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FOREWORD

It is an honor to present the book Increasing the Impact of Higher Education in Developing Countries
through Capacity Building Projects, a work that addresses one of the most pressing challenges of our
time: empowering higher education as a tool for social transformation and sustainable development.
This work not only reflects on the challenges faced by developing countries in the field of higher educa-
tion, but also offers tools, strategies and case studies that invite action.

In today’s global context, where educational inequalities persist and resources are limited, higher edu-
cation stands as a catalyst for change. This book masterfully captures how capacity-building projects
can transform institutions, generate relevant knowledge, and connect communities to the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). It also highlights the role of higher education institutions as key agents in
promoting equity, innovation and sustainable development.

At the UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education, we have witnessed the transformative impact
of such initiatives, working to train leaders and strengthen higher education systems in multiple regions
of the world. Our experience has taught us that the most successful projects are those that combine
a global vision with local action, adapting to the cultural, social and economic contexts of each region.

However, it is crucial to reflect on the fine line that separates international cooperation from new and
subtle forms of academic colonialism. At times, the design and implementation of international projects
can perpetuate unequal relationships if they do not focus on the real needs of local people and institu-
tions, which should be defined by them to begin with. This book, aware of these risks, emphasizes an
approach centered on the leading role of the beneficiary communities, recognizing their knowledge,
experience and capacity to lead their own development.

| believe that international cooperation should be, by definition, a two-way street. Both the institutions
and people receiving support and the international cooperants mutually enrich each other. South-South
and triangular collaboration, in particular, provides a platform for the exchange of experiences and
innovative solutions that transcend borders. This approach allows the lessons learned in local contexts
to be shared globally, also benefiting those who originally provided the cooperation. The capacities of
international development workers are strengthened as they are exposed to new challenges, perspec-
tives and methodologies that enrich their own practices.

This publication is an outstanding example of this approach. The book’s coordinators, Roberto Escarré
and Javier de Ledn, have brought together a diverse group of experts whose knowledge and dedication
are reflected on every page. We are deeply grateful for their leadership and the collaboration of all the
authors and associate editors, who have contributed unique and valuable perspectives.
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The book also highlights the importance of international partnerships and the joint efforts of donors,
policy makers, practitioners and beneficiaries. These collaborations enable knowledge to be shared,
resources to be mobilized and more effective interventions to be designed. The experience accumulated
in projects such as those funded by organizations like VLIR-UOS, DAAD or by the European Commission
(Erasmus+) demonstrates that investments in higher education not only benefit the participating institu-
tions, but also generate a lasting impact on local communities and economies.

In the following pages, you will find a pragmatic and thoughtful guide to maximizing the impact of higher
education interventions. Each chapter offers clear insights and solid evidence to guide policymakers,
academics, and institutional leaders on their journey toward more resilient and inclusive education
systems. In addition, the case studies presented inspire with success stories that can be replicated
and adapted in other contexts.

As Director of the UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education, | reiterate our commitment to
promoting quality higher education for all. This book is a significant contribution to that cause, and |
am confident that it will serve as an essential resource for those seeking to build a more equitable and
sustainable future.

| invite readers to immerse themselves in these pages with the same spirit of curiosity and determination
that has guided its authors. May this book be a source of inspiration and a tool to transform realities,
building together a world where higher education is truly a right and an opportunity for all.

Francesc Pedro

Director, UNESCO International Institute for Higher Education
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CHAPTER 1. Setting the stage for impactful Higher Education

This book aims to serve as a resource for various stakeholders, including policymakers, donor agen-
cies, practitioners, consultants, and recipients, to foster a nuanced understanding of Higher Education
Capacity Building (HECB) initiatives. It emphasizes the importance of strategic investments in higher
education systems, particularly in light of the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally,
the text underscores the significant role higher education plays in achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), highlighting the multifaceted nature of this relationship. The introduction chapter sets the
stage for a comprehensive discussion on the effectiveness of HECB initiatives in developing countries,
underscoring the critical need for evidence-based policies and effective implementation strategies to
amplify the impact of these interventions. It concludes by offering definitions for key terms like capa-
city building and HECB projects, paving the way for detailed discussions in subsequent chapters on
strategies to enhance the impact of these projects.

Roberto Escarré, University of Alicante, Spain
Javier de Leon, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain

.. Rationale

The rationale of this publication defines the scope of the content, specifying the particular aspects of
HECB initiatives that the publication will concentrate on. The purpose, on the other hand, elucidates the
objectives the publication aims to achieve, which might range from providing a comprehensive overview
of current initiatives to suggesting future directions for policy and practice. As for the intended reader-
ship, the target audience is selected based on their potential interest in the thematic focus and their
role in the application or advancement of the knowledge shared within the publication.

1.7.. What is the thematic focus and purpose underlying the
creation of this publication?

The aim of this book is to capture the views of different involved actors on the planning, the execution
and the evaluation on Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) interventions in developing countries.
Thus, the primary goal is to enrich the discourse on HECB projects by providing concrete case studies,
tools, and strategies aimed at amplifying the impact of these initiatives. The underlying belief emanating
from this book is that a thorough exploration and documentation of evidence pertaining to the effective-
ness of these interventions can foster the development of more efficient programs and projects, as well
as inform the creation of evidence-based policies that positively influence the development trajectories
of these countries.
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To lay the groundwork for their analysis, the authors embarked on an extensive review of existing litera-
ture related to capacity building in higher education within the context of developing nations. This initial
exploratory phase aimed to uncover research gaps that could inform their inquiry. The literature review
highlighted the expansive nature of concepts relevant to the discourse, such as “higher education in
developing countries” and “capacity building or capacity development initiatives,” while also revealing
a paucity of conceptual research specifically targeted at these intersections. The majority of existing
publications consist of case studies or assessments evaluating the outcomes of capacity building
projects that have been funded by industrialized nations for the benefit of developing countries. Nota-
bly, there is a scarcity of research focused on the methodologies employed by various stakeholders
(including donors, practitioners, consultants, etc.) in the planning, execution, and evaluation of these
capacity building initiatives.

This gap in the literature signals a critical need for a more nuanced understanding of the mechanisms
through which HECB initiatives are developed and implemented, as well as how their impacts are mea-
sured and evaluated. By addressing this need, the book aims to contribute to a more comprehensive
and practical knowledge base that can guide the formulation of more effective capacity building interven-
tions in higher education, ultimately supporting the sustainable development of developing countries.
Through the provision of detailed case studies and the identification of effective tools and strategies,
the authors aim to inspire a shift towards more impactful and evidence-based approaches in the field
of higher education capacity building.

To whom is this publication directed?

This book addresses the different actors involved in the ecosystem of the HECB initiatives. Those
are mainly policymakers, donor agencies, practitioners, consultants and recipients. Each actor
offers distinct perspectives, resources, and expertise to address the challenges and opportunities
in the field.

In the context of higher education and capacity building, recipients are the individuals or institutions
that benefit directly from the initiatives, programs, or funding provided. This includes individuals who
receive trainings or participate in enhanced educational programs, as well as educational institutions
that benefit from capacity-building projects. Recipients are the primary focus of higher education and
capacity-building efforts, with the goal of improving their educational outcomes and opportunities.

Policymakers are responsible for developing, enacting, and implementing policies that shape the land-
scape of higher education and capacity building. They work within governmental bodies, educational
institutions, or international organizations, setting standards, regulations, and strategies that govern
educational systems and influence their development and quality.

Donor agencies provide financial or material support to higher education and capacity building initiatives.
This support can come from a variety of sources, mainly government agencies, international organiza-
tions and private foundations. Donor agencies aim to facilitate improvements in educational quality,
access, and innovation through their contributions, often targeting specific challenges or opportunities
within the educational sector. They usually have also some regional or country preferences/strategies,
in the framework of the developing countries.

Practitioners are the on-the-ground professionals who implement educational projects and initiatives
directly. They include educators, administrators, and staff working within higher education institutions.
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CHAPTER 1. Setting the stage for impactful Higher Education

Practitioners are crucial for the operationalization of educational policies, the delivery of curriculum, the
management of institutions, and the direct engagement with students and other stakeholders.

Consultants in higher education and capacity building are experts hired to provide specialized advice
and solutions to improve educational systems, strategies, and operations. They offer guidance on a
wide range of issues, including the monitoring and evaluation of the projects, organizational efficiency,
policy implementation, helping institutions and consortiums navigate challenges and capitalize on the
results of the capacity building initiatives.

Context. Higher education systems in
developing countries

This point inquiries into the complex landscape of higher education in developing countries, addressing
the pivotal challenges these systems face. It explores the intricate relationship between higher educa-
tion and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), illustrating how achieving these goals is interwo-
ven with educational progress. Further, the chapter examines how Higher Education Capacity Building
(HECB) initiatives can be instrumental in enhancing educational frameworks, contributing to the overall
improvement and sustainable advancement of higher education in these regions.

Which are the main challenges of Higher Education systems
in developing countries?

In a recent report the World Bank identified the following long-standing and emerging challenges in the evolv-
ing landscape of world higher education (World Bank, 2022). Main challenges are summarised in Table 1.1.

In addition to this, the lack of stable and consistent funding in the higher education systems is
probably the main challenge for developing countries. Economic studies consistently show that
investing in higher education yields significant private and societal benefits, as highlighted by
Montenegro and Patrinos (2014). These advantages encompass increased employment and income,
enhancements in productivity and innovation, improved social cohesion, more efficient government admin-
istration, heightened civic participation, and superior health outcomes. The drawbacks of not adequately
investing in higher education are severe, including the loss of talent, restricted access to practical research
for addressing local issues, impeded economic development due to a less skilled workforce, inferior quality
of teaching and learning across all education levels, and notably, exacerbated income disparities both within
and across countries. Nations that allocate more to higher education tend to enjoy greater innovation and
attract more investment. However, focusing the investment on infrastructure and human capital could be
insufficient, and capacity building initiatives should consider the local context and the cultural environment
(Lee & Kuzhabekova, 2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely impacted educational systems globally, intensifying an already
critical learning crisis and resulting in significant educational setbacks. This situation has underscored
the critical importance of strategic and impactful investments in higher education to nurture human
capital effectively. The disruptions caused by the pandemic have not only affected current learning
outcomes but also emphasized the role of higher education in preparing a resilient and adaptable work-
force capable of facing future challenges.
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Table 1.1. Word challenges in Higher Education vs. developing countries context

Challenge Developing countries context
Global Expansion of Higher Education is becoming standard in higher-income areas, yet many
Access countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa with enrolments below ~9

percent, struggle with expanding access. This discrepancy exacerbates
global inequalities between those integrated into the knowledge economy
and those excluded.

Digitalization Technology has the potential to equalize education but currently acts as

a divider due to inconsistent connectivity, inadequate infrastructure, and
limited device access, hindering the neediest students from benefiting from
digital learning platforms.

Quality and Relevance Developing countries face challenges in ensuring the quality and relevance
of tertiary education. Despite high average returns, there is a heterogeneity
in outcomes and persistent skills mismatches, indicating a need for tertiary
systems to develop skills for sustainable, inclusive growth.

Internationalization While global interconnectivity and cooperation offer substantial benefits,
and Regional impactful internationalization remains a privilege of the global elite. Regional
Cooperation cooperation is highlighted as a means to enhance tertiary education impact

through strategic resource pooling.

Learning across a Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) must adapt to remain relevant as
Lifetime lifelong learning providers in a rapidly changing environment. However, in
developing countries, regulatory frameworks based on traditional education
models pose significant challenges to such adaptation.

Source: Own elaboration based on Steering Tertiary Education: Toward Resilient Systems that Deliver for All Washington,
D.C. World Bank Group (2022).

What is the relationship between the Sustainable
Development Goals and the higher education systems in
developing nations?

The link between the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and higher education systems in developing
countries is multifaceted and critical for achieving sustainable development on a global scale (Chankseliani
& McCowan, 2020). The SDGs, adopted by the United Nations in 2015, are a universal call to action to
end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity by 2030. These
goals recognize that ending poverty must go hand-in-hand with strategies that build economic growth and
address a range of social needs including education, health, social protection, and job opportunities while
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Table 1.2. How HE systems in developing countries may contribute to the SDGs by area

Area Link with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Research and Innovation Universities and higher education institutions are centers

for research and innovation, contributing to scientific and
technological advancements that can address SDG-related
challenges such as renewable energy, sustainable agriculture,
water and sanitation, and healthcare.

Education and Learning Higher education institutions are directly linked to SDG 4,
which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. They help
in producing a skilled workforce that is essential for economic
development and can contribute to other areas such as

health (SDG 3), reducing inequalities (SDG 10), and industry,
innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9).

Capacity Building Universities can support capacity building in developing
countries by enhancing their educational infrastructure,
improving the quality of education, and ensuring that curricula
are aligned with sustainable development principles. This
also involves training educators and developing future leaders
who are knowledgeable about the SDGs and committed to
implementing sustainable solutions.

Partnerships for the Goals Higher education institutions can foster partnerships at the
(SDG 17) local, national, and international levels, promoting collaboration
between governments, private sector, civil society, and other
stakeholders. These partnerships can facilitate knowledge
exchange, joint research initiatives, and mobilization of
resources to support sustainable development.

Community Engagement Universities can play a significant role in community

and Policy Advocacy engagement and policy advocacy, raising awareness about the
SDGs and influencing policy decisions. They can engage with
local communities to understand their needs and challenges,
and work towards solutions that are sustainable and inclusive.

Sustainability Practices Higher education institutions in developing countries can lead
by example by integrating sustainability into their operations,
from sustainable campus management practices to incorporating
sustainability principles into their governance and administration.

Source: Own elaboration based on Ashida (2023), and Demaidi and Al-Sahili (2021).
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tackling climate change and environmental protection. While there are numerous viewpoints that adopt a
highly critical stance on this subject matter (Heleta & Bagus, 2020), the prevailing sentiment within the
discourse acknowledges the significance of the SDGs within the realm of higher education. In this frame-
work, according to Ashida (2023) and Demaidi and Al-Sahili (2021), Higher Education systems in developing
countries play a pivotal role by contributing to the achievement of the SDGs in several ways (Table 1.2).

In summary, higher education systems in developing countries are crucial for advancing the SDGs. They
not only contribute to the direct achievement of these goals through education, research, and innovation
but also play a strategic role in fostering the intellectual and ethical foundation necessary for sustain-
able development. By aligning their activities with the SDGs, higher education institutions can ensure
that their contributions have a lasting impact on society and the environment.

How HECB initiatives may contribute to improve higher
education in developing countries?

HECB initiatives play a critical role in enhancing higher education in developing countries by addressing
systemic challenges and leveraging international support to improve local educational capacities. The
underlying premise is that, by bolstering the capabilities of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), these
countries can achieve long-term, sustainable development.

The following are some examples of potential contributions of HECB initiatives in the higher education
systems of developing countries:

— Human Capital Development. HECB initiatives often focus on developing the skills and knowledge
of faculty, administrators, and students. By providing training and professional development
opportunities, these initiatives help create a more qualified workforce that can contribute to both
the academic community and the local economy.

- Enhanced Research Capacities. Developing countries often lag in research output and innovation.
HECB initiatives can facilitate research by providing access to modern technologies, methodolo-
gies, and collaborations with international research institutions, thereby fostering an environment
conducive to cutting-edge research.

— Combating Brain Drain. One of the persistent issues in developing countries is the migration of
highly educated individuals to developed countries in search of better opportunities. HECB ini-
tiatives can mitigate this by improving the quality and relevance of higher education, providing
incentives for talented individuals to stay and contribute to their home country’s development.

- Exchange of Knowledge and Best Practices. Partnerships between HEIs in developing and devel-
oped countries enable the sharing of expertise and resources. These exchanges can lead to
improvements in curriculum design, teaching methods, and administrative practices.

— Systemic Challenges. Addressing systemic challenges such as the quality of instruction, equitable
access to higher education, and the implementation of evidence-based policies are essential for
the success of CB initiatives. These challenges require comprehensive approaches that consider
the unique contexts of developing countries.
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Terminology and definition of Capacity Building
for Higher Education (CBHE) projects

This publication primarily concentrates on initiatives aimed at strengthening the capabilities of higher
education institutions to fulfil their educational, research, and societal roles more effectively. However,
it is acknowledged that donor organizations and various stakeholders may adopt alternative frameworks
to interpret these initiatives. Consequently, the authors have incorporated a segment to succinctly
examine the terminology employed throughout this text.

Higher Education vs. Tertiary Education

While “higher education” and “tertiary education” are frequently used as synonyms, they can convey
slightly different meanings. Tertiary education encompasses all post-secondary education, including
vocational and technical training, community colleges, and universities. It is the educational level fol-
lowing the completion of a school providing a secondary education, such as a high school, secondary
school, or gymnasium. Tertiary education includes non-degree programs that lead to certificates and
diplomas plus six-degree programs (associate, bachelor’s, master’s, professional, and PhD levels). In
some countries, tertiary education includes further education (FE) as well as higher education (HE).

Higher education refers to the education provided by universities and colleges —public or private—,
focusing on academic disciplines and advanced learning. It typically includes undergraduate programs
such as bachelor’s degrees and postgraduate programs such as master’s and doctoral degrees. The
missions of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) can vary somewhat depending on their specific con-
text and objectives, but they generally include: 1. Education and Teaching; 2. Research; 3. Service to
Society; 4. Preservation and Dissemination of Knowledge; and 5. Cultivation of Critical Thinking and
Citizenship. Overall, universities serve as hubs of learning, innovation, and social engagement, playing
a vital role in shaping the future of individuals, communities, and societies. The authors have opted
for “higher education” because it aligns more closely with the context of Capacity Building initiatives
within the higher education sector.

Capacity building vs. capacity development

Distinctions between capacity building and capacity development exist, with various approaches adopted
by development agencies. Generally, these terms are often used interchangeably by many donors,
although capacity development typically encompasses a broader spectrum, both in its potential con-
tributions to development and its duration, often extending over the long term. Conversely, capacity
building tends to have a more specific focus and is commonly associated with shorter-term interven-
tions (Escarré, 2015).

Moreover, capacity building is frequently associated with technical cooperation, aiming at enhanc-
ing skills, providing training, and facilitating technology transfer. Given these considerations and the
emphasis of this study on interventions in Higher Education within developing nations, the authors opt
to employ the term “capacity building.” Within this context, the authors adhere to the OECD definition of
capacity building as “the process by which individuals, groups, organizations, institutions, and societies
increase their abilities to: perform core functions, solve problems, define and achieve objectives; and
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understand and deal with their development needs in a broad context and in a sustainable manner”
(Enemark & Williamson, 2004).

Higher Education Capacity Building projects (HECB Projects)

VLIR-UOS? offers a comprehensive definition of HECB projects, elucidating their objectives and scope
capacity building for VLIR-UOS is more than just giving a training. Capacity building is about long-term
investments in human capacities (e.g., during 1-2-year master ex-post coaching after trainings, 4-year
PhD trajectories, etc.) in a spirit of true partnership. By focusing on human capital, and especially by
focusing on international networks of academics, VLIR-UOS interventions are by nature relatively sustain-
able. Focusing on capacity building (research and education capacity, among others) and the building of
(inter)national networks allows our partners to use expanding networks to sustainably acquire new skills
and new sources of funding. This leads to both academic and financial self-reliance (VLIR-UOS, 2016).

Thus, HECB projects have different strategies that are related with their capacity level and objectives.
Table 1.3. summarises the usual strategies of HECB interventions in developing countries.

Table 13 Usual strategies of HECB Interventions in developing countries and Capacity Level

Capacity Level

Kind of activity/ies

Examples

Individual

Scholarships, Awards, Fellowships,
Internships

PhD Scholarships, most frequently in
developed countries

Organisational

Curriculum Reform/Development
projects

Updating of degrees or masters’
curricula in crucial subjects for the
country (Ex. Health, Agriculture, etc.)

Modernisation of governance,
management and functioning of HEIs
projects

Projects improving the financial
management of HEIs

Strengthening the relations between
HEIs and the wider and economic and
social environment projects

University-Industry Cooperation
projects

Systemic

Modernisation of governance,
management and functioning of Higher
Education systems

Projects implementing credit systems
or accreditation procedures

Strengthening the relations between
Higher Education systems and the
wider and economic and social
environment

Projects developing/modernising
Technology Transfer Networks at
National Level

Source: Escarré (2015).

1 VLIR stands for Vlaamse Interuniversitaire Raad (Flemish Interuniversities Council), while UOS represents Universitaire
Ontwikkelingssamenwerking (University Development Co-operation).
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Developing countries

In this publication, the designation “developing countries” is predominantly employed to delineate the
geographical focus of the research, particularly within the sphere of Higher Education Capacity Build-
ing (HECB) interventions. The selection of this term is not indicative of an internationally standardized
classification, as the distinction between “developing” and “developed” countries is not universally
defined or accepted. It is acknowledged by the authors that the term “developing countries” may inad-
vertently homogenize a collection of nations with vastly distinct characteristics and development paths.
Alternative nomenclature such as “Global South,” “low- and middle-income countries,” or “emerging
economies” has been suggested to more precisely encapsulate the diversity and complexity of these
states, thereby eschewing the binary framing that implicitly holds “developed countries” as the bench-
mark. Nonetheless, the term “developing countries” has been retained in this study to underscore the
specific socio-economic challenges pertinent to these nations, including limitations in resources and
educational access, which may not be as explicitly conveyed by other terms.

Conclusion

Addressing the disruptions and challenges identified before in the higher education systems of develop-
ing countries require varied strategies. Different actors support higher education systems in developing
countries through various means, aiming to bolster human capital, enhance research capacities, and
mitigate global issues like brain drain. One prominent method is through capacity building programs and
partnerships that facilitate the exchange of knowledge, resources, and best practices (Escarré, 2015).

The effectiveness of these initiatives depends on addressing systemic challenges (such as quality of
instruction, access to higher education, and the implementation of evidence-based policies), and an
efficient planning and implementation of the capacity building actions. This involves setting clear goals,
ensuring stakeholder engagement, monitoring progress, and making necessary adjustments to meet
the objectives. To maximize the impact of HECB initiatives, it is essential to understand their scope,
priorities, and functioning.

Having agreed the terminology and the capacity level (organisational and systemic), the forthcoming
chapters mentioned, such as the donors’ perspective, case studies and strategies for increasing impact,
will likely delve into how these initiatives can be tailored to address specific needs and yield tangible
benefits. Thus, our objective is to offer new insights, strategies, or evidence-based recommendations
that could be adopted by policymakers, educators, and international donors to enhance the effective-
ness of these programs.

By focusing on these areas, HECB initiatives can significantly contribute to the improvement of higher
education in developing countries, creating a robust educational system that can support national
development and reduce inequalities in global education.
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2.1 Global perspectives on higher education
capacity building: donor experiences and
lessons learned

This chapter explores the crucial role of Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) in advancing global
educational development, particularly in developing countries. It examines the diverse strategies and
impacts of donor agencies, including VLIR-UOS, DAAD, and the European Union in enhancing the qual-
ity, accessibility, and relevance of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). Through long-term investments,
international cooperation, and strategic partnerships, these programs address systemic challenges,
promote inclusivity, and align with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The chapter highlights
how these initiatives foster sustainable improvements in educational standards, facilitate knowledge

exchange, and support socio-economic development. By focusing on quality education, innovation, and
equity, donor programs like IUC (VLIR-UOS), DIES (DAAD), and Erasmus+ (EU) contribute significantly to
the resilience and self-reliance of HEIs, ensuring that higher education serves as a catalyst for broader
global development. The insights and lessons learned from these donor experiences provide valuable
guidance for future HECB initiatives, emphasizing the importance of contextually relevant and sustain-
able interventions.

Roberto Escarré, University of Alicante, Spain

7. Introduction

Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) is a cornerstone of global educational development, particu-
larly in the context of developing countries where educational infrastructure and resources are often
limited. The aim of HECB initiatives is to enhance the quality, accessibility, and relevance of higher
education institutions (HEls), thereby empowering them to play a pivotal role in the socio-economic
development of their regions. This chapter explores the diverse strategies and significant impacts of
various donor agencies in supporting and advancing higher education in these contexts.

The necessity for strategic investments in higher education has become increasingly evident, espe-
cially in light of the challenges posed by global phenomena such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the
ongoing quest to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Higher education is not only
about imparting knowledge; it also involves nurturing critical thinking, innovation, and leadership skills
that are essential for addressing complex global challenges. HECB initiatives, therefore, are designed
to strengthen the capacity of HEIs to deliver high-quality education, conduct impactful research, and
engage meaningfully with their communities.
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Donor agencies play a crucial role in these capacity-building efforts by providing the necessary financial,
technical, and institutional support. Their programs are tailored to meet the specific needs of HEls in
developing countries, ensuring that interventions are contextually relevant and sustainable. This chapter
delves into the experiences and contributions of three prominent donors in this area: VLIR-UOS, DAAD,
and the European Union, highlighting their strategies, achievements, and the lessons learned from their
interventions.

Donor experiences

VLIR-UOS emphasizes the importance of partnerships in fostering sustainable change within higher
education systems. By investing in long-term capacity building initiatives, VLIR-UOS aims to enhance the
capabilities of HEIs through human capital development, curriculum reform, and the establishment of
international networks. These partnerships are designed to be mutually beneficial, promoting academic
and financial self-reliance among partner institutions.

VLIR-UOS’s approach involves a comprehensive strategy that includes scholarships for students and
staff, joint research projects, and the development of new educational programs that are aligned with the
local context and needs. By focusing on the long-term development of human resources and institutional
capacities, VLIR-UOS helps partner institutions to become more resilient and capable of addressing
their own challenges independently. This strategy not only improves the quality of education but also
ensures that the benefits of these initiatives are sustainable over time.

The German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) has been a key player in promoting educational quality
and fostering international cooperation. DAAD’s programs are tailored to address specific needs within
developing countries, promoting academic exchange and collaborative research. Through scholarships,
capacity building projects, and strategic partnerships, DAAD aims to strengthen higher education insti-
tutions, improve research capacities, and combat brain drain.

DAAD’s initiatives are characterized by a strong emphasis on academic excellence and international
collaboration. By facilitating the mobility of students, researchers, and faculty members, DAAD helps to
build bridges between HEIs in Germany and those in developing countries. This exchange of knowledge
and expertise contributes to the development of high-quality educational programs and the enhancement
of research capabilities. Furthermore, DAAD’s efforts to address brain drain by providing opportunities for
talented individuals to study and work in their home countries are crucial for ensuring that the benefits
of higher education are retained within the local context.

The European Union Approach, via the Erasmus+ Capacity Building for Higher Education (CBHE) action,
has been focused on modernizing, internationalizing, and increasing the accessibility of higher educa-
tion across partner countries outside the EU. This program has been pivotal in advancing educational
systems by aligning them with global standards through legislative reforms, quality assurance improve-
ments, and governance enhancements. Erasmus+ promotes intercultural understanding and cooperation,
preparing global citizens to meet the challenges of a dynamic world.

The Erasmus+ CBHE action leverages a comprehensive framework that includes a wide range of initia-
tives aimed at improving the overall quality of higher education. These initiatives encompass curriculum
development, the modernization of governance and management structures, and the enhancement of
cooperation between HEls and the broader economic and social environment. By fostering partnerships
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between European institutions and those in partner countries, Erasmus+ ensures that educational
reforms are both effective and sustainable. The program’s emphasis on inclusivity and equity further
ensures that the benefits of these initiatives are accessible to all, including marginalized and disad-
vantaged groups.

Synergies and shared goals

The donor programs discussed in this chapter —IUC (VLIR-UOS), DIES (DAAD), and Erasmus+ (EU)—
though diverse in their approaches and specific objectives, share a unified vision: the enhancement of
higher education systems in developing countries as a means to foster sustainable development. This
shared vision manifests through several synergies and common goals that drive their initiatives and
amplify their collective impact.

Enhancing Educational Quality and Relevance. One of the primary synergies among these donor
programs is their focus on enhancing the quality and relevance of higher education. Quality education
is fundamental to equipping students with the necessary skills and knowledge to thrive in a rapidly
changing global landscape. VLIR-UOS emphasizes long-term investments in human capacities and the
establishment of robust academic networks, thereby ensuring sustainable improvements in educational
standards. Similarly, DAAD’s initiatives are designed to elevate educational quality through academic
exchange and the development of innovative curricula. Erasmus+, with its comprehensive approach,
supports the modernization of curricula and teaching methodologies, ensuring that education is aligned
with contemporary global standards and labor market needs.

Promoting International Cooperation and Partnerships. International cooperation and the fostering
of strategic partnerships are central to the efforts of VLIR-UOS, DAAD, and the European Union. By
building bridges between HEIs in developed and developing countries, these programs facilitate the
exchange of knowledge, best practices, and resources. This international collaboration not only enriches
the educational experience but also promotes mutual understanding and cultural exchange. VLIR-UOS’s
partnerships are grounded in a spirit of mutual benefit, while DAAD focuses on academic exchange to
strengthen research capacities. Erasmus+ extends this cooperation to a global scale, involving a wide
range of stakeholders to ensure comprehensive and sustainable educational reforms.

Addressing Systemic Challenges. Addressing systemic challenges in higher education is another
shared goal of these donor programs. Developing countries often face numerous obstacles, including
inadequate infrastructure, limited access to quality education, and insufficient funding. VLIR-UOS,
DAAD, and Erasmus+/EU initiatives are designed to tackle these issues head-on by supporting
projects that enhance institutional governance, improve financial management, and develop com-
prehensive quality assurance systems. For instance, Erasmus+ focuses on legislative reforms and
governance enhancements, ensuring that HEIs are better equipped to manage their resources and
deliver high-quality education.

Fostering Inclusivity and Equity. Inclusivity and equity are at the heart of these donor programs’
objectives. Ensuring that all students, regardless of their socio-economic background, have access to
quality higher education is crucial for reducing educational disparities and fostering social cohesion.
VLIR-UOS emphasizes long-term capacity building that benefits all stakeholders, including marginal-
ized groups. DAAD’s scholarship programs and capacity building projects are designed to provide
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opportunities for underrepresented communities. Erasmus+ prioritizes equity of access and inclusivity
through its comprehensive framework, promoting educational opportunities for disadvantaged and
marginalized groups.

Supporting Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The alignment of higher education initiatives with
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is a key synergy among VLIR-UOS, DAAD, and Erasmus-+.
Higher education plays a critical role in achieving the SDGs by fostering innovation, promoting sustain-
able economic growth, and addressing social and environmental challenges. These donor programs
support SDG-related projects that contribute to the development of sustainable technologies, promote
environmental stewardship, and enhance social equity. By integrating SDG principles into their educa-
tional initiatives, these programs ensure that higher education contributes to broader global develop-
ment goals.

Encouraging Innovation and Research. Innovation and research are vital components of the strategies
employed by these donor programs. Enhancing research capacities and fostering a culture of innovation
are essential for the advancement of higher education and the development of knowledge economies.
VLIR-UOS supports joint research projects that address local and global challenges, while DAAD promotes
collaborative research through academic exchange programs. Erasmus+ facilitates research partner-
ships and innovation in educational practices, ensuring that HEIs remain at the forefront of scientific
and technological advancements.

Conclusion

The exploration of donor experiences in Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) underscores the
pivotal role that strategic investments and international collaborations play in enhancing educational
systems in developing countries. Programs like IUC (VLIR-UOS), DIES (DAAD), and Erasmus+ (EU) dem-
onstrate how tailored initiatives can address systemic challenges, promote inclusivity and equity, and
align with global development goals such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Through their focus on quality education, international partnerships, and innovation, these donor pro-
grams collectively contribute to the sustainable development of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).
Their efforts not only improve educational standards but also empower institutions to become self-reliant
and resilient, capable of driving socio-economic progress in their regions.

As this chapter has shown, the synergies and shared goals of these programs amplify their impact,
fostering a global community of practice that advances higher education and supports sustainable
development. The lessons learned from these donor experiences provide valuable insights for future
initiatives, highlighting the importance of contextually relevant and sustainable interventions in the quest
to enhance higher education worldwide.
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2.2 The VLIR-UOS institutional university
cooperation partnerships — a story
of drivers of sustainable change

Higher Education and Science Institutions (HE&SIs) play a pivotal role in addressing complex global
challenges, particularly those outlined in the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment. VLIR-UOS is the leading platform for Flemish higher education to collaborate in the context of
Higher Education and Science for Sustainable Development. With funding from the Belgian federal gov-
ernment, VLIR-UOS serves as the primary funding body for partnerships and scholarships concerning
sustainable development between academics from Flanders and from its partner countries in Africa,
Latin America, and Asia.

VLIR-UOS stands for ‘sharing minds, changing lives’ and is famous for its long-term partnerships. This
article focuses on a flagship of its cooperation, the Institutional University Cooperation (IUC), whereby it
has supported since 1996, 38 long-term projects, in 18 countries over 3 continents. IUC Partnerships run
over a period of 12 years and have an average budget of around 6.000.000 EUR of dedicated funding.

These partnerships aim to strengthen the institutional performance of a selected number of partner uni-
versities building capacities in research, education and service delivery, and ultimately aim at enabling
these institutions as drivers of change for sustainable development. The IUC program operates through
distinct phases, emphasizing capacity building, consolidation, and sustainability.

Key to the effectiveness of IUC partnerships is the comprehensive approach to capacity strengthening at
individual, organizational, and policy levels. This involves academic theme-based projects and transversal
projects targeting institutional policy domains. Moreover, IUC projects prioritize societal impact, seek-
ing to address local, national, and global challenges through multidisciplinary collaboration and stake-
holder engagement. Through scholarships, capacity-building initiatives, and stakeholder engagement,
IUC projects foster a new generation of critical global citizens committed to sustainable development.

The success of IUC partnerships is evident in their tangible contributions to improved research and edu-
cational capacity, organizational performance, and societal change. Overall, VLIR-UOS’s IUC partnerships
represent a promising model for fostering sustainable development through higher education collabora-
tion, driving innovation, and empowering communities to address the world’s most pressing challenges.

Peter De Lannoy, Global Partnerships Coordinator, VLIR-UOS
Kathleen Wuytack, Global Partnerships Manager, VLIR-UOS
Koen De Koster, Head of Strategy and Operations, VLIR-UOS
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Introduction

Higher Education and Science for Sustainable Development

The world seems to spin too quickly at times. Societal problems have become multidimensional, as
crises get more and more complex. It is clear we need to be increasingly flexible and responsive to find
answers for emergencies in a volatile environment. In the wake of a perspective-changing pandemic, we
understand even more that we will not be able to solve these problems on our own.

Realizing the need for a global approach that transcends sectors and communities, the UN published
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a plan of action for peace and prosperity for people and
the planet. This agenda establishes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), thematic strategies
that identify the required steps towards a safer and more sustainable future. None of the 17 SDGs can
be achieved without the contribution of Higher Education and Science Institutions (HE&SIs). In Flanders,
Belgium, and across the globe, HE&SIs are increasingly acknowledging their pivotal role in contributing
to the necessary changes for the global goal of sustainable development.

HE&SIs are in a unique position to have a direct and decisive impact on sustainable development. The
universal nature of Agenda 2030 provides entry points for HE&SIs to incorporate global citizenship
education, decolonization, and a broader understanding of sustainable development into their three-
fold mission: research, education and knowledge mobilization. Research generates new knowledge
and ideas that can facilitate the attainment of Agenda 2030. Education provides new generations of
engaged citizens and agents of change with the necessary knowledge, skills and competences to be
resilient, agile, and critical global citizens. Knowledge mobilization extends the impact of research and
education to a wide array of stakeholders in society and enables them to take action for sustainable
development.

VLIR-UOS

Established in 1998 under the umbrella of VLIR, the Flemish Interuniversity Council, VLIR-UOS is the
leading platform for Flemish higher education to collaborate in the context of Higher Education and Sci-
ence for Sustainable Development. With funding from the Belgian federal government, VLIR-UOS serves
as the primary funding body for partnerships and scholarships concerning sustainable development
between academics from Flanders and from its partner countries in Africa, Latin America, and Asia.

‘Sharing minds, changing lives’ — that is our slogan. The creation, exchange and uptake of information,
knowledge, ideas and experiences, starting from global and local societal challenges, must lead to
changing and improving lives and communities. In university cooperation for development, there is no
way other than cooperation. Through cooperation, universities and academics can connect with expertise
and talent that is available in the world, crossing language barriers and national borders, going beyond
institutions and disciplines.

In their position to drive sustainable development, HE&SIs have a responsibility to go beyond the
purpose of research for its own sake. That is why we are committed to both the scientific and societal
impact that our partnerships realize. By translating the findings of our research projects into real-world
impact and by gearing educational development to societal needs, it is in our DNA to have an impact on
local and global communities. By supporting partnerships that target mutual capacity development, we

20 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS



CHAPTER 2.2 The VLIR-UOS institutional university cooperation
partnerships — a story of drivers of sustainable change

strengthen HE&SIs worldwide, empowering them to act as drivers of change and to actively contribute
to their country’s economic and social systems.

VLIR-UOS awards scholarships for study programs in Flanders and supports the education of individual
agents of change by aligning the individual needs of students and professionals with the global need
for experts to deal with sustainable development challenges. By mobilizing these scholars to become
experts in relevant fields, we empower the next generations of academically trained critical profession-
als, dedicated to making a change in their communities and beyond.

VLIR-UOS also stimulates HE&SIs to integrate sustainable development as a core dimension in their
policies, education, and research. Engaging them to look beyond the scientific purpose of their projects
nurtures the global understanding and intercultural awareness of their academics and students, motivat-
ing them to act as global citizens.

Equal partnerships and mainstreaming transversal themes

VLIR-UOS actively focuses on the three SDG principles and mainstreams them with a holistic approach
throughout its ambitions, policies, portfolio, programs, partnerships and scholarships: Leaving
No One Behind (LNOB) & inclusiveness, interconnectedness & indivisibility, and multi-stakeholder
partnerships.

VLIR-UOS lays a heavy focus on developing equal and mutually beneficial partnerships, as they are
crucial to preserving knowledge co-creation, sharing, and mobilization both inside and outside the border
of its partnerships. Fostering international collaboration between HE&SIs and non-academic actors, VLIR-
UOS actively promotes intercultural communication and understanding. By encouraging the diversity
of its partners, the organization promotes a culture of respect for each partner’s skills, perspectives,
and limitations.

In line with the SDGs, VLIR-UOS tangibly works on a number of transversal and priority themes like gen-
der, environmental impact, human rights, decent work, Global Citizenship, and digital transformation in
education and research. The organization encourages their project partners to take these themes into
account in addition to their own discipline. By paying attention during the formation of partnerships and
in the conception of projects, VLIR-UOS strives to ensure their equity and sustainability.

Institutional University Cooperation partnerships

Introduction

A flagship of VLIR-UOS cooperation is the Institutional University Cooperation program via which
selected number of long-term Institutional University Cooperation (IUC) partnerships between a
university in a partner country and Flemish universities and universities of applied sciences and
arts are supported.

The IUC program envisions to strengthen partner universities’ capacity via transversal institutional
strengthening and academic theme-based sub-projects hereby improving their institutional performance
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in their threefold mission (education, research and service delivery); and enabling them to operate as
driver of change for sustainable development.

Since 1996 VLIR-UOS has supported 38 long-term IUC projects, in 18 countries over 3 continents, with
a major focus on Africa with 26 IUC projects followed by Latin America (7) and Asia (5). It represents a
budget of over 180 million EUR.

Partnership stages and set-up

The IUC partnership project with a duration of approximately 12 years is developed via different coop-
eration phases:

¢ Phase In (min. 1 year): preparing the operational and management set-up and support structure,
identification of (PhD) scholars and project formulation activities.

¢ Two main project phases (5 activity years each) with a Phase 1 focussing on creating the conditions
and capacity building and a Phase 2 with focus on consolidation, valorization and sustainability.

¢ Phase Out (preparing for post-funding, closing event and administration).

Ph Ph
Iuc ase Phase Il Partner Program ase
In - Pre- | Phase 1 Partner Program L Out:
Program . o Consolidation and )
Partner Capacity Building o . Valori-
Cycle Valorization )
Program zation
Year 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 q 10 | 11 | 12
Max. 18
Partnerships 5Y 5Y 2Y
months

A typical IUC project had a variable budget between 2.5 million and 6.7 million EUR over this 12-to-
13-year period, starting with the Phase In and ending with a Phase Out. IUC partnerships adopt a multi-
institutional setup and involve multiple teams of academics and specialists at the level of the partner
institution and at the Flemish level (participation of multiple Flemish universities and universities of
applied sciences and arts). IUC partnerships are expected to structure as well as monitor their activities
and deliverables around six core domains: (i) education programs and methods, (ii) research programs
and methods, (iii) individual capacity strengthening, (iv) outreach and policy support, (v) networks and
partnerships and (vi) systems, policies and infrastructure.

Drivers of change

The IUC partner universities are not only selected based on their ambition to improve institutional perfor-
mance with regard to their threefold mission (education, research and service delivery), but also based
on the potential to operate as drivers of change in a national context which is translated in the fact that
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priority for IUC partnerships is given to universities that see this role as driver of change as their explicit
mission. Considering this, typically an IUC partner university is not a first-tier institution in a country,
but a mid-range institution with sufficient academic capacity to build upon, and strongly embedded in
its environment. Preference is also given to universities that because of distance, communication and/
or other factors are less privileged in terms of accessing national or international resources.

VLIR-UOS projects aim at having an impact on society (e.g., the VLIR-UOS motto “sharing minds, chang-
ing lives”) and this not only after but also during the intervention, from its very start onwards, via early
stakeholders’ involvement and creation of conditions for uptake. Societal impact requires uptake to
happen, i.€., uptake of new knowledge created by projects, applications, products, services, etc. This
‘uptake’ does not happen automatically. It is important that IUC projects develop the necessary capaci-
ties and strategies to create the conditions for this uptake.

IUC partnerships strengthen capacity at HE&SIs to tackle interlinked SD challenges faced at local,
national and global levels by enhancing the institutional capacity to provide multidisciplinary and trans-
disciplinary teaching and research, approach complex development challenges through systems-thinking
and create the conditions for uptake through engagement in multistakeholder partnerships. This co-
creation and uptake of knowledge among students, academics, professionals and decision-makers, allow
HEIs to play a critical role in fostering innovation, resilient infrastructure and inclusive and sustainable
industrializations (SDG 9) as well as the achievement of other SDGs depending on the topical/thematic
focus of the generated knowledge. As such, IUC projects can address training and research gaps and
enhance the performance in SD-relevant sectors in partner countries. During the IUC Phase In process,
the set-up and conditions for engaging in a long-term partnership are put in place and a solid stakeholder
analysis and engagement strategy is elaborated.

Assessing institutional capacities

As part of the intake process, and to establish a clear baseline, VLIR-UOS organizes institutional assess-
ments at the level of partner institutions. The approach is based on the Core Capabilities model (devel-
oped by ECDPM, European Centre for Development Policy and Management) and was further developed
and translated to the context of higher education for sustainable development. The approach identifies an
institution’s strengths and weaknesses and conducts targeted data collection to have a well-documented
baseline of the partner’s capabilities. It looks at five core capabilities that are further divided into a
set of domains and descriptors. This approach allows, in a relatively efficient way, for a 360° view of
an institution. The institutional assessment (IA) consists of two phases: (a) a self-assessment by the
university of its institutional capacity and (b) a joint assessment of the university’s institutional capac-
ity by external assessors. The IA involves discussing, assessing and documenting each criterion, or
domain, including the identification and justification of the current maturity level, rated on a scale from
1 (absent or extremely weak) to 6 (a role model).

1.1 Vision and strategy

1. Capability to achieve coherence 1.2 Principles

1.3 Governance
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2.1 Education

2. Capability to deliver on development

2.2 Research
relevant objectives and commitments

2.3 Driver of Change

3.1 Conditions for networking

3. Capability to relate to external
stakeholders

3.2. Network use

3.3. Additional funding

4.1 Effective organization

4.2. HR

4.3 Infrastructure

4. Capability to act and commit
4.4 Financial management

4.5 Administration, procurement, logistics

4.6. Project management and quality
assurance

5.1 Adaptive management

5. Capability to adapt and self-renew 5.2 Continuous improvement

5.3 Knowledge management

2.4. Improved institutional performance

An IUC envisions a change process within the partner university leading to improved performance of
the institution as a Higher Education Institution (HEI) in a number of institutional priority domains. The
change within an institution is proposed as capacity building at different levels, having different dimen-
sions (see below).
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This change is realized through academic theme-based projects (research and educational strengthen-
ing of involved departments) and mandatory transversal (institutional strengthening) projects. These
“transversal projects” are expected to focus on institution-wide organizational capacity building in a
number of prioritized institutional policy domains (research policy, curricula/accreditation, university
management, HRD, international relations, finance department, gender policy); and/or in domains of
internal service delivery (ICT, library, language, basic sciences labs...); and/or in domains of external
service delivery (outreach services, dissemination, extension/ Research and Technology Transfer (RTT)
- offices, communication...).

Uptake strategy in view of societal change

Uptake refers to the use of research and education results by non-academic actors (e.qg., policymakers,
NGOs, private sector, farmers). It involves activities that facilitate the application of research evidence
from Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) by various stakeholders. Realizing this uptake, or creating
the conditions for this uptake, is crucial for IUC projects that need to go well beyond purely academic
results. Focusing on uptake allows the project to bridge the gap between scientific research and societal
needs, ensuring that academic outputs contribute to sustainable development. Integrating explicit uptake
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8— Getting started

+ Knowing the context, the broader
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Capacity building
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producers
+ Capacities for uptake of knowledge users

+ Capacities for uptake of intermediaries
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+ Planning for uptake
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* Monitoring for uptake

Figure 2.2.1. Creating conditions for uptake
Source: Brochure of VLIR-UOS (2020).
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strategies in IUC projects help maximize the impact of academic results on society. In order to help
projects in developing effective uptake strategies, VLIR-UOS has developed a model which identifies a
number of preconditions, and a number of mechanisms that are conducive for creating the conditions
for uptake and societal impact.

VLIR-UOS identifies a number of elements to consider when starting/implementing a project (precondi-
tions), and four main mechanisms to successfully create the conditions for uptake. These preconditions
(if met) and mechanisms (if used) will increase the likelihood of a successful uptake, and ultimately
reach some impact.

These mechanisms (and preconditions) are summarized in Figure 2.2.1 and described in more detail
in the following sections.

Getting started: preconditions for successful uptake

— Understanding the context, the broader system and structural barriers (e.g., for knowledge
users): It is essential not only to understand the broader context of the policy sector but also
to identify structural barriers for stakeholders (in uptake).

— Relevance and Policy Priority: Projects which with high degree of alignment between the
targeted actors’ capacities and needs and the generated knowledge, technologies, services
etc. tend to be more successful in creating the conditions for uptake.

- Already having a good understanding of stakeholders, potential beneficiaries, end-users and/
or intermediaries allows interventions to identify actual needs, capacities, power relationships,
etc. which can be considered when designing the intervention.

— Strong partnerships: Pre-existing and strong partnerships are a success factor for uptake.
These may result from previous/predecessor projects, structural factors or through collabora-
tion with intermediaries.

Mechanisms for successful uptake
VLIR-UOS identifies 4 key mechanisms for successful uptake in VLIR-UOS projects:
1. Knowledge communication:

— Effective communication of research results to non-expert audiences.

— Involves targeted dissemination and engagement (two-sided) throughout the project lifecycle.

— Being aware of different knowledge roles and acting upon it (e.g., knowledge intermediary, knowl-
edge translator, knowledge broker, innovation broker).

2. Stakeholder engagement:

— Continuous involvement of stakeholders (e.g., local communities, governments, NGOs) from the
start (needs-orientation and participation).

— Collaboration with end-users.

— Building trust and mutual respect through regular interactions and participatory methods.
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3. Capacity building for uptake:

— Capacities for uptake of knowledge producers (enhancing ability to work on uptake, e.g., knowl-
edge communication).

— Capacities for uptake of knowledge users and intermediaries (enhancing abilities to access and
apply research findings).

4., Impact-oriented planning & monitoring:
— Integrating uptake considerations into project planning and evaluation.

— Using a Theory of Change approach to map out the desired impact and necessary steps to achieve it.

Description of partnership strategy

The IUC program has been constructed bottom-up as a proposal from within VLIR-UOS community
whereby it was seen as the next level of institutional cooperation as compared to the more targeted
cooperation developed by teams of academics at departmental level projects, emphasizing the impor-
tance of long-term cooperation and strong partnership to achieve true institutional and societal change.
Over the years the program has been improved thanks to the exchanges between academics involved
in IUC worldwide during policy workshops and learning events. These international exchanges created
a true partnership community over the years.

An IUC is based on a partnership concept. Therefore, the proposed cooperation project is not only
guided by both developmental and institutional priorities (mission and vision, strategic plan of the insti-
tution) guaranteeing local ownership and embeddedness, it also must be matched with the expertise
from the Flemish HE partners. The successful implementation and post-project impact achieved by an
IUC builds upon the development of this strong partnership between the partner university and the
involved Flemish HEls. The partnership is jointly managed by the partner university and the Flemish
coordinating university according to the ‘blueprint’ IUC management structure and is governed by a
tripartite agreement clarifying the roles and main responsibilities of involved parties. Different phases
of cooperation are foreseen and for each multiannual phase detailed partner project documents support
the proposed project outcomes. Trust and balanced partnership cooperation is guaranteed by sound
project management, aligned and integrated into local systems and procedures. Involvement of the
partner university leadership/management in the formulation and implementation of the successive
project phases is crucial. This also implies vertical linkages between the IUC project management via
the combined leadership of the Flemish/local IUC coordinator and the Joint Steering Committee and
the decision-making structure of the partner university.

The implicated institutions also jointly bear the responsibility for the identification and follow-up of
scholarship students (e.g., decentralized selection of “embedded” scholarships) in accordance with the
general principle that the scholar contributes to capacity building at the level of the partner university
and acts as an agent of change within and beyond the HEI setting.

VLIR-UOS seeks to empower institutions and individuals as critical drivers as well as agents of change
through higher education partnerships for sustainable development. In particular, VLIR-UOS aims to
stimulate sustainable, balanced, mutually beneficial and knowledge-driven partnerships across the
borders of nations, institutions, disciplines and sectors to find solutions to the global challenges. VLIR-
UOS primarily supports partnerships between universities and university colleges, but the commitment
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to the SDG principles implies that collaboration with governments, private companies and civil society
organizations is equally gaining importance in view of addressing interlinked development challenges
through multi-stakeholder partnerships. Even more so because effective stakeholder management and
engagement are also expected to yield a conducive environment for knowledge valorization and eventual
societal change.

Finally, IUC partnerships have a strong link between partners and target groups. The direct beneficiaries
of IUC partnerships are partner universities and the (academic) staff, researchers and students working/
studying in the IUC partner institution. IUCs involve directly an academic community of coordinators,
project leaders and team members. In terms of composition, the teams are composed of a diverse group
of academics, researchers, lecturers, professionals from partner countries that can collaborate with Flem-
ish universities and/or universities of applied sciences and arts, characterized by often complementary
roles in HEfSD. While universities hold expertise on scientific and fundamental research, universities of
applied sciences and arts bring in their expertise regarding practice-oriented research and educational
innovation, proceeding from concrete problems and working towards applicable solutions often with the
involvement of external stakeholders.

Effectiveness of the IUC partnership concept

To achieve the IUC objectives, the (sub-)projects organized within the framework of each IUC partner-
ship are expected to adopt a holistic approach to capacity strengthening at institutional and individual
level. To this purpose, VLIR-UOS has identified six domains —reflecting the key components of higher
education institutional capacity drawing upon evidence/lessons from previous experiences and similar
cooperation models operated by sister organizations (e.g., Nuffic, DAAD, NORAD, ARES)— around
which projects can structure as well as monitor their activities and deliverables: (i) research programs
and methods; (ii) education programs and methods; (iii) systems, policies & infrastructure; (iv) out-
reach and policy support; (v) people and (vi) networks and partnerships. Projects can decide on which
domains they focus but are expected to keep the available timeframe in mind when setting the projects
ambitions.

