
 



The Design Impact Transition (DIT) Platform at 

Erasmus University Rotterdam aims to transform the 

university by empowering radically new ways to do 

research, education and engagement for a just and 

sustainable future. 

As a platform, we bring together academics, students, 

non-academic staff and external stakeholders around 

complex and persistent societal challenges. We aim at 

building a strong and engaged community and a 

collaborative, experimental and design-based culture 

of transdisciplinarity. DIT is at the heart of the EUR 

Strategy, living the Erasmian values of global 

citizenship, social commitment, an open and critical 

mindset, cooperation and entrepreneurial spirit. 

Our team consists of dedicated Erasmians that work on 

building the DIT platform and transforming the 

university from the ground up. The core team consists 

of three quartermasters, an organisational and an 

academic lead, complemented by affiliated academics 

from different Schools and Institutes. You can always 

contact the core team if you have questions, remarks, 

or want to contribute to the platform. For more 

information and contact details, please visit our 

website.
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J. Garst 

Design Impact Transition (DIT) platform – L. Baunker, O. Bream McIntosh, F. Coops, Y. Hendlin, S. Koevoets, 

M. Lavanga, D. Loorbach, N. van Roessel, A. Vasques, M. de Wal, & J. Wittmayer. 

What is the role of a university in a society that is in transition? How do we as academic researchers and teachers 

act upon or shape these transitions? How do we support our students and other community members in navigating 

the tensions and conflicts that these transitions bring?  

Whether it concerns the transition to a renewable energy system, a circular economy, a food system that supports 

(or restores) biodiversity, an equal and just division of wealth and wellbeing, an inclusive and safe digital 

environment, a health system aimed at preventing instead of curing disease, we as academics are part of these 

fundamental changes in the fabric of our society. We impact them in positive or negative ways; locally in the 

communities where we live and work but also globally through our research, our education, and other exchanges of 

our ideas. How do we ensure that this impact is doing good and no harm? How do we ensure that our work 

supports the transition to a sustainable and just future and is not obstructing it? If society changes, do our academic 

practices, values, and norms also need to change? 

Many universities are currently struggling to answer these questions and so is Erasmus University Rotterdam 

(EUR). Tensions are increasing in our academic communities as well as the sense of powerlessness in handling 

them. As individual academics, we feel a sense of duty and a sense of urgency to help society to tackle the 

challenges that are threatening its existence. At the same time, our contributions feel small and insignificant, unable 

to create the systemic change needed. As an institute, the university is struggling to set a course, torn between 

guarding the existing practices and norms that have shaped our identity as an academic institute, and opening up to 

new values and ideas that allow us to better support our communities. Furthermore, we have to come to terms with 

the uncomfortable truth that our past and current activities contribute to not just the solutions but also the causes of 

societal grand challenges. Can we change our academic ways without losing our legitimacy as knowledge creators 

and diffusers of society? 

In their Midterm Review of EUR’s Strategy 2024 – published in 2022 – the review panel observes the struggles of 

the EUR’s leadership and asks them to take clear action to “clarify the strategic course and to adjust it where 

necessary” (1). While the Midterm Review report identifies some gaps in the strategy and recommends some rough 

outlines of what action could look like, the report does not provide insight into the origins of these gaps. Without 

identifying the underlying tensions and acknowledging how they are shaped by both EUR’s organizational 

structure and changes in the wider academic landscape, EUR’s leadership risks acting on these gaps in an ad hoc 

and ineffective way.  

In this report, we support the review panel’s call for action but also acknowledge the complex task ahead for the 

EUR’s leadership. To support them in this task, we offer in the report a more in-depth analysis of the strategic gaps 

identified by the Midterm Review. To conduct this analysis, we build on our combined expertise as the team of the 

Design Impact Transition (DIT) platform at EUR. Using the diverse disciplinary backgrounds of our team, our 

analysis builds upon a broad spectrum of academic discourses that investigate the tensions in our academic system. 

We hope that this analysis will, thus, not only serve the EUR and its community but also provides guideposts for 

academics at other universities that are looking to facilitate the transformation of their institute and the academic 

environment at large.  

To make sure that our analysis connects to the particular characteristics of the EUR university, we also draw upon 

many documents, conversations, and other exchanges of ideas within our university. We are, therefore, grateful to 



the EUR leadership for providing us with the mandate and resources to create the DIT platform but more 

importantly for having open conversations with us about their goals and struggles. Additionally, we want to 

emphasize that the ideas expressed in this report are built on the wealth of expertise of our EUR colleagues and the 

wider EUR community. As this expertise cannot always be captured in scientific references, we want to thank all 

people that have shared their thoughts in formal and informal conversations.  

The results of our analysis have been captured in four sections:  

Following the panel’s recommendation to look beyond the current strategic period, we argue that a long-term 

vision is needed. This vision should explain how the university plans to be adaptive to the changes that the societal 

transitions bring (2), how the university provides spaces for research and education that supports or even 

accelerates transitions towards a sustainable and just society (3,4), and how the university will adjust its own 

norms, rules, and activities when they hinder such transitions (4–8).  

In aiming “to be a force for good”, the university’s leadership should tackle the barriers to creating societal impact:  

a) The emphasis on academic integrity and relevance has snowed under the duty of an academic institute to 

create and teach socially robust knowledge, which considers how the knowledge is used, is oriented 

towards action on changes the existing systems, and is co-created with other actors in society (4-6) (9-15). 

b) The focus on individual performance and providing a single pathway to success not only cause unhealthy 

work pressure and misconduct (16-19), but it also ignores the fact that academic work is teamwork and 

places its trust in unreliable and incomplete evaluation metrics that disconnect effort from performance and 

outcome (20–25).  

c) The marginalization of our education activities compared to our research activities leads to diminishing our 

role as providers of academically educated members of society (9). In this role, universities should consider 

the changing educational needs of a transitioning society, both in the content of our education (26–29) as 

well as how we evaluate it (30–33). 

d) The other roles of the university in society – e.g., an employer, a consumer of resources, an ecological 

space for flora and fauna – are easily forgotten and not acted upon when the university aims to have a 

positive impact.  

