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1 Introduction

A consensus is emerging in both scientific circles and international policy discourse
that business-as-usual approaches to sustainability have led to a critical state, and that
urgent measures are required to reverse these dynamics. At the same time, national
and international commitments to address the crisis remain reluctant to reconsider
the assumption that growth can continue unchecked (Alexander 2012; Gough 2017;
Adloff and Neckel 2019). Indeed, in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
the argument is even made that growth should be encouraged to provide the neces-
sary resources for implementing the goals, and efforts for sustainability in higher
education seldom question that paradigm (Ruiz-Mallén and Heras 2020).

In recent decades, we have seen that growth, as such, does not address inequity
within or across states, and instead tends to reinforce an extractivist model that
concentrates control over resources and key technologies in a small number of hands
(Acosta 2013). Technological advances have not offset environmental impacts and
emissions continue to rise. Climate change and other environmental impacts continue
to disproportionately affect the poorest, destroying the basis of their livelihoods.
Both armed conflicts and economic warfare, aimed at control over water, minerals
and hydrocarbons, drive internal displacement and forced migration, increasing the
number of people worldwide that no state is willing to take responsibility for. It
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has been constantly repeated, since Rio and before, that the only way to break this
vicious cycle is with concerted international action and a paradigm shift (Waddell
2011; Waddock et al. 2015), but we seem no closer to this today than thirty years
ago. Economic arguments continue to prevail, and few higher education institutions
(HEIs) have chosen to orient their efforts to benefit societies (see Beynaghi et al.
2016).

This study addresses the important issue of how HEIs can achieve sustainability
transitions within their own organisations (Miller et al. 2011; Baker-Shelley et al.
2017). Although HEIs contain expertise that is crucial for sustainability, few univer-
sities today see sustainability as their main purpose. Each department typically drives
its own core mission. As long as the majority of departments and those that are best
funded have other main objectives, limited resources will be available for concerted
efforts towards sustainability. Indeed, numerous specialisations drive technologies
and education that consolidate vested interests and aggravate existing problems, thus
contributing to lock-in effects (Payo et al. 2015) and business-as-usual. For HEIs as
a whole, this typically creates a conflict between marginalised fields of research or
education that see sustainability transitions as their core mission, and all the other
sections of the HEI, which strive tomaintain the status quo and their current positions
within the institutional or disciplinary hierarchies.

Both policy and the literature stress the role of collaboration for sustainability, but
relatively little attention has been paid to howwe can address the structural drivers in
HE that reduce opportunities for collaboration. The present study contributes to this
discussion, where we argue that not only competition for funding, but also aspects
such as formalised communication or performance assessment have adverse effects.
We further argue that ethics and social justice cannot be peripheral considerations.
Engagementwith actors outside academia has been called for, but often translates into
collaboration with large companies rather than citizens. Importantly, most resources
in HEIs are still devoted to activities that consolidate societal unsustainability. Rapid
changes in higher education are thus urgent and must be coupled with strategies to
deal with the disruption that such changes cause, both within academia and in society
at large.

What strategies are open to HEIs to create the capacity for real change globally?
How can we collectively avoid the points of no-return that our societies appear to be
racing towards? Who will be given a say in deciding our future, and which voices
are allowed to represent “society”?

HEIs today suffer from much the same paradigm of fragmentation, competition
(Shore and Wright 2000; Marginson 2006) and short-sightedness reflected in the
formulation of the SDGs, leading to lock-in effects, incrementalism, formalism and
the absence of systemic strategic vision. Radical transformation is needed to move
beyond the status quo at the speed necessary to address planetary challenges (Vogt
andWeber 2020). To achieve this, HEIs need to overcome many obstacles, including
funding structures, power imbalances, the disciplinary organisation of knowledge and
the absence of future-oriented methodologies. Nevertheless, HEIs still have options
available that can open pathways towards a collaborative paradigm (Waddell 2011),
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enabling them to play a positive role in equitable, inclusive and sustainable societal
transformation.

