion 
criteria and collegiate decision-making – are important parts of an academic qua-
lity culture, where the basic idea is that quality is best assessed – and enhanced – 
through peer review and peer discussion in all kinds of academic contexts, such as 
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committee work and external peer review for recruitment, research funding, exami-
nation or publication. All three are also important for university autonomy and 
academic integrity. Stating that it is ultimately the most qualified academics who 
are to make judgements and set the agenda in academic affairs is also a way to pre-
vent political, economic, religious or other forces from influence over research stra-
tegies and curricula.

The potential downside of these university traits is, of course, that they carry the 
risk of making institutions overly introverted and static, and therefore less open to 
signals of changing trends and needs in society, relying heavily on rigid criteria of 
academic qualifications while neglecting societal relevance, and not acknowledging 
the value of collaboration with stakeholders outside academia or working to ensure 
that research results are utilized in industry and society. And finally, it is sometimes 
argued that collegiate forms of governance and leadership as such have a weak point 
when it comes to allocating resources to completely new forms or areas of research 
or education.

The real challenge is then, in this perspective, to find ways to not just retain but 
actively strengthen the quality enhancing mechanisms, the strive for academic excel-
lence, institutional autonomy and academic integrity that is inherent in today’s 
university culture, while at the same time developing ways to increase the openness 
to encompass external impulses and to work more systematically to increase the 
capacity to renew teaching and research.

What Prevents Change in Universities?
Already prior to Covid-19, European universities were struggling to respond in an 
adequate and timely manner to technological, economic and social changes in their 
surrounding societies. The need to embrace digitalization and lifelong learning, but 
also to promote diversity, equality and social mobility, are examples of areas where 
universities still have a way to go. 

Universities find it difficult to recognize and valorize competence, skills and ex-
perience acquired outside the inherited and rather rigid disciplinary structure of 
degrees, programs and national contexts to accommodate a more heterogeneous 
student body (with regard to age, background and educational needs) and to work 
more effectively with the surrounding society in co-creating, disseminating and 
utilizing knowledge.

Perhaps even more fundamentally, already before Covid-19, universities struggled 
to serve their society with the knowledge and skills necessary to handle the increa-
singly wicked problems combined with the growing uncertainty and complexity our 
societies, economies and planet are grappling with today (such as climate change; 
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combining economic, social and environmental sustainability; combating poverty 
and inequality within and among countries and regions; etc.).

Covid-19 and its consequences risk further accentuating a disconnect or tensions 
between academia (with collegiate, sometimes slow and inward-looking decision-
making, and strong boundaries between disciplines) and a society that is increasingly 
challenged, in turmoil, and in urgent need of finding holistic solutions to pressing 
problems. 

At the same time, the pandemic has sparked a strong and renewed widespread 
interest in research and education, and universities in many European countries 
currently benefit from the fact that their funding base (which for most universities 
comes primarily from the government) has so far remained relatively stable and that 
academia, education and knowledge are still widely respected in their surrounding 
societies. 

Moreover, many EU countries have so far responded to the current crisis by in-
creasing funding for research and education. In contrast, universities in the US, for 
example, are operating in an increasingly difficult, even hostile context of polariza-
tion, populism, revenue losses (due to declines in foreign students, cuts in public 
funding, and the dramatic drop in revenue from donors, athletics and other income 
streams as a result of Covid-19 and its effects), and criticism for exacerbating inequa-
lity and elitism. 

Specific Challenges for Swedish Comprehensive Research 
Universities
The relative inertia that characterizes Swedish universities is somewhat paradoxical 
when considering that in a historical context, universities have regularly gone th-
rough rather radical changes in how they take on education, research and collabora-
tion. As mentioned in the chapter’s introduction, they have risen to the occasion 
before and can do so today as well. 

In the early postwar period, Swedish universities were confronted with two paral-
lel changes of modernization and expansion: catering to the growing needs of edu-
cation and the need to align with the growing “welfare-warfare” state. For the latter, 
two major government commissions served as the centerpieces: the 1945 university 
commission and its successor initiated in 1955. The 1945 commission was primarily 
deliberative and visionary, whereas the 1955 commission suggested radical measures 
to ascertain that Swedish universities were prepared for a radical growth of youth 
cohorts and the parallel expansion of societal needs. It suggested a transformation 
of academic organization, from small-scale professoriates to departments with a 
division of labor between teaching- and research-intensive faculty (Andrén 2014). 
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In parallel, the system of research funding was developed from a very rudimentary 
structure, with the inception of a series of research councils for different areas and 
purposes (Stevrin 1978). These councils articulated with a wide variety of agendas: 
with Swedish defense policy (an atomic research agency), industrial modernization 
(a technical research council), private-public partnerships (a building research coun-
cil), agricultural modernization, and the expansion of health care (a medical research 
council) and public services and humanities occupations and professions (councils 
for the humanities and for social science, respectively). 

Swedish universities in the mid 1960s were about three times larger compared to 
1945 in both education and research, and their task assignment and governance si-
milarly transformed. They had evolved from parochial professorial fiefdoms with 
occasional (albeit sometimes quite intense) societal connection points into integral 
parts of the postwar modernization of Sweden. Remarkably, this was achieved wit-
hout any major reshuffling of university governance, which had remained almost 
intact with the academic oligarchy firmly in place. The transformation was rather 
brought forward by an elite coalition of industrialists, civil servants and academic 
leaders (TCO 1970). 

The power structure of Swedish universities changed radically in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, when Swedish universities once again went through a radical trans-
formation, this time under the banner of relevance and resilience. This was a period 
when the remarkable growth of the postwar period was coming to a halt and new 
measures to ascertain a match between what universities did and what society needed 
were articulated. 

The educational remit was dramatically widened with the integration of vocatio-
nal schools into universities, and research funding developed quickly and deeply in 
areas far beyond the traditional academic core (working life, substance abuse, rene-
wable energy, just to mention a few areas of intervention; Wittrock and Elzinga 
1985). This time, decision-making processes were part of the overhaul with a com-
plex system of deliberations of needs and demands on education. While much of 
this was considered strenuous at the time (Myrdal 1982), it was considered a radical 
overhaul – again – of the missions and mechanisms of universities in Sweden. Large 
cadres of problem-oriented researchers, professions-oriented teachers and different 
types of universities came to co-exist and co-evolve as part of a society fundamen-
tally shattered by the deep crisis of the 1970s, with oil shocks, industrial problems 
and a disruption of the tax-based state (O’Connor 1972). 

The third example of a rejuvenation of university mandates was in the 1990s, 
when a financial crisis in Sweden and transformative change of global economic and 
political relations (“the end of history”) was once again accompanied with an altered 
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mission and mode of operation for Swedish universities (Fridlund and Sandström 
2000). This time, research funding was transformed with an emphasis on resource 
competition and external – international – audits of quality, a decentralization of 
educational planning, and ideals of universities as parts of self-organizing networks 
of actors, interests and resources, under the banner of “freedom.” The powers exer-
ted by leadership levels within Swedish universities gradually migrated to powerful 
research groups and constellations, raising funding, employing and planning with 
only limited articulation regarding the formal leadership levels (SOU 2015:92).

Every solution creates its own problems. The freedom revolution of the 1990s 
enhanced the resource efficacy and flexibility of staffing and mandates, but it also 
instigated an entire industry of evaluations and assessments to make sure that flexi-
bility also led to higher quality. What we learn from the international evaluations 
of research quality at Swedish universities – such as Q&R17, RED19 RQ20,2  but 
also the above-mentioned government commissions – is that universities have been 
quick to adapt at the micro-level – with research groups and constellations depen-
dent on external funding – but that there is an ensuing vacuum at the macro-level, 
where university leadership is still in charge of considerable amounts of funding and 
power, but with an unclear relation to the research constellations. University lead-
ership has largely passed the message on, i.e., the responsibilities and funding reside 
at lower levels, and ensured that devolution is managed in a way that is accountable. 
However, it has been more cautious in deciding upon clear strategic directions, in 
order not to disturb the flexible adaptation processes that constantly take place at 
the ground level. Even grand challenge programs and the like have been largely dealt 
with in this manner, as another funding source rather than an invitation to funda-
mental change (Technopolis Group 2019).

In the current situation, Swedish universities are shaped by all of these change 
modes: strong research groups (phase 1), a focus on democratic deliberations. Cur-
rently societal relevance (phase 2), and resource flexibility (phase 3). They need now 
to do now is reconcile and hone them to address the current malaise and necessity 
to engage and even lead change-oriented coalitions, in Sweden and beyond. Which 
challenges are they facing here?

Swedish universities face a combination of challenges when it comes to education, 
and particularly its renewal. Traditionally, a university’s educational offering is sha-
ped by a combination of external signals or demand from industry, the public sector 
or government and the research profiles and strengths at the institution. In practice, 

2 These are acronyms for the names of the comprehensive research evaluations that have been 
carried out on several occasions at Uppsala University (Quality & Renewal, 2007, 2011 and 2017), 
Gothenburg University (Research Evaluation for Development, 2010 and 2019) and Lund University 
(Research Quality Evaluation, 2009 and 2020).
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path dependency also plays a significant role. As one university president of a large 
Swedish university formulated it: “one of the hardest things to renew at a university 
is education.” 

In one way, renewal of education is happening all the time, with teachers conti-
nuously adjusting the course curricula or teachers and departments developing new 
courses or academic programs (see chapter by Kettis and Malmberg in this volume). 
However, several factors hamper a more systematic or strategic renewal of education 
at Swedish universities. 

As mentioned already, Swedish universities cannot take fees from Swedish or 
European students. Instead, they receive public funding for teaching. It is allocated 
through an intricate formula, where each university is annually assigned a “maxi-
mum amount” (takbelopp) within which it can receive funding based on the number 
of students it admits and how well these students perform (in terms of finalizing 
courses). To complicate things further, students in different faculty areas are com-
pensated at different price tags, where students in fields classified as humanities and 
social sciences are typically expected to cost less than students in fields classified as 
science and technology, etc. Within this framework, each university can, in princi-
ple, decide freely on its educational offering, but there is thus a ceiling, or a cap, on 
the maximum amount of money it can receive from the government. 

In this model, total student numbers are determined by the cap together with the 
mix of students in different faculty areas. A university can reach the cap by having 
more students taking “cheap” courses and programs, or fewer students taking more 
“expensive” ones. What it means, however, is that attractive universities that pro-
duce education up to the cap have little incentive to start new courses or programs, 
since they can only do so by reducing or dismantling existing ones. The latter invol-
ves often difficult internal negotiations.

Government funding to universities is divided into two quite strictly separated 
funding streams for teaching and research, respectively3. Whereas funding for re-
search has increased significantly and rather continuously, particularly since 2008, 
funding for education has remained relatively stable, oscillating between 30 and 32 
bn SEK (real terms) since 2010.4 In 2019, research (including PhD education) ac-
counted for between 60 and 75 percent of total revenue at the University of Goth-

3 In 2019, a government commission in 2019 proposed to create merge the two streams into one 
(SOU 2019:9), but so far this proposal has not been heeded. As such, it would in effect in alter the 
situation described here significantly.

4 Government funding allocated in competition between universities has accounted for a significant 
share of the increase in research revenue. In contrast, the moderate increase in education revenue can 
be ascribed to tuition revenue from non-European students, rather than an increase in government 
funding (UKÄ 2019).
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enburg, Lund University, Stockholm University and Uppsala University, while fun-
ding for undergraduate and graduate education accounted for between 25 and 40 
percent (UKÄ database). Thus, at the comprehensive research universities in Swe-
den, funding for research accounts for a significantly higher share of revenue than 
funding for education. 

The significant increase in research funding allocated in competition has led to 
the emergence of research environments that are not naturally linked to teaching. 
An evaluation of the government’s initiative to select and fund a number of strategic 
research areas (strategiska forskningsområden), launched in 2008, was quite critical of 
the weak contribution these areas had made to teaching and education (VR 2015).

A combination of factors, some of which are listed above, explain what Bienen-
stock et al. (2014) described as a growing bias in favor of research at large Swedish 
research universities. Analyzing the recent development, they observe that:

We … find that Swedish universities have shifted their emphasis strongly towards 
research at the expense of teaching with disconcerting effects on teaching quality, 
and, the international attractiveness of Swedish universities. This research bias is 
partially explained by the fact that in Sweden academic excellence is often equated 
with research excellence, neglecting the importance of teaching. Furthermore, it 
indicates an under-appreciation of the key role of students, and thus teaching, in 
determining regions’ and countries’ competitiveness and innovation capacity. In ad-
dition to a growing emphasis on research at the expense of teaching, we see an in-
creasing disconnect between teaching and research with adverse consequences for 
both activities. One of the ironies of the Swedish system compared to other countri-
es is that, on the one hand, publicly funded research is more concentrated in univer-
sities (as opposed to research institutes), while, on the other hand, teaching seems to 
be more disconnected from research. (p.6).

We would argue that the way teaching is funded, rewarded, assessed and viewed is 
not conducive to the strategic renewal of education. Also, many departments re-
cruit academic staff primarily on the basis of their research strength and many of 
them do not become involved in teaching.

A government inquiry on the leadership and governance of Swedish universities 
came to a similar conclusion, stating that the Swedish funding system’s quantitative 
approach, with governmental funding for education based on the “performance 
metrics for educational volume” (as described above), is not conducive to incenti-
vizing universities to improve the quality of education or seek to differentiate them-
selves through attractive, new educational offerings (SOU 2015:92, p.32). The result 
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is “a standardisation [sic] of the total range of courses and study programmes [sic] 
throughout Sweden as the universities concentrate on similar courses and study 
programmes [sic]”  which offers the largest chance of maximizing government app-
ropriations (ibid). The inquiry proposed a review of the system for funding tertiary 
education that would enable and incentivize universities to work more towards the 
strategic renewal of education by differentiating their educational offerings and 
profiles. The problem identified by the government inquiry is echoed in the follo-
wing quote by a pro vice chancellor of research: “We are doing the same thing as 
everyone else, so we must be doing the right thing.”

In the box below, we summarize the challenges that particularly large Swedish 
research universities face with regard to the strategic renewal of education. We do 
so by identifying strong and weak signals or drivers of renewal of education. Thus, 
currently, the educational offering at Swedish universities is strongly determined by 
government funding models; rules and regulations; the skills and attitudes of current 
staff and student body; internal models for assigning resources to courses and pro-
grams; and, as consequence, traditional modes of teaching. 

In contrast, the education currently provided at universities is relatively and na-
turally less influenced by prospective staff or students and the needs, skills and 
preferences they might bring to the table. The same applies to societal needs, know-
ledge and competence generated outside academia, and new forms and formats of 
teaching. With new forms and formats of teaching, we refer particularly to oppor-
tunities provided by digitalization, which far exceed remote teaching, as well as more 
modular forms of education suited for lifelong learning offerings.

Table 1. Large Swedish research universities: determinants of educational offerings

The table illustrates the strong path dependency that characterizes the current sys-
tem. Path dependence is not inherently negative. Depending on one’s own assess-
ment it can be viewed as ensuring stability or leading to inertia or even ossification. 
However, in times of societal transformation and increasingly urgent societal chal-
lenges, we would argue there is a case to be made for trying to boost the weak signals 
identified in our table.



84

Mats Benner, Anders Malmberg & Sylvia Schwaag Serger

A Recipe for Making Universities Both Independent and Open 
to Change

The current sense of urgency combined with increased support for research and 
education provides a unique and historic opportunity for universities to create a 
buy-in (both within and outside academia) to transform themselves to better help 
societies transform. 

This would allow universities to strengthen their identity as independent curators 
of knowledge (generation, utilization and collaboration), creativity and critical thin-
king. It would safeguard universities’ ability to produce excellent research, and equip 
students and society with the skills and knowledge to handle the complexity, chal-
lenges and uncertainty we face today but also to drive the transformation that is 
needed to shape the common future we want. 

Finally, it would ensure that universities can continue to act as champions and 
guardians of international cooperation and the global enterprise of science and thus 
provide an important counterweight to current trends towards nationalism, protec-
tionism and isolationism.  For the sake of universities, and for the sake of society, it 
is imperative that this historic opportunity to transform universities is not missed.

Below, we present some suggestions, directed to both universities and governme-
nts, that might improve universities’ ability to maintain their core values while en-
suring their continued legitimacy, identity and autonomy in a challenging and tur-
bulent world. In this vein, we argue that the Covid-19 crisis provides a perhaps 
unique opportunity and impetus to drive change in academia, with regard to rene-
wing education, strengthening cooperation across faculties and disciplines, finding 
new models to take on lifelong learning in a more ambitious way, embracing digi-
talization as a means to strengthen the quality and reach of education, and develo-
ping the role of universities in society.

Strengthen Academic Leadership 

Academic leadership constitutes a wicked problem in its own right. On the one 
hand, academic education and research of the highest quality and relevance rests on 
the existence of self-confident and independent academic staff with skills and deep 
expertise that is willing and able, not just to do a proper job, but to take broad re-
sponsibility for their own work and for the continuous development of the wider 
academic milieu of which they are a part. This presupposes an organizational cul-
ture where initiatives from below are not just tolerated but actively encouraged. 

Academic leadership is thus not about telling people what to do, and especially 



85

Academic Leadership for University Renewal

not how to do it. It is rather a matter of setting processes that stimulate the organi-
zation to come up with new and innovative ways to undertake research and educa-
tion. In cases like those in many Swedish research universities, where academic 
leaders are in practice selected in collegiate processes, it is extremely important that 
they are given a clear mandate to drive development and renewal, in addition to just 
safeguarding integrity and quality.

In order to do so, they can find inspiration in the principles suggested by Ra-
malingam et al. (2020) to generate what they call agile leadership, i.e., to anticipate 
likely future needs and trends, articulate these needs to build collective understan-
ding and support for action, and create conditions where there can be continuous 
learning and as many adjustments of responses as necessary. Finally, successful aca-
demic leadership must be accountable, transparent in decision making, and open 
to challenges and feedback.

Strengthen the Drivers of Education Renewal

 A first step is to identify and try to alter those funding models and processes, app-
lied by the government towards universities but equally important between different 
levels within the universities themselves, that serve to create disincentives to change. 
In doing so, the ambitions should be to become more responsive to emerging socie-
tal trends and accelerate the translation of high-quality research into high quality 
educational offerings (both for undergraduate and graduate teaching and for lifelong 
learning). A second step is to open up more communication channels that can 
strengthen the signals from the outside world when it comes to expectations of what 
tomorrow’s labor markets and society will need from its future leaders and experts. 
This implies, among many things, strengthening links with alumni, professional 
organizations, and labor market organizations.

Create Better Long-term Conditions and Frameworks

Within which universities can develop and prosper and contribute to societal deve-
lopment. This is another wicked problem, concerning government-academia rela-
tions in publicly funded systems of higher education and research. It is easy un-
derstand the political urge to find ways to make sure that public investment in 
universities bears fruit and generates the expected positive impacts in society. It is a 
huge challenge to convince the political bodies that allocate large public resources 
to higher education that less detailed governance and steering yields better and more 
useful results. Just like academic leadership should incentivize change and promote 
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innovation and renewal in education and research rather than prescribing exactly 
how professors should do their job, the government should do the same, i.e., set 
targets in broad and general terms of what universities are expected to “deliver” but 
refrain from detailed regulation of how they go about doing it. Tailor-made deve-
lopment contracts between individual universities and government, where univer-
sities – in dialogue with government – identify long-term goals and assessment 
criteria, could work. This would, however, require that universities first receive a 
higher degree of institutional autonomy than they currently do in Sweden. The very 
notion of a contract implies the existence of two independent partners who, as se-
parate entities, agree on some form of exchange, interaction or joint procedure.  

Balance Cooperation and Competition Between Universities 

Universities compete over ranking position and prestige, and sometimes over stu-
dent, faculty recruitment and research income. In most other ways they have much 
to gain from cooperation, nationally as well as internationally, in research collabo-
rations, sharing of joint infrastructures, building joint teaching programs and stu-
dent exchanges and when it comes to forming political alliances and engaging in 
joint learning activities. While a certain amount of rivalry can stimulate develop-
ment, increased collaboration between universities should generally be encouraged 
by governments and considered a strategy for academic leaders aiming to promote 
the profiling and differentiation of universities. A process of profiling and differen-
tiation is not necessarily about each university narrowing its scope of research, teach-
ing and interaction with society. Rather, it is a matter of encouraging experimenta-
tion and the continuous development of alternative, gradually new and better, ways 
of doing things. Promoting dynamic differentiation and renewal is a way to avoid 
ossification of the system and institutions. Having said that, it also natural in a si-
tuation where there is institutional competition that solutions that prove successful 
in one university will tend be spread through imitation and adaptation by others. 
This is not to be regretted. It is part of a continuous process of renewal where the 
pendulum swings between successful localized experimentation and system-wide 
diffusion of the resulting innovations.
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Introduction
Universities produce, preserve and transmit knowledge. While they are hardly the 
only organizations to do so, universities currently enjoy predominant influence over 
knowledge work. Because knowledge has become a significant generator of wealth, 
prestige and cultural authority and is a perennially renewable social resource, go-
vernments and other social powers are wise to worry about the future of universities. 
At present there is concern among academic observers worldwide about how tech-
nological change is challenging the essential character of universities. 

By digitization we refer to three phenomena. First, digitization includes the my-
riad processes through which information and knowledge1 come to be produced, 
analyzed and deployed through digital media. Digitization entails the expression of 
information and knowledge in numerical rather than lexical form. When informa-
tion is expressed in numbers rather than words, it is amenable to analysis, synthesis, 
and transmission by machines of the sort that are commonly called computers. 
Under digitization, information can be transformed into knowledge with substan-
tial assistance from machines. Second, digitization includes the processes whereby 
inherited information and knowledge come to be preserved via digital media rather 
than printed text. Third, digitization includes the mediation of instructional and 
other scholarly interactions via computers and digital media.2 

1 We distinguish information from knowledge. Information is factual raw material which may or 
may not be transformed into knowledge, which is more or less coherent and verifiable insight about a 
phenomenon. Knowledge requires information but is not reducible to it.

2 Some readers might wonder why we opt for digitization over digitalization. The former term 
describes the transition of information from analog to digital formats; the latter term describes the 
transformation of interactions and organizational processes digitization makes possible. Our emphasis 
here is on the fact of informational and instructional transitions from analog to digital formats. 
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These three broad phenomena implicate the core and enduring purposes of uni-
versities, and so we expect that they will require ongoing struggle, experimentation, 
and change in academic affairs worldwide. We put these phenomena into context 
by providing a synthetic overview of the place of universities in modern nation-
states, and we provide a conceptual framework for helping academic leaders em-
brace and direct the progress of digitization in particular universities and academic 
systems.

Our work proceeds as follows. First, we assemble a conceptual vocabulary that 
enables us to recognize universities as peculiarly central social institutions. We then 
assess how digitization is changing the work of knowledge production, preservation, 
and transition within universities at the present moment. Third, we offer a schema-
tic for understanding how digitization influences political dynamics within the aca-
demic field, increasing the power of some parties while diminishing the power of 
others. We conclude by offering concrete recommendations for how academic po-
litical leaders might inflect the course of digitization in state-centric academic sys-
tems (such as Sweden) and laissez-faire ones (such as the US).

When we speak of “universities” in what follows, we refer specifically to the mul-
ti-purpose research-and-teaching organizations that coalesced into more or less their 
current form in the decades immediately following World War II, and which cur-
rently sit at the apex of prestige in the complex academic ecologies of national 
postsecondary systems. These ecologies also include organizations focused prima-
rily on instruction, or on research or training for technical occupations. Our admit-
tedly parochial attention to elite comprehensive universities enables us to prioritize 
the stakes of digitization in those institutions for which nation-states have histori-
cally made greatly disproportionate investment, and to which they continue to turn 
for exemplars of academic progress. 

What are Universities?
Universities are, first of all, positionally central to modern societies. They reside at 
the intersection of state, market, civil society and private life, and partake of features 
inherent in all these domains (Eaton and Stevens 2019). This is a simple but power-
ful idea for understanding the complexity and social importance of universities. 
Universities absorb resources, purposes, organizational forms, and meanings from 
each of these domains without being fully subsumable to any of them. Even in 
state-dominated academic systems, such as Sweden’s, in which the government pro-

Working out the implications of digitization for academic interactions and organizations – strategic 
renewal via academic digitalization – is the challenge we seek to inform.
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vides the overwhelming majority of funding and regulation of higher education, 
universities are implicated and at least partially beholden to parties in non-govern-
ment domains. Because the business sector receives so many university graduates as 
employees, academic leaders are obliged to carefully mind their relationships with 
private firms, all the more so when businesses are clients for applied research, execu-
tive education and technical training. Since universities share in the project of bring-
ing young people to adult maturity and do so much to shape the organization of 
friendship, erotic and marital ties, they are deeply implicated in private life. Univer-
sities also are civic institutions, providing conceptual and physical space for public 
discourse, cultural dissent, and political mobilization. Only the very most authori-
tarian government regimes even attempt to fully control what is said and done on 
university campuses, which are often home to vanguard ideas and social movements 
(Stevens and Gebre-Medhin 2016).

This insight about institutional centrality does much to explain why academic 
planners and government officials are so often exasperated by universities, which 
seem perennially elusive to comprehensive management. Yet this centrality also is a 
great resource for universities and the nation-states that patronize them. Consider 
that institutional centrality makes universities hubs: connecting myriad different 
institutional domains (Stevens, et al. 2008; Owen-Smith 2018). Universities provide 
practical mechanisms for linking elites from every societal sector. Government of-
ficials, business leaders, intellectuals, artists, philanthropists and (in the United Sta-
tes) star athletes all tend to be affiliated with universities at key points in their care-
ers. Most of any society’s influential social positions are impossible to attain without 
passing through universities. Admission to the elite professions and to the top ranks 
of business and government essentially require a university degree (Parsons and Platt 
1973; Bourdieu 1989; Hartmann 2006, chapter 5 pp. 61-88). This is part of why 
ambitious nation-states invariably put up with, and generously support, universities 
despite their resistance to command and control. 

Universities also have multiple simultaneous functions. For brevity, and borro-
wing from the insights of many others, we rely on metaphors here. Universities are 
factories for the manufacture of knowledge; repositories for preserving the material 
artifacts of knowledge (e.g., libraries) and the expert human capital embodied in 
their faculty; and incubators for the inculcation of knowledge across generations.3 
This simultaneity of function – producing, preserving, and transmitting knowledge 
– additionally contributes to the internal incoherence of universities and their resis-
tance to unified management (Cohen, et al. 1974).

3 See Stevens, et al. 2018 for a recent review.
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This functional complexity evolved over centuries. Universities have medieval 
origins in the Christian church, with its constitutional faith in the unity of know-
ledge and the promise of humanity, however fallen, to know the world and act upon 
it. Its secularization was a long process that entailed the carving of an organizational 
space between the church and emerging state institutions in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Throughout this long evolution, universities served as servants, 
collaborators and occasional combatants of rising political regimes, providing lite-
rate and numerate personnel for accreting bureaucracies of European states and 
empires while consistently resisting the absolute control of any single political so-
vereign (Clark 2008; Stevens and Giebel 2020; Willinsky 2017). 

Intellectual historian Emily Levine has freshly explained how the comprehensive 
research-and-teaching universities we know today first took something approxima-
ting their current form through a transatlantic academic dialogue – or, more preci-
sely, something resembling a competition – between academic and political elites in 
the United States and Prussia in the decades between 1860 and the first World War. 
Both were highly federated polities, both were rapidly industrializing and accreting 
wealth, and both saw investment in universities as means of improving their own 
societies while communicating their enlightenment and cultural stature on the 
world stage (Levine 2016). It is in this period where historians locate the origins of 
universities as mechanisms of inter-state prestige competition. From there forward, 
debates about the relative quality and productivity of universities would animate 
competitive comparison among nation-states worldwide.

The United States came to hold global academic prominence only after 1945, in 
the wake of serial federal-government investment in higher education for major 
projects of statecraft: first to mobilize personnel and technology for national invol-
vement in World War II; then to wage the twentieth century’s global cold war; and 
then again as part of the omnibus project of domestic social welfare and mobility 
represented by President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty initiative.4 This truly 
massive and historically unprecedented patronage made universities unrivaled arbi-
ters of both knowledge and credentials: academic knowledge came to be definitive 
of knowledge itself, and academic credentials of individual social prestige and life 
chances. Very quickly, and very much in tandem with the rise US global military 
hegemony, a US university model came to set the template for academic excellence 
worldwide through the second half of the twentieth century. This is, for instance, 
expressed in the preeminence of American universities in global university rankings 
and in the large flows of international students the US attracts (Börjesson and Lillo 
Cea 2020).   

4 See Loss 2014 and Stevens, et al. 2016 for reviews.
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We rehearse this schematic history in order to emphasize three points. The first 
is a paradox: the universities we currently inherit are both very old and very new. 
They are old in the extent to which their interstitial position between other social 
domains dates to the earliest expressions of modern nation-states. They are new to 
the extent that their current organizational form dates only to the latter half of the 
twentieth century.5 Second, universities came into their inherited form before digi-
tal technologies became routine parts of everyday life in mature industrial societies. 
In light of this temporal ordering, we might expect that the forms of knowledge 
production, preservation and transmission made possible through digital media to 
fit only awkwardly within the organizational forms and practices built to pursue 
these tasks across several generations. Third, new organizations outside of universi-
ties have arisen for producing, preserving, and transmitting knowledge utilizing the 
affordances of digital media. We elaborate on each of these points below.

Universities are not singular entities. They are part of academic systems, defined 
substantially by the nation-states that supply them with the material resources to 
operate, grant them charters to confer legally recognized credentials, and set the 
terms of inter-organizational competition. The United States and Sweden provide 
usefully contrasting system models. The US is a laissez-faire system in which virtu-
ally any party may open a school, compete for students and seek patronage from 
government and private sources. In the US, provision of postsecondary services is 
governed by a diffusely federated accreditation and peer-review regime. The system 
is vast, with over 4,000 degree-granting institutions. It also is politically powerful, 
successfully resisting serial attempts at tighter oversight of instructional provision 
from Washington even while the federal government contributes $160 billion (USD) 
in grants, loans, and tax preferences to support postsecondary attendance annually 
(Congressional Budget Office 2018). Federal-government subsidy for research brings 
many billions more (Congressional Research Service 2020), as does indirect subsidy 
through tax exemption of university operations and endowments (Schneider 2016). 
Federated public governance in the US further complicates national academic or-
ganization by rendering many schools at least partially beholden to state legislatures. 
To call the US system laissez-faire is not to say it is ungoverned, but rather that it is 
not centrally or authoritatively so. 

Sweden has a state-centric higher education system, in which funding, admissions, 
and planning have historically been carried out by agencies of national government, 
and virtually all institutions are publicly held assets. Up to the 1990s full professors 
were appointed by the government. In international comparison the Swedish system 
is small, comprising 40 institutions (one percent of the US number) housing a bit 

5 We suspect that this paradox additionally contributes to the exasperation of academic planners. 
Universities seem to defend stability and change simultaneously.
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over 400,000 students (approximately two percent of the number of students in 
higher education in the US). Yet despite this modest scale, it has three higher educa-
tion institutions ranked among the first 100 according to the Shanghai ranking 
(2020).6 Government investments in higher education and research are substantial, 
amounting to 23 billion SEK for higher education, 18 billion SEK on student finan-
cial aid, and 38 billion SEK on research, totaling approximately 6.5 percent of the 
state budget. During the past year and the economic crisis triggered by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, the Swedish government increased this spending significantly 
(19,000 new student positions in higher education at a cost of 1.7 billion SEK, and 
additional 3.4 billion SEK for research). At the same time, there are recurring argu-
ments in Swedish public discourse that the nation does not obtain enough value 
from its universities in exchange for its investments in them (e.g. Svenskt näringsliv 
2019; Kjöller 2020). We note that the whole system of steering and funding higher 
education and research is currently under revision, and last year The Commission 
of Inquiry on Governance and Resources delivered their final report and proposi-
tions (SOU 2019:6). At the moment it is difficult to predict future changes.  

Universities and their personnel are also embedded in academic fields of contesta-
tion and competition (Bourdieu 1984; 1989; Börjesson, et al. 2016). Consider that at 
any given time and place, academic systems have only so many kronor, students, 
attention and real estate to distribute, such that more for some equates to less for 
others. This means that essentially all aspects of academic life are inescapably poli-
tical. Universities compete with each other for patronage, students, visibility and 
prestige, and also are rife with intramural struggles for these same resources, as 
parties in different academic disciplines and those representing different functions 
(e.g. instruction, research and, in the United States, athletics) vie with one another 
for relative prominence. One example in the Swedish context is the crucial stake of 
what proportion of state funding should be channeled directly to universities, and 
what part that should be directed to state funding organizations and thus open for 
competition.7 

What, then, is a university? It is a positionally central institution, a hub connec-
ting a myriad of social positions and domains. It is embedded in an academic system 
defined by the history and policies of its host nation-state. It is both old and new. 
And it is a field of contestation among different actors vying for resources and pre-
stige. This is the complicated terrain in which academic digitization unfolds. 

6 The three are Karolinska Institute, Stockholm University, and Uppsala University. If the number 
of universities of a country is divided by its population, Sweden’s position becomes more astonishing. 

7 The above mentioned Commission launched the proposition that more funding should be 
directed directly to the higher education institutions; this has been heavily criticized by research 
funding bodies, the private sector, and the larger universities. See Börjesson, et al. (forthcoming).
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How Digitization is Changing University Knowledge Work

Digitization is changing virtually all of the work universities do as producers, pre-
servers, and transmitters of knowledge. We briefly review each domain of activity 
in turn below.

Production 

Nation-states have provided the primary patronage for academic knowledge produc-
tion for at least the past one hundred years. A prominent example, and an enduring 
catalyst of US influence on global knowledge production, is federal-government 
investment in university capacity during wartime. The US federal government re-
lied heavily on universities for manpower development and applied science in wa-
ging World War II and the subsequent Cold War. In the process, it created an in-
fluential model for government and academic planners worldwide (Brint 2018; Loss 
2014). All of that investment in warcraft accreted machinery for the production of 
information and knowledge on a scale that has only recently received serious com-
petition beyond government or the academy. 

Consider, for example, the production of statistical information about indivi-
dual Americans that became the empirical backbone of quantitative social science 
in the post-World War II United States. Federal technological investments that were 
part of wartime mobilization to create computational capacity became available for 
basic academic research. Nationally representative data collected through survey 
instruments, often funded jointly by government and philanthropy, provided em-
pirical raw material for this statistical and computational machinery. Cumulative 
public and philanthropic investment in scientific surveys and computational in-
frastructure were essential to social scientists’ ability to produce statistical know-
ledge about “Americans,” “American society,” and social problems like poverty and 
racial prejudice (Gordon 2015; Igo 2008; Loss 2014; O’Connor 2009). 

Sweden provides a very different example of how nation-states provide core pa-
tronage for academic research. Boasting the world’s oldest state statistical organiza-
tion, Tabellverket (literally translated to the Bureau for Tables, today Statistics Swe-
den), dating back to 1749, Sweden has a long tradition of keeping track of its subjects 
(Johannison 1988). Today this forms a continually renewed national research asset. 
The possibilities to, for instance, link medical and biological data to sociodemograp-
hic data is immense, and, of course, subject to a range of ethical questions. 

The massive expansion of higher education worldwide since World War II enab-
led exponential growth in peer-reviewed science generally. Longitudinal analyses of 
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the Science Citation Index Expanded (SCIE) by Justin Powell and colleagues reve-
als steady rates of production worldwide between 1900 and 1950, with steep and 
unabated rise in production from 1960 forward. Production increased at an astonis-
hing annual rate of 3.49 % worldwide between 1980 and 2011; in 1990 there were 
half a million new SCIE publications; in 2011 there were 1.1 million (Zhang, et al. 
2015; see also Powell, et al. 2017). Higher education expansion and digitization have 
become intertwined. While its proportional influence is probably immeasurable, 
there can be no doubt that the digitization of information and the rise of computa-
tional capacity has contributed to exponential growth of knowledge production. 
The sheer ability to represent the growth of science worldwide with statistical des-
cription exemplifies how powerfully digital infrastructure enables the production of 
novel scientific insight.

Yet today the capacity for empirically describing national populations is not the 
exclusive purview of university academics, government agencies and a few survey 
research firms. The digital mediation of myriad intimate, administrative, recreatio-
nal and business transactions – indeed communication itself – brings with it capa-
city for fine-grained observation and analyses among those who control proprietary 
platforms. Information about the social and technical capacity to produce know-
ledge from it are now widely distributed among a wide variety of organizations 
beyond the purview of government or academia. A few multinational corporations 
– Alibaba, Alphabet, Amazon, Facebook, Microsoft, Tencent – almost surely have 
greater amounts of information about their users than nation-states do about their 
citizens, although this assertion is difficult to confirm empirically since the corpo-
rately held data are proprietary. This shifting of the balance of information away 
from government and the academy and toward the private sector represents a fun-
damental change in the politics and mechanics of knowledge production. How will 
data propriety and scientific authority be negotiated between universities and busi-
ness firms? How should universities be reorganized to accommodate training and 
research with massively multidimensional numerical data? Academics are only be-
ginning to fully articulate these questions (Lazer, et al. 2020), let alone answer them.

Preservation

The historical function of universities as preservers of knowledge has already been 
substantially transformed by the ubiquity of digital media. Most famously, the im-
portance of physical archives has been supplanted by digital ones. The academic 
prestige and relative advantage long afforded to universities with large library and 
artifact collections has been diminished as digitization has lowered barriers to access 
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worldwide. For all but the rarest of physical objects, preservation is now unthinka-
ble without digital media. Universities have played important but by no means 
exclusive roles in the transition from physical to digital preservation, which is now 
a robust field in its own right, commingling public, proprietary, philanthropic, and 
academic resources and personnel.

The role of universities in preserving embodied knowledge, in the form of human 
experts in particular academic fields, has not yet been transformed by digital media. 
Despite huge advances in computational techniques of data search, for example, 
human scrutiny and discretion remain fundamentally distinctive and efficient (Ab-
bott 2011). Just how human and computational expertise will be combined going 
forward remains a scientific and ethical frontier, yet we note that the very idea of 
recruiting and retaining faculty rests on the importance of preserving knowledge in 
the form of embodied persons.

At present universities retain a near-monopoly on the conferral of academic pre-
stige through faculty appointments. Tenured posts at elite universities continue to 
bear a status incommensurate with titles in government, philanthropy and industry 
and so are likely to continue to attract knowledgeable people in every field that 
universities choose to sustain. In this they have few present competitors; however, 
it is possible to imagine the accretion of affiliation systems by organizations other 
than universities that might fulfill the preservative function of faculty appointments. 
There is no prohibition against organizations other than universities extending life 
tenure to particularly knowledgeable people or creating fellowships and institutes 
that might sustain the collaboration of knowledge communities over time. Forward-
thinking and iconoclastic firms continue to tinker with such models. Bell Labs is a 
famous twentieth-century example (Gertner 2012); Apple University provides an-
other (Gibbs 2014). Furthermore, there is clear evidence that the wealthiest and most 
data-rich tech companies are already defining the terms of academic research in data 
science (Lazer, et al. 2020).

Meanwhile, even as they worry about how to retain top scientific talent, academic 
decision-makers will increasingly need to wrestle with whether and how to preserve 
embodied knowledge in fields with declining public audiences and student enroll-
ments. Many humanities fields, for example, offer exclusively academic careers. 
Beyond those other great preservative institutions – museums – knowledgeable 
people in Classics, Egyptology, or Byzantine civilizations have very few potential 
opportunities for work within their domains of expertise beyond the academy. In 
these fields, the preservative capacity of faculty appointments may become the pri-
mary basis on which academic programming is defended and sustained.
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Transmission 

Instructional activities are the university tasks most widely debated as at hazard to 
dramatic change in the wake of digitization. It is the case that in the United States, 
the proportion of academic units students earn through online instruction has 
steadily grown; in 2018, over 35 % of postsecondary students enrolled in at least one 
online course and over 16 % were studying exclusively online (NCES 2020). The 
corresponding figure for only online courses in Swedish higher education was 19 %; 
76 % study exclusively on campus (Universitetskanslersämbetet 2020, p. 26). In the 
US, broad-access schools – those which admit virtually everyone who seeks to attend 
them – have embraced online delivery most enthusiastically (Kirst, et al 2015). Many 
of these providers are structured as for-profit firms, whose near-exclusive outputs 
are instructional certifications and hence universities only in name. At the same time 
the influence of digitization on the transmission of knowledge in elite universities 
has been subtle yet pervasive and will surely continue to shape the evolution of in-
struction throughout the entire postsecondary field, worldwide.

We note first of all that digital media are now routine features of instructional life 
at virtually all brick-and-mortar universities. Learning management systems convey 
readings, assignments, attendance and evaluation; faculty communicate with stu-
dents routinely via discussion forums, wikis and Slack channels; a great deal of re-
search students do as part of their coursework is conducted on the web. Thus even 
while face-to-face instruction remains the sine qua non of instructional quality, much 
of the substrate of instructional interaction already happens online. This was true 
even before the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic obliged the virtually wholesale 
transition of in-person instruction in the US. There are multiple implications of this 
reliance on digital media to support in-person instruction. First, the support of 
“instructional technology” software and personnel is now hard-wired into univer-
sity budgets, and their partisans make growing claims on always limited institutional 
resources. There are more mouths to feed. Second, faculty share jurisdiction over 
“their” classrooms with many additional personnel. Those who manage the learning 
management systems, instructional recording studios and Zoom subscriptions have 
become essential workers and compatriots in instructional delivery, at least poten-
tially eroding the sovereignty over instruction that faculty have long enjoyed. Third, 
the ubiquity of digital mediation of coursework within face-to-face courses creates 
historically unprecedented conditions for observation and surveillance by parties far 
beyond the classroom door (Kurzweil and Stevens 2018).

Fourth, the same technologies that enable surveillance of instructional activity 
also enable scientific advance. Consider that until the early twenty-first century, 
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researchers who wished to observe instructional interactions were for purposes of 
practical improvement or scientific progress were obliged to either sit in physical 
classrooms themselves or hand-code reams of recorded representations of those in-
teractions. Digital mediation of instructional interaction makes it possible for re-
searchers to digitally document interactions simultaneous with their execution. This 
dramatically lowers the cost of scaled observation and, at least in theory, enables 
great insight into the mechanics of quality teaching and measurable learning (Wald-
rop 2013). We say “in theory” because the domain of scientific research on instruc-
tion through digital media remains in its infancy. There is as yet no shared term for 
the domain: education data science, learning science, and education data mining are 
among the current candidate monikers. Nor is it clear what the epistemological core 
of this domain should be. Is it psychology, behavioral economics, communication? 
Is it an observational science or an experimental one? What skills of method and 
research design make one competent to carry out this science? All of these questions 
are open. 

Finally, students bring the digital world with them into physical classrooms via 
their phones, laptops, tablets and watches. In-person instruction now has almost 
limitless competition for attention from whatever students might find online. Whi-
le student distraction and inattention have been generic features of classroom life 
for centuries, the normalization of digital media makes it possible for students to 
simultaneously engage in multiple absorbing activities even while they dutifully 
participate in classroom exchanges. Normative expectations for what constitutes 
sufficient classroom attention and engagement are very much in flux at present, as 
are the appropriate mechanisms for eliciting compliance with those expectations. 
To wit: is it reasonable or even legitimate to ban internet connections in face-to-
face classrooms? Does student engagement on multiple platforms simultaneously 
expand or constrain possibilities for productive learning? There are no clear or sha-
red answers to these questions.

How Digitization Changes the Politics of the Academic Field
Even while they manage the influence of digitization on universities’ core tasks of 
producing, preserving, and transmitting knowledge, their leaders also will need to 
wrestle with how all of these changes reconfigure the politics of the academic field. 
Because digitization is so transformative of universities’ core tasks, it also influences 
relations of power and privilege among those who carry out those tasks. We have 
already alluded to these political changes above, noting, for example, the rising 
importance of IT administrators and the increasingly distributed character of aca-
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demic instruction. Yet the political implications of digitization go considerably dee-
per than that, reconfiguring what kinds of knowledge work are becoming prepon-
derant and what kinds are likely to continue to decline in influence and prestige.

From Words to Numbers

Information and knowledge in the form of words – not mathematical formulae, 
datasets or statistical tables – have been the primary (though admittedly not exclu-
sive) source materials and products of academic activity since its Medieval inception. 
This lexical core technology has deeply influenced university organization. Scho-
larly domains defined primarily by written texts were long the most prestigious units 
of universities, with those defined by numbers often housed in their own “technical” 
institutions and tainted by their association with applied rather than higher-status 
abstract knowledge (Abbott 2014; Collins 2019). The organizational centrality and 
prestige of lexical over numerical forms of information and knowledge has been 
substantially eroded over the last seventy years worldwide. In light of spectacular 
advances and investments in the physical, life and computational sciences, and at-
tendant catalyzing progress in mechanical computational capacity, knowledge built 
primarily with numbers and via machine-assisted inquiry now far surpasses the 
amount, prestige and economic exchange value of knowledge built primarily with 
words via exclusively human investigation. Additionally, lexical texts are now routi-
nely translated into numerical forms, enabling new forms of reading, analysis and 
synthesis of vast archives of written material. Recognizing these epochal shifts and 
the fate of their futures in light of them, university students have migrated to com-
putational fields in large numbers. 

Nevertheless, the organizational form of universities retains substantial traces of 
a now-past lexical hegemony. Library collections and departments of history and 
literature and philosophy often are physically central to university campuses; huma-
nities departments remain large in number if reduced in enrollment, and they ra-
rely close; humanistic faculty are disproportionately represented in the ranks of 
academic administration on many campuses (Kerr 2001); and at least at the most 
prestigious universities, face-to-face instruction is categorically favored over digi-
tally mediated forms. While these legacies have partly to do with the preservative 
character of university organization generally (Smelser 2013), they also represent the 
peculiar implication of the lexical university form in the identities of the nation-
states that support universities. Those academic domains that have historically been 
lexical are associated with the preservation of national identity and distinction: they 
are about “culture.” At the same time academic domains that have historically been 
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numerical are associated with forms of knowledge regarded as transnational, a-cul-
tural and a-historical: they are about “science.” This echoes C.P. Snow’s famous 
distinction between the two cultures of the arts and the sciences (2012/1959), which 
has some truth, of course. That notwithstanding, we believe that more dimensions 
can be addressed here. 

From Particular to Universal

The preservation of national cultures has been a foundational purpose of universities 
for centuries. Maintaining library and artifact collections; teaching national langu-
ages, literatures, histories and artistic traditions; and supporting scholarship on the 
history, politics, and economics of particular nation-states: all of these academic 
activities sustain and celebrate specific identities and are part of the social contract 
that universities have historically negotiated with national patrons (Readings 1997). 
The digitization of knowledge production poses fresh challenges to these contracts. 
What is the value of scholarship and teaching in the service of national distinction 
and preservation, relative to the value of universal and generalizable knowledge and 
knowledge technologies? For example, we can easily imagine challenges to the value 
of maintaining programs for training human readers and speakers of little-used 
languages, on the logic that digitization of archives and computational reading ren-
ders human reading unnecessary. Yet to the extent that languages are key compo-
nents of cultural legacies and evolve through human exchange, there may be strong 
support for sustaining lines of linguistic scholarship and instruction regardless of 
the character and pace of technological change.

Supporting teaching and scholarly inquiry on specific places beyond national 
borders has been an important means of recognizing the specificity and contextual 
integrity of social processes. In the social sciences this recognition has taken the form 
of recognizing a distinction between nomothetic inquiries, which purport to discern 
generalizable insights, and idiographic ones, which recognize the importance of 
particularity. A primary line of development of the social sciences over the twentieth 
century was the steady rise in the prestige of nomothetic scholarship and the in-
creasingly tenuous place of idiographic scholarship, especially in economics, politi-
cal science and sociology (Stevens, et al. 2018). Partisans of idiographic inquiry may 
find in the rise of digitization yet another threat to their epistemology and scho-
larly worldview, another effort to absorb specificity into the universality of numbers 
(Espeland and Stevens 2008).



104

Mitchell L. Stevens & Mikael Börjesson

From Pure to Applied Knowledge

Observers and critics of higher education have long debated the relative primacy of 
“pure” versus “applied” knowledge in academic life. This tension between the pu-
rity and utility of different forms of knowledge continues to animate university 
politics, and interacts with the science/culture dichotomy to create the academic 
terrain in which digitization is negotiated. By virtue of the centrality of universities 
to the organization of modern societies, how academic leaders manage the evolution 
of universities from preponderantly lexical and face-to-face institutions to prepon-
derantly numerical and at least somewhat digitally mediated ones will be shaped by 
academic and national politics simultaneously.

Many countries are witnessing substantial relative expansion of study in the app-
lied sciences. Engineering is expanding at the expense of natural sciences, as is bu-
siness studies in relation to other domains of social science, and the social sciences 
relative to the humanities (Dalberg, et al. 2018; Börjesson, et al. 2014). New occu-
pations aspire to academic status, which further fuels the rise of novel professional 
educational programs and fields (Agevall, et al. 2019a). The Bologna declaration 
abetted this phenomenon (Rider 2012). Bologna additionally influenced the posi-
tion of universities in academic ecologies relative to other academic organizational 
forms. For example in Sweden, system-wide growth in the 1990s was driven by the 
university colleges and the shorter professional programs segment (Börjesson, et al. 
2014; Agevall, et al, 2019b, pp. 101-109). In Sweden today, with the new investments 
in higher education in response to COVID-19, industry-connected and research-
dominated institutions have gained the most of the expansion. The Royal Institute 
of Technology has added 1,500 new students to its prior allotment of 13,000, while 
Uppsala University received the same number of new positions despite prior allot-
ment double that of KTH (Utbildningsdepartementet 2020-09-22). 

At the same time, there is a remarkable stability in Sweden in the prestige hierar-
chy of educational programs. The law, medical and psychology programs continue 
to be the most popular among applicants and hence have the most competitive 
enrollment requirements. Among engineering programs, which occupy a different 
application category, the programs in engineering physics and industrial economics 
rank highest, followed by computer science. There are additional hierarchies of in-
terest; another is students’ preference rankings of future employers (Universum 
2020). Among students in business, engineering and IT, Spotify, Google, and Mi-
crosoft rank in the top five; in these fields there are no universities among the first 
100 ranked employers. The ranking differs somewhat for social sciences (first uni-
versity at position 33, and 6 universities in top 75), and especially for natural sci-
ences (first at position 8 and 3 in the top 10).
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Regarding research, funding is flooding into applied, quantitative, and computa-
tional domains. Since the 1990s Sweden has witnessed an increasing focus on applied 
and so-called mode 2 research, with the establishment of a series of new funding 
bodies with the explicit mission to support it (Benner 2001; Sörlin 2005). The Swe-
dish Research Council has especially targeted engineering, science, medicine and 
research infrastructure, with diminishment of funding in the social sciences and 
humanities. Meanwhile, The Wallenberg Foundations have made substantial com-
mitments to AI-related research. 

Academic planners should fully expect that the computational and other applied 
sciences to gain intramural power and prestige. This gain will almost surely continue 
to seed dismay, envy, and anger among knowledge workers in other academic do-
mains. Leaders on particular campuses will need to make hard choices about the 
mechanics of growth. Will they continue to sustain shrinking fields in the arts and 
humanities, and if so, at what level and on what justification? At the same time they 
will need to decide optimal organizational forms for supporting the explosive growth 
in computational and applied fields. For example, they might opt to create new 
colleges and other sub-units specifically for the computational and applied sciences, 
creating parallel organizational systems alongside the legacy arts-and-sciences core. 
The parallel organizational structure of university-affiliated hospitals and medical 
schools in the United States provides one model for this strategy. 

Recommendations for Academic Planners
Digitization is influencing virtually all of the work universities do as producers, 
preservers, and transmitters of knowledge. It also is transforming the politics of the 
academic field, precipitating a rising influence of computational scientists, and in-
structional and academic technologists, as well as diminishing the prestige and re-
sources of knowledge workers in lexical traditions. Moreover, because universities 
are such central institutions in modern societies, these dynamics both reflect and 
refract changes far beyond the academy: the rising importance of technology firms 
relative to other aspects of the economy; the challenges of governing truly global 
businesses which possess information and knowledge-production capacities rivalling 
national governments; anxieties about the privatization of civil society and the in-
creasingly fragile idea of privacy. Yet the very centrality of universities also gives them 
special capacity to influence these larger phenomena even as they manage their own 
digital futures. We believe that the aerial view of the complex processes presented 
here offers useful insight for the strategic renewal of universities at this turbulent 
moment in their history.
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First, we wish to stress that all of the processes described above are well underway. 
Digitization is not “out there” on the horizon, something for which universities 
must prepare; it already has been substantially accomplished. Academic leaders 
should be heartened by the great paradox of universities we mentioned above: they 
are very old and very new, stable and dynamic simultaneously. They have already 
absorbed huge changes in the mechanics of knowledge work, yet they remain recog-
nizably distinctive organizations. They certainly have not died, nor have they failed 
to adapt.  

Second, as sociologists, we cannot help but note that universities continue to 
enjoy a near monopoly on prestigious certifications of human capacity. The ex-
change value of university degrees, not to mention the worldwide demand for them, 
has only grown since the close of World War II. University credentials will continue 
to be key and even primary mechanisms for organizing skilled labor markets for 
some time. This is the case even while we fully expect a growing diversification of 
credential forms and their providers going forward. Academic planners should re-
member that universities continue to have great advantage as arbiters and certifiers 
of talent.

All that said, universities and their patrons must recognize that digitization con-
tinues to steadily expand the ecology of organizations producing both knowledge 
and credentials. Nation-states have long been the primary and favored patrons of 
universities. National governments used investments in universities to aggrandize 
their own place in the world, creating reciprocally beneficial relationships between 
government and academic powers that created the organizational infrastructure for 
twentieth-century modernity (Frank and Meyer 2020). Nevertheless, neither states 
nor universities have ever encountered business firms with resources and informa-
tion that rival their own. In historical terms, perhaps the greatest challenge facing 
universities is to negotiate relationships with these new social powers that will yield 
sufficient reciprocal benefit that the new powers will be willing to sustain universities 
as central sources of knowledge and talent. Should these negotiations fail, the new 
powers may opt to create alternative institutions that might perturb the current 
centrality of universities to the organization of modern societies.

We believe that a crucial tactic is for universities to work in tandem with govern-
ments to oblige academic patronage from the rising powers. Governments still con-
trol the terms of legitimate business practice, and the huge profits and pools of data 
that technology firms obtain from their users are amenable to strategic expropria-
tion. Governments and universities might leverage their long experience of coordi-
nated scientific action to oblige new forms of joint ventures with large corporations. 
One illustrative example is a recent proposal out of Stanford University for the 
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creation of a “National Research Cloud” that would provide vast computational 
power for scientific research on artificial intelligence as a collaboration between 
government, academia and industry (Etchemendy and Li 2020). The proposal builds 
on a tradition of public-private coordination for waging twentieth-century wars, but 
reframes it as a project of collaborative knowledge-building. We can imagine many 
such initiatives in capitalist democracies with traditions of civic-minded businesses. 
Such collaborations might be narrated around goals of dramatic advances in early 
childhood education, lifelong learning, epidemiology and disease control, or global 
warming. They could be plotted in ways that oblige a central role for universities at 
the interstices of state, market and civil-society contributors.

The negotiation of such joint ventures will necessarily be different in laissez-faire 
and state-centric academic systems. The United States would need to rely on its 
tradition of intermural academic association to coordinate joint activity across an 
exceedingly complex academic ecology (Stevens and Gebre-Medhin 2016). Yet it is 
certainly possible to imagine such coordination through prestigious associations 
such as the American Association of Universities (AAU) and the National Academy 
of Sciences (NAS), together with the federal science agencies. A new US Presiden-
tial administration might take advantage of a growing antitrust movement regarding 
tech firms, on the one hand, and the COVID-19 pandemic, on the other, to specify 
ambitious opportunities for national public service requiring substantial contribu-
tions from the private sector for addressing national problems of (for example) job 
loss, worker retraining, and public-health infrastructure.

Academic planners in state-centric systems such as Sweden could take advantage 
of well-rehearsed cooperation between government and industry, at least for firms 
headquartered in the same nation-state. Negotiations with transnational firms 
would take on a different character, although the accomplishment of global recogni-
tion of the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) provides an impressive 
positive example of how coordinated international action can influence how tech-
nology firms do business (Goddard 2017). It is possible to imagine even one or two 
sovereigns, especially those among the globally revered Nordic states, expecting 
firms of a certain size or scale of in-country business to make contributions to spe-
cific national projects: the optimization of education, transportation or communica-
tion infrastructure, or natural-resource management, for example.

Finally, to the extent that the rising powers are truly global entities, academic 
leaders worldwide might take advantage of long traditions of transnational academic 
commerce to imagine mechanisms for specifying global public goods to which bu-
siness firms, universities, and nation-states could jointly contribute. Many of any 
nation’s largest problems – climate change, the changing character of work, religious 
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and ethno-racial fundamentalism, and the digital mediation of the public sphere, 
for example – are truly borderless and warrant globally distributed collaboration. 
We note that a great deal of the discussion regarding the globalization of universities 
in recent decades has emphasized competition: for students, patronage, scientific 
productivity and prestige (e.g., Wildavsky 2012). Yet universities also are exceptio-
nally good at cooperating even as they compete, as rich histories of transatlantic 
academic exchange, borrowing and emulation make clear (Levine forthcoming). To 
the extent that digitization and its carriers are globally transformative, they encou-
rage novel international partnerships for global public goods that will be compelling 
to generous patrons.
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The 60-Year Curriculum and The University of 
Washington: Continuum College and Lifelong Learning

Rovy F. Branon III, the University of Washington

As lifespans continue to lengthen and the speed of technological, economic, and 
societal change increases, traditional views of age and learning are changing. These 
changes include rethinking the rigid approach to age and developmental stage inhe-
rent in most of our educational systems. Such changes are especially needed as we 
think about our post-secondary institutions, which are the primary conduit for 
formal adult education.