The realistic and achievable nature of the desired changes in research capacity through IUC projects
has been demonstrated in various evaluative reports. IUC projects are expected to improve the quality
and needs-orientation of research conducted within their HEIs. It is anticipated that this can be realized
through the combination of activities and deliverables in the six domains referred to above. Only a few
examples are listed here. Research programs (e.g., production of high-quality peer-reviewed research
publications, adoption of transdisciplinary research approaches), people (e.g., master and PhD scholar-
ships), systems, policies and infrastructure, education programs (e.g., integration of Research Based
Learning (RBL) approaches in curricula), outreach and policy support and networks and partnerships.
The evaluations thereby highlight the interconnectedness of the changes within these domains, forming
diverse, non-linear causal mechanisms. For instance, the provision of master and PhD scholarships was
found to be particularly effective in yielding high quality research publications and training manuals
because of the build-up of expertise within the HEIs. Moreover, improvements in terms of the research
processes and structures constitute a causal mechanism for the successful acquisition of (external)
research funds and development of new partnerships with various stakeholders.

Along the same lines, IUC projects have been found to be effective in realizing the desired changes in
educational capacity. IUC projects are expected to improve the quality and inclusiveness of the educa-
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tional processes, structures, methodologies adopted and provided by the HEIs. These desired changes
are realistically achievable through activities and deliverables. The available evidence base resulting
from previous evaluations also underscores the interconnectedness between education and research.

Furthermore, the achievable and expected contributions to the creation of improved conditions for uptake
of new knowledge, applications or services by diverse stakeholders has been explored as part of the
impact evaluation of university development cooperation (UDC) and IUC evaluations and input from the
Midterm thematic evaluation (MTE) (Syspons GmbH, 2019) of VLIR-UOS departmental projects focus-
sing on creating the conditions for uptake. These evaluations concluded that structured and planned
dissemination processes organized with project support (e.g., seminars, workshops) foster the uptake
of generated knowledge by early adopters and intended users. The MTE evaluation also demonstrated
that uptake was most common among civil society actors and local community, but rare among private
sector actors, NGOs and international agencies.

For the desired changes in the area of organizational capacity, IUC projects are expected to improve the
organizational processes and structures at partner HEls primarily through activities and deliverables in
the domains of systems, policies and infrastructure (e.g., outlining of new institutional policies, upgrad-
ing of labs, etc.) and networks and partnerships (e.g., research parks and tech-transfer units). The impact
evaluation of the Belgian university development cooperation (Special Evaluation Office of the Belgian
Development Cooperation / SEO, 2018) also highlighted that organizational capacity development is
more likely to occur within the context of a long-term institutional partnership, and based on its recom-
mendations, improvements were made to the IUC Theory of Change with its transversal (institutional
strengthening) subprojects strongly supported by the university’s management and interconnected
academic subprojects.

Moreover, embedded scholarships have proven to be an effective instrument to strengthen individual
capacity among staff, students and alumni of the HE&SI and eventually realize societal impact. Precon-
ditions for effective individual capacity strengthening through scholarship schemes include identifica-
tion of relevant target groups, highly satisfactory program content to avoid/reduce drop-out, effective
transmission of thematic knowledge and methodological competencies, provision of a supportive and
inclusive learning environment, support to strengthen soft/transversal skills and opportunities to build
social, academic and professional network relations. Under these conditions, scholarships are likely
to yield transformative effects on systemic institutional and societal change well beyond the personal
benefits and internationalization of research and education.

Evidence from an impact evaluation of the Belgian university development cooperation (Special Evalu-
ation Office of the Belgian Development Cooperation / SEO, 2018) and from other studies (e.g., Das-
sin et al., 2018) suggests that recipients of embedded scholarships are more likely to stay with the
same organisation or institution post-scholarship compared to individual scholarship holders, and how
the scholarships contributed not only the recipients, but also in professionalizing the organization/
institution.

Also, according to the study of Dassin et al. (2018), scholarships contribute to social change via five
pathways: (i) supporting individuals to become agents of change, (ii) creating social networks, (iii) widen-
ing access to (higher) education, (iv) stimulating diversity and (v) realizing international understanding.
The first two pathways constitute the core of VLIR-UOS scholarship strategy (which expect scholarship
students to act as agents of change applying and passing on knowledge, skills, and attitudes in their
(professional/private) environment (multiplier effect). The latter three pathways are taken into consider-
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ation throughout the scholarship trajectory (= design, selection, on-award and post-award phase). Given a
context of unequal access to HE and potential (gender) bias in setting research agendas and standards,
IUC projects will, as of recently, be strongly encouraged to consider gender equality and diversity when
selecting embedded scholarship students. The IUC scholars are (projected) staff members of the partner
university and are expected to be/remain employed after graduation. They are expected to contribute
to higher quality education and research at the level of the institution, enhanced (evidence-based) poli-
cymaking, etc. Finally, the supportive networked environment in which scholars have been capacitated
also sets the stage for future knowledge-driven and SD challenges centred partnerships with the aim
to foster institutional capacity through VLIR-UOS or other funding opportunities.

The project selection system considers the integration of the effectiveness principle amongst others
by looking at the feasibility of the proposal, the quality of the planning and risk management and the
attention paid to a number of priority and transversal themes such as the SDG principles (Leaving No
One Behind, Multistakeholder partnerships and Interconnectedness), and more specifically gender and
environmental sustainability in their project design. During implementation, projects annually report
on identified unintended effects, lessons learned on success factors and barriers to achieve results,
adaptations to the operational plan and progress towards the proposed outcomes.

As a non-implementing organization, VLIR-UOS relies for its MEAL system upon information gathered by
selected projects. The outcome indicators seek a balance between quantitative and (quantified) qualita-

1,383 presentations (community
related) or extension workshops

38,309 persons reached by

presentations (community
related) or extension workshops

135 new or
substantially
updated
Master
programmes

Figure 2.2.2. Number of presentations and persons reached by community workshops.
Source: own elaboration.

INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS 31



CHAPTER 2.2

tive indicators to grasp the individual and institutional capacity development. Quantitative indicators
are largely based on agreed/mandatory standard indicators relating to the core domains captured via
projects’ annual progress reports. As for the (quantified) qualitative indicators, VLIR-UOS draws upon
the Five Capabilities (5C) model used to assess institutional capacity.

Summarised IUC programs contributed during the Five-Year Program 2017-2021 of VLIR-UOS to very
significant numbers of scientific publications, upgraded staff capacity of partner universities (e.g., high
numbers of PhDs, staff of partner universities) and showed high levels of community engagement (e.g.,
number of presentations and persons reached by community workshops) (see Figure 2.2.2).

Description of the expected impact

By facilitating IUC projects, diverse teams of academics explore, build and contribute with the long term
IUC partnerships with and between (non-)academic actors around specific sustainable development
challenges. This academic and scientific capacity strengthening and partnerships are a crucial lever for
achieving Agenda 2030. The knowledge-driven partnerships are instrumental in sustaining exchanges
of innovative ideas, cross-fertilization of expertise, and increased attention for SD within research,
education and service delivery at HEIs well beyond the end of the project. In addition, the uptake of
knowledge, applications and services by intended users within and beyond HEls (e.g., communities,
governments, CSOs, private companies) and their introduction and adaptation to new contexts bring
about sustainable solutions and innovation at the level of policy (evidence-based policies), professional
practice and eventually society. The IUC partnership concept and role as driver of change that IUC part-
ner universities perform in their community also leads to indirect impact at the level of local, regional
and even national governments.

By creating conducive, inclusive environments for students, staff and alumni to act as critical global
citizens, IUC projects nurture new generations of connected leaders and skilled professionals who can
drive sustainable and equitable development through their contributions in relevant sectors. Thus, the
co-creation, exchange and application of SD-relevant knowledge within projects and the accompanying
incremental changes in behavior as well as underlying norms and values are likely to inform and rein-
force the achievement of all six systemic transformations for SD.

Sharing minds, changing lives: stories of impact

Cuba

When talking about Flemish-Cuban university cooperation for development, we always
speak about a ‘before’ and an ‘after’

15 May 20149. The audience at the Brussels venue BOZAR cheers as minister José Ramoén Saborido
Loidi takes the stage. For his lifelong dedication to Cuban university cooperation for development, he
is about to receive an honorary degree as part of the celebrations of twenty years of VLIR-UOS. From
the time when he was still rector at Universidad Central “Marta Abreu” de Las Villas (UCLV) to his cur-
rent days as Cuban Minister of Higher Education, minister Saborido Loidi has been closely following
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university cooperation for development projects. “I believe in Belgium and Cuba, we have a comparable
vision of higher education: universities are important for solving the grave problems we are facing
today,” he summarises.

Where research meets society

The IUC research project at the Faculty of Agriculture of UCLV focused on improving food and feed pro-
duction, for example by making certain crops such as bananas, plantains and beans more resistant to
diseases. The success of the project is the result of a close and fruitful collaboration with many profes-
sors from several Flemish universities. Through the IUC, the UCLV staff strengthened their administrative
and scientific capacities and developed better communication skills, allowing them to successfully apply
and implement nationally and internationally financed, competitive collaborative projects, and publish
their research in peer-reviewed international journals with high scientific impact. They also established
many partnerships with universities in Central and South America and in Africa.

Apart from a huge academic impact, the IUC project’s research results have also found their way
to society. More sustainable practices in plant and animal production have improved food and feed
security and production. Several outputs result from the use of classical breeding techniques and
advanced molecular biology methods. For example, UCLV’s Instituto de Biotecnologia de las Plantas
(IBP) developed methods involving in vitro cultures for high-yielding banana and plantain plants,
enabling cheaper production and reducing susceptibility to environmental stresses. This technology
is now successfully used nationwide.

Another example is the development of seeds of different varieties of potato with high productivity,
reducing the need for seed imports. Within the grain breeding program, high-quality seeds with the
desired properties of sorghum and beans were developed and are now planted all over the country.

A third illustration is the development of drones that can be used as excellent tools in precision agri-
culture. For example, they can determine the fertilizer requirements of the soil, or detect damage to
crops early, allowing appropriate measures to restrict the damage. Thanks to collaborations with UCLV
computer specialists, mobile devices that allow farmers to increase productivity were developed.

A digital revolution

‘Digitalization for development’ is another theme that the Cuban government put high on the political
and higher education agenda. “During the Special Period in the 90s, UCLV had the scientific potential,
but didn’t have the means to carry out high-level research,” recalls Hector Cruz Enriquez, who was
ICT project leader in the IUC program at UCLV. The IUC team was determined to bring about a wind of
change. It wanted to enhance the campus computer network so that all university campuses would have
sufficient ICT capacity for their academic and administrative activities. Another goal was to improve
ICT infrastructure to support teaching, learning and research. The country needed highly skilled people
who could help in the national digitalization process —another mission UCLV wanted to accomplish by
training competent PhD and master students.

Supercomputers and big data

But that was only the beginning. Thanks to exchanges with Flemish ICT experts within the IUC, work-
ing with high-performance computing and big data are indispensable, especially for modern scientific
discoveries. High-performance computing can, for example, help scientists analyze diseases or develop
new drugs. By the end of the VLIR-UOS IUC partnership, a high-performance computing data centre
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was set up. Cuban society —including hospitals and businesses— is also very interested in super-
computers, as they can make complex calculations and analyses in a few minutes as opposed to days
or weeks in the past. There is now cooperation with Biocubafarma, a Cuban national biotechnology and
pharmaceutical research and development company consortium, on the early detection of arboviruses
(viruses transmitted by arthropods) and the evaluation of the health impacts of the Cuban vaccine
against Streptococcus pneumoniae using calculations with a big data approach.

The foundation for a NETWORK program

The drive and results within the IUC at UCLV laid the foundations for a broader ICT VLIR-UOS NETWORK
program. Since 2008, digitalization has been put on the agenda of the two-yearly ‘Universidad’ confer-
ences, organized by the Cuban Ministry of Higher Education, which follows trends and developments
in higher education. Thanks to university cooperation for development and IUC support, Flemish and
international experts have participated in these conferences as well. The NETWORK program helps uni-
versities keep up with the fast-changing evolutions in computer sciences through training on big data,
training courses for PhD and post-doc researchers, and through workshops to the industry in Cuba.

Contributing to the development of eastern Cuba

Another top priority for Cuba is the development of its eastern region, which is less favoured by inter-
national cooperation and therefore more excluded from support and opportunities. The Universidad
de Oriente (UO), one of the universities in eastern Cuba, set up an |IUC program in 2013, working on
developmental topics related to public health, food security and sustainable development, clean and
renewable energy, biological products and cultural heritage. Here too, ICT capacity and digitalization
are key.

“ICT capacity has been one of the main successes of the program until now,” says Teresa Orbera Raton,
local promoter of the IUC program with UO. “We have Internet and Wi-Fi connections in all three campuses
of our university which are open to everybody thanks to VLIR-UOS. We have created a data centre which
offers services to society, and have invested massively in computer equipment.” In this IUC as well,
digitalization found its way to society, contributing to the ‘Joven Club de Computacion’. IT specialists
from UO installed the necessary hardware and software and continue to maintain the infrastructure.

Ethiopia

From health research at Jimma University...

The IUC project with Jimma University was the first collaboration of this kind. Kora Tushune, the local
coordinator of the program at Jimma, confirms that the university has undergone substantial change
throughout the years of the IUC. “We have generated more than 50 PhDs, along with many scientific
publications. Our teaching infrastructure has improved as well.”

The research on topics including environmental health/ecology and infectious diseases/epidemiology
has also had a vital impact outside of the university. For example, infectious disease studies on malaria
have led to a policy overhaul within the national government. A lot of treatment was done with in-house
spraying, but the problem was that this spray seemed toxic to people, not to the mosquitos. The mos-
quitos were actually resistant —a problem which was prevalent everywhere in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian
government was pumping in thousands of dollars without any effect, except for the negative impacts
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on humans. Policy briefs and meetings with the Ministry stopped the use of the ineffective insecticides
and shifted to more effective ones.

... to crop research at Mekelle University in Ethiopia

Alemtsehay Tsegay, a PhD graduate within the framework of the IUC program in Mekelle and local project
leader, has seen the university move closer to reaching the main goal of the project: filling the need for
qualified personnel in various areas of research. “The project has generated about 28 local PhDs,” she
explains. “We have published 130 research articles in internationally renowned journals, and this has
had a direct impact on the reputation and ranking of the university, both nationally and internationally.”
Moreover, the project has strengthened the university’s teaching programs by developing new master
programs and PhD curricula. In addition to its enormous impact on Mekelle University, the program has
managed to reach out to the rural communities and farmers in the Tigray region, and it has focused its
research on alleviating local poverty. Alemtsehay provides a few examples: “We introduced apple trees
in the highlands of the region to increase the income of farmers and contribute to their nutrition. We
have transferred fishing techniques and supported local fishing associations.”

Two decades of impact

“Thanks to the collaboration between Ethiopian and Flemish universities through VLIR-UOS, Ethiopian
universities are now able to create new Master and PhD programmes,” notes Tsegay. “Many scholars
have the opportunity to study in-country, which is an advantage because it allows them to focus more
on problem-solving research within the context of their own countries.” If anything can improve conditions
within a country, it's education at any level. The VLIR-UOS projects can give people the tools to change
society, and knowledge is one of the best tools to have.

Education increases human capital within a country’s labor force, thereby increasing labor productiv-
ity and, ultimately, generating a higher level of output. Education can also help a country’s economy
to be more innovative, as knowing about new technologies and products promotes growth. “| strongly
believe in the VLIR-UOS motto of ‘Sharing Minds, Changing Lives’,” Tsegay concludes. “If countries,
development organizations or even individuals do not share what they have with others, it will remain
in their own hands and minds, and it will not have any impact on the world. This is why the VLIR-UOS
‘sharing minds’ principle has been able to bring about many changes in the lives of others, particularly

in developing countries.”

Tanzania

The IUC with Nelson Mandela African Institution of Science & Technoloy (NM-AIST): an
innovative approach?

The VLIR-UOS program at NM-AIST significantly impacted institutional capacity, research innovation,
and community engagement. Between 2019 and 2023, NM-AIST saw marked improvements in core
capabilities, enhancing its academic and research profile. The IUC led to academic staff develop-
ment, with notable contributions from PhD graduates, and updated several master’'s programs. It
fostered specialized research areas, like banana research, resulting in the proposed establishment

2 Extract from the Final Evaluation of the IUC with Nelson Mandela African Institution of Science & Technology’, 2024.
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of a major research centre. The |UC also increased research output, evidenced by 26 peer-reviewed
publications, and advanced the development of a Technology Park, boosting technology transfer
capabilities. Infrastructure improvements in digitalization, ICT, and labs significantly upgraded NM-
AIST’s resources and technological capacity. The university’s strategic reorientation towards multi-
disciplinary research groups and updated policies reflected a maturing research ethos. Collaborative
initiatives with various stakeholders enriched the university's research and community involvement.
The program’s impact on the community included empowering farmers with improved agricultural
techniques and driving wastewater management innovations. Entrepreneurial initiatives emerged,
demonstrating the program’s influence on innovation and application. Overall, the VLIR-UOS activity
at NM-AIST made substantial contributions to institutional development and community empower-
ment, reflecting its broad and positive impact.

Technology and wastewater management

The development of new technologies, such as a prototype for treating water from textile companies and
an app for disseminating information/knowledge with researchers and the community, highlights the
university’s growing focus on research and innovation. The construction of a wetland on campus, funded
by VLIR-UOS, has not only served as an educational and research resource, but has also contributed to
environmental conservation by treating wastewater from student accommodations.

The VLIR-UOS program has played a pivotal role in the development of a Technology Park at NM-
AIST. This includes the establishment of an Incubation Centre, Technology Transfer Office (TTO), and
the Commercialization Office; completed with institutional policies, guidelines, dedicated staff, and
physical infrastructure, all facilitated by the project’s support and capacity-building efforts. These
components, which are essential for the transfer of technology and innovations to industry and for
fostering economic growth and sustainability, are now in initial stages of effective embedment into
the University'’s structure.

The IUC fostered enhanced collaboration among diverse stakeholders —academics, researchers, stu-
dents, NGOs, other academic institutions, community members, and local farmers. This collaborative
approach has enriched research, extended knowledge sharing, and promoted community involvement,
contributing to sustainable development. For instance, the program has led to innovations in wastewater
management, and NM-AIST’s expertise in constructing wetland systems for wastewater treatment has
been applied to address environmental challenges faced by five companies and organizations. The com-
pany representative indicated that the system had not only resulted in a substantial reduction in opera-
tional costs for waste treatment and in significant improvement in environmental sustainability, but also
generated significant interest from other companies. Moreover, public authorities, as the meat processing
company representatives had noted, were highly satisfied with the waste treatment system in place.

The establishment of a banana research centre

One of the most important impacts of the program is the development of specialized research domains,
notably in banana research. By boosting banana productivity, the project hoped to contribute to poverty
alleviation, economic advancement, and food security in northern Tanzania. The initiative to develop
high-yield banana varieties and technologies for enhancing banana productivity has culminated in the
University Council approving a plan to establish a major banana research centre at NM-AIST. This cen-
ter, which has already been allocated land, aims to encompass the entire banana value chain, from
agronomy to packaging, positioning Tanzania as a key banana exporter in the region.
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Community members indicated that the program has empowered and equipped them with knowledge,
training, resources, and tools to boost productivity. Substantial evidence indicated that improved farm-
ing practices led to significantly higher banana yields, tripling in some instances. The implementation
and expansion of demonstrated improvements in banana varieties, soil nutrient management, and
water management practices led to better livelihoods for participating farmers and their neighbours. For
instance, smallholder farmers indicated that they benefited from improved crop production techniques,
access to clean plant materials (such as in vitro banana plants and maize seeds), and sustainable
farming practices. Farmers reported that the increased income from higher yields, coupled with savings
from reduced production costs, was utilized to cover school fees, enhance their housing, and reinvest
in additional income-generating activities.

Overall, the project engaged with approximately 1000 farmers. The planned establishment of the
Banana Research Centre is poised to further elevate the university's academic influence. This centre is
expected to focus on improving both the productivity and profitability of banana cultivation, thus con-
tributing significantly to food and nutrition security in Eastern Africa, a region where bananas provide
up to 40% of the total caloric intake.

Uganda

How IUC changed Mountains of the Moon University (MMU)

Mountains of the Moon University (MMU) was established in 2005, founded and governed by the local
community and most importantly, working for and accountable to the community. Compared to the rest
of universities in Uganda, MMU was academically less developed and fragile, located in a predominantly
agrarian area with largely a peasantry population that has remained below the national average. How-
ever, as a community founded university, together with its interaction with local stakeholders and other
actors, MMU had quite a unique and innovative university model, being of great interest for various
actors in sustainable community development.

MMU becoming a public university

The IUC program that was launched in 2013 has initiated changes at MMU and a notable success was
the acquisition of a University Charter before the end of Phase 1 in 2018. This is remarkable because
it was one of the objectives that the program set out to realize within 12 years of collaboration, and yet
it happened half-way this period. This was attributed to investments made in human resource capacity
building, establishment of science laboratories, library upgrade, improvement in ICT infrastructure and
enhanced community engagement. The program since then continued to consolidate, and in July 2022
MMU was officially taken over by the government of Uganda.

How change came through...

The decision of the government to position a new research and policy center on food within the Faculty
of Agriculture, was a clear sign of recognition and confidence in MMU as a driver of change. A major
contribution to this capacity, according to the Final evaluation of the IUC with MMU (Kibwika & Dhaene,
2024), is the establishment of MMU radio under the IUC program. The MMU radio is an important
instrument for continuous engagement with the community. Every faculty is allocated airtime every
week to engage community on various topics of interest —also a mechanism for dissemination of
knowledge generated in the university but also a training facility for students of journalism. MMU is
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currently benchmarking with other universities in the East African region which have strong orientation
to community development to learn lessons on how to strengthen and maintain the development role
in an academic institution.

The training of MMU staff at PhD level through the IUC program has generated a large number of publica-
tions in high quality international peer reviewed journals. These trained staff have continued to engage
in several research projects with a wide range of partners to contribute to global knowledge. Research
equipment acquired for PhD research has improved the laboratories to produce better quality research
results to the extent that other stakeholders in the private sector (tea and coffee estates) trust and
bring their soils to the laboratories for analysis. According to the evaluation, A major contribution to this
capacity is the collaboration with experienced Flemish universities offering quality education at PhD
level. The university is growing even stronger with recent recruitment of more academic staff including
PhD holders under the new dispensation of public university.

... and turned into impact

Based on the evaluation, impact of the IUC partnership on education is in the trainings of staff and
students on e-pedagogy and effective use of e-learning tools. This was the only way to sustain learning
in the university during the COVID-19 lockdown. E-learning is now widely applied across all faculties as
it leverages the constraint of teaching space and supports distance learning programs in the faculties
of Health and Education. The other area of impact is in curriculum development and review —making
curriculum responsive by integrating stakeholder interests. This intervention led to the review of two
master’s programs and the development of a BSc in aquaculture and water resources management.

The IUC also invested in increasing capacity of staff members in proposal writing and development of
a positive attitude towards building external partnerships for academic activities and additional funds.
The impact of this capacity building is long lasting with a steady increase in external funded projects.

Farmers know who to contact when they have challenges. Besides contacting MMU, they sometimes
invite people from extension services to their meetings to provide technical information on selected
topics. They have access to online sources and look for information on the internet. Some of them
have become members in other groups and networks and/or invest in study visits to other regions to
visit model farmers for purposes of learning in order to improve their dairy enterprises. The farmers are
also more aware of the importance of nutrition and adopted practices for improving nutrition of their
animals. Their increase in milk production enabled them to acquire a milk cooler, with the support of a
government program, which they operate. This has helped them to increase incomes from their collec-
tive action to add value to milk by cooling and transporting it to Fort Portal city for better prices than
what is offered in their villages.

Vietnam

Can Tho University’s (CTU) social commitment

CTU, one of the main universities in the poorer Mekong Delta, wanted change for the region. It wanted
to deploy its research, technology and human resources for a better economy and to improve farmers’
living conditions, but also for the socio-economic development of the country in general. When the Flem-
ish universities and CTU started their VLIR-UOS projects, they focused on themes relevant to farmers
in the Mekong area, such as agriculture, aquaculture and marine culture.
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In general, the projects at CTU aimed at diversifying the agricultural sector in the Mekong Delta to get
more people out of poverty and to build the university’'s capacity by focusing on research areas such
as aquaculture, food technology and production, biodiversity, environment, e-learning, management
and ICT infrastructure.

Small organism, big impact

A huge obstacle in the country’s aquaculture development was the fact that the brine shrimp
Artemia —a type of small shrimp-like organism that can be found in salty environments such as salt
lakes and salt pans— is not naturally present in Vietnam. Artemia can produce dormant eggs, known
as cysts, that can be stored and hatched for live feed when needed —making the brine shrimp very suit
able for use in fish and shrimp aquaculture. Together with UGent specialists, CTU researchers looked at
the production cycle of Artemia in the Vinh Chau salt ponds, developed and improved technologies for
Artemia production, and organized workshops to persuade farmers to use this new technology. After the
first production cycle, the farmers could request help from the university by calling a telephone helpline.
The university also trained so-called ‘extension officers’ that could provide farmers with information.
Apart from workshops and a helpline, researchers produced several other kinds of materials providing
information to local farmers, such as leaflets, flyers and posters in Viethamese. The team also created
a documentary for Can Tho television.

“The land and environment in the Mekong Delta are very well suited for Artemia production,” says Ha
Thanh Toan, rector of CTU, who has been managing the cooperation from early on. “The quality of
our Artemia cysts improved and became number one in the world in terms of production. Locally, in
the Mekong Delta, production skyrocketed,” he adds. The type of Artemia that the farmers use today
is also more nutritious than the one caught in natural environments. Twenty years ago, the national
income from aquaculture was maybe a few hundred thousand dollars. Now, the last numbers say seven
billion dollars per year. In general, the projects at CTU aimed at diversifying the agricultural sector in
the Mekong Delta to get more people out of poverty and to build the university’s capacity by focusing
on research areas such as aquaculture, food technology and production, biodiversity, environment,
e-learning, management and ICT infrastructure.

An increase in yields and income

Aquaculture is just one chapter of the story though. The Mekong Delta’s most important crop is
rice: in 2000, more than half of all Vietnamese rice was produced in this region, known as the
country’s ‘rice bowl’. Although once successful, rice production in the Mekong Delta was gradually
declining, forcing the government and farmer communities towards new cropping systems with
rotations of rice and upland crops. In all these cases, CTU was consulted by local authorities,
agricultural extension agents and farmers to come up with solutions. Together with their Belgian
counterpart, the university took up the challenges and kick-started a research project as part of
the IUC program. This research cooperation proved successful: the researchers came up with two
models for farmers to attain this goal. This resulted in a higher productivity per year compared to
traditional farming methods, and an increase in income for the farmers. Farmers also mention that
these new models increase yields between 10 to 20% per year on average.

INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS 39



CHAPTER 2.2

After a decade of IUC cooperation in Vietnam, what are the researchers’ conclusions?

“The VLIR-UOS IUC programme was a big achievement for CTU in terms of human resources for
the university,” says Ha Thanh. In the case of CTU, the IUC project funded 22 PhD and 32 master
scholarships. CTU is now an important centre for research and technology on aquaculture and food
technology, spreading the knowledge to local farmers. Thanks to the cooperation, research has
improved in quality and has been more widely spread among the population in the Mekong Delta.
Farmers’ incomes in 2018 have increased, on average, by about 500 euros per month. Poverty
in the province decreased from 26.9% in 2008 to 12.5% in 2015, according to local governments
and farmers, thanks to the new Artemia farming methods. The newly developed methods for rice
production have increased farmers’ incomes by 136.62 euros per month and 161.66 euros per
hectare. Farmers themselves explain that this extra income has helped them pay for their children’s
schooling, build houses and purchase land. They believe it has given them more life security and
stability. Today, the university is also reaching out to other partners in Vietham and the Global
South, as VLIR-UOS also wants to support local institutions to join forces.

For example, after the IUC cooperation, CTU led a national NETWORK project funded by VLIR-UOS,
in collaboration with Vietnam National University of Agriculture, Hue University, Nha Trang University
and the Research Institute for Aquaculture. The NETWORK program, which unites the institutes
around Bioscience for food, is a spin-off of the IUC program with CTU, and helped Vietnam to
develop research-based education on aquaculture and food technology. It also strengthened the
linkages with the Flemish higher education institutes solidifying links with existing master programs
in Flanders. The Network was quite successful in confirming Can Tho University as a hub for the
internationalization of these master programs, and as a hub in Vietnam and South-East Asia for
the South-South cooperation with other HE and science institutes.

Uptake at Hué University

The final evaluation of the IUC at Hué University, conducted by an external evaluation consortium
led by C-Lever (Vander & Dao, 2023), reported on the uptake of research based learning by tea-
ching staff (in other courses) and the integration of the IUC subject of family medicine into the
regular medical program of the Hué University of Medicine and Pharmacy were complemented by
the establishment of a first ethical commission. The latter initiative, dedicated to the evaluation
of animal-related experiments and research protocols, led to the creation of an ethical committee
that not only assesses the ethical dimensions of such experiments but also rigorously scrutinizes
manuscripts for plagiarism. Subsequently, the program’s influence extended to other academic
institutions across Vietnam.

In addition, the Family Medicine Centre (FMC) at Hué showed great impact since it played a vital
role in primary health care policy development in Vietnam. Because of the activities and successful
results, produced by the project, it enjoys a great reputation in Vietnam and allowed FMC to be
involved in preparatory policy processes and to influence policy. This is based on a strong relations-
hip with the Ministry of Health, developed through consultations and participation in conferences
and workshops (in conjunction with other important influences, such as from the Family Medicine
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Department of Hanoi Medical University). This is a case of strong external coherence, managed
by the government.

Conclusions

In a rapidly changing world marked by multifaceted challenges, higher education and science insti-
tutions (HE&SIs) have emerged as critical agents for sustainable development. The United Nations’
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development underscores the importance of global cooperation in
addressing issues such as poverty, inequality, climate change, and environmental degradation.
In response to this imperative, VLIR-UOS, in collaboration with Flemish and partner country uni-
versities, has spearheaded the Institutional University Cooperation (IUC) program as a means of
advancing sustainable development through higher education partnerships.

The success of the IUC program lies in its holistic approach to capacity building, emphasizing
individual, organizational, and policy-level change. By fostering equal partnerships and mainstrea-
ming transversal themes such as gender equality, environmental impact, and human rights, 1UC
projects aim to create inclusive and sustainable solutions to complex development challenges.
Through academic theme-based projects and transversal initiatives, IUC partnerships contribu-
te to improved research and educational capacity, enhanced organizational performance, and
societal change.

Moreover, the IUC program prioritizes societal impact, seeking to address local, national, and global
challenges through multidisciplinary collaboration and stakeholder engagement. By empowering
individuals as critical global citizens and fostering a culture of innovation and collaboration, IUC
partnerships play a vital role in driving sustainable development at both local and global levels.

Looking ahead, the effectiveness of IUC partnerships will continue to depend on their ability to
adapt to evolving challenges and opportunities. This includes strengthening collaboration with
diverse stakeholders, leveraging emerging technologies, and addressing emerging issues such
as digital transformation and global health. By remaining agile and responsive, VLIR-UOS and its
partners can build on the success of the IUC program to create a more sustainable and equitable
future for all.

With this publication, we were keen on showing the specific added value, diversity and true impact
of the VLIR-UOS model for higher education cooperation, focusing specifically on its long-term coo-
peration modality of Institutional University Cooperation. We want to show the shared commitment,
the hard work, but also the passion and added value of working on this together. Because it is not
only about sharing minds and changing lives. It is equally about changing minds and sharing lives.
We want to inspire new academics to join the VLIR-UOS community and contribute to society throu-
gh research, education and service to society. Additionally, we want to illustrate that universities
and universities of applied sciences and arts have an important role to play within development
cooperation, within the overall SDGs challenges’ framework and the broader Agenda 2030.
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2.3. Dialogue on innovative higher education
strategies — creating knowledge, initiating
sustainable change

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) around the world are operating in an increasingly dynamic
environment characterized by global challenges. This also holds true for HEIs in the Global South,
where the demand for tertiary education has risen sharply in recent decades. In view of these deve-
lopments, higher education management in all its aspects has become of vital importance for the
development of higher education capacities in the Global South. The German Academic Exchange
Service (DAAD, for its acronym in German) is an independent association of the German HEls and
their student bodies with the overall objective to promote international academic exchange and
cooperation. To this end, it offers a wide range of international scholarship programs and project
funding schemes, which is constantly being developed and adapted to the respective needs. One of
these programs is the “Dialogue on Innovative Higher Education Strategies” (DIES) program, which
focuses on capacity building in higher education management in the Global South. Higher educa-
tion managers (deans, vice-deans, heads of international offices, etc.) are frequently academics
without any formal or even informal training and preparation for their administrative tasks. DIES
offers various capacity building measures (training courses, dialogue events, joint initiatives with
regional partner organizations) to equip higher education managers with the skills needed for their
job, to strengthen the administrative and managerial processes at the university, and to promote
sustainable change at an institutional level. Higher education management acts as a lever that
affects the entire university and can be a decisive factor for positive development, especially in the
challenging contexts in which many HEls in the Global South operate. The United Nations’ 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development serves as a global framework for the DAAD'’s activities in the
Global South. To evaluate the impact of its scholarship and its project cooperation programs for
the Global South the DAAD has established a results-oriented monitoring system that continually
monitors the effectiveness of its programs and improves the quality and transparency of its work.

Tobias Wolf, German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD)
Yvonne Visarius, German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD)
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Introduction

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) all over the world are operating in an increasingly dynamic environ-
ment characterized by global challenges. Universities are in intense competition for students, highly
qualified researchers, and third-party funding. This also applies to countries in the Global South, where
the demand for tertiary education has risen significantly in recent decades. This is partly due to the
sharp rise in student numbers, but also to the increased demand for qualified specialists and managers
who are urgently needed to tackle local and global challenges. “Higher education institutions and other
academic institutions are key to social, economic and technological development. They play a central
role in achieving the 2030 Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals. Germany is working to expand and
improve cooperation with developing countries and emerging economies in the area of higher education
and science.” (Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), 2023). HEls are
of particular importance in this context. The UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development explicitly
calls for the expansion of higher education and research to achieve the goal of high-quality education
(SDG 4) and provides, among other things, for a significant increase in the provision of scholarships
for people from countries in the Global South (SDG 4.3). Furthermore, HEIs have a key role in the suc-
cessful realization of all other Sustainable Development Goals, for example in the areas of food security
(SDG 2), health (SDG 3), sustainable growth (SDG 8) and climate protection (SDG 13). The German
Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) is an independent association of German HEIs and their student
bodies, which is committed to the internationalization of the university and academic system. The DAAD
is the world’s largest funding organization for international academic cooperation and the international
exchange of students, researchers, and lecturers. The UN Agenda 2030 serves as the global framework
for the DAAD’s work. This is especially important for its activities in the Global South where the DAAD
focuses on a partnership-based approach taking in account the regional needs and collaborating with
local experts. The Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ, for its acronym in
German) as the main sponsor of DAADs funding programs for the Global South has recently published
its strategy on “Feminist development policy”.

This strategy identifies solutions to discrimination and oppression, and it places women at the centre in
their role as knowledge carriers and decision-makers. Further increasing the contribution of higher educa-
tion and research to sustainable development with a strong focus on equitable participation and access is
therefore a strategic goal of the DAAD. Due to the funds from BMZ —around 55 million EUR in 2023— the
DAAD can offer a broad range of programs in the area of individual funding and project funding and thus
support the role of HEIs in the Global South as drivers of change towards sustainable development. HEls
make an important contribution to strengthening all levels of the education system by offering teaching,
research, and counselling. They support evidence-based policy advice and contribute to the development
of innovative solutions in the key areas of the UN 2030 Agenda. Furthermore, HEIs play a key role on
the path to more employment by offering relevant and practice-oriented study programs, strengthening
entrepreneurship, and serving as an important location factor for local economic development. The DAAD
together with its member institutions and local experts and stakeholders has designed various capacity
building programs to support HEIs in the Global South to effectively address the challenges they face
and to strengthen their role as drivers of innovation. This approach is based on the idea that global chal-
lenges can only be solved together and that German HEIs need strong partners worldwide.

One of these programs is the Dialogue on Innovative Higher Education Management (DIES) program, with
its particular focus on higher education management. DIES has been jointly developed and coordinated

44 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS



CHAPTER 2.3 Dialogue on innovative higher education strategies -
creating knowledge, initiating sustainable change

by the DAAD and the German Rectors’ Conference (HRK, for its acronym in German) since 2001. Fund-
ing is provided by the BMZ. DIES aims to strengthen capacities in higher education management, both
on individual and institutional level to contribute to the improvement of core HEI processes and institu-
tional higher education and to the development of efficient and internationally networked universities.
DIES offers various tailored measures —training courses, dialogue events and regional sustainability
activities— that foster the competences of HEI leadership and academic staff and contribute to the
enhancement of institutional management at HEIs in the Global South.

The German Academic Exchange Service
(DAAD)

The DAAD is an independent association of German HEIs and their student bodies, committed to the
internationalization of the academic and scientific research system. With a budget of 774,8 million
EUR (2022) and around one thousand employees at its headquarters in Bonn, the DAAD is the world’s
largest funding organization for international academic cooperation and the international exchange of
students and researchers. The motto of the DAAD is “Change by Exchange” —a concept that applies
to more than the students and researchers it supports. For the DAAD as a funding organization, change
means welcoming the challenges of this dynamic process and participating in shaping it. With its broad
range of scholarship programs, the DAAD supports students, researchers, and university lecturers to
take advantage of the best study and research opportunities. Since 1950 around 2.9 million scholars
in Germany and abroad have received DAAD funding. Yet, its activities go far beyond simply awarding
grants and scholarships. The DAAD supports the internationalization of German HEls, promoting the
internationalization activities of German HEIs and research organizations, strengthening German cultural
and language studies abroad and helping countries in the Global South establish productive higher
education institutions.

The DAAD’s activities can be divided into three main categories:
Promote excellence and broaden perspectives of education and science through international exchange

The aim of international exchange is to enable top-performing individuals to study, teach and research
at locations where they can optimally develop their potential. It has always been the case that interna-
tional experience strengthens academic excellence. In an increasingly interconnected globalized world,
international experience is the key to innovative solutions, with which research problems can be viewed
from various angles. In 2023, more than 140.000 individuals received DAAD funding and scholarships
—almost half of them students, graduates and researchers who came to Germany from abroad, the
other half Germans who went into the world. More than 50% of all funding recipients were women. In
addition to individual scholarships, the DAAD supports academic cooperation projects. Around 3.580
projects were funded in 2023.

Enhance international collaboration for the benefit of science, industry and society

An internationally networked research environment is essential to Germany’s performance; it comprises
the foundation for knowledge-based participation in political discourse. Political decision-making pro-
cesses require an increasing degree of scientifically sound advice for responding to the complexity
of globally determined relationships. A partnership-based understanding of scientific cooperation and
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networks has been our orientation and guideline from the very beginning. Since 1950, the DAAD has
funded 1.73 million Germans and 1.19 foreign students, graduates, and scientists —all of them together
build a huge and diverse international academic community and alumni network. On the institutional
level, 57 DAAD offices strengthen ties all around the globe. This international network provides on-site
perspectives and regional expertise.

Assume global responsibility and contribute to development and peace

Global challenges, such as climate change, species extinction, flight and displacement, poverty and
epidemics affect us all. It is therefore of vital importance that globally networked researchers and
academics work together to find solutions to these challenges. The research sector in Germany can
only assume a relevant role in this process if it can rely on lively academic exchange. International
academic cooperation serves to mitigate existing inequalities and injustices, advance the development
of the Global South, prevent conflicts, and surmount crises. The DAAD is committed to establishing
productive structures at HEIs in the Global South and it supports German HEIs in the joint realization of
research projects on global issues.

Strengthening HEIs and higher education systems in the
Global South

As an intermediary organization, the DAAD supports German HEIs and their international partners in their
development policy engagement. In doing so the DAAD favours a partnership-based approach, adding a
civil society component to development cooperation policies at a governmental level. Especially when
political relations are strained, such projects present alternative pathways for German development
cooperation beyond bilaterally negotiated agreements. Higher education and science have become
increasingly important in cooperation with countries of the Global South. And for good reason, because
the lack of well-trained skilled labour and the lack of access to global knowledge production are two
major reasons that prevent many countries in the Global South from improving their challenging living
conditions. Especially the rapidly expanding higher education systems in Africa are facing an enormous
lack of highly qualified university teachers and professionally relevant degree programs.

The DAAD contributes to strengthening HEIs and higher education systems in countries of the Global South
by funding cooperation projects and university partnerships. The DAAD’s portfolio ranges from supporting
the development of up-to-date practice-oriented study programs to fostering the establishment of globally
linked academic centers of excellence for the implementation of the SDGs.

For more than 25 years the DAAD has been supporting projects carried out by HEIs in Germany with their
partners in countries of the Global South. The funding focuses on the sustainable strengthening of struc-
tures at the partner HEI in teaching and research as well as in university and science management. The
range of topics is broad and interdisciplinary approaches are particularly in demand.

In addition to the cooperation projects, the DAAD addresses the strengthening of higher education
management capacities in countries of the Global South through, among other things, professional
conferences and workshops and specially designed training courses for higher education managers.
Other activities comprise the implementation of transnational higher education projects, the support of
higher education associations in improving the quality and practical relevance of study programs and
the funding of centres of excellence at German universities that collaborate closely with international
partners to conduct research and provide teaching on the SDGs.
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The DAAD programs help to modernize teaching at higher education institutions in the Global South and
adapt it to the requirements of the labor market. They contribute to professionalize university adminis-
tration, develop a joint understanding of quality and relevance in higher education, and to improve the
training of university lecturers. They also increase academic mobility and facilitate the mutual recognition
of academic achievements and degrees. Broadening access, improving quality, and raising relevance
are key words for DAAD’s activities in countries of the Global South. By coordinating individual and
institutional capacity development, the DAAD can respond more effectively to the needs of its partners
and funding recipients.

How to measure the impact: Results-oriented
monitoring, evaluation, and studies

Cooperation projects build on the existing capacities of partner HEIs, strengthen their ownership, and
thus enable long-term development successes. A results-oriented monitoring system ensures the effec-
tiveness of the funding programs and improves the quality and transparency of the projects. Higher
education and science are critical areas of cooperation with countries of the Global South, as efficient
and international HEIs are principal factors for social development. Against this background, the DAAD
has designed its funding instruments specifically to address the needs of the Global South. A results-
oriented monitoring system helps the DAAD to continually monitor the effectiveness of its programs and
improve the quality and transparency of its work. In addition to a results-oriented planning, monitoring
and evaluation are also an integral part of the DAAD programs. Dialogue with German HEIs and their
partners in the Global South helps to complete the picture. In this way, the DAAD is guided by the basic
principles of effective development cooperation agreed in the Aid Effectiveness Agenda (OCD, 2024).
Based on these objectives, the programs funded by the BMZ and other funding bodies are regularly
reviewed by external experts for their relevance, effectiveness, and impact. At the same time, the
DAAD releases its activities, results and the extent to which its objectives have been achieved in annual
reports. As a non-governmental organization, the DAAD is dependent on the results-oriented project
planning, management and reporting of the HEIs as the implementing bodies. Continuous dialogue is
part of the DAAD’s learning experience. In this way, the DAAD can align its work with the needs and
requirements of the various partners and develop the funding programs accordingly.

The instrument of results-oriented monitoring (RoM) is a key factor in the continuous monitoring of the
results and impact of the DAAD’s involvement in HE capacity building in the Global South. The DAAD
understands this to mean a continuous process of data collection and evaluation using SMART (Specific,
Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, Time-Bound) indicators to compare actual changes with expected
changes. During the implementation of a program or measure, conclusions can be drawn about the
extent to which the intended results (outputs) and short and medium-term objectives (outcomes) of
the program or measure are likely to be achieved. The DAAD reviews the effectiveness of its funding
programs by enquiring about the program indicators in a structured manner in the annual reports. The
results also form the basis for the project steering. Results-oriented monitoring also forms an important
basis for the implementation of evaluations and studies through continuous data collection. These make
it easier to assess whether a program has achieved its long-term goals (impact) or triggered unintended
effects, for example. The DAAD uses evaluations for the internal management and further development
of funding programs and for accountability to the public and donors. Furthermore, evaluation results
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contribute to the public and academic dialogue on the internationality of research and teaching. The
evaluation of development cooperation is based on five key criteria agreed upon by the international
donor community in the Development Assistance Committee (DAC): relevance, effectiveness, efficiency,
overarching developmental impact and sustainability.

Dialogue on Innovative Higher Education
Strategies (DIES) - training individuals,
strengthening institutions

Alongside the rapidly growing demand for higher education in the Global South, there is a general trend
towards globalization in the higher education sector. The resulting need for internationalization and quality
assurance of HEIs and study programs worldwide represents a major challenge for higher education
in the Global South. The demand for further training in the field of higher education management has
been at a high level for years. In view of these developments, higher education management in all its
forms has become increasingly relevant in the field of international capacity building in higher educa-
tion in the Global South. The Dialogue on Innovative Higher Education Strategies (DIES) program, which
is jointly coordinated by the DAAD and the HRK and has been funded by the BMZ since 2001, offers
various tailored measures —training courses, dialogue events and regional sustainability activities—
that foster the competences of university leadership and academic staff and contribute to improve
institutional management at HEIs in the Global South. The UN Agenda 2030 and the BMZ's Strategy
on Feminist Development Policy serve as political reference frameworks for the DIES program. The
DIES funding opportunities are offered in the regions of Africa, Spanish-speaking Latin America, and
Southeast Asia, with the objective to promote the professionalization of institutional management
processes, the adaptation of study programs to international quality standards and the strengthening
of research capacities. “During the different modules of the [DIES] course we developed a Strategic
Action Plan with well-defined objectives, indicators, milestones, possible benching points, and actions
for our institutions.” (Maria Alejandra Alquijay Aguilar, Dean of Admissions, Partnership and Collaboration
at Universidad del Valle de Guatemala). What all DIES components have in common is that they pursue
a practice-oriented approach, facilitating change by means of developing the skills and competencies
of individual members of staff. DIES thereby aims to improve institutional higher education manage-
ment and align higher education systems with national and regional development goals to contribute to
develop stronger and more international HEIs in the Global South in the long term.

Background

HEIs are playing an increasingly significant role in the Global South. Through the systematic expansion
of primary and secondary education, broader sections of the population gain access to higher educa-
tion. The need for highly qualified workers is rising and investment in tertiary education is increasingly
seen as a sustainable growth strategy. However, the expansion of the higher education sector also
presents countries in the Global South with new challenges, particularly regarding the financing and
management of the higher education system. To make optimal use of the performance and innovation
potential of HEIs, there is increasing emphasis on decentralizing university systems and strengthening
university autonomy. In return, HEIs must deal more closely with questions of quality assurance, the
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relevance of the study courses offered and the efficient use of resources and train their employees
to “manage” these requirements accordingly. Even in countries with currently opposing higher educa-
tion policy movements (e.g., Myanmar or Ecuador), it is important to strengthen capacities in higher
education management to ensure the connectivity of the higher education system to the international
scientific community through resilient HEIs, even under difficult conditions. Against this background,
DIES supports various measures that promote dialogue on current issues of higher education manage-
ment, strengthen the skills of higher education managers and improve institutional management at
HEls in the Global South.

Program objectives

In the short and medium term, DIES measures are intended to initiate reforms in higher education
management at the institutional or system level. In addition, participants in the DIES program and
DIES alumni should be active as multipliers and implement organizational changes at their universities.
Finally, another program goal is to establish a professional exchange between the participating HEIs
and/or non-university actors.

Target groups

The DIES program is aimed primarily at middle and senior management level HEI staff in the DIES
partner regions in Africa (including North Africa), Southeast Asia and Spanish-speaking Latin America.
The participants work in organizational units of HEIs that are of crucial importance for higher education
management —be it in administration (e.g., heads of human resources management, directors of qual-
ity assurance centres or heads of international academic offices) or in faculty positions (e.g., deans,
heads of institutes, etc.).

Development policy effects and impact

At the impact level, the intended effects of DIES are the contribution to sustainable development and
the establishment of efficient and cosmopolitan universities. To achieve this, DIES measures should
contribute to improving higher education management and core university processes and lead to better
orientation of higher education systems and their actors towards national and regional development
goals. At the same time, the program aims to contribute to the internationalization of the HEIs and
institutions involved. The UN 2030 Agenda is dedicated to the global challenges outlined at the begin-
ning and holds industrialized, emerging and developing countries equally responsible. The 17 SDGs
set the milestones that should be achieved by 2030 as part of a global partnership. SDG4 “Quality
Education” underlines the priority importance of equitable and high-quality education (including higher
education) for sustainable development and thus represents an important frame of reference for the
DIES program. Quality and access to higher education, gender equality and inclusion must be mentioned
in this context. But the practical relevance of university education and opportunities for cooperation
with non-university actors, e.g., in the university-business sector, also play a key role. The Federal Gov-
ernment’s Voluntary State Report states the importance of SDG 4: “Education plays a decisive role in
determining people’s chances of developing their individual abilities, achieving their professional goals
and participating in society.” In addition to SDG 4, SDG 17 “Partnerships to achieve the goals” also
forms an important reference framework for the DIES program. DIES pursues a partnership approach to
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contribute to capacity and competence building in countries of the Global South and to tailor its offerings
as closely as possible to actual local needs. This also includes the expertise of partner institutions in
the DIES partner regions, with which long-term and close collaborations have been established within
the framework of DIES. The focus on the area of higher education management allows a leverage effect
on all core university areas in order to contribute to achieving the SDGs through individual competence
building and sustainable institutional change processes.

Program objectives, results and impact

In the short and medium term, DIES measures are intended to initiate reforms in higher education
management at the institutional or system level. In addition, participants in the DIES program and
DIES alumni should be active as multipliers and implement organizational changes at their home HEIs.
Finally, another program goal is to establish professional exchange between the participating HEls
and/or non-university actors. At the impact level, the intended effects of DIES are to contribute to sus-
tainable development and the establishment of efficient and cosmopolitan HEIs. To achieve this, DIES
measures should contribute to improving higher education management and core university processes
and lead to better orientation of higher education systems and their actors towards national and regional
development goals. At the same time, the program aims to contribute to the internationalization of the
universities and institutions involved. Quality and access to higher education, gender equality and inclu-
sion should be mentioned in this context.

DIES portfolio — practice-orientation and intercultural
dialogue

DIES comprises two main program lines with training courses and dialogue events designed to promote
practice-oriented exchange on higher education management issues in order to strengthen the competen-
cies of higher education managers in the Global South. In addition, the DIES program aims to contribute
to the improvement of institutional management at HEIs in the Global South. DIES training courses are
offered on different topics for different target groups. DIES dialogue events create forums for regional and
supra-regional exchange on current reform topics in higher education management. Beyond that, cross-
sectional measures are offered in the areas of alumni work and regional sustainability activities. The
National Multiplication Training (NMT) gives DIES alumni the opportunity to pass on the knowledge they
have acquired from DIES training courses in their home countries, thereby increasing the impact and sus-
tainability of the courses. The regional sustainability activities are generally designed and implemented
with regional partner institutions. The aim is to permanently anchor the capacities built up through DIES
measures in the region and to jointly develop ideas and concepts for new projects and joint activities. The
DIES training offerings are designed as intensive, multi-part training courses for different target groups
in higher education management. They consider the challenges that higher education managers face at
administrative or departmental level in the Global South in a needs- and target group-oriented manner. A
key goal is for participants to develop the leadership and management skills necessary to conduct their
administrative tasks. The DIES training courses thus combine an individual and an institutional approach
with the aim of building sustainable Higher education management capacities. In addition, participants
receive support for the duration of the course in the development and implementation of transfer projects
at their home HEIs. The DIES training courses thus combine an individual and an institutional approach,
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with the aim of building sustainable higher education management capacities.

The DIES portfolio includes the following courses:

International Deans’ Course (IDC) in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin America

This training course on faculty management is aimed at newly elected deans and vice-deans. The
multi-component course is based on a blended-learning approach and includes modules on strategic,
financial, research, and higher education management, quality assurance and internationalization. The
courses for Africa and Southeast Asia are run jointly by Osnabrlck University of Applied Sciences and
the Centre for Higher Education (CHE) in collaboration with international trainers and experts. The Latin
American edition is jointly organized by Saarland University and the University of Alicante (Spain) in
collaboration with international trainers and experts.

