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7Part 1: New Contexts, New Visions

Entitled “New Contexts, New Visions”, the first part of the Higher Education in the World  
Report 8–Special Issue addresses core considerations in eight key areas on the transformation
of higher education institutions towards 2030 and beyond.

The topics have been chosen for their significance and because, when taken as a whole, they 
give a good account of the current state of higher education in its entirety. The eight topic 
areas are: 

• The impact of Covid-19 on higher education 
• The future of work: training in competences and skills throughout life 
• Citizens: promoting humanist values and profiles in a changing world
• Knowledge: putting research and innovation at the service of social challenges 
• The digital–human future: constructing more inclusive and accessible universities 
• Sustainability: reinventing universities for a sustainable future 
• Internationalisation: reinforcing partnerships to attain common goals 
• Governance and professionals: building resilient, innovative and socially committed  
 institutions

The first part begins with the impact of Covid-19 on higher education, treating the topic as a 
transversal issue with consequences and effects on all of the areas that follow. We have chosen 
this issue as the right place to start because of the pandemic’s significant and unexpected 
impact in driving transformations like digitalisation and even spurring a paradigm shift in
  many aspects of society and HEIs. 

Next come the main topics of the report, which are developed separately but are viewed 
broadly and share many points of connection. This view of interdependence reveals a holistic 
approach to transformation much as Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) are conceived as a single horizon of sustainable development. 

The next section of the report is entitled “The Vision of the Global University Network for 
Innovation”. Going a step further in this section, the report provides a purposeful document that 
lays out a new vision for HEIs in terms of how they must be shaped to respond to the current 
state of affairs. The new vision aims to be an inspiration that enables us, based on observation, 
to put forward institutional strategies, objectives, and action plans to achieve them.
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1.1 Impact of Covid-19  
on Higher Education
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1. An increased 
infrastructure, technology 
and knowledge gap

Covid-19 has revealed the enormous digital and infras-
tructure divide that exists between countries and 
regions, and between higher education institutions, in 
addition to that which affects the family environment. 
Worse still, during the pandemic the existing divide 
has deepened inequalities in various sectors, including 
education. The inability to go to school or university, the 
lack of connectivity and of a suitable space within the 
family, some universities’ institutional incapacity to face 
the pandemic, and technological and structural shor-
tfalls at national level have highlighted and increased 
inequalities and imbalances. It has also been observed 
that these inequalities are not only related to access to 
knowledge, but also to the capacity to handle and use 
this knowledge. This phenomenon is known as the cog-
nitive divide. 

The digital divide has become evident in different ways 
in different countries. In countries with a medium level 
of development and even those known as develo-
ped countries, it was found that a large proportion of 
students lacked the right conditions for correct imple-
mentation of online teaching (IESALC 2020, p. 20). 
Furthermore, countries with a lower internet penetra-
tion rate and a more inadequate infrastructure resorted 
to media such as radio or television to ensure that 
education reached as many students as possible, as 
explained in a study on the application of technologi-
cal measures to mitigate the effects of the pandemic, 
drawn up by the ministries of education in several coun-
tries (UNESCO, UNICEF, World Bank 2020, pp. 22–24).

In terms of higher education institutions, a study by the 
International University Association showed that 85% of 
European centres moved to online format, while insti-
tutions on the African continent mainly cancelled their 
classes and only 29% could make this change (Mari-
noni et al., 2020, p. 24). Farnell et al. (2021) explained 
that European universities could respond with greater 
efficacy to the implementation of distance education. 
For example, the University of Strasbourg identified 
160 students whose lack of technological equipment 
meant that they could not access courses or examina-
tions. The university prepared an emergency fund of 
€61,000 to meet the material needs of these students. 

In contrast, other higher education institutions were left 
behind. Bloomberg (2021) described situations such as 
that of South Africa, where a lack of incentives from 
the government and the universities led to protests and 
pressure to close the universities until these met finan-
cial demands resulting from the pandemic. In some 
higher education institutions, the implementation of 
technological resources caused controversy and was 
rejected as it was considered “impractical and elitist”. 
In countries such as Zimbabwe, the charges for elec-
tricity and internet access are excessively high for the 
student body (University World News, 2020).

At the level of the family, students from vulnerable envi-
ronments experienced considerable worsening in their 
conditions. The European Commission’s Joint Research 
Centre (2021a, p. 42) explained that the shift to online 
education increased existing inequalities among stu-
dents. Specifically, it highlighted the lack of access 
to technology, the lack of support in homes, and the 
lack of a suitable environment and space. Reimers et 
al. (2021, p. 19) noted an increase in forced dependen-
cy on parental financial support, whose responsibility 
replaces that which would ideally correspond to the 
institution. Unfortunately, in some cases the institution 
is a much more reliable option than the family. 

All of this shows that access to new technologies and 
connectivity should be considered a fundamental right. 
Consequently, governments, international organisa-
tions, NGOs, development partners and companies, 
among others, should work together to eliminate 
existing inequalities. Farnell et al. (2021), for example, 
advocate for such policies, which could be made possi-
ble with the introduction of a nation-wide recovery plan 
to invest in online infrastructure. Investments should 
also be made to educate the population in the use of 
these technologies (United Nations 2020, p. 24; Interna-
tional Commission on the Futures of Education, 2020, 
p. 7) and thus to avoid or close the cognitive divide (see 
the section on digitalisation). 

The digital divide is only one symptom of the systema-
tic inequality seen in the world of higher education for 
years. This inequality can be found in many forms in 
the sectors of the education system, as the provision of 
quality tertiary education does not depend exclusively 
on the higher education institutions. It is also strongly 
influenced by institutional capacity and state infras-
tructure, and by well-being and security at family and 
individual level. The combination of these three spheres 
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shows how the digital divide, which has been revealed 
by the pandemic, is very deeply rooted in structural 
inequality. Consequently, the transition to digital lear-
ning is not only about technology but empowering 
its users and recognising the primacy of the human 
dimension. Governments, public and private partners 
must step up action to narrow the digital divide, extend 
connectivity and electrification, develop quality digital 
learning contents and support teachers to master 
remote and hybrid teaching (Reimers et al. 2021, p. 2).

2. The economic and 
social crisis accompanying 
the health crisis

All economic crises inevitably impact education. It is 
difficult to make a general assessment of this impact 
in the case of the Covid-19 pandemic, as it has affec-
ted each country in a different way and each response 
strategy has been different. However, in general terms, 
it is clear that Covid-19 has altered access to higher 
education, that is, enrolment; the process of training 
students; and access to the job market, that is, emplo-
yability after higher education. The extent and duration 
of economic crises and their impact on education 
depend on the public policies that are implemented at 
supranational, national and local levels, in line with the 
economic capacity of each country and higher educa-
tion institution. 

In terms of access to education, the abrupt halt in face-
to-face activities due to the pandemic led to a drop in 
university enrolment. This situation was mainly due to 
the poor economic situation that accompanied the pan-
demic, which increased unemployment and poverty in 
some households. This increased the pressure on fami-
lies and on young people with scarce resources, who 
see in university education a way to get out of a vulne-
rable situation. It remains to be seen what the long-term 
impact will be on students, particularly those from 
low-income families, women, minority ethnic groups, 
people with functional diversity and students from rural 
areas, among other vulnerable groups. As indicated 
in the IESALC (2020) and Farnell et al. (2021) reports, 
the crisis would have deepened existing disparities in 
education and reduced opportunities in these sectors. 
The International Commission on the Futures of Edu-
cation (2020, p. 19) also warned that the economic 

crisis would lead to greater job losses and an increase 
in vulnerability in these sectors to an extent not seen 
in decades. The structural and systematic discrimina-
tion against students in the most vulnerable sectors 
could even lead to a generational catastrophe (United 
Nations 2020, p. 10) and create a “Covid generation” 
that experiences an unprecedented decline in social 
mobility and faces a difficult situation with respect to 
their future (Farnell et al., 2021).

The pandemic has increased the hazards and risks 
suffered by women. The closure of education institu-
tions caused a situation of greater risk for women, who 
were susceptible to greater abuse, domestic violence 
and an increase in forced and early marriages (United 
Nations 2020, p. 10). In addition, the pandemic meant 
that families had more time at home, which led to an 
increase in the time dedicated to caring for the family 
and the home; a role that is usually attributed to women. 
It is therefore women who neglect their work and study 
time, which inevitably increases the gender gap (United 
Nations, 2020, pp. 10–11)

In addition, as Taner stated (2021), the pandemic has 
affected universities’ budgets and has led several insti-
tutions to state that they are in a financial crisis. IESALC 
(2020, p. 28) notes that the most vulnerable universi-
ties are the small and medium-sized private institutions 
that have less economic and technological capacity to 
guarantee online teaching. Although public universities 
are less likely to disappear, as they generally receive 
state support, they may suffer from large cuts in public 
spending and a drop in student contributions (IESALC, 
2020, p. 28). To understand the situation and to be able 
to take the most suitable measures, the losses genera-
ted in higher education institutions due to decreased 
income from local and international student enrolments 
need to be assessed (Farnell et al., 2021). 

Regarding employability, another impact associated 
with the pandemic has been an increase in fears and 
concerns among students regarding their professional 
future (Aristovnik et al. 2020, p. 22). The Internatio-
nal Labour Organization noted that the pandemic has 
wreaked havoc in the job market. It has exacerbated job 
losses with increased unemployment and a worrying 
rise in work inactivity, causing a reduction in working 
hours in those who are still employed and creating 
a global loss in labour income. Above 25% of those 
employed in temporary jobs during the first quarter of 
2021 were previously permanent employees. Although 
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informal work dropped sharply in mid-2020, a relati-
vely rapid recovery has been seen that suggests that 
employees who lost their jobs have entered the infor-
mal economy (International Labour Organization [ILO], 
2022). Therefore, the pandemic has accentuated job 
insecurity and economic uncertainty.

Farnell et al. (2021) noted that a possible mid-to-long-
term effect of the shift to online education could be an 
increase in unemployment among university gradua-
tes. This would be due to employers’ lower trust in the 
quality of online studies and their demands. However, 
some distinctions should be made. The e-Valuate 
project has defined a series of important criteria to 
recognise quality online education through “the quality, 
authenticity, level, learning outcomes, workload, testing 
and participant identification of an e-learning certifica-
te” (NUFFIC 2019, p. 5). These elements contribute to 
credibility and transparency, which would help online 
qualifications to be recognised by employers (Andersen 
et al., 2021). In addition, higher education institutions 
will need to create new laws and regulatory terms for 
quality assurance and recognition of qualifications 
in the context of distance learning, to protect acade-
mic integrity (Farnell et al., 2021). The pandemic has 
helped to generate and promote better development 
of technologies, at the same time as it has increased 
the offering of distance courses. Gradually, this type of 
education will gain recognition by employers, as long 
as quality criteria are met. 

Education should be seen as an essential tool to get 
out of this socio-economic crisis (Farnell et al., 2021). 
Universities and states should plan mitigation strate-
gies and anticipate the impact on student enrolment 
and employability. Financial support should be given 
to students and higher education institutions to be 
able to get through the crisis and reduce the effects 
in the short, medium and long term after the pande-
mic (Farnell et al., 2021). In addition, it is important to 
consider the gender dimension in inequalities that have 
been worsened as a result of the pandemic. This crisis 
has shown that the right to education should be flexi-
ble and adaptable to the circumstances, contexts and 
needs of society. Furthermore, it has revealed that the 
right to education needs to be updated and extended 
(UNESCO 2020, p. 12).

3. Teaching and studying in 
a post-pandemic society

The sudden shift towards online teaching and learning 
brought about several changes to the experience of 
teachers and students, and to the relationship between 
them. In the post-pandemic context, teachers’ and 
students’ skills and competences must be updated 
or rethought in face-to-face and online formats. The 
virtual classroom comes with some serious challenges, 
which affect the quality of student life in many ways. For 
example,  vulnerable students may have only limited 
access to educational resources, and privacy may be 
violated by big data technologies. As higher education 
becomes increasingly hybridised, it remains to be seen 
how the overall quality of educational competences of 
students and teachers will be affected in the long term. 
As for the face-to-face format, after the experience 
of the pandemic, it is even clearer that the classroom 
plays an important role in providing a healthy, enriching 
environment for students.

During the pandemic, teachers had to remodel their 
teaching methods in a format that was unexpectedly 
forced into their professional lives. As competent and 
eloquent as a teacher may be, the quality of their lec-
tures could be involuntarily hindered by their lack of 
experience in using the virtual format as the main tool 
for their teaching. This idea was reinforced by IESALC 
(2020, p. 36), which stated that the knowledge and 
expertise required to understand the technological 
complexity of the virtual format has exacerbated the 
need to improve teachers’ competences in the difficult 
task of efficiently adapting their lectures to online tea-
ching. Similarly, Farnell et al. (2021) pointed out that the 
pandemic revealed a need for thorough pedagogical 
and technological training of academic and adminis-
trative staff on data protection in online tools, so that 
online teaching can be properly prepared and imple-
mented. 

As for students, the lack of face-to-face social interac-
tion in college campus life diminishes and undermines 
what is generally considered a unique experience at 
this stage in life. Digital technologies can provide new 
teaching methods that counter the loss of physical pre-
sence, albeit not entirely. Farnell et al. (2021) argued 
that without an approach focused on safeguarding pre-
sence, vulnerable sectors’ participation in the student 
community could be reduced. 
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This would raise significant concerns about educational 
equity. The International Commission on the Futures of 
Education (2020 pp. 9–10) agreed with this assessment:

This [virtual education] is a major problem for chil-
dren living in poverty worldwide, who often rely 
on the physical setting of their schools to provide 
educational materials, guidance, and, sometimes, 
the only decent meal of the day. In their homes, 
especially during times of confinement or qua-
rantine, children can face multiple forms of abuse 
and violence. Crowded conditions, a general lack 
of resources, particularly digital devices and con-
nectivity, mean that typically the cost – in terms of 
education and general well-being – of the current 
health crisis will be highest for populations that are 
already vulnerable.

Those who do not suffer from the digital divide are typi-
cally digital natives and thus are familiar with digital tools 
for education. However, the complete digitalisation of 
education eroded what Agamben (2020) considered 
the essence of studentato (“studenthood”): the physical 
exchange of ideas and perspectives between teacher 
and student, and between students themselves, who 
come, often from all over the world, to share a particu-
lar way of life based on learning and growing. Losing 
the essence of studenthood – regardless of whether 
this is due to a lack of access to technology or teachers’ 
lack of technological know-how – implies that no matter 
how developed and well-implemented the technology 
is, the quality of education will be hindered. 

In many countries where the essence of student life 
has been severely affected, there is a general lack of 
purpose among students regarding the inherent goal of 
their commitment to educate themselves: “the effects 
of the pandemic in higher education institutions has 
dramatically increased students’ concerns about the 
future of their professional careers” (Aristovnik et al. 
2020, p. 22). As Burns et al. (2020, p. 7) pointed out, 
financial constraints, social isolation and overwork are 
many factors affecting the mental well-being of stu-
dents that contribute to the aforementioned loss of 
“studenthood” as well as the loss of motivation to con-
ceive higher education as a worthy endeavour. The 
loneliness and isolation resulting from not interacting 
with friends and companions is extremely detrimental 
to a student’s mental health. The lack of interaction is 
also associated with an inability to actively experien-

ce and perfect competences related to teamwork and 
organisation. 

To address this, students should be allowed to switch 
between online and in-person classes for flexibility 
(Farnell et al., 2021). Actually, every aspect of student 
life in many higher education institutions is moving 
towards hybridisation, with a mix of on-campus and 
off-campus activities, online examinations, and new 
teaching methods. All of this will give students and 
teachers the experience they need to adapt to the new 
context (Gomez Recio & Colella, 2021, p. 23). Perhaps 
the lockdown and the forced reliance on virtual tea-
ching tools have exposed flaws in the methods and 
techniques used in higher education to date. 

The classroom could be considered an opportunity for 
students to exchange ideas, debate issues and interact in 
seminars and group peer-to-peer discussions. This could 
contribute to the elimination of instruction methods that 
revolve around the constant reception of information. The 
theoretical part of education could be taught in online 
format. In contrast, the physical space of the classroom 
could be reserved for practical and interactive learning. 
Perhaps this is the “silver lining” that higher education 
institutions can extract from the sudden, unexpected 
shift towards a virtual classroom model. As they could 
not carry out face-to-face activities in the classroom, tea-
chers and students could think about what they valued 
and missed most in such interactions. This would serve to 
strengthen student life once it has attained a certain level 
of “pre-pandemic normalcy”.

Taking into account the relevance of the physical 
environment for the sake of fruitful teaching and lear-
ning, higher education institutions must achieve a fair 
balance between online and face-to-face modes so 
that they can bring about a healthy, successful hybri-
disation of their education services. Both teachers and 
students must have a role in determining how educa-
tion is imparted, or better put, experienced, from both 
sides. Technology should not be left to set the rules for 
how tertiary education will be provided in the coming 
years. Digital tools are likely to play a proactive role in 
addressing the challenges posed by the pandemic, but 
they must not become higher education’s central axis. 
However, provided “that technological solutions do not 
harm those who already start from a disadvantageous 
situation” (IESALC 2020, p. 42), the introduction of 
digital technology has the potential to favor access to 
higher education. We need to appreciate how the digital 
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age has transformed the world into a global village. The 
pandemic has increased visibility and awareness about 
digital divides and the inability and lack of preparation 
for the implementation of distance education. 
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1. The labour market today: 
changes taking place 
and changes needed

The world of work is being shaped by new global 
challenges, scientific and technological advances, glo-
balisation, the economy and social changes. The labour 
market is changing, as are the knowledge and skills 
needed to enter it. This means that lifelong learning, 
reskilling, the acquisition of new skills and even readi-
ness to change professional sector have all come to the 
fore (Woetzel et al., 2021).

The changes that the labour market is undergoing are 
numerous and diverse. Facer (2021) underlines the 
following: new technologies have restructured and will 
continue to restructure employment; women’s partici-
pation in the formal economy has increased globally; 
polarisation between highly paid work and growing 
mass low-wage work has increased; globalisation has 
increased the complexity of supply chains; and, finally, 
there has been growth in informal economies and 
under- and precarious employment. Likewise, the inte-
raction between these trends is giving rise to related 
phenomena. Based on the ideas of Graham and Shaw 
(2017), Facer (2021) explains, for example, that the 
intersection between precarity and digital technologies 
is pushing towards the emergence of a gig economy 
that both “creates new labour markets and transform[s] 
(some) old ones” and offers “the capacity to exploit 
and alienate workers in new and innovative ways”. At 
the same time, according to research by the McKinsey 
Global Institute (Manyika et al., 2017), 60% of current 
occupations have 30% of activities that could be auto-
mated. Thus, this partial automation has led us to reflect 
on essentially human contributions and consider how 
they can be enhanced through education.

In addition, the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
many of the existing problems. According to The Eco-
nomist (2021b), the health crisis “has destroyed millions 
of jobs, causing a drop in employment that was 14 times 
bigger than the one after the financial crisis of a decade 
ago. In many countries unemployment has risen to 
levels last seen in the 1930s, with the pain concentrated 
among the low-skilled”. However, The Economist itself 
offers a contrasting view of this pessimistic outlook. 
With a focus on the 37 members of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

a club of mostly rich countries, it argues that popular 
perceptions about the world of work are largely mislea-
ding. It points out that the legacy of the pandemic “may 
be a better world of work, as it speeds changes that 
were already under way and highlights those places 
where further improvement is needed”. Specifically, it 
emphasises the fact that teleworking will offer greater 
flexibility and, at the same time, make workers more 
productive. It also predicts that governments will play 
a bigger role in sustaining employment and reducing 
inequalities, since the pandemic has highlighted the 
importance of a healthy labour market.

Against this backdrop of rapid and sometimes entirely 
unexpected changes, it is difficult to predict what the 
future of work will look like. This was pointed out by 
UNESCO (2015) long before the pandemic compoun-
ded the instability: “Indeed, the quickening pace of 
technological and scientific development is making it 
increasingly difficult to forecast the emergence of new 
professions and associated skill needs.”

We do know, however, what changes are needed to 
build a healthy work environment. In this regard, one 
of the most obvious needs involves putting workers at 
the centre, because this change will naturally give rise 
to many others. The movement Democratizing Work: 
Democratize, Decommodify, Remediate(1) indicates, 
first and foremost, that firms must be democratised and 
highlights the fact that workers “hold the keys to their 
employers’ success. They are the core constituency of 
the firm, but are, nonetheless, mostly excluded from 
participating in the government of their workplaces – 
a right monopolized by capital investors”. Secondly, it 
points out that work must be decommodified, “[which] 
means preserving certain sectors from the laws of 
the so-called ‘free market’ [and also] ensuring that all 
people have access to work and the dignity it brings”. 
Thirdly, it mentions “environmental remediation” by 
referring to the need for a “successful transition from 
environmental destruction to environmental recovery 
and regeneration”. According to this movement, this 
will be possible only in democratically governed firms, 
in which all voices are heard when it comes to strategic 
decision-making. If this does not happen, “labor and 
the planet always lose”.

The role of women has been and will continue to be a pro-
minent feature of debates about the changes needed in 
the labour market. With respect to the specific case of 

1. See https://democratizingwork.org/

https://democratizingwork.org/
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higher education, although women’s access to higher 
education studies is increasing, a phenomenon known 
as “female advantage” (see chapter Sustainability), a 
number of voices have pointed to the lower presence of 
women in professional positions at universities. Accor-
ding to UNESCO-IESALC (the International Institute 
for Higher Education in Latin America and the Carib-
bean) (2021), “women still encounter obstacles when 
seeking to occupy key academic positions in universi-
ties, to be involved with relevant research, and to take 
leadership roles”. Moreover, “the so-called STEM areas 
of study (that is, science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics), [...] show a heavy underrepresentation 
of female students in most countries. This underrepre-
sentation of female students is then closely linked to 
the underrepresentation of female researchers in these 
fields” (UNESCO-IESALC, 2021). The reason for this is 
that “cultural structure and stereotypes have helped 
identify careers as female or male, therefore increasing 
the gap” (UNESCO-IESALC, 2021b).

The labour market is not only critical to ensuring that 
everyone can cover their basic needs; it is also crucial 
for the development of the individuals within society. 
Accommodating it properly should represent one of 
the main goals of higher education institutions (HEIs). In 
this context, the new skills demanded by today’s labour 
market are presented below (Section 2). These skills 
are linked to a paradigm shift in the way we understand 
learning (Section 3), as well as to an expansion of lear-
ning moments and environments: lifewide and lifelong 
learning (Section 4). Finally, Section 5 of this chapter 
asks what role education institutions should play in this 
new scenario.

2.  The broad spectrum 
of new skills

Focusing on the diagnosis of the World Economic 
Forum’s 2021 report Upskilling for Shared Prosperity, 
Myklebust and Smidt (2021) state that “there is a fast-
growing void and stark mismatch between people’s 
current skills and the skills needed for jobs that will 
be created in the next decade”. According to these 
authors, these skills include specific knowledge for 
new professional profiles, such as digital skills, and 
transversal skills, such as critical thinking. The Euro-
pean University Association (EUA) (2021) also highlights 

the need to acquire, in this case, three skill types: “the 
interplay between professional, technical and trans-
versal skills is crucial. Employers have a demonstrated 
interest in transversal skills, even in jobs with a strong 
technical profile.” In fact, the European Higher Educa-
tion Area (EHEA) (2012) had stated this 10 years earlier 
in the Bucharest Communiqué: “Today’s graduates 
need to combine transversal, multidisciplinary and 
innovation skills and competences with up-to-date sub-
ject-specific knowledge so as to be able to contribute 
to the wider needs of society and the labour market. 
We aim to enhance the employability and personal and 
professional development of graduates throughout 
their careers.”

Transversal skills are general, while technical skills 
are specific and take a very concrete approach. They 
promote knowledge and learning through different 
paths, but the paths are complementary and both 
are essential in today’s world. The following sections 
explore transversal skills (Section 2.1) and technical 
skills (Section 2.2). 

2.1 Transversal skills

In a constantly and rapidly changing society, UNESCO 
(2015) stresses the importance of cultivating adapta-
bility and resilience in the professional arena, which 
“implies ensuring that individuals are more resilient 
and can develop and apply career adaptive compe-
tencies most effectively. These competencies often 
include more emphasis on what have been variably 
‘transferable skills’, ‘twenty-first century skills’, and 
‘non-cognitive skills’”. In his book El trabajo ya no es lo 
que era (2020), Albert Cañigueral anticipates that “the 
illiterate people of the 21st century will not be so much 
those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot 
learn, unlearn and relearn” (quoted in Argemí, 2020).

Based on data from the report SDG 4: the role of com-
panies in achieving quality education(2), Riestra Puga 
(2020) also highlights the importance of a willingness 
to engage in lifelong learning, adaptation, creativity 
and innovation, and in relational aspects such as mana-
gement of emotions, communication, leadership and 
empathy. With respect to relational aspects, the impor-

2. See https://www.pwc.es/es/publicaciones/tercer-sector/ods4-el-rol-
de-las-empresas.pdf

https://www.pwc.es/es/publicaciones/tercer-sector/ods4-el-rol-de-las-empresas.pdf
https://www.pwc.es/es/publicaciones/tercer-sector/ods4-el-rol-de-las-empresas.pdf
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tance of prioritising collaboration over competition is a 
recurring theme (Reiner Mason, 2021).

According to the World Economic Forum (2020), the 
top 10 skills for 2025 include: (1) analytical thinking 
and innovation; (2) active learning and learning strate-
gies; (3) complex problem-solving; (4) critical thinking 
and analysis; (5) creativity, originality and initiative; (6) 
leadership and social influence; (7) technology use, 
monitoring and control; (8) technology design and pro-
gramming; (9) resilience, stress tolerance and flexibility; 
and (10) reasoning, problem-solving and ideation. Most 
of these refer, broadly speaking, to problem-solving 
and the others refer to aspects relating to self-mana-
gement, working with people and technology use and 
development.