In 2016, the University of Washington Educational Outreach division became the 
University of Washington Continuum College (UWC2). The name change reflected 
the growth of the unit to over 55,000 learners each year. Not all of these learners are 
formal college students, they reflect an age range of 8 to 98-years-old across more 
than 400 programs. Most of these programs grew organically over time without 
much connectivity between program areas. As Continuum College moves past the 
pandemic and into our new shared future, the goal is to begin systemically connec-
ting these separate program lines to form a 60-year curriculum1.

1 The term 60-year curriculum was reintroduced by University of California Irvine Dean Gary 
Matkin in a strategic report for his division (UCI Extension Announces Name Change to UCI Division 
of Continuing Education to Emphasize Lifelong Learning, 2016). At the time, Matkin was referencing 
the use of the term from an early 1900’s meeting of the association that later became the University 
Professional and Continuing Education Association. In the early 1900’s, the 60-year curriculum 
referred to learning for an entire lifetime.
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The 60-year Curriculum at Continuum College

University of Washington’s Continuum College is a self-sustaining unit. Though 
faculty maintain oversight, this means that all programs must be finanically self-
supporting. Financial support comes almost entirely from student tuition fees. 
UWC2 does not receive any state or federal ongoing funding support. While not 
uncommon for extended education units in the U.S., such self-sustaining financial 
models are less common elsewhere. A drawback to this approach is potential inequi-
ty for students who are unable to personally afford to attend the programs because 
there is little or no financial aid available. An advantage to this approach is that 
UWC2 can create new non-degree programs quickly to meet market demand or 
changing lifelong learning needs.  This means that Continuum College is able to 
think flexibly and longitudinally about adjusting its offerings to meet a 60-year cur-
riculum without waiting long periods for government funding to be awarded.

Lambert (University Professional and Continuing Education Association, 2017) 
notes that the 60YC is intended to alter the typical two-, four-, or seven-year cur-
riculum mentality that defines expected durations of higher learning today. At the 
University of Washington, we have also contributed to this conversation with some 
additional criteria outlining how the 60YC differs from more traditional definitions 
of the word ‘curriculum’. The 60-year curriculum is not a defined course of study or 
set of courses in a particular area and is made up of multiple credentials not just one. 
Lambert (Horn, et al. 2018) states that defining content structure or pre-destined 
pathways for the 60YC is essentially impossible because most jobs of the future do 
not yet exist. In this regard, we would say that the 60YC could be called a ‘meta-
curriculum’ because it is not defining a structured set of learning activities but esta-
blishes a framework for the sets of learning activities, many undefined, that make 
up formal learning across a working life.

Why 60 years? In the book The 100-year Life: Living and Working in an Age of 
Longevity, Gratton and Scott (2017) note that an 18-year-old today has better than a 
50 % chance to live past 100 and is likely to work until she is over 80. Projected data 
for life expectancy varies widely and some continuing educators have asked is 60 
years long enough? Should it also include the years prior to typical higher education? 
While these are good areas for debate, the University of Washington Continuum 
College has operationally defined the 60-year curriculum as the formal higher educa-
tion experiences an adult will need to thrive over a 60-year working lifetime (Branon 
2018). 
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Building the Components of a ‘60-year curriculum’

Educating someone across a working lifetime is a daunting prospect. Even as defi-
nitions are nuanced and debated, some higher education leaders are developing the 
early infrastructure and programmatic approaches that will be necessary for a 60YC. 
Fully embracing the 60YC requires rethinking almost every aspect of how a univer-
sity operates. Lambert (Horn, et al. 2018) posits the need to overhaul technical 
systems, change public policy, and use data in far more sophisticated ways so that 
the 60YC can adapt to a learner’s changing needs. Matkin (2017) describes the 60YC 
as a significant factor in the move to digital credentials that are more granular and 
contain far more information about a program and the learner’s work. At the Uni-
versity of Washington, we have defined five key areas for 60YC development: the 
meta-curriculum for program planning, digital credentials, the new academic tech-
nology stack, learner services, and needed policy and funding changes (Branon 
2018).  

The “meta-curriculum”
If the 60YC is made up of many possible paths, modalities, and credentials, how do 
we think about what is taught, how it is taught, and the development of some co-
hesion in a much less structured landscape? 

The 60YC is not about the content in a particular area and it is not about the 
structure of a set of courses. Particular content or delivery forms are not relevant per 
se but are part of the highly varied educational landscape available to learners. In 
other words, it is important to think about 60YC programming through a lens of 
multiple decades, careers, and life stages and not a single course or degree. At the 
University of Washington Continuum College, we already have programming that 
spans more than the 60 working years (Gilbert 2018). With Summer Youth camps 
and an Osher Lifelong Learning Institute2 bookending a catalog that includes more 
than 400 degree and non-degree programs, UWC² already provides lifelong lear-
ning. How might this program array change by using the 60YC as an organizing 
principle?

Let’s begin with a simple graphic showing how even a limited sample of UWC² 
program lines covers more than the 60YC.

2 Osher Lifelong learning Institutes are found at a number of universities. They support older 
learners (50+) in continuing intellectual inquiry. The Bernard Osher Foundation is the benefactor for 
these institutes. Additional detail available at the foundation’s website: https://www.osherfoundation.
org/olli.html

https://www.osherfoundation.org/olli.html
https://www.osherfoundation.org/olli.html
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60YC programming through a lens of multiple decades, careers, and life stages and not a single 
course or degree. At the University of Washington Continuum College, we already have 
programming that spans more than the 60 working years (Gilbert 2018). With Summer Youth 
camps and an Osher Lifelong Learning Institute2 bookending a catalog that includes more than 
400 degree and non-degree programs, UWC² already provides lifelong learning. How might this 
program array change by using the 60YC as an organizing principle? 
 
Let’s begin with a simple graphic showing how even a limited sample of UWC² program lines 
covers more than the 60YC. 
 

 
 
Image 1. Select program lines3 at the University of Washington’s Continuum College show programmatic coverage 
of the simple 3-stage life model of pre-career, career, and retirement. Darker shading indicates primary age range 
of attendees, lighter shading represents overall range. Note: UG Degrees in this case only represents the two 
adult-serving undergraduate degrees managed by UWC2 and not the entire UW catalog. 
 
As Gratton and Scott (2017) describe, we are already beginning to see a breakdown of the old 
three-stage model of life and that will continue. Pre-career (school), career, and retirement 
have been the norm for the last several decades, but multiple new stages are emerging. As a 
simple example of how this might influence program decisions, Image 2 shows the same UWC² 

 
2 Osher Lifelong learning Institutes are found at a number of universities. They support older learners (50+) in 
continuing intellectual inquiry. The Bernard Osher Foundation is the benefactor for these institutes. Additional 
detail available at the foundation’s website: https://www.osherfoundation.org/olli.html 
3 For the sake of simplicity, only some program lines from UWC² are represented and the complexity of those lines 
is reduced – we have more than 100 certificates that could cover many different stages but we do not break 
offerings out that way today. We believe that doing so will reveal new programming opportunities. 
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Figure 1. Select program lines3 at the University of Washington’s Continuum College show 
programmatic coverage of the simple 3-stage life model of pre-career, career, and retire-
ment. Darker shading indicates primary age range of attendees, lighter shading represents 
overall range. Note: UG Degrees in this case only represents the two adult-serving undergra-
duate degrees managed by UWC2 and not the entire UW catalog.

As Gratton and Scott (2017) describe, we are already beginning to see a breakdown 
of the old three-stage model of life and that will continue. Pre-career (school), ca-
reer, and retirement have been the norm for the last several decades, but multiple 
new stages are emerging. As a simple example of how this might influence program 
decisions, Figure 2 shows the same UWC² program lines as Figure 1 but, with an 
overlay of multiple career stages. One might look at the focused age range of adult-
focused undergraduate degree completion programs (noted as UG Degrees in the 
diagram) and see that there is a concentration in the 33-45-year-old demographic. 
When multiple career stages are overlaid, opportunities exist for new degrees or new 
types of credentials that convey the same depth of knowledge as a degree as people 
move into different careers4.

3 For the sake of simplicity, only some program lines from UWC² are represented and the 
complexity of those lines is reduced – we have more than 100 certificates that could cover many 
different stages but we do not break offerings out that way today. We believe that doing so will reveal 
new programming opportunities.

4 People may have multiple jobs within a career but career stages in this model imply moving into 
a new or substantially different field.
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program lines as Image 1 but, with an overlay of multiple career stages. One might look at the 
focused age range of adult-focused undergraduate degree completion programs (noted as UG 
Degrees in the diagram) and see that there is a concentration in the 33-45-year-old 
demographic. When multiple career stages are overlaid, opportunities exist for new degrees or 
new types of credentials that convey the same depth of knowledge as a degree as people move 
into different careers4. 
 

 
 
Image 2. The same University of Washington Continuum College program lines portrayed in Image 1 but with the 
single “career stage” broken out into multiple stages and careers. Seen through this lens, gaps in potential 
programming begin to emerge. 
 
While Image 2 begins to reveal some gaps, what could some of these program lines begin to 
look like if we change the offerings to match a multi-stage working life? Image 3 shows how 
program line demographics could shift if we apply an intentional 60YC design to the UWC² 
portfolio. Note the multiple opportunities to engage learners with different offerings at 
different times in their lives.  
 
All of these images represent populations of learners at different ages and not a single learner 
moving through all of these educational events. An individual learner, for example, is unlikely to 
earn 5 or more undergraduate degrees but might earn a degree at a very different time in life 
than we would expect in the old 3-stage life model. 
 

 
4 People may have multiple jobs within a career but career stages in this model imply moving into a new or 
substantially different field. 
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Figure 2. The same University of Washington Continuum College program lines portrayed in 
Image 1 but with the single “career stage” broken out into multiple stages and careers. Seen 
through this lens, gaps in potential programming begin to emerge.

While Figure 2 begins to reveal some gaps, what could some of these program lines 
begin to look like if we change the offerings to match a multi-stage working life? 
Figure 3 shows how program line demographics could shift if we apply an intentio-
nal 60YC design to the UWC² portfolio. Note the multiple opportunities to en-
gage learners with different offerings at different times in their lives. 

All of these figures represent populations of learners at different ages and not a 
single learner moving through all of these educational events. An individual learner, 
for example, is unlikely to earn 5 or more undergraduate degrees but might earn a 
degree at a very different time in life than we would expect in the old 3-stage life 
model.
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Image 3. The original, undifferentiated certificate line from Images 1-2 is at the top of the graph. A possible view of 
how non-credit certificates at UWC² could become differentiated program lines based on a multi-stage career is 
represented by 4 examples. Note that undergraduate completion degrees are also included to show how “college 
prep” non-credit could build pathways for students of multiple ages and stages.  
 
Even Image 3 represents a highly simplified version of what a 60YC lens might look like. If we 
are to heed the words of Gratton and Scott (2017), age will not equal stage in life in the same 
way it does today. While the authors are focused on a future-state, we can see the emergence 
of new stages, even if they are not named yet. What this really means is that the linear 
progression through stages represented in images 1-3 is not going to hold true for most 
individuals. The complexity of graphically representing a future where there could be as many 
successful educational and career paths as there are people is not feasible. 
 
For example, the phenomenon of young adults returning home and now “living in the 
basement” may represent a new stage of exploration in a long life (Gratton and Scott 2017). Or 
a “portfolio lifestyle” (selecting different endeavors for engagement like serving on a board, 
consulting, etc.) that used to be the domain of those nearing or in retirement may be seen in 
much earlier life stages in what is commonly referred to today as the “gig economy.” 
 
So, any particular individual may find their path through work and education intersecting in 
very different ways than today. Some people are already thinking in terms of three 20-year 
careers, a new business at 65, or are moving in and out of the structured workforce by putting 
together a ‘portfolio lifestyle’ (i.e., gig economy) at earlier ages. The 60YC will therefore 
represent increasingly personalized options and we expect program choices will continue to 
diversify as learning needs become more unique and refined. The growing number of options 
will create an ever more complex educational landscape and the most critical aspects to the 
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Figure 3. The original, undifferentiated certificate line from Images 1-2 is at the top of the 
graph. A possible view of how non-credit certificates at UWC² could become differentiated 
program lines based on a multi-stage career is represented by 4 examples. Note that under-
graduate completion degrees are also included to show how “college prep” non-credit could 
build pathways for students of multiple ages and stages. 

Even Figure 3 represents a highly simplified version of what a 60YC lens might look 
like. If we are to heed the words of Gratton and Scott (2017), age will not equal 
stage in life in the same way it does today. While the authors are focused on a futu-
re-state, we can see the emergence of new stages, even if they are not named yet. 
What this really means is that the linear progression through stages represented in 
figures 1-3 is not going to hold true for most individuals. The complexity of graphi-
cally representing a future where there could be as many successful educational and 
career paths as there are people is not feasible.

For example, the phenomenon of young adults returning home and now “living 
in the basement” may represent a new stage of exploration in a long life (Gratton 
and Scott 2017). Or a “portfolio lifestyle” (selecting different endeavors for engage-
ment like serving on a board, consulting, etc.) that used to be the domain of those 
nearing or in retirement may be seen in much earlier life stages in what is com-
monly referred to today as the “gig economy.”

So, any particular individual may find their path through work and education 
intersecting in very different ways than today. Some people are already thinking in 
terms of three 20-year careers, a new business at 65, or are moving in and out of the 
structured workforce by putting together a ‘portfolio lifestyle’ (i.e., gig economy) at 
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earlier ages. The 60YC will therefore represent increasingly personalized options and 
we expect program choices will continue to diversify as learning needs become more 
unique and refined. The growing number of options will create an ever more com-
plex educational landscape and the most critical aspects to the 60YC will not be 
programming. Services connecting the right learner to the right content at the right 
time in their life will become paramount.

Digital Credentialing
The 60YC is likely to involve multiple credentials, rather than a single credential 
that one might receive at the end of a traditional curriculum. The function of cre-
dentialing itself is likely to change dramatically as institutions move from only 
tracking grades and completion to much more granular and comprehensive markers. 
The ‘signaling function’ of higher education, compared to the more instrumental 
value of the education itself, has been the subject of debate by educators and eco-
nomists alike for many years (cf. Kjelland 2008). A more recent report outlines the 
increasing prevalence of ‘degree inflation’ and notes that ‘upcredentialing’ may lead 
to even more barriers to workforce entry, not fewer restrictions (Fuller and Raman 
2018). Even with those caveats, universities are beginning to rush toward ‘alterna-
tive credentials’ with growth in ‘non-degree’ credentials in the U.S. rising from 
600,000 to more than 1 million in 20145 and the trend is continuing and accelerating 
as new credential tracking systems become common (Fong, et al. 2016).

New systems that manage “credentials” in a much broader way will be required 
for the 60-year curriculum. These systems will start by digitizing credentials that 
exist today but that digitization will not be a simple digital scan of a paper-based 
diploma, new credentials will contain deep information about multiple aspects of 
the program and student capability (Gallagher 2016). These digital versions of dip-
lomas will not just be electronic forms of our current paper-based credentials. Each 
credential will be a data container that is potentially filled with every syllabus, every 
written assignment, and even every post to a discussion board. Big data is already 
changing the hiring process and that will accelerate as employers have access to more 
granular information about skills and competencies.

5 This 2014 IPEDS data likely vastly undercounts the total number of non-degree credentials, 
because many institutions do not formally count or report non-credit certificate programs.
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Academic Technology Stack

Every section in this chapter has touched on the importance of technology in crea-
ting a 60YC. The centrality of technology deserves consideration in its own right 
because it is not the independent current technologies that matter, it is the systemic 
integration of existing platforms and new technologies that will make the 60YC 
possible. This section will describe one possible way to view a ‘new academic tech-
nology stack’ that is designed to serve the needs of students across a working life.

A technological stack is a connected series of systems designed to accomplish 
organizational objectives (What Is a Technology Stack? 2017). Every modern organiza-
tion has a technology stack6. At a minimum, a typical administrative stack contains 
an email server, web server, routers, and storage space. Other typical elements in-
clude identity management, network connectivity, and data security. Most stacks 
are far more sophisticated than this example and may contain hundreds or even 
thousands of component parts and software solutions. Increasingly, the technology 
stack at many organizations is partially hosted internally and has external or ‘cloud’ 
components (Porter and Heppelmann 2014). The higher education stack contains 
many of the same components found at other organizations (email, etc.) but lear-
ning management systems (LMS), student information systems (SIS), and finan-
cial aid management are a few of the more unique components. Describing an en-
tire university enterprise technology stack is beyond the scope of this chapter but 
we will discuss some areas that are required to meet the needs of the 60YC.

Relationship Management

At the University of Washington’s Continuum college, the new academic stack will 
begin with the notion of developing and maintaining a long-term relationship with 
a learner. Moving away from episodic education to continuous education requires 
relationship continuity. UWC² implemented a new Customer Relationship Mana-
gement (CRM) system in 2017. The new CRM replaced an older system, primarily 
used by our marketing team to recruit new students. While the marketing functions 
were the first to be implemented, this multi-phase effort is intended to serve as the 
human interface layer for data coming from multiple systems. The systems feeding 
this interface layer will include typical marketing channel data (website, email mar-
keting, etc.), detailed notes on each interaction with an enrollment coach, learning 

6 Most large enterprises can have multiple stacks, each with different purposes and functions. 
Specialized stacks might serve certain university research areas. For the sake of simplicity, this example 
describes mostly generic, common administrative stack.
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management system data, instructor communications, credentials earned and other 
relevant elements. Note that the CRM is not managing or running all of these fun-
ctions independently but is serving as the interface that allows coaches, counselors, 
instructors, and other human beings to engage more effectively with a student over 
an envisioned 60-year period.

Learning Delivery Technology

The first full degree program was offered online as early as 1981 (Feenberg 1999). 
Delivering a degree program over the internet is no longer a novelty and more com-
plex forms of online education continue to emerge. It would be wrong, however, to 
assume that the only way that the delivery of higher education has changed is th-
rough distance education. Physical spaces are also changing to improve learning (e.g. 
maker spaces) and can be re-thought in light of technological advances and the 2020 
pandemic. It is the combination of new technologies and new andragogical ap-
proaches that are leading to significant changes in learning delivery.

The cornerstone of instructional delivery in the current academic stack is the 
venerable learning management system (LMS). Learning management systems take 
different forms depending on the context (higher education, corporate training, 
military, etc.) but they have many of the same functions. An LMS stores and pre-
sents learning content, tracks learner data, maintains records, and often has discus-
sion boards or other social tools (Pappas 2017). While LMS functions have long 
helped with both classroom management and online delivery, many forms of digital 
content and physical learning spaces are not effectively managed through an LMS. 
For example, video games and simulations offer rich learning opportunities, but the 
proprietary nature of these offerings can make delivery though an LMS difficult or 
impossible. More important, the data that is generated by a sophisticated simulation 
is often too extensive to be effectively tracked by an LMS or not in the right format 
(The Enterprise Learning Ecosystem 2018).

Future learning delivery systems will be varied and take advantage of affordances 
in connected ways. For example, some linear content and course basics may still use 
technology such as a classroom or traditional LMS, but mobile devices, augmented 
and virtual reality, social media, and other modes of delivery will be used for diffe-
rent learning opportunities at different times in life. As we have all seen in 2020 and 
2021, external events will also require flexibility for lifetime learning to continue, 
even when we are disrupted by pandemic or other disaster. Beginning to see the 
landscape of learning delivery technology as a continuum, is as important to the 
success of reaching people over a lifetime as having the correct programmatic offe-
rings.
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Student Information Systems

Monolithic student information systems (SIS) cannot continue to dominate the 
academic stack in a future learning environment. The lack of nimble and modular 
components in a typical SIS will not be able to adapt to a rapidly changing learning 
environment where credentials are living digital entities, multiple forms of perfor-
mance assessment exist, and needed future extensions cannot be predicted.

Like most elements of the new academic stack, the SIS will need to follow the 
principle of ‘many pieces loosely joined” rather than a highly vertically integrated 
system. UW Continuum College is very early in a journey to create an approach to 
managing student data over a lifetime that is secure and flexible.

Credential Management Systems

As mentioned, digital credentials will become a cornerstone of 60YC signaling. 
There will be many credentials per learner, and they will not just be a static sheepskin 
with a few bits of information. As data containers, credentials become the currency 
for a skill economy that enables more fluid movement into new opportunities or 
careers over a 60YC. A number of systems now exist for the management of digital 
credentials and they are rapidly growing in sophistication.

AI and Other Emergent Technology

Machine learning, artificial intelligence, and virtual reality are only a few of the 
other technologies that will rapidly reshape our current understanding of how stu-
dents maintain lifetime connectivity to learning and our institutions. While it mig-
ht be easy to say a process of continuous innovation is required, the reality is that 
each institution needs to understand their own stages of technological maturity and 
advance in areas that make the most economic and student-centric improvements. 
UW Continuum College is just beginning to explore how AI can augment our 
academic advisors, for example, and there is great promise in this area.

Learner Services
The most fundamental attributes of the 60YC will not be programs or content at all 
but will be the connective services that are a part of engaging and re-engaging the 
learner over a lifetime. What will these services look like? One significant reorienta-
tion is that new services are likely to focus less on a specific program and more on 
the long-term objectives of the learner. A second change is that most new services 
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will be far more heavily augmented by technology than services today. Finally, the 
need for technology will be driven by increasingly sophisticated uses of data for both 
students and institutions. Looking at the landscape today we can already see hints 
of these changes taking shape, but we can also speculate about what some services 
of the future might be.

When we look beyond the traditional undergraduate planning time, which in-
cludes exploration of multiple majors and life options, often via a high school coun-
selor, the landscape after that time is very different. Most adult education marketing, 
recruiting, advising, and retention efforts are focused on a single degree or program. 
While students do benefit from coaching and recruiting for a particular program 
and those services will still be needed, part of the hyper-focus on individual pro-
grams relates to the financial need of the institution and not the long-term need of 
a student. This single-program focus is a rational way to think about services in an 
episodic educational environment where investments in individual programs are 
substantial and must be recovered and ongoing operations maintained. 

Coaching services for older adult students are already emerging at a number of 
universities online and continuing education units. For example, the Enrollment 
Services team at the University of Washington’s Continuum College focuses on 
coaching and not recruiting students for a particular program. Continuum College 
offers more than 400 programs a year for students across the age spectrum and 
served 55,000 learners last year (The University of Washington Continuum College 2017 
Year in Review 2018, p. 19). In 2018, UWC² had 24 programs related to ‘data’ (data 
science, data analytics, data visualization, etc.) and even navigating that one topic 
can be confusing without guidance. The UWC² Enrollment Services team is not a 
sales team, it is a coaching team designed to help learners traverse the complexity of 
such a robust catalog. External providers and other universities are also moving into 
this space and expanding the role of learner coaching.

Again, trends exist that show hints of a future state as more differentiated coach-
ing roles emerge. While some coaches are focused on pre-enrollment preparation, 
retention specialists, and post-program career counseling are becoming more com-
mon. A position that we are speculating will emerge is some form of ‘learning 
concierge.’ A learning concierge would offer the opportunity for a learner to regu-
larly check in and discover what learning experience might be a good one to build 
new knowledge and skills.

These coaches already rely on CRM technology to help students. That augmenta-
tion of human connectivity with technology will deepen so that personalization and 
continuity is maintained. We use the word ‘augmentation’ with great intention. For 
a number of years, educational technologists have speculated about having recom-
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mender systems like those on popular online shopping sites or video sites (e.g. 
Santos 2011). One problem with that approach is that the recommendations coming 
from these systems, while sometimes helpful, are often laughably wrong. It is likely 
that such systems will become more mainstream in higher education and some will 
operate without human assistance, but decisions about what course or program to 
take are inevitably far more complex than determining what TV program to binge-
watch next. Additionally, the consequences of making a mistake are much greater 
when making life-changing educational choices compared to most retail shopping 
or entertainment decisions. Having a human counselor who can listen to your uni-
que circumstances, and who is augmented by access to multiple deep data sources 
to guide learning choices, is an example of how we believe this service area will 
evolve.

Other service augmentations could include robust platforms for more directly 
connected workforce or career programs. Apprenticeships, once a key mechanism 
for learning trades, are returning in multiple forms and for higher-level jobs through 
initiatives in several U.S. states (WA Governor’s Office 2017). There is some evi-
dence to suggest that well-structured apprenticeships, practicums, or internships can 
help students find new paths through college but there are challenges with percep-
tion and implementation (Carlson 2017). Creating much deeper engagement di-
rectly between employers and students, in a variety of forms, is likely to be a growing 
service area.

Finally, looking at other fields can reveal analogous areas for services. For example, 
we might take cues for by looking at an exploding job category in medicine that was 
almost non-existent 5 years ago: genetic counseling. While forms of genetic coun-
seling have existed for some time, private companies offering very low cost and easy 
kits now put very powerful data in the hands of people without the knowledge to 
understand what the results mean for them. Genetic counselors must have deep 
scientific and medical understanding but also psychological skills because people 
can sometimes discover a looming terminal illness when looking at the results of 
these tests. One might imagine a similar need for students as learning data surfaces 
information about ourselves that is more personal than our medical records.

Funding and Policy
All of the perfect technologies, services, and programs would fail to deliver a 60YC 
if issues related to funding and policy are not addressed. Student loan debt in the 
United States is now more than $1.6T. Tell an undergraduate student today that they 
will also have to begin planning for additional formal education throughout a long 
life and the conversation does not yield excitement about the future. 
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Most U.S. financial aid programs are focused on the first years of college and are 
not designed for working adults. In the U.S., Federal funding for worker training 
and funding for education are managed by separate agencies (Department of Labor 
and Department of Education). Employer education programs, where they exist, 
vary widely and we see examples of businesses reducing their education benefits 
when the economy softens – exactly the time when workers need new training. The 
U.S. system is based on individual students and families paying for at least a portion, 
if not all, of the cost of their higher education. Such a system leads to inequity if 
supports are not in place and this will be exacerbated as more educational opportu-
nities are privately supported. 

Policies and approaches within universites are also going to need to be rexamined. 
While life stages may be changing and becoming more diffuse, there is a strong 
argument that treating all adult learners as if they are developmentally the same is 
an oversight. University faculty play many roles but may have intentionally selected 
older youth as the audience they are most excited to teach. Faculty are sometimes 
chided for lack of excitement over teaching older learners. It is worth considering, 
however, that we would not ask a kindergarten teacher to start teaching high school 
students without retraining. The number of years between an 18-year old and 30-year 
old is the same as the difference between Kindergarten to 12th grade. While the de-
velopmental gulf between ages may not be as wide, there are differences in older 
populations too, and those will need to be considered.

Universities will have to consider myriad issues as they begin to educate learners 
across a lifetime. In addition to faculty training, universities are facing cultural and 
structural changes. At several research universities in the United States, for example, 
anecdotal reports indicate growth in adult and continuing education is outpacing 
more traditional student populations. As one colleague at an elite U.S. research 
institution noted to this author, “I have been told that [the extended education unit] 
is getting so big that it is becoming a proverbial tail wagging the dog.” His state-
ments are reflected in tensions at a growing number of more traditional, selective 
universities that have maintained relatively small continuing education units for 
decades that are now experiencing rapid growth. This points to a potentially larger 
problem and that is the overall capacity of a university. There is benefit to graduating 
25 % or more of students each year: it creates room for the next generation. Without 
new approaches, traditional universities will have to make decisions about how to 
accommodate this growth. There are many different institutions of higher education 
in the world, some already serving adult learners. Whether large universities will 
attempt to meet all of the post-secondary lifelong learning needs in the future, or 
whether a multitude of different institutions will emerge is unknown. 
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UW Continuum College is working from a view that the 60YC will require a new 
social compact between learners, institutions, employers, and governments (Branon 
2018). These conversations will likely be more difficult, and driven by regional dif-
ferences, than any of the other areas described in this chapter. Like our current 
global patchwork of approaches to education, moving to a 60YC will surface many 
ideas and approaches. In the early stages of this transition, we welcome a time of 
experimentation and sharing so that everyone can benefit from considering unique 
models for lifetime learning support.

Concluding Discussion
As the great pandemic of 2020 begins to fade, some of our technological advances 
will be cemented into a new way of thinking. Other aspects of change may be 
quickly discarded in an attempt to return to more “normal” ways of interacting, 
learning, and working. Each life lost during this terrible time matters as an indivi-
dual to someone or a family. At scale, the losses are staggering and difficult to com-
prehend, and the longevity trend may see a dip. Even these horrific numbers, ho-
wever, are unlikely to be more than a momentary blip in the trend toward better 
health and longevity.  Technological and societal changes are going to continue, and 
some may even accelerate after the pandemic is over.

In the United States, and around the world, the pandemic has made visible long-
standing inequities in healthcare, work, and opportunity. Extending education over 
a lifetime alone will not solve these challenges but can open up new ways that we 
can extend the reach of our universities to underserved populations. It will not be 
easy. Should institutions, and not just their extended education units, begin to 
frame their work as lifetime learning, new paths to equity will emerge. These paths 
will not just benefit older learners, but everyone in society. 

At the University of Washington, Continuum College remains focused on how 
our lifelong learning program array serves students, emergent digital credentialing 
creates currency for a new skill economy, developing a human-centric technology 
stack, new learner services reach adults of all ages, and how policies and funding 
need to shift as learning extends over 60 years or more. Continuum College is not 
in this journey alone and continues to work with likeminded global institutions and 
organizations to make this a reality for all learners.
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A European University – a Renewal of Education? 

Dan Andrée, Stockholm Trio1

Summary
The European University Initiative (EUI) is a new political initiative from the Eu-
ropean Commission that can be seen as a strategic renewal of education in Europe, 
aiming at a structural, systemic and sustainable impact on education and training, 
research and innovation, and links to society. The EUI represents a new departure 
in its explicit focus on promoting collaboration in education between European 
universities. The EUI is an important part of the Commission’s proposal for the 
European Education Area (EEA) presented in the autumn of 2020, laying out a 
pathway towards achieving the EEA by 2025. In total 279 universities are participa-
ting in the 41 alliances started during 2019 and 2020. The funding (€5 million) comes 
from the education programme Erasmus+, and additional funding (€2 million) was 
offered to all alliances from the research and innovation programme Horizon 2020. 
This chapter builds on interviews with all 11 Swedish universities taking part in the 
initiative as well as other ‘stakeholders’ in Sweden and at the European level. The 
EUI alliances include most of the EU’s high-ranking universities but, even more 
importantly, many regional and smaller universities and higher education institu-
tions all over Europe. In this way this initiative seems to fill a gap in the ‘cooperation 
landscape’ in Sweden and Europe.

On average 5–10 % of universities in Europe take part, but for Sweden it is as high 
as 27 %. The experiences of Swedish participants so far have been mainly positive 
e.g., renewing education through developing new combined courses, creating joint 
hubs/open labs and learning units. However, there are uncertainties about what will 
happen in the future, including uncertainty about many legal issues, e.g., joint ex-
ams, and uncertainty regarding the Swedish government’s position. Further, the 
strong influence of student unions on decision-making processes within Swedish 

1 Karolinska Insititutet, KTH-Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm University
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universities – and thus on academic leadership – is an interesting distinguishing 
feature of the Swedish system and also a source of friction within some of the alli-
ances. However, at the same time, it creates a possibility for Swedish universities to 
have greater influence on students in Europe. Another important aspect is quality 
assurance and the need to agree on common standards. Swedish participants stress 
the importance of having a dialogue between participating universities but also with 
those not participating to avoid an ‘A and B team.’ Another aspect is the focus on 
Europe, which initially seems appropriate, but many Swedish partners also stress the 
importance of global connections.

The EUI represents a new way of working in Sweden where, traditionally, renewal 
of education at universities is steered by government regulations combined with 
‘bottom-up initiatives at the university level,’ although not from a strategical point 
of view. Through cooperation with universities in Europe, the EUI can contribute 
to generating new impulses within education and creating a European Education 
Area built on democracy, equality, tolerance and openness. A very important aspect 
for Swedish universities is the possibility to pool and share resources.

The EUI has support from numerous Member States, and many of the new 
Member States, and there is a clear majority in favor of its continuation. Sweden 
has a long tradition of contributing to the development of the EU Framework pro-
gramme for research and innovation, including the establishment of the European 
Research Council (ERC). The EUI has the potential to contribute to a strategic 
renewal of education and academic leadership in Swedish universities. During 2021-
2022 the future of the EUI will be decided. The Swedish government, together with 
universities in Sweden, needs to be more engaged at the national and EU level in 
the development of the EUI in line with Swedish interests. A very important issue 
for Swedish universities is the possibility of an extension after the three years, as the 
initial three years are too short, especially considering the effects of COVID-19.

Introduction
This chapter describes and discuss the new European University Initiative (EUI)2 
with the ambition to establish European Universities that will ‘enable students to 
obtain a degree by combining studies in several EU countries and contribute to the 
international competitiveness of European universities.’ The initiative is funded by 
the European Commission mainly from the Erasmus+ Programme as well as addi-
tional funding from the Horizon 2020 Framework Programme. The chapter is based 

2 https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-
universities-initiative_en (retrieved 2021-03-18, same date for all footnotes in this chapter)

https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative_en
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primarily on ‘desktop research’ in combination with around 40 interviews with 
mainly Swedish representatives (annex 1, p. 158) from different levels (government, 
universities, students and other stakeholders) involved in and/or affected by the 
EUI. In addition, interviews have been carried out with university representatives 
outside Sweden as well as representatives from different networks as well as the 
European Commission. 

41 university alliances consisting of 279 universities3 (or higher education institu-
tions) have been approved during 2019 – 2020 under the EUI scheme, and one 
challenge in writing this chapter was that there are so far very little practical expe-
riences.  The aim of the chapter is to contribute to the understanding and ongoing 
debate of the EUI rather than putting forward a view. The purpose is to identify 
some issues that are important in the implementation of the alliances that should 
be discussed further to prepare for the next step during the period 2021- 2022, as a 
part of the European Education Area to be established 2025. The comments are 
based mainly on interviews with Swedish participants. 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA)

The Bologna Process, launched 1999, is a process at the European level, with 49 
participating countries, that defines the European Higher Education Area4. The 
countries have agreed to adopt higher education reforms to ensure comparability in 
the standards and quality of higher-education qualifications. Within the process 
countries have also agreed on common key values – such as freedom of expression, 
autonomy for institutions, independent student unions, academic freedom, and free 
movement of students and staff. Through this process, countries, institutions and 
stakeholders continuously adapt their higher education systems, making them more 
compatible and modernizing their higher education systems. For all these countries, 
the main goal is to increase staff and students’ mobility. The European Commission 
is also a member of the EHEA. Every two or three years there are Ministerial Con-
ferences organized to assess the progress made within the EHEA and decide on the 
new steps to be taken. The last one was a virtual meeting in Rome in November 
2020. The next one is planned for 2024 in Albania.

3 In the following we refer to universities instead of ‘higher education institutions’. Some alliances 
have added partners which are not included in the 279.

4 https://www.ehea.info/

https://www.ehea.info/
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The Role of the European Commission

In the area of education, the Commission ‘only’ has competence to support, coor-
dinate or supplement actions of the Member States (Article 6 TFEU), whereas, e.g., 
in research the Commission has shared competence (Article 4 TFEU). 

At the same time, one of EU’s real flagships is the Erasmus + Programme to sup-
port education, training, youth and sport in Europe. Its budget of €14.7 billion 
(2014-2020) provided opportunities for over 4 million Europeans to study, train, 
and gain experience abroad. Under the new financial period, 2021-2027, the pro-
gram will keep the same acronym. The new program will be even more inclusive 
than the current one and is expected to triple the number of participants, bringing 
them up to 12 million people. It will cover not only higher education, but all levels 
and types of education and training. The budget, agreed during the German Presi-
dency, will be around €25 billion in current prices. 

So far, the Commission has ‘relied’ on the Bologna process. However, it seems 
like education is ‘coming’ higher up at the EU political level, which was manifested 
by  the Gothenburg Social Summit in November 2017, where the European Com-
mission laid out its vision (EU higher education policy)  for 2025, namely a Euro-
pean Education Area in which the free movement of learners is guaranteed: “A 
continent where spending time in another Member State – to study, to learn or to 
work – has become the standard and where, in addition to one’s mother tongue, 
speaking two other languages has become the norm. A continent in which people 
have a strong sense of their identity as Europeans, of Europe’s cultural heritage and 
its diversity.” The European Commission is focusing on three key priorities that will 
improve mobility and student exchanges for A Network of European Universities 
(EUI), the automatic mutual recognition of diplomas and a European Student Card. 
The fact that this was discussed at a Social Summit also shows the commitment to 
the role of education to support social equality.

European Research Area (ERA)

The European Research Area5 is the ambition to create a single, borderless market 
for research, innovation and technology across the EU. It can be described as intro-
ducing the 5th freedom (the internal market has four freedoms: free movement of 
people, services, goods and capital), namely the free movement of ‘knowledge’. The 
free movement of researchers and knowledge should enable better cross-border 
cooperation. The aim is to help countries be more effective together by aligning their 

5 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/era_en

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/era_en
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research policies and programs. ERA was launched in 2000, and a process to start a 
new ERA was launched during 2018. Important steps were taken during the German 
Presidency at the end of 2020, and the new ERA is due to start at the end of 2021. 

Even if the Commission can propose legislation to implement the ERA, it is 
questionable whether this will happen. The former commissioner for research and 
innovation, Máire Geoghegan-Quinn, ‘threatened’ Member States to introduce le-
gislation but had to withdraw this ‘offer’ because of the negative reaction and pro-
posed ERA-Pacts6 with stakeholders instead.  However, there is one successful legis-
lation in the area of research, namely research infrastructure in the form of the 
European Research Infrastructure Consortium (ERIC).

At the EU level one often says that the Framework Programme for Research and 
Innovation is not a research program but a political instrument where researchers 
are needed. This is obvious in the collaborative part of the Framework Programme 
where it is important in the application for a project to prove the expected impact 
– often the societal impact – that contributes to implementing EU policies in a 
specific area.  To be successful in an application, researchers need to be aware of the 
long-term EU political goals e.g., regarding climate, energy or transport. It is less 
obvious in the more bottom-up parts of the programme such as the European Re-
search Council (ERC) and the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA). As for 
the ERC, the political goal is ‘to substantially strengthen and shape the European 
research system’. So, when researchers take part in the ERC they also contribute to 
EU policy. It is even more obvious in the MSCA, which supports mobility between 
countries and between academia and industry: EU competitiveness would benefit 
from fewer barriers to knowledge transfer, open access to scientific research and 
greater mobility of researchers (Communication ‘An Investment Plan for Europe’ 
COM (2014) 903 final, p. 16.) – i.e., researchers taking part in MSCA contributes 
to this goal of EU Competitiveness. The same is, of course, true for the Erasmus+ 
Programme where students taking part in the scheme contribute to the political aim 
student mobility and exchanges.  In Sweden research and innovation programs are 
traditionally not politically ‘controlled,’ but there has been a shift in the governme-
nts Research Bill presented every fourth year, where in 2016 and 2020 the govern-
ment selected for the first time strategic research and innovation areas that link to 
national and global societal challenges referring to in Agenda 2030 and the Paris 
Agreement. Hence, in Sweden programs are also becoming political instruments. 

6 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_12_44

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/SPEECH_12_44
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European University Networks

In September 2017, the French President Emmanuel Macron relaunched the idea of 
the European university and proposed that 20 European universities should emerge 
until 20247. Composed of four to six higher education institutions in at least three 
EU Member States, European universities should develop joint-degree and execu-
tive-education programs, as well as ambitious research and innovation projects. In 
fact, it has been said that the speech by Macron was not prepared in ‘consultation’ 
at the national or European level, but it should be seen as a political initiative by the 
French President. The advantage being that it needs to be discussed further and still 
in a way be discussed and ‘filled’ with a ‘realistic’ content.  As mentioned above, this 
idea was taken up by ministers at the Gothenburg meeting later in the autumn of 
2017 in the form of a Network of European Universities. Considering it only took 
two years from the discussion until the initiative could start it is most impressive 
phase, the speed of the implementation was, of course, dependent very much on 
support from France and Germany. However, their approach was initially a bit dif-
ferent where France stressed the importance of a ‘excellence’ and Germany a more 
‘open’ approach. One important aspect of the alliances is that it is open to all disci-
plines and particularly to interdisciplinary areas. Both Germany and France also give 
substantial additional funding (typically the same level as the funding from the EU) 
to German/French universities taking part and keeping close contact with the uni-
versities. 

The concept of European university networks is not a new idea. There are many 
European University associations n.b. European University Association (EUA) as 
well as e.g., the League of European Research Universities (LERU) and the Guild 
of European Research-Intensive Universities. However, the role of these networks is 
more as a kind of ‘lobby’/’interest’ organization rather than the promotion of col-
laboration. In addition, if the network/association is ‘too’ large (e.g., the EUA was 
established 2001), it is often difficult to find common ground or the ‘common’ 
ground can become rather general. This prompted the rise of smaller networks such 
as LERU (2002) and the Guild (2016). Some of the smaller associations are also a 
kind of ‘closed’ club for the elite and/or well-established universities.    

Further, some networks can be seen as a kind of predecessor to the concept of a 
European university, such as the 4EU Alliance, the EuroTech Alliance, the Euro-
pean Consortium of Innovative Universities (ECIU), ESCP Europe and the Franco-
German University. Many of these networks form the basis for the EUI alliances. 
The ECIU is one of the EUI alliances with most ambitious goals, see annex 2, p. 159. 

7 http://international.blogs.ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-
europe-18583.html

http://international.blogs.ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-europe-18583.html
http://international.blogs.ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-europe-18583.html
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A very important network has been the Coimbra Group consisting of around 40 
European Universities. Most of these universities are now involved in one alliance, 
and some of the alliances consist to a large degree of participants of this network, 
sometime complemented with additional partners. Coimbra is not an ‘elite’ club, 
but the aim is to the networking of ‘long-established European multidisciplinary 
universities of high international standard.’

European University Initiative (EUI)
The European University Initiative (EUI) is a new political initiative from the Eu-
ropean Commission and a strategic renewal of education in Europe. It represents a 
new departure in its explicit focus on promoting collaboration in education between 
European universities. ‘The aim of the European University Initiative8 is to bring 
together a new generation of creative Europeans able to cooperate across languages, 
borders and disciplines to address societal challenges and skills shortages faced in 
Europe.’ 

At the 2017 Gothenburg Summit, EU leaders outlined a vision for education and 
culture. In its December 2017 Conclusions (EUCO 19/1/17, Rev 1), the European 
Council called on Member States, the Council and the Commission to put forward 
a number of initiatives, including: ‘…strengthening strategic partnerships across the 
EU between higher education institutions and encouraging the emergence by 2024 
of some twenty ‘European Universities’, consisting in bottom-up networks of uni-
versities across the EU which will enable students to obtain a degree by combining 
studies in several EU countries and contribute to the international competitiveness 
of European universities.’ 

The European Commission presented a Communication on the European Edu-
cation Area on 30 September 2020, laying out a pathway to achieving the EEA by 
2025. The EUI is a very important part in achieving the EEA focusing on visions 
such as: spending time abroad to study and learn should become the norm; school 
and higher education qualifications should be recognized across the EU; knowing 
two languages in addition to one’s mother tongue should be standard; everyone 
should be able to access high-quality education, irrespective of their socio-economic 
background; and people should have a strong sense of their identity as a European, 
of Europe’s cultural heritage and its diversity.

8 https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-
universities-initiative_en

https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative_en
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The COVID-19 pandemic has suddenly accelerated the digital transformation of 
higher education institutions. Further, ‘the transformation of our universities needs 
to be accelerated so young people are prepared for the jobs of tomorrow in a fast-
changing society, and future generations are empowered to find solutions to big 
societal challenges that Europe and the world are facing. This requires a much dee-
per level of cooperation between universities. With its European Universities initia-
tive, the European Commission aims at fostering excellence, innovation and inclu-
sion in higher education across Europe, accelerating the transformation of higher 
education institutions into the universities of the future with structural, systemic 
and sustainable impact’ (European University factsheet9, 2020).

‘The alliances shall:
•	 include partners from all types of higher education institution and cover a 

broad geographic scope across Europe.
•	 be based upon a co-envisioned long-term strategy focussed on sustainabi-

lity, excellence, and European values.
•	 offer student-centred curricula jointly delivered across inter-university cam-

puses, where diverse student bodies can build their own programs and ex-
perience mobility at all levels of study.

•	 adopt a challenge-based approach according to which students, academics 
and external partners can cooperate in inter-disciplinary teams to tackle the 
biggest issues facing Europe today.’

The first call was published in 2018, and the key criterion was a minimum of three 
higher education institutions from three EU Member States or Erasmus Programme 
countries. The maximum funding was 80 % of total eligible cost in co-financing. 
Any eligible participating higher education institution established in an EU Mem-
ber State or any other Programme Country10 could be the ‘applicant.’ This organiza-
tion applies on behalf of all participating organizations involved in the European 
University alliance. This approach differs from e.g., projects under Horizon 2020 
where you always have a coordinator. In the EUI one would like to avoid pointing 
out one partner as the coordinator/lead partner but emphasizes that it is a genuine 
cooperation on equal footing. As mentioned later, this model is also implemented 
in many alliances through a rotating chair. 

9 https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-
universities-initiative_en

10  https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/programme-guide/part-a/who-can-participate/
eligible-countries_en

https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area/european-universities-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/programme-guide/part-a/who-can-participate/eligible-countries_en
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/programme-guide/part-a/who-can-participate/eligible-countries_en
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The result of the first call was published in June 2019. Out of 54 applications re-
ceived, 17 European Universities involving 114 higher education institutions from 
24 Member States were selected on an evaluation carried out by 26 independent 
external experts. Each alliance received up to €5 million in the coming three years 
to start implementing their plans and pave the way for other higher education in-
stitutions across the EU. In the autumn of 2019, an additional call was launched, 
restricted to the 17 selected alliances from Horizon 2020 with a budget of up to €2 
million to ‘add a research component’ to the network. 

The result of the second call was published in July 2020. 62 applications were 
received, and 24 new alliances were approved involving 165 higher education insti-
tutions from 26 Member States and other countries participating in the Erasmus+ 
Programme. In addition to the €5 million, these alliances were also offered the pos-
sibility to apply for an additional €2 million from Horizon 2020. 

Further, there are some ‘Key cooperation principles’:
‘Alliances need a joint long-term strategy for education with, where possible, links 

to research and innovation to drive systemic, structural and sustainable impact at 
all levels of their institutions.

Alliances must create a European inter-university ‘campus’, where: 
•	 students, staff and researchers enjoy seamless mobility (physical, virtual or 

blended) to study, train, teach, do research, work or share services at coo-
perating partner institutions. 

•	 transdisciplinary and transnational teams of students, academics and exter-
nal stakeholders tackle big issues facing Europe (such as climate protection, 
democracy, health, big data, migration).

•	 students can design their own flexible curricula, leading to a European 
Degree. 

•	 practical and/or work-based experience is provided to foster an entrepre-
neurial mind-set and develop civic engagement.

•	 the student body reflects the social, economic and cultural diversity of the 
population Cooperating partners should come from different parts of Eu-
rope.’

Last but not least, cooperation partners should come from different parts of Europe. 
All in all, the 41 alliances involve 279 higher education institutions from all Member 
States and beyond involving small, medium-sized and large institutions as well as 
high research ranked to lesser known institutions. 

The EUI alliances will deepen cooperation between their institutions, students 
and staff and pool online and physical resources, courses, expertise, data and in-



138

Dan Andrée

frastructure. Working closer together will leverage their ability to tackle the chal-
lenges they are faced with during the recovery and beyond. It will help them to 
foster inclusive green and digital transitions for the benefit of their students and all 
Europeans. Europe is now working towards their shared vision and institutional 
transformation, aiming at a structural, systemic and sustainable impact on education 
and training, research and innovation, and links to society.

Characteristics of the EUI 

There are still very little practical experiences from the EUI alliances as the first set 
of 17 started in the autumn of 2019 and the remaining 24 started earliest at the end 
of 2020. In addition, COVID-19 has severely affected the planned activities under 
most of 2020. 

The minimum number of partners is 3, but the average number of partners in the 
41 alliances is 7. The smallest one consists of 4 partners and the largest 11. In addi-
tion, some alliances have many associated and affiliated partners – up to 100 and 
more. One way to measure the size of the alliances is by the total number of stu-
dents, which varies from 400 000 down to 5 000.

One major difference from the calls establishing the EUI alliances and calls under 
Horizon 2020 is the principle to include partners from different parts of Europe. 
This aspect is only covered in the ‘widening part’ of Horizon 2020. Another way to 
express this is that ‘excellence‘ is the main criterion in Horizon 2020, which is not 
the case in the EUI. What is interesting in the EUI is that they have managed to 
add the ‘widening’ part as a positive criterion. This is also confirmed in the inter-
views, i.e., most alliances see it as a positive aspect that many regions are involved. 
Another way to express this is that the EUI alliances are ‘fresh’ new alliances com-
pared with the ‘old club’ networks. However, most of Europe’s top-universities are 
involved in the alliances, e.g., 17 of LERU’s 18 EU members (LERU has an additio-
nal 5 members in the UK and Switzerland) are part of an alliance. 

Concerning the countries that have the most partners involved, it is not surprising 
to see Germany (12.5 %) and France (11.5 %) at the top. One exception is the UK 
with only 2.5 % of the partners, which presumably is mainly explained by Brexit. It 
is now also clear that the UK will not take part in Erasmus+ in the new programme 
from 2021.  

To compare this initiative with e.g., calls in Horizon 2020, Table 1 (see p. 160) 
shows the total involvement of partners in the EUI as well as ‘higher education or 
secondary institutions’ involved in the Societal Challenge part of Horizon 2020. The 
share of the EU13 countries is much larger in the EUI than in Horizon 2020 – 22.6 % 
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compared with 4.6 %. This is ‘balanced’ with the UK going down from a 23 % 
share in Horizon 2020 to a 2.5 % share in EUI. In addition, there are large drops, 
particularly for countries like the Netherlands and Denmark. It is also interesting 
to note the very large increase in the share of French partners, from 3.7 % in Horizon 
2020 to 11.5 % in EUI. The very low outcome in Horizon 2020 for French univer-
sities is explained by the corresponding high participation of research organizations 
from France in Horizon 2020. Another explanation for the large increase in French 
partners is likely that it was a French ‘initiative’ through Macron. It is important to 
note that this does not mean that networks with French partners received special 
‘treatment’; rather, they have been more active in applying both as applicants as well 
as participants. 

For many universities, in e.g., Germany and France, the additional funding from 
the government has encouraged them to take part. The additional funding is as high 
as the same level of funding from the EU. In total, according to the European Com-
mission, 21 Member States have some kind of additional funding (source: the Eu-
ropean Commission). In Sweden, a very small amount has been available from the 
Swedish Council for Higher Education11 (UHR). 

The high rate of coordinating alliances by France and Germany could possibly be 
explained by the active engagement of their governments, including additional fun-
ding. 

As regards the research part and the funding from Horizon 2020, it was a restricted 
call12 with the aim that ‘The support will focus on the following indicative list of 
modules in the field of research and innovation: (1) developing a common research 
and innovation agenda and action plan; (2) strengthening human capital, enabling 
balanced brain circulation and gender balance; (3) sharing research infrastructures 
and other resources; (4) reinforcing cooperation with non-academic actors, esp. 
academia-business cooperation; (5) mainstreaming of comprehensive Open Science 
practices; (6) involvement of citizens, civil society and public/cities authorities in 
research and innovation; (7) exploring joint structures across the European Univer-
sities on technical activities common to all ‘European Universities’, facilitating col-
laboration in activities, obstacles, and solutions that could be common to all allian-
ces, as well as clustering activities to share best practices on research and innovation.’

Table 2 (see p. 169) summarizes the 41 alliances showing one map for each alli-
ance, indicating the acronym of the alliance, the participating universities, the app-
licant/coordinator, total number of students and the key areas covered by the alli-
ance. The figure clearly shows the extensive geographical coverage of each alliance, 

11 https://www.uhr.se/en/start/about-the-council/
12 https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/id/H2020_IBA-SwafS-Support-1-2020

https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/id/H2020_IBA-SwafS-Support-1-2020
https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/id/H2020_IBA-SwafS-Support-1-2020
https://www.uhr.se/en/start/about-the-council/
https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/id/H2020_IBA-SwafS-Support-1-2020
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the variety in volume (5 000-400 000 students) and the variety and scope of areas 
(from film and arts to all the disciplines of a large university). In addition, there is 
a link to the website of the alliances. As a complement, Table 3 (see p. 165) shows a 
map of the Swedish participation in the 11 alliances.

The EUI from a ‘Swedish Perspective’
As a part of writing this report, around 40 interviews have been carried out with, in 
particular, Swedish partners in the alliances as well as other ‘stakeholders.’ Below are 
some statements/comments that frequently came up during the interviews. The 
comments should not be seen as conclusions but serve more as reflections for further 
debate. The purpose is not to refer to a single organization and/or person intervie-
wed. 

Swedish participants have sent a formal letter the Minister of Education and 
Research13 with comments and questions regarding the initiative. Many of the ques-
tions and issues mentioned in the letter have in a way been commented and/or 
‘answered’ in the interviews. In particular, the following aspects have been brought 
up and partly clarified:

•	 The relationship between Europe and the rest of the world is a concern, but 
it seems that most Swedish partners accept the focus on Europe, especially 
with regard to education.

•	 It is very clear there is a positive view on the geographical criterion even if 
some partners would like to see more top universities included. 

•	 The initiative was set up with ‘educational criteria,’ and research has been 
added, which makes the research part a bit unclear. Partners point out the 
strict ‘border’ in Sweden between research and education, concerning fun-
ding from the government, which makes coordination with the EU more 
difficult. 

•	 Important progress has been made within the Bologna process, and agreed 
initiatives should be implemented before new steps are taken at European 
level. 

•	 The question of autonomy relates very much to the comments, namely that 
the Swedish government must be much more engaged to discuss possible 
legal ‘consequences’ in the future. 

13 Letter (October 2020) sent by 10 Presidents of Swedish Universities taking part in the EUI as well 
as the Chair of the expert group on internationalisation (Association of Swedish Higher Education 
Institutions) to the Swedish Minister for Higher Education and Research, Ms Matilda Ernkrans.
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Issues to be addressed (mentioned in the letter):
•	 The quality assurance aspect is very important for Swedish partners. 
•	 The influence of students is one of the most important issues. 
•	 The legal framework is one of the most important reasons why the govern-

ment must be more engaged in the discussion. 
•	 The system for automatic recognition of degrees and opportunities for joint 

degrees should first be fully examined before establishing a European de-
gree.

•	 The principles of admission and access to a university need to be synchro-
nized at the European level.

•	 The issue of student support systems and tuition fees has been taken up by 
students and student organizations. 

Finally, in the letter it has been pointed out that even if Sweden has a strong parti-
cipation it is mainly the research-intensive universities that are taking part and not 
the higher education institutions focusing only on education, which risks creating 
an A and a B team. 

The EUI represents a new way of working in Sweden where, traditionally, renewal 
of education at universities happens primarily either through government regula-
tions (e.g., the government decides on the curriculum content for doctors, or nurses, 
etc.) or bottom-up and within respective disciplines and programs at university le-
vel. What is missing today is a more strategic approach that takes into account de-
velopment at the national and international levels. In this way the EUI represents a 
new possibility. Through cooperation with universities in Europe, the EUI can con-
tribute to receiving new impulses on education and creating a European Education 
Area building on democracy, equality, tolerance and openness. 

General Views  

EUI is seen in Sweden as a very clear European initiative, and even if most partners 
do not want a supranational system it has vitalized the Bologna process. Some part-
ners pointed out that the top universities are not taking part in an alliance, which 
is normally true if one looks at individual alliances, but as a whole most of the high-
ranking universities in Sweden and Europe are taking part in one alliance. 

One question is who is in the ‘driving seat’ of the initiative in Swedish universities. 
It seems to be a combination of Swedish Universities that have mostly been contact-
ed by the university leading the alliance and/or a joint discussion within an existing 
network. The participation has been ‘anchored’ at highest level within the universi-
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ties but not always driven by the highest level. In some cases the Swedish partners 
felt it was necessary to take part as it could be seen as negative to be outside it. When 
joining there was very little time to decide and no time to develop a specific stra-
tegy. One important aspect for the participation is the possibility of pooling and 
sharing resources. This can be a cost-effective way of expanding e.g., courses in 
areas where the university does not have their own competence. 

One of the main positive outcomes, which seems to be shared by most Swedish 
participants, is the potential for a ‘renewal of education,’ but at the moment this is 
more an evolution rather than a revolution. 

The feeling is that Swedish universities do not want any top-down decisions from 
the EU level but rather bottom-up on a ‘voluntary basis’. This is particularly true 
for the higher-ranked universities wanting to keep their ‘brand names’ but less im-
portant for the ‘lower ranked’ universities.  One important aspect is, of course, if 
EU decides to put funding into a continuation, in that case most universities could 
not ‘afford’ to be outside. 

The experiences from earlier new EU top-down initiatives are mixed. One ex-
ample is the EIT-KICs, which are very much appreciated by some universities with 
large participation, but to be honest it has not changed the landscape in Europe 
despite rather significant funding. It is too early to know how the EUI will develop. 
However, the construction of the alliances means that there is also freedom for all 
partners to focus on their own priorities.

Other types of networks (besides EUI) are needed to continue, but they should 
be very different in nature – in other networks you often get together with ‘old’ 
colleagues – as EUI is a new type of ‘network’. The old type of networks serve more 
as setting opinions or trying to influence policy as a ‘lobby’ organization. Some of 
the EUI alliances build on existing clusters/networks but most of them seem to be 
rather new or at least have many new partners included e.g., to fulfil the ‘geograp-
hical criterion.’ This is one of many challenges for many alliances, i.e., to initiate 
cooperation. Previous networks are more often focused on research rather than 
education.  To benefit it is important for the partners in an alliance spend time to 
get to know each other better.

