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Abstract

Despite widespread reports indicating that universities adopting an entrepreneurial
model face escalating and diversified tensions in contemporary society, especially
concerning sustainable development, limited attention has been given to how dif-
ferent higher education contexts influence these tensions. This paper addresses this
research gap through a conceptual analysis and empirical examination of how a
university’s profile, shaped by internal and external factors, affects the tensions en-
countered in pursuing sustainability objectives. Drawing from a conceptual frame-
work developed primarily within Western contexts, we empirically investigate two
distinct cases from Brazil and China. Our findings validate the framework and
reveal that a university’s type—classic or regionally embedded—significantly in-
fluences the nature of these tensions. Classic universities predominantly experience
tensions related to internal dynamics, such as institutional norms and values, while
regionally embedded universities face external pressures from markets and stake-
holders. A particularly noteworthy insight is that a strong institutional commitment
to sustainability can alleviate specific tensions, such as conflicts between local and
global priorities, and between social and economic objectives. Finally, the paper
provides actionable insights for policymakers and university administrators, rec-
ommending strategies to support universities in their transition towards becoming
sustainable entrepreneurial institutions.
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Introduction

Universities worldwide face profound change in response to growing societal
demands. This shift requires a critical reassessment of institutional strategies and
structures. This paper focuses on the role of organisational structures and emerging
tensions in shaping universities’ transitions from entrepreneurial models to sustain-
able entrepreneurial universities (SEUs) (Cai & Ahmad 2023). Using case studies
from Brazil and China, we explore how contextual factors and governance structures
influence these transitions and the strategies universities employ to address associ-
ated challenges.

The entrepreneurial university (EU) concept (Clark 1998; Etzkowitz 1983) has
been widely accepted as a normative model for designing and reforming universi-
ties (Pinheiro & Stensaker 2014), particularly when nations have aimed to develop
innovation systems or foster a knowledge-based economy (Cai & Ahmad 2023).
However, with the shift towards innovation ecosystems that prioritise sustainability
(Zheng & Cai 2022), the EU model shows limitations in addressing the multifaceted
demands of modern society. Universities are now increasingly tasked with balancing
their economic roles with responsibilities for social innovation, environmental stew-
ardship, and community engagement—each centered on the imperative of sustain-
ability (Barth et al. 2015; Calderon 2023; Serensen et al. 2019).

Sustainability has a long and evolving history. However, since the launch of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), universities worldwide have increas-
ingly integrated sustainability into their strategies and operations (Chankseliani &
McCowan 2021). This shift has introduced tensions in the transition from traditional
entrepreneurial universities to sustainable entrepreneurial universities. In such con-
text, Cai and Ahmad (2023) introduced the sustainable entrepreneurial university
(SEU) as an ideal-type model that integrates economic, social, and environmental
dimensions into the core missions of teaching, research, and societal engagement.
Their conceptualisation of the SEU synthesises insights from various new university
models in the literature: ‘civic university’ (Goddard et al. 2016), ‘engaged university’
(Benneworth 2013), ‘model 3 university’ (Carayannis et al. 2018), ‘responsible uni-
versity’ (Serensen et al. 2019), and ‘resilient university’ (Young & Pinheiro 2022).
An ‘ideal type,’ a concept developed by Max Weber, is an analytical construct that
exaggerates certain aspects of reality to create a clear, simplified model embodying
the most significant characteristics of a social phenomenon (Swedberg 2018). Thus,
the ideal-type SEU is primarily used for comparative analysis, rather than suggesting
the existence of a purely realised SEU. Indeed, transitions to SEUs are not uniform;
some progress gradually, while others are more radical, often varying based on insti-
tutional contexts (Cai and Ahmad 2023).

In an SEU, sustainability is integral to universities’ three core missions: education,
research, and societal engagement (Cai and Ahmad 2023). In education, the mis-
sion involves embedding sustainability and sustainable discourse into undergraduate
and graduate curricula, and developing programmes centred on these themes (Mori
Junior et al. 2019). Research within universities is directed towards addressing the
societal challenges highlighted by sustainability discourses (Dibbern and Serafim
2022). The engagement mission involves three key transformations: shifting from
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technology transfer to knowledge exchange, transitioning from reciprocal relation-
ships between partners to building trust among them, and evolving from merely serv-
ing society to actively shaping a better future (Cai and Ahmad 2023). Consequently,
university management not only incorporates sustainability into institutional plan-
ning and decision-making but also addresses emerging issues and challenges arising
from the integration of sustainability-related dimensions into the universities’ three
core missions.

Cai and Ahmad (2023) observed that the adoption of these new roles necessitates
an intricate internal process, involving organisational responses to tensions or chal-
lenges associated with the transition. The crux of the matter rests in the difficulties
of intertwining the three core missions with sustainability, effectively implementing
sustainable development across all aspects of the institution. This requires supportive
administrative and leadership structures in harmony with academic norms, values,
and professional culture.

Previous research has also highlighted significant differences in how universities in
urban centres and peripheral regions engage with sustainability initiatives, with ten-
sions often arising from efforts to align internal processes with SDG goals (Karlsen &
Pinheiro 2022; Pinheiro et al. 2018). Trade-offs between teaching, research, and soci-
etal engagement are influenced by organisational structures and governance models.

In summary, extant literature on university transitions in the context of sustain-
able development, drawing mostly from Western experiences, suggests that the
transformation patterns from EUs to SEUs vary across different contexts. These
transformations depend on numerous factors; organisational structures, managerial
styles, profiles, and demographics. They are often influenced (either amplified or
diminished) by the social, political, and cultural systems in which the universities
are deeply embedded. As a result, universities may experience different tensions dur-
ing the transition. However, existing studies have lacked appropriate frameworks to
assess and unpack emerging tensions—whether explicit, latent, or emergent—within
the context of varying organisational characteristics and contextual conditions. In
particular, there is a gap in understanding the ways in which organisational structures
influence strategic attention whilst addressing tensions.

This situation is understandable, as research exploring the post-EU era remains
relatively nascent. Current studies are primarily preoccupied with the identification
and conceptualisation of new models that either supplement or supersede entre-
prencurial universities, as exemplified in Cai and Ahmad’s (2023) comprehensive
review. A scant number of studies have endeavoured to systematically distinguish
universities’ tensions when grappling with sustainability (e.g., Lattu & Cai 2020) or
to comprehend the underlying tensions in the post-entrepreneurial era (e.g., Young
& Pinheiro 2022). However, none explore or compare tensions across a variety of
national contexts. Neither are there suitable analytical tools to observe the complex
tensions in university transition processes from a university management perspec-
tive. Nevertheless, the extant literature implies that variations in tensions and organ-
isational responses to address them are likely moderated by contextual factors (e.g.
governmental policy and funding) that influence the organisational structure and gov-
ernance of universities. Nonetheless, the degree to which these contextual variances
(e.g., concerning international organisation and system governance) influence uni-
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versities’ strategic choices in addressing tensions in the transition from EUs to SEUs
remains largely underexplored, both conceptually and empirically.