2 The Role of Higher Education in Addressing Global
Challenges

Informed decision-making is an essential component in strategic capacity-building
for resilience and sustainable economies, and capacity is needed to generate and
provide access to accurate and relevant research. Equally essential is the capacity to
creatively use available information; discern causalities, risks and points of leverage;
understand complexity and dynamic principles; exercise caution, integrity, benevo-
lence and moral judgement; integrate across disciplines and sectors; take initiative
and continuously develop and plan ahead. Foresightful policies will not produce
results unless they are combined with the capacity to develop socially and environ-
mentally sustainable technologies, attitudes and organisational forms. New profes-
sional competences are needed for the new structures, which means also reforming
higher education structures (Avery and Nordén 2017). New practices have to be tried
out and refined, resources need to be mobilised, and collaborations and alliances
have to be established or consolidated.

These are the classical elements of governance, and by nomeans new.What is new
is the extent to which technology and scientific understanding play a role. Action
and access to information is mediated through multiple layers of technology, but
also multiple layers of global interaction and institutional configuration. Causes and
consequences are no longer transparent, in the sense that they cannot be evaluated
based on personal experience alone. Indeed, even collective experience and scientific
inquiry only provide partial indications of either causes or consequences, making
intelligent and strategic reflection based on dialogue increasingly difficult. Facing
such challenges, we need approaches that allow us to make wise decisions (Vogt
and Weber 2020) and adequate plans under conditions of great uncertainty, such
as working with hypothetical or future scenarios (Schwartz 1991; Gallopín 2002;
Goldstein 2009). We are also witnessing the development of other approaches to
jointly finding solutions to highly complex problems, for instance in the field of
systemic design (Sevaldson 2015).

To functionwell in times ofmajor changes, the capacity to collaborate and commu-
nicate across contexts and collectively envision solutions become central issues.
Leadership and initiative, as well as access to resources, are needed to restructure
HEIs. But due to the opaqueness of existing knowledge systems (alongside the uncer-
tainties concerning global developments), no single individual, and no single institu-
tion, is in a position to take adequate decisions on its own. Open “in-between” spaces
are thus singularly important (see Power 1997; Jary 1999; Baker-Shelley et al. 2017;
Vogt andWeber 2020), in which joint reflection, dialogue and re-negotiation of roles
can take place, independent of particular bias or power relationships. Such in-between
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spaces need to be sufficiently funded, while continuity in interpersonal relationships
(Shore and Wright 2000) plays a key role in ensuring effective communication and
enabling investment in long-term, deeper reflections.

Crucially, the development of such spaces is obstructed by the paradigmof compe-
tition in HEIs (Marginson 2006) that fosters mistrust and a lack of collaboration.
Competitive pressures lead to a focus on streamlining and prioritising the here-and-
now to generate immediate revenue, rather than investing in the necessary open
spaces between institutions, sectors and knowledge fields. An overarching paradigm
of collaboration rather than competition is therefore needed to sufficiently prioritise
work for the “commons” (Waddell 2011) and the public good.

3 Blueprint for a New Paradigm in HEIs

Despite global efforts towards sustainability, the principal drivers of our economies
and national policies remain substantially the same. There is, therefore, reason to
believe that in the coming years we will see an increase in the adverse effects
of business-as-usual, including risks of financial collapse, currency shocks and
bankruptcies; the deterioration of working conditions and loss of livelihoods and
the incapacity of institutions to provide services or social insurance. We can also
expect to see an increase in loss of functionality of automated systems and “hi-tech”
as well as an increase in accidents and disasters. Direct climate impacts include the
loss of food security and loss of health and adequate living conditions. Among further
impacts are increasing inequity, causing extreme stress on family and social support
networks, particularly if there is a loss of collective solidarity. Finally, we are already
witnessing increasing militarisation, control and surveillance, resulting in a loss of
democracy.