University Leadership and Management Training Program (UNILEAD)

UNILEAD is aimed at prospective young managers in higher education institutions from Africa, Southeast
Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East who are employed in central administrative bodies at their
universities. The course takes a blended-learning approach and covers three modules on the topics of
Project Management, Strategic Management & Academic Leadership and Human Resource Manage-
ment. The course is run by Carl von Ossietzky University of Oldenburg.

Management of Internationalization (Mol)

The DIES training course on the management of internationalization targets the heads of international
offices and university managers responsible for coordinating international activities at their university.
In this three-part course at the Leibniz University Hannover, universities in Africa, Latin America and
Southeast Asia are given support to improve the management of key tasks in an international office.
The main topics of the course are internationalization, strategic management, management of partner-
ships, mobility at home and abroad, as well as counselling and marketing.

Training on Internal Quality Assurance (TrainlQA)

TrainlQA targets designated Quality Assurance managers at Higher Education Institutions in Anglo-
phone and Francophone Africa and Southeast Asia (ASEAN) with proven experience in their field. Its
overall aims are contributing to the institutional development of the local universities and enhancing
the dialogue between German and involved HEIs in the target regions as well as among the local HEIs
themselves. The modular course is based on a blended-learning approach and conducted by the Center
for Quality Development at the University of Potsdam along with regional partners.

National Multiplication Trainings (NMT)

In the frame of the National Multiplication Trainings (NMT), the University of Potsdam has been offering
support since 2017 for DIES alumni around the world in running independent, self-designed peer-to-
peer training measures and multiplication activities. All training components ought to address those
issues and challenges that are most relevant in the respective regional or national context. The NMTs
are designed and implemented individually by the respective DIES alumni. All courses are offered in a
blended-learning format consisting of different modules and combine practice-orientation and intercul-
tural dialogue.
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Looking ahead — New trends for DIES in higher education
management

One of the current trending topics in higher education and beyond is Artificial Intelligence (Al) and how
Al will change our world. In the DIES context all courses were converted to a completely online format
during the coronavirus pandemic. This has led to a major boost in knowledge relating to digitalization
on all sides. Nevertheless, all courses have returned to a blended learning format, albeit with a much
more pronounced digital component. Of course, this also has a background regarding the ongoing
sustainability discussions. As a reminder, we are talking about training courses with participants from
three regions of the world.

The importance of Al for higher education management may also become a topic for DIES training
courses in the medium term. This year, as a first small initiative, a DIES dialogue event will be held on
the topic of ‘Digitalization and Al: Opportunities and risks for higher education teaching and learning’.
With the BMZ’s strategy for feminist development policy, a second major future topic has been set for
the DIES program, which we have already taken up: Female Leadership. A new DIES training course on
the topic for female vice presidents is planned for 2025 to specifically strengthen the representation
and access to resources of women in HEIl top management and to initiate sustainable change processes
at the participating HEIs. The DIES program thus remains true to its claim of constantly developing new
innovative approaches for higher education management through dialogue.

Conclusions

The globalization of higher education is forcing universities to develop efficient management and quality
assurance structures in order not to fall behind in the global competition for resources (funding, highly
qualified researchers, and students). This is particularly true for HEIs in the Global South, where condi-
tions are especially challenging, and the environment is developing incredibly dynamically. The DIES
program jointly coordinated by the DAAD and the HRK, addresses precisely this need for capacity build-
ing in higher education management. Since 2001, DIES has supported more than 7,000 participants
in training courses and projects. After the completion of the training, the participants are DIES alumni
and share their acquired knowledge with HEIs in their home countries and regions, thus multiplying the
impact at a national level. A partnership-based and practice-oriented approach which combines indi-
vidual competences building and institutional effects together is characteristic for all DIES measures.
The UN Agenda 2030 and the Strategy for Feminist Development Policy of the BMZ serve as a politi-
cal framework for the program. The result-oriented monitoring system is a key factor in the planning
process of new projects and in the continuous monitoring of the results and impact of the program.
SMART indicators allow the DAAD to closely monitor the results of DIES and to draw conclusions about
the effectiveness of the implemented activities and to initiate changes if necessary.

This monitoring system is supplemented by in-depth evaluations, which provide a deeper insight into the
effects of the program. However, all this data would only be of limited use if there were not a continuous
consultation process with stakeholders to ensure that the activities carried out are closely aligned with
local and regional needs. Some results from the DIES tracer study (completed in 2024) underline the
effectiveness of this approach. In total, all DIES alumni who participated in training courses between
2010 and 2020 were invited to take part in the survey. The response rate was over 40%, and a total
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of 409 questionnaires were analyzed. Among the participants, 98% of respondents confirm that they
use the knowledge they have acquired in the training courses, thus proving the relevance of the DIES
measures. Regarding the intended institutional higher education management capacity building, it is a
strong indicator that 65% of respondents state that they were able to implement their transfer project to
a large or very large extent at their home HEI. This number shows that despite of internal (governance
structure, lack of funding) and external (lack of HEI autonomy, political crises) factors that cannot be
influenced more than half of the DIES training course alumni initiated structural change processes at their
home HEIs thus contributing to the development of the whole institution. The high number of applications
for the DIES training courses that exceed the available places many times over, emphasizes that there
is an ongoing need for practice-oriented capacity building in higher education management in the Global
South, with new topics such as Female Leadership or the importance of Kl for higher education emerging.
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2.4 Erasmus+ capacity building for higher
education. The European Union approach

The Erasmus+ Capacity Building for Higher Education (CBHE) action, initiated by the European Union,
focuses on modernizing, internationalizing, and increasing the accessibility of higher education across
partner countries outside the EU. This action has played a pivotal role in advancing educational systems
by aligning them with contemporary global standards through projects that span legislative reforms,
quality assurance improvements, and governance enhancements.

The article discusses the CBHE's strategy to foster intercultural understanding and cooperation between
European institutions and those around the world. Through a variety of initiatives launched over decades
—starting with the Tempus program and evolving through Erasmus Mundus to the current Erasmus+
framework— the program has significantly contributed to the educational and societal development by
addressing systemic educational challenges and promoting equity and inclusion.

By engaging a wide range of stakeholders in these educational transformations, the Erasmus+ CBHE
action ensures that the reforms are comprehensive and sustainable, thereby preparing global citizens to
meet the challenges of a dynamic world. The ongoing commitment to enhancing educational standards
globally not only underscores the EU’s role in international development but also ensures continued
improvement in educational access and quality in the years to come.

Roberto Escarré, University of Alicante, Spain
Javier de Ledn, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain

7. Introduction

Education has always been considered one of the cornerstones of international development.
Building human capacities has proven a useful tool in alleviating global inequalities. Given the
consequences —poverty, wars and migration among many others— there is an urgent need
for international organizations as the European Union to act. In this general framework, the EU
has traditionally supported the modernization of education policies, systems and institutions,
to help improve the lives of millions worldwide. It supports the global exchange of ideas and
knowledge to improve the overall quality of education on offer. Building the capacities of higher edu-
cation institutions helps provide students with an education that is more aligned to the needs of the
labor market and society. It better prepares them to tackle the challenges of the modern world. The
EU supports the internationalization of higher education institutions around the world. The resulting
human interactions promote greater intercultural awareness and understanding between people from
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different countries and cultures. It broadens their minds to different ways of being, acting, and seeing.
It promotes greater tolerance and less prejudice —more necessary than ever.

The EU funds capacity building projects in higher education as a means to reach these goals. These
are transnational cooperation projects between higher education institutions in Europe (so-called ‘pro-
gram countries’?) and around the world (‘partner countries’s). They work together in a project partner-
ship to bring about change. The focus of the projects can be at grass-roots level, working directly with
professors, administrative staff and students. Building their skills, knowledge and expertise leads to a
bottom-up approach to change in higher education institutions. EU capacity building projects can also
work at a higher level with rectors and governing bodies managing the institutions, to introduce new
quality assurance systems and management processes throughout the higher education institution.
EU capacity building projects also work at national level with Ministries of Higher Education. These
projects focus on reforming policies in areas such as quality assurance, the recognition of degrees or
qualifications frameworks. Whatever the level, the aim of these capacity-building projects is ultimately
to improve the quality of education for its key beneficiaries: the students.

Three decades of EU-sponsored higher education
development: a brief review of capacity building
programs

Over the past three decades, the European Union has consistently funded capacity building actions in
higher education, targeting the enhancement of educational quality and relevance within partner nations.
These programs were designed to bolster cooperation among EU Member States and these countries,
and to facilitate people-to-people contacts, mobility, and academic collaboration. Reflecting shifts in
the EU’s external development policy priorities, the changing global higher education environment, and
the specific requirements of partner countries, these initiatives have undergone significant evolution.
The following provides an overview of the principal stages and specific programs implemented during
this period.

1990s: Initial Endeavours and the Tempus Program

Initiated in 1990, Tempus (Trans-European Mobility Scheme for University Studies) represented one of
the European Union’s foundational efforts to bolster higher education in partner nations, particularly
targeting the post-socialist states of Eastern Europe to support their transitions towards market-driven
economies and democratic governance. As the program matured, it extended its reach to include the
Western Balkans, the Mediterranean area, Central Asia, and subsequently, the Eastern European
Neighbourhood and Russia. The focus of Tempus projects was primarily on curriculum moderniza-
tion, governance enhancement, and the building of administrative capacities within higher education
institutions.

2 Program countries include all 27 EU Member States plus additional countries like Iceland, Liechtenstein, North Mace-
donia, Norway, Serbia, and Turkiye that are part of the Erasmus+ Programme.

3 Partner countries are third countries not associated to the Programme usually are regrouped according to the EU’s
external action instruments, namely the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation — Global Europe
Instrument (NDICI-Global Europe) and the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA llI).
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2000s: Erasmus Mundus and Broader Capacity Development. Erasmus Mundus (2004-
2013)

Though best known for its role in fostering international master’s programs and individual student
mobility, Erasmus Mundus additionally played a crucial role in capacity building. It did so through fos-
tering partnerships and projects that aimed to elevate the quality and global appeal of European higher
education. During this era, Tempus underwent further development, broadening its inclusion of partner
nations and placing a greater emphasis on institutional and systematic higher education reforms. These
were aligned increasingly with the principles of the Bologna Process and the framework of the European
Higher Education Area.

2010s: Integration of Efforts under Erasmus+. Erasmus+ (2014-present)

The inauguration of Erasmus+ in 2014 marked a significant consolidation of EU educational initiatives,
merging elements of both Tempus and Erasmus Mundus into a unified, comprehensive framework.
The Capacity Building in Higher Education (CBHE) component of Erasmus+ is designed to advance the
modernization, accessibility, and internationalization of higher education systems in non-EU partner
countries. Typically, these projects involve collaborative efforts among consortia composed of institu-
tions from both EU Member States and partner countries, with objectives focused on enhancing curricula,
governance, and management practices, thereby fostering robust academic cooperation.

Capacity Building in Higher Education action.
The EU approach

The Capacity Building in Higher Education (CBHE) action is included under the umbrella of the Key Action
2 of the Erasmus+ Programme (Cooperation among Organisations and Institutions). The following is a
summary of the action, extracted from the Erasmus+ Programme Guide (2023).

Scope and objectives of EU Capacity Building projects

In the framework of the Erasmus+ Programme, EU Capacity building projects are transnational coop-
eration projects based on multilateral partnerships, primarily between higher education institutions
(HEls) from Programme and eligible Partner Countries. They can also involve non-academic partners to
strengthen the links with society and business and to reinforce the systemic impact of the projects.
Through structured cooperation, exchange of experience and good practices and individual mobility,
capacity-building projects aim to:

— Support the modernization, accessibility and internationalization of higher education in the eligible
Partner Countries.

— Support eligible Partner Countries to address the challenges facing their higher education insti-
tutions and systems, including those of quality, relevance, equity of access, planning, delivery,
management and governance.

— Contribute to cooperation between the EU and the eligible Partner Countries (and amongst the
eligible Partner Countries).
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— Promote convergence with EU developments in higher education.
— Promote people-to-people contacts, intercultural awareness and understanding.
These objectives are pursued in the eligible Partner Countries, through actions that:

— Improve the quality of higher education and enhance its relevance for the labour market and
society.

— Improve the level of competences and skills in HEIs by developing new and innovative education
programs.

— Enhance the management, governance and innovation capacities, as well as the internationaliza-
tion of HEls.

— Increase the capacities of national authorities to modernize their higher education systems, by
supporting to the definition, implementation and monitoring of reform policies.

— Foster regional integration and cooperation across different regions of the world through joint
initiatives, sharing of good practices and cooperation.

Types of activities and strands

Capacity building projects typically focus on one of three main activities: curriculum development activi-
ties, modernization of governance and management of HEIs and systems or strengthening of relations
between higher education and the wider economic and social environment.

Organizations can choose from three project strands:

— Strand 1: Fostering access to cooperation in higher education, which are designed to cater for
newcomers to the program, less involved countries/regions, and for disadvantaged targeted groups
(i.e., through modernization of management/administrative capacity, increase of the accessibility
of students/staff with fewer opportunities, etc.

— Strand 2: Partnerships for transformation in higher education, which aim to have a large and wider
impact on innovation, university/business relations and institutional governance.

— Strand 3: Structural reform projects, which focus on the macro level of policy reforms required
to foster internationalization and require the involvement of education authorities and ministries.

Priorities of the program

The main priorities of the action are the following:
Green Deal
Higher Education systems are crucial for supporting the Green Deal, through developing knowledge,

competences, skills and values, and potentially enabling a profound change in people’s behavior. In this
context, priority will be given to projects that aim to:

— Support the modernization of economies, making them more competitive and innovative, while
ensuring a just green transition, stimulating green jobs and paving the way to a climate neutral
society with a gender-transformative approach, not exclusively focusing on male-dominated fields.
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— Provide applicable answers to environmental challenges, including urban and rural development,
green and efficient energy, health, water and waste management, sustainable transport, deserti-
fication, biodiversity loss and sustainable use of natural resources, strengthening agri-food value
chains at national and regional level.

— Increase climate awareness, sustainability and resilience, in all sectors of society and economy.

— Accelerate the transition towards a just green and circular economy and tackle regional and trans-
regional environmental challenges, in particular by strengthening links with the private sector and
by enhancing the knowledge and green skills needed for a modern work force.

— Develop competences in various sustainability-relevant sectors, green sectorial skills strategies
and methodologies, as well as future-oriented curricula that better meet the needs of individuals.

Digital transformation

Raising the quality and inclusiveness of education through digital technologies, whilst also enabling
learners to acquire essential digital competences and sector-specific digital skills is of strategic
importance for the EU and many countries of the world. The higher education system is increasingly
impacted by the digital transformation, but also has an essential role to harness its benefits and
opportunities and tackle digital divides. In this context, priority will be given to projects that aim to:

— Support the development and uptake of digital skills to make the digital transformation as com-
prehensive and nclusive as possible.

— Help to bridge the digital divide by promoting digital literacy, digital entrepreneurship, gender-sen-
sitive programs and strategies, specifically in remote and rural areas and vulnerable communities.

— Develop connectivity solutions empowering citizens through distance learning and teaching inno-
vations.

— Support the digital economy and reinforce scientific, technical and innovation capacities by foster-
ing links between education, research and business in the area of digitalization, including through
projects related to data infrastructure, data management and SME/business digitalization.

— Improving digital education eco-systems, by reinforcing digital skills and competences of teachers
and academic staff.

Integration of migrants

Education and training systems play a key role in addressing the challenges of migration as well as
unlocking migration’s benefits. They help newcomers acquire necessary labor market skills, understand
the cultures of the host country and help the native population with being open to diversity and change.
In this context, priority will be given to projects that aim to:

— Support recognition of degrees and credentials and contribute to a regional credit transfer system
to build regional higher education areas and intra-regional connectivity.

— Granting access to education to migrants and displaced persons in receiving countries, including
language education and scholarships.

— Develop holistic models that address the unique needs of refugee students and ensure access
to education with a strong support for academic, social, physical and psychological development.
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Governance, peace, security and human development

Commitment to the rule of law, human and fundamental rights, equality, democracy and good gover-
nance are the bedrock of stable, fair and prosperous societies. This action can help lay the founda-
tions for strengthening active citizenship and building specific expertise in these areas. CBHE projects
can help identify long-term solutions to problems of weak governance in higher education. In this
context, priority will be given to projects that aim to support academic cooperation and initiatives in
the following areas:

— Governance, rule of law, democracy, fundamental values, protection of human rights, and the fight
against corruption.

— Fight against discrimination, promote media literacy and the role of an independent media and
civil society.

— Peace and security, human development, intercultural dialogue, respect for diversity, tolerance,
gender equality, women and youth empowerment.

— Social, economic and cultural rights, health and well-being.

Sustainable growth and jobs

Higher education is needed to build skills for life and work. Higher education also supports employability
and is a precondition for sustainable growth. A key objective is to tackle the existing mismatch between
education outcomes and labor market demands, including the development of work-based learning. In
this context, priority will be given to projects that aim to:

— Foster the offer and uptake of Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Maths (STEAM) skills
—and related gender inclusiveness— with linkages with the just green transition towards climate
neutrality.

— Promote youth and women entrepreneurship, develop innovation hubs and start-ups to help gener-
ate local employment opportunities and prevent brain drain.

— Strengthen links between the academic sector, research and business to address current and
future skills needs, primarily entrepreneurship, and skills needed for value chains development
on national, regional level.

— Support the upskilling of the young population.

— Strengthen links with the labor market to promote jobs creation, job opportunities and private sec-
tor involvement in skills-development.

— Develop primary and secondary teacher education and in-service trainings to address structural
causes of school dropouts and counter persisting economic and gender inequalities.

Aligning CBHE with the EU’s Global Gateway Initiative

The European Union's Global Gateway is a strategic framework aimed at boosting global connectivity
and implementing EU policy priorities in partner countries through infrastructure development, digital
transformation, and fostering sustainable growth. This initiative is pivotal in ensuring that the capacity-
building actions within the Erasmus+ program are synergistic with the EU’s overarching external policies.
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The Erasmus+ Capacity Building for Higher Education (CBHE) projects are designed not only to enhance
educational standards but also to contribute significantly to the Global Gateway’s goals. By modernizing
higher education systems and fostering international collaboration, these projects help build robust
educational infrastructures that are aligned with the EU’s objectives for global development.

Specifically, the Global Gateway is reflected in the Erasmus+ Programme Guide under the award cri-
teria for CBHE. These guidelines ensure that funded projects are coherent with the priorities set out
by the Global Gateway, emphasizing the importance of educational reforms that support sustainable
and inclusive growth, digital and green transitions, and connectivity improvements at the country level.

— By incorporating the principles of the Global Gateway, CBHE projects aim to:

— Enhance the quality and relevance of higher education to meet global and local labor market needs.
— Foster innovation and governance improvements in higher education institutions.

— Promote equitable access to education, addressing social and economic disparities.

— Support sustainable development goals through education that emphasizes green and digital skills.

Integrating the Global Gateway’s strategic priorities into the CBHE framework not only strengthens
the impact of these educational initiatives but also ensures that they contribute to broader EU objec-
tives, fostering a cohesive and sustainable approach to global educational development.

Enhancing higher education systems: key focus
areas of EU capacity building projects

The European Union’s capacity building actions in higher education have consistently emphasized a
holistic approach to improving higher education systems in partner countries. These initiatives aim not
only to elevate the academic standards but also to ensure that higher education institutions contribute
effectively to their societies and economies. Below is an expanded discussion of the key focus areas.

Curriculum development and modernization

Efforts in this area aim to align higher education curricula with global standards and local needs, ensur-
ing that programs are both relevant and forward-looking. This involves integrating new scientific and tech-
nological advancements, enhancing the interdisciplinarity of programs, and incorporating skills that are
critical in the modern workforce such as critical thinking, creativity, and digital literacy. One interesting
example in this area was the HiCure project (Development of Health Informatics integrated curricula in
Computing and Health-oriented undergraduate degrees / 561776-EPP-1-2015-1-PS-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP). In
the framework of the project, the four HiCure Jordanian and Palestinian partner universities successfully
established 12 competence-based undergraduate courses integrating 60 detailed case studies. During
the life of the project, the developed HiCure courses were taught 67 times in all the partner universi-
ties and the total number of students who benefited from them is quite remarkable (1603 students).
Alignment with the Bologna principles is visible in the use of ECTS for each of the established courses.

Quality assurance and accreditation

Quality assurance and accreditation processes are vital to maintaining high educational standards and
fostering trust in higher education qualifications both domestically and internationally. EU programs

INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS 61



CHAPTER 2.4

support the development of robust quality assurance systems that include both internal and external
review mechanisms, adherence to international standards, and continuous improvement practices in
teaching and learning. The HICA project (Harmonization and Innovation in Central American Higher
Education Curricula: Enhancing and Implementing the Regional Quality Framework / 561531-EPP-1-
2015-1-ES-EPPKA2-CBHE-SP) could be included in this area. As part of the project, Central American
universities networked and reinforced their regional cooperation capacity. Moreover, associations and the
Ministries of Education will benefit from a regionally agreed tool that they can use for quality assurance
and teaching reforms for their own systems as well as for the recognition of studies abroad.

Governance and management

Improving governance and management in higher education institutions is another critical area.
This includes enhancing the capabilities of leadership through training and policy development,
improving financial management, and ensuring that institutions are responsive to changes in
the educational and social context. A good example in this area was the TACTIC project (Through
Academic Cooperation Towards Innovative Capacity / 561653-EPP-1-2015-1-CZ-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP). The
project contributed to the modernization and reform of the management system within HEls and to
strengthen the competencies of top and middle managers of universities in Cambodia, Mongolia and
Vietnam, so that the universities can face the new challenges brought by globalization and the knowledge
society. Staff Advisory Offices (SAOs) have been established at all partner universities as centers of a
modern approach in solving managerial problems.

Higher education and society

EU initiatives often focus on how higher education can serve society more broadly, addressing the
development of graduate employability skills, teacher training, and creating effective linkages with
industry and community. This focus area aims to enhance the contributions of higher education to social
and economic development through community service, lifelong learning, and active engagement with
local and global challenges. A relevant example in this category was the EDULIVE project (Transforming
higher education to strengthen links between universities and the livestock sector in Argentina and Peru
/ 561541-EPP-1-2015-1-AT-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP). The aim of EDULIVE was to strengthen the cooperation
between Latin American universities and all relevant livestock sector stakeholders to ensure they offer
demand-driven higher education programs and to increase their capacity in responding to the innova-
tion needs of this sector. The project made significant efforts to involve stakeholders in the project
activities, in particular with companies working in the field of Animal Science. This collaboration has
been reinforced thanks to the organization of a series of workshops with private companies, farmers’
associations, research organizations and NGOs in order to discuss and develop possible cooperation
mechanisms in teaching, research and extension services.

Digitalization and innovative educational technologies

Recognizing the transformative impact of digital technologies on education, EU-funded programs encour-
age the adoption of innovative educational technologies. This includes the use of learning management
systems, online learning platforms, and digital tools that enhance teaching and student engagement,
as well as preparing students for a digitalized world. The ACADEMICA project (Accessibility and Har-
monisation of Higher Education in Central Asia through Curriculum Modernization and Development /
561553-EPP-1-2015-1-BG-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP) could be included in this area. This project modernized
university curricula in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, by integrating ICT based methods and
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contents. Innovative e-learning courses were developed for HEI staff to equip them with the necessary
transversal competences. The courses are available in a virtual learning environment, where users also
exchange information, experiences and educational resources.

Sustainable development and climate change

Given the global challenges of sustainability and climate change, EU programs are increasingly pri-
oritizing education that supports sustainable development. This includes integrating sustainability
into curricula, promoting research on sustainable technologies and practices, and preparing students
to contribute to a sustainable future. An interesting example in this area was the UNICAM project
(Implementing quality of education & training of the young Universities in rural area of Cambodia
/ 562006-EPP-1-2015-1-ES-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP). A comprehensive Master Curriculum in Sustainable
Agriculture (MSA) has been successfully accredited and launched at three universities in rural areas
in Cambodia. Overall, the project improved the academic capacities of the Cambodian universities in
terms of designing curricula according to new standards, training of lecturers and new generations of
master students. In a more extensive way, the project successfully promoted international coopera-
tion in the field of sustainable agriculture.

Inclusion, equity, and access in higher education

Promoting social inclusion, equity, and access to higher education for all students, including disadvan-
taged and marginalized groups, is a cornerstone of EU capacity building efforts. Programs focus on
removing barriers to access and participation in higher education through scholarships, support services,
inclusive policies, and outreach programs aimed at increasing diversity within higher education institu-
tions. The MUSE project (Disability and modernity: Ensuring quality education of disabled students /
561745-EPP-1-2015-1-CL-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP) fully fits in this category. The MUSE International Network
supported regional cooperation, and is still active in the international, Inter-Latin-American framework
on disability issues. The network promotes and supports all kinds of initiatives aimed at establishing
public policy for the inclusion of students with disabilities in HEIs, and at promoting employment. The
fact that institutions from other countries can join the network and broaden the exchange of good prac-
tices added value to this cooperation. In particular, the role of Chile (the coordinating institution is from
Chile) in the development of the region is essential, because its economic and political stability could
contribute to development in other neighboring countries.

Structural impact of the Erasmus+ CBHE
projects. The SPHERE report

The European Commission and the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) com-
missioned the SPHERE consortium, composed of the University of Barcelona and the European University
Association, to conduct an assessment. This evaluation focused on the impact of the Erasmus+ Capacity
Building in Higher Education (CBHE) initiative, specifically examining Structural Projects, on the higher
education systems within Central Asia, the Eastern Partnership, Russia, the Southern Mediterranean,
and the Western Balkans. The request for this study coincided with the conclusion of the Erasmus+
programming period from 2014 to 2020, as preparations were being made to develop future actions
for the 2021-2027 period.
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The report evaluated the influence of these projects during the 2014-2020 programming period, with an
eye towards shaping future actions for 2021-2027. The focus was particularly on Structural Projects aimed
at reforming higher education systems at national or regional levels in various regions including Central
Asia, Eastern Partnership countries, Russia, the Southern Mediterranean, and the Western Balkans.

The report reveals that these projects have led to tangible impacts in several key areas:

Legislative Reforms: There have been notable reforms or amendments to national legislation con-
cerning higher education.

Quality Assurance Systems: Significant advancements have been made in developing quality assu-
rance systems.

Bologna Process Alignment: There has been greater alignment with the Bologna Process which
enhances compatibility and comparability of higher education systems across Europe.

In addition to these direct benefits, there were structural changes at institutional levels such as the
introduction of new structures, strategies, and policies that are in line with broader educational reforms.
Moreover, many of these impacts were scaled up through dissemination to other national or regional
bodies or by inspiring related projects and ventures.

The intangible impacts, though harder to measure, included enhanced staff development and human
resource pools, increased research capacity, advancements in internationalization, and attitudinal shifts
that underpin these developments. However, the report points out challenges in measuring these impacts
accurately, as many ministries lacked the tools to do so, and often impacts were not easily attribut-
able to single projects due to the influence of various overlapping national and international initiatives.

One significant finding is the cumulative effect of multiple EU projects over time. For example, prior
Tempus program projects often laid the groundwork for later Erasmus+ initiatives, facilitating gradual
systemic change. This historical perspective highlights how successive projects contribute to a broader
evolution in higher education systems.

The report also emphasized the importance of conducting ex-post impact assessments to gain a
clearer understanding of the long-term effects of these projects on the policy landscape and insti-
tutional practices. Additionally, it suggests that more flexibility in project design could enhance the
effectiveness of future initiatives, recommending a reduction in administrative burdens and a more
inclusive approach to stakeholder engagement in project planning and implementation.

Overall, the report underscored the substantial contributions of Erasmus+ CBHE projects to the develop-
ment of higher education systems in partner countries, advocating for improvements in project assess-
ment and implementation to amplify their structural impact further.

Conclusions

In the European Union’s concerted efforts to enhance higher education systems globally through the
Erasmus+ Capacity Building for Higher Education (CBHE) program, a significant evolution has been
observed. The program, integral in fostering the development of higher education across various regions
including Central Asia, the Eastern Partnership, the Southern Mediterranean, and the Western Balkans,
emphasizes modernization and internationalization.
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The Erasmus+ CBHE program has been pivotal in transforming education systems by aligning them
with contemporary global standards and integrating them more deeply into the European educational
framework. Through its focus on various strategic areas such as legislative reform, quality assur-
ance, and governance enhancement, the program has facilitated substantial educational reforms.
This is evidenced by improved legislation related to higher education, enhanced quality assurance
systems, and increased adherence to the Bologna Process, which aims to harmonize European
higher education.

Furthermore, the program’s impact extends beyond infrastructural and policy modifications. It fosters
a broader educational cooperation between EU and non-EU countries, promoting intercultural exchange
and understanding which are vital in today’s globalized world. This is achieved through structured part-
nerships involving both academic and non-academic institutions, which work collaboratively on projects
that not only modernize educational systems but also address key challenges such as equity of access,
relevance to the labor market, and institutional governance.

As Erasmus+ plans for future programming periods, it continues to prioritize flexibility and inclusiveness
in project design to effectively respond to evolving educational needs. The program’s commitment to
enhancing educational quality and relevance across the globe underscores its role as a cornerstone
in international educational development, advocating for a holistic approach that incorporates green
initiatives, digital transformation, and inclusivity.

Overall, the Erasmus+ CBHE program demonstrates the EU’s strategic commitment to leverag-
ing education as a tool for social and economic development, preparing global citizens to tackle
the challenges of the modern world through enhanced cooperation, modernized systems, and
shared knowledge and values. This ongoing effort is crucial for sustaining the impact of higher
education reforms and for ensuring that these systems continue to contribute positively to global
development.
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3.1. Framework for evaluating higher
education capacity building initiatives in
developing regions

This chapter explores the evaluation of Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) initiatives in develo-
ping countries. It outlines the distinction between monitoring and evaluation (M&E), emphasizing their
unique roles within project management and assessment. The publication reviews literature highlighting
the scarcity of systematic evaluations in higher education investments in developing regions. It pre-
sents a conceptual framework addressing the challenges of evaluating HECB, including data accessi-
bility, varied program types, and constrained budgets. The document categorizes HECB interventions

by capacity level —individual, organizational, systemic— providing a detailed evaluation framework
and identifying specific challenges at each level. Conclusively, it differentiates between external and
impact evaluations of HECB interventions, focusing on their scope, purpose, and methodologies. This
comprehensive approach aims to enhance understanding and effectiveness of HECB evaluations in
fostering development.

Roberto Escarré, University of Alicante, Spain

1. Background

This publication is primarily devoted to discussing different aspects of HECB initiatives within devel-
oping nations. This specific chapter is focused on specialized evaluations related to these initiatives,
and this introduction aims to provide a background to the broader field of evaluation, aiming at relat-
ing these concepts as closely as possible to the context of higher education capacity building in
developing countries.

Evaluation is usually linked with Monitoring. Indeed, the expression Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E)
might suggest that these terms are synonymous or can be used in place of one another; however,
recognizing their multiple differences is crucial for their proper application. As outlined by Ubels et
al. (2010), monitoring constitutes a systematic and routine evaluation of a project’s progression over
time. Within the context of a project or program, the monitoring of capacity building undertakings is a
component of the broader project management functions. It is generally executed by personnel who
are consistently engaged with the project’s daily operations. This task typically involves the accu-
mulation of both quantitative information (e.g., the number of attendees at a training event and the
financial outlay for the said activity) and qualitative information (e.g., evaluations from those training
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events and interviews with the attendees). It is common practice for donors to provide templates
for monitoring reports that can be utilized to document and oversee both the concrete and abstract
deliverables of a project.

Ubels et al. (2010) characterize evaluation as the structured and formal process used for the appraisal
of work and the generation of feedback. In the context of a project or programme, the evaluation of
capacity building activities involves the intermittent analysis of, for instance, the relevance, effective-
ness, efficiency, or impact of the activities in relation to their intended purpose and goals. This process
often encompasses the review of reports and outputs, and may extend to include on-site inspections,
interviews, and other forms of direct engagement. Evaluations are typically carried out by the donors
or by independent specialists, guided by detailed Terms of Reference (ToR) or the contractual stipula-
tions of the programme.

For academic clarity, it would also be convenient at this point to delimit and define the terms “program”
and “project”, which are often confused in this field of study. Following the Evaluation Methods for the
European Union’s External Assistance (EC 2006):

- A program is a set of simple, homogenous interventions grouped together to attain global objectives.

- Aproject is an indivisible operation, delimited in terms of schedule and budget, and usually placed
under the responsibility of a single operator.

Thus, programs are made up of projects with a similar approach to a predefined framework, and this
publication is focused on HECB interventions in developing countries, which include both programs
and projects. In the previous chapter, Donor Agencies described how do they plan and execute HECB
programs in developing countries. And in Chapter 4 there are several examples of HECB projects in
developing countries.

Review of related literature

The MIHED Conference (Measuring Impact of Higher Education for Development, LIDC, 2012) estab-
lished that systematic evaluations and the application of statistical and economic methodologies
in assessing higher education investments in developing countries are noticeably scarce (Boeren,
2005; ACU, 2012). Additionally, the domain of investments extends to capacity building initiatives
which, as later noted in this chapter, are acknowledged to be ‘difficult to measure’. Recent articles
(Bich Khuyen Dinh et al., 2023) confirm a lack of empirical studies exploring the effectiveness and
impacts of HECB interventions.

The majority of existing publications in this specific area —evaluation of HECB in developing countries—
consist of an evaluation of programs or projects (Escarre, 2015). These evaluations are organized by
the donor agencies or by the project coordinators, and they could usually be found in their websites, for
promoting transparency and accountability. On other occasions, the evaluation reports are not published
and are used internally by the donor agencies.

Besides that, it is very complex to find relevant exercises comparing Higher Education Capacity Building
(HECB) schemes around the world. Probably one of the most relevant in this area was funded by the
German Rectors’ Conference (HRK, for its acronym in German) and the German Academic Exchange
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Service (DAAD), taking advantage of the tenth anniversary of the IDC Programme? in 2017. The study is
called State of Play: Higher Education Management Training Schemes in the Field of Development Cooperation
(Rumbey et al., 2017).

The document reviewed the Dialogue on Innovative Higher Education Strategies (DIES) program, initiated
by the DAAD and the HRK to enhance higher education management in developing countries. It focused
on practical training for managerial staff and facilitates regional exchange on university management
reforms. The study evaluated global higher education management training, identifying key players,
training types, effectiveness, and challenges. It concluded with insights on the need for coordinated,
evidence-based, and innovatively funded training programmes to meet the growing demand for higher
education management training in the international development context.

Conceptual framework for evaluating HECB in
developing countries

Evaluating HECB efforts in the developing world poses several challenges due to limited data acces-
sibility, constrained evaluation budgets, and a variety of program types. Nonetheless, the inherent
long-term nature of capacity building does not justify the absence of assessments (UNDP, 2010). It is
imperative for funders to validate that their investments are effectively enhancing the higher education
framework within these nations.

Moreover, the proof of this progress must be transparent to all stakeholders, including those who may not
grasp the intricacies of international development. This presents an initial dilemma that encompasses:

e The responsibility of donors to account for their contributions (Ortiz & Taylor, 2009).

e The obstacles faced by recipients and practitioners in applying traditional cause and effect
scrutiny to capacity building. This complexity arises because capacity building is an ongoing,
non-linear process, and the benefits to the involved parties may only become apparent towards
the conclusion of the endeavour (Simister & Smith, 2010).

However, data accessibility and digitalization are providing an opportunity to the evaluation of HECB
initiatives in developing countries (ECLAC, 2021). While accessing data remains a challenge, there has
been significant progress in digital technologies that facilitate data collection, analysis, and sharing.
The use of mobile technologies, cloud computing, and big data analytics has improved the capacity to
gather and analyze data from remote and underserved areas.

In order to facilitate the evaluation process, Ortiz & Taylor (2009) proposed to breakdown by type of
capacity building intervention for successfully measuring those actions. The more specific the assess-
ment’s focus, the more accurate results will be obtained. Escarre (2015) proposed the following tax-
onomy and evaluation strategies for HECB in developing countries, considering the capacity levels
already described in the introduction (Chapter 1. Introduction, Table 1.2.1).

1 The International Deans' Course (IDC) is part of the DIES program (Dialogue on Innovative Higher Education Strategies)
offered by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) in cooperation with the German Rectors' Conference (HRK),
and the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. (AvH https://www.international-deans-course.org/home
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Table 3.1.1. Types of HECB interventions in developing countries by capacity level,
evaluation framework and challenges

Capacity Level

Evaluation Framework

Challenges

Individual

- Tracer studies are usually applied to
assess program/project effects and
impact.

- In-depth studies may consider variables
like gender, scientific publications or
career developments (job changes),
although they're not common practice.

Qualitative methods are preferred over
quantitative, using surveys, interviews,
and case studies.

- Low alumni response rates to surveys
challenge the accuracy of these studies.

- Studies typically lack further research
to assess impact across different levels
and lack employer participation in
assessments (Creed et al., 2012).

- Cost-benefit analyses are rarely
conducted, with no evidence of rate
of return methodologies in reviewed
programs.

- Widespread absence of evidence for
donors’ capacity building investments
outcomes, as a British Council and DAAD
(2014) study on global student mobility
confirms.

Organizational

Systemic

- Evaluations are often conducted by
external experts based on frameworks
provided by donors, including criteria
(DAC?* criteria usually), evaluation
questions, etc.

- Data sources include call documents,
project documentation, monitoring data,
and questionnaires, supplemented by
interviews and field visits.

- Evaluations seek evidence of know-
how transfer, course development, and
sustainability, with some outcomes being
tangible and others intangible, such as
policy modernization.

- Evaluation quality depends mainly on
the evaluators’ expertise, theoretical
framework, time, and budget.

- The Logical Framework Approach is
commonly used, despite its known
limitations (Gasper, 2000):

- There is a notable lack of focus on cost
analysis and effectiveness in hese
evaluations, largely due to gaps in
monitoring systems.

Source: Escarré (2015).

1 DAC or OECD DAC Criteria. Development Assistance Committee https://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/daccriteriaforevaluatingdevelop-

mentassistance.htm

Evaluation of proposals and selection of projects
for funding

The various donor agencies managing Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) programs meticulously
organize the selection of projects to ensure transparency, fairness, and alignment with international
development goals. The process begins with a clear set of eligibility and selection criteria. Proposals
must first meet the minimum requirements, which include the eligibility of applicants, budget constraints,
implementation period, and submission modalities.
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The selection of experts for these evaluations is crucial. The composition of the evaluation commission
is carefully curated to include independent international experts with no affiliations to any participat-
ing institutions, thereby ensuring impartiality. Members usually bring diverse professional and cultural
backgrounds, along with expertise in curriculum development, institutional building, and other relevant
fields. To further ensure objectivity, members typically sign a deontological code of conduct, which
includes clauses to prevent conflicts of interest.

The selection procedure itself is designed to be rigorous and thorough. After submission, the donor
agencies check the eligibility of the proposals. These are then evaluated based on a detailed set of
criteria, often those defined by the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Donor agencies usually include specific requirements
with topical or geographical content. Most calls emphasize relevance and coherence with the Agenda
2030 for Sustainable Development, the quality of the project design, the strength of the implementation
plan, and the potential long-term impact and sustainability of the project. Each criterion has specific
descriptors that provide a clear framework for assessment, ensuring consistency and fairness in the
evaluation process.

By employing a rigorous and transparent selection process, involving diverse and expert assessment
commissions, and adhering to detailed selection criteria, donor agencies ensure that only the most
impactful and sustainable projects receive support.

Conclusions and organization of the chapter

This chapter will not focus on the evaluation processes that the different capacity building programs
have in order to select the projects which will be funded in their calls, which has been described briefly
in the previous point.

Thus, the chapter adopts a strictly practical perspective, deliberately steering clear of the theoretical
aspects of the term ‘evaluation’ and the myriad evaluation types such as formative, summative, pro-
cess, and outcome evaluations. Instead, it concentrates on providing a clear applied guide to organizing
evaluations for HECB interventions.

Following this idea, the authors of the chapter consider two main types of evaluations: External Evalu-
ations and Impact Evaluations. The following table summarizes the main difference between those two
types of evaluations considering the scope & focus, purpose and methodologies.

In summary, while both types of evaluations are crucial for assessing HECB interventions in developing
countries, external evaluations provide a holistic view of the intervention’s performance, and, on the
other hand, impact evaluations focus on understanding the long-term causal effects of the intervention
on specific outcomes.
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Table 3.1.2. Differences between External Evaluations and Impact Evaluations applied
to HECB interventions in developing countries

HECB
interventions

External Evaluations

Impact Evaluations

Scope & Focus

- External evaluations can cover a broad
range of aspects related to capacity
building interventions, including
effectiveness, efficiency, relevance,
sustainability, and the immediate
outcomes of the intervention.

External Evaluations mainly consider the
process, implementation, and immediate
results of the interventions.

- Impact evaluations specifically focus on
measuring the long-term effects and the
broader impact of interventions on the
target population or sector.

- They seek to attribute changes in
outcomes directly to the capacity
building intervention, distinguishing these
changes from those caused by other
factors.

The primary purpose is to provide

an objective assessment of the
intervention’s performance, identify
strengths and weaknesses, and offer
recommendations for improvement.

- The aim is to determine the cause-
and-effect relationship between the
intervention and observed outcomes.

- Impact evaluations help understand

Purpose whether and how an intervention

- These evaluations aim to inform contributed to the desired changes
stakeholders, including funders, in capacities, behaviors, practices, or
implementers, and beneficiaries, about development indicators.
the value and effectiveness of the
intervention.

- External evaluations employ a variety - Impact evaluations typically require more
of methodologies, both qualitative and rigorous statistical methods to establish
quantitative. causality, such as experimental designs

- These can include surveys, interviews, (randomized control trials) or quasi-

Methodologies focus groups, document reviews, and experimental designs (e.g., difference-in-

case studies. The choice of methods
depends on the evaluation questions
and the nature of the capacity building
intervention.

differences, propensity score matching).
These methods help isolate the effect
of the intervention from other external
factors that might influence the outcome.

Source: Own elaboration.
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3.2. External evaluations

This article aims to serve as a comprehensive guide for External Evaluations of Higher Education Capac-
ity Building (HECB) projects, highlighting the significance of stakeholder engagement, evaluation ques-
tion development, budgeting, tendering, and evaluator selection in the planning stage. It stresses the
importance of considering various data-collection methods, the choice of which depends on the specific
evaluation framework adopted. Theoretical frameworks like the Theory of Change are recommended
for a structured evaluation, offering an alternative to traditional Logical Framework Approaches. These
frameworks enable evaluators to trace complex causal relationships and anticipate outcomes, thus serv-
ing the strategic planning of donor agencies and organizations. The article also outlines the structure
of an effective evaluation report, emphasizing the utility-focused evaluation approach. It discusses the
need for clear communication of results and findings, which is vital for the exploitation of evaluations.
This involves effectively conveying findings to stakeholders, using evaluation results to inform decision-
making, and applying technological tools to enhance the evaluation process. The document concludes
by underscoring the importance of transforming evaluation recommendations into actions, engaging
stakeholders in interpreting results, and fostering evidence-based decision-making. It references several
resources that offer guidance on conducting and exploiting evaluations in the context of higher educa-
tion in developing countries.

David Alpera, International Consultant
Roberto Escarre, University of Alicante, Spain

1. Planning: preparing for an evaluation

1.71. Identifying stakeholders

One of the critical factors considered when preparing for an external evaluation of a HECB project is
not only identifying but addressing the external stakeholders involved in the ecosystem of these initia-
tives. In order to facilitate the described identification, for this publication, external stakeholders are
defined as individuals, organizations, or groups outside of the project or program who have an interest
or are affected by its outcomes. Engaging the external stakeholders effectively enhances relevance,
credibility and impact of the evaluation findings and recommendations. A non-exhaustive list of usual
external stakeholders of HECB projects is included in Table 3.2.1.

In addition to this, available specific tools provide a valid framework for stakeholder mapping in any
context (USAID, 2018)
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Table 3.2.1. Usual external stakeholders considered when planning for an external
evaluation of HECB interventions vs. potential interest in the initiative

External stakeholders

Interest

Donor agencies

Ensuring that their funding is not only effectively used but also achieves set
outcomes.

Government agencies /
Policymakers

Regulatory role and objective of an impact of capacity building actions and
efforts on the overall higher education system.

Consultants in higher education
and capacity building

Offering independent expertise and objectivity to the external evaluation
process.

Industry partners

Relevance of education programs to industry needs and employability of
graduates.

Professional organizations

Setting curriculum guidelines, professional development activities or setting
accreditation standards relevant to the capacity building projects and
programs.

Research institutions

Collaborating on research projects, serving as peer reviewers for external
evaluation reports or cooperating on related research projects.

National and international
educational partners (HEIs)

Enhancing the overall quality of the international, national, and regionals,
higher education systems.

Alumni networks

Acting as potential mentors and advocates, as well as providing valuable
insights into the impact of their education on their careers and communities.

Community organizations

Ensuring equitable access to educational opportunities.

General public and media

Influencing public opinion, funding decisions, and policy priorities.

Source: Own elaboration.

Developing evaluation questions

In order to start planning for evaluating HECB projects in developing countries, preparing evaluation
questions is a crucial step. In this context, the most used evaluation criteria (commonly known as DAC
Criteria, following the OECD Development Assistance Committee —DAC—), are effectiveness, efficiency,
coherence, relevance, impact, and sustainability. They are used in guiding evaluators, and other actors,
to determine the merit of the interventions being addressed. It is evident that evaluation questions to
be developed must be adapted to the specific context of the HECB intervention.

Formulating evaluation questions must consider the use of both quantitative and qualitative approach-
es for an improved holistic understanding of the initiatives’ performance and impact. Additionally, it
becomes critical to involve relevant stakeholders to ensure that the questions are comprehensive,
meaningful and aligned with the main aims of the intended evaluation (OECD, 2021).
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Effectiveness’ evaluation questions first assesses if objectives and goals of the intervention were
achieved or are expected to be achieved. Second, if developed activities have been appropriate and
consistent to the results. And third, to what extent did, participants achieve the intended learning out-
comes and competencies —along with the evidence of a successful delivery and implementation of
educational activities.

Efficiency addresses how adequately have resources (material, human, financial) been utilized and allo-
cated in the capacity building initiatives. Next, main evaluation questions in this point would contribute
to determine the existence of inefficiencies in the delivery of the foreseen educational activities.

Evaluation questions focusing on coherence aim to determine the extent to which the activities under-
taken enable donor agencies to meet their policy goals. Furthermore, they critically appraise whether
the underlying logic and the order of the executed activities align effectively with the established
objectives.

The relevance-related evaluation questions assess if objectives of the HECB interventions in developing
countries are consistent and aligned with the beneficiaries’ (e.g., students, faculty, industry, community)
requirements and needs. Additionally, they measure to what extent do the initiatives address identified
challenges and gaps in higher education, analyzing likewise if learning materials, training modules or
curricula are relevant to current trends in the respective fields.

Impact evaluation questions provide a view not only at the potential long-term effects produced —and
linked evidence—, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended, but determine what measurable changes
and outcomes have resulted from participating in the initiatives. Furthermore, they determine how these
capacity building initiatives contribute to economic or societal development in factors such as innova-
tion, entrepreneurship or social equity.

Finally, sustainability-oriented evaluation questions investigate whether the advantages of an interven-
tion are likely to persist beyond its active phase. They also explore the factors that may contribute to
the longevity of projects and programs, as well as the mechanisms established to maintain engagement
and ongoing support from essential stakeholders.

In the context of the evaluation questions, however, there are more crucial aspects that must be taken
into account —besides the above-mentioned standard DAC Criteria— such as quality assurance (feed-
back mechanisms, lessons learned for continuous improvement), partnerships and collaboration (with
relevant stakeholders, challenges, how is the collaboration being fostered), equity, diversity and inclu-
sion or innovation and adaptability (responsiveness to changing educational needs, societal trends or
technological advancements). As previously mentioned, the nature of the evaluation questions will be
primarily contingent upon the distinctive characteristics of the project.

Budgeting for an evaluation

Budgeting for an external evaluation of HECB intervention entails the consideration of several factors to
ensure an effective and proper assessment. Given the specific context, aims, and requirements of the
external evaluation, adjustments (and regular review of the budget) may be necessary. First, consultant
fees are one of the key elements to be included in the budget, allocating proper funds for hiring evalu-
ation firms or external individual consultants. These fees may vary due to a myriad of aspects such
as the complexity or scope of the evaluation to be implemented. Second, travel and accommodation
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need to be considered in the event of on-site visits or meetings (including the evaluation of stakeholder
engagement), being mandatory for the implementation of the requested tasks.

In addition, other costs to be allocated could include the ones for such potentially necessary expenses
as data collection (e.g., surveys, focus groups, interviews, document reviews), technology and equip-
ment (e.g., hardware/software licenses), translation services or data analysis (once more, licenses or
even necessary expertise). Notably, other examples of costs that could be factored include the associ-
ated with disseminating the evaluation findings or the highly recommended of the follow-up evaluations
(to assess the impact of changes made based on evaluation findings).

Similarly, it might be required to contemplate the allocation of funds for ensuring quality assurance,
monitoring the progress of the external evaluation or training and capacity building actions (towards
enhancing stakeholders’ understanding of the evaluation process, building their evaluation skills). More-
over, from a practical stance, standard checklists are an effective tool for both funding agencies and
evaluators (Horn, 2001).

Tendering

The tendering for an external evaluation of HECB interventions seeks to ensure, throughout the ten-
dering process, the essential principles of effectiveness, fairness, accountability and transparency.
Consequently, most tendering processes involve different commonly identified steps and aspects.
Within this process, a clear definition of the scope of the evaluation (e.g., goals, evaluation questions,
methodology, deliverables, and timeline) becomes of critical relevance, ensuring that the said scope
aligns with the requirements and objectives of the capacity-building intervention.

Second, developing the tender documents with the corresponding request for proposals, identification
of the evaluation criteria, terms, conditions, and any other relevant information would allow for a clear
communication of the requirements to potential bidders. Third, the advertisement of the tender —with
sufficient information— through appropriate channels would be useful to reach potential bidders. The
establishment of an evaluation committee to evaluate the received proposals (evaluating the proposals
based on the predefined criteria and scoring system), follows on the timeline leading to the selection
of the most qualified and suitable vendor based on the evaluation results (factoring technical expertise,
experience, proposed methodology, cost-effectiveness, and overall suitability for the proposal).

Finally, steps to follow include the negotiation with the selected bidder to finalize the terms of the con-
tract (deliverables, timeline, scope of work, payment schedule and any other relevant terms), the formal
notification and awarding of the contract, the monitoring of the evaluation process and progress and the
documentation and reporting (progress reports for stakeholders, ensuring, once again, accountability
and transparency). In order to facilitate the basics of the tendering process and critical aspects to be
considered, there are practical intuitive guides such as the one provided by Australia Institute of Family
Studies (AIFS, 2019).

Selecting an evaluator

Addressing the selection of the right external evaluator (or evaluation team/firm) is critical for ensuring the
credibility and effectiveness of the evaluation process. Therefore, the goals and objectives of the external
evaluation aim to provide the outer framework for the requested tasks to be implemented. This initial stage
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leads to the identification of the specific expertise and qualifications for the external evaluator (or team),
needed for an effective accomplishment of the set evaluation goals.

In the selection process of the external evaluator, assessment of the qualifications such as relevant
experience, proven track record, references or credentials in the field, is the following milestone,
linked with the review of the submitted proposal. Additionally, conducting interviews and/or requesting
presentations with shortlisted external evaluators are of great importance towards further clarifica-
tions, questions or assessment of interpersonal and communication skills. Very commonly found
considerations in such processes include not only diversity and inclusivity but also ethical and pro-
fessional standards.