The Vitae Researcher Development Framework (RDF)(3)

provides a benchmark for identifying transversal skills; 
in this case, they are aimed at the research communi-
ty, although they can clearly be broadly applied and 
adapted to other domains. The Vitae RDF is structured 
into four domains: Domain A covers knowledge and 
intellectual abilities; Domain B corresponds to personal 
qualities; Domain C is related to knowledge of the pro-
fessional standards and requirements to do research; 
and Domain D concerns the knowledge and skills to 
work with others to ensure the wider impact of research.

These are just a few examples of transversal skills cited 
in the literature. As demonstrated, they include a wide 
and varied range of skills that can be summarised as 
follows: adaptability and creativity, which are closely 
related to each other; the ability to solve problems; and 
the ability to self-manage and relate to others.

The humanities play a major role in the development 
of transversal skills. While these aspects are addressed 
in the chapter Citizens, focused on humanities, and in 
the chapter The digital-human future of this Report, it is 
important to note that many of the transversal skills that 
are, and will continue to be, in greatest demand in the 
job market are closely related to the humanities, and 
that one of the reasons for this lies in the phenomenon 
of automation; machines and robots will perform tasks 
previously carried out by humans, and humans will be 

forced to strengthen every aspect that differentiates 
them from these machines and robots. GUNi (2019) 
explains this phenomenon as follows:

“As is recognised in the report Work for a Brigh-
ter Future, published in 2019 by the International 
Labour Organization, [...] some of the skills that will 
be most in demand are related to the humanities, 
communication, relations and critical thinking. If 
we think that many activities will be automated, and 
very much so, in the immediate future, it is obvious 
that the resulting jobs will have to incorporate other 
skills and abilities, and these include those linked to 
and driven by study of the humanities.”

2.2 Technical skills

Both policymakers and international organisations and 
experts point to mismatches between the training and 
skills needs of the labour market and the supply of 
workers with these qualities (Taylor and Burquel, 2021). 
Given this reality, the SDGs themselves, specifically 
Target 4.4, stress the need to “substantially increase the 
number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, 
including technical and vocational skills, for employ-
ment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship”.

According to the World Economic Forum (2020), there 
has been “a clear acceleration in the adoption of new 
technologies [...] Cloud computing, big data and 
e-commerce remain high priorities [...]. However, there 
has also been a significant rise in interest in encryption, 
reflecting the new vulnerabilities of our digital age, and 
a significant increase in the number of firms expecting 
to adopt non-humanoid robots and artificial intelligen-
ce, with both technologies slowly becoming a mainstay 
of work across industries”. These new technologies are 
set to drive the future growth of the industry and give 
rise to new jobs and the need for new skills, explains the 
report by the World Economic Forum (2020).

The report also presents a list of “cross-cutting skills”, 
i.e. skills that are in demand across multiple emerging 
professions. They are as follows: product marketing; 
digital marketing; Software Development Life Cycle 
(SDLC); business management; advertising; human 
computer interaction; development tools; data storage 
technologies; computer networking; web development; 
management consulting; entrepreneurship; artifi-
cial intelligence; data science; retail sales; technical 
support; social media; graphic design; and information 
management. As is clear, most of these skills derive from 

3. See https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/
about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework 

https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
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different teaching methods (project-based learning, com-
munity- based learning, research-based learning, etc., 
possibly including real-life based, authentic assessment)” 
(EUA, 2021). In this regard, the dual training initiatives 
implemented in many countries represent a useful 
methodology that favours the hybridisation of academic 
knowledge and practical knowledge of the workplace.

In a global world, it is impossible to overlook the impor-
tance of international experience, even if this is not strictly 
speaking a technical skill. As indicated by Weimer (2018), 
“robust research has emerged supporting the assertion 
that a student’s employability is impacted by their inter-
national higher education engagement [...] It’s up to the 
institution to create rich opportunities and provide tools 
for students to reflect on and transform their international 
experience into desirable employability traits”.

Finally, it is important to update skills, but also to ensure 
that this is accessible for everyone. Woetzel et al. (2021) 
present the notion of the “three Es” – everyone, everything 
and everywhere – in relation to the case of China. Accor-
ding to Woetzel et al. (2021), China will play a key role in 
determining tomorrow’s global labour market, because 
“one-third of the global occupational transitions needed 
for the future of work may be in China”. In this context, 
the three Es refer to three aspects that are necessary for 
the transformation of this country and are, in fact, appli-
cable globally. “Everyone” refers to the need for the entire 
population to acquire the skills they need. “Everything” 
stresses the importance of addressing cognitive issues, 
such as critical thinking and decision-making; social and 
emotional issues, such as interpersonal skills and leader-
ship; and technical skills, such as advanced data analysis. 
Finally, “everywhere” refers to the need to make education 
and training ubiquitous and available to everyone throu-
ghout their lives.

2.3 Personal responsibility for learning

In addition to acquiring new skills, it is essential to 
empower students and make them responsible for their 
learning and, by extension, their career paths: “Addres-
sing employability skills does not only mean enabling 
graduates to find a job or create one. [...] It is about 
empowering students as self-reflective, lifelong learners, 
and ultimately developing their personal responsibility for 
their learning” (EUA, 2021). Taylor and Burquel (2021) also 
reflect this idea when they refer to the need to place stu-
dents at the centre of the educational process: 

the digital transformation and the implementation of new 
technologies currently taking place in the world of work; 
skills related to business management and marketing also 
feature prominently.

In this context, the concepts of skilling, reskilling, upski-
lling and micro-credentials have emerged. These relate 
to training that is closely linked to market demands, is 
short-lived and is generally delivered in virtual format. 
They also involve a modular approach to knowledge, since 
they focus on very specific learning intended for a specific 
task. As defined by Techonline.ca (2021), “Micro-creden-
tials are a key component of many government strategies 
for upskilling and reskilling. They are designed to help 
close the skills gap and get people back to work. They 
also reflect a trend toward on-demand, short-form lear-
ning that is focused on skills, competencies and specific 
capabilities – a shift away from long-form learning, such 
as degrees and diplomas”.

Although micro-credentials are partly defined by their 
links to both industry and the academic world, these 
links need to be concrete and efficient. According to 
Techonline.ca (2021), in the case of industry, it is impor-
tant to “link micro-credentials to the in-demand (or soon 
to be in-demand) skills and competencies employers are 
actually seeking” and, to ensure that this link is real and 
effective, the industry needs to be involved in the design 
of micro-credentials. Moreover, it is crucial to create 
mechanisms to assure employers that micro-credentials 
actually train employees in the skills for which they have 
been designed:

“The key is that employers agree that a specific micro-cre-
dential and its assessment provide a sufficient basis for 
employability.” With respect to links to the academic 
world, it is important to identify micro-credentials that can 
be scaled up to undergraduate or postgraduate degrees 
and that give rise to credits for these degrees.

Internships and work placements also represent effective 
tools to prepare individuals for entering the workplace, 
since they provide them with professional experience. 
As mentioned by EUA (2021), it is also essential that inter-
nships and work placements provide a good fit for both 
the employer and the academic programme: “[They] 
should be carefully designed within the curriculum, to 
meet both employers’ demands and academic require-
ments.” However, in the context of curricular activities, it is 
important to go beyond internships and work placements 
to offer “a mixture of curricular interventions, e.g. com-
binations of internship modules, practical courses and 
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Student-centred education implies that students 
are given the responsibility for their own learning 
process, setting their own goals and finding their 
own pathway to become independent thinkers, 
develop the confidence to learn by discovery 
(rather than simply to memorise information), 
acquire lifelong learning skills to deal with 21st 
century problems and compete in the local and 
global job market (Taylor and Burquel, 2021).

Meanwhile, Facer (2021) emphasises the importance 
of nurturing students’ ability to respect themselves and 
construct dignified work environments for everyone. 
According to the author, it is necessary to nurture “the 
capacity for students to respect themselves, identify what 
constitutes valuable work for themselves and their com-
munity and develop the personal and social capacities 
to organise collectively in order to create conditions in 
which they are able to conduct such work with dignity”. 
Within this framework, the importance of group and colla-
borative work comes to the fore, because “creating viable 
working opportunities can no longer be seen as the job 
of the individual in isolation, or the subject simply of indi-
vidual ‘careers’, but is also dependent on the collective 
capacity to negotiate fair wages, working conditions and 
employment rights”.

Both Facer (2021) and Taylor and Burquel (2021) also 
point to the social impact of learning by underscoring the 
skills, social capacities and valuable work individuals can 
bring to the community. By linking their educational and 
professional journey to civil society, students’ empower-
ment and personal responsibility transcend the private 
sphere. In this regard, new educational and social action 
methodologies have emerged, such as service-learning, 
an educational approach that combines community res-
ponsibility and learning to give meaning to the training 
process.

Empowerment in learning is important not only for stu-
dents, but also for leaders; students and leaders are, in 
fact, just different points on a continuum. To this end, 
Mikkelsen and Jarche (2015) explain that “we need leaders 
who promote learning and who master fast, relevant, and 
autonomous learning themselves. There is no other way 
to address the wicked problems facing us. If work is lear-
ning and learning is the work, then leadership should be 
all about enabling learning”.

Empowerment in learning is important not only for stu-
dents, but also for leaders; students and leaders are, in 
fact, just different points on a continuum. To this end, 

Mikkelsen and Jarche (2015) explain that “we need leaders 
who promote learning and who master fast, relevant, and 
autonomous learning themselves. There is no other way 
to address the wicked problems facing us. If work is lear-
ning and learning is the work, then leadership should be 
all about enabling learning”.

In this context, Harold Jarche, co-author of this article and 
a consultant on distributed work and networked learning, 
developed the so-called Personal Knowledge Mastery 
(PKM)(4), a lifelong learning strategy and a method for indi-
viduals to take control of their professional development 
through a continuous process of seeking, sensing-ma-
king and sharing. As Mikkelsen and Jarche (2015) explain, 
“seeking”  is about finding things out and keeping up to 
date with smart filters to sort out the valuable information; 
“sense-making”  is how we personalise information and 
use it; and “sharing” refers to exchanging resources, ideas 
and experiences with our networks, as well as collabora-
ting with our colleagues. With this method, “everyone in 
an organization can become part of a learning organism, 
listening at different frequencies, scanning the horizon, 
recognizing patterns and making better decisions on an 
informed basis”. In addition, a new position has emerged 
and is becoming increasingly present in organisations: 
the Chief Learning Officer (CLO), who is responsible for 
facilitating learning and is capable of leading and faci-
litating processes of change, digital transformation, 
learning and innovation in an uncertain environment 
(RRHHDigital, 2020).

3.  A paradigm 
shift in the way we 
understand learning

The far-reaching changes affecting the professional 
world, and society in general, have extended to the 
education system. This is becoming evident at a time 
when neuroscience is undergoing significant advan-
ces that are having a major impact on education. In 
short, neuroscience offers an insight into the way the 
brain functions “to better understand the interactions 
between biological processes and human learning” 
(UNESCO, 2015). As David Bueno explained in an inter-
view with Ferragut (2019), we used to see the long-term 
results according to the strategy used, whereas now we 
can see what is happening in the brain, which allows 

4. See https://jarche.com/pkm/

https://jarche.com/pkm/ 
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in-depth, albeit less extensive, knowledge, and prio-
ritising breadth over depth.” According to the author, 
in-depth knowledge is necessary because it is “durable, 
transferable, functional and productive”.

Along similar lines, there has also been a change in 
the way we understand and organise knowledge, and 
this has clear implications for learning and higher edu-
cation. Specifically, there has been a paradigm shift 
in the organisation of knowledge based on differen-
tiated disciplines, with a tendency for self-referential 
research and academia’s isolation from the professional 
world, the job market and students, towards interdis-
ciplinarity linked to the emergence of the knowledge 
economy (Tabulawa, 2017). Given the complexity of 
contemporary challenges that require comprehensive 
reasoning and a multidimensional perspective, inter-
disciplinarity eschews watertight compartments and 
links knowledge from different disciplines, thereby 
providing students, professionals and academics with 
tools for better knowledge integration and promoting 
scientific, technical, personal and professional deve-
lopment (Llano Arama et al., 2016). Thus, in the field 
of learning, interdisciplinarity is embodied in “the tea-
ching of the interrelationships between all phenomena 
in the universe, such that students do not learn in a pie-
cemeal way when being taught things that occur in an 
integrated manner in real life” (Llano Arama et al., 2016).

Memory, which already plays a key role in traditional 
education, also takes centre stage in this new para-
digm. According to the philosopher Gregorio Luri 
(quoted by Gilbert Martínez [2021]), “memory is not a 
punishment but a privilege that must be encouraged 
because it generates knowledge”. The more knowledge 
we have about a subject, the more easily we learn new 
things. According to Luri, memory is also about adding 
value to language; in fact, “academic failure today is 
often related to students’ linguistic poverty”. Costas 
(2021) also relates memory to language as: “Intelligen-
ce is built with language. Memory must be cultivated. 
Without it, how can language be enriched?”. Finally, in 
an interview with Zafra in 2021, César Coll, Emeritus Pro-
fessor of Evolutionary Psychology and Education at the 
University of Barcelona, exposes that a distinction must 
be made between explicit and procedural memory: 

Psychologists differentiate between explicit 
memory, which is when we learn something, 
understand it, relate it to things we already know 
and are able to use it, and procedural memory. 

us to understand more about how learning should be 
sequenced and how knowledge should be transmit-
ted. It should also be noted that proposals emerging 
from the field of neuroscience and related disciplines 
are linked in particular to so-called transversal skills 
(Section 2.1) and individuals’ responsibility for their lear-
ning process (Section 2.3).

In this context, one of the key aspects is the impor-
tance of putting students at the centre of the learning 
process. Students must tackle learning challenges 
on their own, which allows them to mobilise existing 
knowledge and generate new ideas; for example, 
teachers must give them time before intervening, toge-
ther with other practices that stress the importance of 
self-learning and empowering children to take control 
of their learning (Porlán, 2021; Cornella, 2021). However, 
putting students at the centre of learning and promo-
ting their autonomy is not about self-teaching, on the 
contrary, the people who accompany students in the 
learning process are crucial (Monereo, 2021). Autonomy 
is about being able to solve problems with the voices 
that support you.

Another important aspect, closely related to putting 
students at the centre, is the need to focus on the 
questions rather than the answers. Knowledge cannot 
be “given”; rather, students must be supported as 
they build it (Porlán, 2021). Monereo (2021) points 
out that those who are able to ask good questions 
develop better, while Tokuhama (2021), suggests that 
students should be assessed based on the quality of 
their questions. In any case, it must be emphasised the 
importance of placing students in the learning context, 
since knowledge provides the answer to problems, pro-
jects, cases, challenges, dilemmas, etc (Porlán, 2021). It 
is therefore necessary to place students in the context 
that gives meaning to the question, the problem and 
the knowledge.

Another matter of ongoing debate relates to the depth 
of learning. According to GUNi (2019), “if education [...] 
focuses only on the zoom without a wide angle view, it 
is no longer education and instead becomes schooling, 
programming or indoctrination”; it is therefore neces-
sary “to maintain and enhance this ‘wide-angle’ lens, 
but without neglecting the opportunity to ‘zoom in’ 
on any required specialisation in any particular field of 
study”. In this sense, Gilbert Martínez (2021) also argues 
the importance of in-depth knowledge: “We need to 
decide between spending class time on developing 
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School teaching has long been based on the 
need to acquire as much knowledge as possible 
in a mechanical way. But that doesn’t work. Some 
things have to be learned through repetition, but 
the vast majority are related to how things work, 
the world and society.

Within these new learning frameworks, assessment 
methods must change. As Carles Monereo explains, 
students learn according to the assessment model; we 
teach what we have to assess. Assessment influences 
learning and teaching; therefore, new learning models 
call for new assessment models. Assessment must be a 
training resource first and foremost; it must feed back 
into learning, as explained by Rafael Porlán. Moreover, 
students must be involved in the assessment process. 
As Monereo explains, “It is becoming increasingly 
important for students to participate in rubrics and 
engage in assessments. We need to make them part-
ners in the assessment and teaching process”, because 
“assessment helps us improve and prosper”.

4.  Stretching across 
space and time: lifewide 
and lifelong learning

Gorbis (2013) proposes a fluid, ubiquitous and rich lear-
ning model that occupies every single area of society 
and our lives:

We are moving away from the model in which lear-
ning is organized around stable, usually hierarchical 
institutions (schools, colleges, universities) that, for 
better and worse, have served as the main gateways 
to education and social mobility. Replacing that 
model is a new system in which learning is best 
conceived of as a flow, where learning resources 
are not scarce but widely available, opportunities 
for learning are abundant, and learners increasin-
gly have the ability to autonomously dip into and 
out of continuous learning flows (Gorbis, 2013).

Many concepts have proliferated based on the idea of   
lifewide learning: learning ecologies and ecosystems, 
which refer to learning involving the whole ecosystem; 
community schools and learning, which encompass 
the same idea but focus on the community; education 
and expanded learning, which refer to broader lear-
ning; and informal, unconscious, invisible and silent 

learning, which involves all learning that occurs outside 
the formal system and conscious action. Likewise, 
after-school and summer learning activities are being 
given ever-greater prominence, as they are regarded as 
crucial to educational success.

As explained by EUA (2021), “in addition to the class-
room, [...] skills acquisition and training also takes 
place through informal or non-formal learning, outside 
the classroom, or in a mixture of co-curricular and 
extra -curricular situations. This poses the question of 
recognition for learning that takes place outside the 
curriculum and is not credited as part of it”. In addition, 
one of the future scenarios presented by OECD (2021) 
involves “extended school housing multiple activities 
(like many college campuses today) other than those 
purely academic”. Gorbis (2013) takes an open, holis-
tic viewpoint and suggests that “instead of worrying 
about how to distribute scarce educational resources, 
the challenge we need to start grappling with in the 
era of socialstructed learning is how to attract people 
to dip into the rapidly growing flow of learning resour-
ces and how to do this equitably, in order to create 
more opportunities for a better life for more people”. 
Some initiatives in this spirit are the National League of 
Cities’ Education and Expanded Learning and the Bofill 
Foundation’s Aliança Educació 360°. Finally, the Magna 
Charta Universitatum (MCU) (2020) establishes a large 
network of higher education institutions and links them 
to the host community:

[Higher education institutions] are part of global, 
collegial networks of scientific enquiry and scholar-
ship, building on shared bodies of knowledge and 
contributing to their further development. They 
also are embedded in local cultures and crucially 
relevant to their future and enrichment. While they 
are immersed in and connected with global develo-
pments, they engage fully with and assume leading 
roles in local communities and ecosystems (MCU, 
2020).

The idea of   lifewide learning goes hand in hand with 
another recurring concept that is widely sought after in 
higher education: lifelong learning. These days, having 
a university degree is not a guarantee of a job, much 
less a stable job for life. Learning does not end with a 
degree, and it is this idea that underpins the concept 
of lifelong learning. As pointed out by EUA (2021), 
“While a university degree is needed and appreciated 
by employers, that degree education may no longer 
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often [...], there is a tetchiness about associating uni-
versity education with the world of work”. Referring to 
this tension, Fitó (2020) argues that the two viewpoints 
are perfectly compatible and that under no circumstan-
ces does “seeking to combine both aspects equate to 
exploiting or trivialising higher education”.

This tension could be partly due to the fact that a dis-
tinction is not always made between two types of higher 
education institution: one that provides training aimed 
more at professional development and does not offer 
doctoral programmes, and the other that puts more 
emphasis on research and offers programmes at all 
levels, from undergraduate to doctoral degrees (Gene-
ralitat de Catalunya, 2020). As Bert Van der Zwaan, 
former chairman of the League of European Research 
Universities, explained to Myklebust and Smidt (2021), 
“the incentives for research universities to change 
their curricula in that direction are simply not enough; 
they are funded for, and thus focused on, fundamental 
research and are too far from the labour market to react 
adequately. […] applied universities and polytechnics, 
higher education institutions with vocational missions, 
are best placed to take the lead here. If they are suc-
cessful, research universities will eventually follow”.

Another cause of this tension, according to EUA (2021), 
is that in some disciplines, in addition to the inherent 
academic conservatism, “it may be more difficult to 
address employability and to have it reflected in lear-
ning outcomes”. One solution to this problem would 
be to establish different definitions of employability, 
depending on the discipline:

While a university-level definition of “employabi-
lity” is needed, faculties or departments may find 
it useful to also develop their own, complemen-
tary, field-specific definition. This definition could 
be jointly elaborated with relevant stakeholders in 
their field (employers, representatives from pro-
fessional organisations, etc.). Such a collaborative 
approach would also help to identify field-specific 
skills required for the curriculum (EUA, 2021).

Another source of tension arising from the link between 
higher education institutions and the world of work 
is the dichotomy between developing professionals 
and citizens with a long-term view and meeting the 
immediate needs of the labour market: “The concept 
of employability can be development-focused, but can 
also be seen as geared towards the immediate needs 

be sufficient to ensure employability throughout one’s 
lifetime”. UNESCO (2015), meanwhile, stresses that 
“lifelong learning is critically important to coping with 
new employment patterns and achieving the levels 
and types of competencies required by individuals 
and societies”. Fitó (2020) also refers to this concept: 
“In this new scenario, the limited life span of educa-
tion no longer makes sense; the current challenge for 
universities is to promote people’s empowerment and 
their ability to adapt to permanent change.” In this 
context, lifelong learning must become a right. As Roca 
(2021) puts it, “It is no longer enough to say that life-
long learning must be a functional necessity; rather, 
it must be an inalienable right of everyone: the right 
to lifelong learning”.

Moreover, several authors stress the importance of 
establishing ties throughout the learning process, from 
childhood to adulthood. In this regard, the MCU (2020) 
portrays higher education institutions as part of a conti-
nuum: “Education is a human right, a public good, and 
should be available to all. Universities recognise that 
learning is a lifelong activity with tertiary education as 
one part of a continuum. Within that one part, univer-
sities serve diverse learners at all stages of their lives.” 

5. The role of HEIs: 
reducing tension 
and becoming part 
of the ecosystem

It is essential to establish “a series of transformations 
that will turn the training-based vocation of higher 
education into a clear employability-based approach”, 
says Fitó (2020). It should be noted, however, that this 
vital link between higher education institutions and 
the professional world creates two types of tension: 
firstly, with the academic character that has defined 
universities over the centuries and, secondly, with 
the need to turn students into critical, free citizens as 
well as professionals.

EUA (2021) focuses on employability to explain that 
“academic staff and students may be concerned not 
to dilute the sense of academic activities connec-
ted to their subject fields”. Similarly, in quoting Ellen 
Hazelkorn, joint editor of Policy Reviews in Higher 
Education, Myklebust and Smidt (2021) state that “too 
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of the labour market” (EUA, 2021). Focusing on meeting 
the needs of the market can tether the work of univer-
sities to the flow of the market and shift it away from 
its primary mission of training tomorrow’s citizens. In 
this regard, however, EUA (2021) points out that “emplo-
yability does not necessarily mean being employed by 
a company or industry in a defined field of work: it is 
broader as a concept, and also covers social activities, 
such as engaging with local communities”. In line with 
this idea, EUA (2021) concludes that there should be no 
conflict between these two views and that it is impor-
tant to find a way to unify them.

This tension disappears naturally if universities are 
incorporated into the ecosystem, into the community, 
where everyone works towards the same goals: pro-
gress, growth, sustainability and equality. Based on 
the ideas of Albert Cañigueral, Argemí (2020) explains 
it thus: “The future [...] must be built on everyone’s con-
tributions from their own spheres of power. If not, it will 
be built without us and, even worse, against us. In the 
future, if we do our best, the focus will be on commu-
nities and not on individuals, on collaboration and not 
on competition; a place where synergies will be combi-
ned and resources harnessed.” This idea ties in with the 
triple helix model, which seeks to coordinate academia, 
industry and government and which later evolved into 
the so-called quadruple helix, which also included civil 
society and the media, and the quintuple helix, which 
incorporated the environment (see the chapter Knowle-
dge on research and innovation). All these actors must 
work together within the framework of the ecosystem.

Fitó (2020) also proposes a very clear approach in this 
regard; an approach in which the university is part of a 
network where exchanges between university and com-
munity and, within the latter, the workplace, are constant 
and fluid: “The focus on new employability requires a 
more permeable university that maintains constant 
dialogue with the other inhabitants of the ecosystem 
and opens classrooms to professionals with a teaching 
profile or moves learning out of the classroom.”

Consensus on the role of the university in fostering 
social progress through employment was laid bare 
in the Bologna declaration more than 20 years ago. 
Employability today has become more complex, unsta-
ble and uncertain, which makes it necessary to identify 
fresh perspectives, including the systemic perspective: 
“Universities must reposition their own role within an 
ecosystem of knowledge production and dissemination 

whose dynamics are increasingly complex, where this 
knowledge is shared through multi-stakeholder hierar-
chical structures, in the form of a network” (Fitó, 2020). 
The author also stresses that “this transition to an ecosys-
tem-based vision in which universities no longer have a 
monopoly on generating and transmitting knowledge, 
but instead play a privileged role in which they connect 
and catalyse the various expressions of that knowledge, 
can and should be used to generate employability”.

Dual training, which is well established in countries 
such as Germany and France, is one of the formulas that 
seek to move in this direction. The principles of dual 
training are clear, says Vilalta (2021):

To recognise a single period of training, designed 
and built jointly by the university and company 
(and delivered in both an academic and a profes-
sional training setting); conducted in a coherent, 
structured and organised way between the univer-
sity and the company or institution; guidance and 
dual tutoring (an academic tutor and a professional 
tutor from the company); an employment contract 
for the training (specific for dual training as an 
apprentice); and formal recognition that sets out all 
professional qualifications, and not just technical 
skills, and an explicit mention in the official degree 
certificate (Vilalta, 2021).