This paper seeks to bridge this research gap by posing the question: How do dif-
ferent types of organisational structures and modes of governance affect universities’
strategic intentions on addressing emerging tensions in the transition from EUs to
SEUs? To conceptually tackle this research question, we develop two typologies: the
first to classify universities by their internal and governance contexts, and the second
to identify the tensions they face during transitions. In between, we develop proposi-
tions on how organisational types influence universities’ strategic focus in addressing
specific tensions. Subsequently, we apply these typologies and propositions to case
studies in Brazil and China, offering insights into the effects of university forms on
transition tensions.

Research Design

Our research design comprises two key elements: conceptual framework develop-
ment and empirical case study investigation. These elements aim to accomplish two
interconnected objectives of this paper. The first objective is to generate novel con-
ceptual frameworks facilitating our examination of the research question. The sec-
ond objective is to verify and expand these frameworks through their application in
empirical case analyses. The methods employed for conceptual research and case
analysis will be detailed as follows.

According to Jaakkola (2020), one of the main aims of a conceptual paper is to
clarify and delve into a focal phenomenon which, while observable, has not been
adequately addressed in existing research. As stated above, the phenomenon under
scrutiny in this paper is the transition from EUs to SEUs, with a particular focus on
the tensions confronted by universities. To effectively conceptualise this transition,
we adopt Jaakkola’s methods of typology building and model approaches. The typol-
ogy approach categorises variants of concepts into distinct groups, offering a nuanced
understanding of a concept or phenomenon while highlighting the key dimensions
that differentiate these variants. The model approach focuses on constructing a theo-
retical framework, e.g. to explain and predict relationships between constructs.

To comprehend and differentiate the various dilemmas experienced in the shift to
SEUs, we have developed two typologies. The initial typology (Fig. 1) distinguishes
universities according to their organisational and governance structures, thereby aid-
ing in understanding how a combination of internal and external factors may mould
various university types. The second typology (Fig. 2) categorises the distinct tensions
that arise within universities when they undertake missions with diverse orientations.

Applying the model approach, we further elucidate the relationships between the
two typologies. Specifically, we propose a set of propositions outlining which types
of organisational structures lead to tensions during universities’ transitions from the
EU model to the SEU model.

In addition to our conceptual research on developing a typology and formulating
propositions to explain the relationships between the two typologies, we validate our
conceptualisation through empirical case studies. Specifically, we analyse secondary

@ Springer



Entrepreneurialism Meets Sustainability: Exploring Tensions in the...

High

Actors have conflicting
norms and objectives

Typel o Type IV
The University is a f_ﬁ The University is a service
High representative S enterprise embedded in Low
democracy competitive
University markets University operations
operationsand «——— Autonomy Autonomy _— and dynamics
dynamics T " are governed by
are governed by Type ll o ype environmental
H >
internal factors The University is a rule- EX The University is an factors
governed & instrument for
community of scholars l national political agendas
Low

Actors have shared
norms and objectives

Fig. 1 Olsen’s four visions of university organisation and governance.
Source: Adapted from Olsen (2007)

Local relevance

-

Relevance in teaching Relevance in research

. . Teaching- Teaching- . .
Orientation — * Orientation
towards teaching research nexus research nexus towards research

jJuawadedua |e)a1d0s
40 UoneBO

Excellence in teaching Excellence in research

juawadedua |e1a1d0s
40 UoneBIO

<«

Global excellence

Fig. 2 Typology of universities’ strategic orientation

data from two cases in Brazil and China to examine how distinctive characteristics
of their higher education systems influence the inherent tensions in these transition
processes. These cases were selected for their contrasting systemic structures, organ-
isational orientations, and varying stages of transition from EUs to SEUs. While
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our conceptual framework is primarily grounded in a synthesis of literature focused
on Western experiences, applying it in non-Western contexts extends its scope and
enhances its relevance to diverse higher education systems.

Regarding the data sources, the UNICAMP case (Brazil) drew on official docu-
ments published by the university through its communication channels, institutional
reports, and historical materials such as videos and related content. Additionally,
historiographical research—such as Castilho and Soares (2008)—was consulted.
For a focused discussion on the university’s sustainability initiatives, see Dibbern et
al. (2023). For the Linyi University case (China), data included transcripts of semi-
structured interviews with university leadership (e.g., the vice rector, three deans, two
department chairs, the director of the domestic development office, and the director of
the office of technology transfer), as well as industry partners (including two indus-
try association representatives and two company CEOs). Supplementary materials
encompassed the university’s quality assurance reports, graduate outcome reports,
and content from the official university website. Information on the historical devel-
opment of institutional transformation was sourced from earlier academic publica-
tions (Jing et al. 2022; Li & Li 2016; Qiu & Yu 2014). In both cases, data were coded
and analysed using the analytical frameworks introduced in the following section.

Analytical Approaches

In this section, we sketch out a set of analytical insights that facilitate understanding
of: 1) the types of universities with respect to organisational structure and gover-
nance; 2) the predominant tensions intrinsic to the evolution of entrepreneurial uni-
versities and 3) the relationships between university types and the tensions. These
insights culminate in two nested typologies.

Typology I: University organisation and governance

Our framework draws inspiration from Johan Olsen’s (2007) seminal work, which
explores governance models historically prevalent in European universities and
adapts it to the context of sustainability. Olsen identifies two critical dimensions
that are central to understanding university dynamics: the level of autonomy and the
degree of conflict among local stakeholders.

Olsen highlights autonomy as a defining characteristic of universities, reflecting
their ability to self-govern while balancing accountability to society. He differenti-
ates between substantive autonomy (control over goals) and procedural autonomy
(control over methods). Recent reforms inspired by New Public Management (NPM)
have generally increased procedural autonomy but often constrained universities’
capacity to define their own objectives, particularly through contracts tied to mea-
surable outputs within teaching and research (Gornitzka et al. 2004). According to
Olsen, high autonomy enables universities to follow internal academic logics, while
low autonomy aligns them with external imperatives. Most institutions strive to bal-
ance these extremes, though trends increasingly favour external instrumentalisation
(Pinheiro 2015).
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Conflict Olsen argues that conflict is inherent to universities due to their pluralis-
tic nature, encompassing diverse roles, traditions, and stakeholder interests. Shared
norms within the academic community can lower conflict, but differences in values,
priorities, or institutional logics often intensify it. The level of autonomy significantly
influences conflict: reduced autonomy typically exacerbates tensions by prioritising
external demands, while greater autonomy allows internal actors more discretion,
often reducing external interference. However, decentralisation can also generate
internal struggles over resources and priorities.