In the face of these developments, what kind of knowledge, capacity and
competences do we need, and where should HEIs place their priorities?

• To enable action, both trust (Power 1997; Shore and Wright 2000) and hope, as
well as the ability to coordinate and mobilise resources, are fundamental condi-
tions (socially, technically and economically in developing new knowledge and
capacity).

• For resilience within our institutions and in society (Berkes 2007; Sriskandarajah
et al. 2010), we need to develop solidarity, empathy, caring and understanding.
Importantly, we must strive to build alliances and teams, prioritise the reduction
of risk and vulnerability, and build real capital to maintain margins of action.
Essential elements to any strategy are therefore to maintain redundancy and
free capacity, rather than to “slim” our organisations. We must plan for multiple
scenarios and have the capacity to do so in ways that are in line with facts rather
than wishful thinking and rhetoric.

• For agility and creativity, there is an urgent need to develop future-oriented
methodologies and stimulate collective action-oriented imagination. Critical
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thinking is key in both teaching and research, which requires us to encourage
diversity and complementarity, as well as a sense of initiative and responsibility,
rather than conformism and obedience to authority.

• Science has long lived on its reputation for integrity. At a time when science
is driven by funding rather than integrity, ethics and trust must again become
our top priority if we are not to lose all credibility (Vogt and Weber 2020). New
ethical codes of conduct for our professionsmust be developed to address extreme
challenges and new technologies. All activity must be informed by a sense of
responsibility, foresight and understanding the consequences of action or inaction
while prioritising respect for life, social justice and humanity.

Finally, employees and students at all levels need to develop the capacity to collec-
tively resist inadequate decisions and defend basic conditions for life. We must
urgently learn to organise local economies, services and insurance; develop inter-
national networks of solidarity and exchange of experience; as well as develop the
capacity to invent new technologies and actions needed in regenerative economies.

4 Knowledge and Policy—Which Knowledge Is Needed
in a Time of Systemic Shifts?

At present, the evaluation of whether a particular policy measure might be suitable
for achieving a desired effect tends to be based on evidence with limited relevance for
future situations.Whenweare looking at themost important questions for the survival
of our societies, these involve transition and deep-reaching changes in societal and
economic structures. It is therefore problematic that a large portion of the evidence
on which we base decisions is geared to manage business-as-usual within a given
system, rather than considering the issues that arise in transitions between systems.

An important point to remember is that actions that are difficult and costly within
one system may be easy and profitable within another, and vice versa. In other
words, the relationship between action and impact can change depending on the
system. Consequently, any analysis of costs and benefits only applies within the
conditions of a particular system. Evidence-based suppositions about the effects of
any set of policy measures are also constructed using data from past experiences.
The knowledge that we use to drive a certain development is, in other words, valid
only within a particular system. This makes it difficult to assess future developments
that span across a longer period, particularly if we are interested in transitions across
periods with different systemic characteristics, as we are looking at both external
and internal uncertainties.

Developing competences, capacity, experience and know-how for any new tech-
nology or societal model takes time. By the time resources are mobilised, needs
may have already changed and proposed solutions may be outdated. If the required
competence and capacity cannot be mobilised sufficiently quickly, countries run the
risk of a permanent gap and mismatch between needs and how they are addressed.
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Higher education thus faces a fundamental double constraint: to provide new gener-
ations of professionals and researchers with adequate competences and to develop
the specific types of scientific knowledge that are needed (see Miller et al. 2011), we
must know in advance what these needs will be. At the same time, our forecasting
tools cannot provide such answers in an era of rapid and unprecedented change. As in
ecosystems, sufficient diversity is therefore essential for HEIs to increase resilience
and to create hotbeds in which solutions can reach maturity and be ready for use at
the precise moment they are needed.