Creating and teaching socially robust knowledge requires specific academic competencies that currently do not 

receive enough support in the EUR: 

a) Cross-disciplinarity = to tackle the complex, interconnected grand challenges of society, cross-disciplinary 

knowledge creation and education with a systems perspective should be facilitated (6,13,34–36); 

b) Anticipation = to create a positive impact and to detect unintended, negative consequences of our work – 

i.e., do good and do not harm – anticipatory techniques should be included in our research and education 

(37,38);   

c) Reflexivity = to become aware of how our academic activities influence and are influenced by values, 

norms, and emotions, a reflexive attitude and reflexivity exercises should be included in our research and 

education (39-42); 

d) Engagement = to create a common understanding of grand challenges and ensure science for society, with 

society, engagement with societal actors should be included in our research and education (43-48). 

In cross-disciplinary research and education, there are three modes: a) in multi-disciplinarity the disciplinary 

scientists complement each other but their methods and discourses remain separated; b) in inter-disciplinarity the 

scientists create cross-disciplinary discourses and methodologies; c) in post-disciplinarity (or trans-disciplinarity) 

the scientists choose methods and discourses from the full scientific spectrum without claiming disciplinary 

ownership (49). The ability of the university to enable all three modes depends on the flexibility of disciplinary 



practices and procedures, whether performance indicators are purely disciplinary, and the existence of spaces for 

post-disciplinary research and education (12).  

Besides the results of our analysis, we would like to also offer the EUR leadership support in taking clear action. 

This report, therefore, concludes with two concrete steps to tackle the barriers and tensions that we identified for 

governing the creation and teaching of socially robust knowledge:  

The working group - consisting of academics in relevant fields from each of the EUR’s schools - will develop 

policy recommendations a) for assessing the competencies at the team level; b) for evaluating the performance of 

an individual in a team setting; c) for recognizing and rewarding teamwork within and between departments and 

schools. This working group will not only revitalise the implementation of the Dutch national Recognition & 

Reward programme but ensure that the implementation leads to the development of bottom-up initiated, evidence-

based policies that account for the EUR’s governance structures.  

The DIT platform was given by EUR’s leadership the strategic assignment to investigate and initiate new 

institutional structures for creating and teaching socially robust knowledge. With the lessons learned, we 

recommend that the EUR leadership develop a Cross-school Institute for Socially Robustness to serve four 

purposes: 

i. Facilitate reflexive dialogues and strategies on social robustness; 

While our university acknowledges the need for socially robust knowledge, tensions are perceived between the 

requirements for creating and teaching such knowledge and the traditional ways we conduct academic research and 

education. For example, the desired neutrality of science in the political arena conflicts with research calling for 

specific policy action. To create awareness among the academic and non-academic staff about these tensions and 

the strategies to handle them, dialogues between EUR’s leadership and the staff of the ten schools and the 

professional services. The Cross-school Institute could provide a safe and neutral space for such dialogues. 

ii. Coordinate cross-school collaborations in research and education; 

While in its activities the DIT platform enabled sharing of best practices and creating collaborations between the 

EUR’s schools (e.g., in the new interdisciplinary master’s Societal Transition), differences between the policies, 

structures, and services at the school level hampered the DIT team in their cross-school education and research 

activities. A central institute in which governance is shared among schools and cross-school structures - such as an 

examination board and an ethical committee - will streamline the collaborations between schools for socially robust 

knowledge creation and teaching.  

iii. Develop training and innovation platforms for the competencies for social robustness; 

While training and innovation in multiple scientific competencies are covered by the EUR’s professional services, 

the four competencies for socially robust knowledge are not structurally supported. To stimulate cross-

disciplinarity, two portfolios would be developed for cross-school collaborations on research and education, both 

for existing projects (e.g., Convergence Alliance projects and the Erasmus Initiatives) and new projects. Each of the 

other three competencies – Anticipation, Reflexivity, and Engagement – would have its own training programme 

for staff, and an innovation platform would allow experimentation with new tools, instruments, and configurations 

for these competencies in research and education. 

iv. Set up a transformational, cross-disciplinary program on sustainability for students. 

In contributing to sustainable development, we should also support our students in becoming the changemakers 

needed for a sustainable and just future. To provide them with the knowledge and skills to do so, a cross-school 

programme would be developed for education on sustainable development and transformational skills, both at the 

bachelor’s as well as master’s levels. 



Although we tried to be as concrete as possible in describing these steps, action is easier said than done. We, 

therefore, offer the EUR leadership both our minds and our hands as the DIT team to further develop and 

implement these steps. Furthermore, in the spirit of our analysis, this action requires cross-school collaboration. 

Thus, this report is also an invitation to our EUR colleagues and the wider community to share their expertise and 

capabilities in acting upon these steps and support the EUR leadership in shaping our institute to contribute to a just 

and sustainable future. 

 



In 2022, the Board of Erasmus University Rotterdam 

(EUR) commissioned an external review of their 

Strategy 2024. This Midterm Review provided five 

points for improvement considering the 

implementation of the strategy: 1) continue the 

priorities of Strategy 2024 beyond 2024; 2) make 

impact the central theme of the strategy; 3) refine the 

strategy to decrease the number of priorities; 4) utilize 

the interdisciplinarity of EUR; 5) strengthen the 

governance of the implementation of the strategy (1).  

While describing their reasons for concern and why 

these five points are important, the review does not 

provide a clear plan for how to achieve them. 

Although at first, the five points might seem simple to 

follow up, the decentralized structure of the EUR and 

the complexity of the societal issues that the university 

aims to tackle make this a very complex task with 

many obstacles and pitfalls. The team of the Design 

Impact Transition (DIT) platform, therefore, wants to 

offer their expertise to support the EUR’s leadership. 

This report offers a deeper analysis of the concerns 

raised in the Midterm Review and draws out a plan for 

implementing the EUR strategy. The report has five 

sections. Each section provides a deeper analysis of the 

five points of the Midterm Review, mentioned above. 

In the fifth and final section, after discussing the 

governance challenges, two concrete steps are 

suggested that move the strategy forward and support 

the EUR in contributing to a sustainable and just 

society. 