These approaches call for internal coordination 
between higher education institutions, in addition to 
coordination with the rest of the ecosystem: “To make 
employability a horizontal matter across the institution, 
a fine-tuned coordination and continuum is needed 
between and within study programmes, academic 
faculties and departments, and different support units 
(the university’s career development office, units in 
charge of work placements, quality assurance units, 
etc.)” (EUA, 2021).
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capacity for innovation and, thus, for destruction, and 
the obliteration of the ethical rules that made it possible 
to set limits on these capabilities(1). 

As explained by philosopher Adela Cortina, a professor 
of ethics at the University of Valencia, “With a universa-
list ethical attitude [...] the cut-off for decision-making 
is the universal good, even if it needs to be built from 
a local level and, even more urgently, from the bottom 
up, by educating the younger generations in a global 
ethic” (included in De Paz Abril [2007]). Higher edu-
cation institutions are also being called upon to adopt 
a key role in building this new paradigm, and the way 
forward also involves giving voice to the humanities. 
The humanities have enormous potential in this regard 
(Section 5), because they offer a more in-depth unders-
tanding of the environment, others and ourselves. 

While the definition of this field is complex, debatable 
and widely discussed, we can say that “the humanities 
are made up of a heterogeneous set of knowledge that is 
combined in order to study and reflect on the human con-
dition in social, cultural and artistic terms” (GUNi, 2019). 
The humanities are not about old and outdated knowle-
dge; rather, they help us interpret the past, address the 
present and plan for the future through reflection that 
is intrinsically linked to humanness (Vilalta, 2020). The 
definition of the humanities includes “philosophy, lan-
guage, literature, history, human geography, cultural 
anthropology, law, politics, religion and all forms of the 
arts (visual, musical and performing)”, among other dis-
ciplines (GUNi, 2019). However, the humanities cannot 
be segregated into watertight disciplinary compart-
ments or addressed in isolation; instead, they must be 
understood from a dynamic perspective and as part of 
a systemic relationship with science, technology and 
other fields within the framework of so-called knowle-
dge ecosystems.

In light of all this, the following proposal recommends 
that higher education take on the challenge of shaping 
future citizens in the following three areas: interacting 
with the environment in a coherent and sustainable 
manner (Section 2); building constructive relationships 
with other members of the community (Section 3); and 
living a full life (Section 4).

1. Redefining the 
human experience: the 
pathway to change

The race to have more, earn more, achieve success and 
be the best has shifted the focus from the individual as 
part of a group towards competition between members 
of the group. We accumulate things instead of sharing 
them and we compete against each other instead of 
cooperating, all based on the belief that our resources 
are unlimited.

The world we inhabit is facing vast imbalances and 
profound changes: the climate emergency is calling 
the production system into question; political crises 
are emerging everywhere, sometimes giving rise to 
authoritarian governments and diverse wars; the Covid-
19 health crisis has taken precedence over everything 
and everything else has been put on hold, thus casting 
doubt on many of the models used to govern coun-
tries and the relationships between them; advances 
in science and technology are making it imperative 
to carry out joint reflections on the impact of the new 
paradigms that are emerging; we are advancing an 
ever-increasing rate, but the signs of a sick society are 
everywhere. These changes, which are caused partly by 
individualistic zeal and excessive accumulation, require 
that the human experience be redefined and a new rela-
tionship between humankind and the environment be 
created. As GUNi explains (2019): 

These [societal] changes are presenting trans-
cendental challenges in terms of thinking and 
rethinking the meaning and value of human expe-
rience, and even of what it means to be human, 
as individuals and in relation to other people and 
with nature, now and in the future, and so we need 
to reflect critically and rationally, including from 
human emotionality (GUNi, 2019). 

Against this backdrop, people are sounding the alarm 
about the risks of abandoning cooperation in favour of 
competition, since it has destroyed the ethical structu-
re that humanity has been building for millennia. The 
concept of freedom has been used as an excuse to 
break all boundaries and lift the barriers of individual 
desire to prioritise the law of the jungle. In this context, 
the reconstruction of a universal ethic is absolutely cri-
tical, even more so when one considers the dangerous 
contradiction that exists between humanity’s increasing 

1. This excerpt has been adapted from an unpublished text by Marina 
Subirats, a sociologist, public official and Catalan politician.

https://jarche.com/pkm/ 
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the idea that our species as well as our planet are 
not ‘lonely’ but are always already in a deep inter-
change. This implies that every form of politics 
must take into account this mutual belonging, this 
multiplicity, as well as the gaps of injustice among 
different species, or among members of the same 
species: ours.

The concepts of the environmental humanities are also 
addressed by UNESCO (2020), which makes specific 
proposals for education in the post-COVID era. The 
health crisis is “the latest in a series of developments 
which show us that our humanism cannot be as narrow 
as it once was. We cannot separate humanity from the 
rest of the planet and this must be born in mind as we 
work to shape desirable alternative futures”.

2.2 A complex and uncertain world

If there is one adjective that keeps cropping up when 
defining the phenomena and contexts in which we are 
immersed, it is “complex”; there is talk of the complex 
reality, complex social challenges, complex profes-
sions, and so on. “Uncertain” is another word that is 
repeatedly used to define today’s world. The world 
is uncertain, but we try to comprehend it, to grasp 
it: “Long before the pandemic hit, we lived our lives 
worried about safety and obsessed with avoiding all 
risks, which made us slaves to prevention. We clung 
to the certainties and dogmas that thwart any peace-
ful quest for the truth” (Jolonch, 2021). Modern living 
requires that we embrace a multifaceted, changing 
reality, and higher education institutions must provide 
the tools needed to inhabit it and, even more impor-
tantly, to grow through it.

Complexity, for example, requires a transversal approach 
in which the boundaries between disciplines are blurred 
and the humanities play a key role. At the third Internatio-
nal Congress of Neuroeducation, Marina Garcés (2021) 
spoke about uncertainty and stressed that educational 
institutions must guide students on their journey to knowle-
dge and wisdom, but also in their uncertainty and lack of 
knowledge; she also called upon teachers and students to 
learn to get lost together and to be unafraid to do so. 

One of the most widely discussed subjects is how to deal 
with complexity and uncertainty in the workplace (see the 
chapter The future of work), and higher education must 
ensure that the employees of the future have the skills that 
are needed, such as knowledge of the context (society, 

2.  Learning to integrate 
into the environment

Redefining the human experience must involve esta-
blishing a sustainable relationship in harmony with the 
environment. The environment is the planet we inhabit. 
When we imagine a possible future, we cannot sepa-
rate humans from the rest of the planet; rather, we 
must understand humanity as part of a larger system, 
the biosphere (Section 2.1). The environment is also the 
series of contexts in which our lives are immersed: the 
workplace, community, etc. These contexts are fluid 
and complex and, in this fast-moving reality, force us 
to learn to live with uncertainty (Section 2.2). Through 
observation, analysis and experience, the humanities 
help us learn about and understand this environment 
and, therefore, provide us with the tools we need to 
develop within it.

2.1 Humanity as part of the biosphere

The report Learning: The Treasure Within, also known 
as the Delors Report (Delors et al., 1996), proposes that 
learning be based on four pillars: learning to know, 
learning to be, learning to live together and learning to 
do. According to UNESCO (2015), these pillars require 
modification due to growing concerns about sustaina-
bility: “Learning to live together, for example, must go 
beyond the social and cultural dimensions of human 
interaction to include a concern for the relationship of 
human society with the natural environment.” 

At the same time, new schools of humanist thought 
have emerged, some of which have been classified 
as the environmental humanities, which focus on the 
relationship between humankind and nature for the 
sake of sustainable development. The environmental 
humanities are characterised by a “connectivity ontolo-
gy based on the need to integrate human development 
into ecosystems. Or, put another way, to adopt ecolo-
gical, economic and social sustainability as a paradigm 
for development” (GUNi, 2019). As Serenella Iovino, a 
professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, explained at the European Humanities Conference 
held in Lisbon in May 2021:

The environmental humanities are animated by the 
ambition of intervening in the understanding as well 
as in the ethical reframing of inhabiting the world. 
[...] The environmental humanities are animated by 
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Service and hospitality are essential for the construc-
tion of this network, and must be entrenched in all 
higher education bodies, processes and programmes 
and, above all, in the classroom. Marina Garcés (2021) 
defends the need to make education into the art of hos-
pitality and to accommodate others’ existence in the 
learning process, along with everything that defines 
and characterises this. We must learn to accommodate  
and serve others, and we must put the perception of 
universities and the people who form them at the fore-
front, as a service to society.

Furthermore, it is important not only to understand 
coexistence in terms of the immediate environment, 
but also to recognise this sense of coexistence on a 
global level, while eschewing centralist and neocolo-
nialist perspectives. This is one of the ideas explored by 
Nussbaum (2018), who focuses on the need not only to 
recognise a global, diverse and plural citizenship, but 
also to take responsibility for it:

Citizens who cultivate their humanity need, further, 
an ability to see themselves as not simply citizens 
of some local region or group but also, and above 
all, as human beings bound to all other human 
beings by ties of recognition and concern. [...] We 
neglect needs and capacities that link us to fellow 
citizens who live at a distance, or who look different 
from ourselves. This means that we are unaware of 
many prospects of communication and fellowship 
with them, and also of responsibilities we may have 
to them (Nussbaum, 2018). 

The humanities are important allies to bring about 
these bonds; to create networks for enrichment and 
commitment to others; to build a diverse, global 
community that rejects centralist perspectives; and, 
ultimately, to focus on the development of the citizens 
of the future.

3.2 Coexistence, difference and diversity

Living together involves surrounding ourselves with 
different ways of thinking and acting. If we broaden our 
field of vision and look at the world as a whole, these 
differences expand and multiply. Democratic societies 
must be able to accommodate this diversity, accept 
these differences and incorporate conflicting ideas pea-
cefully. However, in a highly polarised world fuelled by 
the phenomenon of fake news, this is becoming increa-
singly rare. As UNESCO (2020) warns, “The spread of 

environment), critical and analytical thinking, interdiscipli-
narity, creativity and communication.

3. Learning to build 
as a community 

We are not simply beings who have been dropped on a 
planet that we can dispose of indiscriminately; we are 
part of an ecosystem and we need to relearn how to 
live in balance. Likewise, we are not individuals who are 
independent from each other and have merely found 
ourselves in a particular place and time; we are social 
beings who live in a community where we create syner-
gies that are crucial for evolution.

With this in mind, we must shy away from realities such 
as that described by Lozano (2021): “We live side by side, 
but we do not live together or communally, with con-
nections that vary from person to person in the same 
institution (or in the same workplace). ”On the contrary, 
we must live together. We must serve, help, welcome 
and accommodate each other. Likewise, against this 
backdrop of global and diverse coexistence, we need 
to be open to different ways of understanding the 
world and life, and we need to learn to accept differen-
ces and disagreements, since this is an essential part 
of living in a democracy.

3.1 A commitment to service and hospitality 
in a global world

We live in society and interact with each other in a 
network. This network, however, is not always synon-
ymous with cooperation for the common good. In a 
world ruled by a global market that views individuals as 
tools for profit and is governed by the race to individual 
success, the network is often woven in line with criteria 
that have little regard for the bonds of coexistence. As 
indicated by Nussbaum (2018):

If our institutions of higher education do not build 
a richer network of human connections it is likely 
that our dealings with one another will be mediated 
by the defective norms of market exchange. A rich 
network of human connections, however, will not 
arise magically out of our good intentions: we need 
to think about how our educational institutions 
contribute to that goal (Nussbaum, 2018).
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misinformation and fake news [...] is now proving fatal 
for social life and human understanding, but is also 
literally destroying lives”. The rise in fake news is parti-
cularly evident in social media, where bubbles inhabited 
by people who share the same ideas are created; these 
ideas are then fuelled in these spaces and give rise to 
even greater polarisation.

Lies, which are presented in high-impact, emotionally 
charged publications, catch us out because they allow 
us to cling to a single, clear and unwavering stance 
and give us a (false) sense of security. Accepting other 
views and nuances and being open to change and 
evolution is more uncomfortable and makes us feel 
insecure. Jolonch (2021) states that lies for the sake of 
false reassurance must be eradicated: “This is the cha-
llenge scientifically, ethically and politically: to tirelessly 
seek out the truth. Moreover, in a world of uncertainty, 
it is necessary to demand the truth in times of propa-
ganda.” A parallel idea is presented in The Economist, in 
an article that takes inspiration from Erasmus to defend 
the moderate path against extremist positions: “The 
16th-century humanist should give hope to those who 
resist competing bigotries. Erasmus shows that mode-
rates are right to warn about the awful consequences 
of extremism and intolerance” (The Economist, 2020).

All of this also involves adopting a critical view of one’s 
own ideas and one’s cultural and family beliefs. Kant 
taught us that a critical attitude can only be held by 
one who has awoken from a “dogmatic slumber” and 
matured, and who has the capacity for judgement and 
complete autonomy. Critical thinking could be encap-
sulated in these characteristics, which were highlighted 
by a more recent philosopher and educationalist, John 
Dewey. First, critical thinking is based predominantly on 
criteria much more than data, hence the word “critical”; 
in other words, it is more important to interpret than 
accumulate, to understand than assimilate, to know 
than simply inform. Second, critical thinking is based 
on the principle that everything human is processual, 
has a “history” and can therefore be understood and 
interpreted only if viewed in the context of its evolu-
tion. Third, in addition to being processual, everything 
human is essentially contextual; in other words, it can 
be understood only if elements of the context in which 
it exists and interacts are included in the analysis. 
Finally, critical thinking is self-correcting; that is, the 
thinker assesses whether it is working as it should and 
is willing to amend it at the slightest suspicion that it is 
coming up short.

Arne Jarrick (GUNi, 2019) addresses the importan-
ce of critical thinking in the field of higher education 
in the following terms: “Students ought to be trained 
to take independent views, but also to respect other’s 
independent views and needs for self-esteem. But 
to avoid instilling an overly stubborn attitude among 
students, they should also be trained in self-distan-
ce and suspicion of their own truth-holdings.” This 
critical view of one’s own ideas is vital to embracing 
a common truth, which will be subtle, full of nuance 
and constantly transforming.

A critical attitude must be accompanied by a broad, 
inclusive view of the different ways of seeing the world. 
Plenty of voices have addressed this issue from a range 
of perspectives. GUNi (2019) emphasises the impor-
tance of incorporating “the different views of what 
we mean by ‘human’ and the environment in which 
life is developed”. It also makes a point about equality 
and diversity, which should never be at odds with one 
another: “There is also a need for the humanities to 
analyse the very concept of ‘equality’, to prevent it from 
becoming contradictory to our commitment to diver-
sity and reciprocity between cultures and ways of life.” 
According to UNESCO (2015), meanwhile, “The right to 
quality education is the right to meaningful and relevant 
learning”. If there are different ways of understanding 
life, there must be different ways of establishing what 
must be learned: “This implies hearing the silent voices 
of those who have not yet been heard.”

The manifesto Knowledge, Action and Hope, which 
was presented in 2021 by the UNESCO Chair in Com-
munity Based Research and Social Responsibility in 
Higher Education, warned about the “loss of our global 
treasury of intangible cultural heritage of Indige-
nous languages, stories, songs and ways of knowing” 
and expressed the need for the “decolonization of 
higher education academic programming through an 
explicit recognition of multiple epistemologies and 
multiple forms of representing knowledge”. Finally, 
UNESCO-IESALC (2021) proposes ways to achieve rele-
vant learning in each context:

The acknowledgement of multiple forms of knowle-
dge and greater use of non-English languages 
can support this ambition. Contextually relevant 
knowledges will also help in settings where there 
are disconnects between what students learn from 
books and articles and the real challenges they face 
in their communities and societies. [...] Greater con-
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“[developing] abilities that are exclusive to the human 
condition” (Federico Mayor Zaragoza in GUNi, 2019), 
“the development of the whole person not just aca-
demic skills” (UNESCO, 2020). This idea gathers even 
more momentum in discussions on the rise of artificial 
intelligence; in the words of Cornella, “in a world with 
intelligent machines, our best option is to be human.” 
This appeal to cultivate what makes us human places 
individuals (Section 4.1) and their emotions (Section 
4.2) at the centre of the educational process.

4.1 Focus on the individual

Today’s higher education institutions face a wide range 
of challenges, including disengaged students (Rouhiai-
nen, 2019). Many students skimmed over content and 
activities in the classroom. The main goal of their pre-
sence in the classroom is to pass a subject or earn a 
degree. They approach their training from a professio-
nal point of view – which is no bad thing – but they are 
disconnected from anything deeper, what might called 
their purpose in life or their vocation.

Our vocation is the intersection between our calling, 
understood as our true passion, and service to society: 
“Education should encourage us to explore our purpose 
in life, and should not assume that we have arrived at 
university with a clear vision and that we simply need 
to be taught how to achieve it” (Lozano, 2020). Several 
authors have highlighted the need to explore this 
calling and fulfil it. According to UNESCO (2020), “It is 
important to develop a strong base of knowledge about 
one’s self and about the world – twinned objectives that 
allow each of us to find purpose and be better able to 
participate in social and political life”. In an article that 
focuses on historically black colleges and universities 
(HBCUs), Reinert Mason (2021) explains that the culture 
of service that is prevalent in many HBCUs “helps stu-
dents look outside of themselves to find their passion 
and their purpose”.

It is important to stress that our understanding of 
purpose and vocation is broad and can include inte-
rests that vary greatly in terms of nature and intensity. 
However, sometimes it might be more appropriate to 
refer to vocations, in the plural. Far from being res-
tricted to people with a very clear, one-way mission in 
life, these concepts must be within everyone’s reach, 
because everyone has passions that push them in one 
direction or another.

textual relevance would also stem from research 
being able to move away from the current pattern 
whereby scientific communities and networks are 
dominated by a small number of HEIs that have his-
torically had the power to define scientific norms 
and influence the types of research that are con-
ducted (UNESCO-IESALC, 2021).

To recognise multiple epistemologies and expressions 
of knowledge and, even before that, to allow these 
epistemologies to be formulated and disseminated, it 
is essential to acknowledge linguistic diversity and the 
richness of languages as the content of, and contingent 
upon, knowledge and cultural heritage. In the fra-
mework of the Information for All programme, UNESCO 
(2021) states:

Languages are unique tools that enable people to 
comprehend and describe the world, communica-
te and transmit knowledge; they are repositories 
of historical and social experience of nations, and 
act as socialization factors and means of human 
self-identification. However, almost half of the 
world’s languages are facing the risk of extinction, 
while still more languages are facing the risk of 
losing their role in many fields UNESCO (2021).

Within the field of education, languages and linguistic 
diversity lie at the heart of the debate on the quality 
of learning, personal development and knowledge 
creation. “Research shows that mother tongue-based 
bilingual or multilingual education has a positive impact 
on learning and learning outcomes” (UNESCO, 2014). 
Therefore, enabling meaningful and relevant learning 
implies protecting every language and giving it recog-
nition as a vehicular language in education. At the 
same time, endangered or minority group languages 
are being preserved and promoted through multilin-
gual education, thereby safeguarding cultural richness 
and the world’s linguistic and cultural diversity.

4. Learning to explore 
the individual

One idea that surfaces repeatedly in discussions about 
the future of education is the importance of cultiva-
ting the traits that make us human: “Being uniquely 
human” (Alfons Cornella, third International Congress 
of Neuroeducation); “learning how to be a human being 
capable of love and imagination” (Nussbaum, 2018), 
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Students who are disconnected from the training 
process are the product of a profound disconnect 
between education and these vocations. It is essential 
to rebuild these links so that any changes to be made 
for society start with the individuals who form part of 
it. Seen from another point of view, it is vital to con-
sider the group and the environment in this search 
for individuality and genuineness to escape the all-
too-common tendency to play individual rights off 
against collective rights. 

4.2 The role of emotions

It is now commonly accepted that we can only learn 
if our emotions allow it. However, western culture has 
traditionally underestimated emotions as a source 
of knowledge and considered them inferior, far less 
important than ideas and abstract reasoning (Subirats, 
2021). Some authors point to the need to avoid resor-
ting to overly cognitivist and rational models and to 
approach feelings in a more genuine way: “Ever since 
we started talking about emotional intelligence and 
then later about emotional education, [...] emotional 
education has been applied on the basis of reason, 
whereas neuroscience has contributed significantly 
and tells us that emotions are felt. We don’t think, we 
feel” (Timoneda, 2021).

Art, painting, literature, music, theatre, film, photogra-
phy, sculpture, etc., play a central role when focusing 
on emotions. Riestra Puga (2020) explains that artistic 
and creative processes represent a transversal edu-
cational tool that opens doors, not only to connect 
with emotions, but also to focus on other skills such 
as observation, reflection, imagination and the search 
for solutions: “Creation connects us with ourselves 
and others in an experience that brings emotion and 
learning together. And that’s exactly what education 
needs, more emotion, which is definitely the best 
stimulus to learning.”

If students learn from emotion, they can acquire the 
tools they need to structure not only their knowledge, 
but also their life balance, and they enjoy themselves 
in the process: “Education based on emotions seeks 
wisdom linked to enjoying life to the fullest, in con-
junction with the enjoyment that is achieved with the 
acquisition of learning” (De Alonso Paz, 2021). Indeed, 
the pursuit of this well-being is one of the priorities, 
along with human interaction, set out by UNESCO 
(2020) for the future of education. 

5. The humanities today
Humanities, “made up of a heterogeneous set of 
knowledge” and disciplines (GUNi, 2019), provides us 
with tools to observe, analyse and interpret the context 
around us; it encourages us to explore ourselves 
through art, creation and emotions; and it enables us 
to communicate, collaborate and create networks for 
coexistence. Because the humanities are not always 
directly linked to productivity and the goals of a market 
that governs us, however, the field has been overlooked 
by higher education and education in general. Martha 
Nussbaum calls this phenomenon whereby the humani-
ties and arts are disappearing “from both the curriculum 
and the hearts and minds of parents and children” a 
silent crisis of education and warns that “this passion 
for profit in the global market means that we run the 
risk of losing precious values   for the future of demo-
cracy” (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 16). However, she points out 
that both economic interests and the promotion of 
citizenship require the same skills, which are rooted in 
the humanities, so it is necessary to connect knowle-
dge and forms of education “to promote a climate of 
responsible and attentive management and a culture 
of creative innovation” (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 26).

In reference to the report Change and Cohesion Towards 
2030: Humanistic Initiatives from the Danish Associa-
tion of Masters and PhDs, Myklebust (2021) stresses the 
importance of including humanities scholars in discus-
sions on seven thematic areas: future climate solutions; 
culture and unity towards the grand challenges; satis-
faction and technology in higher education; democratic 
values and digitalisation; family welfare and gender 
equality; better health communication and greater 
equality; and active intervention against religious pola-
risation. In addition, echoing the words of David Budtz 
Pedersen, Myklebust (2021) says, “Now is the time to 
convince policy-makers that the humanities are making 
important contributions to society, democracy and poli-
cy-making across complex challenges such as health, 
climate, security, education, digitalisation and demo-
cracy” and adds that “most public decision-makers 
are indoctrinated with a blind belief that the economy 
and the market are the most suitable tools for making 
prognoses for rational behaviour. But the truth is that 
democracy is a much stronger mechanism for creating 
sustainable and responsible changes”.
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explains, “Right now, the strongest philosophical, aes-
thetic, technological and other schools of thought 
have made a stand either for or against humanism. 
Hence the debates on trans-humanism, post-huma-
nism, anti-humanism”. In the same Higher Education 
in the World Report, Prieto and Prats (2019) state that 
there is a link between knowledge and the patriarchy, 
as the foundations of humanist notions emerged within 
the patriarchal framework. Therefore, the mainstream 
sciences, humanities and knowledge were defined 
from a male perspective.

However, “feminism and gender studies have now for 
decades been producing and contributing essential 
work for repairing the damage caused by humanistic 
patriarchy” (GUNi, 2019). This transformation process 
transcends debates concerning how many hours 
should be devoted to these subjects and the specific 
contexts in which they should be taught. It also trans-
cends methodological discussions. The shift towards 
depatriarchalised knowledge, free from established 
patterns of power and hierarchy, requires a thorough 
reassessment and a shift in attitude towards the epis-
temological paradigm of science, humanities and, by 
extension, education (Prieto & Prats, 2019). 

If one issue is clear in discussions revolving around the 
role that the humanities must play today, it is the need 
to incorporate these disciplines into the framework 
of transdisciplinary projects and programmes. In 
fact, European policies have further strengthened the 
commitment to interdisciplinarity and the social scien-
ces and humanities. The reality is complex and there 
are no boundaries between disciplines. Addressing 
modern-day problems can only be done by humanities 
in dialogue with science and technology: “Specialistic 
studies can be a useful strategy to improve employa-
bility. However, in order to respond to complex social 
challenges and prepare students for complex profes-
sions, a solid generalistic background with a strong 
transversal presence of the humanities seems to be a 
better option”, suggests Susanna Tesconi, an expert in 
the interaction between learning processes and tech-
nology and a professor at the UOC (GUNi, 2019). Maria 
Teresa Cruz, Associated Professor in the Communica-
tion Sciences Department of NOVA University of Lisbon 
spoke about an “interdisciplinary academy of the 
human” at the 2021 European Humanities Conference.

Another way to approach this issue is through knowled-
ge ecosystems. This concept focuses on the fact that it 

In this context, it is necessary to study how the huma-
nities can meet current needs, rather than clinging to 
them as if they were the saviour of all today’s evils or 
hanging onto a nostalgic vision of what they used to be. 
It is necessary to interweave them with modern needs 
and, from there, reflect on the role they should play in 
higher education:

We go beyond these two opposing extremes, for 
we are working from the idea that humanities are 
neither a residual heritage that needs to be pro-
tected, nor a drug or a remedy to counter the 
devastating effects of other areas of society. Quite 
the contrary, the humanities are part of making 
sense of human existence and our shared experien-
ce and, therefore, of the political and social lives 
of contemporary societies, within them, between 
them and in their relationship with the natural envi-
ronment (GUNi, 2019).