The alliances are not seen as scientific networks but focus on education and in 
particular mobility – i.e., embedded and seamless mobility. They span from very 
narrow topics to cover in principle all disciplines of a university. However, it is im-
portant with transdisciplinarity. Also, it is useful with complementary expertise 
between the partners. This is seen as a way to pool resources and to gain leverage. 

All alliances have a partner responsible for the application (called an applicant), 
but most avoid the notion of coordinator. In order to manifest the equal coopera-
tion, they often use a rotating chair between the partners, which is a highly appre-
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ciated way of implementation. In this way the university has a freedom to choose 
which activities to be involved in.

The funding from the European Commission is regarded as very little compared 
with what is needed for the activities to be carried out. In the future the funding 
must be stepped up considerably. The alliance can hopefully be used to apply to-
gether for additional funding, e.g., from Horizon Europe. The difference between 
Member states regarding additional funding tends to create unequal conditions for 
cooperation. However, it has been pointed out that funding should not replace the 
commitment and the motive of the university to be engaged, and it is important for 
them to put in their own resources and think about the next step.

Focus on SDGs is very important for some alliances, whereas some have more 
open areas covering all areas of a university. Some of the alliances with narrow areas 
find it more difficult to involve the whole university in the process of closer coope-
ration. On the other hand, some alliances with narrow topics also make serious ef-
forts to involve the whole university. 

Each partner is usually responsible for some parts/work packages – e-learning 
platforms, thematic/innovation hubs or open/living-labs are sometimes used (e.g., 
in climate, energy, or health).  One aim is to develop educational courses, either 
developing existing courses or more frequently developing new joint courses and 
other activities where several but not necessarily all partners are involved in all acti-
vities. This could lead to a package of courses that could be used by students to 
combine an exam at his/her university. This seems to be one of the concrete suc-
cessful outputs so far, i.e., expanding the menu of courses for students to be included 
in their exam while at the same time avoiding any legal problems existing at the 
national level. Flexible curricula and life-long learning options are other important 
keywords. Other aspects such as entrepreneurship are also a key focus point for 
many alliances. 

Some similarities with EIT-KICs (in particular the Health KIC) have been men-
tioned, and questions have been raised about possible duplication. In this context 
there is also the issue of how to combine other relevant existing initiatives such as 
the MSCA.

A challenge that occurs many times is with different cultures, both in organiza-
tions and regarding how to work in practice – the alliances are like an EU in mi-
niature. One comment in this context is that the administration required is more 
bureaucratic than what is considered necessary. In combination with insufficient 
funding, this has sometimes affected the enthusiasm for the work within universi-
ties.

Several participants mentioned the importance of quality assurance and the de-
velopment of European standards to be agreed.
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Vision and Future

The alliances are both a challenge and a possibility for the future. It is important to 
have a long-term vision. We might not agree with all aspects of the long-term vision, 
but we must be active and influence the future of these networks. We are, e.g., very 
far from a European University and/or joint exams. It is important to be pragmatic.

Some smaller/’lesser known’ universities stressed the importance of these allian-
ces as a central part in being more internationalized. Smaller universities are also 
more interested in establishing joint exams. In fact, some alliances have already 
started on this avenue including discussion on establishing a legal entity even if this 
is far away for most alliances (ECIU alliance, annex 2 p. 159). 

There is a general skepticism about the long-term goal to establish a European 
University but some openness towards developing micro-credentials. In particular, 
it is important to focus on common courses, to combine an exam but not a Euro-
pean exam. A very important goal is to find new ways to cooperate and identify 
legal barriers. It is better to participate and have the possibility to influence the fu-
ture rather than watch from the outside. An interesting comment is that the Swedish 
system with many free-standing courses as a part of a curriculum is already a natio-
nal ‘micro-credential.’

As concerning legal status for the alliances, this is not a priority (for most of the 
Swedish participants), but they are not against it if other universities would like to 
go ahead. A very good complement to the EUI is the existing ‘strategic partner-
ships14’ created under Erasmus+ in different areas. 

Three years is considered much too short to implement all activities. A prolonging 
is clearly necessary. 

A comment put forward is that there is sometimes a lack of incentives for indivi-
dual researchers/teachers to take part, as the career is decided by other factors that 
do not take international cooperation into account. 

Some universities have pointed out the need to do benchmarking, e.g., with the 
University of California and/or the University of Arizona. 

It is important that the initiatives also provide something for all universities that 
do not take part in any alliances, avoiding the risk of A and B teams. 

Views from Student Organizations

In general, students have not been very involved when the initiative was discussed 
at the political level. However, the focus for the alliances is very much on students 

14 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/opportunities/strategic-partnerships-field-
education-training-and-youth_en

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/opportunities/strategic-partnerships-field-education-training-and-youth_en
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/opportunities/strategic-partnerships-field-education-training-and-youth_en
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(all levels), in particular to increase mobility. The alliances can be used to interna-
tionalize education, including attracting students (to Sweden). However, mobility 
should be primarily within Erasmus+. The focus in EUI should be at the doctoral 
and post-doc levels and on shorter courses.  

Student organizations seem positive towards developing joint courses. However, 
one should not travel for short visits due to environmental and sustainability con-
cerns but instead develop digital courses/technology – ‘inclusive and green mobi-
lity.’ In this sense COVID-19 has ‘helped.’ 

Swedish participants stress the active role of students/student organizations, 
which is not always the case in other European countries. The slogan “European 
Universities for students and by students” has been mentioned. Student organiza-
tions and participation in the management of universities are very different in Eu-
ropean countries. Sweden should use these alliances to show the benefit of including 
students in the decision-making processes and academic leadership of universities. 
This issue has the potential to give credibility to Sweden regarding active student 
involvement as part of the political priority on equality issues in Sweden. Sweden 
has long had a very strong position on Student participation. For instance, Sweden 
was the strongest promotor of the inclusion of students in the formal governance 
structures of the Bologna process.

There are still issues for Swedish students in Erasmus+ when it comes to having 
courses credited in the exam. This is also manifested in that Sweden is one of a few 
countries to not use the allocated budget for Erasmus+. Another problem taken up 
is the language problem – in particular at the lower level of education.

Dialogue Within Sweden and Outside

Swedish participants stress the importance of having a dialogue between Swedish 
participating universities and other universities and higher education institutions 
not taking part. It does not mean a ‘coordination’ to acquire a common view but 
rather to share experiences and also involve those universities that are not taking part 
in any alliances. Without such dialogues the alliances risk becoming ‘isolated is-
lands.’ The Association of Swedish Higher Education Institutions15 (SUHF) should 
have a role (and it has already started to take this role) including assisting the uni-
versities and higher education institutions. 

In addition, it seems important for the Swedish participants to have a dialogue 
with other alliances at the EU/international level. Informal Fora exist for the allian-
ces set up under the first call and second call, respectively. It was initiated through 
the Horizon 2020 call as an additional possibility to have an exchange between the 

15 https://suhf.se/in-english/

https://suhf.se/in-english/
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alliances. Even if the Fora is set up under the Horizon 2020 call, the ambition is to 
use the Fora for all activities in the alliances, including the Education part. 

Geographical Criterion

One major difference between the EUI alliances and projects within, e.g., Horizon 
2020 is the aspect of geographical distribution – a kind of ‘widening’ or ‘inclusive 
geographical balance’. Most partners seem to see this as a positive aspect. It is about 
geographical – not excellence – ‘networks.’ The EUI alliances are sometimes more 
suited for cooperation on education rather than research as the selection criteria were 
mainly educational. The very high participation of Sweden in the EUI can be ex-
plained by a combination of excellence, and the geographical criterion to include 
one ‘Nordic partner.’ It is clear that some of the Swedish partners have been included 
mainly because of the geographical criterion. 

The regional aspect of many alliances is very important, and this is shown by 
close ties with many local and regional stakeholders as associated partners. 

International Cooperation Outside Europe

The focus is on Europe but openness to the world is also very important. The first 
phase should be seen as a pilot – the next step is a global education. Already now it 
is good and possible to include associated partners outside Europe. Some universities 
express the view that the alliances from the start should have taken into account 
international cooperation outside Europe, while others do not share this view. Se-
veral alliances have already teamed up with universities and other partners from 
third countries in order to be ‘true’ global actors.

Many universities also stress the importance of working closely together in Eu-
rope. It is not realistic to include partners outside Europe in the beginning – it is 
difficult enough to cooperate inside Europe. It is very different compared with re-
search networks where cooperation outside Europe is essential.  

Synergies Between Education and Research

The focus is on education, and the alliances were set up using ‘educational’ criteria. 
Research was added after the alliances started and several partners are a bit unclear 
with the goal of the research part of the alliance. The partners in existing alliances 
might not always be suited for research cooperation. However, it is important to 
have more synergies between education and research, and many alliances point out 
the importance of developing the research aspects of the alliance.  
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Research is ‘supported’ through a number of different activities such as undergra-
duate and graduate schools inside research labs, establishing joint doctoral pro-
grams, sharing and linking research data sources and developing research integrity 
and research ethics courses. In general, it is too early to assess specifically the research 
part of the alliances. 

Political Level

Even if one might not agree with the long-term vision (expressed by Macron) it is 
positive that education is discussed at EU ministerial level.

In general, there is a lack of political engagement in Sweden. We need much more 
engagement from ministries and ministers. We must be active in order to influence 
the future. Ministries need to ‘talk’ to stakeholders / universities. In research and 
innovation, the ministries are much more involved at the EU level. In Sweden 
there is also a strict ‘border’ concerning funding from the government between 
education and research. 

We need political support – we need to know what the government would like 
to achieve. It is not primarily about financial support. We need to know the position 
of the government and have a dialogue.

Commission’s Involvement

The EUI is important as it also ‘forces’ more collaboration and coordination between 
DG RTD (European Commission Directorate – General: Research and Innovation) 
and DG EAC (European Commission Directorate – General: Education, Youth, 
Sport and Culture). The commission needs to push Member States but, at the same 
time, be realistic. Many universities appreciate the dialogue and more direct contacts 
with the Commission.  

Additional Views at European Level
The following is a mixture of information from websites, interviews and seminars/
workshops.

Some Views from the European Commission

A European degree is a clear goal. There is a need to explore possibilities for EUI 
legal entities, but it should not be compulsory. The two calls so far should be seen 
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as testbeds. The next phase is to be discussed and decided. Regarding being open to 
the world, it is natural to open up to countries ‘near’ Europe such as the Western 
Balkans and at the same time promote mobility outside Europe. However, the focus 
is on EU-priorities.

It is important to distinguish between networks and alliances. EUI is a new type 
of ‘network’ but the old ones should continue. It is a new instrument that needs to 
be developed. The first phase is about working together to reach agreed goals. It is 
about collaboration, not integration. 21 MSs have some kind of financial top-up, 
and there are common goals in the EUI alliances but the implementation is diffe-
rent. Flexibility and diversity are important, and SDGs are important to tackle from 
a European perspective.

The Commission does not want to impose on the alliances. Rather, the Commis-
sion wants co-creation and consultation (future vison, micro credentials, and sus-
tainability) regarding the next phase, which will take place during 2021. A new call 
is expected in 2022. We need a transformation of the university sector. Digital 
transformation, inclusiveness, and micro credentials are some key words. Synergies 
with KICs are important. It is important that the whole of the university engage 
even if the topic for the alliance is narrow. 

Swedish and Nordic universities are important partners as they are at the forefront 
in many areas including gender and lifelong learning.  Participation of students in 
decision making processes are also very important. 

We are open to the future – but must also take into account the budget that will 
be allocated. Not all universities in Europe are ready to participate – focus on the 
ones that are ready. Develop tools that can be used by other universities. We need 
to develop indicators to measure progress.

Ahead of the next call it is important to have a discussion on how to better inte-
grate education, research and innovation. 

Views from Partners Outside Sweden

In general, views are very similar to the Swedish ones. However, there are partners 
that are prepared to go much further in the cooperation, e.g., towards joint exams, 
micro credentials and a European University. This does not seem to pose a major 
problem in the implementation, at the moment, but will of course be an issue when 
the next phase is to be discussed.

Stronger collaboration on education is needed between universities in Europe. 
We need common goals and to use digitization. It is not about losing autonomy. 
Virtual campus yes, but physical mobility is also important. We need to find ways 
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to include the UK. Cooperation outside Europe is important but we should not 
work for a global university. It is important to’ involve’ other universities that are 
not members in any alliance in order to avoid an A and B team in Europe.

We do not see the end goal as a ‘European University’ but a legal framework with 
a kind of corporate structure with autonomy for each university.  

As mentioned above, one issue is the influence of students, but it seems like part-
ners have accepted a more active influence in the alliances compared with how 
students are involved in the university management in general. 

The importance of the informal fora for the two calls are stressed in order to 
share experiences between the alliances. On the agenda for the meetings in the fora 
are the exchange of ideas, good practices – coordination, develop common tools to 
monitor and develop the alliances, share ideas of obstacle such as a joint curriculum 
and a European degree.  

The geographical criterion does not seem to be an issue but rather a positive as-
pect. 

The additional funding has been very important, particularly the involvement 
and interest shown by ministries in many countries. However, universities must be 
committed, and more funding is needed as are resources. The additional funding 
has been central in stimulating universities to take the lead as ‘applicants’. Being an 
applicant means in some alliances that you are more active and taking the lead. 

There seems to be an issue if and how to proceed with the Bologna process and 
the EHEA versus the EU’s EEA. One important question is also that all EHEA 
countries are not included in the EEA. 

The EUA has in a survey among members concluded some priorities put forward 
by the universities: Enhancement of the quality of learning and teaching, increasing 
attractiveness, visibility and international standing, boosting staff and student mo-
bility, strengthening the links between different university missions, develop a more 
strategic approach towards international collaboration and help build Europe and 
foster European integration and cohesion. 

In the future the Commission/national governments need to provide substantial 
co-funding to avoid an uneven playing field, eliminate legal and administrative 
obstacles, and develop the research dimension and synergies with other EU funding 
programs. A call for proposals is probably not the best way to form these alliances 
but often the only practical way at the EU level.  
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Conclusions and Further Discussion

European University Initiative – a New Possibility

The diversity of this initiative is important – covering universities from all parts of 
Europe, covering higher education at different levels, synergies with research and 
innovation, mobility and exchange, making European universities stronger and 
more competitive at a global level – a possibility for the renewal of education.

Selected European Universities include a wide variety of types of higher education 
institutions including universities of applied sciences, technical universities, medical 
universities and art schools, all of which are part of the selected European universi-
ties; small, medium-sized and large institutions are represented. 

At some levels in Sweden, one has perhaps not fully understood the whole con-
cept, e.g., it is not an excellence initiative only for top universities. One reason to 
explain this might be that most of the Swedish partners are research-intensive uni-
versity. However, as pointed out, most Swedish universities are in general very po-
sitive.

Driven by Member States or at the EU level?

There are different views about the advantage of the Bologna process and implemen-
tation of the EHEA and the EU’s EEA. This can be compared with other similar 
discussions on, e.g., the European Space Agency (ESA) compared with integrating 
space research in the EU programmes, the support for SMEs through Eureka com-
pared with SME support through the Framework Programme and support for net-
working through COST compared with similar activities in the Framework Pro-
gramme. Many Member States tend to be more positive towards the intergovern-
mental organizations than more top-down EU initiatives. One reason is that some 
Member States believe they have more ‘control’ over intergovernmental organiza-
tions. Swedish universities would not be in favor of an EU top-down approach but 
rather a more bottom-up and variable geometry16. In that sense the pilot phase has 
been appreciated using decentralized implementation, thus freedom for each partner 
to decide which activities to focus on is granted.

16 Variable geometry is an alternative to strategies that require all parties to be bound by all of the 
terms agreed in a complex many-country, many-issue negotiation.



151

A European University – a Renewal of Education?

Excellence or Wider Participation

An interesting comparison can be made with Horizon 2020 and the participation 
of enterprises. In Horizon 2020 large enterprises have more resources to take part 
with. However, the role of SMEs is emphasized and given special treatment (e.g. 
SME instruments) because they are important in the R&I ecosystem and also for 
employment. One can say the same for smaller/regional universities: that they are 
very important for the educational ecosystem in Europe and for the education of 
students as well as for working close with industry and/or society. This could be one 
reason to give these universities the special treatment/possibility to take part through 
the geographical criterion. In addition, it seems like the smaller/regional universities 
have more motivation to take part and go further in the collaboration than the 
larger established ones. As pointed out, the Swedish participants are mainly positive 
about the geographical criterion and several Swedish universities have benefitted 
from it.

Political Engagement Needed

Different legal issues are very prominent in the discussion on the EUI. In this con-
text most Swedish participants point to the need for the government to be more 
engaged in the discussions. There is lack of knowledge regarding the view of the 
Swedish government. In this context it can be stressed that there is a possibility and 
opportunity for Sweden to influence the future of the EUI. This can relate to gender 
equality, life-long learning or the engagement and influence of students. In the re-
search field, Sweden has been most successful in influencing the Framework Pro-
gramme, e.g., to include social sciences and humanities, the establishment of the 
ERC, a focus on global and societal challenges through the Lund conferences 2009 
and 2015 and a focus on the European innovation ecosystem etc. In research there 
is a tradition within the Swedish government to use the funding agencies as experts. 
We need to build a similar system in education where there is a need to involve the 
universities more closely in this process.  Now when education comes up on the EU 
agenda, it is an opportunity for Sweden to be active in developing and forming the 
EEA. In this context the government agency UHR is very important as well as 
SUHF as ‘stakeholders’ representative. Today UHR is the national contact for the 
Erasmus+ Programme, but it is mainly limited to implementing the national acti-
vities not activities implemented by the Commission such as the EUI.

As pointed out earlier, the German and French governments are very much en-
gaged. Concerning some smaller countries like Austria and the Netherlands, one 
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might argue that the government might not have been very ‘engaged’ but the dif-
ference between those countries and Sweden is that their ministries responsible for 
education are much larger than in Sweden and they have staff involved in working 
with the EUI and contacts with their own universities.

It is also important for the Swedish Higher Education Authority17 (UKÄ) to 
closely follow this initiative, especially on legal and quality issues, and to work to-
gether with the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education18 
(ENQA) and with other similar national organizations. This also applies to issues 
covering students’ conditions and security (outgoing as well as incoming students). 

One sign of the ‘awareness’ of the government can be noted in the recent  Swedish 
research bill (2020), which takes up issues that are also important for the develop-
ment of the EUI: ‘The Government proposes amendments to the Higher Education 
Act (1992: 1434) in order to strengthen and clarify the higher education institution’s 
responsibility for collaboration, internationalization and lifelong learning, and to 
promote and safeguard academic freedom in the higher education institution’s ac-
tivities.’ This can be seen as a partial response to the Inquiry on increased interna-
tionalization of higher education institutions (U 2017:0219). 

Specific Comments from Swedish Participants

The funding for the first calls is for three years, which is a very short period for 
implementing all the activities. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has also for-
ced most of the mobility actions to be postponed. Most universities have the view 
that an extension for another three years is necessary. 

Swedish participation has been ‘anchored’ at the highest level within the univer-
sities but not always driven by the highest level. It seems to be a combination of 
Swedish Universities mostly having been contacted by the university leading the 
alliance and/or a joint discussion within an existing network. One main driver for 
participation is the danger of being outside. One important aspect for the participa-
tion is the possibility of pooling and sharing resources. 

Swedish universities do not want any top-down decisions from the EU level but 
bottom-up on a ‘voluntary basis.’ One important aspect is, of course, if the EU 
decides to put funding into a continuation, in that case most universities could not 
‘afford’ to be outside. 

The most concrete activity, and in many cases very successful one, is to develop 

17 https://english.uka.se/about-us.html
18 https://enqa.eu/index.php/about-enqa/
19 http://www.sou.gov.se/internationaliseringsutredningen/in-english/

https://english.uka.se/about-us.html
https://enqa.eu/index.php/about-enqa/
http://www.sou.gov.se/internationaliseringsutredningen/in-english/
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joint courses of different kinds, often by setting up hubs/open-labs and facilitating 
inclusion in a, e.g., master program. Learning units is another concept that builds 
and creates learning communities in different areas. This is important in order to 
complement competences between universities.  Extended mobility (shorter term, 
student, researchers, teachers, etc.) to complement Erasmus+ is one of the most 
important aspects for Swedish universities. These elements have the potential to 
contribute to renewal of education in Sweden even if it is more evolution rather than 
revolution. However, it is an important evolution in order to attract students to, 
e.g., regional universities. 

Another issue frequently brought up is that alliances only cover a limited number 
of disciplines of one university. As the aim of an alliance is to involve the whole 
university, this might be a problem for those parts of the university not involved in 
the activities of the alliance. However, most alliances have taken action to include 
the whole of the university. Further, some universities not selected mentioned that 
it seems to be a priority for the alliances to focus on innovation/technology rather 
than on social science and humanities, which should be taken into account in the 
next phase.

The possibilities and incentives to expand the alliances, through associated part-
ners outside Europe, are very important. Even if the focus on the EUI should be on 
Europe, the international cooperation is extremely important in particular for the 
post-doc level and research. Cooperation outside Europe is an important aspect for 
Swedish universities. In this context there will be an important discussion in 2021 
on the Commission’s communication on the global approach to be published in the 
spring of 2021, which will cover research, innovation, education and youth. 

One specific issue is to facilitate for European universities/alliances to set up joint 
ventures outside Europe. This is often done by, e.g., UK and US Universities, but 
at the moment this is very difficult for Swedish Universities. 

Some universities have pointed out the need to do benchmarking, e.g., with the 
University of California and/or the University of Arizona to learn from other parts 
of the world. There is also the possibility to draw from the experience of the CALIE 
project.

Swedish participants stress the importance of having a dialogue to share expe-
riences between Swedish participating universities as well as other universities and 
higher education institutions not taking part. Without such dialogues the alliances 
risk to be ‘isolated islands.’

Given the comments above the following issues/questions, put forward by Swe-
dish universities, the following should be discussed at EU level and national level 
ahead of the next phase:
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At the EU level

•	 The 41 alliances consist of 279 universities representing around 5 % of all uni-
versities/higher education institutions in Europe (8-9 % if France/Spain are 
excluded). 27 % of Swedish universities are participating. What is in it for the 
rest of the universities/students in Sweden/Europe? Is there a need to extend this 
initiative to include more universities, and if so how? New alliances? Different 
concept?

•	 How should the debate on EUI continue? Ministerial level? National Level? 
University level? Combined? 

•	 What should the role of the European Commission be? Listen or push forward? 
Should the Commission propose legislation in this area?

•	 How to avoid duplication with other initiatives, e.g., EIT-KICs?
•	 How to better integrate education and research & innovation from the start 

rather than adding research? 
•	 What is the experience of the geographical criterion, i.e., every alliance must 

include all regions in Europe? Should EUI be alliances for the high-ranking 
universities or more for smaller/regional universities? 

•	 How should the international component (outside Europe) be taken into ac-
count in the future? How should Bologna countries outside EU be involved 
(Erasmus countries)?

•	 What are the advantages and disadvantages of very narrow topics in an alli-
ance (with the risk of not involving the whole of the university)? 

•	 How can students and student organization be better involved in the shaping 
of alliances in the future? 

At the Swedish level

•	 How could the EUI contribute to the renewal of education in Sweden and 
academic leadership? Which elements in the EUI are most important for Swe-
dish universities? 

•	 How can Sweden contribute to the next phase, in particular in the area of 
strength such as gender equality, life-long learning and students influence?

•	 In Sweden it is clear there are four levels of actors – the top-universities taking 
part, the middle range universities taking part, the universities failing to be 
member of an alliance and the one that did not apply.  How can experiences be 
collected and lessons drawn ahead of the next phase? 

•	 How can a good dialogue in Sweden between universities and policymaker 
(ministries, agencies) be acquired? 
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•	 How can a Swedish strategy be developed? Should the universities decide inde-
pendently, together, or more top-down from the government?

•	 Is Sweden prepared to change the legal framework in order to facilitate future 
implementation such as micro-credentials and joint exams?

•	 How can we make sure that Swedish universities are leading some alliances in 
the future? Funding? Other incentives? 

•	 How can we at the national level receive more synergies between EUI, EIT-
KICs, MSCA and Erasmus+?

•	 Should benchmarking (e.g., with the University of California) be done ahead 
of the next phase?

Concluding Messages at the Swedish Level

•	 We can foresee a deeper strategic discussion at the EU level and national 
level on education policy, in particular regarding the European University 
Initiative, during 2021-2022. Sweden needs to be highly active at the poli-
tical level in this discussion in order to contribute to the development and 
with our experiences in many areas, e.g., gender equality, life-long learning 
and the active involvement of students.   

•	 There is a need to have a dialogue at the national level (government, agen-
cies, universities) in order to prepare for discussions at EU level.

•	 The Swedish government needs to give a new more proactive role to UHR 
– the Swedish Council for Higher Education – a kind of ‘broker role’.  

•	 SUHF – The Association of Swedish Higher Education Institutions – has 
taken the initiative to take up the EUI in their expert group on internatio-
nalization and has also formed a special Group with Presidents representing 
Swedish universities in the alliances and as well a supporting group with 
officials. In this way SUHF should be an important partner in discussions 
with the government/UHR. 

•	 It is important to involve all higher education institutions in Sweden in this 
discussion in order to avoid creating an A and a B team. 

•	 The EUI is, at the moment, relatively more important for the middle range/
regional universities that need to be more internationalized rather than the 
elite universities – or more diplomatically – it is even more useful and im-
portant for the non-elite universities.  

•	 Important elements in the EUI at the Swedish level include the possibility 
to define new joint courses and learning units and the possibility to pool 
and share resources. For a small country like Sweden this initiative could 
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be a very cost-efficient way to renew and extend courses and to attract 
students to regional universities and students from abroad.

•	 The new networks created by the alliances gives universities the possibility 
to extend cooperation both within Europe and beyond and within Pro-
grammes such as, e.g., Horizon Europe. 

•	 Some extra funding/incentives from the government could be used to, e.g., 
stimulate Swedish universities to take the lead in some alliances.

•	 Taking part and leading international cooperation as the EUI should take 
more into account as an academic merit.

•	 A priority for Swedish universities is the possibility of an extension after the 
three years as the initial three years are too short considering the effects of 
COVID-19.

The European University Initiative (EUI) is a new political initiative from the Eu-
ropean Commission. It represents a new departure in its explicit focus on promoting 
collaboration on education between European universities. The initiative has the 
potential to expand and widen the portfolio of education in a cost-efficient way. The 
EUI has support from many Member States, including many new Member States, 
and there is a clear majority for a continuation. As a first step it is planned to adopt 
Council Conclusions on the EUI in May 202120 and then likely followed up by 
Commission publication in autumn 2021 ahead of the French Presidency. Sweden 
has a long tradition of contributing to the development of the EU Framework pro-
grammes for research and innovation including the establishment of the European 
Research Council (ERC). The Swedish government needs, together with universi-
ties, to be more engaged at national and EU level in the development of the EEA 
including the next step of the EUI during 2021-2022. It is now Swedish universities 
that have the possibility to shape and influence the initiative in order to contribute 
to a strategic renewal of education in Sweden.
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Annexes

Annex 1.

The following organizations have been interviewed. The interviews have been con-
ducted at different levels (political, management, implementation, student organi-
zations). No names are listed as the purpose is to collect ideas and ask questions 
regarding the future rather than put forward individual views. In total around 40 
interviews have been carried out.

Swedish universities involved in the EUI:
•	 Chalmers University of Technology
•	 University of Gothenburg
•	 Karolinska Intitutet
•	 KTH – Royal Institute of Technology
•	 Linköping University
•	 Linnaeus University
•	 Luleå University of technology
•	 Lund University
•	 Stockholm School of Economics
•	 Stockholm University
•	 Uppsala University

In addition, representatives from Jönköping and Malmö Universities have been 
interviewed.

•	 Ministries of Education and Research in Sweden, Austria, Germany and 
the Netherlands

•	 SUHF – The Association of Swedish Higher Education Institutions
•	 UHR – from the Swedish Council for Higher Education
•	 UKÄ – Swedish Higher Education Authority
•	 Representatives from selected alliances outside Sweden
•	 Representatives from the European Commission
•	 Selected experts in the field in Sweden and at European level.
•	 Representatives from various University Networks in Europe.
•	 Student organizations both in Sweden and outside.   
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•	 5th NTNU European Conference21’ 18 January 2021
•	 Inauguration of the NeuroTech alliance22, 16 December 2020

Annex 2. ECIU – the European Consortium of Innovative Uni-
versities – the show case of EUI

Linköping University is a member of the ECIU alliance together with 10 other 
partners, which make it the largest alliance in number of partners and also above 
average in terms of the number of students (207 000). The network was established 
already 1997, and they have developed an extensive collaboration covering research, 
education and innovation. The EUI alliance can be seen as a continuation and 
strengthening of their collaboration focusing on SDG 11: sustainable cities and com-
munities. Since the project started, they have included INSA, the French National 
Institutes of Science and Technology in the alliance. Apart from being the largest 
alliance, it has also a very extensive number of associated partners including a Mex-
ican university network. In Europe, the associated partners are enterprises and re-
gional authorities. 

ECIU has a very ambitious vision for 2030 including, e.g., the possibility to issue 
recognized higher education credentials at the European level (in line with the dis-
cussion on micro-credentials) and the establishment of a European University pu-
blic-private entity recognized by the relevant national and European authorities 
throughout Europe, owned by the ECIU member universities, enabling researchers 
to work and move between the ECIU member universities and stakeholders in 
flexible ways. This creates European incubators to ensure space for bold experimen-
tation in order to infuse ECIU University with innovative aspects and lobbying for 
the necessary legislative changes both at the European and national levels. ECIU 
Alliance is very much in line with the long-term goal of the EUI. It seems clear that 
the ECIU is at the forefront compared with other alliances mainly because of their 
long collaboration in the past and their strong commitment to work together. 

This supports the idea that the EUI is perhaps more ambitious if the partners are 
not the very ‘highest ranked universities.’ The ECIU is based very much on regional 
strength with a goal of strengthening the region.  The highest and most well-known 
universities are normally not prepared to ‘sacrifice’ their own brand names. In addi-
tion, they often have their own strength and often prefer working together in net-
works such as LERU but not with the goal of being integrated into one campus.  
The EUI should perhaps in the future focus more on regional universities and faci-

21 https://www.ntnu.edu/ntnu-european-conference-2020/
22 https://theneurotech.eu/news/

https://www.ntnu.edu/ntnu-european-conference-2020/
https://theneurotech.eu/news/
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litate for universities still not participating in the EUI alliances. 
The activities planned within the ECIU confirm the need for the Swedish Go-

vernment to be engaged actively to explore ways and possibilities for Sweden and 
Swedish universities to take a pro-active role in the EUI.
Table 1. Participation by countries in the EUI and Comparison with H2020 
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EU Member States  Total # EUI  Total # % of  H2020  EUI/H2020  % of Univ. 

participations applicants  participation % of budget  participating 
Austria  8  2  2,87  2,55  1,13  10
Belgium  10 1  3,58  5,04  0,71  13
Bulgaria  5  1,79  0,10  18,13  10
Croatia  3  1,08  0,27  3,96  7 
Cyprus  2  0,72  0,32  2,26  6 
Czech Republic  4  1  1,43  0,67  2,12  5 
Denmark 6  2,15  4,44  0,48  14
Estonia  3  1,08  0,52  2,06  17
Finland 10 3,58  2,27  1,58  27
France  32 8  11,47  3,67  3,12  2 
Germany  35 9  12,54  13,13  0,96  9 
Greece  7  2,51  3,27  0,77  21
Hungary 11 1  3,94  0,58  6,80  21
Ireland  8  2,87  2,72  1,05  22
Italy  24 1  8,60  8,04  1,07  8 
Latvia  4  1,43  0,16  9,08  8 
Lithuania 5  1,79  0,12  14,85  13
Luxembourg  1  0,36  0,22  1,60  20
Malta  1  0,36  0,07  5,31  14
Netherlands  13 5  4,66  11,38  0,41  20
Poland  10 2  3,58  0,73  4,92  3 
Portugal  10 3  3,58  1,14  3,14  11
Romania   10 3,58  0,43  8,36  13
Slovakia  3  1  1,08  0,13  8,14  9 
Slovenia 2  1  0,72  0,48  1,50  2 
Spain 24 5  8,60  5,80  1,48  1 
Sweden  11 3,94  5,28  0,75  27
Programme countries 
Republic of North Macedonia  0,00  0,03  0,00  0 
Iceland  1  0,36  0,24  1,48  14
Liechtenstein  0,00  0,00  0 
Norway  5  1  1,79  2,59  0,69  13
Turkey  3  1,08  0,35  3,05  2 
Serbia  1  0,36  0,16  2,21  3 
Non‐EU
UK  7  2,51  23,09  0,11  3 

Total  279  41 100,00  100,00  1,00  5 

Source: Vinnova: h2020viz.vinnova.se, UHR and own calculations.

http://h2020viz.vinnova.se
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The first column shows number of participations, second number of alliances where 
the country is applicant/coordinator, third the share of participation, fourth the 
share of funding for higher education institutions in societal challenges in H2020, 
fifth the quota shares of EUI/H2020 and sixth the number of universities at natio-
nal level taking part in the EUI. German Universities are the largest participant (35) 
with France in second place (32), but this only corresponds to 9 % and 2 % of all 
universities, respectively.  They are also leading (applicant) with the highest number 
of alliances, 9 and 8 respectively. Sweden is in 6th place with 11 universities, and this 
corresponds to 27 % of all higher education institutions in Sweden, the highest 
share of all countries together with Finland.  The Netherlands’ leading 5 alliances is 
also impressive. Finally, the UK ‘sticks’ out with only 7 universities participating and 
not leading one alliance.
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Table 2: Summary of the 41 European University Alliances . Press the symbol of each alliance to get to their 
websites.
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Table 3: Swedish participation in the European University Initiative 

 
 
Source: websites of the different alliances.

Swedish universities are taking part in 11 alliances. In total 27 % of Swedish univer-
sity/higher education institutions are taking part, which is together with Finland 
the highest in Europe. Several other universities have taken part in applications that 
were not approved. Most of the Swedish universities taking part are highly research-
intensive universities.  
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Introduction
The work of teachers has never been harder. Demands on teachers are increasing as 
schools become more diverse and curricula strive to keep pace with our ever-chan-
ging world. Furthermore, the global pandemic has shaken the very core of schooling 
around the world, and the deeply entrenched legacies of structural, systemic racism 
and inequality in our schools are increasingly exposed. A challenge for teacher edu-
cation is that we must prepare professionals who can excel in the schools we have 
while at the same time embrace the urgency for increased racial, economic, health, 
gender, and environmental justice. New teachers must be prepared to lead us for-
ward as we create a more just, facile world where more students can gain access to 
the promise of our international and interdependent knowledge-based economy 
(Darling-Hammond 2010). 

Efforts to strengthen teacher preparation are increasingly at the forefront of con-
versations about improving education internationally. Critics of teacher education 
argue that many programs are conceptually and structurally fragmented (Darling-
Hammond, et al. 2005). Individual courses are often disconnected from each other 
and at a distance from fieldwork, and programs often lack a unified vision of power-
ful teaching and learning (Goodlad, et al. 1990; Howey and Zimpher 1989; Lanier 
and Little, 1986; Tom 1997). Further, many programs’ approaches to clinical prac-
tice are uneven and poorly supported (Esch 2010; Zeichner 2010). The fieldwork 
component of teacher education is frequently the least structured (Ball 2007), raising 
questions about what novices are learning in the field and from whom. These criti-
cisms have led educators, researchers, and policymakers to call for teacher prepara-
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tion to be “turned upside down” to focus more centrally on the development of 
effective, expert clinical practice (Blue Ribbon Panel on Clinical Preparation and 
Partnerships for Improved Student Learning 2010).

Calls for reform have led scholars to examine the key features of powerful teacher 
education internationally in attempts to discern which programmatic and pedago-
gical components have the most influence on teachers’ future practice (Hammerness 
and Klette, 2015). As researchers explore what Linda Darling-Hammond (2014) calls 
the “critically important pedagogical cornerstones” (p. 549) of powerful teacher 
education, it is becoming clearer how each of these cornerstones has implications 
for program components. It is also becoming clearer how these cornerstones have 
implications for professional preparation broadly. What we learn about teacher pre-
paration is connected with what we are learning about preparing other professionals 
whose practice is anchored in building relationships with constituents while under-
standing and responding to their ideas and needs (Grossman, Compton, et al. 2009)

For example, strong programs have coherence across fieldwork and coursework 
and within their visions of what good teaching involves. This can occur by sequen-
cing courses so that they are organized to build upon the developmental needs of 
beginning teachers while making deliberate connections between course assignme-
nts and components of practice such as lesson plans and assessments (Zeichner 
2010). 

Programs can also integrate theory and practice so that candidates can learn from 
deep, supervised clinical work that helps them “see” aspects of expert practice that 
might otherwise be invisible (Warren-Little 2003). By braiding together fieldwork 
and coursework, beginning teachers can learn “in and from practice” (Ball and 
Cohen 1999) through their classroom apprenticeships. Strengthening clinical prac-
tice means more than increasing fieldwork or adding more practice; it means brea-
king down the barriers between coursework and fieldwork so that candidates can 
learn to see complex teaching with new tools and understandings (Grossman, 
Compton, et al. 2009; Grossman, et al. 2009; McDonald, et al. 2014; Warren-
Little 2003).

By amplifying the collaborative work of the university and schools, preparation pro-
grams can develop what Zeichner (2010) identifies as a “third space” for schools and 
universities to strengthen relationships and build knowledge together through their 
“joint work” (Ball 2007). These connections are particularly crucial in schools ser-
ving low-income students, where teacher turnover and a lack of resources can lead 
to faculty with less expertise and fewer supports. 

Finally, strong programs must have a unified vision of what it means to teach for 
equity and justice for all students. Powerful visions of teaching can help new teachers 
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combat rather than adopt deficit views of students and communities, a pitfall that 
can result from less expert or problematic practice in these settings. Etta Hollins 
(2012) argues that candidates must learn to “swim upstream” against the lowered 
expectations that can infiltrate schools with marginalized students. This can be ac-
hieved by articulating clear visions of what it means to enact anti-racist pedagogies 
that combat institutionalized discrimination and inequitable access to quality edu-
cation and resources. 

The figure below illustrates a framework for considering the interconnectedness 

of the cornerstones- or core principles- of powerful teacher education. These prin-
ciples are not mutually exclusive; they overlap and involve each other in substantive 
ways. Redundancy among the principles reinforces them, and our discussion of each 
principle necessarily involves acknowledging these connections and interdependen-
cies. 

Figure 1: Framework for coherence among the principles of powerful teacher preparation1

1 This framework is adapted from one developed by Stanford professors Rachel Lotan and Ira Lit. 
These frameworks have been used to describe the work of STEP at the annual iSTEP conference- 
a professional development event for international teacher educators- and elsewhere. Williamson 
adapted the framework for presentations at Karlstad University and the University of Gothenburg in 
Sweden in 2019. 
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In this report, we describe the Stanford Teacher Education Program (STEP) as an 
example of the principles of powerful teacher education at work. Rather than pre-
senting this description as an exemplar, we instead offer it as a window into the 
principles in action and as an ongoing, developmental effort. Further, we empha-
size that practices are contextual and tied to the specific needs, resources, and rela-
tionships of a particular setting. We embed our description of practices as a way of 
illustrating the principles of powerful teacher education because we assert that the 
principles can travel across contexts, though the practices may not.

We divide our descriptions into categories so that we can explicitly address how 
the program works toward coherence and integration, how it strives to weave theo-
ry and practice, how it fosters new relationships with schools, and how it addresses 
issues of equity and justice across our work. The first section addresses program co-
herence and the importance of integrating and leveraging each of the principles to 
achieve powerful teacher preparation. The second section attends to how practice-
based clinical work is embedded in the coursework of the program, and how course-
work is linked with fieldwork. The third section addresses the design and settings of 
clinical practice. The fourth section describes our work around teaching for equity and 
justice in teacher preparation. We conclude with a discussion of the work that is 
needed to move teacher education into the future as we rethink schooling in the 
wake of the pandemic and the racial and economic injustices that have been further 
exposed in its wake.

The Stanford Teacher Education Program
Stanford has been the home of a teacher preparation program for nearly 80 years. 
In 1999 the Graduate School of Education partnered with the university to signifi-
cantly reform the program by hiring top faculty from around the country to lead 
and teach in the program while also implementing practices built upon the findings 
of important research from around the world. At that time the new Stanford Presi-
dent, John Hennessey, and the new Provost, John Etchemendy, collaborated with 
the new Dean of the Graduate School of Education, Deborah Stipek, to recruit top 
scholars like Linda Darling Hammond and others to collaboratively reshape the 
program and renew its commitments to both the field and local communities. As a 
part of this effort, Stanford began seeking ways of making teacher preparation more 
affordable for people who were committing to the rigorous training offered by the 
program. These efforts resulted in an endowment that allows for loan forgiveness 
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programs and generous fellowships from the Graduate School of Education2. Over 
20 years later, top scholars still teach in the program, which now has two full-time 
Faculty Directors. Stanford’s commitment to teacher preparation stands out in a 
country where teaching is a relatively low status profession and where teacher educa-
tion is a low priority at many universities. 

The Stanford Teacher Education Program for secondary teachers is a one-year 
credential and Masters program that enrolls approximately 70 teacher candidates. 
Candidates complete two field placements over the course of the program, one in 
the summer and the other during the academic year. During the summer, STEP 
collaborates with a local school district to run a middle school that serves approx-
imately 350 students in a diverse, lower income community in the San Francisco 
Bay Area. The candidates work in groups of two or three with expert, credentialed 
teachers who are jointly selected and supported by STEP and the school district. 
During the academic school year, each STEP candidate is placed in a Bay Area 
middle or high school with one expert teacher, called a “cooperating teacher,” for 
four to five hours a day, or the equivalent of two “periods” of instruction. Over the 
year, candidates gradually assume full responsibility for teaching one of the two 
classes. 

This model of graduated responsibility is based on theories of how people learn 
through apprenticeships in teaching and other professions. Candidates begin prac-
ticing legitimately at the periphery of classroom activity; during this time, the coo-
perating teacher models expert practice while the candidate observes, collaborates, 
and begins to enact some aspects of teaching. Gradually, as the candidate gains more 
experience, he or she participates more fully and expertly in all aspects of classroom 
practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). 

Over the year, the candidates engage in coursework in the afternoons after their 
fieldwork. The courses are sequenced to address the candidates’ developmental needs 
as they become more expert over time. For example, the courses at the beginning of 
the sequence address broad aspects of teaching such as classroom leadership and 
adolescent development, and the courses later in the sequence focus on content such 
as teaching students with learning differences, language learners, and designing equi-
table groupwork. The assignments for all courses draw upon the candidates’ field-
work in significant ways. For example, courses might require the novices to collect 
and analyze student work, film aspects of classroom practice, and interview students 

2 These short videos discuss Stanford’s commitment to teacher education and as well as the 
structure of the Stanford Teacher Education Program. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4BetUCJAMeM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5qkSegWvhMY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pNuWeG0oR60

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4BetUCJAMeM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5qkSegWvhMY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pNuWeG0oR60
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about their experiences and understandings. These approaches will be discussed in 
more detail in the following sections. 

Coherence in Teacher Education Programs – Globally and in 
STEP

Tatto (1996) defines coherence as “shared understandings among faculty and in the 
manner in which opportunities to learn have been arranged (organizationally, logis-
tically) to achieve a common goal – that of educating professional teachers with the 
knowledge, skills and dispositions necessary to more effectively teach diverse stu-
dents” (p. 176). Through their research in the Coherence and Assignment Study in 
Education (CATE) project - an international case-study of multiple programs – 
Hammerness and Klette (2015) found that coherence is an essential indicator of 
quality for powerful teacher preparation. For example, in a study of eight programs 
in five countries, including Cuba, Chile, Finland, Norway, and the U.S., the most 
coherent teacher education programs featured the tightest links between coursework 
and field placements. CATE’s body of research has identified a continuing need for 
tighter programmatic integration (Jenset, Canrinus, et al. 2018; Jenset, Klette, et al. 
2018). One study emphasized the need to ground practice in university coursework, 
offering eight ways for candidates to do so in teacher education classrooms: 1) plan 
for the teaching role, 2) practice and rehearse, 3) analyze pupils’ learning, 4) include 
teaching materials and artifacts, 5) discuss field placement with peers, 6) practice 
taking pupils’ perspective, 7) see models of teaching, and 8) explore connections to 
national and state curricula (Jenset, Klette, et al. 2018).  

In another report from the CATE project (Canrinus, et al. 2017) researchers ex-
plored candidates’ perceptions of coherence in teacher education programs. Candi-
dates in programs that made explicit design efforts to connect theory and practice 
reported more coherence, while candidates in programs that made more modest 
efforts towards coherence reported that they experienced more fragmentation. In 
these studies, survey responses from candidates conveyed that there is still a need for 
tighter links between coursework and field placements (Canrinus, et al. 2017), that 
programs vary in terms of how many opportunities they offer to enact practice in 
campus courses, and that practices closely linked to pupils’ understanding are enac-
ted the least (Canrinus, Klette and Hammerness 2019).

STEP has made an explicit commitment to improve coherence. Through a con-
certed, systematic redesign effort, STEP established a clear program vision and 
strengthened the connections between theory and practice (Hammerness, 2006). The 
program increased its conceptual coherence by developing a shared understanding of 
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the vision by both instructional and clinical faculty. STEP has also increased its 
structural coherence in two ways: 1) by redesigning its curriculum to include more 
shared texts, assignments, and key ideas across courses and 2) by reshaping the 
clinical experience to feature more explicit models of student teaching, clearer lin-
kage between the practices of cooperating teachers and STEP’s vision, as well as 
mentorship and supervision (Hammerness 2006). STEP’s unified vision centers on 
concern for student learning, commitment to equity, pedagogical content know-
ledge and strategies, capacity to reflect, and commitment to change and reform 
(Hammerness 2006; Hammerness and Klette 2015). Researchers found that aspects 
of this vision were observable in the instructional practices of STEP graduates in the 
teaching force years after leaving Stanford (Hammerness 2006).  

In an international survey of candidates across programs, STEP pre-service 
teachers reported the most opportunities for examining transcripts of student dis-
cussions, for analyzing videos of teaching, and for talking about field placements to 
connect practice and theory (Jenset, Canrinus, et al. 2018; Jenset, Klette, et al. 
2018). Candidates also had ample opportunity to provide feedback directly to their 
fellow preservice teachers and to examine samples of student work together. Stanford 
teacher candidates reported a high level of perceived coherence between courses, 
extensive opportunities to connect various aspects of the program, and tight integra-
tion between field experiences and coursework (Canrinus, et al. 2019).

In the CATE project’s culminating report (Hammerness, et al. 2020), the resear-
chers reported on findings that examined the degree of coherence as well as the 
strengths and needs in teacher education programs in Indonesia, Estonia, Cuba, 
Finland, Norway, Chile, and the United States. International strengths included the 
utilization of teaching artifacts, making connections to national curricula, and les-
son planning. Internationally, the needs identified included analyzing student lear-
ning more explicitly, analyzing student work and data, viewing samples of student 
work, analyzing videos, and rehearsing practice. 

Integrating Theory and Practice

Studying teaching is at the core of learning to teach. This means that professional 
practice is both the subject and the activity of teacher education coursework, and 
that the historical curricular division between coursework and fieldwork – between 
theory and practice – must be dismantled (Grossman, Hammerness, et al. 2009). 
STEP courses examine key aspects of practice using a variety of strategies. First, 
courses make representations of practice, such as case studies, videos, and artifacts like 
lessons and examples of student work, into key texts for study. Second, courses are 
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developed to help candidates enact aspects of practice through structured, guided 
activities that invite them to “try on” the role of the teacher within the controlled 
setting of the university classroom. Third, courses ask candidates to study student 
thinking by inquiring into students’ experiences, thought processes, and work. The 
real work of teachers is at the heart of each course, interwoven with the theoretical 
frameworks that teachers can use to make connections between practical and con-
ceptual tools for developing expertise. These principles are evident in other forms 
of professional preparation, where the challenge of enacting “real” practice in the 
settings of university classrooms is an essential part of helping novices experience 
the work before they have to enact it in the field. 

Representations of practice

Teacher educators can bridge the distance between university classrooms and the 
field by incorporating representations of real practice into coursework. Representa-
tions can include cases, videos, and other methods of documenting practice; they 
can also include artifacts generated by the candidates themselves. Much scholarship 
in teacher education explores ways of bringing representations of practice into uni-
versity classrooms to help candidates consider the dilemmas that teachers negotiate 
in their daily work (i.e. Carpenter, et al. 2003; Grossman 2006; Lampert and Ball 
1998). Written case studies can provide rich descriptions of classroom activities, as 
well as teachers’ reflections about these lessons (Grossman 1992; Richert 1991; Sykes 
and Bird 1992). Classroom artifacts like student work allow candidates to examine 
aspects of assessment and experiment with how they are aligned and implemented. 
In her work on learning in professional communities, Warren-Little (2002; 2003) 
explores how teachers represent their practice through talk, and by sharing artifacts 
such as lesson plans and student work. 

In the STEP Adolescent Development course, candidates study cases written about 
the connections between students’ learning and theory, and then they write an ex-
tensive case study about one of their own students. When writing their cases, they 
build upon data they gather from their classrooms by observing their focal student 
in other settings such as through home visits and through multiple scaffolded inter-
views with the student about both social and academic topics. The final case study 
is an in-depth examination of how the student sees their own identity, growth, and 
needs. 
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Enactments of practice

Recent scholarship focuses on methods for helping novices practice key aspects of 
teaching through enactments in coursework. Teacher educators are examining the 
use of role plays and “replays” in the teaching of methods (Horn 2010; Lampert, et 
al. 2013) as a way of helping novices approximate teaching activities so that they can 
practice difficult skills before trying them in the classroom (Grossman, Compton, 
et al. 2009; Williamson 2013). Enactments provide special pedagogical opportunities 
because they can be repeated, slowed down, and stopped or interrupted for explicit, 
targeted instruction. Teacher educators can use enactments to provide feedback to 
candidates in the moment, highlighting particular pedagogical moves and guiding 
novices to attend to how they are giving instructions or how they represent concepts 
through examples. 

In the STEP Curriculum and Instruction in English course, enactments are used 
to practice complex pedagogies such as discussion facilitation. Facilitation strategies 
are particularly difficult to learn given that true dialogic discussions are less scripted 
and more organic than other forms of instruction. Facilitators must act under “con-
ditions of unavoidable uncertainty” (Shulman 1998) as they respond to student in-
terpretations while simultaneously attending to both the content and the social 
dynamics of the participants. Research indicates that providing candidates with 
intentional opportunities to enact complex practices like discussion can help them 
develop the skills and the confidence they will need to experiment with more open 
ended, dialogic instruction (Williamson 2013). 

Enactments of practice are also evident in other forms of professional preparation, 
and may be essential in helping novices “try on” the roles that they will be expected 
to play in the field. 

Studying student understandings

Across courses, STEP assignments invite candidates to examine student thinking in 
order to both analyze student understandings and develop intellectual empathy for 
student knowledge and experiences. The ability of teachers to grasp student under-
standings is at the core of good teaching, given that instruction must build from 
what students already know and are able to do. Candidates draw upon multiple data 
sources such as student writing and classroom talk to develop deeper understandings 
about student understandings; they are asked to look far beyond the grading of 
student work to learn about students’ skills and knowledge. For example, in many 
courses candidates are asked to interview students to learn more about them as 
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learners and as people in order to gather information about how they perceive their 
own strengths and weaknesses. Candidates conduct think-alouds and other meta-
cognitive strategies for making thinking visible (Schoenback, et al. 2012) and then 
plan instruction aiming to improve student learning. As this example illustrates, the 
components of these assignments are organized to highlight strategies that teachers 
can use to develop intellectual empathy with students.  

Amplify the Joint Work of Universities and the Field

Much of what makes teacher education powerful is the quality, organization, and 
settings of the clinical placements. Candidates must be able to observe expert prac-
tice that is aligned with what they are learning in their coursework, and they must 
be able to “see” teachers being successful with a range of students from diverse 
backgrounds. 

To create, support, and sustain high quality fieldwork placements, STEP follows 
a robust clinical model that brings highly prepared fieldwork supervisors together 
with carefully selected cooperating teachers to provide a network of support for 
candidates as they gradually develop into more expert practitioners. This model al-
lows STEP to offer professional development for both supervisors and cooperating 
teachers; it also allows STEP to maintain regular channels of communication bet-
ween the university and the field. The work of renewing and refining this clinical 
model is constant, and STEP draws upon several innovations to support this pro-
cess. First, STEP relies on partner schools to strengthen teaching and learning across 
the settings of the schools and the university. Second, STEP is a partner of the San 
Francisco Teacher Residency (SFTR) program, which aims to provide contextualized 
teacher education in order to prepare teachers who can be successful in the San 
Francisco schools that serve students who have been historically marginalized. Third, 
STEP enacts clinical instructional rounds so that candidates can see a range of expert 
practices through guided observations in classrooms beyond the four walls of their 
primary fieldwork placement. Together these innovations allow STEP to provide 
clinically rich fieldwork for all candidates in the program. 

Partner schools

From the beginning of the professional development school (PDS) reform effort, 
educators and researchers have called for new, deeper relationships between schools 
and universities so that teaching and learning can be aligned across contexts and so 
that teacher preparation can become a collaborative effort of skilled professionals 
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with a common purpose (Darling-Hammond 2005; 2006). While these partnerships 
are challenging to create and sustain for a variety of cultural, structural, and econo-
mic reasons, the work of “tinkering toward utopia” (Tyack and Cuban 1995) is often 
generative even if it is never quite complete. 

Over the last two decades STEP has established relationships with a group of 
schools that are partners in our collective work of preparing teachers and teaching 
students. While connections between the program and the schools vary in their 
depth and strength over time, important reforms have resulted from these partner-
ships. For example, researchers and educators at Stanford and STEP collaborated 
with Hillsdale High School to address curriculum needs, high teacher turnover, and 
dropping enrollment. The collaboration resulted in a significant restructuring of the 
large comprehensive high school into small learning communities. It also focused 
on teacher professional development and preparation. STEP has placed over 100 
teacher candidates at Hillsdale, and a large portion of the school’s faculty are STEP 
graduates. In this case of school-university collaboration, both the school and the 
teacher education curriculum have benefited from the coherence and the integration 
made possible through the partnership.  

Contextualized teacher education

Focusing teacher education more directly on teaching contexts means teaching about 
the actual settings where the candidates will work. Haberman argues that “generic” 
teacher education often ignores the actual places where candidates will teach, and 
that reforms should “emphasize the importance of contextual distinctions” in how 
children experience schooling through cultural activities in their communities (Ha-
berman 1996, p. 749). Much teacher education in the US and around the world does 
not focus on this particular aspect of teacher learning, which means that coursework 
and fieldwork can be less coherent.

To deepen STEP’s focus on preparing teachers to support marginalized students 
in urban contexts and strengthen our connections with local schools, STEP colla-
borates with the San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD), the University of 
San Francisco, and the United Educators of San Francisco. In 2010, this partnership 
launched the San Francisco Teacher Residency program (SFTR). The SFTR 
program’s mission is to prepare highly qualified teachers who can commit to teach-
ing in San Francisco’s public schools. The teacher residency model is taking root as a 
context-focused way to build from the strengths of professional preparation in fields 
like medicine to improve teacher quality (Berry, et al. 2008). 

To contextualize the candidates’ learning, they study how policies and other in-
fluences like immigration and gentrification impact specific San Francisco schools. 
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They also explore historical demographic and socio-economic trends in the city and 
spend considerable time examining longitudinal district data. Drawing upon these 
data, novices consider what they can learn about local schools from student achie-
vement scores, demographics, attrition and suspension rates, safety, health, com-
munity perceptions, and teacher retention. Candidates also explore what cannot be 
learned by examining data alone and that they will need to know to learn more 
about school cultures and build relationships with students. 

Research on what candidates learn from the SFTR curriculum indicates that they 
develop “context-knowledge” that allows them to understand the strengths and as-
sets of historically underserved students, schools and communities in San Francisco. 
They report feeling more prepared to understand what shapes the educational opp-
ortunities of students in the city, and overall they indicate that they feel prepared to 
teach in the city’s public schools. This is a finding that runs counter to the popular 
narrative about the struggles and beliefs of new teachers in high-poverty urban set-
tings (Williamson, et al. 2016). 

Clinical instructional rounds

A drawback to the yearlong placement model is that candidates have deep access to 
one teaching context but have limited access to other teaching contexts. Clinical 
instructional rounds are gaining attention as a pedagogical tool that can help educa-
tors study practice across classrooms, schools, and even regions. Originally seen as 
a tool for helping administrators traverse districts to consider strategies for impro-
ving instruction (City, et al. 2009), rounds are now also being used by teachers 
seeking to strengthen their own professional learning (Teitel 2014; Troen and Boles 
2014). For example, the teachers at one of STEP’s partner schools – June Jordan 
School for Equity in San Francisco – observe each other in teams and give each 
other feedback as a form of local, self-directed professional development. 

While rounds are an increasingly widespread form of professional development 
for administrators, teachers, and professionals in other fields like medicine, they are 
less commonly used in preservice programs with candidates. To broaden candidates’ 
views and expand their access to a variety of teaching practices, STEP conducts 
instructional rounds to help candidates see a range of teaching strategies and set-
tings. Some visits are organized so that candidates can see particular pedagogical 
practices such as strategies for assessment or cooperative learning; other rounds are 
organized so that candidates can gain a deeper understanding of the school system 
itself. For example, rounds conducted in conjunction with SFTR take candidates 
into the classrooms in the San Francisco Juvenile Justice Center so that they can 
consider strategies for working with students who have been marginalized and pus-
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hed to the fringes of our school systems and society (Williamson and Hodder 2015). 
These rounds are discussed in more detail below. 