The Midterm Review indicated that the ambitions of 

Strategy 2024 are too large to be completed within this 

strategic period. The review panel recommends 

building the next strategy on the ambitions and 

priorities of Strategy 2024. We agree that with the 

importance of looking beyond the current strategic 

period: a long-term vision is required. We believe this 

vision should not simply extend the ambitions of the 

University further into an unknown future but aim to 

understand the future more thoroughly and attempt to 

provide useful answers to questions: what ongoing 

changes in society are most relevant for our strategic 

vision; what are the possible future roles of our 

university in that changing society; and which 

decisions can EUR take today that will ensure its 

continued leadership and resilience in the 

unpredictable, and likely volatile, times ahead?  

To assist organizations in such foresight exercises, 

academics and not-for-profit organisations have 

developed tools and instruments, such as the 

Framework for Intergenerational Fairness to uncover 

unfairness where it exists in policy and clarify the 

‘hard choices’ to be made (50); the Delphi method to 

synthesise diverse expertise on the future patterns and 

trends most relevant to our policy decisions (51); 

morphological analysis, which is a structured method 

for ensuring consistency and relevance in scenario 

development in developing useful understandings of 

how the various dimensions of our operational context 

might evolve (52); and Policy Wind Tunnelling to 

assess policy assumptions against knowledge about 

possible future scenarios (53). In conducting these 

exercises, leveraging the wealth of in-house expertise, 

both academic and non-academic, is not only more 

efficient than hiring external expertise but also ensures 

internal commitment to the outcomes of these 

exercises. However, to avoid a solely inside-out 

perspective – as warned by the Midterm Review – the 

university shouldn’t be afraid to ask its direct and 

indirect stakeholders for their views (see the section on 

engaged academia).  

The development of such a long-term vision is not a 

one-time exercise. As the future unfolds, the vision 

and thus the strategy of the university needs to be 

adjusted to emerging insights. A reflexive attitude 

towards its strategy is thus a must for an academic 

institute that wants to be resilient in the turbulent times 

of societal transitions (2). Next to such an attitude, the 

organization also requires structures that facilitate 

dialogues within the EUR and outside in its local and 

global communities and help it to anticipate and 

respond to changes in society (2).  

The strategic initiatives were created to establish such 

structures, but a lack of focus in their scope and 

limited collaboration between these initiatives and the 

Schools has prevented these structures from being 

woven into the EUR’s organizational fabric. Without 

these structures, EUR’s goal, indicated in Strategy 

2024, “to be a force for good” and support society in 

the transitions needed to tackle grand challenges is 

being compromised.  

One sign that there is urgency in developing better 

reflexive and anticipatory capacities is the response to 

and aftermath of the recent OccupyEUR protests. In 

transition thinking, behaviour in society is directed by 

sets of rules, practices, and narratives (i.e., regimes). 

These regimes are not stable. At any time, small 

networks of actors exist (i.e., niches) that question and 

challenge the rules, their assumptions, and dogmas 

(3,4). Traditionally, the university is perceived as a 

safe space for these niches to develop, experiment with 



alternative rules, and learn by doing (4). However, 

after the abrupt ending to the OccupyEUR protest by 

the police, the EUR staff and students wonder whether 

this space for niches is still being safeguarded and 

whether the EUR leadership is open to reflecting on 

and adjusting its strategy. This event made clear that 

among our staff and students, a sense of urgency is felt 

to act upon the concerns over sustainability and the 

increasingly urgent scientific warnings. The event and 

the discussions that followed show there is a clear need 

for spaces where societal grand challenges can enter 

our discussions and work, and where transformative 

work can be done.  

To create and support these spaces, the university’s 

strategy should acknowledge that the university has 

path dependencies in its way of working. To a large 

extent, our university remains focused on and 

organized around economic innovation, and the 

tradition of a disciplinary and distanced academic role. 

Similar to the conversations currently happening in 

organizations around the world, our path dependencies 

need to be openly discussed, challenged, and re-

designed if they hurt our university’s mission to have a 

positive societal impact (4–8). 

Following the recommendations of the Midterm 

Review, the board aims to clearly define what ‘societal 

impact’ means for the EUR and how to ensure this 

impact is ‘positive’. In general, an impact can be 

considered positive if it contributes to a sustainable 

and just future for our global society. There are many 

frameworks and definitions of a sustainable and just 

future for our global society. While the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals give direction, they 

are time- and space-sensitive and they do not show the 

relationship between the conditions they describe. The 

Donut economics framework by Kate Raworth does 

show that the conditions of human survival are 

interconnected (54). In her framework, the space for 

humankind to survive and thrive is defined by a) a 

ceiling created by the nine planetary boundaries and b) 

a social foundation created by twelve dimensions to be 

met for every human being on the planet. Staying 

‘within the doughnut’ seems straightforward, but 

currently, our global society is overshooting multiple 

planetary boundaries – with climate and ecological 

crises being the most prominent – and falling short on 

all the social dimensions.  

To support society to get ‘within the Donut’, the role 

of the university is clear: “the production of 

knowledge with actions that both meet human needs 

and preserve the planet's life-support systems” (55). 

This role is granted to the scientific community by 

society. In other words, “[t]he political community 

agrees to provide resources to the scientific community 

and to allow the scientific community to retain its 

decision-making mechanisms and in return expects 

forthcoming but unspecified technological benefits” 

(56). This quote points to two conditions for the 

legitimacy of science: a) scientific integrity; b) societal 

benefit (9). Unfortunately, DIT’s analysis of the 

Midterm Review and other strategy documents has 

revealed that the EUR struggles to fulfil the second 

condition. Four barriers can be identified. In the next 

sections, we described them in detail. A summary can 

be found in the table below.

 



The relationship with society can be described as a 

contract between the academic community and society. 

In this contract, society provides resources to the 

scientific community and permits the scientific 

community the power to self-regulate. In return, the 

scientific community is expected to produce benefits 

for society with its research and education (9). While 

this self-regulation to ensure research integrity is well-

defined in the Netherlands Code of Conduct for 

Research Integrity (10), the code includes societal 

benefit only as one optional condition: “2. Conduct 

research that can be of scientific, scholarly and/or 

societal relevance”. This lack of attention to societal 

benefit has caused accusations of scientific 

detachment, depicted by the metaphor of the ‘ivory 

tower’ (12). Drawing on decades of research (11,12), 

three characteristics of socially robust scientific 

knowledge can be identified: 

1. Considerations of knowledge use. Traditionally, 

science is divided into a) basic science driven by a 

quest for the fundamental understanding of the 

world, and b) applied science driven by questions 

raised in a specific context of the application 

(9,12). However, as often is the case with 

dichotomies, our reality is not black and white. A 

research project that considers how the resulting 

knowledge can be used, can still contribute to 

fundamental understanding. Therefore, some 

scholars identify a third category of use-inspired 

basic research, while others see it more as a 

spectrum with no clear borders between basic and 

applied science (12). As the causes and 

consequences of grand challenges are very 

context-dependent, the production of 

contextualized knowledge is important for tackling 

these challenges (13).    