In this context, it is important to explore what traditio-
nal elements of the humanities must be brought into 
today’s classrooms and what new elements must be 
incorporated. The path of humanistic culture must not 
only not be lost; it must be restored and expanded so 
that traditional content and new content can travel 
the path together. Traditional content encompasses 
the classic literary and philosophical roots, passion for 
freedom and, at the same time, for social commitment, 
and strong ethical values and public-spiritedness. 
New content includes analysis of scientific progress 
from the Renaissance to the present day, relativistic 
and quantum physics, evolutionary biology and bio-
medicine, communications technology and the many 
fruitful accomplishments of science and technology; 
the importance of the linguistic turn in contemporary 
philosophy; and analysis of the great literary, visual arts 
and musical productions of today. The humanist attitude 
is not exclusive, but inclusive; it is not against progress, 
but views it with a critical eye and the ability to marvel(2). 
In this regard, it is also important to emphasise the key 
role of technology in the humanities. The relationship 
between the digital transformation and the humanities 
is discussed in the chapter The digital-human future. 

We must also look beyond the traditional, centu-
ries-old humanism, which was patriarchal, Eurocentric 
and linked to Christian values. In fact, as GUNi (2019) 

2. This excerpt has been adapted from an unpublished text by Joan 
Manuel del Pozo, professor emeritus of the UdG.
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is not simply a matter of crossing boundaries between 
disciplines or juxtaposing and overlapping knowledge 
and methodologies. Rather, it is important to stop thin-
king in terms of knowledge areas and start thinking in 
terms of the problem; in other words, “looking at issues 
rather than looking from disciplines”, as expressed by 
Xavier Prats, former Director-General of Education and 
Health at the European Commission, in an interview 
for Fixing the Future in December 2020. Only with this 
holistic, dynamic perspective, which in no way requires 
that the specific characteristics of each knowledge area 
be neglected, will we be able to respond to the challen-
ges of the future. 
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1. Sustainability in research 
and innovation: from need  
to opportunity

Knowledge is emerging as the most crucial factor for 
progress, well-being and, at the same time, the com-
petitiveness of our societies to the point that they 
are becoming so-called knowledge societies (Bindé, 
2005). The meteoric pace of vaccine development in 
the context of the Covid-19 health crisis is a very recent 
example that demonstrates that knowledge, in the form 
of research and innovation, is a key component of pro-
gress. Moreover, the health crisis has shown that the 
means of solving these great challenges must involve 
responsibility, in a global sense, towards the planet 
and the people who inhabit it, and collaboration. In 
this regard, YERUN (2020) highlights the importance 
of extending the Covid-19 experience of collaborative 
research to other areas:

Research strengths are currently scattered 
among countries and institutions. Centralising all 
efforts and research capacity is not an easy task, 
but it becomes crucial for increasing and spee-
ding up research collaborations. That is the case 
with COVID-19 research that has witnessed the 
creation of specific platforms in which all avai-
lable research outputs are put together. That 
should be extended to other research disciplines 
and areas (YERUN, 2020).

Higher education institutions are being called upon to 
play an essential role in this process, in the framework of 
stable and coordinated work with society, governments 
and industry. As pointed out by EUA (2021), “universities 
will play a leading role in innovation ecosystems. They 
will bring together stakeholders around a common 
vision, bridging different cultures spanning from aca-
demia, business and start-ups, to civil society and the 
social and cultural scene”.

The theory of the triple helix formulated by Etzkowitz 
and Leydesdorf (1995) refers to the need for coordina-
tion between academia, industry and governments to 
achieve innovation. In this interaction, universities and 
knowledge creators, together with local, regional and 
national governments, are involved in the development 
of industrial policies (Galvao et al., 2019). The triple helix 
model has evolved over the last 10 years and given rise 

to the so-called quadruple and quintuple helixes, which 
present a broader, more inclusive vision. The former 
was expanded to include civil society and the media 
and, more recently, the latter incorporated the environ-
ment. As indicated by Galvao et al. (2019), the quintuple 
helix focuses on the essential evolution of society and 
the economy towards sustainable models from a social 
and environmental point of view; in other words, it is an 
“ecologically sensitive” model.

When we envisage a possible future, research and inno-
vation must go hand in hand with sustainability and 
cooperation. But we must go further, since sustaina-
bility must be regarded not only as a need but, more 
importantly, as an opportunity for growth: “the natural 
environments of societies and economies must also be 
seen as driving the production of knowledge and inno-
vation, thus defining opportunities for the knowledge 
economy” (Galvao et al. [2019], citing various authors). 
In the framework of progress and innovation ecosys-
tems, universities must play a leading role to ensure an 
orderly transition towards these transformations.

Achieving all this involves flipping certain aspects of 
the traditional approach to knowledge and incorpora-
ting research and innovation. It is necessary, in the first 
instance, to build bold, stable bridges between science 
and society (Section 2). It is also necessary to put in 
place the means to transform knowledge into innova-
tion (Section 3). Addressing future challenges requires 
entrepreneurial, transdisciplinary universities (Section 
4). Moreover, sharing and cooperating in research and 
innovation, and opening them up to the world, is key 
(Section 5), as is attaching importance to all matters 
that go beyond traditional research through renewed 
assessment criteria in the academic field (Section 6).

2. Building bridges 
between science 
and society

The gap between scientific development and society 
has been a latent challenge for decades. Many voices 
are calling for society to become more involved in 
research and innovation; for social actors and civil 
society to become involved in the decisions that define 
the fields and direction of research and innovation for 
sustainable growth. Universities must play a fundamen-
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(2020) explains that, in RRI, jointly acceptable solu-
tions in research and innovation must be based on 
shared values:

Developing shared values about the process and 
outcomes of research and innovation requires inte-
gration of the values of all relevant stakeholders [...]. 
While the values of stakeholders can substantially 
differ, shared values can only emerge if stakehol-
ders eventually agree on them (Werker, 2020).

Another initiative that aims to raise awareness of the con-
tribution of research and innovation to the challenges 
facing society today are so-called Missions, a new com-
ponent of the Horizon Europe programme. As explained 
by Mazzucato (2018), “Mission-oriented policies can be 
defined as systemic public policies that draw on frontier 
knowledge to attain specific goals”. According to the 
same author in a later publication, “Rather than focusing 
on purely technological problems, we can focus inno-
vation efforts to solve societal challenges that involve 
technological change, institutional and behavioural 
change and regulatory change” (Mazzucato, 2019).

The manifesto Knowledge, Action and Hope, presented 
by the UNESCO Chair in Community Based Research 
and Social Responsibility in Higher Education (2021), 
makes numerous references to the creation of bridges 
between science and society. It advocates, for example, 
for “deepening our understanding of knowledge demo-
cracy as a fundamental framework for transformative 
change”, as well as “increased opportunities for all stu-
dents to be able to learn about democratic approaches 
to research in theory and in practice”. Moreover, it 
supports the creation of structures and policies to 
incorporate community-based research as an integral 
part of academic careers.

It is also worth highlighting a series of movements that 
are helping change society’s role in the field of inno-
vation. Science Shops, for example, are defined by the 
International Science Shop Network (Living Knowle-
dge, n.d.) as “small entities that carry out scientific 
research in a wide range of disciplines – usually free of 
charge – on behalf of citizens and local civil society”. 
This network also explains that “the fact that Science 
Shops respond to civil society’s needs for expertise and 
knowledge is a key element that distinguishes them 
from other knowledge transfer mechanisms”. A second 
initiative is Fab Labs, which, “from community based 
labs to advanced research centers, [...] share the goal 

tal role here, as highlighted by EUA (2021): “Europe’s 
universities will make human-centred innovation their 
trademark, aiming to achieve sustainability through 
cooperative models.”

Within this framework, Ferrer-Balas (2011), in refe-
rence to a proposal by Gibbons et al. (1994), made 
a distinction between Mode 1 science and Mode 2 
science. Traditional or Mode 1 science is academic, 
investigator-initiated, discipline-based and underpin-
ned by knowledge production. Meanwhile, Mode 2 
science, which emerged in the mid-20th century, is 
context-driven and problem-focused. These problems 
are characterised by uncertainty and complexity, and 
require collaborative and transdisciplinary work. In this 
regard, Messerli et al. (2019) highlight that competition 
and meritocracy must be put aside to work in a coo-
perative way, and point out “the urgently needed shift 
from individual – and individualistic – research modes 
to cooperative transformation-oriented approaches”.

Lafuente (2020) also discusses this topic in reference 
to the fact that Covid-19 has highlighted the need for a 
new social pact for science: “What society demanded 
of scientists […] was no longer reliable knowledge in 
exchange for resources to ensure their independen-
ce of judgement.  What society required for the new 
millennium was a declaration of their willingness to take 
charge of the world’s problems.” The work of scientists 
must serve to promote peace and the public good and 
redress asymmetries: As highlighted by the author, 
“The innocence party was over for scientists”.

This desire has taken shape in several initiatives in 
recent years. In 2014, the Rome Declaration on Res-
ponsible Research and Innovation defined RRI as “the 
ongoing process of aligning research and innovation to 
the values, needs and expectations of society”. It also 
stated that “RRI requires that all stakeholders inclu-
ding civil society are responsive to each other and 
take shared responsibility for the processes and out-
comes of research and innovation” (GUNi, 2017). RRI 
has become a key concept in the international sphere, 
along with open science, citizen science, sustainable 
science, science with and for society (SwafS), partici-
patory research and co-creation.

Closer integration between science and society and, 
more specifically, between the different stakeholders 
calls for reciprocal relationships in which the other’s 
point of view is taken into account; shared values 
are, therefore, vital. In citing several authors, Werker 
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of democratizing access to the tool for technical inven-
tion” (Fabfoundation, 2022). Meanwhile, the Maker 
Movement (Xataka, 2018), whose motto is “Do it your-
self. Do It Together”, is a movement that brings together 
people with diverse profiles who are interested in tech-
nology and open source.

3. Turning knowledge 
into innovation

Research is an activity that naturally drives innovation, 
since it involves new, more efficient solutions to social 
or business-related problems and demands. Within this 
framework, it is widely accepted that striking a balance 
between knowledge generation and innovation capa-
city is crucial, although transferring research results 
and knowledge to innovation and the development 
of responses to societal challenges is often complex. 
In contexts with a shortage of research, it is virtually 
impossible to find examples of knowledge transfer and 
innovation. However, in contexts such as Europe, where 
a large volume of research is available, the reality is that 
a balance has still not been struck between knowledge 
generation and innovation capacity.

In the Green Paper on Innovation, the European Com-
mission encapsulates the concept of the European 
paradox, which reflects Europe’s failure to transfer its 
leadership in research to innovation. Almost 30 years 
later, the European paradox has not been resolved and 
variations have emerged, including the European AI 
paradox, which refers to the fact that, although Europe 
continues to play a leading role in artificial intelligence 
on an academic level, none of the major AI companies 
is European, explains Almirall (2021).

Transfer and innovation lie at the core of current Euro-
pean policies in an effort to reverse this trend. In this 
regard, one of the primary goals of the European 
Research Area is to “transfer results to the economy 
to boost business investments and market uptake of 
research output, as well as foster EU competitiveness 
and leadership in the global technological setting” 
(European Commission, 2020).

In reference to implementing this desire for innova-
tion, Almirall (2021) states that the connection between 
university teachers and companies is not enough; it is 
vital to create a series of incentives for applied research 

and invest in applied research centres in universities 
in contact with companies, European or internatio-
nal projects and the local ecosystem. Torrent-Sellens 
(2021) focuses on the incentives of academics to carry 
out transfer and entrepreneurial activities, the need to 
reduce the bureaucratic hurdles often involved in entre-
preneurship, and the crossover between knowledge 
areas and actors within the system.

An example in this regard lies in the RUNIN project (The 
Role of Universities in Innovation and Regional Develo-
pment [2022]), which focuses on training academics 
on how universities can contribute to “innovation and 
economic growth in their regions through research 
seeking to examine how universities fulfill their third 
mission in relation to regional industry and explore 
the range of university engagement with regional 
firms and institutions”.

In addition, one of the new components of Horizon 
Europe, the EU research and innovation framework 
programme (2021-2027), is the European Innovation 
Council, which provides support for “innovations with 
potential breakthrough and disruptive nature  with 
scale-up potential that may be  too risky for private 
investors” (Directorate-General for Communication, 
n.d.). Almirall (2021) highlights the need to welcome 
these risky projects when he explains that, in relation 
to applied research centres, “it is difficult to run radical 
innovation projects and also long-term projects that fall 
outside the time frames set by industry”. Thus, innova-
tion agencies are seen as playing a vital role in leading 
projects that do not arise naturally in industry, but can 
have an impact on the desired future. This idea is also 
reflected by EUA (2021), which states that universities 
must also make room for “lateral thinkers, who test and 
develop new ideas that are not yet acknowledged by 
fellow researchers or by society at large”.

In short, the knowledge economy has the potential to 
foster the continued creation of research and its trans-
fer to innovation. To that end, industry and science 
policies must be aligned, so that the demand for 
knowledge drives research and research gives rise to 
innovation development. 
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emerges for the entrepreneurial university with certain 
parts of the university contributing to the commerciali-
zation mission while other parts alienated or at least not 
participating in this mission”. By contrast, with respect 
to the university’s contribution to the entrepreneurial 
society, “many if not most aspects of the university con-
tribute to the generation of entrepreneurship capital, 
if not explicitly then through an orientation enhancing 
and celebrating freedom of inquiry and creativity but 
also with an awareness these values have beyond the 
walls of the university”.

Closely related to the idea of the entrepreneurial uni-
versity is the concept of the transdisciplinary university. 
These two concepts have different perspectives and 
different mechanisms, but both seek transversality, 
cooperation and a global, inclusive vision of the world’s 
problems with a view to finding solutions. Moreover, both 
strive for a profound transformation that must be pro-
gressively implemented in higher education and HEIs.

As Max-Neef (2005) explains, the structure of the 
vast majority of university faculties, departments and 
centres revolves around isolated disciplines. This 
encourages a single-discipline approach to training, 
especially at undergraduate level. Likewise, the concept 
he calls the “transdisciplinary university” does not exist; 
instead, the best-case scenario is that interdisciplinari-
ty is expressed in isolated and/or marginal experiences 
and efforts, rather than in an comprehensive change in 
the university structure.

Max-Neef (2005) defines transdisciplinarity as a 
pyramid: at the base are empirical disciplines (“what 
exists”) such as physics and sociology; immediately 
above is another group of disciplines that constitute 
the pragmatic level (“what we are capable of doing”), 
including engineering and agriculture; the third is the 
normative level (“what we want to do”), which inclu-
des disciplines such as politics and environmental 
design; finally, the top of the pyramid corresponds to 
a value level (“what we must do” or rather “how to do 
what we want to do”) and is occupied by subjects such 
as philosophy and theology. In a simplified, practical 
application-based vision of transdisciplinarity that the 
author calls “weak transdisciplinarity”, this is the result 
of coordination between all hierarchical levels.

The complexity involved in our relationship with the 
world requires complex and inclusive thought that only 
transdisciplinarity, understood here as “strong transdis-

4. The new university: 
entrepreneurial and  
transdisciplinary

“The role of the university has continued to evolve 
along with the underlying economic forces shaping 
economic growth and performance.” According to 
Audretsch (2014), the university is one of society’s most 
resilient institutions due to its “ability to both adhere to 
its traditional strengths as well as adapt to the needs 
and concerns of society”. Within this framework, the 
author presents the concept of the “university for the 
entrepreneurial society”, which emerged from the 
link between universities and companies, between 
research and innovation. A parallel concept would be, 
for example, “academic entrepreneurship”, which seeks 
to define the new entrepreneurial dimension of univer-
sities (Galvao et al., 2019).

According to Audretsch (2014), with the emer-
gence of the “entrepreneurial economy”, where 
entrepreneurship is the driving force behind econo-
mic growth, “just undertaking scholarly research in 
basic disciplines did not suffice in generating sufficient 
knowledge to contribute to economic growth and per-
formance”. The result, in the first instance, was the 
“entrepreneurial university”, which aimed to “create 
new interdisciplinary fields and research areas devoted 
to providing solutions to specific societal problems and 
challenges”. In particular, the entrepreneurial universi-
ty aims to create innovative companies and promote 
knowledge transfer from universities to companies in 
the form of patents and start-ups.

The entrepreneurial economy was followed by the 
entrepreneurial society: “While the entrepreneurial 
university has a mandate to facilitate the commercia-
lization of university research and generate startups 
and new ventures, the role of the university in the 
entrepreneurial society is considerably broader and 
more fundamental – to provide thinking, leadership and 
activity to enhance entrepreneurship capital.” What dis-
tinguishes the university in the entrepreneurial society 
from the entrepreneurial university is the scope of its 
mission, which is more global and inclusive.

Integrating universities into the entrepreneurial society 
requires, firstly, the involvement of the entire institution 
and, secondly, transversality. In this regard, Audretsch 
(2014) explains that “something of a dichotomy 
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ciplinarity”, can help us achieve (Max-Neef, 2005). In 
this regard, transdisciplinarity is actually a new, syste-
mic and holistic way of viewing the world. If we do not 
make this paradigm shift, departmental knowledge and 
fragmentary visions will continue to generate partial 
responses that end up damaging society and nature. 
Thus, effective change needs to come from the uni-
versity itself through action and cooperation between 
academics from different disciplines towards the study 
of subjects in an integrated way (Max-Neef, 2005). 

5. Opening up science 
and innovation 

If we want a future society that is human, liveable and, 
ultimately, sustainable, we must think beyond global 
information and knowledge societies to become 
societies of shared knowledge (Bindé, 2005). Shared 
knowledge needs to play a key role in the development 
of research and innovation capacities in a world that 
must be egalitarian and respectful of the environment.

On this basis, open science was conceived and has 
evolved in recent years alongside open innovation, 
which helps exploit the results of the former with a view 
to creating socioeconomic value. Open science and 
innovation are gaining momentum due to their con-
vergence with another global trend, the emergence of 
digital technologies (see the chapter The digital-human 
future), which are making mass participation and colla-
boration in innovation possible. As indicated by the 
European Commission (2016), “the speed and scale of 
digitalisation are [...] enabling new innovation proces-
ses and new ways of doing business, introducing new 
cross-sector value chains and infrastructures”.

The basic principles of open science and innova-
tion are broadly shared. They include open access to 
knowledge, access to shared research and innovation 
infrastructure, cooperation within the framework of 
knowledge ecosystems, and promotion of diversity to 
grow together and to grow better.

Open access to scientific knowledge (scientific publi-
cations, open research data, open source software and 
source code, and open hardware) and dissemination 
of scientific knowledge are two of the pillars of open 
science (UNESCO, 2021). Within this framework, the 
European Union and several national funding agencies 

have made open access a prerequisite for the scien-
tific publications they finance. In addition, Horizon 
Europe also refers to its open science policy as man-
datory open access to publications and the application 
of open science principles throughout the programme 
(Directorate-General for Communication, n.d.).

In Universities without walls: A vision for 2030, EUA 
highlights the need for HEIs to support non-commercial 
publishing systems by proposing the following scenario:

Universities will support a diverse non-commercial 
publishing system and will, themselves, be direct-
ly involved in such a system, by promoting and 
supporting non-commercial and smaller publishing 
initiatives. Data and other outputs resulting from 
research will be made FAIR (Findable, Accessible, 
Interoperable, Reusable) (EUA, 2021).

It is also worth highlighting that open science has been 
incorporated into research practices, thereby encoura-
ging a shift in the approach to research activity, from 
a desire for rapid and exclusive publication towards a 
tendency to share results and data in stages prior to the 
final publication (European Commission, 2016).

YERUN (2020) highlights the impetus given to shared 
knowledge in the context of the pandemic and stres-
ses the need to extend this practice beyond Covid-19 
research. The opportunities created by open science 
have been demonstrated and momentum towards this 
approach is already a reality. Institutions and policy-
makers need to provide resources and invest in training 
and the adoption of practices with a view to fully and 
effectively implementing it.

In terms of infrastructure, one of the current goals of the 
European Research Area is precisely to improve access 
to excellent facilities and infrastructure for researchers 
across the EU. In this regard, the European Commission 
(2020) describes the inequalities between member 
states in terms of research and innovation, which give 
rise to gaps in excellence, knowledge transfer and inno-
vation that must be bridged.

Mariya Gabriel, Commissioner for Innovation, Research, 
Culture, Education and Youth at the European Com-
mission, recently advocated for the importance of 
cooperation within the framework of the ERA:
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6. Assessment: 
beyond the metrics

While assessment has been based increasingly on quan-
titative parameters, such as the number of publications, 
impact factor and global rankings (Hicks et al., 2015), 
indicators should never replace expert judgement and 
qualitative assessment. Rather, indicators should be 
used to support the assessment process, which must 
address aspects such as scientific integrity, creativity 
and the contribution to science and society. Given the 
increased power of data over the direction of science, 
it is necessary to stress that decisions must combine 
the robustness of statistics and metrics with qualitative 
attention to the objectives and nature of the research 
being assessed (Hicks et al., 2015).

In this regard, Khoo (2021) calls into question excellence 
as we understand it today in the academic field, since 
“excellence is over-reliant on global measurement, ran-
kings and league tables which drive excellence towards 
zero-sum contests”. Thus, it refers to the need for a 
broad, multidimensional approach to quality in higher 
education that encompasses issues such as “equity, 
purpose, inclusion, critical independence and creativi-
ty that are necessary for the production of scientific, 
cultural and public value”.

Along with this desire to expand the viewing angle in 
research assessment, it is also necessary to include 
diversity in the mission, in addition to geographical 
and social diversity (Hicks et al. 2015). Scientists have 
different research missions; sometimes their goal is to 
push the boundaries of knowledge, while at other times 
their focus is on solving specific issues of the day or 
problems affecting modern-day society. Thus, accor-
ding to the author, the assessment process should 
also consider merits relevant to policy, industry or the 
public. With respect to geographical and social diver-
sity, in many parts of the world, research excellence 
is equated with English-language publication and the 
“pluralism and societal relevance tends to be suppres-
sed to create papers of interest to the gatekeepers of 
high impact: English-language journals. [...] Metrics 
built on high-quality non-English literature would serve 
to identify and reward excellence in locally relevant 
research” (Hicks et al. 2015).

In reference to academic assessments in general, 
beyond research, the Association of Universities in 

We live in times when scientific activities require 
faster and effective collaborations. We need to 
strengthen the European Research Area. An area 
embracing all of Europe, because knowledge 
has no territorial boundaries, because scientific 
knowledge grows with collaborations, because 
knowledge is trusted if there is open scrutiny of its 
quality (European Commission, 2020). 

In this regard, the objective of open innovation is to 
allow all stakeholders in the innovation process to par-
ticipate so that knowledge can enjoy effective freedom 
of movement and translate into products and servi-
ces for new markets, thereby encouraging a culture 
of entrepreneurship (European Commission, 2016). It 
should be noted that the concept of open innovation 
is constantly evolving and is moving from linear, bila-
teral transactions and collaborations towards dynamic, 
networked, multi-collaborative innovation ecosystems. 
This means that a specific innovation can no longer be 
seen as the result of predefined and isolated innova-
tion activities, but rather as the outcome of a complex 
co-creation process involving knowledge flows across 
the entire economic and social environment (European 
Commission, 2016).

All actors, whether public or private, whether in aca-
demia or business, whether public authorities or civil 
society, are called upon to participate in this process, 
with a constant focus on the needs of society and the 
world we inhabit. In this network, it is vital to create 
a citizen/user-centred approach, as “an invention 
becomes an innovation only if users become a part of the 
value creation process” (European Commission, 2016).

Another key issue in this path towards the development 
of shared knowledge systems is the focus on diversity, 
especially in terms of pluralism in geographical sites 
and modes of knowledge production as fundamental 
building blocks for inclusive societies (UNESCO Chair 
in Community Based Research and Social Responsibili-
ty in Higher Education, 2021). UNESCO (2021) points to 
the need to initiate dialogues to promote the inclusion 
of knowledge from traditionally excluded sectors such 
as indigenous knowledge.

The future must involve opening up science and 
innovation so that it takes place in an environment 
of cooperation and shared progress. And, in this fra-
mework, universities and higher education institutions 
can exercise power and play a unique role (Ayris, 2021).



44 New Visions for Higher Education towards 2030 

the Netherlands (VSNU, KNAW, NFU, NWO & ZonMw, 
2019) highlights the one-sided focus on research 
performance, which frequently leads to the underva-
luation of other key areas such as education, impact 
and leadership. This is partly due to the implicit and 
overly one-sided emphasis on traditional, quantifiable 
output indicators. In this context, it proposes that a 
new balance be struck when it comes to recognising 
and rewarding academics with a view to improving the 
quality of each of these key areas: education, research, 
impact, leadership and (for university medical centres) 
patient care. The assessment system must be adapted 
and improved in each of these areas and in the connec-
tions between them.

Along similar lines, Amat (2021) says that teachers’ 
incentives must be improved through accreditation 
systems for teaching innovation and knowledge trans-
fer, and these accreditations should have a clear impact 
on recruitment and promotion. According to the author, 
three avenues for recruiting teachers could coexist: the 
first based on research excellence, the second based 
on excellence in teaching innovation and the third 
based on excellence in knowledge transfer. In all cases, 
a good research profile would be required, but in each 
avenue, the excellence would be focused on one of the 
three dimensions.