Such creativity presupposes experimenting at a small scale, and the willingness to
accept that the largemajority of experiments will not lead to viable solutions. Driving
HEIs through “performance” criteria that mainly reward “success” thus blocks one of
themost important servicesHEIs can render. In terms ofmethodologies, emphasising
predictability gears our forecasting tools towards regularity and systemic conditions
relevant to the past, rendering them increasingly inadequate to describe a future
characterised by systemic instability, variability and conditions that differ from any
witnessed before (see Miller et al. 2011; Spangenberg 2019).

5 Limits to and Risks with the “Technological” Approach

It has been argued that increasing efficiency, above all through technological means
(see, for instance, von Weizsäcker et al. 2014), offers a way out of the situation
so that growth can continue through decoupling. While the intelligent use of tech-
nology is certainly needed to reduce environmental impacts, over-reliance on tech-
nology to solve the major challenges we face today may instead generate new sets
of problems that we are not able to solve (see also Adloff and Neckel 2019). Seen
globally, improvements through the use of less resource-consuming technologies
have been offset by economic growth, demographic growth and the new challenges
that appear as various tipping points are reached. Even at the local level, many
improvements correspond to outsourcing negative environmental and social impacts
to other parts of the planet. Although we may not yet have entirely exhausted all our
potentials for growth and expansion, there are limits to indefinite growth (Alexander
2012; Gough 2017; Raworth 2017), and denial amounts to placing the burden of
undoing our mistakes on the next generation. Transitions are therefore not simply a
matter of developing sustainable alternatives and supporting their implementation,
but also involve working proactively with phasing out unsustainable structures and
technologies.

All transitions involve deep-reaching rapid change. Although the precise future
impacts of different decisions are difficult to assess, certain conclusions can never-
theless be drawn regarding the disruptive effects of change (Miller et al. 2011). One
of the fundamental aspects to consider is how to develop the necessary expertise, and
how to develop institutions that are capable of continuous development, to respond
adequately to the demands that emerge. In times of environmental, technological
and societal shifts, much former expertise loses its relevance, and the organisation of
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labour—including the various interrelationships betweenprofessions—consequently
loses its functionality. Theorists have thus stressed the need for transdisciplinarity
(Florin et al. 2015; Mochizuki and Yarime 2015; Vogt and Weber 2020) and epis-
temological pluralism (Miller et al. 2011) in knowledge construction for the future.
Interprofessional collaboration is equally necessary, as well as the capacity to recon-
figure organisations and structures. Several approaches additionally suggest more
interactive processes, as well as involving concerned populations actively in research
(see, for instance, Lynch 2006; Lindhult 2016; Marquard et al. 2016).

6 Particular Challenges for Universities

The main challenge that HEIs face today is likely that of funding, regardless of
whether they are private- or state-funded. In most contexts, education is oriented
towards immediate employability, rather than societal, global or future needs (see
Lynch 2006). Similarly, research is dependent on industry funding (Beynaghi et al.
2016) and is largely oriented towards immediate applicability and commercial
interests.

The second challenge is the pervasive structure based on competition among
students, staff, departments or disciplines, researchers or research environments.
Competition systematically prevents available resources from being used effectively
and tends to reduce the necessary diversity.

A third major challenge for addressing global challenges is how knowledge is
shared and developed. The language of instruction and modes of publication system-
atically put the Global South at a disadvantage, marginalising Southern perspectives
and knowledge production on topics relevant for low-income countries.Hallinger and
Chatpinyakoop (2019) have found that in the area of higher education for sustainable
development, only a small fraction of publications come from developing countries,
and among these, only the larger economies are represented. The issue is aggra-
vated by the fact that scientific methodologies discourage future-oriented explorative
approaches and systematically prioritise the aggregation of data rather than context-
sensitive descriptions and observations. Not only does this render us collectively
blind to emerging trends, but it precludes the development of responses that are
relevant and possible to implement in local low-income contexts.