Olsen’s framework reveals the dynamic interplay between these dimensions. High
autonomy often moderates conflict by fostering flexibility, while low autonomy
intensifies disputes by amplifying external pressures. Together, these dimensions pro-
vide a powerful analytical lens for understanding how universities balance autonomy
with external demands and internal complexities.

At the heart of Olsen’s model (2007) are four (non-mutually exclusive) ideal types
or ‘visions’ of university organisation and governance (Fig. 1), based on the two
dimensions described above. These visions have historically played crucial roles.
Two of these visions (Types I and II) are underpinned by institutional perspectives
emphasising the internal life of universities as fiduciary institutions—an end in them-
selves. The remaining two are tied to more instrumental or utilitarian views of the
university, perceived as a means to achieve certain ends. Although these types are
based on the European context, their application extends to non-Western contexts due
to the prominence of the two key dimensions (autonomy and conflict), which have
universal applicability. This aspect also holds true in the context of policy transfers
and universities’ isomorphic behaviours globally (Cai 2023).

Type I (Democracy) is characterised by university dynamics being majorly shaped
by power struggles over control of scarce resources (people and funds) as well as
territorial demarcations (Trowler et al. 2012). Here, governance follows a representa-
tive democratic model, taking into account stakeholder interests, including staff and
students. Final decisions in this model are based on compromises rather than optimal
solutions (de Boer & Stensaker 2007), with the process (open deliberation) being
more important than the outcomes in determining legitimate behaviour (March &
Olsen 2006). Historically, this model was prevalent in Europe during the 1970s and
1980s, supported by the ‘democratisation of higher education’ related to the first mas-
sification wave (Trow 2007). In terms of sustainability, strategic decisions tend to fol-
low a logic of appropriate behaviour based on compromises (March & Olsen 2006).
Adopted elements of sustainability align with cherished internal norms, values, and
identities, leading to adaptations or localisations at the sub-unit level.

In Type II (Community), the university mirrors a ‘rule-governed community of
scholars’ (Nybom 2007: 63—64), akin to the classic model of a research-intensive
university where autonomy and decentralisation hold centre stage. The strategic pri-
orities in this model are addressed considering internal norms and values tied to Sci-
ence as an institution (Merton 1973) and the academic profession (Clark 1987). This
includes the degree of direct engagement with external stakeholders. A sustainability
agenda in this type emerges from top-down, resulting from the internal dynamics
within sub-units and research groups influenced by the prevalent norms, as well as
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epistemological and methodological considerations at the level of the respective dis-
ciplinary fields (Clark 1984).

In Type I1I (State instrument), universities are characterised by a consensus regard-
ing their crucial role in addressing key policy issues or market failures, e.g. unem-
ployment, inequality, and climate change. The dynamics within these universities
directly mirror environmental shifts and the strategic and normative positions of
prominent external stakeholders, including the government and its agencies (Ben-
neworth & Jongbloed 2010). This conceptualisation of the university becomes pre-
dominant during specific historical periods, as is the case of national reconstruction
(e.g., the post-World War II era), in the wake of political or economic crises and
amidst periods of significant societal upheaval and increased turbulence as in the case
of COVID-19 (Pinheiro et al. 2023).

This vision has shaped the design of reform processes aimed at transforming or
‘modernising’ university structures, tasks, and values to more closely align them with
government or policy interests. Such reforms often involve centralising decision-
making and establishing a neoliberal managerialist culture emphasising performance
and accountability (cf. Pinheiro et al. 2019). However, beneath this surface-level lack
of conflict, engendered by the hegemonic nature of this hierarchical university vision,
lies a latent reality of academic resistance and contestation. These undercurrents fre-
quently precipitate a decline in trust between academics and university managers,
and between university managers and political and bureaucratic entities (Hansen et
al. 2019). In this scenario, the adoption of sustainability aspects is typically driven by
a top-down approach, underpinned by formal bureaucratic rules and hierarchy for the
distribution of authority and resources.

Finally, in Type IV (Markets), the market vision casts the university as an active
competitor within a global, competitive marketplace, centred on the survival of the
fittest (Alajoutsijarvi et al. 2021). Key characteristics include intense competition,
transactional arrangements, and a ‘logic of outcomes’ or means-ends rationality
(March & Olsen 2006). This model involves a wide array of external stakeholders,
notably profit-oriented enterprises, which exert significant influence on the roles and
norms universities should embrace (Etzkowitz et al. 2000). Tensions emerge from
normative conflicts, contrasting traditional views of knowledge and universities as
public goods with their perception as private or market commodities (Slaughter &
Rhoades 2004). In this paradigm, the university is positioned as a service provider,
catering to any entity willing to provide financial compensation, often disregarding
the broader societal implications — both positive and negative — of its outputs (stu-
dents, knowledge, engagement, etc.). Here, sustainability is treated as a market com-
modity, something that can be traded within the global higher education marketplace,
offering distinct advantages to academic groups that successfully commodify it.

Having outlined the parameters for assessing university dynamics, including
strategic decisions regarding the institutionalisation of emerging features like sus-
tainability, the next section takes a step further. It delves deeper into the intricate
interplay between institutional profiles and core tasks, in light of path dependencies
(historical contingencies), strategic aspirations, and external demands for social and/
or economic engagement or impact.
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Typology II: Tensions in universities’ transitions towards SEUs

The literature has explored the tensions within universities from a variety of perspec-
tives. These include crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic (Liu et al.
2022), faculty members’ hopes and concerns about the future of higher education
(Veletsianos & Johnson 2023), and issues surrounding social justice and equality
in higher education (Riddell 2016). In the context of incorporating sustainability in
universities’ strategies and operations in Finland, Lattu and Cai (2020) identified six
areas of tension related to academic leadership and management, namely: legitimacy,
regional political conflicts and university profiling, governmental control over the
university system, shifts in academic work and profession, the balance between aca-
demic autonomy and state intervention, and the evolving role of university institu-
tions in society. Duarte et al. (2023) observed a discrepancy between the strategic
plans of Portuguese public higher education institutions and their understanding of
how sustainability is integrated into education and curricula. While these studies
offer valuable insights into the complexities universities face as they strive to align
with rapid societal shifts, they reveal realities that are too intricate to be feasibly
comprehended in research, particularly for comparative analyses. This complexity
underscores the pressing need for a more streamlined analytical framework.