Addressing issues of equity and justice across the program 

Preparing teachers to teach for equity and justice is at the core of the mission and 
vision statements of many teacher preparation programs in the U.S. and around the 
world. People often go into teaching because they want to serve children and, in 
doing so, make the world a better place. At the same time, schools are implicated in 
the social reproduction that perpetuates inequalities the world over; teachers are 
necessarily also implicated. How can we prepare new teachers to be agents of chan-
ge in the very systems that they are just learning to work within? Teaching for 
equity and justice requires educators to understand the systemic racial and economic 
inequities that underpin institutions of schooling while also understanding their 
own agency in teaching to change the world. This work must start in preservice 
teacher education, where candidates can learn to examine their own identities and 
positionality in the classroom while they also learn to question the ways that schoo-
ling happens and how our current system is perfectly organized to get the results it 
produces: social and economic inequality. We recognize that in some countries with 
strong social democratic traditions or, perhaps, more homogenous populations, 
equity goals are more directly addressed by public policy and economics. We also 
assert that these systems can lead to conditions where issues of equity are taken for 
granted. We hope that our discussion of equity and justice can encourage our inter-
national counterparts to hold a mirror to their own practices.

Working and teaching toward equity and justice is a continual process; we do not 
arrive at a point of completion where we are in some way finished. The same is true 
for the process of working with teachers to address these issues in their own prac-
tice. Like our partner schools and the cooperating teachers with whom we collabo-
rate, teacher educators, programs, and candidates must position themselves as works 
in progress. We are growing together through imperfect work in an imperfect world 
to move our understandings and our practice toward the goals of equity and inclu-
sion for all children. 

For this principle, coherence means that we are addressing these issues across all 
components of the program, including with our candidates, support providers, 
schools, faculty, and leadership. In the sections for this category we explore ap-
proaches for bringing anti-racist teaching and issues of access and inclusion into 
teacher education coursework and fieldwork. We also address ways of leveraging 
innovations like clinical instructional rounds (discussed above) to bring issues of 
equity and justice to the foreground. 
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Equity-focused content in coursework

Issues of equity and justice must be explicitly featured in the teacher education cur-
riculum across courses. Siloing this content in a single course or two diminishes its 
importance and may not help candidates see that all teaching practices – from 
classroom management to assessment to communication with caregivers – have 
equity implications. In STEP, we begin addressing these issues during the program’s 
orientation, where candidates begin to learn about each other and the program 
while also beginning to think about their own identities and backgrounds and what 
these will mean for the work they must do to prepare to teach “other peoples’ child-
ren” (Delpit 1988), or to work with children from similar backgrouds but from a 
different role and positionality. This self-reflection and introspection is critically 
important in countries like the U.S., where 76 % of teachers are female and 79 % of 
teachers are white (Statistics 2020). In the U.S., those who teach often do not re-
semble or have the same experiences as the students they teach given that a majo-
rity of public school children are people of color. Although this has long been the 
reality, teacher education programs and the education system more broadly must 
actively recruit teachers of color so that there is more equal representation amongst 
our educators for the sake of our children (Carter-Andrews, et al. 2019). 

Each course in the STEP curriculum takes up issues of equity and justice in ways 
that connect it to the content under study. For example, in the classroom manage-
ment course – which is named Leading, Building and Sustaining Classroom Com-
munities because the term “management” evokes issues of control and authority – 
candidates study how social status plays a role in student behavior and how punish-
ment leads to school suspension and pushout that disproportionately impacts stu-
dents of color (Noguera 2003; Wood, et al. 2018). In the course on assessment – 
named Assessment for Learning and Equity – candidates study how traditional grading 
practices disadvantage students with fewer resources and measure factors that are 
not even a part of the curriculum, such as participation. In the course on language 
acquisition candidates study issues of inclusion and access for students who are lear-
ning English and who must also have access to rich, rigorous content while honoring 
and leveraging the deep linguistic skills they already possess in their native tongue. 
Across courses, topics relating to helping all students learn are central to the overall 
themes, readings, assignments, and activities. Courses are sequenced so that equity 
and justice are addressed in more complex ways as candidates develop and move 
toward more expert practice over time (Lave and Wenger 1991). 
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Equity, justice, and fieldwork

STEP has a particular focus on preparing teachers for students at low-income 
schools, which poses challenges regarding field placements given Stanford’s location 
in the extremely affluent Silicon Valley. Whitford and Metcalf-Turner (1999) warn 
that “basing clinical learning in the context of more affluence and less diversity runs 
the risk of developing teaching practices that may not be as effective in under-re-
sourced schools” (p. 260). Conversely, conducting fieldwork in under-resourced 
schools can run the risk that candidates will learn to “swim with the tide” by adop-
ting the problematic lowered expectations and the deficit views that some hold of 
those communities. Teachers who “swim upstream” have learned to engage students 
in relationships and enact practices that enhance student learning (Hollins 2012). 

To address this challenge, STEP strategically places candidates in schools that 
demonstrate excellence in meeting the needs of youth who have been historically 
underserved, many of whom are facing additional challenges related to gentrifica-
tion and very high living costs in the Bay Area. Offering frequent professional de-
velopment opportunities for our cooperating teachers and supervisors, STEP strives 
to prepare our partners to help candidates engage in regular, sustained conversations 
about the paradox of teaching in contexts where students must daily navigate sys-
tems that are rife with income inequality and blatant differences in access to resour-
ces and opportunities. For the teacher candidates, these disparities are exacerbated 
by the fact that many of them teach in high-poverty schools during the morning 
and then come to an elite university like Stanford for classes in the afternoons. This 
creates a “two worlds” problem that must be explicitly addressed and unpacked 
through their work in the program. 

The role of teachers in ending school pushout and juvenile incarceration

The U.S. incarcerates people at higher rates than any other country in the world 
(Wagner and Sawyer 2018). This includes youth, who are suspended from and pus-
hed out of school at alarming rates (Sawyer and Wagner 2020). Data demonstrate 
that punitive school practices disproportionately impact black and brown students, 
and that these young people are much more likely to be incarcerated as a result 
(Cuellar and Markowitz 2015; Howard 2008; Wood, et al. 2018). Teachers are impli-
cated in this “school to prison pipeline” given that they are on the front lines of 
those who pathologize students and determine who is labeled as a “problem” in 
school, even at a very early age (Annamma 2018; Shalaby 2017).
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For teachers to better understand the entire system that supports and sometimes 
detains children, they need to study the system itself. Still, jails are hidden from view, 
and it is difficult to learn much about how juvenile justice centers function and how 
schooling happens inside. Building on our approach for clinical instructional 
rounds, STEP organizes opportunities for candidates to visit the school inside the 
youth jail in San Francisco in order to consider pedagogies that can be effective for 
students who have been deeply historically underserved, and to examine the system 
that supports students who exist at the fringe of our schools and society. Candidates 
have an opportunity to “see” the school to prison pipeline and consider who goes 
to jail and why (Williamson, et al. 2017).

Before each visit to the Juvenile Justice Center, candidates meet with the STEP 
Faculty Director to discuss the connections between school practices and incarcera-
tion, consider sustaining pedagogies for teaching young people who have been de-
tained, and prepare for entering a space that is highly policed and organized to 
constrain the lives of children. During rounds, candidates observe classes, interact 
with students, and debrief their experiences and observations with the teachers at 
the Center. The debriefing conversations allow candidates to learn more about par-
ticular students and practices and how the teachers navigate the complexities of 
creating a learning environment in a place that is purposefully designed to be fore-
boding. After each visit the candidates meet with the Faculty Director again to 
further debrief what they have seen and what they have learned about teaching, the 
system, and the impact of locking up children. Many candidates report that the 
visits are transformative in that they better understand what students experience and 
how they can adapt their practice to serve them. While recognizing their position 
of power and privilege in visiting The Center as teacher candidates from an elite 
university, during the visits the candidates aim to center the voices and experiences 
of the students who have been incarcerated. 

Teachers rarely know when one of their students has been incarcerated, or what 
they have experienced while they were away from the classroom. Without this in-
formation, they may incorrectly assume that students are missing because they are 
not invested in their own education. They also lack the knowledge needed to wel-
come them back to the classroom community when, and if, they return. As a matter 
of equity and justice, this knowledge gap allows too many students to slip through 
the holes in our already leaky educational system. It perpetuates the travesty that the 
students who need the most support often get the least.  
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Discussion and Next Steps

The charge to improve teacher education by building coherence around the peda-
gogical cornerstones or core principles of the work is both compelling and complex. 
The examples that we describe here illustrate some approaches for accomplishing 
this goal – some new, some revived – though they also highlight some of the cons-
traints that make this work uneven across national and international contexts. Re-
forms can be ephemeral and quixotic given the organic nature of institutions and 
changing political priorities and incentives. We are hopeful that the current press to 
improve professional teacher preparation can be sustained given the renewed ent-
husiasm we see from both researchers and educators in the US and across the world. 

At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted schooling globally, 
shining spotlights on the existing structural, racial, and economic inequities that 
underpin the foundations of our systems for educating children everywhere. Racial 
violence and xenophobia have reawakened tensions that have been simmering for 
generations, and countries around the world are grappling with their own histories 
of racial inequity and unequal access to resources. Teacher education programs are 
preparing teachers for systems that are outdated and unprepared to meet the needs 
of students who must navigate the uncertainties of our rapidly changing world. This 
means that teacher education programs must adapt, and this must be accomplished 
quickly. The scope of the needed reforms is likely to be broad; here we highlight a 
handful of curricular and structural priorities we believe are relevant for teachers and 
programs around the world. 

Enhancing the Teacher Education Curriculum

In this moment, teacher education programs must reconsider and reinvent ap-
proaches to the curriculum for preparing teachers. Below we outline three essential 
means of doing so, through distance learning, abolitionist teaching, and socioemo-
tional learning.

In their 2020 Learning Policy Institute Report, Darling-Hammond, Schachner, 
and Edgerton argued that in the time of COVID-19 and beyond, we must make it 
a priority to strengthen our distance learning curricula. From a pedagogical standpoint 
it is crucial that we share the pioneering innovations that are surfacing out of neces-
sity worldwide. Teacher education programs can play a role in collecting best prac-
tices and curricular innovations and by spotlighting teachers and teacher candidates 
who have found effective, high-quality distance learning strategies and resour-
ces. Teacher education programs must also prepare teachers by providing cutting 
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edge training and curricular materials for distance and hybrid learning models. Fi-
nally, programs must support teacher candidates in leveraging technology to empo-
wer learners with a commitment to equity, while focusing on a curriculum that 
emphasizes engagement rather than surveillance and compliance (Darling-Ham-
mond, et al. 2020).  

To more directly address issues of systemic racism in schools, many educators are 
calling for anti-racist teaching practices that de-center whiteness in schools and 
challenge institutionalized discrimination that disadvantages many students of co-
lor. In the U.S., the term abolitionist teaching is emerging as way to frame shifts 
toward practices and curricula that fight institutionalized racism, even at the class-
room level. For Bettina Love (2019), abolitionist teaching refers to dismantling the 
status quo of the educational survival complex, a schooling system that by design 
unjustly oppresses children from marginalized groups. The current crisis has only 
exacerbated existing inequality, as COVID-19 has disproportionately killed people 
of color, particularly Black people. As Love puts it, “we cannot go back to the way 
things were” (2020 p. 1); we must use this opportunity to reimagine our schools, 
curriculum, and instruction. Teacher education programs must insist on instruction 
that centers creativity, relationships, and justice. Our curriculum must prioritize 
lessons about racism, systemic inequality, and capitalism. Teacher education pro-
grams must also better prepare white teachers to teach students of color by inter-
rupting problematic preconceived notions. We must instead train coconspirators 
who use their privilege and power to teach their students about white supremacy, 
settler colonialism, critical race theory, and more (Love, 2020). Teachers, students, 
and teacher educators must be at the forefront of this work.

As we bring children back into classrooms and restart our commitment to socia-
lizing students through school, it is essential that we focus on socio-emotional lear-
ning and trauma- informed pedagogy. Children have lost loved ones and have been 
long separated from teachers and friends. These realities are ones that teachers will 
have to navigate as they work to rekindle relationships that have been paused be-
cause of the pandemic. Darling-Hammond, et al. (2020) advocate for 1) explicit 
teaching of socio and emotional skills for students across all grade levels, 2) embed-
ded socioemotional instruction in all classes 3) and restorative classroom and cur-
ricular practices, in contrast to zero-tolerance exclusionary discipline. Teacher edu-
cation programs need to elevate these elements of socioemotional learning and 
prepare teacher candidates for these practices.
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Removing Structural Barriers to Entering and Enacting Teaching

In addition to emphasizing the new knowledge and understandings that teachers 
will need to rethink schools, there are structural barriers that must be addressed to 
increase prospective teachers’ access to the profession as well as shift the ways we 
organize and structure teaching practices to meet the needs of teachers and students 
alike. 

In much of the U.S., becoming a teacher can be a harrowing process even for 
those who have sufficient opportunities, resources, and time. In addition to having 
a college degree and the ability to work as a student teacher without pay, prospec-
tive teachers must take a battery of tests as well as pay tuition for programs, many 
of which are quite expensive. These barriers mean that many who consider teaching 
as a profession determine that the process is too expensive, time consuming, and 
perhaps too daunting to even try. Data indicate that people from lower socioecono-
mic backgrounds and people who have been historically underserved by schools are 
less likely to enter teacher preparation programs (Ingersoll and May 2011). Further-
more, candidates from that group who do complete the process are more likely to 
leave the profession given the relatively low status and salary of teaching in the U.S. 
(Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond 2017).

The challenges of restarting schools in this moment highlight the need to lower 
the barriers for becoming a teacher. There are many ways to accomplish this goal. First, 
many of the tests that people must take to enter teaching in the U.S. are duplica-
tive, and these requirements can be reduced. At Stanford, we have removed the 
Graduate Records Examination (GRE) as a requirement, and early indications are 
that the number of applications has increased. Second, we must find ways of lowe-
ring the costs of our programs and supporting the living expenses of teacher candi-
dates. Supports can come in the form of incentives such as loan forgiveness programs 
and service scholarships, and this can become a matter of national policy for countri-
es seeking to strengthen their pools of candidates. Third, we can find ways of part-
nering with districts and schools to provide some income for the service that candi-
dates provide in schools. The teacher residency model discussed earlier is an example 
of this approach in action. Fourth, teacher education programs must actively re-
cruit teacher candidates of color as well as faculty of color. As these examples illus-
trate, for many teacher educators around the world, the tools for lowering the bar-
riers to quality teacher education are already at our fingertips. 

We must also begin to think more flexibly about how we prepare teachers for dif-
ferent ways of working with students in different kinds of spaces. Every indication is 
that schools will look different going forward, and some of this difference will be in 
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how we use the physical space of schools themselves. In addition to more expert 
distance learning skills (discussed above), teachers will need to adapt to new guide-
lines for organizing classrooms, grouping students, and interacting in social spaces. 
Some form of hybrid online and in-person instruction is likely to prevail, and it 
seems likely that some teachers will be unable to return to traditional classroom 
instruction because of health concerns. Student teachers may take on new and dif-
ferent roles, such as working with students in small, specialized groups and enhan-
cing instruction by participating in satellite campuses organized to meet the needs 
of particular students in particular contexts. As these examples illustrate, the new 
constraints we face may also present new opportunities for organizing instruction 
and tailoring teaching (Darling-Hammond, et al. 2020). 

In this report we have drawn upon international research on teacher education 
to describe methods for organizing professional preparation programs and curricula 
for powerful teacher development. We have argued that programs can be most im-
pactful when they are organized around core principles or values that research finds 
to be key. We have described practices as they are enacted in the STEP program at 
Stanford, and we acknowledge that these are contextual and are tied to the specific 
needs, resources, and relationships of particular settings. We assert that the princip-
les of powerful teacher education can travel across contexts though the practices may 
not, but we have much work to do to continue to reform teacher education while 
responding to the challenges that have been further exposed by the global health 
crisis amidst increased urgency around issues of race, justice, and equity. Our col-
laborations, through the CALIE project and elsewhere, are positioned to leverage 
and amplify our work in these domains. Professional preparation - for teachers, for 
medical workers, for psychologists, for all of those who will work with people th-
rough relationships that are impacted by institutional and cultural norms - is under 
study globally (Billett 2010), and our collective work has the potential to benefit 
how practitioners are taught more broadly. Opportunities to share our work are both 
precious and necessary. 
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The core task of a university is to conduct research and offer education of high 
quality. Quality in research and teaching is ultimately created in the concrete teach-
ing situation and research process by teachers, researchers, students and support 
staff. The combined knowledge, creativity, ambitions and commitment of the people 
in an academic milieu, when working well, comprise a quality culture. Such quality 
culture is handed down between generations and calibrated in the international 
scientific community. In this perspective, the professional judgment of faculty mem-
bers and their willingness to take collegial responsibility for the milieu of which they 
are part is the university’s most important quality tool.

In most leading universities, academic quality culture works remarkably well 
across faculties and departments and over extended time periods. It does not come 
into existence automatically, however, and it cannot be taken for granted. It must 
be actively nurtured in order to be successfully produced and reproduced, and it 
does occasionally break down, locally and temporarily. 

Universities also need to constantly renew themselves by developing both the 
content and methods of education and research in order to keep up with changing 
global knowledge frontiers, making research and higher education relevant to so-
ciety and preparing students for the grand challenges of today and tomorrow (see 
Malmberg and Schwaag Serger, this volume). Such societal challenges relate to the 
environment, governance and social inclusion, areas where the UN Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs) set global targets. At the same time, new technology and 
the development of new media, including the rapid development of artificial intel-
ligence (AI), change the inner life of universities and the ways in which students 
approach higher education (see Stevens and Börjesson, this volume). 
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The argument to be advanced in this chapter is that the two main tasks of acade-
mic leaders are to support and nurture quality culture within their institutions and 
cultivate the capability of universities to develop and renew education and research. 
Furthermore, we will argue that these two tasks are not separate, but inter-related. 
More specifically, we will argue, and try to show be means of an example, that sys-
tematic quality work can serve as a tool for renewal. We will illustrate and support 
our general argument with examples of how Uppsala University, Sweden, has worked 
to support quality and renewal in teaching and research over the last 10-15 years.

Quality and Renewal in Collegiate Research-led Universities
Many established research-oriented universities display a strongly collegiate form of 
governance. Academic leaders are recruited in bottom-up processes, and decisions 
concerning the opening up of new faculty positions, teaching programs and re-
source allocation are taken in collegiate bodies consisting of teachers, students and 
other staff. The strength of such universities often stems from a fundamentally de-
centralized organization with independent departments and faculties and highly 
institutionalized scientific disciplines with close connections to disciplinary collea-
gues throughout the world. A research university’s development is essentially driven 
on the basis of initiatives from below by dedicated and curious individuals who 
conduct research in pursuit of excellence. 

Another key characteristic is the income base. Research income represents a huge 
share of the research university’s total income, and for many universities considera-
ble parts stem from competitive money from public research councils or private 
foundations. 

The ability to attract competitive external research grants and contracts is ob-
viously a strength, as is a strong research orientation. At the same time, there are 
challenges connected to this. When the income base of a university is strongly linked 
to success in research, there is an imminent risk that teaching becomes a second 
priority. This imbalance is reinforced if institutional incentives for increasing the 
quality of research (e.g., criteria for recruitment, promotion and internal resource 
allocation) are stronger than incentives for excellent teaching (Elken and Wollscheid 
2016). Furthermore, when the largest share of research money is external grants won 
by individual faculty members or research groups, strategic and orchestrated ambi-
tions of academic leadership at the level of departments, schools/faculties, or indeed 
the university as a whole, risk becoming a matter of secondary importance.

While curiosity-driven research and intra-disciplinary excellence tend to thrive in 
this context, it is often a greater challenge to form multi- and inter-disciplinary 
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teams for thematic, cross-border initiatives. Decentralization, the disciplinary-based 
organization, and emphasis on initiatives from below, make it difficult to create 
powerful, coordinated initiatives that are sustainable over time. 

Nevertheless, cross border initiatives form a necessary supplement to strong intra-
disciplinary basic research and education. Most societal challenges tend to be com-
plex and multifaceted by nature and require boundary-spanning collaboration across 
the university, as well as well-developed collaboration with other actors in society. 
This also applies to research infrastructure, which is increasingly large-scale and 
expensive, placing growing demands on academic leadership at various levels to 
achieve prioritization and concerted efforts. 

The same decentralized and collegiate model of governance and a strong discipli-
nary organization have also traditionally characterized universities’ work with qua-
lity assessment and enhancement in teaching and research. The responsibility for 
assuring that there is high quality in teaching and research, and the detailed plan-
ning of the teaching portfolio, have long rested with faculties/schools. In practice, 
responsibility has often been delegated to the next organizational level, academic 
departments and, in turn, to individual academics. This means that, in practice, 
quality of education and research has largely depended on the local, informal qua-
lity culture and individual academics. Over the last decades, this has started to 
change with increasing demands for transparency, consistency and accountability. 

To sum up this brief characterization of the established research university, it is 
rich in disciplinary strength, excellence in basic research, bottom-up initiatives and 
local quality culture. It is arguably inherently weaker when it comes to challenge-
driven research and education; teaching focus more generally; cross-border initiati-
ves; concerted and coordinated (top-down) action; and, up until quite recently, 
systematic monitoring of quality. These are, in other words, areas where many re-
search universities’ have the potential to develop and improve, while also safeguar-
ding the inherent strength in disciplinary depth.

While surely having some idiosyncratic features, Uppsala University arguably 
represents a type of university and governance model that is described above, as do 
sister universities in Sweden (like Lund, Stockholm and Gothenburg), other Nord-
ic countries (Helsinki, Oslo) and western and central Europe. The strengths and 
weaknesses of that model with regard to quality and renewal of research and educa-
tion will be further discussed below. 
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Quality in Research and Education – the Role and Essence of 
Quality Culture

Quality assurance is an academic core activity for which universities must assume 
responsibility. Other stakeholders (research funding bodies, the government as the 
principal “owner”, other organized interests) may and do have legitimate reason to 
organize various forms of monitoring and evaluation of the performance of univer-
sities, but the universities can and must not outsource the responsibility for quality 
assurance and enhancement to others. 

The research universities’ system for quality assurance and enhancement tends to 
be deeply rooted in the academic quality culture. As mentioned, this culture has 
been passed down over generations of academics and is continuously reviewed and 
renewed by new staff, students, and academic leaders. An important element is 
various forms of external review, along with the exchange of knowledge and expe-
rience between peers within and beyond the individual university. This quality cul-
ture is reflected in day-to-day procedures such as critical discussion of research at 
seminars, dissertation defenses, workshops and conferences. It also takes the form 
of peer review related to hiring, funding and publication decisions; follow-up and 
feedback of the performance of individuals and groups; and in collegial discussions 
about the design and content of courses and programs, student assessments, and 
student feedback on instruction. The quality culture is principally local and self-
regulated, and its concrete manifestations vary in detail across disciplines and insti-
tutions. 

This inherent quality culture is probably one of the established university’s stron-
gest assets. For long, universities largely relied on the assumption that this organi-
cally grown culture would guarantee high quality in research – and education. Yet 
this approach builds on the premise that the university as a whole, with all its study 
programs and research environments, is animated by academic values and an esta-
blished and open quality culture. While this often is the case, most people who have 
worked in academia (or in any other organization for that matter) know that there 
are exceptions. Thus, ensuring that these built-in quality processes are in place and 
operate well is the responsibility of academic leadership at all levels. 

The meaning of the concept ‘quality culture’ is often taken for granted. It has 
positive connotations, thus we know that it is a desirable thing to have, but we 
seldom make explicit what we mean by it. According to the European University 
Association’s definition (EUA 2006), a quality culture is characterized by two dis-
tinct elements: 1) a cultural/psychological element of shared values, beliefs, expec-
tations and commitment towards quality, and 2) a structural/managerial element 
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with defined processes that enhance quality and aim at coordinating individual ef-
forts. Thus, this definition not only embraces the self-regulated culture element as 
described above, there is also a structural element. 

Bendermacher, et al. (2016) explore the concept in greater detail by pulling to-
gether results from empirical studies. In doing so, the following key characteristics 
of a quality culture in the higher education setting emerge. A quality culture is 
flexible, people-oriented and rests on values that are   shared by those who are part of 
the culture. There are good opportunities for collegial exchange of experience both 
within environments (e.g. departments, faculties/schools) and between different 
parts of the university. Continuous improvement is part of the university’s strategy, 
and there is a quality system with clear goals, division of responsibilities and proces-
ses that are well known in the organization. Students and staff are involved in deci-
sion making, as well in the design of the quality system, and there is a clear owner-
ship of quality processes at the grassroots level. Management contributes indirectly 
by allocating resources wisely and creating conditions for cooperation, trust and 
openness. 

The opposite of a quality culture is a rigid, control-oriented culture without a 
strategic focus on improvement and no cohesive quality system. The governance 
structures are hierarchical, and the influence by students and employees is weak. The 
management is control-oriented and lacks in communication. Quality processes are 
implemented top-down and clash with the profession’s values   and autonomy. The 
disciplines are strong and introverted and actively oppose initiatives that come from 
above. High demands on productivity and success in research mean that teachers 
pay less attention to the quality of education than to research.

In light of the above, management seems to have a key role in nurturing a qua-
lity culture, by enabling but not overly interfering. In their study of leadership of 
teaching in research-intensive environments, Gibbs et al. (2008) tried to identify the 
role, if any, of departmental leadership in creating and supporting excellent teach-
ing. They found that leaders in demonstrably excellent teaching environments had 
credibility and trust in the area of teaching among the academics in their own de-
partment and beyond. They were good at identifying teaching problems and turning 
them into opportunities and in articulating a convincing rationale for change. They 
actively supported change and innovation. Furthermore, their leadership was devol-
ved, and they supported the building of strong communities of practice among the 
teachers and involved students in development work. They ensured that excellent 
teaching and teaching development efforts were recognized and rewarded, and mar-
keted the department as a teaching success. The department leaders displayed vary-
ing combinations of these features, but they all shared two of them: they had credi-
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bility and trust with regard to teaching and involved students actively in the 
department’s developmental work. 

The above studies suggest that the structural/managerial elements of a quality 
culture have to resonate with the lived experience of academics and students. Thus, 
not only do both elements of the EUN definition have to be in place in order to 
have a cohesive quality culture, they are interdependent. Harvey and Stensaker 
(2008) argue along the same line when exploring the theoretical basis for understan-
ding the concept of quality culture. They conclude that ‘localized’ knowledge and 
practice are vital in developing institutional quality assurance schemes. They even 
argue that unless ‘localized’ knowledge is incorporated into the structure, structure 
and culture will not merge into a quality culture. 

Bornemark (2018) has explored quality management from the perspective of a 
philosopher, also stressing the bottom-up perspective. She argues that the most 
important quality process is to unlock the experiences that emerge from practice 
and use them for the further development of staff, organization and work procedu-
res. She emphasizes the importance of the professional judgment and the unique 
context. In contrast, she refers to New Public Management (NPM), which empha-
sizes rationality and risks displacing professional reflection and judgment with 
quantitative measurements and standardized guidelines. Bornemark illustrates this 
tension by introducing the philosopher Nicholas Cusanus’ way of understanding 
reason, where ratio abstracts, generalizes and categorizes, while intellectus means 
reflection at the border of the unknown. She believes that both are needed, but also 
that NPM overemphasizes ratio, to the detriment of the intellect.

Enacting Quality and Renewal: Three Examples from Uppsala 
University, Sweden
Historically, Uppsala University has lent heavily on the cultural/psychological ele-
ment of quality culture, and has just started to strengthen the structural/manage-
rial element in the last decade or two. In doing so, the University has tried to fine-
tune the tradeoff between top-down and bottom-up, so that there is still plenty of 
room for organic processes from below, while also creating a university-wide struc-
ture in order to stimulate, support and coordinate these processes. The University 
has also set out to retain the academic quality assurance mechanism of external 
peer-review, the outside-in perspective, and even broaden its use. In the following 
we exemplify this development by three cases. 

In this section we provide three examples of how Uppsala University has worked 
to strengthen its quality culture and quality system and its ability to renew research 
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and education through a number different initiatives and projects, based in quite 
similar processes, mechanisms and logic. The initiatives have typically started from 
the top-level university leadership, but the actual forming of the processes has been 
based on strong ownership from below, and there has been extensive use of external 
peers as critical friends and advisors.1 

Case 1: Systematizing Education Quality Control and Enhance-
ment 

Over the last 10 years, the University’s processes for monitoring and enhancing 
quality in education have become increasingly systematic and coordinated. This does 
not imply that there were no quality processes before that. For example, university-
wide PhD surveys and alumni surveys were introduced in the 1990s as a means to 
capture the student perspective on quality, and systematic course evaluations have 
an even longer history. Most importantly, individual teachers, departments, and 
schools/faculties had their own quality processes. Nevertheless, there was no way of 
ensuring that all study programmes at the University were sufficiently monitored 
with the entire curriculum in focus. Likewise, there was no way of ensuring an ex-
ternal perspective on the quality of the University’s study programs, unless they were 
subjected to review by the Swedish Higher Education Authority. The opportunities 
for sharing of knowledge and experiences of quality processes and educational deve-
lopment across the University were also limited. The different schools/faculties, and 
even departments, were principally siloed, except for a biannual university-wide 
pedagogical conference.. 

The first major university-wide quality process concerning education was an en-
hancement-led review, Creative Educational Development at Uppsala University 
(CrEd), which started in 2010.  The purpose of CrEd was to stimulate educational 
development, enhance the exchange of good ideas among colleagues across the Uni-
versity, and generally spotlight the educational mission of the University. The ini-
tiative was inspired by the Quality and Renewal research exercise (see below), and 
constituted an analogous way to raise the bar with regard to quality in education. 

The CrEd-project was built around enhancement themes that had been identified 
by the faculties/schools themselves given their local developmental needs and aspi-
rations. The approach was inspired by the Scottish HEI sector’s enhancement-led 
approach to quality. The themes obviously varied across the board, but two were 

1 A caveat should be introduced here. The authors of the chapter have been more or less involved 
in leading and coordinating all the processes and initiatives described here and are therefore inevitably 
biased – i.e., presumably overly positive and insufficiently critical – when presenting this account. As 
authors, we recommend the reader to keep this in mind.
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university-wide: research-teaching-linkages, and boundary spanning educational col-
laboration. During the project’s first phase (2010–2011), the faculties’ conducted 
actual development work in relation to the enhancement themes, supported by 
pan-university seminars that allowed for collegial exchange and expert input. The 
development phase was followed by a concluding evaluation in 2012, where a panel 
with peers from Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK and the USA provided 
feedback on the developmental work that had been carried out. 

The final project report identified a handful developmental areas that had the 
character of “wake-up calls”, i.e., areas where the panel pointed out a clear need for 
greater awareness and more systematic approaches to ensure dynamic educational 
development. These related to the following:

•	 research-teaching linkages, 
•	 active student participation, 
•	 leadership commitment to educational development, and
•	 systematic evaluations of study programmes for all programmes and frees-

tanding courses. 

The recommendations concerning active student participation2 and systematic eva-
luations of study programs were taken forward in university wide processes. In the 
following we will present the work on evaluations of study programs.

The CrEd-panel had observed excessive faith in externally-led evaluations, such 
as those performed by the Swedish Higher Education Authority and external ac-
creditors, and urged the University to take greater ownership over the quality as-
surance of its study programs. The National Agency for Higher Education had also 
called for better follow-up of education when reviewing the University in 2009, and 
an impending change in the national quality system further emphasized the need. 
Most important, however, was the University’s conviction that taking full responsi-
bility for quality in both education and research is an integral part of being an au-
tonomous university. In 2015, the Vice Chancellor commissioned a working group 
with teacher representatives, student representatives, and experts to develop a model 
for educational evaluations at Uppsala University.

Before starting the concrete development of such a model, the working group 
decided on a few guiding principles, which can be traced to the University Strategy 
and the University’s rules of procedure. The purpose of the model should be to 

2 The Vice Chancellor decided to pursue the CrEd panel recommendation about student 
participation by funding a university wide project, Active Student Participation (ASP) at Uppsala 
University. This project is described in another chapter in this volume.
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maintain and develop the quality of all education, with the ultimate goal of provi-
ding education of the highest national and international quality. The model had to 
allow each faculty board to design the evaluations in a way that is appropriate for 
the context, which is prone to vary between disciplines and study programs. Further-
more, the model had to be in tune with – and promote – already existing day-to-day 
quality processes. It also had to facilitate the exchange of experiences and good 
practice between different parts of the University and make use of external collea-
gues’ knowledge and experiences through peer review. Finally, the evaluations had 
to be as unbureaucratic and cost-effective as possible.

Based on these principles and a proposed model, the Vice Chancellor decided on 
Guidelines for Uppsala University’s model for educational evaluations (2016). The mo-
del consists of two parts, a brief annual follow-up of each study program, and a more 
comprehensive evaluation every six years. 

The Faculty Boards largely decide on the design of their annual follow up and are 
free to tailor the design of the evaluations to fit their needs. Nevertheless, there are 
some minimum requirements that must be met. The six-year education evaluations 
must contain a self-evaluation supported by data, e.g., course evaluations and other 
questionnaires, retention analyses, national comparisons, etc. They also have to em-
ploy external review by at least two colleagues from other universities, and at least 
one colleague from another faculty area within Uppsala University. Both teachers, 
students and doctoral students must participate in the planning, implementation 
and follow-up of the evaluation. Furthermore, the guidelines set out eleven aspects 
that each evaluation should cover. The aspects are based on internal governing do-
cuments, national laws and regulations as well as international guidelines (notably 
ESG, 2015). 

Within this overall framework, the faculty boards are responsible for the design 
and implementation of the actual evaluations, as well as the follow-up and feedback 
related to them. The external review may be carried out by a standard panel visit 
with interviews, or as a benchmarking exercise where teacher and student represen-
tatives from a specific study program visit a corresponding program at another 
university. External reviewers may also observe teaching, look at grading procedures, 
etc. Regardless of which method, or combination of methods, the Faculty Board 
decides to use, the external reviewers are to submit a summary statement about the 
strengths, weaknesses/development areas of the education in question, as well as 
recommendations for improvement. The feedback is all qualitative; there is no gra-
ding. 

Those in charge of the individual study program under scrutiny (typically a Di-
rector of Study or a Program Coordinator) then summarize the most important 
conclusions and determine which measures to be taken. The summary statement 
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shall also contain the Faculty Board’s conclusion. If the Board finds that specific 
actions are absolutely necessary, the Board may decide on closer monitoring. The 
summary statements are published openly on the University’s website together with 
the reviewers’ report. 

The most important findings and conclusions from each Faculty Board are repor-
ted to the Vice Chancellor and discussed at an annual dialogue on quality. The Vice 
Chancellor gives the University Board an annual report summarizing the main re-
sults across the University. A highly successful feature has been the annual education 
evaluation conference, where teachers, Study Directors, and Program Coordinators 
share experiences from evaluated study programs across the University, both with 
regard to evaluation methodology and results, including examples of good practice. 

The introduction of systematic reviews of study programmes has impacted the 
University in several ways. It has made it easier for the academic leadership at all 
levels to assume their responsibility for quality. Moreover, the participation of staff 
and students in quality processes has been strengthened, as well as the exchange of 
experiences and good practice across the University. The local ownership means that 
Faculty Boards can easily fine-tune the review methodology continuously to im-
prove its fitness-for-purpose and cost-effectiveness.

The new model has, however, not changed the importance of the daily quality 
processes that take place in collaboration between Heads of Department, Directors 
of Studies, Program Coordinators, Course Coordinators, teachers and students. It 
is rather the ways of systematizing, making visible and stimulating that work that 
have developed. The quality culture that permeates the University has been crucial 
for this development, as has indisputably the “evaluation society” at large, with its 
sometimes questionable demands for measurability and accountability. The ambi-
tion has, however, been to deal with the external requirements in a way that resona-
tes with the University’s values and procedures. This has been ensured by the fact 
that representatives of faculties – and student unions – have actively contributed to 
the development and realization of the model, with their knowledge, time and com-
mitment. 

Case 2: Research Evaluations for Quality and Renewal

Turning to research, Uppsala University carried out its first comprehensive, self-
initiated research evaluation in 2007. It aimed to identify strong research and re-
search initiatives with the potential to develop into future strong areas of research, 
thereby aiding university management in its strategic decision-making. The exer-
cise was repeated in 2011 with the additional aim to assess how the results from the 
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first evaluation had been taken care of.
When considering a third research evaluation, a follow-up revisiting the two 

previous evaluations was initiated in 2015. Were they seen to have been useful at 
different levels within the University? Should Uppsala University continue to do 
comprehensive evaluations and, in that case, how? The resulting report (Ellegren 
2015) was based on interviews with key persons and extensive consultations with 
various bodies within the University, and it gave a clear message: yes, the University 
should perform comprehensive research evaluations at regular intervals (although 
not too often), but the format should preferably vary from time to time rather than 
repeating that of previous evaluations. It was also suggested that the coming eva-
luation could be more forward-oriented and focus on preconditions for and proces-
ses underpinning high quality research, rather than assessing for a third time re-
search quality as such. 

This advice was taken onboard, and it was decided that a third evaluation should 
be carried out and designed as an analysis of the research environments within 
Uppsala University, with particular focus on the processes that underpin research 
quality and renewal. Therefore, the title of the two previous evaluations – Quality 
and Renewal – was also found very suitable for the new evaluation, thus named 
Quality and Renewal 2017, in short Q&R17 (in Swedish Kvalitet och förnyelse 2017, 
KoF17).

All three evaluations have been major undertakings, engaging large numbers of 
people within and outside the University, and each resulted in a major summary 
volume (KoF 07, KoF 11, Q&R 17). Heads of department, deans and other faculty 
members and staff across the University have been involved in the design of the 
various parts of the project, and in preparing the self-evaluations and panel visits, 
etc.

The chairs and members of around 20 panels (in total between 130 and 200 ex-
ternal peers were involved in each evaluation) proved to be extremely committed 
and generous in giving critical feedback and constructive suggestions on how the 
University and its various parts can develop further over the coming years. They 
acted, in the best sense of the word, as critical friends of Uppsala University.

The first two evaluations, in 2007 and 2011, mainly resulted in assessments of the 
perceived quality of the research carried out in all the various research groupings and 
units that exist throughout the University. Grades were given on a scale from “world 
leading” to “insufficient”. In addition to the grading, there were also many valuable 
observations regarding the workings of the University’s research environments and 
Swedish academia in general.

Q&R17 was different. Focus was not on assessing research quality as such but 
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rather on answering the questions: are there good systems, routines and cultures in 
place to enhance research quality and to drive renewal? To that end, the project 
started out with an internet-based survey where all research active staff (from PhD 
students to full professors) where invited to answer questions regarding 1) which 
factors they believed are most important in a good research environment, and 2) 
how they rated their own local research environment at Uppsala University in tho-
se respects. Around 3600 answers were retrieved and subsequently analyzed in vari-
ous ways (Waxell, et al. 2020). The survey results were broken down by department/
evaluation unit and sent out, together with some bibliometric data, as a basis for the 
self-evaluations that were written by each evaluation unit. The self-evaluations, ex-
plicitly expected to be self-critical and to reflect on survey results and bibliometrics, 
were sent to the panel before the site visits that took place during one week in May 
2017.

Q&R17 thus did not result in any sort of grading of the research carried out 
within Uppsala University, neither in its totality nor in its parts. Nevertheless, the 
panel reports included numerous testimonies of the perceived strength and good 
international standing of Uppsala as a research university. More importantly, given 
the purpose of Q&R17, both the panel reports and project management team iden-
tified a number of areas where action should be considered if Uppsala University 
were to take steps towards strengthening its position and reaching its full potential. 
These relate to the following: 

•	 Quality culture and control
•	 Leadership and strategic renewal
•	 Talent attraction and retention
•	 Internationalization
•	 External collaboration and outreach
•	 Research-teaching linkages
•	 Organization and infrastructure

Here we will briefly comment upon on the first two. Regarding quality culture, the 
survey results suggest that academic freedom and various manifestations of colle-
giality (e.g., an open and creative climate, constructive feedback, and senior faculty 
taking collective responsibility for the environment as a whole) are important fea-
tures of a good research culture. The panels also highlight several of these qualities, 
emphasizing the importance of professional performance of academic leaders, men-
toring, a common identity, a good social climate, and an ability to be forward-
looking and strategic, as well as a capacity for critical self-reflection. One point that 
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comes across strongly is the crucial role of a good seminar culture (or other forms 
of scientific dialogue) in strengthening identity and balancing and managing unity/
diversity in a research environment. 

Regarding leadership and strategic renewal, the panels and the survey results in-
dicate that academic leadership at the department level generally functions well. 
According to the survey results, however, there is scope for change with regard to 
leaders’ ability to give their researchers support, e.g., with regard to funding and 
career planning, as well as feedback on individual performance. Leaders’ ability to 
involve researchers in strategic planning and their readiness to take charge of pro-
blems in the research environment could also be improved. Some panel reports 
suggest that department heads should have greater powers than is now the case. 

Another recurrent theme concerns whether Uppsala University is sufficiently 
equipped for research renewal. Some panels find that the balance between bottom-
up and top-down action needs to be addressed to unleash the University’s potential, 
since too much dependence on bottom-up may lead to research fragmentation. 
There was also a call for stronger strategic thinking in all areas. There is thus a need 
to create better fora for discussion on strategic matters at all levels of the University 
and to strengthen the tools available to department leadership (and research leaders) 
for driving research renewal.

The conclusions and recommendations coming out of Q&R17 have formed the 
basis for a number of actions throughout the University aiming to further strengthen 
the international standing of Uppsala University. This will be further discussed in 
the following.

Case 3: Strategies to Increase Quality and Capacity for Renewal

The finalization of the research evaluation Q&R17 more or less coincided with the 
start of a process to revise the Mission, Goals and Strategies document of Uppsala 
University. This document, which has existed in different versions for some 20 years, 
articulates the fundamental values and sets out the direction for the future of the 
University. Mission, Goals and Strategies is intended to enhance the University’s 
status as a globally leading higher education institution, its position in society and 
its capacity to continually renew itself to meet present and future challenges. As such 
it is not very different from corresponding documents at other universities.

At this point the revision could take its starting point in the self-reflective analysis 
and critical peer review in the Q&R17 project. Based on the strengths and challen-
ges identified, a number of so-called development goals were formulated for educa-
tion and research at Uppsala University that were intended to reinforce the ability 
to stimulate, take up and prioritize between good initiatives for the renewal of 
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education and research (Mission, Goals and Strategies, 2019).
The first goal is to expand education and strengthen the connection between 

education and research. It is formulated to counter the tendency that the Univer-
sity becomes ever more research intensive and the divide between research and 
teaching tends to increase. It is also specified what types of new or expanding edu-
cations should be given priority (e.g., internationally advertised master’s programs 
with strong links to research, transdisciplinary programs and courses based on new 
combinations of subjects).

A second goal is to develop research excellence and strengthen the capacity to 
attract prestigious grants in international competition. A publicly funded research 
university has a particular responsibility to create conditions for the long-term, 
curiosity-driven quest for new knowledge that inspires the most fundamental re-
search. The strength that lies in individual researchers and teams driving the fronti-
ers of knowledge forward through top- quality basic research must be nurtured and 
further developed. The goal set out is that the University should maintain its natio-
nally leading position in the competition for research funding, while at the same 
time strengthen its capacity to attract excellent funding in international competi-
tion, not least from the European Research Council, by more clearly supporting 
researchers applying for such funding.

A third goal is to strengthen transdisciplinary and challenge-driven research. 
While the University has its inherent strength in curiosity driven, disciplinary-based 
research, the ambition is to develop more high-profile, thematically oriented re-
search environments, particularly linked to sustainable social development. This 
typically requires that researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds cooperate 
on common problems, in collaboration with partners and stakeholders outside the 
university sector. Forms for organizing transdisciplinary initiatives will be developed 
to ensure that emerging thematic initiatives are linked to existing discipline-oriented 
research environments and support the connection between research and education. 
Specific goals are being set for attracting research resources from Swedish funding 
bodies that primarily support challenge- and needs-driven research, such as Vin-
nova, Formas, the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Environmental Research (Mist-
ra) and the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research, in Sweden, and from the 
European framework programs.

A fourth goal set out is that the University shall strengthen its capacity to carry 
out concentrated, coordinated initiatives in education and research, not least in the 
area of infrastructure. This requires that systems are established – at the departmen-
tal, faculty, disciplinary domain and university levels – that encourage the regular 
production and prioritization of proposals for new initiatives and their insertion 
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into regular operational planning processes. 
Such a model has increasingly been used in recent years in the budget process of 

the University. The board of each broad faculty area (science & technology, medi-
cine & Pharmacy, humanities & social sciences) is being requested to initiate a 
process to identify and prioritize new teaching program proposals. The prioritized 
proposals are subject to a second selection process at the university level, and based 
on that process, resources are allocated to the new programs, both by using new 
incoming resources and through the redistribution of existing resources. 

In that way, during a three-year period, the University has been able to initiate 
and/or start several new professional programs and a large number of international 
master’s programs. The total of around 30 new study programs reflect the breadth 
and diversity of the University, as illustrated by the following examples: wind power 
engineering, digital business development, sustainable energy conversion, medical 
technology, sustainable destination development, modern history, digital humani-
ties, game design, Russian language,environmental law, innovative medicine, indu-
strial economy, additive manufacturing image analysis and machine learning, ad-
ditive manufacturing, theology and religious studies.

During the same time and with similar processes, a number of new transdiscipli-
nary research initiatives have been launched in areas like: antibiotic resistance, cli-
mate change leadership, sustainable cities, diabetes, medical humanities, and Higher 
Education as research field.

Discussion and Conclusions
All in all, the last decade has meant a strengthening of the University’s systematic 
quality processes. Over the period, a more interconnected quality system for research 
and education has emerged. Follow-up on quality evaluations has become more 
systematic, and the conditions for the Faculty Boards to shoulder their responsibi-
lity for quality have increased, as well as the Vice Chancellor’s overview. 

This development is admittedly in part a result of external pressures; it is a reflec-
tion of the general trend towards New Public Management in society. In its most 
perverted form this trend might well undermine a well-functioning quality culture. 
To avoid running that risk, the University has consciously strived to build the chan-
ges on the existing quality culture and to maintain academic integrity, while being 
open for influences that may contribute positively to quality. 

To the degree that the described developments within Uppsala University have 
been successful, we believe that success can be ascribed to a number of common 
traits in the different initiatives. We conclude this chapter by pinpointing some of 
those traits, summarized under the notions of “bottom-up,” “top-down,” and “out-
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side-in.”
Bottom-up: First of all, in order to be successful in a collegiate setting, any new 

initiative has to build on broad involvement. Academic leadership at all, or at least 
several, levels within the university must take ownership over the projects. Further-
more, there must be a strong buy-in from a minimum of several key faculty mem-
bers for initiatives relating to quality enhancement or renewal to really take root in 
day-to-day research and education. 

The overall framework for the new model for educational evaluations was created 
by teachers and students, and allows the evaluations to be tailored to local contexts. 
The enthusiasm displayed at the annual conferences for sharing of experiences indi-
cates that many Study Directors, Program Coordinators and individual head 
teachers certainly have found ways to actively use these evaluations in their ambition 
to improve the study programs and courses for which they are responsible. In the 
most recent research evaluation, department heads were engaged early on in the 
design of the evaluation processes, and many of them have testified that the model 
used meant that there was time for reflection rather than tedious collection of data 
for the panels, and that panel advice has proved useful in their work to drive strate-
gic development in the department.

Top-down: the role of leadership at the higher level of the university, in Uppsala 
University’s case the Vice Chancellor in dialogue with the Vice-Rectors of the three 
broad faculty areas, should be demanding and insist in requiring that certain acti-
vities shall take place in faculties and departments, while at the same time not 
prescribing exactly how. Faculties have to make a plan for all education in their area 
to be subjected to comprehensive evaluation with external peer review during a six-
year cycle but can decide themselves on the concrete forms (units of evaluation, 
time-table, format peer review, selection of peers, etc.). University level leadership 
also has an important role in following up the results of evaluation. If the Vice 
Chancellor is not interested in the main results and the action points planned, why 
should anyone else care? Another role is to arrange for knowledge exchange bro-
adly across the university and to actively facilitate and support all kinds of cross-
border activities.

Outside-in: the active use of external peers is another common feature for most 
successful initiatives. In all the projects and initiatives described here, the role of the 
external peer is that of the critical friend. A critical friend is not a judge expected to 
return a final verdict but a knowledgeable and fresh-eyed observer who comes in 
with an open mind to stimulate reflection. A critical friend can give impartial feed-
back on what he or she sees as stronger and weaker elements in the activity under 
scrutiny. If the unit of evaluation is involved in suggesting respected colleagues for 
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the review panel, the advice that comes back is often seen to be both eye-opening 
and highly legitimate and thus forms a solid starting point for changes made in 
order to enhance quality and stimulate renewal. Several departments established 
their own standing international advisory board after the last research evaluation, 
and so did the Vice Chancellor. 

All approaches have their pros and cons. A strength of the “bottom up - top-down 
- inside-out” approach is that it incorporates and integrates the two elements of a 
cohesive quality culture as defined by EUN: a cultural/psychological element and 
structural/managerial element. The greatest drawback is probably the time that it 
takes to involve all levels of the university, as well as external peers. Many individu-
als have to contribute their valuable time, and thorough consultations may ob-
viously slow down decision-making. Another drawback is the lack of consistency 
that local freedom brings about. Room for variation increases complexity and makes 
it harder to acquire an overview. On the other hand, our experience is that whatever 
comes out tends to be more robust, integrated and accepted than it would other-
wise be. High expectations, freedom and local ownership are key success factors. 

The main argument forwarded in this chapter is that there are processual simila-
rities between enhancing quality and increasing the capacity for renewal in the 
setting of a collegiate university. The two processes benefit equally from a strong, 
cohesive quality culture. Both benefit from explorative and dynamic approaches, 
“bordering the unknown”, as well as sensitivity to the unique context.  Finally, 
while both processes are built into the everyday practice of doing education and 
research, they can be further stimulated if a strong and directed leadership pushes 
the implementation of systematic approaches that promote porosity across the uni-
versity and assure an outsider perspective by external peer review. 
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Pathways for Improving Doctoral Education – Using 
Data in the Pre- and Post-COVID Era

John Aubrey Douglass, UC Berkeley 
Igor Chirikov, UC Berkeley

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic altered the perception of the management 
challenges facing universities, globally. It has changed the market for domestic and 
international students, required institutions to move rapidly to online and remote 
teaching, and brought into question the funding model for many universities, par-
ticularly with the specter of reduced tuition income and state funding under the 
assumption of a global recession.

But is also true that the pandemic, and its impact on higher education, varies by 
nation, and even by the collective pan-regional response – e.g., Europe vs nations 
along the Pacific Rim. It is hard to assess its full implications: will it be a temporary, 
year-or-more long process of coping, or does it mark a significant shift to a new 
normal? 

The safe bet is something in-between: online and hybrid courses will become a 
more significant component of universities curriculums and degree programs; inter-
national research collaborations, already highly dependent on remote communica-
tion and coordination of activities, will become more so; universities will build into 
their operations planning for any future pandemics or other forms of disruption, 
like the impact of climate change; student markets may be altered, with internatio-
nal student mobility declining for a period but then increasing once students find 
other locations to travel to which they feel are safer and that more affordable qua-
lity education.

In this chapter, we focus on the student experience, and specifically the graduate 
student experience and their perceptions of what improvements are needed to pro-
vide a quality education that also recognizes the contemporary world of work and 
citizenship. In the United States and Europe, faculty positions are extremely limited; 
most doctoral degree recipients find jobs and careers outside of academia. 
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Based on survey data generated by the Student Experience in the Research Uni-
versity (SERU) Consortium, we can look at graduate student’s responses both be-
fore and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their responses provide guideposts for 
university leaders to assess ways to improve their teaching and research activities. 
We can also explore the differences between American/Canadian universities and a 
selected group of European universities.

Here, and in other previous publications, we argue that universities need to sig-
nificantly redirect and improve their institutional research capability to help boost 
their management capacity (Aubrey and Chirikov 2020). Thus far, the COVID-19 
pandemic is all-absorbing, requiring university leaders and academic staff to deal 
with major transitions in teaching to online formats, probable declines in revenue, 
hiring freezes and lay-offs and attempts to plan for what lies ahead. Few have formal 
or even very limited policies for gathering institutional data to use for institutional 
self-improvement. If they have systematically gathered data, it is often to meet the 
accountability regimes of ministries or respond to and develop strategies related to 
global and national rankings of institutions – almost always focused on research 
output. That must change if institution want to effectively deal with their own 
specific needs and develop a stronger culture of institutional improvement powered 
by data and analysis.

We have entered a world of ‘big data’, and it is essential that universities leverage 
and use data to improve institutional activities, practices and investment, and do so 
responsibly. And in this effort, university leaders need to understand that data and 
analysis should be widely shared and used.

Student survey data is not an end in itself, and there are significant limits and 
potential biases in the responses of students. But a coherent and systematic use of 
survey data, preferably longitudinal and with comparative institutional data, provi-
des a significant window into the effectiveness of teaching and learning, and even 
the research productivity and mentorship competency of a university.

Again, in the following we explore comparative data between US and European 
universities related largely to graduate education and specifically to students in doc-
toral programs, in part because of the limited data that we have at the master’s and 
professional level in Europe. We focus on two data sets: First, the results of SERU’s 
graduate survey (gradSERU) administered at 10 universities between 2017 and 2019, 
which includes seven North American research universities and three north Euro-
pean research-intensive universities (in Sweden, Netherlands and Germany); second, 
data and analysis from a COVID-19 specific SERU survey administered in the sum-
mer and fall of 2020 in the US.
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The SERU Consortium and Surveys

The SERU Consortium is a group of more than 40 top tier research-intensive uni-
versities that collaborate by the administering of SERU undergraduate (ugSERU) 
and graduate surveys (gradSERU) for policy and scholarly purposes. They share 
SERU benchmark data and best practices and seek paths for institutional self-im-
provement and collaborations. Based at UC Berkeley, the SERU Consortium was 
founded in 2008, but the SERU Project and census, consisting of online, customi-
zed, longitudinal surveys date back to 2002 with the development of an undergra-
duate student survey for all eight University of California (UC) undergraduate 
campuses (now nine). 

In 2008, the SERU Project expanded the number of institutions administering 
the survey, forming a consortium of large, research-intensive universities that today 
includes most public members of the Association of American Universities (AAU) 
in addition to the UC campuses. Although still referred to as the UCUES in the 
UC system, the survey instrument is largely known outside of the UC System as the 
SERU Survey. 

In 2012 a number of universities from Brazil, China, South Africa and Europe 
joined the consortium, forming the SERU International Division. In 2017 the pro-
ject expanded its survey operations and launched the graduate survey, developed by 
the University of Minnesota together with UC Berkeley’s Center for Studies in 
Higher Education. 

This chapter explores the graduate student experience, but over the years the 
SERU Consortium has accumulated more than 1 million unique responses from 
undergraduate students enrolled at leading research universities worldwide. There 
are four key takeaways from our undergraduate surveys. 

1. The variation in student engagement within the university is often much 
larger than between universities, even those in different countries. Differen-
ces in student demographics and disciplines contribute substantially to this 
variation. 

2. Students spend their time very differently in different countries (Malosho-
nok 2020). For example, students in US universities focus more on their 
homework and study outside of class while students in China or Japan 
spend almost all of their study time in class.

3. We see that research universities worldwide put more emphasis on student 
research engagement and invest in providing research opportunities to stu-
dents as part of their learning experience (Aubrey Douglass and Zhao 2012; 
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Douglass and Zhao 2013). 
4. Students in American universities also tend to be more engaged in extracur-

ricular activities that contribute toward their capabilities and future em-
ployment, including voluntary and university sponsored public service 
activities in local communities (Kwon, et. al. 2020).

Working in collaboration with SERU member institutions, we identified the need 
for a coherent graduate student survey. All our SERU members have extensive gra-
duate programs, including master’s, professional and doctoral degree programs. 
Designed to provide comparative benchmarks to help educators understand student 
experiences, gradSERU provides the contextual information that is being used by 
member institutions to pursue meaningful improvements in graduate education.

Within SERU surveys, institutions are able to address potential biases by using 
sampling weights after the data is collected to improve representativeness. On the 
international side, we validate translations with our partner universities and consider 
cultural differences and survey taking patterns during data collection and analysis. 
International benchmark data often show differences between universities. Our 
member institutions, in the process of analyzing survey data and during discussions 
at our SERU conferences and events, explore the reasons for those differences.

The Changing World of Graduate Education – Advising and 
Skills Development
Historically, there has been a great diversity in the approaches to graduate education, 
in terms of what type of students enter graduate programs (e.g., domestic versus 
international students), how they are educated, what professions they are trained 
for, and how they find employment. But the elevated role of graduate education has 
brought an increased focus on the structure and quality of graduate education.

Even before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,  graduate education was al-
ready undergoing significant change. In virtually all corners of the globe, graduate 
education has not only grown tremendously in the number of programs and enroll-
ment but has incorporated reforms. This has included:

•	 More deliberately structured curricular requirements geared toward the ar-
ray of professions the program is intended to serve – not just academia.

•	 Increased use of English in courses and for master’s theses and dissertations 
in programs attempting to attract and retain international talent, and for 
preparing future academics and business leaders whose professions are in-
creasingly global in context.
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•	 Clearly stated skills that students should acquire and expectations on their 
academic performance.

•	 Articulating the mentorship responsibilities of faculty.
•	 Coordination with the professions and businesses to better match training 

with labor needs (Nerad and Evans 2014; Douglass 2016).

The gradSERU Survey was deigned to develop a greater understanding of the gra-
duate student experience to pursue  improvements in graduate education by exami-
ning how differences in the educational experiences of students enrolled in research 
universities relate to their intellectual, emotional, ethical, professional, and psycho-
social development. This is of particular importance, and interest, to research inten-
sive universities in an era of increased global competition for talent.