2. Action-oriented. Traditionally, the researcher is 

an observer who systematically collects, analyzes, 

interprets, and reports objective (or 

intersubjectively recognizable) results (5). On the 

one hand, this role is important in creating an 

understanding of the current state of our society 

and the path dependencies that cause its grand 

challenges. On the other hand, to create societal 

benefit, we shouldn’t only describe the problem 

and causes. Going beyond a description of the 

status quo, action-oriented research proposes 

alternative norms, rules and institutions to 

organize social life and puts them into practice 

with experimentation (6). Thereby, this type of 

research feeds the development of niches that can 

challenge the regime (4).  

3. Co-created. As mentioned previously, universities 

should acknowledge that they are not the only 

creators of knowledge in society. To create 

socially robust knowledge, the university needs to 

invite other societal actors to share their 

knowledge and together co-create an 

understanding of our world and the alternative 

routes for the future (6,14). This co-creation goes 

beyond ‘translating science into practice’ and new 



communication channels to send our knowledge 

‘out into the world’ (5,6). It is also more than 

asking stakeholders to provide input for the 

research agenda or which topics to be discussed in 

class. To conduct science with society means 

involving them in the design and execution of 

academic research and education (15). This co-

creation process will, however, bring conflicting 

views and values to the surface. Training will need 

to be provided on how to handle such conflicts 

while ensuring both scientific integrity and an 

inclusive process. 

How we evaluate performance in academia and its 

effects on the mental health of academics also deserves 

a critical review (16). In 2019, the national survey on 

labour conditions in the Netherlands indicated that 

24% of teachers in higher education experienced 

burnout complaints (17). A similar mental health 

survey among US-based academia showed that in 

2019, 32% of respondents felt stressed and in 2020, 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this number increased 

to 70%. More than half of the respondents in 2020 

“were seriously considering changing their career or 

retiring early” (18). Another route for scientists to 

alleviate the pressure is to compromise on research 

integrity. While several systems are in place to enforce 

this integrity, the consistent manifestation of fraud and 

misconduct (19) has caused scholars to raise questions 

about these systems’ effectiveness.  

While the dynamics in the scientific publishing 

industry might aggravate these issues (57–59), we 

should start by looking at the cause of this work 

pressure: our evaluation processes. The academic 

performance in our university is based on the quality 

of two activities: education and research. For 

individuals to be motivated to perform well, there 

needs to be an obvious connection between the 

person’s effort, the person’s performance, and the 

outcome of the evaluation process (20). In this section, 

we will argue that in our current evaluation system for 

research quality, all three connections are inadequately 

represented.  

First, regarding the connection between effort and 

performance, the evaluation of academic performance 

is solely based on individual effort. Promotion and 

tenure criteria are based on the “belief that the typical 

faculty member can simultaneously achieve high or at 

least above average levels of productivity in both 

research and teaching” (16,60). However, this idea of 

the ‘complete faculty member’ is unrealistic ideal for 

two reasons. First, when given two objectives – 

excellent research and excellent education – but not 

enough time to achieve both, a person needs to choose 

which one to focus on. More time spent on keeping 

teaching material current and up-to-date, innovative 

instructional techniques, and student contact hours will 

mean less time for running additional analyses, 

preparing for conferences, developing new research 

ideas, and applying for external grants. Second, 

academia is teamwork. While in some disciplines an 

academic can publish a single-author paper, building a 

research portfolio is never done in isolation. Similarly 

for education: while one faculty member can be 

responsible for developing the curriculum of a course, 

making sure that course runs smoothly requires efforts 

from other staff members, both academic and non-

academic. Reducing the performance of a team to the 

individual effort will not only be demotivating for the 

other team members that are not being recognized but 

also for the individual whose success is interdependent 

on other staff who might be low performing (20). 

Second, the adequacy of the indicators for research 

quality to connect effort and performance is 

questionable. In the next section on barrier 3, we will 

discuss the issues with our evaluation of educational 

performance. For research performance, the number of 

publications and journal rankings based on citation 

scores are currently the indicators used. These 

indicators are based solely on the publication of the 

research output. The peer review system depends on 

editors and reviewers to evaluate all aspects of 

research quality just by reading the paper. 

Investigations of this peer review system show reasons 

for concern regarding its ability to ensure scientific 

novelty (21,22), the ability to evaluate the 

substantiation of the paper’s claims (25), and the 

overall reliability and validity of these reviews 

(23,24,61). As a response, the open science movement 

advocates for transparency in all research steps to aid 

editors, reviewers, and the general scientific 

community in their evaluation of a paper (58). 

However, studies showed that lower quality of reviews 

might not be caused by missing information but by the 

inability of reviewers to process this information and 

detect errors (23–25). This dependence on editors and 

reviewers also disconnects evaluating research 

performance from the outcome of the evaluation. Our 

research performance is evaluated by multiple persons 

external to the university – i.e., the editors of journals 

– and the outcome of the evaluation is determined by 

another set of people internal to the university – i.e., 

the promotion committee – and the high level of 



discretion of both parties creates ambiguity on what 

aspects research performance is assessed. 

Academic education is not only a way to share our 

scientific knowledge but also ensures the provision of 

academically educated members of society (9). That 

role asks for other design requirements of our 

educational programs than when you regard it solely as 

a dissemination channel, such as stimulating 

autonomous thinking instead of knowledge 

reproduction, emphasizing self-reflection on normative 

and emotional aspects instead of only cognitive ones, 

and integrating knowledge of different disciplines 

instead of a mono-disciplinary view (26–29). The 

evaluation criteria of our educational programs and 

academic teachers are, however, not monitoring all 

these design requirements. Most of our education 

evaluations are based on student evaluations. This data 

is questionable for both its validity (i.e., do students 

have the expertise to evaluate all relevant aspects of 

educational quality?) (30), its reliability (i.e., are the 

evaluation results representative of the whole student 

body if less than 20% of the students fill in the 

survey?), and its proneness towards unconscious bias 

and discrimination (31–33). As the use of these 

education evaluations is openly questioned, it is 

questionable that in evaluations of our academic staff, 

these educational criteria are given the same priority as 

the research criteria. This trade-off is also seen in 

resource allocation: the time and resources spent on 

training our academics as teachers are perceived to be 

small compared to budgets for research training.  