As highlighted by Cai and Ahmad (2023), the shift from the EU to the SEU model
introduces significant tensions that can affect all three core missions. Therefore, to
effectively categorise the inherent tensions involved in the transition, it is crucial to
comprehend the distinct strategic orientations that universities adopt in fulfilling their
responsibilities in teaching, research, and societal engagement. Developing a general
typology of tension in the accomplishment of university missions, based on these
insights, could provide a valuable frame of reference for analysing the challenges an
EU faces in meeting sustainability as they evolve into an SEU.

Figure 2 introduces a two-dimensional typology to differentiate the strategic ori-
entations of EUs. The first dimension relates to the feaching-research nexus. Clark
(1998) argues that the fundamental roles of an EU include imparting knowledge and
skills to future generations of knowledge workers, as well as conducting either basic
research that satisfies peer-reviewed standards or applied research addressing the
needs of client organisations. The pedagogical role of universities and their research
functions are not mutually exclusive; rather, they can complement and strengthen
each other, especially within the growing realms of knowledge-based economies.

The second dimension concerns the societal engagement orientations of universi-
ties, which can be plotted on a continuum from local relevance to scientific excel-
lence (Perry 2012), acting as indicators of local impact versus global competition.
The prevailing view is that classic research universities are expected to contribute to
global scientific excellence, whereas teaching or vocational-oriented universities are
seen as more focused on addressing local needs by providing practical knowledge to
students (Pinheiro & Abualrub 2021). However, in reality, relevance and excellence
are not mutually exclusive concepts. Instead, they play a crucial role in diversifying
domestic higher education systems and fostering patterns of specialisation (Huisman
et al. 2002).

@ Springer



Y. Cai et al.

When the continuum of excellence versus relevance is cross-referenced with the
teaching-research nexus, four distinct yet interrelated strategic orientations for uni-
versities emerge. Universities focused on ‘relevance in research’ primarily aim to
solve problems through research that is specific to particular locations and contexts.
Those that prioritise ‘relevance in teaching’ concentrate on developing curricula that
respond to the social or economic needs of specific regions. Institutions striving for
‘excellence in teaching’ are dedicated to educating the next generation of knowledge
creators, emphasising innovative pedagogical approaches and international learning
experiences. Lastly, universities that seek ‘excellence in research’ are committed to
achieving global scientific excellence, often regardless of the direct benefit to their
immediate societal context (Pinheiro & Abualrub 2021), akin to the notion of ‘disem-
bedded excellence’ discussed in earlier literature (Perry 2012).

This typology identifies three distinct types of tensions that may emerge during the
transition from EUs to SEUSs. The first tension centres on the degree of embeddedness
of the university, especially regarding the emphasis placed on local versus global
dimensions. As Pinheiro & Abualrub (2021) note, the global and local dimensions
are not inherently contradictory. However, given the limited capacity of universities
to address a wide range of functions and demands, strategic decisions concerning the
allocation of resources (both human and financial) to specific tasks are imperative. In
this scenario, historical contingencies or path dependencies are crucial. Historically,
universities in more peripheral regions have been expected to contribute more to the
development of their immediate geographies compared to their counterparts in cen-
tral, urbanised areas with dense human and technical infrastructures (cf. Benneworth
2018). Universities in such central locations often adopt a more global focus, priori-
tising the institution of science (excellence) over locality (relevance).

The second tension relates to the weight given to institutionalising the core tasks
of teaching (knowledge transmission) versus research (knowledge creation). While
these tasks are not mutually exclusive, there has traditionally been a horizontal differ-
entiation in many systems. For example, application or vocation-oriented universities
typically have a stronger teaching profile compared to their older, more comprehen-
sive research-focused counterparts, where research plays a crucial role alongside
teaching (Taylor et al. 2008).

The third tension involves the emphasis on social versus economic dimensions in
universities' social impact agendas (Avramovi¢ et al. 2022). While these dimensions
are not mutually exclusive by nature, trade-offs are often necessary. In cultural set-
tings where social or public dimensions are prioritised over economic imperatives,
there is likely to be a more favourable response to sustainability transitions address-
ing aspects related to the community’s social life and the idea of knowledge as a pub-
lic good. Conversely, in environments where the economic aspects of social impact
are given strategic priority, elements of sustainable transitions that align with national
and global economic development and innovation are more likely to be embraced,
including the commodification of knowledge. Below, we provide empirical insights
from the two case studies included in this study.
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Relationships Between University Types and Tensions

This section develops a set of propositions to explore how different university types
influence strategic attention to tensions during the transition from EUs to SEUs, as
shown in Table 1. Drawing from Olsen’s (2007) framework and the tensions typology
described earlier, this analysis elaborates on the ways in which university types shape
responses to competing demands in teaching, research, and societal engagement.

The propositions above illustrate the various approaches by which university types
influence strategic attention to tensions during the transition from EUs to SEUs. The
analysis highlights that governance structures and strategic orientations play pivotal
roles in shaping universities’ ability to balance local relevance and global excellence,
teaching and research priorities, and social versus economic impacts. Next, we use
comparative case studies across different cultural and policy contexts to provide
deeper insights into how institutional typologies and their associated tensions mani-
fest globally.

Case 1: University of Campinas, Brazil
Transition towards the SEU model in the case university

The University of Campinas (Unicamp), founded in 1966 in the city of Campinas,
State of Sdo Paulo, Brazil, is a public research-intensive university. It is located
in one of Brazil's economically robust regions, a setting that reflects the country's
diverse socio-environmental inequalities. As of 2022, Unicamp is one of the largest
and most prominent higher education institutions (HEIs) in Brazil and Latin America,
with 8,771 staff and 37,619 students, engaging in research, teaching, and societal out-
reach across all knowledge areas. The university serves as a vital link between higher
education and science and technology policies at both local and national levels, while
also participating in global knowledge production dynamics. Institutionally, Uni-
camp is classified as a ‘public autarchy' meaning it is a public institution connected
to the administrative body of the State of Sdo Paulo, yet maintains political, didac-
tic, and scientific autonomy. Its primary funding comes from the Sao Paulo State
government, supplemented by research grants accessed by its researchers, including
master's, doctoral, and post-doctoral fellows, from the federal government (Ministry
of Science and Technology and Ministry of Education) and the Sdo Paulo Research
Foundation (FAPESP).