There are a wide range of topics that we can explore with the SERU data. As 
noted previously, we focus our initial analysis on a comparative set of gradSERU 
student responses regarding their skills development and the value of academic 
advising, in particular the sense of students regarding their preparation for the world 
of work that is often outside of academia (noted above). Our point of comparison 
is data gathered at a number of major North American (US and Canada) research 
intensive universities and a similar group in the EU. But first, we provide a brief 
discussion on the design of gradSERU.

gradSERU Design

Grounded in the tenets of Tinto’s (1993) “theory of graduate communities and doc-
toral persistence,” and Alexander Astin’s theory of student involvement, the survey 
design conceptualizes the graduate student experience as a three-stage process that 
encompasses  the entry/transition stage, the development stage, and the degree com-
pletion/exit stage. 

The theory posits that individual attributes, such as the socioeconomic back-
ground of students, prior educational experience, and financial resources, shape 
students’ goals and their educational, occupational, and institutional commitments. 
External commitments and financial resources also impact the process of students’ 
integration into the academic and social systems of their program, department, and 
university. 
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Figure 1

Figure 1. gradSERU Design

Like the SERU Undergraduate (UG) Survey, gradSERU is an online, census survey 
of all graduate students that uses a module design. Developed in collaboration with 
North American and international member campuses, the design of the survey re-
cognizes the complexity of the graduate student experience within institutions and 
the differing structures and cultures of graduate programs in the US and internatio-
nally. Figure 1 provides an outline of the survey’s design, including seven modules 
that include a core module and a “wildcard” module where universities ask customi-
zed questions. Depending on the cultural and program needs of each university 
administering the survey, universities can also pick which modules are of priority.

As noted, in 2017-2018, the SERU Consortium administered its gradSERU Sur-
vey to doctoral students at ten major research universities – three European Univer-
sities in Sweden, the Netherlands and Germany (EU) and seven North American 
universities in the United States and Canada. The total number of responses was 
5,467 (EU, n = 1,582, NA, n = 3,885). 

Data collection allows for analysis by discipline, gender and other factors related 
to the background of students. It also allows for a certain level of customization, 
including a recognition of differences in nomenclature and the structure of gradu-
ate programs between, for example, US and EU countries. This includes the fact 
that issues related to student finances differ considerably, with students in EU 
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countries often fully funded as employees. And finally, the survey instrument also 
allows SERU member campuses to benchmark their own responses with other 
member campuses – an important level of analysis useful for program review and 
other forms of institutional self-accountability. 

In the following, we focus on two areas of universal concern, whether at Berkeley, 
Lund or Uppsala University, namely advising and skills development in doctoral 
education. We have organized the data into the EU and NA university comparison 
groups and then look at subgroups by discipline and gender.

Advising

Advising is a key component for the successful progress of students toward the de-
gree, and satisfaction levels related to this component of the student experience also 
correlates with the health and wellbeing of students. Student perceptions regarding 
academic advising depend not only on the skills and knowledge of faculty, but also 
on the structure of doctoral degree programs, including whether there is a team 
approach or a single faculty mentor and advisor. Indeed, academic advising is a sur-
rogate for the mentorship capacity of doctoral programs and the faculty that lead 
them.

The gradSERU Survey asks fourteen questions related to the advising of doctoral 
candidates by academic staff. This includes whether the advisors provide helpful 
information on future career choices, advice on teaching, good research practice, a 
match for the student’s scholarly interest, and advice on professional skills. 

We also include a question on how helpful the adviser is in getting financial sup-
port, which has more relevance in the North American group of research intensive 
universities. For a listing of all questions, see Figure 2.
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Douglass and Chirikov – Graduate Education Student Experience  13 
 

Figure 2 – Advising – Social Sciences, Physical Sciences, Life Sciences, and Engineering 

Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements concerning your current, primary advisor? (% answered 
“agree”, “strongly agree”). Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Advisors intellectual interests match mine
Advisor teaches details of good research practice

Advisor respects me as individual
Advisor is interested in collaborating on research

Advisor is able to effectively help me
Advisor helps me network w/ researchers/scholars

Advisor helps me get financial support
Advisor has time for me when I need help/advice

Advisor has reputation of being good advisor
Advisor considers my personal abilities/talents/interests
Advisor assists me in writing presentations/publications

***Advisor provides w/ helpful information for future career
***Advisor has experience in area I'm researching/studying

***Advisor advises me about teaching
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Analysis of the survey results for doctoral students leads to four general conclusions:

1. Doctoral students in the US/Canada demonstrate higher levels of satisfac-
tion with advising in life sciences, engineering and physical sciences (but 
not social sciences).

2. EU female students are less satisfied with advising than EU male students. 
There are no gender differences in NA.

3. EU students across all disciplines are dissatisfied with the role of the advisor 
in exploring career options (both academic and non-academic).

4. Satisfaction with advising is associated with better mental health.

Figure 2 provides results on advising and the difference in responses between EU 
and North American doctoral students in four disciplinary areas: social sciences, 
physical sciences, life sciences and engineering.

Figure 3 provides an analysis of major differences between EU and North Ame-
rican students across the disciplines. When it comes to the personal qualities of 
advisors (e.g., if the advisor has time when advice is needed or if the advisor respects 
the student as an individual), there are no differences between the EU and NA 
students within all four disciplinary areas. However, in most disciplines students in 
NA tend to disagree with their EU counterparts concerning whether their advisor 
has experience in the area they are studying, gives advice about teaching or teaches 
details of good research practice.  The most significant difference regards the ques-
tion “does your advisor provide helpful information regarding your future career.” 
Figure 3 Advising: Comparison across Disciplines

LIFE SOC ENG PHYS
Advisor provides w/ helpful information for future career
Advisor has experience in area I'm researching/studying
Advisor advises me about teaching
Advisor teaches details of good research practice
Advisors intellectual interests match mine
Advisor is able to effectively help me
Advisor helps me get financial support
Advisor assists me in writing presentations/publications
Advisor helps me network w/ researchers/scholars
Advisor is interested in collaborating on research
Advisor has reputation of being good advisor
Advisor has time for me when I need help/advice
Advisor respects me as individual
Advisor considers my personal abilities/talents/interests

Figure 3.  Advising –  Comparison Across the Disciplines



218

John Aubrey Douglass & Igor Chirikov

We further explore the role of advisor in career guidance by asking students how 
helpful academic advisors have been about career options, both academic and non-
academic – see Figure 4. Generally, as shown in Figure 4, this is an area across dis-
ciplines where faculty in North American universities appear to do a better job. For 
example, only 53 percent of EU doctoral students in the social sciences state that 
faculty have been helpful, very helpful, or extremely helpful; in NA universities, 72 
percent provide a positive response. 
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Figure 4 – Advising –  Guidance Academic and Non‐Academic Careers 
 
   

Q: How helpful was the guidance you received from your 
current, primary advisor in each of these areas? (% answered 
“helpful”, “very helpful”, “extremely helpful”) categorized by 
Academic Careers and Non‐Academic Careers. 
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Figure 4. Advising –  Guidance Academic and Non-Academic Careers

Just as importantly, and considering that the market in both continents for faculty 
positions are extremely limited, and that more and more doctoral degree recipients 
are finding jobs and careers outside of academia, there are again major differences 
between the EU and NA responses. Just 24 percent of EU social science students 
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stated that their academic advisor(s) provide helpful information and advice on 
non-academic career opportunities.1 Perhaps not surprisingly, 68 percent of NA 
doctoral students in engineering state that faculty are helpful in non-academic ca-
reer advice, reflecting the long association with the private sector and engineering 
departments and their faculty. But even here, EU faculty significantly lag behind 
their NA counterparts.

Skills Development

The SERU survey explores the perceived skills development by students in three 
general areas. The first are Core Academic Skills including the understanding of a 
student’s field of study, the ability to think critically and analytically, and the design 
and conduct of original research. The second concerns Open Science Skills inclu-
ding the ability to make research understandable, navigate cultures in diverse com-
munities, and understand how your research connects with broader issues. The third 
involves Transferrable Skills, which include the ability to work collaboratively, net-
work, work internationally, manage a project or program, and innovate and be 
entrepreneurial.

Again, there are limits to student self-assessments regarding the complexity of 
their skills development, but self-assessment in this area does provide us a window 
into the strengths and weakness. Our main findings include:

1. EU students indicate greater gains in Transferable Skills across the discipli-
nes, including working collaboratively and the ability to network, work 
internationally, and work across disciplinary boundaries.2

2. In both the EU and NA, students state relatively high levels of gaining Core 
Academic Skills, most notably understanding your field of study.

3. However, both EU and NA responses indicate a serious problem in the area 
of Open Science Skills, including making research understandable to bene-
ficiaries and how one’s research relates to broader research issues – perhaps 
reflecting the increasing specialization of research in specific sub-fields by 
faculty and students. The question regarding navigating diverse communi-
ties poses a problem with how students interpret this question, where, for 
example, diversity is largely described as racial in North America.

1 Literature on non-academic career options for doctoral students includes Nerad 2015a and Nerad 
2015b. 

2 In the 2018 document Internationalisation of Swedish Higher Education and Research  - A Strategic 
Agenda. Swedish Government Inquiries states as Objective 4: “Staff at higher education institutions, 
including doctoral students, have solid international experience and strong international networks.”
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See Figure 5 for EU and NA student responses related to skills development by our 
four disciplines, social sciences, physical sciences, life science and engineering. The 
fact that EU students state a higher level of development in Transferable Skills, in-
cluding the ability to network and work internationally, may relate to the more 
insular and geographically isolated academic world found in the US and to some 
extent Canada. This is not to say that international collaborations are not a signifi-
cant component in NA universities, particularly in the hard sciences. 
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Figure 5 Skills Development: Physical Sciences
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Figure 5. Skills – Social Sciences, Physical Sciences Life Sciences and Engineering

Also, NA universities have a significantly high percentage of international students 
at the graduate level. But EU students operate in a more internationally engaged 
world by necessity in part because of the relatively small size of nation-states like 
Sweden and the Netherlands, and also because of the significant influence of EU 
programs, including Horizon 2020 and predecessor initiatives, which encourage 
cross-national research collaboration.

Finally, we can also see a correlation between student responses to the set of skills 
questions with their responses regarding the efficacy of academic advising. Here we 
organize the analysis by grouping EU and North American students separately and 
providing a sense of the student’s perceived gaps in their skills development. 
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Figure 6 – Advising – Skills Development and Satisfaction with Advising

Q: Please indicate to what extent your skills in the following areas 
developed during your enrollment (% answered “to a moderate 
extent”, “to a large extent”, “to a very large extent”) 
Note: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Figure 6. Advising –  Skills Development and Satisfaction with Advising

In both the EU and NA universities, satisfaction with advising is positively associa-
ted with skills development.

Across all types of skills and broad disciplinary areas, students who were satisfied 
with their advising reported better progress in skills development.  The differences 
in self-reported progress are much larger for transferrable skills and open science 
skills, pointing to an important role of advisor in providing support beyond core 
academic skills. 
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Graduate Education in the Covid Era3 

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, SERU researchers worked with our 
member universities to develop a survey to assess the student experience, and spe-
cifically the challenges of what has been a difficult period marked by the transition 
to remote learning and closing campuses. Twenty two universities worldwide parti-
cipated in the SERU COVID-19 Survey, including a number of non-member inter-
national universities that we invited to participate. 

Here we provide an initial analysis of responses by some 7,690 graduate and 
professional students at five NA public research universities regarding the obstacles 
that student face in the transition to remote learning. We gained additional data 
from the survey, and so the responses related to their mental health include 15,346 
graduate and professional students’ survey results collected between May-July 2020 
at nine public research universities.

While no EU universities chose to participate in the SERU COVID-19 Survey, 
we think the student responses provide an indicator of the probable similar chal-
lenges that students face in what we hope is a transition to the post-pandemic aca-
demic world.

Obstacles to Remote Learning

Some 88 percent of graduate students (doctoral, masters and professional students) 
stated that they faced at least one obstacle in the transition to remote learning and 
interaction with their faculty and student colleagues.  Over half noted problems 
with a lack of motivation as well as problems communicating with other students 
(56 and 55 percent, respectively). A similar number of students stated they had sig-
nificant problems with effectively learning in an online format and noted distraction 
at home because of a lack of appropriate study space (40 and 43 percent, respecti-
vely).

3 This section is based on a series of SERU Research Briefs analyzing the SERU COVID-19 Survey. 
This includes Soria, et al. 2020; Chirikov, et al. 2020, and Chirikov and Soria 2020.
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Figure 7 – Selected Obstacles to Remote Learning for Graduate Students –  SERU COVID‐19 Survey (Soria et al., 
2020) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8 – Mental Health –  Pre‐COVID Doctoral Student Anxiety and Depression Disorders 
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Figure 7. Selected Obstacles to Remote Learning for Graduate Students –  SERU COVID-19 
Survey (Soria et al., 2020)

And in a conclusion shared among 1st degree students who also participated in the 
survey, more than a quarter of graduate students stated that course content was not 
appropriate for online learning (much higher for undergraduates with 43 percent, 
likely reflecting the larger number of students in courses). But a relatively good sign 
is that only 9 percent of graduate students who responded said that were concerned 
with the lack of access to their academic advisor.

There are differences among graduate students according to their academic disci-
pline as well as their socio-economic background. This perhaps reflects the need for 
on-site labs and team research, as graduate students in health sciences and some 
areas of engineering were more likely than students in other academic disciplines to 
indicate that the course content was not appropriate for online learning. Moreover, 
approximately 48 percent of low-income and working-class students experienced a 
lack of access to an appropriate study space and a distracting home environment 
compared to some 40 percent of middle/upper-class students. Twenty percent of 
low-income graduate and professional students experienced a lack of access to tech-
nology compared to 8 percent of wealthy students.

In addition, in our sample, 14 percent of graduate students are responsible for 
taking care of children during the pandemic, and another 18 percent of graduate and 
professional students were responsible for taking care of other adults.
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Mental Health4

Graduate students at all program levels experience significant mental health chal-
lenges during the pandemic. It should be noted that the health and wellbeing of 
graduate students has been a growing concern, particularly doctoral students who, 
depending on their discipline and research specialization, faced uncertain job pro-
spects even when the global economy was doing relatively well.

As part of the gradSERU Survey, we pose questions regarding the levels of anx-
iety and depression that students self-assess and report. This includes feeling ner-
vous, anxious or on edge, and being unable to stop worrying as indicators of anx-
iety. To assess levels of depression, we ask two questions about whether they have 
little interest or pleasure in doing things or feel down, depressed or hopeless. Some 
NA and EU students demonstrate similar levels of anxiety disorder and depression 
disorder.5

Pre-COVID gradSERU responses (including the 3 EU and 7 NA universities) 
indicate that 19.2 percent of EU students and 22.4 percent of NA show signs of 
significant anxiety6. Another 14.2 percent of EU and 13.1 percent of students overall 
indicated a depressive disorder – although it is important to note that these students 
are also included in the students who report significant anxiety, see Figure 8. There 
are some gender differences, with female EU and NA students showing higher anx-
iety levels than their male counterparts.

4 Mental health analysis is based on the SERU COVID-19 Survey conducted as a census survey 
administered from May 18 to July 20, 2020 to undergraduate, graduate, and professional students at 
nine large, public research universities. The report uses data from 30,725 undergraduate students and 
15,346 graduate and professional students. The response rate was 14-41 % at the respective institutions.

5 We used the Patient Health Questionnaire-2 ( PHQ-2)  two-item scale to screen for major 
depressive disorder symptoms and Generalized Anxiety Disorder-2( GAD-2)  two-item scale to screen 
students for generalized anxiety disorder symptoms ( Kroenke, et al. 2007).  The PHQ-2 asks two 
questions about the frequency of depressed mood over the past two weeks while the GAD-2 asks two 
questions about the frequency of anxiety over the past two weeks. Each question is scaled from 0 (not 
at all) to 3 (nearly every day). The responses to two questions in each scale are summed and, if the score 
for PHQ-2 >=3 (out of 6), major depressive disorder is likely. If the score for GAD-2 is >= 3 (out of 6), 
generalized anxiety disorder is likely. See Kroenke, et al. 2003 and Kronke, et al. 2007. 

6 See more details on gradSERU assessment of the graduate student mental health before the 
pandemic in Jones-White, et al. 2020. 
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Figure 7 – Selected Obstacles to Remote Learning for Graduate Students –  SERU COVID‐19 Survey (Soria et al., 
2020) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8 – Mental Health –  Pre‐COVID Doctoral Student Anxiety and Depression Disorders 
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Figure 8.  Mental Health –  Pre-COVID Doctoral Student Anxiety and Depression Disorders

With the onset of the pandemic, there are significant declines in student wellbeing 
and health, more specifically increases in anxiety and depression levels. Using the 
same criteria as the gradSERU Survey, the SERU COVID-19 Survey responses show 
that some 39 percent of graduate students screened positive for generalized anxiety 
disorder. Total responses for levels of depression using the same criteria indicates 
that 32 percent experienced depression. Doctoral students had the highest levels of 
anxiety and depression when compared to graduate students in professional degree 
programs. Some 43 percent report high levels of anxiety, and another 36 percent a 
high level of depression (Figure 9). Furthermore, we see a correlation of even higher 
levels of self-reported anxiety and depression with the socioeconomic and racial/
ethnic background of students.



227

Pathways for Improving Doctoral Education

Douglass and Chirikov – Graduate Education Student Experience  20 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 9 – Doctoral Student Anxiety and Depression –  SERU COVID‐19 Survey (Chirikov et al., 2020) 
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Figure 9. Doctoral Student Anxiety and Depression –  SERU COVID-19 Survey (Chirikov et al., 
2020)

Policy Implications

To reiterate, SERU survey data provides student self-reports on their perceptions of 
advising and mentoring, skills development, and their general health and wellbeing. 
In analyzing the data, we need to understand the limits of student responses, inclu-
ding response rates and possible biases in both the sample size and the way students 
interpret questions. This gains even more saliency when comparing student data 
collected at universities in different national contexts.

General Observations

This noted, we do think the data analysis we provide in this essay provides an im-
portant window into aspects of the graduate, and in particular the doctoral, student 
experience. Among our observations:

1. Student responses regarding academic advising and their satisfaction levels 
indicate differences in the structure of the graduate programs. Doctoral 
programs in EU universities have largely followed the German model of a 
single professor directing  the student candidate and less on a team ap-
proach that we find in NA universities – with an advisor or mentor, but 
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with integration and support by other selected faculty members. There are 
significant differences among the disciplines. 

2. However, we think the gradSERU data shown here does indicate a need for 
EU universities to develop stronger academic advising capacity and a more 
significant structure (including a required curriculum).

3. On the other hand, gradSERU data indicates that our EU universities, all 
located in northern Europe, are much stronger than their NA counterparts 
in exposing and encouraging international networking and research colla-
boration – a significant market advantage as the world becomes more eco-
nomically competitive, and thus competitive for academic and non-acade-
mic talent. NA universities need to think about structural changes in their 
doctoral programs that can improve international engagement and know-
ledge.

4. In both EU and NA universities, it is apparent that their remains a signifi-
cant lag in the expectation of students, and the market realities, for greater 
preparation for careers outside of academia. Again, this does vary by disci-
pline – for example, engineering retains a long history of preparing docto-
ral students for the private sector and thus has networks with often regional 
and national businesses.  Universities are making changes in their academic 
support services to help doctoral students assess and target possible private 
sector job sectors, but it appears that the structure of doctoral programs in 
fields like the social sciences, the life sciences and physical sciences, and the 
knowledge and networks of faculty, remain largely fixed on academic jobs.

5. The COVID pandemic has brought about rapid changes in how students 
are being taught, advised and mentored. It appears that some of these chan-
ges, including more remote learning and communication, limits on lab and 
other research space, and probable declines in funding for universities, will 
reverberate for years to come. We see increased levels of anxiety and real 
declines in the health and wellbeing of not only students, but also faculty 
and staff. This raises the question of how well research universities are co-
ping with the initial impact of the pandemic, and what they can do to 
better support students in the new environment. 

6. Survey data can help in identifying the biggest challenges facing students 
and faculty. It does not necessarily clearly provide answers or policy solu-
tions. However, if collected longitudinally over the period of reforms to 
doctoral education, for example, it can offer a useful benchmark to assess 
the effectiveness and value of reforms. 
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Challenges of Refocusing IR

We conclude with perhaps our most important policy recommendation. The CO-
VID-19 pandemic has forced major transitions in teaching  with respect to online 
formats, research, talent mobility. The academic management of universities must 
deal with the current difficulties while attempting to plan for a post-pandemic 
world. 

To navigate this difficult path, universities need to intensify their institutional 
data collection and analysis. Yet most universities, especially outside of the US and 
a few other countries, have limited formal policies and strategies for gathering in-
stitutional data and for employing trained staff to generate the information and 
analysis required for competent, informed, and innovative management, with or 
without the world changing circumstance of a pandemic.7

Internationally, the primary catalyst for increasing institutional research (IR) ca-
pacity has been largely reactive and focused on satisfying the growing demand of 
ministries of education for data to meet evolving accountability schemes and parti-
cipate in the global ranking game of universities. Combined, this has led to relati-
vely new campus efforts to generate and maintain databases and formulate strategies 
for boosting citation index scores and similar measures of research output, and not 
much else. 

Universities should generate, organize and use data for their own strategic purpo-
ses. The best universities focus on their internal behaviors and policies with the goal 
of informed institutional self-improvement in every aspect of their teaching, re-
search, and public service missions. The IR capability of a university is a key com-
ponent to this end. It may also well prove a market advantage for universities deal-
ing with the COVID-19 era.

Universities collect and analyze myriads of data about their admissions, student 
learning, faculty performance, operations, infrastructure and finance.  However, 
most of the collected data is underutilized. This is especially true within centrally 
steered higher education systems, which is the norm throughout much of the world.  
There is also a long tradition of short-term university leadership that has expertise 
in academic affairs but little executive management experience or a sense of limited 
ability to engage in strategic planning. 

In these circumstances, university leaders and staff are most in need of an orga-
nized IR effort that can inform decision-making. Yet most universities have placed 
a low priority on IR capacity, and have taken a piecemeal approach by identifying 
a problem or challenge for the university and then seeking the time and effort of a 

7 This section is based on Douglass and Chirikov 2020. 
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faculty person to provide analysis – sometimes with limited data and expertise for 
such an analysis. Indeed, many universities have only recently established IR offices 
with centralized data hubs. 

Universities need to therefore refocus their IR capacity toward institutional self-
improvement and quality controls, including internal accountability efforts like the 
review of academic departments, evaluation of campus initiatives, enrollment plan-
ning, and the consequences of external forces, like COVID-19, and spend less time 
on meeting the ministerial edicts and demands of the ranking industry.  However, 
to do this, academic leaders and their faculty need to have a greater understanding 
of the value of IR as an essential tool for managing their universities. They need to 
systematically integrate data gathering, like student surveys, and analysis into their 
discussions and meetings on academic management and resource allocations. In 
regard to institutional efforts to improve the experience of students, and university 
teaching programs, the SERU Consortium provides models for doing this. 

Institutional research that is focused on self-improvement does not need to be 
inward-looking. The use of benchmarking tools and multi-institutional surveys like 
SERU can provide useful comparative insights to universities. Presenting institutio-
nal data with benchmarks from other universities  or academic programs allows for 
the creation of more convincing narratives and implementation of change. Multi-
institutional data collection efforts or consortia also allow for the reduction of com-
plexities and costs regarding collecting, managing, and reporting data, so institu-
tions have more time to use their data and spend less time on administrative data 
tasks.

Based on our SERU experience there are at least three areas that both European 
and North American universities may consider focusing on in their current and 
future institutional research efforts in the post-COVID era.

 
1. First, the wide and hasty introduction of technology requires careful exa-

mination of its impact on student learning and skills development. Institu-
tional research can support universities in developing a more strategic ap-
proach to online learning going forward, both in undergraduate and gra-
duate education. 

2. Second, institutional research will be instrumental in examining the finan-
cial impact of the pandemic on students, the affordability of college and 
the employability of university graduates. This traditional area of institu-
tional research in the US will become increasingly relevant in Europe as 
well, considering the risk of economic decline brought on by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. 
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3. Third, institutional research can support universities by providing more 
information on student health, safety and wellbeing.  Institutional research 
offices are uniquely positioned to provide strategic insights to university 
leadership by linking student learning data with information on their 
health, safety and wellbeing. 

In an early moment of self-realization, an ancient Greek aphorism stated “know 
thyself.” Aeschylus, Socrates, and Plato all integrated this concept into their teach-
ings. While the focus can be on the individual, it can also apply to institutions, and 
more exactly to those who make it a collective whole. Yet many universities have not 
leveraged the deep knowledge, expertise and institutional memory within the aca-
demy to do just this for the improvement of their own institutions.

To know thyself can be, at times, uncomfortable – exposing not only institutional 
strengths, but weaknesses as well. But only through an analytical lens can universi-
ties strengthen an academic culture that is always seeking improvement and strate-
gically dealing with its challenges, financial or otherwise. Gothenburg, Lund, Stock-
holm, and Uppsala are all great universities. But all universities should be in a 
constant quest for self-awareness and improvement.
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Carl Wieman, Stanford University

Introduction
Change is ever present in society as well as in universities. Still, the view that uni-
versities are robust and even immune to change is frequently raised among students, 
teachers and the general public alike (Chandler 2013). Together with an increased 
pressure on higher education to be accountable, follow quality assurance procedures 
and ‘secure’ the outcomes of what goes on in universities in terms of research and 
education, this situation has created an increased interest in how change happens in 
higher education, when and why it happens, and how different actors involved in 
higher education can promote and/ or hinder change (Blin and Munro 2008; Lane 
2007).

Background

During spring 2020 we were asked to write a chapter for the CALIE collaboration 
on change in higher education. Halfway through our planning the coronavirus 
pandemic hit the world, and all our efforts were for several weeks focused on how 
to help the institutions we work at to deal with the huge change from traditional 
campus-based education to online education. Although there have been efforts to 
move university teaching online to a greater or lesser extent for many years, and 
while there is a growing research literature on how to design online teaching, the 
situation teachers and students were confronted with was unprecedented. Most 
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courses had to move online from one day to another, and the situation in March 
2020 would probably best be described as a transition to emergency remote teach-
ing. However, as days turned into weeks and weeks into months, things had the 
possibility to develop more substantially. We therefore decided to take the opportu-
nity provided to us to learn about change in higher education. By outlining and 
comparing how our universities dealt with the new conditions created by the coro-
navirus crisis, we can better understand how to promote sustainable and productive 
change in higher education as well as be better prepared for future external triggers 
of change such as a new pandemic, civil unrest in society, an economic crisis, etc.

The preparation for this chapter was carried out in the midst of this massive 
change and associated uncertainties, and this carries over into the chapter itself. It 
is likely that some later analysis, with the benefit of hindsight, will find some alter-
native observations and conclusions to what we present here. 

It is important to note that this project was conducted during a significant period 
of multiple change for higher education institutions in the world, including:

•	 The closing of borders between countries
•	 The closing down of travel possibilities for students and staff
•	 Constant updates on the number of diseased and deaths as a result of the 

Covid-19 pandemic
•	 New decisions and regulations at the national/ regional/ local levels regar-

ding the individual’s rights and possibilities concerning how to live their 
lives.

Together, these changes are associated with a high degree of uncertainty, and some-
times anxiety and fear for the individual as for institutions, a situation amplified by 
the actual fear of the disease itself. While we do not believe these circumstances 
diminish the outcomes and validity of the project, it is important to consider the 
findings in this context. 

Aims and Approach

Given the multi-faceted nature of academic work, there are many different ways 
higher education institutions can be organized into systems that aim to carry out 
the basic tasks of teaching and research. Although most universities are organized 
into different levels of management with e.g., a president, head of school (often 
called faculty dean in Sweden), and academic departments, the systems for how and 
where different decisions are made differ. Other aspects of the system are staff cate-
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gories, requirements for promotion, regulations around budgets, and distribution 
of funding. The system of the university is therefore assumed to impact the changing 
strategies adopted in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. Additionally, the culture, 
values and norms that guide individuals and organizations in terms of what is prio-
ritized, namely why certain activities are carried out and others not, also impact the 
strategies taken in terms of working with change. The interaction between the sys-
tem and culture are of particular interest in this project. 

As noted above, strategies taken in relation to change are impacted by system and 
culture. When change happens there are also outcomes in terms of student and 
teacher experiences. Although academic leadership has been compared to ‘herding 
cats’ or ‘conducting soloists’, to use two metaphors, a crisis such as the Covid-19 
pandemic generated change across the full spectrum of academia. Everyone had to 
adapt in one way or another. Even more so, most students were not expecting to 
have to go online with their education and learn at a distance instead of meeting on 
campus, and most teachers had little or no experience with online teaching. To bet-
ter understand how change happens in higher education, we therefore wanted to 
explore teachers’ and students’ reactions to online teaching and how these link to 
research on online teaching.

With the above reasoning in mind, we explore the following two questions in this 
chapter:

1. How do educational systems and educational culture interact with possible 
change strategies?

2. How did students and teachers react to the move to online education?

Literature Review

Models of Change in Higher Education

Change can happen for different reasons and in different ways and at different levels. 
In higher education, the last 20 years has offered several conceptualizations of when, 
why and how change happens (Parsons and Fidler 2005; Trowler, et al. 2005). One 
way of understanding change is to look at the level from which it is initiated. 

When change is initiated top-down, as policy from e.g., the university manage-
ment, assumptions are made that change will happen through alterations in orga-
nizational routines, values and practices. However, studies have shown repeatedly 
that the process of interpretation that happens during the process of policy imple-
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mentation makes change increasingly difficult through each step (Barman, et al. 
2014; Fullan 2007; Parsons and Fidler 2005). While some teachers may interpret 
change in a technocratic way, following everything that is stated in a particular way, 
others may take on a pragmatic, or even ideological, approach to change, adapting 
the policy to what they think suits them best (Barman, et al. 2014).

The micro-level of the university is the individual academic, who, it has been 
suggested (Bruno and Dell’Aversana 2018; Clegg, et al. 2002; Schön 1991), works to 
improve the conditions for students to learn through reflection on how their teach-
ing practice relates to student learning. In this process of ‘the double loop’ (Argyris 
2002), together with a scholarly approach to teaching and learning, teachers will 
change practice. If, as suggested by Hutchings and Shulman at the Carnegie Foun-
dation (Hutchings and Shulman 1999), this is coupled with a strive towards pu-
blicly sharing and scrutinizing results in everything from a local (with colleagues) 
to global (in conferences and publications) community, these micro-level changes 
will potentially lead to larger changes. The risks involved with working with change 
are, however, many. Small-scale change may be too dependent on the individuals 
involved so that if the individuals’ engagement stops, the change will not be sustai-
nable (Fullan 2007).

Change at the meso-level of a university organization must be carried out with 
certain considerations. Meso-level leaders are people who sit in the midst of univer-
sity management’s expectations to implement policy or carry out new regulations 
and the everyday work of academics, who deal with the messiness of academic work: 
teaching, inquisitive students, assessments, designing courses or teaching material, 
etc. Successful change in this layer involves negotiation with peers and consensus-
seeking, sometimes at the cost of there being no change at all (McGrath, et al. 2016; 
McGrath, et al. 2019). Lately, however, research has showed that there is high po-
tential in meso-level driven change, particularly in terms of so-called educational 
leadership (Bamber 2009; Bolander Laksov and Tomson 2017; Saunders and Sin 
2015; Trowler, et al. 2005). 

The organizational levels of macro, meso and micro are, of course, connected and 
require coherence, a coherence that is unfortunately often obstructed. Trowler and 
colleagues express this lack of coherence in terms of a metaphor from Eastern phi-
losophy – the notion of blocked chi (Trowler, et al. 2005). One reason for this, they 
mean, could be that the three levels build on three different underpinning theories 
of change. (For an overview of theories of change, see, for example Kezar 2001; 
Kezar 2013). 
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Educational Systems and Educational Cultures 

An educational organization such as a university can be organized into a system in 
many different ways, just as the hierarchies, responsibilities and division of labor can 
impact the flow of information and resources. Also, the way the university handles 
recruitment, promotions and appointments impacts how the members of the orga-
nization, the employees and also the managers, approach different tasks and value 
different kinds of activities. Rules and regulations are thus part of the system, as are 
the available resources, physical buildings, the organizational map, and how courses 
and educational programs are organized. All these aspects act together to create a 
system that hopefully runs smoothly. 

Structural theories of change build on the idea that there is a constant inter-
change between individual agency and the structures that govern and restrict the 
possibility of action (Nicolini 2013). Regulations are interpreted by individuals, who 
act and receive a response (feedback) from practice, and this feedback is directed 
back to the regulations, which might have to be changed and so on. An example 
would be a university that constructs rules for avoiding plagiarism and decides that 
all essays should be run through a digital software program to capture fraud. When 
teachers start to use this program, however, they notice almost all students are 
caught in the system, and they provide feedback that this system does not work. The 
regulation is then modified so that the teacher will need to, for example, make an 
additional assessment.

Interestingly, the system also tends to impact the values, norms and practices, the 
ways things are done, in the organization. Hence, universities and colleges are by 
many understood in terms of cultural constructs (Becher and Trowler 2001; Clark 
2004; Henkel 2000). The development of distinct cultures by individuals and dis-
ciplines in higher education involves the development of shared norms and values 
as well as practices (Knorr Cetina 2003; Välimaa 2008; Kezar and Eckel 2002; Wie-
man 2017). To understand such cultures, we need to analyze the relationship bet-
ween individuals as well as ideas of the discipline (Välimää 2008). 

Cultural theories of change argue that people are social and cultural beings and 
change is part of being human (Morgan 1986; Kezar 2013). From such a perspective 
change can be planned or unplanned and is reliant on contextual factors and the 
inclusion of many actors or agents. So, for example, it is the negotiation between 
several individuals or groups in a department concerning how, for instance, to chan-
ge the assessment practice that will lead to change.

The concept of ‘quality culture’ refers to an organizational culture where the 
sharing of attitudes and commitments work towards the continuous development 
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of quality in education practices (Hildesheim and Sonntag 2020). Educational de-
velopment projects may be part of a quality culture if it is integrated as part of the 
culture. The quality culture concept “implies a shift in approach from quality con-
trol, accountability, and regulation to institutional autonomy, credibility and qua-
lity enhancement” (Bendermacher, et al. 2017). 

Method and Materials

The first question is approached by outlining a case study (Crowe, et al. 2011) con-
cerning Stanford University and Stockholm University, where the approach taken 
by each university is analyzed in relation to the system factors that impact the uni-
versities (Schein 1996). The approaches are then compared and contrasted to better 
understand what they mean in terms of our understanding of how to support chan-
ge in Higher Education. We lean on cultural theories of change as a lens to analyze 
the two cases of Stanford and Stockholm University described in this chapter. The 
cases are written by faculty members at the two universities and are based on what 
they heard from the university, in the faculty meetings they attended, and the brief 
but relatively frequent conversations with the various members of the leadership 
involved in making these decisions. One of the authors at Stockholm University was 
also a member of two of the emergency groups. The account presented here should 
therefore not be considered as covering all aspects of what happened.

The second question is explored through a survey sent to teachers and students 
between mid-March and the beginning of June at Stockholm University. The survey, 
developed at Stanford University, was translated into Swedish and adapted to Swe-
dish conditions, and then re-translated into English to make sure that non-Swedish 
speakers also could respond to the survey in Sweden. The survey was analyzed and 
the findings discussed in relation to the overarching questions.

The Case Study
This chapter compares Stanford University and Stockholm University. While the 
comparisons will be somewhat specific to these two universities, we argue that some 
general conclusions can be drawn as well. In Table 1 we give some background in-
formation about the two universities and the conditions in which they operate.
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Table 1. Background information about cases

Stockholm University Stanford University

Number of students 27000 7000 undergraduate

9400 graduates

Members of staff 5000 1800

Number of departments 50 departments distributed over 4 
Faculties (Humanities, Social Sciences, 
Law, Natural Sciences)

45 departments distributed over 7 
Schools: Humanities and Sciences, Engi-
neering, Law, Business, Earth Sciences, 
Education, Medicine)

Management of

University

Faculties

Departments

Rector (President), 

Pro-rector, University director, 3 depu-
ty vice rectors

Deans, Faculty Boards

Heads of department,

Department boards including student 
representatives

President

Provost (Chief Academic Officer and 
Chief Budget Officer)

Faculty Senate (elected members of the 
tenured staff)

Deans of the Schools

Heads of department

Funding for education Governmental, non-European union 
students pay fee of 70-140 000sek/ 
academic year

Student tuition + return on endowment, 
charges for student rooms in university 
dormitories

Funding for research Governmental + grants from research 
council, private research grants, EU, 
fund agencies, etc.

Government (dominant) and private 
research grants, gifts, return on endow-
ment

Teaching and courses Two-semester system September-June

Courses run generally in 5 week 
blocks (7,5hp) full or part time. 

Three 10-week ”quarters” Septem-
ber-May.

Students take 3-4 classes of 3-5 units per 
semester.

Teaching and learning 
support

Centre for the advancement of 
university teaching, CeUL. Centrally 
funded. 16 full time positions distrib-
uted over 35 individuals engaged in 
teacher training.

Center for Teaching and Learning, CTL. 
Centrally funded. 18 staff with 8-10 
engaged in teacher training.

Pedagogical requirements 
for tenured position

Passed courses on teaching and 
learning in higher education of 10 
weeks. Content regulated in a na-
tional agreement between Swedish 
higher education institutions (SUHF)

No equivalent requirements

The Case of University Responses to the Corona Pandemic 

In this section, we will describe what happened at the two universities when the 
coronavirus pandemic hit the countries in the spring of 2020, as well as the actions 
taken and effects on education. Table 7 summarizes the reactions at each university.
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The Case of Stockholm University

The sudden switch to online teaching

During the week of the winter break in the Stockholm area, when many Stockholm 
based families go skiing in Italy, Switzerland and Austria, alarms regarding the out-
break of COVID-19 began to spread. Back at work in early March, departments 
started to discuss strategies. Mid-march, recommendations were sent out to pre-
pare for online teaching. On March 17, the prime minister announced that all high 
school and all higher education teaching would be distance based, effective as from 
March 18.

Emergency groups

At Stockholm University, emergency corona groups were constructed. One group 
focused on administration, general rules and recommendations. Another focused 
on teaching and education and recommendations and rules about these. In these 
groups, the two faculty areas (natural sciences and humanities), the administration 
and the staff union were represented, and in the latter also the student union. The 
aims of the groups were to be able to act swiftly and take the necessary decisions (on 
the right levels). The central communications section was also part of the group, 
formulating both internal and external communication and following media and 
other universities’ decisions. These groups met almost daily in the beginning. The 
state epidemiologist held daily press briefings at this time and gave updates that 
might require action.

A collaborative group consisting of academic leaders, teaching and learning ex-
perts from the Centre for the Advancement of University Teaching (CeUL), and 
representatives from the IT-support unit was set up with the aim to safeguard issues 
of importance for the quality of teaching and learning. For example, the group es-
tablished infrastructure for sharing video material for teaching purposes in a non-
commercial environment. Such a service did not exist before, although it had been 
requested by some teachers who had been doing distance or blended education for 
quite some time.
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Strategy

The university’s strategy was to follow the decentralized structure of the university, 
and only general rules were decided by the Rector. Most other concrete decisions 
about ongoing and planned courses were made at the department level. The Fa-
culty areas provided recommendations and guidelines for the departments. Video 
recorded presidential ‘talks’ to all members of staff were organized as a way to keep 
in contact and inform about news.

Resources for teachers

A website called ‘teaching online’ was set up with regular updates on resources, tips 
and information. CeUL started sending emails to pedagogical contact persons at all 
department twice a week, to be forwarded to all teaching staff, with links to the 
‘teaching online’ website. The communication department at Stockholm University 
was linked to the website, and for the first time the communication department, 
the IT department and CeUL started to collaborate more closely regarding informa-
tion for university staff.

Stockholm University’s biannual teaching and learning conference was cancelled 
last minute and replaced by a half-day workshop focusing on distance teaching. The 
content focused mainly on technical aspects of how to use the video conferencing 
system Zoom in teaching, but also a few workshops focusing on the pedagogical 
issues of student learning in a distance educational environment.

Drop-in sessions to learn Zoom via Zoom were organized for teachers several 
times a week by CeUL. This was a new activity and generated quite a few partici-
pants during March-April. However, as teachers’ competence and confidence grew, 
the needs changed into focusing more on pedagogical questions rather than techni-
cal ones. Hence, a half day workshop with parallel sessions was organized at the 
beginning of May focusing on distanced-based teaching, online teaching principles 
and online assessments, etc.

Change of exams

It became clear rather quickly that the exams had to be converted into home-exams, 
home assignments, etc., to a significant degree. Still, quite a few courses used sit-ins 
in front of the web camera, or just did without any kind of screening. Some exams 
were cancelled, but since the sitting of exams and receiving credits registered in the 
system is crucial for students in Sweden to be able to receive their student loans, and 
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for the departments to get paid for their teaching, this was seen as a last resort. 
However, there was a fear of students cheating at exams, something that was con-
firmed by a 50 percent increase in disciplinary cases during 2020 compared to 2019. 
The cases were dominated by plagiarism and prohibited collaborations in home 
exams. 

Enabling exemptions to regulations

In late April, the Public Health Agency made it possible to provide exemptions to 
online teaching and examinations for practical sessions. Decisions regarding which 
exemptions to grant were taken by the Faculty areas upon application from the 
department. By early June, it was possible to grant exemptions for other physical 
teaching and examinations as well.

Infrastructure adaptions

In a matter of a few days, the number of video meetings (Zoom) increased from 
4000 to 120,000 in the Nordic countries. Before the limit of zoom-users imposed 
by numerous teachers and students experienced being locked out of meetings, work-
shops, and lectures that had been moved online. May teachers transferred their 
normal lectures to Zoom, and some let students deal with the reading lists instead. 
Only a few recorded partial or full lectures and made them available on the play 
service organized in April. However, the increase of open lectures was nevertheless 
steep.

Athena, the learning management system (LMS) used by Stockholm University, 
had to increase its capacity of online users in a short space of time. For courses where 
the LMS was already in use and the design was more or less ‘blended,’ the changes 
to the courses were not huge. Courses that were lecture based, however, experienced 
a big change, as did the assessments that had planned for sit-in exams.

Governmental initiatives

The government made several special educational initiatives including correspon-
ding budget allocations in April–June, trying to tackle the expected higher demand 
of higher education due to an expected increase in unemployment. The initiatives 
were as follows: summer courses, preparatory programs, special education for oc-
cupations with a deficit in the workforce, life-long learning and distance learning/
MOOCs. The university responded to all these by either scaling up current educa-
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tion or providing new ones. The introduction of a preparatory program for higher 
education studies was a large initiative upon which the university acted swiftly; this 
new (mostly) online program was started already in the fall of 2020.

The recommendations and rules from the Public Health Agency in Sweden have 
been rather stable since the end of March. The main rule has been to limit the 
number of people that can be gathered in public to 50 people. Formally, university 
teaching and examinations are not defined as public gatherings, but most universi-
ties have followed these rules in their education. Another recommendation that has 
remained stable since March is working from home if possible. The Public Health 
Agency has published a set of general rules and recommendations that also concern 
social distancing and hand hygiene. Face masks have so far not been recommended 
for the public and consequently not at the university.

The start of a new academic year

In practice, when the fall semester started on August 31, physical teaching and exa-
mination were possible, following the general guidelines, e.g., at most 50 assembled 
people in a room and social distancing. The departments decided on their own what 
teaching to hold physically or online but were advised to limit the number of people 
on campus and avoid crowding in general spaces and on the subway. Almost all 
departments planned for a hybrid approach between online and campus-based 
teaching and examination for the fall. The number of students on campus at any 
given time was estimated to be one quarter of normal. As it turned out, however, 
due to the second wave of Covid-cases, all face-to-face meetings were cancelled and 
staff were asked to work from home from November onwards.

The Case of Stanford University

In this section we describe Stanford University’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The sudden switch to online teaching

The initial switch from in-person to online classes was made on an extremely short 
notice and time scale. Largely driven by public health orders from the county in 
which Stanford is located, all undergraduates were told they must leave their dor-
mitory rooms (and go back to their families) on 2 days’ notice in mid-March, 8 
weeks into the 10-week term. At Stanford, all undergraduates were living in dormi-
tories on campus. About 500 were allowed to stay on special appeal since moving 
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out would have presented great hardship, for example, those students who were from 
foreign countries that were not allowing travel from the US. Similar to Stockholm 
University, all the teaching was switched online, primarily via Zoom. This was ac-
complished over the space of a single weekend.

Emergency groups created

The administration created an emergency planning group of about 10 administrators 
and faculty members that functioned on a rapid response emergency basis. This 
included people with specific responsibility for particular areas including “academic 
continuity” (teaching and courses), “research continuity”, etc. This was very different 
from previous university processes, and none of the people involved had been in 
situations like this before, in terms of the very limited and rapidly changing informa-
tion available combined with the need for rapid decisive actions. 

The need to be on-call and usually working on a nearly 24/7 basis was also excep-
tional. While there were obviously some people involved in the emergency respon-
se process who were not up to the task, a remarkable number of those who became 
involved showed great, previously unrecognized, strengths. This was true from the 
highest level of the administration down through the level of the Deans of the 
Schools and the Departmental administration, as all were called upon to meet ma-
jor new challenges. Although the conduct of the academics received the most public 
attention, many essential decisions had to be made about issues like shutting down 
research programs, the handling of Ph.D. students, deciding on how to limit buil-
ding access to “essential workers”, who qualified as an essential worker per State and 
county health department regulations, and switching essentially all staff to telewor-
king. This left many staff now with no duties, such as student cafeteria and dorm 
workers, and with a corresponding elimination of the revenue by which they had 
previously been paid. 

Dealing with financial problems

With all of these changes came major financial problems. The University suddenly 
lost the revenue associated with the room and board paid by some 5000 students, 
as well as large, anticipated drops in the return on endowment, due to the drop in 
the economy and the corresponding decrease in the ability of the students to pay 
tuition. This has required very challenging budget planning for the university in the 
coming years, with great uncertainties. This includes many difficult decisions as to 
who and how various staff should be supported or laid off, salary freezes or cuts, and 
hiring freezes. Most of these decisions and their impacts have yet to play out.
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Courses converted online

At the same time the students were expelled from campus, all courses were conver-
ted from in-person to online on three days’ notice. The timing was such that this 
meant online teaching only for the final week of the spring quarter. After conside-
rable confusion and strong opinions expressed by many groups, a university wide 
policy was announced that final exams were to be made optional. There was consi-
derable outcry from students, primarily about how exams and grades would be 
impacted by these changes and calls for a variety of lenient options and student 
choices. 
The conversion to online teaching in this first switch was chaotic. There was a web-
site with basic resources for online teaching put up by the Center for Teaching and 
Learning, but mostly there was a wild scramble to do something, which mostly 
involved using Zoom to continue whatever teaching methods had been previously 
used. 

The student exodus and switch to online teaching took place one week before the 
regular week-long spring break. The schedule was changed so that the spring break 
was made two weeks long, with the quarter shortened by one week, such that stu-
dents could become settled into their homes and prepared for online teaching, and 
the faculty could do some preparation for teaching their course online in the fol-
lowing quarter. 

During the spring break and afterwards, there were many local discussions within 
departments about online teaching. Mostly these involved sharing whatever expe-
riences the participants happened to have. They stimulated more discussions by 
more of faculty about teaching than had previously existed. 

Exams made optional

Probably the loudest outcry over the switch to online teaching was about exams and 
what they could and should look like. There is a Stanford student honor code that 
says students are honor-bound not to cheat, but in respect of this, faculty cannot 
proctor exams, and there are a number of specific limitations placed on exam for-
mats to reduce the temptation to cheat. However, this confronted a widespread fear 
from both faculty and students that if exams were given online there would ne-
vertheless be massive cheating. Ultimately, this issue was settled for the spring term 
by making exams optional (and likely taken by very few students.) Stanford has, 
since then, seen a large increase in the number of cases of student cheating during 
Covid-driven online teaching.  The increase was particularly notable in large courses 
which kept their exams similar to what they had used in previous years.
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Disorganized grading

The resulting setting of grades was done by individual faculty with guidelines and 
was very disorganized and generally tended towards leniency. During the spring, the 
rules and activities were changing on a daily, and at times hourly basis, often driven 
by the public health policies of state and county, and determinations as to what was 
and what was not technically feasible, as well as challenges various students were 
facing due their disrupted circumstances. In the end, while no one was happy, 
there was a general acceptance that all were doing their best under unprecedented 
and difficult circumstances. There were no widespread complaints or blame about 
the resulting outcomes. 

Cancelled courses

In keeping with Stanford decentralization, some departments decided that some of 
their courses could not be taught online, and so these were not offered spring quar-
ter. The large introductory chemistry course that is required for a large number of 
students was the most conspicuous of these. It was not offered on the basis that 
there was an associated lab section that could not be offered. There were also a 
number of humanities courses that were cancelled. With more time to prepare, 
online courses for the spring quarter were somewhat more coherent. In the physics 
department and the school of education, a few faculty meetings at the start of the 
term were devoted to discussions about teaching online. It is likely that this was true 
of other departments as well. Much of this involved sharing information about how 
to use the available technology, particularly Zoom, with some modest discussion 
about pedagogy, including examination options. 

The start of a new academic year

At Stanford, the decisions were put off as long as possible to gain as much data as 
possible, particularly on the progression of the disease, both locally and nationally. 
The plans announced in the beginning of July were to have half the undergraduate 
students in residence during any quarter, with each year having two quarters when 
a student could be on campus. This lower number of students would allow each 
student to have their own bedroom, and there to be space to quarantine ill students. 
Plans were also made for students to undergo a complex process of screening and 
testing while on campus. The academic calendar year was changed to have 4 ten-
week quarters, with no final exam periods or exams. This was changed from the past 
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calendar of 3 ten-week quarters, with a study and final exam week after each quarter. 
All courses were planned to be offered online, with the possibility of a few limited 
in person classes. Individual departments were responsible for working out which 
courses will be offered at which times and quarters and ensuring ways for students 
to make suitable progress to complete degrees. The timing and structure of courses 
was also mandated, removing the unprecedented flexibility that Stanford instructors 
previously had in terms of when and where they would teach their courses. 

All of these new policies were developed by the university emergency response 
team in coordination with various stakeholders and ultimately presented to the 
Faculty Senate and approved. The members and committees of the faculty senate 
were heavily involved in the planning and decision process so there was little public 
disagreement expressed. There were also various online townhall meetings to explain 
the policies and answer questions from staff and department chairs. Shortly before 
the start of the fall quarter, the plan to have undergraduate students on campus in 
the fall quarter was cancelled, primarily because of a surge in the local infection rate. 
A similar decision to reverse the plan to have undergraduates on campus was made 
a week before students were scheduled to arrive, due to a serious increase in the 
state infection rates.

Survey of Online Learning and Teaching
The surveys were developed at Stanford University and were sent out at Stockholm 
University in June. Stanford University never sent out the survey. At Stockholm 
University the survey had a total of 3937 student responses (70 percent women) and 
637 teacher responses (59 percent women). Survey results were sent to departments. 
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Student Survey

Table 2. Background data student survey

Age or respondents >21 years (11%), 22-25 years (24%), 26-30 years (18%), 31-35 years 
(11%), 36< years (35%)

Disability or dyslexia 8%

Course taught in native language 64%

Course level Undergraduate level (72%), Advanced level (25%)

Previous experience from Higher 
Education context

None (10%)

One semester (16%)

Two semesters (11%)

2-3 years (31%)

4< years (32%)

Table 3. Findings of the student survey in percent per question
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It was easier to follow my study planning when teaching was on campus than 
when it was conducted online.

31 19 21 11 18

I felt comfortable using the technology needed to follow the course online. 58 26 6 6 3

My motivation to attend this course was high at course start. 67 22 6 3 1

My motivation to attend this course was high at the end of the course. 42 24 10 13 9

Compared to other courses I have taken on Campus

   I felt intellectually engaged when the course was taught online. 32 27 14 15 10

   I participated actively by, for example, asking questions, asking to speak, 
contributing to group discussions.

30 26 15 13 13

   The teacher had a good idea of how well I understood the course content 
and how well I kept up with the course.

21 21 24 16 16

   I felt that the feedback I received from a teacher or other students during the 
course helped me to succeed in the course.

27 26 18 14 13

   I took the initiative to interact with the teacher outside the teaching in Zoom, 
Athena (LMS), for example by email, phone call, zoom drop-in or similar.

21 23 14 15 25

I interacted with other students on the course outside the teaching/ assign-
ments organized by the teacher.

29 25 9 13 21

I had previous experience of this type of examination. 40 24 5 7 21

I felt clear about what was expected of me at the examination. 43 31 8 9 6

The communication about how the examination was to be conducted was 
clear.

50 26 8 8 6

I think the examination gave me a chance to show what I learned during the 
course.

44 29 11 8 5

I felt the examination assessed my knowledge in a fair way. 40 27 15 8 7

The time alotted for the examination was sufficient. 52 20 8 9 8
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Key findings in the student survey:

•	 The online teaching format posed major challenges for students
•	 Participation was made difficult due to the lack of social contact between 

students and teachers (63 percent), distraction factors in the immediate 
physical environment (45 percent), inadequate opportunities for good er-
gonomics (28 percent), and health or study-related stress (26 percent).

•	 Students experienced a decline in motivation for their studies during the 
spring term. The students’ high motivation to attend the course dropped 
from 89 percent to 68 percent at the end of the course. 

•	 New forms of assessment place greater demands on communication and 
preparation. 29 percent of the students indicated that they had little or no 
previous experience of the form of examination they participated in. 

•	 Some students are more comfortable with online learning (27 %) as about 
one third (27 percent) of students felt as comfortable in the online learning 
format as they did in campus-based learning. 

Teacher Survey

Table 4. Background data for the teacher survey

Respondents Women 375 (59%), Men 247 (39%), Other 13 (2%)

Age 20-29 (3%), 30-39 (19%), 40-49 (27%), 50-59 (32%), 60< (19%)

Teaching role Part time teacher (5%), Post-doc (2%), Researcher (5%), PhD student (9%), Adjunct 
(11%), Lecturer (47%), Professor (19%), Other (2%)

Teaching experience 0 years (2%), 1-4 years (14%), 5-8 years (15%, 9-12 years (15%), 13-16 years 
(12%), 17< years (41%)

Higher Education teacher 
training (1,5hp= 1 week 
full time)

15hp or more (40%)

8-14 hp (9%)

7,5hp (43%)

Less than 7,5hp (7%)

Course level Undergraduate level (69%), Advanced level (27%), PhD level (2%), Comissioned 
education (1%)

Number of students in 
course

Less than 10 (13%), 10-49 (46%), 50-79 (17%), 80-119 (11%), 120-299 (11%), 
300< (2%)
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Table 5. Findings of the teacher survey in percent per question
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I believe that the time I spent on teaching related activities when teaching 
online was a lot more.

36 42 20 1 0

I had been teaching online before. 3 3 6 32 56

I believe students participated more actively in discussions during the course as 
it went online.

8 22 32 25 13

I believe students used the opportunity for teacher contact regularly during the 
course more when the course went online.

31 29 29 4 7

During the course there were opportunities for student – teacher interactions 
where students could ask specific questions and get answers: in the beginning 
of/ end of/ during lectures and seminars.

76 15 2 2 5

I have discussed my teaching with one or more colleagues to a greater extent 
than previously (when teaching was campus based).

27 40 21 7 5

I am comfortable teaching this course online now. 40 40 8 10 2

I would prefer not to have to teach this course online in the future. 32 26 18 10 15

When we can return to campus teaching, I will continue to use digital tools in 
my teaching.

37 39 10 11 4

I feel the department’s management is interested in, and supports my educa-
tional development

39 30 16 8 7

Table 6. Teachers’ use of digital tools

I would like to use more digital tools in my teaching, but am hindered by: Percent who ticked ’yes’

My digital skills. 25

Available university resources. 19

The time it takes to develop and integrate the tools in my teaching. 62

I have no desire to use more digital tools as I already use digital tools needed. 27

I have no desire to use digital tools in my teaching. 5

Other 8

Key findings in the teacher survey:

•	 Increased workload and new experience for many teachers. 
•	 The learning platform is mainly used for formal activities such as formal 

communication (95 percent), to share links and materials (89 percent), and 
for students to submit assignments (84 percent). 70 percent of the teachers 
also used the learning platform for feedback to students. Another 36 percent 
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used various discussion boards and 20 percent used it for informal com-
munication between teachers and students 

•	 The exam changed drastically. 50 percent of the teachers indicated that as-
sessments were slightly or very different from the one planned for campus-
based teaching. Although 21 percent of the teachers had originally planned 
to give a take home exam, 53 percent instead completed the examination as 
a take-home exam. 

•	 The student-teacher interaction is decreased when online. However, 
teachers felt that students took less advantage of opportunities for student-
teacher interaction when teaching online (49 percent) than when on cam-
pus (61 percent). Also students participated less actively in discussions in 
the online format (29 percent) than in physical meetings on campus (71 
percent).

•	 In the future, teachers will use more digital elements in teaching. Although 
80 percent of teachers feel completely or partially comfortable with teach-
ing online by the end of the semester, 58 percent state they would prefer 
not to teach their course online in the future. However, a majority of 
teachers (76 percent) believe that they will use digital tools in their teaching 
in future teaching. This is, however, hindered by lack of time needed to 
develop teaching (51 percent), deficiencies in their own digital skills (21 
percent) and shortcomings in available resources such as various digital 
software but also hardware such as computer, microphone and video equip-
ment (15 percent).

•	 More discussions on teaching. A consequence of the transition to online 
teaching is that as many as 67 percent of teachers state that they have dis-
cussed more teaching-related issues with their colleagues than they have 
done before. 

Discussion
In this final section we summarize key findings and reflect on their implications for 
academic leadership practice and the development of universities.