Implementing and evaluation

In the absence of a unified methodology for appraising Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB)
interventions, the evaluative process remains contingent upon the vast array of contextual variables that
typify capacity building endeavours. The higher education sector lacks a definitive compendium of valid
capacity building metrics, as well as a universal set of evaluative instruments suitable for every HECB
initiative. This chapter provides a concise overview of some prevalent methods and analytical practices
employed within this domain. The selection of these methodologies and practices is influenced by the
evaluative framework or investigative approach adopted. The methodologies and analytical practices
are considered apt only when they align with the aims of the evaluative questions posed. Notwithstand-
ing, the explication of these practices furnishes practitioners with insights into their application and
delineates the fundamental steps entailed.

Applying Theory of Change to HECB interventions

Previously, the Logical Framework Methodology (LFM) was the principal approach used in planning,
monitoring, and evaluating HECB interventions, as well as in other sectors of development cooperation.
However, LFM received several criticisms when applied to HECB because it was originally developed for
general development projects and not specifically for capacity building actions, according to Gasper
(2000). Despite this, Ringhofer and Kohlweg (2019) acknowledge that the Theory of Change (ToC) has
reinstated some of the analytical and participatory elements that were initially intended in the LFM
approach, although some practical issues persist. Other authors, such as Freer and Lemire (2019),
suggest that using both methodologies together is acceptable, but the ToC is now more commonly
adopted for HECB interventions.

In essence, ToC is a sophisticated methodology applied in program design, monitoring, and evaluation,
gaining prominence within the international development sector. It is often depicted as a comprehensive
guide or framework, akin to a roadmap, a blueprint, or an engine of change, as noted by Stein and Valters
in 2012. ToC delineates the essential components and interconnections required to achieve a long-term
objective. This approach facilitates the integration of specific interventions into broader strategic and
transformative analyses. It stands out for its adaptability and effectiveness in laying out a clear vision
for impactful social change, systematically identifying the steps needed to realize that vision. ToC is
particularly apt for addressing complex issues such as Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB)
interventions. In essence, ToC is a sophisticated methodology applied in program design, monitoring,
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and evaluation, gaining prominence within the international development sector. It is often depicted as
a comprehensive guide or framework, akin to a roadmap, a blueprint, or an engine of change, as noted
by Stein and Valters in 2012. ToC delineates the essential components and interconnections required
to achieve a long-term objective. This approach facilitates the integration of specific interventions into
broader strategic and transformative analyses. It stands out for its adaptability and effectiveness in lay-
ing out a clear vision for impactful social change, systematically identifying the steps needed to realize
that vision. ToC is particularly apt for addressing complex issues such as Higher Education Capacity
Building (HECB) interventions.

Many donor agencies, with a dedicated interest in higher education, formulate an overarching ToC to
articulate how their HECB programs can bolster institutional capacity. This approach is particularly
beneficial for practitioners because it encompasses causal relationships and clarifies the expected
outcomes that donor agencies anticipate from the varied actions encompassed in HECB programs.

Determining data-collection methods

As previously mentioned, the choice of data-collection methods and practices for evaluating Higher
Education Capacity Building (HECB) actions is contingent upon the chosen evaluative framework or inves-
tigative approach. Nonetheless, Table 3.3.2 shows some of the most frequently utilized data-collection
techniques, along with typical examples.

However, Table 3.3.2 does not intend to provide an exhaustive list of all the potential data-collection
methods. For more information in this issue, the authors would like to recommend, among others, the
following web resources:

- Evalsed, the resource for the Evaluation of Socio-Economic Development. A web-based resource
providing guidance on the evaluation of socio-economic development, describing various method-
ological approaches and techniques which can be used in evaluation

— Betterevaluation.org / Global Evaluation Initiative. A collaborative platform knowledge focus on
strengthening the monitoring and evaluation of developing countries.

The evaluation report

Prominent scholars and evaluators, such as Patton (2008), champion an evaluation approach centered
on utility, emphasizing that the meaningfulness and relevance of evaluations are determined by their
actual employment and practical usefulness. The assimilation and application of findings by stakehold-
ers are intrinsically linked to the adept conveyance of these results.

There are two primary perspectives to consider when presenting results: the substance of the information
being communicated and the method of its presentation. The overarching objective from both vantage
points is to enhance stakeholders’ comprehension and subsequent utilization of the findings. This
encompasses a clear articulation of how the results were derived, the identification of emerging trends
through systematic data gathering and analysis, and the strategic use of potent data visualization tools
amidst the ongoing “data revolution.” Discussions regarding the array of presentation modalities include
traditional written documents, verbal briefings, and digital formats, with the recognition that while novel
methods are gaining traction, written reports continue to be the mainstay.
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Table 3.2.2. How they are applied in HECB evaluations (some examples)

Data Collection

How they are ap;)lied in HECB evaluations

Methods (some examples

Desk Review Analysis of the project documents (proposal, deliverables, etc.), program call,
previous actions, etc. If data is collected by a source other than the project/program,
they are secondary data, and it should be ensured that they are of good quality.

Surveys Online surveys to recipients of training actions, surveys to stakeholders of the action,
etc. Questions can be open-ended, which generates qualitative data, or close-ended,
which generates quantitative data.

Interviews In-depth interviews, usually with a semi-structured open-ended questionnaire, with a

handful of important stakeholders (beneficiaries, activity coordinators, etc.). Which
key informants are chosen can have a big influence on findings.

Focus Groups
Discussions

Small-group (8-12 people) discussions facilitated by the evaluator, usually using
a semi-structured open-ended questionnaire. Participants should be somewhat
homogeneous in order to encourage people to feel comfortable expressing
themselves (e.g., all same occupation, as a focus group discussion for university
financial managers).

Most Significant Change

The Most Significant Change methodology involves collecting narratives of change
from program participants and selecting the most significant of these stories to
assess the impact of a Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) initiative, like
identifying the key transformative experience of university administrators following a
leadership development workshop.

Outcome Mapping

Outcome Mapping is an evaluation approach that focuses on tracking changes in
behaviors, relationships, actions, and activities among stakeholders involved in a
project. It is also commonly used to illustrate a program’s theory of change in a
participatory manner.

Case Studies

Case studies could be an appropriate tool because they allow to place the focus on
the real-life context of a specific activity-issue of a HECB program, for instance, the
set-up of a new institutional unit (e.g., Technology Transfer), and the analysis of its
performance for a period of time.

Delphi Survey

To apply the Delphi Survey in evaluating a Higher Education Capacity Building
(HECB) intervention, for instance, experts are repeatedly surveyed in iterative
rounds to forecast and achieve consensus on the initiative’s effectiveness, ensuring
anonymous input while refining responses through feedback, leading to informed
decision-making about the initiative’s future directions.

SWOT Analysis

By applying SWOT analysis in the evaluation of a HECB intervention, stakeholders
may collaborate to pinpoint the initiative’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats, then strategize on how to enhance strengths, address weaknesses, capitalize
on opportunities, and minimize threats for program improvement and sustainability.

Source: Own elaboration.

In the realm of Higher Education Institutions (HEI), there is a marked preference for employing a wide
spectrum of presentation styles, such as imaginative reporting and digital outreach, which reflects a
commitment to participatory methodologies that engage a broad spectrum of sector stakeholders.
Conversely, donor agencies primarily depend on detailed written reports, though they do incorporate
oral presentations during the concluding stages of the evaluation process.
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The advocated framework for an evaluation report consists of several key components: an executive
summary, an introductory section, an elucidation of methodology, an exposition of findings, succinct
conclusions, actionable recommendations, and supportive appendices. It is imperative to prioritize lucid-
ity, brevity, and ethical integrity in the portrayal of findings. To encapsulate, the paramount goal of the
evaluation report is to critically examine the efficacy and influence of the intervention on the fortifica-
tion of Higher Education Institutions’ capacities, thereby promoting the strategic use of the results to
facilitate informed policy and decision-making processes.

Exploitation of an evaluation

Communicating findings and insights

The foundation for the exploitation of external evaluations for HECB interventions involves effectively
and widely communicating the findings, insights and results to relevant stakeholders. This process
commences with the identification of strengths, weaknesses, areas for improvement, and potential
opportunities within the scope of the intervention. The final goal is to drive positive change within the
participating institutions.

The main reasons for communicating findings of an external evaluation in this context are ensuring
high-quality services are provided, promoting the use of and demand for project services, ensuring
accountability for current project investments and sharing important information with project stake-
holders and the field (Lammert et al., 2017). Besides that, it ought to be determined —identifying key
stakeholders— who needs to be informed about the evaluation findings. Specific examples of target
groups include, for instance, university administrators, faculty members, students, funding agencies,
government bodies, and other relevant involved parties.

Additionally, the process of communicating findings encompasses crafting tailored messages that reso-
nate with each group’s concerns and priorities; and, with the same level of importance, it is necessary
to note the choosing and using of appropriate communication channels to reach different stakehold-
ers effectively (e.g., reports, presentations, workshops, meetings, emails, newsletters, social media,
or websites). In regard to the content of communicating the findings and results to interested actors,
such findings ought to be shared objectively, with a special focus on the actionable recommendations
derived from the external evaluation.

Finally, the evaluator offers support and resources (best practices, expertise, training) towards helping
stakeholders implement recommendations arising from the evaluation of the intervention. Monitoring
the progress of initiatives implemented as a response to the evaluation findings and assessing the
impact of the efforts on improving HECB interventions constitute the final actions within the process of
communicating the findings of the evaluation.

Utilizing the process and results of evaluation

Exploitation of external evaluations of HECB interventions utilizing the process and results involves
leveraging the findings and methodologies of evaluation efforts to drive improvements, inform
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decision-making, and enhance overall effectiveness. Widely sharing the evaluation results, not only
within the organizations but with key stakeholders, and informing of strategic planning efforts, leads to
an effective identification of areas for improvement.

In addition to this, evaluation findings are of critical importance towards identifying areas where capacity
building is needed within the organization(s) and/or among stakeholders. Continuous improvement is
facilitated by incorporating evaluation process and results into existing monitoring processes. Resource
allocation decisions are also guided by evaluation results and process, identifying priorities and areas
of need. Evidence-based decision making is clearly encouraged using evaluation results, grounding
decisions in data.

Overall, the relevance of utilizing and disseminating the results of an evaluation derives from converting
the recommendations into actions, from stakeholders becoming aware, and supportive of the evaluation
and results, and from reaching a stage of informed decision-making —thus, facilitating the project’s or
program’s growth and improvement (ICF, 2021). Finally, it becomes of relevance to engage all relevant
stakeholders in the interpretation and use of evaluation results, leading into their involvement in decision-
making processes based on those results.

Resources

A myriad of resources —software, infographics, etc.—, towards enhancing the evaluation process and
maximizing its impact, are commonly used in the exploitation of an external evaluation of HECB projects
and programs. By leveraging these resources effectively, organizations do enhance the quality, effi-
ciency, and impact of external evaluations of the interventions, ultimately driving continuous improvement
and fostering evidence-based decision-making. Table 3.2.3 shows a summary of the most common tech-
nological resources used when planning for exploitation of an external evaluation of HECB interventions.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the present article has systematically detailed the elements critical for conducting Exter-
nal Evaluations of Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) projects. We underscored that effective
stakeholder participation, meticulous development of evaluation questions, prudent budget allocation,
careful tendering, and strategic evaluator selection are foundational elements in the initial planning.
Our investigation confirmed the merit of utilizing diverse data-collection methodologies, tailored to the
chosen evaluative framework, with a strong recommendation for the Theory of Change. This progressive
approach facilitates the identification of intricate causal linkages and forecasting of impacts, thereby
enhancing strategic planning for donor entities and recipient organizations.

Our exposition further delineated the architecture of a cogent evaluation report, accentuating an evalu-
ation philosophy centered on utility. The imperative of lucidly articulating results cannot be overstated,
as it is instrumental for the effective application of evaluation findings. The elucidation of findings to
stakeholders, the application of evaluation outcomes to guide decision-making, and the integration of
technological advancements in the evaluative methodology emerged as salient themes.

We conclude by affirming that the transformation of evaluative recommendations into concrete actions
and the involvement of stakeholders in the interpretive phase are pivotal for nurturing an environment of
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Table 3.2.3. Some technological resources commonly used when planning for
exploitation of an external evaluation of HECB interventions, by category.

Resources

How they are applied in HECB evaluations
(some examples?

Evaluation Software
(SMART, NVivo, EvalC3,
EVA)

Streamlining data collection, analysis, reporting processes and supporting evidence-
based decision-making for curriculum improvement and enhancement. These tools
provide, among other features, qualitative data analysis, curriculum mapping,
outcome evaluation, evaluation frameworks, comparative analysis or assessment
management.

Data Visualization Tools
(Tableau, Power BI,
Infogram)

Assessing the impact of capacity building initiatives, tracking progress, and
communicating findings to stakeholders, with a higher degree of rigor and
transparency (e.g., outcome tracking, stakeholder engagement, impact assessment,
qualitative data visualization, benchmarking analysis, etc.).

Survey and Assessment
Tools (SurveyMonkey,
Google Forms, Qualtrics)

Robust data collection and compiled feedback to inform decision-making, improve
program effectiveness, and demonstrate the impact of capacity building initiatives on
individual participants and institutional outcomes. These tools allow for the evaluation
of capacity building programs, at the same time as they measure the perceived
impact, conduct needs assessments among teaching staff and administrators and
enable the administration of longitudinal surveys or data integration and analysis.

Project Management
Software (Asana,
Basecamp, Trello)

These platforms provide the needed infrastructure to manage complex evaluation
projects, track progress towards key objectives and milestones, coordination of
activities, improve communication, streamline collaboration or tasks organizations.

Learning Management
Systems -LMS- (Moodle,
Canvas, Blackboard)

Organizing training materials, delivering courses, assessing participant learning,

and tracking progress with features such as discussion forums, interactive course
content, course management, synchronous collaboration, personalized learning paths
or peer assessment.

Documentation and
Reporting Tools (Google
Docs, Microsoft Word,
Adobe Acrobat)

These universally known tools allow for effectively creating, organizing, and sharing
evaluation reports, findings, and recommendations, ensuring the professionalism and
integrity of evaluation documents in the higher education context.

Collaboration Platforms
(Microsoft Teams, Zoom,
Slack, Skype, WhatsApp)

These widely used collaboration platforms facilitate communication, collaboration,
and coordination among evaluators, stakeholders, and participants, overcoming
geographical barriers and providing the infrastructure needed to conduct virtual
meetings, share resources, coordinate activities, and engage participants in the
evaluation process.

Source: Own elaboration.

evidence-based decision-making. To that end, the article has offered a litany of resources that provide
valuable insight into the execution and maximization of evaluations within the milieu of higher educa-
tion in developing nations, ensuring that these evaluations do not merely end with reports but act as
catalysts for development and capacity enhancement.
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3.3. Impact evaluations

This paper reviews the role of impact evaluations (IE) in Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB)
projects, which aim to improve educational systems in developing countries. It explores different evalu-
ation methods, including experimental, quasi-experimental, and non-experimental approaches, to assess
the effects of these interventions. While randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are often considered the
gold standard of the experimental methods, they face practical and ethical limitations. As alternatives,
quasi-experimental methods like matching and difference-in-differences provide rigorous results when
randomization is not possible. Non-experimental methods, such as case studies, also offer valuable
insights, especially in understanding the context and mechanisms of interventions. The paper highlights
common challenges in IE, such as bias, data limitations, and uncertainty. It suggests also practical
solutions like triangulation, stakeholder engagement, and building local evaluation capacities. The recom-
mendations focus on developing robust frameworks and methods that can offer both quantitative and
qualitative insights. The main objective is to ensure that the evaluation results contribute to long-term,
sustainable improvements in higher education systems.

Roberto Escarré, University of Alicante, Spain
Patrick Vander Weyden, FocusUP, Belgium

7. Introduction

Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) projects aim to improve the quality and relevance of higher
education systems in developing countries, not only by enhancing the capacities of the main actors in
the area (students, teachers, researchers, and administrators) but also by strengthening the universities’
units and policies. These projects involve different interventions, including curriculum development, teach-
er training, research support, infrastructure improvement, governance reform, or network building. To
ensure the long-term success of HECB projects, it is essential to prioritize sustained evaluation practices.
As Wade and Kallemeyn (2020) emphasize, sustainable evaluation involves the ongoing application of
evaluative methods, continuously refining organizational processes and enhancing outcomes over time.

Based on DAC criteria, external evaluations of HECB projects usuallly assess performance through
qualitative and quantitative methods, focusing on relevance, efficiency, or sustainability. However, they
normally do not establish causal links. In contrast, impact evaluations specifically assess the causal
effects of interventions on targeted outcomes. Using experimental and quasi-experimental methods, or
non-experimental impact evaluations creates valid counterfactuals to estimate the intervention’s attribu-
tion and contribution. They can also uncover the mechanisms behind the intervention’s effectiveness. As
a result, impact evaluations try to offer more robust evidence of an intervention’s impact, while traditional
evaluations provide a broader understanding of its design and implementation.
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In summary, impact evaluation (IE) is a rigorous approach that assesses the causal effects of interven-
tions by comparing observed outcomes with what would have occurred without the intervention. IE offers
valuable evidence for policymakers, donors, and practitioners on the effectiveness of HECB projects and
insights into the mechanisms and contextual factors influencing their impact. To enhance the impact
of HECB projects, it is important to adopt strategies that address common challenges in evaluation. As
Kumar Chaudhary et al. (2020) suggest, strategies such as hiring evaluation specialists and fostering
organizational buy-in can significantly improve the effectiveness of evaluation efforts.

However, IE faces challenges such as defining impact, concepts as a well as theories (e.g., Theories
of Change / ToC), choosing appropriate methods, addressing data limitations, and ensuring ethical
and political feasibility. This paper aims to provide a comprehensive review of the current state of IE in
HECB projects and programs by discussing the main methods and approaches, challenges, and best
practices in the field. The paper is structured as follows:

— Section 2 provides a conceptual framework for IE in HECB projects by defining the key concepts
and terms, and presenting a typology of HECB interventions and impacts.

— Section 3 reviews the main methods and tools for IE in HECB projects by describing their strengths
and weaknesses, and illustrating their application with examples.

— Section 4 discusses how to overcome bias and uncertainty in IE for HECB projects by suggesting
possible solutions and mitigation strategies.

- Section 5 concludes with some recommendations and directions for future research and practice
in IE of HECB projects.

Conceptual framework for impact evaluation in
HECB projects

This part of the study attempts to provide an assessment framework that can guide evaluation of Higher
Education Capacity Building (HECB) projects through clearly defining terms and concepts and devising
a typology of different interventions along with its impacts. We employ a broad definition of HECB that
references the work of VLIR-UOS (2016) as explained in the introduction to this book. Moreover, we adopt
the OECD (2010) approach to impact evaluation which also includes distinction of all sorts intended and
unintended positive or negative effects a program can have on targeted individuals as well as society.
This is essentially the use of a counterfactual —what would have happened had the intervention not
been instituted. From these definitions we can infer the key ingredients of IE (see Figure 3.3.1).

In Figure 3.3.1, we observe that the four core concepts in IE for HECB projects are the intervention,
outcome(s), counterfactual and impact. The specific action activity or set of actions that a HECB project
puts in place, such as a curriculum change, teacher training effort, research grant program, or gover-
nance reform is referred to as the intervention. The outcome is the predicted or actual result or change
following an intervention. These changes could be, for example, improvements in student learning,
teacher effectiveness, quality of research, or governance. Counterfactual is the hypothetical scenario
of what would happen to the outcome if the intervention had not been applied, which usually depends
on a comparison group and a baseline measurement. An impact is the difference between observed
and counterfactual outcomes which demonstrate the causal relationship connecting an intervention to
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Figure 3.3.1. Elements of impact evaluation in HECB projects

an outcome. The effect of the intervention is the gap between what kinds of student learning outcomes
were produced by a reform (e.g., if a HECB project delivers support for curriculum reform with an aim
to advance student learning) and what kind of student learning outcomes would have happened in the
absence of that reform Still, HECB projects do not limit IE to measuring the impact of a single inter-
vention on a single result. Most of HECB projects could imply a number of inter-related interventions
carried out over time at different levels and with different expected end results. Hence, measurement
of the contributions of HECB projects cannot be compartmentalized without an element of its complex-
ity. To accomplish this, we propose a classification of HECB interventions and effects based on their
intervention type and intensity.

The level dimension is the level of implementation and measurement of the intervention and the impact,
respectively. In this case, we distinguish between three levels, which are the individual, the institu-
tional/ group and the system level. The individual level encompasses such actors as students, teach-
ers, researchers, and administrators who are the main beneficiaries of and agents in implementing
HECB activities. The institutional level takes into consideration the Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)
such as universities, colleges and polytechnic which are major areas of HECB actions. This level also
encompasses research groups, academic departments, faculties and other organizational units (called
“groups”) which are the mid-range levels of HECB operations. The system level refers to the level of
the higher education system as a whole, which includes the policies, regulations, governance, funding,
accreditation, and quality assurance mechanisms that shape and support HECB interventions.

The type dimension refers to the type of intervention and impact, according to the main domain or
aspect of HECB that they address. We distinguish between four types: teaching, research, governance,
and network. The teaching type refers to the interventions and impacts that relate to the core function
of higher education, which is to provide quality and relevant education to students, and to develop their
knowledge, skills, and competencies. The research type refers to the interventions and impacts that
relate to the other core function of higher education, which is to produce and disseminate new knowledge
and to contribute to innovation and development. The governance type refers to the interventions and
impacts that relate to the management and administration of HEIs and systems, and to the mechanisms
of accountability, transparency, and participation that ensure their effectiveness and efficiency. The
network type refers to the interventions and impacts that relate to the collaboration and cooperation
among HEls and systems, and with other stakeholders, such as the government, the private sector, the
civil society, and the international community.

Type refers to the type of intervention and its impact (i.e., into which main domain or aspect of HECB the
interventions address). We distinguish between four types: teaching, research, governance and network.
The teaching intervention category relates to the inputs and outputs from delivering of the core function
of higher education which is training for students by providing quality and relevant knowledge, skills
and competences. The second type of research is at the core function of higher education: the genera-
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Table 3.3.1. llustrative matrix of HECB interventions and impacts for project evaluation

Individual Student learning Research output Administrative Participation in
outcomes Research quality efficiency networks
Teacher Research impact Adnjinistrative Collaboration with
performance satisfaction peers
) : Researcher . . . -
Student satisfaction productivity Administrative skills Mobility "
Teacher motivation Administrative opportunities
leadership Access to
resources...
Group Curriculum quality Research capacity Organisational culture Network quality
Curriculum Research focus Organisational climate Network diversity
relevance Research funding Organisational Network
_Curricul_um Research structure sustainability
/ innovation infrastructure Organisational Network
Teaching methods performance outcomes
Institutional Educational quality Research Institutional vision Institutional
Educational excellence Institutional mission collaboration
relevan.ce ' Research relevance Institutional strategy Icr:)s;cg:rt;?dr;a::
Educational equity Restegbrcp Istitutional governance Institutional
; contribution nstitutiona
Educational access Institutional autonomy integration
Educational diversity Research N
recognition Institutional
Research diversity alignment
Institutional
influence

System quality
System relevance
System equity
System access
System diversity

System excellence
System relevance
System contribution
System recognition

System innovation

System vision
System mission
System strategy
System governance
System accountability

System
collaboration

System
cooperation

System
integration

System
alignment

System influence

tion and dissemination of new knowledge, contributing to innovation and development. The governance
type refers to the interventions and impacts that relate to the management and administration of HEIs
and systems, and to the mechanisms of accountability, transparency, and participation that ensure
their effectiveness and efficiency. The ‘network’ type covers projects and impacts related to fostering
collaboration and cooperation among HEIs/systems, and with other stakeholders (government, private
sector, civil society national donors and international community).

Drawing on these four dimensions, we can create a matrix of HECB interventions and impacts (Table
3.3.1). This matrix illustrates different potential combinations between levels and types of HECB inter-
ventions (NCB or CB) as well as impacts, along with a few examples for each cell. Note that the matrix
is not meant to be comprehensive, but rather indicative, and can be adjusted or augmented according
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to the particular circumstances and goals of each HECB initiative. Given the plethora of methods and
indicators that can be combined under different configurations, the matrix could become a handy tool
for IE in HECB projects to help the identification and classification of those combinations which are more
contextually pertinent and attainable to evaluate, as well as the choice & application of appropriate
methods/methodologies/indicators per case.

Review of main methods and tools for IE in
HECB projects and programs

Challenges and opportunities of impact evaluation exercises

Impact evaluation (IE) is a process of assessing the causal effects of an intervention on the outcomes
of interest, such as health, education, income, or well-being. IE aims to answer questions such as: What
works? For whom? Why? How? Under what conditions? At what cost? (Bando, 2013). |E can provide
evidence to inform policy decisions, improve program design and implementation, enhance account-
ability and learning, and contribute to knowledge generation (Gertler et al., 2016).

In the context of health, education, culture, and development projects and programs, |IE faces several
challenges and opportunities. As Marjanovic et al. (2017) discuss, evaluating complex interventions,
such as research capacity-building programs, requires an approach that accounts for the evolving and
multi-dimensional nature of these initiatives. Some of the challenges include:

— Dealing with complex and dynamic systems that involve multiple actors, interactions, feedback
loops, and contextual factors.

- Measuring intangible and long-term outcomes, such as social norms, cultural values, empower-
ment, or resilience.

— Balancing ethical and methodological considerations, such as ensuring informed consent, mini-
mizing harm, respecting local cultures, and addressing power imbalances.

- Engaging with diverse and relevant stakeholders, such as beneficiaries, policymakers, practitio-
ners, funders, and researchers, throughout the IE process.

- Communicating and disseminating IE findings in accessible and appropriate ways, such as using
visual, narrative, or interactive formats, and tailoring messages to different audiences.

Some of the opportunities include:

- Leveraging new and emerging data sources and methods, such as big data, social media, geo-
spatial analysis, machine learning, or citizen science.

- Incorporating multiple perspectives and dimensions of impact, such as gender, equity, sustain-
ability, or human rights.

- Enhancing the validity and credibility of IE results, such as using mixed methods, triangulating
data, conducting meta-analysis, or applying quality standards.

— Fostering a culture of learning and adaptation, such as using participatory approaches, embed-
ding IE within program cycles, or facilitating feedback loops.

INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS a3



CHAPTER 3.3

- Contributing to the global public good, such as sharing IE data, methods, and lessons, or col-
laborating with other IE actors and networks.

To address these challenges and opportunities, IE practitioners can choose from a variety of methods
and tools, depending on the purpose, scope, and context of the IE. These methods and tools can be
classified into three broad categories: experimental, quasi-experimental, and non-experimental.

Experimental methods

In order to establish comparable groups of intervention and control units (such as people, homes,
schools, or communities), experimental methods use random assignment. Then, by comparing the
outcomes between these groups, one can estimate the causal effect of the intervention. The most
popular experimental design is the randomized controlled trial (RCT), in which the intervention is
assigned at random to a subset of units that meet the eligibility requirements, and the intervention
and control groups’ outcomes are measured at baseline and endline. Because they can remove
selection bias and confounding variables and produce objective and accurate estimates of impact,
randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are widely considered as the gold standard for IE. For instance,
students could be randomized to use the new online learning platform or stick to the traditional cur-
riculum in an RCT to assess it. The platform’s effectiveness can be estimated based on the disparity
in their academic performance.

However, RCTs also have some limitations, such as:

- They can be costly, time-consuming, and logistically challenging to implement, especially in
large-scale or complex settings.

- They can face ethical or political objections, as they involve withholding the intervention from
some units, or introducing randomization in sensitive contexts.

— They can suffer from internal and external validity threats, such as attrition, spillovers, contamina-
tion, or heterogeneity, which can affect the reliability and generalizability of the results.

- They can be narrow in scope and focus, as they typically measure the average impact of a single
intervention on a predefined set of outcomes, and may not capture the underlying mechanisms,
processes, or contextual factors that influence the impact.

- As a consequence, RCT are not considered an appropriate tool in case of complex project and
programs, or when institutional and system level changes are intended.

Quasi-experimental methods

Quasi-experimental methods are impact evaluation techniques used when a random assignment is not
feasible. They estimate causal effects by comparing intervention and non-intervention groups using
techniques like matching, difference-in-differences, regression discontinuity, or instrumental variables,
aiming to evoke the randomization conditions and control for confounding factors. Key quasi-experimental
methods include:

- Matching methods. These involve selecting comparison units with similar characteristics to inter-
vention units based on observable variables, such as age, gender, income, or education. For
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example, in a teacher training program, propensity score matching compares outcomes of trained
teachers with untrained teachers who have similar characteristics (e.g., age, education level) to
assess the program’s impact on student learning in developing countries.

- Difference-in-differences (DiD) methods. DiD compares changes in outcomes over time between
intervention and comparison groups. For example, in an impact evaluation of a new curriculum
introduced at a university, DiD would compare student performance before and after the curriculum
change, contrasting it with a university that did not implement the change.

- Discontinuity methods. These methods exploit a threshold or cutoff point that determines eligi-
bility or intensity of the intervention and compare the outcomes of units just above or below the
threshold. For instance, in a scholarship program awarded based on a Grade Point Averagel (GPA)
cutoff, regression discontinuity design compares students just above and below the GPA threshold
to evaluate the scholarship’s impact on graduation rates in a developing country.

Certain experimental methods’ drawbacks can be addressed by quasi-experimental approaches:

- Feasibility and flexibility. In situations where randomization is impractical, unethical, or undesir-
able, they are frequently more practical and adaptive.

- Broad scope. These techniques can take into account a variety of interventions, results, and
context variables, thereby capturing the richness and diversity of the situation.

- Stakeholder engagement. By allowing stakeholders to participate in the design, execution, and
interpretation of the evaluation while honouring their expectations and values, quasi-experimental
methods can be more inclusive and participatory.

Nonetheless, quasi-experimental approaches encounter various obstacles:

- Selection bias and confounding. Unobserved or unmeasured variables that affect outcomes may
cause biases because intervention and comparison groups are not fully comparable.

- Assumptions. These techniques must guarantee the lack of endogeneity, heterogeneity, or
spillovers and frequently rely on strong, untestable assumptions about the validity of matching,
regression, instrumental variables, discontinuity, or difference-in-differences models.

- Data and statistical rigor. They require large, reliable datasets, sophisticated statistical tech-
niques, and robust sensitivity tests to ensure the accuracy and precision of estimates and verify
the robustness of results.

Non-experimental methods

Because experimental and quasi-experimental designs are usually particularly expensive and time-con-
suming and are often very impractical to evaluate impact of complex programs and projects, non-exper-
imental design are nevertheless often used in practice to map impact. The importance of a Theory of
Change (ToC) is even more important in non-experimental designs than in (quasi-) experimental designs.
After all, the ToC is the tool with the hypotheses assumed and the desired and proposed change chain.

1 Grade Point Average is a standard measure of academic performance used in many education systems. It represents
the average of a student's grades over a period, typically on a scale from O to 4 or O to 5, with higher values indicating
better academic achievement.
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While (quasi-) experimental designs usually statistically compare control groups to check whether ToC is
valid and whether there are other possible factors that caused change, non-experimental usually use a
mixed-method approach where different methodologies, such as focus groups, focus group discussions,
key informant interviews, workshops and online/F2F survey are used within intended target groups of
the intervention, i.e., without explicitly identifying control groups (although this cannot always be ruled
out, but then it is more a qualitative comparison and not a statistical one).

Non-experimental methods use descriptive or exploratory approaches to analyze interventions and their
outcomes, without creating comparable groups or estimating causal effects. Below we list the four
(among many others) non-experimental approaches. Often they are also applied in a combined form.

Realist evaluation is a type of theory-drive evaluations that asks, “What works, for whom, in what
respect, to what extent, in what contexts, and how?” Realist evaluation aims to understand the underly-
ing mechanisms that explain how a program produces outcomes in a specific context. A realist evalu-
ation does not only look at effectiveness (e.g., was the intended outputs and outcomes achieved),
but focuses on the factors that explain success or failure. So, realist evaluation emphasizes context,
interventions, mechanisms, and outcomes (CIMO) configuration statements. In particular, this methodol-
ogy recognizes that outcomes are influenced by a combination of factors within a specific context and
is particularly useful for evaluating complex interventions where multiple factors interact to produce
results. Realist evaluation involves testing of hypotheses and relationships (cause-effect, including
the Theories of Change), using mixed methods to understand program effectiveness, and focusing on
the interplay between context, mechanisms, and outcomes to provide a comprehensive understanding
of program impact. It values stakeholder participation, aims to uncover causal mechanisms, and can
enhance transferability through theory development. Clearly, realist evaluation is an approach rather
than a concrete methodology. Different methods (e.g., interviews, focus groups, surveys) can and
should be used within this approach.

Contribution analysis can be linked in a direct way to the Theory of Change. As John Mayne stipulated
“contribution analysis is based on the existence of, or more usually, the development of a postulated
or espoused theory of change for the intervention being examined....the overall aim (of contribution
analysis) is to reduce the uncertainty about the contribution the intervention is making to the observed
results through an increased understanding of why the observed results have occurred (or not occurred)
and the roles played by the intervention and other factors” (Mayne, 2017). The important question
that implies the purpose of contribution analysis is: Is it reasonable to conclude that the program was
an important factor to bringing about the (un)intended results? In most cases, where a ToC is available
before the impact evaluations starts, four essential steps need to be completed:

— Gather evidence on the changes in the ToC. Focus on each of the different links in the results chain
and alternative explanations for how the change (of the selected outcomes) might have happened.

— Develop a contribution narrative. Describe the development intervention’s implementation process
and how it affected the result (taking into account external circumstances and other interven-
tions). Examine the narrative’s credibility and pinpoint any holes in it. Further gathering evidence,
mainly primary data collection e.g., interviews, focus group discussions and online interviews,
surveys, etc.

- Final revision and strengthening of the contribution narrative. The new evidence will be assem-
bled to develop a more profound credible narrative based on a broad range of evidence (trian-
gulation).
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Of course, a contribution analysis can be part of a realist evaluation approach.

Case study approach. When analysing phenomena (outcomes) that arise from the intricate interac-
tion of multiple factors, a case study is an ideal tool. The case study method works well when there
are many interacting variables that lead to changes. Case studies entail in-depth investigation and
frequently make use of various methods of gathering data within the case (e.g., nation, region, proj-
ect, target group, etc.), including participatory methods and field research involving interviews and
focus groups. Examining different connections and relationships within the case itself is the goal. The
method of case studies also makes it possible to choose and analyse several cases. When attempting
to confirm the external validity of a particular Theory of Change (ToC), this can be especially helpful.
Of course, within a case study approach, various methods and approaches can be applied. This means
that elements of the CIMO framework outlined above, and contribution analysis, can be applied within
a case study approach. Essential to the case study approach is the recognition of context and the
understanding that a large number of variables determine that context, which in turn generates an
impact on the identified changes.

Non-experimental methods can complement and enrich experimental and quasi-experimental methods
by providing:

- More depth, nuance, and insight into the intervention and the outcome, such as the rationale,
motivation, perception, or satisfaction of the stakeholders, or the challenges, opportunities, or
lessons learned from the implementation.

- More breadth, diversity, and richness of the intervention and the outcome, such as the multiple
and varied perspectives, dimensions, or aspects of the impact, or the contextual and situational
factors that influence the impact.

- More flexibility, adaptability, and responsiveness to the intervention and the outcome, such as
the ability to adjust to changing circumstances, emerging issues, or unexpected results, or the
capacity to learn from and improve the intervention.

However, non-experimental methods also have some limitations, such as:

- They can be difficult to generalize, compare, or aggregate across different cases, settings, or
populations, such as the lack of representativeness, comparability, or scalability of the findings,
or the difficulty of synthesizing or integrating the results.

- They can be less rigorous, credible, or convincing in establishing the causality, attribution, or
contribution of the intervention to the outcome, such as the inability to rule out alternative expla-
nations, confounding factors, or spurious correlations, or the lack of counterfactual evidence,
statistical inference, or robust estimation.

Synthesis and future directions for aspplying IE methods in
HECB projects

This review highlights the importance of a tailored approach to impact evaluation, considering the com-
plexity and diversity of Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) projects. While experimental meth-
ods, such as randomized controlled trials, offer rigorous and robust evidence of causal impacts, their
applicability in complex, large-scale, or dynamic settings can be limited. Quasi-experimental methods,
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such as matching or regression discontinuity, offer more flexibility and are valuable in contexts where
randomization is infeasible, yet they still require strong assumptions and robust statistical techniques
to ensure the validity of the results. Non-experimental methods complement these by providing rich
insights into the processes and contexts underlying the outcomes, capturing the perspectives of key
stakeholders and addressing intangible outcomes that quantitative methods may overlook.

Ultimately, the selection of methods should be context-sensitive, balancing the need for rigor with
practicality, ethics, and stakeholder involvement. Future evaluations should strive for a combination of
methods that not only estimate the causal impact of interventions but also provide meaningful insights
into how and why these impacts occur, fostering learning and continuous improvement for future HECB
projects.

Overcoming bias and uncertainty in impact
evaluation for HECB projects

Kuyvenhoven (2014) pointed out that, especially in low-income nations, capacity-strengthening initiatives
frequently encounter obstacles like insufficient institutional support and limited resources. However,
bias and ambiguity in data collection, analysis, and result interpretation are two of the most signifi-
cant obstacles and limits of IE in HECB programs. There are several things that might lead to bias and
uncertainty, including:

— Selection bias. This can influence the desired results when there is an inequity or comparison
between the intervention and comparison groups with respect to traits, preferences, behaviors,
or environments. For instance, the outcomes might not accurately represent the intervention’s
average impact on the entire population if it solely targets the most skilled or driven teachers
or pupils.

- Measurement bias. This is the result of using invalid, unreliable, inaccurate, or inconsistent
indicators, tools, processes, or procedures to assess the outcomes. This might cause errors or
inaccuracies in the data. The results might not accurately reflect the impact of the intervention,
for instance, if the outcome indicators are not in line with the intervention’s goals or if the instru-
ments used to collect the data are not sensitive, appropriate, or culturally appropriate.

- Attrition bias. This happens when some participants leave the intervention or comparison group
during the IE, which could have an impact on the results’ generalizability, comparability, or repre-
sentativeness. The results may overstate or underestimate the intervention’s impact, for instance,
if the dropout rate in the intervention group is higher than in the comparison group.

— Confounding bias. This happens when variables or other factors other than the intervention have
an impact on the outcomes. These variables or other factors may distort or muddle the causal
relationship between the intervention and the outcome. The results might not accurately represent
the intervention’s isolated effect, for instance, if there are outside trends, events, or interventions
that have an impact on the intervention or comparison group in a different way.

- Reporting bias. This happens when information is reported, presented, or interpreted in a way
that is selectively influenced by the expectations, preferences, or interests of funders, stakehold-
ers, or researchers. This can have an impact on the IE’s credibility, objectivity, or transparency.

q8 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS




CHAPTER 3.3. Impact evaluations

For instance, the results might not accurately represent the whole or objective evidence of the
intervention if they are skewed by social desirability, confirmation, or publishing bias.

Bias can be partially overcome by recognizing the importance of triangulation and applying it as well.
The following three forms of triangulation, especially in the application of non-experimental designs,
seem necessary:

- Data triangulation. Interviews and focus group discussions with different partners, stakeholders,
and beneficiaries to include as many perspectives as possible.

- Researcher triangulation. The proposed core team members will be involved in the analyses of
data; each researcher will cross-check the analysis of the colleague and internal team meetings
should avoid that researcher bias does occur.

- Methods-based triangulation. Combination of qualitative (interviews, focus group discussion, work-
shops, document analyses) and quantitative data collection and analysis (existing qualitative
data, surveys).

Conclusion and recommendations

The main ideas, difficulties, and methods in the impact evaluation (IE) of programs aimed at enhancing
Higher Education Capacity Building (HECB) have been examined in this work. Through diverse interven-
tions, these projects seek to improve education systems and communities’ social and economic well-
being in order to promote sustainable development. Owing to the intricate and situation-specific nature
of IE, a thorough strategy combining meticulous preparation, reliable techniques, and stakeholder
involvement is necessary. Impact evaluations, which prioritize causation, offer crucial perspectives on
the efficacy of interventions. They furnish evidence that can inform policy decisions, enhance program
design, and promote responsibility. For example, IE is frequently more appropriate for evaluating pro-
grams than individual projects because of the distinct scale and complexity of programs. Based on the
review, the paper offers the following recommendations and directions for future research and practice
in IE of HECB projects:

— Develop and apply appropriate and robust frameworks, methods, and indicators for measuring
the impacts of HECB projects, especially the long-term, indirect, and intangible outcomes, such
as social capital, empowerment, or innovation.

— Strengthen the use and integration of both quantitative and qualitative data and analysis, as well
as the triangulation and synthesis of multiple sources and types of evidence to better capture
the complexity, diversity, and dynamics of HECB projects and their effects.

— Describe and test the logic model or theory of change of the HECB projects; additionally, deter-
mine and evaluate the assumptions, contextual factors, and causal mechanisms that impact the
outcomes, along with any potential competing theories, confounding variables, or spillover effects.

- Interact and work together with the pertinent stakeholders throughout the IE process to make
sure that their needs, interests, and expectations are met as well as that their ideas, sugges-
tions, and opinions are taken into consideration and represented in the design, data collection,
analysis, and reporting of the IE.
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- Communicate and disseminate the IE findings and recommendations in an accessible, timely,
and actionable manner, and facilitate the uptake and use of the IE results by the stakeholders,
especially the policymakers, funders, and practitioners, for learning, improvement, and account-
ability purposes.

- Encourage the implementers, evaluators, and beneficiaries of HECB projects to cultivate a culture
of learning and reflection. Encourage them to share the best practices and innovations in IE of
HECB projects, as well as their experiences, challenges, and lessons learnt from the IE process
and outcomes.

— Develop the ability and expertise of the local researchers and institutions, as well as the imple-
menters and evaluators of HECB projects, to carry out and take part in thorough, pertinent, and
helpful IE of HECB projects, and to apply and modify the IE approaches, methods, and tools to
their particular contexts and situations.

— Perform more thorough, systematic reviews and meta-analyses of the HECB project reports and
current IE studies.

— Synthesize and compare the IE findings, methods, and implications across various themes, sec-
tors, and settings. The selection of the evaluation questions, criteria, and indicators; the balance
between the scientific rigour and the local relevance of the |IE methods and tools; the power rela-
tions and conflicts among the stakeholders; the ownership, access, and use of the IE data and
results; and the potential risks and harms of the |IE process and outcomes for the participants
and the communities are just a few of the ethical, political, and practical issues and dilemmas
that may arise in the IE of HECB projects.

- Promote and support the collaboration and coordination among the HECB project implementers,
evaluators, funders, policymakers, and researchers, and establish and strengthen the networks,
platforms, and mechanisms for exchanging and learning from the IE experiences, knowledge, and
evidence of HECB projects.
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CHAPTER 4.1. Successful cases of capacity
building in higher education projects

4.1. Successful cases of capacity building Iin
higher education projects

Academic training programs have become essential in enhancing the quality of higher education and bene-
fiting broader communities, particularly in disadvantaged areas. These programs, which include seminars,
workshops, and online courses, not only improve teaching, learning, and research but also contribute to
staff development and institutional stability. A crucial aspect is the internationalization of academic insti-
tutions, promoting global collaboration and broadening participants’ educational experiences.

Many training initiatives focus on social innovation, using applied research to address societal cha-
llenges. Successful projects share common traits: a holistic approach addressing pedagogy, research,
and leadership; customization to fit institutional needs; continuous evaluation for improvement; and
collaboration with other institutions. These programs often rely on support from organizations like the
European Union and the World Bank, which provide funding and resources for their success.

Despite their success, challenges remain, particularly in ensuring long-term sustainability amid econo-
mic or political instability. Nonetheless, these programs have demonstrated significant positive impacts
on education and community development, offering replicable models for other institutions. This part
of the book highlights 13 case studies of successful academic training projects, documenting their
achievements, sustainability, and lessons learned. These examples serve as valuable guides for future
initiatives aiming for sustainable development in higher education.

Roberto Escarré, University of Alicante, Spain

Javier de Ledn, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain
Eugenio Diaz-Farina, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain
Chaitanya Suarez-Rojas, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria

Yen E. Lam-Gonzalez, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Spain

Academic training programs have become a fundamental pillar of quality improvement in the field
of higher education, extending their positive impacts to the wider community; in certain cases, even
providing opportunities for social and economic development to traditionally disadvantaged groups,
especially when these programs are rolled out in territories where disadvantage is widespread. These
training programmes can include seminars, workshops, visits, online courses and further education
programs, among others.

Adequate academic training not only improves the quality of teaching and learning, or the quality of
research activity, but also contributes to staff stability and development, fosters a positive working
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environment and supports the mission and vision of the institution. Moreover, training enables institu-
tions to adapt to rapid changes in the educational, economic and social landscape.

A key aspect of training programs is the internationalization of the academic institution. Programs that
promote international academic mobility, transnational research collaboration and the integration of
global perspectives into the curriculum have contributed to the creation of a more diverse and enriched
academic community. These efforts not only broaden the educational horizons of participants, but also
foster collaboration and intercultural understanding.

The notion that universities have an important role to play in supporting social innovation has guided
many of these capacity-building projects. Through applied research and collaboration with local communi-
ties, universities have developed innovative solutions to social and economic problems. This orientation
towards social responsibility has strengthened the link between academia and society, demonstrating
the positive impact that higher education institutions can have on their environment.

There are academic training projects that have been recognized as success cases. These successful
projects share several common characteristics that have contributed to their effectiveness and sustain-
ability. First, these academic training programmes adopt a holistic approach that encompasses various
aspects of professional development, including pedagogy, research and leadership and management;
this approach allows them to address the multiple dimensions of academic work. Secondly, these
programmes are tailored to the specific needs and contexts of each institution and territory. Contextu-
alization ensures that training is relevant and applicable, which increases its impact and effectiveness.
In addition, implementing evaluation and feedback mechanisms is fundamental to the success of any
training program; continuous evaluation allows for identifying areas for improvement and adjusting
programs to maximize their effectiveness. Finally, collaboration with other institutions and participation
in academic networks are essential components of successful training programs. These collaborations
provide access to new ideas, resources and professional development opportunities.

The support of donor institutions has been instrumental in the success of many of these academic train-
ing projects. Organizations such as the European Union, the World Bank, the Inter-American Development
Bank, the African Development Bank, and higher education institutions themselves, among others, have
provided funding, resources and expertise for the development of training programs. These institutions
not only provide funds, but also facilitate international collaboration, provide access to knowledge
networks and encourage the adoption of global best practices. Publicly funded academic training is a
strategic investment to improve the quality of education and promote the professional development of
teachers and students. Successful projects in this area have demonstrated that through careful planning,
innovative methodologies and continuous evaluation, it is possible to achieve significant impacts on the
quality of education and the socio-economic development of communities.

Several important lessons have emerged from the implementation of these academic training projects.
Customization of training programs to address the specific needs of participants and the institutional
context is key to their success. In addition, collaboration across institutions and with external experts
enriches training programs and expands professional development opportunities. Continuous evaluation
and feedback are essential to adapt and improve training programmes, ensuring that they meet their
objectives and respond to changing needs. Finally, the sustainability of training projects depends on
institutional commitment and adequate resource allocation for implementation and continuity. Despite
the successes achieved, the implementation of publicly funded academic training projects faces several
challenges. One of the main challenges is to ensure the long-term sustainability of these programs.
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Dependence on government funding can be a limiting factor, especially in contexts of economic insta-
bility or changes in educational policies.

Undoubtedly, academic capacity building projects in Higher Education Institutions (HEI) have proven to
be an effective tool for improving the quality of teaching and research. Through comprehensive, adaptive
and collaborative approaches, these projects have generated positive results and established replicable
models for other institutions. The documentation and analysis of these success cases, largely sup-
ported by donor institutions, provide valuable lessons and recommendations for future initiatives, thus
contributing to sustainable development and academic excellence in higher education.

This fourth part of the book is devoted to thirteen academic training success cases. In each of them,
following the same structure, the different authors tell us about the background of their project, the
main achievements, the products, results and impacts generated, the factors that led to success, the
sustainability of the project and the lessons learned, closing their delivery with a section devoted to
the final conclusions. As editors of this book, we would like to thank all the authors of these thirteen
projects for their time and effort. Before addressing each project, a synthesis of each project is pre-
sented as a quick and easy read.

Rosa M. Batista-Canino and Silvia Sosa-Cabrera present a project of socio-economic relevance in the
context of the countries in which it was developed. INSTART, Euro-African Network of Excellence for
Innovation and Entrepreneurship, was designed as a ‘Capacity Building in the Field of Higher Education
Project’ to enhance the knowledge triangle (i.e. education, research, and innovation) by promoting an
entrepreneurial and innovative culture in higher education, and as a way of creating an effective inter-
action between universities, businesses and society. The Consortium was composed of 12 universities
from the South Mediterranean Region (MED) (i.e. Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia) and 4
European universities from Spain, Portugal, Italy and Poland. These universities, along with several
social partners, worked together to make the quintuple helix approach (i.e., university-industry-govern-
ment-public-environment interactions) a reality. Aimost five hundred people from the MED universities,
including professors, students, university management teams, and university administration staff, took
part in the various actions organized by INSTART, in which activities to support units for the innovation
and entrepreneurship ecosystem, as well as a Transversal Acceleration Programme and Marathons for
teaching staff, were the star activities of the project. INSTART also provided resources to equip new
spaces for innovation and entrepreneurship, and Knowledge Transfer Offices in the participating univer-
sities. In a context in which the political turmoil in the wake of the Arab Spring challenged the stability
of these countries, INSTART offered the opportunity to develop a favourable climate for collaboration to
build a better future for the region.

Carlos Rodriguez Robaina, Raquel Quirés Pozo, Sara Ramirez Bolanos, Priscila Velazquez Ortuno and
Lidia Robaina in their chapter entitled the ISLANDAP ADVANCED PROJECT highlight the importance of
multidisciplinary work and working on a common goal to meet the needs of Higher Education Institutions
(HEIls) to prepare professors and students in a coordinated way to achieve the United Nations’ Agenda
2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), internationally and across regions. In this sense, the key
role of HEIls in the socio-economic development of countries, regions, and cities in the context of today’s
global challenges and needs represents a real opportunity to strengthen inter- and intra-regional ties in
order to address common challenges more effectively, with the conviction of achieving the necessary
positive multiplier effects. The project’s main objective focuses on improving capacity building through
institutional cooperation in three ‘outermost regions’ (Madeira, The Canary Islands and Cape Verde)
involving three fields (aquaculture/aquaponics, tourism/economics and engineering) in order to freely
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create synergies around aquaponics and the Circular Economy (CE) as a driver for transdisciplinary uni-
versity networks geared towards advancements in research and teaching. The design of three areas of
knowledge, which in turn interact with one another to address any needs that arise in order to achieve
the model’s sustainability results, seems to be easy to replicate with success. Therefore, the novel
aspect of this case study is how new and improved competences to be developed during a similar project
should represent added value during the writing of proposals and objectives.

Silvia Marchionne presents the outcomes of the SAGESSE project, which aimed to improve university
governance and autonomy in Tunisia’s higher education system. This initiative involved 20 institutions
from four countries, including all Tunisian public universities, EU universities, the Tunisian Ministry of
Higher Education and Scientific Research, associations, and a quality agency. Co-financed by the Euro-
pean Union under Erasmus+ (CBHE) and coordinated by UNIMED - Mediterranean Universities Network,
SAGESSE was the first project uniting all 13 Tunisian public universities. It created a unique dialogue
space for university leaders, decision-makers, and staff, in collaboration with the Ministry of Higher
Education. Through a benchmarking study and capacity-building activities in Tunisia and Europe, Tuni-
sian Higher Education Institution (HEI) staff enhanced their skills in strategic planning, accountability,
financial management, and quality assurance mechanisms. This contributed to establishing a good
governance framework and improving institutional autonomy. SAGESSE also created synergies with
other national initiatives and programs to support the higher education reform strategy of the Ministry.
The project’s impact extended beyond its lifetime, as HEIs continued the reform process and joined a
new CBHE project on research governance led by a Tunisian university. Finally, the project’s lessons
offer insights for similar initiatives. Notable outcomes include the development of unique software for
qualitative analysis, adopted by all Tunisian HEIs, and the instillation of a culture of quality and results-
based performance within the university community.