Hicks et al. (2015) highlight the fact that abuse of 
research metrics has become too widespread to ignore 
and, in a way, is evolving from a means to a target. It is 
essential to reinstate the view of experts; in other words, 
qualitative criteria. Likewise, it is essential to expand 
the viewing angle in assessment processes to include 
diversity and all tasks that make HEIs indispensable ins-
titutions in addressing the problems facing humanity. 
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1.  Towards a new paradigm
We are facing a paradigm shift in which digital tech-
nologies are gaining increasing importance in higher 
education, reshaping teaching methodologies and 
even the way we understand university training. As 
Govindarajan, Srivastava and Enache (2021) stated, the 
prevalent scenario in university education for centuries 
“required students to come together at a predetermi-
ned time and location to be taught at an instructor-led 
pace.” Online educational alternatives, such as massive 
open online courses that take advantage of innova-
tions in communication technologies, have changed 
this model. Consequently, digitalisation has called into 
question the space and time of training.

The European University Association (EUA) (2021) has 
described “universities without walls”, in which “the 
virtual campus will make the university ubiquitous. It 
will be developed to improve access for all to partici-
pate in research and learning, enhance cooperation, 
and explore new, innovative ways of pursuing university 
missions.” According to Govindarajan, Srivastava and 
Enache (2021), digital technologies “have matured to a 
point where they can cause disruptive changes to the 
age-old college education model.”

The Covid-19 health crisis has accelerated this trend. 
The unexpected shift to online classes, which was not 
always sufficiently informed and prepared, was a leap 
of faith and a step forward. Millions of simultaneous 
experiments took place worldwide: “tectonic shifts in 
society and business occur when unexpected events 
force widespread, coordinated experimentation around 
a new idea,” explained Govindarajan, Srivastava and 
Enache (2021). Many difficulties emerged, especially 
in the early stages of the pandemic, but the lessons 
learnt and experiences gained have clearly revealed 
the potential of technology in the classroom. According 
to the same authors, “college education that’s known 
more for its rigidity and resistance to change received 
an unprecedented jolt, and the resulting experiment 
showed that not only are there alternative ways of tea-
ching, but that in some ways, those alternatives are 
even better.”

At the current time, sufficient maturity of digital techno-
logies has coincided with their considerable momentum 
due to the health crisis. Digital technologies clearly have 
great potential in higher education. However, they must 

be put in the right place in this process of educational 
disruption. They must be considered a support, another 
piece in a large network that enables us to advance and 
construct the education that the world of today needs. 
In other words, they must be situated in the framework 
of what are known as digital ecosystems for learning 
and educational management: “we refer to equipping 
ourselves with the technological tools that enable us to 
support all the processes associated with the activity 
of an educational context” (Martí et al., 2018). In this 
framework, in September 2020, the European Com-
mission presented the “Digital Education Action Plan” 
(2021–2027) with the main objective of “fostering the 
development of a high-performing digital education 
ecosystem” (European Commission, 2020). 

Section 2 below presents digital technologies not as an 
end in themselves but as a means to construct a univer-
sal, inclusive, efficient education. Section 3 expands on 
some of the topics from Section 2 and discusses online, 
face-to-face and blended models. Section 4 focuses 
on artificial intelligence and digital humanism, and the 
relationship that is established between them in edu-
cational debates, where it seems clear that the centre 
of all changes should not be the desire for innovation 
and the possibilities of technology per se, but huma-
nity’s needs in relation to the planet on which we live. 
The last section, Section 5, discusses digital citizenship 
education as a right for all and a priority of education 
systems worldwide.

2. Digital technologies 
as a medium

“Online education” and its variants, including “online 
instruction”, “online teaching”, “distance education” 
and “distance learning”, are concepts that cover a wide 
range of phenomena. Their definition depends on their 
use in each context. They could refer to a traditional 
distance education using new technologies or to e-lear-
ning with a strong technology-based approach; they 
could involve synchronous and asynchronous solu-
tions; or they could be understood as a simple replica 
of classroom lectures, usually based on video lectures, 
as a PDF delivery model or as an accessible repository 
of documents (Sangrà, 2021). Cohn (2021) refers to 
this variability and the resulting confusion: “the term 
‘hybrid’ especially continues to confuse in light of the 
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rent sectors, and the strong push that they received 
during the pandemic now provide us with an excellent 
opportunity to study in depth questions like these, in 
the framework of an innovative pedagogical model, to 
achieve a more universal, inclusive higher education.

Flexibility in higher education is crucial in a world such 
as that of today, where studies and work are combined, 
where lifelong learning is already imperative (see the 
chapter The future of work), and in which the profiles 
and circumstances of students are highly varied. This 
required flexibility is another area in which technology 
could play a notable role. Eringfeld (2020) indicated 
that “by combining virtual with face-to-face education, 
universities will be able to accommodate the diverse 
needs of students in safe and flexible ways.” Similarly, 
Cohn (2021) noted the importance of the current time 
in this respect: “we have an opportunity to rethink not 
merely how to leverage online and hybrid learning to 
deliver content, but, more important, how to use the 
faculty’s growing expertise with technology to make 
teaching and learning more accessible for everyone.”

Cohn (2021) used an example to explain how students 
could be offered different ways to approach contents: 
“short prerecorded lecture videos allow students to 
watch at regular speed or slowed down; they can listen 
or turn on captions to read along; or they can read the 
transcript of the video and not engage with the audio 
or visual elements at all.” These options benefit, for 
example, students with functional diversity or those 
who work full-time and can only take classes asynchro-
nously. In addition, the author explained that some 
students learn better when they can go at their own 
pace. The aim is to take “the diversity of learners into 
consideration up front as we design our courses.”

Flexibility is very closely linked to another of the cha-
racteristics that is sought in the new higher education 
models: personalisation. In fact, as Martí stated (2021), 
“the gradual reduction in face-to-face activities due to 
the blended paradigm must, paradoxically, also permit 
ever increasing personalisation.” In turn, Taylor and 
Burquel (2021) noted that digital technologies and new 
educational models must enable us “to adapt to inde-
pendent learning and develop personalised learning, 
allowing the students much more flexibility in their 
learning paths.” However, personalisation in its stric-
test sense requires the support of artificial intelligence 
tools and these are still not sufficiently developed to be 
implemented comprehensively (see Section 4). 

myriad options that colleges and universities are offe-
ring students for the time and location of their classes.”

In this sea of technological possibilities, what should 
be determined is where we are going and how tech-
nologies can help us to get there. Often, the focus of 
debate is the technology, as if digitalisation were an 
aim in itself. However, the main issue to discuss is 
what education model we construct with the available 
technology to reach students, and what we want to 
obtain (Freeland, 2021). 

Three aspects are at the centre of many of the debates 
on this issue. The first is how digital technologies can 
help to reduce the costs of education and reach the 
maximum number of people. The second is how digital 
technologies can help to make higher education more 
flexible to adapt it to the different needs of students. 
The third is how digital technologies can help to cons-
truct good learning models for the world of today.

Regarding the first aspect, Govindarajan, Srivastava 
and Enache (2021) propose three strategies that are 
clearly differentiated in economic terms. Higher edu-
cation institutions must choose from them according 
to their objectives. The first is “an augmented, immersi-
ve residential model, in which students live on campus 
and interact with students and teachers in person.” 
This model embraces a very specific way of unders-
tanding education and has a series of advantages, 
but it is expensive: “it works well for top-tier schools 
that enjoy brand recognition and have access to rich 
donors, world-class faculty, prestigious employers, and 
influential alumni.” The second strategy is “a hybrid 
model based on the idea that universities and students 
have limited resources.” In this proposal, the key is to 
divide resources optimally between “face-to-face inte-
ractions, which impose the highest cost on students 
and universities, and asynchronous virtual learning, 
which imposes lower costs. Ideally, universities should 
conduct only those activities on campus that [...] are 
harder to do remotely.” The third strategy is “a fully 
online model  that offers quality education to strictly 
virtual audiences.” 

This wide range of options means that a larger, more 
diverse section of the population can be accommoda-
ted. However, we should be cautious and attentive, as 
the potential of digital ecosystems for learning could 
become a kind of Trojan horse, bringing new segrega-
tion and worsening existing divides. The rise of digital 
technologies that has occurred in recent years in diffe-
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A concept that seems more appropriate in these con-
texts is that of “self-management of learning”. This 
occurs when, as a result of technologies and the flexi-
bility that they permit, we can decide at what pace to 
learn and when we do activities. 

Regarding new models of learning, which is the third 
aspect of the debate, more than simply investing in 
infrastructure and superimposing new tools over an edu-
cation system that is sometimes outdated (Riera, 2020), 
we must consider how tools can be used “to foster 
meaningful learning in e-learning environments, desig-
ning new pedagogical models and learning strategies” 
(Taylor and Burquel, 2021). Altbach and de Wit (2020) 
also confirmed that what is needed is to take advantage 
of these tools to enhance the quality and sophistication 
of courses and programmes by integrating the online 
dimension. However, we should not expect a massive, 
hurried revolution, as many inaccurately predicted with 
massive open online courses (MOOCs). 

3. Complementarity 
between online and  
face-to-face modes in 
new learning scenarios

In recent years, and particularly since the outbreak of 
the pandemic, online learning models have been increa-
singly present in the higher education area. Online 
education has some clear advantages, but the value 
of face-to-face activities is notable. It is increasingly 
clear that face-to-face and online activities will coexist. 
This coexistence can be focused on meeting the needs 
of each training process and the learning objectives. 
Nevertheless, given that face-to-face activities have 
added value and added costs, a physical-digital segre-
gation could emerge in higher education, in which 
face-to-face students would benefit from the expe-
rience of social interaction on campuses, while digital 
students would be deprived of this advantage.

According to Govindarajan, Srivastava and Enache 
(2021), “lectures that require little human interaction 
must be digitized. Students can watch multimedia pre-
sentations using immersive interactive technologies at 
their own pace. [...] For such courses, technology pla-
tforms can deliver content to large audiences at low 
cost, without sacrificing one of the important benefits 

of the face-to-face classroom – the social experien-
ce – because there’s hardly any in these basic-level 
courses.” In contrast, according to Taylor and Burquel 
(2021), face-to-face mode is more suitable for active 
problem-based learning. 

UNESCO (2020) has highlighted the importance of 
schools as a space for socialisation and learning about 
collective life, where face-to-face activities are vital and 
irreplaceable. However, it also noted the importance 
of bringing together everything that we have learnt to 
be able to progress in the future: “though the school 
space remains fundamental, it needs to be transformed 
and augmented by a much broader space for learning.” 
In turn, Innerarity (2021) explained the importance of 
students’ presence in learning processes, and differen-
tiated this from the mere transmission of information 
where the space is not as important:

The idea of the irrelevance of places was associa-
ted with the information society, but the knowledge 
society has a more intense relation with space 
and presence. The conditions of teaching are not 
the same as those of learning.  Information is ubi-
quitous. However, most educational experiences 
require, in contrast, a specific place. Information, 
which is universally accessible, must be distin-
guished from experiences that require personal 
interaction” (Innerarity, 2021).

In addition, some authors argue that the channel is 
not the most important factor. What is really vital is 
the opportunity to interact, whether face-to-face or 
online, synchronously or asynchronously. Cohn (2021) 
gathered data from an Educause study and stated that 
“[student’s] most-positive experiences depended more 
on the number of opportunities for student-instructor 
interaction than on the type of learning environment 
itself. How instructors and students organized and 
spent class time, and the amount of feedback and direct 
interaction, mattered more than the use of technology.”

Everything seems to indicate that the nature and struc-
ture of many universities will be hybrid and designed 
with a holistic approach to be able to accommodate the 
various learning needs of society, as described by the 
EUA (2021): 

The physical campus will continue to be crucial 
as a place for social interaction and dialogue: a 
place that will host encounters that challenge and 
inspire, but will also offer quiet spaces for focused 
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a time when humans aren’t necessary for the tasks 
related to education. For example, teachers will always 
play a crucial role in our society, as we must never 
underestimate the value of human interaction and cri-
tical thinking in the field of education” (Rouhiainen, 
2019). Taylor and Burquel (2021) stated that “the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution is bringing fast technology-driven 
change, integrating technology and people, the physi-
cal and the digital, into new approaches, services and 
products to ‘augment intelligence’.” 

Fanjul (2017), using the words of philosopher Marina 
Garcés, defended the search for this meeting point 
by establishing “a new partnership between sciences 
and humanities, a partnership to reconsider what we 
expect from technological development, what we want 
to become.” In fact, as indicated by the same author, 
technological development is strongly associated 
with certain branches of the humanities, particularly 
the most philosophical. Similarly, using the words of 
science and technology philosopher David Casacuber-
ta, he stated that “many technological developments 
first emerged in the mind of philosophers to then be 
developed by engineers” (see the chapter Citizens).

In fact, many have suggested that a meeting point 
should be found between digitalisation and that which 
makes us human. Many have expressed this idea in 
another way, from the perspective of the need to put 
people, human life, at the centre of technological deve-
lopment, always in relation to the planet on which we 
live. This was explained by Trias de Bes (2020): “digital 
humanism is a trend that shows that digitalisation is not 
at the service of technology, but of humans. I sincerely 
believe that if we are going to accelerate the digitalisa-
tion of citizens’ behaviour and habits, the companies 
and suppliers of technology that do this best will be 
those that design a digital future with the individual as 
the starting point.” Plana (2020) explained the differen-
ce between understanding digitalisation as a noun – the 
core, “the necessary subject of all actions”, the final 
objective – or as an adjective – “the descriptive comple-
ment that adds value”, the means. Plana concluded that 
“a classic subject should be put at the centre: huma-
nism, and everything should pivot around people.”

learning and research. The virtual campus will 
make the university ubiquitous. It will be developed 
to improve access for all to participate in research 
and learning, enhance cooperation, and explore 
new, innovative ways of pursuing university mis-
sions (EUA, 2021). 

4. Artificial intelligence 
and digital humanism on 
the discussion table

Artificial intelligence is gaining ground in the higher 
education area. According to Rouhiainen (2019), the 
support of systems based on artificial intelligence 
could be of great help to reduce repetitive and routine 
tasks. This would give teachers more time to attend 
to students, train and research. Furthermore, “AI-ba-
sed learning systems would be able to give professors 
useful information about their students’ learning styles, 
abilities, and progress, and provide suggestions for 
how to customize their teaching methods to students’ 
individual needs.” However, artificial intelligence’s entry 
into higher education is still very subtle. Consequently, 
for artificial intelligence to be implemented on a large 
scale a lot of research is still needed into this type of 
tools (Rouhiainen, 2019).

The implementation of artificial intelligence in higher 
education institutions is not without controversy. For 
certain artificial intelligence systems to function well, 
data are required, big data extracted from students’ 
activities, and this must be managed in a way that is 
appropriate and ethical. Prats (2020) highlighted the 
risk of technology in terms of determinism: “a compu-
ter knows you so well, you can personalize education so 
much that you have the risk that people will take away 
the liberty of improving.” Finally, some have clearly 
warned us that technological development could go 
too far: “brutal technological development without 
control could be like a steamroller that crushes our lives 
and even our own nature. We should think about this, as 
some humanists do” (Fanjul, 2017).

The benefits and opportunities of artificial intelligence 
are clear, as are the risks. In the face of this situation, it 
seems that the best solution is to find a good meeting 
point between taking advantage of artificial intelligen-
ce, and more generally digitalisation, and strengthening 
everything that makes us human: “There will never be 
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5.   Digital citizenship 
education: a right 
and a priority

According to the Council of Europe’s definition (2021), 
“Digital Citizenship Education is the empowerment 
of children through education or the acquisition of 
competences for learning and active participation in 
digital society.” Considering this definition, education 
must gain a new dimension that prepares children and 
subsequently young people and society in general 
to participate actively and fairly in the digital society, 
exercise their rights and responsibilities online, and 
promote and protect democracy and human rights. 
Taylor and Burquel (2021) also noted the importance of 
gaining digital competences, in this case, for growth 
and professional development: “graduates need to have 
the skills to live and operate in a technology-led world 
and also to understand how to leverage the potential of 
technology for new business development.”

Digital citizenship education must be a priority of edu-
cation worldwide. This was stated by the Council of 
Europe (2021) and explained by UNESCO (2015): “edu-
cators need to better prepare new generations of ‘digital 
natives’ to deal with the ethical and social dimensions 
of not only existing digital technologies but also those 
yet to be invented.” It is essential that this training is 
a process that develops throughout life, is cross-cut-
ting, continuous and efficient (Council of Europe, 2021). 
Finally, it is vital to train students to get the most out of 
the digital world’s benefits and to be prepared for the 
potential hazards that it involves.

Although it is generally accepted that the use of digital 
technologies is a way to make higher education more 
inclusive and universal (Section 2), technology can also 
lead to exclusion: “technology is increasing inequality in 
HE (for those who don’t have access) not only between 
countries, but also within countries.” This leads to new 
forms of illiteracy: technological and digital illiteracy 
(GUNi, 2019). 

One of the causes of inequality is that internet connec-
tions, electricity networks and access to computers 
and smart phones are still lacking in many countries 
and regions (Altback and de Wit, 2020). Furthermo-
re, for digital technologies to really reach everyone, 
“open educational resources must be prioritized; public 
education cannot be dependent on digital platforms 

provided by private companies” (UNESCO, 2020). More 
specifically, UNESCO demands “global collaboration 
among governments, philanthropy, and non-profit orga-
nizations to develop and distribute open educational 
resources and open platforms, recognizing that much 
of what is currently provided by private companies 
should become a public undertaking where advancing 
the interests and capabilities of learners is the sole 
purpose.” These issues are discussed in the chapter 
Knowledge, focused on research and innovation.

However, it should be noted that access to technology 
and information seems easier to resolve than training in 
skills: “with the development of relatively inexpensive 
technology, the ‘digital gap’ is more likely to be a gap in 
skills required to make advanced use of the technology 
than access to technology per se” (Council of Europe, 
2021) (see the chapter Impact of Covid-19 in Higher 
Education). Similarly, Tello Leal (2007) distinguishes 
between the digital divide and the cognitive divide. The 
cognitive divide is much more worrying and the real 
challenge, as it “accumulates the effects of the various 
divides observed in the main areas of knowledge, 
access to information, education, scientific research, 
cultural and linguistic diversity.” It is the main challenge 
to construct knowledge societies. Although access to 
information is essential, the most important step is to 
transfer information into knowledge: 

Even if resources are invested to expand the infras-
tructure for accessing the internet, a wired society 
in which conditions of connectivity exist is not the 
same as a society that is prepared to access, assess 
and apply the information. The aspiration to attain 
a knowledge society must involve people having 
real access to information in addition to being able 
to access the internet. They must know what to do 
with this information and be able to convert it into 
knowledge, and the knowledge into tangible bene-
fits” (Tello Leal, 2007).

The Ferrer i Guàrdia Foundation (2020) also expressed 
this idea “[social inclusion] is achieved through people’s 
capacity to get closer to technology and benefit from it 
in a way that goes beyond the digital sphere and has an 
impact on opportunities to improve living conditions.” 
Clearly, the opportunity to access knowledge does 
not eliminate the differences in knowledge between 
individuals and regions. In other words, the cognitive 
divide will not disappear by solving the problem of the 
digital divide (Tello Leal, 2007). A broader approach 
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1. Sustainability: the 
unavoidable responsibility 
of education

Climate emergency, extraction and production systems 
that disregard the planet’s biophysical limits, global 
healthcare crises and growing social inequalities within 
and between countries: these concerns are repeated 
tirelessly and call for a profound, systemic paradigm 
shift, if we genuinely want to think of a future for huma-
nity on Earth. Indeed, the sense of urgency to bring 
about such a transformation has only grown stron-
ger during the Covid-19 pandemic, which has made 
clear and, in most cases, sped up existing disparities 
and imbalances. 

In The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2021, the 
United Nations (UN) lays out an array of facts and figures 
that can leave nobody indifferent. In 2020, the global 
rate of extreme poverty rose for the first time in over 
twenty years. At the same time, the climate emergen-
cy worsened: the concentration of greenhouse gases 
keeps going up; the average temperature has now 
climbed to roughly 1.2°C above pre-industrial levels; and 
the impacts of climate change are increasingly plain to 
see. Moreover, as UN Secretary-General António Gute-
rres puts it in his foreword to the 2021 report, “[t]here 
is a risk of a generational catastrophe regarding schoo-
ling, where an additional 101 million children have fallen 
below the minimum reading proficiency level, potentia-
lly wiping out two decades of education gains”.

The education that Guterres now sees at risk inclu-
des an unavoidable commitment to sustainable 
development. That is, education must promote “indivi-
dual behavioural change for sustainable development, 
equality and respect for human rights as well as funda-
mental structural and cultural changes at the systemic 
level of economies and societies, and also [promote] 
the required political action to bring about these 
changes” (UNESCO, 2021). Ultimately, education must 
be the guiding and driving force to ensure that eco-
nomic and social development takes place within the 
planet’s limits(1) and with respect for human rights. 
Accordingly, it follows that the concept of sustaina-
bility must respond not only to environmental issues, 
but also to social and economic issues, and that the 

links between these areas need to guide the entire 
educational process.

The 2030 Agenda lays out a common framework for the 
transition toward a future that must be sustainable if it is 
to exist at all. Under the umbrella of the 2030 Agenda, 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) then sets 
out the more specific framework for education, with 
each stage in the educational process marked by its 
own distinctive features and particular missions. For 
instance, higher education, as the final stage for many 
young people, opens up doors onto their professional 
future and their future as citizens. As a result, higher 
education has enormous transformative power. 

Within this context, Section 2 of the present paper 
analyses the road that has led to the 2030 Agenda and 
reflects on higher education’s potential to make change 
happen. What does the change need to be? What is 
required to bring it about? Section 3 then goes on to 
offer answers to these questions before Section 4 con-
cludes by applying environmental, social and economic 
perspectives to higher education institutions (HEIs).

2. The role of higher 
education in the 
2030 Agenda

The 2030 Agenda has been put together to furnish a 
common framework and implementation tools to agents 
engaged in sustainable development. Section 2.1 below 
includes a brief chronological overview of multilateral 
policies relating to the environment and, subsequently, 
to sustainable development right up until the approval 
of the 2030 Agenda. It also sets out an analysis of the 
shortcomings of the 2030 Agenda as a global roadmap. 
Section 2.2 then applies these premises to higher edu-
cation, one of the key agents in the transformation 
toward a future in balance with the environment and 
with equality for all of the planet’s inhabitants.

2.1 The road toward the 2030 Agenda  
(and how far remains to go)

The approval of the 2030 Agenda in 2015 was the cul-
mination of a long journey that started in 1972 at the UN 
Conference on the Environment in Stockholm(2).

1. See https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-
boundaries.html

2. Some information for the chronology comes from https://www.
un.org/en/conferences/environment

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.un.org/en/conferences/environment
https://www.un.org/en/conferences/environment
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education for all. Indeed, the MDGs have been des-
cribed as a human development agenda because that 
was their primary focus.

In 2012, the UN Conference on Sustainable Develop-
ment  (UNCSD), which is also known as  Rio+20, was 
convened as a twenty-year follow-up to the original 
Earth Summit in Rio. The Rio+20 participants came to 
an agreement to launch a process intended to produce 
a list of Sustainable Development Goals  (SDGs) that 
would carry on the MDGs originally set for 2015. After 
a process of multilateral negotiations, the UN General 
Assembly approved a resolution on 25 September 
2015. It was entitled Transforming Our World: The 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and it established 
17 goals and 169 targets. Importantly, the approval of 
the 2030 Agenda, as it has become known for short, 
happened only a few months before the signing of 
another historic accord: the Paris Agreement on Climate 
Change in the context of COP21.

The 2030 Agenda, the process of its construction 
and its final outcome, have been the subject of much 
analysis and debate. Martínez Martínez & Martínez 
Osés (2016) describe it as “an aggregation of visions 
and interests [and means of implementation] that was 
the result of power asymmetries”. For his part, Gómez 
Gil (2018) focuses on the idealistic, visionary nature of 
some of the goals, the feasibility issues of the approved 
indicators, the complex architecture, and the technical 
limitations and inconsistencies. On the other hand, the 
philosopher and activist Jorge Riechmann made some 
remarks in Territoris.cat (2020) to the effect that the 
SDGs “would have been useful thirty years ago, but now 
incremental changes and gradual pathways are of no 
use. We have let decades of denialism and inaction pass 
by, so that now the prospects are bleak and sombre.”

Several authors criticise the 2030 Agenda for its lack 
of clear, direct accountability. For instance, Gómez Gil 
(2018) characterises the SDGs as “empty rhetoric and 
deliberate ambiguity, which call for sweeping world-
wide changes through concerted international action 
that does not appear to be part of any current political 
priorities”. In the same vein, Martínez Martínez & Mar-
tínez Osés (2016) emphasise “the agreements’ lack of 
any binding and prescriptive character [, which] made 
it possible to take up certain demands of transnational 
groups without giving rise to direct responsibilities for 
any given actor”. For instance, the 2030 Agenda calls 
for a global partnership, but it distinguishes neither 

For the first time, the climate emergency had reached 
the political arena and was now the focus of the world’s 
attention. A few months beforehand, the Club of Rome 
had published a report entitled The Limits to Growth, 
the outcome of a study conducted by 17 researchers 
into the exponential economic and population growth 
taking place on a planet with limited resources.

Over ten years later, in 1983, the UN General Assem-
bly set up the World Commission on Environment and 
Development (WCED), which became known as the 
Brundtland Commission after the name of the com-
mission’s chair, former Norwegian prime minister Gro 
Harlem Brundtland. After four years of work, the com-
mission brought out its report Our Common Future, 
in which it defined sustainable development as “deve-
lopment that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs” (World Commission on Environment 
and Development, 1987). The Brundtland Report, as it 
was called, took up the spirit of the Stockholm confe-
rence, putting the environment back on the political 
agenda and pinpointing the need to tackle the environ-
ment and development jointly.