The literature review in section 3 outlines how changes can be initiated and carried 
out at the macro, meso and micro levels of the university. From a structuralist per-
spective, a university and its systems interact with individuals and create an educa-
tional culture where values and norms are the results of these interactions. The 
strategies for change adopted during spring and summer 2020 as a result of the 
Covid-19 pandemic at the two universities, although partly following similar proces-
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ses, also differed significantly in some instances. Table 7 shows an overview of the 
two cases. We will discuss the two cases and the survey results in relation to the two 
overarching questions that we posed at the beginning of this chapter: 

1. How do educational systems and culture interact with possible change stra-
tegies?

2. How did students and teachers react to the move to online education?

We will respond to the first question by referring to the concepts of agency, struc-
ture and culture.

In terms of agency, the capacity of individuals to act independently and make free 
choices, it seems that the pandemic created a situation that both enabled and res-
tricted agency. The hindrance of agency was imposed by several environmental 
factors, and the most prominent was that all teaching needed to go online or be 
cancelled. Suddenly, teachers were forced to adapt their teaching to the new distan-
ce-based online format. However, this new situation also created new opportunities 
of re-thinking how to do things. In a culture that is not designed for change and 
fundamentally known for being very stable, the crisis made them having to deal with 
change. 

One very clear sign of this was that teachers started to discuss and share teaching 
issues with each other more than previously. Conversations about teaching and lear-
ning have been established as a clear indicator of quality cultures that strives to 
improve teaching and learning (Mårtensson, et al. 2014). Another result of the crisis 
is that teachers were faced with having to learn to use digital tools in their teaching. 
From the survey we also learned that most participants (76 percent) said they would 
be open to do more teaching with digital tools even after the crisis is gone. We be-
lieve this signifies that there is a possibility for sustainable change. For many years, 
universities have strived to make academics take advantage of the possibilities digi-
tal tools offer for teaching and learning. Now academics have the experience and 
can evaluate the pros and cons of digital tools in relation to different academic ac-
tivities. A conclusion is that the new structural conditions of teaching both inhibi-
ted, but perhaps even more so enabled, the possibility of sustainable change. It has 
undoubtedly opened discussion and opportunities for making instructional changes 
that would never have been seriously considered previously.
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Table 7. Overview of developments as a result of the pandemic spring 2020

Stockholm University Stanford University

Sudden shift to online teaching Sudden shift to online teaching

Emergency groups created Emergency groups created

Strategy for how to deal with conditions Dealing with financial problems

New resources for teachers Website with resources on online teaching and organized discussions 
and support within departments.

Courses converted online

Change of exams 

Exemptions for online teaching

Infrastructure adaptations of technical tools

Collaborations on open resources

Courses converted online

Emergency quarter: exams made optional, disorganized grading, 
cancelled courses

New academic year: 

Grading and exams have changed.

Scheduling of courses has been changed to accommodate students 
better. 

Now offering courses all four quarters, with courses being offered 
more times

Some requirements adjusted

Governmental initiatives: summer school, 
Open education, etc.

Similarities

New task forces

The responses of the two universities under the immediate crisis caused by the co-
rona pandemic show many similarities. Both universities quickly moved online and 
created different task forces within or around management to handle the situation. 
The emergency groups created had to be able to immediately react to new govern-
mental or state regulations and find solutions in terms of structures at a macro level, 
but also to deal with the responses these solutions created at micro and meso level. 
The experiences from these groups are positive, and university management might 
consider if the dialogue that was created ‘just in time’ to deal with challenges and 
problems that arose can also be enabled in a longer perspective.

Communication

Issues of communication became of utmost importance and lead to information 
being distributed – and attended to – more than ever before. So, for example, the 
teaching and learning units at both universities created web-based resources for staff. 
Moreover, information to academic staff about teaching resources was emailed eve-
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ry week, and ‘member of staff talks’ were introduced from the university manage-
ment at Stockholm University. At Stanford, the communications about instruction 
from the Deans, Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education, and the respective leads 
for instruction have all dramatically increased. Such frequent communication made 
staff aware of managerial activities taken to a higher degree than previously. Univer-
sity management could consider how the internal communication may learn from 
this experience to create transparent communication channels internally in the uni-
versity organization.

Differences

Move online or cancel courses

The switch to online teaching was sudden, and everyone was taken aback. The big 
difference was that at Stanford University students live on campus, and they had to 
move away from there within two days. This contributed to a chaotic situation. The 
shorter time available at Stanford led to other differences. The short-term response 
regarding how to continue the teaching was also in some cases different. An example 
is chemistry, where some classes were cancelled at Stanford, but continued online 
with online demonstrations replacing labs in Stockholm. In later terms, Stanford 
and Stockholm University arrived at similar choices and longer-term concerns about 
laboratory-based instruction. For a sustainable approach to practical labs, univer-
sity management should encourage disciplinary collaboration nationally and some-
times internationally in the creation of resources and solutions to distance education 
in practical disciplines.

National context

The government/state/county’s response to the pandemic differ considerably bet-
ween California and Sweden. Sweden never fully closed down. Higher education 
institutions had to move online mid-March, but already in May, it was possible to 
give some in-person teaching and learning. This possibility was mostly used in the 
natural science area. In California, there were local county and state requirements 
that severely constrained what the university could do in terms of having students 
in residence, and in terms of who was allowed into campus buildings and the size 
of gatherings, effectively banning in-person classes. Except for a very small number 
of “essential workers” no one was allowed in campus buildings for some months. 
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Over the summer, fall and winter of 2020 there were varying restrictions, resulting 
in a variety of plans for bringing students back to campus which were then cancelled. 
About 10 percent of the students were allowed to live on campus. They were selected 
based on their not having acceptable alternative living conditions for taking classes. 
Another difference is that while schools and day-cares mostly remained open in 
Sweden, they closed in the US, the consequence being that academics with children 
had the double burden of working from home and also minding, or schooling, their 
children.

Delegation or centralized decisions

Although both universities delegated many decisions regarding how to deal with 
individual courses and programs to the departments, most of the actions and deci-
sions exerted far more centralized authority and decision making than had been 
previously done. This was especially true at Stanford, particularly on things like final 
exams and grading policies. Although faculty were somewhat perturbed by the rapid 
changes and uncertainty, there was very little opposition as the unprecedented na-
ture of the emergency was clearly recognized.

At Stockholm University most decisions were pushed to the departmental level, 
in line with how things are usually done. However, from meetings and conversations 
it became clear that several members of staff would have wanted decisions to be 
taken at a higher level, as departments are not used to making the kind of tough 
decisions needed during the crisis. Additionally, the decisions that had to be made 
led to an increased workload on managers at all levels in the organizations.

For the future, universities would benefit from a better understanding of what 
decisions are most critical for the creation of stability to facilitate education at dif-
ferent levels of the organization. We remain concerned that there has not been 
enough oversight of the on-line teaching methods being employed to ensure the best 
possible education under these difficult circumstances. 

Decreased or increased financial resources

One major difference between the universities is related to budget and finance. Even 
if Stanford has by far a much higher revenue than Stockholm University, Stanford 
is dependent on tuition, endowments and students paying for housing and meals. 
At Stockholm University, housing is typically not part of the university economy. 
Also, most students in Stockholm do not pay tuition. The income for the univer-
sity comes from the government based on student enrollment and performance (i.e., 
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when they pass the exams). This funding is also more or less directly channeled to 
the departments, i.e., they depend on it for their economy. Hence, in Stockholm, 
most courses continued as planned, but online. Even practicals (labs, fieldwork, etc.) 
were either conducted online or the practical parts of courses were moved forward 
in time.  Looking at student numbers, there was no significant drop in either student 
enrollment in classes or performance at Stockholm University for the fall semester 
2020; on the contrary, there was actually an increase in both enrollment and perfor-
mance.

A major difference is that the government in Sweden allocated additional funding 
to create new educational possibilities to combat the expected increase in unemploy-
ment. Hence, Stockholm University actually created several new courses and pro-
grams that obtained special funding from the government. These decisions were 
typically taken on a very short timescale (weeks) instead of the usual time scale 
(months to years) to start new educations. As a consequence, the income for educa-
tion at Stockholm University is expected to increase due to the corona pandemic. 
In contrast, the income for Stanford is expected to drop dramatically, potentially 
over $100 million. This has resulted in salary freezes for all employees, hiring freezes 
for departments, and lay-offs of non-academic staff. It also greatly limits possible 
new initiatives and expenditures to help with the adjustment to online teaching. 

The system for resource income and distribution matters for how the organization 
responded to the crisis. Whether the crisis implied an increased or reduced budget 
it would have been beneficial had the universities had a clear idea of what the con-
sequences would mean in terms of areas to strengthen/reduce when the amount of 
education possible to carry out increases/ reduces in line with the university’s vision 
for education. This requires a clear vision in terms of education and a strategy for 
possible routes to achieve such a vision, regardless of whether there are cuts or in-
creases in the budget.

Sustainable Environment
An important question is to discover what change outcomes from the Covid-19 
crisis have the potential of being sustainable and why. A major issue that has a 
great potential for sustainability is that the development and use of digital tools in 
teaching has the possibility of reaching students across geographical boundaries. As 
teachers have been forced to invent new solutions to old ‘problems,’ education can 
be accessed in spite of geographical distance. One example of this is that the courses 
at Stockholm University in sign language were in many cases found to work really 
well online. Since Stockholm University is the only university in Sweden offering 
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these courses at higher education level, the new format enables students from all 
over the country to partake. Another example involves a course in zoology, where 
teachers have started to digitalize photographs of dissected insects at different mi-
croscopic levels. Instead of having all students travel to the university to do all dis-
sections, they will only travel for one full day, and prepare by looking at the digital 
images. 

A clear challenge for these approaches, however, is Internet accessibility. Although 
most large cities have good access to Internet connections, there are still rural areas 
– not the least in the US – where stable Internet is unavailable. Thus an important 
issue is for universities to lobby for better Internet accessibility at national levels as 
well as consider how student and staff travelling contributes to a sustainable envi-
ronment.

The internationalization of education might also see a sustainable change after 
the pandemic. Swedish students often show an interest in exchange studies, but 
quite a few actually take the step to enroll in an exchange program. Online courses, 
or blended courses, open up the possibility of internationalization at home, i.e. col-
laborating on courses with students elsewhere in the world. In the EU/ESS there 
has also been announced a new exchange program with only short physical exchan-
ges with the rest taking place online.

Student and Teacher Experiences of Teaching and Learning
The surveys identified several important reactions from students and teachers in 
response to the move to online teaching. The online context for learning posed chal-
lenges for many students in terms of distractions in the physical environments, 
decline in motivation, lack of social contact and lack of understanding around as-
sessment procedures. Still, it was clear from the survey at Stockholm University that, 
although a large group found the situation challenging, there was also a large group 
who found it worked very well, and sometimes even better, than the campus-based 
teaching. 

Teachers experienced a heavy workload when moving to online teaching. This 
experience accounts for both teachers who merely transferred their face-to-face 
teaching online and moved lectures into Zoom in spite of being aware this was not 
the best thing to do, and teachers who strived to transform their teaching into a 
blended format, where principles of research-based online teaching practices were 
integrated to provide a positive learning experience for students. The ‘winners’ were 
those teachers who already had built an online environment with a blended or 
distance-based format for their teaching. 



260

Klara Bolander Laksov, Joakim Edsjö & Carl Wieman

A large proportion of the challenges had to do with the transformation of exams 
to the online format, something that also generated an increase in cases of plagiarism 
at both universities. As time goes by, and teachers develop online teaching further, 
there will be a clear need to link online teaching practice to research evidence on 
what works best for student learning in the online environment, something that 
seems to be of higher interest to teachers at both universities six months later than 
it was before the pandemic. This is particularly true when it comes to strategies 
concerning how to engage students in activating learning activities, learning envi-
ronments that build study social interactions with peers and teachers and opportu-
nities to create proximity online, even though physically distanced. It is clear that 
teachers need continuous encouragement from the university to take an academic, 
systematic and scientific approach to teaching online. University management can 
encourage this by building a system that promotes devotion to high quality teaching 
in promotion and employment structures, as well as freeing up time for educational 
development through, for instance, internal grant schemes.

It is clear from the two surveys that it is valuable to collect data on students’ and 
teachers’ experiences of education as this can provide a basis for understanding and 
future directions for the university both at the local and school or university level. 
Unfortunately, neither of the two universities had any previous data collection to 
compare the findings of the survey with. This makes it difficult to draw conclusions 
regarding some issues. University management would benefit from having a clear 
strategy for what data needs to be collected, and when to collect such data, on which 
to base (future) decisions regarding education on systematic analyses of student and 
teacher experiences, as part of the quality assurance work of the university.

Teaching and Educational Development

In Sweden teachers are required to have training in higher education pedagogy. A 
basis for these courses is to promote constructive alignment between intended lear-
ning outcomes, learning activities and assessment (Biggs 2003), and an attempt to 
make teachers more professional about their teaching practice, i.e., the scholarship 
of teaching and learning (Boyer 1991). From the survey, it was clear that there is a 
large fraction of teachers who before the pandemic did not discuss their teaching 
practice with other teachers. When the pandemic hit, discussions were unavoidable 
and even if many made quick adaptions of campus-based teaching to online teach-
ing, discussions were started. 

While there is no such requirement and little training for Stanford teachers, 
there has been a similar response in terms of discussions of teaching. Within depart-
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ments, there have been far more widespread and extensive discussions about teach-
ing than ever happened before. Although these initially focused on the basic use of 
the technology, they have evolved into more extensive discussions of teaching, alt-
hough more rigorous, evidence-based discussions are still needed. 

Another interesting outcome is the seemingly hierarchical scale of actions teachers 
took when faced with the new teaching situation. The first step was to learn to 
handle the technology so that it would be possible to transfer teaching online. The 
next step was to consider and reflect upon challenges and opportunities with the 
new environment in terms of pedagogical value. This was clear both at Stockholm 
and Stanford University. From discussions between academics and academics and 
managers that we have taken part in, it seems the discussions have moved on from 
just doing teaching online to how to do it well. It will be interesting to see how much 
of these reflections and how many of these discussions will continue, and how they 
will affect teaching, not just online teaching, in the long run.

Organizational Collaboration

Both Stanford and Stockholm University are decentralized organizations, although 
to different degrees. The pandemic initiated several new arenas for collaboration 
between different parts of the universities.

Stanford University

What was notably lacking in decisions made during the initial months of the pan-
demic was the use of data on the educational effectiveness of the online instruction, 
or the strengths and weaknesses of different instructional practices, or the student 
perception of online teaching. At Stanford, despite some encouragement to collect 
data on what practices were in use, and how students perceived the different instruc-
tional practices compared to other online practices or in-person online practices, no 
data was collected to inform these decisions. Although the standard student evalua-
tion forms provide limited information about the teaching, the standard questions 
used in the past would have allowed a comparison of the overall student perception 
of the online teaching of the various courses compared to the in-person versions of 
the same course. However, all questions that would have allowed such a comparison 
were removed from the Stanford student evaluation forms for this past quarter, 
which was taught online. This avoidance of collecting data on aspects of the teach-
ing is in notable contrast with what was done at Stockholm University. 

The new and very different policies and schedules being imposed at a central level 
were quite unlike past operations at Stanford. There has been little coherent opposi-
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tion expressed, but it is not clear how many members of the faculty have yet fully 
grasped the implications. It is also not clear how well the departments will be able 
to come up with suitable plans on their own. This will call for much more focused 
and rapid, decision processes than most have ever been involved in before, and will 
in particular require some painful trade-offs. The outcomes of this exercise will 
depend a great deal on the quality of the department chairs, calling on previously 
unneeded skills and leadership which some will show they have and others will not. 

The support for teaching for next year is similar to what it has always been at 
Stanford University. There is a website for the Center for Teaching and Learning 
that provides resources, and there will be a short teaching workshop faculty can take 
part in at the start of the fall quarter. New faculty are particularly encouraged, but 
not required to attend. There are ongoing discussions as to possible additional re-
sources that might be provided, but nothing has been announced, and it is unli-
kely it will be extensive, as there is insufficient staff compared to what is needed for 
a more extensive effort. 

Stockholm University

At Stockholm University, the changes in policies and schemes were much smaller, 
with essentially the same type of decisions handled by departments as they did be-
fore the pandemic. Even if Stockholm University is rather decentralized, general 
rules about education are more present than at Stanford, both in a national context 
and at the university. Hence, general rules about education were taken at a higher 
level than the departments also before the pandemic. One interesting observation 
during the pandemic is the desire from some groups to move more decisions higher 
up in the organization. 

The different emergency task forces created in response to the pandemic also 
created a stronger collaboration on teaching questions at the macro and meso level, 
not just between individual teachers. Some of these new organizational bodies are 
likely to be maintained in some form after the pandemic.

Limitations
This chapter has been written in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic analyzing how 
two universities, its staff and students responded to the changes the crisis resulted 
in a short-term perspective. However, because the people who are involved in having 
to actually make decisions were suddenly thrust into a totally new situation and 
forced to operate in new and intensely demanding environments, all working on 
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the edge of exhaustion, it is unreasonable to hope having caught all perspectives 
concerning what happened at all levels of the two organizations. Hence, the reader 
should recognize this document as representing the best information the writers 
could obtain at this point in time. To the best of our knowledge, and based on our 
practical as well as theoretical knowledge, we have written this chapter to support 
the management of the universities taking part in CALIE to be prepared for future 
crises, and take a systematic approach to change in higher education.

Points for Practice

It is suggested that University management might:

•	 Consider if the new forms of dialogue that were hastily created to deal with 
challenges and problems that arose can be sustained long term. This applies 
to the dialogue at the macro, meso and micro level.

•	 Consider how internal communication may improve based on the expe-
rience of creating more direct communication channels internally in the 
university organization.

•	 Explore alternative approaches to examination, such as continuing exami-
nation with a range of examination formats to ensure validity and reliabi-
lity as well as design examinations to counteract plagiarism.

•	 Encourage, for a sustainable approach to practical labs, disciplinary colla-
boration nationally and sometimes internationally in the creation of resour-
ces and solutions to distance education in practical disciplines.

•	 Identify what decisions are most critical for the creation of stability to faci-
litate education at different levels of the organization.

•	 Develop a clear vision in terms of education and a strategy for possible 
routes to achieve such a vision, no matter if there are cuts or increases in 
budget.

•	 Raise the problem of Internet accessibility at national levels
•	 Consider how the university through student and staff travelling contribu-

tes to a sustainable environment, possibly promoting internationalization 
at home

•	 Develop a strategy for what data needs to be collected, and when to collect 
such data, to base (future) decisions regarding education on systematic 
analyses of student and teacher experiences, as part of the quality assurance 
work of the university.
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Introduction
In this chapter, we propose a renewal of education from the perspective of students 
as change agents, a pedagogical orientation with the potential to strengthen the 
capacity of higher education to respond to long-term and global challenges. The 
nature of challenges currently at hand, such as climate change, biodiversity loss, 
mass inequality and worldwide pandemics, demand reconsideration of the domi-
nant forms of pedagogy that characterize higher education (Lotz-Sisitka, et al. 2015). 
These challenges may also be referred to as wicked problems: they are unique, difficult 
to explain and predict and therefore complex; they are neither logical or illogical – 
problems cannot be tackled using traditional methods; and they are irrevocable – 
they will never stop being problems (see Rittel and Webber 1973). In responding to 
these wicked problems, higher education has an opportunity as part of society’s 
critical learning infrastructure to facilitate transformation and transition away from 
the insufficient and unsustainable practices and solutions of the present (Facer 2020; 
see also McCowan 2020). 

Thus, we argue that students as change agents as a pedagogical orientation may 
invite students to meaningfully approach wicked problems and engage with the 
complexity and uncertainty that is part of them. The concept of students as change 
agents consists of two words that direct our thinking: ‘Change’ indicates movement, 
activity and development, while ‘agent’ implies someone who acts, takes initiative, 
is engaged, has influence and makes decisions. When this understanding is combi-
ned with the word ‘student’, we reach the notion of students being actively involved 
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in university education. In accordance with Kay, Dunne and Hutchinson, we assert 
that “students as change agents” are enabled to be “actively engaged with the proces-
ses of change, often taking on a leadership role. They (the students) are engaged 
deeply with the institution and their subject areas, and the focus and direction is, 
to a far greater extent, decided by students” (2010, p. 2).

This conception offers generative ways to reflect on teaching and learning practi-
ces in higher education. To start, student-partnership literature draws out many of 
the benefits when students collaborate with educators and take more active roles. 
From a pedagogical perspective, it strengthens students’ generic skills such as col-
laboration and meta-reflection and leads to deeper learning (Cook-Sather, et al. 
2014). Furthermore, students bring perspectives to learning contexts that educators 
do not necessarily have (Cook-Sather, et al. 2014), practice taking responsibility 
(Boud, et al. 2001), and experience a sense of empowerment (Cook-Sather, et al. 
2019). When responsibility for learning is shared, it also works against pedagogical 
solitude (Shulman 2004) and further leads educators to be more at ease and have 
the courage to try out new teaching practices (Cook-Sather, et al. 2019). We there-
fore recognize that this orientation has many benefits for students and educators 
(Barrineau, et al. 2019) and argue that it supports not only change but transforma-
tion in terms of a radical reorientation and expansion of students’ world experience. 
In line with Heila Lotz-Sisitka, professor at the Environmental Learning Research 
Centre at Rhodes University, and her colleagues, we therefore believe that tackling 
wicked problems demands a fundamental shift towards a radically and irreversibly 
different type of education (Lotz-Sisitka, et al. 2015) where students are encouraged 
to be experimental, take risks, and bring their own experiences and ideas into their 
education – thereby challenging the notion that their knowledge counts as “less’’. 
By creating an educational context where students can approach perceivably unsol-
vable problems from different angles, they can act as an innovative, powerful and 
transformative force in meeting a wicked world both inside and outside the class-
room. 

Our chapter is therefore a critical reflection on the state of the students-as-chan-
ge-agents approach today and asks the question: how can higher education be concei-
ved of differently, in a way where students are supported to engage in their education, in 
order to assist students to meet unpredictable and incalculable futures and enhance 
transformative learning? We start with a brief background describing the current 
landscape of Western higher education and outline what has shaped our thinking. 
We then present two examples from Uppsala University that illustrate how students 
have been acting as “change agents” in various ways. We discuss a couple of chal-
lenges that need to be addressed in order to enhance a learning culture that allows 
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for educational change. We then conclude with recommendations that have emer-
ged from our various experiences as students, educators and academic developers.

The Current Landscape of Higher Education – Implications for 
an Orientation Towards “Students as Change Agents”
So, how does the idea of “students as change agents” connect to conceptions of the 
contemporary Western university? On the one hand, universities are widely percei-
ved as engines of social transformation (Facer 2020), where education and research 
contribute to building (better) social futures. On the other hand, there is growing 
concern that universities are currently undergoing a crisis of their public role, caused 
by a dominating trend of instrumentalization and effectivization (see for example 
Nixon 2004; Gibbs 2011; Shore and Wright 2015). Simultaneously, we are witnessing 
a call for education to contribute to a “better world” and to solve global sustainabi-
lity challenges and wicked problems by fostering active citizens who are able to take 
responsibility and action (see McCowan 2020). However, within the framework of 
entrepreneurial positioning, active citizenship risks becoming translated to the 
quantifiable, individual level (Masschelein and Simons 2009) by reducing key sus-
tainability competencies to a mere toolbox and counteracting the intended fostering 
of democratic participation competencies. 

Exploring the active role of students as change agents, we also have to recognize 
that educational practices are closely intertwined with conceptions of how the fu-
ture looks and what challenges that need to be addressed. Along these lines, Anne-
Katrin Holfelder, doctor of education at the Institute for Advanced Sustainability 
Studies in Potsdam, claims that the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
which have become a dominant framework within higher education, do not ack-
nowledge the complexity of future challenges. Consequently, the SDGs reduce the 
role of higher education and neglect the “necessity to support action and reflection 
at the multiple personal, practical, political; local, national and international; cul-
tural and conceptual levels” (Facer, et al. 2020, p. 3). Thus, assumptions of a pre-
dictable future as well as a narrative that determines which actions young people 
should take (Facer 2019) counteract a pedagogical orientation towards change as 
radical transformation. Instead of inviting students to a space where they can be-
come an active “maker of worlds” (Amsler and Facer 2017a), these narratives try to 
define how students should act and inhibit experimental, collective and open-ended 
approaches that are necessary to meet and hopefully change the wicked world for 
the better of all. 
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In contrast to the trends described above, there is also a call for a radically different 
role of the university in society, heading towards a more collective culture of learning 
(see Amsler and Facer 2017; De Lissovoy 2011; Facer 2019; 2020) and a rather gene-
rative role for the university. By offering spaces of collective meaning-making, higher 
education might gather students and educators in a non-hierarchical manner and 
democratically deliberate around “matters of concern” (Masschelein and Simons 
2009), enhancing a relational teaching practice that invites students to make their 
own contributions, instead of prescribing what kind of change students should strive 
towards.

A further framework that has been helpful for us when elaborating on the idea of 
students as change agents is Gert Biesta’s (2011; 2020) concept of subjectification. 
According to Biesta, professor in educational theory and pedagogy, education orien-
ted toward subjectification has to do with the freedom to act and even refrain from 
action. Subjectification is fundamentally about existing as the subject of one’s own 
life and being reminded that one can exist as a subject, rather than the educational 
production of the subject – which reduces the subject to object (Biesta 2020). The 
freedom at work in subjectification is about acting (or not) in relation to not just 
ourselves, but always with others, through encounters with the world. This implies 
an active rather than passive orientation that we consider in line with the concept 
of students as change agents. Importantly, for the question of change agents, sub-
jectification is an orientation that draws attention to how students are encouraged 
to take responsibility. Thus, Biesta rejects recent approaches in higher education 
pedagogy that encourage or even push students to “take ownership” for their lear-
ning by, for example, establishing learning contracts, arguing that:

Although this may at first sight appear to be an empowering gesture of surrendering 
ownership to students, it is actually a means by which students are forced into modes 
of self-management where they need to monitor and regulate themselves and their 
behavior, thus basically turning themselves into an object of their own control and 
management. This is where self-objectification takes place, resulting in a remarkable 
split between the self that manages and the self that is being managed. Rather than 
empowering students, these strategies instead offload the responsibility of teachers 
onto students. And in most cases the empowerment they claim to offer is actually 
pseudo-empowerment. (Biesta 2020, p.100)

Without subjectification, education becomes merely training, something that is 
done to students. Therefore, the idea of “subjectification” supports our understan-
ding of “students as change agents”, since it conforms to an open and transforma-
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tive learning process that allows the imagination of the future as a participative 
“construction site” (Amsler and Facer 2017b). Oriented as such, higher education 
encompasses an option where students have the opportunity to become change 
agents both in the present and the future. Based on our vision that students need to 
influence and shape their educational experiences, we argue that higher education 
has to provide spaces where students, as subjects, can take the chance to collecti-
vely develop even unconventional ideas and lead the development of the knowledge 
renewal that is necessary. Given the complexity and uniqueness of wicked problems, 
one cannot expect educators to deliver a fixed set of clear answers or solutions, par-
ticularly since higher education and research themselves have been part of producing 
and maintaining these same problems. Hence, to put it in another way, treating 
students as mainly passive consumers of knowledge does not offer an adequate basis 
to develop the capabilities that are needed. Therefore, reorienting higher education 
pedagogy towards a students-as-change-agents approach can serve as a window of 
opportunity, leading to a shift in roles of students and educators that contradicts 
“the assumption that professors possess all the course related knowledge and that 
students have none…” (Manor, et al. 2010, p. 10 as cited in Bovill 2020, p. 12). Al-
lowing students and educators to work as partners in the way that Alison Cook-
Sather and colleagues have suggested (Cook-Sather, et al. 2014; Cook-Sather, et al. 
2019) affirms students as “competent contributor(s) to education” (Bovill 2020, p. 
12) whose knowledge, experiences and perspectives help to collectively – in collabo-
ration with educators and peers – approach the wicked issues the world is currently 
facing. 

Consequently, we believe that a reorientation towards students as change agents 
has the potential to shape a pedagogy that highlights the conceptions of humans as 
interdependent on social and ecological systems and envisions students as whole 
persons. When students take an active role as contributors and agents for change, 
they may have a better chance to develop the confidence and motivation that are a 
prerequisite for engaging with complex societal and environmental issues and take 
responsibility for action, both during and after their university education (Freire 
1970; Fielding 2001; Cook-Sather, et al. 2014). This ties into a broader understanding 
of what it means to be a citizen in a democratic society (see Bergmark and Westman 
2016; Nussbaum 2016) and connects back to Biesta’s idea of subjectification – that 
acting as a democratic citizen entails being a subject who is engaged, collaboratives 
with others, and actively formulates society’s future pathways.
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“Students as Change Agents” – Examples from Uppsala 
University

As outlined above, the limitations of the current educational system make it difficult 
for students to act as change agents and likewise difficult for educators to support 
them in doing so. However, in the following section, we present two recent examp-
les where students actually have taken the role as “change agents”, actively dealing 
with “matters of concern”, both temporarily and in more long-lasting ways. These 
examples serve as concrete cases illustrating an educational re-orientation that ack-
nowledges students’ subjectification as well as the relational dimension of teaching 
and learning. The first case outlines the educational project on the “Continuous 
Development of Active Student Participation” (ASP), which aims to support stu-
dents’ participatory roles in teaching and learning across Uppsala University. The 
second case describes education around sustainable development at the Centre for 
Environment and Development Studies (CEMUS), where students are involved in 
a fundamental way. It concerns the invention of a model for student-led interdisci-
plinary courses and programs that is essential for CEMUS’s educational philosophy 
and mission.

Active Student Participation in Teaching and Learning 

Uppsala University, founded in 1477, has a long tradition of student engagement 
and student participation. Student associations organize a wide range of extracur-
ricular activities and play an important role in the private lives of many students. In 
addition, student unions are a vital arena for student engagement in terms of mo-
nitoring students’ particular interests and rights. Moreover, the Swedish legal fram-
ework ensures student representation in all decisional and investigative bodies 
within higher education institutions as well as course evaluations on all educational 
levels. However, possibilities for students to become active agents within their edu-
cation is limited, as described above. Thus, most educators as well as most students 
would probably agree that educators are responsible for teaching, including deci-
sions on learning outcomes, teaching and learning activities and assessment formats, 
while students are responsible for their learning within this mainly pre-defined 
context (see also Barrineau, et al. 2019, p. 20 ff). 

This perception was first challenged in 2010, when Uppsala University’s vice chan-
cellor gave funding to the project “Creative Educational Development at Uppsala 
University” (CrED) in order to “stimulate educational development, enhance ex-
change and the dissemination of good ideas among colleagues, and generally to 
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spotlight the educational mission of the University” (Creative Educational Develop-
ment at Uppsala University 2013). The CrED-project embraced one student-driven 
initiative, which received wide recognition. Focusing on students’ active roles within 
their education, a series of seminars were arranged, namely exploring peer teaching 
activities such as “Supplemental Instruction” (SI). In their final report, student 
authors coined the term “active student participation” defined as “students taking 
an active role in other students’ learning.” (Gärdebo and Wiggberg 2012, p. 8). An 
international panel, which evaluated the CrED-project, recognized the initiative as 
highly relevant and recommended that the university “craft an Uppsala model for 
sustainable, integrated student participation in instruction” by supporting students 
and teachers working on this together “within a prescribed period of time and re-
ceive central assistance” (Creative Educational Development at Uppsala University 
2013, p. 9). This “wake-up call” led then further to the project “Continuous Deve-
lopment of Active Student Participation at Uppsala University” and even this was 
funded by the university’s vice chancellor. 

During 2014 and 2015, a team consisting of three part-time employed student 
project assistants and one academic developer worked together to enhance active 
student participation across the university. Amongst other things, the project ar-
ranged peer teaching training schemes for students, established a network for stu-
dents and educators and organized numerous seminars and workshops, including a 
two-day conference with international speakers1. Here both students and educators 
presented examples of innovative pedagogies involving students in different ways.

1 An external webpage was also built (and is still continuously updated) during the project that acts 
as a source of exciting practical examples and literature on active student participation: https://uu.se/
asp/?languageId=1

https://uu.se/asp/?languageId=1
https://uu.se/asp/?languageId=1
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Figure 1: Educators and students in dialogue about a new pedagogical idea developed by the 
educators (Barrineau, et.al. 2019, p. 81).

It soon became clear that one of the most important project tasks was to create 
arenas where educators and students could meet and discuss pedagogical issues. 
Building a shared “learning community” (Harrington, et al. 2014, p. 26 ff) not only 
meant access for students to spaces normally exclusively allotted to educators, but 
also providing a learning opportunity for both parts. So, feedback from conference 
participants signaled that students as well as educators experienced a genuine dialo-
gue that expanded common perceptions of teaching and learning. The following 
quote from a student blog may serve as an example:

Last Thursday to Friday, me and two classmates attended the ‘ASP Days’, a kind of 
conference focused on active student participation. It consisted of lectures, work-
shops, group discussions and lunch and coffee with researchers in the subject. It was 
absolutely incredible and inspiring! [---] I think it would have benefited us students 
if we had more influence on the structure of our education, in a variety of ways that 
were discussed during the days. We also discussed various reasons why there is often 
such a reluctance to allow students to have a greater influence on their education. I 
would think that it is often linked to the view of education as pure knowledge ac-
quisition, and that the university is not responsible for students’ personal develop-

http://et.al
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ment (which is definitely promoted if students are allowed to participate in the design 
of their curricula). And, as lecturer Cherie Woolmer pointed out, students are not 
seen as competent colleagues, that only may have a slightly different perspective that 
can contribute to improvements. Overall, the conference gave a lot of energy and a 
desire to improve education on these points.2

The project not only implied a focus on active student participation in teaching and 
learning across the university but also a transformative learning process within the 
project group itself. Initially, the group consisted of three students with profound 
experiences from peer teaching, student unions and student-led education at CE-
MUS (see section below), in addition to one senior academic developer. Its effort 
was framed by the overall aim to sustainably support active student participation at 
the university, which was defined as peer-to-peer learning with students as co-crea-
tors in planning, facilitating and assessing learning and teaching activities. Given 
this framework, it became gradually clear that there was a need for negotiation 
concerning how the group itself made sense of “active student participation”, how 
the project goals would be reached and how the team would collaborate in an app-
ropriate way. Right from the start, the student assistants signaled that a project on 
active student participation certainly needed to practice student-centeredness and 
-participation itself. Meanwhile, both parts felt at first uncertain about mutual roles, 
power (im)balances and expectations concerning each other’s contributions, since 
student involvement within academic development was a truly new territory for all. 
Reflecting on this feeling of confusion and uncertainty, the group decided on allo-
cating plenty of time for an ongoing dialogue in order to shape a climate characte-
rized by mutual respect, openness and understanding for each other’s experiences 
and perspectives (Barrineau, et al. 2016). As the project proceeded, literature on 
“students as partners” (Cook-Sather, et al. 2014) further encouraged the team to not 
only introduce a “student as partners” approach amongst educators and students at 
the university but also strive for a genuine partnership approach in its own work. 

Since the project ended, the endeavor for active student participation has been in 
a transformational process, moving from a state of temporary project organization 
to more sustainable structures. In line with the insight that the common absence of 
students in academic development is “problematic” and that academic development 
has a crucial role in “building bridges between students and faculty” (Barrineau, 
et.al. 2016, p. 82), the Unit for Academic Teaching and Learning has now established 
a part-time position for one student assistant to monitor student perspectives within 

2 Author’s translation to English, from blog: Kandidatprogrammet i fysik på Uppsala universitet 
kandfyuppsala.blogspot.com, accessed on 25 January 2021.

http://et.al
http://kandfyuppsala.blogspot.com
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educational development. Furthermore, special funding for educational develop-
ment projects enhancing active student participation has been set up, for which 
educators – in cooperation with students – can apply. 

The case of active student participation shows how change started with one par-
ticular initiative – a few students claiming a space within the “CrED”-project – that 
became a starting point for a growing movement towards a new pedagogical orien-
tation. The “Continuous Development of Active Student Participation”-project 
realized for the first time a partnership approach within educational development 
at Uppsala University, integrating students’ special expertise into the field. The com-
position of the group, where the students were in the majority, as well as the alloca-
tion of time for negotiation and meta-reflection, supported students’ possibilities to 
decide on the project’s “focus and direction” and be “actively engaged with the 
process of change”, as defined by Kay, Dunne and Hutchinson (2010, p. 2). 

Student-led Education at CEMUS

The Centre for Environment and Development Studies (CEMUS), organized as a 
joint effort between Uppsala University and the Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences, is unique in the sense that it combines a students-as-change-agents orien-
tation with learning about and practically engaging with wicked sustainability pro-
blems. CEMUS has existed for over 25 years and was initiated and formed by stu-
dents who experienced a lack of courses that dealt with pressing societal and envi-
ronmental issues. Supported by a few educators and the vice chancellor, the students 
launched the course ‘Humanity and Nature,’ which engaged with such transdisci-
plinary problems. In contrast to traditional courses, students took the lead in deve-
loping and running a university course that focused on matters they believed to be 
significant. This course was the starting point for the further development of CE-
MUS with the mission to provide courses and programmes on sustainability issues 
and the explicit ambition to “contribute to a more just and sustainable world” 
(CEMUS n.d.; Hald 2011).

Today, CEMUS runs around 15+ courses such as ‘Climate Change Leadership’, 
‘Actors and Strategies for Change’, ‘Technology, Power and the Future of Huma-
nity’ and ‘Sustainable Economic Futures’, attracting both Swedish and international 
students from all disciplinary backgrounds. Its educational model aims to deeply 
engage students in sustainability issues and wicked problems – without reducing 
their complexity – where student perspectives play a central role in the planning, 
facilitation and evaluation of the courses. Consequently, all courses are based on 
a more open curriculum actively shaped by students. Every course is run by two 
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student “course coordinators” who are part-time employed and usually still studying 
themselves, or have recently been students. To make use of valuable scientific know-
ledge, pedagogical experience and academic “know-how”, these coordinators are 
supported by a work group consisting of faculty members, senior and experienced 
employees at CEMUS, students who have previously taken the course in question, 
and qualified practitioners who have important real-world experiences or perspec-
tives to share. During the course, work group members, as well as lecturers with 
outstanding knowledge based on either research or practice, share their expertise 
and work together with students. In other words, while work group members and 
lectures provide support and expertise, student course coordinators are responsible 
for the overall course regarding the structure of the course, choice of learning and 
teaching activities, forms for assessment as well as communication and feedback 
towards students – they are “the catalysts as well as the glue that holds the course 
together” (Österbergh and Kronlid 2011, p. 78). 

The curricula in CEMUS courses are further designed to include and enhance 
active student participation and collaborative learning in all teaching and learning 
activities as well as in assessment, with the ambition to place student’s learning at 
the center by seriously creating room for students to delve into questions they be-
lieve to be important and to provide their perspectives and knowledge. This aim is 
reinforced by frequent meetings where course coordinators reflect on CEMUS’s 
underlying teaching and learning philosophy, inspire each other and share practical 
experiences and advice. The following comment by a course coordinator on how 
they perceive their own role mirrors a call for change in education and pedagogy 
that provides students with the freedom to act:

Being a good pedagogue. Trying to offer a good education that is not just doing the 
same thing people have already been doing in their studies. Trying to break away 
from some structures that we know are dominating conventional academia. Using 
alternative tools and trying to provide students more freedom and space for mano-
euvring themselves. (Barrineau and Anderson 2018, p. 24)

Simultaneously, course goals are formulated within the course work groups, where 
student’s perspectives are honestly valued and included. These elements create foun-
dations to attend to “matters of concern” collectively and creatively. For example, in 
a course session called “The Missing Perspective,’’ students are invited to come up 
with a class session that addresses a topic they want to learn more about or an im-
portant theme that the course has excluded (see Barrineau, et al. 2019, p. 96–97). 
Students hereby actively engage in reflecting on what is missing, an exercise in con-
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sidering how a course narrative – about “climate change” or “sustainability”, for 
example – is constructed by necessarily selecting and discarding certain topics, ques-
tions, framings, etc. This space allows even unexpected knowledge, perspectives, and 
pedagogies to emerge. In increasing students’ meta-awareness, this activity opens up 
the possibility of subjectivity and the potential for new ways of encountering sus-
tainability issues that may not surface if the schedule and curriculum are already 
dictated. 

Figure 2: Students at CEMUS facilitated a ‘’Missing perspective’’ session on topics they 
thought the course had excluded (Barrineau, et.al. 2019, p. 97).

Another example of a course activity at CEMUS is the “30 Day Challenge”. This 
project encourages students to stick to a task or challenge that is outside their norm 
for 30 days. Students choose activities such as volunteering with community orga-
nizations, changing their diet, engaging in local politics, or making other behavioral 
changes. The ways in which students respond to the challenge and their understan-
ding of the future and sustainability are collectively and critically reflected upon at 
the end. Students are using their, in Biesta’s (2020) words, freedom to act and pro-
duce some kind of change that will have an effect on their own life and the lives of 
others. This project can support students to feel agency in relation to wicked chal-
lenges if the complex emotional perspectives of trying to create small changes are 
attended to in the educational space. Without looking after difficult emotions, such 
as pessimism in relation to the perceived insignificance of one’s own actions towards 
a sustainability challenge, feelings of hopelessness may become the main “lesson” of 

http://et.al
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this project. However, there is an emphasis on how one’s actions are always related 
to the actions of others – where finding concerns to focus one’s actions on can help 
students act hopefully and creatively towards sustainable futures. 

At CEMUS, the courses are in themselves also put in the spotlight as subjects of 
change. As said, the course coordinators try to inspire students to share their 
thoughts and ideas on the subject matter but also take this sharing practice further 
by dedicating time in the schedule to having critical conversations about the courses 
in themselves. Content as well as pedagogy and the learning atmosphere are discus-
sed by departing from students’ feedback. Students are given space to suggest chan-
ges to the direction of the course, and are usually very keen on taking it, which can 
have benefits for their motivation and confidence as well as their feelings of being 
counted as equally important members in the learning community. At the same 
time, course coordinators become more aware of the student perspective before it is 
“too late” – as it would be if feedback was only provided retrospectively after the 
course has ended (Cook-Sather, et al. 2014; Cook-Sather, et al. 2019). 

So how do students at CEMUS experience the students-as-change-agents ap-
proach? When asked about their opinions on courses, students emphasized, among 
other things, a non-hierarchical and encouraging climate, an openness for students’ 
different perspectives and a transformative learning experience, as emerging in the 
following quotes:

Absolutely wonderful! An open atmosphere (space to learn, discuss, think out loud 
and say “wrong”), great atmosphere, caring, not so academically boring – more open 
and warm. Have definitely had my most educational AND most fun semester at 
CEMUS!3 

Very good! Very fun and rewarding to take a course where everyone who lectures is 
obviously passionate about their subject (...) In addition, it is good that the Centre 
adopts student-led education; I would like to think that it makes the course more 
receptive to the students’ perspective on, for example, workload.4 

Interesting discussions and good lecturers. Important lessons for the future. Has 
given me more perspectives on environmental work and a different worldview.5 

3 Author’s translation to English, retrieved from an anonymous course evaluation at CEMUS, 
accessed on 25 January 2021

4 Author’s translation to English, retrieved from an anonymous course evaluation at CEMUS, 
accessed on 25 January 2021

5 Author’s translation to English, retrieved from an anonymous course evaluation at CEMUS, 
accessed on 25 January 2021
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Additionally, these quotes bring new and alternative ways of understanding what it 
means to be a student, as we would argue is often the case when students are given 
the chance to express their perspectives and understandings. 

The CEMUS educational model recognizes in a fundamental way that sustaina-
bility is an intergenerational issue and demands that young people, especially, should 
participate in collectively shaping that future. It allows for experimentation in a way 
that is not only important to a new orientation of higher education (Barrineau and 
Kronlid 2014) but also essential for a more democratic approach to education in 
general. When students are in the position of co-leaders of the educational process, 
a clear shift in roles is visible where students have a real chance to act as change 
agents as opposed to the traditional university where student and educator roles are 
more hegemonically cemented. As such, creating course content, but also deciding 
how to engage with that content, becomes a collaborative and democratic process. 
This process, for example, plays out as the multiple interpretations of fluid concepts, 
such as “sustainability”, intersect with each other during the course planning process 
as well as in the classroom, creating the basis for collaborative meaning-making 
(Hansson, et al. 2014). Therefore, the plurality of perspectives, which is a key com-
ponent in CEMUS’s educational model, allows students to engage with wicked is-
sues from different angles and bring their own knowledge. Even from an intergene-
rational perspective, CEMUS is a driving force for achieving a kind of flexibility in 
universities that enables and supports students to seek diverse ways to engage with 
wicked issues (Gustafsson 2011). We welcome this flexibility as an essential element 
in the renewal of higher education.

Staying with the Trouble
These two initiatives demonstrate environments where students are deeply and ac-
tively engaged in their education, but also where students are supported to choose 
how they are active and how they engage. By being process-oriented rather than 
outcome-oriented, these initiatives translate the “qualitative shift and the integration 
of uncertainty of the future into educational approaches” that Holfelder calls for 
(2019, p. 949), and recognize the incalculability of the future as a characteristic of 
wicked issues. With this in mind, the limitations of an education that simply equips 
students with techniques and facts are noteworthy. The cases illustrate how educa-
tional spaces can be opened to new ways of thinking by encouraging the plurality 
of voices and perspectives necessary to engage with wicked issues, such as sustaina-
bility challenges or the concept of active student participation. When students en-
gage more deeply in framing their own learning as “change agents” together with 
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educators, these initiatives take a crucial step in the direction of conceiving of an 
education for unknown futures.

Yet, these initiatives are not without challenge. First, the act of inviting students 
itself is difficult because some students do not feel ready to be “more engaged” or 
become “change agents” or do not feel comfortable taking space in the classroom. 
There is a risk that, for example, students with high grades, unwavering self-confi-
dence or those who dare to speak up might feel more attracted to such ways of 
participating. Do all students have the prerequisites to cope with these process-
oriented pedagogies? Is it fair to ask this from all students? How do we support 
students into types of engagements that enable them to become subjects? bell hooks, 
feminist scholar and activist, outlines an intersectional educational theory that mo-
tivates educators to see the classroom as a site to transgress social inequalities based 
on class, sexuality, gender, race or other, by working to dismantle dominating hie-
rarchies existing within the university (hooks 1994; 2003). This means thinking 
critically about how courses are organized in ways that silence certain voices and 
perspectives, while elevating others. hooks advocates for pluralism, distinguishing it 
from diversity – a constant state of the world – which can forge learning commu-
nities open to exploring new and different perspectives, supported by an intention 
to flatten hierarchies in the classroom and learn together. Accordingly, we un-
derstand the orientation towards students as change agents and co-creation as a way 
of democratizing the classroom (Bovill 2020), but not as a requirement for students 
to become engaged in particular ways.

The second challenge lies on the macro-level of university operations, where we 
notice the isolation of these initiatives on the university landscape. On the one hand, 
the ASP project demonstrates the obstacles of broadly institutionalizing this type of 
co-creative work from a central position within the university. Partly there were 
challenges with reaching out widely within the university, particularly to students, 
with a rather small project group, and partly it was difficult to transition the project-
based work to a structure with just one employed student without losing the mo-
mentum gained in the former group. On the other hand, CEMUS remains a lone 
island among silos of disciplines, departments, and faculties with traditionally-
oriented teaching and learning. Here we see a need for higher education institutions 
to support both short- and long-term projects and initiatives in ways that allow for 
the sharing of learning, trans- and interdisciplinary exchanges, and for a broad 
spectrum in which educators and students can participate. That initiatives such as 
the ones presented above may often rely on the hard, and often overtime, work of 
a few dedicated individuals makes them vulnerable. To create structures that support 
the work of educators and students in these settings in the form of time, merits, and 
employment may help these types of initiatives emerge and flourish.
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Importantly, both of the Uppsala University initiatives were manifested as a result 
of students stepping forward, as change agents, to claim space for students – to be 
active in pedagogical development and to start courses about wicked issues. More-
over, their engagement was not at the behest of university staff or due to course 
demands. However, the further evolution of the initiatives reminds us that a sup-
portive leadership was crucial for these initiatives to succeed. That students’ ideas 
were taken seriously meant incoming economic support and the growth of arenas 
that allowed the initiatives to blossom. Beyond that, we would like to draw attention 
to a key lesson of these cases where we notice that there is a fine balance between a 
carefully considered invitation for students to engage meaningfully in their educa-
tion as agents of change and opening spaces of unbarred freedom for students to 
carry out their desired changes. On the one hand, educators aiming to engage stu-
dents actively in change processes cannot have already decided what and how things 
are supposed to change. Change must be allowed to emerge and, in an educational 
setting, is hindered by being too defined and outcome driven. On the other hand, 
allowing for the uncertain and new to emerge should be oriented by an ethos of 
collaboration and relationality, with a clear role for students. Shor (1992) argues that, 
“a curriculum that does not challenge the standard syllabus and conditions in so-
ciety informs students that knowledge and the world are fixed and are fine the way 
they are, with no role for students to play in transforming them, and no need for 
change” (cited in Bovill 2020, p.21). We strongly believe that, if universities take 
seriously the notion that students, given the chance to “act in and with the world in 
a ‘grown-up’ way” (Biesta 2020), have important contributions to make, students 
respond with creativity, passion, and innovative ideas. 

Taking this to heart, we argue that universities need a bit of wildness, not just an 
injecting of students into the existing structures and asking them to participate. 
Here we take inspiration from physicist, philosopher and eco-feminist Vandana 
Shiva, who describes being wild as the self-organization of life, as opposed to me-
chanistic and planned organization (Shiva 2017). Leaving spaces in the university 
landscape for “wild” things to occur, to allow for the unplanned and for converging 
perspectives and ideas to forge something new, may help higher education find some 
kind of balance in the struggle to meet wicked challenges. Rather than an orienta-
tion of control and “risk-free” operations, both of which are falsely promoted myths 
of Western society, embracing “wildness” connects to Arendt’s vision of education 
not towards a world that we know in advance, but in support of a continuous rene-
wing of our common world from the encounter between learners and the world 
(Arendt 1954). 

“Wildness” means meeting the disordered, unexpected and unpredictable. It so-
metimes makes us feel uncertain, confused or even anxious about getting lost. Thus, 
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“students as change agents” requires the courage and patience to “stay with the 
trouble”, to loan a phrase from Donna Haraway (2016), being aware that this orien-
tation has the potential to create new ways of encountering each other and the world 
and may sometimes even fail – however, this is a necessary step if we take the rege-
neration of the public role of higher education seriously.

Recommendations for Leaders and Policy Makers
The long-term and global challenges we collectively stand before today demand a 
creative and radical renewal of higher education. We have suggested that higher 
education must provide spaces where students and educators can collectively deve-
lop ideas and knowledge that lead to the renewal of values, practices and ways of 
being and becoming that conceive of humans as interdependent with social and 
ecological systems. A pedagogical orientation where students, as subjects, are invited 
to engage as change agents may support this regeneration of higher education. We 
therefore have the following recommendations for leaders of higher education ma-
nagement and policy:

•	 Reorient the mission of higher education to open up for students to crea-
tively explore wicked issues – create opportunities for students to develop 
practical, emotional, and collaborative capabilities that help them meet 
unpredictable and incalculable futures. Be open to students who approach 
university staff with their ideas for change. These efforts are more likely to 
succeed if they are part of a broader institutional strategy than if they are 
just down to individual students to act upon.

•	 Restructure university operations to support not only short-term projects 
but also long-term engagement between students, educators and civil so-
ciety – enable diverse and experimental learning relationships to emerge 
and flourish, where different ways of knowing and knowledges may contri-
bute to the understanding of wicked problems. The process is equally, if not 
more, important than the result.

•	 Encourage educators to work with collaborative pedagogical orientations 
– create support structures and give incentives for educators to develop their 
practices, for example, by providing time, merits and showing trust. Units 
for academic development should be hubs for students and educators to 
together develop education and active student participation.
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These changes can create revolutionary reverberations in the entire educational 
landscape of the university that assist these critical institutions to work creatively 
and innovatively in a world of wicked issues. 
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Introduction
There is a growing recognition that universities need to respond to complex and 
pressing societal, environmental and economic challenges. This, in turn, puts in-
creasing demands on education and opportunities for individuals to develop their 
knowledge and skills. In line with this thought, Lund University decided to create 
the Agenda 2030 Graduate School for doctoral students in 2018. The graduate school 
is unique insofar as it is university wide, including nine faculties at Lund University. 
It is also the first of its kind in Sweden focusing on the 2030 Agenda. The 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted in 2015 by the United Nations 
General Assembly. The vision encapsulated in the agenda and its 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) is ambitious: to end poverty, violence and inequality 
and provide health care and universal access to education as well as environmental 
protection, clean energy and safe water and sanitation, to provide a few examples. 
Reaching these encompassing goals by 2030 will be an immense challenge, and new 
ways of thinking and innovative solutions will be necessary. By encouraging novel 
interdisciplinary collaborations across faculties, and by developing interdisciplinary 
research courses and educational tools revolving around sustainable development, 
the aim is to provide a new generation of researchers with cutting-edge knowledge 
that can contribute to a sustainable future. The Agenda 2030 Graduate School serves 
as a platform for Agenda 2030-related education and an inventive approach to lear-
ning through interdisciplinarity. 

The main lessons learned so far are that this kind of strategic initiative requires 
academic leadership at different levels within the university. The Vice Chancellor 
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and his administration made the graduate school a high-profile project by promo-
ting it through various channels. All deans at the Faculties supported the school by 
allowing for a generous budget and administrative support, and a small secretariate 
was quickly set up to develop the administrative structures and processes of the 
graduate school. Once the structures were in place, the focus shifted to the academic 
content. This included recruitment and training of the doctoral students as well as 
the development of research courses and other activities. To ensure progress, regular 
meetings and follow-up activities have been conducted with a range of key employ-
ees, academic as well as administrative. While the enthusiasm and support of people 
involved made it possible to move beyond expectation in a relatively short period 
of time, administrative and organizational structures, together with disciplinary 
traditions and ways of doing things, have been challenges for the collaboration. 
Arguably, the timing was favorable with a general sense of urgency for action to-
gether with available funding that could be spent jointly by the faculties. 

The remainder of the chapter discusses the opportunities and challenges accom-
panying this endeavor more in detail. First, we provide a background on the deve-
lopment of the graduate school and its core activities. Then we discuss interdiscipli-
narity and lifelong learning. Finally, we summarize lessons learned and propose ways 
ahead. Needless to say, the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak during 2020 has had con-
sequences for the activities of the graduate school. However, these consequences 
contain not only challenges but also opportunities, something we will return to 
later when discussing interdisciplinarity and lifelong learning. 

Introducing the 2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development in 
Research Education 
The 2030 Agenda Graduate School is a network-based initiative that is administra-
tively located under the Lund University Sustainability Forum, a forum that sup-
ports sustainability research, education, and collaboration within Lund University 
as well as with external stakeholders. After consulting the different faculties, the 
university leadership decided to fund a graduate school with the main aim to sup-
port the training of a new generation of researchers equipped to deal with pressing 
societal challenges and sustainable development. Due to its holistic nature, the Uni-
ted Nations 2030 Agenda and its sustainable development goals suited well as a 
framework that could engage all faculties and disciplines. Hence, the creation of the 
graduate school was part of Lund University’s effort to strengthen its work on sus-
tainable development as well as collaboration across faculties. Even if funding is only 
secured for one batch of doctoral students so far, the hope is that the activities and 
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courses will continue well beyond their graduation. Currently, a small secretariat is 
coordinating and supporting day-to-day activities, and a steering board with repre-
sentatives from all faculties, including students, the private and public sector, gives 
guidance on more strategic matters, such as budget issues and supply of research 
courses. The secretariat submits annual reports of the graduate school’s activities to 
the Vice Chancellor, which are also distributed to the deans, the steering board 
members and others interested. 

The secretariat has been given great autonomy to develop and run the graduate 
school within the framework of the Vice Chancellor’s decision. The decision provi-
ded the general set up and future direction of the initiative, which meant that there 
was a good foundation to build on. The university leadership appointed a coordi-
nator with experience from academic leadership and interdisciplinary cooperation 
as well as from research on the 2030 Agenda, something that facilitated the imple-
mentation of the initiative. The ambition has been to involve as many as possible in 
the activities of the graduate school in order to make the school known, create 
broad ownership, and enable innovative thinking and a way of doing things. The 
secretariat also includes a communications officer, financial controller and research 
administrator who support the coordinator in running and developing the gradua-
te school. A number of academic and administrative networks across the faculties 
have been initiated with the aim to create a common foundation for the joint work.

The graduate school has two main activities: funding doctoral student positions 
and developing and running a number of interdisciplinary third cycle courses focu-
sing on sustainable development. The mandate also includes acting as a platform for 
other sustainable development related activities for students and faculty at Lund 
University and engaging with external actors, including the general public; neverthe-
less, here we will focus on the two main activities. It is worth mentioning that the 
doctoral students receive their degrees in their respective disciplines and have their 
offices at their home departments. This causes some challenges that we will return 
to in section 3. Moreover, the research courses must be run by one faculty, even if 
collaborating with others. The reasons for this are partially administrative rules and 
routines, but also tradition. Interdisciplinary doctoral degrees are not very common 
in Sweden, hence the setup of the graduate school has to cater for this educational 
structure. 

Unintendedly, but very appropriately, the graduate school fully or partly funds 17 
doctoral students from all over the world, representing all faculties at Lund Univer-
sity: the Faculty of Engineering, the Faculty of Fine and Performing Arts, the Facul-
ties of Humanities and Theology, the Faculty of Law, the Faculty of Medicine, the 
Faculty of Science, the Faculty of Social Sciences, and the School of Economics and 
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Management. The doctoral students’ research topics must relate to either one or 
several of the SDGs, or the 2030 Agenda more broadly.1 The doctoral students are 
encouraged to participate in seminars and theme-based discussions, as well as en-
gage in outreach activities directed towards academia or the general public that are 
organized within the graduate school. Based on their individual expertise and back-
grounds, the doctoral students engage with various topics and try to find synergies 
or solutions to problems identified either by the graduate school or the doctoral 
students themselves. Examples of topics they have discussed are sustainable urbani-
zation and accountability. The doctoral students also have their own blog, where 
they reflect on sustainability and the SDGs in relation to their research topic.2 

The idea is that these collaborations and discussions on various sustainability 
topics will encourage interdisciplinary thinking and increase the doctoral student’s 
exposure to new methods and interdependencies between scientific fields. The high 
level of interdisciplinary participation and engagement of early career researchers is 
in many ways unique, and it not only involves the doctoral students but also their 
supervisors and home departments. For example, twice a year the supervisors meet 
to discuss issues related to the doctoral students’ workload and tensions between 
expectations from the home departments and the graduate school. The aim is to 
create well-balanced working conditions for those interested in interdisciplinary 
research in the field of sustainable development, which may demand changes at the 
department level but ultimately also at the faculty level. In the long run it hope-
fully also increases collaboration in general across faculties at the university and 
beyond.