In the short term, HEIs cannot change such underlying structures. But by refusing
the competitive paradigm (Chan 2004) and prioritising collaboration—within each
HEI as well as with other HEIs nationally and globally—existing resources can be
usedmuchmore effectively, benefitting from scale, synergies and complementarities.
Risks inherent in explorative and innovative research can be shared among partners,
while the costs caused by lack of continuity can be reduced, such as those incurred
in building and demolishing capacity for disconnected, externally-funded research
projects. Importantly, creating a culture of trust and integrity enhances knowledge
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sharing, engagement and teamwork, and enables HEIs to become learning organisa-
tions that are open to creativity (Cooke 1987; Pahl-Wostl 2009; Baker-Shelley et al.
2017).

In the current system, funding is earmarked mainly for educational programmes
and research projects that do not have sustainability at their core, or which may
contribute to global injustice and environmental threats. As academics and academic
institutions, we can and should collectively lobby to change such policies. In the
meantime, we still have options for action. Existing courses can be restructured to
prioritise the ethics and crosscutting competences that are fundamental to sustain-
ability, reading lists and cases can be selected to address actual challenges, and joint
courses can be built into programmes to enable collaborative work and transdisci-
plinary understanding (see the Roskilde model, Andersen and Kjeldsen 2015). Simi-
larly, research projects can be clustered to enable collaboration in directions that are
relevant for sustainability transitions, departmental accounting andperformance eval-
uation can be geared to disincentivise competition, while longer-term investments
and recruitment can be primarily oriented towards key issues for sustainability.

7 Why Do We Need Agile Learning Organisations
in Higher Education?

In times of rapid change, institutions alone do not provide a sufficient basis for the
trust that enables people to participate in emerging processes, since the stabilising
effect of routinised behaviour can interfere with the need to develop new practices
(Power 1997; Shore and Wright 2000). Current discussions that phrase these issues
in terms of resilience instead stress the significance of a strong social fabric and
interpersonal relations (Berkes 2007; Sriskandarajah et al. 2010). Interpersonal rela-
tions also play a key role in agility in orienting the development of knowledge and
competences in new directions (cf.Miller et al. 2011). This is because knowledge and
know-how in contemporary societies have become progressively more “opaque” due
to strong specialisation and divisions of labour. Opaqueness includes not only knowl-
edge as a product, but also the instruments, methodologies and structural drivers that
underlie knowledge construction. Institutions, therefore, come to mediate relations
and communication between professions and between different segments of society.
While this regime of work organisation can function as long as changes are slow and
incremental, it is subject to collapse if changes accelerate.

In times of rapid and unpredictable change, individuals who can play the role of
knowledge brokers and mediate between contexts come to have an increasingly
strategic function. Formalised communication becomes increasingly inadequate,
since formalised systems are geared to address past conditions rather than current
and emerging challenges. At the same time, the need for crosscutting communica-
tion increases within, between and beyond HEIs to coordinate new responses to new
situations. Brokering carried out by human beings is thus needed across contexts, but
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such brokering presupposes continuity, to enable trust, engagement and quality in
communication (Holste and Fields 2010). Equally importantly, trust and continuity
in interpersonal relationships are necessary within individual workplaces to deal
with change in constructive ways. Strong and continuous interpersonal relationships
are required to communicate and renegotiate practices when the initial assumptions
underlying formalised steering systems no longer apply. These relationships also
make it possible to collaborate effectively and to focus on the tasks at hand.

Inversely, changes that concern roles and performance at the workplace, and
possibly also job security, expose employees to considerable stress (Shore andWright
2000; Miller et al. 2011). Relationships also become “opaque”, since the implica-
tions of a given action are no longer clear. Responsibilities tend to become confused
so that a disproportionate amount of time and attention is needed to find information
and to assess developments in the surrounding contexts. With continuous changes
and reforms, there is, therefore, a risk that people lose confidence and minimise
investment in the future—a process of alienation.