Carolina Madeleine of the University of Alicante, Spain, and Rofah Makin of Universitas Islam Negeri
Sunan Kalijaga, Indonesia, presented a case study on the INDOEDUC4ALL project. This project, con-
ducted from 2016 to 2020, involved multiple local and European partners and focused on addressing
the severe underrepresentation of disabled individuals in higher education within Indonesia, a country
where less than 1% of people with disabilities are enrolled at universities. The project’s approach centred
on creating Disabled Students’ Support Centres equipped with assistive technologies and developing a
national network to foster best practices in inclusive education. Key achievements included significant
improvements in institutional capacities to support disabled students, the establishment of modern
disability support centres, and the creation of a collaborative network enhancing inter-institutional rela-
tions. Ultimately, INDOEDUC4ALL has played a crucial role in promoting inclusive education policies and
practices within Indonesian higher education, aligning with national legislation and international disability
rights standards, thus contributing to a more equitable access to education for students with disabilities.

Domingo Verano-Tacoronte, Inmaculada Galvan-Sanchez y Alicia Bolivar-Cruz presented the ARROW
project. ARROW is aimed at enhancing Mongolia’s scientific research and development capabilities
by addressing key challenges in education, research and innovation. It recognised the need to align
Mongolian standards with international benchmarks and promote a culture of high-quality scientific pro-
duction. Despite significant economic growth, Mongolia lagged in scientific development due to a focus
on teaching rather than on research. ARROW, implemented by a consortium of European and Mongolian
universities, focused on capacity building through various activities. These included online courses on
scientific databases, onsite English courses, workshops on plagiarism, writing skills, problem-solving,
seminars on patents, and statistics courses. ARROW also established a mentoring network connecting
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young Mongolian researchers with experienced European mentors. The factors that led to success includ-
ed collaboration among consortium universities. The project’s dissemination strategies, including social
media engagement and recruitment of mentors, enhanced visibility and impact. Sustainability measures
included maintaining the mentoring network, signing agreements for continued cooperation, and local
development. The project’s achievements included improved research skills, increased publication in
international journals, and an enhanced recognition of Mongolia within the academic community. It also
contributed to the diversification of research fields in Mongolia and strengthened research networks
between Europe and Mongolia. Lessons learned emphasised the importance of active participation of
local partners, multicultural management, clear quality assurance measures, and adaptability in the face
of challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, ARROW facilitated knowledge exchange, capacity
building, and sustainable collaboration, laying the foundation for scientific development in Mongolia.

Claudia Linditsch and Anita Macek presented the TOURIST project’s efforts to advance sustainable
tourism practices in Thailand and Vietnam. The project established seven competence centers, pivotal
hubs for collaboration among students, lecturers, and staff. These centers influenced local communities,
tourism associations and international representatives, promoting sustainable practices. The TOURIST
project enhanced the reputation of participating universities, creating a robust network among higher
education institutions and the tourism sector. It provided a practical roadmap for sustainable tourism,
aligning with national policies in Thailand and Vietnam, and catalyzed initiatives such as “Travel Thai-
land in Style, Reduce Plastic Waste” and “CSR & SET in the Local - Life and Learn” in Thailand, while
supporting the Green Growth Strategy in Tourism in Vietnam. Key outputs included a good practice cat-
alogue, needs and GAP analyses, train-the-trainer events, and multiplier training sessions reaching over
250 stakeholders. The competence centers supported more than 100 organizations and communities.
Additionally, the creation of an international online network facilitated global collaboration and knowledge
exchange. The project’s success was attributed to strategic alignment, dedicated teams, stakeholder
engagement, collaboration with civil society, and innovative solutions. Sustainability measures ensured
financial, institutional, and political longevity, supported by university commitments and alignment with
national strategies. Lessons learned highlighted the importance of collaboration, interactive education,
capacity building, and balancing economic growth with environmental conservation. The TOURIST project
reshaped the sustainable tourism landscape in Thailand and Vietnam, leaving a legacy of responsible
tourism practices and empowered individuals dedicated to sustainable tourism.

The CBHE Erasmus+ programme, which funded the LATWORK project, is primarily aimed at strengthening
the operational structures of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). As Victor F. Climent, Elisio Estanque
and Meritxell Calbet point out, the needs analyses in LATWORK provided evidence that research activities
lack the necessary level of regional structuring, which limits their replicability and visibility. LATWORK
operates within this dimension, and the identification of this weakness in research on informal labor is a
clear example of the enormous potential of the Erasmus+ program. Led by the UVM, the project’ goal was
to enhance the understanding of informal work through interdisciplinary cooperation between universities
and labor market stakeholders in Chile, Argentina and Brazil. This approach aimed to reduce informality
and promote labor rights, highlighting the need for more comprehensive knowledge about the internal
and external dynamics of informal labor and its societal impacts. One of the significant achievements
of LATWORK was creating a network of research centers and the RedLatt network for regional coordina-
tion. This improved interdisciplinary debate and understanding of the causes of informality. However,
the project also revealed that the research on informal labor lacks regional structuring, impacting the
replication and dissemination of findings. This limitation underlines the critical role of the Erasmus+
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program in addressing these gaps. By funding projects like LATWORK, the program demonstrates its
commitment to enhancing the capacities of HEIs. This enables them to conduct impactful research
that can influence policy and improve social conditions, particularly in regions like Latin America where
informal labor is a prevalent and complex issue.

Blanca Ruth Orantes presented the MEANING project, where the need for specialized training in countries
such as Guatemala and El Salvador was identified, as well as the lack of articulation between universi-
ty-industry, which led to a proposal to create master’s programs that respond to the needs of the region’s
professional market and comply with European quality standards. In this context, the modernization of
the higher education sector and the improvement of students’ employability in the area of Engineering
for Industry in both countries were proposed. During the execution of the MEANING project, the goal
was to design and implement an innovative Master’s Degree in Industrial Engineering with three special-
izations: Robotics, Telecommunications and Computer Sciences for El Salvador and Guatemala with a
matrix of competencies generated from the needs analysis, the basis for the curriculum design recom-
mended by European institutions involved, and the methodological training for faculty members from
the beneficiary HEIs. The impact was the modernization of the regional industry with the optimization
of production processes and the promotion of research for the industry. Furthermore, the specialization
in specific application areas and professional practices in the industrial sector to have highly qualified
professionals articulated efforts of the universities for the industrial sector. All the above-mentioned
constituted a model for the modernization of other areas of knowledge taught in universities.

Cliona Maher, Yensi Flores and Mark Tangney presented the HONDURAN biotech project. The corner-
stone of this training case is the creation of the Biotechnology Laboratory at the National Autonomous
University of Honduras (UNAH) through donations of equipment and materials from the University Col-
lege Cork (UCC). From there, UCC itself carried out the training of the UNAH staff in charge of the Lab,
supported by the AMIDILA project —where UCC and UANH were partners— and funded by the Erasmus+
program, specifically by the International Credit Mobility (E+ICM) action (included in Key Action 1). The
training activities took place in Cork, Ireland, and Tegucigalpa, Honduras, between 2015 and 20149.
The academic mobility was aimed at fostering bio-innovation in UNAH and providing UNAH staff and
students with training in synthetic biology research approaches, current technologies and methods. For
European researchers, it aimed to provide them with knowledge about internationalization, global context
and first-hand experience of issues that could be solved with synthetic biology. Coupling experience
and knowledge with problem identification is a key driver of innovation. The aim of this experience was
to translate into innovation, global citizenship and internationalization for both institutions, as well as
the development and delivery of a replicable capacity building course. In this case study, the authors
have summarized the most relevant elements of the process of setting up the laboratory and training
through academic mobility, this project being an example of good practice in the field of development
cooperation between Europe and Central America.

Marta Busquets Calopa, through the IMPALA program, explained the creation and implementation of
a quality framework focused on impact assessment of third mission activities to equip Higher Educa-
tion Institutions (HEIs) in Latin America. This new framework complements existing quality assurance
systems traditionally focused on teaching and research, and equips HEls with the skills to apply this
framework to their contexts. This promotes a culture of impact assessment and enhances the quality and
relevance of services offered by HEIs to their communities. The program, developed in three key phases,
establishes and validates a new evaluation tool called the Impact Assessment Framework (IAF), which
enables the evaluation and improvement of all university operations, especially community services;
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defines the impact related to universities’ “third mission” activities, acknowledging the complexity of this
concept; and, finally, also develops and provides the IAF to HEls, including the methodology and tools
necessary to measure the impact of their third mission activities. Through specific tool development,
the project benefited the consortium’s HEls and offered a useful approach for other Latin American HEIs
to enhance their quality assurance by measuring the impact of their third mission activities.

Jean-Baptiste Maillard and Christophe Terrasse shared their analysis of FORINT —Fortalecimiento de la
Internacionalizacion entre Europa y América Latina (Strengthening internationalization between Europe
and Latin America). Between 2016 and 2019, the project gathered eight Cuban and Panamanian uni-
versities and the Cuban Ministry of Higher Education. It dealt exclusively with the internationalization of
higher education and has introduced 500 participants to its diversity, activities and operationalization
in European HEls. This focus fostered a common understanding of this concept, allowing participants
to exchange practices and solutions best suited to their situation and needs. Their knowledge was put
into practice in designing and launching a long-term international development strategy validated by the
academic board in each institution. This contributed to an increased cooperation between European and
Latin American institutions, which is still active today. Five years after its completion, FORINT stands
out as an example of a successful Erasmus+ Capacity-Building for Higher Education project. Looking
back at the project, the authors identified that its relevance to the local needs and expectations, the
partners’ involvement in all the activities and the active support of the public authorities can collectively
explain this success.

Responding to the nascent interest in social innovation as a driver of socio-economic change in coun-
tries across the world, the Lasin and Seasin projects were conceptualized to help universities support
their communities more directly by establishing Social Innovation Support Units. As Mark Majewsky
Anderson pointed out, these physical spaces would be specially designed to support social entrepre-
neurship incubation, knowledge exchange with private, public and third sectors, and help support direct
engagement with local communities. The Units incorporated a makerspace with 3D printing, VR and IT
facilities to help support the development of prototypes by users. Over the course of the two projects,
the Social Innovation Support Unit model increased the generation of new social innovations, social
enterprises and projects through the development of supportive ecosystems. It also generated new
collaborations between university academics, students, communities and social programs at both a
local and international level, particularly in low- and middle-income countries, benefitting more disadvan-
taged or marginalized (potential) entrepreneurs in resource poor environments. It provided students with
opportunities for entrepreneurial co-curricular activities to enhance the curriculum and to access new
funding opportunities, including microcredit resources. The projects facilitated university engagement
with communities, providing students and academics with the capacity, motivation and experience to do
so0, whilst developing tools to demonstrate and measure the impact, as well as the potential to develop
new innovative models for social change.

Elizabeth Bernal Gamboa and Luisa Fernanda Villamizar Rodriguez presented the results of the creation
and implementation of the Model for the Management of Research and Innovation in the Andean Region
of Latin America: MIMIR ANDINO. This international cooperation initiative, involving 20 institutions from
six countries, including government entities, universities, associations, and quality agencies, was co-
financed by the European Union within the framework of Erasmus+ projects (CBHE) and coordinated by
the Colombian Association of Universities, with the support of OBREAL Global. The model developed
includes principles and recommendations in strategic, execution, relational, and administrative compo-
nents for managing research and innovation, as well as a proposal to redefine R&D evaluation in concert
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with institutional characteristics and purposes. The pilots conducted allowed for adjustments to make
the model useful for Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) with different maturity levels and contexts.
Additionally, a platform for institutional self-evaluation in R&D management was built, some influence
was achieved in public policy formulation in the involved countries, students were included in a topic
usually exclusive to executives, the impact was expanded to other HEls beyond project partners, and a
Latin American network of coordinators for such projects was created, among other significant impacts.
Finally, lessons learned were presented that offered insights for similar projects and, among the most
important outcomes, the creation of a new project within the framework of CYTED for an Ibero-American
network in research and innovation management, undoubtedly a crucial contribution to the consolidation
of cooperation between Latin American, Caribbean and European countries.
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4.2. The ISLANDAP ADVANCED project

The present case study is based on the project ISLANDAP ADVANCED titled “R+ D + i towards aquapon-
ics development in the UP islands and the circular economy. Interregional forward challenges”, from
which transdisciplinary teaching and research methods have been evaluated towards higher education
(HE) competences enhancements. The project was granted under the INTERREG VA Spain-Portugal
MAC Cooperation program (Madeira-Azores-Canarias) 2014 —2020 (MAC2/1.1a/299). The consortium
involved partners from 2 EU outermost regions: Madeira and Canary Islands and the Cape Verde Islands,
all cooperating under the same circularity development objectives when the Circular Economy was still
an abstract name difficult for society to define and complicated to start working within the framework of
research and training in HE. Thus, from Cape Verde the University of Cape Verde (UCV; Biology Faculty),
University do Atlantico (UTA, Sciences Faculty), Instituto Nacional de Investigacéo e Desenvolvimento
Agrario (INIDA), Instituto do Mar I. P. (IMAR) who during the project associated the Escola do Mar Cabo
Verde (EMAR) participated; from Madeira Islands, University of Madeira (Faculty Economy /Tourism)
and the Agéncia Regional para o Desenvolvimento da Investigacao, Tecnologia e Inovacao Tecnologia
(ARDITI); and from the Canary Islands 3 different institutions, Canary Islands Agricultural Research
Institute (ICIA), Canary Islands Technological Institute (ITC) and the University of Las Palmas de Gran
Canaria (ULPGC). The consortium was led by ULPGC with the participation of 3 well-coordinated groups
(Economics and Business Management on the side of the tourism sector, Engineering and Renewable
Energies, and the Aquaculture Research Group belonging to the Ecoaqua University Institute).

The main objectives and results of the project are summarized below, focusing on the case specifically
on improving capacity building through institutional cooperation at inter- and intraregional levels in the
regions. ISLANDAP ADVANCED project and its results have been used in different events as a model for
the transdisciplinary needs at the HE and the Circular Economy towards 2030 United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) inter & across regions. It is also a project well evaluated due to its
connection with society and new associated project ideas under development.

Carlos Rodriguez Robaina, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
Raquel Quirés Pozo, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria

Sara Ramirez Bolanos, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
Priscila Velazquez Ortuno, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
Lidia Robaina Robaina, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
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Background

Transdisciplinary teaching becomes an area to be completely improved according to urgent socio-eco-
nomic needs for innovation and applied sciences in many sectors (Nordén, 2018). Besides, the transi-
tion from linear to Circular Economy (CE), emerges: “A circular economy is an industrial system that is
restorative or regenerative by intention and design” (EMF, 2013). It replaces the ‘end-of-life’ concept with
restoration, shifts towards the use of renewable energy, eliminates the use of toxic chemicals, which
impair reuse, and aims for the elimination of waste through the superior design of materials, products,
systems, and, within this, business models (MacArthur, 2013, p. 7). These two factors represent real
challenges not only in terms of the need for skills’ definition but also in how capacity building should be
adapted or improved in our university communities (students, staff and professors) (de Abreu & Ceglia,
2018; Zalénienéa et al., 2021). This is the context in which the ISLANDAP ADVANCED project was defined
by combining these two challenges: start working on CE through transdisciplinary teaching and research.

To do so, the goals on which the project is based are:

To create the team group around EU’s Smart Specialization Strategies (S3) (national/regional) of the
participant regions (Cape Verde, Madeira & Canaries). The S3 priorities are defined in each region
on their bespoke innovation strategies, aligning both, with local expertise and the global market
demands (European Commission, 2023). Therefore, aquaculture and the tourism/economy sectors
were at the center of the project developments linked to the agrifood sector and complemented by
technological innovation. They have been defined as knowledge areas in which we need to prepare
our students/staff/teachers for the near future goals.

To find a unique objective from which the defined three areas may be connected in a circular model.
Aquaponic, a novel agro-green-blue sustainable food system production, where plant and fish growth
complement each other through water as a shared medium, was selected as a working model. This
is a system where fish feed is the main input and which also has a great need for technological
development to achieve whole production sustainability, as well as to adapt to climate change and
regional specificities.

The importance of the regional needs for the three defined areas regarding circularity was then reported,
considering Blue Growth as a motor for the whole project development. Thus, aquaculture, the controlled
aquatic farming production of animals and vegetables, represents more than 50% of the total consumed
aquatic food products in the world and is one of the key food production sectors for the coming decades
to complement food security, both in quantity and quality far all (FAO, 2021). According to that, aquacul-
ture is among the five focus areas with high potential for Blue Growth in the EU and all territories (FAO,
2015), being under the focus of its expected rapid production development the system transformation
to better adapt them to sustainability, circularity and the climate change (all systems and products for
fresh, salt or brackish water aquaculture, warm/cold waters and outdoor/indoor).

On the other hand, tourism stands out as a vital activity for the three regions encompassed by the
project. For example, in the case of the Canary Islands, tourism accounted for 35.5% of gross domes-
tic product and 39.7% of employment in 2022 (Exceltur, 2023). However, it also causes considerable
environmental impacts, exerting substantial pressure on local resources and resulting in adverse exter-
nalities, mainly due to the current linear model of production and consumption (Rodriguez et al., 2020).
This underlines the crucial importance of implementing a circular economy in this sector, especially
given its importance for the island territories that make up the project consortium.
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Regarding engineering, this is a priority sector in the mentioned regions due to its capacity to drive
innovation, generate employment, improve infrastructure, promote sustainability, and foster collabora-
tion. By investing in engineering, the regions can strengthen their economy, enhance their resident’s
quality of life, and effectively address the challenges of the 21st century (Pefa-Reyes, 2011). In the
context of implementing aquaponic systems, engineering has been crucial in working multidisciplinary
with various areas involved in the project. Designing, optimizing, and innovating in new technologies
becomes essential to maximize resource efficiency and minimize waste.

As a summary, three groups (aquaculture/aquaponic, tourism/economic and engineering) worked
together to create synergies and a transdisciplinary university network for research and teaching
with aquaponic and the CE in the centre of the developments. This is where the significance of this
project becomes evident in the Il call of the INTERREG VA Spain-Portugal MAC Cooperation program
(Madeira-Azores-Canarias) 2014 -2020, financed by the European Regional Development Fund, from
where the research, technological development and innovation achieved within the previous ISLANDAP
project (MAC/1.1a/207) has promoted the development of this second phase, ISLANDAP-ADVANCED
(MAC2/1.1a/24949). The project titled “R+ D + i towards aquaponics development in the UP islands and
the circular economy. Interregional forward challenges”, was granted under the (Axis 1) Strengthening
research, technological development and innovation and (Investment priority Pl1a), Improvement of
research and innovation R&l infrastructures and of the capacity to develop excellence in R&l and promo-
tion of centers of competence, especially those of inter-European scope. ISLANDAP ADVANCED project
is being coordinated from the University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (ULPGC) in close collaboration
with two other Canarian institutions (Canary Islands Agricultural Research Institute-ICIA and Canary
Islands Technological Institute- ITC), and all other partners from Madeira (University Madeira-Faculty of
Social Sciences-UMA, Agéncia Regional para o Desenvolvimento da Investigacao, Tecnologia e Inovagao-
ARDITI) and Cape Verde (University of Cape Verde, Faculty of Biology-UCV, Technological University do
Atlantico-Faculty of Science and Engineering-UTA, Instituto Nacional de Investigacdo e Desenvolvimento
Agréario (INIDA) and Instituto do Mar I. P. (IMAR) which during the project associated the Escola do Mar
Cabo Verde (EMAR)). The project has two main objectives:

To potentiate the R+D+i to promote the sustainable aquaponic production adequate to our regions,
and the circular economy around organic matters.

To create a circular economy interregional network to promote sustainable primary production, bio-re-
sidues valorization, biotechnology, circular economy and education in all these areas.

To achieve these objectives, three actions were developed, each carried out in three consecutive sub-
actions with their corresponding tasks:

e Action 1. a) Experimental developments in feeding, aquaculture and aquaponics; b) Experimental
developments in hydroponics adapted to swimming and saltwater aquaponic systems; c) Develop-
ments in microalgae technologies.

e Action 2. a) Studies on the application of soft technologies for the production systems in all
regions.

e Action 3. a) Dissemination and increase of participants in the Circular Economy Network in Islands
(RECIS) (communication) and marketing studies of products and technologies; b) Experimental

developments for the implementation of operational networking dynamics, development of ITCs
and data processing.
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2. Main achievement of the project

The interaction of teachers from different subjects in the resolution of specific common objectives has
led to a small ecosystem for scenery co-creation with multi-area content. That is the first thing that
was the focus of our attention, from where capacity building needs were considered along the project
towards students at different levels (degree, master and PhD students). In this context, institutions from
third countries are involved in training activities to enhance their own capacity building needs, students
and professors, through granted Short Term Scientific Missions (STSMs) for staff among institutions.

Based on the above, upon concluding the project and referencing the project’s defining illustration (see
Figure 4.2.1), the following approximation is achieved based on the acquired competencies.

AQUAPONIC DEVELOPMENT AND THE CE

R+D+i TECHNOLOGY
CONSORTIUM PROCESSING/TESTING SUSTAINABLE
PRODUCTION OF

PRODUCTS AND BY-
y . PRODUCTS ?

CAPACITY BUILDING. EDU:’G\;ION V BIOWASTES
EDUCATION & TRAINNIG
TRAINNING PROCESSING/TESTING
TRANSFERENCE OF I
KNOWLEDGE
LIDATION/
MARKETIRS UP SCALING

7

ECONOMY LOGISTIC AND
CIRCULAR ECONOMY h
DEVELOPMENT? MANAGEMENT MICROLOGISTIC
. MANAGEMENT ?

Figure 4.2.1. ISLANDAP ADVANCED project drawing
Source: Own elaboration.

UNIVERSIDAD DE LAS PALMAS
DE GRAN CANARIA

As can it be seen in Figure 4.2.2, the acquired competences encompass a diverse range of skills and
abilities, such as the ability to apply transdisciplinary knowledge in practice, competence in knowledge
transfer and patents generation or the ability to generate working groups for the resolution of specific
problems generated in a specific area of knowledge. Other competencies include for example by-products
processing and technological watch, food safety and animal welfare, knowledge of the fundamentals
of automation and control methods, competencies in logistic and micro logistic management or com-
petencies in applied circularity under the tourism perspective.
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Figure 4.2.2. ISLANDAP ADVANCED associated project competences
Source: Own elaboration.

The students who have acquired these competences have achieved multidisciplinary training in dif-
ferent areas due to the joint work of the project’s researchers. Therefore, Figure 4.2.2 clearly shows
that due to the project’s multidisciplinary nature, combined capacity building in different areas has
been achieved.

3. Outputs, outcomes and impact

An aware, committed and active citizen is needed, and students are the seed of this profound change.
They will form the decision-makers of tomorrow in companies, thus having the capacity to intervene
in their consumption models by changing their behavior (De-Graaf, 2002), demanding the necessary
policy changes to do so (Novo, 2018). The fundamental objective of these trainings is to promote
the generation of critical thinking offered by experiences in order to make the magnitude of the need
for system change visible from their learning; it is not only about knowing, but also about knowing
how to do and knowing how to be (Delors, 1996). In agreement, the actual contribution of the project
results to any of the involved knowledge areas is summarized throughout teachers and students’
perspectives below.
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In this context, the economy area of the project has had among its objectives the training and awareness
of students in CE and tourism, mainly in the Degree of Business Administration and Management and
Double Degrees of Business Administration and Management with Law and Engineering and Business
Administration. This effort’s outcome is reflected in the successful completion and defense of many
final degree projects by students from different universities involved. Moreover, among the results, a
new research line in the field of CE and tourism was achieved. Students’ synergies have been generated
between tourism and aquaculture making it possible for a student from the tourism area of the project
to be aware of the quality controls that have to be carried out in the installation of aquariums in hotels
even if it is not their area of expertise.

The engineering area drove to the adoption of clean technologies such as renewable energy, intelligent
resource management, and process automation, significantly contributing to promoting CE training
principles onwards and reducing environmental footprint along the different combined area purposes.
In this sense, its comprehensive approach and capacity to design solutions were fundamental for
addressing good practices and environmental challenges, overall traduced in a sizeable number of
final graduated and postgraduate students’ works developed with different areas skills contributions.
For instance, according to the students, it was useful to share a closer biological approach to improve
the design of the technological prototypes adapted to the specific queries of the plants or aquatic
animals involved.

Regarding the aquaculture science, great opportunities have been opened and shared in HE with our
third parties in Africa, but also at regional and even inside the own university by reconnecting 3 groups
along the 4-year project with one objective to be improved from the different areas. Important outcomes
were observed when applying new CE understanding knowledge contribution from the project partners
and results in some of the theoretical classes in aquaculture and marine biotechnology, with really good
results and acceptance from the students. Also, a high impact was observed not only in the number of
students’ final works at the ULPGC (degree, master, PhD), but most interestingly in the transdisciplinary
nature of the student’s research evolution along the whole project. For example, it was evidenced though
different student works on the potential of the consumption of sustainable local fish species by promot-
ing the synergy between sustainable aquaculture and the tourism sector.

In summary, working multidisciplinary in CE at HE level demonstrated to strengthen technical and pro-
fessional capabilities in the different fields both in students and teachers, while facilitating knowledge
and best practices transfer and reinforcing in general institutions and regions 2030 SDGs. Moreover,
it promotes the development of innovative projects and technologies to effectively tackle current and
future regional and global challenges.

All the aforementioned factors have exerted an influence on various beneficiaries, including universities
and R&D centers that will see their knowledge and technologies strengthened in emerging research
areas at a global level, improving their positioning for future projects; and companies, which will oversee
putting this knowledge into value, generating wealth and employability in several regions. Also, regional
organization centers will have greater support from R & D & institutions in matters of sustainability,
environmental management and primary production. Finally, the general population will have access to
the results and applications of the project through training and dissemination actions that will promote
sustainability, the sustainable use of resources, the reduction of organic waste and its revaluation,
water and energy saving, sustainable primary production, awareness for the maintenance of natural
resources and biodiversity in the regions and environmental sustainability and tourism.
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Success factors

To evaluate the present case study of the ISLANDAP ADVANCED project about transdisciplinary teach-
ing and research methods for competence enhancement in HE, the metrics from the research carried
out by our students and staff during the whole project period were designed. Thus from 2020 to 2023
a total of 40 final degree projects, 5 master’s degree thesis, 2 PhD and 11 STSMs were developed
among groups.

For the final degree thesis (40) different areas were involved: 7 (Algae, Biotechnology, Aquaponic,
Aquaculture, Water & Waste Management); 1 (Aquaculture, Agriculture, Engineering-Alternative Ener-
gies); 3 (Engineering-Alternative EE, Engineering-electronic, Aquaculture); 1 (Aquaculture, Waste Man-
agement, Economy, Societal challenges); 1 (Economy, Business, Aquaculture, Environment); 1 (Waste
Management, Engineering-Industrial Organization, Engineering-electronic); 7 (Waste Management,
Engineering, Business, Societal Sciences); 3 (Economy, Business, Societal Sciences); 6 (Tourism,
Economy, Societal Sciences); 10 (Tourism, Business, Societal Sciences, Engineering, Waste Manage-
ment, Entrepreneur).

Furthermore, the different areas involved in a total of 5 final master’s degrees were: 1 (Tourism and
Societal Challenges for circular practices regarding by-products); 2 (Aquaculture and Waste Manage-
ment, towards applied fish nutrition with novel local by-products like microalgae, fish processing industry
discharges and palm seed fruits and extracts); 1 (Aquaculture, Engineering-electronic to study salinity
changes on fish behavior and fish physiology using newly developed sensors) and 1 (Engineering-
Alternative EE, Engineering-electronic and Aquaculture, for the design of an off-grid system powered by
a hybrid wind/photovoltaic system).

Two PhD thesis were presented, one in the area of tourism which assessed the importance in the
CE literature, studying the circular practices carried out by tourists and implemented by hoteliers
in a mature island destination and proposing recommendations to achieve greater circularity in the
tourism sector. The second PhD was in the area of sustainable aquaculture and marine ecosystems,
focused on the optimization of the culture of local fish placed down in the food chain, and therefore,
on their potential to use more sustainable feeds (for instance, valorizing local byproducts from
vegetal origin).

Finally, Short Term Specialization Missions (STSM) for cooperation in the “intelligent specialization”
have been developed among scientific-technical staff and students by joining different workshops,
but mostly facilitating individualized training in specific areas. A total of 11 training staff exchanges
have been facilitated, from which 5 correspond to African countries teaching defined needs. The
STSMs were associated with the aquaculture production and system design, automation and control
management of fresh and salt water aquaponic systems, the valorization of organic waste, algae
biomass production, the aquafeed formulation, preparation and testing of diets in fish and plants,
alternative energies implementation and tourism circular metrics.

In short, and apart from specific transdisciplinary research challenges obtained over the 4 years peri-
od, significant challenges could now also be agreed on the project success in terms of improvement
of scientific-technical student’s skills and staff training in novel competencies and transdisciplinary
vision, in a coordinated manner between regions, as well as in creating a joint R+D+i platform for
the whole region, optimizing resources and personnel, favouring participation in competitive projects.
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Sustainability

In addition to the above mentioned challenges achieved in the improvement of training competencies
in teaching and research, the following aspects can be mentioned as examples of other indicators of
the adequate transdisciplinary of the project. Thus, the number of researchers working in improved
research infrastructure facilities has increased from 1 in 2020 to 13 in 2023, with an increase from 8
to 10 in the number of research centers participating in the project. The project website received more
than 10,000 visits, which we now hope to transfer to the project’s network (RECIS) website which will
continue to operate under the same logo while being based on the Sustainable Development Goals and
the necessary integration at all levels to achieve the SDG 2030. Together we have also achieved 49
media outreach events and 58 communication events for a total of 4,555 people, of which about 400
participated in third countries. Finally, 14 new research and development projects and collaborations
have emerged from this project. All these reported data can signify the continuity of the activities under-
taken and the success of the project design. Based on this, we understand that this work design can
be perfectly replicated with any other objective. So much that the continuity of the design has already
been requested in another completely different subject submitted from the same institutions and areas
of knowledge, to support what has been done and achieved between all of us in these 4 years in the
field of CE and regional sustainable growth.

Lessons learnt

In summary, the project activities were initially designed by the partners to address environmental
sustainability and contribute to resource management plans (data collection and sampling campaigns)
through Research and Innovation (R&l) cooperation, especially in emerging technologies. The strength-
ening of R&l infrastructures and capacities and the joint work set out in the proposal were designed to
enable the European UP regions to become international centers of excellence in research and innova-
tion in emerging areas for their own sustainable growth. For those purposes, the partners committed
themselves to collaborate from the beginning of the project to ensure that the different regions could
move forward together in terms of both equipment and Research and Development (R&D), each with
their own regional specificities. As a result, and largely complementing all the above, we can now share
the evaluation of the presented project from a novel perspective, which considers how the initial basic
research objectives reach, over time, competence improvements between and within institutions and
regions. In addition, the creation of a CE network between researchers, companies and administrations
will promote sustainable local management of bioresources.

Students account for most of the effort made to obtain the results achieved in testing and improving
novel and sustainable ideas. Therefore, the importance of promoting in our own teaching sustainable
practices and a circular understanding, as well as considering the importance of specificity although
working in multidisciplinary teams represent valuable lessons we have acquired during this investigation.

Conclusions

The key role of HEIs for the socioeconomic development in countries, regions and cities in the context of
today’s global challenges and needs represents a real opportunity to strengthen inter- and intra-regional
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ties to address common challenges more effectively, with the conviction of achieving the necessary pos-
itive multiplier effects. Moreover, on the science side, technological advances must be accompanied by
a commitment to ecological harmony, so synergies must start from intra-HEI interaction and from there
outwards, to fill the gaps needed to solve specific problems. Similarly, over the last decade, multiple
programs, grants and networks have been addressed to fill the gaps (capacities/competences) of our
neighboring regions of Africa and Macaronesia according to their strategic developments. The ISLANDAP
ADVANCED project promotes this idea to help each other to fill our specific knowledge gaps at regional
and interregional level, to measure the real impact obtained and to define future perspectives based on
the improvements achieved. The project also considers the dissemination of knowledge and scientific
advances to social actors as a key aspect, so the ADVANCED project is also a well-known example of
innovation by disseminating its results at regional, national and international levels with important rec-
ognition in this sense. The basic of the innovation was focused on the EU report regarding the money
injection in aquaculture EU products’ promotion and the almost null results obtained, which found the
problem in the scarce unspecified information offered on the production and quality of the product to the
final consumers. Therefore, the idea was to provide our “knowledge consumers” with as much in-depth
information as we could offer from the objectives and results of our projects.

The ISLANDAP ADVANCED consortium promotes, using experimental “intelligent” aquaponic prototypes
as a concrete development objective, the generation of biotechnology and bioeconomy adapted to island
specificities, where, due to logistical problems and scale, the reuse of bio-resources is even more com-
plicated. Aquaponics, as the visible face of the project, is recognized as an emerging production sector
in Europe, which requires the necessary progress in multidisciplinary R+D+i, the main bottleneck for its
establishment on a commercial scale. Positioning the outermost island regions with experimental pilot
prototypes will promote the involvement of the region in more competitive R&D at an international level,
not only in aquaculture/aquaponics but also in areas of emerging regional interest such as engineering
and tourism/economics and societal sciences which are necessary for the expected development of
the local economy. Another challenge of the project is to multiply knowledge in these three areas in
line with the achievement of the SDGs 2030.

From the presented ISLANDAP ADVANCED results, it can be highlighted the importance of multidisci-
plinary work and working on a common goal to achieve even more than the initial proposed objectives.
The design of 3 knowledge areas that pivot on the same working objective freely, and which in turn
interact with each other to accompany the needs that arise to achieve the model’s sustainability results,
seems to be easily replicated with success. The novel aspect found in this case study is how new and
improved competences to be developed during a project should be an added value during the project
proposal and objectives.
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4.3. The INSTART project

The Euro-African Network of Excellence for Innovation and Entrepreneurship, known as INSTART, is an
already completed Erasmus+ Capacity Building in the Field of High Education project promoted by the
European Union. The project was conceived to promote an effective innovation and entrepreneurial cul-
ture in universities, but also to foster associations and interactions between universities, businesses
and society in South Mediterranean Region (MED). The consortium was composed of dozen universities
from Algeria (Universite 8 May 1945 Guelma and Universite de Bejaia), Egypt (Cairo University and
Alejandria University), Libya (Misurata University and University of Zawia), Morocco (Universite Cadi
Ayyad, Universite Ibnou Zohr Agadir, and Universite Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah), and Tunisia (Sfax
University, Universite de Gabes, and University of Sousse), as well as 4 European universities from
Portugal (Universidade de Madeira), Polonia (Polonia Uniwersytet Szczecinski), Italy (Universita Degli
Studi Di Roma La Sapienza), and Spain (Las Palmas de Gran Canaria University), all supported by social
partners in the Mediterranean countries, and a science and technology park from EU (Fundacion Canaria
Parque Cientifico Tecnoldgico of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria University). The INSTART project aimed

to develop innovative mechanisms to promote university excellence in innovation and entrepreneurship
and to increase university-business cooperation through the Mediterranean institutions. This project
started in 2017 and was completed in 2020.

The case analyzes the complexity of a peer-to-peer collaborative phenomenon and the key aspects that
ensure its success, describing how such collaboration takes place in a real context. Thus, the illustrative
case of the INSTART project for the promotion of entrepreneurship, the improvement of employability, and
the increase of university-industry cooperation are examined in depth. After presenting the background
of the project, the authors focus on the main achievements, products and results of INSTART, and pres-
ent some reflections on the medium and long-term sustainability of the project, as well as highlighting
the lessons learned from this exciting and rewarding experience.

Rosa M. Batista-Canino, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
Silvia Sosa-Cabrera, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria

1. Background

Economic crises, unemployment or even the lack of innovation are socio-economic problems which
encounter in entrepreneurship a key path to be solved (Acs et al., 2008; Xu et al., 2021). This explains
the growing interest of governments and other institutions to promote business development policies
and improvements in entrepreneurship education. In this context, the employability of individuals, under-
stood as the possibility of obtaining and maintaining a job, also acquires special interest, given the
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need for them to be more proactive in managing their professional career (Akkermans & Tims, 2017).
In addition, Higher Education Institutions themselves face constant challenges in an environment where
employability has become a critical factor in attracting new students. Fossatti et al. (2021) are precisely
in favour of promoting employability through entrepreneurship education initiatives in Higher Education
Institutions (HEI) themselves.

A variety of models have been adapted in an attempt to facilitate the development of these policies, with
the quintuple helix model (Carayannis et al., 2012) inspiring many of the projects promoted by the EU
in recent years, considering the need for high-level multi-stakeholder platforms (European Commission,
20149). This model, which extends the original triple helix model for driving economic growth by Etzkowitz
and Leydesdorff (2002), requires constant interaction between five spheres of knowledge and action:
educational, economic, political, cultural, and environmental spheres.

In order to investigate in depth this collaborative phenomenon, in which different institutions combine
in order to promote economic growth, the development of case-based research is the preferred method.
In the organizational field, Yin (1994) is the most cited author in this methodology and defines case
studies as empirical research that studies a contemporary phenomenon within its real context, where
the lines between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly visible, and where different sources
of evidence are used for its preparation. In this sense, the case study is an in-depth analysis to inves-
tigate the context and processes involved in the phenomenon under study, so it can be considered an
intensive study of selected examples.

The INSTART project is a good example of how the interaction of all these areas provides interesting
returns for the promotion of entrepreneurship and innovation in developing countries (ERDF, 2018),
allowing us to know how collaboration occurs in a real context and to describe the key aspects that
ensure its success. The authors have participated in this project, so in addition to the documentary
analysis and the review of other sources of information, their participation and direct observation make
them key informants in this case study. As researchers, the authors have participated in a contemporary
organizational event over which they have little or no control (Yin, 1994), with the aim of explaining how
collaboration occurs, defining the case study as the most appropriate strategy for this work.

The Euro-African Network of Excellence for Innovation and Entrepreneurship, whose acronym is INSTART,
is a completed Erasmus+ Capacity Building project in higher education (Key Action 2) promoted by the
European Union. This project was funded to enhance the knowledge triangle, i.e. education, research,
and innovation, by promoting an entrepreneurial and innovative culture in higher education, as a way to
create an effective interaction between universities, businesses and society in the different domains
mentioned above. The context selected to implement the INSTART Project was the South Mediterranean
Region (MED), were Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia were the countries involved in this proj-
ect, together with other European countries (Figure 4.3.1).

These countries still show high unemployment figures (Figure 4.3.2) which invite reflection on new ways
of doing things in higher education in coordination with other players in the system, as encouraged by
the quintuple helix approach. Creating a consortium of universities in the region, together with other
European universities, is an important step in promoting the circulation of knowledge and mutual sup-
port for the benefit of their graduates and the surrounding business and social context. This network
becomes the main support on which to pivot the proposals to be developed and the test laboratory for
scaling up cooperation between universities, businesses and society to promote an entrepreneurial
and innovative culture.
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Figure 4.3.1. Countries involved in the INSTART Project
Source: INSTART website (https://instart.ulpgc.es/wp/).
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Figure 4.3.2. Unemployment rates in INSTART participating countries
Source: Based on data from International Labor Organization (2024).
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The consortium was composed of 12 universities from the MED region, and 4 European universities
from Spain, Portugal, Italy and Poland. These universities, together with several social partners such
as chambers of commerce, clusters, business networks, and associations from the MED countries, as

well as an EU Science and Technology Park, worked together to make the project a reality.

The North African universities participating in the project were mostly medium-sized: Universite 8 May
1945 Guelma and Universite de Bejaia, from Algeria; Cairo University and Alexandria University from
Egypt; from Libya participated Misurata University and University of Zawia; Universite Cadi Ayyad, Uni-
versite Ibnou Zohr Agadir, and Universite Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah were the Moroccan universities
participating in INSTART; and from Tunisia were Sfax University, Universite de Gabes, and University
of Sousse. Table 4.3.1 presents the main figures that characterize the universities participating in the
INSTART project at the date of the consortium’s foundation.

Table 4.3.1. Universities participating in INSTART: Key academic figures

Country University Students Lecturers gt"awort
Universite 8 May 1945 Guelma 16,736 851 800
Algeria
Universite de Bejaia 46,000 1,663 1,000
Alejandria University 176,000 9,000 18,000
Egypt
Cairo University 240,000 NA 11,000
Misurata University 17,000 1,223 1,460
Libya
University of Zawia 48,800 3,300 3,400
Universite Cadi Ayyad 63,000 1,400 850
Morocco Universite Ibnou Zohr A Agadir 110,000 600 400
Universite Sidi Mohammed Ben Abdellah g8,000 1,439 1,120
Sfax University NA NA NA
Tunisia Université de Gabés 18,000 1,620 710
University of Sousse 30,745 NA NA

NA: Not available

Regarding European universities and countries, the following participated in the project: Universita Degli
Studi Di Roma La Sapienza (ltaly), Uniwersytet Szczecinski (Poland), Universidade de Madeira (Portugal),
and University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Spain), the latter acting as coordinator. The Fundacion
Canaria Parque Cientifico Tecnoldgico joined the consortium as a technological partner.
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A total budget of 704,492 euros enabled the project to achieve its objectives. The INSTART’s global
aim was to develop innovative mechanisms to promote university excellence in innovation and entre-
preneurship and to increase university-business cooperation through the Mediterranean countries. To
this end, among other initiatives, INSTART implemented the Transversal Accelerator Training Program
using innovative learning tools for lecturers, technical staff, graduates, and postgraduate university
students, upgrading skills in innovation and entrepreneurship, and pursuing a transversal impact
on different sectors and disciplines relevant for the region, e.g., agriculture, economics, education,
engineering, etc. This training program included a visiting period in Europe to share best practices
between MED and EU Universities. INSTART project was designed to encourage Mediterranean Higher
Education Institutions to become a referent for innovation and entrepreneurship in the labor market
and society as a whole.

Main achievements of the project

Making universities’ academic activity accessible to society is key to contributing to economic growth,
and it was a priority for the INSTART project to make the university supporting activities that facilitate
this universally visible. However, the project was also designed to enhance the openness of Higher
Education Institutions to innovation and entrepreneurship. In facilitating the process of generating this
culture at Mediterranean universities, five work packages were carried out to help develop the entire
project, from its launch to the dissemination of its achievements. In addition to the kick-off and follow-
up meetings, three activities stood out above all others:

¢ In October 20149, European universities hosted 36 participants from Mediterranean universi-
ties to develop internships for two weeks in the Knowledge Transfer Offices (KTOs) and the
European universities’ support units for the innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystem, e.g.,
co-working spaces, design labs, patent offices, etc. During these internships, the participants
learned first-hand about the type of activities carried out by these units at the service of their
universities, but also became familiar with the management processes that needed to be car-
ried out for this purpose. This internship program was preceded by online training provided by
staff from the KTOs of European universities for the staff of MED universities, both from KTOs
already established and in the process of being established. This training was framed in the
work package of the “Creation and Reinforcement of Knowledge Transfer Offices (KTOs) in
Mediterranean Universities”.

¢ Universita Degli Studi Di Roma La Sapienza was in charge of developing, in collaboration with
the participating European universities and the beneficiaries themselves, the “Transversal Accel-
eration Program” (TAP). This training program, delivered in June 2019, was the core of the work
package of the same name. The program, developed on-site at the university, trained 29 lecturers
and university staff from the 10 Mediterranean universities participating in the project. Work-
shops were held to develop disruptive and dynamic teaching methodologies in innovation and
entrepreneurship. Good training practices and training-ready materials in these subjects were
shared and tested in those sessions that teachers could then put into practice with their students
at the host universities. The four-day program employed highly creative teaching approaches,
while not disregarding training in what is already known about the elements that explain the
entrepreneurial intention of university students, as well as more operational aspects of launching,

INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS 131



CHAPTER 4.3

growing and expanding innovative companies and projects. The course was divided into three
conceptual and practical modules taught with the following contents: (1) capitalization of past
experience, (2) evaluation of technologies to create value, and (3) creativity and key approaches
to create new businesses. The program included a visit to the first FABLAB of Sapienza University
and the business accelerator for university students based in Rome. The face-to-face training
was preceded by a complete online training program that trained almost 270 academic staff
from the participating universities from which those who would participate in TAP were selected.
The European universities participating in the project were responsible for the preparation of the
teaching materials used in these trainings.

¢ Finally, the INSTART Marathons, held in October 2020 at the participating universities, aimed to
develop innovative ideas and initiatives in the context of the MED universities. All three groups
involved in the project were invited to participate. The working groups were energized by the par-
ticipants of the Transversal Acceleration Program.

These actions were preceded by the development of a detailed report on the most significant charac-
teristics of both the countries and the universities participating in the project, which allowed contextual-
izing the project as well as providing useful information to all institutions and individuals involved in its
activities. In addition, there were INSTART Talks by relevant and inspiring personalities from the business
and social sphere in which all INSTART target groups were invited to participate.

Outputs, outcomes and impact

The INSTART project was an initiative of the University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Spain) resulting
from an intense collaboration with the participating universities and non-academic institutions in the
MED region. The celebration of several meetings and forums with African universities opened the door
to a more intense collaboration between Higher Education Institutions. In this context, the “Ill ULPGC-
Africa Forum: Common Horizons, Global Solutions” held in 2014, provided the basis for building a fruit-
ful network of working groups to create new collaborative projects, in which INSTART was a high-quality
outcome of these meetings.

Regarding the outputs of INSTART, more than five hundred people from the 12 southern Mediterranean
universities, including professors, students, university management teams, and university administra-
tion staff, took part in the different activities organized by INSTART. The mobilization of people and
institutions from the business and education ecosystems of the countries involved was undoubtedly
important.

The program also provided resources to equip new spaces for innovation and entrepreneurship, but
also for their KTOs in the participating universities in the southern Mediterranean arc. Specialized
equipment in the form of 3D printing machines, the latest generation computers and laptops, projects,
video-conference equipment and specific software have been left as a result of the project to provide
multidisciplinary work spaces in which to develop programs to improve the employability of students,
and in which companies in the area can develop training and recruitment activities.

The above are the main achievements of the project in the short term and in the context of the project’s
development, i.e. they are the primary results that the project set as objectives. However, the long-
term impacts of INSTART are even more promising. In this sense, we believe that this project has left

132 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS




CHAPTER 4.3. The INSTART project

physical equipment and reference material, so that teaching and administrative staff could evolve in the
coming years. But also, INSTART has left behind important intangible assets with which the universities
can contribute to the development of their communities to generate a climate of concord and mutual
understanding between all the socio-economic actors in the region. In this sense, it is important to
highlight that the ties between the participating universities have also been strengthened, allowing the
development of joint collaborative projects in this region.

Success factors

The INSTART project enjoyed several milestones that made it a successful project despite the difficulties
in its implementation, as the closing of the project was affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This last
fact suggests that the main success factor of the project is precisely its conclusion without giving up
all the objectives that had been proposed. Thus, the final drawback, since a meeting was necessary to
close the project, was solved, as elsewhere on the planet, by means of a virtual meeting.

The second and perhaps the most important success factor of the project was the high degree of com-
mitment and interest of the participants in the program, both the representatives and managers of the
participating universities, as well as the lecturers and service staff of the universities who participated
actively, enthusiastically and with commitment. This was the case both in the southern Mediterranean
universities and in the European universities involved in the project.

The third success factor has to do with the provision of spaces in the participating universities for the
development of innovation and entrepreneurship activities involving students and professors, which
are already being actively used. In these spaces, meetings are held between different disciplines and
extracurricular activities are carried out to promote the soft skills that are so important for the employ-
ability of students.

And finally, it is also important to consider the involvement of social agents in the project, which allows
the project’s achievements to be amplified. Thus, for example, the University of Sfax participates in
exhibitions and fairs with different partners in its reference area, which has allowed it to better connect
with the entrepreneurial ecosystem of its region; the University of Zawia has established a collaboration
agreement with the chamber of commerce of its city; and the participating universities in Morocco in
collaboration with other regional partners, through INSTART, have developed the City of Innovation in the
region of Souss Massa. Promoting the necessary connection between the entrepreneurial ecosystem
of each of these countries and the universities is at the very heart of this project, so having achieved
their active participation in its development is also, without a doubt, one of the main success factors
of INSTART.

Considering these factors, it is important to highlight what we consider to be the greatest success of
the project, which is the creation of a network of universities linked by a common interest. This common
interest is none other than to establish strong collaborative links between these universities and their
social and economic environments, to facilitate the reinforcement of the quintuple helix and, with all
this, to generate an environment rich in opportunities for young university students and their contempo-
raries. It is precisely this last objective that most motivates universities who seek not only to promote
the talent of young people but also to retain it in their country in order to promote a better quality of
life and hope for a better future.
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Sustainability

Sustainability is a central element of any project that seeks to develop key capacities for the better
development of a context, a region or a country. This is precisely one of the variables that makes it
possible to assess the interest of a given project, and particularly the importance of pursuing its objec-
tives. In this case, if we understand the sustainability of a project as everything that it provides and
that can be sustained, allowing the effects of this project to endure and even amplify over time, the
sustainability of INSTART effects will depend on three main conditions:

¢ That the direct participants of the project put into practice everything they have learned in the
project and show the potential of the actions learned in their institutions, facilitating innovation
and entrepreneurship of students and teacher staff in their institutions, as well as an open and
continuous dialogue with the university environment.

¢ That they become trainers of trainers, passing on the knowledge they have learned to those who
did not benefit from the program and to new recruits in the institution.

¢ Finally, there is a need for a real commitment from the government of the host institutions. Without
the active commitment of the university government teams, it is impossible to sustain this type
of initiative over time. They are the ones who must provide the budget for the program and its
sustainability over time, ensure stable relations with the university environment and promote the
development of internal support units for innovation and entrepreneurship in their universities.

Undoubtedly, a key element for the long-term sustainability of the project’s effects is that the recipient
universities play an active role in the education and entrepreneurial ecosystem of their countries, promoting
the relationship of all the actors in these ecosystems and serving as an example to other universities in
their environment. Only in this way will the project achieve all its purposes. To this last point should be add-
ed proactive research activity on the part of the universities that responds to the needs of their social and
economic environment, thus connecting all the key elements for developing entrepreneurial universities.

Moreover, the proper use and longevity of the materials and equipment that the project provided to the
recipient institutions will require a maintenance and replacement plan by the management teams of
these institutions, an aspect that, logically, was not covered by the project.

Finally, the financial sustainability of participating universities is a key issue that INSTART also facil-
itates. In this sense, the existence of the project has itself generated a favourable environment that
allows these universities to establish permanent frameworks for collaboration with companies, often
providing a new source of funding for Higher Education Institutions. The development of joint and
collaborative projects, the contracting of services and/or product development, or the foundation of
university-industry chairs on subjects of interest to the signatories of an agreement are examples of
the possible frameworks for collaboration that these universities are in a position to develop in the light
of the keys that INSTART has granted them.

Lessons learnt

Projects designed to develop key capacities know how they start, as the objectives are usually clear
and precise about how the project will be implemented, but not how they end. Our past experience has
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shown that when contextualized and translated into practical application on the ground, it is an enriching
experience for institutions in the more developed countries that are supposed to transfer their knowl-
edge. The implementation context is often rich in experiences, insights and adjustments from which all
participating universities can learn. The network that is forged is strong and offers many opportunities
for new collaborations. This type of project is therefore a two-way journey in which the lessons learned
are a living memory that remains with the human capital involved in and surrounding the project.

Thus, three major lessons can be learned from this project as a result of its implementation:

¢ Regarding the cooperation relationship between European universities and universities in the
southern Mediterranean, the main lesson learned has to do with the distorted view that is often
held of university activity in these regions. Far from what might be expected, it is the very nature
of the collaborating institutions, i.e. their university status, which makes the dialogue fluid and
enriching. In this type of relationship, we find that we share the same concerns about the future
of young people in our respective societies, about how the labor market develops in different
contexts and the opportunities it offers to young people. But there are also concerns about how
to establish a productive dialogue between universities and business, as well as with governments
for the benefit of regional and national development.

¢ Universities play an important role in social structuring in the countries participating in the project.
This makes these institutions an interesting instrument for economic and social development that
should be used more intensively in the development of policies of understanding and collaboration
between the territories on either side of the Mediterranean.