Although academic research and education are our 

main activities, the university also has other roles in 

society. Our university is also an employer, a 

consumer of resources, a producer of materials, a user 

and producer of digital data, and a citizen of 

Rotterdam. Additionally, the university’s physical 

spaces are part of an ecological system, promoting or 

hindering the survival of flora and fauna. Currently, 

there is no complete overview of the impact the 

university has on society through these roles nor of the 

risks associated with these roles, both inside-out and 

outside-in. 

 

As indicated by the review, the EUR’s seven strategic 

objectives need to be consolidated and better defined. 

We suggest that the board focuses on the type of 

knowledge that is currently snowed under in its 

organization: socially robust knowledge. Creating 

socially robust knowledge is not an easy feat. This 

knowledge needs to help society with tackling large 

issues, also referred to as grand challenges (13) or 

wicked problems (62). These grand challenges are 

complex, uncertain, and evaluative (13), three 

characteristics that need to be taken into account in our 

knowledge creation and teaching processes. We, 

therefore, advise the EUR board to strengthen four 

academic competencies that are necessary for socially 

robust knowledge but are lacking prominence in our 

organization: I) cross-disciplinary academia; II) 

anticipatory; III) reflexive academia, and IV) engaged 

academia. 

Figure 1 provides an overview of the competencies for 

academic teams needed for research and education of 

scientifically and socially robust knowledge, which in 

turn contributes to a global society that is built on a 

solid social foundation and stays within the boundaries 

of our planet. 

The complexity of grand challenges is caused by the 

interconnectedness of societal issues, the big number 

of people involved or affected by them, and how they 

affect behavior on the individual, organizational, 

regional, and global levels simultaneously (13). To 

tackle this complexity our theories and models need to 

use a multi-level perspective or systems thinking 

(35,63). Additionally, these challenges cannot be

categorized as solely environmental, social, economic, 

or governance issues and thus cannot be tackled by one 

scientific discipline. The philosopher Latour once 

rhetorically asked how to create an adequate 

understanding of the hole in the ozone layer if only 

investigating it from one scientific discipline (64). 

COVID-19 also showed that pandemics are not just a 

medical matter but require attention from every 

scientific discipline, as shown by many of our 

colleagues (e.g., 65–72). Therefore, the scientific and 

socially robust knowledge required for tackling grand 

challenges needs to be created and educated in a cross-

disciplinary manner with a systems perspective 

(6,13,34–36).



The second ‘wicked’ characteristic of 

grand challenges is that the causes and 

consequences are fundamentally 

uncertain (63). This uncertainty is 

created by the non-linear causal chains, 

characterized by tipping points, 

punctuated equilibria, sudden shocks, 

and feedback loops (4,13,73). This 

uncertainty does not only mean that the 

theories and models we create and teach 

require non-linear relations, but also 

that we as academics cannot always 

predict the consequences of our 

activities. As Guston (37) indicated, 

“Innovation policy should encourage a 

dynamic scientific enterprise to 

contribute to identifiable social 

outcomes, such as in the areas of health, 

energy and the environment. But 

research occasionally generates radical 

changes that are unpredictable and often 

not associated with those pre-defined 

social goals.” To create a positive 

impact and prevent a negative impact – 

i.e., do good and don’t harm – 

academics should include anticipatory 

techniques in their research designs and 

teach these techniques to their students 

(38). These techniques ‘what if…’ 

questions are central: “what is 

[un]known, what is likely, what is 

plausible and what is possible” (38). 

Following design thinking, the answers 

to these questions should then be 

followed up by rethinking the design of 

our research or education or even a 

redirection of the complete academic 

portfolio (38). In the case of grand 

challenges, anticipatory academic 

research might require new 

methodologies, such as participatory 

scenario development, backcasting, and 

urban or living lab approaches (6). 

Similarly, in our academic education, 

students should be enabled to develop futures- 

thinking competencies (36,74). 

 



The third and final characteristic of grand challenges is 

their evaluative nature (13). In our society, there are 

multiple views of what our future world should look 

like (13), which are determined by each person’s 

prioritization of values (39). While academics like to 

portray their activities as rational and value-free (40), 

any research or education activity has normative 

elements. Scientists underestimate the importance of 

normative and emotional expressions in tackling 

societal challenges. On the one hand, the process and 

results of research and education can influence the 

values, norms and emotions in society (39). For 

example, the knowledge that the COVID-19 virus was 

spread through the air has made wearing facemasks in 

public much more acceptable, but the formalization of 

this norm also caused anger in communities because of 

a fear of losing their autonomy. On the other hand, 

every design choice in research and education is based 

on a set of values and norms prescribing what is 

considered ethically acceptable, scientifically rigorous, 

and a relevant contribution to the existing (theoretical) 

understanding of our world (41). Reflexivity exercises 

(e.g., participatory evaluation, reflexive monitoring, 

participatory rural appraisal) as well as an overall 

reflexive attitude will help academics to become aware 

of the societal consequences of their work (12). Their 

values, norms, and emotions influence the knowledge 

created and taught, and thus which rules of the regime 

are upheld or challenged (5,42). Values-thinking and 

empathy are, therefore, also key competencies in 

teaching sustainability in higher education (74). 

Another aspect of the evaluative nature of grand 

challenges is the existence of multiple problem 

definitions. How these grand challenges impact a 

person’s life depends on their location, social position, 

and age (75). Due to the diverse ways in which grand 

challenges are experienced, “[d]ifferent actors have 

different views about what the problem actually “is” 

and therefore what constitutes an acceptable solution” 

(13). Continuous stakeholder engagement is, therefore, 

crucial for creating a shared understanding of the 

challenge and its solutions (13,34).  

When asking about their communication with society, 

academics often refer to their non-academic 

publications, education materials, and other media. 