Besides the risk of disengagement, a further serious consequence of continuous
change, mobility and weakening of interpersonal relationships is a loss of trust. To
compensate, control mechanisms are formalised, but this formalisation tends to lead
to rigidity, paralysing constraints and, ultimately, to dysfunctional organisations that
block intelligent change (Cooke 1987). In times of structural pressures, when agility,
creativity and collaborative intelligence are most needed, a vicious circle of top-
down control, formalisation and rigidity can instead occur. The formalised aspects of
institutions are frozen solid, while teachers and researchers are treated as dispensable
and interchangeableworkers on a chain.Higher education fundamentally differs from
many other fields of activity to the extent that it is about developing and imparting new
knowledge, rather than merely reproducing a pre-defined set of actions according
to instructions. Researchers and teachers do their jobs best when they have intrinsic
motivation (Marginson 2008) and when their work is in alignment with their values
and convictions. Driving academia with principles of Taylorism, top-down steering
and external motivation only leads to alienation (Oleksiyenko 2018).

In other words, one of the paradoxes that needs to be addressed in transitions
towards sustainability is that to construct relevant decision-making capacity, as well
as necessary knowledge and expertise applicable to new situations, existing profes-
sional roles and knowledge systems need to be reorganised and re-negotiated, but
such changes may also create confusion and anxiety, with risks of top-down steering
through formalisation. Thus, although it has been argued that a focus on resilience
can delay efforts for mitigation (see Adger 2006; Fiksel 2006; Olsson et al. 2014 for
an overview of the debate), maintaining cohesion, autonomy (Vogt andWeber 2020)
and continuity are crucial to enable structural changes in HEIs.



248 H. Avery and B. Nordén

8 A Role for the SDGs in Higher Education?

The SDGs are comprehensive, covering most areas of human activity and impacts,
and designed for ease of communication across contexts. The SDGs also set concrete
targets and provide indicators to measure progress. However, they do not engage in
binding commitments for working towards sustainability; rather, they are intended as
soft power and as a common vision towards which efforts can be directed. Through
mechanisms of monitoring, states worldwide may be incentivised to work more
systematically towards the various targets.Within states, the various criteria could be
used for evaluations or in decisions on resource allocation. Amajormerit of the SDGs
is the broad emphasis on global equity, but from the perspective of sustainability, the
goals do little to reduce the immanent risk of environmental collapse. Additionally,
several of the goals are premised on the idea of continued growth (see Ruiz-Mallén
and Heras 2020; Vogt and Weber 2020) and the argument that economic growth will
liberate the resources needed to realise the SDGs.

Soft power and policy documents at supra-national levels, including the EU, the
OECD and UNESCO, have been shown to have a considerable impact on education
systems, notably through formalising qualifications that give access to professions in
the labourmarket. It can be expected that although they are not binding, the SDGswill
also affect HEIs through the way they are evaluated and possibly through financial
incentives. Higher education and research are most directly concerned with SDG 17,
which includes knowledge sharing globally (17.6).

Despite the limitations of the SDGs as a basis for supporting transitions towards
sustainability and global justice, two of the targets could be used as leverage in higher
education. Thefirst is target 4.7 on education for sustainable development. The ethical
stance outlined in this target is in line with the values required to build a collaborative
paradigm (Waddell 2011) and can, therefore, be used to support transformation in
this direction.