The efforts of the Brundtland Commission laid the 
groundwork for the first UN Conference on Environ-
ment and Development  (UNCED), or Earth Summit, in 
Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The Rio conference put on the 
table the interdependence of the social, economic and 
environmental spheres, and raised the need for a new 
way to look at how we produce, live and work in order 
to bring these spheres into balance and make them sus-
tainable. At the time, this was a truly revolutionary idea. 
The Rio conference also saw the crafting of the first 
Agenda for Environment and Development, or Agenda 
21, which laid out recommendations ranging from new 
educational methodologies to proposals for the pre-
servation of natural resources, by way of alternative 
economic models.

In 2000, the third millennium kicked off with the Millen-
nium Summit at UN headquarters in New York City. The 
summit culminated in the adoption of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs)(3), which set 2015 as the 
deadline for their achievement. The MDGs represen-
ted an unprecedented push in the fight against poverty 
and the pursuit of other development goals, such as 
the prevention of life-threatening diseases and primary 

3. See https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/

https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/


58 New Visions for Higher Education towards 2030 

who is responsible nor what real possibilities may exist 
to bring about change. As the two authors note, “the 
final approved text does not constitute an ‘intergover-
nmental consensus’ in the strict sense, but is simply a 
wide assortment of issues, insights and proposals that 
coexist in a declaration whose character is more des-
criptive than prescriptive in the way of solutions”.

The new global roadmap for sustainability that is 
defined by the 2030 Agenda does go beyond the UN 
development agenda in effect until 2015. According to 
Martínez Martínez & Martínez Osés (2016), “the goals 
are expanded, new steps are taken in the direction of a 
universal, multidimensional logic of development, and 
relevant elements are introduced for the governance 
of development”. As to the aim of universality, Gómez 
Gil (2018) points out that “the MDGs applied only to 
impoverished countries, taking a limited view of deve-
lopment, far from a multidimensional understanding 
of development. [By contrast, the SDGs] are a mirror 
through which all nations see their own policies and 
performance reflected back at them.”

Despite these advances, however, Gómez Gil (2018) 
stresses that there has not been a smooth transition 
from the MDGs to the SDGs and old problems of com-
pliance have not gone away. Specifically, the SDGs are 
the heirs of commitments and agreements embedded 
in the MDGs “but without having gone through a tho-
rough, comprehensive evaluation of the political and 
technical fulfilment of the earlier agreements” with the 
result that there is a lack of “exact scientific evidence 
to reorient global development policies appropriately”. 
Closely connected to this issue with the SDGs, Gómez 
Gil adds that “many of the goals and substantive targets 
come from international agreements, summits and 
conferences that were held years ago and then syste-
matically reneged on”.

Lastly, Martínez Martínez & Martínez Osés (2016) stress 
the unfinished nature of the 2030 Agenda: “the idea of 
the agenda as a closed, consensual, accepted agree-
ment carries major risks, given that the process of 
defining the goals and targets has not been completed, 
nor will the achieved result have to be applied in the 
same way in every signatory country. […] Each country 
must now define how to adapt the 2030 Agenda to its 
national reality, that is, how to interpret the SDGs poli-
tically”. Concurring with this view is Gómez Gil (2018) 
who says, looking at the next steps, that “to make 

significant advances, the SDGs require clear decisions 
and precise political commitments to transform empty 
rhetoric and hollow words of no value into effective, 
transformational measures to improve our afflicted 
planet and the living conditions of its inhabitants”.

2.2 The unique potential of higher 
education to forge change

We live at a defining moment for the future of humanity, in 
a new era when human activity affects the very dynamics 
of the planet on which we live. Sutoris (2021) notes that 
education has never before played such a critical in the 
future of humanity and the species as we live in an era, 
Anthropocene, “marked by humankind’s unprecedented 
control over the natural environment”. Indeed, educa-
tion must shoulder part of the responsibility for the new 
paradigm, which challenges even the most fundamental 
definition and goals of the educational process. 

However, this is not news. For some time, efforts have 
proceeded apace. In the context of the MDGs, for ins-
tance, the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD; 2005-2014)(4) set a goal to inte-
grate the principles, values and practices of sustainable 
development in all aspects of education in order to 
endow education with the knowledge, competences 
and attitudes needed to become a change agent.

Subsequently, on 21 May 2015, the World Education 
Forum met in Incheon (WEF 2015) and adopted the 
Incheon Declaration for Education 2030, which set out 
a new vision of education for the next 15 years under 
the framework of the 2030 Agenda: “our vision is to 
transform lives through education, recognising the 
important role of education as a main driver of deve-
lopment and in achieving the other proposed SDGs” 
(UNESCO, 2015b).

More specifically, Education for Sustainable Develo-
pment (ESD)5 is an integral part of the 2030 Agenda, 
particularly of SDG 4.7(5)

However, it is also a key element in the achievement 
of all the other goals. In this context, the ESD for 2030 

4. See https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-
development/what-is-esd/un-decade-of-esd
5. “By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills 
needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, 
through education for sustainable development and sustainable 
lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of 
peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural 
diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.”

https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-development/what-is-esd/un-decade-of-esd
https://en.unesco.org/themes/education-sustainable-development/what-is-esd/un-decade-of-esd
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very issues: “HEIs can be identified as key players from 
both perspectives and, thus, have the singular respon-
sibility of helping to provide appropriate and adequate 
responses to both legitimate needs and interests” in the 
global arena and in the development and competitive-
ness of their societies. 

Higher education also has great potential in the change 
process because of its link to knowledge. Its unique 
role in the production and transmission of knowledge 
gives it a tremendous capacity for growth. This unique 
quality, together with its key position between local and 
global and the fact that is the doorway to employment 
for many, turns higher education into the guiding and 
driving force for all other change agents as well.

Taking up this perspective and commitment, higher 
education is now engaged in a host of actions in rela-
tion to the SDGs. In March 2021, the rectors of 56 
universities from 30 countries signed the Joint State-
ment of Global University Leaders on the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, in the presence of UN 
members, to declare their aim of working together to 
achieve the SDGs. This marks the first time that leading 
universities from six continents have undertaken a joint 
commitment to the SDGs and they did so, specifically, 
in five key areas: implementing the concept of sustaina-
ble development across their activities and operations; 
improving the sustainable development competence 
of students, faculty and staff; supporting a wider spec-
trum of scientific research, including blue-sky discovery 
and transdisciplinary research, in response to global 
challenges; working with global partners to provide 
innovative solutions and leveraging technology; and 
upholding open science to facilitate constructive 
cross-border collaboration to solve specific problems 
(O’Malley, 2021). 

As the International Association of Universities (IAU) 
(2020) put it, the impact of the SDGs on HEIs is 
twofold, since higher education is both a target (4.3) 
and an enabling factor. On one hand, the 2030 Agenda 
must transform how HEIs function in teaching and 
research, while on the other hand, HEIs must contri-
bute actively to sustainable development through the 
links that they forge with their local community and 
the international arena:

roadmap (UNESCO, 2020), the framework for the 
current decade of Education for Sustainable Develop-
ment, envisions the urgent sustainability challenges and 
points out “the implementation of the new Education 
for Sustainable Development: Towards Achieving the 
SDGs [ESD for 2030] framework, which was adopted 
with the aim of increasing the contribution of education 
to building a more just and sustainable world”. Indeed, 
the roadmap outlines activities in five priority action 
areas: advancing policy, transforming learning environ-
ments, building capacities of educators, empowering 
youth and accelerating local level actions. Moreover, 
the roadmap has underscored ESD’s key role in the 
successful achievement of the 17 SDGs and the major 
individual and societal transformation required to 
address the urgent challenges of sustainability. 

The ESD for 2030 framework was presented to the 
UNESCO World Conference on Education for Sustai-
nable Development 2021 in Berlin, where the Berlin 
Declaration on Education for Sustainable Development 
(UNESCO, 2021) was adopted. “In this Declaration we 
acknowledge the power of education to turn things 
around”, said Stefania Giannini, UNESCO Assistant 
Director-General for Education, in her address at the 
conference(6). The adoption of the Berlin Declaration 
will give additional impetus to the application of the 
ESD for 2030 roadmap.

Higher education has a great responsibility under the 
new paradigm. Not only does it open doors into the 
world of work, but for many citizens it also prepares 
them for the future in the broadest sense. That is, these 
citizens will necessarily come face to face with a chan-
ging reality in which the change is, in reality, imperative 
and in their hands. As former UNESCO Director-General 
Federico Mayor Zaragoza said to GUNi (2019): “univer-
sities must be at the forefront of the radical and urgent 
changes that are needed to put the SDGs and the Paris 
Agreement on Climate Change into practice”.

Within the educational process, therefore, we observe 
that higher education holds a key position in time, if we 
understand it as a part of stage that will extend throu-
ghout life; and it also holds a key position in space, by 
virtue of being situated between the local community 
and the international context. GUNi (2017), in its aptly 
entitled report Towards a Socially Responsible Universi-
ty: Balancing the Global with the Local, addresses these 

6. Wrap-up video with some conference highlights:  
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wDpBYUG_Zr0>

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wDpBYUG_Zr0>
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On the one hand, the SDGs are transforming the 
way higher education institutions function. This 
includes for example teaching about them, speci-
fically doing research or in general orienting the 
institution along the 2030 Agenda. [...] On the 
other hand, HEIs are actively contributing to the 
achievement of the global goals, again through 
teaching, research, community engagement and 
campus initiatives. What is more, the sector critica-
lly engages with the goals set in the 2030 Agenda, 
questions them, revises them and in many cases 
translates them to the local level. Many academics 
and scientists are in dialogue with national gover-
nments, UN agencies and other policymakers, thus 
actively engaging themselves in the science–policy 
interface (IAU, 2020).

One noteworthy initiative was the publication in 2017 
of a guide entitled Getting started with the SDGs in 
universities: A guide for universities, higher education 
institutions, and the academic sector, which was put 
together by a group of universities in Australia and the 
Pacific that were members of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Solutions Network (SDSN). As the guide’s authors 
note, “universities, with their broad remit around the 
creation and dissemination of knowledge and their 
unique position within society, have a critical role to 
play in the achievement of the SDGs. Arguably none of 
the SDGs will be achieved without this sector” (SDSN 
Australia/Pacific, 2017). On the assumption that every 
higher education institution will approach the SDGs 
differently, the guide offers tools that can be adapted to 
different contexts. In 2021, the SDSN in Spain published 
an updated version of the guide entitled Accelerating 
Education for the SDGs in Universities: A guide for uni-
versities, colleges, and tertiary and higher education 
institutions, “[which] aims to expand, update and refine 
the information provided in the previous guide based 
on new resources, tools, thinking, and learnings from 
universities working to implement ESDGs, to consider 
what ESDGs mean for universities” (SDSN, 2020).

In the same vein, GUNi has adopted a strategic line of 
action revolving around the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs 
that focuses on partnerships, knowledge and research. 
Specifically, GUNi has organised two international con-
ferences (the International Conference on Sustainable 
Development Goals: Actors and Implementation in 
2017; and the International Conference on Sustainable 
Development Goals and Higher Education in 2020), 
and it has launched the Group of Experts on SDGs 

and Higher Education. GUNi has also produced publi-
cations and reports, most notably Approaches to SDG 
17 Partnerships for the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs); Sustainable Development Goals: Actors and 
Implementation, a Report from the International Con-
ference; and Implementing the 2030 Agenda at Higher 
Education Institutions: Challenges and Responses.

Moreover, it is well known that universities keep close 
track of their activities by means of evaluation and 
monitoring, and the area of sustainability is no different. 
Since 2010, the University of Indonesia has published 
an annual GreenMetric ranking, which assesses univer-
sities around the world in terms of the extent of their 
engagement with sustainability. The ranking’s criteria 
fall into six categories, specifically relating to campus 
design and infrastructure, energy consumption and 
carbon footprint, waste management, water usage, 
transport, and the incorporation of sustainability in tea-
ching and research. More recently, the second edition 
of the Times Higher Education (THE) Impact Rankings 
appeared in 2020. The Impact Rankings, which seek 
to assess universities in terms of their degree of com-
mitment to the SDGs, takes a more global approach to 
sustainability, evaluating universities on three dimen-
sions: the social, the environmental and the economic. 
According to Miñano, Benayas & Mataix (2021), these 
rankings do reflect genuine progress, but they are not 
above criticism.

Higher education has witnessed a host of proposals 
for the implementation of sustainable development. 
Still, many voices stress that there remains much to do 
before HEIs offer a favourable setting for sustainability. 
The IAU (2020), for example, notes that “the question 
about how universities around the world are transla-
ting those ideas into action remains”, adding that since 
the 2030 Agenda was written for governments, “it is 
hence not the task of higher education to implement 
the SDGs, but rather to engage with them”. For his part, 
Wals (2020) eloquently points out the “education has 
been hijacked by (short-term) corporate interests and 
a ‘neo-liberal’ agenda that is not concerned with deve-
loping an ethic of care, solidarity, sharing, mindfulness 
and sensitivity towards the other, the far away and the 
unknown”. Clearly, it is necessary to keep pressing 
forward and lay the groundwork for change in HEIs so 
that it is both robust and binding. 
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the foregoing groups and outside agents. As GUNi 
(2019b) has put it, “most of the higher education com-
munity involved in such topics agree that the main 
objective for HEIs in the implementation of sustainable 
development should be its holistic integration in their 
systems”. More specifically, “in many cases, [...] either 
there is a leadership that is convinced of the need to 
embed sustainable development but finds it very diffi-
cult to reach academics, service staff and students and 
make cultural change possible, or we find strong bot-
tom-up approaches coming from enthusiasts that lack 
clear support from leadership”. Also, the interaction 
between HEIs and society is imperative and it is even 
more crucial to foster a systematic vision that inclu-
des every agent involved in the change process. In this 
respect, Ferrer-Balas (2011) speaks of “thoughtful tran-
sition”. Clearly, the university must change; however, 
Ferrer-Balas goes on to say that “it would be quite 
naive to see it as a two-step change: first, the universi-
ties change, and then they support society to change. 
Rather, it must be viewed as a co-evolution of systems”. 

(ii) As noted above, another frequently mentioned issue 
is the need to change how we approach sustainability. 
Recalling the famous words of Einstein, we cannot solve 
our problems with the same thinking we used to create 
them. If they are to be fixed, “young people need to be 
given the space to ask bold and disruptive questions 
about why things are the way they are, to learn how 
things can be changed but also what keeps them from 
changing” (Wals, 2020). In other words, we must stren-
gthen critical thinking and make spaces for reflection. 
Importantly, in such spaces, it is also indispensable to 
find an appropriate way to manage fear and hope in the 
face of an uncertain future. Grancitelli et al. (2020) put 
it like this:

Our inspiration came from Martin Luther King: 
had he proclaimed “I have a nightmare,” he 
would never have mobilised the critical mass to 
uproot entrenched racism. Young people today 
cannot  imagine  a world without, say, fossil fuels, 
even if they  know  CO2  emissions are killing us. 
They fear the loss of familiar lifestyles for lack of a 
‘dream’ about a better future. So dealing with these 
fears and hopes is a crucial ingredient of education 
for a sustainable future (Grancitelli et al., 2020).

In addition, we need to change our deeply entrenched 
mindset and behaviour toward the world: “scaling-down 
and pulling-back rather than designing our way out of 

3. Foundations for change
As Tilbury (2011) says, “sustainability is more a journey 
than a checklist”. The implementation of sustainabi-
lity in higher education necessarily entails profound 
changes that take time and a determined transforma-
tion that reaches every part of HEIs. In this respect, 
several authors make proposals that revolve around (i) 
the idea of connection or synergy, that is, connecting 
with the environment and with people near and far, 
connecting areas of knowledge with one another, and 
connecting higher education institutions both inwardly 
and outwardly, while a host of writers mention (ii) the 
need to change how we approach sustainability, that is, 
by using critical thinking, engaging not only with fear 
but also with hope, and employing self-restraint while, 
at the same time, taking action.

(I) Synergies, broadly understood, are essential to 
create the necessary conditions for a higher education 
in support of sustainability. Wals (2020), for instance, 
speaks of the need for a “relational pedagogy” that 
would create opportunities for connection, more speci-
fically, to “connect to the local environment and the way 
it relates to the wider world, connect to other species 
and non-living matter in a deeper and more caring way, 
and connect to other humans, also those not in sight, 
those thinking differently, having different socio-eco-
nomic, cultural, etc. backgrounds”. Ferrer-Balas (2011) 
similarly underscores the importance of fostering 
contact between different cultural milieus, especially 
those that are more compatible with the principles of 
sustainability, such as Buddhist culture.

In addition, synergies need to be generated between 
branches of knowledge, and between sustainability 
itself and other disciplines. This is not yet always the 
case. For instance, GUNi (2019b) highlights a “lack of 
coordination and interdisciplinary work” and, there-
fore, “the need to break down silos and work across 
disciplines and faculties”. Similarly, Grancitelli et al. 
(2020) note that “even now that we have crossed pla-
netary boundaries and life on the planet is rapidly going 
extinct, the university still treats sustainability as a sepa-
rate discipline or as an ‘add-on’ to the standard package 
meant to sustain our competitiveness by advancing 
green technologies”. 

There is also a great need not only for interaction 
among the different members, departments and areas 
of higher education, but also for interaction between 
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problems” (Grancitelli et al., 2020). In the case of the 
climate crisis, it has become clear that human beings 
cannot solve the problems basically through techno-
logy, taxes and legislation. According to the authors, 
what is necessary is “self-restraint in human behaviour”.

Perhaps the most commonly repeated point is that we 
must get beyond knowledge and commitment, that is, 
we must take action. It is necessary to live sustaina-
bility as an experience, not merely in academic terms 
(Castells, 2021). But what has to be done so that today’s 
young people become citizens committed to sustaina-
bility? According to Grancitelli et al. (2020), “if you look 
at our university education, the answer seems to be that 
you have to learn ‘facts and figures’ about issues like 
climate change or pollution, and once you know what is 
wrong, you will do the right thing. Of course, that’s not 
how it works.” Young people are well informed about 
the climate crisis and, indeed, many of them take to the 
streets to demand action (see Section 4.1). However, 
the authors add that “asking the government to save 
the planet is one thing. Changing your outlook on life 
is another. And that is not what you learn in the groves 
of academe.”

Failure to take action can have serious consequences. 
As Wals (2020) warns, “when there is a disconnect 
between what a school does and what it tries to teach in 
these areas, there is a hidden curriculum of unsustaina-
bility at work that can do more harm than good”. When 
education focuses only on knowledge and commitment 
and does not make action possible, Wals concludes, “it 
can easily become doom-and-gloom education or edu-
cation that prepares for the ‘end of the world’ which 
likely will cultivate hopelessness, apathy and even 
depression”.

In short, many voices speak about how to make change 
happen that is both profound and real, and they have 
pointed to two key ideas that form the basis of HEIs’ 
transformation toward sustainability: connecting 
milieus, people and institutions; and daring together 
to change how we approach sustainability. Of course, 
we already know what this means: we must now take 
hold of the reins of tomorrow, if we really want tomo-
rrow to be possible.

4. Environmental, 
social and economic 
sustainability in 
higher education

As GUNi (2019b) notes, HEIs have been working on 
sustainable development and related issues since well 
before the adoption of the 2030 Agenda. Until recent-
ly, though, much of the emphasis had been placed on 
a narrow approach to sustainability: the environment. 
However, the approach has broadened in recent years 
to include all aspects of life. More importantly, the 2030 
Agenda has triggered renewed interest among different 
parties and once again put the spotlight on topics that 
in some cases were regarded as secondary.

To make Education for Sustainable Development into 
a reality, it is imperative to address sustainability not 
only from an environmental perspective, but also from 
the social and economic perspectives. The following 
sections lay out the implications of all three perspecti-
ves for higher education. Specifically, Section 4.1 links 
higher education and climate change, while Section 4.2 
adopts a social perspective to treat higher education as 
a common good and Section 4.3 looks at education for 
economic well-being.

4.1 Adaptation and transformation: higher 
education and climate change

UNESCO (2015) has stated that “education plays a 
paramount role in raising awareness and promoting 
behavioural change for both climate change mitigation 
and adaptation”. This is indeed what is set out in SDG 
13.3(7). The role of higher education in sustainable deve-
lopment is key, not only with regard to the transmission 
of knowledge on the subject and the raising of aware-
ness and commitment, but also in the case of action. 
In other words, higher education must work with 
other change agents to mitigate the effects of climate 
change and create the means by which we can adapt 
to new environmental conditions. 

According to Facer (2020), higher education institu-
tions have the chance to become core actors in the 
transition toward sustainable models. As she puts it, 

7. “Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional 
capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction 
and early warning.”
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than its predecessors. [...] The movement’s visibility 
on social media and in the press has created a feed-
back loop. Young people are getting so much attention 
that it draws more young people into the movement.” 
Indeed, the environmental awareness of young people 
entering higher education institutions is much greater 
than it used to be, and this is an aspect that HEIs must 
take on board in order to move forward decisively.

4.2 Higher education as a common good

The knowledge society has led to a growing accep-
tance that university training is necessary to obtain 
high-quality, value-added jobs, and this realisation 
is indeed reflected in a sustained increase in higher 
education. Indeed, it has prompted a rise in higher edu-
cation around the world. Nonetheless, UNESCO has 
pointed out in the concept note for the World Higher 
Education Conference (WHEC 2022) that “despite these 
improvements, huge disparities within and across 
countries and regions remain, and social origin conti-
nues to be the main factor that influences participation 
in higher education”(9).

While the right to education is commonly accepted for 
primary and secondary schooling, no universal agree-
ment exists on higher education. In this vein, SDG 4 
sets out for the first time that “the scope of education 
is conceived of not merely as universal, but also as 
transversal, as something that is pursued throughout 
people’s lives. For this reason, the targets now include 
the achievement of inclusive, equitable access to a 
higher education that must be one of quality” (Martí-
nez-Samper & Vilalta, 2021). Along the same lines, a 
recent report entitled Reimagining our futures toge-
ther (UNESCO, 2021b) seeks to build a new social 
contract to reinforce this idea and expand the right 
to education so as to include access to information 
and the right to opportunities to make contributions 
to the knowledge commons, the accumulated and 
ever-changing resources of our collective knowledge. 

SDG 4 also focuses on the presence of women and 
other groups that have traditionally been more exclu-
ded from education. The aim is to “eliminate gender 
disparities in education and ensure equal access to all 
levels of education and vocational training for the vul-
nerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous 
peoples and children in vulnerable situations”. Likewi-

“climate change is not a scientific and technical matter 
alone, but is driven by a set of underpinning issues rela-
ting to economics, social inequalities, how we produce 
knowledge and ideas of what it means to be human”. 
Thus, higher education can make major contributions 
not only through research into the scientific and tech-
nical aspects of climate change, but also by dealing 
with all of the underlying issues transversally within 
the institution. Facer (2020) clusters these underlying 
issues into four specific areas for action: 1) redesigning 
the day-to-day operations of universities and colleges 
to reduce emissions, nurture biodiversity and adapt to 
the impacts of a changing climate; 2) reinvigorating the 
civic role of institutions to build ecologically and socia-
lly resilient communities; 3) reshaping the knowledge 
structures of the university to address the interdiscipli-
nary complexity of climate change; and 4) refocusing 
the educational mission of the institution to support 
students to develop the emotional, intellectual and 
practical capacities to live well with each other and with 
the planet in the era of climate change.

Against this backdrop, various initiatives now enable 
universities to propose and pursue innovative projects 
to address the challenges of the 2030 Agenda at the 
scale that pertains to them (Miñano, Benayas & Mataix, 
2021). The overall aim is to transform HEIs into living 
laboratories and then implement any changes more 
broadly afterwards. In the same vein, Arjen Wals gave 
a lecture for the Baltic University Programme in Decem-
ber 2020(8) in which he laid out the role of universities 
in co-creating transitions toward sustainability: first, 
it is possible to create small niches of action, which 
can be student actions or courses on sustainability; 
second, it is necessary to develop whole programmes 
or projects; third, the local environment becomes a 
resource for education. The incorporation of the local 
environment in the transformation of the university 
can be understood as a first step toward the transfer of 
HEI changes to society.

In the same context, we must not forget the current role 
of young people in addressing the planet’s challenges. 
Drawing on the words of Dana Fisher, a sociologist at 
the University of Maryland who studies activism, Marris 
(2019) explains that “young people have been talking 
about climate change for decades. But the latest gene-
ration of protestors is louder and more coordinated 

8. Lecture available at <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0fWIJHhULtY> 

9. See https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/whec2022-
concept-note-en.pdf

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0fWIJHhULtY>
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0fWIJHhULtY>
https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/whec2022-concept-note-en.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/whec2022-concept-note-en.pdf
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se, the Incheon Declaration also addresses the issue 
of gender: “We recognise the importance of gender 
equality in achieving the right to education for all. We 
are therefore committed to supporting gender-sen-
sitive policies, planning and learning environments; 
mainstreaming gender issues in teacher training and 
curricula; and eliminating gender-based discrimination 
and violence in schools” (UNESCO, 2015b).

Since the late nineteen-seventies, gender issues have 
gone through changes in higher education. While there 
used to be a notable underrepresentation of women, 
now the level of schooling for women has risen and they 
have a greater likelihood of completing their studies 
than men do (UNESCO-IESALC, 2021). This phenome-
non has come to be called the “female advantage”. The 
2021 UNESCO-IESALC report asks whether the “female 
advantage” has really put an end to gender inequali-
ties, since the issue of women’s role in higher education 
does not appear to have been entirely resolved: 

Regardless of these somewhat encouraging statis-
tics on women participation in higher education, 
concerns about the issue of gender equality in the 
tertiary education system have been growing over 
the last decade. A valid assumption is that women, 
after they graduate, are also able to proceed and 
study for higher degrees that would enable them 
to occupy most academic positions in universities, 
be involved in relevant research, take on leadership 
roles, and even earn competitive and comparable 
wages. Yet, [...] this has not been the case (UNES-
CO-IESALC, 2021).