¢ |t would seem obvious that knowledge transfer would be unidirectional in this type of project, but
this assumption should not be taken for granted. Professors and university staff are the most
educated people in the countries receiving cooperation programs, and they are the ones who can
best explain the status quo in their homeland, helping the more developed countries to better
interpret the reality of their own regions.

Conclusions

The Euro-African Network of Excellence for Innovation and Entrepreneurship was conceived as a capacity
building in the field of high education project and was committed from its first steps to the achievement
of the proposed objectives, that is, to develop innovative mechanisms to promote university excellence
in innovation and entrepreneurship and to increase university-business cooperation through the Medi-
terranean countries.

The key factors of collaborative success become more relevant if they are contextualized, and it is
therefore important not to lose sight that INSTART has been developed in a region that has experienced
and continues to experience major social and economic conflicts. The political rebellions that arose in
the wake of the Arab Spring have allowed the project to develop in a climate favourable to collaboration
and understanding among all participants and especially in a context in which promoting the participa-
tion of the civil population in the construction of the society they wish to be is important, especially if
this is done for the benefit of the next generations, those who will build the future of the region in the
remainder of the century.
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To conclude, it is necessary to remember that although the success factors extracted cannot be gen-
eralized to any other event, this study does provide insight into how collaboration has been forged and
what actions have been carried out to generate an entrepreneurial and innovative culture in regions of
the southern Mediterranean arc, which can serve as a guide for other regions with similar objectives.
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CHAPTER 4.4. The INDOEDUC4ALL project

4.4. The INDOEDUCA4ALL project

The present case study is focused on the INDOEDUC4ALL project, acronym which stands for “Ensuring
Access and Quality Education for Students with Disabilities in Indonesian Universities”. The INDOEDU-
C4ALL project was funded by the Erasmus+ programme, and specifically by the Capacity Building in
Higher Education Action (included in the Key Action 2).

This initiative took place in Indonesia from 15/10/2016 to 14/01/2020 and included the following local
partners: Universitas Islam Negeri Sunan Kalijaga (UIN — SUKA), University of Indonesia (Ul), Universi-
tas Lambung Mangkurat (UNLAM), Universitas Negeri Surabaya (UNESA), Institut Agama Islam Negeri
Surakarta (IAIN-SURAKARTA), Universitas Islam Negeri Syarif Hidayatullah (UINJKT), Sasanalntegrasi

dan Advokasi Difabel (SIGAB). The coordinator of the project was the University of Alicante (UA), and
the consortium included also two more EU partners: the Glasgow Caledonian University (GCU), from the
United Kingdom, and the University of Piraeus Research Center (UPRC), from Greece.

In the following points, the authors have summarized the most relevant elements that have justified
that the INDOEDUC4ALL project could have been considered by the European Commission (Erasmus+
programme) as a good practice in the field of inclusive education in the higher education sector.

Carolina Madeleine, University of Alicante, Spain
Ro’fah, BSW, Universitas Islam Negeri Sunan Kalijaga, Indonesia

1. Background

Indonesia is one of the 153 countries to have ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities and adopted through national legislation no. 19, 2011. The policy is further
strengthened by the promulgation of the new disability bill in 2016, known as bill no 8, 2016. However,
up until now, people with disabilities continue to experience significant structural and cultural barriers
to participate in society, while their social, political and economic rights are denied. According to Helen
Keller International (2010), less than 4% of 1.5 million children with disabilities have access to edu-
cational services in Indonesia. This is particularly true when it comes to accessing higher education
(HE) in Indonesia, where the level of enroliment of people with disabilities is around 1% (RISKESDAS1,
2013). In the current situation where higher education is closely connected with the country’s economic
development, and where a university degree is essential for qualified employment, underrepresentation
of people with disabilities in higher education leads to continued marginalization in economic and social

1 RISKESDAS stands for Indonesian Basic Health Research survey. See full reference at the end of the article.
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life. At the same time, for a highly populated country like Indonesia with its complex social problems and
challenges, the exclusion of people with disabilities is an expensive price to pay as “not only does exclu-
sion create a significant economic burden for individuals and their families, but it also carries high costs
to societies at large” (Banks & Polack, 2014). Indeed, HE is critical for achieving prosperous societies,
social justice and cohesion. As the world embarks on the Sustainable Development Goals, there is an
important opportunity to come together to further our understanding of what higher education means for
students with disabilities and how quality programs can be implemented at scale in an effort to deliver
on goal #4 target 4.3 by 2030, “ensuring equal access for all women and men to affordable and quality
technical, vocational and tertiary education, including university’’ and 4.5 by 2030 “including persons
with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situations” (United Nations, 2015).

In 2012, the Indonesia Ministry of Education passed the Ministerial Decree (permendikbud) number
46, 2012 on the inclusion of people with disabilities in HE. The bill mandates universities to provide
accessibility in all educational aspects. Two years after promulgation, the decree remained unknown
by the majority of higher education communities, and consequently, persons with disabilities continued
to experience barriers that hindered their participation.

The project was conceived through initial contact made by the University of Alicante (UA) to the State
Islamic University (UIN) Sunan Kalijaga Yogyakarta. UIN Sunan Kalijaga is among the first universities
in Indonesia to provide structural support for students with disabilities and has been active in promot-
ing inclusive education in Indonesia’s HE for the past ten years. Through this initial contact, five other
Indonesian university partners were identified. A series of informal discussions were conducted between
all the university partners during the proposal stage to decide the project’s objective and activities. The
primary framework of the discussion, as mentioned above, was the need to increase the participation
of people with disabilities in higher education that take benefit of the existing regulations and policies
in place.

All the universities’ partners in various degrees and forms have been engaging with inclusive practices,
although only two universities were undertaking a formal and structural step. Partner institutions were
facing the challenge of opening up to students with disabilities without any support from the National
Government in terms of capacity building activities or resources. From the 6 HEIs of the INDOEDUC4ALL
project only 2 had some kind of Disabled Support Centre that had been created and was active due
to the real motivation of its staff members. This was a very serious issue as it was estimated through
research conducted by partner institutions that only 50 students have had access to the centers so
far. Without a real strategy and without real investment, the universities were left alone to cope with
the challenging human situation. Fortunately, some faculties had taken the lead to develop activities
towards raising awareness and improving the situation of students with disabilities but this was done
on a personal basis and only when faced with a severe issue of students with disabilities.

Alongside, according to a previous study made during the proposal phase of the project that was later
confirmed by a thorough Need Analysis under Act.1.1, the needs and constraint of Indonesian universi-
ties to implement the Ministerial Decree were, in particular, no clear and structured approach for inclusive
education, physical inaccessibility, beliefs and prejudices, inflexible teaching and learning methods
including in curriculums and evaluations, problems with service delivery, poor coordination of services,
inadequate staffing, and weak staff competencies, isolation of universities outside the needs of the
community and society and inadequate funding. Besides that, there was a lack of several elements such
as assistive technology, educational materials in alternative formats, data and evidence of successful
experiences in the country, and the involvement of disabled students.
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The modern inclusion as targeted by the proposed project addressed these barriers. The activities of the
project were designed to help universities develop the capacity of its members, i.e. leaders, professors,
and administrative staff, in addressing the educational needs of students with disabilities. The project
also wanted to assist universities in developing a modern disability support unit equipped with assis-
tive technologies that ensured the accessibility of the teaching and learning processes while including
students with disabilities and empowering them.

The overall objective of the INDOEDUC4ALL project was to improve access, ensure learning conditions
and develop employment opportunities for HEIS’ students with disabilities in Indonesia via modern
inclusion practices and networking. The specific objectives were, first, to create a modern inclusive
framework through the creation/refreshment of Disabled Students Support Centers and long-term strat-
egies for the access and retention of disabled students in the HE system. And second, to establish a
national network to increase inter-institutional relations and sharing of best practices while responding
to society’s equity demand.

The project activities were all interlinked and had been arranged in a logical sequence, so that each
activity produced an output that forms the basis for the next steps and activities. The project strongly
supported and believed in the motto “Nothing About Us Without Us” used by disabled peoples’ organiza-
tions throughout the years as part of the global movement to achieve equal opportunities, with the full
inclusion of affected persons in the processes. The action invited disabled students to fully participate
in the project at all its stages. The project was divided into different Work Packages (WP).

The first activities of the project were focused on a need analysis and the transfer of know-how, included
in the WP1. The focus of the action was on overcoming the lack of information and generation of specific
knowledge related to disabled students in Indonesian Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). Activity 1.1
carried out the “Methodological Development and Implementation” of the in-depth research methodology
to assess the accessibility situation and practices within each partner institution and included a focus
group exercise with disabled students to understand their specific needs and requirements. Activity 1.2.
served to organize a high visit profile (Vice-Rector for Students Affairs or equivalent) and 2 academic and
2 administrative staff to UA and EU Disabled Students Support Centres to identify good practices and
potential replication actions. After the visit and during the first year of the project the partners produced
a Good Practice Guide for Disability Management Services in HEls based on the results of the Method-
ological Analysis of Accessibility situation and the EU visits (complemented during each training in EU).

The Modernization and Strengthening of Human Capital was channelled via the WP2. EU partners
provided a targeted training program in Activity 2.1 for staff related to the implementation of relevant
services. The approach to the training was comprehensive and targeted the whole spectrum of admin-
istrative and academic staff dealing with disabled students. Additionally, the courses were available
online and an info-service was foreseen to answer questions concerning inclusive education practices
on a case-by-case basis, in particular those related to disabled students. The pedagogical methodol-
ogy was participative and inclusive, highly focused on practicality and good practice. In Activity 2.2 the
“train-the-trainers” approach is used to provide trainees with the ability to replicate the training activities
within their institutions. Finally, during Activity 2.3 the project helped universities to practically implement
and test the knowledge gained in previous activities. To ensure the quality of the workshop feedback
from the trainees was collected, analysed, and evaluated.

Work Package 3 was focused on developing new or updated institutional support structures in this
area. This Work Package was divided into 2 main sets of activities. Firstly, the creation of the Disabled
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Students Support Office started with the formal procedure from the Indonesian universities in Activity
1.1 (to establish or refresh the centers), followed by the process of selecting and recruiting a person
responsible for running the center on a daily basis when necessary, and finalizing in Activity 3.3, to
design a 3-years strategic planning for the support centers. Secondly, creating a national network for
the inclusion of disabled students in Higher Education. Networking activities commenced in the second
year of the project when partners had acquired sufficient expertise through the legal establishment of
the network. Activity 3.3 served to structure the platform to support national dialogue and best practic-
es. Partners agreed upon the structure of the network; meanwhile, they also agreed on a definition of
the network mission, vision, objectives, activities and general regulations as membership. The idea of
a formalized network was chosen as a methodology as it provided a ‘collective voice’ for institutions to
enter into dialogue with ministries and other political-level actors. Proposals and activities coming from
an organized group of institutions had more impact and weight than individuals acting alone.

One Work Package of the project (WP4) was devoted to updating the equipment of the disabled students
support services. The project aimed at the purchase (Activity 4.1) and installation (Activity 4.2) of the
necessary Assistive Technology (AT) that was in and under the responsibility of the center. The Assistive
Technology was used to improve the teaching-learning process and delivery for disabled students. During
Activity 4.3, universities were trained on the use of AT. A handbook was created and accessible online.

Finally, WP5 was focused on developing a new external relations framework. The WP was focused on
the opening of the university towards high schools and in the labor market. During the first activity (5.1)
the support centers organized a volunteering service by training student volunteers. They visited high
schools (Activity 5.2) and organized an information day to combat stereotypes against disability and raise
awareness about the existence of students support structures in HEIs. Support centers carefully made a
business selection procedure under Activity 5.3 to choose the best enterprise for cooperation. The selec-
tion was made under special criteria: corporate social responsibility and previous internship agreements.
Indonesian universities and selected enterprises redefined the CSR to include an agreement on social
responsibility strategy to incorporate the establishment of the Disabled Students Internships Programme.

Main achievements of the project

The INDOEDUCA4ALL project helped universities to develop the capacity of its members, i. e. leaders,
professors, and administrative staff, to address the educational needs of students with disabilities.
Modern disability support centers have been created and equipped with assistive technologies, ensur-
ing the accessibility of the teaching-learning processes while including students with disabilities in the
process and empowering them. A network has been created to exchange good practices and speak in
a common voice at a national level. Universities are opening to high schools and the business sector
to widen access to HE and the labor market. The project increased the commitment to open access for
students with disabilities for higher education, either by strengthening the center that has been estab-
lished and providing special pathways or streams for the students as well as scholarships. The Centers
of Disability play nowadays an active role in accommodating the university policy by providing access
and support for students with disabilities at university. Moreover, with an improved university recognition
regarding the role of Centers of Disability, the central government also has taken notice and brought the
best practices of the centers to a national level to conceptualize the regulation for integrating students
with special needs across Indonesian Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).
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In other words, while the project may not have a direct impact on the policy at the national level, the
output of the project provides a model or a blueprint useful for the implementation of the existing policies
by ensuring the rights of people with disabilities in higher education stated in bill no 8, 2016 and its
supporting regulation. Article 42 of the bill particularly mentioned that university or Higher Education
Institutions (HEI) are required to facilitate the development of disability support offices. In 2020, a
supporting policy was issued namely the Ministry of Educational Decree no 13, 2020 on reasonable
accommodation in the educational setting. This decree further mandated educational institutions at all
levels to provide accommodation in various aspects of learning from physical accessibility, curriculum,
standard of learning and others. The decree also further emphasized that the disability support office/
unit was mandatory. In addition to this, since the project was approved in 2016, the national legislative
changes have been in line with the project objectives as in October 2017 the Ministry of Research &
Technology, through the Directorate of Learning & Students Affairs, signed a Decree on Special Educa-
tion: Regulation of Minister of H.E. # 46, which then further revised in 2019. These policies’ context,
as it has been argued elsewhere, highlights the role and importance of the project.

Also, the INDOEDUCA4ALL specific objectives remained unchanged and the consortium composed of 6
Indonesian HEls, 3 EU HEls and 1 Indonesian NGO, has worked on 1) the creation of a modern inclusive
framework through the creation/improvement of Disability Support Units and long-term strategies for
the access and retention of students with disabilities in the Indonesian Higher Education system; 2) the
establishment of a National Network to increase inter-institutional relations and sharing of best practices
while responding to society’s equity demand. This goal was achieved by the development of KOPERTINA
(Indonesian Consortium of Inclusive Higher Education). While the initial members of Kopertina were six
university partners of INDOEDUCA4ALL, the members are continually expanding since many universities
in Indonesia are committed to meet the mandate of UU no. 8, 2016, and Ministerial Decree of 46, 2019
by providing support for students with disabilities.

The INDOEDU4ALL project contributed towards bringing a solution to such challenges by developing
the capacities of the partner universities’ staff and accompanying HEls in the modernization of their
Disability Support Units. When the project was launched from the 6 HEIs of the INDOEDUC4ALL project
only 2 had some kind of Disabled Support Center that was created and was active. During the project,
all the partners successfully created and ran their Disabled Support Centers. There are now more
institutions in Indonesia, both private and public, that are aware of the importance of acknowledging
people with special needs.

Outputs, outcomes and impact

INDOEDUCA4ALL helped improve the inequality situation faced by disabled students by accomplishing
the objectives through concrete, tangible outcomes and outputs:

a) Increased inter-institutional cooperation and sharing of good practices via the needs analysis and
transfer of know-how: 1 good practice manual created, 2 site visits conducted, 6 accessibility centers
refreshed or created, and 6 needs analysis reports.

b) Enhancement of managerial and administrative staff capacities in dealing with and implementing
inclusive education practices: 8 comprehensive training modules delivered in 2 training sessions
in UPRC&GCU to 60 trainees, 4 training modules for trainers’ workshops to 50 administrative staff
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working or directly involved in the support centers and 50 trainers that will envisage training for 420
trainees in Indonesia.

c¢) Creation of institutional support structures to enable access to HE and to foster the consolidation of
a social integration culture within universities: 6 Support Centers, 6 strategic plans, and 6 assistive
technology functioning. Development of an Indonesian network for the inclusion of students with
disabilities in higher education: INDOEDUCA4ALL Network setup and Workshop on BP implemented.

d) Assistive Technology carefully selected, quotation for the selection of the best cost & budget-related
proposal, AT implemented and running, students daily use the AT.

e) Increased external relations cooperation to improve access and employment of disabled students.
25 High Schools Information Day organized, 70 high schools’ participants each, in total 2100 high
schools’ students informed. 40 meetings with enterprises and inclusion of disability within social
responsibility strategy and 8 internship-disabled students successfully in place.

f) Increase public awareness and understanding of inclusive education within Higher Education Institu-
tions: project website, internal dissemination, external dissemination involving media, 2 open days
in each institution with 1,100 participants.

In the post of the 2007 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), Indonesia has
been demonstrating a serious effort to implement the convention. Indonesia ratified the CRPD in 2011,
and then by 2016 Indonesia incorporated the CRPD into the national legal system through UU (bill) no.8,
2016, revising the previous bill of 1997. The ratification of CRPD and the new disability legislation has
certainly given a stronger push for the government and Indonesian society to secure the rights of its
citizens with disabilities in all aspects, including education. This can be seen for instance in the effort
of the Ministry of Education (MOE) to widen the participation of persons with disabilities in higher edu-
cation. Prior CRPD to the estimated number of PWDs enrolled in Indonesian universities was 0.1% due
to both cultural and structural barriers. In 2017 the Ministry of Research and Higher Education passed
a ministerial decree no. 46 on the inclusive higher education which mandates university and Higher
Education Institutions (HEIs) to welcome students with disabilities and provide adequate support dur-
ing their academic process by establishing a disability support office. In 2019, the decree was revised
since higher education affairs were returned under the auspices of the Ministry of Education. However,
the content and the number of the decree remain the same.

In response to the 46 Decree of 2017, many Higher Education Institutions had to experience difficulties
at how to provide support for students with disabilities. This is where the INDOEDUC4ALL program gained
its significance. Through the project, six universities in Indonesia receive both financial and technical
support to develop their capacities to welcome students with disabilities and provide adequate support
and reasonable adjustments to ensure their success at the university level. The partner universities
(on the Indonesian side) of the INDOEDUC4ALL were carefully selected to represent various factors,
i.e, public university (government-funded), and geographical distribution (Eastern and Western parts of
Indonesia). However, all the universities were strong institutions with adequate resources and institu-
tional capacity to support other universities in the region. Having said that, the project was very relevant
in the current Indonesian educational policy that moves toward inclusion for people with disabilities,
and it has a significant impact on widening the access and participation of persons with disabilities in
higher education.

The INDOEDUCA4ALL project achieved several results during the project life. The main outputs achieved,
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having a short-term impact, are the needs analysis and transfer of know-how, the training program for
administrative and academic staff dealing with inclusive education practices, the institutional support
structures and assistive technology set up, the INDOEDUC4ALL network for the Inclusion of Disabled
Students in Higher Education, the increased external relations cooperation that improved access and
employment of disabled students, and the increased public awareness and understanding on inclusive
education.

Some of the main outcomes (mid and long-term impact) of the project will come via the following deliver-
ables: a good practice guide for disability management services in HEIs, training courses programs for
the trainers, support centres and Assistive Technology, strategic plans and implementation, open days,
INDO4EDUCALL regional networking, new external relation framework, charter on minimum standards
and guidelines for integration and access to HE.

Success factors

The success of the project is a combination of various factors. First of all, the timing of the project.
INDOEDUC4ALL went in line with the development of national legislation in favour of the full access of
students with disabilities in Indonesia. Second, the motivation of the people involved. INDOEDUC4ALL
direct target group were students with fewer opportunities, indeed, it is estimated that only 3% of the
total disabled population has a university degree. INDOEDUC4ALL team worked with full enthusiasm
and high professionalism to improve the chances of students with disabilities to enter and remain in
the Indonesian higher education system.

Another success factor was the involvement of the target group and beneficiaries. They have been
involved in the project since the drafting proposal for students with disabilities and the implementation
of the activities has been done in consultation with them. The need analysis addressed particularly stu-
dents with disabilities and the focus groups included 60 students with disabilities and their families, the
open days, the visit to high schools and the internship program for students with disabilities. In addition
to that, the involvement of the students with disabilities themselves is a paramount consideration in all
stages of the INDOEDUC4ALL programs and activities.

The target group analysis and involvement has also been considered. The project defined a large
range of target groups and involved them: students with special needs (main project target); univer-
sities and national top managers (national and institutional levels); administrative staff working at
the students’ support centres and beyond; teachers instructing students with special needs; high
schools (previous steps in education); business sector providing internship opportunities to the main
target; other students working in the volunteering initiative; other universities (national and regional
level); students with disabilities from Indonesian Higher Education Institutions (HEIs); academic/
administrative staff; higher education authorities; high schools representatives; students and busi-
ness sectors enterprises; NGOs.

The involvement of the civil society was also an important success factor. Besides, the role of SIGAB
has been of fundamental importance in raising the voice about the needs of the students with disability.
SIGAB is an NGO dedicated to working for the improvement of the living conditions of people with dis-
ability in Indonesia and it has been present and has actively participated in all the site visits and main
deliverables. SIGAB’s role is to serve as a bridge from the project to the rest of society and in particular

INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS 143



CHAPTER 4.4

to people with disabilities. Indeed, SIGAB involvement is not only aimed at ensuring the representation
of people with disabilities in the project but also ensures that all the project activities and programs are
effectively meeting the needs of people/students with disabilities.

INDOEDUCA4ALL provided also some important innovative aspects. The establishment of a modern
disability support office/centre in each university partner was an innovative step brought by INDO-
EDUC4ALL. Although some universities, like UIN Sunan Kalijaga and UNESA, have established the
cener before INDOEDUC4ALL, the modernization of the center: the structuration of the center, and the
availability of assistive technology and training modules, are possible due to INDOEDUC4ALL. Another
innovative product was the network and linkage. KOPERTINA is a platform to share the practice of inclu-
sion in Indonesia higher education.

Finally, the INDOEDUC4ALL aimed to impact the labor market, as it successfully happened. The project
worked on giving students with disabilities better opportunities to enter the Indonesian job market. More
specifically the Work Package 5 entitled “New External Relations Framework” focused on the opening
of the university towards the labor market. Indeed, the support centers carefully made a business
selection procedure under Activity 5.3 to choose the best enterprise for cooperation. The selection was
made under special criteria: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and previous internship agreements.
Indonesian universities and selected enterprises signed an agreement to incorporate the establishment
of the Disabled Students Internships Program. Over 60 meetings with enterprises were conducted as
an opportunity for future students to get into the internships program.

Sustainability

The consortium had worked very closely to achieve the sustainability of the project and to make sure
that the results could be exploited. The consortium has taken the following actions to ensure its finan-
cial, institutional and political sustainability.

Regarding achieving financial sustainability, the need to finance follow-up activities was limited, as the
most important tasks to set up that increased access to HE were achieved during the project lifetime.
The university leader has committed to financially sustaining the support centers as it goes in line with
the ministerial regulations to support students with disabilities. Once created, the centers continue to
be opened and fulfill their mission to welcome and facilitate the learning process and integration within
the university life. The network is supported by the partner from the consortium to date, the website
is continually updated, and both the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs verbalized their com-
mitment towards the network during the final conference. Other universities are joining the network.
As mentioned previously, partners have been working on widening the access to HE for students with
disabilities since 2005, their commitment continues to lead the network to other Indonesian HEls as
INDOEDUCA4ALL partners are either 1) the reference university in the term in reputation and size, or 2)
the reference in term of experience with students with disabilities.

On the other hand, institutional sustainability was ensured through the development and adoption of
strategic plans concerning disabled students’ support structures as well as the commitment and con-
tinuous involvement of top management and administrative staff.

In parallel political sustainability was ensured as the project was in line with the political strategies of
Indonesia. The project has promoted a continuous political dialogue and guidelines for disabled students’
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integration into Indonesian HEIs. Here are some quotes from the partners:

“INDOEDUCA4ALL enables the Center of Disability Services of UIN Sunan Kalijaga to provide stronger and
modern support for our 74 students with various disabilities. The project also provides a platform for my
universities to work collaboratively with other Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to provide increased
access and quality education for a student with disabilities in Indonesia” (UIN).

“The discourse about handling students with disabilities has begun to be felt and become a phenom-
enon that needs to be fought for. The sustainability of this project will continue, as the evidence is
the university’s budget for managing students with disabilities and establishing a centre that handles
them” (UNLAM).

“Now practically, our university is friendlier for a student with a disability, such as providing the mobile
facility for mobile disability students, friendlier infrastructure in the faculties, and friendly technology
for student disability. There is more awareness at the national level regarding a wider opportunity for
a student with a disability to enroll” (Ul).

The exploitation of results is inherent in the project and assured via the creation of the network to speak
in a common voice and to transfer the results of the project to governments and international organi-
zations. The work of WP3 on Train the Trainers, WP4 on training on AT, and the WP5, External Relation
Framework, have transferred the results to target groups and stakeholders from inside and outside the
project consortium. Exploitation was assured via the relevance of the outputs to target groups, applica-
bility in different contexts, and is in line with their development needs and strategies.

Lessons learned

Reflecting on the three years of experience on the project the consortium learned some significant les-
sons. The following three have been identified as the most important.

Decree-in time cooperation

As has been mentioned previously, the project was developed in perfect timing. The promulgation of
Indonesia’s new disability bill, UU no.8, 2016, set a policy atmosphere where the government and
stakeholders of disability issues started developing various supporting policies in the context of imple-
menting the Disability Bill. In particular reference to higher education, the bill mandates universities and
other HE institutions to ensure the accessibility of participation and learning processes for students
with disabilities. As such, at the very early stage of the project, we decided that the socialization of
the project should be “framed” as an effort to implement the disability bill. Applying the strategy, the
project enjoyed relatively easy acceptance from partners and wider stakeholders.

Quality of cooperation

From the beginning, the university partners within the project were carefully selected to represent vari-
eties in terms of institutional strength, experiences in dealing with students with disabilities, quantity
of the students with disabilities enrolled as well as the university’s political will and support. In other
words, at the beginning of the project, not all university partners shared equal institutional strength in
terms of disability policy and services. Rather, each university partner has a particular strength to con-
tribute to the project. European universities for instance enjoy more resources, technological advances,
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more structured services and stronger systems and political support, while on the Indonesia part, the
limited resources that most universities have, encouraged them to develop strategies to compensate
for the lack of resources. The use of student volunteers for instance has been applied by UIN Sunan
Kalijaga and UNESA to provide services for students with disabilities. The identification of strengths
and weaknesses from each university resulted in the equality and quality of cooperation between the
partners. Both European and Indonesian partners reflected in shared knowledge and best practices and
meaningful dialogues. The opportunity to visit both European and Indonesian partner universities also
provided all members with an understanding of how cultural, social, and political contexts influence or
even shape the implementation of inclusive education.

Assistive Technology

Technology has been an important component in providing solutions for the lives of people with disabili-
ties worldwide. It enhances accessibility in various domains: daily living, physical-environmental, and
social services including health and education. The incorporation of technology, assistive technology, in
the project is indeed the right strategy. However, drawing from the implementation of the project, some
important points need to be highlighted. First, in the context of developing countries, the availability of
assistive technology is limited. Most assistive technologies both hardware and software are produced
in Europe or the US. Secondly, this leads to some technical challenges in purchasing the product and
its accessibility. Some software such as speech-to-text (e.g., Dragonfly) is only available in English and
other European languages, and none in Bahasa Indonesia. In other words, linguistically speaking, the
software is not accessible for Indonesian. Moreover, purchasing imported hardware or software faced
several technical challenges, particularly in meeting the administrative requirements of both Indonesian
and European systems. Given these experiences, similar projects in the future need to consider the
development of “local” assistive technologies as part of the program or activities. Some Indonesian
disability organizations have been developing applications and assistive technologies, and therefore
increasing the capacity of local stakeholders to develop assistive technologies is an important aspect
of the education for students with disabilities.

Development of post project institutional collaboration

As has been explained earlier, to ensure the sustainability of the project, the university partners devel-
oped KOPERTINA, the Indonesian consortium for inclusive universities. The main objective of the con-
sortium was to continue the partnership among university partners and serve as a support system in
implementing inclusive education. While as an organization it is still in the forming process of trying to
find the best way to work and serve its members, the consortium is maintaining the partnership and
collaborative works of the partners and inviting others to join the inclusive movement. In the longer term,
the consortium aims to voice the issue of inclusion in Indonesia HE and become a pressure group for
policy development on the issue. KOPERTINA's website serves as a platform for its members to share
information on their activities and best practices on disabilities and inclusive education.

To conclude, the consortium learned that the development of an organization, association, or institu-
tionalized partnership, in any form, in the case of this project as a consortium, is very important to
ensure the sustainability of the project. The consortium also means that the targeted changes will be
a collective or even systemic transformation, instead of an individual one.
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Conclusions

The issue of inclusive education in HEls in the Indonesian context is under research. Equally, from a
policy perspective, the policies on inclusive education, or any form of education services for individu-
als with disabilities, have been more focused on elementary and secondary education. It is only very
recently, more precisely in the post-2019 Indonesian ratification of the Convention on the Right of Person
with Disability and the promulgation of Indonesia’s new disability Law, no. 16, 2016, that the attention
of policy for people with disabilities in higher education started to be visible. INDOEDUC4ALL project
came within this critical juncture, and this particular policy context has accelerated the acceptance of
the project in Indonesian higher education.

The limited research and practice of inclusion of persons with disabilities in Indonesia higher education
encourage INDOEDUCA4ALL to deal with multiple elements of the issue, from baseline study, human
resource development, capacity building of the institution, and assistive technology to transition pro-
gram. While such wide focus is not necessarily to be applied in the future initiative, certain elements
remain crucial to be on the spotlight. Two of them were public awareness campaigns and the enhance-
ment of human capital. Nurul, the head of the UIN Jakarta support center states: “The training for
different stakeholders of the university is another important aspect of the project that should be repli-
cated because it opens opportunities for all of us to have a common understanding of the importance
of providing access to student with special needs and develop necessary actions to ensure inclusive
education takes place on our campus” (UIN Syarif Hidayatullah, Jakarta). In addition to that, related to
institutional support structure, the development of micro or local policy, i.e. policy within a university
partner, is another necessary element to work on to ensure the successful implementation of inclusive
education. In other words, international and national legislation is important, however, it needs to be
translated into the university structure by local policy.

“Nothing about us without us” has been an important principle in the field of disability and other minority

groups. The involvement of persons with disabilities in any project related to disability is morally, politi-
cally, and technically crucial. The INDOEDUC4ALL project officially invited an organization of disability,
SIGAB, as one of the partners. This organization was selected due to its works on disability and higher
education. However, in various activities of the project, there were many other disability organizations
involved and became our partners in specific activities, such as Kerjabilitas, Yakkum that support the
project in terms of transition program and PERTUNI (Indonesian Blind Association) that work with us on
assistive technologies and policy development.

Inclusive education is not going to happen without changing the paradigm and perspective of the
stakeholders on disability, exclusion, and various aspects of education. Inclusion is as much about
changing hearts as it is about technical and policy elements. It was only through a shifting perspective
and paradigm of all involved actors that the commitment to work on an inclusive education project will
be secured. The experiences drawing from the INDOEDUCA4ALL project as well as from other inclusive
education activities that the writer participated in showed that the commitment or “militancy”, as some
of us call it, will encourage the actors to focus on minimizing the existing barriers instead of creating
further barriers with their attitude or lack of commitment.
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CHAPTER 4.5. The ARROW project

4.5. The ARROW project

The ARROW project — “Improvement of Research and Innovation Skills in Mongolian Universities”—,
with an approved budget of 551,140 euros, aimed to contribute to the promotion and strengthening
of scientific writing capacity building and results visibility in Mongolian universities belonging to the
consortium. This consortium comprised four European (1 Portuguese, 1 Polish and 2 Spanish) and 11
Mongolian Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). ARROW provided Mongolian universities with adequate
tools to increase the visibility and rates of scientific production in terms of better scientific manuscripts
and patents. The innovative character of the present proposal was raised in the combination of different
arrows to achieve the bullseye. ARROW 1: to know how to manage the “medium” where science grows
(databases, plagiarism, patents); ARROW 2: to improve scientific skills (scientific English, scientific
writing, statistics); and ARROW 3: solving problems workshop. Moreover, a novel structure was proposed,
consisting of a platform that allowed senior researchers from both European and Mongolian universities
to contact junior or inexperienced researchers from the partner and associated universities of Mongolia.

Domingo Verano-Tacoronte, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
Inmaculada Galvan-Sanchez, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria
Alicia Bolivar-Cruz, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria

1. Background

In recent years, Mongolia has paid considerable attention to reforming and modernizing its science and
technology system, to train professionals at a level comparable to the most developed economies. Training,
research and entrepreneurship were the activities that the most prestigious universities in the world
used to develop high-level professionals. A proper combination of these three activities could generate
a modern and successful research and development model in Mongolia. To do so, it was necessary to
establish some research and development levels that would allow achieving the proposed goals, which
were none other than reaching the international standards in education, research and development.
These were important factors in building the capacity of Mongols to the international standards in
education, research, innovation, industrial, business and financial fields. Mongolia’'s rapid economic
growth was highly dependent on the mining operations of the country. Scientific development requires,
in turn, the training and the implementation of capacities and skills for its correct development and
communication. One of the most recognized ways of communicating and disseminating of scientific
results was through scientific manuscripts or “papers”. In this sense, at the time of the presentation of
the ARROW project, the universities of Mongolia shared the same scenario: greater focus on teaching
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than on research and publication. Therefore, the quality scientific production was low or very low, so
the submission of scientific articles to journals of recognized prestige was very low.

According to Scimago Group (2007), from 1996 to 2014, all countries have produced around 35 million
papers. The USA is the main contributor with 22% of the scientific production, China is the second one
with 10% and only 20 countries have more than 1% of the global contribution. Spain is in the position
number 10 with the 2.48% of the global scientific production. Mongolian partners display a very low
scientific production. All research work, dissertations and papers published by Mongolian researchers
are in Mongolian language. Much less than 1% of these papers are published in international journals.
Due to the language barriers, Mongolian HEIs have limited opportunities to publish scientific research
and participate in international conferences and workshops. The global scientific production in Mongolia
is just 0.008%.

After the initial status analysis, the main conclusion is that the average of the articles is rejected
because of the quality of “how results are presented” and not the quality of the performed research.
The combination of these factors makes ARROW happen. The fact of using a common methodology
for scientific publications (comparing parameters of quality and homogeneously interpreting scientific
results) may create synergies between European and Mongolian science. This project will give a direct
opportunity to Mongolian partner universities to pool their strengths and weaknesses and jointly acquire
the skills needed for greater collaboration and multidisciplinary understanding through scientific pro-
duction and publications.

Antecedents

The project proposal was born due to the combination of some factors. On the one hand, the ULP-
GC had a strong team in international cooperation which was coordinating different international
projects (e.g., KA2-ReVET and the KA2-INSTART among others) and had strong contact with some of
the Mongolian partners included in ARROW through the Erasmus Mundus IMPAKT project. ULPGC had
been exchanging students and staff with two Mongolian partners (Mongolian National University and
University of Finance and Economics). Because of this, from the Mongolian universities, there was
a high interest in participating in the ARROW project, so they actively participated in the design and
application of the project.

The consortium

The ARROW project was implemented by a consortium of 4 European HEIs and 11 Mongolian HEIs (see
Table 4.5.1). As far as European partners are concerned, the balance is granted by the participation
of southern and northern European Universities, such as University of Porto (Portugal), University of
Szczecin (Poland) and University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Spain) together with Science and
Technology Park Foundation (FPCT) (Spain). The experiences of the four universities are complementary
and reinforce the plurality in the European consortium. Concerning the Mongolian partners, HEls have
been selected to set two criteria, background of relationship with European HEls or other Asian HEls
and interest in the proposal. The Mongolian consortium counterpart involves 11 HEIs.
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Table 4.5.1. ARROW HEIs Partners

Organizations * Acronym Country
Choi. Lubsangjab University of Language and Civilization uLc MONGOLIA
HANGAI University HU MONGOLIA
Mongolian National University of Education MNUE MONGOLIA
Mongolian National University of Medical Sciences MNUMS MONGOLIA
Mongolian University of Life Sciences MULS MONGOLIA
National University of Mongolia NUM MONGOLIA
New Mongol Institute of Technology NMIT MONGOLIA
Otgontenger University (associated partner) ou MONGOLIA
Scientific and Technological Park Foundation FCPCT SPAIN
Tsetsee Goun Management Institute TGMI MONGOLIA
Ulaanbaatar State University usu MONGOLIA
University of Finance and Economics UFE MONGOLIA
University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria ULPGC SPAIN
University of Porto UPORTO PORTUGAL
University of Szczecin us POLAND
University of the Humanities UH MONGOLIA

*Listed by alphabetical order
Source: Own elaboration.

Publication status before ARROW

To give a general overview of the Mongolian research situation before the development of the ARROW
project, we present the results of a bibliometric analysis based on international databases. To obtain
the necessary records for the bibliometric analysis, a bibliographic reference advanced search was
performed in the Web of Science (WOS) Core Collection and Scopus Database. For the advanced
search “period” and “country” fields were specified to make the query of the specific features and
terms. Concerning the year, the period selected was from 2014 to 2018 inclusive. In the same WOS
and Scopus advanced search, the name referring to Mongolia was selected within the “country” field to
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display all the publications published by Mongolian researchers. Mongolian institutions produced 2,105
documents included in the Web of Science database between 2014 and 2018 (see Table 4.5.2). The
National University of Mongolia (NUM) and Mongolian National University of Medical Sciences (MNUMS)
are two of the three first-positioned universities that produce the most scientific documents; these two
universities are ARROW partners.

Table 4.5.2. Authors’ affiliations in documents with authors in Mongolian institutions

(2014-2018) (Top 10)
Institutions Documents % of 2,105
NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF MONGOLIA* 495 23,515%
MONGOLIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES 478 27,708%
MONGOLIAN NATL UNIV MED SCI* 332 15,772%
RUSSIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES 228 10.831%
MONGOLIAN UNIV SCI TECHNOL 217 10,309%
JOINT INST. NUCLEAR RESEARCH RUSSIA 155 7,363%
MONGOLIAN UNIVERSITY OF LIFE SCIENCES* 134 6,366%
CHINESE ACADEMY OF SCIENCES 126 5,986%
HELMHOLTZ ASSOCIATION 83 3,943%
SEOUL NATIONAL UNIVERSITY SNU 79 3,753%
MINISTRY OF HEALTH MONGOLIA 72 3,420%

Note: Data of WOS from 2014,/01/01 till 2018/12/31. * Mongolian institutions in ARROW project.
Source: Web of Science.

The next Mongolian university project partner by number of publications is the Mongolian University of
Life Sciences (MULS) with 134 documents. Among the three partner institutions of the project, they
produced 45% of the documents indexed in the WOS database in the 2014-2018 period. The remaining
Mongolian members of ARROW individually produced less than 1.5% of the total production.

In Figure 4.5.1, the results of international research collaborations are presented. As it can be seen,
collaborations in publications are made among Mongolian authors themselves. Secondly, there are
collaborations with the United States, followed closely by Russia. Thirdly, collaborations with other Asian
countries (Japan and China) stand out. In fourth place, there are collaborations with countries of the
European Union, with Germany standing out, followed by England and Italy. Finally, publications with
Australia appear in the tenth position.

152 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS




CHAPTER 4.5. The ARROW project

2,105 426 281 244
MONGOLIA RUSSIA SOUTH KOREA GERMANY

309
PEOPLES R. CHINA

Figure 4.5.1. International collaborations (Top 10) in the production of Mongolia (2014-2018)
Source: Web of Science.

Then, a classification by field category was made of all publications in the Web of Science database from
Mongolian centers. Figure 4.5.2 shows the first 10 publication field categories. As it can be seen, the field
category with the highest number of publications is “Environmental Science”, followed by the category
“Geosciences Multidisciplinary” and thirdly, category “Ecology” and “Multidisciplinary Sciences”.

148 93 91 77

Environmental Sciencies Engineering Electrical Electronic Multidisciplinary | Economics
Sciences

93

Public Environmental
Occupational Health

120
Geosciences Multidisciplinary

70 77

92
I Infectious Geochemistry
Ecology Diseases Geophysics

Figure 4.5.2. Field categories (Top 10) in the production of Mongolia (2014-2018)
Source: Web of Science.
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Mongolia’s scientific publications are concentrated in a few universities and are also carried out in
research categories focused on the science category. Considering Mongolian publications, the results
showed that the research documents are not made with European scientists, the co-authorship is mainly
with Mongolian authors. All these reasons strengthen the great usefulness of the development of the
ARROW project to strengthen scientific relations between Mongolian and European researchers.

As a complementary analysis, strengths and weaknesses analysis were carried out and responded
to by the ARROW consortium partners. When looking at the aggregate weaknesses and strengths of
Mongolian universities, their differences become less apparent. The following common findings can be
considered when looking at the weaknesses. First, to increase the visibility of Mongolian researchers or
to improve research collaboration in international projects, most Mongolian universities emphasized the
need to join international research networks. Second, the low level of English proficiency for publishing
scientific articles was identified by some universities as another weakness. Finally, another weakness
identified in developing scientific understanding is the lack of international research materials, equip-
ment and techniques.

Furthermore, the most notable strength of Mongolian universities was the motivation and willingness of
academic staff to collaborate. The main resource for maximizing the objectives proposed by the ARROW
project is the high motivation to improve their skills.

Project’s goals

This ARROW project is a challenge to improve Mongolian research and innovation skills. As an important
objective of this ARROW project, every partner aimed to encourage Mongolian universities to develop
together the necessary skills for greater multidisciplinary collaboration and understanding, through
research production and scientific publications. The long-term main objective proposed by ARROW is
based on the ability to disseminate the research conducted by the Mongolian partners, so the high
visibility of the research will contribute the Mongolia’s development. Therefore, the ARROW project’s
main objective was to contribute to the promotion and strengthening of scientific writing skills and the
visibility of the results in Mongolian universities belonging to the consortium. Data establishes that
countries with higher standards of life are linked with good scientific production, due to progress based
on knowledge and science which provides knowledge to society. The ARROW project tried to provide
Mongolian universities integrated into the consortium with the proper tools to increase the visibility of
scientific production in terms of better scientific research results, such as indexed papers and patents.
Besides, ARROW implemented a mentor-scientist network, where prestigious scientists cooperated (and
still do) altruistically to improve Mongolian researchers’ results.

Activities
To achieve the project’s goals, the following “ARROWS” were shot:

a) On-line course on scientific databases. Publishing a research paper in a journal or conference is an
important activity within the academic community. It allows researchers/scholars to network with
other scientists and to further refine their ideas and research. We can say that scientific journals
are probably the most common place to publish the results of research. Finding the most suitable
academic journal for a concrete topic and writing style will increase the chance of being published
(“Know your audience and write accordingly”). The first step to reach this objective is to know how
to use scientific databases (Web of Science, Scopus, Pubmed, etc.). This first arrow intended to give
Mongolian partners a deep knowledge of the modern database for data search which is the starting
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point of each publication. This course was taught by University of Szczecin with 15-16 staff enrolled
per each of the 12 partner universities, and a total number of enrolled participants of 188 among
students and staff.

b) On-site scientific English courses. Attention must be paid to how other research papers are written:
the format, the type of articles (quantitative studies versus qualitative ones, primary research, review
of existing papers), the writing style, the subject matter, and the vocabulary. Specific grammar for
scientific use is a great tool to improve the quality of the manuscripts and consequently the accep-
tance rate of manuscripts. These courses provided Mongolian partners with the right tools for writing
a good manuscript. The total number of participants enrolled was 165 (since such courses required
an allocated budget, the associated partner OU could not benefit from this action).

c¢) On-line course on plagiarism and self-plagiarism. Nowadays the pressure on the scientist to publish
is increasing plagiarism and self-plagiarism cases. To raise awareness among researchers about
the importance of originality is the main objective of the present activity. This course was taught by
FPCT with 15 staff enrolled per each of the 12 partner universities, total number of participants of
180 students and staff.

d) On-line workshop on writing skills and problem-solving work camp. This workshop gave the Mongolian
scientists the necessary skills to write a good manuscript. The discussion over real cases (with the
contribution of Mongolian scientists) helped to understand and interiorize the concepts. Sometimes
journals asked authors to revise the paper and resubmit. At this point, many Mongolian authors
surrender and never publish the results. Through this work camp, we pretend to transfer the “keep
trying” mentality to Mongolian partners so they can learn how to solve these very common obstacles.
In this regard, this workshop and work camp helped Mongolian partners to use all their skills as
researchers and writers to create a superior paper. Even, if ultimately, they are rejected by the “target”
journal they can continue to re-write the paper and submit it to another one. This course was taught
by ULPGC. Three staff members per each of the 12 Mongolian partners attended.

e) On-line seminar on patents and university knowledge transfer. Nowadays, the protection of generated
knowledge with commercial applications is mandatory. To understand how and when the scientist
must perform that protection is essential for the country’s development. FCPCT coordinated the pat-
ents seminar due to its wide experience in patents and technology transfer.

f) On-site applied statistics course. Experiment design and results interpretation through statistics is a
core point in science. Sometimes too much work is devoted to an experiment with a wrong design, and
the reviewers must reject the manuscript. The present course allowed the scientist to improve their
knowledge of statistics applied to science. This course was taught by University of Porto and took
place in Ulaanbaatar simultaneously to the intermediate meeting, the total number of participants
enrolled was 65 students/staff.

g) On-site workshop on funding opportunities and proposal writing. This workshop was offered to present
the landscape of scientific project funding. It was the opportunity to give information about Horizon
Europe, Erasmus+ and other international programs. It was taught by University of Porto. Three
staff members per each of the 12 Mongolian partners (total 36 Mongolian staff) plus 8 EU partners
attended.

h) On-line workshop on Design Thinking in Education & Science, and On-line workshop on Dissemination
of Project Results, titled “Sharing and making use of project results and actions”. These workshops
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were taught by University of Porto. Three staff members per each of the 12 Mongolian partners (total
36 Mongolian staff) plus 8 EU partners attended.

i) Creation of the mentor-scientist webpage. This platform was designed to be the future of the project.
This is a virtual place where mentors (i.e. experienced researchers) and mentored (i.e. new researchers)
scientists can meet and where mentored scientists can find someone experienced enough to help
altruistically. The innovative character of ARROW consisted precisely of the combination of training
and mentoring for the improvement of research skills and the publication of results in prestigious
scientific media.

Main achievements of the project

The fact of involving so many different institutions was crucial for the creation of a very powerful network
of cooperation. Before the project started, the 12 domestic Mongolian institutions did not collaborate
very often, on the contrary, they perceived others as competitors. However, after the ARROW implemen-
tation, they started to cooperate, signed bilateral and multilateral agreements and, most importantly,
they now consider themselves as partners, colleagues and friends who share and circulate knowledge,
information and experience thus creating a transversal synergic effect, probably being the most relevant
result of the project. Moreover, traditionally Mongolian HEIs tended to cooperate internationally with
South Korea and the United States, EU possibilities for cooperation were not well established there
yet. The ARROW project was also innovative in terms of the partnership. The project has reached new
beneficiaries that may not have been reached otherwise and has made Europe popular among Mon-
golians and Mongolia among Europeans. Then again, Mongolia and Central Asia, which were still quite
unpopular destinations for academic and scientific cooperation in the EU, have considerably increased
their academic and scientific exchange.

Moreover, the ARROW project is in line with the national priorities and with the objectives of the main
Mongolian HEIs to get better recognition in the international scientific community. ARROW provided a
wide group of researchers, belonging to Mongolian Partner HEls, with a set of theoretical and practical
content aimed at improving research, publication, and intellectual property skills. As a result of this
program, beneficiaries acquired not only technical skills related to using a scientific database, selec-
tion of the most appropriate journal where to publish or international regulations for patent registra-
tion, but they also received training and advice on soft skills necessary for successful publication of
research results. In this sense, through several courses, workshops and personalized mentoring, ARROW
beneficiaries acquired the right skills for appropriate communication with referees of quality journals, as
well as for a “problem-solving” mentality at the time of publication and the establishment of productive
relationships with partners and colleagues.

Finally, it should be noted that ARROW enabled the acquisition of different equipment to improve the
research capabilities of the partners. Equipment was purchased just for partner countries and included
ICT equipment, electronic books, antiplagiarism software subscriptions to licenses, online newspapers
and scientific journals depending on the very specific necessities of each HEI. A quite big difference in
necessities among partners was detected. According to the evaluation of needs implemented, some
universities already had access to scientific databases and journals whilst others did not.
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Outputs, outcomes and impact

The ARROW project generated high interest in the partner society and enabled the interaction of different
actors and stakeholders as the international activities implemented in the project reached a wide
audience and involved the private sector. ARROW’s aims and scopes engaged local and regional
stakeholders such as technical institutes, travel and intercultural agencies, linguistic agencies and
academies, ICT suppliers, software providers, local and national media (national press and TVs
disseminated the ARROW activities on several occasions), non-partner HEls, academic foundations,
student associations, cultural and folkloristic associations, among others.

The ARROW project successfully pursued its third specific objective by emphasizing the enhancement
of problem-solving capacities through mentoring initiatives. A key contribution of the ARROW project was
the establishment of a mentoring network that connected young Mongolian researchers with outstanding
European mentors an predominantly established scientists, fostering a disinterested exchange of
knowledge and expertise.

Mentoring stood as a cornerstone of the project, facilitated through the ARROW website’s functionalities
designed explicitly to serve as a platform for mentor-scientist interactions. The project deemed it
imperative to actively seek and enlist senior researchers capable of providing altruistic mentorship.
Following a meticulous recruitment phase, a total of 71 mentors pledged their commitment to guide and
support inexperienced researchers. These European mentors hailed from diverse knowledge domains,
ensuring comprehensive coverage across all areas essential to meet the requirements of the Mongolian
partners. In the context of inexperienced researchers, the year 2020 witnessed the participation of 117
individuals within the mentor-scientist network, comprising 71 women and 46 men. This achievement
notably fulfilled the objective of gender parity, marking a significant stride toward bolstering the
capabilities and empowerment of women within the program.

It should be emphasized that the satisfaction indicator provided an excellent level in an overall summary
of all training activities. All 329 certified participants rated all training activities above 4 out of 5. Among
the most relevant ranking data of the group of certified participants, the following can be highlighted
as follows. First, most of the participants (48.7%) were in the age group between 30 and 40 years old.
Second, it should be noted that 62 % of the participants had master’s degrees and 36 % had PhDs. In
terms of the gender of the participants, the strong participation of female scientists was highlighted,
with 74% of certified participants being women. Gender parity was always sought when selecting par-
ticipants, focusing on one of ARROW'’s main objectives.

At a general level, the impact on the local society after the implementation of the project will be sustain-
able. The improvement of the academic capacities of Mongolian public higher institutions will make them
more attractive for national students, thus preventing brain drain to other regions. Many Mongolians are
still pursuing tertiary education opportunities both domestically and abroad, especially towards China,
South Korea, the US, the Czech Republic, the UK, Canada, and Japan. The improvement of national
economic conditions, professional opportunities, and higher education capacities, such as the ones
created through the ARROW project, will not only incentivize their stay (or return) but also provide the
local public and private sector with highly specialized staff/researchers.

Thanks to the acquired knowledge and skills, universities, enterprises, and other relevant stakeholders
will be more effective and targeted in finding solutions for Mongolian society’s development challenges.
It is important to bear in mind that the impact on the visibility of Mongolian publications should be
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assessed in a time horizon of 10 years, where it is possible to see what the effect has been on the new
generations of Mongolian researchers. In any case, considering the period 2019-20232, an increase in
the number of publications registered in the Web of Science can be seen, as for these five-year period,
3,374 scientific papers have been published. These papers were co-authored by Mongolian researchers.
Although there are no major changes in the nationalities of the co-authors, it should be noted that India
enters the top 10 rankings. Moreover, it enters strongly as publications with authors from India are on
par with those from countries such as South Korea and Italy, which have been present since 2014. This
may imply that given the increased visibility of Mongolian publications, research networks have been
created in a new country (see Figure 4.5.3).