Apart from the funded doctoral students within the graduate school, there is a 
larger network called “the extended family.” It consists of other doctoral students 
and senior faculty members within Lund University, or from other universities, who 
are interested in the 2030 Agenda and in the activities of the graduate school. The 
extended family members receive their own newsletter and are invited to courses, 
events and other career advancing workshops, such as academic writing or presenta-
tion skills, organized by the graduate school. The vision with the extended family is 
to include more doctoral students in the discussions regarding the 2030 Agenda and 
to encourage interdisciplinary thinking and learning among a wider audience. 

The second main activity within the Agenda 2030 Graduate school is the deve-
lopment of interdisciplinary courses. The graduate school provides each of the fa-
culties with funding to develop and run a third cycle course of 7.5 ECTS each year 
(see Table 1) that focuses on societal challenges and the 2030 Agenda. The courses 

1 See https://www.sustainability.lu.se/education/agenda-2030-graduate-school.
2 See https://agenda2030.blogg.lu.se.

https://www.sustainability.lu.se/education/agenda-2030-graduate-school
https://agenda2030.blogg.lu.se
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are open and free for all doctoral students within Lund University, and doctoral 
students from other universities are also welcome depending on availability. Occa-
sional master students may join a course if the course convener allows it. To encou-
rage interdisciplinarity within courses, each course must incorporate lecturers or 
teachers from at least one additional faculty at Lund University. In addition, guest 
lecturers from other universities, the private sector or governmental bodies may be 
invited. If a faculty decides not to organize a course any given year, another faculty 
may use the funds to develop yet another course. Several planning and follow-up 
meetings with involved lecturers/teachers have been held to encourage collaboration 
across faculties and share experiences and best practices. This was a strategic choice 
and has been key for the rapid advancement of the courses. So far, the courses have 
primarily attracted students from the graduate school or from the faculty of the 
course convener, but the hope is that more students will join as the courses become 
more well known. 
Table 1. Agenda 2030 graduate school courses, the faculty responsible for the development and running of 
the course as well as collaboration with other faculties or external partners.

Examples of Agenda 2030 graduate school courses

Faculty/Institute Course Faculty collaborations

Engineering Sustainable cities and communities Humanities and Theology, Medicine, School of 
Economics and Management, Science

Engineering Water and sustainable development Humanities and Theology, Medicine, School of 
Economics and Management, Science

Fine & Performing 
Arts

Representing sustainability Humanities and Theology

Humanities and 
Theology 

A just transition to sustainable societies Law, School of Economics and Management, 
Social Sciences

Law A law to save the world? Social Sciences

Medicine Health and the environment with a focus 
on climate change and sustainability

Engineering, Science, Social Sciences

School of Economics 
and Management

Digital monies for a sustainable future Engineering

School of Economics 
and Management

Transformations towards sustainability: 
Responsible consumption and produc-
tion

Engineering, International Institute for Indus-
trial Economics, Social Sciences

Science Sustainable land use Engineering, Social Sciences

Social Sciences Justice, equality and the 2030 Agenda Humanities and Theology, Engineering, School 
of Economics and Management

Social Sciences Sustainability science and the SDGs: 
foundations, concepts, methodologies

Science
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In sum, two years after the decision to create a university-wide graduate school for 
doctoral students with the aim to promote research on sustainable development, the 
school has 17 PhD students and has developed 11 research courses, with the much 
larger range of students involved at its core. As such, the effort to strengthen the 
focus on sustainable development in research training has produced good results. 
The cross-faculty collaboration has definitely increased and by that interdisciplina-
rity as well. Next, we turn to some of the opportunities and challenges of developing 
a graduate school.

Interdisciplinarity and Life-long Learning: Opportunities and 
Challenges 
In spite of all the opportunities created by the Agenda 2030 Graduate School, inter-
disciplinary work is not without challenges. As much as it may provide innovative 
thinking and ways of working, it also puts pressure on those involved to be open to 
these innovations. It often comes with an extra workload, difficulties in communi-
cation and tensions related to academic identity. Research education can be descri-
bed as a socialization process where values, attitudes, skills and new knowledge and 
ways of working are acquired. It is “a formative phase in a researcher’s intellectual 
development” (Mobjörk, et al. 2020: 76), which underlines the importance of how 
a graduate school is set up. 

Aware that it would be a challenge to achieve interdisciplinarity among the doc-
toral students, considering their placement at different departments, an “introduc-
tory course” was developed to create a common platform for the students and cre-
ate a group feeling as a foundation for future interdisciplinary collaborations. It ran 
in parallel with other introductions at the departments and could therefore not be 
too demanding. It consisted of seminars on the 2030 Agenda (both the agenda as 
such and the work by Lund University related to sustainable development), presen-
tations of the students’ thesis-projects, and offered opportunities to participate in 
events of interdisciplinary character. It also included discussions about the expecta-
tions, challenges and opportunities associated with belonging both to a department 
and the graduate school. However, not all students arrived in Lund at the same time, 
and it became necessary to organize two introductions. The first one ran over seve-
ral weeks while the second was comprised to a retreat where the “old” students could 
facilitate the introduction of those newly arrived. This was not optimal, but with 
additional seminars, the whole group could get to know each other rather well. 
Many of the students also took the same research courses. Collectively, this has re-
sulted in a core group of doctoral students with a good foundation for collaboration 
across disciplinary boundaries.
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The development of the research courses also demanded some extra work. Some 
of the challenges were very practical, such as how to create teaching teams with a 
mix of teachers from different faculties. The solution was to arrange meetings for 
those interested in developing courses, a kind of match-making activity. A decision 
by the steering board that the courses must include teachers with different discipli-
nary backgrounds certainly facilitated the process. The idea was not only to create 
mixed teams but also involve as many as possible in the activities of the graduate 
school, teachers and students alike. The courses have been overall appreciated, but 
some challenges remain. It has been difficult to attract students from other faculties, 
as noted above. There are, of course, several reasons for this, one being a lack of 
information – or perhaps too little time to promote the courses. Also, doctoral 
students have a relatively tight program and need to plan their activities well in 
advance. Other reasons are demands for attending mandatory courses at the home 
departments and an unwillingness to encourage students to spend time on activi-
ties not at the core of their major discipline or engage in projects that some students 
are hired to contribute to. Another issue concerns the design of some courses, which 
have had the character of multidisciplinarity rather than interdisciplinarity, i.e. dif-
ferent perspectives were presented in succession instead of teaching in a more inte-
grated way. As a result, some students, and teachers as well for that matter, have 
questioned to what degree the courses are interdisciplinary. A course convener who 
opted for many guest lecturers later said that the key is to have someone being pre-
sent at all, or at least most, of the activities to ensure that the course is kept together 
and actually lives up to the interdisciplinary approach. Finally, not all teachers are 
equally equipped to teach a mixed group of students with very different discipli-
nary backgrounds and levels of knowledge. However, it takes time to develop these 
kinds of courses, and learning by doing is a natural part of this. In this respect, 
course evaluations and regular teachers’ meetings have been very instrumental for 
sharing experiences and lesson learning. This underlines the importance to getting 
all on board – students, supervisors, teachers, director of studies – if initiatives like 
this should succeed. 

Even if the students are overall very happy to be part of the graduate school, both 
in terms of courses and other activities, they also struggle with finding their place as 
a researcher and a sound working situation in terms of workload. Many challenges 
are generic for all doctoral students, but interdisciplinarity adds additional chal-
lenges. It takes time to find a common language and understand each other’s per-
spectives and way of conducting research. This includes epistemological differences 
in tools and mindsets. Another concern is the fact that not all supervisors are well 
versed in interdisciplinarity, nor are all departments used to cross faculty collabora-
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tions. This may result in a lack of support for the doctoral students’ engagement in 
the activities of the graduate school. As a result, the doctoral students struggle with 
a range of issues. How do you find a balance between your disciplinary expertise 
and the interdisciplinary competence that is supposed to give you an advantage in 
the field of sustainable development? How do you divide the time and effort bet-
ween the two ambitions? And how do you reach the confidence to be a good resear-
cher in the respective academic environment? For some students this is not a pro-
blem, but some do not feel they really grasp what the interdisciplinarity part of the 
education should entail and need more support to navigate in this highly competi-
tive environment. Due to the university structure, the message so far has been that 
the students should make sure they acquire the skills specific to their disciplinary 
field and view the graduate school activities as a bonus, an opportunity to acquire 
skills that make them competitive in a future labor market, within or beyond aca-
demia. It should be a space of curiosity and opportunities to try out new ideas 
without feeling the pressure to produce specific outputs. Still, it is difficult to avoid 
tensions between the different disciplinary identities. The solution has been to raise 
awareness of this problem with the long-term aim to influence change towards more 
flexible doctoral training. Here more pro-active measures from higher up in the 
system would be helpful. For example, the university or faculty leadership could 
encourage and support interdisciplinary initiatives at the department level as well. 
Or the PhD students’ mandatory study plans could contain a section on cross- or 
interdisciplinary work, which would give explicit recognition for this kind of enga-
gement. The 2030 Agenda Graduate School encourages change but works prima-
rily “from below.” Clear support from the university leadership makes a huge dif-
ference in terms of opportunities for change. 

The Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 had consequences for the graduate school, as for 
so many others. Some doctoral students had to change their study plans due to 
travel restrictions, cancelled fieldwork, difficulties in reaching target groups, and so 
on. Some of the international students went to their home countries to study long 
distance. As isolation is a serious problem, especially for students far away from 
home, online “coffee breaks” were arranged twice a week. The idea was not to dis-
cuss work but to share every day worries, good news and encouragement. The mee-
tings proved to be a great comfort to many of the students. They also facilitated 
keeping the group together in difficult times. The majority of the research seminars 
went online as well, trying out new ways of communicating and working together. 
The digitalization seems to have facilitated interdisciplinarity development among 
the student group, leading to new ideas and collaborations. For example, three of 
the doctoral students arranged an online panel debate on accountability in relation 
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to the SDGs with representatives from the government, private sector, nongovern-
mental organizations as well as four faculties (economics, law, art and social science). 
The debate was live streamed due to travel restrictions and has since attracted more 
than 18,000 viewers on YouTube. It may be too early to say, but it seems that the 
introduction of interdisciplinary approaches early on in the research training makes 
doctoral student more equipped to deal with crises that may demand substantial 
changes to their research projects, as in the case of the Covid-19 pandemic.

The pandemic also affected the research courses. Once it became a fact, several 
courses had to adapt quickly to online learning, as some of the planned activities 
did not lend themselves to this format. While it caused stress and considerable im-
provisation, the result was beyond expectations. The participation rate was high and 
the evaluations overall positive. Instead of classroom teaching, online panel discus-
sions with experts, led by the students, were conducted, as one example. This expe-
rience shows that online courses not only facilitate attendance for those with diffi-
culties to travel to the university but also encourage innovative teaching models. The 
university was already adapting to a new teaching platform, Canvas, and the online 
communication tool Zoom, with its breakout groups, favored interdisciplinarity as 
students easily could meet and discuss various topics. As a result, all the graduate 
school courses are now encouraged to plan for both classroom teaching, which still 
is preferred, and online teaching, to be flexible in terms of the pandemic but also in 
terms of allowing for more students and guests to participate in the courses of the 
graduate school. In other words, the introduction of online courses is an important 
strategic decision to make, if the aspiration is to attract students beyond national 
borders.

In sum, the strategically funded graduate school has created opportunities to try 
out new ways of conducting higher education. However, the many challenges rela-
ted to this effort require academic leadership at several levels, including an ability 
to steer in a complex organizational environment with many layers and decentrali-
zed structure. Many of the opportunities and challenges for interdisciplinarity and 
lifelong learning are actually two sides of the same coin. As much as interdisciplina-
rity opens up for creativity and innovative thinking, it may also create confusion 
and stress, at least initially. The graduate school has the mandate to do something 
new, yet administrative structures and disciplinary traditions hamper some of the 
work. This means that many different categories of university employees must be 
engaged to make a difference. Finally, the Covid-19 pandemic has put crises mana-
gement to the fore, and it seems that the graduate school has fared relatively well in 
the process. 
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Lessons Learned and Way Ahead

There are many lessons to be learned from the Lund University Agenda 2030 Gra-
duate School initiative. A key message is the importance of clear support from the 
top of the organization. The university leadership sent a clear signal to the faculties 
that the initiative was a priority. The way the university is structured makes it a 
challenge to promote change across faculties and disciplines, and motivation and 
encouragement are key. Even if the graduate school does not change university 
structures and processes directly, it has the potential to spur change at the faculty 
and department levels by involving doctoral students, supervisors, teachers, admi-
nistrators and deans in discussions that eventually may lead to aspired changes. Key 
issues concern how we across faculties can collaborate more and make use of each 
other’s competencies, and how we can facilitate this collaboration through appro-
priate administrative structures and processes. By piecemeal changes, the old way of 
working may eventually be perceived as obsolete, opening up for larger reforms. It 
is clear that a long-term perspective is crucial, as things take time and changes may 
not be visible immediately. It is also key to create a feeling of ownership by allowing 
for great freedom to develop the various activities. 

Another key issue is putting learning at the center stage, not letting unnecessary 
or dated administrative routines prevent new ways of doing things. We need to re-
move barriers at several organizational levels and allow innovative thinking among 
several groups simultaneously in order to make a change. Everybody needs support 
and training to test new ideas, not only doctoral students but also teachers, super-
visors, academic leaders, and administrative staff. In this process, clear support from 
the university leadership at different levels is necessary as well as a secretariat with 
resources to support change. Also, efficient communication flows are important for 
dialogue, sharing experiences, and increasing visibility and thereby the reach of the 
graduate school. Our experience is that it is possible to make a great difference if 
these conditions are met.

The interdisciplinary research courses are key and more than just courses. They 
offer an opportunity to try out new ways of doing things; they test what is and is 
not possible within current university structures and hopefully cater to innovative 
thinking, offer broader societal perspectives and alternative ways of approaching 
problems, more than is usually the case. They also offer a forum for generating new 
research ideas and approaches that can benefit the university at large. The courses 
can introduce awareness and knowledge of sustainable development in teaching and 
research to all doctoral students, their supervisors and involved teachers at the uni-
versity. Nevertheless, more flexibility is needed to enable new ways of doing things, 
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as some doctoral students and faculties feel restricted by current university structu-
res. For example, it could be made easier to take courses across disciplines. There is 
a great interest in activities related to the 2030 Agenda among all kinds of actors, 
within academia as well as among external actors, facilitating collaboration across 
boundaries and contributing to the positive development of the graduate school. 

To conclude, the graduate school is one example of how to favor innovation 
within higher education by strategically funding a university wide initiative. While 
the initiation of the graduate school came from the top, the implementation of the 
initiative was delegated to a coordinator with enough resources to realize the gra-
duate school according to expectations. The Lund University Agenda 2030 Gradu-
ate School can thus serve as a useful example of strategic development of higher 
education. 
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Staffan Edén, University of Gothenburg

Introduction
In 2014 the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, decided to allocate 300 million SEK 
(32,000 USD) to establish multidisciplinary research centers focusing on global 
societal challenges (University of Gothenburg Centres for Global Societal Challen-
ges, UGOT Challenges). From a Swedish perspective, this initiative was a unique 
effort to use government block grant money for research to address specific problems 
of global significance. The decision to make this investment had a long background 
with years of discussions and attempts to strengthen the capacity of the university 
to respond to long-term challenges.

It is well known that it is difficult to stimulate interdisciplinary research in HEIs. 
It is also well established that in a university setting, academic leaders have difficul-
ties in allocating strategic resources to targeted objectives since, in the collegial tradi-
tion of universities, basic resources should be allocated for bottom-up initiatives, 
ultimately taken by the individual researcher.

The culture and tradition of the University of Gothenburg does not differ from 
other universities in this respect. For example, in the comprehensive evaluation of 
the research quality of the university in 2019, Research Evaluation for Development 
2019 (RED19), one department described its strategies for research development as 
follows: 

At the department … all research initiatives come from the research groups. We have 
no plans that the leadership of the department should develop new research initiati-
ves. We do not believe in top-down approaches, and according to our experience 
good science comes from those responsible for the research projects.

Another example is taken from a recently published book on academic leadership 
(Norén and Wallin, 2018, p.162). Norén and Wallin cite a colleague who stated that 
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“the most important task for teachers’ representatives in the university board is to 
see to it that the Vice-Chancellor does not come up with any crazy ideas.” 
 The University of Gothenburg is one of around 40 HEIs in Sweden1. Almost all 
HEIs are part of the state governed higher education system. The government ap-
points the majority of the HEIs’ board members as well as the Rectors. Decision 
making within universities is seen as an exercise of public authority, and universities 
must follow the principle of public access. Every four years, the government presents 
a research bill, which sets out general aims and guidelines as well as forward funding 
parameters. In Sweden, 3.3 percent of BNP is spent on research and development, 
which is quite high by international standards. Research at HEIs accounts for ap-
proximately 25 percent of national R&D. Most research funding to HEIs comes 
from the government, either directly as block grants, or via public funding agencies. 
During the period 2005–2017, government funding for research increased from 
around 24 billion SEK per year to around 37 billion SEK per year. About half of 
government funding is allocated to researchers via government research funding 
bodies (such as the Swedish Research Council). The proportion of funds that are 
allocated to the funding bodies compared to block funding directly to the universi-
ties has increased over the years. Most of the external funds are allocated as project 
grants to individual researchers or research groups in a traditional fashion within 
disciplines, and very little research funding is deployed to support interdisciplinary 
research. Moreover, the resources from the government to the universities are divi-
ded into separate strands – education, research and doctoral education and special 
assignments. Importantly, the universities are not allowed to redirect money bet-
ween the different strands, which clearly limits the strategic flexibility of the HEIs. 
Thus, the public governing of the universities in Sweden is quite conservative, and 
there are obstacles in the Swedish system to stimulating interdisciplinary and trans-
disciplinary research, as there are internationally (The University of the future, Na-
ture 2007). 

The idea of a “free academy” in Gothenburg first appeared publicly in May 1864 
in an article in a local newspaper. The University College of Gothenburg was foun-
ded in 1891 based on donations by local industrialists. In 1949, the medical school 
was founded based on local initiatives during the World War 2 when the Sahlgren-
ska Hospital engaged in training medical students from the occupied neighboring 

1 There are six broad research or research intensive universities (Gothenburg, Lund, Linköping, 
Stockholm, Umeå, and Uppsala), five specialized research universities (Karolinska Institute in 
Stockholm (Medicine), Chalmers in Gothenburg (Technology), Royal Institute of Technology in 
Stockholm, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU) and Luleå Technical University), five 
“new”universities (Karlstad, Malmö, Linnaeus (Växjö and Kalmar), Örebro, and Mid-Sweden) with 
less research and a number of smaller regional university colleges mainly dedicated to education.
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countries. In 1954, the medical school was merged with the university college and 
the University of Gothenburg was founded. In 1971 the School of Business, Econo-
mics and Law became part of the university, and in 1977 the Swedish Reform for 
Higher Education enabled the merging of several independent academic institutions 
with the university, including the School of Public Administration, School of Edu-
cation, School of Journalism, School of Music and School of Drama. The tradition 
of the different schools is still strong, and staff prefer to identify with their depart-
ment or faculty than the university. The board of the university distributes money 
for research and education to the faculties, which in turn distribute resources to the 
departments. The basis for distribution of money for research is also mainly based 
on historical data, originally the number of full professors at the faculty. Over the 
last few years 20 percent of the resources have been distributed based on two indi-
cators: one bibliometric indicator and one based on competitiveness for external 
grants. Apart from this, very little of the block grants for research has been redistri-
buted. With this background, the university management’s task to encourage and 
strengthen the capacity of higher education to research and respond in a concerted 
way to long-term challenges was demanding.

The management of the University of Gothenburg has thus faced strong resis-
tance to introducing major new research initiatives. At the same time there is an 
increased political pressure to focus more of the university’s research activities on 
endeavors of benefit to society. Politicians want to know how public investment in 
higher education and research pays off. In addition, they look more and more 
towards higher education institution activities as a tool to solve political problems, 
a notion also picked up by researchers in their quest for more resources. In Sweden, 
this trend can be clearly seen in the titles of the successive government research bills. 
Their names have developed from “The government’s bill on research” (1982, 1986, 
1989) to “Research for knowledge and progress” (1992), “Research and Society” 
(1996), “Research and Renewal” (2000), “Research for a better life” (2004), “A leap 
for Research and Innovation” (2008), “Research and Innovation” (2012) and “Col-
laboration for Knowledge – for society’s challenges and strengthened competitive-
ness” (2016). Thus, the research bills have been heavily influenced by the notion that 
research (and education) can and should contribute to 1) the nation’s competitive-
ness and 2) a sustainable society. Researchers have, of course, contributed to this 
notion. For example, the Lund Declaration in 2009 called upon member states and 
European institutions to focus research on the grand challenges of our times by 
moving beyond rigid thematic approaches and aligning European and national stra-
tegies and instruments (see The Lund Declaration 2009). 
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From Government Bills and the Lund Declaration to UGOT 
Challenges

The University of Gothenburg’s leadership was faced with a request from the go-
vernment in 2007 to present its profiles and research strengths. In this process, the 
University of Gothenburg presented what they defined as “areas of strength.” These 
were defined by a process in which the deans of the faculties were asked to identify 
special strengths or profiles. Eight areas were suggested. These were clinical patient-
oriented research, opinion and democracy, language technology, cultural heritage, 
marine science, learning, globalization and development and, finally, culture and 
health. When the government presented its research bill, special grants were alloca-
ted for “strategic research areas” (SRA:s) – grants that after evaluation would turn 
into to block grants for the university. It turned out that the areas defined by the 
government were quite different from those that had been suggested by the Univer-
sity of Gothenburg’s leadership. 

The research areas pre-defined by the government were still mainly of a discipli-
nary nature within medicine, sciences and technology i.e “diabetes,” “cancer,” “neu-
roscience,” “epidemiology,” “information technology,” “molecular bioscience,” “stem 
cells and regenerative medicine,” “health care research” “e-science,” “nanotechno-
logy,” “transport,” “production technology,” “energy,” “impact on natural resources,” 
“sustainable use of natural resources,” “climate models,” “marine environment re-
search.” There were only two areas under the heading of “other research areas,” na-
mely “security and emergency preparedness” and “politically important geographical 
areas.” The University of Gothenburg was at the time not well prepared to coordi-
nate this type of large-scale opportunity. The Central Research Board, which main-
ly consisted of the deans, only met three times per semester and could not handle 
the coordination of the call. The university had a small office to support researchers 
applying for EU grants, but no capacity to help the university management with 
these applications. Instead, interested research groups were encouraged to apply. The 
coordination of the applications soon ran into difficulties since the research groups 
involved had difficulties in meeting the different concepts of the SRA call. They 
responded as if this was a regular call for grants with some exceptions. The groups 
that wrote the applications saw no need to discuss their applications with the ma-
nagement, preferring to “go it alone.” Ultimately, out of 12 applications led by the 
University of Gothenburg, only one was successful, compared to, for example, Lund 
or Uppsala University, which were both successful with seven applications each as 
the main applicant. 
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The University reflected on the poor outcome of the SRA initiative. Despite the 
disappointment that the “areas of strength” were not in line with the government’s 
priorities, the university decided to invest strategic resources in five of the eight 
areas. An international advisory board was appointed to help the university mana-
gement in this selection process. The International Advisory Board consisted of 
three recognized researchers from different disciplines and with thorough experience 
from research and university management. It turned out that three of the areas of 
strength were unable to present a coordinated effort for the development of the area, 
mainly due to lack of interest or disagreement between the researchers on how to 
proceed. The decision to appoint international advisors proved very helpful in the 
further development of research strategies of the university, not least giving legi-
timacy to suggested strategies from the Vice-Chancellor.

Another major outcome of these and other deliberations was the decision to en-
gage in a process of university-wide Research Evaluation for Development 2010 
(RED10). RED10 was a major research evaluation of research standing at the Uni-
versity of Gothenburg and was similar in design to evaluations performed by Upp-
sala University in 2007 and Lund University in 2008. The main conclusions by the 
international reviewers of RED10 were that there were many excellent and enviable 
elements, including its unique position in the life sciences, medicine and several 
areas in the humanities and arts. However, they also identified highly specialized 
and under-staffed research groups, weak leadership at many levels and a lack of 
strategic planning. In addition, the panel stated that “During the site visit, the 
RED10 panels became more aware of the University’s strategic document, but we 
saw no evidence of this document having yet had an impact on the department 
level”. Furthermore, one of the recommendations by the panels was to “promote 
interdisciplinary research both within the University and in collaboration with Eu-
ropean and international partners.” Based on the critique by the panels in RED10, 
the Vice-Chancellor decided on several initiatives to improve the competitiveness 
of the university. One was to initiate an extensive process to improve strategies and 
planning. The project was named Vision 2020 and led by the two Pro Vice-Chan-
cellors and staff from the Vice-Chancellor’s office. The other major project was ini-
tiated to improve the managerial structures and decision-making at the university. 
This project was named “Renewal of the University of Gothenburg.” 

Thus, two major projects were initiated in parallel. The project Renewal of the 
University of Gothenburg resulted in some important changes in the organization 
and decision making of the university. One of the most important changes was that 
the role of the heads was strengthened. Thus, the departments were to organize their 
support functions. They also received increased responsibility for the recruitment of 
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staff. The collegial decision bodies at the department level were exchanged into a 
collegial advisory board, which meant that the chairpersons of the departments re-
ceived more power. The idea was that a majority of decisions should be decentralized 
and the university management should only decide over matters that needed cen-
tralized decisions. 

This reorganization of the university created internal debate. Many disagreed with 
the change from a collegial decision body at the department level to a collegial ad-
visory board and the increased power of the chairpersons. One example is a formal 
reservation from the dean of the medical school (the Sahlgrenska Academy) who 
wrote ”Within the Sahlgrenska Academy, as well as within other parts of the uni-
versity most of the grants for research are external grants. This means that there is a 
legitimate need for an influence on decision making by the individual researchers. 
The organization must reflect this need.” However, the reorganization was approved, 
and not least, many of the chairpersons supported the change.

Another important result of the reorganization in the context of UGOT Chal-
lenges, which passed without major discussions, was that the Central Research 
Board of the university was deleted from the organization. In its place, an Internal 
Research Advisory Board to the Vice-Chancellor was created. The logic behind this 
change was that almost all the deans wanted to be members of the Central Research 
Board. Since the deans met with the Vice-Chancellor every two weeks in the Uni-
versity Management Council, it was decided that research questions could be hand-
led in this forum. The creation of the Internal Research Advisory Board was to 
strengthen the collegial influence on strategic research questions. 

The parallel process of Vision 2020 took over 18 months to complete and com-
prised of ten major seminars with specially invited guests, 12 workshops and a final 
two-day conference with over 100 participants. Overall, over 1000 people were in-
volved in the process. The results and conclusions from the seminars, workshops 
and final conference were analyzed and compiled into the final Vision2020 docu-
ment, which was accepted by the university board as the overriding strategy of the 
university. The people who participated in seminars and workshops were from dif-
ferent departments and faculties. This meant that discussions across organizational 
boundaries took place, which may in turn have contributed to an increased under-
standing and acceptance of the importance of the university management’s cross-
disciplinary initiatives. 

Below are citations from the Vision 2020 report (Vision 2020), which were im-
portant for the UGOT Challenges project.
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Engagement gives new solutions 

Our strong civic engagement gives us energy to respond to changes in the 
world around us and to find cross-boundary solutions – Our civic responsi-
bility also encompasses environmental profile that characterizes the Univer-
sity of Gothenburg. Sustainable development is important to us; we always 
consider the long-term social, economic and ecological consequences and 
allow them to guide our operations.”

Creative collaboration and dissemination of research findings 

Multidisciplinary research, boundary-crossing collaborations and stimulating 
outreach form a cornerstone of our complete academic environments. It im-
proves our prospects for solving global problems. Thus, we shall

•	 Focus on innovative research in the area between established disciplines.
•	 Create new meeting places and develop centres of expertise and research as 

part of the University’s profile.
•	 Strengthen the University’s work to put research findings to practical use in 

society.

After extensive work with Vision 2020, the pressure on university management to 
translate the Vision document into action became even stronger. Therefore, in this 
context, the results of Vision 2020 can be seen as a result of both top-down and 
bottom-up initiatives, and it was decided by the board in 2012 to be the overall 
strategic document of the university.

The disappointing outcome of the SRA call, the sharp critique by the RED10 
evaluation, and the ideas brought forward in the Vision2020 process encouraged the 
management of the university to take further action. The Vice-Chancellor appointed 
Professor Staffan Edén (who is also the author of this chapter) as Deputy Vice-
Chancellor for Research, and recruited an international advisory board, in addition 
to the internal advisory board mentioned above. The university also invested in an 
expansion of research support by creating a Grants and Innovation Office. The In-
ternal Advisory Board consisted of prominent researchers within the university and 
were recruited from different disciplines. This group was appointed to give the 
management advice on which actions the university should take in order to reach 
the goals expressed in Vision 2020. It was important that these advisors were not 
seen to represent any faculty, department or discipline. They were appointed based 
on their skills and experience. The Grants and Innovation Office was created to give 
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professional support not only to researchers, but also to support the management 
in administering the initiatives that came out from the discussions with the inter-
national and internal advisors. 

As mentioned above, the advisory boards discussed the goals of Vision2020 sys-
tematically during the period 2012-2013 in order to translate the vision into practical 
actions. One topic was how to organize multi-disciplinary and/or integrated re-
search the best way, resulting in a new policy calling for centers at the University of 
Gothenburg to be established. These discussions also resulted in some conclusions 
relevant for the university to consider, namely:

•	 Research questions must be initiated by the researchers
•	 Engagement and strong leadership is essential
•	 The process for strategic investment must be transparent
•	 International outlook is necessary
•	 The results of the investments should be of benefit to society

At that time, it became clear that the government was about to increase its invest-
ment in research. For the University of Gothenburg, this meant that basic funding 
increased by 50 million SEK per year. Although this amount of money would be 
highly significant for a single department or research group, it corresponded to less 
than one percent of the total income of the university and less than 2 percent of the 
income for research. The use of this increase in resources was discussed in several 
fora at the university. The university had invested in the “areas of strength”, an in-
vestment that was to cease after 5 years. Many individual researchers looking for 
support for specific research centers approached the Vice-Chancellor. A coordinated 
initiative came from the Gothenburg Environmental Center, and they suggested 
recruitment of professors dedicated to sustainability research. 

The Process from Ideas to Decision
One consequence of “Renewal of the University of Gothenburg” was that the deci-
sions that were to be taken by the board or the Vice-Chancellor were thoroughly 
discussed in the University Management Council. The goal was to reach consensus 
among the deans for such decisions before they were taken. In turn, it was up to the 
deans to ensure support from the faculty and its departments for such decisions. In 
the case of strategic investments in research, such issues were prepared by the De-
puty Vice-Chancellor for research with support from the Grants office and the ad-
visory boards. The University Management Council discussed the initiatives descri-
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bed above on several occasions but agreed that none was sufficient to fulfil the goals 
of Vision2020 and the criteria presented by the advisory boards.

The internal advisors were therefore asked what the university should do with this 
money. Interestingly, they supported the notion that the university needed overar-
ching strategic initiatives to strengthen research and international competitiveness 
of the university rather than simply spreading the money evenly to the faculties and 
departments along traditional lines. In fact, they seemed to agree with the panels of 
RED10 that the university needed a stronger leadership that dared to take initiatives. 
Bo Rothstein, a high profile and outspoken professor in political science, summari-
zed the conclusions of the initial discussions in the internal advisory board concer-
ning what the university should not do with this money. The advice was not to 
formulate “areas of strength” or “profile” of the university since such initiatives al-
ways have a top-down character. The university had previously tried to identify and 
support five “areas of strength” with limited success, and it had not proved a popu-
lar initiative. Further advice was not to try to recruit research “stars”. Recruitment 
is primarily the task of the departments apart from the fact that “stars” are very 
expensive and thereby may shift the balance at the department. Thirdly, the univer-
sity should not try to copy other initiatives such as “institutes of advanced study” 
since such institutes have been established in many places internationally and also 
in Sweden. 

Bo Rothstein developed his thoughts further and suggested that the University 
should invest in a “Gothenburg Institute for Advanced Applied Research”. He sug-
gested that small research groups from different disciplines should come up with 
suggestions for realistic solutions of crucial societal challenges or “wicked problems”. 
This would fulfil Vision 2020’s goals concerning “social responsibility” and “multi-
disciplinary research” and further strengthen the tradition of the University as con-
ducting research relevant to society. The internal and international advisors discus-
sed Rothstein’s idea further, supported by a group from the Grants and Innovation 
Office lead by the Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Research. This process culminated 
in a proposal to the University board to invest 50 million SEK annually in research 
centers over a period of six years to address challenging societal problems. The pro-
posal was given the acronym “UGOT Challenges.” 

The proposal was presented to the University Management council on a full day 
meeting in Brussels in the fall of 2013 with the theme research strategies. After mo-
dification based on this discussion, the proposal was again presented to the council, 
who approved it with minor comments. In addition, the idea was presented to all 
the chairpersons of the university in a so-called Vice-Chancellor’s strategic meeting. 
The deans were then asked to ensure support from their faculties before the UGOT 
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Challenges idea was presented to the board, which was done in October 2013. Later 
that year, the final decision was taken by the board to allocate 300 million SEK over 
a 6-year period to UGOT Challenges. Thus, the decision process for UGOT Chal-
lenges mainly involved the deans of the faculty and the university management. No 
formal decisions of support for the proposal were taken by the faculties. 

UGOT Challenges did not create massive internal discussions or protests, but 
there were of course opponents to the initiative. One group of researchers, who had 
questioned many central initiatives, not only from the university management but 
also from the government and research councils, questioned the investment in the 
internal journal, GU Journalen (Eriksson, et al. 2014). One quote from this article 
illustrates the views of these colleagues not only regarding the UGOT Challenges 
project but also on Renewal of the University of Gothenburg:

The fact that the Vice-Chancellor has replaced the collegial forms of governance with 
a hierarchical line structure has, as expected, affected the climate at GU. The ten-
dency to direct criticism upwards is never benefited by the fact that for all senior 
positions within an organization one is either hand-picked by the top manager or 
must be approved by the same.

Until now, however, researchers who do not aspire to an administrative career have 
been able to afford some of the traditional academic outspokenness. The announce-
ment of generous grants, for which the headmaster appoints the lucky recipients, is, 
however, likely to lead to the current prevailing spirit of composure and caution 
gaining further ground.

Researchers queuing with cupped hands outside the principal’s door, eager to obtain 
benefits, do not constitute an appealing scenario. Therefore, the rule should be that 
the line managers should never assume the role of the giver of all good gifts. If stra-
tegic investments are to be made at all, decisions about these should be made in 
openness and in the type of collegially elected bodies that we have abolished within 
GU.

This standpoint is in contrast to that of the internal advisory board. However, over-
all, the process and outcome of UGOT Challenges was largely accepted internally. 

UGOT Challenges – a 300 Million Investment
In June 2014 the call for proposals to the UGOT Challenges opened. The final call 
was very much based on the ideas presented by Rothstein. The expected impact of 
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the program was to address large scale multidisciplinary research challenges and 
strengthen internal cross-disciplinary research collaboration. The initiative was in-
tended to contribute to international visibility. They should also result in guidelines 
for concrete action and, not least, contribute to new programs within higher educa-
tion at the university. To promote interdisciplinary research and reach across the 
many areas of research at the University, a minimum requirement was that at least 
one of the groups in each proposal should come from natural sciences, engineering 
and technology; medical and health sciences or agricultural sciences; and social 
sciences including educational sciences or humanities, including artistic research.

Researchers were initially invited to write a one-page expression of interest with 
a description of the societal challenge, the research team involved and suggestions 
of two international evaluators. The expressions of interest gave important informa-
tion concerning the scope of the expected proposals and how to start identifying 
possible evaluators. It also gave the faculties and department an opportunity to 
coordinate their applications and for the researchers to contact other groups both 
within and beyond their field of interest. No less than 108 expressions of interest 
were submitted. The science faculty grasped the opportunity and distributed writing 
grants to those who wanted to proceed with the applications but also gave advice to 
the research groups on how to improve their applications. In addition, other facul-
ties tried to stimulate research groups to participate in the applications. 

The call was divided into two stages. In the first stage, applications were to des-
cribe the significance of the challenge, potential for impact on the scientific aspects 
of the challenge and potential impact on society. They should also describe the 
scientific breadth of the proposed consortium. A total of 78 applications were recei-
ved at this stage. The 78 applications were evaluated by 23 evaluators from nine 
countries covering all the disciplines in the applications. The applications were di-
vided into three groups chaired by members of the University’s international advi-
sory board. The evaluators read the applications before attending a joint two-day 
meeting in Gothenburg. Initially, there were remarkably few disagreements among 
the evaluators regarding how to rank the applications. One of the chairs expressed 
this as follows:

The panel members represented broadly speaking both humanities, and natural sci-
ences. Their specialties ranged from linguistics, education and philosophy to infor-
mation and environmental sciences and physics. All members were well-prepared for 
the evaluation. The discussions in the panel were friendly and constructive.

In fact, the panel members expressed curiosity about the UGOT Challenges call and 
were clearly well engaged in their task. One common problem that emerged was 
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that many of the applications interpreted the “global challenge” as a problem pri-
marily within their discipline, although, formally, researchers from other disciplines 
had been included simply to meet the terms of the call. For example, in applications 
from the medical field focusing on a special disease, a health economist was included 
in many of the applications to fulfill the requirement to include researchers from 
social sciences in the application. Thus, the evaluators were encouraged to ensure in 
their feedback that researchers from the two major research fields were genuinely 
involved in formulating the challenge and the joint approaches on how to solve the 
challenge, and not merely participating as consultants on the periphery of the pro-
ject.

Twelve applications were selected to submit a final application after the first stage, 
and these were given feedback to address outstanding issues. They also received a 
writing grant. Research groups from all faculties were represented in these twelve 
applications. This was important to show that all areas of the University had the 
potential to secure this type of major internal funding. These full applications were 
evaluated by the Vice-Chancellor’s advisors together with five of the original eva-
luators identified by the university management. The selection process in stage two 
included interviews with the main applicants. After this process, six out of the 12 
were selected to receive approximately 8 million SEK yearly over a period of six 
years. It can thus be seen that this effort to fund six trans-disciplinary groups out of 
78 original applicants required a significant investment in efforts from investigators, 
management and reviewers. However, this investment was considered important to 
maintain a sense of transparency, fairness and independent judgement in reaching 
the final decisions. The successful centers can be found on the homepage of the 
University of Gothenburg (UGOT Challenges).

Discussion and Conclusions
It is too early to draw any definitive conclusions concerning the outcome of UGOT 
Challenges. All centers have been subject to half-time evaluation by external eva-
luators. They found that all six centers had worked according to the ideas behind 
the call. They were impressed by the volume and quality of scientific publications 
and constructive cooperation with non-academic stakeholders. Some general con-
clusions were made by the evaluators and also expressed in the self-evaluations by 
the applicants. One obstacle described was the well-known difficulty to publish 
multi-disciplinary research in prestigious journals. Moreover, different disciplines 
have different publication traditions. This obstacle, in turn, may make it difficult to 
compete for positions and grants in a conservative academic system, thereby making 
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it even more difficult to attract young investigators to the centers. The fact that fi-
nancial support was limited to six years made recruitment even more difficult. 
There were also administrative obstacles. Different faculties had different models for 
overheads, rent and different rules for education. The half-time evaluation was per-
formed 2.5 years after the start of the centers, and it was too early to assess whether 
the centers had contributed to solutions for societal challenges. However, the half-
time evaluation pointed to some well-known and some less well-known difficulties 
in stimulating and supporting multi-disciplinary research. Identifying some of 
these difficulties suggests that the university management needs to find new solu-
tions, not least regarding the organizational difficulties in supporting cross-faculty 
research.

The UGOT Challenges project has also been commented in the evaluation of the 
SRA coordinated by the Swedish Research Council (Evaluation Strategic Research 
Area Initiative 2010-14). In this evaluation the poor outcome of the University of 
Gothenburg was mentioned. It was also stated that “One consequence of the SRA 
experience has been that GU has strengthened its central research management…... 
GU has now launched a ‘global challenges’ research fund internally, channeling 
institutional funding towards areas of great social importance and therefore of fu-
ture funding opportunity.” 

UGOT Challenges has also been commented on in the RED19 evaluation (RED 
19 – Research Evaluation for Development 2019). RED19 was a similar evaluation 
exercise to RED10, but with more focus on the processes and conditions for carrying 
out high quality research than quality of research per se. The RED19 panel com-
mented UGOT Challenges as follows:

Although questioned by some, UGOT Challenges is an interesting strategic initia-
tive that has created new arenas for internal collaboration and that has resulted in 
high-quality research that would not have occurred without this project support. But 
it is unclear if these trans- or interdisciplinary research initiatives will continue. It is 
also unclear whether UGOT, whose researchers in many instances are dedicated to 
contributing to a sustainable future, has a clear strategy to support this engagement. 

We recognized, and discussed explicitly with all the research teams, that this ini-
tiative was time-limited, and that the idea was that some of the more successful 
groups would find the collaborative way of working on important global problems 
sufficiently stimulating to secure external funding and allow the work to continue. 
They should not expect the University to continue to prolong support automati-
cally simply because the problem is important. As is the nature of all such strategic 
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initiatives, it is essential to have such funding available in the future to support 
other strategic goals. Assuming the work supported over the six-year period is inter-
nationally competitive, it is reasonable to expect at least some of this investment will 
enable UGOT Challenge teams to bid for further external funding to work on such 
important problems. At the same, it is unfortunate if the university would in one 
step withdraw all basic funding to a research initiative that has been proven to be 
viable and have long-term potential. This is indeed a future managerial and finan-
cial challenge. While it is possible to acquire generous seed funding for new initia-
tives for an initial period, it is often much more difficult to make permanent room 
for the resulting “plants” in the budget even if they are high-performing and valua-
ble. 

In summary, several factors contributed to the fact that this initiative could be 
successfully implemented. First, the idea of universities contributing to solving ma-
jor societal challenges had been well-received in the scientific community. Secondly, 
there was a political pressure on the universities to contribute to the development 
and welfare of the state. The third factor was the apparent failure of The University 
of Gothenburg to compete for large national grants. Fourth, UGOT Challenges was 
based on the strategies of the university, and these in turn were formulated after a 
long and transparent process that had engaged many employees. Fifth, increased 
resources to the university meant that no one suffered from the investment. This 
initiative would probably never have been possible without the advisory boards and 
their independence. Previous experiences from internal boards containing “repre-
sentatives” from faculties and their disciplines had shown that it is very difficult to 
reach agreement on the redistribution of resources in such boards. Finally, research 
questions in UGOT Challenges were formulated by the researchers and not by the 
management. 

One objective of UGOT Challenges was to make the University more visible 
nationally and internationally. It is not clear if this goal has been achieved. The 
project is clearly visible on the homepage of the university, and the ranking of the 
University has improved on the ARWU and THE rankings over the last few years. 
At least one of the UGOT Challenges coordinators is on the list of highly cited 
scientists according to the ARWU ranking.

Another objective of UGOT Challenges was to promote new education pro-
grams. So far, changes in education programs based on UGOT Challenges have 
been very limited. This is mainly due to the fact that there are difficulties in redist-
ributing money for educational programs, since all faculties have to agree. Moreover, 
the government does not allow redistribution of funds aimed for research to educa-
tion and vice versa. The UGOT Challenges project was financed through block 
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funds for research. At present, the government is working on a new research bill. In 
the preparation of that bill, it has been suggested by the former Vice-Chancellor of 
the University of Gothenburg that the government should allow a more flexible use 
of the block funds awarded to the universities. The UGOT Challenges project il-
lustrates the need for such a change in the Swedish system.

Thus, it is too early to conclude if UGOT Challenges has reached its goals. The 
final evaluation will take place in 2021. In that evaluation, hopefully it will be clear 
whether UGOT Challenges has contributed with solutions to societal challenges 
and a successful university. 
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CALIE and UC Berkeley: Shared Interests and Goals, 
Diverse Approaches

Linda Haverty Rugg, UC Berkeley

Background: The Critical Importance of International 
Community
I was first introduced to the CALIE project in November of 2018, four months after 
I began my position as Vice Chancellor for Research at the University of California, 
Berkeley. The Research Office frequently hosts delegates from universities around 
the world who either have an existing exchange relationship with UC Berkeley or 
hope to establish one. International contacts at UC Berkeley are numerous, diverse, 
and critical to the university’s mission. We see our international relations expressed 
in the strong presence of foreign students enrolled on campus, our study abroad 
programs for UC Berkeley students, scholars visiting campus from around the 
world, international post-doctoral researchers employed at the university, the labs 
and other research projects run by UC Berkeley faculty in collaboration with foreign 
partners, memos of understanding between research units and foreign universities, 
and rich academic programs on our campus that study the languages, cultures, 
economies, histories, and political systems of nations around the globe.

The University of California system runs 156 exchange programs in more than 40 
countries around the world, including Sweden (at Lund University). Understanding 
that it is not easy for every student to afford travel and study abroad, the university 
encourages students to participate by allowing them to apply the financial aid they 
receive from the university to the cost of the programs and automatically transfer 
credit from the foreign university to their UC Berkeley degree. This stands in cont-
rast to the practice of many private universities, where study abroad can be prohi-
bitively expensive both in terms of money and lost time-to-degree. The enrollment 
of foreign students at UC Berkeley, as at many other American universities, has in-
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creased steadily and dramatically over the last fifteen years. Since 2004 we have more 
than doubled the number of foreign students at all levels, from 2,688 to nearly 
7,000, or about 17 % of the student body. Nearly 4,000 of these come from East 
Asia and Southeast Asia, with Chinese students making up the largest single group 
at about 2,700. This seems natural to us, given our location on the Pacific Rim and 
the significant community of immigrants in California from countries around the 
Pacific. (There tends to be a very low number of Swedish students, due in part no 
doubt to the prohibitive cost of attending an American university and the high 
quality of education in Sweden, as well as its relatively small population). In addition 
to foreign nationals enrolled at UC Berkeley, a significant number of students are 
the children of immigrants or immigrants themselves, with around 250 students 
qualifying under the DACA program – that is, the federal amnesty program put 
into place to protect the rights of those who were brought into the country illegally 
as children. Of the approximately 1,500 post-doctoral employees on campus, more 
than half come from abroad, and 70 % of the nearly 2,000 visiting scholars are in-
ternational visitors. The UC Berkeley faculty is also strongly international, with 
tenured faculty from around the world. 

This brief sketch of Berkeley’s fully international identity is meant to emphasize 
the fertile ground that exists here for a proposed exchange of ideas with Sweden. 
When the CALIE delegation first arrived in January of 2019, they found units on 
campus with natural ties to Sweden, including my home Department of Scandina-
vian Studies and the Nordic Studies Center, which is part of the Institute of Euro-
pean Studies. Swedish is one of the more than sixty languages taught on campus, 
yet the questions raised by the CALIE delegation and the interests they expressed 
extended across campus, and the central issues and goals that define the CALIE 
project align remarkably closely with the goals that UC Berkeley has established for 
our campus in the coming decades.

Initial Conversations, Introduction to the CALIE project
In November of 2018, our campus welcomed Professor Sylvia Schwaag Serger (De-
puty President, Lund University), Maria Wilenius (Project Manager), Maria Wikse 
(Head of International Affairs, Stockholm University) and Anne Messeter (Regional 
Manager, Lund University) for an initial conversation about the CALIE project. It 
was impressive that Sweden had invested the time and resources to involve their 
major research institutions in conversations with our campus, the University of 
Washington, and Stanford University. In the past, contact between Sweden and U.S. 
tended to be oriented toward major institutions of the East Coast, cultural institu-
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tions in Washington, D.C. and New York, or the traditionally Swedish-American 
strongholds, such as Minnesota or Chicago. The CALIE project was instead directed 
toward the future: Silicon Valley, the Pacific Rim, the West Coast’s forward-looking 
environmental and social policies, and the enormous diversity of our populations. 
Among the three universities in the U.S., only Seattle can boast a significant Scan-
dinavian heritage, though there were important Scandinavian founders at Berkeley 
and Stanford. Silicon Valley and the Los Angeles film and gaming industries have 
moreover seen a new wave of Scandinavian immigration. Washington and Berkeley 
offer examples of top-ranked public research institutions, while Stanford is the pre-
mier private university of the West. The shift in focus represented by the CALIE 
project seemed sure to uncover new ideas. I was convinced by our initial conversa-
tions and by reading through the CALIE project materials that our universities face 
similar problems and share common concerns and aspirations, despite our divergent 
funding models, home cultures, and histories. The CALIE proposal highlighted the 
need for universities to meet the challenge of a rapidly changing society and labor 
market by preparing students for lifelong learning and a new set of competencies. 
Because Swedish universities are funded by and allied with the Swedish government, 
the proposal expressed the need to make sure that all members of society could have 
access to the education that our global future demands. 

This central concern resonates strongly with our goals at UC Berkeley. As a public 
institution, the University of California system as a whole is dedicated to the idea 
that we have a public mission to serve the broader society: “The distinctive mission 
of the University is to serve society as a center of higher learning, providing long-
term societal benefits through transmitting advanced knowledge, discovering new 
knowledge, and functioning as an active working repository of organized 
knowledge”1. We recognize more and more that some sectors of society – underre-
presented minorities, the economically disadvantaged, families where university 
education has not been the norm – have not shared the same access to our research 
universities as more privileged groups. Like our Swedish counterparts, we see the 
need for new forms of education and greater access to education as primary con-
cerns. Unlike Swedish universities, however, our public universities do not receive 
their primary support from the state. This constitutes one of the biggest areas of 
contrast between our institution and the Swedish universities involved in the pro-
ject. Nevertheless, we could see how we might be able to offer each other some 
workable suggestions.

It was striking that the “wicked problems” highlighted by the CALIE project – 
sustainability, life-long learning, social equality, and artificial intelligence and inclu-

1 University of California mission statement

https://www.ucop.edu/uc-mission/index.html


320

Linda Haverty Rugg

sive intelligence – had been identified as central issues for our university as well. In 
fact, in the period when we first met with the CALIE delegation, the Office of 
Research was hard at work spearheading a project called “The Signature Initiatives,” 
which had grown out of a year-long discussion between our faculty Academic Se-
nate and the top administration. A Senate working group had been assigned the task 
of identifying the most critical set of problems facing society for which the UC 
Berkeley’s research community could offer solutions. The solution of these problems 
was meant to embody the values of our university, a public-facing institution that 
is meant in the first instance to serve the people of California. The group settled on 
the Environmental Crisis, Democracy (that is, threats to Democracy), Inequality, 
Inclusive Data, Public Health, and the university of the future. As I spoke with the 
CALIE delegation and read the project description, I saw how our university com-
munities, separated by an ocean and a continent, were thinking along the same lines, 
with the ultimate goal of forming “the university of the future.” Our shared vision 
offered a way forward to planning how UC Berkeley might contribute to the project. 
We agreed to meet again at the beginning of 2019.

Meetings with CALIE Representatives at UC Berkeley, January 
and February, 2019 
Having ascertained that the CALIE project dovetailed nicely with the Signature 
Initiatives at UC Berkeley, I emphasized that aspect of our work when I met with 
Project Manager Maria Wilenius, and Professor Jesper Falkheimer and Anne Mes-
seter of Lund University on January 9, 2019. We met to discuss a way forward for 
the CALIE project at Berkeley and also prepare for the upcoming University Day 
events to be observed at Sweden House in Washington, D.C. on February 12-13. Our 
primary discussion point in this short meeting was, “how do we create a culture of 
change?” I explained that the Vice Chancellor for the Research Office at UC Ber-
keley oversees more than fifty interdisciplinary research units, and that some of 
these are deeply involved in creating global change. I named the Berkeley Institute 
for Data Science (BIDS), which specializes in the application of data science research 
to real-world problems across disciplinary boundaries. BIDS has developed and 
supported projects that address election integrity, practical means to combat decep-
tive digital manipulation of images and video, detecting change in global biodiver-
sity through large-scale data analysis, and many more. I also mentioned the Insti-
tute for Transportation Studies, which works on innovations in non-carbon-based 
transportation, self-driving cars, smart highways, and the use of drones in fire pre-
vention and environmental study. Another institute is CITRIS (the Center for Tech-
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nology Research in the Interest of Society), where there are groups dedicated to 
Women in Tech, People and Robots, and The Future of Work, to name three that 
speak directly to CALIE’s interests. I stressed that there are many points of contact 
at UC Berkeley for those Swedish researchers interested in tackling the “wicked 
problems” outlined in the CALIE project. 

On February 7 we welcomed the Stockholm CALIE delegation, including Stock-
holm University President Astrid Söderbergh Widding, for meetings with upper 
administration at UC Berkeley and further discussion of potential paths forward. 
Then we offered a series of conversations with colleagues on the Berkeley campus 
engaged in work that is relevant to the CALIE project. Dean Diana Wu of the UC 
Berkeley Extension presented on the diverse programs that support life-long educa-
tion in her unit. She noted that the Extension serves 45,000 students, and she 
highlighted a teacher training program for students who have completed their 
Bachelor’s degree and wish to begin a career in elementary and secondary schools, 
a pre-medical program for students who want to prepare for the highly competitive 
process of entering medical school, business school programs that offer various 
forms of professional certification (such as project management), and so on. Our 
discussion touched on the funding model used by the Extension, which is actually 
a significant source of revenue for the main campus. 

Then we met with Professor Cathryn Carson, who has a dual appointment in 
History and Data Science, and Anthony Suen, the Director of the Data Science 
Education Program. UC Berkeley has initiated a multi-disciplinary applied data 
science course called Data 8, which offers non-Data Science majors an introduction 
to how and where data analysis can be applied to their studies, whether they are 
working in the Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, or Humanities. This course has 
had enormous success, placing Data Science within a useful framework for the solu-
tion of problems. In the afternoon the CALIE delegation met with Dr. Akasemi 
Newsome, who directs research activities at our Institute for European Studies. 
Akasemi presented on the extensive contact between UC Berkeley and Europe, ope-
ning the door for future engagement with Swedish scholars in the wake of the 
CALIE project. 

CALIE Meeting at Sweden House in Washington, D.C.
On February 12 I traveled to Washington, D.C. to attend a meeting at Sweden 
House that included all the participants. The following day there was a lively pro-
gram with the overarching theme, introduced by Sweden’s Ambassador to the Uni-
ted States, Karin Olofsdotter, of the role of universities in solving difficult problems. 
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Ambassador Olofsdotter had in fact recently visited San Francisco as part of Gover-
nor Jerry Brown’s Global Climate Summit, and during her trip to the Bay Area, she 
came to the Haas School of Business at UC Berkeley to participate in a forum on 
environmental initiatives in Sweden. She was followed by Peter McPherson, the 
President of the Association of Public and Land Grant Universities, who emphasized 
the importance of people-to-people contact through study abroad programs, so-
mething that we have developed extensively in the University of California system. 
Marcia McNutt, President of the National Academy of Sciences, pressed the idea 
that universities must act as “change agents,” aligning themselves with the needs of 
the 21st-century workforce. The notion of a four-year university education that ends 
when a young person graduates needs to be altered, she argued; life-long education 
will be the engine that produces a strong workforce for a transformed economy. In 
this area I would say that Sweden is ahead of the United States, since the concept of 
life-long learning has a history in Sweden in such programs as the Arbetarnas Bild-
ningsförbund (ABF), Folkuniversitetet, and so on. The development of life-long 
learning in our Extension programs is relatively new. The question is whether these 
older structures in Swedish society, which have had a core-subject focus, could ac-
commodate an approach to life-long learning that is directed to the development of 
a new workforce and labor market.

A panel of American and Swedish experts discussed the connection between uni-
versity research and economic growth. It was acknowledged that universities are 
hubs of innovation in both American and Swedish societies, and both countries have 
begun to establish incubators for start-up ventures. In Sweden, Astrid Söderbergh 
Widding argued, the emphasis has been not only on technology but also on social 
problems and their solutions. I would say that at UC Berkeley, there has definitely 
been an attempt to combine technological research and social issues (see reference 
to BIDS and CITRIS, above). A difference between Sweden and the United States 
lies in the funding sources for research. Anders Malmberg, Vice President of Upp-
sala University, pointed out that 90 % of their research funding comes from public 
sources and does not include property rights for the researcher. A significant part of 
American research is funded by federal grants, but there is an incentive to work with 
private funding in incubators in order to realize personal profit from research. When 
the public does fund research, the participants noted, it is important for the public 
to benefit, both in terms of innovations that improve peoples’ lives and in terms of 
communication that explains to the public the significance of what has been disco-
vered. Alex Cartwright, then Chancellor of the University of Missouri (now Presi-
dent of Central Florida University) admitted that there can be challenges to those 
professors who want to focus on public involvement; while Astrid Söderbergh Wid-
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ding did not see the need to separate out a category of public involvement in asses-
sing merit for faculty (since, she said, public involvement is intrinsic to research), 
Tim Sands, President of Virginia Tech, argued that the promotion and tenure pro-
cess needs to change to award engagement. This seems to point toward a difference 
in the way Swedish and American institutions value and reward public engagement 
(it is interesting to note in this connection that Virginia Tech’s motto is Ut Prosim: 
That I May Serve). 