Unicamp was established under a vision that combined elements of the Hum-
boldtian university model with aspects of the North American model, particularly
in providing services to companies and government, aimed primarily at local and
regional development. In the 1990s, as Brazil's scientific and technological policy
increasingly emphasized university-company interactions, Unicamp adapted to this
shift, exemplified by initiatives like establishing a technology transfer office. Cur-
rently, the university experienced a complexification in its relations with society and
a diversification of academic subcultures, challenging the notion of fitting Unicamp
into a singular model.
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Table 1 Propositions concerning Relationships Between University Types and Tensions

University Type Decision-Mak-  Tensions Propositions: Influence Actionable
ing Dynamics (Mostly Influ-  of University Types on Managerial
and Strategic enced by) Sustainability Efforts and =~ Recommendations
Orientations Tensions
Type I: Inclusive and Teaching vs Sustainability efforts focus ~ Streamline
Democratic Participatory: Research on equity, inclusivity, and  decision-making
Universities Governance is Social vs broad stakeholder partici-  processes to en-
coalition-driven, Economic pation, addressing social hance alignment
focusing on Dimensions and teaching dimensions. among stakehold-
pluralism and Local vs Global However, pluralism creates ers. Develop
legitimacy. Dimensions challenges in aligning clearer sustain-
efforts with economic ability objectives
imperatives and global that address
competitiveness, leading social goals
to delays and fragmented ~ while gradually
strategies. Teaching and integrating global
social goals are prioritised and economic
over research and economic considerations.
outputs.
Type II: Rule-  Collegial and Local vs Global Sustainability efforts are Foster interdisci-
Governed Bottom-Up: De- Dimensions fragmented, tied to disci- plinary sustain-
Community of  cision-making  Teaching vs plinary silos, and driven ability initiatives
Scholars reflects shared Research by academic traditions. to overcome
norms, academic This focus supports global  disciplinary
traditions, and research excellence but fragmentation.
loose coupling. limits local engagement. Strengthen teach-
Teaching’s integration into  ing-focused
sustainability strategies sustainability
remains underdeveloped,  projects to bridge
and tensions arise between local and global
addressing global needs priorities and
and local societal impacts.  enhance societal
impact.
Type I1I: State- Externally Con- Local vs Global Sustainability efforts focus  Enhance collabo-
Instrument trolled and Com- Dimensions on local societal impacts, ration between
Universities pliance-Driven:  Social vs aligning with external man- academics and
Strategies reflect Economic dates. While this addresses  policymakers to
government Dimensions local vs global tensions by ~ deepen the inte-
mandates, with prioritising local needs, gration of social
sustainability economic imperatives and academic

framed as a tool
for legitimacy
and resource
acquisition.

overshadow social goals.
Efforts often lack aca-
demic depth due to limited
autonomy and symbolic
rather than substantive
engagement.

dimensions in
sustainability
strategies. De-
velop strategies to
support substan-
tive engagement
rather than sym-
bolic compliance.
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Table 1 (continued)

University Type Decision-Mak-  Tensions Propositions: Influence Actionable
ing Dynamics (Mostly Influ-  of University Types on Managerial
and Strategic enced by) Sustainability Efforts and ~ Recommendations
Orientations Tensions
Type IV: Mar-  Managerialist Social vs Sustainability is com- Incorporate
ket-Oriented and Competi- Economic modified as a strategic long-term equity
Universities tive: Decisions ~ Dimensions asset to meet economic and frameworks into
align with Local vs Global market-driven demands. market-oriented
market demands, Dimensions Applied research aligns sustainability
focusing on Teaching vs with local economic needs, strategies. Lever-
applied research  Research but this narrow focus limits age teaching

and short-term
adaptability.

teaching contributions and
marginalises social equity.
Efforts to address global
scientific priorities or
broader societal needs are
deprioritised.

as a bridge to
enhance societal
engagement and
global contribu-
tions alongside
economic

imperatives.

From a transition perspective, several key developments at Unicamp are notable.
The university's interactions with society have evolved, recognising a wider range of
social segments beyond companies and government entities, including marginalised
communities, citizens, and other civil society organisations. This shift is also evident
in efforts to create new co-construction dynamics between the university and soci-
ety. Additionally, Unicamp has been incorporating Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
(EDI) across the board, including affirmative action policies. These efforts, alongside
a growing emphasis on sustainability, as well as the push for greater EDI and col-
laborative arrangements with society, signify significant transition impulses within
the university.

Types of university organisation and governance

It can be stated that Unicamp straddles the Type 1 and Type 2 models of univer-
sity organisation and governance, as illustrated in Fig. 1. The university enjoys con-
siderable didactic and scientific autonomy, yet it adheres to the standard rules of
public administration in key areas like hiring and resource management. Several
factors underpin this positioning: firstly, the defence of the university's autonomy,
historically rooted in the internal community's response to governmental interven-
tions during Brazil's military dictatorship (1964—1985); secondly, the adoption of a
research-intensive model, supported by the significant role of the scientific commu-
nity in shaping Brazil's Science and Technology Policy; and thirdly, the influence of
European and North American educational and scientific models on Brazilian higher
education, with knowledge production dynamics often echoing those of the Global
North.

In terms of internal conflict, Unicamp occupies a middle ground. Potential con-
flicts arise from the complexity of academic subcultures across various faculties
and institutes, and the need to balance diverse pressures from its three institutional
missions: teaching, research, and engagement. However, the units' relative decision-
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making autonomy and the overarching need for consensus and legitimization in stra-
tegic decisions tend to mitigate these conflicts.

To summarise, Unicamp’s trajectory has been significantly shaped by contextual
factors. Positioned between the Type 1 and Type 2 models of university organisa-
tion and governance, the university navigates pressures by implementing institutional
actions, which sometimes lead to internal conflicts. Change impulses are particularly
strong when there is a convergence of external pressures with internal demands from
the research community. Additionally, the manner in which each academic subcul-
ture at Unicamp adapts to these changes varies, reflecting the diversity within the
institution.

The influences of university organisation and governance types on the tensions
in the transition towards the SEU model

To place the tensions in the transition towards a SEU model into context, three key
factors are noteworthy. Firstly, since its establishment, Unicamp has endeavoured to
engage in technology transfer activities, blending the influences of North American
universities with the Humboldtian model. Particularly in the 1990s, this approach
was redefined due to Brazil's Science and Technology Policy shifting its focus
towards innovation. At Unicamp, a notable development was the 2003 establishment
of INOVA, an Innovation Agency, designed to encourage academic entreprencurship
and facilitate collaborations between Unicamp and various companies. Disciplines
like engineering, with a propensity for applied research, showed considerable respon-
siveness to this agenda. Unicamp has since achieved a remarkable number of patents,
outstripping even Brazilian companies (e.g., registering 129 patents in 2021). While
Unicamp has been striving to play a significant role in economic development, it also
faces internal debates over the extent of its engagement with the market, particularly
in an era where neoliberal policies have intensified in Brazil over the past decade.