According to the report, there is a clear increase in 
women’s access to higher education, but they continue 
to face obstacles when they seek, for example, to take 
part in important research, move forward in their aca-
demic and scientific careers, or take up leadership roles 
(see chapter The future of work).

Another recurring debate linked to education as a 
common good focuses on the issue of who funds higher 
education. Castells (2021) speaks of a gradual reduction 
in public prices tending toward free higher education. 
That said, even in the case of greater public funding, 
it must be borne in mind that differences between 
countries will continue to exist. One possible solution 
is a “Global Learning Fund”, which would oblige “eco-
nomically richer countries and global businesses to 
contribute a portion of their profits to subsidise higher 
education across regions” (UNESCO-IESALC, 2021b). 

Harris (2021) addresses this matter in the specific case 
of the US, where work proceeds on a national free 
college and where “the idea of a large, federal free-co-
llege program [...] has more and more credibility. [...] 
The stars seem aligned to make some form of national 
free college a reality. The more evidence we see, the 
more that would seem to be a step forward.”

If we widen the field of vision, we can see that the 
issue of the common good transcends education to 
encompass knowledge itself. As UNESCO (2015) puts 
it, discussions over education must go beyond the 
acquisition, validation and use of knowledge. They 
must also tackle fundamental problems linked to 
the creation and control of knowledge. According to 
UNESCO, “the knowledge commons is gradually being 
privatised through law and, more specifically, through 
the Intellectual Property Rights regime, which domina-
tes knowledge production”. Yet UNESCO has come to 
the conclusion that knowledge is the common heritage 
of humanity and, as such, must be regarded, like edu-
cation, as a global common good. In this vein, the new 
social contract for education calls for the inclusion of “a 
society-wide commitment to include everyone in public 
discussions about education. This emphasis on parti-
cipation is what strengthens education as a common 
good” (UNESCO, 2021b).

There appears to be a clear need to treat both educa-
tion and knowledge as common goods. Nonetheless, 
there is an all-too-familiar gap between regulations 
and discourse on one hand and implementation on the 
other hand, and gender issues are one of the key ele-
ments of discrimination. The dominance of stakeholder 
groups remains too great (UNESCO, 2015). Beyond calls 
to enact these rights, therefore, it comes down to ever-
yone working together. 

4.3 Education for economic progress and 
well-being

Jorge Riechmann (2020) notes that “climate change 
is the symptom, but the disease is capitalism”. The 
economic model that guides the world today, many 
argue, is what needs most urgently to be overhauled. In 
such a context, what role does higher education have 
to play? Riechmann (Territoris.cat, 2020) makes the 
critique that “faculties of economics everywhere are 
[privileging] the business school model over econo-
mic models committed to the survival of living species, 
including human beings”.
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lient and caring households, [...] to sustain and defend 
viable states and to contribute to the maintenance of 
common goods”. Thus, it is necessary to focus on the 
whole person and his or her context. 

More specifically, Facer (2021) picks up on propo-
sals from the economist Kate Raworth to explain that 
“economic well-being depends upon [...] provisioning 
practices”: (1) paid work in the marketplace in exchan-
ge for money, but also access to goods and services 
provided by (2) households, by (3) the commons and 
by (4) the state. With respect to the second aspect, 
which entails “creating conditions in which households 
can provide or access care and develop food supplies 
that are resilient to marketplace shocks”, Facer (2021) 
stresses that under no circumstances can it involve 
“removing women and girls from their rights to partici-
pate in and contribute to the wider community”.

To sum up, in keeping with education for economic 
well-being put forward by Facer (2021) and proposals 
from Riechmann to change the economic model, it is 
necessary to furnish students with opportunities to 
rethink how the economy currently operates in order to 
come up with a model that will actually be sustainable.

Denying the gravity of the situation and trusting that it 
will get fixed without challenging capitalism, in Riech-
mann’s view, is not working. Moreover, he adds, green 
capitalism and the green new deal are oxymorons 
(Territoris.cat, 2020) as we live in a planet of limited 
resources economically controlled by the self-expan-
ding dynamic of capital accumulation, also inherent 
in its “green” versions. Therefore, Riechmann (2020) 
defends the need of “an emergency contraction”.

Despite our awareness that the goal is very tough to 
achieve, Riechmann proposes that we keep doing 
things in the meantime: “Think about how to organi-
se collectively, not individually, in your daily lives and 
things closer to home in order to feed yourselves, 
move about, live in the most sustainable way possible. 
At the same time, also think about how to fight poli-
tically in response to major challenges like mobility, 
the energy model, a global agroecological program-
me …”. In this process, higher education will have an 
essential role to play. There is a need to support stu-
dents and the broader society in the transition toward 
new models and approaches so that, drawing again on 
Riechmann, “when the signs of major disaster become 
apparent to the vast majority of the population, we will 
have enough room to make the best possible respon-
se” (Riechmann, 2020).

Facer (2021), for her part, puts forward a number of 
proposals for education aimed at economic well-being, 
revolving around the idea of employability (see chapter 
The future of work):

For many around the world, having a job in the 
formal economy has long been seen as a fantasy; 
their financial income comes primarily from infor-
mal work, the grey economy and precarious 
employment. For many others, the Covid-19 pan-
demic as well as the 2008 financial crisis made 
starkly visible the fact that jobs in themselves are 
not enough to provide economic security. Under 
these conditions the other ways in which people 
create security for themselves – the care and mate-
rial resources of the household, the resources of 
the commons and the underpinning infrastructures 
of the State – become clearly apparent, alongside 
their fragilities (Facer, 2021).

Against this backdrop, Facer notes that “education 
needs to attend not only to students’ capacities to 
participate in meaningful work in the formal economy, 
but also to their capacities to create ecologically resi-
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they are fully embedded in their local communities and 
at the same time integrated in a broader global scena-
rio; both local and global trends affect and amplify not 
only their performance and results but also their main 
mission (GUNI, 2017).

There are multiple areas of action in which HEIs can 
make a unique contribution to the solution of global 
problems. Authors like Slaughter (2017) specifically 
include universities in the group of players that are “(…) 
making a real impact in discovering, formulating and 
implementing solutions to global problems”. Along 
with governments, “[l]arge foundations, universities 
and civic organisations of all kinds are on the ground 
trying to tackle what used to be known as “develop-
ment issues” or international problems such as climate 
change and global health” (Slaughter, 2017, p. 20).

These lines of action require HEIs to be orientated 
towards collaboration and association with other 
agents, and HEIs’ internationalisation policies and prac-
tices can play a crucial role in making this possible. 
Probably the most salient issue is the urgent necessity 
to rethink and reframe the current world-competition 
paradigm and to analyse the feasibility of collabora-
tive models at national and international level. This 
would represent a complete change in the way HEIs’ 
internationalisation policies are usually understood. 
Let us consider, for example, the current influence 
of global technology corporations, which in some 
cases threaten basic rights like active citizenship, the 
right to privacy and the concomitant undermining of 
democracy (See Veliz, 2020; Lanier, 2013). Most higher 
education institutions are nodes of multi-level networ-
ks that create and disseminate high-quality knowledge. 
They are organised into alliances and other collabora-
tive models, with the participation of relevant social 
players. Under certain conditions, HEI networks could 
play a crucial role in counterbalancing the weight that 
global technology corporations currently have in the 
creation of cutting-edge technologies. (For notions of 
nodes and networks, see Benkler, 2006 and 2011; for 
the role that transnational and global networks can play 
in the current global scenario, which includes a specific 
role for HEIs, see Slaughter, 2004 and 2017).

As mentioned in the introduction to this report, higher 
education institutions (HEIs) face important societal 
demands. The Covid-19 pandemic has increased the 
pressure exerted on them, and the last two years have 
resulted in an authentic tour de force for students, aca-
demics and staff. Among other issues, the impracticality 
of face-to-face education and limitations in internatio-
nal mobility posed tough challenges that required new 
ways of thinking and acting to be successfully overco-
me. Some of these challenges have had a particular 
effect on the internationalisation strategies pursued by 
HEIs, which in recent years have acquired more relevan-
ce in university structures.

This chapter attempts to provide a brief analysis of 
current trends in HEIs’ internationalisation, identifying 
common issues and proposing some potential lines of 
action. It aims to identify the potential role of internatio-
nalisation policies in the post-pandemic scenario facing 
universities, and in particular the power of HEI networ-
ks, alliances and other collaborative settings to tackle 
urgent global issues.

1. World context, 
global trends and their 
impact on HEIs

If there were still some doubts about the reality and 
scope of globalisation, the Covid-19 pandemic has 
shown how interconnected the world really is. Recent 
events inescapably created an opportunity to confirm 
not only the existence of very tangible global pro-
blems, but also the fact that global problems can only 
be solved through global solutions. The climate emer-
gency, the consequences of the pandemic, and the 
socio-economic transformations which, among other 
consequences, have resulted in an unacceptable 
increase in massive inequalities, requires a coordina-
ted, decisive and global intervention.

Higher education institutions cannot overlook the 
crucial challenges that the world currently faces, as 
these changes jeopardise not only the perspectives and 
wellbeing of future generations but those of current 
generations too. To better serve their communities, HEIs 
need to address global issues. But in addressing global 
problems it is crucial not to overlook the particularities 
and conditioning features of their own community. It 
is important to remember this double linkage of HEIs: 
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1.1 The evolution of HEIs’ 
internationalisation strategies to navigate 
an interconnected world

When addressing HEIs’ internationalisation strategies, it 
is important to keep in mind that, besides the relevan-
ce of a university’s autonomy, these strategies are fully 
imbricated in a wider geopolitical scenario and a particu-
lar cultural community that universities cannot ignore. 

As is well known, since their origins universities have 
conceived themselves as part of an interconnected, 
albeit geographically and culturally limited, world. As 
Guri-Rosemblit (2015) stated, Western medieval univer-
sities had been built on the foundations of a common 
language – Latin - and a vocation of explaining universal 
matters. The main concept of international academic 
mobility, understood as scholars and students atten-
ding different universities, as well as the international 
recognition of university credentials, can be traced 
back to the 14th century(1).

This original universal-oriented ethos was diluted by the 
rise of contemporary nations and their national acade-
mies. As mentioned by de Wit et al (2015), in the 17th 
and 18th centuries universities became an instrument 
to support national interests. At the same time, Latin 
was replaced by national languages as the teaching 
language, and universities turned into national-centred 
institutions. This process intensified throughout the 19th 
century and the early part of the 20th, when preparing 
national elites for governmental and liberal professions 
became a central goal for universities. In this context, 
HEIs aligned their goals and mission with national aspi-
rations, and the concept of serving the country was 
added to their core values. A second concept arose 
at that time: the ideal of competition. Originally linked 
to a broader sense of national intellectual sovereignty 
and rivalry among countries, since then the concept of 
competition between universities has been integrated 
into the dominant narrative as a positive and unavoida-
ble component of HEI quality. 

After World War I, and especially after World War II, the 
idea that universities needed to cultivate an internatio-
nal culture reappeared. Post-war geopolitical relations 
between Europe and the United States were determi-
nant in the way international university relations were 
conceived. Cultural diplomacy and language learning, 
protected under the umbrella of the American cultural 
scheme known as “Study Abroad”, were presented as 
tools to extend the influence of North American poli-

tics in the Western world.(2) As Reilly and Senders (2018) 
pointed out:

Post-war geopolitics provided an instrumental 
motive for learning about other countries and 
cultures: winning the Cold War. The US govern-
ment began to view cross-cultural knowledge as a 
necessary ingredient in the successful application 
of power (hard or soft) in the international arena, 
embedded in a wider intellectual project that was a 
boon to the national interest (p. 244-245)(3).

Even though this re-enactment of university interna-
tionalisation was moulded to respond to the situation 
in the US, it has exerted a strong influence on the way 
other HEIs around the globe have shaped their own 
internationalisation strategies. Among other examples, 
this influence can be observed in the development of 
the European model of university internationalisation. 
Guri-Rosemblit (2015) highlights three main moments 
in that process: the establishment of the Erasmus 
Programme in 1987, the enactment of the European 
Higher Education Area, popularly known as the Bologna 
Process, in 1999, and the adoption of the Lisbon Stra-
tegy/Europe 2020, in 2000. All three follow a model of 
promotion of students’ and scholars’ mobility among 
European HEIs. For decades, the level of internationali-
sation of a university has been measured by its national 
composition (percentage of students and scholars from 
other countries against the total number of national 
students and scholars) and bilateral agreements to 
promote mobility and exchanges between universities 
have been the preferred mechanism used to pursue it.

A qualitatively different approach can be detected 
in the fourth and fifth moments: the promotion of 
internationalisation at home and grounded internatio-

1. For a historical review of the concept of university internationalisation 
in Europe please see Guri-Rosenblit (2015) and de Wit et al. (2015).
2. The dominant practice has been the establishment of agreements 
between universities that allowed them to send North American 
students to attend European universities for a term or a year. Credits 
gained during the stay are recognised as part of the curriculum, even 
when the focus of the activity is placed not on the academic content 
but the overall cultural and personal experience of the student during 
their time abroad. For a history and evolution of the Study Abroad 
industry in the U.S., see Hoffa (2007).
3. Although when the exchange mode has been promoted, the 
dominant way in which tens of thousands of North American university 
students spend a term abroad every year is a commodified one. The 
most extended practice in Study Abroad is for the sender university 
(or a third-party provider) to purchase from the host university several 
credits and other services for their students. Cultural and academic 
exchange becomes a commercial experience, in which one party buys 
and the other sells.
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challenges depends on their characteristics, institutio-
nal culture, model of governance, geopolitical location, 
and national and regional backgrounds.

The fifth moment came with the launch of the Euro-
pean Universities Initiative in 2019, which promoted 
large transnational, long-term European university 
alliances (see European Commission, 2019a). The Euro-
pean Commission envisioned the permanent alliance 
of European HEIs as a key factor in the construction 
and strengthening of a European knowledge society 
(see European Commission, 2019b). This initiative, at 
least partially, breaks up the logic of HEIs’ individual 
competition for resources and students, and instead 
promotes a collaboration framework. It is also impor-
tant to mention that, albeit with limitations, their 
proposal includes some forms of collaboration with 
non-European HEIs. But the main interpretation of what 
a global knowledge society is, at least according to 
the official documents released to support the project 
(see Council of the European Union, 2021) seems to 
be narrow. Beyond the call to address global problems 
and include global players in the discussion, the offi-
cial European conception of a knowledge society is not 
truly global but regional. It does not advocate tackling 
the obstacles that prevent the construction of a global 
academia, which would be a very powerful catalyst in 
the creation of a global knowledge society. Instead, it 
promotes a model of competition between networks of 
European universities, hoping that this will generate a 
natural process of distillation and institutional enhance-
ment to place European academia in a better position 
in the global academic scenario.

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, unders-
tanding university internationalisation strategies 
means opening up the scope and paying attention to 
a broader geopolitical context. It is interesting to note 
that, on occasions, HEIs based in developed countries 
tend to follow a two-tiered model for agreements on 
exchanges, collaborations and alliances, according to 
the country, region or perceived prestige of the coun-
terpart. In that sense, the terms of agreements with 
peer institutions located in developing countries some-
times mimic those of cooperation for development, in 
which one party has the resources and sets the main 
terms and the other party accepts it, under certain con-
ditions that they are not allowed to change. As in other 
aspects of globalisation and the knowledge society, 
resources matter, and the wide gap in HEIs’ finances 
makes it extremely difficult to level the playing field for 

nalisation practices; and the enactment of the European 
Universities Initiative.

Authors like Crowther et al (2001), Knight (2004), Hudzik 
(2011), Leaks (2015), Beleen and Jones (2015) and or De 
Wit (2011) have summarised and theorised the main 
features of the internationalisation at home proposal. 
It consists of a set of policies and practices aimed at 
promoting and enhancing the international spirit of 
an institution through activities that do not involve 
international mobility. The main goal is to broaden the 
understanding of what counts as HEI internationalisa-
tion, and it is based on the necessity of promoting a 
more sustainable and cultural and socially inclusive 
approach to it. Beleen and Jones (2015) define interna-
tionalisation at home as ““(…) the purposeful integration 
of international and intercultural dimensions into the 
formal and informal curriculum for all students within 
domestic learning environments.” (p. 69)

As Beleen and Jones (2015) pointed out, there are two 
other intertwined concepts of internationalisation 
at home: comprehensive or grounded internationa-
lisation, and internationalisation of the curriculum. 
To define comprehensive internationalisation, they 
proposed using Hudzik’s (2011) definition: “(…) a 
commitment, confirmed through action, to infuse inter-
national and comparative perspectives throughout 
the teaching, research and service missions of higher 
education” (p. 60). Hudzik added that the concept of 
comprehensive internationalisation “(…) shapes institu-
tional ethos and values and touches the entire higher 
education enterprise. (...) Comprehensive internatio-
nalisation not only impacts all of campus life but the 
institution’s external frames of reference, partnerships 
and relations” (2015, p. 60).

Regarding internationalisation of the curriculum, 
Beleen and Jones (2015) suggested using Leaks’ (2015) 
definition: “[i]nternationalisation of the curriculum is 
the incorporation of international, intercultural and/
or global dimensions into the content of the curri-
culum as well as the learning outcomes, assessment 
tasks, teaching methods and support services of a 
programme of study”. (p. 61) 

All three concepts acknowledge the pertinence of mul-
ticultural dimensions and global focus in the making of 
relevant HEI policies. However, in this field, effectively 
going from theory to practice is a complex endeavour 
that implies a certain level of institutional transforma-
tion at internal and external level. How HEIs respond to 
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all participants in this game. As Jones and de Wit (2014) 
stated, internationalisation is still understood in terms 
of a Westernized, Anglo-Saxon and English-speaking 
paradigm, even when there are sound arguments advo-
cating for a new model of HEI internationalisation. That 
new model needs to be based on a wider and smarter 
understanding of the powerful role that HEIs from deve-
loping countries can play in the resolution of global 
issues. This perspective must be effectively applied 
to the setting and the structure of international allian-
ces, networks or other mechanisms of HEI association, 
to promote a more democratic, culturally diverse and 
inclusive scenario. 

However, current prevailing internationalisation strate-
gies, with a few exceptions, still follow a centre-periphery 
and competition model. Among other factors, as we 
mentioned in section 1.1, university rankings and other 
competitive settings have contributed to the establish-
ment of HEI hierarchies that usually penalise institutions 
in developing countries. Unfortunately, a ranking posi-
tion results in a “Matthew Effect”, in which the richer 
and best-positioned universities get more resources, 
and the poorer and worst-positioned get less(4).

This conception of centre-periphery and national com-
petition can even be detected in internationalisation 
practices not exclusively based on the international 
physical mobility of students and staff but on what has 
been called comprehensive internationalisation, inter-
nationalisation at home, or internationalisation of the 
curriculum. As Leask (2015) pointed out:

“Debates about internationalisation often evoke 
nationalist reactions akin to those against colo-
nialism, as scholars search for alternative and 
legitimate knowledge regimes and paradigms. One 
of the challenges facing higher education institu-
tions in the developing world that are seeking to 
internationalise is to resolve the tension between 
the competing needs of local versus global develo-
pment, achieving an appropriate balance between 
developing the skills, knowledge and mind-sets 
needed to support national development and those 
required for the successful participation of indivi-
duals and the country in a globalised world.” (p. 21)

2. From internationalisation 
as competition to 
internationalisation as 
global collaboration

The current trends in HEIs’ internationalisation stra-
tegies usually imply a combination of policies and 
practices from all the above moments. Elements of 
academic diplomacy, language learning and exposure 
to different cultures through the exchange of students 
and staff coexist with initiatives to make curricula inter-
nationally and globally oriented, as well as promoting 
collaboration and alliances with other HEIs. The weight 
of each of the initiatives in each university’s strategy 
will vary according to factors such as the institutional 
culture, the institution’s degree of autonomy, its finan-
cial capacity, its relationship with the local community, 
etc. These tools can enable the implementation of new 
internationalisation models to help universities fulfil 
their social function, moving from the international com-
petition paradigm to a global collaborative paradigm. 
The task is not easy, even when among universities from 
all around the world there is strong consensus on its 
relevance and urgency.  As stated by GUNI (2021):

“[i]n recent years, we have witnessed an unpre-
cedented need and willingness to connect and 
cooperate. However, we have also seen narrow-min-
ded conceptions, based on nationalism and “we 
first” policies. We believe the context requires us 
to think about and develop new visions for higher 
education and its institutions, missions and values 
with regard to the public good and social respon-
sibility.” (p. 6)

The chapters in this report show the ways in which HEIs 
are immersed in an entangled setting. The idea of colla-
borative networks can be very helpful on this point, in 
particular when paired with other initiatives, like the 
active promotion of institutional diversity, the interna-
tionalisation of the curriculum, collaborative actions 
with local players, and a commitment to more sustai-
nable and equal access to international exchanges. 
Integrating into networks allows HEIs to improve their 
performance and amplify their impact without compro-
mising on their autonomy or identity. Although there 
are strong and well-established obstacles that could 4. This effect can be observed, for example, in the results of calls for 

highly competitive research grants, in which those usually considered 
to be world-class universities get the best results every single time. See 
Bol et al (2018).
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ve schemes of interaction and interdependence among 
them that are necessary not only to strengthen the 
individual members of the network but also the global 
common good, articulating the enormous potential of 
universities’ global collective intelligence at the service 
of this global common good. 

To contribute to an action-oriented collective discus-
sion, we would like to propose some indicators that 
could help us to picture the complexity faced by any 
HEI when undertaking the endeavour of collaborating 
and coordinating policies and practices with other ins-
titutions at local or international level. 

We have identified six indicators that could help in 
mapping the strategic position of a university when 
addressing a collaboration scenario. We believe that 
one of the factors that might contribute to facilitating 
integration in collaborative endeavours is to understand 
the traits that partly shape HEIs’ institutional identi-
ty. Please note that these indicators are conceived as 
a self-assessment tool that could help universities to 
visualize their position in relation to potential integra-
tion in coordinated actions with other players. None of 
the indicators are good or bad per se, they just repre-
sent the situation and could help to identify obstacles 
and enablers, as well as determining areas in which the 
university has room for manoeuvre and areas in which 
the decision is beyond its scope. It could also be helpful 
to identify partners, based on similar or complemen-
tary characteristics.

Even when the indicators are not dichotomic or con-
tinuous, it is easier to understand them if they are 
presented in pairs. The pairs are competitiveness/
collaboration, divergence/integration and singularity/
homogeneity.

The first pair, competitiveness/collaboration, attempts 
to capture the institutional disposition and mental fra-
mework of an HEI towards zero-sum (competitive) 
and collaborative (win-win) approaches. Variables like 
participation and position achieved in international 
rankings, competition for external grants and other 
resources, as well as the preference for meritocratic 
and individual results-oriented procedures in the award 
of scholarships and rewards to students and academic 
staff are examples of how relevant and integrated into 
the institutional culture competitiveness is. However, 
participation in open-science projects, sharing of faci-
lities and resources with other institutions, promotion 

prevent this change of orientation, there are also ena-
blers that could pave the way for it.

A well-functioning network is one in which different 
players have different roles and collaborate with each 
other for a common purpose under a win-win logic. 
Some players may win more than others. But those who 
win more are precisely those who are more and better 
connected, those that take more advantage of a coope-
rative scheme, and not those who decide to free-ride or 
compete unilaterally. Networks, of course, can and do 
compete among each other. But those that are inter-
nally more closely connected and cooperative will be 
externally more competitive (see Benkler, 2006 and 
Slaughter, 2017). Additionally, successful networks are 
those that are able to collaborate with some external 
players other than HEIs, such as governments, corpo-
rations and civil society organisations. Benkler (2006) 
identified three dimensions in which a network positi-
vely impacts on its participants:

(1) it improves their capacity to do more for and 
by themselves; (2) it enhances their capacity to do 
more in loose commonality with others, without 
being constrained by having to organise their 
relationship through a price system or in traditio-
nal hierarchical models of social and economic 
organisation; and (3) it improves the capacity of 
individuals to do more in formal organisations that 
operate outside the market sphere (p. 8).

Among the obstacles: some of the actions that could 
contribute to change are beyond HEIs’ capacities, others 
could be held back by faculty due to being perceived 
as a threat to institutional core values, like autonomy, 
and, as usual, there is a widespread lack of resources 
that undermines change and demoralises academic 
and non-academic staff. The list of enablers includes: 
the view, shared by HEIs located in different regions and 
countries, that collaboration, diversity and community 
engagement are key assets to the present and future 
of institutions; the successful experience of exchanges 
and other policies and practices for internationalisa-
tion, showing the benefits of opening up institutional 
boundaries; and the support of already existing networ-
ks and associations, like GUNI itself, that promote the 
creation of institutional learning communities.

The idea of HEI networks and alliances builds on the 
most important and radical value in human societies: 
the value of cooperation or collaboration. Networks of 
universities can and must therefore create collaborati-
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of collective problem-solving procedures, participation 
in collaborative projects with the community, NGOs 
and other non-academic players, and participation in 
networks or alliances work as a proxy for the prominen-
ce of collaborative approaches.

The second pair, divergence/integration, focuses on 
how idiosyncratic or homogenised academic proce-
dures and regulations are. To build the divergence 
indicator, it might be useful to pay attention to varia-
bles like the difficulty or ease of recognising credits 
attained in other institutions (national or international), 
the length of offered degrees, and grading systems. 
Integration could be measured by considering policies 
regarding the exchange of students, faculty and staff, 
bilateral or multilateral agreements with other HEIs, as 
well as joint or double degrees.

The third pair, singularity/homogeneity, concentrates 
on the characteristics of the academic offering, paying 
attention to its unique or common traits. Looking at the 
singularity indicator, we could consider variables like 
the presence of a teaching offering in native languages, 
the uniqueness of an academic offering or teaching and 
learning methods. 