Making scientific results accessible to audiences 

outside the scientific community is an important 

activity for universities (9). However, creating a shared 

understanding requires more than one-way 

communication. Stakeholder engagement should be 

about “opening up visions, purposes, questions, and 

dilemmas to broad, collective deliberation through 

processes of dialogue, engagement, and debate, 

inviting and listening to wider perspectives from 

publics and diverse stakeholders” (43).  

Engagement practices can be implemented with three 

motives (44,45). The first motive is instrumental, i.e., 

building trust for continuing a predetermined route and 

thus avoiding adverse public reactions (44). In these 

dialogues, societal actors are given a platform to speak, 

but this does not mean that their concerns are taken 

into consideration in decision-making (45). The 

dialogue is seen as an end and not as a means to an 

end. If stakeholders suspect the university to only have 

this instrumental motive, they will likely decline the 

invitation for the dialogue. Secondly, dialogues can be 

conducted with a substantive motive. By 

acknowledging that they do not have a monopoly on 

expertise, universities start seeing stakeholder 

engagement as an instrument for mutual learning and 

co-creation between academia and society (6,44,55). 

Without engagement, academic institutions run the risk 

of falling into the competency trap. New societal 

demands are then either undetected or perceived as 

irrelevant (46). The final motive for stakeholder 

engagement is normative: opening up is “the right 

thing to do for reasons of democracy, equity, and 

justice”(44). Our academic activities affect the lives of 

societal actors. This influence is both direct – in the 

case of our students and the participants in our studies 

– and indirect – for example, the citizens affected by 

the policies that we recommend or help to design (6). 

Involving them in the design of our research and 

education is thereby justified.  

To reach the substantial and normative objectives of 

stakeholder engagement, it is important that the 

(invited) participants trust the process: they should 

perceive procedural justice (47). The level of 

inclusiveness, openness and quality of the dialogues 

are important for this trust (48). This engagement goes 

beyond opening the mic for them to voice their 

concerns. Instead, tackling grand challenges requires 

science and innovation for society, with society (15). 

This means inviting societal actors to be involved in 

the design and execution of our research and our 

education. These participating processes require 

not only interpersonal competencies (e.g., 

communication skills) but also strategic-thinking 

competencies (e.g., skills for designing innovative 

products, policies and governance structures) (74). 

These competencies should not just be educated to our 



students but require training for our academic and non-

academic staff.

To stimulate cross-disciplinary research and education, 

the university needs to acknowledge that there are 

three modes of cross-disciplinarity (adjusted from 

Lykke et al. (49)): 

a) Multi-disciplinary = scientists of multiple 

disciplines collaborate in a research project or 

education program that uses methodologies and 

theoretical discourses from either discipline in a 

way that allows the disciplines to complement 

each other but maintains a boundary between 

them. The methods and theories maintain their 

original form and are used to explain a subject. 

b) Inter-disciplinary = scientists of multiple 

disciplines collaborate in a research project or 

education program that combines methodologies 

and theoretical discourses from both disciplines in 

a way that creates a bridge between the disciplines 

to start a cross-disciplinary dialogue. Adjusted or 

new methods and theories resulting from these 

cross-disciplinary collaborations are welcomed. 

c) Post-disciplinary = scientists collaborate in a 

research project or education program choosing 

methodologies and theoretical discourses from the 

full scientific spectrum that help answer their 

research question without being bounded by 

disciplinary traditions and norms, also referred to 

as transdisciplinarity. None of the disciplines can 

claim ownership for the research questions 

answered and the methods used in these cross-

disciplinary collaborations. “The interaction of 

scientific disciplines is much more dynamic. Once 

theoretical consensus is attained, it cannot easily 

be reduced to disciplinary parts. In addition, 

research results diffuse (to problem contexts and 

practitioners) during the process of knowledge 

production.” (12) 

Although cross-disciplinarity has long been on the 

agenda of the EUR, facilitating and stimulating such 

activities is not easy. The EUR is not the only institute 

struggling with this assignment, as explained by 

Hessels & Van Lente:  “Research programs may 

formulate interdisciplinary or even transdisciplinary 

problems, but the research carried out under their 

headings is often of a disciplinary or multi-disciplinary 

kind” (12). Whether multi- and inter-disciplinary 

activities can be conducted within our disciplinary 

structured university depends on a) how flexible the 

practices and procedures within the disciplinary 

faculties are for facilitating new methodologies or 

novel theoretical discourses, and b) if the performance 

indicators reward academics for research and 

education outside their discipline. However, for most 

of the inter-disciplinary and all of the post-disciplinary 

activities, new structures need to be created that cross 

the boundaries of the disciplinary faculties and invite 

EUR staff into a space without the disciplinary rules 

and restrictions. These spaces will have their policies 

for ensuring scientific integrity, research quality and 

social robustness. While some EUR staff might feel 

uncomfortable (at first), these spaces are ideal for 

stimulating creativity and experimenting with 

innovative ideas that call out the systemic flaws in our 

societal structures and provide alternative pathways 

towards a just and sustainable future for humankind. 

The Midterm Review recommended strengthening the 

governance of the execution of the strategy. The 

review panel indicated that there is a clear need for 

more central steering in the implementation of the 

strategy. Two elements of our university’s governance 

need to be considered when acting upon this 

recommendation. First, central steering is complex in a 

university with a decentralized governance structure. 

Our university has ten schools, of which seven 

faculties (ESE, ESL, ESHCC, ESSB, ESPhil, Erasmus 

MC, and RSM), two institutes (ISS and ESHPM) and 

one University College (see organogram below). These 

schools differ considerably in their institutional 

history, culture, and the number and background of 

students. While Strategy 2024 is a central strategy, 

each school also has its own strategy and objectives. 

Implementation of the central strategy will need to 

balance the need for collective action with the 

autonomy of the schools. Second, most of our staff are 

social scientists that study human behavior in some 

form or shape. To convince these scientists of the 

necessity of organizational change, the policies should 

be designed based on robust scientific evidence. 

Considering these two elements, we recommend that 

the board executes two steps: setting up a 1) cross-

school working group on the evaluation process for 

academic excellence; 2) a cross-school institute for 

social robustness. 