525

3,379 ENGLAND

MONGOLIA

987
PEOPLES R. CHINA

438
SOUTH KOREA

Figure 4.5.3. International collaborations (Top 10) in the produced publications in Mongolia along 2019-2023
Source: Web of Science.

If we consider the analysis of scientific research papers published in Mongolia between 2019 and 2023,
we can see a change in the trend of publication fields compared to 2018 (see Figure 4.5.4). Certainly,
the field of Environmental Sciences (326 papers) is still in first place, but it is closely followed by the
fields of Physics Particle Fields (278 papers) and Astronomy Astrophysics (200 papers). These last two
fields have increased their publications significantly, indicating that research in Mongolia has expanded
into different fields, which implies a diversification of the scientific knowledge generated in Mongolia.

Throughout the ARROW project, the name of the country “Mongolia” has been recognized by search
engines in scientific databases (i.e. Web of Science). When the activities of ARROW started, the name
of the country appeared incorrectly in the databases of scientific journals as “Mongolian People’s
Republic”, although this name had not existed since 1992. Thanks to the ARROW project, the name of
Mongolia was correctly referred to and gained importance.

Among the unexpected results, the increased interest in Mongolia within the academic world should be
highlighted. Not only have the publications of local researchers themselves increased, but also the rest

2 Period: from 01,/01/2014 till 01/12/2023.
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Figure 4.5.4. Field Categories (Top 10) in the produced publications in Mongolia along 2019-2023
Source: Web of Science.

of the researchers in Europe have considered Mongolia as a point of development for their research.
This is supported by the fact that in the Web of Science database, European Union countries have
begun to appear as authors of research with Mongolia. Specifically, focusing on the countries of the
European institutions participating in ARROW, since 2018, a total of 391 publications from Spain (102
documents), Portugal (72 documents) and Poland (217 documents) have been published in Mongolia.
This is an advance of Mongolia's presence and visibility in the scientific world. In the academic world,
being an object of study has a very important impact on the generation of knowledge and the develop-
ment of science.

Finally, and although it was not one of the actions planned in the project, efforts were joined to produce
a book edited by the publication service of the ULPGC (Verano-Tacoronte et al., 2022) in electronic
format in which the experiences and learnings of the universities that composed the consortium were
compiled. This book served to reflect the experiences lived during the project and was an important
deliverable that demonstrated that it was possible to work coordinately with a common goal among all
the participating universities. Since the coordination of the project, the motivation of the participants in
the correct elaboration of the materials and the dissemination of the manual among the various interest
groups, both within the institutions of the consortium and in their social contexts, was evident.

4. Success factors

As indicated earlier, the ARROW project stands out for a series of innovative features: the combination
of training in the different areas and basic tools of scientific research, the sharing of the results of the
training and development processes, and, notably, the interaction between experienced researchers
and novice researchers. As far as we know, no such approach has been done previously in this sector.
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The close collaboration between European and Mongolian universities and, fundamentally, between the
Mongolian universities, has facilitated the success of the project. Although all Mongolian partners were
in Ulaan Baatar, they had not collaborated very often before the project. The project allowed them to
make connections both on an institutional and personal level. Local universities, which usually competed,
started working together towards a common goal creating a multiplier effect. The ARROW project has
opened an entire spectrum of new partners and possibilities for Mongolia and the entire region.

The Dissemination and Exploitation Committee (DEC) of the ARROW project was responsible for ensuring
the dissemination and communication strategy of the project and its activities and for reporting to the
Steering Committee the implementation of the actions, surveys, measures of improvement, etc. The
official project website® was developed and launched at the beginning of the project. The website was
designed, hosted and maintained by ULPGC, and acted as the major information reference on the project
activities and results. It contains general information on the project, its contents, goals and partners.
It also worked as a tool to support the connections between senior and junior researchers through its
mentor scientist platform (through an intranet field). The main documents on the project were published
on the ARROW website (with more than 4.000 users in 3 years) during the projects lifetime and are
available for free download.

The ARROW project was very active in social media channels, mainly Facebook, through a private group
and a public page. The latter was an effective and efficient way to engage with a wider target audience
interactively. By doing so, ARROW'’s activities and outcomes reached the public and especially academic
audiences and stakeholders directly or indirectly related to the ARROW consortium. Also, EU partners,
i.e. USZ, through their International Relations Facebook page, promoted and disseminated news regard-
ing the ARROW meetings and other related activities. It is worth mentioning that all partners undertook
hundreds of dissemination activities throughout the projects’ lifetime such as info-days, events, course
dissemination activities, participation in national and international congresses, interviews in press and
national TV, news published on their institutional websites, certificate ceremonies where the Ministry
of Education and local press was invited, etc.

Finally, the project had also a strong dissemination when EU and Mongolian partners recruited mentors
and young researchers respectively for the mentorship program. In the EU, several teachers from different
research groups were targeted, in some cases directly through their research centres. At the end of
the project, ARROW received attention through a new initiative of dissemination about the mentorship
program. This activity was important to continuously disseminate the existence of the project, in case
other teachers and researchers intended to be also mentors for the mentorship program and to support
young Mongolian researchers.

Sustainability

ARROW project’s sustainability was focused on these pillars:

a) Mentor-scientist network. This platform will agglutinate the new scientists and give them opportunity
to share experiences and learn about others. This network will give Mongolian students and scientists
the chance to inquire their doubts to a reputed mentor who will help them with the manuscript pre-

3 http://arrow.ulpgc.es
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sentation, suggestion of the more appropriate journal for submission, corrections, etc. The ARROW
mentor-scientist network will be maintained, and partners will care of the follow-up also after the end
of the project. New-incorporated scientists and mentors will continue networking and sharing opinions
and experiences through the platform. ULPGC and EU partners are committed to the maintenance
and updating of the ARROW platform after the financed period.

b) Agreements. Bilateral and multilateral agreements were signed to strengthen partners relationships.
This remarks a clear intention to continue working together does exist. For example, individual mobility
proposals KA1 (EU-Mongolia) have been submitted in different calls for applications. The project has
tightened cooperation between 12 Mongolian HEIs and has had a remarkable impact on their coopera-
tion. All Mongolian partners are located in Ulaan Baatar but haven't collaborated very often before
the project. The project allowed them to make connections both on institutional and personal levels.
Local universities, which usually compete with each other, have started working together towards
a common goal creating a multiplier effect. The ARROW project has opened an entire spectrum of
new partners and possibilities for Mongolia and the entire region. The academic staff of EU partners
HEIs are very interested to continue cooperating with Mongolian researchers in different areas. Even
though just a few EU academics contributed to the project by giving online and on-site courses, the
other staff members from different institutes managed to benefit from these brand-new connections.
For instance, PhD candidates and research staff from Mongolia were hosted in various units of the
University of Szczecin in the frame of the PROM program, including areas of life sciences, economics,
pedagogy and linguistics.

)

Local sustainability. The local network will be maintained, and Mongolian partners will continue meeting
regularly. Periodical on-line meetings will also be organized by ULPGC to ensure the continuity of
the consortium.

d) ARROW label. The project has created a unique label, where the activities will continue to take place
after the project completion, under the same terminology as established during the project imple-
mentation. For example, the participants in the mentoring network were encouraged to use the tag
“ARROW” when they tagged their publications on social media, such as Researchgate or Linkedin.
This was used to attract further attention and funding for the activities.

e) Common research and cooperation projects. As a result of ARROW, different research projects and
research jobs, and doctoral theses are being developed. This is one of the main by-products of the
project. Besides this, the intense work experience with the Mongolian partners has generated impor-
tant work and trust relationships. These relationships have resulted in the submission of cooperation
projects to the European Commission KA2 calls, such as between the ULPGC and the NMU. In this
project, and given the learning acquired in the management of international cooperation projects, the
university coordinating the project was the NMU. Unfortunately, this project was not accepted in the
first call in which it was submitted. One of the reasons is that, although the project was well evaluated,
Mongolia is no longer a priority country in the funding of the European Commission’s cooperation
projects. However, the submission of the project “Work-based learning for Higher Education System
in Mongolia towards better employability of University Graduates” (MONGWBL) was successful, and
whose coordinating university was Otgontenger University.
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Lessons learnt

The rich and varied experience gained during the coordination of ARROW project tasks can be summa-
rized in the areas explained below.

One of the main challenges and opportunities of cooperation projects is to ensure the active participation
of the local partners in the design and implementation of the project’s activities. Cooperation projects
should not treat the partners as mere passive recipients, but rather as active contributors who can bring
their ideas and adapt the initial plans of the project to their needs, both in the design phase and in the
implementation phase. This is what the ARROW project did, by encouraging the presence of outstanding
Mongolian researchers who acted as mentors for the less experienced researchers who were the core
of the project. Moreover, autonomy was given to the local partners to design reinforcement actions of
the different trainings imparted, which allowed increasing their impact on the potential audience of the
project. This autonomy produced a high participation of the local partners in the different dissemination
actions of the project results, which gave it a remarkable impact in Mongolia.

Multicultural management is another key aspect for the success of international cooperation projects,
as it involves working with partners who have a wide range of backgrounds and interests. Therefore,
multicultural management requires an attitude that recognizes and values diversity and seeks consen-
sus and collaboration. The management of projects such as ARROW involves developing intercultural
competencies that have also benefited the participating European universities. It should be highlighted
that these variables and criteria were considered in the ARROW logo and slogan itself, which is why it did
not opt for a stereotype, but rather combined scientific progress in the form of “papers” with the arrow
and the bullseye. The image of Mongolia projected by the name, logo and slogan is itself innovative. At
the same time, it respects certain traditional Mongolian cultural characteristics®.

The importance of having clear quality assurance measures in international cooperation projects is evi-
dent since these measures make it possible to evaluate the fulfilment of objectives, results and expected
impacts, as well as to identify and correct possible deficiencies or deviations that may affect the quality
and effectiveness of the interventions. In addition, quality assurance measures contribute to improving
transparency, accountability and trust between project partners and beneficiaries, as well as generating
knowledge and learning that can be used in future initiatives. Having clear indicators, with compliance
levels that are known to all, helps to ensure the successful implementation of cooperation projects.

Last, but not least, the management under COVID-19 restrictions and the obstacles in finalizing the
project tested the skills of the consortium members. COVID-19 made it necessary to adapt or suspend
many of the activities planned in the projects, such as face-to-face training or coordination meetings
(e.g., final meeting), delivery of products, dissemination of results, impact evaluation or financial clo-
sure, etc. Faced with this situation, partners, especially those with coordination responsibilities, had
to find creative and flexible solutions, such as the use of virtual platforms, rescheduling of timetables,
reallocation of resources and extension of deadlines. It is worth noting that in Mongolia, the duration of
the lockdown was much longer than that of the European partners involved in ARROW.

4 See logo and slogan in “About us”: https://arrow.ulpgc.es/
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Conclusions

As a conclusion to this project, we can take up again a repeated idea among Mongolian partners: They
consistently highlighted the positive value they attributed to the ability to implement strategic changes
within their institutions concerning research incentive policies. A significant proportion of Mongolian
partners admitted that they had not previously understood the critical importance of being present
in international editorial databases. Partners from Mongolian institutions expressed their intention to
incorporate research dissemination into their strategic plans as a pivotal approach to fostering new
interests among potential researchers. This acknowledgement highlights the project’s role in reshaping
institutional strategies towards a more research-centric and globally connected approach.

This strategic shift bears particular significance, especially for smaller Mongolian HEIs striving to attract
research talent and to develop their doctoral candidates. The impending transformation in research
incentive policies, prompted by the insights garnered from ARROW, is poised to significantly impact
these smaller institutions. The necessity to appeal to research talent and cultivate their pool of doctoral
candidates stands as a paramount challenge for smaller institutions. The forthcoming strategic changes,
influenced by the ARROW project’s revelations, offer a promising opportunity for these institutions to
reshape their approaches.

This shift is poised to bridge the gap in research skills between larger and smaller institutions in Mon-
golia, creating an environment conducive to nurturing research excellence even in resource-constrained
settings. The potential implications of this strategic alteration are extensive, promising to empower
smaller institutions in their quest for research development and talent acquisition, thereby enriching
the broader research.

ARROW project has provided European partners with an unprecedented opportunity to discover major
research institutions whose advancements were previously concealed due to their lack of visibility in data-
bases accessible to European institutions. As a result, avenues for establishing Erasmus+ exchanges
or research licenses between participating European universities and Mongolian universities have
emerged.

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic imposing strict travel restrictions on Mongolia, the ARROW scientific
mentorship network facilitated the continuation of scientific collaborations through online channels.
This mentorship network proved instrumental in sustaining virtual connections between the research
communities of Mongolia and Europe, mitigating the challenges posed by travel restrictions and enabling
ongoing scientific exchanges. The significance of this virtual connectivity established by ARROW cannot
be overstated. It ensured the continuity of scientific collaborations and knowledge transfer between
European and Mongolian institutions during a period of unprecedented global disruption. The project’s
ability to adapt and maintain this virtual platform underscored its resilience in fostering cross-continental
scientific partnerships despite the challenging circumstances posed by the pandemic.

As coordinators of the ARROW project, the achieved impact stands as a testament to the successful
outcomes attained. Throughout this cooperative initiative, a substantial enhancement in innovation and
research capabilities has been witnessed, benefiting both Mongolian institutions and the coordinating
university itself. The project has played a pivotal role in advancing research capacities within Mongolian
institutions. Additionally, it has contributed significantly to bolstering the coordinating university'’s pro-
ficiency in managing allocated resources dedicated to research endeavours. The collaborative efforts
invested in the ARROW project have been transformative, enriching the landscape of innovation and
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fostering a culture of research excellence in the ULPGC. The acquired experiences have been invaluable,

aiding in refining management competencies and skill sets, particularly concerning resource allocation
for research initiatives.
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4.6. The SAGESSE project

The present case-study focuses on the SAGESSE project "Improving Governance in the higher education
system in Tunisia”, a capacity-building project co-funded by the European Union under the Erasmus+
programme, aimed to modernize the higher education system in Tunisia by strengthening its quality
assurance system, governance mechanisms, and results-based funding. Led by UNIMED, it involved
together all the 13 public Higher Education Institutions (HEIS) in Tunisia, the Ministry of Higher Educa-
tion and Scientific Research in Tunisia, the Tunisian External Evaluation Agency and 5 EU partners:
Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne University from France, Barcelona University from Spain, University of
Siena, Sapienza University of Rome, and CESIE, Italian Centre for Research and European Studies,
Italy (sagesseproject.eu).

UNIMED —Mediterranean Universities Union- is a large university network made of 165 universities from
24 countries of both shores of the Mediterranean basin, founded in 1991 and based in Rome (ltaly),
aiming at improving the Euro-Mediterranean dimension of university cooperation through promotion of
education, research, mobility between and among its university members with the purpose of a better
social, economic, political and cultural integration in the Mediterranean region.

The specific objectives of the SAGESSE project were:

— The creation at the level of each university of an integrated system of evaluation and quality
control.

— The definition of a good governance framework to promote a more innovative, efficient and autono-
mous financial management structure.

- The commitment of leadership at all levels of the organization and political spheres that will sup-
port the decentralization process of management by capitalizing on university expertise in quality
assurance, and by promoting the adoption of strategic planning.

Recommendations have been prepared pursuant to experiences gained during the implementation of
the project by addressing relevant national, regional and international interest groups and political
authorities.

Silvia Marchionne, Senior Project Manager at UNIMED - Mediterranean Universities Union, Italy.
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Background

One of the key elements that has been the recent focus in higher education reform worldwide is uni-
versity governance. This concept addresses how universities and higher education systems define
their goals, implement them, manage their institutions, and monitor their achievements. The overall
framework of the system and the interaction between institutions and the state are crucial in defining
university governance (Barry et al., 2012). In this definition the concept of autonomy concerns the
relationship between each Higher Education Institution (HEI) and the central authority. It gauges the
extent to which HEIs can freely make decisions in the context of the rules and regulations that shape
each higher education system (Estermann et al., 2011). Since 2000, universities in North Africa and
Middle East countries have strengthened their educational, administrative, and financial requirements
thanks to progressive decentralization launched by their governments.

Tunisia has been among the forerunners in the introduction and full implementation of the License-
Master-Doctorate (LMD) system in higher education, together with the adoption of the European Credits
Transfer System (ECTS) frameworks since 2008, to boost quality assurance (QA) procedures, through
the establishment of a national agency —the National Evaluation, Quality Assurance and Accreditation
Authority (NEQAA) in 2009 in charge of ensuring the quality of higher education and research and the
compliance of the education system with internationally recognized standards. The Higher Education Law
of 2008 introduced in Tunisia the concept of university autonomy and promoted it as the key capability
of university management in developing and implementing institutional strategies. This law also allowed
universities to switch their legal status from general “public institutions” to specific “public institutions
of scientific and technological nature”. This specific legal framework is similar to the French legislation
which certainly allows universities to enjoy more administrative and financial flexibility and autonomy.

Tunisian universities are now adopting a standard LMD cycle structure (3+2+3 years), except for a few
faculties self-governed by their own rules (for example, mostly in the field of medical education). The
focus has been shifted to quality and competitiveness at the national and international levels. To pro-
mote continuous improvement in the quality of higher education and scientific research (in harmony with
the socio-economic environment), as part of its institutional reform programme, the Tunisian government
has emphasized the progressive empowerment of educational and research institutions and the enhance-
ment of quality assurance in all its forms. The promotion of stronger QA using evaluation exercises,
dissemination of their results, accreditation of courses, and the acknowledgment and recognition of
the value of research represents the main feature of the higher education reform process in Tunisian
higher education today. Furthermore, the Tunisian Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research
has established a competitive fund —“Quality support programme”— through which HEIs and research
centres can select, develop, and carry out projects that meet their own needs in the context of national
priorities.

This change in status is part of a series of strategic actions undertaken to enable Tunisian universities
to conform to international quality standards and to improve the management of universities towards
better performances and increased profitability. The strategic plan for the reform of higher education
and scientific research in Tunisia (2015-2025) adopted by the Council of Tunisian Universities, aimed
to ensure autonomy, one of the measures needed to support the reform.

Within this framework, the SAGESSE project "Improving Governance in the Higher Education System”,
a capacity-building project, co-funded by the European Union under the Erasmus+ Programme, aimed
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to modernize the higher education system in Tunisia by strengthening its quality assurance system,
governance mechanisms, and results-based funding. Led by UNIMED, it gathered all the 13 public HEls
in Tunisia, the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research in Tunisia, the Tunisian External
Evaluation Agency and 5 EU partners: Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne University from France, Barcelona
University from Spain, University of Siena, Sapienza University of Rome, and CESIE, Italian Centre for
Research and European Studies, Italy (sagesseproject.eu).

The comparison with the EU universities has highlighted the need to encourage the changes envisaged
by the regulation and promoted by the recent laws through training on the field. The change also stems
from inspiration drawn from the best European operational practices, facilitated by the implementation
of the knowledge transfer process with partner universities. By promoting university autonomy mostly
financially but also in terms of academic and human resources, the project aimed to improve graduates’
employability and promote innovation and research.

The SAGESSE project has contributed to the Tunisian higher education system reform process by improv-
ing university governance and autonomy. The strategic plan underlying the Tunisian higher education
and scientific reform (2015-2025) focuses on autonomy, considering it as a pivotal measure for its
success. It also considers promoting good governance as one of its 5 main objectives for an academic,
pedagogic, scientific, administrative and financial autonomy.

Tunisia, as well as other Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries, are heavily investing in higher
education infrastructure, by encouraging private higher education or by encouraging studying abroad
and attracting international students. All are faced with the challenge of meeting the high expectations
of their young population and are therefore confronted with difficult financial and policy decisions about
human capital development. As stated by the Commission implementing decision of 14 September 2015
on the adoption of the 2016 annual work program for the implementation of "Erasmus+", the Union
Programme for Education, Training, Youth and Sport, the Southern Mediterranean region is facing a
changing landscape characterized by a deep economic crisis and high youth unemployment rates, lack
of skills, important gaps between the skills and the labor market, low employability rates of graduates,
a growing demand for high skilled profiles and a global competition for talent.

Taking into consideration this challenging environment, it is crucial to establish closer links between
higher education and employability, between youth mobility and research and between the governance
of higher education and employability, to create additional synergies, interaction, and complementarity
between formal, informal and non-formal learning; to enhance the internationalization of education; to
promote the establishment of more cross-sectoral partnerships; and to tighten links between higher
education, governance, and the labor market.

Similarly, it is essential to focus more on improving the quality of education and lifelong learning
systems. Although education has been a priority, with significant public and private investments
over the decades, and despite the significant progress that has been achieved towards universal
access, there has been a very low return on investment in terms of meaningful outcomes within the
educational sphere.

The main project specific objectives were:

Creating an integrated system of quality control and evaluation. The aim was to implement new deci-
sion-making and management procedures by strengthening the skills and abilities of the academic
and administrative staff.
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Designing a new good governance framework in order to promote the realization of a higher education
system that can put forward an innovative, efficient, and more autonomous financial management
structure.

Acting on future policies to consolidate, improve, and develop new quality assurance mechanisms.

Fostering leadership commitment at all organizational levels and supporting political willingness to
encourage the adoption of a strategic planning.

Recommendations were crafted by virtue of experiences gained during the implementation of the project
by addressing relevant national, regional and international interest groups and political authorities.

Main achievements of the project

Universities, in Europe as well as in the Southern Mediterranean, such as in Tunisia, are called upon to
contribute more actively to the competitiveness of the economy of their countries. To do so, universities
need to innovate their graduates' education and skills or better employability. In this context, the need
to restructure the higher education system and, in particular, university governance, is indeed a priority
both at the institutional level of Tunisian universities, as well as at the national level for the different gov-
erning bodies, academic and administrative staff, managers, and society in general. These two priorities
were highlighted during a needs’ analysis conducted by the project coordinator, UNIMED, through a
survey administered to the 13 public universities in Tunisia carried out to prepare the SAGESSE project
before its proposal submission.

In the project's first phase the needs’ analysis was updated through a comparative survey/benchmarking
and self-assessment to produce a state-of-the-art and identify existing governance frameworks and good
practices on quality assurance mechanisms in Tunisian universities (WP1). The updated analysis and
benchmarking were developed by the coordinator of this work package (Paris1) with the collaboration
of the University of La Manouba in Tunisia (UMA) and with the participation of all Tunisian partners
who contributed to obtaining information and with the self-evaluation process. The result of the work
developed in the WP1 was a comprehensive report aimed at answering the following question: “Where
are we in terms of autonomy and governance of universities in Tunisia?” A triangulation approach was
therefore used, combining individual interviews, group interviews, and direct observation, as well as
documentary research and data collection. Between December 2017 and April 2018, the WP1 leaders
conducted a work of collection, analysis, interpretation and synthesis in terms of legal texts governing
higher education and scientific research, reports on governance and autonomy of universities, plans
and reports produced by Tunisian universities, evaluation and self-evaluation benchmarks, scientific
studies on higher education and research in Tunisia, and documents from national and international
bodies. From March 2018, they embarked on fieldwork through interviews and discussion meetings with
various stakeholders. In particular, a series of interviews were carried out in April 2018 at the Ministry
of Higher Education and Scientific Research (International Relations Department, University Governance
Unit, Results-based Funding Unit) together with the External Agency of Quality Assurance and Accredi-
tation. Thanks to the individual interviews two surveys were developed and launched to all the partners
in May 2018. The first general questionnaire was addressed to the university leaders (presidents and
vice-presidents) of the Tunisian universities and aimed at drawing a comprehensive and updated picture
of the Tunisian university system.

168 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS




CHAPTER 4.6. The SAGESSE project

It was followed by a second more targeted questionnaire addressed to the Secretaries-General of
Tunisian HEIs and universities where they perform their duties. It centred upon governance, autonomy,
exercise of power, quality assurance, evaluation, decision-making, and was conducted from June to
September 2018. A preliminary version of this report was presented and discussed during the first
mid-term meeting of the SAGESSE project, held at the University of Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne in July
2018. During this meeting, three focus groups were organized by bringing together Secretaries-Gen-
eral and administrative managers on the one side, and presidents and vice-presidents on the other
side. The focus groups and discussions held in Paris aimed to further enrich the report that is charac-
terized by a first part which suggests a first theoretical approach. It tackles the concepts and notions of
“governance” and “autonomy” and encompasses all the processes put in place to ensure the various
missions of the university. It brings a comparative overview of recent developments in the governance
and autonomy of European universities, especially from Italy, France and Spain, the EU partners repre-
sented in the consortium. A second part is devoted to describing Tunisian higher education through
charts and mapping of its governance bodies.

The third part embraced a more “practical” approach to the autonomy and governance of Tunisian univer-
sities and their developments over the 2008-2018 ten-year span. In particular, by introducing the 2008
Higher Education Law, it was focused on understanding how the following concepts were applied at the
Tunisian context: university management, quality approach, evaluation, performance, accountability and
information system. It aimed to identify a certain number of good practices and pilot experiences, as
well as elements of dysfunction within the governance of the Tunisian university. The concluding chapter
drew up a picture of the different facets of the autonomy of Tunisian universities in 2018. The report,
even if dated 2018, still represents an important piece of knowledge to understand the higher education
reform in the Tunisian universities and the fact that the SAGESSE project came at the right time, in the
unique moment where both Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research and universities were
working closely together to implement the reform of good governance, institutional autonomy, and to
introduce a quality assurance system at institutional level.

The second phase of the project started by launching the capacity building action targeting university
leaders, academic and administrative staff of the 13 Tunisian university partners to strengthen their
capacities and competences on several complementary themes that were addressed by trainers and
experts of European partners (WP2) under the coordination of the University of Siena and the University
of Sousse. Quality assurance and strategic planning (for managers and academic staff) were the core
of the initial one-week training hosted by the University of Siena. A total of 26 representatives among
university leaders (vice-presidents and Secretaries General) of the 13 universities plus further represen-
tatives of the External Evaluation and Accreditation Agency and the Ministry, actively participated in the
one-week training animated not only by the University of Siena but also by the other EU partners, the Uni-
versity of Barcelona, the University of Paris1 Panthéon Sorbonne and the CESIE, under the overall coor-
dination of UNIMED. The training was followed by three local training workshops that were organized in
Tunisia for the benefit of the university leaders and academic staff: an initial workshop on strategic plan-
ning and performance framework for the development of the institutional strategic plan was held in Tunis
in March 20149, followed by a second workshop focused on budget planning for the strategic plan
held in Monastir in June 2019 and a third one about monitoring the implementation of the strategic
plan through internal control, that was held in Gabés, with the participation of 5 people from each
Tunisian university. The training was then followed by three field visits at the European universities
(Barcelona, Paris and Sapienza University in Rome) to exchange good practices and knowledge transfer
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complete the coaching of the administrative and financial staff by providing training on ICT, financial and
technical management and the review of management tools and programs (WP3, led by the University
of Barcelona and the Virtual University of Tunis).

The capacity building of the Tunisian universities was finally completed by organizing the training of
trainers at a local scale (one ToT in each Tunisian institution). The people who had been previously trained
became trainers, transferring what they had learned to other colleagues of their university, with a view
to building future leaders and administrators. In total, more than 50 among academic and administrative
staff were trained in Europe, and about 450 people from all the 13 public Tunisian universities and 200
institutes affiliated to the universities received a ToT.

The 13 Tunisian universities were also equipped within the WP3 of the SAGESSE project with a platform
(software Sphinx) that made it possible to disseminate, manage and process qualitative and quantita-
tive surveys, as well as prepare reports and share them with decision-makers. The Tunisian partners
participated in in-person and online training sessions on the use and better management of the Sphinx
software in July 2020 and in December 2020. This software is a unique and common solution for all
public universities.

Following the updated needs analysis and self-evaluation (WP1), the capacity building action (WP2), the
development and purchase of the common software and improvement of the financial management of
universities (WP3), the third phase of the project contributed to introducing a quality assurance system
at institutional level and boosting the capacity of each university’'s quality committees to implement
the quality assurance mechanisms (WP4). Under the lead of the University of EI Manar and Sapienza
University of Rome, the 13 universities developed a quality manual that was produced to describe the
organization, activities and various responsibilities within the university, as well as the policy and the
Quality Management System (QMS). Finally, a university manual for administrative and financial pro-
cedures was also defined to provide a formal framework for the execution of administrative operations
and describe the administrative, financial and accounting management.

Finally, during the third and last year of the project, which coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic where
travelling was not allowed, the Tunisian universities participated in two online workshops with the objec-
tive of making the Quality Committees more operational and to allow them to better coordinate common
efforts in the implementation of quality assurance in the universities and share experiences and good
practices on QA mechanism (WP5). The 13 universities under the guidance of the University of Monastir
and the Ministry which led this last work package, were able to define the statute and mission of the
Quality Committee and a work plan that would be implemented well beyond the project’s end. Furthermore,
two more webinars were organized for the benefit of presidents and vice-presidents in order to increase
the autonomy of universities, strengthen good participatory governance and obtain better university per-
formance: critical for decision-makers is to have at their disposal adequate dashboards to enhance coor-
dination among themselves and to make monitoring more effective thanks to result and impact indicators.

Finally, a white paper was crafted by the whole consortium analysing some of the crucial issues tackled
during the lifetime of the project (such as quality assurance, institutional autonomy, strategic planning
and performance, social responsibility, etc.), and included key recommendations at institutional, national,
regional and international levels. The white paper was presented during the final conference of the
project held online in July 2021.

170 INCREASING THE IMPACT OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES THROUGH CAPACITY BUILDING PROJECTS




CHAPTER 4.6. The SAGESSE project

Outputs, results and impact

SAGESSE contributed to the Tunisian higher education system reform process by improving university
governance and autonomy through the following outputs and results:

WP1: Preparation and research

¢ A state of the art, (in three languages French, Arabic and English), on governance, autonomy
and quality assurance in higher education in Tunisia produced thanks to a comparative survey-
benchmarking study and self-assessment.

¢ Aroadmap on the model of good university governance that was developed, validated and approved
by all 13 presidents.

WP2: Training of trainers for university staff

e 242 beneficiaries of academic and administrative staff from Tunisian universities strengthened
their skills through 4 training courses for trainers (carried out at the University of Siena, in Tunis,
Monastir and Gabés) on: strategic planning, quality assurance, performance planning for develop-
ment of the strategic plan, budgetary planning and operational management and monitoring of
the implementation of the strategic plan.

WP2 also produced the following outputs that were used by the Tunisian universities in their cascade
training:

¢ Training handbook comprising video capsules, presentations and electronic material.

WP3: Modernization of the communication and information system for good financial
and technical management

¢ Strengthening the skills of administrative staff thanks to 3 field visits to the Universities of Bar-
celona, Sapienza University of Rome and Paris1 on administrative and financial management and
the information system in the context of autonomy.

e Complete transfer of staff skills: the Tunisian universities organized cascade training for their
related staff for about 450 people from 13 universities and 200 institutes.

¢ The Tunisian universities have been equipped with a unique and common software developed to
design, distribute, manage and process qualitative and quantitative surveys, prepare reports and
share the results to help decision-making.

WP4: Quality assurance standards and definition of a quality manual in higher education
Three main deliverables available in French, Arabic and English have been produced in this WP:
¢ Methodological guidebook on Quality Assurance.

¢ Quality Manual on the organization, activities and different responsibilities within the university,
as well as the policy and the Quality Management System.

e Manual of procedures on administrative, financial and accounting management.

WP5: Development of steering offices for quality committees
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e In order to create synergies between SAGESSE and the projects financed by the World Bank
and managed by the Tunisian Ministry of Higher Education, the focus of this WP5, contrary to
original project plan, was to revitalize the Quality Committees within the HEIs and create a major
networking between them. This resulted in the definition of a statute on the revitalization of these
Quality Committees.

¢ 1 white paper with recommendations at institutional, national, regional and international levels, on
quality assurance, financial autonomy, digitalization especially of administration, role of research and
its governance, social responsibility, etc. was released and presented at the project closing conference.

Based on the above-mentioned actions, SAGESSE has certainly had an impact at the individual, insti-
tutional and national level.

At the individual level, the training provided helped to build capacity for the benefit of managers, academic
and administrative staff and quality assurance managers of Tunisian universities. The cascade training
carried out by the institutions themselves allowed the trained staff to in turn train the staff of their univer-
sities and to develop subsequent activities as well as launching initiatives for financing future activities.

At the institutional level, all the training carried out within the framework of WP2 and WP3 addressed pri-
ority themes for the university reform with regards to the strategic and budgetary planning, identification
of priorities, strategic objectives and performance indicators, as well as monitoring the implementation
of the action plan. All of this was put in place so that there was complementarity and synergy between
the SAGESSE project and all the other initiatives at the Tunisian Ministry level, in particular with the
PAQ-DGSU project * promoted and financed by the World Bank. In fact, the SAGESSE project enabled
universities to submit their strategic orientation plans in December 2019.

Still at an institutional but also national level, the acquisition of the Sphinx software allowed the 13
universities to equip their observatories or e-administration units with a common solution allowing them
to design, manage and process (quantitative and qualitative) online surveys and generate reports and
dashboards facilitating decision-making. This common solution has continued to be used beyond the
end of the project by Tunisian universities for other institutional surveys but also within the framework
of other +CBHE projects (such as the DIRASA project)?.

Another element of the project’s success and impact at institutional and national levels was the work
done about the revitalization of the quality committees within the framework of WP5 and the deliverables
of WP4 on the quality manual and procedures’ handbook. To this end, an action plan for the revitalization
of quality committees was defined, shared and validated by local higher education institutions. Through

1 PAQ-DGSU funded by the World Bank in 2019, aimed at building and strengthening the management capacity to
facilitate and accelerate the migration of public universities towards greater institutional autonomy, accountability and
performance. It seeks also to improve internal quality assurance and finance tracer studies to monitor employment
outcomes of future graduates.

2 DIRASA (Définition d’'un renouvellement de la gouvernance de la recherche en Tunisie) is a three-years EU funded
Capacity Building for Higher Education project launched in Tunisia in February 2023: by bringing together all the
13 Tunisian public universities, the Tunisian Ministry of Higher Education (MESRS ), the ANPR (National Agency for
Research Promotion), the DIRASA project has the objective to contribute to the improvement of the university research
governance in Tunisia by promoting dialogue and scientific cooperation between the actors of the Tunisian national
research system. In particular, DIRASA aims to strengthen the capacities of strategic monitoring and scientific foresight
process through the improvement of the skills of university staff, by enhancing the visibility of university research and
by developing interactions between research and the socio-economic environment.
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this plan, the universities undertook to put into practice the specific and operational objectives of these
committees as well as their expected results.

In addition, the 13 Tunisian universities of SAGESSE committed to adopting the quality manuals and
procedures guideline, as reference documents for quality management, policy implementation (internal
and external quality assurance) and its procedures. Each quality committee in Tunisian universities will
adopt, hopefully on the long term, these quality manual models and procedures to develop their own
quality system and meet the specific needs of the university.

The External Agency for QA and accreditation and the Ministry supported and encouraged all the 13
Tunisian universities to use these handbooks and guides, to disseminate them and share with all the
higher education institutes for their coherent and effective implementation.

Success factors

The SAGESSE project aligned with the country's national orientations within the higher education reform
process in Tunisia to improve university governance and university autonomy.

That is why SAGESSE provided operational support to Tunisian universities, enhanced knowledge sharing
through international best practices and accompanied the journey of modernization of the Tunisian gover-
nance system via a participatory approach. Crucial in this context was also restructuring the HE system.
In particular, university governance was deemed a priority both at the institutional and national level of
Tunisian universities by the different staff members, leaders, and the university community in general.

Therefore, the SAGESSE project proved to be very relevant in terms of development given the adequacy
of its objectives in relation to the real problems, the needs and priorities of the various partners and its
integration into national policies, in particular the Ministry of HE and of scientific research.

SAGESSE's intervention coincided with the start of the DGSU projects financed through the PROMESSE
Programme?3. This is why SAGESSE was framed in the national context aware of the importance of, and
the need for, coordinating efforts in setting up a new higher education system in line with the recent
reform process in Tunisia.

From a national perspective, the purchase of the equipment with the Sphinx software supported admi-
nistrative staff to better process data, secure it, use it, etc. and certainly constituted an important
achievement for the benefit of Tunisian universities.

SAGESSE created spin-off effects throughout its life thanks, for example, to the work of synergy and
consultation with the Ministry and the already mentioned World Bank program, PROMESSE. It is in this
context that the SAGESSE action of work packages 4 and 5 took place, in synergy with the Ministry as
part of the higher education reform process.

Several members of the SAGESSE working group were also members of the PAQ-DGSU projects and this
allowed a very productive exchange in terms of good practices, the transfer of skills on the key themes
covered by SAGESSE and in general by the university reform in Tunisia. The training carried out as part

3 PROMESSE is a huge program funded by the World Bank to better improve graduates’ employability through university
modernization and good governance practices.
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of WP2 also enabled academic and administrative staff to prepare and submit the strategic orientation
plans of their university, as provided by the PAQ-DGSU project and therefore by the reform process.
The participation of Tunisian universities either in SAGESSE or in PROMESSE was specular, allowing
exchanges between the different teams and benefiting from the enhancement of skills. The topics of
all SAGESSE training courses were complementary to the objectives of PROMESSE, on the one hand
to avoid duplication, and on the other hand, to capitalize on the efforts and synergies between the two
projects and therefore to benefit the entire Tunisian university community. Furthermore, all universities
conducted integration surveys for their 2019 and 2020 graduates in 2021. In this same year, all univer-
sities conducted these surveys (for some of the institutions under supervision) via the Sphinx platform.
The results of these surveys were published on the websites of most universities. The integration of
training on Sphinx tools with the training targeting quality assurance practitioners guaranteed optimal
use of the Sphinx equipment acquired in the SAGESSE project, the Sphinx project’s continuity and a
better response to the needs and challenges faced by universities in terms of data collection, processing
and analysis. Stemming from the SAGESSE partnership and experience, another Capacity Building for
Higher Education project was funded and launched in Tunisia in January 2023. By bringing together all
the 13 Tunisian public universities again, the Tunisian Ministry of Higher Education, as was the case for
SAGESSE, and another very important player, the ANPR (National Agency for Research Promotion), the
DIRASA Project has the objective of contributing to the improvement of university research governance
in Tunisia by promoting dialogue and scientific cooperation between the actors of the Tunisian national
research system. In particular, DIRASA aims to strengthen the capacities of strategic monitoring and
the scientific foresight process through the improvement of the skills of university staff, by enhancing
the visibility of university research and by developing interactions between research and the socio-eco-
nomic environment. Because of these objectives, DIRASA highlights the new technologies in higher
education that are needed for the development of the higher education sector and for its links with
society through the creation of a national level network where universities, research units, laboratories
and research centres work together, applying the research products in the local context. Three are the
main target groups of the project’s actions: the leaders (rectors, vice-rectors, heads of institutions and
departments, deans and vice-deans in charge of university research) of Tunisian universities; admin-
istrative and academic staff, as well as those in charge of research management and administration,
who are responsible for the operational management of research; and finally, researchers and doctoral
students, who will benefit from the training provided by the project. In addition to these target groups,
there are also representatives of society in general (policy makers, other national and local institutions
that are not consortium partners) who will actively participate in the cooperation workshop also envis-
aged by the project.

Sustainability

Drawing on their experience and the human and institutional relationships born within the framework of
this project, all the partners have agreed to ensure the promotion and sustainability of the results of
the SAGESSE project through the definition of a sustainability plan.

The plan, also published on the project website, aims to ratify the commitment of the Tunisian partners
of the project in order to:
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Maximize the impact of the SAGESSE project results at the institutional and national levels.

Continue to use the equipment purchased as part of the SAGESSE project to provide maximum
benefit to the administrative and academic staff.

Ensure the implementation of quality manuals and procedures produced within the framework of
the project.

Ensure the implementation of the action plan for the revitalization of quality committees within each
university.

Plan a continuing training plan for dedicated staff.

The sustainability plan is a roadmap the partners have given themselves to pursue the changes initiated
by SAGESSE, as well as to measure them. It defines the strategy and activities to be implemented to
ensure an effective exploitation of the project’s results.

One of the results of the project in terms of project sustainability is undoubtedly the creation of an
unprecedented space for debate among the leaders of all 13 Tunisian universities which has contributed
to the construction of a culture of debate within the higher education system in Tunisia. The Tunisian
partner universities have therefore created a “SAGESSE working group” made up of the president, the
vice president as well as each secretary general, as a place for reflection and exchange within the
university on key questions of the project, i.e. on governance, quality assurance, university autonomy
and financial management. The creation of this SAGESSE working group therefore has the aim to pro-
mote the dissemination of the culture of quality and the adoption of good governance models among
Tunisian universities.

This working group in each Tunisian university institution has the objective of continuing the roadmap
shared and validated by the presidents and, with the support and accompaniment of the Tunisian Min-
istry of Higher Education and Scientific Research, would help the 13 universities to answer the question
“what type of autonomy for the future by 2025?” And above all, “does the roadmap help universities
to design true autonomy and follow a strategy that meets their needs, objectives and expectations?”.

In addition, the cascade training carried out by the institutions themselves has allowed the trained
staff in turn to train the staff of their institutes and develop subsequent activities, as well as to launch
initiatives for financing future activities.

The acquisition of Sphinx equipment provided each of the 13 universities with a license to design an
unlimited number of questionnaires (for the purposes of quantitative and qualitative surveys among
students or other stakeholders; for administrative requirements such as self-evaluation, satisfaction
surveys, graduate follow-up surveys, surveys on employer needs, but also teaching and research). This
common solution will continue to be exploited by Tunisian universities beyond the end of the project by
equipping their observatories/information or e-administration units in the 13 universities. The team is
currently using the software. In the DIRASA project, for example, the evaluation survey for monitoring the
quality and assessment of the results and outcomes within the Quality Work package is administered
through the Sphinx platform.
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Lessons learned

In the current global-knowledge society, the concept of internationalization of higher education has
itself become globalized, demanding further consideration of its impact on policy and practice as more
countries and types of institutions around the world engage in the process (Jones & de Wit, 2014).
The SAGESSE project represents a key milestone in the framework of the international cooperation for
HEIs in Tunisia and for the project coordinator, UNIMED. It was a unique occasion for UNIMED to share
with the members of its network new knowledge and good practices in terms of good governance by
optimizing resource management and strengthening the autonomy of universities. On the one hand,
North-South interaction allowed all the involved actors to have access to and share a trove of knowl-
edge and experience, which can only increase the quality of results and the capacity to support and
promote the governance system in Tunisia. On the other hand, not only a North-South cooperation was
promoted and guaranteed, but more importantly South-South cooperation was strengthened: the fact
of being a national project for all the public universities in Tunisia has been considered a strength and
a great lesson learned. Participating universities had the unique opportunity and space of dialogue
among themselves in the very first project of university cooperation, which for the first time put all of
the universities together to compare and share common challenges and obstacles and find durable and
feasible solutions together.

Another and third lesson learned from the SAGESSE project is linked to the participation of the Ministry
of Higher Education and Scientific Research in Tunisia, which gave the project a structural dimension that
made it possible to experience the way universities interact with the Ministry and vice versa, creating a
privileged forum for dialogue and comparison. Furthermore, without the Ministry, and having based the
project outcomes and results on their national strategy and reform, it would have been rare to see the
impact of the project at institutional and national levels.

Conclusions

Internationalization is recognised as having an impact on the development and competitiveness of nation-
al and regional economies (Matei et al., 2015). In the current era of globalization, governments and HEls
worldwide are striving to improve global competitiveness both at the national and institutional levels.
The challenge for higher education is twofold. First, university graduates must be equipped with the
knowledge and skills needed to compete in increasingly globalized knowledge economies. Second, the
growing relevance of international rankings means universities themselves must respond strategically to
increased global competition regarding research, innovation, and international reputation (Marginson &
Van der Wende, 2007). A common response to these challenges has been investment by governments
and HEIs and in the internationalization processes, including the development of universities into global
hubs for research and learning (Huang, 2007). Education in general, and higher education in particular,
plays a central role in the modernization and development of countries in the Middle East and North
Africa region (MENA). Since Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are not separate from their political,
social, cultural and economic environment, their governance is subject to different challenges that are
beyond the scope of their control. There is a broad consensus around the central role of national gov-
ernments in the internationalization of higher education across all world regions (Helms et al., 2015).
It has become a strategic priority for governments because of the benefits expected to derive from it in
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the economic, political, socio-cultural and academic spheres.

In the period after independence, universities in the North Africa and Middle East countries became the
symbols of social mobility, national unity and economic development, playing their part in the larger
efforts to consolidate power under a centralized state, strengthen the political legitimacy of the ruling
regime and educating civil servants for an independent post-colonial national state (Buckner, 2022).

Finally, the Tunisian university is experiencing a "crisis of growth", which can be described as "sus-
tainable" without any excess, for the following two reasons: On the one hand, the system by which the
university was organized "has shown its limits" and cannot, therefore, be maintained as it is. On the
other hand, the Tunisian university must face new challenges, other than those it has hitherto known
such as fruitful autonomy, accreditation and high-level research impact (Haddad, 2018).

Tunisia as well as other Maghreb countries recognize the need for improving institutional autonomy and
their governance system of higher education, as well as quality assurance mechanisms that have been
aligned with the international trends in this domain. In and of itself, this is a positive development and
should lead to progress in quality and enhancement over the next few years, improving the international
competitivity of Maghreb universities and rendering them more attractive in international partnerships.
The close association with European universities through European Commission programs (Erasmus+,
Horizon Europe, Next Med) and international organizations (UNDP, World Bank, OECD) has facilitated the
initial phases of the quality assurance process and good governance frameworks.

Quality assurance will no doubt impact governance through the fostering of transparency, efficiency and
a more institutionalized approach. Such autonomy is in turn likely to alleviate the weight of HE spending
in the region’s national budgets, freeing up funds badly needed in other sectors (Ballatore et al., 2020).

We can conclude that among the various factors influencing the results of higher education systems
and their performance, governance is a key determinant. A good governance structure and favourable
regulatory conditions can promote innovative behavior among HEIls, enable the development of strong
quality assurance systems, and facilitate the design of effective financing mechanisms, reinforcing
institutional autonomy, while the opposite is not necessarily the case (Jaramillo, 2013).

It is therefore important to continue to support initiatives that go in the direction of strengthening the
autonomy of universities. Shared governance can work when there is a spirit of information sharing, col-
laboration, and teamwork between the president, senior faculty leaders, and mid-management. In other
words, it works when the silos come down and the institution becomes a unified learning community.

The above underlying criteria led to run a project like SAGESSE, which from its inception has tried to
comply with these criteria and has involved as many as 13 partner Tunisian universities, the minister,
the quality evaluation agency and important European university partners with robust experience on
these issues. Tunisia has started its own autonomous university reform process, and this project was
essentially able to provide concrete solutions to the many difficulties that every reform process entails.

Modern universities are linked to the economic and political environment in which they operate. Uni-
versities should play a fundamental role in terms of responsibility in their societies because they are
directly involved in generating new knowledge and because they teach and form young people to become
leaders, entrepreneurs, scientists, and professionals in all fields of knowledge. In some way, they are
entrusted with opening the door to the society.

A well-performing higher education system is necessary for any country in the world to be competitive
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today and this is particularly true for the Southern Mediterranean countries. Universities need to innovate
to provide the kind of education that will enable their graduates to be competitive and contribute to the
economic and social growth of their countries. And this is particularly true in a moment of great oppor-
tunities such as the one we are facing. Each crisis is, in a way, an opportunity. Innovative institutions
must have governance systems that encourage all constituent groups to have a say in improving the
institution and advancing its mission. Participation and accountability are one of the great challeng-
es of the HE system in Southern Mediterranean countries because this implies a growing shift from
hierarchical forms of organization to more heterogeneous ones in which network relations are based
on conditions of trust, reciprocity, reputation, openness to learning and an inclusive and empowering
disposition. It necessarily involves a more decentralized, open and consultative form of governing.
Universities should have to constitute one of the key institutional supports for this process and in this
framework, self-awareness is important for developing a reform process. However, there is another very
important issue that should be considered. The revision of the Neighbourhood Policy of the European
Commission has also led to rethink the principle of the More for More and has expressly set forth the
actors of civil society partners to be involved in the reforms. Universities, and its leaders, should take
the responsibility of this mission: to contribute, through the involvement of the academic community,
to the definition of priorities and objectives to be promoted both inside the country and in relationship
with partner institutions such as the European Commission and the same European universities, and
to establish a growing dialogue on common priorities to overcome initial divisions.

In the MENA region, the urgency of taking on responsibility has been recently perceived more and more
by all the actors, whether national or international. Universities could play an important role in this
regard. We must support this urgency of autonomy and responsibility, for their future and, why not,
maybe, for our future (Marchionne and Scalisi, 2020).
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4.7. The LATWORK project

In this case study, authors analyzed the key actions that have been undertaken within the LATWORK
project: “Developing research and innovation capacities of Latin-American HEI for the analysis of infor-
mal labour markets”.

The LATWORK project was selected for funding in the Erasmus+ programme “Capacity Building in Higher
Education” Action - Key Action 2, in the call for proposals of the year 2018. The project was written to
be carried out between January 2019 and January 2022. However, due to the pandemic, the project
was granted a one-year extension to complete its implementation.

LATWORK project involved HEIs from, on the one hand, 3 Latin-American countries: Argentina (University
of Buenos Aires; Universidad Nacional de Rosario & Universidad Nacional del Litoral), Brazil (Universidade
Federal da Paraiba; Universidade Estadual de Campinas & Universidade Federal de Campina Grande), and
Chile (Universidad Vina del Mar, University of San Sebastian & University of Magallanes). On the other
hand, 3 European HEIs: University of Alicante, Universidade de Coimbra & The University of Aberdeen.
The project's coordinator was Universidad Vina del Mar (UVM).

In this case study, authors paid particular attention to the projects pros, vantages and strengthening
points when they are managed by partners located in non-EU countries associated to the program.

Victor F. Climent, University of Alicante, Spain
Elisio Estanque, University of Coimbra, Portugal
Meritxell Calbet, University Vina del Mar, Chile

1. Background

This text proposes a discussion to the opportunity to develop research capacities in the field of informal
work based on a project funded by the Erasmus Plus program - Capacity Building in the field of Higher
Education, which involves Iberian countries (Spain and Portugal) and three South American countries
(Brazil, Argentina and Chile).

It is precisely on the basis of the North-South dialogue, and, above all, considering the historical relations
between these European countries and Latin America, that it is important to analyze trends, contrasts
and asymmetries in the different scales of analysis. They were expected to allow the partners diagnose
the impacts that the structures consolidated in this project have in terms of the construction of academic
dialogues and debates, as well as in the quantity, production and transmission of knowledge.
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In the light of the recent transformations of international capitalism, the aim is to address, on the one
hand, the phenomenon of informality/labor precariat itself, and, on the other hand, use a more pro-
spective register, to diagnose some of the recent challenges of the modernization of industry based on
scientific-technological innovation.

In this sense, we developed the hypothesis that closer cooperation between university research centres
and labor market actors (public institutions, enterprises, trade unions, etc.) can contribute to reducing
informality and instilling labor rights for the benefit of workers and social cohesion.

The transcontinental network developed within the scope of this project takes advantage of the inter-
disciplinarity of the team, as well as the richness and plurality of experiences that such a large group
of experts incorporates. This emerges as an interesting capital of knowledge to be valued through the
results of the dissemination and production of social sciences in and for the academic community
of these countries. Our analysis encompasses the sociological knowledge developed by the various
research teams in the field of work, specifically regarding informality and technological innovation.

Moreover, the project aims to combine its analytical dimension with a more intervention-focused and
therefore pragmatic one. The aim is to promote decent work, particularly in the Latin American countries
under study, where, as is well known, the scourge of informality and the vulnerability of the working
classes is a structuring feature that remains from the colonial heritage to early peripheral industriali-
sation. Thus, the spirit of the project study lies in the effort to understand the changes that are taking
place in the field of labor relations at a time when global capitalism is at a crossroads in the face of the
brutal impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic.

The need to identify and compare patterns of informality

The International Labour Organization yearly points out the endemic problem of informal economy
and work in Latin America. Cacciamali (2023) highlights that according to an ILO publication (2018),
61.7% of workers in the world are informal. The majority are in agriculture in Africa where 86% of those
employees are informal, followed by South Asia, 80%, and Latin America from 75% to 20%, depending
on the country; the lowest proportion is in the United States, Canada and Western Europe with less
than 20% of the total employed.