The proposed indicators are not dichotomic or 
continuous. Every university necessarily has all six 
components, at different levels and in different con-
figurations, and they may be expressed in different 
institutional areas. Any accurate and action-oriented 
analysis of their strategic situation and the potential 
room for change must take many variables and par-
ticularities into account. It is imperative to avoid the 
one-size-fits-all approach that characterises some styles 
of policy recommendations, because these changes 
are not peripheral; on the contrary, they will probably 
affect universities’ central components and structures.

Final remarks

HEIs are asked to open their institutional boundaries 
and establish effective channels of collaboration with 
other organisations. This requirement poses new cha-
llenges in terms of university performance, finances 
and governance. As Carvalho (2021) mentioned, these 
are not new requirements, but in the last decade have 
been crystallised and consolidated as part of univer-
sities’ core functions. She warned against dichotomic 
interpretations of the policies and practices established 
by HEIs in that context, as they are usually too pessimis-

Area Indicador Expressed as

 
Mental framework

 
Competitiveness
 
 
Collaboration

 
Ranking position and performance measurement are focal 
points in the university’s strategy.

Collaborative endeavours and local and international 
partnerships are focal points in the university’s strategy 

 
Procedures

 
Divergence
 
 
Integration

 
Internal procedures and requirements, like access, grading 
and credit recognition follow an ad-hoc pattern

Procedures to promote the exchange and circulation of 
students and staff are flexible and accessible 

 
Academic offering

 
Singularity
 
 
Homogeneity

 
The academic offering is specific and unique, with the 
presence of one-of-a-kind degrees or faculty

The academic offering and contents follow an 
internationally standardised approach
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tic or too optimistic, and proposed bringing back into 
the discussion the relevance of institutional, social and 
political particularities. This recommendation is parti-
cularly appropriate for analysing internationalisation 
policies and practices.

HEIs’ internationalisation is an ongoing innovative 
endeavour that is expressed in different ways. It has 
the potential to make a crucial contribution to institu-
tional transformation and to create a more inclusive 
and sustainable world, reinforcing the ideal of global 
citizenship. Internationalisation can also redesign the 
boundaries of academic communities, making them 
more open and inclusive, and reinforcing their com-
mitment to the pursuit of knowledge and the common 
good. However, its actions must be aligned and suppor-
ted by the whole institution. HEIs’ internationalisation 
policies and practices may act as catalysers of internal 
change but cannot act separately from the rest of the 
institution to which they belong. They can function as 
a laboratory for innovative practices, but if they really 
want to promote change, their actions should not con-
tradict the core values of the institutional culture. 

The guiding principles of this chapter are extremely 
respectful of the unique cultural and social character 
of HEIs. As Page (2007) stated, in a knowledge society 
diversity is a value per se. Respecting and promoting 
HEIs’ institutional identity and particularities is a neces-
sary prerequisite of any collaborative intervention. 
In that sense, the challenge for higher education ins-
titutions committed to significant change is to find a 
balance between competitiveness and collaboration, 
between divergence and integration, and between 
singularity and homogeneity, in order to better serve 
their institutional values and mission. Even when there 
is no single or simple solution, it could be helpful to 
think of strategies that combine institutional flexibility, 
openness and a commitment to transparency, and the 
courage to innovate.
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human factor is undoubtedly the most decisive factor 
for any higher education institution. Having qualified 
teaching, research and management staff committed 
to university activity is key to building resilient, inno-
vative and socially committed institutions. The final 
section of this chapter addresses the challenges for HEI 
professionals and the reshaping of profiles in a chan-
ging world. 

All in all, it should be made clear that it is not a matter 
of finding a single governance model and replicating it, 
nor a single professional profile; quite on the contrary. 
Particularly in complex issues like this, it is essen-
tial to think of flexible models and profiles that can 
incorporate cultural, national, organizational, and the 
institution’s own academic cultures and specificities.

2. What is the governance 
of higher education 
institutions?

The notion of “governance of higher education 
institutions” should be regarded as self-evident by 
everyone involved in this sector. However, it is not so 
simple. As it happens, there is not a unique, broadly 
accepted definition of university governance. But, 
besides differences and nuances, all definitions of the 
concept focus on some common elements: 

 A) Decision-making: Who makes decisions about the 
internal government of the university and how they are 
made?

 B) Election: How are authorities elected (even if there is 
some ambiguity about who counts as “an authority”)?

 C) Autonomy: What is the institution’s degree of autonomy 
with respect to the corresponding national, regional or 
supranational governments?

 D) Stakeholders: What is the role of other relevant stake-
holders, such as students, unions, donors, and others, 
in the university’s decision-making processes?

 E) HEI interaction: How does the university interact with 
other universities and research centres, especially 
those with which they have partnerships, alliances, or 
networks? 

1. Introduction
As the contributions in this report show, Higher Edu-
cation Institutions all around the globe are at a critical 
turning point. Among other factors, extraordinary inter-
nal and external demands, structural financial troubles, 
large demographic changes, global challenges and 
emergencies bring global and HEI governance into the 
centre of the picture.  

In the field of public and private management, recent 
and not so recent literature has tried to answer the ques-
tion of how to adapt classic principles and guidelines of 
governance and management to exceptional situations, 
times of crises and emergencies (i.e., Comfort 2007, 
Crandall et al. 2013). In this sense, HEIs face certain 
specific challenges and possess some features that 
make them special. Aas Shattock (2014) states, “(...) 
in the modern world, university governance structu-
res are in a constant transition and adaptation process 
to respond to external pressures in a way we have not 
seen before”. Institutional autonomy, financial indepen-
dence, sufficient and stable funding, decision-making 
capacity, self-government, and internal leadership are 
some of the elements that form the basis of university 
governance. These elements, which had been rede-
fined in the last two decades, are deeply affected by 
the complex relationship that universities maintain with 
their corresponding governmental bodies, whether at 
the regional, national or supranational level. A variable 
interplay between internal governance and power ele-
ments, external constraints, and a general narrative of 
promoting competitiveness and incorporating market 
elements, have forced HEIs to undertake profound 
changes in their governance systems.

This chapter explores how different models of HEI 
governance can contribute to fulfilling their commit-
ment toward serving their communities as well as the 
global public interest. An unavoidable question that 
demands our full attention is the role that higher edu-
cation institutions’ governance need to play to honour 
its commitment towards a fairer and more sustainable 
society. Public universities are a pole and a privile-
ged engine for innovation and social change, and the 
construction and dissemination of knowledge. For 
universities to fulfil this role, it is essential to find gover-
nance models that allow the best articulation of the 
institution’s interests with the needs of its community 
and the global society in which they are immersed. The 
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governments, civil society, businesses, and citizens. 
Analysis of the different models of university gover-
nance, though, provides insight into how universities 
shape their position in the global knowledge society, in 
which they are key players (see GUNI, 2017). A recurring 
question in the literature is to what extent the influence 
of globalizing processes and immersion in the knowle-
dge society contribute to a confluence in university 
governance models. Although it is possible to detect 
common features, such as the inclusion of some types 
of market and competition mechanisms, there are still 
important spaces for the expression of particularities. 
As Capano and Jarvis (2020: p. 12-13) have recently 
pointed out, 

While this is not to dismiss the emergence of impor-
tant cross-national governance trends or growth in 
global systemic forces impacting national higher 
education systems, it does suggest that cultures of 
governance continue to display national specifici-
ty and that there are limits, or at least differences, 
in the degree to which internationalizing forces or 
‘globalizing models’ impact national contexts.

In sum, different definitions of university governance 
have been given, but they all usually refer to a series 
of elements, the specific combination of which may 
define other models of governance that might differen-
tiate and particularize universities across the world.

3. A brief review of models 
of HEI governance

In his seminal work of 1971, J. Baldridge summarizes 
and reconstructs three university governance models: 
bureaucratic, collegial and political. The bureaucratic 
model is based on the Weberian idea of bureaucracy. 
Baldrigde (1971) identifies five elements that highlight 
the Weberian bureaucratic components of a university:

 1) Being “a complex organization chartered by the state” 
implies that “the university is thus a corporate person 
with public responsibilities” (p. 3).

 2) Its formal and strictly ranked hierarchy.

 3) The existence of internal formal channels of communi-
cation that must be respected.

 4) The “bureaucratic authority relations, with some offi-
cials exercising authority over others (...)” (p. 3).

 F) Openness: What relations does the university main-
tain with other sectors of society, such as NGOs, civil 
society leaders and movements, neighbours, etc.?

 G) Funding: What factors affect its capacity to have suffi-
cient funds to develop its objectives.

The OECD (2003) defines HEI governance as:

(...) a complex web including the legislative fra-
mework, the characteristics of the institutions 
and how they relate to the whole system, how 
money is allocated to institutions and how they are 
accountable for the way it is spent, as well as less 
formal structures and relationships which steer and 
influence behaviour. (OECD, 2003, p. 61)

In the same vein, the Oxford White Paper on University 
Governance (2006) states that university governance 
implies not only institutional decision-making processes 
but also the procedures, actions, and practices imple-
mented to achieve those decisions. Shattock (2014) 
emphasizes institutional autonomy, self-government, 
and the distribution of authority within universities as 
the main components of university governance and 
remarks on the relevance of funding arrangements. 
In fact, he considers that the nature of funding is “the 
most influential driver for change in institutional gover-
nance structures (...) because they provoke the need for 
new decision-making processes and demand greater 
attention to institutional strategies.” (p. 12)

These and other definitions of the concept of governan-
ce also reveal the existence of two forces that shape 
the space of potential decisions: on the one hand, the 
heritage and particularities of each university’s own ins-
titutional culture; on the other, the conditioning factors 
imposed by national or supranational governments. It 
should be noted that these conditioning factors not 
only imply compliance with mandatory regulations and 
norms but can also set courses of action, propose curri-
cular content, and set objectives to be pursued by HEIs. 
The relationship between these two forces creates a 
dynamic tension that is often read as the limits of uni-
versity self-government and autonomy, but in reality, 
implies a much more complex agenda (see, Frolick et 
al. 2013, and Kraatz and Block 2008). 

The relevance of HEI governance analysis implies the 
recognition of the centrality of universities’ actions 
and performance in a knowledge society, as well as the 
important role that other actors play in this endeavour. 
It also highlights the relationship between HEIs and 
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 5) The existence of formal policies and regulations 
“that hold the university together and govern much 
of its work” (p. 3). 

The collegial model, also called the republic of scholars, 
can be understood in three different ways, according 
to Baldrige (1971). The first refers to an aspirational 
understanding of how a university should be managed. 
Following that approach, the participation of all aca-
demic community members should be granted and 
promoted, and the decision-making process should 
privilege the point of view of scholars, free from the 
interference of bureaucrats and other officials. The 
second one refers to the level of professionalization of 
the academic community: “The scientist in industry, the 
military advisor, (...) the physician in the hospital, and 
the professor in the university are all examples of pro-
fessionals whose influence is supposed to depend on 
their knowledge rather than on their formal positions.” 
(Baldridge, 1971, p. 5). In this thread, the emphasis 
is placed on the unique professional skills and abili-
ties that make scholars the most suitable actors to 
define university policies and actions. Finally, the third 
meaning of the community of scholars refers to the fact 
that the university should be a refuge and a bastion 
against the dehumanization of society: “[m]any critics 
of this impersonal, bureaucratized educational system, 
including students, are calling for a return to the “aca-
demic community “, with all the accompanying images 
of personal attention, humane education, and “relevant 
confrontation with life” (p. 6). 

Regarding the political model, Baldridge presents it as 
an intermediate and most realistic approximation to 
real-life university governance: “[w]hen we look at the 
complex and dynamic processes that explode on the 
modern campus today, we see neither the rigid, formal 
aspects of bureaucracy nor the calm, consensus-direc-
ted elements of an academic collegium.” (p. 8) He claims 
that the discussion about HEIs governance should 
recognize that universities are politicized institutions:

“there is a complex social structure, which gene-
rates conflicts; there are many forms of power and 
pressure that affect the decision-makers; there is a 
legislative stage in which these pressures are trans-
lated into policy; and there is a policy execution 
phase, which eventually generates feedback with 
the potential for new conflicts” (p. 12).

It is interesting to note that, even though this article 
was written 50 years ago, the issues it addresses are 
still relevant, as evidenced by discussions about the 
role of bureaucrats v. academics, the limits of uni-
versity autonomy, the professionalization of staff, the 
dehumanization of university teaching and learning, or 
the complex power relations among universities and 
governments. However, those models have been criti-
cized and re-elaborated by other scholars (for a review 
of theoretical critiques, see Clark 1983, Paradeise et al. 
2009, Frolich et al. 2012), and several alternative models 
of analysis have been elaborated. Among them, it is 
worth mentioning the contribution made by Bleikie 
and Kogan (2007), who noticed and summarized the 
passage of HEIs from the idea of a republic of scholars 
towards a stakeholder organization, because it cap-
tures the moment in which market and competition 
mechanisms arise and consolidate as an integral part 
of university governance. 

According to Bleikie and Kogan (2007), the approach of 
HEIs as a stakeholder’s organization considers institu-
tional autonomy “a basis for strategic decision making 
by leaders who are assumed to see it as their primary 
task to satisfy the interests of major stakeholders and 
where the voice of academics within the institutions is 
but one among several stakeholders” (p. 477). In that 
model, the academic community is one of the stakehol-
ders, but not the only one. Therefore, their voice and 
position is still valuable but modulated and accommo-
dated with the demands of other stakeholders.  

They identify these central components of that change 
in the main governance structure:

 1) Governmental actors (national and supranational levels) 
have “[a] far stronger role for central authorities in deter-
mining university objectives and modes of working” (p. 
479).

 2) New managerial structures are created within the univer-
sity, and, in some cases, they replace decision-making 
structures traditionally integrated by scholars.

 3) The replacement of collective representative boards 
such as university senates “by councils and boards of 
trustees who incorporate representation from the world 
of business, public services and politics “ (p. 479).

 4) “[a] movement of power so that institutional leaders — 
rectors, presidents or vice-chancellors — who used to 
act as primi inter pares are now nearer the position of 
chief executives running a corporate institution.” (p. 479)
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4. Towards an open, 
collaborative and flexible 
model of HEI governance

As stated in the UNESCO World Report Towards 
Knowledge Society (Bindé, 2005), HEIs  “are destined 
to play a fundamental role in knowledge societies, 
based on radical changes in the traditional patterns of 
knowledge production, diffusion and application.” (p. 
87) This concept of knowledge society and the univer-
sities’ role in it is also very challenging to universities. 
It fully recognizes HEIs as key actors in producing and 
disseminating knowledge, but they are no longer the 
sole actors that can or should create and dissemina-
te knowledge. In fact, the main concept of knowledge 
society states that knowledge production and disse-
mination is distributed among different actors, from 
the public and the private, from the non-profit and the 
for-profit, from the formal and informal sectors. It also 
implies that HEIs are requested to open their institu-
tional boundaries and establish effective collaboration 
channels with other organizations.

That requirement poses new challenges in terms of 
university governance. But, as Carvalho (2021) says, 
it is important to avoid dichotomic interpretations of 
the policies and practices established by HEIs in that 
context, usually too pessimistic or too optimistic, 
bringing back to the discussion the relevance of institu-
tional, social, and political particularities in that respect. 

Returning to the question posed at the beginning of 
this chapter, it is important to identify which model 
or combination of models of university governance 
favours the best fulfilment of the mission of universities 
in the midst of the knowledge society, in an intercon-
nected world that requires collective efforts to solve 
crucial global problems. 

Without wishing to promote a standardized approach, 
four elements should be carefully considered regar-
ding successful governance models: respecting the 
vernacular institutional culture, guaranteeing the 
participation of the entire academic community in 
decision making, promoting the appropriate combi-
nation of elements of competition and collaboration 
with other universities, and promoting the participa-
tion of the local community in university affairs.

Even when models are always an abstraction, it is easy 
to recognize several of the abovementioned traits in 
current discussions about the future of universities. In 
fact, in some cases, an institutional palimpsest can be 
observed when looking in detail at any university: ele-
ments for all those models, from the bureaucratic to 
the managerial, can be found. Managerialism, though, 
still strongly influences how good university govern-
ment is conceived, probably because the paradigm of 
competence and excellence sounds desirable for more 
than one group of interest or stakeholder, especially 
in heavy research-oriented universities. As Bleikie and 
Kogan (2007) state,

A powerful force lending support to the growth 
of managerialism has been the assertion of quite 
penetrative quality assurance procedures that 
replace the hitherto ‘trustful’ relationships between 
academics and their institutions as the belief in 
‘transparency’ has replaced trust in expert and 
professional knowledge. Both research and tea-
ching and learning are assessed by a variety 
of measures, including various forms of exter-
nal review, benchmarking, and performance 
indicators that shift judgements from the aca-
demic profession towards external bodies and 
institutional management (p. 480).

But those models are pre-knowledge societies, and it is 
time to adopt a new model that could answer the cha-
llenges of a network knowledge society. It is not that the 
elements highlighted by these accounts of HEI gover-
nance are no longer useful or relevant. But societies are 
changing fast and profoundly, and universities must do 
the same to respond to the challenges and pressures of 
our new world. When everything changes so fast, key 
actors must become flexible and adaptable in unprece-
dented ways if they want to survive. This is why some 
ideas that are missing in the more traditional accounts 
of HEI governance, such as their capacity to collabora-
te, their ability to be more open -following the paradigm 
of open government and open institutions that have 
become dominant today-, and their capacity to get new 
stakeholders and citizens involved in co-decision-ma-
king processes result nowadays critical. The following 
section develops these three elements briefly.
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Regardless of the particularities of each case, there is a 
common factor that cannot be ignored: the leadership 
exercised by university authorities and their staff, both 
academic and non-academic. Any proposal to transform 
the governance system must empower the autono-
mous leadership of each institute, or it will be doomed 
to failure. As Capano and Jarvis (2020) state “[u]niver-
sities bring together groups of individuals performing 
very different jobs (e.g., the job of a biologist versus 
that of a historian, or the job of a computer technician 
versus that of a help desk employee), numerous inter-
twined decision-making processes, and a great variety 
of institutional outputs (...)” (p. 71) Understanding and 
respecting that complexity requires a leadership style 
that it is not easy to find, because governing a university 
is an extremely turbulent process that requires unique 
skills. Especially now, when trying to build HEIs that can 
integrate and collaborate with institutional peers, natio-
nally and internationally, is one of the inevitable tasks 
that must be undertaken.

Finally, and in the same direction as the previous para-
graph, how can universities involve new stakeholders 
and citizens in their actions? How to make the institu-
tion’s limits more permeable without jeopardizing the 
values of university autonomy and academic freedom? 
How to reconcile the seemingly exclusive objectives 
of pursuing academic excellence and the inclusion 
of marginalized sectors of society from access to the 
university? The answers to these questions are by no 
means simple, nor can they be answered by a single 
person. The very reflection on the governance systems 
of universities tests the self-critical capacity of the aca-
demic community and should invite us to explore paths 
that, although they may seem uncomfortable, will allow 
us to overcome the bottleneck in which many HEIs 
seem to find themselves trapped in nowadays.

5. Professionals in higher 
education institutions: 
changing profiles in a 
world in transformation

The human factor is undoubtedly the most important 
for any higher education institution. Having qualified 
teaching, research and administrative staff who are 
committed to university activities is vital to construct 

institutions that are resilient, innovative and socially 
engaged. This was also the case in the past: attracting 
and retaining talent has been an essential strategy for 
the proper function of education and scientific research, 
and for effective and efficient management. 

However, the profile of higher education institutions’ 
professionals is changing and will continue to change 
significantly in the coming years. Regarding the tea-
ching function, new profiles of academics should be 
hired who are experts in a set of new disciplines, in line 
with the technological and socioeconomic revolution 
that we are experiencing. The role of teaching staff is 
also being transformed to a great extent. In the past, 
teachers were figures who possessed knowledge and 
information. Now, their role is mainly as mentors and 
tutors who support students in their training and deve-
lopment, as qualified professionals and citizens. The 
extensive and intensive use of digital possibilities and 
information and communication technologies will revo-
lutionise classrooms and ways and times of teaching. 
Consequently, the function and pedagogical strategies 
of teachers should be reconsidered. The research task 
will also need new professional profiles. It will require 
people who are more experienced in many forms of 
collaboration and teamwork with experts in other dis-
ciplines and with other institutions. They will be more 
open to co-creation with social institutions and citizens, 
more attentive and committed to the impacts of their 
research on society, more centred on social challenges 
and problems than on academic disciplines, and with a 
clear focus on the social, cultural and economic appli-
cability of their research function. They will have a local 
and global focus and the capacity to work in a network 
at international scale on challenges, specific projects, 
interuniversity partnerships or knowledge partnerships 
with companies, institutions and civil society.

This process of reformulating professional profiles 
in higher education institutions will also occur in the 
management area. First, professionals will need to have 
a higher level of qualifications, given that an increasing 
number of repetitive, automatable tasks will be carried 
out by machines, robots and software. Management 
professionals will be required to have greater added 
value and the highest level of specialisation and efficacy.

One notable aspect in this area is the increasing blu-
rring between teaching and research staff on the one 
hand had management staff on the other. This division, 
which was very clear until a few years ago, will gradua-
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versities should work with and for society to be able 
to develop the knowledge society together, to cons-
truct what is known as the democracy of knowledge 
and to become more cultured, resilient, critical and 
collaborative societies. 

Management and leadership in a broad sense should 
also be discussed. Here, we refer to intrainstitutional 
leadership for the strategic management of institutes 
and the leadership of schools, faculties, departments 
and institutions of all kinds within higher education 
institutes. We refer to the leadership of teams, which 
are increasingly hybrid and multidisciplinary. We refer 
to integrative leadership that promotes everyone’s 
collaboration and participation to reach shared goals. 
However, we also refer to leadership outside of ins-
titutions, with other social, political and economic 
agents or citizens, through specific missions or pro-
jects. Higher education institutes of the present and 
the future require solid leadership that is effective 
and inclusive. At the same time, this leadership must 
extend to society so that higher education institutes 
become real beacons in the task of working towards 
the progress, wellbeing and competitiveness of socie-
ties. For these reasons, the training of managers and 
shared, solid leadership should be given sustained 
attention as a priority. 

lly be blurred to give way to more hybrid profiles. For 
example, teaching management staff could play a key 
role in students’ learning or a research manager could 
be an important link in research projects. This is already 
occurring in all research projects that require the use of 
advanced scientific and technological research infras-
tructure, specific software, laboratory and materials 
management, field work or experimental studies, etc. 
At the same time, teaching and research staff are parti-
cipating extensively in management, organisation and 
planning tasks to support their teaching and research 
function. Therefore, higher education institutions must 
break increasingly imaginary barriers and make a clear 
commitment to qualified, multi-talented hybrid profiles 
of people who are open to collaboration and to flexibili-
ty and permanent innovation.

In a discussion of professionals, we should mention 
talented young people who are in training and develo-
pment. Unfortunately, in recent years, many countries 
and many higher education institutions have experien-
ced crisis conditions, with budget cuts and a lack of 
expectations beyond the immediate future. This has had 
a significant impact on the lack of expectations for the 
stabilisation in employment of young academics and 
managers and the development of a decent, attractive 
professional career. Unfortunately, this impact is much 
more notable in developing regions and countries, 
where the lack of prospects and the often precarious 
situation of academics and managers makes it impossi-
ble to construct resilient institutions with added value. 
Therefore, it is vital to further strengthen all policies 
that enable the professional development and stabili-
sation of young talent in higher education institutions.

A strong commitment to women’s talent must be one 
of the key factors in the reconsideration of higher edu-
cation institutions. Specific policies and grants should 
be promoted to enable a professional career that is as 
decent as that of men, to break the glass ceiling and 
enable women to access positions of responsibility (in 
academia, management, leadership, singular projects) 
under equal conditions. In addition, policies and grants 
should foster women’s presence in academic areas that 
are still very male-dominated. 

In this context of change and transformation, higher 
education institutes should also be focused on social 
needs and problems. They should be able to carry out 
their academic activity with a social focus and break 
the classic ivory tower of traditional universities. Uni-
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New Visions for Higher 
Education towards 2030
Higher Education in the World (HEIW) is a collective project that has become a benchmark in the higher 
education sector after seven issues. This series of reports considers the key challenges facing higher 
education (HE) and its institutions worldwide. This time round, the current context of change calls for a 
special issue, and the new edition of the Report sets out a broader renewed vision looking towards 2030 
and beyond.

The special issue builds on GUNi’s accumulated experience fostering global and regional analyses and 
producing knowledge for institutional action and public policy-making. Entitled “New Visions for Higher 
Education towards 2030”, this edition analyses the state of HE in the world and seeks to respond to the 
need for HEIs to transform themselves in the light of major global changes.

With contributions from over 90 experts from all around the world, this report covers a wide range of topics: 
from the digital-human future to HEI governance and public service, while also addressing sustainability, 
labour and citizenship, among other aspects. As a distinctive feature, the report focuses primarily on 
institutions and introduces regional perspectives, with the aim of ensuring the applicability of the findings. 
It is hoped that they will be of interest to policymakers and other stakeholders. 

Along these lines, this report is conceived as a living document that will evolve over the coming years. 
All materials are published on a webpage which will be fed with new articles, interviews, videos and 
podcasts. The report will be a platform for both transformational thinking and action in HEIs.

Moving beyond words, the Report creates a space for active transformation and will constitute the stepping 
stone for a more ambitious project entitled “GUNi International Call for Action (2022-2025): Rethinking 
HEIs for Sustainable and Inclusive Societies”. GUNi’s overarching aim is to encourage HEIs around the 
world to deploy the actions and changes that are needed to adapt and become more relevant, inclusive, 
sustainable, innovative and socially responsible. 

Complete open-content report available at: 
www.guni-call4action.org 

 