 

 

 



To ensure academic excellence that incorporates social 

robustness, Erasmus University will need to reflect on 

a) how its evaluation policies can recognize all ten 

competencies of academic work and b) can reward 

success as a result of teamwork within and between

departments. While the Dutch national Recognition & 

Reward program has initiated reflection in our schools 

on the meaning of academic excellence and the idea of 

the ‘complete academic’, the implementation of this 

program has been slow. To revitalize the 

implementation, evaluation policies and processes 

need to be developed using bottom-up initiatives that 

are substantiated with scientific evidence. Therefore, 

EUR should set up a cross-school working group that 

utilizes its extensive in-house expertise, such as 

academics from RSM’s Department of Organization 

and Personnel Management, ESE’s department of 

Behavioral Economics, ESL’s experts on labor law, 

ESSB’s department of Work and Organizational 

Psychology, and ESPhil’s team on Structure of 

Science and Reality. Researchers from ESHCC’s 

cluster on Cultural Boundaries and Power, and ISS’s 

Social Protection and Inequality team need to be 

invited to make sure that the recommendations are 

built on notions of equality and inclusion. The working 

group will develop a set of recommendations for the 

management of the schools and will guide the schools 

in implementing and evaluating new recognition and 

reward policies. The working group will provide 

policy recommendations for three purposes: a) for 

assessing the competencies at the team level; b) for 

evaluating the performance of an individual in a team 

setting; c) for recognizing and rewarding teamwork 

within and between departments and schools.  

To implement a central strategy in a decentralized 

organization, there is a need for a space where people 

from the ten schools can meet and collaborate to build 

the four competencies for socially robust knowledge. 

The DIT platform was developed to experiment with 

such a cross-school space. This experiment is still 

ongoing, but already several lessons can be drawn 

from it. One overall conclusion that can be drawn is 

that while the informal platform provided space for 

cross-school activities, only a formal institute will 

remove the organizational restrictions hindering the 

development of durable cross-school collaborations. In 

this report, we will refer to it as the Cross-school 

Institute. See figure 3 below for a suggested structure 

of such a school. This Cross-school Institute could 

serve four purposes that are needed to implement the 

strategy and act upon the recommendations from the 

Midterm Review. Below we will provide a description 

of each of these four purposes and how the Cross-

school Institute can be organized to achieve them. 



While in our university many scholars will 

acknowledge the need for socially robust knowledge, 

several tensions are perceived between the 

requirements for creating and teaching such knowledge 

and the traditional ways we conduct academic research 

and education. Some examples of such tensions are: 

a) The desired neutrality of science in the 

political arena conflicts with research calling 

for specific policy action (6). 

b) The need for autonomy in decision-making to 

ensure scientific integrity creates tension with 

the shared decision-making promoted by co-

creation (6). 

c) The need for a controlled environment to 

produce generalizable results on the 

effectiveness of interventions contradicts the 

need for immersed research practices that 

experiment with interventions in a specific 

context or that facilitate the scaling up of 

effective interventions (76,77).  

d) The focus on disciplinary academic excellence 

hinders the institutionalization of cross-

disciplinarity (76). 

e) The drive towards individual excellence and 

competition stifles the search for collaboration 

and co-creation (76). 

f) The emphasis on rationality and logic drowns 

out the importance of normative 

considerations and experiences of emotion in 

decision-making (78–80). 

g) The focus on knowledge-driven, academic 

scholarship in our education leaves not much 

time for developing competencies needed for 

tackling sustainability challenges (74,81). 

The academic and non-academic staff needs to become 

aware of these tensions and the strategies that 

empower them to handle such tensions.  

This awareness can be achieved by organizing 

dialogues between EUR's leadership – i.e., CvB and 

the Deans – and the staff of the ten schools and the 

professional services. In these dialogues, the academic 



and non-academic staff will together discuss the 

meaning of socially robust knowledge. The two 

questions to answer are a) how socially robust 

knowledge is created and educated by their research 

and education activities, and b) which factors enable or 

hinder these activities. For professional services, a 

third question can be added on the other roles of the 

university (e.g., employer, consumer, etc., see Barrier 

4 above).  

To maintain this awareness among existing and new 

staff, we recommend that these dialogues are repeated 

annually or bi-annually. The Cross-school Institute 

could provide a safe and neutral space for such 

dialogues. The greatest challenge of such dialogues is 

that the participants are guided into a meaningful 

reflection and are provided with concrete strategies to 

follow up on these reflections. The DIT platform has 

facilitated similar conversations in the last years – such 

as recently an event on engaged research in 

collaboration with ERIM and the Round Table on 

Academic Freedom and Sustainability – and is happy 

to facilitate such dialogues in the future, for example, 

in collaboration with Studium Generale. Also, the 

experts in other strategic initiatives, such as ErasmusX 

and Impact at the Core, could be asked to share their 

experiences with these tensions and their strategies to 

handle them.  

These dialogues should not just provide support for the 

individual employees in their goal for social 

robustness, they should also be input into school-level 

plans for social robustness. The four competencies for 

socially robust knowledge – cross-disciplinarity, 

anticipation, reflexivity, and engagement – should be 

present in each school. The management of each 

school should thus be asked to develop a plan for how 

they want to support the development of four 

competencies for social robustness in their teams, 

discussing the resources and structures required in 

their school and at the central level. The DIT platform 

has experts for each of these competencies and can 

support the management of the schools to make a 

customized plan. Additionally, experts from the 

Community for Learning & Innovation (CLI), Erasmus 

Research Services (ERS), and graduate schools could 

be consulted. In providing advice to the schools, the 

DIT team can make an inventory of which resources 

and capabilities should be available at the central level. 

To become a cross-school unit, the DIT platform 

recruited academic staff from several of the schools as 

DIT academics. By compensating the schools for the 

academics’ time, these academics were able to 

collaborate within DIT on the development of research 

and education and share experiences on innovations in 

their schools. While doing their work, the DIT 

academics can draw upon the services and expertise 

available both at the central level and within the 

schools. In this way, people from these professional 

services were able to connect with other service 

departments at central or school levels and academics 

from other schools. On the one hand, this facilitated 

sharing best practices and together finding solutions 

for tensions between and within the policies, 

structures, and services at the central and school level. 

Concrete outcomes of these collaborations are the new 

interdisciplinary master’s Societal Transitions, an 

interdisciplinary minor course on transitions, and 

several cross-disciplinary research papers.  