Secondly, the late 1980s marked a phase of re-democratization in Brazil, sparking
new social agendas centred around inclusion, inequality reduction, citizenship, and
environmental conservation. During this period, discussions about quotas for mar-
ginalised groups such as the poor, Afro-descendants, and indigenous peoples gained
momentum, with Unicamp adopting such policies in 2017. Additionally, Unicamp's
societal engagement has grown more complex and varied, influenced by discussions
on university social engagement in Latin America around the concept of university
extension. To address this evolving context, Unicamp institutionalised a Pro-Rector
of Extension and Culture in the 1990s. However, this mission of engagement is often
undervalued compared to research and teaching.

Thirdly, it is important to note that during the same period, an evaluation system
for post-graduate courses and scientific production was introduced, placing a strong
emphasis on academic productivity.

This context is important because Unicamp falls between Types I and II, as men-
tioned ecarlier. The strategies to address these external pressures impact governance
dynamics, which aim to build consensus and legitimacy among the different aca-
demic subcultures and the internal stakeholders involved, often creating new tensions
and conflicts. This can be observed in the case of trends toward the SEU model.
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Today, Unicamp exhibits tendencies aligning with the SEU model. The university
has been adopting strategic agendas focused on sustainability, for instance, incorpo-
rating sustainability as a central element in its latest strategic planning and spearhead-
ing significant initiatives like the International Hub for Sustainable Development
(HIDS). Moreover, there is a growing emphasis on promoting EDI, driven by both
internal scientific community pressures and internal (student unions and political col-
lectives) and external social movements.

All three aforementioned tensions are evident at Unicamp. Considering the
degree of embeddedness, Unicamp's trajectory reveals the tension between local and
global dimensions. However, its gradual shift towards the SEU model seems to be
an attempt to alleviate this tension by aligning knowledge production and teaching
with both local and global relevance. The university's use of sustainability in recent
strategic planning appears to be a strategy to bridge its local and global significance.

The second tension between teaching (knowledge transmission) and research
(knowledge creation), is also apparent in Unicamp's history (a common feature
among several research-intensive public universities in Brazil). The prevailing evalu-
ation system, whether at national or institutional levels, generally favours research
performance. Although Unicamp is recognised for producing high-quality profes-
sionals, research excellence is culturally more valued. The transition to a SEU model
impacts this differently, depending on the type of change. In incorporating sustain-
ability and sustainable innovation agendas, research is typically prioritised. However,
in movements towards greater EDI, there is a discernible shift towards emphasising
teaching. At present, the transition towards a SEU model does not seem to mitigate
the identified tensions significantly.

Lastly, regarding the tension between social and economic dimensions of the third
mission, Unicamp's institutional shifts towards the SEU model attempt to resolve
these conflicts. This is done by integrating themes like innovation for sustainable
development, considering various innovation models like the quadruple or quintuple
helix, and involving a broader range of stakeholders beyond the private sector. More-
over, increasing EDI actions and strengthening the engagement mission (targeting
the community, marginalised groups, social movements, local government, etc.) are
gaining traction, albeit facing resistance from different academic subcultures and
structural constraints that hinder the enhancement of the engagement mission.

As noted, positioned between Types I and II, Unicamp seeks to leverage the tran-
sition movement to mitigate some institutional tensions. However, considering the
influence of these types on sustainability efforts (Table 1, third column), it is evident
that these transition movements have indeed created challenges related to the frag-
mentation of strategies. This is because the various units and subunits enjoy relative
autonomy and tend to interpret and incorporate these strategies in highly adapted and
independent ways. As Unicamp oscillates between Types I and II of organisational
model and governance, it strives to achieve internal consensus amid the aforemen-
tioned tensions while maintaining flexibility and autonomy across its academic sub-
cultures. Furthermore, integrating education with sustainability remains a broadly
underdeveloped challenge. To address this, Unicamp invests in large-scale projects
related to research and innovation like the HIDS.
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Case 2: Linyi University, China
Transition towards the SEU model in the case university

Linyi University (LinyiU), a public institution established in the 1940s, is situated
in Linyi, a prefecture city in Shandong Province. This region is recognised as an
economic powerhouse in China, boasting a population exceeding 11 million. As a
regional university, LinyiU has undergone significant shifts in its positioning. Ini-
tially, from the 1950s to the 1990s, it adhered to the Soviet model of a specialised col-
lege in teaching. However, post-1998, it transitioned to a comprehensive university,
emerging as one of the largest provincial institutions, with a community of 45,000
students and 2,841 faculty and staff members.

Benefiting from persistent and robust support from the city government, LinyiU
has embraced an entreprencurial university approach since the early 2000s. In 2014,
under the endorsement of the State Council, the Ministry of Education had encour-
aged regional universities to transform towards the European model of universities
of applied sciences (UAS) (Yang et al. 2016). Against this backdrop, LinyiU adopted
the UAS identity, prioritising regional economic growth as its main mission. This
shift placed a premium on producing regionally relevant skills and applied knowl-
edge, thereby bolstering the university’s market influence and reputation in Southeast
China. The new identity has markedly augmented its regional clout. LinyiU ranked
273rd in the Shanghai JiaoTong ranking in China in 2023, yet it is one of the top 25
universities in Shandong Province.

LinyiU’s decision-making process has aligned with local demands and its sus-
tainability agenda. It shifted its focus from being a basic knowledge producer to
an anchor organisation facilitating applied knowledge exchange. Over the past 15
years, the university has taken on several new measures in response to its sustainabil-
ity transformation, emphasizing sustainability as a strategic asset to meet economic
and market-driven demands. First and the foremost, the university went through an
accelerated disciplinary expansion process in accordance with its new UAS iden-
tity. Newly added units, namely, School of Logistics (established in 2011), School
of Materials Science and Engineering (established in 2017), and School of Medi-
cine (established in 2021), were related to the green transition of logistics industry,
energy industry and health sector, respectively. Meanwhile, LinyiU capitalised on its
longstanding collaborations with local Chinese herbal medicine enterprises and other
medical universities, establishing multiple platforms for pharmaceutical engineering
and biochemical research of Chinese herbal medicine, fostering applied knowledge
production and exchange with social partners.