The second is target 17.6, on knowledge sharing and access to technology. Unfor-
tunately, in terms of implementation, the indicator for this target is limited to ICTs.
Nevertheless, although target 17.6 does not specify that global knowledge sharing
should focus on areas that will enable transitions to sustainable societies within plan-
etary boundaries, HEIs can use this target within their respective national evaluation
systems to systematically support internationalisation, specifically aiming at global
justice and addressing sustainability challenges globally. To make actual contribu-
tions, however, internationalisation needs to go beyond its current forms, which are
largely geared to serve dominant Northern partners (Chan 2004; Holmarsdottir et al.
2013; Melber 2015). Furthermore, to the extent that mobility is also involved, bene-
fits need to go beyond individual students, staff or research environments, which
supposes structures dedicated to spreading knowledge and know-how within the
sending and receiving institutions.
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9 Conclusions

Regardless of which strategies and pathways are chosen in HEIs, planetary bound-
aries (Steffen et al. 2015; Raworth 2017) must be respected. The material/ecological
limits for sustainable modes of production and consumption are non-negotiable.
These limits concern impacts on the planet as a whole, but also the limits of each
country and locality. Collapses at any point in our life systems may have irre-
versible effects and trigger cascades, which means that planetary boundaries need
to be considered qualitatively and holistically from their most vulnerable points,
rather than only assessed through indicators and geographical or chronological aver-
ages. It follows that among the most urgent steps in transforming HEIs is to move
away from formalised systems of evaluation, to instead consider capacity, education,
collaboration and research based on real impacts on our societies and planetary life
systems.

From the arguments outlined in this paper, it would seem that there is a paradox
in the need for innovation, mobility and change, on the one hand, and the need
for continuity on the other. But if we look closer, we can see that this paradox
only exists to the extent that trust, social position, decision-making or innovation
are primarily mediated through institutional structures and configurations, and to
the extent that communication and reflection are carried by formalised information
systems that serve a competitive paradigm. If these various functions are instead
carried by humans andmediated through stable teams and interpersonal relationships,
collective intelligent action becomes possible.

Despite the urgency of transforming higher education, there is a real danger in
reducing academia to serving purely instrumental purposes. Academic freedomwith
space for critical thinking can prevent blind spots andmiscalculations and is essential
to preserving democratic values and maintaining credibility in scientific judgement
as independent from particular political or commercial interests. Academic freedom
is additionally crucial for maintaining foundational and exploratory research, which
may provide key insights in the longer term. Diversity of fields of knowledge and
academic actors, as well as pluralism in perspectives and methodologies, are vital for
the longer-term resilience of our knowledge systems, enabling creativity (Marginson
2008) and preventing group think or perceptual “bubbles”. Considering the great
uncertainties in how political or environmental issues will unfold in the coming
years, critical voices are even more important.

A further key consideration in any strategy to transform HEIs for sustainability, is
that although challenge-driven, future-oriented research requires transdisciplinarity
(Mochizuki andYarime 2015), transdisciplinarity in turn depends on functioning and
sufficiently stable environments in which disciplinary perspectives can be developed.
There is otherwise a risk that research will be reduced to a series of disconnected
endeavours locked within specific projects. To create the radical transformation that
is needed in the face of global challenges, sufficient attention must be devoted to
maintaining diversity, academic freedom, disciplinary expertise and continuity.
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Finally, in any redefinition of priorities and restructuring of HEIs, the most impor-
tant question is who defines what “sustainability” is, and through which processes
new agendas are shaped. All fields and all employees must be involved, and have
the time and means to do so—surveys and isolated consultations will not lead to
engagement and determination. At the same time, those academics and research
environments that are already committed to sustainability and global justice are an
invaluable resource and can no longer be marginalised in agenda-setting (Avery and
Nordén 2017).

HEIs today are constituted by academics whose disciplinary orientation, expertise
and identity have beenvested into anunsustainable paradigm.These are the peoplewe
have to work with, this is the expertise we have available. Paradoxically, therefore, to
be radical, the transformation of HEIs must also be “soft”, shaping realistic pathways
and incentives for a shift in priorities and space to develop new skills for teachers,
administrators and researchers. However, transformation will not be possible as long
as sustainability and global justice are seen as add-ons and additional demands on
time and resources, on top of a long list of other requirements. The focus must,
therefore, lie on dismantling those drivers that otherwise keep sustainability on the
margins.
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