On the other hand, only having connections with the 

schools through one or two individuals does not create 

the long-lasting relationships needed for true 

ownership by the schools. Additionally, the differences 

between the policies, structures, and services at the 

school level hampered the DIT team in their 

collaborations. For example, in the development of the 

master’s Societal Transitions, the DIT team wanted to 

make sure that the schools had co-ownership of the 

content, development, and quality of the curriculum. 

However, as required by regulations, the master’s 

programme should be placed under the responsibility 

of a dean, should have a staff/student council, a 

programme board, and an examination board, and 

should comply with the examination regulations. In 

EUR, these governance structures are all arranged at 

the school level. Due to a lack of cross-school options 

for these structures, the master’s governance was 

placed under ESPhil. This means that there is no 

formal role of the other schools in the master’s 

governance. Furthermore, it necessitates the academics 

of ESPhil to evaluate course content and assessments 

from other disciplines – such as economics and social 

sciences – and teachers from these disciplines to 

conform to the rules and norms of ESPhil. Similar 

governance issues are experienced in cross-school 

research collaborations, where researchers need to 

choose which school’s rules and norms to follow for 

scientific integrity and quality, which ethical 

committee to ask for permission, where to declare 

shared costs, and where to request shared research 

resources.  

A central institute with cross-school governance 

structures is a solution to these issues. By having the 

deans of all schools as members of the institute’s board 



and rotating the chair position between them, the 

institute’s activities, procedures, and structures are co-

owned by all schools. The institute could house the 

governance structures for cross-school education 

programmes and research projects. A cross-school 

examination board and the ethical committee can be 

comprised of representatives of all schools, who co-

develop the rules for examination and ethical 

compliance for cross-disciplinary collaboration. A task 

force can be set up with representatives of professional 

services from the central and school level to guide 

cross-disciplinary teams through the forest of 

procedures and provide the professional support these 

teams need.  

Besides facilitating a formal place for education and 

research collaborations, this institute could also be the 

place to consolidate strategic initiatives. As indicated 

by the Midterm Review “The strategy is given its 

concrete form and content by means of the ‘projects’. 

[…] The project portfolio is extensive. Dozens of 

projects have been set up and are at different stages of 

development, implementation, and assessment. […] 

The panel understands the dilemma of providing 

sufficient scope for initiatives on the one hand and 

maintaining focus and control on the other but would 

like to highlight the importance of also prioritising this 

point.” 

Each of the strategic initiatives relates to one of the ten 

competencies for academic teams (see figure 1 for 

overview of competencies). Six of these competencies 

are represented by professional services at the central 

level. For example, academic transparency is covered 

by the Open & Responsible Science services of 

Erasmus Research Services and instructional delivery 

is covered by CLI and Risbo. However, the four 

competencies that are crucial for social robustness 

(cross-disciplinarity, anticipation, reflexivity, and 

engagement) do not yet have a clear place in EUR and 

multiple strategic initiatives are working on these 

competencies. We suggest that these competencies 

would form the foundation of the Cross-school 

Institute.  

To stimulate cross-disciplinarity, two portfolios would 

be developed for cross-school collaborations: one for 

research and one for education. Each portfolio would 

have a portfolio director, who would be the liaison 

between the project leads and the Board of the 

Institute. Existing cross-school collaborations – such 

as the Convergence Alliance projects and the Erasmus 

Initiatives for research and the interdisciplinary master 

Societal Transitions and the multiple cross-disciplinary 

minor courses for education – could become part of 

these portfolios. To continue to grow these portfolios, 

the portfolio directors together with the funding 

officers of the Erasmus and education innovators of 

CLI would guide the development of new cross-

disciplinary initiatives. The projects in these portfolios 

could allow EUR employees to explore the different 

levels of cross-disciplinarity. 

The three other competencies would all have their 

strategic pillar. Each pillar has a training programme 

for staff to improve their skills for this competency. To 

develop training on the specific competencies, 

academics from the EUR schools and outside EUR 

would be asked to contribute. Their primary target 

audience is the academic staff of the EUR, but they 

could also be open to non-academic staff or staff from 

partner universities. Across the pillars, there is an 

innovation platform to experiment with new tools, 

instruments, and configurations that stimulate these 

competencies in research and education. The 

innovation projects in the innovation platforms can 

take any shape or form and can concern research as 

well as educational activities. Some innovations will 

feed into the cross-disciplinary projects, other 

innovations might be experiments within one school or 

small ad-hoc activities that require the expertise and 

facilities available in the pillars. The teams of the 

pillars are responsible for good collaboration with 

RISBO, CLI, the graduate schools, and professional 

services at the central and school level. The teams 

could be a combination of educational professionals 

and innovation accelerators, preferably with 

experience in the competencies (e.g., scenario 

thinking, anticipatory design, normative/emotional 

reflection, citizen science, open innovation/co-

creation).  

In contributing to sustainable development, we should 

also support our students in becoming the 

changemakers needed for a sustainable and just future. 

Our university, therefore, needs a cross-school 

programme that trains our students in the knowledge 

and skills required for handling societal grand 

challenges. The first element of this programme as 

recommended by the Sustainability Working Group in 

2020 is a cross-disciplinary, sustainability course for 

all EUR’s bachelor students. Although adopted by the 



board, the development of this course has stagnated 

due to a lack of resources and structural support. The 

second element of this programme would be a cross-

school transformational skills training, using the five 

dimensions of the Inner Development Goals 

framework as a foundation: 1) Being – Relationship to 

Self, 2) Thinking – Cognitive skills, 3) Relating – 

Caring for Others and the World; 4) Collaborating – 

Social skills; 5) Acting – Driving Change (82). Like 

with the cross-disciplinary spaces, academics of all 

schools can contribute to training in all five 

dimensions. For governance purposes, each school 

adopts one of the five dimensions, resulting in the 

training for each skill dimension being co-owned by 

two schools. Building on its experience with the 

Reflection and Leadership tracks of the Master on 

societal transitions, the DIT team can lead the 

development of such training programs in 

collaboration with experts from other initiatives, such 

as Erasmus Verbindt, ErasmusX, Impact at the Core, 

and the community-based education projects run by 

the individual schools.  
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