According to Abramo (2023), informal work is a phenomenon that exposes workers to severe vulnerability
in terms of income, working conditions, access to labor rights and social protection. Structural heteroge-
neity has been analyzed by UNECLAC (United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean) on the basis of various indicators that are considered complementary. The most important
of these are the differences in productivity between sectors of activity and between productive strata,
classified basically by the size of the companies (micro and small, medium and large) and the form of
labor insertion. But it is also considered that within sectors and productive strata, there are workers
with different degrees of productivity, basically associated with differences in their levels of education,
training and experience in the workplace, (Ibid, 59-60).

In the same line of analysis, Guzman (2023) argues that the heterogeneity and instability of macroeco-
nomic figures in the countries have played a relevant role in slowing down the process of decreasing
informality in the labour market, and there is an association between the maintenance of inequality
and the growth of the informal sector.

This heterogeneity is also observed in the progression that each country has experienced with respect
to the percentage of informal workers between 2018 and 2022, with differentiated patterns in the totals
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of the three countries. However, we appreciate a common denominator in terms of the generalized rise
in the no-agriculture sectors after the pandemic.

Following Guzman's (2023) line of analysis referred to above, in part, this can be explained by the
structural characteristics of the productive organization and labor markets in Latin America, which
generate weaknesses in the creation of formal jobs, leading to an increase in unemployment and the
emergence of informality.

Biles (2009) underlines that such heterogeneity can be also analyzed in terms of the complexity of the
social relations that are mediating work transformations. The result of combining both variables can,
according to the author, yield varied scenarios of informal employment relationships. On the one hand,
scenarios where the formal and informal sectors are differentiated in opposition to each other. On the
other hand, scenarios where firms may follow some of the rules of formal regulation combined with
non-formal ones. And finally, scenarios where unregulated firms enter relatively formal relationships
with workers, in which social benefits provided by law are provided.

Given the complexity of the problem described above, the challenges for public policy depend on inte-
grating analytical approaches that give a holistic view of the causes and consequences of informal work.

The demand for more knowledge is not only based on the dynamics that produce and sustain the struc-
tures of labor informality but also on the well-known effects on people's daily lives that are observed
as a consequence of the progression of precariousness and informality. In this sense, international
organizations such as ILO, ECLAC, and UNESCO, through their increasing involvement in the problem of
informal work, highlight the need to develop interdisciplinary approaches that recognize the academic
significance of this complex issue.

The need to deepen knowledge of an extraordinarily complex reality

The increasing academic interest in the research of job conditions has been developed in parallel with
the new, structural and deep labor market mismatches that are continually emerging at the global level.

In the case of Latin America, following a lengthy period of economic growth and falling unemployment
that had taken place between 2005 and 2015, academic & political interest in labor issues has dra-
matically shifted to working conditions. But, more particularly, to the high degree of informality that
characterizes the region’s labor markets.

The literature review suggests that although informal employment in Latin America is a constant reality in
every country of the continent, the observed shapes, depth and patterns depend on different characteris-
tics underlying the deep and particular structures of the economic and social organization of each country.

From the application of this analysis in the classification of informality, we found varied patterns built
on ad hoc combinations of informality percentages across sectors, genders and calendar years that
describe multiple heterogeneous spaces of informality. In summary, these spaces of informality corrob-
orate that their expression results in a clear differentiation of patterns that express the singularities of
Argentina, Brazil and Chile, each one involving their complexity and consequences on people’s daily lives.

The focus of public policy and academic interests on the problem

Although the proportion of informal workers is now back to pre-pandemic levels, with more than 130
million people working in this situation, the employment impacts of the pandemic have demonstrated
the enormous vulnerability of informal workers.
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In this sense, several authors assume that one of the major challenges in reducing informal employment
in Latin America is to facilitate the transition to formality of MSEs, which are the main generators of
employment in the region. This is a complex challenge as informality is a multidimensional phenomenon
associated with the highly heterogeneous features of MSEs realities. Informal economy constitutes a
major obstacle for countries in the region to advance in their social and economic development, justi-
fying the interest of some international policymakers in that issue, as well as the demand of deepen
in knowledge of the internal and external logic that are involved in the generation and reproduction of
informality in both dimensions, economy and work.

HEls, particularly LATWORK LA partners, participate in many research programs & projects, led by
statistical operators, policymaking institutions, regional networks, etc.

The current research context aimed for going forward in the analysis and understanding of informal jobs
and the economy. It is motivated to provide measurements as well as operational definitions of the
categories to classify and analyze informality. Thus, research activity is being used to supply statistical
inputs to the policymakers in the field of decent vs. informal/atypical work.

Main achievements of the project

HEls participate in most research projects and programs promoted by policymakers. This type of par-
ticipation is often subordinated to the specific objectives agreed upon in the policymakers' agenda,
which establishes a priori the type of knowledge to be created and transferred for decision-making. In
other words, such studies are ad doc designed specifically to meet the needs of political agendas, and
these needs are often focused on external institutional support, to the detriment of strictly internal
scientific motivations.

Without undermining the timeliness and the fundamental role of the meeting point established between
the different actors of the educational, productive and governance systems, the critical and unbiased
nature of the original mission of the university institution should be recalled.

In this sense, at the beginning of the LATWORK project, a needs analysis was carried out in order to
structure in a coherent way the correspondences between the objectives of the proposal and the singular
logic that each partner and country follows when organizing scientific production in the field of informal
work, where different combinations of heterogeneous actors take place.

As a result of that needs analysis, we identified multi-stakeholders isolated structures of scientific pro-
duction in the field of informal work and economy among the Latin American countries. Such findings
demonstrated the relevance of the topic for HEls. The informal economy and informal work are treated
academically and scientifically not only as a structural and regional issue, but as the main focus of a
dynamic that organizes the economy, society, politics and, in general, the everyday life of all citizens.
For this reason, all scientific areas strongly express their theoretical motivations to improve the disci-
plinary and interdisciplinary understanding of this topic.

However, the atomized level of these structures brought to light some weaknesses that were identified
and defined as a target for the Erasmus Plus proposal.
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Different national patterns of resources devoted to the research on informal work

In that regard, researches from partner institutions were asked about 10 different items measuring the
availability of funding for:

e |ITEM 1 = Informal work is a priority in the funding lines.

¢ ITEM 2 = Funding is available for research on the quantification of informal work with statistical
representativeness.

¢ |ITEM 3 = Funding is available for research on informal employment.

e ITEM 4 = Funding is available for projects to evaluate public policies on informality.

e |ITEM 5 = Existing funding facilitates research on informality by Higher Education Institutions.
e |ITEM 6 = The interests of public managers always favour funding for research on informality.
e |ITEM 7 = Funding lines are available from non-governmental bodies or the private sector.

¢ ITEM 8 = Research on informal work is sustainable thanks to current funding lines.

e ITEM 9 = Researchers prioritize informal work over other topics.

e |ITEM 10 = The university/institution has technical and technological resources for research on
informal work.

Each item was measured on an ordinal scale covering the following range:

1 = Totally agree

e 2 =Agree

e 3 = Neither agree nor disagree
e 4 = Disagree

¢ 5 = Totally disagree

For the analysis, a hierarchical segmentation shown in Figure 4.7.1, was carried out to determine the
items that contributed to capture the national patterns in terms of availability of funding and sustain-
ability of research on informal work. The tree showed that two from ten items contributed to establish
differences:

¢ ITEM 10 = The university/institution has technical and technological resources for research on
informal work.

e |ITEM 8 = Research on informal work is sustainable thanks to current funding lines.

The case of Chile, as shown in Node 1, is distinguished from Argentina and Brazil as their researchers
mostly agree with the idea that their educational institutions are dealing properly with technical resourc-
es to successfully develop research in the line of informal work. Brazil, on the opposite side (Node 3),
is the country where their researchers consider the lack of these resources in their institutions as an
important barrier to successfully conducting their research. Meanwhile, Argentina’s (Node 2) researches
are placed in between others positions. Node 2 is split into two other areas where the current fund-
ing lines make a differenc. On the one hand, Brazil (Node 4), where researchers find that the current
lines of support lines of support are likely to sustain research activity over time. And, on the other,
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Country in Argentina (Node 5), where the majority of
—— respondents, more than 60%, consider that
Argentina | 36,9% | 106 the current lines of support compromise the
Brasil | S56% | 102 sustainability of research on informal work
Chile 275% | 79
TOTAL | 100,0% | 287 in the country.
The university/institution has technical
and technological resources for reseach - -
on nformal work Understanding the segmentation tree
Adj. P-value | = | 0,000 . . . . .
Chi square | - | 58,824 Hierarchical segmentation analysis is an
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chile | 644% | 38 chile | 17.4% | 31 chile | 182% | 10 The differentiating value of this technique is
TOTAL 20,6% | 59 TOTAL 60,3% | 173 TOTAL 19,2% | 55 that It uses a SeI’IeS Of algonthms, depend_
Research om informal work is sustainable . .
thanks to current funding fines ing on the levels of measurement of the vari-
Adj. Pyalue | = | 0,001 ables studied, which allows a hierarchy of
Chi Square | = | 15,645 . . .
o = |2 factors to be established according to their
- ¥ segmentation capacity.
‘ <Agree ‘ >Agree
¢ —— In addition, the algorithm is used to arrange
Argentina | 36.0% | 36 ina| 60.3% | 44 the distribution in groups that are ordered
Brash | 45.0% | 48 Brasil_| 192% | 14 according to the rate of growth of the fre-
Chile 16,0% | 16 Chile 205% | 38 ) .
ToTAL | 34,8% | 100 ToTAL | 25.4% | 73 quency of a given category of the variable
we want to predict. This allows us to create
Figure 4.7.1. Classification tree growth lines that incorporate all the factors
Source: Own elaboration, firstly published in Estanque considered in the model and which result is
et al. (2019). internally homogeneous and externally as

heterogeneous as possible.

- Growth Line 1: (Node O — Node 1) Chilean researchers agree or totally agree with item ITEM 10:
The university/institution has technical and technological resources for research on informal work. Node
1 is a terminal node, which means that the algorithm stops as any combination of categories of
factors (ITEMS), and does not show significant differences among the population of researches
considering Node 1 as a root node.

— Growth Line 2: (Node O — Node 2 —Node 4) represents researches who are in between agreement
and disagreement (Node 2) with ITEM 10 (Brazilians and Argentinians), have differences when
they are asked about ITEM 8 Research on informal work is sustainable thanks to current funding lines.
In this case, a new division presents a growth of the tree into two branches where Brazilian and
Argentinean researchers differ. In this growth line Brazilians researchers (Node 4) consider that
current funding lines provide sustainability to research on informal work, and the Argentineans
taking the opposite view.

— Growth Line 3: (Node O — Node 2 — Node 5) represents researches who are in between agree-
ment and disagreement (Node 2) with ITEM 10 (Brazilians and Argentinians), have differences
when they are asked about ITEM 8 Research on informal work is sustainable thanks to current funding
lines. In this case, a new division presents the growth of the tree into two branches where Brazilian
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and Argentinean researchers differ. In this growth line, Argentineans researchers (Node 5) consider
that current funding lines do not provide sustainability for the research on informal work, taking
the opposite view from Brazilians.

- Growth Line 4: (Node O — Node 3) represents a set of Brazilians researchers who strongly dis-
agree with ITEM 10, considering that HEIs are not able to deal with technical resources to satisfy
the needs of analysis in the field of informal work.

In the needs analysis, 9 batteries of items related to the research needs were analyzed, which were
extracted from the qualitative analysis carried out through group dynamics. These group dynamics were
carried out during the study visits that the Latin American researchers made to the European research
centers. Based on this qualitative work, 9 dimensions of the needs assessment were identified, and
their indicators were developed operationally. These dimensions and items were included in an online
questionnaire devoted to collecting answers from the wider research regional network built on the
researcher staff participating in the LATWORK project. A total of 300 answers were collected.

Since the measurement instrument included a large number of concepts, dimensions and indicators,
these could be reduced in their dimensionality, and reliability could be determined, always with Cron-
bach's alpha values above 0.8, as well as homogeneity of variances with KMO above 0.8. The calculated
factors provided invaluable information to characterize the singularities of each partner and country:

¢ Institutional support is higher perceived in Brazil compared with Argentina and Chile.

¢ A need for a research agenda oriented towards a wider scope on vulnerability can contribute as
a framework that better captures the specific question of informal work. This position is more
developed among Argentinean researchers than among those of other nationalities in the region.

e The gender perspective in the analysis of informal work is a need perceived more among Brazilian
researchers and less among Chilean researchers, comparatively.

e Brazilian researchers are much more concerned than those of other nationals with the heteroge-
neity of criteria that determine the informal nature of work. Definitions of informal work vary from
one country to another, for the main reason that different forms of work coexist in the region,
depending on the logic of production and the legal contexts of labor relations.

¢ For Brazilian researchers, much more than for Argentinian researchers, the data generated from
self-employment provides relevant information on the dynamics of informal work. In any case,
in Brazil national statistical operators collect information on this type of worker, facilitating their
analysis for university researchers. This is not the case in Argentina or Chile.

¢ Informal work has also been assessed in terms of how high a priority this topic is for researchers.
Chilean researchers showed more interest than in the other countries, while the most sceptical
researchers were |located in Argentina.

e The uses of the current methodologies to capture the reality of informal workers do not have a
satisfactory result for the Argentinian researchers. In the case of Brazil, the availability of national
statistics operations provides more successful outputs in that regard.

¢ In the case of Chile, researchers identify a tendency towards the adoption of legal mechanisms
that incorporate technological jobs within the range of decent jobs, contrary to what happens in
Argentina and Brazil, where Brazilian researchers appreciate a greater interdisciplinary involvement
in research results, compared to Argentina.
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Complexity of the question

The effort to provide an information system on the informal economic sector in a context of informal
work arises from the need to address the discussion and debate on informality as a problem closely
articulated with the process of globalization and expansion of digital capitalism that is transforming
the deep structures of the social system and the international division of labor. Therefore, the need
for a greater abundance of theoretical elements and data sources that contribute to consolidating a
holistic view of this phenomenon is progressively increasing, and only the creation of transnational and
interdisciplinary research structures can guarantee its visibility. In the same line of the analysis, any
reflection on the Latin American labor market will have to begin by situating the historical process of
integration of these economies into the global capitalist economic system. If wage labor is essentially
typical of industrial societies, it is necessary to take into account all the asymmetries and anachro-
nisms intertwined with capitalist expansion over the last three centuries to understand the complexities
inherent to a continent like South America. As we know, the transition from pre-industrial societies to the
capitalist economy entailed the displacement of productive activities from the domestic sphere to the
industrial space. This process was accompanied by a progressive readaptation of the division of tasks
that overlapped with combinations, mixtures and demarcations both outside and within the productive
context itself. Together with this division between work and non-work (leisure and "free time"), it has
given rise to areas and sectors characterized by informality, especially in the poorest regions, where
populations struggle first and foremost to escape from misery and deprivation.

Casuistry of informal work depending on the idiosyncratically factors

The analysis of qualitative and quantitative data has shown that there is a wide range of nuances in
research praxis applicable to the meaning of informality, opening the scope of the study to different
disciplines and theoretical inspirations. However, there is an important correlation of these nuances with
the geographical context, the historical development of the economy and the role the country plays in
the international division of labor.

¢ Argentina. In the case of Argentina, researchers highlight that the consolidation of informality in
the labor market had a consensual starting line in the 1980s, becoming a structural phenomenon
that has deepened in periods of crisis, as it functions as a "refuge" from unemployment. However,
both self-employment and other types of atypical and informal forms of work in Argentina have
been studied and known not necessarily as a labor reality stoically accepted by workers, i.e. as
a result of economic crises, but sometimes as an opportunity to turn around a desired situation
(Busso, 2010).

¢ Brazil. In the case of Brazilian researchers, the focus is on analysing the role of trade unions in
the organization of informal and precarious workers, paying special attention to at least two criti-
cal issues. On the one hand, the background of the social organization of labor has historically
shown poor structural development due to the systematic failure of the expansion of the welfare
state to all social classes. On the other, the challenge of facing the globalizing dynamics of the
international division of labor that pushes peripheral and semi-peripheral economies to extend the
logic of informality is particularly worrying when it occurs in labor contexts of poorly organized
workers, as in the case of Brazil (Véras de Oliveira, 2017).

e Chile. Finally, in the case of Chile, researchers focus on the study of informality as a meaning
of precariousness itself. Blanco and Julian (2019) distinguish nine typologies of precariousness
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in Chile, many of them scrupulously analyzed in terms of informality and its multidimensional
characteristics that are identified as a target for advancing formalization. The analysis carried
out within the LATWORK project has managed to determine how the specific approaches that
can be found in the literature review correlate systematically with the perspective of researchers
according to their country.

Outputs, outcomes and impact

The LATWORK project did not claim to be a direct solution to the weaknesses in informal work research
identified in the diagnosis reached in the needs assessment. We refer here to both, the one carried out
in the proposal drafting phase and the one undertaken at the beginning of the project.

Rather, it aims to create a structure or meeting point (outcome) from which researchers are better able
to elevate the interdisciplinary debate to a regional and multidisciplinary level, covering the spaces of
each country's singularities and at the same time improving the understanding of the underlying causes
that distinguish Latin America's position in the globalized arithmetic of informality (impact).

This is a need identified by all the statistical operators and international organizations that were con-
sulted in the drafting phase of the proposal and these needs were translated to the proposal by taking
3 pillars that were the basis for organizing the tasks and deliverables:

¢ First, there has been no previous attempt to cover the need to strengthen LA HEIs by creating
regional networking and research structures on informal work.

¢ Second, the warnings of all international institutions involved in labor market policies, which now
highlight the consequences of the large extent of informality in LA labor market countries, and
the need to better understand it.

¢ Third, the result of the previous needs analysis, corroborated and expanded in the analysis carried
out in the initial phase of the project implementation, in which it has been suggested:

— The high level of interest in the topic among the research staff of Latin American universities.

- The local structuring of scientific production, through national networks that cover singular
aspects of informality. The cases of international coordination are centralized by organizations
such as the ILO-FORLAC, from where analytical priorities are established to cover the lack of
knowledge in the area of informal work.

— Public policies have not provided a national or regional framework in which Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) have a leading role and organization to generate and transfer knowledge.

Outputs

Based on this analysis and the objectives set, LATWORK was successful in terms of the participation
of researchers in the various activities programed:

¢ More than 600 researchers from various Latin American universities, not only from the partner
universities, in all training activities.

¢ More than 300 researchers in the replication of the capacity-building training sessions.
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¢ More than 300 researchers in regional and international conferences.

¢ More than 200 researchers active in local and regional networks.

Outcomes
The project outcomes are organized into two types of structures.

On the one hand, 9 research centers operate at the level of the HEIl and in its immediate area of influ-
ence, mainly in terms of knowledge transfer and internal organization of research teams.

On the other hand, the RedLatt network, which operates as a regional coordination of the research
centres, functions as a focus of attraction of both internal and external research initiatives, as well as
a center of reorganization and transfer of knowledge generated by the research centres. The network's
main mission is to favour the multiplier and replication effects of research on informal work in the region.
Impact

Nowadays, there are at least two mechanisms of information about labor markets issues. On the one
hand, Statistical Operators (SO) provide official data, indicators and analysis at national, regional or
international level. Some of the (SO) also count with scientific and academic staff to create knowledge
within scientific standards. On the other hand, some analysis is available for the scientific community at
HE as a result of non-regional or multidisciplinary upgraded projects carried out at incipient HEI research
centers, where low quality data are exploited facing not overcoming difficulties.

On the basis of this diagnosis, LATWORK is a structure with the capacity to have an impact in providing
an innovative approach based on the fulfilment of a wide range of requirements never before integrated
at the same time:

¢ Multidisciplinary.

¢ Regional level.

¢ Networking.

¢ Transfer of outputs to policy makers.

¢ Transfer of output to training programs.

¢ Establishment of a research community specialized in informal labor market.

The overall objective of the LATWORK project is to develop LA HEI research structures and innovative
methodologies to satisfy the scientific needs of creating knowledge in the field of informal jobs and
the informal economy.

The specific objectives are:

e Mapping the current situation of the production of research outputs on employment and the
informal economy in Latin American HEIs.

¢ Mapping production procedures and uses of research outputs in the internal and external context
of HEls. Measuring impact and potentials.

e Capacity building in research and innovation by drawing on the experience of EU HEIs in setting
up research centers specialized in the field of informal work.
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e Establishing high-performing HEI research centers to deliver results.
¢ Creating a platform to standardize and improve the applicability of research results at regional level.
¢ Creating a platform to ensure high impact transfer procedures.

¢ Creating a multidisciplinary research structure to ensure the best possible capture of the phe-
nomena of informal work and the informal economy.

¢ Achieving greater efficiency of scientific procedures.

¢ Developing a culture of networking, facilitating the continuous and regular production of results
in the field of informal work.

¢ Increasing the level of commitment of HEIs, researchers, graduate students and, more specifi-
cally, doctoral students, and in general of all internal and external stakeholders, by stimulating
them to produce and regularly use the research results generated from the project and its future
structures.

Success factors and lessons to learn

Over a year following the conclusion of funding from the European Commission, the project not only
stands as a testament to successful collaboration but also continues to thrive through robust network-
ing activities and the establishment of new structures, all rooted in the project's consolidations. This
enduring success is particularly noteworthy when viewed through the lens of Latin America, where the
projects strive to address and provide solutions to the region's pressing issues. Here, we delve into
some key factors contributing to the sustainability of these initiatives.

Pre-relationship structure on the part of the partners

The foundation of the project's success lies in the collaborative efforts of partners, particularly the
active involvement of universities in the region during the proposal drafting phase. Professors and
researchers played a crucial role in articulating the unmet research needs within the university system,
emphasizing the relevance of the chosen topic, and aligning these with the structures of interests and
needs of internal and external stakeholders. Simultaneously, European partners exerted considerable
effort to align regional needs with the opportunities presented by the Erasmus Plus program. This suc-
cessful alignment can be attributed to the pre-existing structures of cooperation that were already in
place between the partners in both regions. These early relationships facilitated a shared understanding
and commitment to the project's goals, laying the groundwork for sustainable collaboration beyond the
project's initial phases.

Regional leadership and management

A pivotal factor contributing to the project's success was the decision to entrust the leadership role
to a university based in the Latin American region. This strategic choice significantly streamlined the
overall management process, ensuring effective navigation of the diverse challenges inherent in joint,
cross-national projects.

Managing a project across different countries and institutional contexts presents inherent complex-
ities related to the distinct institutional logics governing each participant's institutional autonomy.
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The leadership provided by a university within the region proved instrumental in bringing these differ-
ences, fostering a cohesive approach to project management. This regional leadership not only enhanced
the understanding of local dynamics but also facilitated timely decision-making, critical for overcoming
hurdles and sustaining momentum.

The importance of regional leadership makes evident that solutions to the challenges faced in Latin
America can be best developed and implemented by those intimately familiar with the unique socio-eco-
nomic and cultural nuances of the region. The success of the project, therefore, underscores the signifi-
cance of empowering local institutions to take charge, ensuring that initiatives born out of collaborative
projects can continue to address and alleviate the region's specific needs long after the initial project
funding concludes.

The sustained success of this project exemplifies the potential impact of well-coordinated initiatives
originating from Latin America. By fostering strong pre-existing relationships, aligning project goals with
regional needs, and entrusting leadership to a local institution, this project serves as a model for effective
and sustainable collaboration that directly addresses the challenges faced in the region.

Sustainability

The LATWORK project was successful in achieving all its objectives. The SARS-CoV-2 pandemic forced
the partners to take exceptional measures in order not to compromise the objectives set out in the
proposal.

Thus, the digital adaptation of some activities and deliverables of the proposal resulted in the creation
of content and products not contemplated as objectives, such as specialized training on informal work,
organized in 3 modules of 5 lessons each and attended by more than 1,500 participants from several
countries, including extra-regional ones.

However, within the objectives expressly developed in the proposal, the regional partners succeeded,
based on an arduous organization and agenda with a high number of meetings, to organize a structure
of working groups which now serves as a reference for channelling the results of the research activity
of the partners and new participants of the project, once its Erasmus Plus funding has ended.

The working groups were structured in various configurations about the topics, the number of groups,
and the guarantees of interdisciplinarity and country representation. Thus, they went from 9 to 7 and
finally to 4. Hereafter, we number the groups and their topics.

e GT-A: economic development, regulation, public policies and informality.

e GT-B: gender and labor, an indispensable approach in the study of informality and precariousness
in Latin America.

¢ GT-C: new configurations of informality, social inequality and precariousness.
e GT-D: social economy, popular economy and collective organization of informal workers.

Today, within these structures, there is a high transfer of resources, with regular group and inter-group
meetings, where experts in different disciplines are leading the group targets.

Another achievement that deserves to be considered is the visibility reached by international structures
that act to organizing research results transfer activities, such as the ALAST network (Latin American
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Association of Labour Studies), where a space has been expressly opened in its international congress
to give a monographic space to the activities of the LATWORK project.

The project is a reference for the adhesion of new structures, or in any case, for the replicability of its
form of organization in parallel structures that are currently also operating in the region, with a limited
level of organization that acts as a barrier to the generation of impacts.

Lessons learned

In reflecting on the project's trajectory, several invaluable lessons have emerged, shedding light on
the intricate dynamics of cross-continental collaborations, and pointing towards future directions for
sustained success. The Erasmus Plus program has proven to be a timely catalyst for advancing the
research capabilities of universities in the region. Its strategic focus on capacity building has not only
empowered institutions but has also provided a structured framework for fostering research excel-
lence. The inherent heterogeneity of participants in the program, encompassing diverse backgrounds,
expertise, and cultural perspectives, has been instrumental in generating multifaceted solutions to the
complex challenges faced in Latin America.

One crucial lesson learned is the importance of amplifying the voices of regional experts. Recogniz-
ing and valuing the wealth of knowledge and experience residing within the region, the project actively
embraced the principle of letting the experts from the area take centre stage. By giving them maximum
protagonism, the initiative ensured that the solutions developed were contextually relevant and sensitive
to the specific needs of the local communities. This approach not only enriched the project outcomes
but also fostered a sense of ownership and commitment among regional stakeholders, laying the
groundwork for sustainable impact.

A key strategy that emerged from the project's success was the creation of networks that facilitate
the active involvement of regional partners in European research endeavours stemming from capacity
building initiatives. This forward-looking approach seeks to bridge the gap between continents, foster-
ing ongoing collaboration beyond the immediate project timeline. By establishing these networks, the
project not only contributes to the global research landscape, but also ensures that the expertise and
perspectives of Latin American partners continue to shape and influence international research agendas.
This interconnectedness has the potential to transform how research is conducted, ensuring a more
inclusive and collaborative approach that transcends geographical boundaries.

The lessons learned from this project underscore the transformative power of collaborative initiatives
and the need for sustained efforts in capacity building. The Erasmus Plus program, with its emphasis on
fostering expertise and collaboration, has proven to be a catalyst for positive change. Moving forward,
the focus should remain on amplifying regional voices, nurturing networks, and creating platforms that
enable continuous participation of Latin American partners in global research initiatives. These lessons
serve as a blueprint for future endeavours, guiding the way towards impactful, culturally sensitive, and
sustainable collaborative projects that address the unique challenges faced in the region.

Globalization and neoliberalism have brought new paths for weaker economies occupying a peripheral
or semi-peripheral position in the global system. The result has been, on the one hand, the limitation
of the capacity to retain value added in the production chain and, on the other hand, the exponential
increase in inequalities resulting from growing exploitation at low labor costs, even when the lower
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strata of peripheral societies are supposed to have seen their position improved by reducing hunger
and misery.

On the other hand, as it has been argued throughout this contribution, North-South relations can take
different forms, depending on the different historical and socio-cultural characteristics of each of them.
The relations of the two Iberian countries with the former colonies also involve their specificities, just as
the processes of decolonization themselves were specific, even when referring to the case of the former
South American colonies. Also, when it comes to the world system in the context of long historical cycles,
the semi-peripheral condition has changed over the centuries, both for Portugal and Spain, always
evolving according to a logic of dynamic asymmetries at different geographical scales. The positioning
of the Iberian countries in Europe and, on the other hand, the positioning of Europe (including through
them) on the international chessboard obeys this same logic of variable geometry. In this approach,
we proceed to a reflexive and critical look centred on the asymmetries of power and, at the same time,
on the forms of cooperation between the peripheries and the centre, or between the South and the
North, both being —as Santos (2021) underlines— beyond geographical latitudes, since it is above
all a question of imbalances and interdependencies of economic and political power. In this sense, we
have questioned recent trends of change and segmentation in the labor sphere, trying to draw a parallel
between their peripheral condition as southern European countries and their possibility of bilateral (or
multilateral) cooperation with South American countries and their former colonizers. Precisely because
we believe that in the interstices of the system, there is room to reverse —or at least mitigate— the
harmful consequences of both colonialism and neoliberalism, the LATWORK project reveals potentials
framed within this objective. The knowledge and experiences of academic and scientific cooperation
with Latin American institutions, accumulated over decades by the research centres that make up this
consortium —in which 12 Higher Education Institutions from both sides of the Atlantic participate—,
constitute an important incentive to favor diagnoses, analyses and intervention projects with a critical
sense and practical scope.

Conclusions

The challenges facing labor research are changing at the dizzying pace imposed by the technological
transformations that underpin the expansion of the digital and globalized economy. New concepts of
work emerge as the division of labor is transformed. The loss of the capacity to generate regulated and
"decent" work (as defined by the ILO) as the main source of welfare state development is the central
constraint. However, beyond the generation of structures primarily in the field of statistics and data pro-
duction, other transnational movements are sufficiently organized and structured to ensure a break with
localisms that tend to reinterpret the globalized problem of informal work as primarily a domestic issue.

Therefore, one of the most relevant sociological objectives is not only to explain the nature of this
process, but also to redefine it so that it is identified as one of the main sources of sustenance and
reproduction of expansive neoliberalism and, especially, of the international inequalities that have a
direct impact on the local dimension. In the field of sociology, reflective currents tend to show that,
concerning to local realities —in our case those characterized by the prevalence of informal economy
and informal work —explanations arise from interaction with culture, from which it is possible to derive
interpretative frameworks that allow us to break with the process of globalization as the cause of infor-
mality and precariousness.
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Uncertainty and risk cannot be controlled by processes or dynamics that are beyond direct reach, such
as technological development. Hence, sociology has been interested in questioning how actors end
up stoically assuming informality as a consequence of the nature of the immediate environment and
primary needs.

The current trends of technological innovation and rapid digitalization, whose devastating impact on job
destruction has been pointed out, may, however, offer new means for reconversion of working conditions
in Latin American countries. The fight against informal work is in line with the fight against vulnerabilities,
poverty and exclusion. But for this effort to be successful, it is important to question, investigate and
strengthen the role and dialogue between the state and public institutions —especially Higher Educa-
tion Institutions (HEIs)— and economic agents (the business fabric of each region). This is a necessary
condition for the struggle in favor of decent work and rights to be also a struggle for development and
social justice in the countries of the South. The LATWORK project does not offer solutions, but rather,
at the crossroads where Europe and Latin America find themselves today, it opens possibilities that can
become assets at the disposal of the actors of future socio-economic changes.
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CHAPTER 4.8. The MEANING project

4.8. The MEANING project

This study case focused on the MEANING project. MEANING stands for Master Program in Industrial
Engineering for El Salvador and Guatemala; it has a concentration in Computer Science, Robotics, and
Telecommunications. The MEANING project is an international consortium co-financed by Erasmus+
Capacity Development from The European Union, within the KA2- Cooperation for innovation and the
exchange of good practices.

This project went after the articulation between the industrial business sector and universities, through
the creation of master programs which meet the needs of the professional market in the region while
they comply with the European quality standards. This initiative took place in El Salvador and Guatemala
from 10/15/2017 to 06/14/2021; it included the following regional partners: University of El Salvador
(UES), Universidad Tecnologica de El Salvador (UTEC), University of San Carlos de Guatemala (USAC),
Universidad Rafael Landivar de Guatemala (URL). Universidad Tecnoldgica de El Salvador (UTEC) oversaw
the coordination of the project. It also included three partners from the EU: the University of Alicante

(UA), Spain, the University of Maribor (UM), Slovenia, and the University of Collegue Cork (UCC), Ireland.

The main achievements of the project have been the installed capacities in specialized equipment,
teacher training, accredited programs, and the strengthening of research for industry and professional
practices that havestrengthened the link between universities and industry. The above has translated
into an economic and social impact, which has generated greater employability and academic and
business coordination.

The author has summarized the most relevant elements in the items below; these have provided a
justification for the MEANING project to be taken into account by the European Commission (Erasmus+
program) as a good practice within the field of higher education.

Dra. Blanca Ruth Orantes, Universidad Tecnoldgica de El Salvador

1. Background

Despite a long period of political instability and civil conflict, El Salvador and Guatemala have managed
to reach moderate economic development, low inflation rates, and an increase in Foreign Direct Invest-
ment (Bashir and Luque, 2012). Both countries possess efficiency-powered economies that still have
a long path to go across, nonetheless, they also have a high potential to improve their corresponding
global competencies (Schwab, 2016). The main engine of their economic growth has been agriculture
driven by the high prices of staple foods worldwide. However, despite the evolution in manufacturing
and services during the past decades, in addition to the contributions related to economic growth,
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agriculture in general (26.7% of gross domestic product, GDP) remains the sector with the highest GDP
contribution (CEPAL, 2015).

One of the main goals of the politics in the Central American region has been the generation of jobs.
More employment opportunities would help reduce the cyclical relationship between inequity, crime
rates, and unemployment —mainly, employment for young people (OIT, 2020). To address these chal-
lenges and reach these goals, the partner countries will need to have an approach in their policies that
offers multiple proposals to provide support to both producers and workers who are moving higher in the
chain of value, and which can also improve their access to education, and quality education. Introducing
diversification within the structure of manufacturing and services or improving the technological content
and general knowledge on already existing activities such as agriculture could represent a solution to
make them more productive.

Both partner countries, El Salvador and Guatemala, are at a disadvantage in terms of higher education
and training; this translates into one of the largest obstacles to doing business (INEG, 2015). Despite
the wide variety in the academic offers of the partner countries, in both technical and non-technical dis-
ciplines, their tertiary offer is low in contrast to the latter. The inquiries made to the industry in relation
to the skills, knowledge, and competencies of those who have graduated from industrial engineering
programs, at the undergraduate level in key areas, indicate a lack of enough practical knowledge and
technological relevance. As a result, innovation does not exist at the national economic level in any of
the partner countries. Therefore, by improving the offer at the tertiary technical education level, com-
petitiveness could be improved considerably.

Robotics, Telecommunications, and Computer Science are found within the key areas that have been
identified as strategic professions that provide contributions to the economic development of countries
with emerging economies. In general, this type of industrial engineering is useful in the areas of manu-
facturing and other types of production activities, management, and quality control, to mention some
areas. However, one of the main problems in professional training has been the lack of coordination
and relevance given to the curricula and the needs of the business sector, including industry. In this
context, those graduates lack the training to practice in real life.

In like manner, this project is relevant and can also become a tool to build relationships between industry
and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), thus promoting highly trained professionals with the neces-
sary ad hoc skills and good practices, all of which satisfy the needs for the scientific and technological
development of the partner countries and the Central American region. This aligns with the objectives
and the strategies of the National Policy for Innovation, Science and Technology of the Republic of
El Salvador, 2011, mainly with one of its objectives: “To support business innovation to increase its
productivity and competitiveness,” as well as to create a link among HEls, technologic and productive
innovation nuclei such as technological parks and research centers, and public-private businesses,
which facilitate the development of research projects and innovative initiatives aimed to stimulate the
national competitiveness and productive development.

In relation to the socioeconomic context of El Salvador, between the years 2012 and 2016, the annual
rate growth of GDP was equal to 1.8%, which is considered low. Previously, the highest recorded
growth took place in 2007, with a GDP of 3.8%. However, because of the global economic recession
in 2008, the growth rates registered in 2009 become negative, being then transferred to the following
years. In 2016, the registered increase by the annual GDP rate was 2.4%,; this indicates that there was
a recovery in the national economy. As a result of this recovery, the home income also grew, though
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this was mainly represented by the remittances coming from abroad, as well as to the low inflation
levels, an increase in employee productivity, and more dynamic commercial sectors (BCRS, 2018).
It became clear from 2015 onwards that the manufacturing sector of the country represented a mere
17.8% of the GDP by 2017; it was in 2015 that the Banco Central de Reserva changed the national
accounting system. Hence, El Salvador needs a highly positive increase, not only in generating jobs,
but also in enhancing the emergence of an innovative industrial sector, and small and medium busi-
nesses (PYMES, given its Spanish acronym); these would help increment the potential for growth
in the manufacturing sector and reduce the permanent multidimensional poverty that prevents the
growth of the national economy.

The National Policy of Promotion, Diversification, and Productive Transformation, based on the Law for
the Promotion of Business Production, constitutes the main government strategy with which to generate
a structural change with the purpose of reducing multidimensional poverty and sustaining increasing
development. This policy intended to establish a dialogue amongst academia, the industrial sector and
the labor market in order to lay the foundations of a “high added value” economy (MES, 2014). One
of the most important central concepts of this policy, and which directly links it to the MEANING Project
Master’s Program in Industrial Engineering is the following: “To improve the regulation and strengthening
of HEIs and research centers in their research activities aimed at innovation (MES, 2014).

Regarding Guatemala, the socioeconomic context has had little progress in human development, in
relation to the 2015/2016 INDH. The latest statistics indicate that 70% of the population works without
a formal contract, and without health insurance, while the income levels are below the minimum wage.
Consequently, a large number of families live in a constant state of alimentary vulnerability due to the
lack of land and the necessary resources required to be self-sufficient: nearly 80% of the indigenous
population lives in poverty and there is a great gap between those who have access to higher education
and those who do not. As a result, there has been little progress in the reduction of the poverty levels
(PNUD, 2016). Nonetheless, between 2005 and 2006, the economic growth in Guatemala improved
to an annual index of 2.3%. Since then, however, it has remained the same; it has been growing less
than 0.3% per year until 2014.

Despite the lack of a sustained human development index, since the beginning of the XXI century,
there has been, at least, moderate economic growth due to new wealth resources from the financial
and industrial sectors. However, it is important to mention that these new engines for development
have not been responsible for the generation of mass jobs. This has not impacted/influenced the
current rise in the waves of people either, which are, in fact, very low. On the other hand, the sig-
nificant role of the agricultural sector in the national economy has been losing relevance in the new
millennium, as indicated by the low entries of the GDP (Banco de Guatemala, 2023). Even though the
most recent economic model has generated positive improvements, there is also evidence of a higher
concentration of wealth and over exploitation of natural resources by mining industries and mega-
plantations. Local economies have also had a direct impact on their production and the marketing of
products, telecommunications, the generation of power, the extraction of mineral resources, and the
increasing use of water (CEPAL, 2019).

Given this, through the implementation of the MEANING project,* the Master’s programs would contribute
to the creation of employment opportunities. These new opportunities would, in turn, support positive

1 http://meaningproject.net/
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economic growth through a considerable increase in innovation and competitiveness in the fields of
Computer Science, Robotics and Telecommunications. Each of them is aimed to have a multiplying effect
to increase the standard of living of the people in both countries, El Salvador and Guatemala, besides
the articulation of efforts from the universities along with the needs of the national industry and a joint
effort by the European partner countries and the European Union (EU).

In this context, there has been a real need between the HEIls of El Salvador and Guatemala —Universidad
Tecndlogica de EI Salvador, University of EI Salvador, Universidad Rafael Landivar, and University of San
Carlos— to train highly qualified professionals in Computer Science, Robotics and Telecommunications
who will be ready to enter the work force, thus, ready to introduce the kind of employment opportunities
that offer an added value, so critical to boost the growth of national economies. These are strategic
professions that originate the progress of modern nations. At the same time, they serve production
areas, management, quality management, and others that are industry related, where the raw material
needs to be transformed into final products. The partner countries of El Salvador and Guatemala were
the beneficiaries of the MEANING Project. On Central America’s side, the 4 HEIs have a strong inter-
est in the curricular development in the field of Industrial Engineering since all of them plan to make
a meaningful contribution to increase work opportunities in both countries. Amongst the 4 institutions
from the Central American countries, more than 50% of the Salvadoran and Guatemalan university
spots were offered; these would be crucial in providing the workforce for the national industrial sector.
UES and USAC are the national/public HEIs of El Salvador and Guatemala. UTEC is the largest private
university in El Salvador, and the URL is not only the largest private university in Guatemala but also
the oldest one the country has in the field.

Both partner countries, Asociacion Salvadorena de Industriales and Colegio de Ingenieros de Guatemala
also participated in the project. Their capacity to actively contribute to the objectives of this project is
not only founded on their practical experience in the target markets but also on their high number of
industrial affiliations. The EU partners contribute their experience in industrial engineering, the implemen-
tation of master’s programs, and curriculum development as well as their experience in collaborating with
the businesses and the representatives of governmental bodies in countries with emerging economies.
The University of Maribor has experience in the interdisciplinary master’'s programs of engineering; the
University College Cork, in electrical engineering, whereas the University of Alicante contributed its
experience in Robotics, Telecommunications and Computer Science.

The three Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) that represent the European partners provide support
to increase the capacities of the partner countries with their experience in the construction of capaci-
ties, international initiatives, and curriculum development in topics related to Industrial Engineering.
The support is provided via teacher training, competency-based curriculum development, access to
technology for hybrid courses at the postgraduate level, and the large number of fields related to
the successful implementation of a complex project within a limited budget and time frame. Given
this, the MEANING Project has represented the possibility of generating a significant improvement
in the quality of postgraduate professionals who can put innovation at the forefront of the three
different areas in the chain of value of Industrial Engineering. The recent master’s program that has
been developed would help originate economic growth through a considerable increase in productiv-
ity which can therefore have a multiplying effect in improving the life standard of the population in
both partner countries.
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The MEANING project was organized into 8 Work Packs.

Work pack 1. Needs Analysis

Visits to the 3 partner European universities were made: the University of Alicante, Spain, University
College Cork, Ireland and the University of Maribor, Slovenia. Said visits allowed the teams from the 4
partner beneficiary universities, University of San Carlos, Guatemala, University of El Salvador, Univer-
sidad Rafael Landivar, Guatemala, and Universidad Tecnoldgica de El Salvador, to obtain a well-rounded
view of the academic offer in industrial engineering in Spain, Slovenia and Ireland. They also allowed
a view of the quality standards and the practices of higher education in the European Union, and the
existing relation between academia and industry in those countries, as well as the job market. Also,
the existing context between El Salvador and Guatemala was analyzed using a needs analysis study.
Asociacion Salvadorena de Industriales and Colegio de Ingenieros de Guatemala supported the iden-
tification of participants in this study. Consultation workshops with the participation of people in the
academic and industrial sectors took place; this allowed it to learn from first-hand sources, the need
for competency training. The information was consolidated in a competency matrix that was later used
as the foundation for the curriculum design. Additionally, the Needs Analysis document was published
under ISBN 978-99961-86-24-0; besides being an outcome of the project, this can be used as a refer-
ence document for other initiatives in curriculum design at the higher education level.?

Work Package 2. Training plan

The training for the 4 beneficiary universities in the project (UES, USAC, URL, and UTEC) provided the nec-
essary knowledge for the elaboration of academic programs, particularly the master’s program already
developed. These trainings were aimed at the faculty (professors, researchers, technicians, and guests
from the industrial sector). The University of Alicante in Spain collaborated with hosting six webinars
along with the materials in their Moodle platform. The main objective was to build capabilities based on
the needs of the master’s program. The webinars that were developed were the following: 1. Learning
outcomes; 2. The definition of the learning outcomes; 3. Curriculum design and program content; 4.
The Definition of a course; 5. The use of online communication tools; 6. How to identify competencies
and develop a competency matrix. The webinars and their materials were later migrated to each of the
beneficiary universities’ platforms as a resource and tool to be used by students and faculty members
of the master’s program in El Salvador and Guatemala; said webinars will be continually updated.

Work Package 3. The definition of the master’s curriculum

The study plan and its organization were developed by the 4 beneficiary universities with systematic
and specialized advice from experts at the University of Maribor, Slovenia. The foundation of the
competency matrix generated by the needs analysis called for reflection on the need to reorganize
the curriculum. This process was conducted by the University of Maribor in Slovenia. It was agreed
that the common courses in the curriculum of each master, according to their concentration, would
be developed in 6 months, the area of specialization in 9 months, the internships in 6 months, and
the end of master graduation project in 3 months. This led to a request for authorization from the
project officer in Brussels to make this change. In like manner, the proposal to change the name of
the master’s was analyzed so as not to be in conflict with the regulations in Guatemala, thus opening

2 This can be downloaded from the following link:
http://www.url.edu.gt/mensajeria/2020/Documentos/AnalisisdeNecesidadesMeaning.pdf
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the opportunity for students in other engineering fields to be able to register in it. Therefore, the
change was requested and authorized under the name Master in Industrial Engineering for the Indus-
try, with the three concentration areas to be offered by each of the beneficiary universities: Robotics,
Computer Science and Telecommunications. The advisory and management provided by the experts
from the University of Maribor included a high level of compromise and excellence, as the other Euro-
pean universities in their different roles. The contents and the structure of the different courses were
developed following quality indicators and taking into consideration the foundation of the competency
matrix as an important source for curriculum design.

It was no easy task to reconcile the different regulations of the institutions and the hosting countries
in relation to the academic credits and periods; however, this was eventually achieved. The master’s
degree needed to have academic credits that would represent no less than those equivalent to 90 ECTS.
Danijel Rebolj, an expert from the University of Maribor, oversaw this task, thus assigning a minimum
of 60 ECTS, equivalent to 1,800 hours, which were then translated into academic credits according
to the individual systems of El Salvador and Guatemala. This stage took a little longer than planned.

Finally, three master’s programs with three concentrations were designed. To obtain institutional approv-
al, they were presented/submitted as a program in compliance with the concentrations to be offered.
For UTEC and URL, it would be the Master’s in Engineering for the Industry, with a concentration in
Robotics; for UES and USAC, the Master Programs in Engineering for the Industry in their concentrations:
Telecommunications and Computer Science.

In January 2020, the master’s programs were reviewed under the scope of international quality indica-
tors, guided by an external expert in quality accreditation. Besides, there was a workshop led by the
University of Alicante, for the four beneficiary universities to review and get through any observations
made to each study plan, which would then be submitted along with the pre-accreditation request for
the authorization of the masters’ programs before the ACSUG agency. Also in 20149, the national and
international authorization processes began, according to each case. In relation to UTEC, the university
submitted the Master Programs in Engineering with a concentration in Robotics to the Ministry of Edu-
cation, Science and Technology, in October 2019; this was authorized on November 26, 2020. UES,
USAC, and URL followed a different process since they had to undergo institutional authorizations,
nonetheless, they went through different instances. Both master’s programs at USAC were authorized
in June 2020; the one at UES on February 17 and 18, 2021. Because of the pandemic and changes
in the internal authorities, the URL was not authorized until March 4, 2021. Nowadays, all master’s
programs have been authorized to be offered. A dossier per each program was also structured,
thanks to the advisory of one of the outsourced experts, to be able to submit the three programs to
the international pre-accreditation with the Agency for Quality Assurance in the Galician University
System, given its Spanish acronym. The application was submitted in March 2020. ACSUG’S last
response is dated June 6, 2021.

The University of Maribor also advised and oriented the purchase of the equipment for the master’s
program considering the capacities of each of the beneficiary institutions. The change in the list for the
equipment was made to the OP in Brussels to conduct/make the ideal purchase according to the needs
found in the competency matrix and the lab practices necessary for each master. To speed this process,
the public universities requested the coordinators once again to intercede so that suppliers could be
paid with no intermediaries in order to have speedier processes at their universities. The purchase was
authorized, with good results, taking care of compliance with the regulations and the eligible funds. To
date, all equipment has been installed at the beneficiary universities offering the master.
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Work Package 4. Implementation of the master’s program

This package was coordinated by Universidad Tecnol6gica de El Salvador. The master’s programs
were authorized at each university on different dates; therefore, the Marketing Plan and the launching
ceremony were planned on different dates as well. In November 2020, after the quarantine due to the
pandemic, a blended event was held to launch the master’s programs; this was conducted by the general
coordinator. The launching ceremony that presented the results of the MEANING project was therefore
held in November 2020, via a blended event, in the city of San Salvador, at the Faculty of Master’s and
Graduate Studies from Universidad Tecnoldgica de El Salvador (UTEC), with only 24 attendees due to
social distancing measures because of COVID-19. There was also participation from an online audience
via ZOOM, Facebook live, the project’s webpage, Twitter and other social media. Both the EU embassy
in El Salvador and its partners contributed to its dissemination.

Work Package 5. Marketing plan

This work package was led by University of El Salvador. A marketing plan was conducted in each of the
beneficiary universities, with 4 advertising campaigns in both the written and the digital press plus social
media. Also, 8 open houses took place, following different formats, days, breakfasts, and conferences
whether online or face-to-face. Open days and the campaigns were mostly conducted online due to the
COVID-14 pandemic and its crisis, on different dates, based on the authorization dates of the different
master’s programs in each university. During open days, experts in each of the concentrations were
invited, which included guests from the partner European universities, guests from other institutions,
and national guests. In addition, a variety of promotional materials were designed and printed, which
included shirts, USB sticks, mousepads, and rocket books, among others, with the logos of the Euro-
pean Commission and Meaning.

A total of 383 attendees were interested in the master’'s programs. Around 108 people registered in
three universities. In the case of the URL, despite the campaign and the open days, it was not possible
to get the minimum amount for registration. Therefore, as explained in package 4, there was a request
to not begin the master until January 2022. Considering that this happened during the time of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which generated economic problems and unemployment, it can be said that the
number of students registered was positive.

Work package 6. Dissemination

The dissemination package was coordinated by the URL. The UES, UTEC, and URL participated in the
dissemination activities developed within the project. Taking into account the impact that was expected
from the project and its results, both in El Salvador and Guatemala a webpage® and social media pages
such as Twitter* and Facebook® were created. These tools had periodic publications about the project
activities, advances on its implementation as well as its events and activities such as study visits,
training, regular team meetings, launching ceremonies, open houses, international conferences, and
workshops given, among others.

Among the different materials that were designed, the following can be mentioned: banners for the

3 http://www.meaning-project.net/
4 https://twitter.com/project_meaning
5 https://www.facebook.com/project.meaning/?ref=br_tf&epa=SEARCH_BOX
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project’s website, news and activities, social media posts, ID templates, diploma templates, PowerPoint
templates, roll-up banners, brochures, videos, and advertising spots® A total of 2,014 promotional
materials were made for the 4 HEls.

Work Package 7. Monitoring and internal quality control

USAC was in charge of leading this WP. The partner universities of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Europe
executed the guidelines of the quality plan to ensure the high quality of the activities, supplies and
project results during its lifecycle. Regular reports, work plans, and monitoring reports on the internal
and external quality of the activities and the implementation of the project were submitted. All reports
and surveys have been uploaded to the project’s Dropbox.

Work Package 8. Project management

This package was led by UTEC; it was comprised of administrative, technical, and financial management.
The work plan and its corresponding activities had a follow-up along with the resources that had been
assigned to the project. This included the following: roles, supervision of the progress of the different
stages of the project, budget implementation, participation, and a record of the organizing meetings,
both face-to-face and online. An effective communication plan was also used. There was constant and
fluent communication through all means including e-mails, telephone calls, and a WhatsApp group.
Beginning in March 2020, the communication plan was adapted to the new reality generated by the
impact of COVID-19 since this had an impact on the execution timeline for the project activities.

Nevertheless, there was active democratic participation amongst all the partner universities and there
was constant communication even during the pandemic. Regular meetings took place, both online and
face-to-face. The training included three study visits, two meetings in Guatemala, and one final meeting
in EI Salvador, besides 34 online meetings. Those involved were monitored and motivated to comply
with the tasks assigned to them; follow-up was given to all activities that had gone through a delay
due to political changes and re-assignations of authority officials, strikes at public universities, and the
suspension of face-to-face activities 