A second panel, where I stepped in as a substitute participant, looked at the fun-
ding of education, the potential for lifelong learning, and the need for fundraising 
at American institutions. This last issue constitutes one of the greatest differences 
between Swedish and American higher education and is one of American higher 
education’s most difficult challenges. The University of California, Berkeley, was the 
first of the ten universities in the California system to be founded, a little more than 
150 years ago, as a Land Grant institution. In the beginning, funding for the univer-
sity came from the State of California and modest tuition fees. Today only 14% of 
the university’s funding comes from the State. The largest percentage of funding 
comes from student tuition and fees, which means that these have risen steadily for 
the last forty years, and precipitously for the last ten. The university has turned to 
the increased enrollment of out-of-state and, especially, foreign students as a source 
of revenue, since these students pay much higher fees than Californians. U.S. citi-
zens can become California residents after a year at the university, so foreign students 
provide a more reliable surplus in tuition and fees, since they cannot become resi-
dents. (On the other hand, foreign students from some countries do not have ade-
quate preparation in the English language, which means that the university must 
invest a bit more in assisting their transition). Federal grants provide another im-
portant source of funding, not only for the projects they fund, but for the campus, 
because a significant percentage of the grant money must be paid to the campus 
general fund. Recipients of grants are often dismayed by the large cut taken by the 
university, but the funds produced by grants are part of the university’s life-blood. 
Finally, gifts from philanthropists have taken on a vital role, and fundraising has 
become a major function of Deans and other administrators in the university. The 
UC Berkeley campus launched a capital fundraising campaign in February of this 
year with the goal of raising $6 billion. Even if that goal is achieved, our campus 
cannot begin to approach the level of endowed funds held by our competitor insti-
tutions: Stanford University has a $27.7 billion endowment, while UC Berkeley 
holds $4.79 billion. The time and effort that goes into university fundraising in the 
United States is considerable, while in Sweden, government funding ensures that 
universities do not face this challenge. 
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All-day Visit from Large CALIE Delegation to UC Berkeley:  
the Lunch

On October 2, 2019, the large CALIE delegation arrived at UC Berkeley for a day 
of meetings with top Berkeley administrators, faculty leads for the Signature Initia-
tives, and numerous Berkeley campus stakeholders in International and Area Stu-
dies. This was the broadest contact between the Swedish universities and UC Ber-
keley, and our campus Global Engagement Office (GEO), led by Ashley P. Spinelli, 
worked diligently to ensure that as many meaningful conversations as possible could 
take place. On this occasion I was able to participate only at the lunch, but I was 
impressed by the lively discussions and the depth and breadth of representation from 
the Berkeley campus. Among the attendees at the lunch were Associate Dean Max 
Auffhammer, the George Pardee Jr. Professor of International Sustainable Develop-
ment; Dean Anthony Cascardi of the Division of Arts and Humanities; Professor 
Jeroen Dewulf, the Director of Center for Global, International, and Area Studies; 
Professor Karin Sanders, Chair of the Scandinavian Department and member of the 
Danish Academy of Arts and Sciences; Professor Mark Sandberg of the Scandina-
vian and Film Departments (Chair of Film); and Dr. Robert Strand, the Executive 
Director of the Center for Responsible Business at the Haas School of Business. Dr. 
Strand has been a primary mover in the drive to form a Nordic Research Center, 
which is meant to have the Nordic social and economic model as its focus. It is 
important to note here that there are strong existing relationships with Sweden and 
Scandinavia on the Berkeley campus, on which one could continue to build con-
nections and an exchange of ideas. 

The lunch featured brief remarks from the CALIE delegation and the UC Berke-
ley hosts, and perhaps most exciting were the guided discussions held around indi-
vidual tables, in which the visitors and hosts were asked to address specific questions 
related to the CALIE project regarding the interface between the university and the 
greater society, how we might go about increasing the diversity of our institutions, 
how we create a sense of belonging on our respective campuses, how we can develop 
our programs to accommodate lifelong learning and more. What emerged from 
these discussions was a comparison of Swedish and American university traditions 
and cultures, the disparity in funding sources (mentioned above), the experience of 
increasing multiculturalism, and, most importantly, ideas about opportunities and 
programs that we could share. There was a strong sense that we could profit from 
further conversation and collaboration.

In the evening Sweden’s Honorary Consul General to San Francisco, Barbro 
Osher, hosted a dinner at her home in San Francisco. I was unfortunately not able 
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to attend because of a family obligation, but I wanted to address briefly Barbro 
Osher’s significance in relations between Sweden and the Bay Area, and UC Berke-
ley in particular. As a professor in the Scandinavian Department, I have often had 
the privilege of attending events at Barney and Barbro’s home. They welcome dele-
gations from the Swedish parliament, Swedish artists and writers, representatives 
from the Swedish business community, and scholars and academicians like those 
involved in the CALIE project. They provide a platform for exchange like no other, 
where Americans and Swedes can meet on an informal basis over meals, and the 
occasions are invariably celebratory, stressing the strong ties that exist between our 
cultures. Barbro and Barney Osher are also generous donors not only to the UC 
Berkeley Scandinavian Department (where they endowed a Chair), but the Univer-
sity of Washington Scandinavian Department (which has another Osher Chair), 
and the Osher Lifelong Learning Institutes, which offer educational opportunities 
to older adults in university settings across the United States. I mention the Oshers 
because they offer an example of how extra-university support from philanthropy 
functions in the United States, and they also represent the nation of Sweden. This 
type of relationship can be a valuable support for a project like CALIE, one that 
might not be obvious from a Swedish perspective.

Pandemic and a Way Forward
Like most programs of international exchange, CALIE was impacted by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. The visit planned for Vice Chancellor Lisa Alvarez-Cohen and 
myself in October of 2020 could not take place, and this visit might have allowed 
us to sketch out a detailed plan for future CALIE-inspired projects. Instead, the 
CALIE project organizers proposed a Zoom meeting for October 19, 2020, in which 
representatives from UC Berkeley, the University of Washington, and Stanford 
could speak with counterparts from Gothenburg, Lund, Stockholm, and Uppsala 
on the topic of COVID’s long-term impacts on our institutions. The conversation, 
moderated by Professor Sylvia Schwaag Serger of Lund, was organized to allow re-
presentatives from each university to speak briefly to the difficult issues we now face 
as a result of the pandemic. 

As soon as the shelter-in-place order was given by Governor Gavin Newsom on 
March 17, 2020, the Vice Chancellor for the Research Office began working to 
determine which research projects could not be interrupted and how this research 
could be pursued safely. Many of our labs shifted their focus to fighting the virus, 
developing testing, treatment, and vaccines. The federal government opened its cof-
fers and created grant opportunities for this critical work, and the university admi-
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nistration pivoted to assist researchers in applying for the funds. Immediately our 
workload soared, while at the same time we all moved into our home offices and 
began the struggle with spotty internet service, lack of reasonable office space, and 
the needs of family members, particularly children who now had to be home-schoo-
led. Still, we were able to keep researchers in labs where animals needed care, mach-
inery and processes demanded attention, and strategies for beating the virus were 
developed. We were particularly excited about the progress made in developing a 
test that could be used effectively on our campus. At one memorable Zoom meeting, 
the lab most involved in the development of the test (this was the lab of Nobelist 
Jennifer Doudna) announced a roadblock: they had run out of the cotton swabs 
that were critical to their work. An engineer who was in the meeting offered a solu-
tion: “Send us one of the swabs – we will print out as many as you need.” Our 
School of Public Health researchers teamed with the University Health Office to 
design means of contact-tracing and methods for preventing the spread of the virus. 
As a result of all these efforts, our campus has been able to keep the rate of infection 
relatively low. The work of researchers on the UC Berkeley campus during the ope-
ning months of the pandemic exhibited the university’s power to tackle a critical 
problem through teamwork, when given the necessary resources. This speaks, I 
think, to the central premise of the CALIE project. 

UC Berkeley, like other institutions in the United States, has suffered a significant 
financial blow because of the loss of student fees, housing and dining revenues, and 
many other revenue streams. At the same time, we (like other universities) have had 
to put expensive testing and sanitation measures in place. We elected to move the 
majority of instruction on-line for the 2020-2021 academic year, exercising more 
caution than many universities in the United States. There was some on-campus 
instruction during the autumn of 2020, but the number of students living in dor-
mitories was very significantly reduced, and strict limitations to campus access were 
placed on students, faculty, and staff. Anyone who could work from home was 
obliged to do so. We found that the administration could work effectively from 
home, and while most people mourned the loss of in-person classroom contact, 
classes continued on-line, with students participating from around the United Sta-
tes and around the world.

This brings us to a point that was raised in the 2020 CALIE conversation: we have 
learned during the pandemic that we may be able to do our work differently, that 
one of the wicked problems – namely, the broader access to education – could very 
well be addressed by what we have learned about distance learning. And, too, that 
we can support workers who would like to work at least part of the time from home, 
opening up possibilities for a more diverse staff. Though for the United States this 
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would mean a significant shift in financial models, we might be able to glean so-
mething positive from the harrowing experience of the pandemic. In the CALIE 
pandemic conversation, it was illuminating to hear how much we had in common, 
despite diverse approaches to the pandemic in our respective countries. The pande-
mic could provide another point of focus for conversations among the CALIE pro-
ject institutions, since there are so many aspects of a university’s power to solve 
problems that can be explored in this context.

It would be a pity if the substantial conversations begun in 2018-2020 did not 
continue in some form. I would hope that funding might be identified that would 
allow scholars to gather in Sweden and the United States in order to address the 
problems raised in the original CALIE project proposal. To my mind, the most ef-
fective method would be to identify key scholars in both countries whose work has 
focused on the solution to such problems as access to education, robotics and the 
workplace of the future, sustainability and economics, and other key issues, and 
support collaboration between them. Our respective universities could host semi-
nars and working groups, though as I mentioned above, we have also learned to 
work more effectively via the internet, thus saving both cost and the environment. 
As a scholar of Scandinavian culture, I warmly support and welcome the opportu-
nity for expanded contact between Swedish and U.S. universities, scholars, and 
students. I am grateful for the ways in which the CALIE project enhanced that 
contact, and I hope that we will see fruits of the project in the future. 
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Tackling the Wicked Problems of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, Together

Robert Strand, UC Berkeley

Introduction
In 1967, a weekly seminar was initiated at the University of California, Berkeley (UC 
Berkeley) that would ultimately result in one of the most useful concepts for under-
standing and addressing our greatest societal challenges. The concept? Wicked pro-
blems.

In 2019, the university leadership of four preeminent Swedish universities – Lund 
University, University of Gothenburg, Stockholm University and Uppsala Univer-
sity – joined forces through the CALIE project “in order to strengthen the poten-
tial for higher education and research to respond to pressing societal challenges and 
so-called wicked problems.” CALIE, short for “Sweden-USA Project for Collabora-
tion, Academic Leadership and Innovation in Higher Education,” represents a bold 
ambition to explore the topics of academic leadership and renewal of education in 
a collaborative spirit between these leading Swedish universities and partner institu-
tions in the United States, including UC Berkeley. As of January 2021, the CALIE 
project is stated to run through December 2021 (CALIE 2021). 

In this chapter, I propose to build upon the important groundwork laid by CALIE 
by fostering continued collaborations between CALIE partners from 2021 and bey-
ond through the establishment of an institutional home at UC Berkeley – the Nord-
ic Center at UC Berkeley – dedicated to responding to pressing societal challenges 
and wicked problems. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) represent a suite 
of wicked problems that can serve as the framework and common language through 
which to facilitate collaboration. The SDGs are a globally recognized suite of vitally 
important societal challenges to tackle, and CALIE partners bring unique resources 
to bear in tackling these SDGs.
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Wicked Problems

UC Berkeley professor C. West Churchman documented the term wicked problems 
as having originated at UC Berkeley during a weekly seminar series. Within a guest 
editorial piece for Management Science, Churchman (1967) remarked that “Professor 
Horst Rittel of the University of California Architecture Department has suggested 
in a recent seminar that the term ‘wicked problem’ refer to that class of social system 
problems which are ill-formulated, where the information is confusing, where the-
re are many clients and decision makers with conflicting values, and where the ra-
mifications in the whole system are thoroughly confusing.”

Rittel continued to develop the concept of wicked problems over the following 
few years. He presented ideas to students and colleagues in classes and conferences, 
including a conference paper to the Panel on Policy Sciences at the American As-
sociation for the Advancement of Sciences in Boston in 1969, and yet again in 
Norway in 1971 (Crowley and Head 2017). But it would not be until 1973, and with 
the addition of fellow UC Berkeley professor Melvin Webber as coauthor, that the 
now classic article “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning” was published. 
“Rittel and Webber (1973)” is how the concept of wicked problems has become 
widely known throughout the world. 

UC Berkeley is a fitting birthplace for wicked problems. Few other institutions 
are as capable as UC Berkeley to demonstrate the strengths of interdisciplinarity 
necessary to effectively tackle the world’s most pressing wicked problems. UC Ber-
keley is home of 110 Nobel Laureates, second only to Harvard in the United States, 
across virtually every discipline. Furthermore, UC Berkeley is a public university 
with a fervent commitment toward advancing the common good that makes UC 
Berkeley fertile ground for advancing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
All of this makes UC Berkeley ideal to establish as an institutional home that serves 
as a vibrant platform to foster continued CALIE collaborations. 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
Within their 1973 article, Rittel and Webber provide specific examples of wicked 
problems that have since become established as Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). In 2015, the United Nations launched the SDGs through which seventeen, 
globally agreed upon pressing societal challenges were codified as the most pressing 
societal challenges worthy of our collective global attention and collaboration. The 
SDGs include such goals as SDG #1 No Poverty, SDG #3 Good Health and Well-
being, SDG #4 Quality Education, SDG #8 Decent Work and Economic Growth, 
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SDG #10 Growing Inequalities, SDG #12 Responsible Consumption and Produc-
tion, and SDG #13 Climate Action, among others. 

Table 1. Sustainable Development Goals1

Using the wicked problem of poverty as a starting point, Rittel and Webber des-
cribe how wicked problems are interconnected and comingled with other wicked 
problems. In the following passage, Rittel and Webber connect the wicked problem 
of poverty eradication (now SDG #1), with good health and well-being (now SDG 
#3), quality education (now SDG #4), and decent work and economic growth (now 
SDG #8). Rittel and Webber (1973: 161) wrote:

Consider, for example, what would be necessary in identifying the nature of the 
poverty problem. Does poverty mean low income? Yes, in part. But what are the 
determinants of low income? Is it deficiency of the national and regional economies, 
or is it deficiencies of cognitive and occupational skills within the labor force? If the 
latter, the problem statement and the problem “solution” must encompass the edu-
cational process. But, then, where within the educational system does the real pro-
blem lie? What, then, might it mean to “improve the educational system”? Or does 
the poverty problem reside in the deficient physical and mental health? If so, we must 
add those etiologies to our information package and search inside the health services 
for a plausible cause.

While the SDGs are wicked problems without definitive “off the shelf ” solutions, 
there are better and worse approaches. It follows that there are comparatively better 

1 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/
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and worse performances against the SDG. The annual SDG Index compiled by the 
American economist and public policy analyst Jeffrey Sachs and colleagues repre-
sents a robust effort to track SDG performances at the country level (Sachs et al. 
2020).

Since the launch of the SDG Index in 2015, Sweden has rated #1 in the world for 
five of the six years in overall performances. Nordic countries have consistently rated 
#1, #2, #3 each year. Furthermore, Sweden and the Nordic countries have elevated 
the SDGs to inform national and regional policy in a forward-looking agenda. The 
Nordic Council of Ministers (2019) established the explicit target for the Nordic 
society to be “the most sustainable region” in the world by 2030 with the SDGs 
explicitly leveraged as a common framework. The comparative SDG strength of 
Sweden and Nordic countries as it relates to the SDGs serves as reason for greater 
global attention. 
Table 2. Sustainable Development Goals Index (from Strand 2021)

It is important to highlight that while Sweden and the Nordic countries perform 
comparatively well with respect to such measurements as the annual SDG Index, this 
represents a comparative statement. While Nordics are at or near the top of most 
global sustainability performance indicators and merit our benchmarking attention, 
all countries have room for improvement. I discuss this within my in-progress book 
Sustainable Vikings: What the Nordics Can Teach Us about Reimagining American 
Capitalism and label it as the “Greta Reality.” 

The same year Sweden held the #1 global position in the SDG Index, 2018, Greta 
Thunberg launched a protest outside the Swedish Parliament that August. She han-
ded out leaflets outside the Swedish Parliament that read, “I am doing this because 
you adults are shitting on my future.” (Coruch 2018). The summer of 2018 was the 
hottest Swedish summer on record and destructive wildfires struck its typically green 
lands. A #1 SDG global rating meant very little in the face of mounting evidence 
that the situation in Sweden and the world is only likely to get worse. Thunberg has 
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since inspired a global youth movement to protest the lack of necessary action to 
tackle climate change (SDG #13). The Greta Reality reminds us all that comparative 
sustainability performances alone are insufficient. The pressing societal challenges 
represented by the SDGs demand committed and sustained attention.

CALIE to UC Berkeley
In October 2019, I had the privilege to serve as a co-host at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley for the visiting delegation from CALIE. The delegation included 
senior leaders from the four Swedish universities along with Vinnova, the Embassy 
of Sweden in Washington DC, and the Consulate General of Sweden in San Fran-
cisco. The accompanying itinerary provided a stated focus for the visit of “Sustaina-
ble Business and Sustainable Development.”

At the University of California, Berkeley we are in a privileged position to receive 
many university delegations. I always value these opportunities to meet with acade-
mics and researchers from throughout the world to exchange ideas and compare 
practices. However, the visit by the CALIE delegation was different for me. While 
I find discussions and exchanges of ideas with university colleagues always so valua-
ble, the visit by the CALIE delegation meant something even more.

With this visit by CALIE, I had a specific objective to sense the degree to which 
there may be strategic alignment and a mutual desire to build something substan-
tive together, whereby we may leverage our collective resources and strengthen our 
collective capacities of higher education and research to respond to long-term chal-
lenges as expressed by the SDGs.

Here at the University of California, Berkeley we have been actively exploring the 
potential to establish The Nordic Center to “serve as a vibrant interdisciplinary plat-
form that brings the Nordics to UC Berkeley and UC Berkeley to the Nordics.” The 
expressed objectives of the envisioned Nordic Center are to “foster dialogue, support 
exchanges, spark research, enable shared understandings, inform policies and prac-
tices, and further elevate the profile and global interest in the Nordics… Ultima-
tely, the Nordic Center will bring the Nordics and UC Berkeley together in colla-
borative spirit to address our most pressing common global challenges like those 
represented by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)” (Strand 2020a). 

To establish the Nordic Center, we must identify a select group of strategic part-
ners. This includes a select suite of respected Nordic-based universities who desire 
ongoing and deep collaborations with the University of California, Berkeley. The-
refore, in anticipation of the visit by the CALIE delegation, the dominant question 
on my mind was Might this consortium of esteemed Swedish universities represented by 
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CALIE be the right Nordic-based university partners with whom to partner to establish 
the Nordic Center at UC Berkeley?

Why a Nordic Center at UC Berkeley?
The question Why a Nordic Center at UC Berkeley? is comprised of two questions, 
each of which merits attention: 1) Why the Nordics? and 2) Why UC Berkeley?

Why the Nordics?

The Nordic region demonstrates itself as among the comparatively highest levels of 
prosperity, democracy, equality, and sustainability performances in the world. 
Gather up your favored suite of macro-economic, societal, and environmental per-
formance indicators and you are sure to find the Nordic countries consistently at or 
near the very top, which points to comparatively strong Nordic performances. In 
addition to the aforementioned annual SDG Index, these indicators include the UN 
Human Development Index, Yale’s Environmental Sustainability Index, World 
Happiness Index, WEF Social Mobility Index, Social Progress Index, Transparency 
International Corruption Perceptions Index, RobecoSAM Country Sustainability 
Ranking, World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Index, UNICEF Child 
Well-Being Index, Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI), and Global 100 Most 
Sustainable Corporations in the World Index. While shifts occur from year to year 
and underlying methodologies for these metrics can change, the story that has emer-
ged is quite clear that, comparatively speaking, the Nordics are comparative global 
sustainability leaders. Therefore, in response to the question Why the Nordics?, one 
answer is because of their comparatively strong performances.2

I am situated at the Haas School of Business at UC Berkeley. Benchmarking is a 
common exercise at business schools that develops greater understanding of effec-
tive practice. Benchmarking entails identifying strong performers, and studying and 
learning from them, as well as drawing lessons that could be applied in one’s own 
context. Whenever we desire to perform a benchmarking exercise related to sustai-
nability and the broad suite of issues encapsulated by the Sustainable Development 
Goals, we simply must include the Nordics. The practice of benchmarking, and 
comparative analysis more broadly speaking, is employed across many disciplines 
beyond just business, whereby the Nordics present fertile ground for empirical con-

2 I emphasize the word comparative. When it comes to SDG #12 Responsible Production and 
Consumption, and SDG #13 Climate Action, all OECD countries must improve, including the 
Nordic nations. All so-called “advanced economies” are all overconsuming and must also significantly 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions.



335

University of California, Berkeley and CALIE

sideration across the wide array of disciplines and perspectives, given their compa-
ratively strong performances.

As one example, in November 2019 we hosted a vibrant event here at UC Berke-
ley focused on the policy and practice of Nordic parental leave and what lessons we 
may draw in California and more broadly across the U.S. Nordic parental leave and 
associated childcare policies are cited as one reason for comparatively lower inequa-
lities across the Nordic region – which relates directly to SDG #10 Reduced Inequa-
lities, SDG #5 Gender Equality, and SDG #4 Quality Education. It also presents a 
great benchmarking opportunity to consider (Gupta et al. 2006; Partanen 2017; 
Collins 2019). The event attracted scholars and students from across the university, 
as well as U.S. based scholars from beyond the walls of UC Berkeley with an interest 
in parental leave and/or the Nordic context, and a variety of interested stakeholders 
with an interest in parental leave and/or the Nordic context more generally; this 
resulted in vibrant cross-disciplinary discussions. This event marked the launch of 
the Nordic Talks at Berkeley series we established in collaboration with the Nordic 
Council of Ministers and was heralded as a success.3 This initial event demonstrated 
the attractiveness of the Nordics as empirical grounds for benchmarking exercises 
and possibilities for focused research efforts by scholars at UC Berkeley that could 
be prosperously directed. 

Speaking at this event, prominent UC Berkeley Professor Robert Reich, who was 
Labor Secretary in the administration of U.S. President Bill Clinton during the 
passage of the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, offered:

This past summer, I spent time in Sweden and traveled around talking with people. 
One thing that was so apparent to me was that the average person in Sweden seemed 
so much less stressed out than the average person here in the U.S. I cannot help but 
think that not worrying about how to pay for parental leaves and the associated chal-
lenges of finding affordable and good childcare aren’t part of the reason why….

I am increasingly of the belief that there are a number of other things the U.S. may 
prosperously learn from the Nordic experiences. Now I trust that my Berkeley col-
league Robert Strand will share more with you today about our ambitions to establish 
a Nordic platform here at the University of California, Berkeley to continue these 
sorts of explorations. 

I think ongoing considerations of the Nordics here at Berkeley are merited and can 
provide us with hope about what American society could be – not by adopting 

3 A full recording of the event can be viewed here https://redefiningbusiness.org/nordic-talks-
parental-leaves-in-the-nordics. 

https://redefiningbusiness.org/nordic-talks-parental-leaves-in-the-nordics
https://redefiningbusiness.org/nordic-talks-parental-leaves-in-the-nordics
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Nordic ‘socialism’ as critics may carelessly throw out there – but by embracing the 
values and policies that have enabled Nordic citizens to enjoy more freedom and 
equality than in present-day America (Reich 2019).

With a dedicated Nordic Center, an event of this nature can include deliberate at-
tention to bring U.S. scholars from UC Berkeley and partner schools together with 
Nordic scholars to encourage collaborative research efforts. 

Another compelling response to Why the Nordics? is the incredible amount of data 
available in the Nordic countries. The data registries from Sweden, Denmark, Nor-
way, and across the Nordic region are absolute gold mines for researchers. A handful 
of researchers from across UC Berkeley are already engaging in research in which 
health registries from the Nordic countries are accessed in collaboration with scho-
lars from Nordic based universities. For example, in October 2020 the Novo Nord-
isk Foundation recently provided DKK 20 million ($3.2 million) to fund the esta-
blishment of hubs at the University of Copenhagen and UC Berkeley centered 
around accessing and analyzing data from the Danish health registries to improve 
best practices in the analysis of randomized controlled drug trials (Berkeley School 
of Public Health 2020).

However, the surface has only been scratched with respect to the incredible opp-
ortunities UC Berkeley researchers are presented with concerning the Nordic-based 
data registries, health data and beyond. The Nordic Center can create efficient pat-
hways to raise awareness among UC Berkeley researchers, serve as a platform to 
connect with Nordic-based scholars, and help to drive expansive collaborations 
between UC Berkeley and Nordic-based scholars by, for example, hosting joint 
events and actively identifying and targeting potential collaborators. In doing so, 
the Nordic societies can also ultimately benefit greatly as UC Berkeley is home to 
many world-class researchers who would be dedicating their focused research atten-
tion on the data of the Nordic countries. This can lead to greater understanding of 
the challenges in Sweden, which can then influence policy on a national level in 
Sweden and be a platform for further academic collaboration with Sweden-based 
universities and UC Berkeley and other U.S. universities. The Nordic Center can 
and will serve as such a platform.

Additionally, in response to Why the Nordics?, a most compelling answer is the 
excellent Nordic universities themselves, such as those represented by CALIE. I have 
come to intimately know Nordic universities and have developed a profound respect 
for the quality of research and education, commitment to a holistic and cross-dis-
ciplinary approach, dedication to relevancy that directly addresses our world’s grea-
test challenges like those represented by the SDGs, and overall excellence. Had I not 
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had personal experiences based at Nordic universities as a U.S. Fulbright scholar, 
Ph.D. student, and ultimately professor, I simply would not have been aware of the 
incredible quality and excellence of Nordic universities. I have sensed an inclination, 
at times, with U.S. universities to maintain a more steadfast gaze within the U.S. 
that can often result in missing incredible opportunities for collaboration with excel-
lent Nordic universities like those represented by CALIE. The Nordic Center can 
directly address this issue and serve to raise the awareness and collective profile of 
the partner Nordic universities by regularly hosting scholars from CALIE universi-
ties and making it easy for UC Berkeley scholars to spend time at CALIE universi-
ties.

Finally, in response to why the Nordics?, I call attention to the resources that 
Nordic based universities, like CALIE, bring to bear. UC Berkeley is incredible 
institution with world-renowned researchers and well established and respected sc-
holarly traditions, but sufficient funding is a restrictive impediment. Nordic univer-
sities and Nordic research efforts are comparatively well funded, and Nordic govern-
ments have shown a demonstrated commitment to invest in higher education ef-
forts. UC Berkeley can be a most useful resource for CALIE and Nordic-based 
universities, as discussed in the next section, whereby insofar as some Nordic resour-
ces can be leveraged to encourage UC Berkeley and CALIE collaborative efforts, 
win-wins can be achieved.

Why UC Berkeley?

The University of California, Berkeley is a leading public university that brings with 
it a public mission to develop knowledge and solutions for pressing societal chal-
lenges. And UC Berkeley not just any university – it is a world-renowned research 
institution. 

Across virtually every discipline, UC Berkeley is home to the world’s leading sc-
holars and researchers. As an example of the wide breadth of scholarship, in October 
2020, UC Berkeley added two more Nobel laureates to its long list of Nobel reci-
pients. One of our laureate’s research is focused on the most microscopic mecha-
nisms revealing the code of human life while the other laureate’s research attention 
is fixed upon the furthest reaches of our galaxy light years away from human life 
(Brice 2020). UC Berkeley has discovered more elements in the periodic table than 
any other university in the world – a fact commemorated by the existence of the 
element Berkelium, Bk, atomic number 97 (Chao and Roberts 2019; d’Wylde 2019). 
Many of these pioneering discoveries were made at Lawrence Berkeley National 
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Laboratory named for Professor Ernest Orlando Lawrence4 who founded the lab 
and was a recipient of the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1939 for his invention of the 
cyclotron. UC Berkeley professors and scholars are regularly tapped to lead efforts 
and institutions at the very highest levels of American government to shape policy 
and practices in California and Washington D.C. Berkeley is a cultural hub of in-
fluence in America that spawned the Free Speech Movement that has shaped the 
United States as we know it today. The list goes on and on.

So, in response to the question Why UC Berkeley? Because it’s UC Berkeley!
Furthermore, as previously described, UC Berkeley is the birthplace of the wicked 
problems concept.. While born in the domain of public planning, or what is today 
called public policy, the concept of wicked problems has evolved to describe grand 
challenges across a wide range of fields. As wicked problems, none of the SDGs can 
be definitely solved with an “off the shelf solution,” but there are better and worse 
approaches to address each and the better approaches demand collaboration that 
reaches across traditional boundaries – whether those boundaries be across organi-
zations and institutions, academic disciplines, national borders, and beyond.

Figure 1. Peder Sather Gate and Free Speech Movement at UC Berkeley [Credit: Kechely, 
Don]5 Photo by Don Kechely at University of California in the 1960s depicting the Free Speech 
Movement.

4 His parents were both the offspring of Nordic immigrants to America.
5 https://calisphere.org/item/ark:/13030/ft3x0n99g4/

https://calisphere.org/item/ark
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Moreover, the University of California, Berkeley has deep Nordic roots and has 
maintained a focused attention on the Nordic region. Peder Sather, a prominent 19th 
Century Nordic businessperson, holds a prestigious place, not only in UC Berkeley’s 
history as one of its founding fathers (the only among them not being born in the 
US) and earliest and most generous benefactors, but also as an influential and pu-
blic-minded banker in the earliest days of the State of California. Many reminders 
of Peder Sather’s legacy already exist on the Berkeley campus: Sather Gate, Sather 
Tower (also known as the Campanile), and three distinguished endowed profes-
sorships in his name: two in history and one in literature (Sveen 2014). UC Berkeley 
is home to a vibrant and esteemed Scandinavian Department offering an expansive 
suite of Nordic focused curricula – historical to modern – and language courses in 
Swedish, Danish, Finnish, Icelandic, Norwegian, and Old Norse. The Scandinavian 
Department is a key partner in efforts to establish a Nordic Center. 

Finally, in response to Why UC Berkeley?, I offer my personal story. After having 
spent the better part of a decade at Nordic universities, I moved back to the United 
States in 2014 because of the opportunity to join UC Berkeley. I recognized if there 
was one place to build a “Nordic base” in the United States, a place that could gar-
ner the global attention to shine a global spotlight so bright on the Nordics, it was 
the University of California, Berkeley. UC Berkeley has all the right ingredients to 
be the home for a thriving Nordic Center. 

CALIE and Nordic Center at UC Berkeley
I now return to my initial question whether CALIE universities could be the right 
partners with whom to establish the Nordic Center at UC Berkeley. Through my 
conversations with our visitors from CALIE and the continued conversations and 
research continuing thereafter, I am convinced that the answer is a resounding yes. 
The caliber of universities represented by CALIE, the expressed desire by the CALIE 
universities to partner with UC Berkeley, and the focused areas of CALIE – Sustai-
nable Development, Lifelong Learning, Artificial Intelligence (AI) & Machine Lear-
ning, Digitalization, Interdisciplinarity, Inclusive education, and the Relationship 
between research and education – all add up to that the CALIE universities would 
be an excellent fit with the Nordic Center (CALIE 2020).

During the visit by CALIE, we discussed the idea that the Swedish universities 
could follow the lead of prominent Norwegian universities who now enjoy ongoing 
research collaborations with UC Berkeley through the Peder Sather Center for Ad-
vanced Study at UC Berkeley. UC Berkeley Professor Trond Petersen, who serves as 
the academic director at the Peder Sather Center, raised this as a possibility during 
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our group lunch, and I focused on this possibility during my afternoon presentation 
with the entire group.

The primary mission of the Peder Sather Center is “to strengthen ongoing re-
search collaborations and foster the development of new research collaborations 
between faculty at the University of California, Berkeley and from the consortium 
of participating Norwegian academic institutions” (Peder Sather Center 2020). The 
consortium of Norwegian universities include the University of Oslo (UiO), Nor-
wegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU), University of Bergen (UiB), 
Norwegian University of Life Sciences (NMBU), University of Agder (UiA), The 
Arctic University of Norway (UiT), BI Norwegian Business School (BI), and the 
Norwegian School of Economics (NHH) (Peder Sather Center 2020). The finan-
cial structure of the Peder Sather Center was originally architected by Professor Liv 
Duesund, University of Oslo. I expand upon these details here as they present such 
great promise for similar arrangements with the CALIE universities via the establish-
ment of the Nordic Center at UC Berkeley.

The Peder Sather Center was launched in 2012 after Professor Duesund secured 
a total of NOK 35.450 million ($6.4 million in 2011 US dollars). This included a 
one-time stimulus payment of NOK 2.5 million from the Norwegian Research 
Council and agreements from each of the partner Norwegian universities to engage 
as collaboration partners, with each university contributing annual funding to fi-
nance operations and research collaborations between UC Berkeley and the Norwe-
gian universities from 2012-2020.6 The successes that have been realized since are 
evident. Professor Liv Duesund describes that, since its launch, over 220 collabora-
tive research projects between UC Berkeley and the Norwegian universities having 
been run through the Peder Sather Center. The Norwegian universities have found 
such benefits through the formal collaboration with UC Berkeley that the contracts 
have been renewed through 2027. 

The Peder Sather Center is a proof of concept that demonstrates that a consor-
tium of Nordic-based universities can build a mutually beneficial relationship with 
the University of California, Berkeley through a dedicated center at UC Berkeley. 
Professors Liv Duesund and Trond Petersen are both strong advocates for the esta-
blishment of a Nordic Center at UC Berkeley. The Nordic Center would comple-
ment and collaborate with the Peder Sather Center given clear synergies, but a 
Nordic Center would also greatly expand activities and associated efforts.

The strategic focus areas of CALIE could be readily incorporated within the dri-
ving strategy of the Nordic Center as they represent areas of strategic relevance and 

6 See also https://www.norwayexports.no/news/new-norwegian-research-centre-at-uc-berkeley/

https://www.norwayexports.no/news/new-norwegian-research-centre-at-uc-berkeley/
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strength for UC Berkeley7 and, furthermore, were already discussed as part of an 
overall strategy for the prospective Nordic Center. A symbolic example of this lives 
within the mocked-up branding for the Nordic Center as it explicitly includes the 
Sustainable Development Goals color wheel logo within it. Sustainable development 
is, of course, a strategic focus area of CALIE.

Figure 2. Nordic Center logo

In conversations with Professor Duesund, she has encouraged me to share with the 
CALIE Swedish universities that they should consider adopting the model that has 
been prosperously executed for the Norwegian universities with the Peder Sather 
Center. This entails Swedish funding agencies contributing one-time stimulus fun-
ding and each of the affiliated CALIE Swedish universities committing annual fun-
ding for an initial period (eg. five to seven years). As example, Professor Duesund 
has provided the initial letter of support by the Norwegian Research Fund (see 
Appendix A). In this model, each of the partner universities selects a representative 
to be a member of the executive board of the Nordic Center at UC Berkeley. Profes-
sor Duesund has kindly offered her support and guidance to any representatives of 
CALIE who may wish to discuss this further.8 

As the Nordic Center is established, and further successes are realized for CALIE 
Swedish universities and Norwegian universities, the likelihood increases to a strong 
pan-Nordic consortium at UC Berkeley in collaboration with the leading universi-
ties from across the Nordic region. I am regularly reminded by the Swedish Consul 
General in San Francisco Barbro Osher that Sweden is strong by itself but indeed 
even stronger together in collaboration with all of the Nordic countries. The Nord-
ic Center at UC Berkeley can become the Nordic-focused global hub outside the 
Nordics that further enables the full realization of the strengths of both the Nordics 
and UC Berkeley. 

7 See also UC Berkeley strategic signature initiatives at https://vcresearch.berkeley.edu/signature-
initiatives

8 Professor Liv Duesund can be reached at liv.duesund@isp.uio.no. Her University of Oslo faculty 
website is https://www.uv.uio.no/isp/personer/vit/livdue/index.html. 

https://vcresearch.berkeley.edu/signature-initiatives
https://vcresearch.berkeley.edu/signature-initiatives
mailto:liv.duesund@isp.uio.no
https://www.uv.uio.no/isp/personer/vit/livdue/index.html
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In the time since the visit by the CALIE consortium to Berkeley, the world has 
been gripped by the ravages of the wicked problem, COVID-19. CALIE has drawn 
deliberate attention “to strengthen the potential for higher education and research 
to respond to pressing societal challenges and ‘wicked problems’”9. As an American, 
the societal fragilities that COVID-19 has further exposed in the United States is 
glaring. I believe the intense failures of many systems and the exasperated inequali-
ties brought upon by COVID-19 present an opportunity for many in the U.S. to 
recognize the intense need for change. I anticipate an intense desire for collaboration 
by researchers and educators with researchers and educators from the Nordics. CA-
LIE can be our close partner in these efforts.

I should also highlight that I am also representative of a resource UC Berkeley 
brings to the promising prospects for establishing a Nordic Center in collaboration 
with CALIE. Establishing a successful institutional entity like the Nordic Center at 
a university like UC Berkeley requires many things: support from key faculty mem-
bers and administration, including the chancellor’s office, and the necessary funding. 
We have secured all of these except the funding, but establishing a center also requi-
res an individual with intense drive and passion who is committed to its successes. 
I am grateful to have received the endorsement and support of key stakeholders to 
lead efforts to establish the Nordic Center at UC Berkeley; building it is my passion. 
I am committed to these efforts and see such an incredible opportunity to do so in 
close partnership with CALIE and key stakeholders in Sweden. 

We have a unique window of opportunity at this moment to build a vibrant and 
enduring partnership between CALIE and UC Berkeley. By establishing the Nord-
ic Center at UC Berkeley, we can together effectively foster continued collaborations 
between CALIE partners from 2021 and beyond to respond to pressing societal 
challenges and tackle the wicked problems as represented by the SDGs. 
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Mattias Goksör, University of Gothenburg 
Clas Hättestrand, Stockholm University

The CALIE project was initiated and planned in 2018 and officially launched the 
year after. During its two years of operation, the project has given us, as Pro Vice 
Chancellors/Vice Presidents of two of the participating Swedish universities, a uni-
que opportunity to share experiences and learn, both from our US project partners 
as well as between Swedish universities, regarding practices related to the renewal of 
higher education and development of academic leadership. 

Although successful, the project did not turn out quite as planned as a conse-
quence of the Covid-19 pandemic. The very foundation and premises for the CALIE 
project changed dramatically about half-way through. Not only because of the glo-
bal travel restrictions that came into place, which meant that some of the planned 
physical visits were not possible to arrange, but also because the basic questions that 
were asked in the project also changed their meaning. We set out to study and learn 
how to transform higher education in a changing world, and we certainly did. It was 
just that the world changed faster than we had anticipated. Yet the change in project 
planning that the pandemic brought about was not limiting; rather, it added a di-
mension. We could still meet our US project partners and share experiences on the 
key issues of the project, although in a digital format, but with an added component 
on how universities on either side of the Atlantic handled a global crisis.

On March 17, 2020, the Government in Sweden issued a recommendation to 
Swedish universities to suspend all campus teaching and conduct education remot-
ely in order to help stop the spread of the new coronavirus. All universities in the 
CALIE-project, as well as worldwide, quickly had to change the way teaching was 
conducted due to the pandemic. With the quick spreading of the virus throughout 
the world, most university management found themselves in need to facilitate the 
transfer of teaching from classrooms on campus to a digital format in a matter of 
weeks, or even days. Some universities were, of course, better prepared than others 
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and had greater experience in including parts of their curricula online, for instance 
through earlier implementation of various flipped classrooms and MOOC initiati-
ves. But we dare say that none of us was fully prepared to transfer entire educational 
programs to a digital format. Even so, looking at the experiences included within 
this volume and discussed in the digital meetings with our US colleagues, we can 
conclude that academic leaders at all levels in our organizations, together with 
teachers and staff, successfully managed to handle the presumably greatest challenge 
to higher education in recent times. Transitioning university teaching into a digital 
format while maintaining a high level of educational quality is a testament to the 
dedication and competence of our teachers and, perhaps more surprising to some, 
the agility of higher education institutions.

Today, more than one year later, most universities have continued their teaching 
through some kind of hybrid model, with mostly remote education and on-campus 
teaching for first year and last year students as well as those programs involving a 
high degree of practical training and hands-on experience. Even though most uni-
versities apply some kind of upper limit concerning the number of students that can 
follow their education on campus, most lectures are still provided in a digital format. 

Throughout the online meetings between CALIE members during the pandemic, 
concerns for the wellbeing of both staff and students enrolled at the universities were 
discussed. As summarized in a CALIE paper:

All participants agreed that there needs to be a new level of mindfulness of the ad-
ditional challenges and burdens that came with the digitalization of teaching and 
learning, in combination with isolation that came with social distancing recommen-
dations. Inequities in access to digital knowledge and technology/equipment have, 
in the USA for example, also added pressure to already existing inequities in the 
student population. For teaching staff in both countries, the new reality puts addi-
tional strain on staff who are already overworked. The need to adapt or create new 
curriculum has been a huge challenge for all, especially for those who needed addi-
tional support to upgrade their knowledge of the new tools and technologies required 
for this new mode of teaching. (CALIE paper #7 Transatlantic dialogue on covid-19 
and higher education, p. 7-8)

A number of surveys intended to investigate the study- and working conditions of 
students and staff during lock-down was initiated, both locally and internationally. 
One of the largest studies targeting the situation of students during 2020 was the 
International College Student Initiative organized through the World Health 
Organization’s Mental Health Program. The WHO-WMH-ICS study investigated 
the effect the ongoing covid-19 pandemic on the wellbeing and health of students 
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in higher education. The study was also followed up after three and six months to 
trace its development over time. In Sweden the WHO-WMH-ICS study was coor-
dinated by Uppsala University. Even though the data from the WHO-WMH-ICS 
study cannot be easily broken down to allow for comparison between the separate 
universities in the CALIE-project, the conclusions published in scientific journals 
stress that students report an increase in symptoms, such as depression, anxiety, and 
stress during lockdown compared to before the isolation. 

Another negative consequence of remote education, experienced by at least all the 
Swedish CALIE partners and highlighted by the Swedish Higher Education Autho-
rity (UKÄ)1, was the difficulties associated with transferring examinations onsite to 
examinations from home or online. In total 2 466 students were reported for disci-
plinary offences at the Swedish universities during 20202. This is an increase of 61 
percent compared to 2019 and 86 percent compared to 2018. Even though the num-
ber of students reported for disciplinary offences has steadily increased in recent 
years, 75 percent of those Swedish universities that replied to the questions from 
UKÄ believe that the increase in reported disciplinary offences in 2020 can be con-
tributed to the current pandemic and the transfer to remote digital teaching and 
examination. Several universities have also reported that less frequent contact with 
teachers and classmates has increased the anxiety and stress among the students. This 
in turn has led some students to use disallowed aids during exams. Thus the number 
of students reported for disallowed collaboration during an exam increased drasti-
cally during 2020. From the university side, the information and communication 
to students regarding rules for digital examinations was most likely unclear. Further, 
the lack of effective monitoring tools for students writing exams from home, as well 
as the lack of experience for teachers in designing digital exams, probably also con-
tributed to the increase in reported offences. Time has unfortunately not allowed 
for an in-depth comparison and analysis between the Swedish and American CA-
LIE-partners to determine if any of the American universities have had a vastly 
different experience. 

That notwithstanding, the consequences of the transition to remote and digital 
education are, of course, evaluated at all universities. Most universities are also be-

1 Disciplinärenden 2019 och 2020 vid universitet och högskolor, Rapport 2021:8, 
Universitetskanslersämbetet, 2021.

2 Under the Higher Education Ordinance, a Swedish university may invoke disciplinary 
measures against students who have attempted to deceive during examinations through plagiarism, 
unauthorized collaboration or use of prohibited aids and who disrupt teaching or activities or subject 
other students or employees to harassment as defined in Chapter 1, Section 4 of the Discrimination 
Act. The disciplinary offences discussed here refer almost exclusively to attempts to deceive during 
examination.
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ginning to discuss what the “new normal” education situation will look in the post-
pandemic era. Once the world is safe from covid-19 and the transfer of online 
teaching back to campus-based teaching can begin, certain parts of the curricula will 
most certainly remain in a digital format. One aspect of the digitalization of curri-
cula and examinations discussed in the project, to which only time will provide an 
answer, is whether the year 2020 will be seen in retrospect as the golden opportu-
nity to quickly progress the digitalization of higher education or the complete short 
circuit of collegial discussions and review processes regarding a transition that actu-
ally requires some time to complete.

When it comes to more long-term institutional change, one theme that we came 
across in discussion with the US project partner universities was the strategic initia-
tives that Stanford, UC Berkeley and the University of Washington had set up in 
recent times. During our meetings and discussions, our project partner universities 
generously shared their experiences regarding the processes in which the initiatives 
were identified, how resources were raised and allocated and how they were imple-
mented and used in the strategic communication from the university. Moreover, it 
was extremely valuable to learn about the work with these strategic initiatives, spe-
cifically how they were set up to solve societal challenges while simultaneously al-
lowing the university to strive towards common goals and break new ground that 
would not have been possible in the traditional silo-mode development of research 
and education. The processes that led to these initiatives varied between the three 
project partner universities, but it was clear that a success factor in all three cases 
was the involvement of staff and students in making them a common goal for the 
institution.

One characteristic of our US project partner universities is the tight connection 
between research and education, a link that in some ways appears to be tighter than 
in Swedish universities. Although research may be the primary career focus for many 
US professors, education is always associated with it. This is manifested through the 
institutional system itself, where all professors are expected to teach a few classes 
each year. In this way students can expect to meet the top scientists of their subjects 
in class, and often during the first years of their education. The strategic initiatives 
of the US CALIE project partners illustrate this. Education programs were integra-
ted in the initiatives all along, from planning stage to implementation. This is ra-
rely the case in Sweden, where the build-up of centers of excellence is usually cen-
tered entirely on excellence in research. To some extent, PhD-education may be 
involved, but the undergraduate level is rarely included as an aspect of centers of 
excellence. This is probably largely because the funding for these excellence centers 
is usually provided through calls from the government aimed specifically at research. 
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This division is further enhanced by the fact that governmental funding to univer-
sities in Sweden is kept strictly separate: Bachelor’s and master’s level education is 
funded in one stream, and research and PhD-education in another, where “cross 
subsidization” from one to the other is not permitted. Large-scale calls or funding 
opportunities for joint research-education themes are rare or non-existent.

There certainly are examples of similar initiatives at Swedish universities (e.g.  the 
UGOT Challenges-initiative, see chapter by Edén in this volume), but they are not 
as widespread or common as the examples we at saw our US project partner univer-
sities. One reason for this is that the freedom of Swedish universities to use and 
distribute resources between research and education is limited, as a consequence of 
governmental control mechanisms. Also, in contrast to the US and our CALIE 
partner universities, the culture of philanthropy and possibilities to fund large-scale 
initiatives through fundraising are far less developed in Sweden. It is true that Swe-
dish universities have seen an increased level of governmental funding, both over a 
longer time interval as well as during the recent pandemic (in contrast to our US 
CALIE partners who rely more on e.g., tuition fees). Nevertheless, the level of base 
resources to be used strategically by universities has not increased, as the added 
funding is almost entirely tied to specified research or education areas. Therefore, a 
limitation in “available free resources” is probably something that put restrictions 
on the possibilities for Swedish universities to work more widely with signature 
initiatives of the type that our US CALIE project partners have.  

Despite these limitations, could Swedish universities set up university-wide stra-
tegic initiatives that involve a significant part of departments and staff? Yes, why not? 
But there are important aspects to be handled, besides the financing. Faculty enga-
gement is one such aspect. For strategic initiatives of the magnitude required to be 
successful, academic staff must be included in the planning and willing to engage. 
Typically, academic staff is more loyal towards their own research environment 
(within or outside the university) or department, and less so with the university as 
a whole. This is not unique to Swedish universities, but the sense of university citi-
zenship seems to be stronger at our US CALIE partner universities. Also tied to this 
is the role of leadership. Swedish university management, at least at large compre-
hensive universities, is typically focused on the organization itself as a body within 
the public sector, managing issues like budget, staff, policies, regulations, quality 
assurance, etc. The development of research initiatives is usually driven at the de-
partmental or faculty level. Therefore, if initiating a process of strategic initiatives, 
university leadership will probably need to take a more active role in research and 
education issues than they usually do.
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But there are opportunities right now. The future investments in higher education 
and research that the government has announced in the recent Research Bill means 
that new resources will become available. Unfortunately, very little of these resources 
are free for universities to invest in strategic choices of their own. But some of the 
new resources can be used for new initiatives, not least the part of the Research Bill 
called profile areas, where universities can apply for funding to build or strengthen 
strategic research areas. Here Swedish universities can work proactively to ensure 
that future investments and special programs directed towards universities should 
to a higher degree comprise both research AND education resources.

Another interesting topic that reoccurred in several discussions with our Ameri-
can colleagues was their genuine interest in Swedish/Nordic culture and leadership 
models. Based on the democratic stability and transparency of the Nordic welfare 
states, in combination with balancing economic growth with sustainability issues, 
gender equality and civic responsibilities, the Nordic model was repeatedly elevated 
as an important contribution towards reaching the UN sustainability goals. 

Robert Strand, executive director for the Center for Responsible Business at UCB, 
even has advanced plans for a Nordic Centre similar to the Peder Sather Center. The 
Peder Sather Center for Advanced Study supports and serves as an administrative 
hub for workshops, exchanges and research activities between UCB and eight aca-
demic partners in Norway, and a Nordic Center could thus expand this possibility 
to include all the Nordic countries.

Concluding Remarks

Now, at the end of the CALIE project, we can sum up our experiences and the 
benefits that the project has thus far brought. We ourselves, as members of the 
Swedish CALIE Steering Group, have been given unique opportunities to gain in-
sights into the processes of recent institutional change at three top-ranked US uni-
versities. In addition, some project activities, such as the visit to the Bay Area in 
2019, involved other members of university management and administration, wide-
ning the group that shared experiences from this project. We have also strengthened 
the collaboration between the four participating Swedish universities that have a 
long history of collaborating at the leadership level on various issues. The CALIE 
project has stimulated and deepened that collaboration further. We also hope, and 
believe, that our US project partners have appreciated the opportunity to discuss 
common leadership topics with us. Finally, through the published CALIE papers, 
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this final report volume, and the CALIE conference in May 2021, the outcome of 
the project can hopefully stimulate discussions and spark the renewal of higher 
education and development of academic leadership in the higher education sector 
of Sweden as a whole.
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Annex 1: CALIE Organization and Activities

The CALIE project has been running since 1 April 2019 and will end on 31 Decem-
ber 2021.

CALIE organization

Steering Committee

The Deputy Vice-Chancellors of the four Swedish partner universities – Anders 
Malmberg (UU), Clas Hättestrand (SU), Mattias Goksör (GU), and Sylvia Schwaag 
Serger (LU) have assumed formal responsibility and active involvement in the de-
sign, implementation and dissemination of the project through a steering commit-
tee headed by Sylvia Schwaag Serger.1 The steering committee has met regularly to 
guide and promote the successful execution of the project at a strategic level, keep-
ing the project focused on its objectives. Some meetings have taken place in conjun-
ction with meetings within the context of the already established SLUG collabora-
tion. The steering committee has made decisions on strategic matters related to the 
project e.g., themes for seminars and delegation visits, contents of the final report 

1 Anders Malmberg and Sylvia Schwaag Serger both ended their terms as Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
by the end of 2020, but have retained their roles in the CALIE Steering Committee throughout the 
project.
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and CALIE Papers, budget, etc., and served as the main project participant in study 
visits, seminars, workshops and other associated activities. Sylvia Schwaag Serger, 
Anders Malmberg and Mats Benner have been the main editors of the CALIE final 
report, with support from Mattias Goksör, Clas Hättestrand, Åsa Kettis and Teresia 
Rindefjäll.

Project Management Team

A part-time project manager – Dr Teresia Rindefjäll (LU) has been responsible for 
the general management of the project. She has been assisted by a part-time deputy 
project manager – Pouneh Eftekhari (until December 2020), and Dr Petra Moser-
Nørgaard (from December 2020). The project management team has coordinated 
project activities, ensuring that the project objectives and proposed activities were 
achieved. The project management team has been the main contact point for com-
munication with Vinnova, and the Swedish and US project participants and other 
stakeholders have been responsible for reporting to Vinnova. The project manage-
ment team has coordinated the work with the final report and final conference, as 
well as the CALIE Papers. They have documented project activities and written 
CALIE Papers.

Project Group and Local Project Managers

Each Swedish university has designated contact persons to coordinate the work lo-
cally. The contact persons have been part of the project group and have kept in 
close contact with the project managers at LU, primarily for operational issues. The 
local project managers have coordinated and communicated the project work at the 
participating institutions and contributed to the planning of project activities and 
organization of project events. Besides participating in steering group meetings, the 
project group has held regular meetings. The project group members – general and 
local project managers – have taken part in all project activities. 

Some partner universities have established local project groups, while others have 
used already established fora for their work, such as an International Committee or 
Board of Education.
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Overview and Contact Information

Project sponsor: Vinnova

CALIE Activities

Meetings and Knowledge Exchange

Continuous knowledge exchange among the four Swedish CALIE partners has ta-
ken place within the project, at and in between steering group meetings.

In October 2019, a study visit to the Bay Area was undertaken. A group of 22 
participants from the four CALIE partners, as well as Vinnova and the Swedish 
Embassy in Washington D.C., visited the Bay Area. They met with their counter-
parts at the University of California at Berkeley and Stanford University, including 
Provost Paul Alivisatos, Vice Provost for Academic Planning Lisa Alvarez-Cohen, 
Associate Vice Chancellor for Research Linda Rugg (UC Berkeley) and Provost 
Persis Drell (Stanford). The focus of the meetings was to exchange experiences on 
academic leadership and strategic processes of change, particularly within education. 
Most of the meetings at Stanford took place at Wallenberg Hall. A report of the 
visit was published as CALIE Paper #2 in the CALIE Paper series.2

A short visit to the University of Washington by Sylvia Schwaag Serger and Tere-
sia Rindefjäll preceded the Bay Area visit. They met with the university leadership 

2 See https://calieproject.com/caliepapers/ 

https://calieproject.com/caliepapers/
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– Vice Provost Jeffrey Riedinger, Vice Provost Rovy Branon, and Vice Provost Ed 
Taylor, and discussed the CALIE project and the themes of life-long learning, equi-
ty and internationalization.

The planned UC Berkeley visit to Sweden in October 2020 was cancelled due to 
the covid pandemic. Adapting to a new context, a transatlantic dialogue on covid-19 
and higher education took place in October between all CALIE partners and their 
US collaborators, UC Berkeley, Stanford University and the University of Washing-
ton. A report based on the dialogue was published as CALIE Paper #7 in the CALIE 
Paper series.3

Instead of a planned visit to Seattle, two days of virtual meetings took place bet-
ween the Swedish CALIE partners and the University of Washington in February 
2021. From the Swedish side, the steering and project groups, as well as the vice-
chancellor of Uppsala University and pro vice-chancellor for education of Lund 
University, participated. Their counterparts at the University of Washington inclu-
ded Provost Mark Richards and Vice Provost Jeffrey Riedinger, Vice Provost Rovy 
Branon, Vice Provost Ed Taylor, and Vice President Rickey Hall. The meetings in-
cluded a meet and greet with the Scandinavian Studies department. Swedish Consul 
General, Barbro Osher, participated during the two days of meetings. A report of 
the dialogue will be published as a CALIE Paper in the CALIE Paper series.4

If the situation allows for it, follow-up visits to disseminate results and continue 
building a platform for collaboration will take place during the fall of 2021.

3 See https://calieproject.com/caliepapers/ 
4 See https://calieproject.com/caliepapers/ 

https://calieproject.com/caliepapers/
https://calieproject.com/caliepapers/
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Communication

The main channel for communication has been the CALIE web, which was laun-
ched in November 2019. The webpage includes information about the project and 
the participating organizations. So far, seven CALIE papers have been published on 
the website, with themes ranging from liberal arts, experiences from STINT teach-
ing sabbaticals, reports from study visits and meetings/dialogues, transdisciplinary 
initiatives etc., see list below.

•	 CALIE Paper 1: Project for Collaboration, Academic Leadership & Innova-
tion in Higher Education (CALIE), CALIE

•	 CALIE Paper 2: Swedish Delegation Visit to Bay Area (1-4 October 2019), 
CALIE

•	 CALIE Paper 3: Lessons from Liberal Arts Models: A General Survey, Kie-
ve Saling, LU

•	 CALIE Paper 4: Stanford Bio-X and Stanford Human-Centered Artificial 
Intelligence Institute (HAI), Hans Pohl, STINT

•	 CALIE Paper 5: Organising Internationalisation at Stanford University: 
Managing Top-Down and Bottom-Up Initiatives, Hans Pohl, STINT

•	 CALIE Paper 6: Transatlantic Perspectives on Teaching and Learning: Les-
sons Learnt from STINT Teaching Sabbaticals, Pouneh Eftekhari & Teresia 
Rindefjäll, CALIE

•	 CALIE Paper 7: Transatlantic Dialogue on COVID-19 and Higher Educa-
tion, CALIE

The present anthology contains chapters commissioned to develop the understan-
ding of the focus areas and themes of the project and presents analyses of general 
conditions as well as case studies. The report aims at contributing to strategic and 
policy discussions at the university and national level. 

Another important avenue to disseminate project results and continue the dialo-
gue on the themes of the project is the CALIE conference Academic Leadership & 
Strategic Renewal of Education in Challenging Times, which will take place on 18-19 
May, 2021. The conference will gather academic leaders at various levels as well as 
decision-makers and other stakeholders who work in, and shape, the landscape for 
higher education and who are interested in the issue of academic leadership.
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