In addition, LinyiU aims to build trust among diverse stakeholders within the local
innovation ecosystem by integrating a sustainable development perspective into its
teaching and research agenda. The university focuses on disseminating knowledge
that addresses societal challenges in specific context. In 2019, School of Materi-
als Science and Engineering launched a new degree programme concentrating on
new materials for renewable energy, in collaboration with Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences and various local energy production and storage companies. This collabora-
tion yielded local solutions for technology upgrading, creating a regional knowledge
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exchange platform for renewable energy, as well as offering internship and research
opportunities for students.

Last but not the least, LinyiU has actively engaged in regional planning, advocat-
ing for a greener local development agenda. As a leading university in one of China’s
largest agricultural provinces, the university’s prominent scholars contributed to the
making of provincial- and city-level Five-Year Planning for agriculture, livestock,
logistics, and the Chinese herbal medicine industry. In summary, these efforts con-
verge to a new university development agenda centered on applied research and
short-term adaptability.

Types of university organisation and governance

In considering the model of university organisation and governance, LinyiU aligns
with the characteristics of Type IV in Fig. 1, characterised by intense competition,
transactional arrangements, and a ‘logic of outcomes’ or means-ends rationality. In
terms of conflict, the university faces critical challenges in aligning the professional
logic and the market logic. This UAS model involves a wide array of external stake-
holders, including the profit-oriented enterprises, exerting a strong market logic over
the roles and norms the university. The market logic prioritises the production of the
applied knowledge with local relevance, while the professional logic followed by
faculty members emphasises the importance of basic research and global research
excellence. This tension has compelled the university to adopt a “divide and rule”
strategy, creating new organisational units - schools, innovation platforms, and
research institutes - or platforms to produce applied knowledge with local relevance.

A review of LinyiU’s developmental trajectory suggests a relatively low level of
autonomy. The UAS identity pushed the university to become a service provider for
various levels of government. Government agencies can exert considerable influence
over key resources of the university, including disciplinary setup, enrolment quota,
campus land and facility allocation, university leadership appointment, and authority
to confer degrees. Hence, regional universities tend to pay close attention to external
imperatives and stakeholder demands. In China’s economically decentralised regime,
regional governments not only shape the local industry structure but also match uni-
versities with human capital and technology needs of local enterprises. Consequently,
LinyiU’s strategic priorities aligned closely with the economic agenda of provincial
and city governments, as well as neighbouring economic zones. This focus is exem-
plified by the university’s advancement in sustainability-related research fields; recy-
clable cold chain logistics technology and new materials for lithium batteries. The
high level of responsiveness to external stakeholders demands limits the university’s
autonomy in teaching and research affairs.

The influences of university organisation and governance types on the tensions
in the transition towards the SEU model

The shift from the EU to the SEU model introduces significant tensions that can affect
all three core missions of regional university, as suggested by Fig. 2 and Table 1.
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Forceful government interventions in higher education sector at national and regional
level has guided Linyi University’s transformation into a Type IV university.

The first tension centres on the degree of embeddedness of the university, espe-
cially regarding the emphasis placed on local versus global dimension. As a regional
flagship institution, LinyiU prioritises local relevance over global excellence in its
development. The university strategically mobilised local public and private resources
in its social network and became the centre of innovation ecosystem. By labelling
itself as a university “of Linyi, by Linyi, and for Linyi”, the university was able to
leverage resources from regional stakeholders and manage interdependencies with
entities like provincial or city development agencies, economic zone committees,
and regional science and technology funding agencies. Moreover, heavy investment
in applied sciences with local relevance serves as a source of comparative advantage
in regional science competitions, allowing LinyiU shifting its attention from compet-
ing for national science funding to harvesting local science and industry investments.

Regarding the second tension between teaching and research, research and devel-
opment have been gradually becoming as the core of the university’s organisational
development. Originated as a normal college in the region, LinyiU is now considered
as the main driver for local scientific infrastructure. Internally, the university estab-
lished new research units and institutionalized its research and development (R&D)
function by formalising regulations for faculty recruitment, for R&D facility and per-
sonnel management, and for R&D revenue management. Externally, the university’s
R&D activities were embedded in regional innovation system, supported by frequent
personnel exchanges among the university, public agencies and enterprises.

The third tension between social and economic dimension of the third mission is
also evident in Linyi University. Upon adopting the UAS identity, the university pri-
oritised the economic aspect of its social engagement agenda in terms of promoting
industry development and skill agglomeration. To this end, the university employed
a bridging strategy by aligning its disciplinary expansion with current economic
imperatives. The university president, a nationally renowned scientist, encouraged
and facilitated the cluster hiring from the top-tier universities in strategic disciplines
like Materials Science and Engineering and medicine. These newly recruited scien-
tists, once settled in the region, were able to leverage and expand their networks with
national or regional scientific funding agencies and economic ministries, in conjunc-
tion with the support of the local government, to compete for national industry guid-
ance funds and regional development funds. In doing so, Linyi University created
a new organisational image as a top applied research university pivotal for regional
development.

Comparing International Experiences and Propositions

In this section, we summarise the two case analyses from a comparative perspective
(See Table 2). While the two cases represent distinct models of higher education
institutions, some overlapping findings yield the following reflections: First, the uni-
versity types, influenced by contextual factors, significantly impact how universities
adopt sustainability. This adoption, in turn, affects the specific tensions that emerge
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Table 2 Comparing the two case analyses

Case Types of Transitions from an  Influences of university types on tensions in the
university or-  EU model to an SEU transition from EUs to SEUs
ganisation and  model
governance
Tension 1 Tension 2 Tension 3
Unicamp between Type 1 -Growing recogni- -Historical per- -Tension arises -The Latin
and Type 2 tion of diverse exter- sistent tensions  from evaluation =~ American
nal social segments.  between uni- systems favour-  science
Emphasising EDI, versity models  ing research over and tech-
particularly through  and relationship teaching, empha- nology
affirmative actions with society. sising a cultural  policy
for marginalised -Efforts toward  focus on research debate
populations. a transition to excellence. centres on
-Fostering knowl- the SEU model -Transitioning privatis-
edge co-construc- aim to alleviate toa SEU model ing public
tion. Examples this by aligning  brings varied higher
include integrating ~ knowledge changes; Sustain- education,
GTs into strate- production with ability leans to- ~ causing
gic planning and local and global wards prioritising internal
initiatives like the relevance. research, while tensions
International Hub -Unicamp EDI accentu- in uni-
for Sustainable strives for inter- ate the teaching  versities,
Development. nal consensus,  mission. including
-However, these flexibility, - Integrating Unicamp.
changes vary across  and autonomy  education with -The
the organisation due among aca- sustainability move to
to the diverse aca- demic subcul-  remains a broadly the SEU
demic subcultures tures to manage underdeveloped  model
within faculties and  this tension. challenge. seeks to
research groups. This also leads ease ten-
to challenges sions by
related to the incor-
fragmentation porating
of transition themes
strategies, mak- like sus-
ing it difficult to tainable
govern change develop-
across the ment in-
various units, novation.
which operate - Strategic
with relatively use of the
autonomous theme for
dynamics in internal
scientific de- and
velopment and external
teaching. social and
political
legitima-
tion.
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Table 2 (continued)

Case Types of Transitions from an  Influences of university types on tensions in the
university or-  EU model to an SEU transition from EUs to SEUs
ganisation and  model

governance

LinyiU Type 4 -Shifting its earlier ~ -As for degree  -LinyiU went -Employ-
focus on being basic  of embedded-  through the ing a
knowledge producer ness, LinyiU process of insti-  bridging
to becoming an Putting a greater tutionalization strategy
anchor organisa- value on local ~ ofresearchand by align-
tion that facilitaed relevance development. ing its dis-
applied knowledge  over global -The transforma- ciplinary
exchange, mainly excellence. tion involved expan-
through accelerating -Replacing disciplinary sion,
disciplinary expan-  national com-  expansion and faculty
sion process. petitive science  formalization of  hiring,
-Building trust funding with regulations for and grant
among participants  local science faculty recruit- applica-
of local innovation  and industry ment, for R&D  tion with
ecosystems by inte-  investments. facility and per-  current
grating sustainable sonnel manage-  regional
development into its ment and revenue economic
disciplinary plan- management. impera-
ning and research tives.
agendas.
-Engaging in

regional economic
and social planning
in order to promote a
green regional devel-
opment agenda.

in the transition from EUs to SEUs. Second, as thereorised at the onset, the type of
university also influences the strategies employed by the case institutions to address
the aforementioned tensions. Third, the transition of universities towards SEUs helps
to mitigate certain existing tensions. These include the tensions between local and
global priorities, as well as the between social and economic objectives.

Through the comparative case analysis, we further emphasise that contextual fac-
tors, while not explicitly integrated into the typologies, play a pivotal role in shaping
specific organisational types and the tensions they encounter, as demonstrated in the
case analyses of universities in Brazil and China. Contextual factors refer to external
influences, most notably government policies, funding structures, socio-economic
conditions, and cultural dynamics that interact with internal organisational charac-
teristics. These factors do not directly define organisational structures or strategic
orientations per se but significantly influence how organisational types manifest
themselves and operate within particular settings.

For instance, government intervention in China’s higher education system has
guided Linyi’s historical evolution into a Type IV (market-oriented) university.
This intervention emphasises alignment with regional economic goals and applied
knowledge, thereby intensifying tensions between local relevance and global excel-
lence. In contrast, Brazil’s deeply institutionalised legacies of academic autonomy
and regional inequalities have contributed to Unicamp’s hybrid positioning between
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Type I (democratic) and Type II (community scholar). This strategic posture reflects
a nuanced balance between local engagement and global scientific aspirations.

This analysis highlights that, while organisational characteristics and typologies
provide a foundational framework for understanding strategic orientations and ten-
sions, contextual factors serve as a lens through which these dynamics are realised
and shaped. By integrating the discussion of contextual factors, this study under-
scores their critical role in influencing organisational types and the specific nature of
tensions during transitions to SEUs.

Conclusive Discussion

At the outset of this paper, we presented the challenge of formulating a conceptual
framework to understand how contextual factors and organisational forms shape the
tensions experienced by universities transitioning from EUs to SEUs. As a response,
we developed two typologies: one classifying universities based on organisational
structure and governance, and another outlining characteristic tensions during uni-
versity transformations. We further analysed two contrasting higher education con-
texts—Brazil and China—to illuminate how varied contexts and organisational forms
influence tensions.

Significant tensions emerged in both cases, with distinct local expressions. The
case of UniCamp highlighted the critical role of a classic university model, marked
by strong academic units and an autonomous academic profession. Here, internal
dynamics, particularly professional norms and values, significantly shaped transi-
tional tensions. In contrast, the Linyi University case demonstrated how a regionally
embedded institution prioritising economic objectives experienced tensions primar-
ily driven by external market forces and stakeholder expectations. These external
pressures necessitated strategic adaptations within the university’s internal structural
and cultural frameworks.

Aligned with previous studies (Kriicken 2003; Musselin 2009; Karlsen & Pinheiro
2022), our findings underscore that transitions in higher education systems are deeply
influenced by historical legacies, policy frameworks, resources, and cultural contexts.
We thus concur with Bennweworth et al. (2016) in cautioning against generic, ‘one-
size-fits-all’ approaches to policy and governance that neglect contextual nuances in
the pursuit of strategic objectives imposed by governments or institutional leadership.

A particularly noteworthy insight from our research concerns the beneficial role
that sustainability orientations can play in easing tensions between local and global
priorities, as well as between social and economic goals. Policymakers and university
leaders should therefore harness the growing emphasis on sustainability to confront
longstanding tensions in universities’ societal engagement—while acknowledging
that such tensions may never be fully resolved (Pinheiro et al. 2012, 2015; Iakovleva
et al. 2022; Karlsen & Pinheiro 2022).

This study contributes both conceptually and empirically by clarifying how the
type of university, influenced by internal and external factors, shapes its capacity
to align with sustainable development goals. Our comparative analysis of Brazilian
and Chinese universities reveals limitations inherent in Western-centric frameworks,
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which typically prioritise economic and policy considerations under conditions of
high institutional autonomy. Instead, the chosen cases emphasise socio-political
and cultural elements, particularly government intervention and local stakeholder
involvement, as critical to understanding university transformations globally.

Consequently, we recommend policymakers and university leaders to adopt con-
text-sensitive approaches reflective of diverse governance structures and institutional
profiles. Sustainability should act as a unifying agenda to reconcile tensions between
local relevance and global standards, and between social and economic priorities.
This involves aligning evaluation and funding mechanisms with sustainability goals,
fostering inclusive stakeholder engagement, and maintaining accountability while
preserving strategic autonomy.

The study’s limitations include its focus on only two universities, restricting the
generalisability of findings across broader geographical and political contexts. Future
research should expand the proposed framework to include diverse global settings
and explore tensions at the level of organisational sub-units and research groups.
Such investigations would more fully account for the complexity of universities as
both organisations and institutions operating within dynamic policy environments,
thereby enhancing their societal impact and academic engagement.
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